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Introduction 

The original version of The Clouds was presented in March, 423 B.C. 
at the Great Diooysia, where it disappointed Aristophanes' hopes by 
heing placed third. The First Prize was awarded to the aging Kratinos 

for his final comedy, Pytine (or The Wineflask) and the runner-up was 
Ameipsias with his Konnos.' After the success of both Acharnians and 
Knights, this defeat must have been a bitter blow for Aristophanes. In 
Knights of the year before he had twitted Kratinos with being a doddering 
drunkard whose comic talents bad decayed, and the drunkard had replied 
by confessing his drunkenness in a play of such comic verve and gaiety 
-accusing Aristophanes, for instance, of heing a mere "Euripidaris- 
tophanizing" plagiarist-that he completely defeated his brash young 
critic. Worse yet, Ameipsias' Konnos was, like The Clouds, an attack on 
the sophistic movement, containing a Chorus of Sophists and, evidently, 
satirizing Sokrates by name. All this might not have mattered had 
The Clouds been a less ambitious play, but Aristophanes regarded it 
as by far the finest comedy of his career to date.2 

Probably in the hope of getting a second hearing-if only from readers 
-he revised the play, and the version of The Clouds which we now 
possess is not the original of 423 B.C. but a revision carried out some 
three or four years later. According to the Scholiast, the revision was 
thorough and extensive changes were made, but the chief alterations 
affected three sections in particular: the parabasis, the agon between the 
two Logoi, and the finale, the burning of the Thinkery. The full extent 
of these changes cannot be ascertained. In the parabasis, the original 
choral anapests were replaced by a passage whose meter is unique in a 

'Konnos was the name of Sokrates' music teacher, and it is likely that the 
play attacked the "New Music." 
'The Clouds, 522: "convinced . . . that this play was the finest of my 
comedies . . ." 



parabasis (a probable indication that the poet had no expectation of I 
seeing the play restaged) and in which Aristophanes takes off the cus- 1 

tornary choral mask and speaks to his readers directly in the first person. 1 
To the agon was added the famous, passionate defense of the Old I 

I Education, a speech clearly designed, through its power of conviction 
and moral seriousness, to show Aristophanes' critics that what was at I 

I 
I 

stake in this play was nothing less than the fate and future of civilized 
! Athens. About the finale no such certainty is possible, though there is 

some small reason to believe that in the original version it was the god 
Hermes, rather than Strepsiades, who hred the Thinkery. 

Even in its present form, revised for readers rather than for the stage, 

The Clouds is visibly a masterpiece, a play of wonderful, ragging satire, ~ 
tilted so expertly toward the preposterous and the absurd that its effect 
is wholly and unmistakably comic. We have, in fact, almost a reductio 
ad absurdurn of the satirical intent, satire become so buffa and burlesque 
that its cha~acters and targets, by sheer exaggeration and incongruity, 
survive as directly comic. In short, a splendid play, beautifully sustained 
and shaped, and everywhere guided by Aristophanes' genius for comic 
distortion and his cunning of absurdity. If not the funniest play he ever 
wrote, it is certainly the cleverest: clever in construction and plot, clever 
in its exploitation of incongruities, clever in polemic and wit. Almost, 
perhaps, too clever for its own good. But for Aristophanes these very 
qualities of cleverness and wit were precisely what made The Clouds 
superior to his own previous work and that of his "cheap and vulgar 
rivals": for their slapstick of situation and crude horseplay he here 
substitutes the ludicrous slapstick of the intellect and the better horse- , 
play of poetry and imagination. In its structure too The Clouds is an 
improvement. Unusually tight and coh~ren t ,~  at least by Aristophanic 
standards, its action is all of a piece, a continuously unfolding plot, 
written to be performed by a small cast, and singlemindedly devoted to 
the pursuit of its quarry. If it lacks the miraculous violence and vigor 
of The Knights or the exuberance of The Acharnians, it makes up for 
those qualities by the greater clarity and economy of its design and the 
pure lyricism of its poetry. Until The Birds, there is nothing in Aris- 
tophanes to match the loveliness of the poetry here assigned to the Chorus 
of Clouds as it enters. In this play, for the first time, we catch a glimpse 
of that exquisite tension between slapstick and poetry, the obscene and 
the sublime, which was Aristophanes' major individual contribution to 

In my opinion the only major structural flaw in the play is the abrupt change 
in the role of the Chorus. At least I find a jar when the Clouds suddenly 
reveal that they are actually celestial ogents provocateurs masking as fhe 
patrons of the Sophists. 

comedy and which lies at the heart of his two greatest lyrical comedies, 
The Birds and The Frogs. 

At first blush the improbable victim of The Clouds seems to he the 
philosopher Sokrates. But actually Aristophanes is deliberately exploiting 
Sokrates here as a convenient comic representative of the sophistic 
corruption which is the play's real subject. In the illustration of that 
cormption, Sokrates is nothing more than the poet's cipher, a curious 
catchpaw of those enormous cultural polarities (Old and New, Tradition 
and Innovation, Country and City, Peace and War, Poetry and Prose, 
Custom and Logic, etc.) which Aristophanes loved to elaborate and 
which he presented in play after play as locked in a life-and-death 
struggle for the soul of Athens. Whether Aristophanes privately believed 
that Sokrates was a sophist or presented him that way for its comic and 
preposterous effect, we shall never know. But for the purposes of the 

play, Sokrates is merely a genial polemical emblem of the sophistic move- 
ment-if that extraordinary simultaneous flowering of individual genius, 
crankery, "educationism," and fraud can be called a movement at all. 
For Aristophanes such distinctions are academic, and to his mind the 
sophists are a movement only because they are something worse, a con- 
spiracy of charlatans and humbugs. Distinctions of doctrine and belief 
are totally disregarded. Jumbled together in ludicrous proximity and 
then stulied into the mouth of Sokrates are the doctrines of Protagoras, 
the preSocratics generally, Anaxagoras, Diagoras, Gorgias, Prodikos, and 
perhaps Thrasymachos. It is grotesque--and hilarious. It is polemic on 
the grand scale, contemptuous of niceties, careless of reputations, unfair, 
Procrustean, and passionately loyal to its central perception. Addressed 
to, and exploiting, the average man's ridiculous stereotype of philosophy 
and science, it remains an honest and uncompromising play. 

Grant Aristophanes his premises, and his logic is ruthlessly consistent. 

If Sokrates is a symbol of intellectual corruption and fraud, Strepsiades 
represents the Old Tradition in its corruption. Far from presenting 
Sokrates as the indispensable corrupter, Aristophanes shows that Strep- 
siades can be hoodwinked only because he had been corrupted prior to 
his enrollment in the Thinkery. All Sokrates does is to complete the 
process--or at least he tries to. But for Aristophanes the Sophists are 
merely symptoms of the general corruption, not its causes; they stand 
to education and the life of the mind exactly as Kleon stands to politics 
and Euripides to tragedy. If the Sophists are strong in being unprincipled, 
Strepsiades is weak because he is stupid and because the principles and 
values that might have protected him from his own stupidity have d e  
teriorated. He is essentially only a denser Dikaiopolis become citilied and 



decadent; in another context he might have been a peasant hero. But 
transplanted to Athens from the country, cursed with an expensive aristo- 
cratic marriage and a playboy son, he is an Awful Warning on the Perils 
of the City and the Evils of Imperialism. According to Aristophanes, the 1 

I 
process of corruption began with Athenian imperialism and the war 
fought to maintain the empire. If imperialism brought with it tyranny, 
luxury, litigation, and the domination of political life by demagogic 1 
rhetoric, the war was destroying the very fabric of Athenian life by 
ravaging the countryside and forcing the evacuation of the country 1 
population into the city. There, cut off from the earth and uprooted from 1 
the context that gave it life and value, the Old Order had decayed, and I 
with it were being destroyed all those traditions and virtues and decencies 
which, for a conservative countryman like Aristophanes, were synony- 

! 
mous with Athenian civilization itself. Strepsiades is his comic image of 
this corruption and Sokrates its aggravating symptom. If the causes were 
irremediable, he could at least struggle with the symptoms. And no 
quarter asked or given. 

Aristophanes and Sokrates 

Why did Aristophanes select Sokrates as his spokesman for the Sophists, 
and was he guilty of malicious slander and moral irresponsibility in 
so doing? 

By now these two questions have become inextricably bound up with 
the fortunes of the play which is, ironically, more commonly read as 

a perverse adjunct to The Sokratic Problem than for its satire of the 
sophists. No definite answer is possible in the poor state of our evidence, 
but the questions cannot be shrugged off, and I offer the following 
considerations for what they may be worth. 

1. Plato's charge against Aristophanes is the serious charge of moral 
irresponsibility. By circulating a distorted image of Sokrates, Aristophanes 
created, or abetted, those slanders which Plato believed led to Sokrates' 
death. The official indictment read: "Sokrates is a malefactor who 
meddles in the matters of the heavens and the earth below, who makes 
the Worse Argument appear the Better and teaches others to follow his 
example." And the Platonic Sokrates comments to the jury: "You your- 
selves have seen these very things in Aristophanes' comedy-a Sokrates 
who is carried around in a basket and asserts that he walks upon the 

air and a great many other aburdities, of which I am completely ignor- 
ant." We may, if we wish, doubt Plato's interpretation, but presumably 
the charges are accurately reported, and the implication is clear: the 
slanders of The Clouds, directly or indirectly, created the formal accusa- 
tion brought against Sokrates in 399 B.C. 

2. But the evidence is partisan and polemical. Plato's account is that 
of a devoted disciple, not a reporter, and tbe prejudice of Platonists is 
almost religious.' 

3. Sokrates' own reaction, if Plutarch can be trusted: was not that 
be had been slandered hut that he had been teased: "I am twitted in the 
theater as I would be at a drinking-party." 

4. Nonetheless, judging from the available evidence, the caricature 

of Sokrates in The Clouds is so distorted that it cannot be called a 
caricature at all. Thus Sokrates refused payment, was not an atheist, had 
no Thinkery, and never held the doctrines which are here put into his 
mouth. Worse, he consistently attacked the Sophists and their doctrines. 
He does, however, admit in the Apology that in his earlier days be had 
dabbled in "scientific" research. 

5. That Aristophanes could not have foretold the consequence of his 
"slanders" is irrelevant. Slander is slander. 

6. Aristophanes' private opinion of Sokrates is also irrelevant. In 
Plato's Symposium, the two men are presented as being on friendly 
terms, but this does not entitle us to suppose that Aristophanes really 
admired Sokrates or thought his views anything but pernicious. If it 
does, then Aristophanes was a hypocrite as well as morally irresponsible. 

7. If Aristophanes was really ignorant of Sokrates' beliefs, he is 
equally culpable. Ignorance is no excuse for slander. But Aristophanes 
was anything but an ignorant man, and his refusal to allow his Sokrates 
to make one statement that is recognizably Sokratic seems to me to 
indicate strategy rather than stupidity. 

8. The distortions practiced upon Sokrates are typical and not excep- 
tional. They are, for instance, completely of a piece with Aristophanes' 
systematic distortion of Enripides; if Euripides' words are quoted against 
him, they are invariably taken from their context and parodied by willful 
misunderstanding. But those who are angered by the spectacle of Sokrates 
mocked have never lifted a finger in defense of Euripides? 

'It has even been suggested that The Clouds failed to win First Prize because 
the audience recognized-and disliked-the distorted image of Sokrates. Given 
what happened to Sokrates, this seems excessively naive. 

De educatione puerorum xiv. 
'As Speaker of the House Rayburn said in a different context: "It all depends 
on whose ox is gettin' gored." 



The Clouds 

9. In any case, the treatment of Sokrates is not, by Aristophanic 
1 

1 
standards, harsh or "pitiless satire," as Platonists claim. It is, in fact, 
surprisingly mild and impersonal. (The savage attack upon Kleon in 

I 
1 
i 

The Knights is an instructive comparison.) Thus, apart from a couple of i 
gibes at Sokrates' gait and general bathlessness, his personal life is 
strictly avoided. We hear nothing of the shrewish Xanthippe, nothing of 
the fashionable pederasty of the Socratic circle (or at least nothing that 11 

implicates Sokrates), nothing about Sokrates' midwife-mother (cf. the 
treatment meted out to Euripides' mother), etc. The charges are wholly t 

professional: Sokrates is a humbug and a charlatan. 
10. Aristophanes' "slanders" are, in some real sense, dictated by con- 

vention. Comedy is the heir of the early komos, and the komos was a 
convention whose essential attributes were invective and abuse. Which is 
to say merely that the Athenian comedian was not merely given license 
to be abusive, but that abuse was expected of him. And precisely because 
it was conventional, was expected, it could he discounted as conventianal; I 

and presumably those who were ragged were expected to take their 
ragging in good part-as Sokrates did, though Kleon (and Plato) did 
not. Needless to say, such a convention makes the notion of "moral 
irresponsibility" extremely hard to  assess. 

11. Sokrates is presented as preposterous and this strikes me as cool 
and deliberate strategy--doubtless sustained by malice and even a little 
contempt. There is, after all, a kind of humor-the kind of humor of 
the komos, I suspect-which contrives its fun out of a total inversion 

{ 
of the truth. Because the humor is conventional, the exaggeration is under- 
stood as exaggeration and the humorist's success consists in the very 

#, 
size and absurdity of the distortion. The comedy lies in the disparity 
between the known truth and the degree of distortion achieved. This 
explanation might be less acceptable if it were not for the fact that 
Aristophanes is, of all comedians, the master of the incongruous, and 
that the stunning distortion is everywhere his stock-in-trade. 

12. If Aristophanes has not made Sokrates preposterous because the 
preposterousness was funny, he has done so out of dislike and the con- 
viction that Sokrates was dangerous. In this he was probably mistaken, 
but Aristophanes was a man in the livery of an Idea, and if Sokrates is 
distorted or satirized in the service of that Idea, it is regrettable but not 
culpable. Ideas distort the world and those who serve them. Platonists 
should understand. 
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Characters of  the Play 

STREPSIADES, father o f  Pheidippides 
PHEIDIPPIDES, a playboy 
XANTHIAS, a slave 
STUDENTS OF SOKRATES 

SOKRATES 

CHORUS OF CLOUDS 

KORYPHAIOS, or Chorus Leader 
ARISTOPHANES 

PHILOSOPHY 

SOPHISTRY 

PASIAS, creditor of  Strepsiades 
AMYNIAS, creditor of Strepsiades 
CHAIREPHON, disciple of Sokrates 

SLAVES, STUDENTS, WITNESSES, etc. 



The Clouds 

SCENE: A street in Athens. On the left, the house o f  
Strepsiades,' an old farmer compelled by the war 
to leave the country and take up residence in Athens; 
on the right the tiny, grubby, ramshackle hovel 
which houses Sokmtes' Thinkery. On the extreme 
left a statue o f  Poseidon. Before Strepsiades' house 
stands a Herm, a bust of the god Hermes supported 
by a square pillar; in front o f  Sokrates' house, 
balancing the Herm, stands a potbellied stove with 
a long iapering flue and a placard which reads: 
MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE ACCORDINO TO THE CON- 

VECTION PRINCIPLE. 

Two cots are placed before Strepsiades' house, one 
occupied by Strepsiades himself, the other by 
Pheidippides. Huddled on the ground nearby lie 
several loudly snoring slaves. The time is just before 
dawn. 

1 
STREPSIADES 

Thrashing restlessly, then throwing 00 his blankets 
1 and sitting bolt upright. He yawns. 

Yaaaahhuuuuu. 

1 Great Zeus Almighty, what an endless monster 
of a night it's been! Won't the daylight ever come? 
I could have sworn I heard the roosters crowing hours 
ago. 

And listen to those slaves. Still snoring away! 
By god, things around here were a long sight different 
in the good old days before this war! Drat 
this stinking war anyway! It's mined Athens. 
Why, you can't even whip your own slaves any more 
or they'll desert to the Spartans.: 

Bah. 
Pointing to Pheidippides. 

And as for him, 
that precious playboy son of mine, he's worse yet. 
Look at him, stretched out there sleeping like a log 
under five fat blankets, farting away. 

-All right, 
if that's the way you want it, boy, I'll snuggle down 
and fart you back a burst or two. 

He burrows under the blankets for a moment, then 
throws them o f  and sits up again. 

DAMN! 



The Clouds 

I'm so bitten up by all these blasted bedbuggering debts 
and bills and stable-fees, I can't catch a wink. 

Turning on Pheidippides. 

And all because of YOU! 
Yes, you and your damned horses! 

Gigs, rigs, nags, ponytails*. . . . Hell, 
horses everywhere! Horses in your dreams! 

But me? 
I'm bankrupt, broke, ruined, waiting for the end of the month 
when all these debts come due. 

Savagely kicking Xanrhias awake. 
-You. You there, 

light me a lamp and bring me my ledger. 
The slave rises, lighfs a flickering lamp, and brings 
him the ledger. 

Now then, 
I'll just run over this account of my debts and see 
bow much I owe. 

Hmmmm. 
Reading aloud. 

T O  PASIAS: THE SUM OF THREE 
HUNDRED- 

Three hundred to Pasias? What in god's name for? 
Of course. I remember. That gelding I bought hi. Idiot! 
Better I should have gelded myself. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Shouting in his sleep. 
PHILO, 

YOU FOULED ME! KEEP IN YOUR OWN LANE! 

STREPSIADES 

That's it. 
That's the horsey blight that has blasted me dead. 
Even in his dreams he thinks he's winning the derby. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
In his sleep. 

HOW MANY LAPS FOR THE STEEPLECHASE? 

STREPSIADES 
Laps, is it? 

A fat lot of laps you've driven your poor old man! 
Resuming his accounting. 

Let's see now. What's the next entry after Pasias? 

Reading aloud. 
TO AMYNIAS: FOR GIG, BODY AND WHEELS INCLUDED, 

THE SUM OF- 

PHElDlPPIDES 

In his sleep. 
ROLL THE HORSE IN THE DUST, TRAINER, 

AND THEN STABLE HIM. 

STREPSIADES 
You've rolled me out of house and 

home, damn you! 
I've lost two or three lawsuits on your account and now 
the other creditors are clamoring for confiscation. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Waking up crossly. 

Damn it, Dad, 
why do you have to thrash around like this all night long? 

STREPSIADES 
Because there's a bumbailiff* in the mattress biting me, 
that's why. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Oh, for god's sake, let me sleep, will you? 

STREPSIADES 
Go on, damn you, sleep! But I give you warning, boy. 
Someday these debts will land on your head. 

Pheidippides' only answer is a snore. 
By god, 

I hope that meddling matchmaker who prodded me on 
to marry your mother dies a nasty death! 
I used to be a fanner-the sweetest l i e  on earth, 
a lovely, moldy, unspruce, litter-jumbled lie,  
bursting with honeybees, bloated with sheep and olives. 
And then, poor hick, what did I do but marry 
your mother, a city girl, and niece of that Megakles 
who was son and heir of old Blueblood Megakles* himself? 
She was a pretty piece: Miss Megakles-de-luxe. 
Well, so we got married and we clambered into bed- 
me, a stink of wine-lees, fig-boxes, and wool-fat; 
she, the whiff of spices, pure saffron, tonguekisses, 
Luxury, High Prices, gourmandizing, goddess Lechery, 
and every little elf, imp, and sprite of Intercourse. 



But I'll say this for your mother: she was a worker. 
Nothing slow about her. All day long she'd sit there 
working away at her loom and shoving in the wool, 
a.nd then in bed at night she'd work on me 
for more. 

Expense meant nothing. 
Clipped? 

I was shorn. 
"Madam," I said, "what do you think I am? A man 
or a goat? 

Suddenly the oil lamp sputters and goes out. 

XANTHIAS 

There's no oil left in the lamp. 

STREPSIADES 

Jackass! 
And why in god's name did you light that guzzler of a lamp? 
Come here and be whipped. 

XANTHIAS 

But why? What have I done? 

STREPSIADES 

Because you put in pot-bellied wicks, that's why. 
He lunges af Xanfhills who ducks nwny and dis- 
appears into the house. 

Anyway, when that darling brat of ours was horn 
to the missus and me, we immediately started squabbling 
over his name. She, of course, wanted something fancy, 
some upperclass, high-horse handle with hippos* in it- 
Xanthippos or Charippos or Kallippides-whiie I naturally 
wanted to give him the fine old name of Pheidonides* 
in honor of his thrifty grandfather. Well, we haggled 
and at last agreed on a compromise name: Pheidippides.; 
She used to gush over the baby: "Just imagine. Someday 
he'll be an important man, just like his Uncle Megakles, 
and drive in his purple robes up to the Akropolis." 
And I'd put in: "Ha, drive hi goats from the hills, 
you mean, dressed like his dad in a filthy smock." 
Well, needless to say, he paid no heed to me 
and now he's ended up by squirting his dirty horse-pox 
all over my money. 

Anyway, after beating my brains 
all night long, I think I've finally found a way, 
the only way out, a wonderful little chink of a loophole. 
Now if I can only shove him through it, I'm saved. 
But first I've got to iind some way of waking him up. 
I wonder what's the nicest way to wake up. 

Hmmmm. 
Cooing in Pheidippides' ear. 

Pheidippides. 
Little Pheidippides. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Waking angrily. 
Damn it, Dad, what now? 

STREPSIADES 

Give your Old Man a kiss. There, now your hand, son. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Look here, what's this all about? 

STREPSIADES 

Tell me, my boy, 
are you really fond of your poor old father? 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Sure, Dad. 

I swear it. So help me Poseidon. 

STREPSIADES 
No, NOT THAT! 

For god's sake, none of those horse-god oaths* of yours! 
Poseidon indeed! That god's the cause of all my troubles. 
But if you really love me, my boy, 1 beg you, implore you, 
do what I ask. 

Please. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Suspiciously. 

Depends. What are you asking? 

STREPSIADES 

Reform yourself, boy. Change your whole way of life. 
Follow my advice and make a new man of yourself. 
A fresh Pheidippides. 



PHEIDIPPIDES 

But how? 

STREPSIADES 
First promise. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Reluctantly. 

1 promise. 
So help me-Dionysos. 

STREPSIADES 

Good. Now then, look over there. 
Do you see that dirty little hovel with the dinky door? 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Yes. But what are you driving at, Dad? 

STREPSIADES 
Awesomely. 

My boy, 
that little hovel is the Thinkery. Intellectuals live there, 
professors who will teach you-and what's more, prove it- 
that the whole atmosphere is actually a Cosmical Oven* 
and we're not really people but little bits of charcoal 
blazing away. What's more-for a fee,* of course- 
they offer a course called The Technique of Winning Lawsuits.* 
Honest or  dishonest, it's all one. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Who are they? 

STREPSIADES 

Great Scholars. Scientists. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Fine. Who are they? 

STREPSIADES 

Gentlemen. Men of Learning. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Yes, but what are their names? 

I The Clouds 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Oh lord, I know those filthy charlatans you mean- 

those frauds, those barefoot pedants with the look of death, 
Chairephon and that humbug, Sokrates. 

STREPSIADES I Scanhlird.  

i Here, here, boy. 
Hush. For shame. Don't ever let me hear you talking 
so disrespectfully. What's more, if you don't want 
your poor Old Man to starve, you'd better go study there 
and ditch your damn horses. 

PHEWIPPIDES 
By Dionysos, I won't! 

Not on your life. I wouldn't go there if you bribed me 
with every racehorse in Leogoras' stable! 

STREPSIADES 
My dearest boy, 

I implore you. Please go and study at the Thinkery. 

PHElDIPPIDES 
Study what? 

STREPSIADES 
I've heard that they teach two kinds of Logic.* 

1 One of them is called Philosophical, or Moral, Logic- 
whatever that may be. The other one is called 

I Sophistic, or Sokratic, Logic. Now, if you could learn 
this second Logic, I wouldn't have to pay a penny 
of all those debts you've saddled me with. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Count me out. 

I'd rather die. Why, those vampires would suck me dry. 
They'd scrape the tan right off my face. How could I 
face the fellows down at the track? 

STREPSIADES 

Then, by Demeter, 
you've had your last meal on me. Take your critturs 
and pack out of this house and be damned to you! 

STREPSIADES 

W h y . . .  



The Clovdr 

PHEIDIPPlDES 
Unde Megakles 

won't let me go horseless for long. 1'11 go to him. 
The hell with you. 

Exit Pheidippides. 

STREPSIADES 
I'm down, but not for long. 

First I'll say a little prayer to the gods, and then 
I'll go and enroll at the Thinkery myself. 

But whoa: 
at my age the memory is bad, the intellect dull. 
How could I ever master that hair-splitting logic? 
Still, I have to go, so why am I dawdling here 
instead of banging on the door? 

He walks over to Sokrates' house and kicks at the 
door. 

-Hey, porter! 

STUDENT 
From within, 

Go bang yourself. 
Opening the door. 

Who are you to kick our door? 

STREPSIADES 

Strepsiades, son of Pheidon. From Kikynna. 

STUDENT 

By god, the way you come here and kick in our door 
I think your name should damn well he Stupidities. 
Do you realize that you've just caused the miscarriage* 
of a great scientific discovery? 

STREPSIADES 

Humbly apologetic. 
Oh, please excuse me. 

I didn't realize, You see, I come from the country. 
But tell me, what discovery miscarried? 

STUDENT 
It's top secret. 

Classified information. Access only to students. 

STREPSlADES 

You can tell me then. That's why I've come here, 
to be a student at the Thinkery. 

t Eagerly. 

I 

STUDENT 

In that case, very well. 
But remember, our researches are solemn mysteries. 

Listen. 
Just a minute ago Sokrates was questioning Chairephon 
about the number of fleafeet a flea could broadjump. 
You see, a flea happened to bite Chairephon on the eyebrow 
and then vaulted across and landed on Sokrates' head. 

STREPSIADES 

How did he measure it? 

STWENT 

A stroke of absolute genius. 
First he melted some wax. Then he caught the flea, 
dipped its tiny feet in the melted wax, 
let it cool, and lo! little Persian bootees. 
He slipped the bootees off and measured the distance. 

STREPSIADES 

Lord Zeus, what exquisite finesse of mind! 

STUDENT 

Elementary really. You haven't heard anything yet. 
Would you like another sample? 

STREPSIADES 

Oh, I'd like that. Go on. 

STUDENT 

Well, it seems that Chairephon was asking Sokrates 
which of two theories he held: that gnats tootled 
through their mouths or, in reverse, through their tails. 

STREPSIADES 

Gosh. Go on. What was his theory about the gnat? 

STUDENT 

Attend. 
According to him, the intestinal tract of the gnat 
is of puny proportions, and through this diminutive duct 
the gastric gas of the gnat is forced under pressure 
down to the rump. At that point the compressed gases, 



as through a narrow valve, escape with a whwsh, 
thereby causing the characteristic toode or cry 
of the flatulent gnat. 

STREPSIADES 
So the gnat has a bugle up its ass! 

0 thrice-blesskd mortals! What bowel-wisdom! 
Why, the man who has mastered the ass of the gnat 
could win an acquittal from any court! 

STUDENT 
And you know, 

just the other day he was cheated of an immense discovery 
because of a lizard. 

STREPSIADES 

Cheated by a lizard? But how? 

STUDENT 

I t  happened at night, during the course of his researches on the orbit 
of the moon. There he stood, gaping wide-mouthed 
at the sky, when a lizard on the roof let loose on him. 

STREPSIADES 
Ha! A lizard crapping on Sokrates! That's rich. 

STUDENT 

And last night there was nothing in school to eat 

STREPSIADES 
Goodness, 

how did he ever manage your supper? 

STUDENT 

A combination 
of science and legerdemain. 

He quickly sprinkled the table 
with a fine film of powderlike ashes. Then, 
deftly bending a skewer in the shape of a compass 
he drew a vast arc along whose perimeter 
the hook of his compass encountered somebody's doak. 
Quickly flicking his hand, he pulled hack compass 
and catch. He pawned the cloak; we ate the proceeds. 

STREPSIADES 

Why, Thales himself was an amateur compared to this! 

The Clouds 

Throw open the Thinkery! Unbolt the door 
and let me see this wizard Sokrates in person. 
Open up! I'm MAD for education! 

The ekkyklema is wheeled about to show the whole 
interior court of Sokrares' Thinkery. High overhead 
the crane supports Sokrates in his basket busily 
scanning the heavens. Hanging on the walh of the 
Thinkery are various charts, maps, instruments, etc. 
I n  the center of the courtyard stand a number of 
utterly pale, emucialed students deeply engaged in 
a rapt contemplotion of the ground. 

Great Herakles, 
what kind of zoo is this? 

STUDENT 

What's so strange about it? 
What do you take them for? 

STREPSIADES 

Spartan prisoners 
from Pylos.* But why are they al l  staring at the ground? 

STUDENT 
They're engaged in geological research: * a survey 
of the earth's strata. 

I STREPSIADES 

Of course. Looking for truf8es. 

1 T o  one of the students. 

-You there, don't strain yourself looking. I know 
where they grow big and beautiful. 

Pointing to other students who are bent completely 
double. 

Hey, and look there: 
what are those fellows doing bent over like that? 

STUDENT 

Those are graduate students doing research on Hades. 

STREPSIADES 

On Hades? Then why are their asses scaming the skies? 

STUDENT 

Takmg a minor in Astronomy. 



To the students. 
-Quick, inside with you. 

Huny, before the Master catches you. 

STREPSIADES 

No, wait. 
Let them stay a little longer. I want to speak to them 
on a private matter. 

STUDENT 

Impossible. The statutes clearly forbid 
overexposure to fresh air. 

The students disappear through a door at the rear. 
Sbepsiades meanwhile ir staring at the various maps 
and instruments on the walls. 

STREPSIADES 

Pointing to a chart. 
In the name of heaven, 

what's that? 

STUDENT 

That's for astronomy. 

STREPSIADES 

Pointing to surveying instruments. 
And what are those? 

STUDENT 

They're for geometry. 

STREPSIADES 

Geometly? And what's that good for? 

STUDENT 

Surveying, of course. 

STREPSIADES 
Surveying what? Lots? 

STUDENT 

No. The whole world. 

STREPSIADES 
What a clever gadget! 

And as patriotic as it is useful.* 





STREPSlADES 

Ecstatically bewildered. 
You don't say? 

Thought draws down . . . delicate essence . . . into watercress. 
0 dear little Sokrates, please come down. Lower away, 
and teach me what I need to know! 

Sokmtes is slowly lowered earthwards. 

SOKRATES 

What subject? 

STREPSIADES 

Your course on public speaking and debating techniques. 
Yon see, my creditors have become absolutely ferocious. 
You should see bow they're hounding me. What's more, Sokrates, 
they're about to seize my belongings. 

SOKRATES 

How in the world 
could you fall so deeply in debt without realizing it? 

STREPSIADES 

How? 
A great, greedy horse-pox ate me up, that's how. 
But that's why I want instruction in your second Logic, 
you know the one-the get-away-without-paying argument. 
I'll pay you any price you ask. I swear it. 
By the gods. 

SOKRATES 

By the gods? The gods, my dear simple fellow, 
are a mere expression coined by vulgar superstition. 
We frown upon such coinage here. 

STREPSIADES 

What do you swear by? 
Bars of iron, like the Byzantines?* 

SOKRATES 

Tell me, old man, 
would you honestly like to learn the truth, the real truth, 
about the gods? 

STREPSlADES 

By Zeus, I sure would. The real tmth. 

SOKRATES 

And also be admitted to intercourse with their Serene Highnesses, 
our goddesses, the Clouds? 

STREPSIADES 
Intercourse with real goddesses? 

Oh yes, I'd like that. 

SOKRATES 
Very well. First, however, 

you must take your seat upon the mystical couch.' 

STREPSlADES 
I'm sitting. 

SOKRATES 

And now we place this sacrificial wreath oh your head. 

STREPSIADES 

A sacrificial wreath? 
Hey, NO! 

Please, Sokrates, 
don't murder me like poor Athamas* in Sophokles' play! 

SOKRATES 

Athamas was saved. You must mean Phrixos. 

STREPSIADES 

Athamas, 
Phrixos-so who's a critic? Dead is dead. 

SOKRATES 

Courage, gaffer. This is normal procedure, required 
of all our initiates alke. 

STREPSlADES 
Yeah? What's in it for me? 

SOKRATES 

Sprinkling Strepsiades from head lo toe with ritual 
pour. 

You shall be reborn, sir, as the perfect flower of orators, 
a consummate, blathering, tinkling rascal. 

STREPSIADES 

That's no joke. 
I'll be all 0our the way you're powdering me. 



SOKRATES 

Silence! 
Holy hush command your tongue. Listen to my prayer. 

He stretches out his hnnh to heaven and prays. 
0 Lord God Immeasurable Ether, Y o u  who envelop the world! 
0 Translucent Ozone! 

And you, 0 lightningthundered holy Clouds! 
Great Majesties, arise! 

Reveal yourselves to your Sophist's eyes. 

STREPSIADES 

Whoa, ladies, don't rain yet. Don't get me wet. Let me wrap up. 
He wraps his head in his tunic. 

What a damned fool! Coming without a hat. 

SOKRATES 

Come forth, 
be manifest, majestic Clouds! Reveal your forms to me. 
And whether on Olympos' snow your brooding eyrie lies, 
or on the waves you weave the dance with Ocean's lovely daughters, 
or dip your golden pitchers in the waters of the Nile, 
or hover on Mount Mimas' snows, or over Lake Maiotis- 
come forth, great Clouds! 

Accept our prayers! 
0 hear us! 

Amen. 

From far of f  in the disfance the Clouds are heard 
singing. As they slowly approach Athens, the singing 
incremes sleadily in volume tw it rises in pitch. 

CHORUS 

Rise and soar 
eternal Clouds! 
L i t  your loveliness of rain, 
in sodden splendor come! 
Soar from ocean's sullen swell, 
rise higher to the peaks, 
to the tall cliffs and trees! 
Rise and soar, 
while far below, 
earth and shining harvest lie, 
sound of god in river water, 
blesdd ocean at its roar. 

The Clouds 

Arise! 
For Ether's sleepless eye 
now breaks with blazoned light! 
Shake loose the rain, 
immortal forms, 
and walk upon the world! 

A sustained burst of thunder is heard. 

SOKRATES 

0 Clouds consummately blest, how clearly thy answer rumbles! 
To Strepsiades. 

-Did you hear that thunder crack, that basso profundo peal? 

STREPSIADES 

And how! 
All hail your holyships! What a nasty jolt you gave me! 
What a ratatat! You scared me so I've got to thunder too. 

He breaks wind. 

Sacrilege or not, I'VE GOT TO CRAP! 

SOKRATES 
Silence, boor! 

No more of your smut. Leave filth like that to the comic stage. 

A short low growl of thunder is heard. 

Shhh. 
Quiet. 

The goddess swarm is stirring to its song. 

CHORUS 

Virgins of rain, 
look on PaUas' shining earth, 
this oil-anointed land, 
country of Kekrops' 
hero-breeding plain! 
Holiness is here, 
home of the mysteries, 
whose unrevealable rites 
sanctify the soul. 
And here the gods have gifts. 
Below the splendid gables go 
processions of the blest, 
and every season sees 
its festivals, its crowns. 



And early every Spring 
Dionysos brings his joy, 
the weaving of the dance, 
the Muses and the flutes. 

STREPSIADES 

Holy Zeus, Sokrates, who were those ladies that sang 
that solemn hymn? Were they heroines of mythology? 

SOKRATES 

No, old man. 
Those were the Clouds of heaven, goddesses of men of leisure 
and philosophers. To them we owe our repertoire of verbal talents: 
our eloquence, intellect, fustian, casuistry, force, wit, 
prodigious vocabulary, circumlocutory skill- 

STREPSIADES 

Suddenly carried away in cloudy inspiration. 
Then that's why 

I suddenly tingled all over-as though I were carried up, 
buoyant, exalted, swollen somehow with the flatus of philosophy: 
a mist of verbal fluff, a sudden unsubstantial swelling, 
a tumid bubble of wrangling words, a windbag of debate! 
I seemed rent by lightning speech, ah, the thrust and parry 
of opinion, of minds massively meeting . . . 

In short, Sokrates, 
if I could see those ladies in person, I'd LOVE to. 

SOKRATES 

Then look over toward Parnes. I can see them settling down 
ever so gently. 

STREPSIADES 

Where? 

SOKRATES 

There, a vast drifting swarm 
nuzzling along through woods and valleys. 

STREPSIADES 

Rubbing his eyes. 

I can't see them 

SOKRATES 

Look: just offstage. 

I wonder what's wrong. 

The Clouds 

STREPSIADES 
Now I see them! 

SOKRATES 

You've got cataracts, friend, if you can't see them now. 
Slowly and majestically, the Chorus of Clouds files 
in and takes up its position in the orchestra. 

STREPSIADES 

Ooh, what venerable ladies! They take up all the space. 

SOKRATES 

And you actually mean to say that it's never occurred to you 
that the Clouds of heaven were goddesses? 

STREPSIADES 
By Zeus, it's news to me. 

I always used to think they were just fog and drizzle and mist. 

SOKRATES 

Clearly then you must also be ignorant of the fact that the Clouds 
are also patrons of a varied group of gentlemen, comprising: 
chiiopracto~s, prophets, longhairs, quacks, fops, charlatans, 
fairies, dithyrambic poets, scientists, dandies, astrologers, 
and other men of leisure. And because all alike, without exception, 
walk with their heads among the clouds and base their inspiration 
on the murky Muse, the Clouds support them and feed them. 

STREPSIADES 
I see. 

That's why they write*- 
0 downblow, dazed, o f  the sodden skies! 

and 
Ho, tresses of the Typho-headed gale! Ho, puffcheek squalls! 
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Spongy humus o f  the hyaline! 
and 

Hail, ye heaven-scudders, 
sudden ospreys of the winds! 

and 
Come, ye wheeling cumuli, 

ye clammy condensations, come! 
And in return, these poets 

gorge themselves on the flesh of the mullet and eat of the breast 
of the thrush? 

























SOKRATES 
That's it. 

Now you're talkimg Greek. 

STREPSIADES 
The baskette of Kleonymette? 

SOKRATES 

Precisely. Which brings us to the distinction between 
men's names and women's names. 

STREPSIADES 
Oh, I know the female names. 

SOKRATES 

For example? 

STREPSIADES 
For example: Lysilla, Phiinna, Demetria, 

Kleitagora- 

SOKRATES 

And now recite some masculine names 

STREPSIADES 
Easy. There's thousands of them. L i e  Philoxenos, Melesias, 
Amynias- 

SOKRATES 

Stop, you nincompoop. I asked for men's names, 
not women's names. 

STREPSIADES 

You mean those aren't men's names? 

SOKRATES 

Not men's names at all. A transparent confusion 
between singular and plural. Suppose, for instance, 
we drop the plural s from Amynias, what would we have? 

STREPSIADES 

Why, Amynia.* 

SOKRATES 

You see, by dropping the plural s, 
you've made Amynias a singular woman. 

STREPSIADES 
Well, the draftdodger, 

it serves him right. But why am I learning stuff 
any damn fool knows? 

SOKRATES 

Fool, you flatter yourself. 
However, lie down on your mattress and- 

STREPSIADES 
And what, Sokrates? 

SOKRATES 

And lucubrate upon your dilemma, 

STREPSIADES 
Please, no, Sokrates! 

Anywhere but there. Couldn't I just go and lubricate 
on the ground? 

SOKRATES 

Permission refused. 

STREPSIADES 
Ohh, what a fate! 

Those little bugs are sure to crucify me now. 

Strepsiades burrows under the infested sheepskins 
on his mattress, while Sokrares chants encourage- 
ment. 

SOKFATES 
First concentrate. 
Then cerebrate. 

Now concentrate again. 

Then lucubrate. 
Next, speculate 

Now ruminate. And then, 

if your mind gets stuck, 
don't curse your luck. 

Get up! Quick as a wink, 

cut through the knot, 
swift as a thought, 

but THINK, Candidate, THINK! 





STREPSIADES 

But, Sokrates, what am I cogitating about? 

SOKRATES 

A moot question, friend, whose answer lies with you. 
When you know what you want, kindly illuminate me. 

STREPSIADES 

But I've told you ten thousand times already, Sokrates. 
It's my debts. I want to welsh on my debts. 

SOKRATES 

Splendid. 
Then back to your pallet. 

Strepsiades dutifully crawls under his sheepskin. 

And now distill your mind 
to its airiest essence, allowing the subtle elixirs of thought 
to permeate and penetrate every pore of the problem. 
Then Analyze, Refine, Synthesize, Define- 

STREPSIADES 

Frantically thrashing to escape the bugs. 
OUCH! 

SOKRATES 

Stop fidgeting! 
-However, in the case of a dilemma, 

defer your inquiry briefly. When refreshed, return, 
sift your conclusions and knead vigorously. Then mull 
the results. 

STREPSIADES 

Suddenly illuminated. 
Ooooh, Sokrates! 

SOKRATES 

Yes? 

STREPSIADES 

EUREKA! 
I've got it. A glorious dodge for ditching my debts! 

SOKRATES 

Aha. Expatiate. 

STREPSIADES 

Well, just suppose- 

The Clouds 

SOKRATES 
Supposing what? 

STREPSIADES 

Just suppose I rented one of those witchwomen from Thessaly* 
and ordered her to charm down the moon from the sky. And then 
I snatch up the moon and 1 pop her into a box, 
and polish her face until she shines like a mirror. 

SOKRATES 

And what would you gain by that? 

STREPSIADES 
What would 1 gain? 

Why, think what would happen if the moon never rose. 
I wouldn't have to pay interest. 

SOKRATES 
No interest? But why? 

STREPSIADES 

Because interest falls due on the last day of the month, 
before the New Moon, doesn't it? 

SOKRATES 
A superlative swindle! 

Now then, let me propose a somewhat thornier case. 
You are threatened, we assume, with a suit for five talents. 
Problem: how do you quash the verdict? 

STREPSIADES 
How? I don't know. 

I'd have to meditate on that. 

SOKRATES 
By all means meditate; 

but beware of immuring your mind with excessive introspection. 
Allow your intellect instead to sally forth upon her own,, 
as though you held a cockroach on a leash. 

STREPSIADES 

Suddenly illuminated. 
Ooh, Sokrates, I've found a glorious bamboozle! I've got it! 
Admit it, it's wonderful! 

SOKRATES 
Kindly expound it fist. 





STREPSIADES 

It's true, ladies, I have a son, 
but he's a gentleman, you see, with a true gentleman's 
natural distaste for learning. So what can I do? 

KORYPHAlDS 

Is he the boss? 

STREPSIADES 

Well, he's a strapping, sturdy boy, 
and there's a bit of eagle-blood on his mother's side. 
Still, I'll go fetch him anyway. If he refuses 
to learn his lessons, by god, he'll never set foot 
in my house again! 

To Sokrates. 
-I won't be gone a moment. 

Exit Shepsiades into his house. 

CHORUS 

Now, sir, you see 
what blessings we, - 

the Clouds, have brought to pass. 

E.g. this fool- 
ish, willing tool, 

this frantic, eager ass. 

But seize your prey. 
Avoid delay. 

No matter how well hooked, 

your fish is not 
fried fish till caught- 

and goose is better cooked. 
Exit Sokrates. Enter Strepsiades, dragging 
Pheidippides. 

STREPSIADES 

Out with you! By Condensation, you won't stay here! 
Go cut your teeth on Megakles' money! 

PHEIDIPPWES 

But Father, 
what's the matter with you? Are you out of your head? 
Almighty Zeus, you must be mad! 

The Clouds 

STREPSIADES 
"Almighty Zeus!" 

What musty rubbish! Imagine, a boy your age 
still believing in Zeus! 

PHEWIPPWES 
What's so damn funny? 

STREPSMDES 

It tickles me when the heads of toddlers like you 
are still stuffed with such outdated notions. Now then, 
listen to me and I'll tell you a secret or two 
that might make an intelligent man of you yet. 
But remember: you mustn't breathe a word of this. 

PHElDIPPWES 

A word of what? 

STREPSMDES 
Didn't you just swear by Zeus? 

PHElDIPPlDES 

I did. 

STREPSIADES 

Now learn what Education can do for you: 
Pheidippides, there is no Zeus. 

PHEIDlPPIDES 
There is no Zeus? 

STREPSMDES 

No Zeus. Convection-Principle's in power now. 
Zeus has been banished. 

PHEWIPPlDES 
Drivel! 

STREPSIADES 
Take my word for it, 

it's absolutely true. 

PHElDlPPlDES 

Who says so? 

STREPSIADES 
Sokrates. 

And Chairephon too. The famous expert on fleafeet. 



PHEIDIPPIDES 

Are you so far gone on the road to complete insanity 
you'd believe the word of those charlatans? 

STREPSIADES 

Hush, boy. 
For shame. I won't hear you speaking disrespectfully 
of such eminent scientists and geniuses. And, what's more, 
men of such fantastic frugality and Spartan thrift, 
they regard baths, haircuts, and personal cleanliness generally 
as an utter waste of time and money-whereas you, 
dear boy, have taken me to the cleaner's so many times, 
I'm damn near washed up. Come on, for your father's sake, 
go and learn. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
What do they teach that's worth knowing? 

STREPSUDES 

Worth knowing? Why, the accumulated wisdom of mankind. 
For instance, what a blockhead and numskull you are. 
Hmmm. 

Wait here. I'll be right back. 
Strepsiades darts into his house. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Gods in heaven, 
what should I do? My father's gone completely balmy. 
Should 1 hale him into court on charges of insanity 
or notify the undertakers? 

Strepsiades reappears with a pair of  ducks. He holds 
up first one and then the other. 

STREPSIADES 

Now then, what's this called? 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

That? A duck. 

STREPSIADES 

Excellent. Now what do you call this? 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Why, another duck. 

STREPSIADES 

Another duck? You stupid boy. 

From now on you must learn to call them by their right names. 
This one is a duck; that one's a duchess. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
A duchess! 

So this is the glorious wisdom you've picked up 
from those walking corpses! 

STREPSIADES 
Oh, there's lots more too, 

but I'm so old everything I learn goes in one ear 
and right out the other. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Ah. Doubtless that explains 

how you lost your cloak. 

STREPSIADES 
I didn't lose it. I swapped it. 

For thoughts. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

And where have your sandals gone, you idiot? 

STREPSIADES 

In the words of Perikles himself when they asked him 
where the money went: Expended as required. 
No comment.* 

And now, inside with you, boy. 
Humor me in this and you can make an ass of yourself 
in any way you like. Ah, how well I remember those days 
when you were six, and I had to humor your tantrums. 
Why, the very first pay I ever drew as a juror - 
went to buy you a cart at the fair. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
AU right, Dad. 

But someday you'll be sorry. 

STREPSIADES 
Ah, good dutiful boy. 

-Hal10 there, Sokrates! 
Hey, Sokrates, come outside. 

I've brought my son along-no damn thanks to him. 
Enter Sokrates from the Thinkery. 







PHILOSOPHY 
Aaaagh. 

What nauseating twaddle. It turns my stomach. 

SOPHISTRY 

Why, you Decrepitude! You Doddering Dotard! 

PHILOSOPHY 

Why, 
you Precocious Pederast! You Palpable Pervert! 

SOPHISTRY 

Pelt me with roses! 

PHILOSOPHY 

You Toadstool! 0 Cesspool! 

SOPHISTRY 

Wreath my hair with lilies! 

PHILOSOPHY 

Why, you Parricide! 

SOPHISTRY 

Shower me with gold! Look, don't you see 
I welcome your abuse? 

PHILOSOPHY 

Welcome it, monster? 
In my day we would have cringed with shame. 

SOPHISTRY 

Whereas now we're flattered. Times change. 
The vices of your age are stylish today. 

PHILOSOPHY 

Repulsive Whippersnapper! 

SOPHISTRY 
Disgusting Fogy! 

PHILOSOPHY 
Because of you the schools of Athens 
stand deserted; one whole generation 
chaffers in the streets, gaping and idle. 
Mark my words: someday this city 
shall learn what you have made her men: 
effeminates and fools. 

The Clouds 

SOPHISTRY 
Ugh, you're squalid! 

PHILOSOPHY 
Whereas you've become a Dandy and a Fop! 
But I remember your beggared beginnings, 
playing as TeIephos,* grubby and shifty, 
tricked out in Euripidean rags and tatters 
and cramming your wallet with moldy leavings 
from Pandaletos' loaf.* 

SOPHISTRY 
What a prodigy of wisdom 

was there! 

PHILOSOPHY 

And what a prodigy of madness bere- 
your madness, and madder still than you, 
this maddened city which lets you live- 
you, corrupter and destroyer of her youth! 

SOPHISTRY 

Throwing a wing about Pheidippides. 
Why, you Hoary Fossil! This is one student 
you'll never teach! 

PHILOSOPHY 

Pulling Pheidippides back. 
- Teach him I shall- 

unless he's prepared to devote his career 
exclusively to drivel. 

SOPHISTRY 

Bah, rave to yourself. 
-Come here, boy. 

PHILOSOPHY 
You touch him at your peril. 

KORYPHAIOS 

Intervening. 
Gentlemen, forego your wrangling and abuse, 
and each present his arguments in turn. 
Describe how you taught the men of the past, 
and you, Sir, your New Education. 





mincing or strutting, or prostituting themselves with girlish voices 
or coy, provocative glances. 

At table courtesy and good manners 
were compulsory. Not a boy of that generation would have dreamed 
of taking so much as a radish or the merest pinch of parsley 
before his elders had been served. Rich foods were prohibited, 
raucous laughter or crossing their legs forbidden. . . . 

Ugh, 
what musty, antiquated rubbish. It reeks of golden grasshoppers, 
all gewgaws and decaying institutions! 

PHILOSOPHY 

Nonetheless, these were the pre- 
cepts 

on wh'lch I bred a generation of heroes, the men who fought 
at Marathon. 

To Sophisg, 
And what do you teach? 

Modesty? 
No, vanity and 

softness, 
and the naked beauty of the body muffled in swirling clothes, 
gross and unmanly. Why, at Panathenaia now it sickens me 
to see the boys dancing, ashamed of their own bodies, effetely 
forgetting their duty to the goddess while they screen their nakedness 
behind their shields. 

Bah. 
To Pheidippides. 

No, young man, by your courage 
I challenge you. Turn your back upon his blandishments of vice, 
the rotten law courts and the cheap, corrupting softness of the baths. 
Choose instead the Old, the Philosophical Education. Follow me 
and from my lips acquire the virtues of a man:- 

A sense of shame, 
that decency and innocence of mind that shrinks from doing wrong. 
To feel the true man's blaze of anger when his honor is provoked. 
Deference toward one's elders; respect for one's father and mother. 
To preserve intact, unsullied by disgrace or stained with wrong, 
that image of Manliness and Modesty by which alone you live. 
Purity:-to avoid the brothels and the low, salacious leer 
of prostituted love-which, being bought, corrupts your manhood 
and destroys your name. Toward your father scrupulous obedience; 
to honor his declining years who spent his prime in rearing you. 
Not to call him Dotard or Fogy- 

SOPHlSTRY 
Boy, if you follow his advice, 

you'll finish by looking like one of Hippokrates' sissified sons. 
They'll call you Mollycoddle Milksop. 

PHILOSOPW 
Rubbish. I promise you, 

not contentious disputations and the cheap, courtroom cant 
of this flabby, subpoena-serving, shyster-jargoned de-generation, 
but m e  athletic prowess, the vigor of contending manhood 
in prime perfection of physique, muscular and hard, glowing 
with health. 

Ah, I can see you now, as through an idyl moving- 
you with some companion of your age, modest and manly like you, 
strolling by Akademe perhaps, or there among the olives, 
sprinting side by side together, crowned with white reed, 
breathing with every breath the ecstasy of Spring returning, 
the sudden fragrance of the season's leisure, the smell of woodbine 
and the catkins flung by the poplar, while touching overhead, 
the leaves of the linden and plane rustle, in love, together. 
So follow me, young man, and win perfection of physique. To wit- 

Demonstrating each attribute individually. 
BUILD, Stupendous. 
COMPLEXION, Splendid. 
SHOULDERS, Gigantic. 
TONGUE, Petite. 
BUTTOCKS, Brawny. 
PECKER, Discreet. 

But follow my opponent here, and your reward shall be, as follows: 

BUILD, Effeminate. 
COMPLEXION, Ghastly. 
SHOULDERS, Hunched. 
TONGUE, Enormous. 
BUTTOCKS, Flabby. 
PECKER, Preposterous! 

(but thereby insuring you an enormous and devoted political follow- 
ing.) 

What is worse, you shall learn to make a mockery of all morality, 
systematically confounding good with evil and evil with good, 
so plumped and pursy with villainy, sodomy, disgrace, and perversion, 
you resemble ANTIMACHOS himself. 

Depravity can sink no lower. 



CHORUS 

-Bravo! 
-What brilliance! 

-What tinesse! 
-This is wisdom 

at its noble best! 
S u c h  Modesty, 

-such Decorum 
in every lovely word distilled! 

-Ah, lucky they 
-whose happy lives were lived 

-beneath your dispensa- 
tion, 

-by all the ancient virtues blessed! 
TO Sophistry. 

S o ,  sir, 
--despite your vaunted subtlety and wit, 

-take care: 
-Your rival's speech has scored. 

S o m e  crushing tour de force, 
-some master stroke, 

-is needed now. 
-The stage is yours. 

KORYPHAIOS 

Unless your strategy is shrewdly planned and your attack ferocious, 
then your cause is lost. We'll laugh you out of court. 

SOPHISTRY 
At last! 

A few minutes more and I would have exploded from sheer impatience 
to refute him and demolish his case. 

Now then, I freely admit 
that among men of learning I am-somewhat pejoratively-dubbed 
the Sophistic, or Immoral, Logic. And why? Because I first 
devised a Method for the Subversion of Established Social Beliefs 
and the Undermining of Morality. Moreover, this little invention of 

mine, 
this knack of taking what might appear to be the worse argument 
and nonetheless winning my case, has, I might add, proved to he 
an extremely lucrative source of income. 

But observe, gentlemen, 
how I refute his vaunted Education. 

The Clouds 

To Philosophy 
Now then, in your curriculum 

hot baths are sternly prohibited. But what grounds can you possibly 
adduce 

for this condemnation of hot baths? 

PHILOSOPHY 

What grounds can I adduce? Why, 
they're thoroughly vicious. They make a man flabby and effeminate. 

SOPHISTRY 

You can stop right there, friend. I have you completely at my mercy. 
Answer me this: which of the sons of Zeus was the most heroic? 
Who suffered most? Performed the greatest labors? 

PHILOSOPHY 

In my opinion, 
the greatest hero who ever lived was Herakles. 

SOPHISTRY 

Very well then. 
But when we speak of the famous Baths of Herakles,* are we speaking 
of hot baths or cold baths? Necessarily, sir, of hot baths. 
Whence it clearly follows, by your own logic, that Herakles was 
both flabby and effeminate. 

Q.E.D. 

PHILOSOPKY 

Q.E.D.! This is the rubbish I mean! 
-- This is the logical claptrap so much in fashion with the young! 

This is what fills the baths and empties the gymnasiums! 

SOPHISTRY 
Very well, 

if you like, consider our national passion for politics and debating, 
pastimes which you condemn and I approve. But surely, friend, 
if politics were quite so vicious as you pretend, old Homer-* 
our mentor on moral questions-would never have portrayed Nestor 
and those other wise old men as politicians, would he? Surely 
he would not. 

Or take the question of education in oratory- 
in my opinion desirable, in yours the reverse. As Eor Moderation and 

Decorum, 
the very notions are absurd. In  fact, two more preposterous 
or pernicious prejudices, I find it hard to imagine. For example, 

























PHEIDIPPIDES 
I not only propose it; 

I propose to prove it. Irrefutably, in fact. Rebuttal 
is utterly inconceivable. 

STREPSIADES 

By god, this I want to hear! 

CHORUS 

Old friend, WATCH OUT. 
Upon this bout 

may hang your own survival. 

What's more, unless 
I miss my guess, 

the odds are on your rival. 

That curling lip, 
that sneer's a tip, 

and you'd be wise to heed it. 

The tip? A trap. 
But, verbum sap. 

I wish you luck. You'll need it 

KORYPHAIOS 

To Strepsiades. 

And now, Sir, I suggest you brief the Chorus. Begin at the beginning 
and describe your little fracas exactly as it happened. 

STREPSIADES 

Yes'm. 
The whole damn dirty squabble from start to finish. 

As you know, 
we both went in to celebrate. Well, Ladies, a custom's a custom,* 
after all, and there's nothing like a little music, I always say, 
to get a party off to a good start. So naturally I asked him 
to get down his lyre and sing a song. For instance, Simonides' 
Shearin' o' the Ram.* 

Well, you know what the little stinker answered? 
That singing at table was-Obsolete, 

Old Hat, 
Lowbrow, 

Strictly for grandmothers. 
Bullshit! 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
You damn well got what you deserved. 

Asking me to sing on an empty stomach! What is this anyway? 
A banquet or a cricket-concert? 

STREPSIADES 
You hear that? 

A cricket-concert! 

His exact words. 
And then he started sneering at Simonides! 

Called him-get this--Puny Pipsqueak Hack! 
Was I sore? 

Brother! 
WeU, somehow I counted to ten, and then I asked hi 

to sine me some Aischylos. .. 
Please. 

And you know what he replied? 
That he considered Aischylos "a poet of colossal stature:"- 

yup, 
"the most colossal, pretentious, pompous, spouting, bombastic bore 
in poetic history."* 

I was so damn mad I just about went through the roof. 
But I gritted my teeth together, mustered up a sick smile 
and somehow managed to say, "All right, son, if that's how you feel, 
then sing me a passage from one of those highbrow modem plays 
you're so crazy about." 

So he recited-you can guess-Euripides! 
One of those slimy tragedies* where, so help me, there's a brother 
who screws his own sister! 

Well, Ladies, that did it! 
I jumped up, 

blind with rage, started cursing at him and calling h i  names, 
and he started screaming and cursing back and before I knew it, 
he hauled off and-wham!-he biffed me and bashed me and clipped 

me 
and poked me and choked me and- 

PHEIDIPPlDES 
And, by god, you had it coming! 

Knocking a genius like Euripides! 







STREPSlADES 

What? 
But how . . .? 

by god, you're right! 
TO the Audience. 

Hmm, 

--Speaking for the older generation, gentlemen, 
I'm compelled to admit defeat. The kids have proved their point: 
naughty fathers should be Bogged. 

Of course, I nearly forgot. 
One h a 1  matter. 

STREPSIADES 
The funeral? 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Far from it. In fact, 

it may even soothe your feelings. 

STREPSiADES 

How to be licked and like it, eh? 
Go on. I'm listening. 

PHEIDIPPIDES 

Well now, Misery Loves Company, they say. 
So I11 give you some company: 

1'11 horsewhip Mother. 

STREPSIADES 

You'll WHAT??? 
HORSEWHIP YOUR OWN MOTHER? 

But this is worse! Ten 
thousand times worse! 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
Is that so? And suppose I prove by Sokratic logic the utter propriety 
of horsewhippinr! Mother? 

A. - 
What would you say to that? 

STREPSIADES 

Say? 

By god, if you prove that, 
then for all I care, you heel, 

What would I 

The Clouds 

you can take your stinking Logics 
and your Thinkery as well 
with Sokrates inside it 
and damn well go to hell1 

To the Chorus. 
-You Clouds got me into this! Why in god's name 
did I ever believe you? 

KORYPHAIOS 
The guilt is yours, Strepsiades, 

yours and yours alone. The dishonesty you did 
was your own choice, not ours. 

STREPSIADES 
But why didn't you warn me 

instead of luring a poor old ignoramus into trouble? 
Why did you encourage me? 

KORYPHAIOS 
Because this is what we are, 

the insubstantial Clouds men build their hopes upon,* 
shining tempters formed of air, symbols of desire; 
and so we act, beckoning, alluring foolish men 
through their dishonest dreams of gain to overwhelming 
ruin. There, schooled by suffering, they learn at last 
to fear the gods. 

STREPSIADES 

Well, I can't say much for your methods, 
though I had it coming. I was wrong to cheat my creditors, 
and i admit it. 

. 

To Pheidippides. 
-AU rieht. bov. what do you say? , ,. 

Let's go and take revenge on Sokrates ahd ~ h a i r e ~ h o n  
for swindling us. Are you game? 

PHEIDIPPIDES 
What? Raise a finger 

against my old Philosophy professor? Count me out. 

STREPSlADES 

Show a little respect for Zeus. 













admissible supports the view that these exercises were practical in scope 
and not deliberate attempts to subvert justice. But for Aristophanes the 
Antilogoi are transparent sophistry, humbug on a huge scale, and he 
accordingly makes the debate between the two Logoi the climax of the 
comedy. 

I t  is customary, of course, to translate Airor as "Logic" or "Argument," 
and this is the literal meaning of the word. But the issue here is larger, 
and to translate this way tends to obscure the fact that Aristophanes is 
talking, not about systems of  formal logic, but about a whole system of 
Reason, discursive and nondiscursive alike. Adror also means Reason; but 
Reason includes several modes of discourse ranging from the work of the 
imagination to moral reason and strictly logical reason in the narrow 
sense. The so-called Just Argument, for instance, is not really an argument 
or a logical system at all; it is a personification of the kiod of Reason 
spoken by a certain kind of society before logic, strict logic, existed: a 
Reason which expressed itself in education, in morals, in imagination, in 
the criteria of values and the justifications offered for those values. As 
opposed to the Unjust Argument, it represents the rational power of 
poetry-and the peculiar logic of poetic imagination-against the rational 
power of prose and formal logic (and for this very reason Aristophanes 
lets the Just Argument speak in splendid anapests while the Unjust Argu- 
ment uses prosy iambics). In ethics, it represents the power of rational 
suasion-by means of models and parallels drawn from the great body of 
lyric and epic poetry-in contrast to a system of ethics, just as rational 
but rational in a different way, sanctioned by inferences drawn from 
Nature and animal existence (cf. Pheidippides' inferences from the life of 
the rooster, 11. 1427-29). In culture, it is the rational guidance of Cus- 
tom (not Blind Custom), the corrective rightness of traditional experience 
as against the restless innovations and risky isolation from experience and 
history of the pure intellect. It is not what the modern world normally 
means by Reason, and certainly not what Protagoras meant, but it is, I 
think, what Aristophanes meant and what most Greeks would have under- 
stood him to mean. But for this very reason, because his Logos is not a 
logic but a prelogical discourse of the whole human reason, the Just Argu- 
ment is helpless against his opponent. His case cannot be expressed 
logically, and yet it remains rational. 

All this may seem like compounding old humbug with new, hut it is 
the justification I make for translating Aixaior Adyor as Philosophy and 
"Aatnor Adyor as Sophistry. Sophistry, of course, should be taken in the 
strict sense of the word, Philosophy in the loose and unprofessional sense 
(as in the catchphrase, "a philosophy of life"). 

page 18. miscarriage: Probably a conscious echo of Sokrates' claim to be a midwife 
of ideas. 

page 21.  Spartan prisoners from Pylos: Cf. Glossary, under Pylos. After their im- 
prisonment, the Spartans must have been considerably emaciated. 

21. geological research: Literally, "they are exploring the things under the 
earth." This was, in fact, one of the accusations brought against Sokrates 
by his accusers in 399 B.C. In substance the charge implies that scientific 
research is blasphemous, insofar as the very act of investigating Nature 
suggests that the inquirer has doubts about the received cosmology. In 
the Apology, Sokrates admits to having dabbled in scientific research in 
his earlier days; the later Sokrates. Plato implies, had quite outgrown such 
nonsense. 

23. And as patriotic as it is useful: During the years preceding the Pelopon- 
nesian War, Athens sometimes confiscated the territory of rebellious sub- 
ject cities. The land so confiscated was then divided by lot and portioned 
out among the poorer citizens of Athens. Such allotments, needless to 
say, were enormously popular-at least in Athens. 

24. a single lawcourt in session: The Athenian love of litigation was notorious, 
and Aristophanes never misses a chance of hitting it. Cf. Wasps. 

24. Perikles squeezed it dry: Cf. Glossary: EWBOIA. 

26. Bars of iron, like the Byzantines?: Sokrates' statement that the gods are an 
expression coined by vulgar superstition causes Strepsiades to think of a 
less vulgar sort of coinage. And so he comes up with the Byzantines who, 
alone in the Greek world, used coins made of iron. 

27. the mystical couch: Probably a very battered settee. The reader should 
perhaps be aware that the whole scene of Strepsiades' admission to the 
Thinkery and introduction to the Clouds is an elaborate "philosophical" 
initiation rite, probably paralleling initiation into one of the many Greek 
mysteries. Thus Sokrates' researches are mysteries: Sokrates powders 
Strepsiades as a purification; Stre~siades wears a chaplet and is forced to 
strip naked (like a candidate at the Eleusinian Mysteries) before entering 
the cave at the rear of the Thinkery (which reminds him of the cave of 
the oracular Trophonios, a Thebau seer). After his entrance he must 
undergo an ordeal (whippings, bedbugs, etc.) before being vouchsafed re- 
birth as a new man. 

27. poor Athamas: Cf. Glossary: ATHAMAS. Athamas attempted to kill, his son 
Phrixos; when sentenced to be sacrificed for the attempt, he was saved by 
Kerakles. The point here is that Strepsiades' mythology is inaccurate and 
his literary education has been neglected. But since no conceivable 
modern audience can be expected to know--or even to care-whether 
Athamas was killed or saved, I have deliberately intruded the two suc- 
ceeding lines in the hope of making them seem Aristophanic and the 
situation a little clearer. 

31. That's why they wrire: Presumably all the effusions which follow this are 
genuine examples of what happened when the Murky Muse inspired a 
dithyrambic soul. 
















