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1
The Meaning of Birds: Theory and Criticism

Birds is unique in the Aristophanic menagerie for the obstinacy with
which it has resisted attempts to capture its general theme. Is the play that
was first seen by an Athenian audience at the Dionysia of 414 B.C. an allegory
of the Sicilian Expedition, a parable concerning human nature, another
criticism of modernity and sophistic technique, sheer fantasy, or some blend
of these and other motives? From its origins in hellenistic scholarship,! the
controversy over the meaning of Birds developed by the end of the
nineteenth century to the point where a bibliography? could classify work
on the play under six categories, each representing a distinct band in the
interpretive spectrum. The debate, which is largely one between critics who
detect political tendency in whole or in part and critics who treat the play as

utopian fantasy, has recently become tamer as ‘historicists’ and ‘utopians’

explore the byways of their respective hes. 3 I submit, h , that

PP

1v. Coulon, in his "Observations critiques et exégétiques sur l'argument II
des Oiseaux et sur le texte d'Aristophane.” REG 38 (1925): 73-98, solved a few
long ding textual probl in the second hypothesis to the play. By re-
establishing Boissonade's emendation axonég for otixog, in particualr, he
clarified the context of this word that points to an ancient scholarly
controversy.

2W. Behagel, Geschichte der Auffassung der Aristophanischen Vogel.

Vols. 1-2. (Heidelberg: Georg Mohr, 1879.)

3The political approach is well reviewed by H. Newiger, "Gedanken zu
Aristophanes' Végeln," in Aretés Mnémé for K. 1. Vourveris (Athens, 1983).
On the utopian end: G. Murray, Aristophanes, a Study. Oxford, 1933; E.
Schwinge, "Aristophanes und die Utopie." WJA 3 (1977): 43-67. Influential
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this scholarly dialectic should not be regarded as a simple cacophony of
conflicting opinion, but rather as an expected reaction to a play whose central
metaphor, structure, performance, and textual figures produce a double,
aporetic logic. In the present chapter I outline the theoretical considerations
which have led me to place my reading of Birds outside this dialectic:

Instead of merely seeking to identify a unifying content or theme, I treat the
play as a powerful dramatic experiment whose polysemy is rooted in its
textuality, i.e. in the very nature of language as proto-writing characterized by
an essential metaphoricity and différance. I conclude with a brief discussion
of some other aspects of comic discourse that provide a context for this

‘comedy of language.’

Stalking the Birds

A suitable point of departure in a study of Birds is Hypothesis II* as
the earliest extant critical attempt to set forth the play's general meaning.
This text appears to "report a controversy between philologists in antiquity
(without our being able to distinguish the participants) over the methods of
Aristophanic plot-construction:"5
man roots have been: C. Whitman, Aristophanes and the

Comic Hero. (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1964) 167-199. W. Arrowsmith,
"Aristophanes' Birds: The Fantasy Politics of Eros.” Arion 1 (1973): 119-167.
4For the text of the plays and hypotheses am following Victor Coulon, ed.
and Hilaire Van Deale, trans., Aristophane, Vol. 3 (Paris: Budé, 1928);
although the translations are mine, I borrow from B. Rogers, The Birds of
Aristcphanes (London, 1906) and A. Sommerstein, Aristophanes: Birds
(Warminster, 1987). L. Radermacher regarded Hypothesis II as a borrowing
from a rather astute critical biography of Aristophanes (see Coulon 173).
54. Hofmann, Mythos und Komédie, Untersuchungen zu den Vogeln des
Aristophanes (Hidelsheim: Olms, 1976) 79.
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*Ev 8t 10ig "Opvict xai péya Tt Sravevénrat, . . . @g yip a516p0 #idn
véoov tiig moAteiog vosodeng . . . , BAAMY T moArteiav aivittetar. . . .
0b pévov 8t todto, GAAL kai 0 oxfipe SAov xai v ghow, ei Séot,
ovpfovieder u:‘zaﬂewem npdg O npt—:paung Bwov Kai | piv dndraoig
o¥m. Ta 8t xatd Oedv Préoen ey LCAMY
pév kabélov oxordg to10910¢. “Exactov Se 1@v xetd pépog odx eixf,
&AL’ dvtikpug "Abnvadiov . . . Eléyxer Th padAny Sidbsow. .

.. Twig 8¢ gaot v momtv Tég v 1ais Tpayediog upamloyia; &
pév dAdorg Srehéyxew, év Bt toig viv mv tiig Myavtopayiog copmhoxhv
gakov arogaivav Spvicw ESwxe SiapépecBou npdg Beodg rept Thg dpxiic.

In Birds also something rather grand is intended, . . . As his city-
state is afflicted with an incurable illness. . . [Aristophanes] intimates
another city. . . . He suggests, moreover, a complete metamorphosis
in form and nature, if necessary, in order to secure a life of peace.
This is his intention. The blasphemy against the gods is skilfully
handled. . .The general aim, however, is as follows: to openly expose
the Athenians to general reproach for their foolish attitudes rather
than randomly criticize citizens individually. . . .

.. Some say that, whereas in other comedies the poet had
ridiculed the tales of marvels in tragedy, in the given play he reveals
the theme of gigantomachic conflict as trite by having the birds
challenge the gods' (supreme) authority.

A salient feature of this brief y is an of Birds as

markedly different from other Aristophanic plays: 1) in the elusiveness of its
main idea or intention which, nevertheless, appears to be 'something grand;'
2) in its departure from sustained series of jokes ad hominem towards a sort
of critical generality; 3) in its relation to, and criticism of, other texts. The
Hypothesis concludes with a discussion of chronology that quotes vv. 145-148
as a cryptic allusion to Alcibiades recalling an earlier allusion to some
restriction on xopudy &Sew, ‘comic indemnity.’®

6Kai év piv aMhorg Spapaot Sik tiig kmukiic adeiag fikeyxev "Apiotopdvng

10bg xakids roAtevopivoug (pavepids,) Ev 8t 10ig "Opviot xai péya T
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A simple and, in my opinion, misleading approach to take in
explaining the uniqueness of Birds is to conclude from the Scholion on v.
1297 that a certain Syracosios had somehow succeeded in iegislating a
restriction on dvopaoti keugdeiv.” First of all, Birds, despite its striking
departure from the style of a play such as Knights, does mention thirty-one
contemporary Athenians by name including Syrakosios himself. Moreover,

we have six more obliq fe es: three p ymics and three
nicknames.8 Second, as S. Halliwell notes,® we need to beware of the
“general tendency of ancient interpreters” to "draw unsound or unncessary
inferences" out of an "eagerness to re-create the assumed factual background

of Aristophanic jokes."10 £ 1297 has been especially influential since its

canonization as fact by ni h-century German schoalrs!! who

s .

éntat, gavepds piv 0ddapds, - od Yap &t todtov fiv Eovaia,--
AenB6t0g 8¢, Soov aviixev ard xwppdiag rpooxpodev. So Coulon, improving
upon the rather confused Mss.

71 dite the text of J. White, The Scholia on the Aves of Aristophanes

(Boston, 1914) 234: odtog yitp v mept 10 Piipa, kol Ednodig dg Adhov &v
MéAest Sraobdper: "Zvpaxdotog &’ Eoixev, vix’ &v Aéym, / 10ig kuvidioot toicty
éni tdv tergiov- / avaBag yap éni 10 Biin’ dAaxtel neprrpéxwv.” Soxel 8t xai
ynoope tefnxévar pi ©deiod naoti Tva, g ®pdvixog &v Movotpdnw
onoi- " YL éor Zvpaxdoiov. / Emoaves yap adtd xai péya toxor: / ageileto
Yap xopedeiv odg éxeBdpovv.” Si1d mxpbrepov adtd tposeépovial, ig AdAw 5t
mv xittav’ napébnxev. See C. Brink, Horace on Poetry: The ‘Ars Poetica’
Vol. 2 (Cambridge, 1971) 316-317 for a broader view. Vv. 283-284 of Ars
Poetica may be generally aligned with "the confused and often unintelligent
[but not necessarily fictitious] accounts” of legislation limiting comic &Seuwa.
85ee vv. 17, 31, 126, 712 (and 1491), 766, 1292.

9“Ancient Interpretations of évopaoti xwp@deiv in Aristophanes,” CQ 34
(1984): 87.

10Halliwell 87, 85.

114, Meinecke FCG (1839), i. 39 £f.; F. Leo, Questiones Aristophaneae (1873)
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5

succumbed to the "temptation to suppose that the scholia possess
independent information."12 This temptation is two-fold and somewhat
contradictory: First, by claiming to reveal an interesting moment in the
tumultuous years 415-414, the scholion accounts for the reticence of Birds
with respect to contemporary people and events. Second, in so doing, it has
afforded some scholars the comfort of re-associating the play with its socio-
political context and interpreting it in the light of this association.

I must agree with Halliwell's suspicion that the entire statement in £
1297 concerning the 'decree of Syracosios' is an invention.13 The simple fact
that the scholiast introduces the comment with Soxel, 'it seems,’ is warning
enough against trusting him. The point to emphasize here is that we must
not allow ourselves, by historicizing an unreliable guess supported by a
corrupt fragment (fr. 26 Kock), to underestimate or distort the design of Birds.
Although the 'doctrine of Syracosios' has been revived intermittently since
the time of Droysen™ it returns each time, fortunately, with less and less

force. The most recent effort by a believer! is enti ly dedicated to saving

the historicity of the alleged decree by modifying it to the point where all that
remains for the interpreter of Birds is a weak excuse for Aristophanes' failure
ch. 2; Th. Bergk, Kleine Philologische Schriften Vol. 2 (1886), 566, 444 ff.; A.
Korte RE X1, 1234 f. (from Halliwell 87, note 22).

12haltiwelt 85.

1345 T am right about the general tendency of ancient interpreters to draw
unjustified inferences from comic texts, then an agnostic attidtude to
Syracosios’ decree would be wise. If this decree was an invention, the
motivation may well have come from the knowledge of the one decree of this
kind which . . . may reasonably be regarded as genuine- the one attested in £
RE Ach. 67." Halliwell 87.

145ee below on Note 20.
154, Sommerstein, "The Decree of Syracosios,” CQ 36 (1986): 101-108.
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to use Alcibiades' name in the play.

A well-known nineteenth-century discussion of Birds, J. Siivern's
“Essay,"16 attempted to ground the elusive text in historical fact by
uncovering an intricate and explicit allegory--the only interpretive strategy
capable of reconciling the play's general fantgsy with a conviction that it must,
nevertheless, be immediately and entirely concerned with specific imiividuals
and events. Refuting the views of A. Schlegel!” who held that Birds is “the
most innocent buffoonery or farce, touching upon all subjects . . . without
entering deeply into any, like a fanciful fairy-tale," Siivern presents his
learned and detailed reading by means of curiously circular reasoning: the
failure of scholars to detect it is itself proof of the allegory's "fine construction
and masterly perfection.”!® Attempting to refine the simplistic analysis of
Hypothesis II, he detects an "intricate confusion” that has "thrown a veil over
the fundamental idea of the poem, and has led to the opinion, that the author
had merely in view a general satire, on the notions and relations of man,
though with a special reference to the Athenian people."1 This ‘confusion’
turns out to be simply the resistance of Birds to Siivern's allegorical trap.
Thus, while the gods represent the Spartans and the Hoopoe is Lamachus, the

q

Athenians are repr by birds and sometimes by 'real' men.

Peisetairos seems to be a composite portrait of Alcibiades and Gorgias whereas

16Essay on "The Birds" of Aristophanes, Trans. W. Hamilton (London
1835).

17yonl, gen iber dr. ische Kunst und Litteratur, Vol. 1 (Heidelberg
1809). Cf. Murray 155: "[Birds) seems to be just an "escape” from worry and
sordidness of life, away into the land of sky and clouds and poetry."
18siivern 2.

19siivern 12.
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7

Euelpides comprises the gullible Athenians and Gorgias' pupil Polos. The
cumbersome structure ultimately founders and, in its failure to persuade
posterity, remains a warning against eagerness to credit the play with an
explicit political design.

At the other end of the spectrum is the scholarly tradition that regards
Birds as pure escapist fantasy involving only a general criticism of human
nature. This approach can be traced from Schlegel's well-known and often-
quoted judgement (cited above) through much scholarship in the ni h

P

century?0 and more recent work?! to its most provocative and sophisticated
expression in C. Whitman's "Anatomy of Nothingness.”?2 Earlier in his
book he defines the comic hero as an ¢Aaldv, "the Great Impostor, Nature's
exile, the absurdity of a self against a selfless Absurd,” who is master of

novnpia, especially "the ability to turn metaphors into facts."?3 Birds, he

claims, is f; ic rep ion of absurdity or 'nothingness' since "the

nothing that people talk is the reality which they possess:"

204. Vigelin, "Uber Aristophanes Vogel" Ein Blatt an Herrn Prof. Kichly
zum Feste des fiinfund igjdhrigen Bestandes der zdircherischen
Hochschule (Zurich: 1858); E. Curtius, Griechische Geschichte, Vol. 2 4th ed.
(Berlin: Weidmann 1874) 629-631; J. Droysen, "Des Aristophanischen Vogel
und die Hermokopiden" RM 3 (1835): 161-208, and RM 4 (1836): 27-62; Th.
Kock ed., Ausgewihlte Komddien des Aristoph erkldrt von Theodor
Kock, Vol. IV, 4th ed. Rev. by Otto Schroeder (Berlin: Weidmann 1927); For
a complete overview of this approach see Behagel 20.

21}, Van Leeuwen,"Aves," in Proleg ad Aristoph (Leiden:
1908); Murray; Q. Cataudella, Aristofane (Bari:1934) 143-145; M. Gigante, "La
citta dei giusti e gli ‘Uccelli' di Aristofane,” Dioniso 2 (1948): 17-25; E.
Blaiklock, "Walking Away From the News," GR 11, 1 (1954): 98-111; and
Schwinge, to name a few.

22Whitman (Chapter 5) 167-200.

23Whitman 79.
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The word is all, it creates consciousness, and its enormous vitality
stubbornly resists fact. A word becomes image or metaphor, and the
image or metaphor lives in the mind, independent of reason and far
more compelling . . . . Images and metaphors are dream substance and
make dream worlds, and every world is an absurdity, a verbal
nothing. All this is beyond satire, as handled in the Birds; itisa
poetic weft comically adumbrating the world in which we live, the
world where there can be no tragic reversal or recognition, the world
of poneria and the self, where the p ive and ipulable word
is king.24

This approach transcends that of Whitman's predecessors who
regarded Nephelokokkugia as either a simple escapist fantasy or an idealized
utopia. Identifying language as the source of Birds' non-sense or
‘nothingness,’ Whitman made an exegetical advance by implicitly placing
textuality in the focus of his discussion.

Naturally, much work falls between the historicizing and utopian
poles. This middle ground is occupied largely by attempts to modify or
integrate the two extremes.2> Thus, W. Arrowsmith has sought to reconnect
Birds with politics by reading the play as a comic warning and satire of
Athenian mAeove&ic. Whitman, who "is drawn irresistibly to . . . his wrong-
headed conclusion, that words here are everything,"26 has failed to see that
“the real subject of the play" is politics "as fantasy, a disease of the human
spirit, a spirit represented, incarnated, in the Athenian imperial city.”
Although Arrowsmith makes many insightful comments, especially about
Whitman 172.

25For nineteenth-century bibliography see Behagel 18-21 who lists a number
of works occupying the Mittelstellung between a Speciell-politische
Tendenz and Tendenzlosigkeit.

26 Arrowsmith 146.
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9

the function of Eros as originary lack (to which I return below), he places
himself unproductively at variance with Whitman and other 'utopians' in
order to dwell on how Aristophanic comedy "copes with Athenian hybris by
self-recognition in the audience.”?” He seems, however, to agree with his
linguistically-oriented adversary in the same paragraph when he notes that
“"comedy reveals the inherent contradiction and the doomed absurdity of it
all."

H. Newiger and M. Alink?8 articulate milder Mittelstellungen. In
Alink’s reading, the play, "a clear presentation of the sort of thing that
happens whenever Athenians deal with politics,”? finds Aristophanes
playing gentle tricks on his audience by luring them away from the earth and
subjecting them to a performance in which, by praising 'birds,’ he praises
himself.3 Newiger's book makes a theoretical contribution by darifying
why, for all their figurality and personification, the early Aristophanic plays

(including Birds) are clearly not allegories:

Es darf abschlieBend festgestellt werden, daR auch die
Chorpersonifikationen sich uns nicht als allegorische Figuren
dargestellt haben. Ihre Rolle in den einzelnen Kemédien ist
verschieden, auch die angewandte Technik der Darstellung, wie wir
sahen; aber das Wesentliche ist Wolken, Wespen und Végeln
gemeinsam: sie bedeuten nicht durchgénig etwas anderes, als sie
sind, sondern nur gelegentlich. Sie werden durch Wortspiel,

27 Arrowsmith 155. See also F. Heberlein, Pluthygieia (Frankfurt/Main,

1980).

28y, Newiger, Metapher und Allegorie. Studien zu Aristophanes.

Zetemata 16 (Munich, 1957); M. Alink, De vogels van Aristophanes: een

structuuranalyse en interpretatie, (Amsterdam: 1983).

29 Alink 325.

30Alink 324.
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10

Metapher, Vergleich zu einem anderen in Beziehung gezetzt, aber
nicht a priori geglichen, es wird auf sie nicht Zug um Zug des
Gemeinten iibertragen, sondern die Ubertragungen gehen hin und
her. Wir sind nur zeitweise "im Bilde." Ein im ganzen einheitliches
Bild hatten wir nur in den "Véogeln," aber da war wieder kein
deutlich und stindig Gemeintes feststellbar.31

Most studies of Birds from Siivern to Alink have entered the fray
with some ritual meta-criticism in which the problem is delineated,
allegiances declared, and opponents confronted. The historicist/utopian
dialectic will doubtless engage yet many more students of Birds as the play
continues to demonstrate an uncanny ability to generate writing by polarizing
its scholarly audience.32 My strategy, however, will involve an attempt to
break the venerable holding-pattern to investigate the properties responsible
for the text's elusiveness: how does an apparent anomaly in the
Aristophanic oeuvre that is "regarded as the poet's masterpiece,’33 continue
to oscillate in critical opinion between playful nonsense and urgent,
structured meaning? To seek an answer we need to step outside the closed
critical circle outlined above and take a bird's-eye view of Aristophanes'
Birds.

31Newiger 102.

32Among recent studies that explore other aspects of Birds are Hofmann's
book (Note 5) and D. Pozzi, "The Pastoral Ideal in the Birds of Aristophanes,"
CJ 81 (1986): 119-129 which contrast with the historicizing approach as in B.
Katz, "The Birds of Aristophanes and Politics." Athenaeum 54 (1976): 353-
381. and 1. Stark, "Die Aristophanische Komédienfigur als Subject der
Geschichte." Klio 64 (1982): 67-74.

33Whitman 168.
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11
Metaphor, Différance, and the Comic Truth

1 argue elsewhere34 that the 'synthetic myth' (plot or Aéyoc) of
Aristophanic comedy differs from its 'authentic' tragic counterpart in being,
among other things, inextricable from its text. Thus, while the myth of
Orestes is variously represented in a number of tragedies, the ascent to
Olympus on a dung beetle to retrieve Peace or the poetic mission to Hades are
unique to their respective texts. In the case of tragedy it may appear useful
to distinguish the interpretation of myth from the interpretation of a text
though, as W. Burkert notes, "both may evolve in a hermeneutic circle and
remain mutually dependent on each other.”35 The Old Comic ‘myth,
however, being identical with its form is a text, i.e., a system structured by the
properties of language as archi-écriture. Old Comedy, moreover, exhibits an
awareness of itself as a text36 and by involvement with its own textuality sets
itself apart from other genres. In its reflection of these aspects of comic
discourse Birds has arguably the purest and most powerful 'myth'/plot in
that it derives its problem-and-solution (vécog-pnyavh compiag) from a
single textual figure: the man-as-bird metaphor which is deconstructively
conflated with its inversion (bird-as-man). Reversing the Homeric énea
rtepbevia, ‘winged words,’ Aristophanes hatches a world of preposterous
‘graphic birds' (cf. the xfv yeypappévog ‘written goose' of v. 805) from the
fertile nest of writing.

Birds, then, is different from other (extant) comedies37 which
34*The Dawn of Farce: Aristophanes," Themes in Drama 10: Farce
(Cambridge UP, 1988): 15-31.
35Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual, Sather Classical
Lectures, 47 (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: U of California Press, 1980), 56.
36Note, especially, its ability to refer to other texts; to consciously refer to,

and control its own text in a variety of punning strategies; and in the self-
referentiality of parabatic discourse.

371t is impossible to tell from testimony such as Knights 522 (Méyvng. . .
ydaAov xai ztepvyifov) or the entry under 'Krates of Athens' in the Suda
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import most of their material from outside contexts, 'real-world’ and literary.
The plots of Acharnians, Wasps, Lysistrata, Frogs etc., with their ‘problems’
and 'solutions,’ are quite stable, despite fantastic elements, in their explicit
and immediate involvement with Athenian domestic and political life, the
Peloponnesian War, various individual citizens, intellectual trends,
contemporary literature etc. Brushing these elements into the periphery,
Aristophanes has derived Birds as a projection of the central metaphor so
that its content and 'theme' are defined, first and foremost, by play of the sign.
Informed on many levels by an aporetic logic and différance, this comedy
suspends us between sense and nonsense without offering the comfort of
resolution. In distinction from the earlier plays in which metaphor figures as
a more or less important accomplice in the plot, Birds is essentially ‘
dependent on the collision and collusion of signifiers for even its most
general ‘'meaning.’

In identifying metaphor as the source of Birds I am actually speaking
of a metaphorical complex structured as a projection from abstract to
concrete: 1) the potential, at the heart of language, of one sign to replace or
suppress another; 2) the lyric topos 'T wish I were a bird;' 3) the character
(presence-on-stage) of Tereus (vv. 46, 92-675); 4) the subsequent multiple

conflations of the human and avian. At first glance an extended example of

what one critic calls "eine von den Hi formen des Aristophanisch

P

Scherzes, eine M

hor huchetiblich
P

zu nehmen,"38 this series, in fact,

whether Magnes' or Krates' Birds bore any similarity to the Aristophanic
play of the same name since no fragments of either survive. A. Meinecke,
Fragmenta Comicorum Graecorum (Berlin, 1839-1857) Vol. 1, 64, doubts that
Krates (either of the two) wrote a Birds and suggests that the reference in the
Suda is to a recension of Magnes' play.
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transcends simple 'literalization' to involve Birds in a bi-directional
movement which upsets the subject/predicate (tenor/vehicle) hierarchy in
metaphor to allow fully reciprocal intersubstitution of signs (as 'bird’ replaces
‘man’ and vice versa) in a single figure.

Aristophanes' complex ornithic myth, therefore, can be analyzed on a
number of levels: as a rather abstract petagopd or transiatio of two men,
motivated only by generalized £pwg (‘desire’ or 'lack’), from the familiar into
an invented Other; as the comic subversion of a lyric topos: Tereus

(traditionally the supressor of lang here its di i )

simultaneously embodies the desiderative metaphor and mocks it; as the

ploitation by Aristoph of a scenic ambiguity: the men, ially

EUitY

unchanged in birdhood, cheerfully taunt our inability, as spectators, to

distinguish between 'c ,' 'disguise,’ and ‘'metamorphosis;’ as the

vehicle for a paradoxical character (the bird-chorus) that is at once the object of
a transformation (men seek to become birds) and its subject (birds assimilate
to the general human sphere of language and politics while claiming to be
gods) etc. These and many other moments, charged by an essential
equivocation, will necessarily continue to suggest widely divergent readings.
Although it may be futile to demand a traditional ‘theme’ from the play of

b

signs that is Birds, Aristop ' choice to foreg d textuality in the play

is certainly meaningful, a point I will take up after a brief review of the
metaphorical complex outlined above.

"Metaphor," writes Lacan, "occurs at the precise point at which sense
emerges from nonsense, that is, at the frontier which, as Freud discovered,

when crossed the other way produces . . . the signifier esprit; it is at this

38A. Schlegel in H. Newiger 181.
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frontier that we realize that man defies his very destiny when he derides the
signifier."39 Language into which man is born and which ‘speaks man' is a
systemic prison from which jokes and metaphors can offer only the illusion
of escape. In "White Mythology" J. Derrida® discusses at length how
‘transparent’ (philosophical/scientific) discourse with its pretense of complete
control denies its incarceration and perceives metaphors as "weapons directed
against reality, instruments to break the referentiality of language, to deliver
language from its ontological function,"4! while jokes are capsules of
nonsense whose resolution is, at best, a pleasurable distraction.

Comedy, being largely innocent of a propositional imperative, is free
to face its textuality by rattling its linguistic fetters in a perpetual show of
escape through humor and transference. This freedom cannot fully respect a
literal /figural dichotomy since comic discourse depends on all language (not
simply metaphors and jokes) being, at some level, 'nonsense' in critical need
of construal and interpretation. "The picturesque saying that 'language is a
book of faded metaphors' is the reverse of the truth," notes L. Bloomfield "for
poetry is rather a blazoned book of language."2 What we misleadlingly call

‘metaphor,' then, is not an \! bstitution of tr for

reference but rather a strategy foregrounding the transferrential and
differential essence of the signifying process.#3 "Mortal speech is a calling

39%crits, a Selection, Trans. A. Sheridan (New York, London: Norton, 1977)
158

40"White Mythology," in Margins of Philosophy, Trans. A. Bass (Chicago
UP, 1982) 209-271.

41K, Harries, "The Many Uses of Metaphor ,” CI 5, No. 1 (1978): 80.

42 anguage, (Chicago UP, 1984) 443.

43A. Wilden, citing F. B 's that "lang; are

)

simultaneously doubly articulated and devoid of symbolic value,” suggests
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that names," writes Heidegger, "a bidding which, out of the simple onefold of
the difference, bids thing and world to come . . . Poetry proper is never
merely a higher mode (melos) of everyday language. It is rather the reverse:
everyday language is a forgotten and therefore used-up poem, from which
there hardly resounds a call any longer."44

Implicit in Saussure's diacritical notion of language, the originary
transference and différance of the signification process have been variously
articulated in structuralist and post-structuralist thought. Consider C. Ogen
and I Richards' 'meaning triangle:'5

SIGNIFIED
y 4 -
(Signified, Sense, Thought, Reference)

relationship of causal
signification relationshi

B imp Jationship of substituti C
SIGNIFIER REFERENT
(Sign) (Object, 'signified’ only
in a qualified sense)
that "metaphor as usually conceived (dependent on blance) is not

something developed out of an originally digital language, but rather that
language itself, as Vico, Condillac, Rousseau, and others believed, is originally
metaphorical.” J. Lacan, Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis, Trans. with
Comm. A. Wilden (Johns Hopkins UP, 1968) 220.

44M. Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, Trans. A Hofstadter (Harper &
Row, 1971) 208.

45This modified version is presented in Wilden 224.
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This diagram rep language as the sy

gmatic relationship
between the signifier B and Signified A. The sign, however, has also a
paradigmatic value: ie., B is structured paradigmatically within the
differential lexical system by other, semantically contiguous signs. In the
syntagmatic dimension, the sign (B) can be exchanged other signs (A-a

‘concept’ or its 'sense’) in predication. Lang both in its paradig

&

lexical network (containing B) as well as in the syntagmatic chain of signifiers
(B-A), is essentially constituted by multiple, complex exchanges of signs for
other signs. Logocentrism, denying this closure, maintains the fictional
priority of a higher signified ('idea,’ ‘sense’) revealed in 'definition’ over the

simple sign which, in the epi: logical vacuum (or di: )46 of

P 5

tr ion and hor, is merely exct d for another sign.
phor, y 8

Deconstructing this hierarchy P. de Man reveals the substitutional common
denominator of all these processes structured by the chain of signification.

Concerning Locke's dismissal as ‘mere lation' of a well-known

‘definition’ ("motion is the passage from one place to another") he notes that

Locke's own "passage" is bound to continue this perpetual motion
that never moves beyond tautology: motion is passage and passage is
a translation; transiation, once again, means motion, piles motion
upon motion. It is no mere play of words that “translate” is
translated in German as "dlbersetzen” which itself translates the
Greek "meta phorein” or metaphor. Metaphor gives itself the
totality which it then claims to define, but it is in fact the tautology of
its own position. The discourse of simple ideas is figural discourse or

46P. de Man, "The Epistemology of Metaphor, CI 5, No. 1(1978): 13, speaks
of philosophy's pt to "control fig by keeping it, so to speak, in its
place, by delimiting the boundaries of its influence and thus restricting the
epistemological damage that it may cause.”
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translation and, as such, creates the fallacious illusion of
definition.47

What we call 'metaphorical language,’ then, is marked only in that it
forces us to confront what we usually forget or choose to ignore. "The
creative spark of metaphor,” says Lacan, "flashes between two signifiers one of
which has taken the place of the other in the signifying chain, the occulted
signifier remaining present through its (metonymic) connexion with the rest
of the chain."#8 If a ‘metaphor’ is used with such frequency as to become
cliché it ceases to be felt as unusual, the suppressed signifier is erased, and the
image ‘fades’ or becomes ‘ossified’ (cf. the word just used). Although a
continuum thus extends from the most brilliant poetic metaphors to opaque
etymologies, 'literal’ language (as an antidote to figuraiion) is an illusion that
will always be maintained by some discourses for their own political or
ideological purposes.

Our challenge throughout the commentary in subsequent chapters
will be to trace how the 'creative sparks' of metaphor illuminate the comic
labyrinth. In a provocative article D. Davidson argues that the debate about
the cognitive content and function of metaphor4? is largely misguided:
47de Man 17.
48Lacan 157.
49The two rival theories implying a ‘cognitive content' in metaphor appeal,

respectively, to 1) ‘collusion’ (similarity): although the vehicle is predicated

of, or suppresses, the tenor, * ingful’ is possible insofar as the
two terms share certain aspects. The semantic sphere of the vehicle is thereby
extended to make metaphor intelligible; or 2) the ‘collision’ of two (preferably
dissimilar) terms: meaning arises in the resulting tension. Davidson's quasi-

performative view of metaphor, on the other hand, denies to it any intrinsic
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To suppose that [metaphor] can be effective only by conveying a coded
message is like thinking a joke or 2 dream makes some statement
which a clever interpreter can restate in plain prose. Joke, or dream
or metaphor can, like a picture or a bump on the head, make us
appreciate some fact~but not by standing for, or expressing, the fact . . .
there is no limit to what a metaphor calls our attention, and much of
what we are caused to notice is not propositional in character.50

The great collision of man and bird is just such ‘bump on the head' with
which Aristophanes surprises us into laughter. Delighting in the root
metaphoricity of signification, comedy offers little indeed for propositional
restatement by 'clever interpreters.'S!

“One word for another: that is the formula for the metaphor,”
asserts Lacan, "and if you are a poet you will produce for your own delight a
continuous stream, a dazzling tissue of metaphors.” He goes on to speak of
comedy's perfectly convincing “"demonstration of the radical superfluousness
of all signification.”52 The following are several general strategies Birds
employs in this 'demonstration’ rooted in comedy's textuality, i.e., its
parasitic relation to other discourses:

1) In addition to upsetting the supplementarity of the categories
‘literal' and ‘figural, the non self-effacing black discourse,' of comedy53

cognitive content. Standard guides to research in this field are W. Shibles,
Metaphor: An A d Bibliography and History, (Wisconsin: The
Language Press, 1971) and J.P. Van Noppen Metaphor: A Bibliography of
Post-1970 Publications, (Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1985).
50D. Davidson, "What Metaphors Mean,” CI 5, No. 1 (1978): 46.

51Least of all material for allegory, of Newiger's point that the birds of the
Aristophanic play succeed in 'meaning’ something other than they are only
incidentally (Newiger 102).

52Lacan 157.
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deconstructs the conventional suplementarity of 'vehicle' and 'tenor'54 in
metaphor. Any discourse which needs to control figurality keeps potential
nonsense at bay by regarding the 'vehicle' as a semantic supplement in the
imaginary periphery. Thus "The Devil in the Oval Office" may not
‘seriously’ imply that Satan is a Republican. In a move that includes, but is
ot limited to, so-called ‘literalization,’ Aristophanes forces two terms to
recognize each other in a reciprocal transference: e.g., the comic names
xategaydg [vv. 288, 289], broderduix [v. 65], érixexoddg [v. 68] which fuse the
morphology of bird-names with stock terms for gluttonous and cowardly
men. By rejecting supplementarities enforced in other discourses and by
openly admitting its awareness of their texts and textual strategies, comedy as
text and as a genre, draws attention to (its own) textuality which must always
be parasitic. This rejection, moreover, deconstructs any future attempt,
however useful, to place it in a supplementary relation to another, ‘serious’
discourse (i.e, to relegate it to the 'unserious’ and 'marked’ periphery): if
anything, comedy manifests greater awareness of its textuality and imposes
the least ideological restrictions on the potential of language.

2) Presentation of borrowed images: the lyric yearning to be a bird
expressed by the parricide (vv. 1347 f£.), the distortion of Pindaric metaphor
(vv. 941), and the manipulation of proverbs involve images structured by
their source-texts and amusing as comic grafts (whether altered or not). As

multiple translations (cf. petagopeiv) they are allegories of their own

potentially endless re-cc lization and re-reading. The most prominent
535ee below, p-27£.
54The ‘tenor’ is the signifi d or replaced, i.e., the horical

‘subject.’ The vehicle or ‘object’ (often referred to simply as the 'metaphor’)
is the term predicated of, or replacing, the tenor.
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and pervasive 'borrowed image,' explored in subsequent chapters, is the
metaphor expressed in lyric poetry and tragedy as an unfulfillable yearning
which becomes, in Birds, a fully realized, governing paradigm of human
ambition.

3) Images set up as vehicles for phonetically or semantically

disruptive substituti napl np {av: e.g., the cicada-Athenians who are
said to "sit on law-suits, singing their whole life long" [vv. 4041], and men
who in their bird-mania "alight on books, and feed on decrees" [vv. 1288-
1289);

4) Images amusing simply in their content (cf. the 'Kleonymos tree'
of vv. 1473 £.) that participate in the 'linguistics of the grotesque' discussed in
the concluding section of this chapter.

Another textual/structural di ion of Birds, implicit in the

2

pr ion of languag phor above, is the notion of deferral or

difference. Returning to the 'meaning triangle' we see that, avoiding the
problem of the "real object,” it has the system of signification A mediating
between the sign B and the extra-linguistic realm C that is perceived,
imagined, pointed to, but not stictly ‘signified.’5 The p d rift b

‘digital’ or ‘doubly-articulated’ human 1 B-A and the 'analog’' world

of phenomena C (referents) 56 is one of the boundaries marking what

551n stoic terminology: B is the oipawvov (cfipa, onpeiov), A the
onpawépevov (Aextév), and C the toyxavov (paviacia, xpaypa). Against
those who follow Frege in "regarding the refe as real, the Bed g as
objective reference or signification, and both as in opposition to the personal
and subjective Vorstellung," Wilden 225 cites Wittgenstein's warning that
Bedeutung is being used illicitly "if it is used to designate [bezeichnet] the
thing that ‘corresponds’ [‘entspricht] to the word. That is to confound the
Bedeutung of a name with the bearer of a name.”

56Doubly articulated: on one level, language consists of material bits
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Derrida calls différance (difference-differing-deferral).5” Within language,
the chain of signification itself is characterized by deferral. "It is [the] implied
circularity and autonomy of language,” writes Wilden, "thet lead Lacan into
postulating a sort of fault in the system, a hole, a fundamental lack into
which, one might say, meaning is poured. It is this fundamental manque
which allows substitutions, the movement of language essential to
signification, to take place."8 Decentering the system of language by
depriving it of a transcendental signified Derrida argues that every sign marks

a place of difference:

The play of differences supp in effect, syntheses and referrals
which forbid at any moment, or in any sense, that a simple element is
present in and of itself, referring only to itself. Whether in the order
of spoken or written discourse, no element can function as a sign
without referring to another element which itself is not simply
present. This interweaving results in each “"element’--phoneme or
grapheme--being constituted on the basis of the trace within it of the
other elements of the chain or system. This interweaving, this textile,
is the text produced only in the transformation of another text.
Nothing, neither among the elements nor within the system, is
anywhere ever simply present or absent. There are only, everywhere,

forming a non-semantic code (digits, letters, ph ) whose relationship to
what they represent is constitutively arbitrary; on a second level, it consists of
syntagms (words, sentences) which combine into further syntagms thereby
generating meaning. Analog: there is a direct rational or quantitative
relationship between the scale and what it represents (e.g., mercury in a
thermometer, a cry of pain) that precludes negation, and the true/false
distinction.

57"The a of différance indicates [an] indecision as concerns activity and
passivity, that which cannot be governed by or distributed between the terms
of [the] opposition [presence/absence].” Positions, Interv. J. Kristeva, Trans.
A. Bass, (Chicago UP, 1981) 27.

S8Wwilden 217.
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differences and traces of traces.59

The opening of Birds is marked by a critical différance, or
suspension of meaning structured by Aristophanes as the generalized search
by two men for an absent ratpig or Father(land). "Lacan reconstructs Freud's
primal father,” writes C. Segal, "not as a living, real father but in language and
as an absence, the Symbolical father, whose signifier is the Name of the
Father, the locus of the Law and of the demands of the social and moral
order italics mine]."60 The "paradox that the very act of naming the
Symbolical Father represses that for which the name stands" underlies the

curious hesitancy on the part of Peisetairos and Euelpides to name their own

fatherland. 7ihe detailed re-mapping of Athenian f in
Nephelokokkugia, however, comically reveals the ethereal city as a return to
the Father(land).

The underdetermination of the central ‘problem’ in Birds poses a
major obstacle to common-sense exegesis: why, after a glancing reference to
their countrymen's litigi do Peisetairos and Euelpides fail to mention

Athens again and continue their journey in the absence of any motivation

whatever? The most productive approach is taken by Arrowsmith who
identifies their motive as "want—the want that in Greek thought always
underlies desire, the mortal imperfection, the human craving that can only be
fulfilled briefly and is always renewed."61 Aristophanes, I submit, pours his

59]. Derrida, Postions 26.

60C. Segal, Language and Desire in Seneca’s Phaedra, (Princeton UP, 1986)
16-17.

61Arrowsmith 131.
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meaning, i.e., the fabulous, autonomous metaphor into the gap, the
fundamental lack (pwc)62 that yawns at the opening of the play and is felt as
a contextual vacuum which starkly highlights anything suspended in it.
Opressed by the absent (deferred) signifier promised and yet withheld by the
text of his (dis)course ('Ileft Athens because .. . I am searching for . .."),
Peisetairos is made to arbitrarily fasten upon one transference (‘bird’ for
‘'man’) which structures an invented future into which he inscribes the past.
This move then opens up a series of metaphorical substitutions which
progress along the chain of signification: man becomes bird becomes a god
who is comically supplementary to man! Lacan illustrates the
‘opressiveness' or ‘tyranny’ of the signifier with a series of such sentences
interrupted before the significant term and notes that "[they] are not without
meaning, a meaning all the more opressive in that it is content to make us
wait for it."63 The grand metaphor/metamorphosis of Birds (man-bird-god)
which retroactively fills the initial lack with meaning is indeed a spectacle in
which the comic hero, in Lacan's words, "defies his own destiny by deriding
the signifier.”

Nephelokokkugia, the winged construct that rises from the ashes of

faltering discourse, is thus revealed as a supplement,54 a comic fulfillment of

62The centrality of the concept of desire has been most recently and
forcefully presented by Arrowsmith 130: "No other play of Aristophanes, not
even Lysistrata, is so pervaded, so saturated by the language of desire.”

63Lacan 153.
641 invoke the well-known notion of the supplement as elaborated in
Derrida's reading of R in Of Gr logy, Trans. G. Spivak (Johns

Hopkins UP, 1974) Part II, Chapter 2, ". . . That Dangerous Supplement. . ."
Essentially, it comprehends the irreconcilable notions ‘an inessential extra
added to hing already complete’ and * thing ial added to

fulfill a lack in something that was supposed to be complete.' Deconstructive
reading has often involved revealing supplementation, figured by the
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man'’s originary lack. As a delightful fiction, however, the grand
Aritsophanic supplement will tell us neither its name nor what it completes,
what it compensates for. We can view it as a substitute for Athens with the
comic implication that human politics participates an archi-birdland with all
its arbitrariness and instability. Alternatively, we can regard it as
supplementary to the human condition, in which case our life is revealed as
subsumed under an archi-birdhood. In the broadest possible terms we can
read Birds as setting forth the supplementarity of the terms in the Greek
comic polarity: véoog 'disease,’ 'lack’ and pnyavh catpiag 'escape,' ‘cure’
(cf. oidg= salvus): the véoog, a structure of ailment and crisis, pushes man
outward in search of a ‘cure’ which, when achieved, turns out to contain a
new crisis. Thus, although the the vécog of Athenian life (v. 31) is apparently
cured by the man-bird metamorphosis, the 'new birds,’ Peisetairos and
Euelpides, infected with metaphor, succumb tca slightly different strain of
the original political virus.

The metaphorical sparks catch and Birds is soon ablaze with writing

as Peisetairos simul ly writes (hears-himself-speak) and derides his

own destiny. Appointing him protagonist in an ether where, in Whitman's

T

phrase, "the word is all," Aristop in Peisetairos' rhetorical

creativity his own function as writer of comedy: Peisetairos trains the chorus
for the spectacular parabatic performance by writing the text for their sham
‘divinity,' a play he populates with a series of verbal constructs, i.e., the
graphic bird exempla (zexpfipia) of the agon. Deriving the attendant politics
from a simple pun (réAog = x6A1g, vv. 182-184), he proceeds to vie with a

signifying process and conditioned by an originary lack, in many supposedly
stable hierarchies structuring cultural and philosophical categories (e.g.,
speech/writing).
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number of other ‘writers' (the interloping poets, oracle monger, decree-seller
et al.) for command of this new text which he has named Nephelokokkugia, a
comic formation that neatly cpatures the connection, noted by critics such as
MacMathtina65 and Alink, between the 86Aot of characters within comedy
and the governing, textual 6Aot of the comic poet himself. In his
superficially clever coinage that means 'ethereal (vepélat as 'clouds’) city of
the birds {k6xxvyeg 'cuckoos’), Peisetairos expresses his role as writer of
comedy who captures idiots in the net of his discourse, i.e., Nephelokokkugia
as a booby (kéxxv§ 'fool’) trap (vepéhn 'subtle snare’). Revealing through the
protagonist his own deep involvement with what we now call ‘textuality,’

Aristoph also d a mastery of its scenic correlate: i.e., just as
the signifiers of a text call attention to themselves, so the playwnght makes
the physical (con)text call ion to itself in heatrical66

&

The so-called rupture of dramatic illusion in the parabasis, for example, has
the 'birds' address the spectators directly and call them to birdhood by
identifying the physical constraints of the theater with abstract limitations of
the human condition (vv. 785-800).

Can we make the interpretive move of evaluating the complex of
textual strategies outlined above? What is the meaning of Aristophanes’
foregrounding of textuality? Why does he mute the customary topicality and

amplify the forces and tensions inh in lang; to release a comic play of

5!

signs? Why does he, while deconstructing the conventional suppl ity

of figural language, ironically expose the trace of originary lack in language to

fill it with his own comic supplement? "The irony of the comic hero,"

65'Trickery in Aristophanes.” Diss. Cornell U, 1971.
660n metatheater in a later play see L. Taaffe, "Gender, Deception, and
Metatheatre in Aristophanes' Ecclesiazusae.” Diss. Cornell U, 1987.
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suggests Whitman, "from one point of view, is merely a means to a greater
and more inclusive alazoneia, impostorship; so that one might say that

there is no real eiron, but only a variety of alazones, and the biggest fraud
wins, on the theory that if the fraud be carried far enough, into the limitless, it
becomes a template of a higher truth."67 Aristophanic textual dAaloveio is
certainly as limitless as the chain of signification and, inasmuch as every

metaphor qua nonsense is a fraud, Aristophanes is the poetic dAafdv who (to

distort Shakespeare) a complex, "mingled yarn" of tricks and frauds
into a "web of life" that is his 'higher' comic 'truth.’ "What, then, is truth?"
asked Nietzche in 1873:

A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms
~in short, a sum of human relations, which have been enhanced,
transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically, and which
after long use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to people: truths
are illusions about which one has forgotten that this is what they
are; metaphors which are worn out and without sensuous power;
[italics mine] coins which have lost their pictures and now matter
only as metal, no longer as coins.68

Herein, I submit, is the 'serious' comic motive that, as a cultural

meance, has been strategically overlooked by an agelast positivism: to startle

us into r bering through laugh Birds, espedially, through the
sensuality of its metaphor and other textual 8601, stages an avayvapioig in
which, laughing, we recognize the 86Aog, or illusion, of truth. Having
exposed the concealer that denies concealing (cf. GA#feia as

67Whitman 27.

68'On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense” in The Portable Nietzche,
Trans. W. Kaufmann (Penguin, 1954) 46-47.
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‘unconcealedness’) we are free to pretend a celebratory return to our selves-
as-bodies, to our language, to our earth thrown free of the bitter gravity of the
transcendental. It is only natural that the exodos of Birds should celebrate
the apotheosis of the comic hero who, "defying his destiny by deriding the
signifier," is established as his own comic truth.

The concluding section of this chapter examines the ‘grotesque’
dimension of comic discourse as a correlate of its metaphorics. I draw upon
earlier work, such as M. Bakhtin's study of Rabelais, and more recent
philological studies to explore those aspects of comic poetics which place
Aristophanic comedy, especially Birds, at the beginning of a long tradition of
the carnivaleque. Known for its "language obsession" Bakhtin's work
brilliantly anticipates a criticism which will view the text as "proposing that
we conceive what we call 'life’ on the model of the text, on the model of

supplementation figured by the signifying process."69

In the course of studying various aspects of Birds I will implicitly be
secking insight into how the comedy ‘works:' how it transforms myth, how
it employs metaphor, what it is that constitutes comic pleasure, etc.
Peisetairos with his inventive tricks, Tereus, the paradoxical disseminator of
language, as well the birds who set themselves above the gods in a parodic
cosmogony all move in a universe governed by rules that are only dimly
understood. The question ‘what is comedy about?' is most often addressed
formally (i.e. the structure of Greek comedy) or in the particular: what is the
point of a given joke or what text underlies a given parody? A broader view,
as I have implied above, is hard to take owing to the fact that in comedy

69}, Culler, On Deconstruction (Cornell UP, 1982) 105.
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process seems to be far more important than telos or dramatic logos. I
argue elswhere?0 that the poet's discussion of his own craft in the early
parabases is polemical and certainly unreliable as a balnced and general guide
to the nature of the comic craft. The emphasis there is on the poet's
cleverness, originality, refinement, and virtue as ‘teacher.7! Although
Aristophanic comedy exhibits all of these qualities variously throughout the
corpus, originality and intellectual refinement appear peripheral to the comic
process. The poet's denunciation of popular comic practice as well as his
silence regarding most aspects of the comic craft alert us to the fact that we
must, as in the case of farce, look to what he does rather than rely on what he
says. This is hardly surprising in light of the way in which the text of comedy,
whether delivered by a 'coud’, a 'frog', or directly by the poet (chorus leader),
is always implicated in a web of 86)ot.

Malcom Heath?2 reminds us that throughout the ancient literary
critical tradition "poetry is thought of in what are essentially rhetorical
terms: the focus of interest is on the effects of poetry on its audience.”" In
seeking to locate comedy in the network of discourses we can learn from
Roland Barthes' taxonomy of rhetorical functions.”® Rhetoric as
metalanguage (a discourse about discourse) comprises a number of functions:
it is a Téxvn, a basis for education, a science, a moral code, and political
m N. 34, above).
7le.g., Acharnians v. 656: giow 8’ bpdg xoAha Sidékew ayad’, dot’
ebBaipovag elval. See also Knights 510, Clouds 545 f. and Peace 747 f. For a
discussion of the poet as teacher in the Frogs see M. Heath, The Poetics of
Greek Tragedy (Duckworth, 1987) 40-41.

72Heath 11, 35.

73R. Barthes, "L'ancienne rhetorique,” Communications, 16, ( 1970): 172 -
174.
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doctrine (prescriptive linguistics). "Toutes ces pratiques,” he notes,

‘constituant un formidable systéme instituti 1 (<<répressif>>, comme on
dit maintenant), il était normal que se développat une dérision de la
rhétorique, une rhétorique <<noire>> (suspicions, mépris, ironies): jeux,
parodies, allusions érotiques ou obscenes, plaisanteries . . ." Of this counter-
tradition or 'black rhetoric', he says: "elle trace avec précision et gravité un
lieu transgressif ol deux tabous sont levés: celui du langage et celui du sexe."
In relation to other types of so-called serious (orovdaiog) discourse comedy is
textually and generically the 'black discourse'~the anti-discourse which
knows and abuses the discourses of institution and tradition. At the heart of
the comic process are language and the human body freed of taboos which
constrain them in all other contexts. The kaleidoscope of verbal accident and
distortion as well as ubiquitous bodily functions are essential features of a
discourse which, like fire, cannot be said to have 'material’ substance but
which. is a reaction changing everything it involves.

What one says about the nature of comic discourse necessarily
depends on how one views the poetics of the genre, specifically its effect on
the audience and its relation to the extra-dramatic world. It is instructive to
contrast the central identifiable oixeia 78ovii74 of comedy-- the pleasure (or
pleasures) of amusement-with various emotions associated with other poetic
Buvépeis: astonishment, pity, fear, etc. Roger Scruton, who sees the comic

process as "attentive demolition” and de-valuing, points out "a peculiar

741 mean here the pleasure of amusement nof any sort of ‘comic catharsis'
which seems an untenable imitation of Poetics 1449b. I cannot follow the
idea implied in the Tractatus Coislinianus that pleasure and laughter "given
moderate expression by mimesis relieve one's impulse to the immoderate
display of these emotions in every day life, and in doing so produce pleasure.”
R. Janko, Aristotle on Comedy (Berkeley/Los Angeles: UC Press, 1984) 83.
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feature of amusement, which serves to distinguish it from the common
examples of emotion: it is a matter of indifference whether the object of
amusement be thought to be real.’”> Our emotional response, he argues, is
sensitive to belief. An emotion elicited by an object we believe to be real (e.g.
a sexual rival) "involves a definite stance towax"ds the world, and a tyrannical
invasion of experience,” although emotions we imagine or experience

vicariously "may be titillating, even pleasant . . . (being) sealed off in a private

realm of fantasv.” Thus the i ity of fear, for ple, is critically linked
to one's belief about the object feared wh one's ins the
same "whether the object of be believed or i ined. . . Belief

seems to be irrelevant."76 While I would not over-generalize this
‘indifference to belief to apply to all pleasures of amusement, Scruton does
seem to detect a rift between the comic process and other processes whereby
we react to the world either directly or indirectly (e.g. in cuprndfera).

Comedy, then, can be seen to differ from other forms of poesis in two
ways: first, the pleasure of amusement, unlike other emotions we experience,
may be indifferent to our belief concerning the object, i.e., the comic process
may generate its oixeia 1ovi} entirely free of any 'truth conditions’; second,
our experience of amusement in the theater is difficult to differentiate from
our extra-dramatic experience of the same, whereas there is a more perceptible
difference between the pleasure in fear, pity etc., which we derive from a
tragic performance and 'real’, extra-dramatic fear and pity. Heath's theory of
‘emotive hedonism'”7 implies that tragic theater necessarily transforms and

makes ‘other’ our emotional experience. "There is no difficulty in explaining
75R. Scruton, "Laughter” in J. Morreal ed., The Philosophy of Laughter and
Humor (SUNY Albany, 1987) 164.

765cruton 165.

77Heath 11.
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why we laugh in the theatre," the philosopher confidently asserts:’8

any theory of humor is also a theory of comedy. Aesthetic
representations are as much objects of amusement as anything else,
and amusement enters into the enjoyment of comedy without doing
any violence to the aesthetic point of view. Tragedy, by contrast,
creates a notorious problem for the philosophy of aesthetic interest.
Why do we enjoy the representation of suffering? There seems to be
no normal ("extra-dramatic”) state of mind of which tragic feeling is a
species: we do not feel grief, dismay or horror in the theatre (else why
would we go there?). The experience of tragedy is, or seems to be, sui
generis; some mysterious alchemy is at work in accommodating the
representation of terrible things to the aesthetic point of view from
which they become enjoyable.

What constitutes the specific genre of Greek Comedy are the
conventions governing the presentation of its unique aesthetic
representations.”9 These are closer than their tragic counterparts, in power
and effect, to extra-dramatic objects (of amusement) and participate, therefore,
in the extensive black discourse of Bakhtin's ‘carnivalesque’. Put another
way: "We laugh at real scenes, and at their dramatic representation, but there
seems to be no transformation in the nature or quality of amusement as we
proceed from life to art."80

"The strong tradition in the higher kind (italics mine) of Greek
poetry, as in good poetry almost everywhere," wrote Gilbert Murray®! "was

22 scruton 167.

79For a learned analysis of the various constituent parts of Old Comedy see B.
Zimmerman, Untersuchungen zur Form und dramatischen Technik der
Aristophanischen Komddien. Vols. I-II (Kénigsten, 1984-5).

80Scruton 170.

81Cited by G. Thomson, "Prometheia,” in E. Segal ed., Greek Tragedy:

Modern Essays in Criticism (Harper and Row, 1983) 120.
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to avoid all the disturbing irrelevances of contemporary life." The black
discourse of comedy is perceived as low' or 'beneath’ (cf. Aristotle’s padrov)
other types of poetry in that it trades ively in these 'irrel es.' The

key word here is disturbing: by lifting the taboos of institutional discourse
comedy is not so much concerned with trivia as it destroys the established
hierarchy of "high/serious’ and 'low/unserious' (srovdoiov / adrov) and
incorporates fragments from all registers of culture into its text. The fact that
there is no transformation in the power of amusement as we proceed from
art to life precludes such a hierarchy and allows the rebellious and derisive
spirit that lurks outside and around the sodial institutions and taboos to find
full expression in the theater and in ‘carnival’

Comedy's modus operandi involves a number of specific aspects
which we should examine: It is parasitic on virtually every aspect of culture
and it is wildly eclectic~anything, any discourse, anybody is grist for its
mill.8 As we have already noted, comedy fractures other discourses and
grafts these isolated fragments into an 'absurd’ context, an aspect reflecting its
fundamental metaphorical or transferrential nature. Comedy is a "mode of
reflective attention to its object” which has as its purpose the oixeia #18ovi
which suppresses any other emotional power the object may have in another
context (it is, in fact, quite doubtful that 10 yeAoiov produces in us an
emotion83 as we usually understand the word). In distinction from tragic
82In this respect, the Aristotelian theory is trivially correct in maintaining

that the objects of the genre are people, words and deeds (Rhetoric 1 11); see
Janko 69.

831n his discussion ot comic catharsis, Janko 143 does in fact treat laughter as
an emotion. I follow here Scruton with his theory of amusement as
"attentive demolition” which is distinct from what we call ‘'emotion’ in its
truth content and aesthetic dimension. See Scruton 164 - 171.
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mimesis which transforms negative experience into pleasure, comic mimesis
does not profoundly transform our experience of amusement. The effect of
comedy is purely the enjoyment of an object for its own sake: "it does not
have as its purpose discovery. . . it is not a motive to action . . . enjoyment is
to be explained by the thought of the object, and it is not felt . . . "for some
ulterior reason.’ "8 The point I should stress here is that the anti-discourse
of comedy has as its central impulse reaction, difference, and demolition of
established patterns and hierarchies.85 It cannot, therefore, support a strong
moral or philosophical ‘mission’ without evolving into something quite
different. Moral or polemical motivation only serves to impair the vibrant
effect of amusement as one might argue from the example of Knights.

The general characterization above is certainly not intended as an
‘explanation’ of origins nor as a contribution to the study of Old Comedy's
formal structure. "Although poetics must indeed pay careful attention to

matters of form and technique,"” writes Heath,36

this is not its most fundamental task; any study of resources—of tragic
'syntax,’ so to speak--will be pointless, unless we can clarify the
meanings which those resources were used to realize: and this in
turn will need reference to the typical range of meaning definitive of
the genre. It is with this more fundamental question, therefore, with
the general shape or structure of tragedy's meaning-potential, that I
am chiefly concerned.

In characterizing the meaning-potential of Old Comedy as that of a

‘black’ discourse I describe the text of Bakhtin's ‘carnivalesque.’ Carnival, a

84Scruton 170.

8550, Sommerstein, Aristophanes: Blrds, 3, speaks of the "subversion of the
established hierarchy of the universe” in Nephelokokkugia.
86Heath 2.
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complex of attitudes and energy that one might call the ‘deep structure’ of any
comic gesture or utterance, belongs "to the borderline between art and life. In
reality it is life itself, but shaped according to a certain pattern of play . . .
(carnival) does not acknowledge any distinction between actors and
spectators."®” Bakhtin describes a "two-world condition"88 in which the
people had an entirely separate life ouside the cults and discourses of
officialdom, a life which found special expression at popular festivals.
Despite the fact that it may seem anachronistic to speak of the spirit
underlying Old Attic Comedy in terms of the christian calendar (carnival as a
pre-lenten festivity), in this I follow Bakhtin who includes Aristophanic and
satyric drama in his comprehensive discussion of the forces behind the
popular comic tradition. The generalized notion ‘carnival,' therefore, has an
unusually broad range and should be taken, in the present discussion, as
applying to European culture of all periods.

Carnival, which is "the true feast of time, the feast of becoming,
change, and renewal . . . hostile to all that was immortalized and
completed,"? has found, and continues to find, a wide variety of popular
artistic expression ranging from the Old Comic play through the skits of
Monty Python. Jokes and other comic techniques which figure in the black
discourse of the carnivalesque are especially difficult to analyze since this

discourse "demands ever-changing, playful, undefined forms . . . filled with

87M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, Trans. H. Iswolsky (Indiana UP,
1984) 7. For a recent of the carnivalesque in Attic comedy see J. C.
Carri2re, Le carnival et la politique: Une introduction 2 la comédie grecque
(Paris: Annales Litteraires de 1'Université de Bensangon, 1979).

88Bakhtin 6.

89Bakhtin 6. See K. Reckford, Aristophanes’ Old-and-New Comedy, (Chapel
Hill, U North Carolina P) 3-13 for a spirited discussion of the regenerative
aspect of Old Comedy.
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this pathos of change and renewal, with the sense of the gay relativity of
prevailing truths and authorities."90

An important moment in Bakhtin's analysis is his discussion of the
grotesque, conceived as an essential "aesthetic concept characteristic of folk
culture.”?! The grotesque is an expression of the aporetic logic of all symbols
of the carnival idiom, "the peculiar logic of the ‘inside out' (2 I’envers) or
the "turnabout,’ of a continual shifting from top to bottom, from the front to
rear, of numerous parodies and travesties, humiliations, profanations, comic
crownings and uncrownings."2 In what follows, I will argue that the
semantics of the black discourse is the linguistic correlate of grotesque logic
and imagery.

"The grotesque image,” writes Bakhtin, "reflects a phenomenon in

’

an as yet unfinished phosis, of death and birth,
growth and becoming. The relation to time is one determining trait of the

grotesque image, The other indi ble trait is ambivalence(italics

P

mine)."® In a long article on the grotesque in Aristophanes,% Hugo
Stieger follows the work of T. Lipps in distinguishing two modes: the
grotesque (which is seen as unbridled fantasy, caricature, exaggeration, the
unbelievable, the monstrous) and the burlesque (the realm of ‘harmless fun'
of travesty and parody). He suggests that Birds represents a passage from the
former to the latter mode. Although Bakhtin presents the concept of the
‘grotesque’ as something far more specific than the common notion, in his
90Bakhtin 10-11.

91Bakhtin 18-56.

92Bakhtin 11.

93Bakhtin 24.

94H. Steiger, "Die Groteske und die Burleske bei Aristophanes,” Philologus
89 (1934): 161-84, 275-85, 416-32.
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writings the term is considerably broader and more powerful than in the
work of other critics such as Lipps and Steiger. The etymology of the word
from pittura grottesca referring to the baths of Titus® is only a narrow
starting point in his discussion reflecting "but a fragment of the immense
world of grotesque imagery which existed throughout all the stages of
antiquity and continued to exist in the Middle Ages and the
Rennaissance."%

Noting the aporetic logic inh in the g hetic, the

q

Russian critic L.E. Pinsky says, "this garland of forms. . . brings together that
which is removed, combines elements which exclude each other, contradicts
all current conceptions. Grotesque in art is related to the paradox in logic."”
Grotesque imagery involves forms "interwoven as if giving birth to each
other” in a process where "the borderlines that divide the kingdoms of nature
in the usual picture of the world were boldly infringed.” Here, notes
Bakhtin, "the inner movement of being itself was expressed in the passing of
one form into the other."8

It would be useful here to list the main characteristics of the grotesque

hotic in Rakhtin'

n

T

s ion
1) Itis a process of regenerative degradation from a higher to a
‘lower stratum that always laughs" and is deeply grounded in a 'material
bodily principle.’ This process has the following topography:

from Up to Down
the sublime/spiritual the material/corporeal
the complete transitional, supplement

950n the etymology of 'grotesque’ see Bakhtin 30-32, and Steiger 161-62.
96Bakhtin 32.

97Bakhtin 32, N. 12.

98Bakhtin 32.
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Heaven Earth (womb/grave)

face and head the genitals and buttocks

the eternal the temporal and transitory

stasis process: both poles of change

logos: transparency nonsense: metaphor and differance

voces propriae, ‘quoted speech; ‘heteroglossia’
uniformity of style

2) Itis, in this is process, profoundly ambivalent: it degrades and
materializes; it mortifies and regenerates; it buries and gives birth.
Degradation "digs a bodily grave for a new birth;" instead of hurling an

object into destruction it hurls it “into the reproductive lower "

3) Hence, it is deeply rooted in the ‘material bodily principle’

which “exceeds its own limits only in copulation, preg; y, childbirth, the
throes of death, eating, drinking, or defacation. This is the ever-unfinished,
ever-creating body.” Two bodies merge or one comes out of another. The

grotesque body "is cosmic, it represents the entire material bodily world at

the absolute lower as the llowing up and generating principle,
as the bodily grave and bosom ... "
4) Itis an aesthetic paradox: comprises self-contradictory elements;
5) It rejects and is parasitic on other aesthetic forms (hence the
emphais on caricature and parody);

6) It involves the fusion and gression of ‘natural sph ' and

P

species;

7) It is urgently bound to real time: the moment of
metamorphosis, not merely its product; the threshold across which sense
passes into nonsense not simply ‘sense’ or ‘nonsense.'

8) It consecrates inventive freedom and defies all that is ‘eternal’

and ‘true’;
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9) It liberates from "inhuman necessity";

10) it is a form of expressing the Other;

The discourse of each human activity is structured by certain
principles or 'rules' which constitute its meaning-potential and which
inform every aspect of language: the lexicon, syntax, morphology, style,
tropes etc. Naturally, the discourse itself rarely shows that it is aware of these
principles and usually expends enormous energy to hide their operation.
Thus Derrida exposes the pretense to 'transparency’ of philosophical
discourse by upsetting the hierarchy structuring the "proper and nonproper,
of essence and accident, of intuition and discourse, of thought and language,
of the intelligible and the sensible.”¥ It is harder to see one's way in the
textuality of Comedy since it involves language at play in radical difference,
in reaction to all other discourses with their rules and dissimulations. The
textuality of comic discourse, I submit, reflects the linguistics of the grotesque
in that the forces of language are coextensive with the carnivalesque energy of
grotesque imagery and performance; these forces, in Bakhtin's words, "are
part of the carnival as a whole, infused with one single logic of imagery
(italics mine)."1% Everything I have said so far about comic language can be
seen to proceed from the general characteristics of the grotesque aesthetic.

Comedy, informed by this 'chimerical’ aesthetic, is parasitic on the
text of other spheres of life and is "shaped according to a certain pattern of
play," as our critic put it. It is precisely the effort exhibited by other discourses
to dissimulate and deny this ludic dimension that is exploited by Comedy on

99Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, p. 229.
100Bakhtin 149.
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all levels: the connected utterance, the sentence, the word, and even
morpheme. The kinetic aspect of the grotesque may be said, in a scientific
metaphor, to release the potential energy of static elements by displacing
them. This process of regenerative degredation (Bakhtin) or de-valuing
(Scruton) is essential to paratragedy. Thus when Tereus says obtoot méAat
mapeyn xovk drootard ¢ilwv (v. 313) we recognize the Aeschylean phrase in
which &t is said to "stand far apart from (the chorus’) friends" (Choephoroi
v. 826). The predicate has been degraded from the intimidating concept of

‘ruinous blindness’ to a mottled hoopoe. The regenerative aspect of the

transfer is seen in that it concretizes and rel ! of in

| 4

the process: what has been said of the abstract and terrifying &m is now used

in self-reference by a very specific and ridiculous 'bird." Many, if not most,
semantic shifts in Aristophanic word-play are indeed ambivalent: in
Bakhtin's phrase they "degrade and materialize” by hurling an element of
tragic or epic diction into the "reproductive lower stratum that always
laughs."

Bakhtin's chapter "The Language of the Marketplace" deals primarily
with carnivalesque vocabulary, in which "speech forms, liberated from
norms, hierarchies, and pi’bhibitions of established idiom, become
themselves a peculiar argot and create a special collectivity, a group of people
initiated in familiar intercourse . . ."101 The grotesque aesthetic, however, is
reflected in language much more extensively than in mere choice of words.
In the service of official or 'serious’ discourse, as I have noted, language is
perforce stylized in that it reflects stasis and established values. The black

discourse does not sc much promote a 'canon’ of its own as it liberates the

&

power of play inh in language. "Laughter,” notes our critic, "liberates . .~

101B2khtin 188.
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from the single meaning, the single level" of other discourses in which
“there prevails a tendency towards the stability and completion of being,
toward one single meaning, one single tone of seriousness" and in which
“the ambivalence of the grotesque can no longer be admitted."192 We would
not have any difficulty, aided by J. Henderson's Maculate Muse,103 in
demonstrating the wide variety of words in Aristophanes that are explicitly

obscene. Terms, such as néog, npoxtds and otdeobay, are regarded as ‘primary

ities' and are frequently used in connection with the pleasures and
violence of the material bodily principle. A wide variety of words and
phrases, however, that are not explicitly obscene, violent, or degrading, are
torn from their ‘normal' sphere of signification and "hurled into the

reproductive lower stratum.” There persists, in the Aristophanic literature,

5

an impulse to uncover yet her 'fi ive' or 'metaphorical’ obscenity.104

This seems to manifest a certain limitation of vision since these so-called

figures, whether real or imagined, are i of ic displacement or
destabilization and are of a class with many other jokes and 'distortions’ that

are not inherently sexual or logical. Thus the ambivalence of the words

&

rannovg 'ancestors/down-feathers' (v. 765) and vegéAn ‘cloud/trap’ (vv.

188,194) allows the comic text to effect a degrading and yet

5!

metamorphosis in which no obscenity is involved. A connection with
grotesque imagery is seen in much wordplay where levels of meaning are

102Bakhtin 101, 123.

%03}, Henderson, The Maculate Muse: Obscene Language in Attic Comedy
(Yale UP, 1975).

1040ne of many attempts to elucidate the enigmatic AnxiBiog is made by]J.
Quicney in "The Metaphorical Sense of AHKYBIOZ," CQ 43 {1949): 40.
Contra: D. Bain, "Anxd8iov ardrecev: Some Reservations.” CQ n.s. 35
(1985): 31-37.
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cheerfully confused as in the following passage from the parabasis:

Spviv e vopilete nav0’ oanep nepi povieiog Siaxpiver:
hpn y° dpiv Spvig oti, nTappdv ©° SpviBa xadeite,

EbuBolov dpviv, aviyy Spviv, Bepdrovt’ Spviv, Gvov Spviv.

You regard any sign that figures in divination a 'bird:'

a rumor for you is a bird; you call a sneeze 'a bird,’

a chance meeting's a bird, a voice is a bird, a servant's a bird, an ass a bird!
(719-721)

Once again, recalling the fundamental grotesque image of the
avBparog 8pvig of v. 169, we have a confusion between species in the form of
a 'donkey-bird.' This semantic disorientation is especially suited to the
context in which the birds are presenting themselves as gods: fiv obv fpdg
vopionte Beodg, . . .

The chimerical 'language of the grotesque' is essentially metaphor.
Liberating the play of signifiers, its semantics are those of transition, ‘the
moment of metamorphosis’ rather than static signification. The very terms
‘figure,’ 'trope,’ and ‘'metaphor’ promote the illusion of a 'normal’ mode of

signification which is somehow violated in the transferrential process.

‘Figures' are ly limited in di that, g lly, deny the originary
metaphoricity of language, especially in word-formation, predication, and the
process of definition. This denial is essential, as we have seen, in science and
philosophy in order for them to maintain the illusion of transparency.

Similarly, denial of the unc 1labl horicity of language allows us to

regard metaphor as ‘definition’ and, hence, 'knowledge.’ I quote above de
Man's assertion that "metaphor gives itself the totality which it then claims

to define, but it is in fact the tautology of its own position.”105 Because the
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black discourse of Comedy strips away this illusion and foregrounds
metaphor it is anti-epistemic and, naturally, the enemy and source of
embarrassment for philosophical discourse and, by extension, for many
discursive uses of language. In the 'world inside-out' of Birds, for example,
we cannot hope, nor do we wish, to 'know' what a bird is, or a god:abirdisa
god, a sneeze, and a donkey all at the same time! In its hostility to the
arrogant claim to knowledge, Comedy offers us play, a play, and the
unlimited pleasure of amusement.

It is even difficult to isolate ‘metaphor’ in Comedy since the
literal/figural opposition is largely disrespected in what I have described as a
dismantling of the tenor/vehicle hierarchy. What we observe is a vastly
expanded field of transference: etymologies come to life, signifiers are made
to collide and collude freely, and the tame notions of figurality in non-comic
discourse are mockingly deconstructed. Thus when Meton says yeopetpficat

BobdAopar Tov Gipa ‘T want to survey (earth-measure) the air' (v.995) or when

Euelpides says & Sued’ éx 1ig ratpidog Gupoiv 1oiv modoiv 'we've flown
from our fatherland with both feet' (v. 35), the normal signification of the
words 'to measure' and 'to flee' is made strange and amusing by a context
that forces a collision between the root signifiers ‘earth’ and 'fly' with their
respective contexts of 'the air' and 'feet.’ In other words we are forced to
follow the word as it crosses from its supposedly unmarked meaning to the
so-called 'root image' and back again. Similarly, when Euelpides says that he
will regret following his friend (kAdouu peyéha I might really cry about this’)
Peisetairos offers the consolation rdg xhadaer Yap, Aiv Grak ye Tdplodud
*kxk6nng 'how will you cry once your eyes are pecked out?' (v. 342). We are
not allowed to ignore the 'metaphors’ built into the lexicon as its originary

105de Man 17.
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metaphoricity is exposed. Comic discourse is not reverent in its derivations,

however, so that when the Hoopoe remarks to Euelpides ép pateicd
3fidog el {nz@v 'you're obviously eager for aristocracy’ (v. 125), the latter
derives the verb from the name of Aristokrates, son of Skellias, and replies
&b; fixiota: xoi wov ZxeAdiov PdeAbrropar 'Me? Hardly! I detest even the son
of Skellias!"

Throughout such wordplay it is multiple signification, the passage
from one signifier to another, that is important, not static ‘'meanings.’ Words
that are normally kept separate in other discourses are made to collide
violating the 'natural boundaries’ that Bakhtin speaks of. This process may
involve a mere morpheme as in the comic bird names (vv. 65, 68, 288, 289)
mentioned above in which the suffixes characteristic of bird names are used
in comic formations that participate in the material bodily principle. By far
the most common strategy is to isolate and play with individual words and
phrases as in the examples of yeperpficar tdv dépa, 'earth-measure the air,' &
képoxag EABelv, to go to the crows,’ Gvov Spviv, 'donkey bird,’ and countless
others. On the level of the clause and complete utterance Comedy treats
what in non-comic discourse qualifies as a (predicative) metaphor in a
number of ways. Since the grotesque aesthetic necessarily involves
metamorphosis and fusion of forms across boundaries of species, what we call
‘'metaphor’ is prima facie the ideal linguistic mode for expressing this

aesthetic. Here it is worth recalling Lacan's observation that both jokes and

metaphors involve crossing the boundary between sense to nonsense, albeit
in opposite directions. How are the two related in the discourse of Comedy?
Can we speak of a comic metaphor as a distinct linguistic strategy?

Immediately recognizable features of metaphor in non-comic
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discourse are surface incongruity and 'falsehood’ as in the case of Freud's

‘torch of truth '106 Maost discourses cannot tolerate such and force

decision: either a) an alternative means must be found to construe ‘torch’ as
predicated of ‘truth’ or b) all responsibility for the utterance is renounced and

the result is left without construal as a semantic gap in the text. Much work

on phor has been cc d on deciding whether the process (a) is
based on similarity between ‘tenor' and 'vehicle,’ fusion of their semantic
fields, or some other phenomenon (see N. 49, above). The anti-discourse of
Comedy, however, can force any two signifiers to collide without confronting
the hierarchic decision between alternatives (a) and (b): the ambivalence
which Bakhtin identifies as a central force of the grotesque aesthetic is
operative here: Comedy plays freely with transferrential structures and sets

them to oscillating between the sense of 'normal metaphor' and the

nonsense of a joke. Consider again the phor in which Athenians are

said to "sit on law suits, singing, their whole life long." The possibility of a
similarity between the litigious Greeks and cicadas—both 'sit’ and ‘chatter’ a
great deal--alternates with the =api npooSoxiav nonsense of the grammatical

parallelism:

"ABnvaior 8’ aet
éxi 1@v Sixidv §Sovot rdvta tov Blov.

But the Athenians,
ever [perched] on lawsuits sing their whole life long.  (40-41)

106Discussing metaphoric aspects of jokes, Freud (Jokes and Their Relation to
the Unconscious. Norton, 1960. 82) cites the following from Lichtenberg: "It
is almost impossible to carry the torch of truth through a crowd without
singeing someone's beard." Naturally, truth ‘literally’ concieved is hardly a
threat to facial hair, hence we are forced to construe the phrase differently.
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As in the examples of the ‘donkey bird' and 'man bird' we are
allowed to percieve and enjoy the pure linguistic nonsense in way that would
be counterproductive in other discourses. Similarly, my other example, the
image of the Kleonymos-tree, fusing 8év8pov and &vdpa (vv. 1473 f), makes
the usual point about the man's cowardice while foregrounding the nonsense
of metaphor at the same time: The 'tree’ is said to be large . . . and cowardly;
it blossoms and . . . acts as sycophant (with reference to 'figs’); in the winter it
sheds all its . . . shields. What could have been a 'serious’ image in another
context, becomes an object of play the subject of which is the hardly exalted
notion of cowardice, itself almost automatically linked to defecation.

Thus the comicality of metaphor is not necessarily the image or
words per se but the way in which, in context, the transferrential structure is

foregrounded and suspended b ‘proper’ function and This

phenomenon, in the topsy-turvy world of comic discourse, belongs to a
continuum of ‘grotesque’ linguistic strategies which are constantly reacting to

outside rules and hi hies. The ial f of such strategies are

fusion of el ( ic fields, morph ) that are 'normally’ kept

separate, passage back and forth across the boundary of metamorphosis,

4 .

g tive degradation, and p ivalence. Naturally, an extra

dimension of pleasure is added if the ‘vehicle’ or 'tenor' (or both) is itself

h

w ing, especially if it participates in the material bodily stratum
"which always laughs,” as in the association of the painpig ‘coot’ with
Aphrodite and the §pxtAog ‘wren' with Zeus (vv. 565-567) on the basis of
partial homophony with gaALég ‘phallus’ and Spyer "testicles.’ It is

important to emphasize that the aspects of comic metaphor outlined above
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do not result from a unique 'treatment’ of metaphor in Comedy but are of a
piece with its foregrounding of the originary lack and supplementation of
language. What we have called the grotesque aesthetic informs the imagery,
parody, and plot of the comedies of all the Aristoph especially those

preceding and including the Birds.
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The Quest and the Tarot Session

Eros and the Wordplay of Deferral

A striking feature of Aristophanes' Birds is that it takes place entirely
outside any 'likely’ context: whereas the strategy through Peace had been to
reach into the recent past and color an Athenian situation with fantasy and
myth, the adventures of Peisetairos and Euelpides entail the invention of a
rather unfamiliar future.! Nephelokokkugia does not seem to be the
simple utopia or escapist manifesto that some have suggested,? but rather
an enigmatic web, or textum, woven of a mingled thematic yarn that traces
the aporetic patterns of metaphor and différance. In a quick-paced feedback
the grand design of the play informs the textual network of jokes, puns,
allusions, etc., while the originary features of textuality are projected outward
and give direction to the major moments of the comedy. In this chapter I
discuss, first, the €pag, or generalized search of Peisetairos and Euelpides for a
1sommerstien, Aristophanes: Birds, 1: "Birds differs from all the other
fifth-century plays of Aristophanes that survive in having no strong and
obvious connection with a topical question of public interest, whether
political (like Acharnians, Knights, Wasps, Peace and Lysistrata), literary-

theatrical (like the Thesmophoriazusae and Frogs), or intellectual-
educational (like Clouds).

2See, for example, A. Schlegel's Vorlesungen,Vol. 1, V. Ehrenberg The
People of Aristophanes, (New York: Schocken, 1962) 56-57, and L. Bertelli,
“"L'utopia sulla scena: Aristofane e la parodia della citta,” CCC 4 (1983): 215-
261. Alink 315 remarks that "it is remarkable that some [utopians] explain
Aristophanes’ flight from reality . . . as a result of pessimism (so: Schmid-
Stihlin, Van Daele, Blaiklock, Ehrenberg, Koch, Gelzer), others as a result of
optimism (so: Arnott, Dover). Lesky takes a middle position ... "

47
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Father(land) elsewhere which, in its otherness, has them speaking in terms
of a possible future that must be invented; and, second, the interview with
Tereus (in Lacanian terms, the 'tarot session') that is catalytic in the
development of the plot by allowing Peisetairos to read in it the metaphor of
his destiny as bird and, finally, a god. From a suspension of sense we reach
the turning point at which the doudy meaning of Nephelokokkugia emerges
to be 'poured’ retroactively into the initial semantic void.

For the Greeks, birds embodied irreconcilable opposites: at once the
tangible stuff of an inexpensive meal and an elusive symbol of flight,
freedom, and the locative Other; both a familiar feature of everyday life,3

and an omi i of the beyond; both the linguistic vehicle in various

proverbial and poetic metaphors and the physical metamorph of humans in
many myths, notably that of Tereus, King of Daulis. The structure of
difference inscribed in the practical and literary perception of birds is evident
throughout the play and is exploited for comic effect on many levels. At the
very outset man and bird are thrust together in a transferrential
collision/collusion as the two Athenians stumble their way to the land of

‘morphs."

2My indispensible and constant guides to the world of Greek birds,
terminology, and bird-lore with special relevance to Aristophanes have been
D. Thompson, A Glossary of Greek Birds (Holdesheim, Georg Olms, 1966)
and J. Pollard, Birds in Greek Life and Myth (Thames and Hudson, 1977).

41 argue in Chapter 1 that the Aristophanic text is deconstructive of the
literal /figural opposition. The controversy between the restrictive views of
metaphor as either 'substitution’ (collusion) or ‘interaction’ (collision) loses
force in a world where the two terms ‘bird' and ‘'man’ are free to do both or
neither. The debate, naturally, conti See, for ple, L. Peg
"Problemi di forica nella definizione dell' ambiguita aristof: a,”
L&S 18 (1983): 387-406, who argues that Aristophanic metaphor is more
‘interaction’ than 'substitution.’
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It is hardly coincidental that the words 6pBiv xedeberg (‘straight
ahead’) introduce the first scene in which two birds, §pvifeg, one a
xohotée/kedede’ ‘daw,’ the other a xopdvn ‘crow’ lead the two disgruntled
citizens away from their native, and natural, state. The latter, a bird hateful to
Athena (and the owl) as a particularly inferior bird of omen,S$ is especially
suited to its comic role as a finger-biting and apparently useless guide &Aloce
‘elsewhere, away (from Athens).' In light of the role of language in the
metamorphosis of Tereus and in Birds generally, it is interesting to note that
the crow and the daw are the only actual animals on stage. "Real birds," notes
Dover, "could be held by a short cord in the hand as long as they are wanted
and released when the hoopoe's slave opens the door and the two men
collapse with fright at his appearance."”” Though physically controlled by
Peisetairos and Euelpides, the two bird 'signifiers,’ unlike their mythic and
linguistic counterparts, offer no promise of construal and can only assert their
distance from humans. They are mute, hostile, and uniterpretable. Much of
the initial fun involves attempts by the men to assimilate their wild birds to
the familiar human role of 'guide.’ The real or imagined noises and
movements of the crow, for instance, are referred to as Aéyew 'speaking’ and
treated as if they had discernable semantic content:

EY. Ti ' @ xopdvn; Tiig 630 11 Aéyer népy;

ML 0 tadta xpdler pi Ala viv e kol téte.
5See Thompson 136 who notes the confusion between the two bird names:

"MSS, have xniég, kaidg, xorhidg, xoAeds, xohds--an unusual diversity,

such as points . . . to a non-Hellenic origin."

6There is a tradition of 'the War of the Owls and Crows' to which Athena's
enmity to the crow seems a correlate (see, for example, Ovid Amores 2.6.35:
cornix invisa Minervae); Thompson 170.

7K. Dover, Aristophanic Comedy (Berkeley, Los Angeles: UC Press, 1972)
144.
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EY. Ti 8 Aéyer nepi tiig 6809;

1L Ti& &doy A

ai got 1ov obg Saxtdhoug;

EU. What about the crow? What does it say about the route?
PE. By Zeus, it's not crowing the same thing now as before!
EU. Well, what does it say about the route?

PE. It promises to bite and chew my fingers off, what else?
(23-26)

The unfortunate guides are, oddly, a genuine ornithic link between

two non-genuine bird envirc ts: ta Spveo 'the bird market' and Tereus,

an imperfect metamorph of a rather imperfect human being. In the company
of the verbs Aéyewv 'to say' (vv. 23, 25, 63), gpalew 'to show, declare' (vv. 15,
50), Sewxvibvou 'indicate’ (v. 51), and pavar 'say' (v. 26), the verb ydoxew 'to
gape' is comically applied to the birds (vv. 20, 51, 61, 165, 308 etc.,) as if it were
another human feature. This word alone, on which I have more to say
below in connection with the ‘christening’ of Nephelokokkugia, suits
animals more immedaitely and was only peripherally applied to facial
expressions and speech.  Aristophanes cleverly twists the word in a

manner that places it between ‘etymology' and ‘metaphor:' the birds are

8"An essay could be written on Aristohanes’ use of the concept of "gaping,”
and its application, in comic derision, to the Athenian citizenry in the
ecclesia, gaping, slack-jawed, wonder-struck with amazement and greed by
the eloquent demagogue appeals of the accomplished political rhetoricians.”
(Arrowsmith 138) J. Taillardat, Les Images d'Aristophane (Paris: Sociétés
Editions les Belles Lettres, 1962) 264 notes "Les verbes ydoxetv, yaoxalew,
xaoudoBat, et surtout le parfait kexnvéval se disent de sots hébétés qui se
plaisent 2 révasser en bayant aux corneilles." The latter form which can
mean "une attente niaise” or "une sotte inaction,” above all, "sert a
peindre l'air benét des citoyens athéniens.” For ydoxw in the sense of 'utter'
see Wasps 342, Sophocles Ajax 1227.
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reproached for stupidly gaping just like . . . birds! Comic destabilization of
metaphor ranges from heavy-handed 'literalization'? such as the pv1raté
‘moretum’ scene of Peace 236 f. to the suspension of the phrase & xépaxag
E\0¢elv 'go to the crows (i.e., to the 'dogs’ or 'to hell') at v. 28 between a
nonsensical visit to the birds and the colloquial curse to which we return
with a Freudian pleasure in the familiar.

“Language has shaky foundations . . ." writes W. Redfern, "two-faced,
double-tongued: Janus and jackdaws are favourite analogies."10 This
Aristophanic jackdaw (contrast v. 1212) and crow, however, represent an
aspect of signification that comedy knows well and that is prior even to
punning langue fourchée: the mute and as-yet-unconstrued material sign,
i.e., the sign as pre-semantic artifact which occasionally obtrudes when we

catch ouselves mouthing 2 word we never realized ded so ' The

&

birds, material guides to the immaterial,11 pass independently through the

9Ct. the point that this technique is "eine von den Hauptformen des
Aristophanischen Scherzes." Schlegel Vorlesungen 145.

10W. Redfern, Puns (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984) 11. The daw, Corous
monedula, as indifferently honest (Thompson 155): xax@v ravdpiste
xolotdv, Ludian, Fugit. 30 (3. 382); Plin. x (29) 41, xvii. 22; Cic. Flacc. 31 non
plus aurum tibi quam monedulae committendum. “The Pierides, as a
penalty for their presumption and rudeness to the Muses during [a] contest,
were turned into daws, which still have the power to imitate human
speech." H. J. Rose, A Handbook of Greek Mythology, New York: Dutton,
1959. 174.

11"A generation later," writes Ehrenberg 57, "Sokrates' great disciple fled
from mean and corrupt reality into the Polis of ‘placelessness": Utopia. So,
too, the Birds of Aristophanes, however it may be interpreted in relation to
contemporary events, is an escape from reality into the least material of all
regions [italics mine], the air, the realm of the birds, and at the same time the
realm of pure poetry." Note, especially, the latter phrase with its radical
meanig of 'verbal creation.’
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first part of the comedy untouched by anything human save brute force.
Proudly other, they escape just as Peisetairos and Euelpides approach Tereus,
the embodiment of their metaphorical future. In the absence of linguistic
contact with his guide, Euelpides resorts to a comic reversal of the normal
figure to predicate a man, tdv piv 8appaieidov Tovtovi 'this son of
Tharraleides' (v. 17), of his daw, as Peisetairos does somewhat later of the
outlandish chorus (vv. 284 f). What for a human are the ineluctable
parameters of ¢bo1g ‘nature:’ Adyog ’language,’ vépog 'law,’ 'social structure,’
and the polis are entirely foreign to the two birds that "know nothing exept
how to bite" (v. 19). The hoopoe's exultation at Peisetairos' grand idea,

Bé ¥iv, pée mayidog, pix vepéhag, pé Siktva

OEarth! Osnares! O traps (‘douds’)! O nets! (194

points to a major theme of the play: the ensnarement of birds, as another
species and dramatic representation, in the vepéhn ‘subtle trap'12 of language
and other aspects of 0 avBpd , an isted only by the first

two feathered characters. Peisetairos and Euelpides certainly do not suspect

that birds, who heretofore have been the victims of transaction (tqv8edt
1puwPSAov ‘this one (was sold) for three obols’) will soon be drawn into the
linguistic trap deeply gh to begin exchanging th lves for money: in
the second parabasis the chorus say to the judges

TMpdra piv yép, od pdliota nég kpihg Epietan,
ThaDkeg Vg obnot’ Enheiyovot Aovperwtikai-

12A common term for a fine (gauze) bird net, vepékn is used explicitly in this
sense here (v. 194) and v. 528. In each case Aristophanes is careful to indicate,
contextually, that the meaning 'trap’ is possible, though never exclusive.
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To begin with, what every judge desires most, he will have:
The owls of Laureion will never desert you!
(1105-1106)

A great deal of the comic force in the subversion of the birds' otherness (not
necessarily humorous per se) is the invariable and familiar return to
ourselves.

In Birds the ‘ineluctable parameters of human nature’ are, of course,
coextensive with the text, inscribed in the play's very linguistic fabric. Strictly
speaking, a representation involving birds as central characters is impossible,
unutterable inasmuch as it is verbal. The messenger's exclamation at v. 1706
& peito Adyov 'O beyond words!' referring to the ‘blessed race of birds' stands
in stark contrast to the immediately preceding series of tongue-as-tool
metaphors characterizing the full cycle of Athenian life. The human/non-
human reflects the unbridgeable rift between language and the extra-
linguistic. The illusion unique to Birds involves a construct representing
the Other which is woven into the text of human discourse. The tension
between (human) sense and nonsense in the verbal presence of the birds
generates much of the comic energy that runs through the innumerable
twists of text. In the very first 'figure’ of the play, Euelpides uses the verb

npogopeioBau!? to characterize their (dis)course as a textile composed of

13"Un terme emprunté 2 la langue des tisserands, xpeyopeicBor. Ois. 4:
anohodped’ dAdwg T 630v xpogopovpéve << nous nous tuerons A faire
inutilement la navette>>; scholie: xpogopovpéve- Sebpo xdxeioe
ropevdpevor eig tavavtia. TMpogopeioBar yap Aéyetar 1 xapagépewv 1ov
otmipova 10l Sefopévorg. Méme verbe chez Callias le Comique, fr. 2: dorep
apdyvnkes v 080v xpogopodpeva | <sc. perpaxia ? > <<telles des araignées,
ils font la navette>>, et chez Xénophon, Cyn. 6, 15: zpoiaciv éEiAdovoar 1&
vn . . . mpogopovpeval napl 1& adta (il s' agit de chiens de chasse).”
Taillardat 111.
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interwoven elements:

Ti, & "évnp’, v k610 TAavdttopey;
*AnoAodped’ EAdog Ty 086V Tpogopovpéve.

Why are we weaving up an down, you scoundrel?
This futile shuttling back and forth in our course will kill us!
(3-4)

The verbs xpéxewv 'to weave, pluck’ (vv. 682, 772, cf. also 1138)14 and
damhéxew 'to plait’ (vv. 754), exclusive to Birds, are similarly used of time

and song as essentially textual. Tracing the linear 686 (dis)course

multidi ionally by * ing' xpogopeioBat signals the importance of

relating the linear delivery, 686¢ Adywv 'verbal course,5 to textuality which

is structured on several linguistic ‘axes.’

Peisetairos' and Euelpides’ quest is p: d ambiguously in this
connection.’6 How are we to understand the words #5e 8’ ad xpdler xdAv
‘this here (crow) is croaking back again’ (v. 2)? Perhaps his crow is
contradicting, 'talking back’ ? Having left Athens never to go back (réAwv),
will they seek out a homeland again (xéAv)? Or does the phrase simply point

to the crow's

petition of its opaq { (ad...xéAv)? Euelpides'
words évtevevi thv xatpid’ Gv ékebporg ob xov; ‘where might you find

14This verb is one of play par excellence since it spans the notions texere
(Sappho 90, Euripides Electra 542), to play a lyre with the plectrum as in v.
682, and simply to make a sound.

155ee Knights 1015 and Herodotus 1.95, 2.20.22.

16As5 1 am following Coulon's text I have kept to his line-assignment. B.
Marzullo, Philologus 114 (1970): 181-191, however, distributes the lines
differently (and, it seems, sensibly) to give Peisetairos the verbal initiative
from the outset.
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(invent) a Fatherland from here?' (v. 10) point to a paradox: a return to a
place he has never been. The next mention of the zatpig occurs in the context

of a bird metaphor:

‘Hueig yap, Gvdpeg ot mapdvreg év Adyp,

véoov vosodpev thv évovtiav Zdke:

0 pév Yap @v odx aotdg eioPraletar,

finelg 82 puAf xal yéver tyubpevor,

Gotol per’ aotdv, od cofodvrog 0dSevdg,
Gventoped’ éx Tig matpiSog apgoiv toiv modoiv

We, gentlemen of the audience,

are afflicted with an illness the reverse of Sakas’:

an alien, he forces his way to citizenship while we,
honored by tribe and dan, citizens among citizens,
have taken to the air with both feet in flight from our
fatherland though nobody is scaring us away.

(30-35)

Invention (é§evpeiv) of a new homeland is implicit both in v. 10 and
in the metaphor of cofotvtog 'shooing’ and avertépeba 'fly away' (vv. 34,

35) which anticipates the men's transformation.1? This proleptic nostalgia or

urge for re-i ion, which subsequently surfaces as &pwg 'desire, 18 is first
expressed in terms of a common metaphor: the men, afflicted with an

indeterminate lack, say they are ill (véoov vocodpev).1?

17535, 5 uév "avertépecBa’ and pig 1@V 6pvénv, 1 8t 'augoiv modoiv’
(R) éx 1@v Spvénov, Gvti 10D "dpgoiv Toiv xtepolv,’ fi éx 1@v vedv . . .
npoAnrtixdg 8t T 1@v dpvéwv xpdvial petapopd (g xai avrol dAiyov Yotepov
SpviBuodpevor.

18gee vv. 324, 412, 574, 696, 703, 1279, 1316, 1343, 1737. “The fantasy-city”
writes Arrowsmith 144, "is created by the sheer power of speech, fired by a
fatal eros. . ."

19Gee M. Casevitz, "Sur la fonction de la médicine dans le théatre
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It is not uncommon for Aristophanes to formulate the central
predicament of a comedy as a sort of vécog ‘disease.’ Thus Wasps 71-135 is
an elaborate diagnosis in which Xanthias explains to the spectators
Philokleon's 'disease’ of litigiousness while Strepsiades complains to Socrates
at Clouds 243 that he is overcome by a véoog inmik 'horsey sickness.'
Trygaios' slave sees his master’s problem as madness (Peace 54) as does
Karion in the prologue of Wealth. Dionysus is so overcome with Tuepog
‘yearning' for Euripides that he says he feels ill (Frogs 58-59). What, then, is
the sickness troubling Peisetairos and his sidekick? It seems that the playful
account offered by Euelpides vv. 27-48 with its ambiguities and metaphors
only servas to mask a gap, an absence of any motivation whatever and the
threatening lack of meaning which looms in the distance as a consequence.
K. MacLeish notes that "the heroes' original intention was simply to emigrate
from Athens"0 and the text does not suggest much more. Thus the
mysterious problem of Birds is initially a bare €pwg whose object is absent.

The founding of a city in vacuo is a curiously fitting correlate to this
structure of lack and desire. In Lacanian terms, we might say that at such
d'Aristophane.” CEA 15 (1983): 5-27. Plato, Symposium 188 a, for example,
has Eryximachus present a dialectical image of £pwg in which the darker,
destructive aspect is spoken of in terms of a disease: Si1égBeipév te moAAd: xai
N8ixnoev. of 1€ yép Aowol @rhodor yiyvesBar éx 1dv torodtav xai AL’ avépora
noA& voorpata . . . Cf. Euripides Hippolytus 131£.: teipopévav vooepd xoite
Sépag évidg &etv oixov. See also Republic 404e, 586 ¢ for other negative
Epoteg.
20The Theatre of Aristophanes (New York: Taplinger, 1980) 70. The
underdetermination of the central problem is either noted as a curiosity
(Arrowsmith, Ehrenberg) or implicitly regarded as a flaw in plot development
(Siivern, Hofmann). The absence of anyhing in Nephelokokkugia answering
to an origina! crisis involving Athenian litigiousness is certainly a departure
from the explicit problem-solution pattern of other Aristophanic comedies.
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moments where there is a break in the 'ego's cohesion’ one recognizes the
presence of desire and the subject's truth. "The subject," note Benvenuto and

Kennedy

is like the questioner of the tarot, who has to question the reader of
the tarot cards before he can know the meaning of his own destiny
lying before him. The subject is the one who has to question
somebody else, an Other, in order to know the truth about himself--
whether this Other be magician, sphinx, analyst, his own master or
slave,21

or, we might add, a bird. This €pug for the Other is linked to writing
and castration (cutting out the tongue) in the Tereus myth as well as to its
comic transformation in Birds where, in the context of a subverted Other,
Tereus promotes and disseminates speech among the birds. Our dual
subject(s),?2 Peisetairos and Euelpides, hint at the significance of their choice
of the comic anti-Tereus as their 'magician or sphinx' in a phrase that has
long vexed commentators:

3¢ 108’ Epuoke v@v gpacewv 1ov Tnpéa,

10v €x0g’, O Opvig Eyéve’, éx 1@V Gpvéwv:

[Philocrates] who claimed these two birds would show us Tereus,
the hoopoe who became a bird from the birds (bird market).
(15-16)

The multiple metamorphosis of the hoopoe in Greek myth and popular
belief is reduced in Birds to a shoddy disguise by which an actor 'becomes a
bird' in feathers from 1& Spvea 'the bird market.'23 This instance of
md R. Kennedy, The Works of Jacques Lacan, An
Introduction (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1986) 169.

22The frequent use of the dual (number) for the two men serves to
grammatically unify them as by nature and association forming a pair.
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reflexive attention on the part of comedy to its own artifices adumbrates the
parabatic confusion in which we, as spectators, are defied to distinguish
between 'costume,’ 'disguise,’ and 'metamorphosis.’

From the very outset, then, Aristophanes is weaving the vepé\n
‘gauze-net’ of discourse in which both men and birds will be trapped. Driven
by a vague épwg that finds deferred expression as a disease, Peisetairos and

Euelpides entrust themselves to a hostile and alien agent to take them &g
xépaxag 'to hell' (cf. Peace 114-117). The gap marked by the trace of an

explicit comic motivation is temporarily filled by the wordplay of deferral, the
generation of comic sense in the absence of meaning. The Great Idea and
subsequent ‘colonization' of the air will, in due time, compensate abundantly

for the inital suspension of the d i t before its significant term.

In Euelpides' address to the audience he first identifies himself

transferentially with the birds that at this point are absolutely other and

intractable. Following the nap& nposSokiav of the phrase describing Athens
as n&ot xowiv évaroteicet xprinata ‘free for all . . .to shell out money' (v. 38)
with an obvious reference to 'flight’ (rotéopar)?4 there occurs an echo of a
complaint against the city-state, i.e., that Athenians are litigation-happy.25

231 follow C. Leach, "Aristophanes Birds 13-18," CQ 23 (1983) 489491 who
does not see the need, with Cobet, Meinecke, and Van Leeuwen, to athetize v.
16. The most influential alternative suggestion has been L. Koenen, "Tereus
in den Végeln des Aristophanes” in H. Dahl and R. Merkelbach, edd.
Studien zur Textgeschichte un Textkritik (Kéln-Opladen: Westdeutschen
Verlag, 1959) 83 f. who suggests the substitution of épyiwv for 6pvéwv in light
of the alleged promi of Diony gien in Sophocles' Tereus.

243ee F. Schreiber, "A Double-Barreled Joke: Aristoph Birds 38," AJP
95 (1974): 95-99.

25Cf. the references to Kleon's abuses in Knights 774-776 and Wasps

passim, (especially 88 f. and 1037-42).
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Interestingly, with the exception of the word érnAiectd ‘anti-jurers’ (v. 110),
the issue of litigation is never again brought up in the play! A mere excuse by
comparison, say, to the problem of debt in Clouds, these lines seem to be the

currency ad in exchange for a pnyavh catnpicg:26

O1 piv yap odv tértiyeg Eva piv’ A Sto

£ni 1dv xpaddv §dovs’, "Abnvaior 8’ del
énl 1@v Skdv §Bovot névra tov Piov.

A todta évSe ov Badov Badifopev,
xavodv 8’ Egove xoi xbtpav ki poppivag
rhavapeda Lnrodvee témov dnpdypova,
Srot xaB15puBévie Srayevoiped’ &v.

Cicadas, for example, sing on fig-branches for a month

or two, but the Athenians sing on . . . lawsuits their whole life!
That's why we're journeying this here journey now

trudging along with our basket, pot, and myrtles.

We're roaming about looking for some trouble-free spot
where we might settle down and pass the time.

(39-45)

The men explain their yearning for a place devoid of rpéypata
‘(troublesome) affairs,’ a zero-point of existence later characterized

metaphorically elepov orep o150p Y Awijvar padBaxiv ‘a soft, thick

rug to cuddle up and sleep in' (vv. 121-122). By mechanical substitution of ot
"Abnvoiot for térniyeg and of Sixdv for kpadav, Euelpides generates some
delightful nonsense in which Athenians are depicted as perched bug-like 'on
lawsuits.’ This ‘'metaphor’ is meant to distract, to provide the semblance of

26"The broadest term used for a trick [in Aristophanes],” writes

MacMathiina 1, "is pnxavi: it is a 'way out' or means of rescue for the person
employing it (e.g. Lys. 111; Thesm. 87), regardless of the precise nature of the
device. Apart form the generic use of this term, it [is] applied mainly . . . to
the strategem that does not involve dediet.”
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meaning, and is, therefore, manipulated for comic effect. The semantic
clumsiness of the phrase éni t@v S1xdv &Sovot diverts us from the smooth
effect of comfortable, familiar metaphorical partterns and forces us to notice
the mechanism that is barely more than a pun. Language into which man is
born and which 'speaks man' is a tyranny from which ‘jokes’ and
‘metaphors,’ by confronting the fundamental difference of the logos, offer the
illusion of escape. A humorous twist is achieved by spoiling the illusion:
this happens in 'bad metaphors' or jokes that stretch the potential of
substitution to the point of leaving id

posed a strong of

Aristophanes mechanically replaces a few terms and exploits the resulting

napd ]

(near-) we laugh, reminded of the nonsense that
lurks in every passage from sign to sign, and we forget that Aristophanes is
saying nothing: Peisetairos and Euelpides are leaving Athens because . . . ;
They are looking for . . . ; The joke thrown in our path of construal is that
they are emigrating because . . . "Athenians sit on cases and sing their life
away,’ which is precisely what Peisetairos ends up doing himself: a 'bird-god'
perched in Nephelokokkugia as a tricky arbiter who manipulates the
members of the divine embassy by (ab)using the text of Athenian law (vv.

1641 £.). "The signifier," writes Lacan

by its very nature, always anticip ing by unfolding its
dimension before it. As is seen at the level of the sentence when it is
interrupted before the significant term: ' shall never . . .', 'All the
sameitis ..., 'And yet there may be...", Such statements are not
without meaning, a meaning all the more opressive in that it is
content to make us wait for it.27

The opening of Birds is laden with meaning the explicit value of
27Lacan 153.
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which is unknown, absent. We know only that Peisetairos and Euelpides are
looking for a natpig 'Father(land)' they cannot name. As I suggest above,
because the very act of using the Name of the Symbolic Father (“the locus of
the Law and of the damands of the social and moral order") represses that for
which the name stands we have in Birds a curious situation: while
Nephelokokkugia, in many respects, represents an obvious return to the
Athenian way of life, the name of Athens is suppressed throughout the
play:28 Tereus, a horrific father-figure who has been transformed into a
benign surrogate (bird-)father, provides some comic relief in the opressive
quest by introducing the grand transference. In modes of symbolic
transformation, notes Segal, "we operate within a chain of signifiers which

h

convey the repressed c of the unconsi th

ical and

g
metonymic substitutions. Repression is itself a species of metaphor
formulation [italics mine]."29 The repressed contents of the unconscious,
which for Lacan had the structure of language, become visible through the
“"translucent barrier" of linguistic substitution and 'figuration.' Tereus, then,

to whom the men's €pwg leads them, embodies and disseminates the grand

28 Aside from the formulaic ‘coals to Newcastle'-type proverb at v. 302: tig
Yhadx’ "ABAval’ fiyayev; (ridiculously out of context, anyway), the only
oblique naming involves the ‘Athenians’ at v. 40. The Athenian in v. 1036 is
part of legislative formula: (('E&v 8’ 0 NegeA oyebg 1ov "Abnvaiov &dixi
--)). The goddess Athena is mentioned at vv. 828, and 1653. There are,
however, a number of periphrases such as the mention of the Kerameikos (v.
395) , the 'Melian hunger' (v. 186), and ‘wise Hellas' (v. 409).

29Segal 19: "The unconscious, with its rep d of unspeakabl
desires, fears, and anxieties, can find expression in the imaginary events
enacted before us on the stage. . . . The phorical and symbolic 1 ge of

drama . . . provides the kind of mdu'ect speech through whn:h these contenls
can be repraented, even if the process reamins, ultimately, mysterious to us."
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metaphor which, as a large-scale ple of comic repression, is intimately
bound up with the desire to name, and return to, the Father(land).
"Whatever else Aristophanes' fantasy of Cloudcuckooland may be, it

is not escapist," writes Ar ith, "but a f: y-mirror of Ath

Svoépurag 1@v dnéviwv, sent soaring . . . by the erotic politics and winged
words of Pisthetairos and his comic sidekick."3? Our comic Athenians are
thus afflicted with a ‘desire for the absent,' a situation marked by the
numerous instances of #pag in the text.31 At vv. 412415 the hoopoe
formulates the men's meaning as &g for the company/sodiety of the birds--
something of which they have yet no experience. When the chorus ask why
the men have come Tereus says: “Epawg Biov Siaitng té cov kai Euvoikeiv té cot
‘impelled by €pwg for your way of life: they want to co-dwell with you.' In
other words, he pronounces their lack of knowledge (inability to translate}-tc «

be €pug, the same term used to mark the gap in signification encountered at

the outset (vv. 135, 143) when Euelpides and Peisetairos were p the

&

impossible scenarios of the good life. In that passage the men's desire is
expressed as the negation of their experience, that is, as a comic periphrasis of

its absence. Before forcing, with Arrowsmith, the semantics of the

30Arrowsmith 143-144.  An obvious source for characterization of Athenian
noAvrpaypoavvn is Thucydides ( e.g., 1.70 f, 6.10 f, and Pericles' last speech
2.63 which dencunces bitious men as dang to the tyranny whether
they stay at Athens or found a ‘city apart:’ el zov éxi 0pdv avtdv adtévopor
oixneeiav). Arrowmith 141 cites Plutarch's Alcibiades 17.1 f. which is
interesting in its 'erotic’ connection: Alcibiades, persuading the Athenians to
set sail for Sicily, is said to "fan into flame their eros” so that "the young men
were uplifted by hopes." He had on his golden shield a chryselephantine
“Epwg xepavvépopog.

311 count nineteen, including forms of "Epawg (vv. 412, 574, 699, 696, 703,

1316, 1737), épaatig (vv. 324, 707, 1279), and the verb épgv (135, 136, 143, 593,
704,1343, 1634, 1659), and the related Mé6og (v. 1320).
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Thucydidean dvaéputag 'sick with desire’ into Birds to see an "erotic politics
of world conquest,” I should point out that in the mouth of Nicias the phrase
was surely meant to emphasize the notion of absence, while the Zpwg of
Peisetairos and Euelpides is expressed as sickness (vé60). In either case the

force of the phrase 'sick with yearning for things absent' seems to transcend

the simple urge to conquer. I h as €pog rep a structure of lack
and desire it is quite appropriate that Tereus should determine the men's as-
yet-unrevealed identity by the phrase épaotd tiode tfig Euvovaiag 'desirous of
this being-with-us' i.e., of what they do not know. In other words, by force of
this pronouncement, the men become 'lovers’ of being-in-the-presence

(Evvoveia, Biog, Sixita)32 of the birds and the ¢ es of that

The comic strategy, however, in distinction from another, perhaps
more somber, context is to mock the opressive €pag, to challenge the tyranny
of the signifier in a way that both recognizes and dismisses it. In more
concrete terms: Peisetairos and Euelpides have renounced their place of
origin because . . . their compatriots sing like bugs in trees (nonsense). Their
quest is to go . . . & xdpaxag because they ‘need to and are ready’ (nonsense
again). Actually, they don't hate Athens: it's a fine place for everybody to . . .
part with their wealth (nonsense). The daw and crow are, naturally, the best
guides to the realm of myth because . . . being completely alien they will chew
our fingers off (nonsense again). The character of these jokes is to distract by
filling, energizing a narrow context. The potentially opressive failure of
321t is interesting to note that Siaita can mean ‘arbitration’ as well as ‘way of
life, ‘abode’ (LS] give S. EL. 1073 [lyr.], Arist. Rh. 1374b20, Lys. 32.2, Isoc.

18.13, etc.) It may be too subtle to see a pun here, but the possiblity of

exchanging litigation (v. 41) for a more ornithic kind of ‘arbitration’ is not out
ot the question.
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meaning is exposed and disarmed by laughter. At the very least we can allow
the two buffoons to stumble along their way toward Tereus, their comic
‘reader of the tarot, whom they will interrogate and learn the meaning of
their destiny encoded before them (in his very person). Although what I call
the 'tarot session’ promises to be yet another member of the sense-in-
nonsense series, it will strike the crucial spark of metaphor to kindle
subsequent invention. Aristophanes makes the most of his characters' need
to "question somebody else, an Other” whether he be magician or Sphinx.
The choice of Tereus from the mythic beyond is certainly no accident.

Before encountering Tereus the &roy we meet a curious
intermediary, his slave. I compared the two 'real’ birds to opaque signifiers,
i.e, signifiers of an unknown tongue which, though perceptible resist
construal. Peisetairos and Euelpides have been under comic pressure to do
the impossible and 'read’ the birds' meaning and assimilate their behavior to
that of human communication. Failure to understand these guides
prompted jokes about the birds which involved a good deal of unconscious
nonsense. Thus Euelpides must utter his words about needing and being
ready to go to the dogs (&5 xépaxag) with mock urgency as if he is annoyed at
his predicament. His failing to hear and ‘understand' himself is as funny as
his clowning around with the jackdaw. True to their signifying function one
bird leads to another as the initial party reaches the dwelling of the hoopoe.33
Once evoked, the phrase & xépaxag "plots the poetic course of the play

through a preposterous series of verbal py hnics whose irrid web of

33Whitman 175 observes that the play "begins with dramatized metaphor . .
. [which] may be no more that simple slang, but to stage two characters who
pace out the actual steps of 'going to the birds' has the unmistakable effect of
putting language in the controlling position.”
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innuendo gradually reveals the poet's gay but profound reflection upon the

world."

The comic relationship between Euelpides and his bird ends with the

observation that, in true bird-fashion, the daw is ‘showing' him something,

albeit by the idiot-gape that Peisetairos is later to criticize (e.g., vv. 165 f):

X xohordg obtosi
Gvo kéxnvev dorepel Setkvig Ti pot,
xobvx #00’ Grag odk Eotiv éviadd’ Gpvea.

And this here jackdaw's
gaping skyward as if pointing something out to me;
there must be some birds around here!

(50-52)

Dt
P

by now acc d to the usel of the bird-guides throws
his companion one half of a wry proverb 1§ oxéket Oéve thv nétpav 'kick the
stone' (v. 54). This opressive riddle marks the inception of Peisetairos' career

in birdland and it is remarkable that it's sut e i d, i.e, the

second half xai recodvtar 1a Spvea 'and the birds will fall.’34 The force of
the saying in its popular context was, no doubt, to mock an impossible
undertaking. The comic text, by suppressing the full sense of a familiar
proverb, achieves a dual purpose in answering Euelpides' suggestion to make
some noise. Mocking his friend by suppressing 'birds’ (z& 8pvea) Peisetairos
implies that the proverbial kick will be just as effective at producing some
343R gives the proverb in the following form: 80 b oxéAog tfi xétpg, xai
necodviar t& Gpvea. Kock ad. loc.: "Hier markiert um des Witzes willen ein
Fels die Tiir." This, if accurate, would serve to concretize the proverb by

grounding the impossible in a very possible action, namely, knocking on the
bird-door.
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‘birds’ out of the sky. At the same time, his words escape the allusive
connection to simply mean ‘well, give this stone here (marking the entrance)
arap.' Euelpides, already the ruder punster of the two, further distorts the
proverb by retorting ob 8¢ 1fj xepaAfl v, T’ fi Sirhdoiog b yépog 'why don't
you use your head to make twice the noise?’ This 'borrowed speech’ is a fine
example of comic destabilization of meaning in substitution.

In Birds Peisetairos is a subtle and incessant verbal trickster. Take,
for example, his handling of the word 68é¢ 'way:" in résponse to Euelpides’
characterization of their 686¢ '(dis)course’ as text (v. 4), he translates their
disorientation (T haven't the vaguest idea where we are' v. 9) into an angry
metaphor in which he forces his companion's exclamation ofpo1 to substitue

for the same word:

EY. Oipou

mL b pév, & 1av, thy 680v tacdTn 1BL
EU. Oh hell!

PE. You can go there, buddy!

(12)

This surface substitution produces the absurdly unfamiliar metaphor in

which an exclamation replaces a noun. All this, of course, by way of taunting

Euelpides' 1 at the ing impossiblity of i ing a Fatherland and
a (dis)course to follow. A similar game is played with the name éroy
'hoopoe.' There seems to be a connection between the verbs Béve 'strike,’
xéyov 'hit,’ and Euelpides’ exclamation nai, rai 'hey, boy!" (v. 57, as if from
nai€iv 'to smite’) which was certainly accompanied by some sort of knocking
noise. Peisetairos' suggestion in vv. 57-58 ridicules the expectation that a
hoopoe will have a slave35 and his words punningly suggest tragic lament

35557: ob xiBavév, gnaiv, éni dpvéov oixiav EABGvta "xai xol’ xakeiv: ob yip
eiow @vBponor dote xai raidag Eev.
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(énomoi~ & momol cf. Aesch. Ag. 1072, 1076, 1100 etc.) and perhaps, as Kennedy
thought, énonotfa ‘epic poesis' as if to say "you might as well wail or seek

your adventure in an unlikely epic.36 The joke, however, seems to rest as

much on the fabricated vocative 'corresponding’ to some nominative such as
*énonoig. It is this morphological 'kick' naming nobird that will bring down
the birds (the ersatz hoope and his slave) from above after all. Euelpides
complies and stutters in his attempt to manage the tongue-twisting ézoroi,
nofoelg. .. (v.59, cf. éroy, notelv, noi, xai).

Following the confused cry of Euelpides at v. 60 there emerges a
grotesquely masked 'bird’ who does not name himself (throughout Birds
the act of naming is left up to the men, especially Peisetairos who thereby
gathers everything into his textual net). The creature is remarkable: it the
same size as the two Athenians and speaks normal Attic despite it bizzare
appearance. The men's first reaction is to stumble back and, perhaps, fall
down in astonishment at the creature's gape: “AnoAlov érotpérate, 10
zaopfpatog ‘Apollo protector, what a maw!' Having been unfairly identified
as a bird-hunter, Euelpides tries to control the situation by a comic naming

e: continuing the bird

phor of vv. 34-35 he ignores the new

character's pun that substituted, by folk etymology, arokeigBov 'perish’ for

the name of Apollo,37 and retorts 'but we're not men! (v, 64). The surface

36Merry ad. loc. He notes how Aristophanes has assimilated the vocative to
genitive, thus grammaticizing the 'borrowed speech.’ For epic references to
the Tereus myth see Od. 19.518 f., and Hesiod WD 568.

37This well-known cratylic association (Cratylus 404e, 405 d-e) has been
productive in Greek poetry: Aesch. Ag. 1081: éroAAwv . . . &réAhov éudg,
andAeoag Yap ob péMg 10 Sedtepov; Archilochus Fr., 30 (Diehl, 1,219);
Menander Perikeir. 440 (1018 Sandbach) etc., To this etymology, L. Miillner,
APA  Abstracts (1983): 133, has recently added the verb axeihéw 'to threaten.’
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nonsense, again corresponds to the comic nature of the hoopoe's slave: like
his master he was "once a man" (vv. 71-73) and, presumably, is as shabby and

preposterous a ‘bird’ as Tereus. The extended bird metaphor 'proleptically’

points, as the scholiast notes, to the sub phosis. Anticipating

1

the large-scale mingling of men ar.d birds, Peisetairos and Euelpides draw
upon the stock identity between fear and feces to give themselves names
which fuse the semantics of the species.

My discussion of the carnivaleque emphasized the importance, in
comedy, of the material boldily stratum into which fragments of other
discourses are hurled in an act of simultaneous degradation and renewal.
The elemental impulses of fear, hunger, and sexual desire have almost
automatic correlates in Aristophanic comedy which are 'ritually’ exchanged
for them in a farcical release of pleasure. Marking fear with excrement,
hunger with (lusty consumption/theft of) food, and desire with the phallus,
comedy dispells the gloom of bodily constraints by allowing their transitive
expression in the 'stratum that always laughs,' to use Bakhtin's phrase.38
Here the word 8éog 'fear is repeated

M. Kaxdgod y' anélor’. “Qgy’ dréxtewag Séet.
EY.  Ofpot xaxoSaipwv, xé xohodg poixerar
nd 100 Séoug.
L. Q deidératov ab Bnpiov,
Seioag Gofikag ov koAotdv.
EY. Einé por,
60 8E Tiv kopdvnv odx Ggfikag xatareadv;

For a more general discussion of the productive role of folk etymology in
poetry see F. Ahl Metaformations Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985.

38[ am grateful to the participants in a seminar presented by P. Pucci on
Clouds, for this suggestion.
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PE. Damn you, you frightened me to death!

EU. Oh, no!...mydaw has also fled from fright,

PE.  You frightful coward, you released him out of fright.

EU. Yeah, well tell me: didn't you release the crow as you fell?
(85-89)

The names at vv. 65 and 68 employ the morphology of bird names3?
to express the ritual transaction common to the men of Aristophanic comedy:
Euelpides identifies himself as “Yxo3edidg 'fearling,’ while Peisetairos is
‘Emixexodag ‘shitling.’ The participial game is complemented by a graphic

d

C ion: when the hoopoe's servant seeks to disentangle himself

from the joky trap, dismissing it as nonsense (literally 008év Aéyeig 'you're
saying no-thing') Euelpides produces proof of his comic authenticity: xai
uiv €pod & mpdg xod@v 'go ahead, ask me what's at my feet! The exotic
epithets AvBikdv, aciavikds similarly yield their initial strangeness to the

familiar weak of c dice and tia.40

The naming sequence continues as the two men turn their attention
to the hoopoe's servant. The Greek phrase ti @npiov zot’ €l 'what ever sort of
beast are you?' traces a circular path similar to that of the puns with ydoxe.

Often used colloquially to mean 'beast’ or 'something odd/odious'! in a

39 Aristophanes may have intended finer wordplay with foreign (cf. AvBucdc)
morphology: Thompson 295 counts "six bird-names beginning with the
syllable ¥=-, all of them obscure, and what little is said about them seems
replete with foreign influence. I am pretty certain that in none of these cases
does bx- mean sub, and I suspect that in some or all of them it is no other
than pi-, the Egyptian article.” The lexicon lists three birds beginning in éxt-
(Emia, émais, and énthelog)and the ending in -wg is found in many bird-
names such as yqvepds, tadg, and prvoxépug.

4ol.ybia is mentioned, the Scholiast conjectures, énei ot Aifveg PapBapor xai
Sehot while dagiovixég may indicate svkopdvmg, napi 10 guivew.
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context that is far removed from animals, the word 8npiov is pulled back
from the periphery to dead center, i.e., what kind of animal is this after all?
On another level, of course, we return once again to the periphery since the
actor is certainly a man and, judging by his ridiculous costume, deserves the
question 'what the hell are you supposed to be? The 'bird' understands the
question this way and in matter-of-fact fashion tells Peisetairos and Euelpides
that he's a slave-bird (8pvig éyd SobAog v. 70) with emphasis on 80dAog
'slave.’ The men, however, return to the subject of birds: since when do
birds keep slaves? Surely he must be a §0bAog 'vanquished' in the context of
a cockfight. Denying this the slave-bird claims to be a parallel metamorph
with Tereus:

Ovx, GAL’ Ste mep O Seondmg
Enoy gyévero, t6te yevéoBan p’ nitEato
Spviv, 1v’ &xérovBov Srakovév ' Exn.

No, but when my master became a hoopoe

he prayed that I also become a bird,

in order that he have a companion and servant.
(71-73)

There being no name in the mythological tradition for the comic
improvisation, Euelpides asks if birds need slaves. The answer involves a
repetition of the verb tpéxew 'to run' which sets up the punning name
tpbythog which seems to range over several birds including the wren42 The
41As a general term of reproach, besides Wealth 439 and Knights 273, LS]
supply the following examples: k6Aaxi, Sew énpiep Pl. Phaedr. 240b; Kpiteg,
xaxé 0. Epimenid. I; &vovovBémtov ., of poverty, Men. Georg.78; #|
povaikh &el 1 xawvov Onplov tixter Anaxil. 27, of. Eup. 132; 1i 8¢, &l adtod 100

Bnpiov fixovoarte; said by Aeschines of Demosthenes, Plin. Ep. 2.3.10; 6.
ovveotidpevov, of woman, Secund. Sent. 8.
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indeterminacy is appropriate for a twilight creature of the comic stage: the
Tpdy1Aog, or 'runner’ does not object and the naming sequence ends as the
two Athenians, taking nominal disguises from fear and feces, release the real
birds in order to replace them with a hybrid comic pair, the slave and his

master Tereus the hoopoe.

Tereus, the Benign Castrator

The manifest lack of meaning in the quest of Peisetairos and
Euelpides leads to the suspicion that the play is structured around something
other that a linear problem-solution sequence. Mythology is not lacking in
man-to-bird metamorphoses and, had the notion of ‘birdland’ been
Aristophanes' leading idea, we might have expected any number of bird
metamorphs to crowd the stage (that is, if he were to draw on the tradition at
all). The seductive strangeness of the Tereus myth as well as the fact that
Sophocles?3 had brought out a play of the same name no doubt conspired to
make the figure of Tereus an attractive and catalyzing choice for a central
character. Prior to the question of what the birds 'mean’ or even ‘why birds at
all?' is the issue of Tereus in the context of the complex Tereus-Polytechnus
myth. Much, if not all, of the motivation behind the Aristophanic bird
extravaganza is supplied by the character of the extraordinary and extra-
ornithic Epops, initiator (6pvi8aywyéc) of men into the world of birds.

42Thompson 287-289.

43P. Rau, Paratragodia. Untersuchungen einer komischen Form des
Aristophanes, (Munich: Beck, 1967) 195, foll VanlL and Schrod
in denying any throroughgoing parody of Sophocles' Tereus but rather feels
that the parody extends only, perhaps, to costume and 'sporadicaily chosen
diction.'

”
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Consider the account given by Apollodorus:

Pandion (who succeeded Erichthonius as king of Athens) married
Zeuxippe, daughter of his mother's sister and begat Procne and
Philomela . .. When war broke out against Labdacus, through a
border dispute, he summoned the aid of Tereus, son of Ares, from
Thrace. The outcome being successful he gave Tereus his daughter
Procne to wife. Tereus had by her a son Itys, but fell in love with
Philomela, raped her and pretending that Procne had died hid her in
the country. He then married Philomela and cut out her tongue. But
she wove letters on a robe and by this means apprised Procne of her
own misfortunes. Procne sought out her own sister and after
murdering Itys, boiled him and served him up for Tereus to eat. She
then decamped with her sister. When Tereus learned what had
happened he snatched up an axe and pursued them. The pair were
overtaken at Daulia in Phocis and prayed to the gods to change them
into birds. Whereupon Procne b a nightingale and Philomela a
swallov:. Tereus too was changed into a bird a became a hoopoe.44

A different version supplied by Antoninus Liberalis, derived from Boios,45
has Pandareos who dwelt 'in the neighborhood of Ephesus' instead of
Pandion. He was blessed (?) by Demeter with the ability to eat unlimited
quantities of food without overloading his stomach. The two sisters are
proleptically Aedon and Khelidon, while Tereus' counterpart is Polytechnos,
a carpenter who lived at Colophon in Lydia. This version includes a more

elaborate account of the crime of Tereus-Polytechnos:

44Apollodorus III 193 . translation in Pollard 165. A comprehensive
account of the Tereus myth is given by G. Mihailov, "La légende de Térée"
Annuaire de l'université de Sofia, Faculté des Lettres,vol. 50, 2 (1955): 15-199.
See also N.J. Zaganaris, "La mythe de Térée dans la littérature greque et
latine," Platon 25 (1973) 208 £f.

45 fifth-century author of an 'Opvifoyovia known to the antiquarian
Philochorus (Historicus 4th c. B.C.)
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As long as they reverenced the gods they were happy, but one day
they let slip that they were more in love than Zeus and Hera. This
angered Hera who sent Discord to fill them with a spirit of rivalry.

As Polytechnos was on the point of completing a chariot seat and
Aedon was finishing weaving a web they mutually agreed that
whoever finished the work first should receive the present of a slave-
girl from the other. When Aedon finished first (for Hera helped her)
Polytechnus was angered by her victory and went to Pandareos
pretending that he had been sent by Aedon to bring back her sister
Khiledon. Pandareos suspecting no evil handed her over. But
Polytechnos took the girl and raped her in the bush. He then dressed
her in strange clothes, cut off her hair and threatened to kill her if she
revealed anything to Aedon. When he reached home he handed her
sister over to Aedon to be her slave-girl, in accordance with the terms
of the agreement. She plied her with work, until holding a pitcher
Chelidon broke down by the well. Aedon heard her laments and
after recognizing one another and embracing they plotted
Polytechnos' doom.46

The slaying of Itys and the cannibal feast proceed as in the better-known

version. An i ing departure, h , is an account of further family

complications:

When Poytechnos realized that he had eaten his child's flesh he
pursued the fugitives right up to their father's. He was captured by
Pandareos' servants and bound with strong bonds, because he had

b ht dish on his household. After smearing his body with
honey he was thrown among the sheep. Flies landed on Polytechnos
and tortured him, but Aedon pitied him for their former love and
kept them off. When her parents and brother saw what she was
doing their hatred knew no bounds and they wished to kill her.

At this point Zeus intervenes and, apparently, turns the entire clan

46Pollard 172-173, citing Cook CR 8 (1904): 81.
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into birds: Pandareos into a sea-eagle, Aedon's mother into a kingfisher,
Polytechnos into a woodpecker, Aedon'’s brother into a hoopoe which is said
to be "of good omen for mariners as well as travellers on land and in
particular when it appears in the company with the sea-eagle and the
kingfisher.” As for Aedon and Khelidon, the former is "always lamenting by
rivers and brakes for her son Itys, while Khelidon lives in the company of
men by the will of Artemis, because it was by violence that she lost her
virginity and called upon Artemis to come to her aid."

The lore of the hoopoe is elaborate and occurs with a variety of
interesting details across many cultures. His name alone participates in a
complex series of associations: perhaps cognate with an Egyptian solar name
Apopis (Sun's brother) as well as the names Epaphos and Epiphi, the #roy
also appears as aragbs, Yélasog, Y6huig, kovkodga, poxesikpavog, odrog,
and oivng.47 The Egyptian name xovxodgpa caused a terminological
confusion between ‘hoopoe’ and ‘cuckoo,’ while the parallel metamorphoses
of the cuckoo and hoopoe into types of hawks served to deepen the
association. The Aeschylean fragment (304.7) preserved by Aristotle refers to
the popular belief that the hoopoe changed form regularly during the year:

10dtov &' éxdnmv Enona 1@V abdTod xaxdv
reroikidoke karodnAdoag éxet

Bpasbv xetpaiov Spviv év xavievxiq:

3¢ fpt pév gavévt Srandhet nepdv

47"Exoy, notes Thompson 96, "is in form onomatopoetic, like upupa, but
may be based on, or influenced by, and Egyptian solar name, “Aronig, ‘HAiov
6deAgbg, Plut. de Is. xxxvi; for the Hoopoe with its radiant crest was
undoubtedly, like the Woodpecker and the Crested Lark, an emblem of the
sun." The other names appear to represent the hoopoe in a variety of
different sources such as Hesychius and the Suda.
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xipkov Aendpyov-
This bird, as witness to his crimes
he has given dappled plumage and revealed
the proud bird of the rocks in all his panoply;

who when spring comes displays the wing
of a hawk with white plumage,48

This text reflects a belief that the bird, out of perpetual restlessness and
torment, alternates in form between a hoopoe in the autumn and a hawk in
spring. On the level of 'second metamorph' the cuckoo and hoopoe converge
since the former was similarly believed to change into a hawk either the
xipxog or iépag. While the wordplay associated with éroy is often
onomatopoetic (cf. vv. 227, 310) or etiological (cf. in the derivation of the
Enoy/robra from the cry xod; xo¥; ‘where? where?' of the bereaved Tereus

searching for Itys), the tragic frag shows a cc ion with the mysteries,

according to Konen and Thompson, in what is presumably a popular
derivation: #roy < éxdring 'spectator,’ 'initiate.’ The notion of ‘one initiated
into the highest mysteries’ accords well with the magical element in the
Tereus mythology.49 The hoopoe was believed to use the magic herb
adiavov to liberate its imprisoned young. This "is aversion of the well-
known Samir legend (the ‘open Sesame' of the Forty Thieves), and is told
also of the Hoopoe in connexion with Solomon . . .. Hence used in magic to
reveal secrets or discover treasure.” The lore of the hoopoe includes filial
affection and the curious habit of imprisoning the hen in her nest during the
48Aristotle, HA 9. 633a19; Welcker, Oder, and Pearson (cf. 228 & ZogoxAfic

npidrog 1ov Tnpéa éroinoev xtA.) ascribe this fragment to the Tereus of
Sophocles. Nauck following van Leeuwen rejects Sophoclean authorship.

491n the following discussion, the mythology of the hoopoe is taken from
the Glossary of Greek Birds 95-100.
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whole time of incubation. Sacred in Egypt and in Islamic tradition (as one of
four creatures forbidden to kill), it was associated with the sun and Apollo by
virtue of the rayed crest it shares with the hawk. Finally, its reputation as a
foul-smelling bird may have something in common with the odd name
véAacog (cf. the feces-laughter association) and seems to qualify it for a central
character in comedy.50

In a structural-anthropological sense marriage and #x3oc1g are
processes of exchange in an unconsciously determined system of

communication similar to language.51 The Tereus myth exhibits a

remarkable correlation b the violation social law (incest) and violation

of language. The p of Philomela (Kelidon) in one version with the
added envy of the gods in another, upsets what could be considered an
unmarked Oedipal triangle consisting of Tereus, Procne and Itys. In

Antoninus' account, Tereus-Polytechnos' crime is more explicitly structured

50In Birds, notes Thompson 100, "we have many veiled allusions to the
mythology of the Hoopoe. The confusion with xéxxv§ . . . is indicated
throughout; the fables of Tereus and Procne are frequently referred to, e.g.,
Yap &vBpwnog (98), T épiv andéva (203, 367, &c.); the Hoopoe's first cry,
@vouye v YAnv (92), is a reference to the Samir-legend; the kindred fable of
xopu86g appears in 472-6; the mysterious root (654) is the magical adiavtov:
the mention of hAtxotig (109) is a pun on fiAiog: the allied solar symbolism of
Spuvoxordrng is suggested (480); and the nauseous reputauon of the nest is
probably hinted at in the Hoopoe's p g invitation to Peisth us (641)
that he should enter in.

51See G. Rubin, "The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of
Sex," in Toward an Anthropology of Women, R. Reiter ed. (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1975). For a critique of the linguistic analogy,
especially in Lévi-Strauss' Mythologies, see G. Kirk, Myth: Its Meanings and
Functions in Ancient and Other Cultures, Sather Lectures 40 (Cambridge U
Press, UC Press, 1970) 42-50.
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around a rivalry with Procne-Aedon: preserving his immediate family order,
Tereus vents his frustration and rage in transferred violence by raping and
‘castrating’ Philomela, an act doubly expressed in the tradition as the shearing
of hair (i.e. enslavement) and cutting out of the tongue. The castration is
very real in the sense of an attempt to reduce her to a pre-verbal state of

fr ion and i

&

p y. The f not unlike psychotic
delusions described in the psychoanalytical literature,52 is exposed and
disrupted as Philomela takes up the counter-phallus, the signifier of linguistic
power (of being-in-language) to inform her sister in writing of Tereus’ act.
The violent conflict between Tereus and the women is articulated explicitly
in terms of writing: Tereus, as a Thracian,53 is the destroyer/depriver of the
sign who is defeated by means of writing.

Procne's direct retaliation within the scope of the Father-Mother-
Child triangle suggests the immediacy of her reaction to the crime: in
castrating Philomela Tereus had transferentially attempted to remove Procne
as Itys' primary (m)other in a perverse expression of rivalry for the child. The
mother then strikes directly, killing the child and forcing upon his father
52Cf. The case of Aimée (one of Lacan's earliest), in Benvenuto and Kennedy
31-46; also Wilden 177-284.
53"The inhabitants of Thrace . . . are illiterate people . . . they are so illiterate
that they consider the knowledge of writing indecent . . . During an incident
of the Peloponnesian war, which Thucydides (who should know) labels one
of the most horrible atrocities of the war, they slaughtered with the short
sword-which is not a regular weapon for the Greeks—all of the children of
the city of Mykalessos gathered in the school, helpless children learning how
to read and write. Obvioulsy, the role of the Thracians, full of scorn for
writing, was to destroy in fury everything which concerned the intellectual
sphere [italics mine): books, tools, and men.” M. Detienne,"The Voice and

the Book of Orpheus,” (Townsend lecture: Spring 1987): 2-3, from The Gods
of Writing, forthcoming.
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another, more horrible violation of taboo: the eating of human (and
kindred!) flesh. The story ends with a homosexual polarization of the family:
sister-sister vs. father-son (within father). The additional account of
Pandareos' torturing the ironically named Polytechnos as well as Aedon's
catastrophic intercession only serves to emphasize the dissolution of the
social order mirrored by the attempt to violate and control the sign.

The incest prohibition, according to Lévi-Strauss, occurs "inexplicably
at the frontier between (biological) nature and (human) culture."4 The
correlation between abuse of the signifier and abuse of woman-as-sign is

mythically expressed in the passage out of the human condition. Use of the

woman ide the cc icative exchange can only be regarded as abuse

and, as such, extra-systematic, absurd, and non-sensical. The tragic 'nonsense’

is projected across the boundary of nature to a realm that is other and which
absorbs and neutralizes the irreconcilable conflict. The disintegration of social
structure in metamorphosis (i.e., a family scattered across species) is an aspect
of this neutraliztion.

Although a formidable presence as the castrating Father, Tereus, in
his suppression of the sign was, nevertheless, overcome and tricked into

attacking only one element in the chain leaving intact the always elusive

ignified. His transgressions of taboo subsequently place him ide the
system where all he can utter is the barely semantic xo%; xod; This violently

polysemous myth is transformed in Birds by the devious energy of Comedy

to form a new set of iations. Inar kable strategy that resembles

for: or rep ion (Verneinung), dy seems to reject certain

features of myth together with their effect and behaves as if the idea had

54 Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté (Paris: PUF, 1949) 592-617.
Wilden 251.
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never occurred to it at all. Tereus the 'spectator of/initiate into his own evils'
becomes, in his Aristophanic context, a benign father, teacher of language,
and supreme among the birds. Reflecting the complex structure of otherness
in which birds as simple other (in the sense of objects) become involved in
comic discourse as other subjects, Tereus is only partially 'ornithized' and the
familiar presence of the human form is only loosely attached to tokens of
birdhood.

The absence of Philomela and Itys as well as any other characters
from the myth is telling: Tereus and Procne enjoy a harmonious relationship
with no trace of the crisis responsible for their being birds in the first place.55

Procne’s role is marginal and non-verbal. The banishment of women from

the stage and text is perhaps the only trace of Tereus' crimes in Birds.56

55Hofmann's theoretical perspective does not go beyond the following
comment (98): “iibergeht der Dichter damit geflissentlich die tragische Seite
des Mythos, die in der Komédiensituation ohne Bezug gewesen wire, und
stellt das fiir seine Absichten wichtige Moment der gliicklichen Ehe zwischen
Tereus-Epops und Prokne-Aédon heraus.” The sole exception is one of the
rare moments where comedy brushes closely by tragedy in what appears to be
a non-parodical moment: the parallelism between Birds 212-214 and
Euripides Helen 1111-1112 is interestingly bound up with the sole mention
of Itys in the play. Despite the fact that the comedy seems to have been
produced two years before the tragedy, there may be a connection (perhaps a
common source) that would explain the text' awareness of each other
without resorting to positing paracomedy in Euripides. See Dover 148-149.
and below pp. 110 f.

560f the three female figures (which are not ‘women’ in any normal sense
of the word) Procne is a silent character with a perfunctory role, Basileia a
silent abstraction with virtually no 'role,’ and Iris a goddess who is violently
evicted from Nephelokokkugia. See Taaffe 54-63 who says that, in Birds the
female characters, including Basileia, "point out the use of women as a
serious threat to the [male] utopia.”
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Foreclosing the anti-linguistic force of the c: ing Father, Birds

amplifies the non-Hellenic periphery of the Tereus myth. His entrance at v.
92 is signalled by the words &votye thv $Anv, v’ ££é\0 noté 'throw open the
woods so I can make my exit at last!" The exotic reference to the hoopoe's role
in magic and in the Samir legend is grounded in the substitution of $Anv

'wood’ for xoAnv 'door.’ The 'door’ ch istic of the bombastic diction

here is erased leaving Tereus an entrance through a clever pun. He seems a
bit sensitive to ridicule and, when Euelpides notes that the gods seem to have

‘thrashed’ him (éritpiyan), responds:

Mav pe oxdntetov
opdvte Thv ntépaciv; Hv yép, & Eévor,
avBpamrog.

You wouldn't be laughing at me on account of my
plumage? I was once, my friends, a man.
(96-98)

These words point to an uneasiness on Tereus' part with respect to his
synthetic condition. Not only is he a metamorph from myth but he owes
something to a prior representation on the tragic stage. When Euelpides says
that he finds Tereus' beak 'laughable,’ the latter attributes this ‘mockery’ to
Sophocles (towxbta pévior Zogoxhéng Avpai &v aig 1pay@di Eué, oV
Tnpéa vv. 100-101). If Horace is correct in saying that along with murder and

otk t.

c phosis was excluded from the visual dimension of

tragedy, then Tereus here means to complain of the narrative abuse heaped

on him in the Sophoclean play bearing his name.57 Tereus, however, is

57 Ars Poetica 179-187: Aut igitur res in scaenis aut acta refertur. | segnius
irritant animos demissa per aurern! quam quae sunt oculis subiecta fidelibus
et quae | ipse sibi tradit spectator: non tamen intus | digna geri promes in
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made to name himself whereby he asserts his affinity with the men-as-
namers. Aristoph ploits the rather frag d personality of the bird-

man for further humor. The sophistic distinction between 'you' and 'your
funny beak' as well as the question 'are you bird or peacock?' at v. 102
underscore the character's composite nature.58 Tereus' bird-status is called

into question due to his lack of feathers and, despite his insi that heis a

bird, Euelpides asks (punning on 70d), x§té& cot nod & ntepd; "well, then,
where are your feathers?' Substituting for fact a gross misconception about
bird plumage Tereus tells Euelpides that birds lose all their feathers in winter
and hastens to ask the men who they are. Caught up in the context of
questioning identities, Euelpides provides him with absurdly obvious
information, stated so as to avoid a term in direct opposition to 'bird’ vé;
Bpotd. 'us? we're mortals' (v. 107).

Finally man and bird are face to face, having exchanged

indentification. The most surprising comic formation in the ch of

Tereus is his d facility with 1

guage which stands in stark contrast
to the Thracian (anti-textual) violence of his counterpart in 'tragic' myth. It is
Tereus himself that is responsible, in Birds, for the inter-specific
communication:

'Eyd y&p adrodg PapPdapovg viag xpd 10d
€5idaka v uviv, Evuviv xoAby xpdvov.

They're not the barbarians they used to be: I taught them

language, having spent a long time here.
scaenam, multaque tolles | ex oculis, quae mox narret facundia praesens; | ne
pueros coram populo Medea trucidet, | aut humana palam coquat exta
nefarius Atreus, | aut in avem Procne vertatur, Cadmus in anguem.
58The word 1adx; is used here and at v. 269 to denote otherness, as a marker
of an indeterminately exotic creature.
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(199-200)
The violation of language and castrating paternal function have been

banished and Tereus appears as a disseminator of the Word and benevolent

surrogate Father for the two men in their quest. Not quite bird-like he seems

to object to the animals' speechl as 'barbaric.' The word gwvAi marks
language as a comic supplement to the natural song of the birds, a
supplement that is to take on a more and more dominant role until 'song' is
absorbed into an archi-phoné as the indexes of bird-nature are attracted in

reciprocal intersubstitution to the human.

The Tarot Session

The interruption of our dual subjects’ sensible (dis)course, as we have
seen, reveals a gap in signification which comedy disarms by wordplay and
laughter deferring the opressiveness of the signifier. Though characteristic of
the Athenians' enigmatic quest from the very outset, it is in the questioning
of Tereus or 'tarot session,’ to borrow Lacan's metaphor, that this strategy is
employed to its fullest and serves as a pivotal point at which Peisetairos takes
over the interpretive role first to read (évopav) his own destiny and then to
write the text of his future. The reversal of the quest(ioning) in which the
seekers of a word or oracle become its preceptors participates in a number of
mythic and lingustic reversals in Birds.

Myth, like language, is fragmented and spliced into the discourse of

comedy which i

selected el and takes ad ge of their
disassociation from context. In this respect, a proverb quoted merely to make
a feeble pun, the ritual violence and abuse of farce, as well as the character of

Tereus share a certain autonomy as comedy both transforms and exploits the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



83

materiality of these fragments lifted from other discourses for its own
hedonistic purposes.3 It should not be a surprise, then, to find in our play a
Tereus who is almost unrecognizable in his personality and function. Unlike
the men, Tereus is a static figure and is not looking for anything. The
foreclosure of the crisis that elicited his pnyavh swmpiag (ornithization) is
expressed in his denial of being affected by any comic vécog: when, appalled
by the hoopoe's appearance, Euelpides asks if he is afflicted by some disease,
Tereus, by way of denial, produces the nonsense about his deciduous plumage

(v. 106). The use of véoog which, as 1 argue above, has a specific connotation

in Aristophanic comedy ¢ i a jab that cuts deep. It is as if to say 'you

must certainly be looking for a way out of that predicament! In obvious
contradiction to his condition, Tereus insists on his bird gbaig and includes
himself in the class of névta t@pvea ‘all the birds, everybird' (v. 105) thereby
confirming his role as comic initiator (6pviBaywydc) of the men into the
avian mysteries of the Other. The men's preoccupation with the
8pvig/iivBpanog distinction is put to use in the xap& rposSoxiav, noted
above, when the men announce themselves to be 'mortals.’ This, of course,

does not answer Tereus' query, is stylistically incongruous,$0 and contradicts

59The autonomy of language and action has was emphasized by Bergson
(1900) in his famous essay Le Rire: de quoi rit-on? pourqoi rit-on (in
Comdey, Trans w. Sypher [Johns Hopkins UP, 1956] 61-190. On the
relationshi guage and farce see also J. Davis Farce, vol. 39 in
Critical Idxom Series, J. Jump ed. (Methuen & Co LTd, 1978) Pp- 85-103; also A.
Bermel, Farce: A History from Aristophanes to Woody Allen (Simon &
Schuster, 1982).

60"Bpotég as mortal man, opp. &8dvatog, or Besc” LS]. Compare the
condescension of the bird chorus in the parabasis when they address the men
as égnuépiot, Talaoi PBpotoi (v. 687). There seems to be a devious reciprocity
even at the level of ‘pompously poetic’ diction.
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their assertion at v. 64 that they are not men.6! Are we to suppose that,
having abandoned their human nature, they are now in a generic state of
mortality waiting to re-determine their species? Tereus stems the
proliferation of nonsense and repeats his question by asking what sort of men
they are, moSand b yévog 'what's you race/nationality? The answer is again
playfully evasive and participtes in the curious suppression of the name of
Athens thoughout the play: 80ev ol tpriperg ai xakai ‘the land of the
beautiful triremes.’ The play on the word fA1eoti ‘juror’ in the following

lines emphasizes the circularity of this suppression by si y

engaging the ablative and perfective aspects of the prefix ano-. There is a
great logical circle inscribed in comic play as the attempt to escape any of the
constraints of human nature (and language is regarded as one of the main
fetters) necessarily involves these very constraints. So with the changes rung

on the word at hand:

EIl. Mav hhootd;
EY. MaAAa Bazépov tpdrov,
ammAootd.

HO. Would you be heliasts, then?
EU. No, quite the contrary, antihelialsts.
(109-110)

The joke here combines punning ref es to pall (cf. #iArog 'sun’), an
ugly sophistic feature ridiculed at Clouds 103, and to the 'HAwaia in a way that
looks back to the cicada-metaphor at vv. 39-41 and forward to the cicada again
at v. 1096 who is lyrically the éxétag hhopavig ‘sunmad chirper.'62 The

61Kock, ad. loc., is surely correct when he notes that the force of the phrase is
largely its homoioteleutic jingle.
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prefix dro-, moreover, contributes to the pun grammatically: First, as a
prefix and preposition Gro- is usually ablative in function and similar to the
a-privative in adjectives such as dnévBponog 'far from man, inhuman.'
Second, it has a perfective aspect most commonly in (perfect) passive
participles such as &ropviBdpevog 'turned into bird.'63 As the Supreme
Court of Athens consisting of not less than six thousand members (all over
age 30), the Heliaia is a suitable metaphor for the city-state itself. Thus we
read the comic form amAiao1é as a bi-directional pun ‘we are renegades
from Athens / we are thoroughly Athenified," the first corresponding to the
departure form the city, the second to the eventual assimilation of
Nephelokokkugia to Athens. The adversative and complex nature of the line
is extended in the correspondence to Medea 807-808.64

62Although the pun involving #Atog and Hhaia is weakened if the later is
unaspirated, it is hard to believe that the ion was not intended since
the cicada, compared to the Athenians at vv. 39-41, is said to be hAtopavig at
v. 1096. Note, however, that there is convincing evidence that the word

fMeio was unaspirated in fifth-century Attic Greek. (MacDowell 158: “fifth-
century inscriptions which show the aspirate correctly in other words never
aspirate Ahaia (IG i239.75, 63. 14, ATL D 14. 11. 7) and Birds 110 has
arnAiactd not (ag-); so Lys. 380 o0xéd’ k- (MA- R) should probably be
emended to odxér’ qA-. Cf. H. T. Wade-Gery in BSA xxxvii (1940), 265 n. 3,
and Dover's note on Clouds 863). Cf. the entry oAieo- in Chantraine DE.
63Cf. the verbs aroBnAdve become woman(ly),' and arodeilidw ‘become a
coward.' £35 speaks of the men's imminent ornithization (6Aiyov $otepov

SpviBwadpevor) and E190 (of Tereus): Zogoxhiig émoinoev abtdv arwpviBdpevoy.
(This and a similar word occur in the scholia on vv. 654 and 250). The noun
aropvedolg, though late, is interesting morphologically.

64undeic pe padAny kaobevii vopléto | und’ novxaiav, dAAa Batépov tpérov,
| Bapeiav éxBpoic xai pikoroiv edpevii- That Rau does not connect this text
with Birds is not surprising since he is interested only in very obvious
correspondences (cf. his criticism of his predecessors, Rau 1-5).
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Tereus finally styles his speech to conform with the oblique and
substitutionary utterances of Euelpides and returns metaphor for metaphor to
ask if 'that seed (i.e., dxnAaotiic) is sown there:' Zmeiperan yap todr’ éxel 10
oépy’; (v. 110-111).65 In the unmarked substitution of 'metaphor' a
suppressed signifier is generally recoverable and ambiguity more connotative

than denotative. Replacing the dubious éxnAaoté with a suggestive and

poly ‘seed,’ h , the hoopoe simultaneously recognizes the word
in 'metaphor’ and avoids confronting its possible meaning by bouncing the
unstable form back at Euelpides. In accordance with Tereus' evasive strategy,
the name of Athens. again, is suppressed and marked only by the adverbial
trace éxei. Euelpides’ answer absorbs the metaphor in allegory: dAiyov {ntév
v ¢ dypod AdPoig ‘with a little effort you'll find some in the field' A way of
describing the mechanics of metaphor is to speak of a focus/frame opposition
in which one or several signifiers are replaced at a point (focus) in the
utterance the rest of which remains intact and superficially incongruous with
respect to the new element(s).56 A sentence in which all semantically active
material is replaced by another system of coherent signifiers functions as a
unit on the sentential level and places the entire new utterance (allegory) in a
more distant and non-grammatical relationship to the suppressed or implied
one. Unlike the focal word(s) in metaphor which is bound to the syntax of its
immediate context (frame), the allegory has no frame and thus avoids

65Cf. Euripides Hecuba 254 and Iphigeneia in Aulis 520.

66This terminology, along with the tenor/vehicle opposition, does not
necessarily imply either a 'substitution’ or ‘interaction’ view of metaphor.
See ]. Mooij, A Study of Metaphor--the Nature of Metaphorical Expressions,
with Special Reference to Their Reference (Amsterdam: Linguistic Series 27,

1976), and "Tenor, Vehicle, Refernce,” Poetics 4 (1975, No 2-3, 14-15): 257-
272
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altogether an i diate sense/ boundary.

Relieveing metaphor of the sense/nonsense tension by incorporating
it into allegory is a paradoxical strategy of (unexpected) least resistance and, as
such, can be a pleasant and surprising deferral of the metaphorical
challenge.67 Thus the necessity of interpreting the conundrum &rnAiacté
is suspended as the allegory takes its own direction Tereus assigns the comic

form an algebraic and strictly variable (poly ) valueb8 onéppa, a
natural enough choice for a bird in its concreteness and familiarity. The
verbal equation no longer needs to be solved as Euelpides takes up the
substitution and extends it by gesturing towards the country (Gypéc). The
potential energy of multiple sense and nonsense in the preceding comic

coinage is d

and expanded, at which point Tereus abruptly asks

the able questi péyovg St 51 10 Seopéve fidBetov; ‘what
undertaking has brought you here?' (v. 112). The paratragic form npayog
‘thing, affair' is as far from colloquial diction as one could imagine and
underscores the strangeness of the quest discussed above.69 Euelpides has
already answered the question using the same verb as Tereus (5¢ioBat) and we
know that his mission is to go to hell (the dogs/birds)! The word %péyoc, its

correlative npéyua, as well as a number of other key words such as vépog and

67An i i le of lved and allegorized metaphor occurs in
the film Cahmel Redl (Istvén Szabo, 1984) when Kaiser Franz Joseph warns
Red] that the discipline in the Wehrmacht must be "as cold and hard as the
ice which binds a lake in winter." Redl silences him by noting that "the water
beneath the ice swarms with living fish.”

68True to its disseminating power, oxéppa has a broad range: seed, germ,
origin, element, offspring, issue, race, class, descent, seed-time, sowing,. etc.
69Rau 195 cites this form as poetic (Pindar, Tragedy: cf. Lysistrata 706 and

Eur. Telephos Fr. 699): "Dem Vogelkonig kommt ein leicht gehobenes Ethos
zu."
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@¥o1g submit to considerable (ab)use as Aristophanes exploits their wide
ranges of signification to effect a sort of reverse-metaphor: whereas the most
common transferrential strategy is to trap a single signified between two
signfiers that collide/collude to produce a variety of effects ranging from
mysterious to ridiculous, the words npaype and np&yog pose throughout the
text as superficial constants. Strictly speaking there is no semantic shift
between occurrences: the signified, as demanded by the context, slides about
under the sign creating a tension between the material stability of the
written/spoken word and the quicksand of 'meaning.’ While the terms
véuog, gbog, and =éhg figure as key words later in the play, the focus here is
on zpaype / mpayos.

The text supplies a number of distracting associations as decoys to
lure us away from the essentialy unanswerable quest(ion): what xpaypa are
you seeking? Alongside the comic & xépaxag \0elv mentioned above is
Euelpides' redefinition of the hapax form nAavibttopev which was coined by
way of introducing the play's text-metaphor: mAavépeBa {ntodvie témov
Gnpdypova (v. 44). That is to say, 'we are seeking no zpayua at all, a place
that is entirely anti-pragmatic.' Tereus, it would seem, has asked a
nonsensical question which is negotiated only by allowing xpaypa to shift

from the narrow ing 'l it, court-business' to 'state/private affairs' to
‘circumstances’ in the most general sense of the word. It is fitting that

Euelpides continues to tease the issue by offerring yet ther definition of

their quest: ool EvyyevéoBar Bovhopéve 'desirous of being-with-you.' What
Tereus receives in exchange for the slippery xpayua is an equally polysemous
signifier ovyyiyvesfai. Open to us is a spectrum of meanings: 'to be born

with,' 'to associate with,' 'to coexist with,’ 'to consult with,' 'to have sexual
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intercourse with,' 'to come to assist,’ 'to meet with,' 'to be acquainted with.'
Each of these meanings is relevant to the man-bird encounter: the men
become birds and comically partake of bird flesh both in incarnation and by
consuming it. (Interspecific sexuality is again hinted at in connection with
npaypa: cf. the layered metaphor at vv. 438442 discussed below.)’0 The
notions of co-birth and sharing in the 'bird experience' foreshadow the
transformation in which Peisetairos and Euelpides follow Tereus, while
‘assistance,’ coexistence,’ and 'association’ are characteristic of the cooperative
efforts in building Nephelokokkugia. While the full semantic potential of

ovyyiyveoBou is generally relevant to bird-man relati the most p

aspect in the passage at hand is linguistic: 'to discuss with,’ 'to share in
discourse with,” The upshot of the foregoing metaphorical and evasive
exchange is that Peisetairos and Euelpides, in their circular quest(ioning)
reflected in the ludic treatment of (&r)nAtaotig and npayua, look to Tereus as
to a source of the Word, as to a keeper of an oracle that knows their destiny.
The institution of supplication involves an appeal to an entity or institution
beyond one's station, a god or locus of greater power and knowledge. By

placing themselves in the relation of ikétax ‘suppliants’ (v. 120) to Tereus the

70Before agreeing to set forth his npaypa, Peisetairos d ds a 81087xm
‘treaty, testament' of the chorus: p& tov "Ax6AA® "yo pEv ob, | fiv pen
SiéBovai v oide Srabiny éuot | fivrep & xibnxog Th yovaixi Si1édeto, 1 &
paxeiponords, pite daxvev To0tovg Enk | pit’ opxined’ EAxew pit’ dpdrrew --
(vv. 438-442). (The name of the individual in question is a triple mystery:
2440 Gites Islands [Nficol] as mentioning a poxaipoxoiés, Panaitios 'the ape,’
payeipov xatpd. This ‘all-culpable’ primate seems to have made an
agreement with his overbearing wife half of which is given here: she must
not [during sex, presumably] bite him, tear at his testicles, or penetrate ['dig’'
his anus).) Peisetairos is using sexual language where sex, strictly speaking, is
impossible i.e. accross the boundaries of gbo1w;. The substitution of ‘eyes' for
‘anus’ at v. 443 is an insi pt at mitigating the
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men formally abandon their connection to preceding circumstances for all
their indeterminacy.”! The absence of meaning noted repeatedly above, i.e.,
the absence of an expressed motivation for the quest is once again filled by a
formulaic joke. When Tereus asks Euelpides what is the subject of his
proposed quest(ioning) the latter says:

“Or npdta pev 700’ &vBporog Gorep v mote,

xépyoplov dgeilnoog donep vad note,

xobx Grodidodg Exaipes, donep v note

elr’ adBig bpviBov perarrdEog giow

xai yiv énenétov xai Oddattav év xoxke,

xai vl’ Soanep GvBporog Soa T° Spvig ppovei.

First of all, because you were a man, like us, once.

and you owed money, like us, once,

and you delighted in defaulting, like us, once.

Second, you exchanged you nature for that of the birds

and have circled the earth and sea, and have

the mentality, in every respect, of a man and a bird.

(114-119)

The comic predicament par excellence, debt, is identified with the human
condition in a mechanical association secured by the anaphoric iorep vé
note. The repeated words serve to tightly link the words &v8porog,

apéreroag, and Eatpes. The implication that it was the metamorphosis that

offered Tereus a pnyavh piag fuses the ditions of ‘being human' and

‘being in debt' in a movement by which comedy forcludes the tragic aspects of
myth and appropriates the mythical personage, i.e., it replaces the horrible
(castrating/anti-societal) reasons for Tereus' metamorphosis with a stock

comic problem (vécog). The comic (ab)use of myth is reinforced at v. 157

71Properly only a tragic posture, cf. Aeschylus Suppliants 19-21.
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where Tereus identifies freedom from financial obligation as the primary
benefit of the bird life: ob rpéta piv 8¢l (v Givev BoAAavriov 'where, most
important, you don't even need a wallet. Note also the ambiguity of the
word rote: in the anaphoric sequence the adverb can be taken with the
pronoun vé to mark the departure of the Athenians from the world of men,

the ‘indeterminate mortality' di d above. Although Peisetairos is later

to attempt a redefinition of the &vBpwrog/3pvig collision, here the hoopoe is
credited with possessing both natures and, accordingly, appointed as
interpretive authority who has paradoxically retained what he was supposed
to have lost. The verb petaAAdocew commonly designates change or
exchange of one thing for another. In trading human nature for bird nature
Tereus has curiously preserved his link to the past, i.e., his memory of the
human, a memory which stands in inexplicable contradiction to the
suppression of mythic memory in the play (comic truth, again, as a concealer).
Euelpides continues the wordplay of deferral characterizing his
enigmatic quest in terms of sleep and zero-degree existence, wrapped in a
owbpa, the familiar Attic goatskin cloak. "We were hoping,” he says, "you
might show us a polis as soft and wooly as a sisura in which we could cuddle

up in:" ebepov orep oradpav éykataxhvivar paAbaxiv (vv. 121-122). The

word ebepog was a colloquial equivalent of tpupepdg ‘dainty, luxurious' and
was not bound to garments in its application.72 The image of a siotpa
concretizes the current adjective and contributes to drawing the xpaypa
inherent in the Ténog arpdypev of v. 44 away from the formulaic excuse of

Attic litigiousness to mean ‘activity' more generally. In the following lines

72Gee, for example, Taillardat 320 who discusses the connection between the
two words (his comment on the given passage however, seems to miss some
of the transferrential force.)
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npdypo seems unstable as the men anticipate the semantic drift of this word
and others such as vépog within the insulating confines of the fantastic city.

First, however, Tereus asks if they are looking for a city greater than
Athens for which he uses the periphrasis 1@v Kpava@dv zéAw 'the Kranaan
city' (v. 123).73 As 'reader of the tarot,' Tereus is oddly lacking in sensitivity
offering the men rugged stones instead of wool. Euelpides is quick to set him
on the right track: peilo pév 003év, xpoogopwtépav 5t v@v ‘not greater, but
more suited to our advantage/tastes' (v. 124). While xposgoputépav clearly
indicates a preference for something a bit softer than rugged Athens, Tereus
takes the comment more abstractly and suggests that the men seek a
politically more advantageous situation: ‘you prefer, then, an aristocratic
government? This sets up the simple pun on the name of Aristokrates (t1ov
ZxelAiov) after which Euelpides and the hoopoe engage in a joky four-part
exchange consisting of suggestions and rejections in close succession
interrupted only by two equally patterned digressions on npaypata.

The structure of the 'tarot session’ proper, i.e., the series of 'cards’
suggested by Tereus and rejected by Euelpides is the comic negative of the
preceding quest: until now we have seen gaps in signification filled with
distracting nonsense. Verbal deferral occupied spaces in the discourse which
were always anticipated by the comic sign "unfolding its dimension before
itself." Aristophanes set up a context ‘the Athenians are seeking . . . and
playfully supplied anything but the meaning forced upon us by the

B

oppressive structure.

the entire questi ion is set up for the

reversal at vv. 155-162 where Peisetairos seizes on the etymology of his own

73xpavad néig, an ancient name of Athens seems to combine the notion
‘rocky, rugged’ with a reference to the king Kranaos; cf. Pindar Olympians
7.82.
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name and takes control of the text (and, therefore, his ‘future’), it is only a
pseudo-context, as Tereus is a pseudo-sphinx/magician/épviBaywydg, a 'straw
bird' set up to be knocked down. The pseudo-contextual nature of the Session

is reflected in the structure of the individual exck Aristoph selects

& P

a suitable pun-target such as the names Aristokrates, Lepreos, Opuntios
(automatically offensive to Euelpides) for which he fabricates, by back-
formation,” a context in the form of a suggestion from Tereus. Not only is
there no wordplay of defferring an always absent meaning, but there is no
unfolding of meaning before the signifer: all the poet gives us here is the
hollow structure of the pun iterated four times and then discarded. The
spectral and, finally, ingl pisodes of 'seeking’ and lting'

which occupy the first one hundred and fifty lines are driven much more by

the avéyxn of narrative which must, at all costs, arrive at the actual beginning
of the play, the moment where Peisetairos begins to 'see’ and act for himself:
i uéy’ &vopd BodAevp’ év dpviBuv yéver 'I perceive a great design/meaning in
the race of birds' (v. 163).

The questioning of Tereus is yet th le of a fr. of

Y 2 &

discourse transformed by dy. The Questi is herea liant who

144

already possesses the word which he ceremonially lends and receives back

from the Oracle/Sphinx Tereus. The communicative aspect of ‘consultation’
is mocked as the target of discourse is revealed to be the source. Since comedy
‘knows' that the men do not need to learn of another city and must reject any

such suggestion, it generates for them puns on the negative notions
74Back-formation or Riickbildung is extrapolation in reverse to an
erroneous antecedent or simple form, usually by subtracting a real or

supposed affix, e.g., arriving at the positive term *couth by back-formation
from ‘uncouth.’
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‘aristocracy,’ 'leprosy,’ and 'sycophancy' which Tereus is forced to recite. For
example, to the hoopoe's suggestion that the men consider settling in Lepreos
in Elis Euelpides replies: odx idav Bdelirtopar tov Aénpeov and MedavBiov
‘without even seeing it, I'm disgusted by the very name on account of (the
leper) Melanthios' (vv. 150-151). the comic effect of the exchanges is that
Tereus' exotic suggestions are routinely ‘misunderstood’ as Euelpides fastens
on a topical issue and makes familiar fun of it, exposing the vacuity and
playful absurdity of the ‘tarot session’ in which the Athenians' quest ends.

A comic digression occurs after the first of the four Tereus-Euelpides
exchanges when the hoopoe restates his question concerning the nature of
the zpaypa sought by the men. Anticipating the comic autonomy of
Nephelokokkugia in which they will be free to assign words whatever value
they choose, Euelpides begins by redefining the key term:

“Orov 1& péyiota xpdypat’ €in T01ade.

*Eni thv B0pav pov np@ 1ig EABLV 1d@v gilev
Aéyor 1adi- (( TIpdg 10D Ardg TodAvurion
8rag napéoer pot kai ob xai Té rardid
Aovodpeva mpd: pEAL® Yap EoTIGV YapoUG:
xai pndapdg @A rofiong: €t 8t pf,

u pot 161" EABng, Stav &yd mpdtTe Kaxds.))

(I'd like a city) where the greatest troubles (rpaypata) would be

the following: a friend comes to my door early in the morning

and says "I beg you by Zeus Olympios, take your bath early and come
over, you and your children, to my house for the wedding banquet
I'm giving. Don't think of not showing up! Well, if you do, don't
come to me when I'm broke.

(128-134)

The surface absurdity of making one's 'greatest problem' a pleasant situation

is reflected in the inverse logic of the last clause (v. 134). It is certainly
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characteristic of comedy to seek food and sex as a cure for minor troubles. The
desiderata of Peisetairos and Euelpides are referred to as &pwg again in vv. 135-
136 where the text points to Nephelokokkugia: Tereus, pretending surprise,
notes that Euelpides is 'eager for rather bitter rpaypata:' vi Al Tadamdpov
e mpaypdtav épdg (v. 135). Peisetairos chimes in, saying that he too has pw¢
for such zpaypoata, and produces an exact imitation of his companion's text.
He describes the impossible situation in which a friend, calling him
ZurBovidng 'flambard (Van Daele),’ reproaches him for failing to make
advances on his beautiful young son. This comic patronymic is appropriate
to the erotic context since Eros is called otiABav vatov xtepdyov gpuoaiv 'his
back aflame with wings of gold' (v. 697).75 In this way Epag returns to unite
the linguistic aspect of desire for elusive meaning with the physical aspect of
lust, one of the comic constants. Peisetairos anticipates his ornithization by
giving himself a name pointing to the god later identified as the progenitor
of the race of birds. We know, of course, that this is not his real name and, as
spectators, must wait for it until v. 644. The session, then, in which the men
look to Tereus to know 'the truth about themselves' fails as the hoopoe is
temporarily deprived of the word. Familiar motifs crowd the empty space
and we are entertained with aspects of life that participate in the vécog-
owtpia dialectic: finances (debt/escape from debt), private life (idle
comfort/xpdypata), sex (desire/satisfaction), food (hunger/satiety), and
sycophants. Such series are not rare in Aristophanes and we shall have

occasion to explore another instance below at vv. 785 f. where the birds

751t is interesting that ZtiABav is the name of a star associated with Heremes,
the nalaotpimg Oedg. Hence the palaestric lust expressed in this passage is
comically attributed to Peisetairos-Hermes. See A. Desrousseaux, "Notes
critiues sur les Oiseaux d'Aristophane,” RPh 3, 27 (1953): 7-15.
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outline the benefits of birdhood (becoming a bird) for mankind in terms of
food, defecation, and sex.

The text overturns the interrogative situation at vv. 155 f. when
Euelpides suddenly asks Tereus what the bird life is like. The answer is
oblique: obx &xapig eig Thv Tpiffv ‘it wears rather gracefully’ (v. 156). This
phrase would properly apply to a garment and the line has perplexed
commentators.”6 Tereus returns Euelpides’ allegorizing strategy and speaks
in terms of the gi60pa (read: ‘polis’) which he said he was seeking. The
sentiment is that the bird-life would not wear ungracefully as the cloak of
arpaypoodvn desired by the men. Characterization of the Athenians’ elusive
enterprise as something woven (here: replacement of an expected noun
SwutpiPiv ‘passing the time' with tpifv denoting the wear of a textlile])

bined with the op

ing phor of the play involving the verb
npogopeioBar for the 'weaving' of their (dis)course reminds us to look for the
resolution of the quest in textual terms, in generalized 'metaphorical’ textiles
woven to shroud a gap and, especially, in the textum ‘Nephelokokkugia' as a
grand written supplement to the initial verbal vacuum.

The first véoog of human life which Tereus offers to heal is that of
debt. His removal of currency (BaAAdvtiov 'wallet,’ by metonymy), to his
interlocutor’s delight, neutralizes the debt/wealth opposition. Euelpides
understands the figure and answers metonymically saying xoAA#v y' apeiheg
100 Biov xiPdnAiav 'you've stripped life of one of its great counterfeits' (v.

158). The ference to 'life' of a ph ible only within the

| 4

differential system of currency is suggestive in its characterization of life as

76£1%; Gxd petagopi 1dv Evdpov ipatioy 1év brovpyodviey eig tpivty xai
@opeotv ROAAGY xpbévev.
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text, i.e., as a diacritical system structured on several axes similar to other
‘unconsiously determined' systems of language and kinship.”? That the
multiple violations of taboo, the transgressions of vépog in the Tereus-myth

are fully supp d in Birds is evident from the hoopoe's characterization of
the care-free avian lifestyle placed at the greatest possible remove from
human activities: vepdpesBa 8 év xfiroig T& Aevkd oicapa xai pdpra xai
wixove kel swduPpia 'from the gardens we glean white sesame, myrtles,
poppies, and cress (or, perhaps, 'water mint')' (vv. 159-160). This first
occurrence of the key notion vépog is intended to convey the otherness of the
bird life, i.e., a very different set of 'rules of being' located in a garden rather
than a city. All of this does not make much sense to Euelpides and he
reincorporates these tokens of otherness into his own familiar world: bueig
pev &pa Giite vopgiov Biov ‘you live the life of real bridegrooms' (v. 161). By
comically identifying Tereus and the other birds as perpetual celebrants of
marriage he reinforces the banishment of the darker naranomic aspects of
myth and prepares us for the cheerful and lyrical invocation at vv. 209 {. in
which Tereus summons his 'bride' Procne. The sesame cakes used at
weddings along with the myrtle sacred to Aphrodite”® serve as a pleasant
77x1B8nAia denotes numismatic counterfeit. The cluster of related lexical
items in LSJ all revolve around the same notions of 'adulterated,’ ‘base,’
‘counterfeit.’ On tragic xipdnAia, (especially with reference to Medea 516) see
P. Pucci, "Survival in the Holy Garden" The Violence of Pity in Euripides’
‘Medea.’ Tthaca: Cornell UP 1980. The relationship, in the Greek vocabulary,
between 'value’ of a coin and the ‘force’ (‘meaning’) of a word is important
in this connection and returns below with reference to v. 163.

785esame seeds, reports Merry "were a regular ingredient in wedding cakes.
So Pax 869 f xaig Aéhovtan- . . . onoauii Euprddtrerar. Poppy-seeds bruised in
honey (wixave pepeAitopévav Thuc. 4. 26) were regarded as stimulating food

but the use of these seeds at marriages was symbolical. So Schol. on Pax 869,
and Phot. éxei xoAvyovdrtatov ofcapov. The myrtle-berries (ubpra) were
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garnishing to the foregoing erotic feast of words. At any rate, the life of a

bridegroom is precisely what Peisetairos has in mind as he conceives his

nebulous plan and, subsequently, ascends to divinity to marry Basilei

‘Sovereignty' in the concluding hieros gamos.

Peisetairos: The Omen of the Name
The reversal of the interrogative sequence implicit in the unexpected
questions at v. 155 (‘what is the bird-life like?') emerges in full force when

Peisetairos suddenly interrupts the preceding conversation to exclaim:
M. @b peb-
"H péy’ évopd BodAevp’ &v dpvibav yéver,
xai Sdvapy ff yévorr® av, ei xiBooBé pot.
EMN.  Ti oot mBdpecd’;
. “0 1 xibnobe; npdra piv
ph mepinétecBe mavroxfi xexnvétes-

PE.  Hey, Hey wait a second!
1 see a tre d design/p ial in the race of birds,
and a meaning /force that's possible if you'd only trust
(be persuaded by) me!

HO. In what matter should we trust (be persuaded by) you?

PE.  Trust (be persuaded) in what matter, you ask?! First of all,
don't flutter about everywhere with yawning gapes etc.,

(162-165)
Not only has the ingly pointl 1 with the hoopoe
been interrupted, but Peisetairos who has h fore been all but silent

emerges as the leading voice and 'writer’ of the play. Unmoved by Tereus'
reading of his possible future, he seizes the initiative and is struck by a

sacred to Aphrodite, and were used along with the leaves of mint
(c100pBpiov) to make wreaths for the newly-married: so Ov. Fast. 4. 869
Cumque sua dominae (sc. Veneri) date grata sisymbria myrto.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



9

revelation expressed in the prophetic verb évop@.”?

In following one bird's lead to another bird Peisetairos has so far
failed to be enlightened by the ornithic chain, a failure which is the source of
a number of jokes in the opening sequence of the play. Contemplating the
reverse flow of sense in the 'tarot session,’ lost in the verbal vacuum
generated in the exchange, he suddenly infuses it with his own §ovapig
‘meaning' inspired by a new reading of some obscure card. The word
BovAevpa (and the less common BodAnpa with which it alternates in textual
confusion)80 is a word of intention and meaning reflecting the Attic usage of
BovAopor in the linguistic sense 'to mean' (cf. qu’ est-ce que ¢a peut dire).81
This discovery of meaning is reinforced by ddvapig, a Greek term for the
‘vlaue of a word.' 8bvapig shared in denoting the value of money as well as

words an and unites the general spheres of value and signification.82 The

79¢vopav is a verb of insight and perception, not uncommonly into the
future as in Acharnians 1129.

80BobAevpa is 'Tesolution,’ 'purpose,’ 'design’ while BodAnpua means
‘purpose,’ 'intention,’ ‘meaning.’ The two words compete in the
Aristophanic paradosis at Birds 993 (where Bergk's emendation has
prevailed) and Wealth 493.

81C¥. Plato Theatetus 156¢: ti & odv apiv BodAezon obtog & pdbog, &

Bcaimze, xpdg 1& xpdrepa; &pa i:vvoeig; ... Boddetar yap &n Adyewv i tadta
révta pév dorep Aéyopev xiveitar, .

82Coulons retention of the MSS nominative pronoun in v. 163 () yévou’

v, resisting Dobree's influenti dation {i yévort’ &v accepted by
Meinecke, Holden, Merry) is important since Peisetairos is pointing both to
the present, the BobAevpa he now sees in the system of the birds, as well as to
the possible meaning, §ovapug, linked to the potential optative yévort’ &v. The
two terms are in parallel series, one in the present characterized by the
intentional aspect of signification, the other (§%vapug) to a possible future in
which the intention will acquire a more tangible force. Subordinating the
latter to the former with an instr ] relative elimi the continuity
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passage from BodAevpa to Fbvapig expressive of the will to signify yields rich
rewards and serves to unite various system of human experience.

While Tereus and Euelpides are busy with the negative operation of
suppressing one system of value/signification, i.e., banishing the xipdnAic of
money, Peisetairos will reap a great profit from studying another, i.e., the
language exchange in which ‘man’ can be traded for 'bird.' The movement
in Birds between systems which man makes (money) and those which make
man (language) is presented in the words BodAevpa and Sdvapig and has

always figured in the leading hor of hor, the notion of 'coinage,’

P P

‘value’ and usure of the word. Metaphor that "simultaneously hides and is
hidden"83 and the play of 1 constituting Nephelokokugia trace a

L-hatey ) 6 1YEY

cyclic pattern in which the men divesi themselves of an external, visible,
system of money (perceived as rigid and inhibiting) only to become more
tightly fastened in the net(work) of the internal and invisible system of
language. Passage outside of the human once again turns out to be a deeper
involvement in the same. Comedy here plays a trick with the men by
ostensibly freeing them of a constraining physical system while another,
more dangerous trap lurks in their own unconscious involvement with
language that speaks them. They have a word for the former—xidnAia—an
evil they are confident to identify and remove. But how does one speak of
counterfeit or usury of the sign? What word or metaphor will serve to fill
this metalinguistic need? On this subject Derrida notes that " it is in our
interest ("profitable”) that the involvement promises more than it gives:"

and the unfolding of the signification in time. For S6vapat and Svapigin
the sense of semantic 'value' of a word see Clouds 674, Ar. Fragment 691,
Plato Cratylus 394b, Euth. 286c, Lysias 10.7.

83Derrida, "White Mythology,” 211.
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How can we make this ible except by phor? which is here
the word usure. In effect, there is no access to the usure of a
linguistic phenomenon without giving it some figurative
representation. What could be the properly named usure of a word,
a statement, a meaning, a text?84

7

In setting forth the diff ial nature of 1 S: indeed profited

5UakS

from the numismatic comparison despite the ever-present danger inherent
in metaphor of promise exceeding profit. The money metaphor has, of
course, been a useful tool in articulting the different axes of the linguistic
system.85 Words have 86vapig 'value/power' as a new currency which is to
be the foundation of the economy of the future in Nephelokokkugia. The
involvement of the latter in the signifying process serves to fill the
Athenians' initial erotic void or gap in signification.

84Derrida 209.

85Relating signification to value in a move intended to dismiss the
reductive view of language as a simple naming process he offers the
following: "To determine what a five-franc peice is worth one must therefore
know: 1) that it can be exchanged for a fixed quantity of a different thing, e.g.,
bread; and 2) that it can be compared with a similar value of the same system,
e.g. a one-franc piece, or with coins of another system (a dollar, etc.). In the
same way a word can be exchanged for something dissimilar, an idea;
besides, its can be compared with something of the same nature, another
word. Its value is therefore not fixed so long as one simply states that it can be
‘exchanged' for a given concept, i.e. that it has this or that signification: one
must also compare it with similar values, with other words that stand in
opposition to it. Its content is really fixed only by the concurrence of
everything that exists outside it. Being part of a system, it is endowed not
only with a signification but also and especially with a value, and this is
something quite different." (Derrida 218) Note that in the Greek

Sbvapg/dovaba there is already present a clear connection between the
exchange of coins and signifiers.
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‘Force’ and its semantc correlate, ‘signification,’ must be wielded by
an agent whose mair activity is expressed by xcifew 'to persuade, to use words
forcefully, a function inherent in our protagonist by virtue of his as-yet-
unrevealed name Ilewoératpog. I comment on this controversial name not to
decide once and for all between competitors (IeBétarpog, T[ef1B8érarpog,
Tewoéraipog) but to draw attention to the controversy surrounding it and to
assign a possible value to this unstable sign's instability. Recalling Rogers’
confident dismissal of forms favored by other scholars such as Meinecke,
Kock, Merry, Holden, Blaydes, van Lee , it is worthwhile to ¢ ider the

issue: The morphology of the manuscript form IMeio8é been considered

impossible and, as D. Pozzi notes, we are left to choose between an active
Tewétaipog (‘persuader of friends’) and MiBérarpog ('he who trusts/is
persuaded by friends').86 Actually, we only seem forced into a choice
between active and passive since Aristophanes, in any case, is ahead of the
entire controversy. The Mss. Ileio8-, as an unattested nominal/adjectival
morpheme, would probably not have been a natural choice to punningly
combine the notions of 'persuadee’ and 'persuader.’ The preferred spelling
Tewo-, however, does not remove the active/passive ambiguity despite its
‘correctness’ and, whether we keep the older, and probably corrupt, form or
adopi Dobree's suggestion TMewséraipog the name of our protagonist retains its
86Pozzi 119, N.1. See B. Marzullo, "L'Interlocuzione negli Uccelli'
d'Aristofane," Philologus 114 (1970): 181-194. "The basic sense of the stem
zed- (mB-, x018-)" writes G. Bertram (Theological Dictionary of the New
Testament, G. Kittel ed. [Michigan: Eerdmans, 1964] Vol 6, p. 1) "is 1. "to have
confidence in a statement,” "to give creedence to it,” "to be convinced,” then
2. "to have confidence in a command, admonition etc.,” hence "to obey," also
"to be persuaded.” Originally xei8- was only intr., but a pass. developed out

of the intr., and from this was derived 3. the trans. "to convince,” "to
persuade.”
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potential to mean both 'one ipulated by language’ and 'manipulator of
language.’” In other words, we may be moved to ‘correct’ Aristophanes but
we cannot deprive his character of a central ambiguity. Recapitulating the
very history of the morpheme nei-/reio- Aristophanes has involved
Peisetairos in its full spectrum of associations. The emergence of an active
participation in the persuasive use of language (reifewv) from an older,
general intransitive (rciBeoBa1) reflects man's ability to speak and persuade

which develops within the originary and confining linguistic ¢ e

5 B P

that 'speaks him.' It is no accident that Aristophanes chose a form (whether
Tew00- or Meio-) which would mark his character as a manipulator of the
very medium which imprisons him. The triple reiteration of the verb at vv.

163-164 serves to Peisetairos’ ambig power weli in advance of

the publication of his name at v. 644.

Tereus is suddenly at a loss for words. In a dramatic reversal of the
‘tarot session’ he now looks to Peisetairos for his and the birds' meaning.
Straightaway ready with a linguistic trick Peisetairos suggests that the birds
reclaim their name, their proper signifier, from abuse in the discourse of
men:

uh repunétecBe navraxii xexnvéreg-

Qg Tovt’ dtov tobpyov éotiv. Adtixa

£xel zap’ Auiv 100G xetopévoug Av Epn-
87xera- as active at Choephoroi 362: rewifpotov Baxtpov ‘the staff that
sways men;’ and as passive at Pindar Pythians 2.21: &ppata xewoiyGAva ‘the
rein-obeying charriot.’ We need not, with Pozzi, equivocate between
acknowledging the impossibility of IeiwoBétaipog and clinging to this form's
supposed polysemy by which it alone has Peisetairos "start as a victim of
persuasion . . . and become a deft ans successful persuader.” Meioézarpog,

though a more likely form, does not disambiguate the issue. See Hofman 86
N.1 who citesT. Gelzer RE 1461, 22 f, in support of lTeioéraiog.
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(Tig 8pvig obrog;)) 0 Teréag épei Tadi-
{"AvBparog Spvig &otdBuntog, metdpevog,
aréxpaprog, obdev 008erot’ &v 1adtd pivav.))

Don't flutter about with yawning gapes: That's really
an embarassment. For example, back there if someone
asks one of the flutter-brains,"who's this here bird?"
Teleas will say "That man? A bird, irregular, flighty,
unstable, never in one place for very long."

(165-170)

We may smile when we imagine Tereus' condition or that of the

other men who become ‘'birds,' the scenic representation of the phrase

Peisetairos rejects, &v@pwrog 8pvig 'bird man.' Forgetting, however, the

metaphor of ydoxetv, Peisetairos fastens on the use of dpvig 'bird' and
nérecBat 'to fly,’ characteristic items in the bird lexicon transformed in
pejorative theft by men. While he strictly forbids the birds to gape,
apprehensive of the word's value in human discourse, he cannot forbid them
0

to fly despite the use of né to denote flighti His choice of Teleas as

the hypothetical linguistic abuser of birds is significant since this individual
had a reputation for "having one thing on his mind and another on his

tongue."88 Besides having a host of other stock faults, including being

. 109 .

ble,’ Teleas

P the frag; ion of 1 the

rift between sign yA@tta/Aéyewv and the signified voeiv (again 'to mean,’ 'to
intend to say’ cf. BobAeoBan). This distorter of the Word is made responsible
for misappropriating avian vocabulary and applying it to men who are as
88Mrdtov Zopeaxt éxi 10d Tehéov, the Scholiast notes (‘Plato Comicus in
Rubbish says of Teleas:) voel piv €tep’, €repa 8t tfi yAdnrn Aéyer. Compare the
famous line in the Hippolytus (612). See H. Avery, "My Tongue Swore but

my Mind is Unsworn,” TAPA 99 (1968): 19-35. Also Austin, How to Do
Things With Words, 9.
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volatile as the elements of the language constituting them. Synchronically,
change or potential change is feared by the established institutions of human
culture. Fear of change which th

y ic boudaries, li ic and

societal, is expressed in the pejorative adjectives &otdBpntog and dtéxpapros.

A 6168un '(carpenter's) rule,’ 'plumbline,' 'boundary,' and a téxpap 'end,’

‘fixed line,’ "b dary,’ are the instr of and demarcation that
are the prerequisites of structure. Failure to be captured within their rigid

lines is seen as an intolerabl Peisetairos i ds several things

simultaneously. First, the birds are victims of metaphor since they may no
longer engage in the characteristic x&oxew because it has been stolen from
them into the disreputable human lexicon, i.e., basic entries in their list
(8pvig, nétecBar) have been ruined in transference. Second, he is warning

them concerning man's abuse of language, an abuse exp d as Teleas'

phobia of the sign which he sees as bird-like in its instablity, 008&v 008érot’ &v
1a01d pévov. By showing Tereus the lamentable context in which 'man’ and
‘bird’ collide, he is suggesting that the birds avail themselves of linguistic
Sbvapug threatening to men and turn the metaphorical weapon on them by
deconstructing the pattern of 'normal’ figuration to allow human and avian
features to reciprocally interpenetrate. Some humor, no doubt, is intended in
the different usages of xetépevog: although its occurrence in v. 169 is an
‘example' of bird-abuse in metaphor, the xetépuevog at v. 167 is used
‘unconsciously’ as an ordinary term of reproach. In other words, Peisetairos

perpetuates the practice he is ¢ ing comically oblivious to the

contradiction. He stands as an example to the birds of how quickly the
underminer is himself undermined by his own discourse!

Tereus is impressed by the critical display and asks what the birds
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might do: i obv rowdpev; True to his name, Peisetairos traces his design of
the future with the stylus of language alone. After all, the point of the vv.
164-170 was to illustrate to the birds their need to effect a change in what is to
be the common human/avian lexicon by means of a change in human
behavior: at stake is the way men speak with an implicit glance toward the
effect of this speech on birds.

The time has come for Peisetaros to conceive his plan which is none
other than the semantically transfigured npaypo of v. 198: oixicate piov xéAv
‘establish a single/unified state' (v. 172). Although the birds were just
associated with a transgressive instability in the adjectives Gota8untog and
aréxpaprog, Tereus is a bit slow and exhibits none of his tragi-mythical
propensity for violating social and linguistic rules (or even comprehending
them very well). The telegraphic suggestion of piav xéAiv remains opaque to
him and he asks for clarification. Peisetairos is annoyed and etymologizes his
scorn by ridiculing the foolish &rog 'utterance’ of the éroy: &Anfes, &
oxaiétatov eipnxdg Enog 'Are you kidding? O the folly of your utterance!
[mock bombast]' It is as if to ask impatiently why Tereus, who is facilitator of
the Word (vv. 199 £.), is so sluggish in the medium from which he can derive
his own name and certainly not very observant (cf. tnpeiv).

Nephelokokkugia is to owe its existence to language and as a text, i.e.,
as the product of a differential system, its el will hover 'b the

upper air and the earth,’ nowhere, really, yet identifiable by a boundary
(p&En0’ v.183) which the birds must draw to set their vacuous region apart
from the rest of nothing. To communicate this difficult notion to the hoopoe
Peisetairos first illustrates the futility of seeking an absolute location (‘polis’)
in terms of the related futility of trying to fix any sign, or seeking the
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transcendental signifier of other discourses. The exerdise of vv. 175-179,
therefore, consists in precisely this: forcing the bird to nearly twist his neck
off in a circular survey of nothing and everything (‘the clouds and sky' v. 178)

in order to show that the only way of mapping the unbounded expanse is by
means of language:

NI.  BAéyov xdto.

EmN. Kat &1 BAéro.

L. BAére vov dvo.

EMN. BAéro.

L. TMepiaye tov tpdyniov.

EMN. Nn Ala
aroradoopai (1i) v', el Siaarpagioopar

NI Eldégt

EMN. Tég vegéhag ye kai 10v odpaviv.

NI, Oby obtog odv SAnov *otiv dpviBuv xéhog;
EM. Téhog; Tiva tpémov;
nn “Qonep (&v) eiror g tomog.
“Ort 8¢ moAgizay todto kai Siépyetar
Gravte 81 todtov, xadeiton viv 2élog.
"Hv &’ oixionte 10b10 xai pp&tnd’ dnak,
€x 109 rdAov tovtov xexAioetar EoALG.

PE.  Look down.
HO. Allright.
PE. Now look up.
HO. I'm looking, I'm looking.
PE. Twist your neck around.
HO. What a treat for me if I snap it!
PE.  Did you see anything?
HO. Only clouds and sky,
PE. Isn't this the birds' pole?
HO. Pole? What do you mean?
Well, as you might say, their ‘locale.’
Since everything passes and rolls through it
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it's called a pole. But if you should establish yourselves
there and draw a wall around it, it would change name from
pole to polis.

(175-184)

The intractability of the notion zélog, or hollow sphere revolving around the
earth is related to an equally general spatial marker t6xog. Where there are
no differential relationhips, where ‘everything rolls through a (perpetually)

moving expanse,’ the birds cannot hope to establish a ing. Pei )

rectifies this by changing a single phoneme néog to néhig thereby justifying a

series of association between n6Aog, moAeitat, #6A1g, and xoAizar which is

1,

impossible outside lang This simple substitution allows us to speak of a

5

new entity, a city in vacuo, which Peisetairos hastens to secure by another
signifier, the boudary gpéypa which will protect the birds from further
accusations of violating either oté8un or téxpap. The linguistically

’

motivated foundation is i diately rei ed by a pun on the words

avBpérov 'men’ and rapvénov ‘locusts.’ The oblique references to Athens
as éxel rap’ Wuiv 'back there, we .. .' and the reference to the 'Melian
hunger' at v. 186 perpetuate the suppression of the name in the text while
reserving the essential right to speak about one of the boundaries of the
newly conceived city.

To illustrate the possiblity of speaking about what is to be called

Nenheloknkl

P gia, Peisetai i his design along linguistic lines: he

offers a metaphor in order to locate the city in the system of the ‘cities’ as well
as to translate the meaning (80vapig) which he saw in the race of birds, into
the political and economical power proper to a polis:

'Ev péog SizovBev anp éon yhg.
E10’ Gonep nueis, fiv ibvar BovAdpedo
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TvBb3e, Bowwtodg Siodov aizodpeda,

obrwg, S1av Bdwoy &vBpenor Beolc,

fiv ph ¢dpov @épactv buiv Beol,

81 tfig mohews Tiig dAAotpiag xai t0d ydovg
1@v pnpiov Ty xvicav od dippioete.

The air hangs between (the heavens/gods and) the earth.
Consequently, just as we must request passage from the
Boiotians whenever we want to go to Delphi, thus, whenever
men offer sacrifice to the gods, you can stipulate: unless the
gods pay you tribute, you will not grant the fatty savor

pasage through (your) foreign city and the empty space.
(187-193)

The transference of the earthly situation in hor to the linguistically

14

projected city extends the initial wordplay and finally fixes our attention

persuasively on a void, as always, but a void that is now coming to life with

words. The &bvapuig of Nephelokokkugia will, as ing usually does,

proliferate and engage a ber of other associations, especially the
metaphorical chain bird-man-god. The boycott in which the city of signifiers
will deprive the gods of the sign of sacrifice (xvioe) initiates the bird-god
competition which forms the so-called gigantomachic theme of the play. It is

ap to watch Peisetairos put language to good use in conceiving a city

£&v 101g petedporg with breathtaking ease, a city wholly dependent on the play
of signs for its generation and on stolen smoke for its power.

Tereus' reaction is one of overwhelmed enthusiasm: iob iod- p& yiv,
pix xayidag, pé& vepihag, pé dixtva, pi "yd vénpa xopydtepov fixovod xo-
‘Wow! O Earth! O traps! O snares! O nets! I've never heard a more elegant

idea! (vv. 194-195). Celebrating a variety of trapping devices in his oath,

Tereus alerts us to the polysemy of vepéAn.89 Although we just heard the
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word above at v. 178, Aristophnes is careful to splice the form into a context
of snares. The convergence of the expected meaning ‘clouds’ with the
meaning net’ in this one sign (cf. v. 528) sheds light on the comic formation
Nephelokokkugia which is a booby trap, a net in which fools are snared.
Tereus finally receives an answer to his question at v. 112 'what
nplype brought you here?' After a series of perverse and joky npdypata
Peisetairos has finally reinvented his homeland in the void, in the gap of
signification revealed in their quest, an achievement worthy of the

designation zpaype. It needs now to be cc icated, to be di: i d

verbally among the birds, and Peisetairos asks tig &v odv 10 rpayy’ edroic
Swyioarto; 'who, then, might narrate the xpéypo to the birds?' (v. 198).
‘You!" comes the emphatic answer. As anticipated in the discussion of the
Tereus-Polytechnos myth, the Tereus of Birds can not only substitute 'seed'
for words (v. 111) but has done the reverse and sown the Word among birds.
A static figure, Tereus is central in facilitating the comic inter-discourse
between men and birds but defers to Peisetairos as the latter gathers
momentum in the capacity of perusader. The last, and most important
ornithic link in the chain of signification ascending to the mute daw and

crow, Tereus points onward to the chorus of birds he is about to summon.

89519 has vepéAn: eldog Siktiov Bnpevtixod.
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Peisetairos Kopwdodiddoxahog:
The Parabasis of a New Chorus

Amusing Grace

Upon learning the remarkable fact that Tereus taught the birds
language we approach what on critic has called the 'beginning of the action
proper.! Proper, formally speaking, if we regard the hoopoe's monody and
the parodos in general as the inception of events leading up to the
establishment of Nephelokokkugia; proper as well in its involvement, as
poetry, in the hypothesized union of men and birds. The hoopoe's
eponymous cry at v. 227 initiates a complex polymetric song in which the
bird's music and language are blended in delightful guprAoxf. In this chapter
I discuss first, the lyric performance in which Tereus gives voice to the chorus
by calling on them individually, assembles and summons them to speak;
second, the agon in which Peisetairos, as self-styled xopodi5daxalog,
confronts the chorus and in a long persuasive speech trains them for their
new role as 'gods;’ and finally, the parabasis, in which the newly-trained
chorus steps forth wearing the textual disguise of autoauthentic poetry with
1A. Wartelle, "Analyse métrique de l'appel de la huppe,” BAGB 1V, 4
(1966): 440-449. While he is certainly correct in his first observation, I must
differ with him on the point of the chorus 'setting the tone for the actors
(441):" “En fait, c'est 2 ce moment que commence l'action proprement dite, et,
comme il arrive souvent, le prologue est sensiblement plus long que dans la
tragédie; le chceur n'est plus un confident discret: il entre dans l'orchestra
pour exciter les acteurs 2 la lutte et au besoin pour lutter avec eux;

contrairement a ce que l'on voit dans la tragédie, c'est lui qui donne le ton
aux acteurs.”

m
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which it presents itself.

Vv. 209-22 are an excited anapestic address to the Nightingale to arise
and sing. Here is the closest we come to the mythic context from which
comedy has drawn its hybrid hoopoe. Pretending to firmly fix the word véyog
in the semantics of the bird life, Tereus urges his mate to 'release her
melodies:'

“Aye obvvops pot, madoar piv Hrvov
Aboov 8t vépovg tepdv Huvav,

obg Sua Befov otdpartog Bpnveig

0V éudv kai odv modbdaxpuv “Ttov,

&\ elilopsévn Siepoig pédeciv

Yévvog Eovbig.

Come, my companion, arise from sleep
and release the strains of sacred song from
divine lips in lament for our much-bewailed
Itys. Warble the fluid melody from your
tawny throat.

(209-214)

In this short sequence lurk a few mysteries that have long vexed
commentators. The familiartiy of the Tereus myth makes the connection 1ov
eudv xal 66v 'yours and mine’ unremarkable in itself. Lament (@pnveic),
however, is unusual for a comic situation which has so far banished all
violent traces of the source-myth from its memory. This glance towards the
darker tradition must somehow be related to the correspondence between
Tereus' opening lines and vv. 1107-112 of Euripides' Helen.2 "One can
2Birds 209-211:  obvvopé pot . . . Bpnveig
_Helen 1112: Bpiivav époi Evvepyds,

Birds 213-214: éAeMlopévn Siepoig péleotv yévuog Eovbiig.

_Helen 1111: & 1 Eovdav yevbuv Ehehlopéva
Birds 215: 81& guAioxbpov pikaxog
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infer," writes M. Silk, "that the two passages have a common, presumably
lyric, source or alternatively that Aristophanes is actually a direct source for
the tragedian."3 It can hardly be fortuitous that comedy and tragedy stand in
chiastic relationship to one another as if to indicate the ‘reverse polarities' of
genres at this point. Most unusual, also, is the coincidence of context: both
passages invoke the nightingale (and, implicitly, her myth) that is unlike
parody both in tone and extent. A further curiosity, noted by A. Haury, is
Tereus' appropriation of Procne's 'speech’ (i.e., the sounds of the
nightingale's song) in his own:4 "le podte athénien a donné 2 la huppe les
paroles du rossignol représenté par une flGtiste, muette mais non
silencieuse."5 Aristophanes suppresses the entire mythic context of the
onomatopoetic “Itvg (the most powerful item in this 'lexicon’)6 by silencing
its source, Procne: he has deprived her of her tongue to conceal the violent
story and has given her speech and the power of writing to another. The only
point of contact between the two 'birds' is this signifier "Ttug ({tw) which is
Tereus' by virtue of his being in language and Procne’s as her proper cry.

An important feature of the anapestic system (vv. 209-222) is the

Helen 1107: évadholg brd devdpoxdpolg
See P. Pucdi, Aristofane ed Euripide. Acad. Nat. dei Lincei 10 (1961): 227-421.
3M. silk, "Aristophanes as a Lyric Poet,” YCS 26 (1980): 99-151.
4While other birds are given onomatopoetic or generic cries (titroiev,
xicxaPad, xpdlew etc.,) the Hoopoe extends his natural éroroi to include the
‘motifs' of nightingale song: topoti&, rorord, Tiriti, T1d 116, ToTIOTIYE. A.
Haury, "Le chant du rossignol ou Buffon mystifié par Aristophane,” BAGB
1V, 3 (1960): 373-376.
SF. Romer, "When is a Bird not a Bird?," TAPA 113 (1983): 135-42 argues
that Procne was an actual flute-girl whose bird identity had to be conveyed by
gesture.
6Cf. Aeschylus Agamemnon 1144: "ltov "Trov otévovs’ aueiBaiii xaxoig
&anddv pdpov (see also Sophocles Electra 148, Euripides Fr. 775).
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distinct tension between lyric convention and the comic context. First of all
the hoopoe's linguistic bond with the nightingale participates in a distinctly
'tragic’ tradition systematically excluded from the rest of the play. Second, the
conventional image of Procne's song 'reaching the seat of Zeus etc.,' (v. 216f.)
implies harmonious relations between gods and birds in diametric opposition
to the gigantomachic theme introduced by Peisetairos. The nightingale's
potential song has taken the place of pleasing kvica 'savor' in ascending to
the gods' dwelling and eliciting a favorable musical resonse, an echo of the
original fix®, from Apollo. Far from portending an embargo of the sacrificial
token, the lyric verse here seems obligated to depict the birds in musical and
choric symphony with the gods: &bppwvog 6Aodvyi. Tereus is oblivious to
the contradiction between his verse and his context, i.e., having just heard
Peisetairos' theomachic plan his role is to summon the birds to involve them
in it. Not necessarily parodical of anything, the clash between the 'ground-
level reality’ of the trimeter and the conventional world of lyric song is put to
comic use as the anapests rhetorically threaten to undo the entire plan before
it is even has a chance of success.”

It is a pleasant relief to hear an interlude of pure music as Procne
7 Aristophanes' lyrics depend heavily on context for their full effect and, as
Silk has argued (Silk 99-104), are not always profitably isolated for evaluation
as 'serious’ lyrics despite their charm and sophistication. Here there is only
‘parody’ of the momentum of convention which etymologically 'goes along’
with the grain of a socio-literary context. A mechanical adherence to vépog
when the song is actually conta-ventional with respect to context adds a

di ion to the ics of the word and in its many

occurrences in Birds. The signifer of human convention and law par
excellence, vépog here is used of the bird life to denote ‘habitat,’ and
‘pasture,’ and especially "(paths of) song,' in which capacity it is firmly fixed
by a number of poetic synonyms: Ypuvav, péleotv, fixd, EAéyors.
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'sang’ (adAel). Though ‘mute but not silent’ she identifies her presence as
Tereus' mate by returning only one half of the péAog, i.e., the melodic
contour.
The hoopoe's song is an act of identification and organization and can

be schematically represented as follows:

1) 227 2do Introductory Invocation
228 3ia
29 3ia

2) 230 2do Grain-Eating Birds
231 jambel
232 hemiep
233 3tr

3) 234 do Swallow-Type Birds
235 3tr
236 do
237 4tr

4) 238 3ion Garden Birds
239 do

5) 240 3ia Swift Mountain Birds
41 4an
242 ia+ba

6) 243 4o Meadow Birds
244-5 4er
2456 3a+sp

7) 2478 tel 'Attagas’
249 2cr

8) 250-3 4daeach  Sea Birds
254 paroem

9) 2557 spondaic  Peisetairos Announced

10) 258 2r Concluding Invocation
259 2tr
260 anapest trim. cat.
261 2r
262 anapest trip.8

8In setting forth this scheme I have been eclectic in choosing those analyses
which are the most colometrically straightforward: P. Mazon, Essai sfir la
composition des di *Aristoph (Paris, 1904), J. White, The Verse
of Greek Comedy (London, 1912), O. Schroeder, Aristophanis Cantica
(Leipzig, 1930), A. M. Dale, "The Hoopoe's Song," CR 73 (1959): 199-200, The
Lyric Metres of Greek Drama (Cambridge, 1968), C. Prato, I Canti di
Aristofane (Rome, 1962), A. Dain, Traité de métrique greque (Paris, 1965), A.
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Outside language the birds, of course, have no names and exist in
mute differentiation.? This situation is expressed in the monody as the
hoopoe spreads his verbal net in all directions: he sings both as a bird and as a
man dividing the universe of winged creatures lexically and musically
(metrically). His first move is to name himself in the single eponymous
dochmiac in v. 227. The following line expressing his verbal bond with
Procne gradually changes until the ‘nightingale speech’ passes into human
speech: itvg of the myth is transformed by context into the imperative {to as
comic discourse reappropriates a word stolen in myth by a bird (¥tvg,’ the only
signifier the metamorph of Procne, the nightingale, took with it to the
beyond). The name passed from human speech to that of the birds until
Tereus borrowed it here and gave it back to human utterance in the simplest
trimeter form.

Tereus' designation of all (p jal) birds as oportépov 'like-winged'

(v. 229) is interesting in that the wing here stands in paradigmatic distribution
with the more familiar second morpheme of opo-compounds: opoyeviig,
opévovg, bpofiing etc., The role of the sign xtepé in Birds is precisely that of
a stylized substitute for the bundle of features constituting gvoig. The wing is
yet another human cypher attached to the Other in order to identify it and set

it apart. In its paradigmatic juxtaposition to the full of fé that mark

our nature, xtepd is only ‘what we do not have' and represents 'what we

Wartelle, "Analyse métrique de I'appel de la huppe" BAGB IV, 4 (1966) 440-
449; M. L. West, Greek Metre (Oxford, 1982, E. Frinkel, "Notes on the
Hoopoe's Song," Eranos 48 (1950): 75-84.

9A vase recently published by J. Green (Sommerstien, Aristophanes: Birds
6) suggests that all the bers of the Aristophanic bird-chorus wore
identical costumes. This has interesting implications for the monody in that
the words alone must mark the various sub-species.
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cannot do.' The feather-to-wing metonymy is itself alien to us and has no
counterpart in human morphology. The general invocation ends with v. 220
which may have raised a chuckle if the spectators pondered it literally: where
was Tereus hoping to find birds actually like him in his failed, twilight
metamorphosis, bizzare beak, and human habits? Perhaps the dramatic
situation here mocks itself inasmuch as all the 'birds’ on stage were like him!
In general, each section of this well-known xAntixdg Bpuvog!? has a
distinctive metrical character that sometimes interacts with the sense and
always changes as the sense changes. The last group mentioned are sea-birds
whose invocation (vv. 250-251) is especially interesting in light of the
reference to Alcman's desiderative metaphor: BdAe & Bahe xnpdhog einv, 8¢

T éni

dpatog &vBog dyp’ GAxvd rotqtan 'O, that I were a ceeruleus who
flies over the wave's flower with the halcyons' (Page LGS 10). Here the text
undoes one of its governing metaphors by comically returning it to the birds
as if in revenge for the earlier trick with {rug/itw. Alcman's is certainly one of

the most wistful examples of the ornithization topos. Tereus usurps the

Spartan poet's diction and destroys the phor by making it refer to itself:
birds that even implicitly wish to become birds are, in de Man's phrase, "a
tautology of their own position.” The comic irony of this passage is that the

birds are summoned to "hear new things' xevedpevor t& vedtepa (v. 252)

10Frinkel (supra) and, following him, W. Horn Gebet un Gebetsparodie in
den Komddien des Aristophanes (Nurnberg: Hans Carl, 1970), quite
persuasively analyze the hoopoe's monody as a traditional xAntixdg Huvog in
which a series of deities is named: "The whole invocation has the form of a
polysyndeton, the second word in each of the eight sections being te. This
type of polysyndeton is familiar from a number of prayers or kAntixoi $pvot in
which a plurality of gods is asked to come to the assistance of the person
praying. Compare, for instance, the parodos of the Seven against Thebes . .."
(Frinkel 456).
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which will, in fact, involve them in the net(work) of human vépog, Adyog,
and, of course, x6Ag.

Suddenly the rhythm changes to spondaic as the arrival of Peisetairos
is announced: fixet yap 115 Spyd¢ npéoPug kavdg yvdpny ‘an elder of
penetrating wit, an intellectual innovator, has come' (vv. 255-257). Although
the men first identified themselves as suppliants it is Tereus who now

solemnly announces them, pointing out their distinguishing characteristic:

originality. The birds will have to be ive since Peisetairos' sch is
unusual and elusive ‘never before heard.' But if we ask what it is that

Pei

1

p as npéopug *

‘himself,' i.e., he can only be self-ref ial and therefore app 1

dor' the answer can only be

Tereus has ventured forth to gather the birds into a verbal and
metrical (taxonomic) net. Interestingly, however, no bird save for the
dubious &1tayés, is actually named since the men must participate in this
activity, albeit with complete comic abandon. Tereus is in complete control of
all the ‘definitions’ and knows everything concerning the different classes of
birds. By controlling, setting forth, the signified he hopes to attract the signs
themselves much in the same way that one attempts to arrive at a name
when faced with a charade or riddle. As in the case of the "paracomic’ source-
text (vv. 209-214)11 Tereus is involved in a riddle. However, he is not the
riddle’s victim but we, the spectators, left standing looking into the sky, along
with Peisetairos and Euelpides, wondering what all the music was about.

111 use ‘paracomedy’ with some reservations. Dover 148-9, for one, feels that
"the coincidence in these two passages is rather large, particularly since the
verb elelisdesthai, 'trill' is not found elsewhere in extant Greek poetry. It
would seem that at the same time as comedy plundered tragedy for parodic

purposes, a tragic poet was not above borrowing from a comedian.” See Van
Leeuwen Aves vv. 749-51, Rau 195, and Kannichton on Helen ad. loc.
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We are at a familiar impasse: the birds Tereus just summoned are to
be found . ..; they arecalled...; The semantics of the monody were
governed by the music: we could sense the movement, the distinct variety,
even the 'descriptiveness’ of the text and meter, yet we still know nothing
and see nothing. Euelpides is the only bird’ around to apply xdoxew to!
Peisetairos assumes failure and berates the performance, saying &A«wg Gp’
obroy . . . éndle xapadpiov ppodpevog ‘'the hoopoe seems to have whooped
and whooped in vain like a charadrios (thickknee?)' (v. 266).12

The well-known four birds of vv. 268-290 are yet another example of
meaning deferred, this time the jokes being amplified by an outlandishly
constumed character onstage to give substance to the verbal humor. Since the
chorus memebers are enumerated below (vv. 297-304) the given interlude
offers a gap which Aristophanes fills with the nonsense of word and stage
play. The oppressiveness of the signifier is strong as we wait to see the
chorus, to learn their names, and hear them speak. The text supplies colorful
substitute signs, scenic ‘'metaphors' of the actual birds demanded by the
hoopoe's monody. Despite the pressure, however, the dramatic space isolated
for play is cheerfully filled and impervious to context. Euelpides is at a loss to
identify the first of the four odd birds and labels him adg ‘peackock,’ which

we have seen to be simply a way of naming the unnamabale (cf. v. 102:

12The exact point of the yapadpiég metaphor is unclear. Thompson 311 can
only guess about the habits of this bird whose name is "of unknown
derivation and uncertain meaning.” Kock ad. loc. speculates about the bird's
Versteckspielen while Rogers suggests ‘lapwing' or 'plover' which, "to
divert attention from her nest, flies to some distant spot, and calls as if to her
young, where her young are not.” Aristotle, HA 9. 614, b 35 contributes the
following cryptic phrase to the bird's ethology: gaivetat 8t vixtwp, inépag 8
anoBidpdoxer. Elusiveness and trickery are the general qualities that emerge.
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‘you're Tereus? What, a bird or, perhaps, tahos ?') Here, however, the word
has been moved inside the paradigm of bird names and there replaces an
Gpvig whose type is other. This shift is, of course, required by the context since
the elaborate invocation was directed at a spectrum of Spvifeg to the exclusion

of other (species of) 'zoa.' The task faced by the spectators (including

Peisetairos and Euelpides) is to complete the process of associating birds and
names. It would would not be an exaggeration to extend Taplin’s dictum
(concerning the verbal marking of all significant action in tragedy) to say that
in Birds this marking includes also identifying the given bird-character by
naming him. The elaborate naming-pun concerned with the tpéx1Aog and
the discussion of Tereus' name (vv. 70-107) were the first in a series of name-
entrance identifications.13

As if powerless to name, Peisetairos turns to Tereus to learn the name

of the bird that just appeared. Continuing in his dic vein the hoopoe

defers the sign in a riddle by offering a periphrastic ‘definition:' obtog od 1Gv
1065wy 1@v8’ b opad’ bueig dei, GAAd Apvaiog 'he's not an ordinary type you
see every day, but a fresh-water one' (vv. 271-272). Euelpides stumbles upon
half of the name gowvixodg ‘crimson’ and the familiar xtepd completes the
Greek ‘flamingo’ gowixéntepog. The entr: has served its purpose and is
rapidly succeeded by another.

Peisetairos now quotes Sophocles’ Tyrol4 and reverses the semantic

13For example, O. Taplin, Greek Tragedy in Action, (UC Press, 1978) 5: "The
words—which are, after all, almost all we have--contain and explain the
visual dimension.” This involves several working assumptions: all
significant action is signposted by the words; active stage directions were put
into concrete form on stage.

14The Scholiast ad. loc. and all commentators hence: éx tiig ZopoxAéoug
Sevtépag Tvpos: dpxft- "tig Spvig obrog EEeBpov ydhpav Hrav-"
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polarity of the borrowed words to dealienate them: xobrog EEeSpov ydpav
&av 'and this one, of extrinsic habitat' (v. 275). The tragic context, naturally,
uses the sign 8pvig in the sense of ‘omen’ and, in a familiar transferrential
gesture, extends the ornithic connection to speak of the portent's ‘alien
habitat,' i.e., strangeness. Aristophanes, however, forces a return to the
meaning ‘bird’ and we read Peisetairos’ words as a pompous exclamation at a
200. The intertextual game overshadows the subsequent use of Aeschylean

text in which it seems that dy substi Gromog " ge' for the tragic

Y

&\ahog 'speechless’ and dpetfdng 'mountain-ranging' for afpoparng
‘delicately stepping.'15 The birds are no longer &\a)ot nor BéapBapor since
Tereus taught them language, and the 'Persian’ terminology is rejected. This
follows the substitutionary rules of paratragedy which allow the borrowed text
to be recognized but invariably alter the referential force by tampering with
the wording and supplying a new context. Driven by the suppressed "habitat’
of the tragic line Tereus riddlingly plays along with Peisetairos' allusion and
identifies the bird as Mfidog 'a Mede,' making an impossible return to the
tragic text. Euelpides knows, of course, that there is no such bird name and
adds some nonsense by asking how the 'Mede' could be genuine: xdg &vev
xapnhov eioénteto; how'd he fly in here without a camel?' (v. 278). Like the
first sequence this entrance ends in a climactic joke and makes way for the
third of the slraf\ge ‘dancers.16

15G. Hermann's emendation of the corrupt Mss. (¢Bpati v aBéver, among
other things) to &BpoBétng, implying g of Persian s and
dress, makes the best sense of the lot, see White, Scholia 66.

165ee J. Carriere, "Sur la chorégraphie des Oiseaux d'Aristophane,” REA 58
(1956): 211-235. L.B. Lawler, "The four Dancers in the Birds of Aristophanes,”

TAPA 73, (1942): 58-63. and A. Henry, "Aristopharnes Birds 268-93," CP 72
(1977): 52-53.
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The first joke, though a pun, included a genuine bird name; the
second, swayed by paratragic pressure, was led astray into absurdity. The

present exchange reveals a new twist as a metaphor is literalized in a familiar

example of comic misund ding. A bird bling a hoopoe comes on
stage and surprises Euelpides who says: 1i 10 tépag tovti not’ éotiv; ob od
bvog &p’ fo8’ Eroy, &AL xobrog Erepo; 'what in the world is this wonder?
Aren't you the only hoopoe, or is this another?' (vv. 280-281). Tereus
explains what he considers to the genealogy of the bird by reference to a
human situation. This bird, he says, is from Philokles' hoopoe and he,
Tereus, his grandfather: ‘as you might say that Kallias is Hipponikos' father
while Hipponikos himself has a son Kalias.' Tereus here presents a tricky
analogy to articulate the relation between himself and the new hoopoe: he
claims to be the original dramatic ézoy. Continuing the strategy of vv. 100-
101, he names tragedy as his source and implies that he is Sophocles' Tereus.
His 'son,' then, is the Tereus of Philocles' play by way of imitation.1? The
newly arrived bird is, in turn, the 'son’ (i.e., an even worse imitation) of

Philocles’ character and the miserable grandson of our Tereus. This comic

genealogy is compared to the genealogy of Kallias, a disreputable Athenian in

the following way:

Sophocles’ Tereus (as 'guest star' in Birds) Kallias
Philocles' Tereus Hipponikos
The 'new' hoopoe Kallias Jr.

It is interesting, first of all, that the Tereus of Birds presents himself as a

175281 supplies two possible works in which Philokles could have presented
the character of Tereus: év i lavbiovt tetpadoyiq, or alternatively, ®ihoxhel
éot1 8papa Tnpedg i “Exoy. The suggestion that Philokles himself was a
‘hoopoe’ (rpoxégparog or ‘having a pointed head') is dismissed since he is
nowhere ridiculed for his appearance.
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physical representation of the paratragic process. In the same way thata
fragment of text is altered and grafted into an entirely new and incongruous
context, so he claims to be an element of an original tragic performance that
has been imported into the given comedy. We have here a subtle reference to
the nature of Tereus' comic metamorphosis as foreclosure of the horrific
aspects of the myth. Rather than facing the original tradition of his character
and having to directly account for suppressing the violent aspects of the

human metamorph, Aristophanes playfully treats Tereus in the same way he

treats el d, non-comic language, i.e., he has appealed only to the tragic
representation of the character in a Sophoclean play and has followed the
familiar pattern of tr

planting a mere frag of the tragic discourse with
deliberate and total disregard for the force and context of the original material.
We need not be any more surprised at the absence of any reference to the
violence of Tereus' mythology than we are at the incongruity of a bit a tragic
language suspended in a rude and alien context. Also interesting is the fact
that Aristophanes has concretized Sophoclean language by giving us an actual
character, i.e., Tereus as a bird after the metamorphosis. As implied at vv.
100, the Sophoclean Tereus was most likely ‘presented’ after his crisis in a
messenger's speech and certainly did not stroll on stage in a bird-costume.18
When the new bird appears onstage Tereus identifies himself as a
concretization of the paratragic process, a claim that renders his situation
more intelligible and his ‘originality' all the more laughable. The new
hoopoe, naturally, has little chance to win respect since his literary genealogy
is so tenuous that Peisetairos fails to understand it. Instead, he comically
18Cf. vv. 100-101 tor0ta pévior Zogokhéng Avpaiverar év 1aig Tpaypdiaioy

£ué, v Tnpéa. The verb AvpaivesBar here sounds like a self-pitying
exaggeration as if to say that Sophocles’ words inflicted physical harm.
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deconstructs the analogy and directly assigns the unfortunate third-generation
hoopoe the human name Kallias, a well-known spendthrift who had
dissipated his family wealth.1 Here he is verbally identified with the new
hoopoe and, again, the joke submerges all sense in nonsense as Peisetairos
and Euelpides ridicule him in terms of his new value as Kallias:' all his
feathers are being plucked out by sycophants and women (vv. 284-286). The
absurd mixture of human and bird features exemplifies the comic disruption
of normal figuration as birds are predicated of men and vice-versa to the
point where we are uncertain about the species of a given character. The
Kallias-Hipponikos pattern, moreover, underscores the cycle of nonsense
characteristic of the 'four birds' passage, i.e., a series of bizzare birds the sole
function of which is to provide a comic spectacle as material for wordplay.
The pattern of predicating man of bird is repeated in the final episode

of the given seq Yet th landish creature and Euelpid

1 4.4 P

is amazed by his bright plumage: & IéoerSov, Erepog ad 11 Bartdg Spvig
obrooi. 1ig dvopsLerai nob’ obrog; Poseidon, here's another dyed (brightly-
colored) bird. What's his name?' (vv. 287-288). Tereus abandons even the
pretense of naming and produces the hybrid figure xatopayag which again
fuses bird and human morphology (cf. Hxo8eduidg [v. 65) and & 3ax [v. 68])

to suggest a feathered glutton, an image which predictably triggers the
following Kleonymos-joke and the play on Aégog ‘aest’: xig &v odv

KAedvopds y* @v odx aréBade tov Adgov; 'How can it be Kleonymos without
19The genealogy of the family included Phaenippos, Kallias, Hipponikos,
Kallias, Hipponikos, Kallias. The two men named Kallias were known by the
nick-name AaxxérxAovtog 'cistern-wealth' (Plutarch, Aristides 5, Andocides,
De Myst. 110-131) with reference to their supposed discovery of buried
treasure. Plato's Protagoras and Xenophon's Symposium take place at his
house.
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having cast away its crest?’ (v. 290). The tendency to spin off into "irrelevant’
associations is actually a denial on the part of comic discourse to be regulated
in its interpretation of signs. The word Aégog is confusingly allowed to mean
everything at once and we are forced to superimpose a metonymy for a
coward's helmet, bird's crests, and hilltops as the joke segues into the arrival
of the chorus. Euelpides has makes a circular pun passing from Adgog 'bird
crest' to Abgog 'helmet (crest)’ back to Adgog bird crests’ as he sees the chorus
crowd the stage. Tereus' snyde non-sequitur about the Karians who dwell on
Abgor ‘hilltops’ is a joke which makes fun of the preceding jokes: he takes the
ususal semantic drift of the pun to an absurd limit and leaves us high and dry
at a point from which there is no return.

At v. 297 the members of the chorus begin to be identified by kind.20

The rapid succession of twenty-four bird-names is complete by v. 306 with

only a few incindental jokes from Euelpides who tries to continue the

nonsense by seeing a barber (xeipew ‘shear’) named Sporgilos in the bird-
name *keipvAog (i.e., xnpvAog). We encounter the sole mention of Athens in
the formulaic 'coals-to-Newcastle' proverb which Euelpides places
deliberately out of any relation to context. Reacting to the owl onstage he asks
ig YAoK’ "ABfval’ fiyayev; 'who brought an owl to Athens?' (v. 301). In fact,
nobody ‘brought’ this owl and we are trying to forget, as spectators, that we are
in fact at Athens! The joke could be quite effective if Euelpides were to make

clear by gesture and i ion that he is ily

pping out of the
fictitious situation to join the crowd watching the play.
The compact catalog of names at vv. 302-305 completes the combined

200n the chorus and naming sequence see W. Blake, "The Aristophanic Bird
Chorus,” AJPh 64 (1943): 87-91, and H. Crosby, "The Bird Riddle
Reexamined,” HS 8 (1949): 75-81.
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identification-and-entrance of the chorus. Having fully materialized, they
prepare to speak and begin by making a variety of bird-sounds perceived by
the men as generic minxilewv. The familiar sign xdoxo is applied to the birds
by Peisetairos who notes that they are eyeing him with apparent hostility. At
first it seems that the men are faced with a crowd of creatures as foreign as the
birds (crow and jackdaw) of the opening sequence. The combination of
inarticulate sounds and gaping threatens to terminate the man-bird

encounter in the usual unc icative enmity. Suddenly, however, bird

sounds pass into human language and the chorus speak: [Morororororo nod
W’ 8¢ éxdAece; Tiva womov dpa vépetay;, . . . Twmmnmn tiva Adyov &pa mote
npdg éut gihov Eav; 'Who who who who called me, where is he, where's his
haunt? Wha wha wha what friendly word does he have for me?' (vv. 310-
315). The convocation is complete as the birds are both seen and heard. In his
complex monody and subsequent naming exercise Tereus assembled the
chorus and gave them a voice both literally (teaching them language) and

dramatically (fulfilling the name-entrance convention). The distracting four-

bird interlude was only a temporary exploitation by comedy of the necessary

and inevitable invocation and ing sequence. By interrupting it and
suspending the dramatic rhythm the episcde was able to revell in a
mischievious series of unrelated jokes whose only purpose was to entertain
and slow down the rapid plot-development somewhat. As the chorus begins
to speak, when it enters as a character in its own right, the action resumes and
we await to see the outcome of the interspecific encounter as the

‘ambassadors' of the human race face the birds.

n: Win T raphic Bir:
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In a relatively short space Birds has already unfolded its Great Idea,
which, though in Whitman's view "a mere pun,”21 is seen to be "the result
of a gradual but inevitable progress,"?2 which can be characterized as the
emergence, in a contextual vacuum, of the creative force of the spoken word.
As we follow the establishment of Nephelokokkugia and Peisetairos'
restructuring program, we may seduced into forgetting that behind the action
is a uniquely powerful and generative played word. Instead of serving as the
connecting fabric of physical presence (action), language in Birds is behind
the action as linguistic structure informs events on the stage. In seeking to
articulate the significance of a disturbingly innovative dramatic work that
bridges the gap between the act of playing and the played word,23 it is

enlightening to cite M. Goldman's observation that

the leading role or roles of any play act out some version of a half-
allowed, blasphemous and sacred freedom characteristic of the era in
which the play was written. A culture's leading dramatic roles reflect
its sense of where, outside theater terrific energies are likely to

appear [italics mine] . . . In comedy [the hero's] extremism is

21Whitman 177.

22McLeish 70. Heberlein 7 writes: "Koch nimmt als Kern der komischen
Handlung ein--aus einer 'Kritischen Idee' geborenes--'Komisches Thema' an,

das wie der ikalische Themabegriff im doppelten Sinne ded wird
als 'Einfall' und als 'Substrat der Durchfiihrung', von dem die einzelnen
Handlugnsteile, die d: isch sebstindig sein konnen, abhingen;

thematisiert wird entweder die Durchsetzung eines neuen Planes oder eine
Beseitigung. Im 'Komischen Thema' wird die 'Kritische Idee' des Autors in

die ph ische Biihnenakti g Die Idee selbst dagegen hat
auflerdramatische Wurzeln;" The 'idea’ of Birds, however, and the ‘theme'
are related to Peisetai verbal i i

23Cf. W. Gruber, Comic Theatres: Studies in Performance and Audience
Response (Athens and London: U of Georgia Press, 1986) 17, who notes that
"the played word is often contradicted by the act of playing."
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frequently disguised or protected, the punishment displaced,
dispelled, or transformed.24

Placing the fantastic, overgenerative spectacle of language liberated from
referential duty in the focal point of a comedy Aristophanes forces an
admission of the impossibility of such a spectacle. A world in which anything
were 'no sooner said than done’ would certain'y be violent and chaotic as the
“random fiction generated by the machine of language"?> would prove the
destruction of those who engage it. The comic protagonist, however, whom
Gruber calls "a collection of parts-an open force field or a potential for
transformation” experiences the meaning crisis in a new way (and herein is
the comedy): he becomes a god!

Prominent in the fantasy element of Birds, to use a mathematical
metaphor, is the absolute value function of the carnivalesque, i.e.,
suppression and mitigation of the darker consequences of the fusion of
language, desire, and action in mute admission of what could never be. The
n6Aog-ndAig speech act, for example, being emblematic of the creative
linguistics of Birds as a whole "produces an excess of cognition [which] can
never hope to know the process of its own production (the only thing worth
knowing.)"26 The generative linguistics of Birds, then, is the hinge on
which the play swings from the lack of signification to the excess that unfolds
in the latter half of the play. Although a tragicomic image of man who hangs

in the bal by these two is domi in the play,
24M. Goldman, The Actor’s Freedom: Toward a Theory of Drama (New
York: Viking Press, 1975) 55-56.

25W. Ray, Literary Meaning: From Ph logy to D uction
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1984) 202.

26p. de Man, Allegories of Reading (New Haven: Yale UP, 1979) 300.
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Aristoph uppresses the tragic el t of man who, on the one hand, is
‘spoken by language' in the Lacanian sense and, on the other, cannot know
the process of the production of his own meaning. To anticipate somewhat, it
is telling that the revelation of a linguistics of the will, i.e., the attempt to defy
destiny and rupture the closure of signification, is symbolized by a magic root
(the pi&iov 1 of v. 654), a physical token of the new dimension being revealed
in Birds.

Rhetorical excellence has, since Homer, been graced with the
metaphor of flight, éxea rtepevia 'winged words,’ in which the properties of
a bird in motion are predicated of speech which is, presumably, about
anything but birds. In the play of that name, however, we encounter an
interesting reversal of the figure: as Peisetairos begins to create, to speak a
new world for the birds, he rewrites their history by producing tricks of text
that mask as bird exempla in the service of reclaiming a prior bird-truth. The
winged words of Peisetairos appear as a sequence of birds in the second agon
and lyric scene: a lark, cock, kite, cuckoo, and others-—-written, fabricated
entites that effect a dramatic change in the disorganized flock of birds and
inspire the choral display of the Parabasis. In this section Peisetairos emerges
as a clever xopodi18doxahog who supplies a text and choreographs (i.e.,
‘chorus-writes') the performance of a group that relies on his skill and
artifices to know 'who it is' and 'what it is to do.' Brilliant language may
seem to fly but Peisetairos' textual birds, such as Lampon's goose-oath, are
patently graphic and their flight is bound up with a number of metpahors,
especially those of cooking, violence, and the substitution of pa8naig
‘learning’ for avéyxn 'necessity.’

Following the introduction of the birds through the agency of Tereus
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who 'gives them voice' Euelpides' role dwindles and the play focuses on the
interaction between Peisetairos, the chorus, and a variety of interloping
characters. The conception of Nephelokokkugia and the monody seem to
have a performative aspect as language 'slips behind' the action to guide it. In
answer to the chorus' question about what kind of A&yog the men have
brought Tereus expresses the universal scope of the Word in a series of five
adjectives: xovév, GogoAd, dixatov, N80v, dperiowov. &vdpe yap Aenth
Aoyioté Sedp’ agixBov dg éué. *for all, safe, just, sweet, helpful; two men, you
see, clever calculators, have come here to see me' (vv. 316-317). Here are all
the ingredients of cwtnpia, political, moral, and sensual. Tereus connects the
Adyog of the men with npaypa as he announces that they have the ‘stem’
(basis) of a deed: mpép PG ¢ nehwpiov (v. 321). The birds

are alarmed at this and their leader must exhort them not to fear the Word

since its 'ambassadors' are driven by an épwg for a mode of living as yet
unknown to them: avdp’ édekapnv épaota thHode tiig Evaovaiag 'I've
welcomed here men that are lovers of this (our) society’ (v. 324).

As I argued above concerning vv. 412-415 and other ‘erotic’ passages,
Tereus pronounces the men's lack of knowledge (metaphor for experience) to
be €pug, the same term used earlier to mark the gap in signification

encountered at the outset when Euelpides and Peisetairos were p

P

]

impossible scenarios of the good life. The men are also called Aextd Aoyioté a

designation which can mean both 'subtle ' as well as 'quibbling
logic-choppers.’? A demonstration follows at vv. 340 f. when the birds
threaten to attack and Peisetairos first substitutes the passive notion of
27W. B. Stanford in his commentary on Frogs (Bristol, New York: Bristol
Classics/St. Martins, 1958) 145 note at vv. 826-829: "AextoAoyeiv= 'split hairs'
cf. Clouds 320;" See also Frogs 876.
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‘following’ for the active 'leading’ and corrects his sidekick, pointing out that
he will not 'be sorry’ (KA&oyu ‘cry’) since his eyes will be plucked out. This
sophistic concretization of kAdeiwv is a mockery of explanation and confirms
Euelpides' worst fears, even intensifies them. So far, the power of speech has
polarized birds and men and the two sides prepare for battle.

Tereus is blamed for violating the ancient customs and oaths of the
birds (vv. 331-331), i.e., the bird-man responsible for giving the birds language
(and, therefore, the power to make oaths) is now alienated through the use of
the same: =pog Tobtov piv iy éotwv Yotepog Adyog 'we'll deal (talk) with this
guy (Tereus) later’ (v. 336). The menacing rhetoric of the choral attack which
follows is tragic in style and is playfully Iliadic in its tmesis and mention of
giving the men up for plunder to the birds.28 Recalling the locative speech
act in which Peisetairos organized and fixed the birds in space (v. 183) we can
see that it is now reversed as the birds deny the men any place at all: olie yap
0pdg axiepdv obte vépog aibépov olite mohidv méhayog etc., ‘neither gloomy
mountain, not etherial cloud, nor grey sea (sc. will offer you refuge, vv. 349-
350)." A similar sentiment informs the joke a bit later (vv. 393-351) in which
Peisetairos writes a fictional ending for the agon in answer to Euelpides’
question about what place on earth will afford them a place for burial. "The
Kerameikos will welcome us,” he says, "we'll be buried at public expense; in
fact we'll tell the generals that we died fighting the enemy at Orneae." Here
we have a hint at the 'impossible mode' in which Peisetairos' language is cast:

reporting one's own death in a battle that never took place in a town cailed up

28Ct. Euripides Medea 1264, Sophocles Oedipus Tyrranos 1023; The Hiadic
connection is not intended as an explicit reference, rather the verb xepi te
woxhooat in tmesi along with the martial spirit of the phrase Sobvan pimyet
popPav (cf. oiwvoiot e Saita which makes for an appropriate bird context) lend
the feathered warriors a little mock menace.
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merely for its homophony with 8pvifeg birds.’ This mode of impossibility is
emphasized when the hoopoe describes the men's message as éniota xai
népo. kAdewv ‘more than unbelievable to hear' (v. 417), and the benefits they
speak of as 8ABov olite Aextov ofite miotdv 'bliss/wealth that can neither be
spoken nor believed' (vv. 422-423). Peisetairos, moreover, is &gatov dg
@pbvipog too clever for words' (v. 428).

The first agon and its resolution are governed by culinary metaphor
the immediate force of which must be that the birds, though menacing and
articulate in their dealings with men are never far from being food, i.e., an

object to be desired and c dinag comedy knows well. The men

arm themselves with kitchen implements (vv. 357 £.): yxbtpor 'pots,’
oPerioxon ‘spits,' and a tpdBAtov 'platter.’ Weapons, Srha, are the common
instruments of martial intercourse between men so the uneven relationship
between men and birds calls for different equipment.

The source-text for the treaty between species (vv. 438 £.), moreover, is
a cook whose 81087xn2? is both sexual and interspecific: Panaitios who wants
to keep his wife at bay is called an 'ape,’ so that the agreement is a comic graft,
by men, of a fragment of performative discourse between species.30 The
timeless infinitives legislate the birds' behavior toward the men, beginning
with piite éxvew 'no biting,’ (v. 441) a concretization that occurs in the graft
since the woman's ‘biting’ was clearly a marked activity which the "ape’
wanted to prohibit, while biting for birds is much more natural and expected.
The following two infinitives i7" 6pxized’ EAxew pft’ 6pdrrewv-- 'no
29See Chapter 2: 87, N. 66
30Laws and treaties are the performative text par excellence: see, for
example, the final chapter on Rousseau in de Man, Allegories of Reading.

See also J. L. Austin, How to Do Things With Words (Cambridge: Harvard
UP, 1975), 157-160
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yankmg my testicles or digging into my— (v. 442) are sexual and suggest the

possibl phor of se: b birds and men. The absurdity is
especially keen in the word épbrrew 'to dig’ which is already applied
‘metaphorically’ to Panaitios’ wife. Transferred to the birds, the figure is

derailed and, in the interjected phrase of 71 mov 76v3’; 'you don't mean your . .

.* the chorus halts, ped by the tangled ics of the performance. The

trace of the impossible metaphor 'no digging at my anus' is clearly present

and even supplied by the scholiast.3! Peisetairos, however, h to supply
a 'sensible' word and says obx, 6AAi: tdgBaAud Aéye ‘no, I mean my eyes' (v.
443). The success of the joke lies in the way the familiar signifier so hastily
supplied and semantically comfortable, points to the nonsensical trace of
npwxtdv that is literally obscene, 'off-stage.' Though I call the obscene aspect
of the joke impossible, in performance involving only men there is a level at
which the sexual metaphor is quite possible and forces a move outside the
dramatic situation to engage a 'real’ sexual potential. Thus the uneasy
juxtaposition of the trace of rpwxtév and the overt theBaApd creates a tension
between performance and representation effected by multiple substituion in
metaphor. Here again, by means of a graft of the performative text of the
original treaty, an exclusively linguistic phenomenon is projected into the
action.

Finally, when asked to set forth his idea, Peisetairos speaks again in
culinary terms, presenting the creative power of language as baking: xai piv
Spyd . . . xai xporegbpatat Adyog elg pot, Bv Sidpartew ob xwhder ‘I'm rearing
31Commenting on pft’ épyired’ Ekxew the Scholiast notes: *uh Siaoxav Todg
Spxews,” "ph 6po 70V RPOKTOV,” TOV RpKTOV Yip Sewvig gnotv "obtL nov
tév--;" GAAg: 1070 O Enoy A O xopdg derxvirg oV xpwKTdV, B Ev xopEdia 8
1adty mpdmy Tipepiav dpiletat.
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to go and a certain Word is already leavened within me; nothing stops me
from kneading and rolling it out' (vv. 462-463).32 The sexual and alimentary
aspects of the text's substitutions remind us again of comedy's favorite
currency (food/sex/feces), i.e,, the medium of exchange that underlies the
other modes of inter(dis)course. The coloring of speech by the comic &bvapug
'value' of feeding and copulation is especially fitting here since the broad
outline of Peisetairos' language passes shortly into the physical reality of the
stage. The community of birds is fertilized and fed by his speech and will
soon find themselves in a new world which he has invoked.

Tereus is interesting in his dual function as bird and man on stage.
Naturally, he is an actor who is given a purposely inadequate costume that
borders on a bad disguise. His comic failure as a bird is exploited at the
beginning of the play but his monody and the birds' response to him establish
Tereus securely as 'bird." When the chorus learns, however, that he has
introduced men into their company they are outraged and Tereus is again

attracted to the human end of the polarity:

Eiré pot, 1 pédher’, & zdvtov xdxosta Bnpiov,
aroléoar naBovieg ovdiv avdpe xai Sreordoar
g éufig Yovaixdg vte Evyyevel xai guAéta;

Tell me, vilest of all beasts, why are you about

to kill and tear to pieces these two men, my wife's kinsmen
and clansmen, though they've done you no harm?
(366-368)

The birds are called 'vilest of all beasts' and reproached for their hostility to

327ajllardat 441 notes that the culinary metaphor is common to the great
lyric poets Ibycus, Anacreon, Alcaeus. "Elle s'applique enfin a tout orateur.”
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the men who are Procne's Evyyevel 'relatives,’ the word being related to the
ovyyiyvesBo (cf. yévog { yiyveoBar). The frequent occurrence of this word along

with coveivan®® marks an essential connection in Birds between being,

becoming and inter(dis) Weakened, for the moment, in his authority
over the chorus (demonstrated so vividly in the monody) Tereus regains it by
presenting a particularly empty argument: first he introduces the abstract
distinction between being and intention:

Ei 8¢ tiv glowv piv éxpot, tov St vodv eiotv idor,

xai S18¢Eavtég 11 Sebp’ fixovov Ludg xpAGYLOV;

Though enemies by nature, they are friends in mind (intention),

and have come here to teach you something useful.
(371-372)

It is remarkable how the text simultaneously fuses and divorces intention and
essence and implies the comic paradox that the men have come 'to be with,’
‘have intercourse with' the birds despite the fact that their g¥o1g and voig do
not agree on this matter!3 The impossible rift between 'nature’ and
‘intention’ prepares us for the ornithization of the characters in which only a

sham physical transformation is brought out in the performance. Still faced

with a partial enmity, Tereus i his linguisti ipulation to 'prove’
that the éx8pég 'enemy’ is actually useful, even good, in that he satisfies a

need:

"AMV’ an’ éxBpdv Sfita moAdd pavBavovetv ot cogoi.

‘H yip edAéBera o@ler ravia. Tap piv odv gidov

ob péborg Gv 1056°, o 8 éxBpdg evbbg éEnvayxasev.
335ee vv. 113, 200, 324, 368, 415, 650, 1487.
34For a detailed treatment of vodg etc. in Aristophanes see E. W. Handley,
"Words for Soul, Heart, and Mind in Aristophanes,” RM 99 (1956): 205-225.
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Adty’ ai nédewg map’ avSpdv EpaBov éxBpdv xobd gitav

éxmoveiv 0” bymla teixn vadg te xextioBou paxpdg.

Indeed, the wise learn much from their enemies and caution is the
common Savior. You wouldn't learn this from a friend but the enemy
forces you, and quickly! A city, for example, is taught to erect high

walls and build long ships not by allies but by its enemies.
(375-379)

Of course, an enemy satisfies 2 need insofar as he creates it. The very means
of combatting an £48p6g and protecting oneself are credited to him as a
positive contribution. This bizzare metaphor of p&fnoig 'learning' for

Gvaykn ity' is illuminating if we consider the fact that throughout

Birds the avdyxn of signification enforced by Peisetairos' rhetoric is offered as
a substitute for learning and information. Take, for example, the zéAog-xéAig
pun in which the change of a single vowel constitutes a novel idea and city-
plan.

The metaphors of food in the agon give way to the violence of peace

as Peisetairos promises to smash the birds psyche with the power of speech:
Ma A" 6AA& Aéyew {mtd T mddan, péya kai Aapvdv Erog Tt
¢ 1 v 1001@v Bpadoer yoxfv. Obteg dudv drepadyd.

By Zeus I've long sought to say something, a great and weighty word
that will shatter their [i.e., your] soul, such is my concern for you.
(465-466)

The incongruity of metaphor sits well with the impossible mode of the
protagonist's discourse and prepares the way for the verbal tour de force in
which he speaks the new order.

Peisetairos presents his Aapwvdv €rog as an epideictic speech or 'proof .
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by example' (cf. v. 483) involving tekpfipio. 'positive evidence' of the birds'
erstwhile primacy. This proof takes the form of writing in which a series of
birds are woven together to attest to the fiction. First he cites a mysterious tale
from Aesop (unknown to us) in which a lark buries her father in her head, as
if to chiastically parody the father-daughter generation in Athena's myth.
Second, the natural habit of the rooster is transformed into an imperative and
he is made 'king of all Persians, Dareios and Megabazes' (v. 484), by the
metonymy of the epithet xepoixdg. It is interesting to note that the mutation
of natural behavior to an act of will is linked with a pun that may occur at v.
489 where the phrase vépov 8pfpiov 'morning tune' parodies the Terpandric
vépov 8pbrov as if to suggest the radical poetics of Peisetairos' own
performance, i.e., that he is ointiig by virtue of his trickery and mastery of
texts.35 In fact, this creative or 'poetic’ aspect of the protagonist's role
emerges most clearly in Nephelokokkugia where, during the sequence of
episodes, he demonstrates his authority over the fantastic text he has written.
A similar strategy is employed in the case of the kite and cuckoo (vv.
499-507): both were natural signs, one of spring the other of the harvest.
Peisetairos appropriates them for his purposes and, mirroring his own
activities, brings the signifier to life: one might say that in actual practice the
kite ixtivog announced the spring which the people greeted with a prostration.
Removing the aspect of assertion, of ‘normal’ signification, Peisetairos has
people comically bow down directly to the signifier thereby inscribing his own
strategy into the appearance of the bird: passive statement becomes

35Though Porson's emendation has not been well received it is a reminder
of how a textual critic becomes necessarily involved in the strategies (here,
joke) of his subject as he tries to correct a corrupt passage to re-arrive at the
‘truth.’
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demonstration of majesty. The case of the cuckoo is interesting also because
the operation involves a more explicit act of signification: the bird speaks his
own name k6xxv as a sign to begin the harvest.36 Again, in a typical gesture
of writing a 'bird-proof,’ Peisetairos transforms a sign, a simple token, into a
command in which the Cuckoo orders men to worship it.

The penultimate example involves more signs, i.e., birds as emblems
of power. In vv. 508-516 Peisetairos once again conflates sign and signified to
identify the emblem with authority. This seq of graphic bird 1

13

is closed by the trick in which Zeus becomes a goose by simple substitution of
one phoneme. Peisetairos claims that nobody will swear by the gods any

longer as birds will replace them. Euelpid ides an ple: Adurov &

P P

Suvuo’ i kai vovi 1dv ¢fiv’, drav Earatd 1t 'Lampon already swears by the
goose whenever deceiving someone’ (v. 521).

The absurdity of Peisetairos' graphic birds is accordingly pointed out

o4

-3

as Euelpides interjects his own S ically misund d
his fellow Athenian in :v'hat has become his regular style he provides
delightful examples of verbal slapstick that contrast starkly with the
linguistics of the will in Peisetairos' performance. Thus, for example, when
the latter speaks of the kite ixtivog and makes an imperative out of a mere
token, Euelpides misunderstands and recites a farcical anecdote of how he fell
to the ground and swallowed a coin. He seems to want to make a joke of

abuse, i.e., the abuse of money in exchange for the linguistic abuse of birds.

36The curious cry inspired by the cuckoo ((xéxxv, ywhoi, nediovde.) (v. 507)
has invited speculation. A. Rapp, "Aristophanes Aves 507," RM 88 (1939):
191 sees sexual metaphor ywAdg is the penis with foreskin pulled back while
the ‘field' rep the female genitals. C. Stearn, "A Note on
Aristophanes' Birds 507," CPh (1933): 207-208 sees a reference to circumcised
Jews. (Henderson 110, predictably, follows Rapp in the obscene reading.)
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He similarly abuses the semantics of 8wpod

ponse to Peisetairo:

manipulation of emblems: the word at v. 510 meaning simply to ‘receive
gifts' becomes "bribery’ in v. 513.

The chorus is, nevertheless, impressed by the fabricated series of
illustrious birds and announces Peisetairos their savior (cwtfip v. 545, cf.
pnxavii setnpiog) who has mobilized and 'trained’ them to dance their way
out of their predicament. Naturally, they fail to read Tereus' discourse well
and understand that, in their case, the 'problem’ was also generated out of
thin air by a tricky enemy. The metaphor of learning for sheer necessity of
signification is maintained irn the chorus' acceptance of the fictitious 'graphic

birds' as proof of their priority.

Approaching the Parabasis: From Tran: ion 1f-Prai

The metaphorics of Birds, the series of visual and textual
substitutions in which the ornithic functions as a comic vehicle, receives
fullest expression in the parabasis. The first moment of the man-bird
transformation, as we have seen, involved a literalization of the lyric-tragic
sentiment 'T wish I were a bird' (¢iBe xipvAog einv): Peisetairos and Euelpides
finally succeed in motivating their nonsensical quest by placing it in the
context of & pet’ dpviBuv Biog (line 155). The critical link was the myth of
Tereus which supplied a bispecific guide for the men into birdhood. The
discourse of comedy, however, could never allow a simple passage of men

into mute, chattering birds®’. Instead, the paradox implicit in a radically

37Such a transformation would not make much sense in terms of
performance and would be wholly contrary to what Bakhtin calls the
carnivalesque spirit of popular comedy. An essential feature of the
carnivalesque, as I argue above, is the ‘grotesque’ mingling of forms across the
boundaries of species, not complete and traceless transformation.
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human expression of the yearning to escape the human condition is
exploited: since the very notion of man-to-bird transformation is made
possible by that most human of media, language (i.e. in some
graphic/symbolic form), the target of the transformation (birds) is attracted to
the source (man). The birds become entangled in the net of human discourse
just as they imagine themselves to be gaining the upper hand over men. In
constructing Nephelokokkugia (‘net/trap for fools') the birds become more
and more assimilated to men until their city emerges as a pseudo-Athenian
colony ruled by Peisetairos, a man who, as always, eats birds. Of course, there
is comic pleasure in this inevitable return to the familiar human world
constrained by the 'prison of language'. The parasitic and eclectic nature of
comic discourse is masterfully exploited by Aristophanes to bring together
contradictory and frag 'y mythic el to form a d ic realization
of this return. In the first half of the play through the parabasis Tereus,

cosmogony, gigantomachy and other themes conspire to mock the

desiderative metaphor of ‘ornithization’ while the latter half makes fun of
man's aspiration to divinity by extending the metaphor along a chain of
signification: if men become birds, and birds become gods, then men must be
gods! While Peisetairos' apotheosis seems to confirm this serial
transformation the net result is a patently non-theriomorphic and non-
divine man whose comicality consists in the contrast between his
presumptions and his human nature. The parabasis and immediately
following scenes will provide the text for further exploration of the root
metaphors of Birds and the parasitic nature of comic discourse which has
the human body with its functions as an ur-metaphor or substratum.

The parabasis of Birds is a remarkable moment in Aristophanic
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comedy in that the cosmogonic parody and the following syzygy depart from a
pattern established in the earlier plays. Whether one prefers to speak of
dramatic illusion with Dover®® or to emphasize the conventional aspect of
Greek drama with McLeish and Sifakis? the fact that the chorus remains in
character and never 'steps forward' on the poet's behalf appears significant.
From Sifakis' review of the characteristic themes of the parabasis, pnigos, and
epirrhematic syzygy, ¥ it is evident that these themes, especially in the first
five extant plays, are in complementary distribution with the themes of other
constituent elements of comedy, i.e., what occurs in the parabasis does not
occur elsewhere. "What is a peculiarity of the parabasis, as compared with the
other choral parts," he writes#!, "is the fact that the poet may identify with

the leader of the chorus, and add the audience in the first p ;.. .The

themes of P (parabasis) are not found in other choral parts.” The reverse is
also true since "the other usual theme of the stasima, the glorification of the
comic hero is unknown to the parabasis” while "the third basic theme of the

\basis—th 1£.

p P ion of the chorus and its preoccupation with

itself-occurs neither in the stasima nor in the choral parts of the agon.4? In

38Dover 56: "provided that by ‘illusion’ we do not mean visual ingenuities
of production . . . but simply the uninterrupted concentration of the fictitious
personages of the play on their fictitious situation.”

39G. Sifakis, Parabasis and Animal Choruses, (U of London Press, 1971) 11:
"Any conventional type of drama . . . is by definition unrealistic and, in

[ quence, anti-illusionistic.” and Sifakis 14: "It is wrong, therefore, to
speak of interruption or disruption of illusion and thus imply that illusion is
the normal state of affairs, an indispensable element of drama itself." See also
McLeish 80: "In the theatre of illusion the effects simulate reality; in the
theatre of convention the effects symbolize reality."

40 sifakis 38-42.

41 sifakis 52.

42sifakis 52.
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Birds, however, the voice of the poet is never heard; instead, the bird-chorus
is allowed to substitute a parodic poetry of their own in the place of the poet's
discourse. This

ppression of the usual parabatic themes in favor of
enhanced 'self-presentation of the chorus' and parody is merely noted by the
commentators#3 who seem to regard it as an incindental feature of the play.

We were prepared for the first stage of bird-to-man assimilation by
Tereus whose traditional metamorphic status made him a natural choice for
a bi-directional guide: for men into the life of birds and for birds into

1 I Jiatolv f

guag y following the agon the only notion of 'parabasis’ the

birds seem to have is that of 'transgression’:
XO0. “Opvop; éni 1007015, X&OL VIKGV T0ig KpLTais
xoi 101G Beataig n&oW,--
Tl “Eotot Tovtayi.
X0. el 8t napaPainy, &vi kpurfi vikav pévov.

CH.  Iswear on these conditions: to win unanimously, by the
votes of all judges and spectators.

PL And so you shall.

CH.  AndifI transgress . . . let me win by only one vote.
(445-447)

This passage and its echo at line 461 is a far cry from the technical
comic use of the verb xapafaivetv which has been argued to mean 'to praise
oneself' with the "underlying implication that the self-praise indicated by
these verbs is a digression, something additional that does not belong to the
43 Thus Rogers ad. loc.: "In every preceding Parabasis which has reached us,
the Poet takes the opportunity of dilating on his own extraordinary merits.
Here the Birds take the opportrunity of dilating on theirs.” Kock 86 says even
less although he notes that "Der Abstand zwischen Mensch und Gottheit

scheint unter den neuen Gottern nur grosser noch als z B bei dem frommen
Pindar.”
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performance, or to the speech proper."#4 The birds have been introduced to
language but they are not yet fully involved in the trickery of comic discourse.
Pursuing a seductive strategy that will prepare them for their dramatic

pping forth' Pei: preads his rhetorical net to implicate them in a
plan that opens with the bald assertion that the birds were kings (v. 467).
Siivern45 regards the culinary metaphor discussed above (v. 462) especially
pointed "inasmuch as the speech of Peisthetairos is made for the insidious
purpose of entrapping the birds.” At first the birds' ignorance is total: Tovti
o Al odx énexbopuny ‘I certainly had no idea about that, by Zeus' (v. 470). We
can assess the power of Peisetairos’ speech by sudden ardor and authority with
which the birds assert their found y in the parat

P

The basic pattern of deception is implicit in Peisetairos’ ref to

P

Aesop at v. 471: In support of the metaphoric 86Aog according to which the

birds are prior, original, and divine (i.e. an object of desire to which less

+

ial men shall assimilate in formation) he cites a text in which

44sifakis 65. Similarly, on the following page he cites Knights 507-9 where
the verb means 'to come forward by way of digression to speak to the theatre’
and notes that "this seems to have been the original technical use of the verb
in comedy. When, however, the subject of the verb is the poet himself the
figurative meaning of the verb is strengthened at the exp of the literal
one

455iivern 61. He notes further that "Plato who entertained exactly the same
opinion that Aristophanes did, in regard to sophistry, compares the art of
persuasion (and especially in regards to Gorgias) with that of cooking; and
places it together with sophistry in the category of xoAaxeia." The reference
here is to Gorgias 462 e ff. Similarly, on the formal aspect of the agon, Gelzer
says "Der ganze epirrhematische Agon ist nun eigentlich eine 'garnierte’
Rede des Peishetairos." Der epirrhematiche Agon bei Aristophanes:
Untersuchungen zur Struktur der attischen Alten Komddie, (Miinchen,
1960) 23.
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the reverse metaphor obtains and where, in Rosenmeyer's phrase, "the beasts
aspire to be men and become moral agents."# The following epideictic
speech, as discussed above, advances a series of texpfipia (‘graphic birds') each
of which, in its own way, contributes to the grand illusion. Euelpides' final

‘example' at v. 521 is a case in point. The partial homophony employed to

avoid ing Zeus in this deceptive oath is exploited to assert the birds'
priority over the gods. Once again comedy infuses the accidental play of

ignil with ing, a g we have rep dly noted, and which, on a
larger scale, introduces the ¢ gONiC seq of the parat

The birds are, as expected, easy prey for Peisetairos' rhetorical snares.
Even when he demonstrates some expertise in cooking fowl#” and takes
apparent pleasure in describing to the victims how they are disgraced in the
process (with the comic implication that there is an 'honorable' way to be
eaten), the birds suspect nothing and eagerly ask him for guidance:
AAN’ 8 T xph Spdv, ob Sidaoxe xapdv- dg Liiv ovk &Eov iy,
el p) xoprodpeda xavti tpéne Thv fpetépav Baoideiav.
But since you're here, do teach us what to do! Life wouldn't be worth living

for us unless we could reclaim our sovereingty by every means possible!
(548-549)

Peisetairos, of course, has a plan and immediately proceeds to ‘teach’
the birds how to regain their ‘royal status' although it is he who will actually

take the g pl in ‘Basileia’ (personified) in the final sequence of
the play. The metrical and semantic ambiguity of the word Baoireia® has
46in E. Segal ed., Greek Tragedy: Modern Essays in Criticism (Harper & Row,
1983) 375.

47lines 532-37, a recipe we shall see again at 1579 ff. where Peisetairos directs
the cooking of the birds found guilty of an oligarchic plot.
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troubled some critics, most recently Hofmann,% who would like to fix
Aristophanic usage and solve the mystery of the character Basileia's identity
(although we must read Pooileia [final a, short] 'queen’ in vv. 1538 and 1754,
Coulon chooses to accent the word elsewhere Baciheix [final a, long]
‘kingdom, royalty'.) In most instances, however, the final syllable is anceps
and will admit the ambiguity ~ an occasion for wordplay in which
Aristophanes allows the text to refer both to the perception of the birds (their

'kingdom') and to Peisetairos' intentions (apotheosis with his ‘queen).

The connection made in the text (vv. 552, 1252) between Peisetairos’

plan and the gigantomachy further undermines the cheerful tone of the
project.50 If, as Euelpides suggests, the birds are untertaking something
comparable to the hubris of Kebriones and Pophyrion they can hardly expect
to be successful. To the extent that Nephelokokuggia does succeed it is fair to
say that comic discourse has, again, appropriated a mythic theme and

48In the Birds it is often difficult to distinguish between Baci)eia ‘queen’
and Baocieia 'kingdom, royalty’ since the critical syllable is often anceps, cf.
vv. 478, 549, 1536, 1537, 1634, 1687, 1730, 1754. Although the context usually
makes it clear which ing is ble, the p ial pol y serves to

r Yy
connect the myth of the birds and Peisetairos' ambitions.

49Hofmann 147 - 49 puzzles over the precise identity of Basileia in the finale
and concludes that the comic identification of Peisetairos with Zeus justifies
identifying the personified Basileia with Hera. Aristophanes, however,
named his character simply Bacilew. It seems best to respect this ambiguity
and allow the earlier occurrences of the words to participate in it.

501t is not clear, despite Hofmann's research into the subject (Hofmann 79-
90), how the writer of Hypothesis II intended Birds to ‘reveal the
gigantomachic theme as trite' (€wAov drogaivev). Rather than see in the
phrase an allusion to d ic abuse of a hackneyed theme, it seems simplest
to understand the hypothesist as saying that Aristoph used gig; hy
mockingly: the ‘stale’ solemnity of the celestial war is undermined for comic
purposes.
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distorted it for its own purposes.5! Before we allow Peisetairos to persuade
us, with the birds, to leave Tereus behind and to be charmed by the new myth
of cosmogony and 'ornithomachy" in the parabasis it is necessary to inquire a
bit more deeply into the way that comic discourse is able to absorb and fuse a
multiplicity of mythic and literary fragments into the whole we call comedy.

ithogony: Stolen P and Milk of the Bir

In the introductory chapter I discussed the grotesque fusion of man
and bird, the mutual passage of one into the other in a bi-directional
metaphor. It has not been surprising to find how important language, in a
variety of poetic guises, is in representing this image. The fusion, in turn, of
two main mythic themes, Tereus and Gigantomachy, expands the metaphoric
sequence: men aspire to become birds while the birds aspire to be gods.
Peisetairos will, of course, progress along this metaphorical chain to his
apotheosis at the end of the play. The parabasis of Birds is a brilliant
exploitation of form for the purpose of unifying the mythic fragments and
providing a transition from the 'quest’ in which meaning was suspended to a
celebration of new meanings revealed in comic metamorphosis. First, what
traditionally had been the moment of 'parabasis’ (i.e. self-praise) of the poet
becomes, in the Birds, the discourse of the bird-chorus. Second, the anapestic
section in which the birds have usurped the poetic voice goes far beyond a

mere presentation of the chorus: in ambitious cosmogonic style the birds seek

51Hofmann 71 distinguishes between the Birds and Mythoskomédie in the
traditional sense as those of Epicharmus, Cratinus, or Plato Comicus. The
central argument of his book is that Birds is informed by two main themes:
the myth of Tereus up to the parabasis, and the gigantomachy in the episodes
and exodos.
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to sut iate Peisetairos’ f: ic arg (second agon, vv. 465-552) by

providing it with a myth, i.e. a 'true’ past. This is, for the birds, a further
degree of involvement in human discourse which they implicitly claim to
control. This involvement, moreover, betrays their dependence on, and
subservience to, man (Peisetairos) and stands in comic contrast to their
newly-discovered divinity.

The anapestic section begins with an exaltation of birdhood, a
condition to which men must aspire and which must be recognized as prior

to established divinity. Men are said to live in darkness (duavpdBiot), to be

ph al and insub: ial (pbAAwv yeved mpocbporot, GAtyodpavées,
mAdopato xnAod etc.) and wretched (roAaoi). Perhaps the key term in this
comic condescension of birds to man is éxtiiveg ‘'wingless,’ a theme taken up
in the syzygy where the chorus announces that "nothing is better or sweeter
than to grow wings .. ." Following the stolen discourse of man/god about
man52 the birds appropriate man's discourse about the gods and convert it
into a self-referential ornithogony. Peisetairos' erudition is put to good use:
his references to Nike's poetic characterization nétetar ztepiyov xpvoaiv ‘flies
on golden wings' and to Eros as another deity punningly given wings by
poetry xpvobntepog (v. 574, 1738) are integrated by the birds in a three-layered

llusion to ill te their lineage from Eros, a notion we have seen to be

important in the play. On one level the allusion is to the c place
notion of certain gods, including Eros, as winged or bird-like, e.g. in the
Homeric simile of the ‘tender dove' for Iris mentioned by our protagonist (v.
575). On another level, the language as well as the tone of the whole passage

52j ., the condescending speech in which human life is poetically likened to
leaves, dreames, shadows, etc. Cf. Iliad 6.146, Aesch. Prometheus Bound
547f.
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directly reflect the persuasive, punning monologue of Peisetairos. The birds
may have learned Greek (thv guviiv) from Tereus but Peisetairos is their
instructor in rhetoric. In the parabasis and syzygy the chorus is the very voice

of comedy: not actually having a discourse of their own they exhibit a

masterful, parasitic/ parodic ipulation of the discourses of others, offering
to us, in return, the full benefits of carnival blessings:

“Hv odv fiuég vopionte Beodg,

gEete xpiicBar paviesr Modoag. . .

. . . mapbvreg Sdoopev Huiv

avdroig, rarsiv, rardiov xouoiv,

rAovBuyieiav, Blov, eiphvav,

vedtnta, yélata, xopods, Bokiag,

yéAa v SpviBov.

If you honor us as gods

we'll be at your service as prophetic Muses . . .
We'll give you, your children, and children's
children health, wealth, life, peace, youth,
laughter, dances, festivities, and bird's milk.
(723-734)

In a pattern of circular logic that is characteristic of the latter half of

1

the Birds, the chorus present th

as Muses although they are
simultaneously speaking as 'poets.’ Comedy here, to use Hofmann's phrase ,
is a "translation of myth,"53 i.e. a metaphor of myth that is paradoxically its
own origin! Circularity is also playfully exhibited a bit later in the play (vv.
832 ff.) when the roA10dy0g Bedg must be chosen from among the inhabitants
of the polis, a bird offered sacrifice by birds on behalf of birds. Another comic
dircle is implicit in the dismissal of Prodicus in v. 692: while ostensibly
rejecting the sophist's innovative teaching on lexical ép@dtng and the origins

53Hofmann 101.
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of religion5* the birds themselves return to invent these origins anew.
Perhaps the greatest circle in the structure of Birds is the bizzare replacement
of linear Indo-European succesion mythology by a circular pattern: in the
newly invented genealogy the birds occupy the position of older gods which,
in the pattern of succession myth, are supplanted by sub: ion

1 &

i.e., Zeus and the Oly

"Aristoph " notes Hi ver del

diese lineare Vorstellung in eine kreisférmige, wo das letzte Glied, mit sich

selbst identisch, wieder in den Anfang einmiindet. Diese Kreislauftheorie ist

im mythologisch-religiésen Bereich einmalig, d eine typische

Denk llung vorsokratischer K pekulation.”55 In other words,
the pattern birds-Olympians-birds has as a correlate the speculative rejection
of speculation. We shall encounter a number of other examples in the play of
such 'grotesque’ logic.

The bird genealogy itself is a remarkable piece of comic writing. To
begin with, Aristophanes has the birds, in their stolen poetic language,
anticipate their own creation by predicating bird-qualities of the antecedent
deities: Night, the female who comically lays an egg in the male Erebos, is the
black-winged (pelavértepog) parent of “Epawg & xoBewvog otidBav vitov
xtepiyowv ypuoaiv ‘desirable Eros brilliant-backed with golden wings' (vv.
696-697). The latter, in turn, mixes with Chaos (ztepbevt 'winged') and
engenders (évedtrevoev 'hatches') the birds. Eros paradoxically emerges from
an unfertilized 'wind egg' (brmvépiov ¢év). This sequence is no doubt
parasitic on Orphic c gony in which the male principle (Chronos) lays an

54Hofmann 182 : "In der Rekonstruktion der Horen konnte NESTLE auf
Grund des Referats bei Themistios 30, 349b Dind. nachweisen, da8 von
Prodikos der gesamte Kultus auf den Ackerbau zuriickgefiihrt und dabei auch
Orpheus.”

55Hofmann 164, N1.
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egg in Aether/Chaos and produces Phanes (Eros).56

The connection with Eros is interesting as he generates the rest of the
cosmos in a deliberately vague 'mixing up of things' in which the gods are
deprived of direct descent from the winged proto-bird. The contrast here is
one between conception and a sort of spontaenous generation out of

confusion. In a familiar strategy of degradation the text p comic "proof’

of the birds' descent from Eros: they are given as presents by men to their
beloved boys. In a single move we pass from cosmogonic diction to the direct
language of Siepfiproav Gvdpeg épactai 'the lover-men split their [boys']
thighs' (v. 706). By boasting about their 'role’ in human erotic transactions
the birds remind us of the fact that they have, for a brief moment,

appropriated the discourse of men who use them and eat them. Similar

cadences of degradation occur th 1 the basis: 1) in the following

Bt | 4

passage where the birds advertise their function as signifiers: of the seasons,
the harvest, of conditions at sea, and . . . when to weave a cloak for the robber
Orestes (vv. 708-712); 2) in the sequence ending with §vov Gpviv; and in the

pnigos where the birds enumerate for the first (but certainly not last) time

what benefits they rep for kind: these ‘blessings of comedy' include

&

youth, peace, laughter, only to end with the ambivalent yéAa 6pviBov bird's
milk' which, by not exisitng, signifies "le comble du bonheur, des délices" in
Van Daele's phrase. Physically the birds cannot give 'milk’ while in another

565ee J. Pollard, "The Birds of Aristophanes: A Source-Book for Old
Beliefs,"AJP 69 (1948): 353-376, who is concerned, among other things, to
refute Cook's use of the play. Also: K. Ziegler, "Orphische Dichtung,” RE 18
(1942): 1321-1417; S. Morenz, "Agypten und die altorphische Kosmogonie,” in
Aus Antike und Orient: Festschrift W. Schubart(Leipsig, 1950) 64 f.;
Hofmann 191.
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sense they offer men what is signified by 'milk of birds’; once again, both
meanings coexist, oscillating between the impossible and desirable. It is

tempting to regard this phrase as emblematic of the Birds in which the

fullness of comic pl is signified by an impossible, f: ic metaphor.

The relatively somber tone of the anapestic section which rises to lyric
beauty in the first strophe of the syzygy dissolves quickly in the material
stratum of the tetrameters where the birds describe the benefits of the winged
condition. Here they invite men to share with them in the fantastic
advantages of a birdhood which, as we would expect, is a grotesque hybrid of
species. The black discourse mocks the desiderative lyric/tragic metaphor in
which complete transformation is invoked as an escape from the pain of the
human condition. Here the escape is only from the temporary discomfort of
the theater and wings are offered to the spectators in a familiar strategy: the
impossible alternates with and is exchanged for the familiar currency of
comedy: freedom, food, sex, and the pleasure of defecation (vv. 753-768, 785-
800). Human laws are overturned:

“Oca yap evBGS® éotiv aioxpd 1 voup xpatodpeva,
1adta mavt’ éotiv map’ AKIV 10161 Gpvictv kadd.
Everything here (Athens) that is held by law to be base,

all this is beautiful in our land, as far as we birds are concerned.
(755-756)

Freedom is announced for all: father-beaters, slaves, the disenfranchised, and

those whose ity is more i diate, i.e., xewd@v 'hungry,’ ... xelnudv

‘needing to defecate,’ . .. poixedwv 'involved in adulterous sex, ...
The myth of the parabasis is interesting also in connection with
what I called the ‘anti-epistemic’ nature of the grotesque aesthetic, i.e., by

foregrounding the fund 1 phoricity of the sign comedy deprives us
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of the comforting epistemology of metaphor. In a world where gods descend
from birds and where a bird is, in turn, a sneeze (v. 720) no exploitation of
transference for the purposes of definition and knowledge is possible. This
leaves a gap which comedy fills by means of a few remarkable strategies: one,
as we have seen, is the ‘word-play of deferral,' in which the absence of
meaning (knowledge) is displaced and filled with 'comic noise'~witness the
proleptic nostalgia of Peisetairos and Euelpides in which the men are driven
by a desire to return to an object they cannot possibly remember or identify.
The lack of knowledge is disarmed and suspended in verbal play moderated
by the grotesque bird-man Tereus. The paradox of such a nostalgia for the
future finds a parallel in the ornithogonic myth. We get a glimpse of how

comedy operates, and what it means in terms of the black discourse to 'know":

the bird-chorus, parodists and parasites par

are at first (for nearly
five hundred lines) entirely ignorant of their divine and ‘mythic' potential.
They are bewildered by Peisetairos' claims and require extensive initiation by
means of verbal trickery and puns into the mystery of their importance and

priority. Suddenly, at the beginning of the

pestic section (v. 685) they step
forward possessed of a mature and pseudo-traditional 'knowledge.' This is a
central avéyxn of comedy—remembering what one does not and cannot
know! In other contexts such necessity is horrific, as in the case where in the
Oedipos Tyrannos the messenger says, in a tone that foreshadows torture,
that he will ‘remind (the herdsman) of the unknown:' &AL’ &yb cagds ayvar’
avapvico viv (v. 1132: Pearson). Just as we were forced to follow two men in
a return to an unknown homeland, a possible world of the future, the
parabasis is an exerdise in recalling an unknown (and certainly impossible)

past. In the agon Peisetairos suggested the cosmogonic theme by placing the
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birds above and before the gods. The tricky epideictic speech of the
protagonist rendered the Orphic/Hesiodic text an ideal victim for the birds

who, d by pure i ion, fashion an intricate text from their
plete lack of ledge. What Comedy 'knows', then, is only its

difference from other discourses and the potential of language. The

CC

Tepr ion of this anti-knowledge is unique in that it exists only in the
theatrical moment and, unlike tragedy with its fully-formed and preexistent

mythos, has no abiding traditional referent. The chorus describe themselves

as deathless, ever-p ging, and agira pndopevor (vv. 689-690). This
also seems to be a fitting set of epithets for the 86Aot of Comedy which the

‘new race' of birds has come to represent. With newly-acquired authority
they assert that they plot/contrive/invent things that are undecaying and as
quenchable as the laughter of the Homeric gods.

Euelpides' words at vv. 801 f. are coincidentally the perfect response
to the parabatic madness: he beholds the resultant fusion of bird and man in

his friend and exclaims:

Ma A’ éyd pév mpaypo ro
yehowbtepov ovx eldov odBerdrote.

By Zeus, I've never seen anything more hilarious!
(801-802)

Peisetairos seems to be offended at the laughter and, recalling the
birds' invitation to 'participate in the text' of life (SiaxAéxew, v. 754, a

metaphor we have seen several times), ¢ that Euelpid to

2 PP

be the result of bad writing/representation: Eig ebtédewav xnvi ab ye

yeypappéve ‘you [look like] a cheaply drawn goose.' He need not worry,
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however, as Euelpides will soon disappear and the comic consequences of the
P

birds' re-writing of history will be presented in a rapid sequence of visitors
and intruders culminating in the final celebration.

Par f a N rus

The opening of the Birds, tense with ded i d

4 5 P

Peisetairos and Euelpides as motivated by a simple desire to escape, their
destination being ‘anywhere but here.' In speaking of 'discovering a new
fatherland’ Euelpides anticipates the invention of Nephelokokkugia, an
absurdly familiar comic construct of otherness: évtevBevi thv natpid’ av
£Eebporg ov mov; ‘where might you invent a Father(land) from here?' (v. 10).
The entire idea of the ethereal city, Whitman argues,”” is generated by
wordplay as Peisetairos evokes the comic vision of another world in the agon
and invites the birds to participate in it. Given this new context, the birds are
able to step forward in the parabasis and usurp the poetic function to present a
new cosmogony in which they are given priority over the traditional gods.
The condition of man is poetically represented as far below that of the newly-
inspired birds:

"Aye 81 @Uotv GvBpeg apavpéPror, hAlov yeved xposdpotot,

SAryodpavées, xhdopata xnAod, oxoeidéa gL’ auevnvé,

antiveg égnpéptot, Todaot Bpotoi, Gvépeg eixeddveipor,

xpaéyete 1dv vodv toig aBavdtog v, 10ig aitv éodowv,

0ig aiflepioig, toicwv mipas, Tolg Gpdiza pndopévorow,

v’ axovoavreg névra rap’ Npdv dpB@g nepi t@v petedpav,

oo oiwvdv yévesiv te Bedv rotapdv ' "EpéBovg 1e Xdovg 1e

eidoteg opBidg, Mpodixg map’ épod Khdew efrnte 10 Aowndv.

Come ye men, shadow-dwellers, like unto a generation of leaves,

57Whitman 179-180.
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feeble creatures shaped of clay, strengthless, spectral tribe,
wingless eph als, mortal h ent human dream!
Harken to us the deathless, the everlasting, the ethereal, the ageless
contemplators of the uncorruptable, that you might hear from us all
wisdom concerning things on high. Holding true the nature of birds,
the generation of gods and streams and Darkness and primeval Chaos
you can bid Prodikos a final farewell and send him to hell on my behalf.
(685-692)

From the vantage-point of the comic other, men live in darkness, are
feeble, ephemeral etc., The metaphors of shadow, dreams, and falling leaves
are inseperable from the marked language in which they are expressed. With
a voice of immortal authority the birds promise men knowledge surpassing
even that of the sophist Prodicus. It is interesting to compare the function of
the chorus in this parabasis with the parabases of earlier plays such as Clouds
and Wasps.58 In a play such as the Acharnians the chorus enters and
participates (especially in the agon) in its fully-realized form which it lays
aside for the parabasis. Moreover, the text of the anapests, although

ch

istically self-ref ial, has a scope that extends well beyond the
immediate dramatic context. Thus the review of comic poets in the parabasis
of Knights (vv. 520 {.) contributes cleverly to the poet's self-glorification
while momentarily abandoning the fantasy of the play to refer to an invented
‘reality.’ This invented reality of the early plays allows the poet to contrast
the idéa1 and jokes of his play with the 'truth’ of parabatic discourse:

ot 8 adtod nept tig ToAUNG 1idn xoppw xAéog fixer,

e xai Paoihedg Aaxedatiovioy Thy Beiav Baoavifov

58[n what follows I do not intend to be dismissive of, or deprobl

Aristoph ' prior inventions. The chorus of Clouds is espedially tricky; see
C. Segal, "Aristophanes’ Cloud-Chorus,” Arethusa II (1969): 143-161. T.

Hubbard reminds me, in this connection, that the notion vepéAn as a
governing symbol of ambiguity is certainly not unique to Birds.
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fipdrnoev xpdra piv adtodg ndtepor Toig vavol kpatodory,
elra 8& t0dtov 1OV TOMTV MOTéPoug efmotL Kakd KOAAG:
todovg ap Epn 100 vBpdmovg mord Bedtiovg yeyeviiod

xal 1 modépe modd vikioewv todrov EdpBoviov Eovtag.

The fame of his prowess had already reached distant lands, so that the Great
King even exacted of the Spartan embassy an answer to two questions; first,
who were lords of the sea and, second, what nation had the illustrious Poet as
its merciless critic? For these, he said, would surely be the best of men by far,
enjoying many victories in war by virtue of having such a counselor.
(Acharnians 646-651)

Here, the diction is more prosaic as the poet reflects on himself in the
third person. The playwright and his poetry are discussed as if the present
context did not belong to the poetic fabric of the Acharnians. The point to
emphasize here is the severance between the poetic fantasy and the persona of
the chorus on the one hand (i.e. the drama proper) and the reflective
‘objectivity' of the parabasis on the other. The structure of referentiality is
unidirectional, i.e., the lucid 'non-poetic’ discourse of the parabasis may refer
to the poetic fantasy of the play but not vice-versa. In the Birds, however, the
situation is very different. Here, for the first time, the parabasis itself is the
locus of a new poetry (instead of prosaic and discursive ‘criticism’) which
signals the emergence of the chorus in a new form, that of the fully self-aware
‘new birds.' Furthermore the ornithogony is a poetic realization of
Perisetairos' rhetoric in the agon, i.e. he choreographs, ‘writes the text' of
what is effectively the parodos of a new chorus. In a marvellous circular
move, Aristophanes has the birds take the sophistic tricks of Peisetairos (a
Prodicus-type) which are a comic substi for the traditional th and

Oy

to cast these once again into 'theogonic’ form. The birds dismiss Prodicus
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and, presumably, his reductionist view of religion® as ineffective. Instead,
they integrate the parasophistic ‘teachings’ of Peisetairos both into their
poetry and their persona: their cosmogonic song coincides with their
stepping-forth (parabasis) as a chorus of birds who are suddenly and acutely
‘aware' of their genealogical priority over the gods. Peisetairos has been the
stimulus in this transformation but it is the comic authority of the
ornithogonic poetry that fully establishes this new truth.

The anapestic section differs from other instances of Aristophanic
parody in that individual elements borrowed from epic diction and,

P bly, Orphic ¢ gony are woven ther to form a coh whole

5

that does not clash comically with a surrounding context. N lly, the
ornithogony falls outside the scope of the paratragic category, strictly

speaking.60 The beginning of the parabasis, rather, involves a lation
P g g g P

by the birds of Peisetairos' silly sophistry into a kind of epic poetry. Comically
uniting the functions of divinity and poet the chorus must simultaneously
draw upon the traditional language of epic and Orphic cosmogony while
claiming to be prior to the created universe. To put it another way: the birds

assert their divine priority through a stolen text, a text whose main ideas

come from Peisetairos' rhetorical i ions and whose language is taken

from an earlier poetry. As poets the birds are subordinate to the tradition and

must ack ledge their indebted as gods and muses (v. 724), however,
they themselves are the source of the poetry and must not refer to an
antecedent discourse. It is the circularity of a stolen text which asserts its
originality that lends much comic force to the first forty lines of the parabasis.
In their first outburst of pompous condescension the birds re-use Glaukos'

59See Hofmann 182.
60Rau 175-177, 195-198, who does not include the parabasis in his discussion.
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famous simile6! in which the epic ofn xep . . . 7oin mep is replaced by
nposdpoto, a modern word.62 Like Bellerophon in the same passage, the
chorus here is made to deliver signifiers, ofjuata Avypé, whose force they do
not fully control and which contradict the ostensible purpose of their actions.
The divine status which they assert will, of course, lead to their subordination
to the demagogue-Zeus, Peisetairos.

The parabatic poetry sup its indebted to man (Peisetairos) by
addressing him condescendingly. In the lines cited above (vv. 685-692) the
limitations of the human condition are gathered around the adjective
antiiveg equating ‘winglessness’ with mortality. A comic interruption of the
‘epic’ diction, the placement of this word suggests that possession of wings
and an exalted, immortal condition are synonymous—a suggestion which is
later dramatized when égmuépior Bpotoi flock to partake of the bird life. At the
same time, the use of the Homeric gloss apevnvé (sc. xépnva Od 10.521) the
opacity of which Aristophanes had put to good use in the Daitales 63 makes
one suspect that the birds are not in full control of the language they are
using. In fact, if we recall Peisetairos’ speech which he introduced with the
baking phor at v. 462 (xponegpdp Abyog el por), we will see in it the
unacknowledged source of the birds' poetry. The divinity of the birds is

asserted in vv. 467-469, while their priority to the earth is comically 'proved’

61]liad 6. 145-149: oin xep GGAMuV yeven, Toin St kol &vpdv.

62L.5] shows the word first attested in the late fifth century: E. Ph. 128, P1.

Sph. 267a.

63Fr. 222 (Galen Praef. Lex. Hippocr.): "The old man from the Banqueter's
deme calls upon his depraved son to expound, first, the meaning of the word
korumba, and next, ‘what do they call auevnvé xapnva?' The other,
however, replies by propounding this kind of thing from the obsolete words
on Solon's pillars about various lawsuits: "Well, let your son, this brother of
mine, explain what they mean by idvio!!" (Norwood's translation)
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by an absurd reading of Aesop's tale about the lark who buried her father in
her head (vv. 471-475). The role of birds as indicators of seasons is
humorously used in vv. 500 f to illustrate how men 'bow’ to the kite and
‘obey’ the cuckoo. Peisetairos suggests the connection with Eros at v. 574
when he notes that Nike and Eros 'fly with gilded wings.' The birds
remember their source well when they put forth wings (which they had
doubted as respectable at v. 572) as a mark of divinity and even use the same
epithet when expanding on Peisetairos' suggestion:

ixteL xpdrictov NOE At pedavéntepog @ov,

¢ ob meprrellopévarg Bpag EPAactev Epag b moBewvic,
otilBuv vdtov ntepdyotv xpuoaiv,

First blackwinged Night laid an egg from which

in due revolution of the seasons emerged desirable Eros
his back glistening with golden wings.

(695-697)

Furthermore, the birds' assertion that they are "Ammon, Delphi, Dodona,
and Phoebus Apollo” (v. 716) is inspired by Peisetairos' suggestion of how
they might substitute common sense for mysticism in augury: the advantage
of flight will allow the birds to gather and communicate information
concerning a wide variety of subjects such as conditions at sea and location of
buried treasure (vv. 592 ff). This is cleverly incorporated into the wordplay in
which the secondary meaning of §pvig (‘'oracle,’ 'omen’) is pushed to the
comic limit to produce the nonsense of a 'sneeze bird' and 'donkey bird’ (720-

721). Finally Peisetai h ical atd ating the

) 4 P

blessings that birds might confer on mankind is transformed into the wholly
comic catalog of bird-benefits in the parabasis (vv. 753 f).

The new poetic and authoritative persona of the bird chorus has
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arisen, quite obviously, out of Peisetairos' joky rhetoric. The gigantomachic
project, however, goes beyond the mere rejection and demotion of the gods:
it involves a rejection of the expected vehicle for revisionist theology, i.e.
sophistic (rationalizing) discourse. The birds' text, we might say, assumes the
disguise of traditional theogonic poetry both in its form and by explicitly

4

C ing sophistic technique: Tpodixe nap’ &0 KAdew eimnte 0 Aowrdv.

In fact, the chorus assert that accurate knowledge is contingent on this move:
we must reject Prodicus and, presumably, his concept of dpBdrng in order to
receive accurate knowledge (6pBdc ei8éteq) about all things from the birds.
The comic contradiction of having to reject the new learning in order to learn

new things about & petéwpa is amplified in the tetrameters at vv. 753 f:
Ei pet’ dpviBov 1ig dpdv, & Beatai, Bodrerar
Swemhéxew Liiv 1déwg 10 Aowdv, bg hpdg .

If anyone of you, spectators, wishes to sweetly spin
the rest of his days with the birds, let him come to us!
(753-754)

The theogonic regression brings us back to-the future, a world where the
order of things has been reversed, a conservative's nightmare! Human
aioxpa become, in the transformation, ornithic xaAd. Fatheroeaters,
fugitives, and traitors are offered bird-identities that will legitimate their
respective ‘talents.’

The text of the modern utopia here sheds its archaic mask and, in a

familiar second-person parabatic add iolates the boundary t actor

and spectator, ‘god’ and man, as the chorus invite men to share in the text

(SroumAéxew {@v)®* of the divine life. The metaphor of weaving svhich, as C.

64Here again, the metaphor of the textum of life, passage, and speech; cf.
similar words at lines 4, 682, 772, 942, etc.
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Murphy points out,$5 is a paradeigma associated with the power of rhetoric
here appropriately introduces a new bird-life conceived in the rhetoric of
Peisetairos and incubated in the poetic disguise of the parabasis. The New
Birds, upon hatching, appear to have come on a subversive embassy to
Athens which they refer to as é&vB43¢ 'here’ while Nephelokokuggia is éxel
‘there’ (vv. 757-758): here the self-presentation of the chorus and the
customary stepping-forth in the theater conflict to produce the ridiculous
situtation in which a flock of impostor-gods speaks directly to the audience
outside the action of the play proper. The somber epic condescension of the
proem, “Aye & gbow dvdpeg dpavpbProt. . ., is exchanged comically for
elemental bodily pleasures as men are encouraged to 'sprout wings' in a
move that, we might assume, will cure them of their mortality: 0b5¢v éot’
apewov 008’ #idlov fi gdaar xtepé 'nothing is better nor anything sweeter that
to grow wings' (v. 785). The theater is presented as a frustrating constraint
which inspires hunger and other lusts. Naturally, it is the wings of comic
gods that offer a solution: men will be able to escape the artificial prison of
the theater to gratify their need for food, defecation, and sex.

Peisetairos, then, has trained the chorus and provided the birds with a

largely rhetorical, or textual, disguise which they wear loosely and from

which they maintain a comic di After speaking their ornithogony they
can return to the earthy level of comic bird-pleasures. Naturally, they never

really undergo a physical metamorphosis into divinities. Instead, the simple
metaphor "wingedness = divinity” is enforced in order to mark the emerging

polis with its citizens and gods as different from all others: the inherently

65" Aristophanes and the Art of Rhetoric,” HSCP 49 (1938): 93-94. Compare
Fr. 638 in which Euripides is called otpeyipadiog thv 1éxvnv "with tangled
fleece.”
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winged birds are translated or re-named 'gods’ while all those who aspire to
inhabit the city will have to be marked by wings. Much of the fun in the airy
city, naturally, arises out of the obvious contradiction between the alleged
‘newness’ of the winged community asserted by the text, on the one hand,
and the obvious lack of anything new i.e., repetition of all the old patterns
revealed in the action of the play, on the other. The emphasis on the
markedness of being winged% mocks the deep tribal instinct of every human

society and cc ity to identify fe , however trivial, that set it apart
and give it a differential significance. The mockery involves the paradox that

in Birds this most human of practices ires a sham phosis out of

q

the human condition!

The birds continue to be the executors of Peisetairos' rhetorical will
and presently, in exchange for their new status, they extend to men a pnyavi
oatpiag that involves the audience in a metatheatrical joke: wings. Here
the fantasy exploits the ploysemy and arbitrariness of the sign to answer the

first large question posed by the play: what have the two men abandoned?

what do they seek? C ionally, comedy supplies the central problem

with a concrete means of ‘salvation.’s’” Dikaiopolis uses disguise to convince

66See Komornicka, Metaphores, Personnifications et Comparaisons
(Breslau, Warsaw, Cracow, 1964) 94: "Le trait particulier—tantdt pris au sens
transposé, tantdt au pied de la lettre—et commun aux trois sphres en cause,
sont les ailes. 11 en est question plus de 120 fois a travers la pidce."

67This cwmpie is synonymous with the Comic Hero's great deed that is the
focus of the early comedies, especially. The issue of the central deed and its
relation to the comic form is well presented in McLeish 64-78, "The Real
World and the Fantasy World." See also J. Bosquet, "Le mur de la
Nephelococcygie," Actes Vilme Congrés Association Budé (Paris, 1964): 351-
354; G. Perotta, "Aristofane,” Maia 5 (1952): 14 f.; R, Cantarella, "Das Werk
des Aristophanes,” Altertum 3 (1957): 206-210; O. Seel, Aristophanes
(Stuttgart, 1960); Whitman 7, and 295, N 25.
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the Acharanians and to make his separate peace. Strepsiades hopes that
training in sophistic techniques will provide him with an escape from debt,
Trygaios rides his comic Pegasus on a rescue mission to Olympus etc. Birds,
as I have argued, is remarkable in that the initial 'problem’ itself, the véaog
that motivates the quest, is a structure of suspended sense which is only
resolved by the arbitrary metaphor of 'birdhood.’ A comic variation on the
usual structure of signification in which one sign leads to another, vécog to
wnxovi cwmpicg, the Birds generates its sense in reverse, allowing the
signifier xtepd to inform the preceding scenes retroactively. The first third of
the play can now be read as the quest by two brave men for an unknown,
generalized 'salvation’ which is allowed to arise, as it were, out of a chance
association (Tereus-—-&vBpurnog 8pvig) and play on words (zéhog-réAig) to
signify prolifically and fill the semantic void in the past and open a wide
world of comic meaning in the future.

"Nothing is better,” intone the birds, "nor is anything sweeter than to
sprout wings!" A variety of predicaments is solved by the gift of flight. The
initial and perfunctory complaint about the Athenians' litigiousness has left
no trace as the text sets forth a metatheatrical pnyavii. In a general sense the
question, ‘'what do men seek to escape? what necessity constrains them?" is
answered simply by 'the theater!'68 The textual disguise of divinity under
which the birds may bestow a gift on mankind gives them the opportunity to
problematize the theatrical situation in terms of the dichotomy
winged/wingless which was equated above to the immortal /mortal
opposition. The theater or, more specifically, a performance of tragedy, is

depicted in ascetic, i.e., anti-comic terms: the verbs discussed above (xewav,

68For a general discussion of h in relation to Aristoph see
Taaffe 1-22.
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xenuidv, and porxedov) in parallel p describe bodily urges the
satisfaction of which is denied to the spectators. The moment at which the
chorus of birds address the audience directly in the second person (adtig dudv
tdv Beatdv . . .) the parabasis becomes a metaphorical embassy in which a
group of parvenu deities offer the citizens of Athens a generic benefaction in
the form of the winged sign which allows all variety of végot and avéyxar to
be replaced by the theater. Most obviously, birds offer men the promise of
progress into a new condition beyond the human; on another level,
however, a theatrical and textual construct, the deified bird-god, offers men an
escape from the very theatricality that engendered it and a sort of return to
pre-political life in which social/theatrical constraints are lifted. In a unique
and tricky move comedy takes advantage of the parabatic discourse to pretend
to be other than itself and to offer a release from the 'tragic' constraints of

theater. Here Aristophanes seems to be ding his experi: ion with

the genre to involve it in the conceptual fabric of his drama: first we were

confronted with a curious absence: underd ination of a 'problem' to

which Peisetairos and Euelpides might be seeking a 'solution.' The

15 -3

supression of explicit references to Athens stood in stark contrast to the

explicitly Athenian predicaments of the earlier comedies as the familiar comic

structure 'probl lution’ was d; next, the parabatic address was
usurped by the bird chorus so that the customary forum for the poet was
occupied by the joky representatives of comedy, an animal chorus 'steping
forth' (presenting itself) in poetic disguise as gods; finally the solution,
generated from the very nature of the chorus itself, pretends to see beyond the

limitations of its genre to an extra-dramatic bounty of comic blessings.6%

69Compare the 'direct address' at vv. 753 f with the pnigos (especialy 729-734)
in which the chorus promise men health, wealth, (long) life, peace, youth,
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Thus Birds is very much a comedy about comedy, a play in which fun is

made by playing with the very conventions of the form.

laughter, choral dances, feasts, and 'bird's milk." Much in the same way as the
latter is a sign without a referent, the sign ‘wings' is allowed to fill the gap in
smuﬁcahon left by the deferral of the central problem: it points to the gap,

ing the empti of the action and suggesting a
multiplicity o[ substitute meanings.
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Aéyav Ttepd oe: Writing in the Sky

The great rhetorcial display is complete and Nephelokokkugia
emerges as the textual creation of the protagonist in which he is author and
god. This textum, the oiobpa of v. 121, is worn by a linguistic tyrant who,
paradoxically, refuses to stand in a diacritical relation to other gods and, to
borrow from Quarrini,! reestablishes his city in a pre-olympian past. To
prepare for his monotheistic monopoly on the sign he vies for its control in
textual competitions with a variety of literary competitors: two poets, an
oracle-monger, decree-seller, and sycophant. He then confronts the gods: Iris,

Prometheus, and a special embassy. Having first established a semantic

vacuum in which Peisetairos and Euelpid dered from sign to sign,
Aristophanes now fills the void retroactively in Nephelokokkugia, a world
in which there rages the powerful dialectic of the transferrential,
'metaphorcal’ signifying process. The comic deconstruction of the

‘tenor' /'vehicle' structure is played out by means of actors on either side of
the signifier ntepd. Peisetairos' function in this dialectic is that of the author
who, by embodying comedy's mockery of the rules and gods of ‘serious’
discourse, is identified with sophistic technique. in a very real sense,
however, he is the rointiig who writes a text that is aware of its own
fictionality: in the agon he singlehandedly trained the chorus of birds who
11 owe my awareness of Quarrini's work, which I have not been able to
consult myself, to P. Pucci who kindly shared his notes with me. 1 refer here
to the blist by Peisetairos of a pre-olympian (monotheistic) order

in Nephelokokkugia which suggests in the latter half of Birds aspects of a
‘comedy of horrors.’
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step forward in the parabasis on behalf of his ideas, wearing the textual
disguise of Orphic/Hesiodic comogony. In his confrontation with the rival
d&Aaléveg and the gods he proves to be a master at writing and dramatic
competition who controls not only the play's text but its system of costume-
signification as well. Aristophanes enstages the large-scale triumph of
language released from taboos and restrictions by having Peisetairos, master
of the 'black discourse,’ celebrate his power in a world restructured by a
metaphorical revolution modelled on gigantomachy. He succeeds in locating
the seat of this power 'Nowhere' between heaven and earth and forces men
and gods to assimilate to a nonsensical comic gap that can only exist in the

differential structure of language.

Christening and the Sign of the Wing

In an immediate sense, the birds themselves become the meaning of
the comedy. To be a bird is to be marked as a citizen of the new city and to
participate in a life both beyond Athens and prior to Athens (a golden age of
comic freedom), a life associated with bird deities that are beyond the
Olympian gods and, if we can recall what we did not know, prior to them. In
accordance with the new direction of the play in which success and escape are
marked by the general sign of the wing, the two men must now participate in
the bird metaphor. The emergence of Peisetairos and Euelpides in bird-

costumes is a supreme moment in comedy and offers yet another example of

Aristoph ' delight in concretizing what normally remains only figural.
Here the lyric-tragic yearning to escape the human condition on wings

becomes a laughable (con)fusion of bird and man in a trans-specific

of the gr q hetic. It is no accident that the chorus
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conclude the antepirrhema by asking if birdhood is not indeed the best of
conditions:

TAp’ drbntepov yevésBar mavrdg éotv GErov;
Qg Arevtpépng v moTvaia povov Eav nTepd
fpébn @ddapyog, €10’ Trnapyog, elt’ &€ 0bdevdg
peaydda xpdtter k&oti Eovbog innalextudy.

Isn't winged the very gr of blessings?

Why, Dieitrephes having only wicker 'wings’ was elected captain
and then colonel; so that from a mere nobody he has of late been
doing marvelously well and is now a regular tawny horse-rooster.
(798-800)

Dieitrephes’ success as ‘captain’ (phylarch) and ‘colonel’ (hipparch) is
accounted for by means of a silly association with the 'wings' which, if the
Scholiast is right, decorated his wicker flasks. He has done so well, in fact, that
from mere hipparch he is promoted punningly to a ‘tawny horse-rooster.’
This grotesque image, apparently a familiar Aeschylean phrase?, by
involving a man in a loose linguistic association with horse and bird prepares

us for the app e of the rphosed men.

The men inspect each other with contempt and Euelpides begins to

2% Peace 1177 says that Aeschylus mentions this hybrid naval emblem in

his Myrmidons. See also Frogs 932. Taillardat 26 writes "en étudiant
systématiquement les images qui s'appliquent aux vétements, on s'aperqoit
que ntépuE, rtepbv <<aile>> se disent du pan d'un vétement, spécialement
du pan de la chlamyde (Bettalixa ntepé <<les ailes thessaliens>> c'est-a-dire
<<la chlamyde>>), que x1epogbpag, chez Ménandre (Périk. 104), désigne un
officier <<porteur de chlamyde>>. 11 apparait alors qu'Aristophane appelle
ironiquement EovBdg ixralextpbuv <<cheval-coq rutilant>> tout
ntepopbpag, C'est-a-dire tout officier porteur d'une chlamyde rouge (taxiarque,
Paix 1177; officier de cavalerie, Ois. 800, o, précisément les <<ailes>> sont
mentionnées).
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laugh at his partner. An exchange of invective metaphors follows in which
Peisetairos tries to forestall an insult by speaking first:

EY. Olof’ & pdhor’ éowkag éntepopévog

L Eig edtéherav xnvi ob ye yeypappéve.

EU.  You know what you look like in feathered form?
PL No, but you resemble an ill-scribed goose (‘a cheap sketch’)!
(804-804)

The metatheatrics extend here to a comment on comic costume and
technique: Peisetairos likens the failure of his friend’s ‘ornithization’ to the
difference inherent in 'bad’ writing. Here the fabric of drama is thin and its
textuality is exposed as the power of the sign xtepé. is called into question.
The text, at least, boldly transforms Euelpides into a bird while Peisetairos
uses the very process of writing to mock and deny the transformation. We
can laugh both with pleasure at the comic solution in which wings are a

general pnyavi 1piag and with pl at its i

possibility. E 1"4 .

retort is a simple low-brow insult which Peisetairos answers by involving the

culprit signifier xzepa in a further (inter)textual play:
Tavti piv fixdopecBe xatd v Aisydrov
{(T&d’ ody dx’ &AAwv, GAAd toig avtdv ®TEPOig.))
So now, we're like the Aeschylean line, "This comes upon

us not from without, but from our own feathers.”
807-808

Although this exclamation of an eagle shot by an arrow fitted with his

own plumage was proverbial in antiquity,? the text here is from Aeschylus’

3Rogers ad. loc. refers us to the compilation of Classical instances of this
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Myrmidons cut short before the critical word @Aioxépefe. Figurality and
intertextuality undergo comic distortion as an expression which is
simultaneously a quotation as well as common metaphorical currency is
dragged in merely on the strength of its literal meaning involving ‘feathers’
leaving the act of quotation quite pointless. In contrast to paratragic practice,
the text here identifies the borrowing, pointing to the Aeschylean origin of
the line and falsely promising that such a gesture will enrich the given text.
The result is a piece of delightful nonsense: the proverb 7oig éuoig &Aickopor
ntepoic involves recognition of a sign-of-self, a token that forces one to
recognize a crisis as involutarily marked by one's own signature. In the
Myrmidons it is Achilles who laments his friend's death and recognizes his
own participation in it. Peisetairos, however, cannot claim to recognize
anything old in a new situation and the xtepé are only obliquely 'signs-of-
self.’ The reference to Aeschylus, therefore, is a meaningless gesture and a
mockery of the quotation process. The metaphoricity of the proverb is
reversed so that the only meaning remaining is the obvious one: "our new
feathers make us look ridiculous.”

Interestingly, the chorus behave as if the entire exchange between
Peisetairos and Euelpides did not occur. The notion of being ensnared by
one's own feathers can, naturally, only apply to a real or metaphorical bird
and, as we have seen, the proverb was comically displaced in the playful
quotation above. Birds, however, is very much concerned with the
subversion of otherness and the sign of the wing is actively involved in

Aesopic proverb by Porson and others and extends the list into late antiquity,
citing even Christian texts. The Aeschylean fragment (139, Nauck) is spoken
by Achilles, as Kock explains, "in bitterm Schmerz . .. im Anblick seines von
ihm selber in den Tod geschickten Freundes.”
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getting the 'real’ birds hopelessly tangled up in the net of human cunning
and discourse: birdhood is recognized as a venerable other only to be
immediately appropriated by ambitious men. Accordingly, the notion of
entrapment is soon expressed in the text by a not-so-subtle pun discussed

above?, namely, the poly compound ‘Nephelokokkugia.'

We are now making a transtition to 2 new world marked by the sign
xtepd which allegedly permits men to participate in the ornithic beyond.

Fund 1 to the establist of a new polis is the act of naming, the
invention of a name which, like all inventions, will fuse the old
(morphemes) into the new (sign). The clumsy compound invented by
Peisetairos, however, offers even more than promised and looks back to the
beginning of the play to pick up additional significance. When the chorus ask
what to name the new city, the protagonist offers a poor interpretation of
otherness and suggests 'Sparta." While the political opposite of Athens,
‘Sparta’ cannot represent the given comic innovation and Euelpides,
characteristically, drags the matter down to the level of concrete absurdity:
‘Hpéxhew:

ordpmy Y&p Gv Beipnv éyd Tpf xoey;

008’ dv xapedvn xéve ye kewpiav ¥ Eaov.

Herakles! Me apply a 'sparta’ (cord) to my city? 1wouldn't

even tie one on my cot as long as I had a length of rope!
814-816.

The similarity between the name of the famous city-state and the
word oxaptév (oneipa), ‘cable,’ 'cord,’ allows him to vehemently state that he
would not even apply a 'sparta’ to his bed in the capacity of a girth. He
prepares his friend for the famous coinage by suggesting that the name be

4Chapter 1, p. 8.
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taken "from the clouds and upper spheres, something very yodvov:"

"EvtevBevi
€x 1d@v vepeddv xai 1dv petedpav yopiovy
20BVoV 11 mavL.

Well, try something from the clouds and upper spaces,
something quite vacuous/porous ('spacey’).
817-819.

The adjective xadvov (from yaive) itself has several meanings that
Peisetairos nicely inscribes into the new name. Eiyinologically it can pick up
the root meaning of the verb to mean ‘gaping, of vast extension,' as the
present instance is glossed in the lexicon.3 The more immediate and
relevant meaning participates in the secondary notion of xaive associated
with lightness, frivolity, and . . . birds (cf. xv), namely, that of 'porousness’
and ‘emptiness’ as well as that of ‘stupid gaping' which Peisetairos noted as a
particularly revealing and damaging bird-trait in the opening of the play.6
This association allows the act of naming to participate in the wonderful
polysemy of the key word zaive / xéoxe where speech,? stupidity, and the
5LSJ, xadvog I1.2. This gloss is weak in that the occurrence at Birds 819 is
the only instance attested for the 'root' meaning in which xadvov picks up
the primary notion of xaiva.
6Cf. vv. 20, 51, 61, 165, 308, etc.
7for ydoxo in the sense of 'utter' see Wasps 342, Sophocles Ajax 1227.
Arrowsmith, with a little help from C. J. Herrington, points out the goose-
connection yAv~xaive~xdog: "The culmination of all these equations of the
Birds with chaos-creatures occurs when Pisthetairos and Euelpides make their

first appearace with wings. Pisthetairos, in a splendid pun on the word v
(goose: cp. kéxnva pf. of ydokw to gape) describes Euelpides as the
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origin of the universe in xdoc8 are compressed into a verb denoting the
commonest gesture of a bird's beak. The politics of Nephelokokkugia become
clearer if we recall some earlier comic formations in which the characteristic
bird-verb is incorporated into a criticism of the Athenian body politic. In the
parabasis of the Acharnians, Aristophanes speaks in a voice of sobriety and

edification and implies that his influence will be an ial safeg

d for his

compatriots against the deceitful power of rhetoric:

gnoiv & elvor moAAGV dyofdv &Erog byiv & momrig.

raboag bpag Eevikoiol Adyoig ph Alav eEanatacBar,

uA8’ #8eaBat Barevopévoug, pit’ elvar yavvorohitag.
xpdtepov & Dudig Grd t@v moAéwv ot mpéoPerg eanativieg
rpdrov piv lootepavovg exdhovv- kareidii 1091 T1g eirot,
08¢ 10 Tobg oTepdvovg én” dxpav 1@v rondiov éxdbnobe.

The poet insists that he has repeatedly proved your benefactor
having prevented you from being fooled too much by foreign
rhetoric or seduced by sweet flattery or being general citizens of Vacuum.

At first, ambassadors would come from abroad to trick you with the 'violet-
crowned' number, for these ‘crowns' never fail to set an Athenian rump
on the edge of its seat.

(Acharnians 633-638)

The poet's own craft is p d as an antidote to the d

&'

flattering rhetoric of men from other city-states. Submission to, and
entrapment by this rhetoric is marked by the bird-metaphor of xavvoroAitag

consummate chaotic "sucker"—a silly cackling goose. The Birds are, in short--
like Pisthetairos and Euelpides (and mortals generally)--hybrids, mixed breeds,
beasts [cf. 67, 97 ££.) who soar; aspiring suckers. Because Love and Chaos are
the oldest of powers, the sovereignty of the world belongs to them by right of
primogeniture.”

8We are reminded of the mingling of Eros and Chaos in 'wide Tartarus'

that produced the race of birds (lines 698-699).
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(derived from yaive / yéoxw) in which Athenians are on the passive end of a

gaping mouth and, like silly birds, ready to swallow anything.? This danger

is woven into the ge-seller's flattering to Demos in the
Knights:

xal piv &yb o’ & Afipe Bepanebon xali,

B0’ dporoyeiv oe undév’ avBpdrav éuod

3¢iv apeive i Kexnvaiov noder

I'll be a good servant to you Demos;

you'll be the first to admit that you have not

seen a better man than me in the entire Vacuumian city.
(Knights 1261-1263)

Here the unexpected comic formation involves a subtle insult in that

the senex stupidus Demos is fl d with the that he will be

served by the very best citizen in the state of 'gapers.’ The implication of
xaive/ xéoxo throughout the early plays is that fundamental to the structure
of at least the Athenian state is a society of 'birds' who are ready chatterers and
even readier with open mouths to swallow any rhetorical morsel handed
them by flattering demagogues. Blind to their own ensnarement, they allow
themselves to be thoroughly and constantly persuaded in a way that shapes
their city's destiny. The city of birds that is about to receive a name is,
therefore, an iconic repetition, in terms of the favorite Aritsophanic device of
concretized metaphor, of this gaping society and its folly.

Thus when Euelpides suggests that the notion xadvo- be
included in the name, Peisetairos fastens on the idea and exploits the word
vegéAn for the task. It is as if Euelpides had said "be sure to express in the
name the contradictory notions of exaltation and stupidity, utterance and

9Taillardat 264.
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gullibility, subtlety and blind folly." The result is the emblematic
Negpedokoxkvyia in which the representatively stupid xéxxv€ or 'booby'0 is
put in a vepéAn which, along with the meaning ‘cloud’, commonly denotes a
fine bird-trap made of some subtle fabric (such as gauze) as well as having a
broad application in the area of deception and disguise.!! However, unlike
the phrase of Plato Comicus (Fr. 64) &Beltepoxéxxvg fAiBiog, the bird-city's
name involves concretization since ‘real’ birds are expected to inhabit this
island-in-the-sky. Perhaps the partial homophony with Ogygia!? is intended
to emphasize the notions of isolation and captivity which characterize the
sham utopia. The inhabitants of ‘Cloudcuckooland’ or "Ethereal Boobytrap',
whether birds or men, will be assimilated to the cuckoo’s silliness in the
latter part of the play where the process of populating the new city is
enacted.13 Peisetairos, on the other hand, now has the power to do both

10Taillardat 256: "A cause de son cri, le coucou est tenu pour un oiseau
stupide; cf. Phrynich. Soph. 48, 12 Borries: xoxxvyo Aéyovot v Kkevdv kol
xobgov.

11INote a similar exploitation of the two meanings at v. 194 where Tereus
exclaims pé yiv, pi rayidag, pé& vepélog, pi Sixtva. Here the meaning
‘cdlouds’ creates a chiastic pattern ‘earth, traps, clouds, nets' while the
meaning 'trap' places the last three words in a parallel sequence that creates a
nonesensical anticlimax to the first element of the oath. For a discussion of
nefelh in the capacity of deception and disguise see C. Segal "Aristophanes’
Cloud-Chorus,” Arethusa (2), 1969: 143-161 and Hubbard <forthcoming>.
Kock: 120 has collected a number of refernces in this connection as well.
120dyssey 1.85 etc.

13p, Pucdi is surely correct when he suggests that the name of the ity is also
bound up with the deceptive coupling of Ixion with Hera's double, called
vepéAn, to produce the first Centaur. The $Bpig of Idon is directly relevant to
Peisetairos’' marriage to Basileia. Alcman 1 is a famous text on this ultimate
Pp1g. See Newiger 1983: 55.
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things the famous lines of Alcman 1 prohibit as the ultimate outrage: to fly
into the heavens and to marry a goddess: pf 715 avBpdnav é dpavdv roticdo
wndE Tpiite yapdiv tav "Agpoditav.

Textual Rivalry: Contests in 'AAa{oveio
The chorus is delighted at the invention while Euelpides
sarcastically suggests that they have finally identified the locus of Aeschines’
and Theogenes' fictitious wealth (vv. 821-823), continuing the idea that the
city is something yatvov. Instead of objecting, Peisetairos says:
Kai Adatov piv odv

10 GAéypag nediov, v’ ot Beot 100G yeveig

ahalovevdpevor kaBorepnréviicav.

But best of all is the the plain of Phlegra where the

gods outshot the earth-born Giants in insolence.
(823-825)

The implication here is two-fold: first, Peisetairos supports the
flattering theme of gigantomachy (explicitly referred to at v. 553);14 second,
he undermines this flattery by suggesting that the project is an even better
manifestation of frivolity, i.e. that surpassing its potential to house the
imaginary wealth of braggarts, Nephelokokkugia is even more ludicrous as a
rival Olympus and headquarters of theomachy. A striking feature of this last
comment is that he presents the Gigantomachy as a contest of ahafoveia in
which the Oly

ipians' victory consisted in merely "outshooting the

14An authoritative treatment of this subject is F. Vian, La guerre des
géeants. Le mythe avant 1'époque Hellénistique. Etudes et Commentaires 11
(Paris, 1952). Hofmann extends research on the subject with a special
trelevance to Birds.
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Earthborn Ones in making false, boasting pretensions.” This makes the
ancient py truggle an ally rhetorical contest in which the

Olympians were better at sophistic technique.!> Furthermore, the door is

now open for Peisetairos and his rhetorical constructs (bird-gods) to
particiapte in a renewed gigantomachy since the only requirement for success
is superiority in being a 'desperate impostor.' Here we touch upon a central
point that is relevant to the latter portion of the Birds, namely, that the
Nephelokokkugia project is a large-scale exercise in ¢Afoveia, and, as such,
stands in a absurdly contradictory relation to subsequent impostors such as
the poet, oracle monger, and Meton. "The irony of the comic hero,” writes
Whitman, 16 "from one point of view, is merely a means to a greater and
more inclusive alazoneia, impostorship; so that one might say that there is
no real eiron, but only a variety of alazones, and the biggest fraud wins, on
the theory that if the fraud be carried far enough, into the limitless, it
becomes a template of a higher truth."

The comic spectacle of Nephelokokkugia, then, is the world recast
into a complex network of frauds from which we expect some higher truth to

emerge. Of the several layers of GAafoveia the highest remains, of course, the

achi t of Peisetairos who, dingly, is crowned supreme authority
and '‘New Zeus.' The 'template of higher truth’ in this comedy is the
establishement of a superior and authoritative aAafoveia over all others. At
this point, however, it cannot be regarded properly as 'impostorship' and

passes into an autonomous'truth.’

The inauguration of Nephelokokkugia begins with ther comic

15For the verb aAalovebopor as a characterization of sophistic practice see
Xen. Mem. 1.7.5 f.

16Whitman 27.
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denial of Athens when Peisetairos rejects Athena as the roAodyog Bedg in a
sexist joke designed to poke fun once again at Kleisthenes' effeminacy. Ina
clever turn of phrase he represents his city of origin as one in which the signs

of male and female are reversed, hinting at a general disruption of order:

Kai ndg &v & ygevort’ v slitaxtog néiig
8rov Bedg yuvh yeovvia mavomhiav
gomx’ &ovoa, KAeioBévng 8t xepxida;

And how's it ever going to be a well-ordered city
if a female goddess stands in panoply while
Kleisthenes plays with his spindle?

(829-831)

Naturally, Athens itself is not named but Peisetairos is able to imply, without
using the name, that the source of his quest, Athens-under-erasure, is a
perversion of meaning which he rejects and will correct. The aAafoveia of
rhetoric which he had implied was at the heart of policy and power manifests
itself in full force as the absurd metaphor-made-fact!” of Nephelokokkugia

(r6hog/néArg) is presented as ebraxtog ‘well-ordered.” Having d order
by nominating 'Persian scion of Ares' as patron deity, Peisetairos now severs
his last ties with the past and dismisses Euelpides, effectively forcing him to
dissolve in the anonymous ranks of birds assigned to construction tasks.
Their final exchange is characteristically farcical as Peisetairos wishes his
friend a hearty fall from a ladder (v. 840) while Euelpides responds in kind
(oipwle v. 846). Their association ends with a significant assurance on the part
17This calls to mind Whitman's general thesis that "the main theme of
Birds, [is] the power of language to mould fact." (Whitman 97) He elsewhere
describes the comic hero’s main talent as xovnpia, especially in the

manipulation of words, i.e., the "ability to turn metaphors into facts"
(Whitman 79).
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of Peisetairos:

10", dyaf’. ol mépnw o’ tyd.
ObSEv yap dvev 6od @V’ & Aéyw renpatetar
Go, my good man, where I'm sending you to and know that

none of these things I speak will be accomplished without you;
(846-847)

With these words the protagonist turns to his sacrificial duties, an act that
retraces the circular logic of the play: he will sacrifice to the new-gods on
behalf of the bird-citizens of the new city despite the absurdity of the fact that
the two are identical! Circularity, as we have seen, is a comic refraction of the
world's 'normal’ aspiration to linearity and directedness. The Birds, in
particular, involves numerous ‘circles' the most obvious being the escape
from Athens only to re-establish 'Athens,’ in a progression from ded

P

sense to delightful non-sense in which men appear to escape themselves only

to fully reassert themselves once again.

There follows the colorful series of puns in which bird-names are
deified by attraction. This passage (vv. 864-881) is a playful catalog in
imitation of a prayer intended to omit no deity of importance. Leto becomes
the quail-mother ("Optéyia~8prvl, vv. 872-873), Artemis becomes a finch (the
epithet KoAauvig becomes ‘AxadavBic, v.874), Sabazios a chaffinch etc. This
linguistic assertion of the birds' new divine status comes to an abrupt end
when the prayer erupts in a potentially endless flurry of bird-names.
Peisetairos angrily interrupts the priest with the perfectly inappropriate xad é
xbpaxag (v. 889) and sends him packing, essentially beating him off the stage
as the first failed intruder:

VAReAD’ do’ qpdv xai ob xai 1& otéppate
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£Y0 7ap odtdg Tovoyi Bicw pévog.

Go away, you and you fillets!
T'll perform this sacrifice here myself.
(893-894)

He is now the sole officiator, a priest who is soon to celebrate his own
apotheosis. For now, however he is content to represent the birds as unstable
intermediates in this game of divine musical chairs. The usurpation of the
priestly role is dramatically useful as it allows Peisetairos to exhibit his role as
leading dAafdév who must discourage or evict any lesser competitors. No
sooner does he utter his first line of invocation to the 'feathered gods' than
the poet arrives (v. 904).

The poet surprises Peisetairos by claiming to have already
composed poetry about Nephelokokkugia. Peisetairos’ xovnpia, to quote
Whitman again,18 is largely “the ability to turn metaphor into fact,” a skill

which reflects the craft of the comic poet. The power of rhetoric in comedy
which has sometimes even been called ‘dangerous' 1%is an imporant
weapon in the arsenal of the protagonist—the instantiation on stage of the
creative power of the playwright who has his leading character act out, as it
were, the comic poetic process.20 Now, an important moment in the design

18Whitman 79.

19MacMathtina 242 implies that Aristopt while sympathizing with
physical tricks of farce, was wary of the dangers of rhetorical 80%01 "Thus
trickery in Aristophanes is part of the struggle in his writing between the old
and the new. Here as elsewhere, while his heart is with the old and its simple
li.e. physical] deceits, he himself both exploits and tries to escape from the
modern [i.e. rhetorical decieits]. In this area lies the central contradiction in
Aristophanes’s writing."

20See, in this connection, F. Muecke "Playing within the Play: Thatrical Self-
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of the ethereal city was that it arose spontaneously out of a series of verbal
tricks and puns the climax of which was the cosmogonic poetry of the
parabasis and the 'christening’ (naming). Nephelokokkugia, in other words,
was conceived, named, and supplied with a text well before it ever existed. So
far it has been a signifier without a referent, a text conscious of its own
fictionality. This self-consiousness is nowhere better expressed than in
Peisetairsos' bewilderment at the verses the poet claims to have composed in
the city's honor:

M. Tovti ob =ét’ énoincag; ‘Amd ndsov xpévov
0. Méay, dhor & Tivd’ &y kAHL® m6A.
M. Obdx &pri BVw thy Sexdmv Tadg éyd;

xai tobvop’ dorep randie vovdh *Béunv;

PE. When did you do this? How've you had any time?

PO. For a long, long time now I sing the city's praises.

PE. Sure, but aren't I just sacrificing the tenth (day) now?
I've just named it like a new-born baby, haven't I?
920-923)21

The text of the poet who could not have participated in the verbal zovnpia
that engendered the comic construct pretends to be ignorant of the city's
fictionality and, consequently, claims to have a tradition (zdAat) in which it

could treat ‘Nephelokokkugia' as an established ref This comes as a

shock to Peisetairos who is aware of only just having named his creation, in

his metaphor, 'like a new-born baby. The startling claim of the poet that he

consil in Aristopt " Antichthon 11 (1977): 64-67.
21P. Pucd brings to my attention the tricky pun intended here with the word
réAat which can mean 'for (a) long (time),' 'long ago’ as well as ‘just now.'
This makes the exchange equivocal on both sides. For example, the
newcomer-poet's words may mean ' just made these verses up,’ which

ders Peisetairos indignation ridiculous and yet sensible if he understands
the word in the more predictable context as ‘for a long time now.'
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can provide the city with a text, that he has long possessed such a text is in a
more intimate and profound competetion with the dAafoveio of Peisetairos
than the intrusion of other buffoons such as Meton or the Inspector. Rather
than react violently, however, Peisetairos treats the poet with a curious
demency as if recognizing spiritual kin in this pale dithyrhambic reflection of
his own ‘poetic’ and rhetorical role. He eventually gives a cloak to the poet
whose clothes he punningly described by repeating the Homeric word

dtpnpdg (v. 915) in his poetry as if only half-und, ding it and thinking it
to mean ‘full of holes,’ perhaps in oblique reference to some word such as
Tetpnpévog.

The poet, however, is quite a master of the text in his own right.
He is able to answer Peisetairos' challenge by producing poetic ‘evidence’ of

his Muses' speed:

"AAAG T1g dxela Movadav gdtig
olarep tnov apapuyé.

Ah, but a rumor of the Muses, swift
as the glancing flicker of horses. . .
(924-925)

Here the newcomer exploits the markedness of his own poetic diction where
mere utterance substitutes for reference. The result is a playful and tricky
exchange in which Peisetairos addresses the poet in an unadorned,
conversational style asking direct questions whose logic corresponds to that
style, while the poet answers in his poetic style with the implication that the
performance of a distantly relevant text is sufficiently informed by a 'poetic’

logic. Thus in answer to the question "how could you have been writing
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poetry for a long time about a city that is just now coming into existence?" the
poet is able to get away with a few verses about the "swift rumor of the
Muses" employing the technique of simple association which we have seen
in many an Aristophanic pun. The remainder of the strophe is Pindaric2?

and connects Peisetairos with Hieron in a bit of clumsy flattery:

b 8& ndtep, xrictop Altvag
LoBéwv iepdv opdvops,
80 étiv & T rep
e kepahi Bélelg
npdppav Sopev Epiv Tedv

But you Father, Aetna's Founder
Whose name is that of holiness
Give to me what thy bounty chooses
To give me willingly of thine.
(926-130)

To begin with, the flattery is second-hand since the Pindaric fragment
itself is a flattering exaggeration23 Most obviously the poet is true to his
epinician pretensions and seeks to flatter his 'hero." A remarkable feature of
the borrowed text, however, is that it is not altered to fit the situation, i.e. the
reference to Aetna deprives the strophe of any relevance save that of general
flattery with, perhaps, a hint at the sham nature of Peisetairos' colonization
220CT Fr. 94, Schroder Fr. 105
23"The appellation Ktiotwp “Attvag is a piece of delicate flattery on the part
of Pindar, for Hiero, anxious to obtain the fame and honours of a Founder, re-
colonized Catana, and changing its name to Aetna, proclaimed himself its
Founder (Scholiast at the beginning of the Nemean 1). And when he won the

chariot race in Pythian games (474), he caused the prize to be awarded to him
not as 'Iépovi Zvpaxooiy, but as ‘Iépovi Aitvain.” Rogers ad. loc.
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(inasmuch as Hiero did not 'build’ Aetna). Similarly, Pindar's own
wordaplay ‘Iépav=iep@v is, of course spoiled as the signs slip out of the poet's
control. The reduction to nonsense in this ill-grafted and spoiled pun is
continued in the final lines by the silly repetition of pronouns parodic of
dithyrhambic excess.24

More sophisticated, however, is the manipulative return to the
same Pindaric text a few lines later in the poet's reaction to the next
statement, i.e. when Peisetairos says: "But it appears that this man will not
depart from here." While the first Pindaric borrowing was a clumsy graft, the
given answer makes a parodic substitution concluding the fractured fragment,
in fact, with its first lines:25

Nopddeoot yap &v Ixblarg dhatar otpatdv
8¢ beavrodévntov éofog ob rératatr.
‘Axdeng 8" EBa omoddg dvev xut@vos.

Zdveg 8 101 Ay,

Amid nomad Scythians, far-wandering from any

army is he who lacks . . . a spindle-spun garment.

Hollow is the repute of . . . a leather jerkin without a tunic.
Harken to my meaning!
(941-945)

In an act of textual &Aafoveio the newcomer substitutes a personal
request (he wants an bavtodévntov £oo¢) for the turgid Pindaric phrase
apagopdpntov olxog, converting the original conclusion into a line requesting
24Cf. the Scholiast's comment "he is mocking the Doricism of the
dithyrhambists in such poems, especially Pindar who, in entreaties,
unceasingly repeats emin."
25The Pindaric fragment (94) is thus given in Bowra's OCT: Ziveg § tot
AdyoLoBéwv epdv dpdvope/natep, xtiotop “Atvag MopdSesot yap év ExtBaig
aAdrton otpatdv/og apatopdpntov oikov o rératar/axheng 8’ EBa . . .
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that the first gift (omoAdcq) be followed by another (y1tév). By forcing his own
words to intrude into the text, the poet transforms the transitive epinikion
into a text of self-referential greed. Such a transformation is, of course,
common in parody since the parodic process is one of semantic appropriation
and manipulation. Nevertheless, the Pindaric exercise succeeds: though the
newcomer reveals his motives he nevertheless reasserts his affinity with
Peisetairos. Instead of having an interest in contributing to the city, he uses
the veneer of such a contribution to disguise his self-seeking and greed. The
final line, apparently a familiar Pindaric quote in antiquity,?6 may serve as an
emblem of parody in that it has a 'legitimate' textual origin and yet serves
simultaneously to point to the parodic meaning in which it participates. That
is, the words presumably follow in their correct 'Pindaric' order while at the
same time pointing to the greedy poet's manipulation for his own purposes:
“understand my function, what I am saying" warns the text. Peisetairos

recognizes the §6A0g and sympathetically dismisses the poet having granted
his wish:

Evviny’ 611 Podher tdv rtevioxov AaPeiv.
"AnéBuBL- Sl yap 1oV roWTHY dgeleiv.
“AneABe tovtovi AaPav.

1 harken, sure enough, to the fact that you want a tunic!
Hey, you! Take that off: we must help the poet.

Now take it a be off!

(946-948)

26 Compare the use of these same words by Plato, Phaedrus chap. xii. (236
D); Meno chap. ix. (76 D), Schneider quotes from Greg. Naz. Epist. II. (vol. i. p.
678) obveg 6 11 Aéyo, gnot MivBapoc.” Rogers ad. loc.
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Thus resolves the genial collision of two éAa{éveg where there is only room
for one. The newcomer indirectly confirms the soundness of Peisetairos'

decision to dismiss him by producing one last string of poetic gibberish in

which four irrel adjectives (tpopepdv ‘quaky,’ xpvepav 'shivery,’

vigdBola 'snow-whipped,’ rolbropa ‘multi-passaged’) are applied to
Nephelokokkugia in pompous praise. The point of this apparent nonsense is
an effort by the poet to underline his need for the cloak, i.e. it is he who is
‘cold’ and ‘shivering.' He is predictably self-serving in his conversion of
transitive praise into a self-referential text of petition.
The skill and efficiency of the rival GAafdv somewhat disturb

Peisetairos who comments at the end of the episode that he never expected
such a nuisance:

Tovti pé A’ éyd 10 xaxdv ovdéror’ fiAmoa,

obte taxéeg todtov nerdodar thy roAw.

I must admit, I never expected such a nuissance,

I mean, this fellow finding out so soon about the city!
(956-957)

Although Nephelokokkugia's generation ex nihilo has been challenged and
the poetry promised by the newcomer threatened the city's fictionality
Peisetairos is now prepared for another self-serving peddler of texts, the

Ch logos, or oracle ger. First, h , he seeks to conclude the
sacrifice in peace.

The second intruder into is only a poor runner-up in the contest of
textual trickery. His inadequacy in dAafoveia is revealed in structural terms:
the presentation of an oracular text for the city is the exact opposite of the

dithyrhambist's poetry. The oracle-monger must, of necessity, possess a text
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in advance of the city's colonization while the poet can only praise something
that already exists. The comicality of the first episode rested, in part, on the
fact that Nephelokokkugia had just been founded when the poet arrived
claiming to have composed hymns of praise in its honor ‘long ago.' This
bewildering efficiency was part of the successful trickery that earned him
some new clothing. The oracle-monger's texts are similarly out of
chronological context with the important distinction that this circumstance is
discrediting and inspires Peisetairos to challenge and defeat him at his own

game.

When Peisetairos asks the why he did not present his
oracles before the city was founded he is told that To B¢iov évendBilé pe (v.

965). This is, of course, a lame excuse for a lame profession whose

P ive, like Hi les in Peace, only collected 'used' texts in the
hopes of earning some money by making them re-signify. Aristoph is
having fun here with what is illy a bad dian, i.e., sc who

steals and re-uses texts in a clumsy and obtrusive manner. The first oracle is
revealing:
*AAM’ Stav oixfowot Adxot roArai te xopdvar

&v 1ab1d 10 petagd KopivBov xeai Iikvdvog,--

But when wolves and hoary crows settle
into the same haunt ‘twixt Corinth and Sicyon . . .
(967-968)

The only point of this dark saying is to use the proverbial expression ‘twixt
Corinth and Sicyon' which, as Kock notes, was proverbial for Nowhere.2”
27There is much evidence that the phrase was so used, the most often cited
being that of Aesop: "Das selbe gilt ja von der absichtlich irre fuhrenden

‘asopischen’ Antwort b Ath V 219a auf die Frage eines frommen Beters,
‘Lieber Gott, wie konnt ich wohl reich werden?' ei 1d péoov xticato KopivBov
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Here Aristophanes allows the text to signify differently to several audiences
simultaneously since the obvious force of the 'prophecy’ for the outside
spectator is to mock Peisetairos' project as being the establishment of a
fabulous Nowhere; The oracle-monger, on the other hand, seems to have no

interest in mocking the city and is simply peddling his wares, if somewhat

foolishly; Peisetairos, however, misund ds altogether and hears only

the word ‘Corinth’ and objects to the whole idea. Following the nonsensical

interp ion of his own that "Bakis is thus riddling in the

direction of the air" (line 970) the oracle-monger prepares to ask for gifts by
ordering Peisetairos to sacrifice to 'Pandora.’ The requests for gifts (a
himation, sandals, and food) follow, of course, and Peisetairos decides to resist

the impostor by improvising superior nonsense:

0bdiv &p® Spoiog 08’ & xpnouds Tovtei,

dv &yb mapd TandArovog Eeypaydyuny-

Abtdp émiv dxAntog idv &vBpwrog dhalbv
Avrfi Bdovtag xai omdhayyvedew éniBupdi,

8 t6te xpn tonTEWY AVTOV TAevpdv 1O petaky--

That oracle’s nothing like the one I wrote as Apollo dictated!
"But when an insolent intruder comes unbidden, disrupting
the sacrifice but eager to taste the (sacrificial) meal, then

is the appropriate time to smite him ‘twixt his ribs.'
(981-985)

Peisetairos invents an act of re-writing (éeypayéunv). By presenting the
sham oracle he competes with the intruder while inscribing some of the
oracle-monger's text into his own rejection of that text (especially the last
phrase which reinterprets the proverb about the space 'twixt Corinth and
xal Zikvévog.” Kock ad loc.
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Sicyon) and promptly dismisses this GAa{dv and failed competitor at writing.
While the first two visitors have attempted a textual trickery to gain
their end, the third guest has broader intell 1 i1 and disg

P

himself in sophistic jargon the opacity of which he hopes will liberate him
from having to make any sense. His own description of his project tells it all:

Tempetpiiar Bodropat tov aépe
piv Sieheiv te xatd Yoog.

I intend to geometrize (earth-measure) the ether
and divide it for you into parcels.
(995-996)

The grotesque ics of 'earth ing the air' prepare us well for the

confusing sequence in which Meton writes the city plan (vv. 1000-1009) at the

heart of which is yet ther paradigm of i ibility, the squared dircle (0

P

xoxAog yévmiai oot 1etpdyavog “the circle will be squared for you' v. 1005).

3:,

Once again, P iros ap I rival who seems rather good at

promoting himself by means of nonsense. He tells Meton, as he told the
oracle-monger, that there is no room for other GAa{éves in the city:

‘OpoBupadov

orodeiv &ravtag Todg dhalévag Soxel.

It has been unanimously decreed to
wipe out all insolent intruders.
(1015-1016)

Peisetairos' final injunction to Meton is a fine mockery of the self-referential
and self-serving strategy of aAafoveia: he uses the 'learned’ man's jargon to

tell him to 're-measure (retrace his steps) himself to another place' (v. 1020):
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odk Gvapetpfioel cavtdv amibv ailoxii;

The last two visitors that arrive before the second parabasis are
somewhat weaker attempts at GAafoveia. The first of these is a
Commissioner who claims to have textual support in his assignment to
superintend and organize the new colony: to Peisetairos’ question about who
sent him he replies gadAov Bifriov Tehéov 11 (v. 1024). He is quickly sent
away with a 'reward’ that consists of blows. The last visitor seeks to provide
legal texts for Nephelokokkugia and makes his entrance in mid-sentence:
£4v5’ & Negel mebg dv "Aénvaiov GSixfi-~ 'And if a Nephelokokkygian
should offend an Athenian . .. ' (v. 1034). This strategy sets up a fictitious

context that pretends to belong to a more extensive discourse. As a radio
broadcast suddenly turned on, the decree-seller's words force us, by their
incompleteness, to listen and wait for meaning. The function of the

ymoiopatonding, however, goes beyond yet another comic suspension of

meaning. Rather, in his person Aristophanes challenges the authority of the

archetypal sophist GAaldv Peisetairos and the fund | premise of
Nephelokokkugia. The decree-seller offers to sell him some yngniopata in
an act that would subsitute mere writing for civic activity (meeting and

functioning of the assembly). Naturally, the entire project of the ethereal city

is based on an act of writing, i.e., the verbal i ions of the p that

with its winged words evokes an entire community of written or 'graphic'
birds. Nevertheless, the refusal to copy another's text and rejection of the
blatant subsitution by an intuder of writing for political 'reality’ establishes
Peisetairos finally as the sole inventor and master of the text of Birds. He
dismisses the decree-seller by verbally reducing him to a bird: odx

arocoBroeig; (v. 1031), in other words, "won't you flutter away in fear?"
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The chorus returns for a continued self-presentation in the second
parabasis (vv. 1058-1117). We noted above that an important feature of the
play has been a joky, circular logic. Now we are faced with the delightful
complication of sacrificing to the birds on behalf of those same birds who are
to inhabit the new city! The first strophe expresses fully the metaphor of
birds-as-gods as the new deities sing a hymn of self-praise. The aerial
perspective open to a creature in flight first served as a pretext for Peisetairos
and Euelpides to contact the failed bird-man metamorph, Tereus. Now the
birds speak of themselves in this regard as the all-seeing and all-ruling divine
recipients of sacrifice:

“Hon ’pot 1§ ravidte

xal ravtapyq Bvnrol mévreg

Booovs’ eddxraiang edxais.

Macav pév y&p yav éntedo,

o@lo 8’ edBakelg xaprovs . . .

Now, in earnest entreaty

all mortals will sacrifice to me,

the all-seeing, the all-ruling.

1 survey the whole earth

and guard its flourishing fruits. . .

(1058-1062)

Their natural diet of insects is now presented as an aspect of their beneficence
as they will protect men's crops. There follow several proclamations that

parody the opening ceremony at the Great Dionysia2® in which the names of

28"At the Great Dionysia, several i i ies took place in the
theatre before the dramatic competitions began One is mentioned . . . infra.
The Chorus in this Eplrrhema are referring to another, the prodamahon,
before an audience repr g all friendly Hellenic peoples, of the outlaws
on whose heads a price had been set by the Athenian Demus.” Rogers ad loc.
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men 'wanted' by the Demos were read to the panhellenic gathering. Here the
point seems to be a comic punishment of the (already dead) atheist Diagoras
and the bird-catcher Philocrates as two individuals patently hostile to a chorus
of bird-gods. Once again, our attention is caught by a metatheatric device that
involves the very situation of the theater in the bird's discourse. Much in the
same way that Aristophanes allows the inherent properties of the linguistic
sign to play freely and visibly in his work, the physical structure of the
dramatic event is not allowed to be merely a ‘transparent' supporting context
but is dragged in to be displayed and distorted in play. In distinction from the
rules of so-called 'serious' drama, the comic theater repeatedly refers to itself
in a gesture that seems to be basic to the strategies of verbal 86Ao1. The
parabatic form in Greek comedy seems to have been the ideal forum for such
self-referentiality because in the chorus as it 'steps forth' the institution of

drama and individual 'pr

pon’ coincide providing an ideal spok for

the dramatic form. As the use of the chorus declined, so did the metatheatric

and self-referential aspect of comic discourse.

The meatatheatric twist continues in the antepirrhema (lines
1101 ff) in which the birds become identical with the the play and speak from
the 'person’ of the text:

Toig xprraig einelv 11 Bovddpeha Tiig vikmg répt,
8o Gydd’, fiv xpivwow hudg, xGow avroig Sdoopev
Bote xpeitto ddpa xoAAP tdv "AheEavdpov AaPeiv.

We have something to say to the judges concerning our victory:
that is, what blessings—far surpassing Al der's—we shall confer
on you if you adjudge the prize to us.

(1101-1103)
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This rhetorical trick (i.e. the equation chorus=the play) continues the
‘textual disguise' assumed in the first parabasis where the birds usurped, as it
were, the voice of the poet. It should not be a surprise to hear that the
linguistic manipulation goes so far that the birds concretize the coinage
metaphor (‘owls of Laureion’) and offer themselves as payment for victory of
the text which they claim to represent:

Tpéta piv yép, 0b pdlicta ndg xkpreig épletal,

YhaBkeg Vg obror’ émAeiyovst Aavparwrtikai.

First of all, what every judge desires most he will

have: The owls of Laureion will never desert you!
(1105-1106)

The obvious comic paradox here is that the fictitious situation in which bird-
gods would address men condescendingly from the summit of divinity is
allowed to mingle with the theatrical situation of an author (i.e. the text of the
play itself) speaking obsequiously to judges who have power over him.
Again, the metaphorics of the birds' discourse (espedially the reference to
money) is deconstructive of their rhetorical posture and reflects interestingly
the author's own paradox: the supreme creator must yet himself be judged.
There follows a sequence of short ger speeches (lines 1118-

1202) leading up to the next group of visitors comprised of Iris, a parricide,
Kinesias, and a sycophant (Prometheus and the Olympian embassy form a
somewhat separate group). The account of Nephelokokkugia's construction
is an elaborate display of bird-jokes in which various fowl are made to
participate in the work according to associations with their name or habitiat.

Now the 'new gods' seem to be enslaved, physically as well as intellectually,
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to Peisetairos’ idea. It is significant that the Grand Architect's final comment,
upon hearing the report of the fabulous progress, is a double-edged expression
of wonder. Having been asked if he is impressed (&pa Bavpdleis;) Peisetairos

replies:

N tobg Beodg Eymye: xal yap &Eov-
{oa y&p aAnbdg paivetai m yeddeowv.

I sure am, . . . and well I should be!
What I hear looks like sheer lies.
(1166-1167)

In other words, the ‘truth of the matter’ (¢An8@c) appears as outlandinsh as
lies. These words are at once an expression of amazement as well as a
moment in which the text of comedy reflects on itself to anticipate
Whitman's observation that in the comic plot "the biggest fraud wins, on the
theory that if the fraud be carried far enough, into the limitless, it becomes a
template of higher truth.”2? The grand fabrication of the master trickster,
Peisetairos, thus becomes the truth of the comic stage, which is to name him
the author, within the Birds, of the play's text.

Already in two parabatic sequences the chorus, upon usurping
priority and creative authority, has addressed the audience with the poetic
voice of new divinities. An important element in Peisetairos sham
rhetorical conversion of the birds from twittering idiots into 'gods' was the
exploitation of bird imagery in poetic references to certain gods such as Nike,
Iris, and Eros at vv. 574-575, as we have seen. The reference to Iris is
especially interesting: "Ipw 8¢ ¥’ "Opnpog dpaox” ixéAnv elvar tpfipavt xedein
‘and Homer likened Iris to a trembling dove' (v. 575). What had simply been
29Whitman 27.
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an epic simile becomes comic reality when its transferrential nature was
inverted: the attribution, in writing, of certain bird-qualities to the goddess is
concretized and reversed. The vehicle of the metaphor (bird’) becomes the
comic subject, deified by attraction. In a2 move which is fundamental to the

Birds (and comedy in general) the ‘'normal’ hierarchy of metaphor (tenor-

vehicle, subject-predicate) is deconstructed and the two signs are allowed to
interplay freely. First the term of comparison became the subject as the birds
stepped forth as gods; now the original subject, the goddess Iris, visits the
bird-gods in the capacity of a messenger and god-bird. For a moment,
however the text pretends to forget its own tricks and when Peisetairos asks
who it is that evaded the guards and entered the city, he is told ‘'we don't
know anything except that it had wings' (v. 1177). Iris is a belligerent visitor
and her function is obvious: she, as one of the linguistic sources for the bird-

god hor, is sent to di

P

pute the comic exploitation of I ge and
reclaim her right (and that of the other Olympians) to divine priority.
Naturally, such a 'serious’ mission can only be ridiculed in the present comic
context and Iris, accordingly, is made to participate in the discourse of
&Aafoveio. Her encounter with Peisetairos is vulgar and certainly does not
become her divine status.

The governing mood of Peisetairos’ encounter with Iris is
misunderstanding and comic eipwveix (v. 1211). Peisetairos makes such
outrageous jokes about her name that Iris cannot make sense of his words.
When he says that she should be arrested for having entered the gates, she is
equally perplexed. This arrogant failure to acknowledge his fabulous

achievement angers Peisetairos and he exclaims: 1 5 avtiig olov

eipovedetar; 'you see how she ironizes?!" (v. 1211). This delightful clash of
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discourses allows comedy to playfully juxtapose its own fantasy with an

d ‘other.’ Iris, despite her participation in the metaphorics of the text,
is made ignorant of the world to which she has come. Her function here,
which is ‘as old as Homer,' is to communicate the will of Zeus to his
subordinates. Peisetairos and his textual /political project, as we know, are
hostile to the text from which she comes and have expended some energy in
distorting it for their own purposes. The poor goddess is unaware of her role
in the metaphoric revolution and is so thoroughly confused by her interview
with Peisetairos that she questions his sanity (bnidverg pév; v. 1214). Initially
polite, she is soon dragged down to the new d

gogue's vulgar and

shouts back at him using the insults & pée 'you idiot' (v. 1216), pépe ‘fool' (v.
1238), and Siappayeing 'blast you' (v. 1257). The clash escalates and reaches a
climax with Peisetairos' ultimatum to Zeus that cleverly unites ultimate

&Aaloveia, insult, and an ideological statement of gigantomachic politics:

*Ap’ oloB’ Gt Zebg ef pe Avmioer népa,

nédabpa piv abtod xai dépovg "Apgiovog

xatafoddon Tupedpotov aietoig

répyo 5t rogupinvag eig Tov odpavov . . .
... Kai &1 note

€lg Mogupinv adtd xapéoxe xpdypata.

Know, then, that if Zeus annoys me any further

I'll burn down his chambers and those of Amphion

with fire-bearing eagles. I'll send 'porphyrions' into the sky . . .

You know, a certain Porphyrion sure gave him trouble once already!
(1246-1252)

As we mentioned above, the reference to Porphyrion is double-edged:
while it asserts a rebellious attitude, it also carries connotations of ultimate

failure, a feature of the giants' revolution suppressed in the comedy.
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Peisetairos' language is even made to playfully contradict itself when he
asserts that men must sacrifice to the birds, not to Zeus: pé A{’ ob @ Alt 'By
Zeus not to Zeus!' (v. 1237). There is a clash of generations in the phrase!
Peisetairos isolates himself entirely from the traditional human socio~

religious context and establishes his supreme position in a birdland where,

surrounded by a world g d by his (Aristophanes') f: ic intellectual

¥

power, he is left only one postition—that of god. He asserts this position with
the phallic threat to Iris in which he promises to 'split her thighs' and
impress her with the force of his erection. She is rudely dismissed with the
familiar metaphor o0x drocoffices (v. 1258) and a fragment of her text, the
verb xatai@aldoerv 'to burn, inflame,’ is punningly thrown back at her by
Peisetairos who converts her threat of divine retribution (v. 1242) into sexual
mockery (v. 1261).30

There follows a passage in which yet another messenger, this time

from the realm of men, brings Peisetairos good news. Whereas Iris and the

gods refused to ack ldedge the exi e of Nephelokokkugia and placed
themselves in a relationship of irony with respect to the bird-coup, men
below are acutely aware of the goings-on and are eager to follow the new bird-
trend. It is interesing to note that the bird-mania takes on a predominantly
linguistic aspect as bird pastures (véuot) become human laws, while men are

said to alight on texts (BifAia) rather than reeds (BufAia):

Tpdtov piv ebBbg ravreg & edvng dpa
30Taaffe 56 writes that Peisetairos "takes advantage of her gender with sexual
aggression, he dissolves her power. He quite effectively reduces her to an
object of sexual interest and so negates her divine authority. . . . Iris does not
perform any distinctly female functions; her mythological identity
determines her function.” The phallus and language are his

P
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énétovd’ Enbev Bonep Npelg ént vopdv-
xaxeiBev &v xatfipov eig & Pifria-

elr’ Gv évépovt’ éviadba & ynoiopata.
'QpviBopdr 8 Gvto mep ag ote xal
roMhoiow dpvifav ovépat’ fiv keipeva.

The first thing they do upon rising in the morning

is to fly to pasture like we do. There they settle down on
books and peck decrees. The bird mania has gone so far
that bird-names are fastened on to many men.
(1286-1291)

Characteristic human activities such as writing and legislation are
couched in terms of the bird-life. The aspiring bird-men perch on ‘books' and

the system of human nomenclature mingles with that of the birds as a

of men (Menippos, Opuntios, Philocles, Syracosios etc., see vv. 1291-
1299) are comically renamed. Here the graphic nature of the Aristophanic
‘bird’ is laid bare and we see the sign in free flight: as animal, man,
supplement, and simply a mute artifact which is superimposed on (xeipeva)
other signs.

The grand metaphor becomes clearer: Peisetairos’ deification
proceeds by way of an intermediate metaphor in which he sets up an empty or
fictitious category of birds to which he can assimilate. This category first
occupied an indeterminate space between 'man’ and 'god:'

Gods 'Above'

\

Birds 'Inbetween’ (‘Nowhere')

\

Man 'Below'
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This intermediate category is then allowed to assimilate to the higher
category and lay claim to divinity, while the lower category (man) is made to
assimilate to the intermediate one and participate in the new priviliges. The
result is a clever metaphorical ladder, or chain, which allows Peisetairos to
ascend gradually to his isolated summit. As we might expect, a higher
element in the ladder is ostensibly ignorant of changes in the lower ones; thus
the Olympians (in the person of Iris) claim ignorance with respect to the bird-
coup, as Peisetairos is ignorant in the world of men, especially inasmuch as
the text of the play (which is his text) places the name of Athens under
erasure and ignores any 'real’ past experience that he must have had there. In
this respect the portrayal of our sophist's isolation from the pulse of life has a
textual basis and is more sublte than simply hanging him in a basket and

giving him pompous words to speak as does Socrates in Clouds. The lower

categories, h , are i ly i d in those above them: thus in the
parabasis the birds discuss the Olympians at length and now, we are told, men
below have gone bird-crazy in their fascination with the etheral city. This
metaphorical pecking-order, naturally, reflects the semantics of metaphor in
which the 'lower’ term (tenor) assimilates in predication to a ‘higher’ term
(vehicle). Comedy, however, does not allow the hierarchy to function neatly,
as we have seen, and the ‘vehicle' is finally allowed to be touched, or
contaminated, by the 'tenor.' The most striking feature of this comic
deconstruction of the metaphorical process is the thorough re-assimilation of
the birds and their city to the Athenian political paradigm.

Propositional, non-comic discourse is only comfortable maintaining
the linguistic hierarchy between subject and metaphorical predicate. Thus, as

I have noted, the phrase "the devil in the Oval Office" cannot mean, in a
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'serious’ context, that Satan is a sleepy executive. It is one of the pleasures of

comedy, however, to confuse subject and object in language (as I have just

done) and to ize supposedly figurative predicates. If we compare the
speeches of the first messenger (vv. 1121-1169) and the herald (vv. 1271-1308)
in this latter portion of the play we see how Aristophanes confuses the central

transference. First, he gives us an unadulterated statement3! of the
desiderative metaphor in the mouth of a typical GAaldv who seeks to
assimilate to birdhood:

Tevoipav aietdg dyirérag

Qg &v notabeinv brtp drpvyétov

Thadxag éx’ oldpo Aipvag.

O that I were a high-flying eagle

that I might soar over the barren

grey swell of the sea.
(1337-1339)

The paratragic force of this sentiment arises from the fact that the text speaks
with two voices simultaneously: the tragic voice remains an unfulfillable
and, to some extent, cliché expression of the desire to escape the human
condition, while in the comic context the parricide simply looks forward to a
simple, and real, costume-change that will, in fact, allow him not to change
his ways. This is another example of the way in which Aristophanic humor
forces the impossibility and apparent absurdity of metaphor into a comic
‘reality.’ In other words, the network of man-bird jokes retrace backward, as

Lacan observed, the emergence of sense from nonsense in metaphor.32

31According to the Scholiast these verses are from Sophocles' Oenomaos
(cf. also Euripides Hippolytus 732 ff).

32What makes metaphor appear marked and strange is the effect:
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Although this contextual parody itself teases the root metaphor
(&vBpamog 8pvig), Aristophanes proceeds to further twist the man-as-bird
predication by making it bi-directional and confusing it with the bird-as-man
transference for delightful nonsense: we have the birds falling in line along
the pattern of an Athenian colony ruled by a sophist-demagogue (the
messenger's speech) and silly men afflicted with a bird-mania (the herald's
speech). The play sustains and develops this man/bird dialectic in subsequent
scenes. Thus we have the Iris scene opposed to the herald's speech , and the
triad of human intruders (parricide, Kinesisas, sycophant) balanced by the
Prometheus scene and the divine tiplet (the Poseidon-Heracles-Triballos
embassy). All of this play on both sides of the governing metaphor is finally
capped by the deification of the most important metamorph, Peisetairos, in a

quence that simul ly celeb the comic hero's achievement and
reveals its absurdity.

Nephelokokkugia, by virtue of exploiting the linguistics of the
impossible, now becomes the focus of activity—human, divine and ‘other.’
We have heard how many birds were participating in the city's construction
and now the herald reports than more than ten thousand men are flocking to
participate in the feathered fun (v. 1305). The transformation of men to birds
is subjected to a light bit of metatheatrical mockery as Peisetairos bids his
attendants to "fill all the baskets with wings” (v. 1310). We certainly cannot
forget the erasure of Tereus' horrific transformation and even the
supernatural character of Peisetairos' conversion to birdhood by means of a
magic root. Now, however, the great transition is reduced to the simplest of

(successful) metaphors, though fully circumscribed by the laws of language,
foreground the essential rift in the structure of the sign and signification, the
“frontier" at which. in Lacan's words, "sense emerges from nonsense.”
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theatrical techniques in which a minimal 'bird' is signalled by a basic costume
consisting of two wings. These ntepa will allow men to make the transition

to a comic otherness that is, of course, ridiculously familiar:

AL’ dx téot’ ob piv idbv tég appixovg
xai Tobg Kogivovg &raviag éuniprin ntepdv-
Maviig 8¢ gepéto por Bdpale 1& mrepd-
&y & éxelvov tobg xpocidvtag Sé&

Now bring me as quickly as possible the crates and baskets.

Fill them with wings. When that's done, let Manes

bring them out here so that I can greet the wing-seekers

with wings.

(1309-1312)
The confusion between birds and men is poetically emphasized in the lyrical
dialogue that follows when the chorus refers to the population of
Nephelokokkugia as men (roAvévopa . . . xaAdv avdpi petowelv vv. 1313,
1319). Now that the city is offered as the object of desire we remember the
initial references to €pwg3? and its connection, at the beginning of the play,
with suspension of meaning: xatérovor 8* Epuwrteg énudig rédeng (v. 1316) . . .
Zogia, M6Bog (v. 1320). In this respect Nephelokokkugia emerges as an
invented other which is aware of itself as being a comic reflection of the self.
The prolonged search with which the play began involved two men who
wanted to ‘'invent' a homeland that was to be anything but familiar. The
locus of this other has turned out to be Nephelokokkugia, a city of birds,
which, as we have said, attracts men back to themselves, back to their human
nature. Thus the parricide seeks to give free rein to his violence. When he

335ee espedially vv. 412, 324, and 574: also vv. 696, 703, 1279, 1343, 1737
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expresses his approval of the law' in birdland which allows one to beat his
father Peisetairos replies Kai viy AT’ Gv3peidv ye nvo vopifopev (v. 1349). Once
again the comic otherness of birdhood is revealed to be manly. Peisetairos
must assert his authority (this is the main function of these scenes, after all)
and turns the situation around to his own advantage by diverting the
newcomer's zeal to more legitimate military activity (éxewdh péxyog €, eig
éni Opdxng Groxétov kaxel pdyov, vv. 1368-1369).

Kinesias comes next motivated by the theoretical consideration

that the beginnings (& afolai 'preludes’) of poetry are to be found in the
clouds. Peisetairos does not quite und d and is fr d by the poet's

marked language (ra%oat ped@ddv, v.1381). As in previous encounters of
Peisetairos with 'poets’ and other sham masters of texts this interview is
characterized by irony between discourses since Aristophanes makes the two
men speak different languages. For the poet the vocabulary of the bird-life
continues to be metaphorical of his craft, while Peisetairos represents the
pragmatic view which is annoyed by useless figuaration and seeks to bring it
‘down to earth' by means of linguistic or physical violence. The exchange is
familiar as poetry appropriates the ornithic vocabulary for itself: avanétopat .
. . mtepbyowv xovgaig (v. 1373), xétopar &’ 68dv . . . peAéov (v. 1374) amavta yap
Sieyn oot tdv aépa (v. 1392). "Our craft,” says Kinesias "hangs in the clouds:”

Kpépoton piv odv éveedBev pdv i téxvn.
Tav 18vpapBav yap & Aapprd yiyverar
aépra xai oxotewva xal xvavavyéa

xai xrepodévnrad ob See xAdwv eloer Taxa.

Our craft, you see, hangs in the air.
The glory of dithyrambists is the airy,
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the riddling, the murky, the wing-fluttered.
You'll understand as soon as you hear it.
(1387-1390).

Peisetairos, however, flatly denies the assertion "you will soon
understand” and concretizes the poet's metaphorical discourse. He takes up
Kinesias' desiderative bird-word nvoaict ‘breeze’ and says vi) 1ov Ai* | *yé cov
kataradow tig xvods 'by Zeus, I'll stop your breezze!'(v. 1397). This is

followed by an insult in which he offers the poet to train choruses for a

certain Leotrophides. As in previ Peisetairos asserts his

mastery over language and seeks to control any potential competition in
alzoneia. The most interesting moment in this exchange is its conclusion.
Kinesias, it seems, does not have a sense of humor and behaves as we might
expect a 'serious’ or extra-comic poet to behave in reaction to Aristophanic

humor. He sees himself the victim of explicit comic parody since Peisetairos

dly mocks his language (zvodg v. 1397, xaiperg xtepoddvntog v. 1402,
Siddokew . .. xopév vv. 1404-1405). The poet's takes offense at Peisetairos'
concretization and control of his figural diction: Katayehig pov, 8fikog el (v.
1407). Itis as if he were saying that Peisetairos threatens to vitiate the power
of his language by i

posing and king its figurality. In this contest between
comedy and 'serious’ discourse the former is free to deconstruct the linguistic
conventions of the latter. Both the parricide and Kinesias have relied
‘seriously’ on poetic metaphor to lend their discourse a certain power and
prestige. Peisetairos, true to the spirit of his comic-sophistic GAaoveia, in
each case destroyed this power and prestige and subordinated the visitors by
absorbing them into his kingdom of sham metamorphs. Consequently,
despite his outrage at being mocked, the poet no doubt assumes the token
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signs of birdhood and is so absorbed by the vepéAay, i.e. the 'douds’ or 'traps'
which he postulated as fundamental to poetry.
The final human visitor is the most important in that he excites

Peisetairos to a full expression of his verbal mastery. The Sycophant

represents a man who employs his intellectual abilities for insidious and base
purposes. In his fascination with litigation (zpaypatodigng v. 1424,
xatarenokdg dikag v. 1429, Sikoppageiv v. 1435) he is both a threat to
Peisetairos and a generic 'bad guy.34 So far our protagonist has dealt with

aspiring and at of language from various spheres of life. The
sycophant who avoids real work by means of trickery and intrigue pursues a
career of self-aggrandizement in the public arena and as such is offensive to
Peisetairos who refuses to give him wings or accept him into

Nephelokokkugia. In a f: ic tur d Peisetairos who had just

deflated Kinesias' poetry suddenly appropriates the metaphorics of wings to
instruct the Sycophant. The latter is impatient with Peisetairos' moralizing

disapproval of his profession and urges him:

ZY. "Q Sawpdvie, pi vouBéter p’, GAAa ntépov.
TI.  Ndv 101 Aéywv rtepd oe.

ZY. Kai néx &v Adyorg
avdpa ntepdoeiag ov;

L. Tléavteg tot Adyorg
avantepodvial.

SY. Come now, man, don't preach, just feather me!

PE. Iam: by speaking I give you wings, can't you see?
SY. How would you make a man winged by mere words?
PE. Everybody takes flight in speech!

(1436-1439)

34Ct. the excuse for leaving Athens which Peisetairos and Euelpides give in
vv. 39-41 that Athenians "sit on lawsuits their entire life."
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Peisetairos then gives two examples of the way in which language can
exalt a man and 'give him wings:' Discussing their sons two fathers exchange
complaints, one saying that his boy has ‘flown aloft' with desire for chariot-
driving while the other boy's heart has taken to the air with inspiration after
a performance of tragedy:

{{ Aewidg ¥é pov b perpaxiov Atertpégng

Aéyov Gvertépoxev 09’ inmmAateiv.))

‘0 8é 115 10V adT0d gnowv éxi Tporyedia
v pdofat kai fioBar &g ppévag.

"It's frightening how Dieitrephes has set my

boy aflutter with eagerness for chariot racing!"
Another complains that his boy heart has taken to
the air and palpitates over a tragic performance.
(1442-1445)

Naturally, these ples c dict Peisetairos' moralizing intentions since

the passion for izmmAacia is a classic vice of youth as we have seen in Clouds.
The reference to the effects of the tragic theater is even more cutrageous since
the preoccupation on the part of youth with the new poetry is presented in

comedy as deleterious and effeminate.35 Several factors are at work here:

first, the clash between Peisetairos' i ion and his les sets up a

4

35Thus in Clouds Strepsiades complains about his sons recitation of
scurrilous passages from Euripides (lines 1371-1376 ) and in Frogs Aeschylus
blames Euripides for the physical deterioration of Athens' youth (vv. 1069-
1097).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



207

hilarious contradiction; second, Peisetairos asserts his authority over the
sycophant and dismisses him shamefully using the rhetoric of moral

indignation; third, and most important, having dismissed all competitors at

the game of linguistic and poetic ipulation Peisetairos is free to deploy
the metaphorics of his invented world in a joyous expression of his power.

Language is flight and in its effect gives the mind of man wings:

‘Ynd yap Abyov & vodg (te) petepilerar
énaipetai v* @vBponog. Obto xal o’ éyd
avantepdoag Podhopar xpnotoig Adyorg
Tpéyar mpdg Epyov vopov.

The mind is lifted up by words and a man soars.

Thus I wish, by constructive speech, to give you wings and
turn you to a lawful pusuit.

(1447-1450)

The city of birds, then, is a city whose citizens have been 'seized up' into the
air and 'converted’ (tpéyat) by ‘effective’ or 'functional,’ so as not to say
‘good’ words.

Exodos

Peisetairos now emerges as the sole ruler over the world of
metamorphs and, most important, as the undisputed master of its
metaphorical text. In terms of development, this final rhetorical display (the
Sycophant episode) is the logical climax of Birds.36 In the freedom of
mh—m_;-se_em to have come to the end of his bird-lore, and he fills
the i ices between the ining scenes of his play with four stanzas

which . . . might as well have been introduced into any other Comedy."
Rogers on v. 1470.
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Aristophanic i ion Peisetairos is at liberty, on the one hand, to radically
concretize birdhood by reducing the transformation to a metatheatrical parody
of the bird costume and, on the other hand, to exploit its metaphorical
potential in giving men wings through the power of speech. His progress‘ has
reached completion as he passed from an initiate and suppliant®” to high

priest. The remaining episodes, the visits of Pr heus and the embassy as

well as the exodos, are a celebratory ion of Peisetairos’ achi

The visits of the gods are framed by three choral odes in which the
birds display their newly-acquired mastery of metaphor. The first (vv. 1470-
14930) tells of a wondrous Kleonymous-tree and a distant pseudo-
hyperborean realm where the robber Orestes is the 'hero' one is most likely to
encounter. The second (vv. 1553-1564) is a bizzare Socratic Nekuia in which

the unwashed philosopher acts as a comic yoxoywyég who conjures up the

spirits of the cowardly Peisander and the ire' Chairepl The third

P P

(vv. 1694-1705) tells of an exotic tongue-oriented people (i.e. Athenians) who
from normal achievement by manual labor or xeipoyéotopeg have become
tongue-achievers yAwttoyGotopeg, men who are said to fulfill the sum total of

their human needs (yaotip)3® with their tongues alone. These images

375ee the discussion above (Chapter 2) of lines 120ff in which Peisetairos and
Euelpides approach Tereus as ixétat and seek to be initiated by him into the
cult of birds.

38The semantics of yaotfp in the compounds éyxepoydotopeg (Athenaeus
1.6) and xerpoydotopeg, as well as the Aristophanic coinage involving yAGtta
support Pucci's p ion of the suupl ity of the concept in the
Odyssey ( Odysseus Polutropos, Chapter 17:181-182). The comic involvement
of yaotip with yA@tta is clever and natural in this Odyssean connection.
"Perhaps the englétogastores (1695 ff.)," writes Pozzi, "an allusion to the
cutting and setting aside of the victim's tongue at the sacrifice, involve a
reminder of Philomela" (Pozzi 120 N. 6).
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illustrate that the birds have learned to see the world in a new way since
Peisetairos' arrival and since Euelpides first turned to Tereus because he had
"flown round the earth and sea having the mind of both bird and man" (vv.
119-120). The suspension of meaning has been resolved and now the chorus
of birds is free to articulate any experience in freely associative metaphor.
Prometheus arrives to announce that "Zeus is undone” (v. 1514) as a
consequence of the aerial colonization. He reports that in the divine world,
which metaphorically reflects the Hellene/barbarian opposition of men, there
is dissent and unrest. An embassy, he warns, is on its way with the intention

of reaching an agreement. The rebellious Titan is true to his nature and

conti: his resi to the established rule of Zeus (&vBpdonoig elivovg and
Beopioni, vv. 1545 and 1548). His advice serves to introducde the final episode
and to suggest the marriage of Peisetairos and Basileia.

The divine embassy reinforces the success of the Ornithomachy and
completes the theatrical/linguistic conspiracy. The visit of Poseidon Herakles
and 'Triballos' is the occasion of many jokes especially the reflection of
Athenian democracy and laws among the gods (vv. 1570, 1641-1675) and the
linguistically opaque barbarian god. Peisetairos, who has learned his lesson
well and will settle for nothing less that absolute dominion, is busy cooking
some "criminal’ birds and is able to exchange this food for Herakles' initial
violence. A delightful trick in this final episode is a momentary return to
suspended meaning in the cryptic utterances of Triballos. These 'gaps’ in the
dialogue offer Peisetairos the chance, once again, to write his own text, and
write he does! The vote to tranfer Zeus' sceptre to Peisetairos devolves to the

barbarian's opinion:

HP. To oxirtpov arodobvat xdAw ymoilopat
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10b1015 £Y0.

0. Kei 7ov Tptfadddv vov épod.
‘0 Tp1BoArdg, oipdlev Sokel ooy

TP. Zav vax
Baxzapt xpovea.

HP. ®not ,” ed Aéyewv ndvo.

HE. Ivote to return the scepter to the Birds.

PO. Fine, but first get Triaballos' vote.

HE. Hey, Triballos, what's your opinion.

TR. Sow naka staffer wakker.
HE. You see? He's quite supportive of my suggestion!
(1626-1629)

This gibberish is then inscribed into Peisetairos' script and settles the
issue of his 'deification.’ There follows the long debate in which Poseidon
tries to dissuade Herakles from conceding Basileia to Peisetairos on the
grounds that he will thereby forfeit his inheritance. Peisetairos manipulates
legal texts cleverly to prove that Herakles, as a bastard, does not stand to
inherit anything anyway and might as well side with the birds and enjoy ihe
proverbial and symbolic 'bird’s milk' which, as we noted above, is

1 ly rep ive of the pl of comedy and of ‘nothing.’
The vote returns to Triballos and the process is repeated: Peisetairos rewrites
the barbarian's nonsense (v. 1678) to suit his ‘drama.'

The stage is now set for the exodos and a messenger arrives
proclaiming the events to be 'beyond words' pei{o Adyov (v. 1706) and
presenting the author of Nephelokokkugia in wildly laudatory verse (lines
1709-1714). The hymeneal song begins and reminds us one final time of the
central role of desire, “Epaug, who is said to be the attendant of the sacred
marriage (v. 1737). The épwg who first manifested himself as the lack of
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meaning in a structure of suspended signification now attends the fullness of
comic meaning in the iepdg yéuog between Sovereignty and Peisetairos who is
Sopdvav dnépretos (v. 1765).

In Birds, Aristopt has p d the f ic plan of

and therby concretizing, a large-scale metaphor in which men ostensibly seek
to participate in the Other with the result of an utter confusion between terms
in ‘metaphor’ and comparison.39 The play has involved a thoroughgoing

program of deconstructing the patterns of serious discourse for the purpose of

revealing their comic underside. The suppl ity of jokes and

metaphors (and proliferation of which is fund tal to the

overall design of Birds is used to resolve the initial tension (suspension of
meaning) which was cleverly rooted in the basic duality and difference of the
sign. In other words, Aristophanes relies on the very properties of language
itself for the underlying logical dialectic of the play which has seemed to some
to lack meaning. The triumph of manipulative rhetoric as well the linguistic
anarchy characteristic of comic invention is mirrored in the play by a
revolution in the world-order as Peisetairos, the exponent of unlimited
signification, is establishes his power over men and gods.

At the beginning of Birds Peisetairos and his friend, not having
a context, turned to a metaphor (Tereus) that simultaneously embodied and

di inated the ferential power of language. The 'Tarot Session,’ or

.,

initiation, placed the p ist in a meta t from which he was able to

39Sommerstien, Aristophanes’ Birds 3: "Over and over again, men are
spoken of as birds (34-35, 64~48, 169, 300, 760-8, 800, 804-6, 978-9, 987, 1086-7,
1286-99, 1372, 1406, 1410-12, 1564), gods as birds (575, 1258) or as men (186, 830,
1514, 15204, 1549, 1551, 1571, 1638, 1639, 1644-70), birds as men (17-18, 57, 284,
292-3, 353, 1179, 1349; compare also the account of the building of the walls
[1132-57)) or as gods (571, 586, 716, 722, 833-6, 849-903, 1058-60, 1236, 1249-50)."
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single-handedly create a world whose only rule was the language of which he

was master. Peisetairos is the xoppd0518 Aog, i.e., the successful author of

his own comedy who proves to be a fine poet and choreographer. The chorus
and its poetry is literally written by him while a series of rival texts for the
play (the poets and other ¢Aa{éves) are defeated. As the pre- or post-
olympian creator of his own literary context Peisetairos can only be its
supreme ‘deity,’ master of persuasion (xeif-, xeio-), perhaps, but quite alone
and without any étaipot to fulfill the omen of his name—a signifier which he

does not control.

, even in Aristoph " writes S
“are the laws of the universe so utterly set aside for the hero's benefit. He has

but to will, and it is so. His power is total."40

40 Aristophanes: Birds 4.
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