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Aristophanes on Alcibiades 

Richard F. Moorton, Jr 

AT Frogs 1425 Dionysus tells Euripides that Athens desires, 
hates, and wishes the return of the exiled Alcibiades. I argue 
here that Aristophanes' own comedies reveal a similar ambiva

lence. My thesis is that (1) the plays predating the Deceleian War re
veal both criticism and approval of the rising politician; (2) criticism 
of Alcibiades' political intentions and, implicitly, of the man himself 
predominates (as others have seen) in the two comedies of 411, 
Lysistrata and Thesmophoriazusae; but (3) by 405 altered conditions 
prompted Aristophanes to advocate cautiously the recall of A1cibia
des in Frogs, a much debated point on which this paper offers a new 
VIew. 

Most of the references to Alcibiades in the early comedies concern 
either his sexual behavior or his facile eloquence. Rhetorical prowess 
can imply intellectual ability and activity in the courts and the ekkle
sia, and both are attributed to A1cibiades in the plays from the period 
of the Archidamian War. In Banqueters Alcibiades is mentioned by a 
disapproving father as one of the sources of his corrupt son's turns of 
speech (fr.120S.Sf).1 

At the time Alcibiades was in his twenties. That he is mentioned as 
one of the sophists and lawyers who have corrupted the old man's son 
is evidence that he had already acquired a reputation for that rhetori
cal facility and avant-garde intellectualism which characterized him 
throughout his life. The precocity implied in this mild slight (to give it 
its worst construction) is therefore in itself a backhanded compliment. 

The other certain allusion to Alcibiades in Banqueters refers to his 
sexual extravagance. Photius and Hesychius preserve references de
scribing an Aristophanic roue born in the archonship of Phal(lJenios 
or "Phallip," a sexual pun.2 The notice in Photius specifies that the 

1 Aristophanic fragments are, unless otherwise noted, cited from R. Kassel and C. 
Austin, edd., Poetae Comici Graeci 111.2. Kassel and Austin (145 ad fr.244) also 
believe that Alcibiades is satirized in fr.206; if so, the sophismata ascribed herein to 
Alcibiades are compatible with his general reputation for ingenuity and with the 
smart diction attributed to him in fr.244. Of interest to the question of Aristophanic 
reference to Alcibiades is J. W. Suvem, Two Essays on "The Clouds" and on "The 
rfipas" of Aristophanes, tr. W. R. Hamilton (London 1886) 44f. See also J. F. Talbot, 
"Aristophanes and Alcibiades," CB 39 (1963) 65. 

2 PCG 111.2 145 fr.244 (=554 K.). 
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play was Banqueters, while the gloss in Hesychius tells us that the rake 
was Alcibiades.3 But there is no evidence in the Aristophanic corpus 
for an entire play devoted, like Eupolis' Baptai, to an attack on Alcibi
ades. Acharnians contains one certain reference to Alcibiades. At 
714-16 the chorus proposes that in the future young men should be 
prosecuted by a chattering sodomite, the son of Cleinias, i.e., Alcibia
des. In this jovial slur there is an acknowledgement of Alcibiades' 
activity, and even effectiveness, in the courts. He may also be alluded 
to in 524f, where Dicaeopolis recounts that in the events leading to 
the war some drunken Athenian dandies abducted a prostitute named 
Simaetha from Megara. A scholion on 524 reports that Alcibiades was 
in love with Simaetha, and appears to have suborned some young 
Athenians to steal her from him. If these lines were indeed intended 
to recall Alcibiades, they bear witness to the irresponsible passion at
tributed to the fiery Almaeonid both by comedy and by more serious 
commentators in antiquity. 

In 1959 V. Borukhovich revived Suvern's contention that Pheidip
pides in Clouds is a caricature of Alcibiades.4 His thorough review of 
the evidence nevertheless gives us no reason to doubt Starkie's judg
ment that Suvem did not prove his case, nor is he willing (336) to 
accept an absolute identification of Pheidippides and Alcibiades.5 

There are many undeniable resemblances between the comic charac
ter and the son of Cleinias,6 but what makes identification untenable 
is the fact that Pheidippides is not blatantly, unmistakably a comic 
incarnation of Alcibiades. Aristophanes was never coy about his 
caricatures. Usually, as in the case of Socrates, Euripides, and Aga
thon, he gave his comic characters the names of the real persons they 
represented. When he did not, as in the case of Paphlagon, the 
Knights' version of Cleon, he made the resemblance between carica-

3 Kassel and Austin are right to trace the data from Hesychius to Banqueters rather 
than to Triphales (cJ PCG 285 S.v. TPU/>a.A'I'/S), as Suvern (supra n.l: 85ff), Kock (CAF 
I 532 fr.554), and J. M. Edmonds (FAC I 772 frr.553-57) have done. 

4 "Aristophanes and Alcibiades," AntHung 7 (1959) 329-36 (in Russian; my thanks 
to my colleague Helen Reeve for translating this article for me); cJ Suvern (supra n.1) 
44f. 

5 W. J. M. Starkie, The Clouds of Aristophanes (London 1911) 316 ad 46, 317f ad 
64. 

6 Both are Alcmaeonids: c! Clouds 46-48, in which Pheidippides' mother is called 
the niece of Megacles son of Megacles, a name associated with the Alcmaeonids, as is 
Coesyra, the woman's name that Aristophanes turns into a participle ("Coesyrafied") 
referring to Pheidippides' mother in 48. Further, both Pheidippides and Alcibiades 
lisp (c! Clouds 870-73, Wasps 46). J. K. Dover, Aristophanes' Clouds (Oxford 1970) 
ad 872f, suggests that such a lisp may have been characteristic of upper-class young 
men. 
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ture and victim so obvious that it was immediately evident to the 
dullest member of the audience. This is not the case with Pheidippi
des, whose rustic father Strepsiades is very different from Alcibiades' 
aristocratic sire Cleinias, and who, unlike Alcibiades, had to be for
cibly SUbjected to the tutelage of Socrates. It is therefore best to view 
Pheidippides as the caricature not of an individual but of a type, the 
Athenianjeunesse doree. 

The next mention of Alcibiades in the canon makes an unambigu
ously political point that foreshadows Aristophanes' treatment of him 
in Frogs. In Wasps 42-45, Sosias describes his dream-vision of The
orus, the political lieutenant of Cleon, with the head "of a raven" 
(korakos) , and tells how in the dream Alcibiades lisped (substituting 
I's for r's), "Do you see? Theolus has the head of a toady!" (kolakos). 
This is a decidedly friendly reference, as we can tell from Xanthias' 
response in the next line, "Alcibiades lisped that right!" (46). Alcibia
des' inadvertent pun puts him on the side of the angels, since he 
thereby ridicules Cleon's political associate, and reminds us that he 
did not get on well politically with some of the radical populists like 
Hyperbolus and Cleophon, a fact which will have a critical influence 
on Aeschylus' judgment of him in Frogs.7 

The next allusion to Alcibiades in Aristophanes reflects his political 
fall and exile.8 In Birds of 414, Euelpides rejects Hoopoe's suggestion 
that he settle on the Red Sea because he fears a visit from the 
Athenian state galley Salaminia bearing a summoner (145-47). The 
scholiast on 147 recalls Thucydides' account of the voyage of the 
Salaminia after Alcibiades (6.61). He had been accused of profaning 
the Mysteries, and rather than face the judicial lynching that his 
enemies had· prepared for him in Athens, he fled into exile. Most 
commentators on Birds correctly see in this passage a comic reference 
to Alcibiades. And yet, although the fugitive had been condemned in 
absentia before Birds was produced, there is no note of condemnation 
in the lines. The fact is that the harm which Alcibiades in exile would 
do to Athens was not yet apparent. 

Alcibiades' name is not mentioned again in the extant plays of Aris
tophanes until Frogs of 405 D.C. But A. Sommerstein believes that 
both Lysistrata, which he puts at the Lenaea of 411, and Thesmo-

7 It might be thought that the mention of Alcibiades' lisp draws unkind attention to 
a physical handicap, but Plutarch tells us (Alc. 1.4) in connection with this passage 
that Alcibiades' lisp was accounted part of his charm. 

8 Talbot (supra n.l) 66 wisely rejects the scholiast's assertion that the would-be 
general and the slave alluded to in Clouds 450 and 451 are both identical with Alcibi
ades. 
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phoriazusae, which he puts at the City Dionysia of the same year, 
contain unmistakable allusions to Alcibiades, now in exile and in
triguing with Athenian oligarchs to return to Athens.9 Sommerstein 
argues that there are several passages in Lysistrata calculated to recall 
Alcibiades in an unfavorable light: 390-97 and 589f, which condemn 
the ill-omened Sicilian expedition, championed by Alcibiades, and 
the awful losses it entailed; 507-15, in which Lysistrata complains 
about foolish decisions in the ekklesia, especially an addition to the 
treaty stele of 421 which may refer to an act advised by Alcibiades (cj. 
Thuc. 5.56.3); and 1093f, a joke about Hermocopidae, who were 
linked in Athenian public opinion with the profanation of the Mys
teries-in which Alcibiades was allegedly implicated (e.g. Thuc. 
8.53.2)-as part of a great conspiracy against the democracy (Thuc. 
6.28.2).10 

H. D. Westlake questions these arguments on the grounds that the 
passages do not inevitably call Alcibiades to mind, and need not do so 
to be dramatically effective. 1 I So this issue is still open, but Sommer
stein's contention that Thesmophoriazusae contains a clear hostile 
reference to Alcibiades is less susceptible to doubt. 12 In Thesmo
phoriazusae 331-71 the women invoke curses upon those who com
mit any of a catalogue of wrongs, including those who negotiate with 
the Mede, contemplate tyranny, or bring back a tyrant: 

" 'Q 'It. I "'~I , 
fL TLS nn,..,OVl\fVfL TL Tcp U7]p.cp ICalCov 

,... ,... _ 1\ , I 

Tcp TWV yvvaLlCwv, 7] 7TLIC7]PVlCfVfTaL 

E' I~ M I~ ," Q'It. I Q ' VpL7TLuy 7]uOLS T f7TL ,..,I\a,..,y TLVL 
,.. ,.. ""''' ,.,., ,.. 

Tn TWV yvvaLlCwv, 7] TvpaVVfLV f7TLVOLfL 

~ TOV Tvpavvov (TVYlCaTaYfLV • ••• (334-38) 

It is well known that this entire passage is a parody of the 'Apa, one of 
the ceremonies performed before a meeting of the ekklesia. 13 An 
injunction against those who deal with the Mede or seek to restore a 
tyrant was a traditional part of the ritual harking back to the attempt 

9 A. H. Sommerstein, "Aristophanes and the Events of 411," JHS 97 (1977) 112-
26. 

10 Sommerstein (supra n.9) 122f. 
11 H. D. Westlake, "The Lysistrata and the War," Phoenix 34 (1980) 42, 47, and 49 

n.32. In Aristophanes, Lysistrata (Oxford 1987), J. Henderson argues that at the time 
of the production of Lysistrata, Aristophanes was unaware of the intrigues of Alcibia
des and that the poet "seems rather to forego than to exploit opportunities to allude 
to Alkibiades" (xxiv). 

12 Sommerstein (supra n.9) 122. 
\3 For a discussion of the 'Apa in Thesmophoriazusae, see U. von Wilamowitz

Mollendorff, Aristoteles und Athen II (Berlin 1893) 443, and P. J. Rhodes, The 
Athenian Boule (Oxford 1972) 36f. 
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of the Persians to restore Hippias in the invasion of 490 B.C. But it is 
hard to see how an Athenian audience at the City Dionysia in the 
month of Elaphebolion in 411, when Alcibiades' proposal-that if he 
were recalled and the democracy replaced by the Constitution of the 
Five Thousand, the Great King would side with the Athenians-had 
been divulged in the ekklesia, could hear this parody of the traditional 
• Apa and not think of Alcibiades and his supporters at Athens. Hence 
Sommerstein, following Gelzer, correctly sees here a veiled but real 
criticism of Alcibiades growing out of a fear of his imposing tyranny 
on the Athenians.14 

Sommerstein argues, however, that by the time of Frogs, Aristopha
nes had changed his mind about Alcibiades: "in 406/5 circumstances 
became such as to make Aristophanes feel that the return of Alcibia
des (now free of the Persian connection), with all its dangers, might be 
the least of evils."15 He is led to this conclusion by the fact that 
Aeschylus declares in Frogs that Alcibiades should be tolerated by the 
Athenians, i.e., recalled. Subsequently Dionysus declares Aeschylus 
the victor in his agon with Euripides. Is this, as Sommerstein implies, 
Aristophanes' way of implicitly endorsing the recall of Alcibiades? 
Editors and other scholars disagree on the answer. W. W. Merry, M. 
Croiset, and Wilamowitz believe that Aristophanes is indeed express
ing the opinion that Alcibiades should be brought back to Athens.16 
But others have their doubts. C. Whitman cannot bring himself to 
think that the poet is really using Aeschylus as a mouthpiece to 
recommend the recall of Alcibiades. 17 Gelzer writes that in this scene 
Aristophanes intends to offer "kein brauchbares politischen Pro
gramm," and T. G. Tucker feels that Aristophanes leaves the judg
ment up to the audience, an opinion with which W. B. Stanford 
concurs.18 So the problem of whether or not Aristophanes in Frogs 
recommends the return of Alcibiades to Athens remains unresolved. I 
am convinced that an examination of the text of the play in the 
context of proximate Athenian history will reveal that the answer to 
this question must be 'yes'. 

14 T. Gelzer, RE Suppl. 12 (1970) 1468.37ff s.v. "Aristophanes (12)." Sommerstein 
(supra n.9) 122 and Gelzer also see a hostile allusion to Alcibiades in Thesm. 1143f. 

IS Sommerstein (supra n.9) 124. 
16 W. W. Merry, Aristophanes: The Frogs (Oxford 1892) 6; M. Croiset, Aristophanes 

and the Political Parties at Athens, tr. J. Loeb (London 1909) 160; U. von Wilamo
witz-Mollendorff, "Lesefruchte," Hermes 64 (1929) 474. 

17 C. Whitman, Aristophanes and the Comic Hero (Cambridge [Mass.] 1964) 254. 
18 Gelzer (supra n.14) 1491f; T. G. Tucker, The Frogs of Aristophanes (London) 

1906) 255 ad 1434; W. B. Stanford, Aristophanes' Frogs 2 (Edinburgh 1968) 194 ad 
1433f. 
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Ostensibly Frogs is a literary play about the decline of drama, but 
political allusions pepper its lines, and two elements of its structure, 
the parabasis and the second contest between Aeschylus and Euripi
des, are devoted to exclusively political themes. It is not easy to 
explain on purely literary grounds why Aristophanes added the latter 
passage. Aeschylus won all three rounds of the test of the scales 
(1378-1410), and it would have been natural for Dionysus to declare 
him the winner. Instead, the god professes to be still undecided, and 
announces that he will sift the poets' opinions on the politics of 
Athens. Some critics have found this transition arbitrary.19 In any 
case, the fact that the poet passed up an opportunity to end the play 
with a literary decision that would have made good artistic sense 
(whatever one thinks about it as an aesthetic judgment) suggests that 
Aristophanes felt he had important unfinished business in the play. 

In 1421ff Dionysus declares that he will take back to Athens the 
dramatic poet who gives better advice to the city. The object of this 
advice is salvation for the polis (cf. 1421), and indeed the CTwT"Ipla of 
Athens has been a persistent theme in the play (e.g. 377-87, 636-
737). The first question Dionysus asks the poets is what to do about 
the exiled Alcibiades, ~ 'JfJ).,s y~p OVCTTOICEL: "For the city is in painful 
labor" (1423). The metaphor from childbirth reminds us that Alcibia
des is a son of Athens who has been, so to speak, difficult for the 
mother to bear. This sensitive and problematic formulation alerts us 
(but not Euripides) to the fact that the problem of Alcibiades is a 
complex one to which simple solutions cannot do justice. And in 
casting Alcibiades as the child of the city, the phrase establishes some 
grounds for an Athenian audience to sympathize with the city's most 
brilliant prodigal son. 

The difficult but intimate relationship between Alcibiades and Ath
ens is underscored by 1425 (with which this paper began). Euripides 
asks Dionysus what Athens thinks of Alcibiades, and Dionysus replies 

6 ~ , '6' '1>' Q. '\. '1>' " Th 1 . . 'Jf0 E' POEV, EX a'pn UE, ,..,OVI\EVTa, U EXEW. e anguage remains In-
tensely emotional, but it seems to shift from a maternal to an erotic 
metaphor.20 Athens is like an abandoned lover whose yearning for the 
lost beloved is not overcome by resentment over their differences: she 

19B. B. Rogers, The Comedies 0/ Aristophanes V The Frogs2 (London 1919) xvii; 
Stanford (supra n.18) xxivf (Stanford feels arbitrary transitions are Aristophanes' 
modus operand,); L. Radermacher, Aristophanes' "Frosche"2 (Vienna 1954) 356; C. F. 
Russo, "The Revision of Aristophanes' Frogs," G&R 13 (1966) 5f. 

20 The scholiast on 1425 tells us that Dionysus' line is an adaptation of a statement 
made by Helen to Odysseus in Ion's Guards: CT&i'{i PO'''' ~X8a1PE' ~', f3o-6AETal i'E po~", 
The precise reference of this line is unknown, but it shows no particular sign of 
denoting a mother's feelings towards her child. 
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wants him still. 21 The diction is lyric, and the conflict it expresses well 
known to Catullus: odi et amo.22 

It should also be noted that, although 1425 expresses ambivalence, 
the positive emotions outweigh the negative. There is only one expres
sion of hostility, i x6atpEL o£, opposed to two expressions of desire, 
1To8fL Iliv and {joVAfTaL 0' lXlLV, and the two positive phrases are placed 
first and last, the emphatic positions in the line. It is particularly 
important to Dionysus' question that Athens' wish to have Alcibiades 
has the last word, lXELv. 

Euripides proves remarkably insensitive to the complexities of the 
issue. His answer is unequivocal: 

I loathe a townsman who is slow to aid, 
And swift to hurt his town: who ways and means 
Finds for himself, but finds not for the state. 23 

Euripides' gnomic response looks to the universal, not to the particu
lar, to the negative, not the positive. His is the harsh measurement of 
Procrustes which fits the moment to the maxim, no matter what the 
cost. His meaning is: Alcibiades should not return. 

Aeschylus' answer in 1431f, on the other hand, has a complexity 
appropriate to the complications of the problem: 

I ). ,). I ",). I"" 
p.aI\LUTa P.EV I\EOVTa p.7J V 1TOI\EL TPE."ELV· 

" ~" '" ,... ,.." r ..... 7JV U EKTpa.,,?1 TLS, TOLS TP01TOLS V1T7JpETELV. 

Aeschylus says that it is best not to rear a lion in the polis, but if one 
has, it is best to submit to its ways (1432). The metaphor that casts AI
cibiades the A1cmaeonid as a lion (it seems that lions were associated 
with his family)24 is a conscious reminiscence of the lion metaphor in 
Agamemnon 718ff, in which a lion cub, representing either Helen or 
Paris, is reared by humans charmed by its ways, only to repay their 
kindness with bloody violence when it grows to maturity. This associ
ation of A1cibiades with either Helen or Paris, who brought ruin to 
Troy, is certainly ominous. It led Cedric Whitman to conclude that 
through Aeschylus Aristophanes was trying to say not that Alcibiades 

21 For the metaphorical characterization of the bond between citizen and polis as 
one between lovers, see Knights 732-34, 134lf, and Thuc. 2.431. 

22 Stanford (supra n.18) 193 ad 1425 points out the parallel. See also Talbot (supra 
n.l) 67. 

23 1427-29, tr. Rogers. In "Who Said What About Alcibiades? Frogs 1422-34," CQ 
N.S. 20 (1970) 53-55, J. L. Marr argues that 1427-29 should be attributed to Aeschy
lus, and 1431 f to Euripides. In this he has found few followers. In an Aristophanic 
debate it is virtually a rule-maintained without exception in Frogs-that the loser 
goes first. 

24 On this point see Stanford (supra n.18) 194 ad 1431 b. 
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should be recalled but that Athens has "Nursed its own doom. "25 H. 
van Daele was so startled by the metaphor that he tried to make the 
coupl~t bear a meaning, that Alcibiades should not be recalled, which 
is opposite to the patent significance of the text. 26 Both these reactions 
seem extreme. Aeschylus' metaphor shows that he views the problem 
of Alcibiades without any of the positive sentiment of the Athens that 
Dionysus describes in 1425. Aeschylus sees the negative side of Alci
biades' relationship with Athens at least as realistically as Euripides 
does. Yet he still recommends, in his oracular way, the recall of Alci
biades. Why? 

The answer must lie in the terms of Aeschylus' response. When 
Aeschylus calls Alcibiades a lion, he gives a reason to fear him, and a 
reason to prefer him. This is particularly clear when we consider the 
animals to which other politicians are compared in Frogs. Cleophon, 
the powerful demagogue most frequently satirized in the play (679-
85, 1504, 1532f), is portrayed in the ode of the parabasis as a squawk
ing Thracian swallow, barbaric and hence no true Athenian, and dis
honest to boot. Cleophon was the most influential leader at Athens in 
405 and the very type of new politician that the chorus soon urges the 
audience to reject in favor of the kaloi kagathoi (717-37), among 
whom it would not be inaccurate to class Alcibiades, an Alcmaeonid 
with blood as blue as any. In the antode of the parabasis (707-16) the 
chorus bitterly attacks a political ally of Cleophon the lyre-maker, 
Cleigenes the bathman, whom it contemptuously calls "this trouble
making monkey": 0 7rl871ICo~ O~TO~ 0 UVU €UOXAWU (708). We know that 
Cleigenes was a leading figure in the legal and political moves against 
the failed oligarchs of 411 (cj Andoc. 1.73) for whose civic rehabilita
tion the epirrhema of the parabasis pleads (684-708), and in this 
assault it is reasonable to suppose that Cleigenes and Cleophon were, 
by reason of political affinity, working in concert. Aristophanes de
picts the politicians whose policies he deplores and whose replace
ment he advocates as small, unpleasant, and contemptible animals, 
while he portrays Alcibiades as a lion-a large, powerful, and noble 
creature as worthy of respect as it is dangerous in a fight; and in 405 
Athens was, be it noted, involved in a fight for its life. Here, then, is 
one reason for Aeschylus to recommend the recall of Alcibiades, a 
dangerous choice for dangerous times, but at least a figure of stature 
in a play that persistently decries the degenerate diminution of con-

25 Whitman (supra n.17) 254. 
26 H. van Daele in Aristophane IV, edd. V. Coulon and H. van Daele (Bude, Paris 

1954) 152 n.4. 
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temporary Athens (cf 72-97, 1006-98), a decline of which Cleophon 
the swallow and Cleigenes the monkey are certainly prime political 
symbols. 

This analysis does not exhaust the implications of Aeschylus' ad
vice. The poet says that if one has raised a lion in the polis, it is better 
TOL~ Tp67TOL~ V7T7]PETfLV (1432). LSJ lists the literal meaning of V'7r'11P{"lW 
(I) as "do service on ship, as a rower." In an important article on the 
family of words to which this verb belongs (tJ1T7JPfT7JS, V7r7JPETLICOS, 
v7r7JpEula, V7r7JPETEW), Richardson argues that all these words were 
originally derived from V7r-, signifying subordination, and EPE-, mean
ing 'row'.27 In his view (58) the motive for their formation was the de
velopment in the history of seafaring in which 

the number of EpErat reached a point when it became necessary to 
have on board a 'time keeper' or controller, in other words a 
KEA£V(Tr~~. All the oarsmen now became 'under-rowers' in respect of 
this coxswain, taking their time, orders, etc. without question from 
him. 

To signify their subordination to the coxswain, Richardson argues, 
the rowers now became 'under-rowers', V7r7JpETaL, with the concomit
ant creation of a verb V7r7JPETfW, a noun v7r7JpEula, and an adjective 
V7r7JPETLICOS, to communicate fully the nature of their activity. He 
believes, however, that at a time before the first appearance in our 
sources of this word family (in Herodotus), these words had been 
replaced in their literal application to rowing by their virtual syn
onyms EPET7JS and its cognates, and V7r7Jpf.T7JS, V7r7JPETEW, etc. survived 
only as "dead" metaphors (since their literal meaning was forgotten) 
whose shared significance was "service" or "implicit obedience" (55, 
58f). In apparent support for this position we may note that LSJ cites 
only transferred (or as Richardson might put it, "inadvertently figura
tive") fifth-century uses of V7r7JPETEW. Thus V7r7JPETELV at Frogs 1432 is 
defined (II) as "humour," a reading in harmony with Rogers' earlier 
translation of the line, "But having reared, 'tis best to humour him."28 

I do not say that this translation is absolutely wrong, but rather that 
it is not enough. Surely Aeschylus is not stating merely that Athenians 
should take back Alcibiades so they can indulge his leonine tempera
ment. At issue is the soteria of the city, and if Aeschylus hopes to 
achieve the victory that in fact he does, his answer should have some 
positive bearing" on that issue. We find a clearer idea of what that 
bearing might be in Lattimore's rendering of 1432 as "But if we rear 

27 L. J. D. Richardson, "YTIHPETHl:," CQ 37 (1943) 55-61. 
28Supran.19: 219. 
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one, we must do as it desires. "29 Even this is too mild. V7T7IPETELV 
implies unswerving, perhaps abject obedience. Richardson gives the 
core meaning of V7T7IPETfLV and its cognates as "implicit, unquestion
ing service in response to another's authoritative bidding" (55). This 
definition aptly describes following orders in military service, and in 
fact those cognates of V7T7IPETfLV that in the fifth century reacquired 
connection with the sea-V7T7IPEu[a (naval specialists on a trireme), 
V7T7IP£ULOV (rower's pad), V7T7IPETLIC6~ (naval dispatch boat)-all con
note service with the fleet.30 Aeschylus is saying that the Athenians 
must take orders from Alcibiades, that is, they must accept him as a 
military leader. In 405 Athens' last great fleet was at sea, operating 
against Lysander to maintain access to the vital Black Sea grain 
markets, and Aeschylus' advice on Alcibiades would be even more 
pertinent to Athenian circumstances if it could be shown that by 405 

r ~ l'k r I rId' I h d al B.C. V7T7IpETfLV, 1 e V7T7IpEULa, V7T7IpEULOV, an V7T7IPETLICO~, a so re-
gained a naval significance. This cannot be demonstrated by fifth
century citations, but it is not quite out of the question. 

As LSJ notes (I), V7T7IPETELV is used twice in its literal meaning of "do 
rower's service for" in an inscription (/. ere!. III vi 7B.l 0, 23; ca 300 
B.C.) in which the Praesians dictate to the Stalitans (whom they have 
apparently defeated in the war) the conditions under which the latter 
shall perform naval offices for the former. This literal usage of V7T7IPE
TfLV follows the occurrence in Frogs by scarcely a century. Moreover, 
the close connection between V7T7IPETELV and rowing persisted for a 
considerable time. LSJ also cites a passage from Diodorus in which 
rowing is clearly indicated (2.55: 7TAOLOV V7TO avo &.V8pW7TWV V7T7IPE
TfLu8aL avvctfLEVOV).31 Thus there is no question that V7T7IPETfLV even
tually regained its original connotation. If it did so by 405, then Frogs 
1432 could be understood to mean that if the polis has reared a lion, a 
dangerous warrior like Alcibiades, then it is best to serve under him in 
the fleet. On this reading, Aeschylus is telling the Athenians to recall 
Alcibiades, in spite of the risks, to direct the triremes of Athens. But 
whether the meaning of V7T7IPETfLV in 1432 is nautical or not, the kernel 
of its significance is the same: in its extremity, Athens must submit to 
the orders of Alcibiades, the most formidable leader available. 

29 The Frogs, tr. R. Lattimore, in Aristophanes: Four Comedies, ed. W. Arrowsmith 
(Ann Arbor 1969) 87. 

30 See J. S. Morrison, "Hyperesia in Naval Contexts in the Fifth and Fourth 
Centuries B.C.," JHS 104 (1984) 48-59, esp. 48 (contra Richardson), 55. 

31 The argument is complicated by the question to what extent Diodorus' text de
pends on the wording of his source, but obviously he understood the literal meaning 
of tnr7JP£T£'iu8a& and expected that his readers would as well. 
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Such an injunction for military (and thus, in a city at war, civic) 
discipline in the service of a superior officer is appropriate to Frogs in 
a number of ways: it reflects the fact that Athens, in reality and as 
depicted in the play, was a maritime state at war; it echoes the plea of 
the parabasis that the city unite under competent leadership; it is 
closely compatible with Aeschylus' complaint and Dionysus' support
ing evidence that, unlike the sailors of the past, modern sailors dis
obey their officers, refuse to row, and sail where they want (1071-77); 
and it implies that Aeschylus is advising the recall of Alcibiades to 
regain his naval expertise for the city. 

This recommendation is particularly sensible in view of the mili
tary predicament of Athens in early 405. The city could still put a 
redoubtable battle fleet to sea, but it had no strategic reserves. The 
next crushing defeat would spell ruin. Aristophanes was fully aware of 
the situation. In Frogs 704 the Mystae declare that the Athenans have 
their city in the arms of the sea: T~V '7TOALV KaL TavT' fxoVTfs KVlJ-aTWV £V 

aYKaAaLS. Later they exhort their fellow citizens to use aristocratic 
leadership again, for if they succeed, they will win a good reputation; 
if they fail, they will seem to the wise to have hung from a worthy 
wood (735ft): 

\ e' \ Kat KaTOp oouaut yap 
"\ " '" \ ~ , 't' t' ~ ~ t' \ fVI\OYOV, Kav Tt u",al\1JT , f~ a~Lov yovv TOV ~VI\OV, 

" \, , ~ "," ~ , 
7]V Tt KaL '7TauX7]Tf, '7TaUXHV TOLS UO",OLS ()OK7]UfTf. 

The message of the parabasis is that the Athenians are experiencing a 
crisis of leadership. This crisis was particularly acute in the case of 
military expertise. In the wake of the battle of Arginusae, the Athen
ian strategoi who had taken part in the battle were put on trial for 
failing to pick up those whose ships had been sunk. All eight were 
found guilty, and the six at Athens were executed. As Sealey correctly 
notes, "this verdict diminished the pool of strategic talent on which 
the Athenians could draw in electing the ten generals of 405/4."32 AI
cibiades was genuinely needed at Athens. One of the most skillful 
admirals in the Aegean, he had won the battle of Cyzicus in 410, a 
victory that induced the Spartans to propose peace.33 Lysander him
self feared him.34 Recalling Alcibiades involves some risk, as Aeschy
lus obviously understands, but having reared the lion Athens cannot 
afford to repudiate his dangerous talents. Unlike Euripides, Aeschylus 
sees both sides of the issue and, while not without misgivings, saga-

32 R. Sealey, A History a/the Greek City States ca. 700-338 B.G. (Berkeley 1976) 376. 
33 Xen. Hell. 1.1.11-24; Diad. 13.49-53; Pluto Alc. 28. 
34 Pluto Lys. 4f. 
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ciously concludes that Athens is better off with Alcibiades than with
out him. 

At this point Dionysus declares that he still cannot decide, for one 
dramatist has spoken wisely, crocpwr, the other clearly, cracpwr (~ad loco 
believes that Aeschylus has spoken crocpws and Euripides cracpws; I am 
convinced that he is correct). Euripides' unequivocal and one-dimen
sional judgment is a model of clarity that falls short of wisdom be
cause it does not consider all factors relevant to a decision. On the 
other hand, Aeschylus' paradoxical and oracular response is certainly 
not cracp~s. It is so problematic that, as we have seen, some scholars 
cannot even bring themselves to believe that he really means what he 
seems to say. He weighs good against evil in deliberating Alcibiades' 
recall, and decides finally that the good outweights the evil. The 
renegade admiral should return. Dionysus judges that he has spoken 
crocpws, and in that judgment is prefigured Aeschylus' victory. 

But first Dionysus must pose one other question. He asks both poets 
how Athens may be saved. Euripides states that if the Athenians use 
as leaders those out of favor, and tum out those in favor, the city 
could be saved (1446-50). This answer appears to echo the exhorta
tion of the Mystae in the parabasis to reject the leadership of the 
radical populists headed by Cleophon and his associates, and to 
restore as leaders the kaloi kagathoi. As we have seen, this is an 
argument that can be used to support the civic rehabilitation of the 
kalos kagathos Alcibiades, so in a way it works against Euripides, who 
opposed Alcibiades' recall, precisely because it is good advice. It is 
germane to point out here that Alcibiades had a history of political 
opposition to the radical populists. Aristophanes' joke in Wasps 42-
45 suggests that the young Alcibiades was hostile to Cleon, just as we 
would expect in the ex-ward of Pericles. Alcibiades was also instru
mental in the exile of Hyperbolus,35 and he was a personal and 
political enemy of Cleophon. It was Cleophon who indicted Alcibia
des on a charge of treason after the battle of Notium, precipitated and 
lost by Alcibiades' lieutenant Antiochus in defiance of his comman
der's explicit instructions to avoid an engagement. Cleophon's malice 
confirmed Alcibiades' decision to go into voluntary exile.36 Should Al
cibiades return, it would spell serious political trouble for his adver
sary. Although Cleophon was a strategos (~ ad Frogs 679), we do not 
know of a single military success for which he was responsible. Alcibi-

35 Pluto Alc. 13f, Nic. 11, Aristid. 7. 
36 Diod. 13.74; Pluto Alc. 36f, Lys. 5; Xen. Hell. 1.5.17, 2.1.25; Nep. Ale. 7.4, S.l; 

Rimer. Ex.Nap. 36.15, Photo Bibl. 377alS. 
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ades, by contrast, was a seasoned and highly capable military com
mander. And nothing of what we know of Cleophon suggests that he 
could compete with Alcibiades in the exercise of that most potent but 
intangible of political assets, charisma. Aristophanes wanted the radi
cal populists out, and there is reason to believe that the recall of Alci
biades might have contributed to that end.37 

It is now Aeschylus' tum to speak. He says that the city will be 
saved 

'''''(I , ,,... \' 
T7JV 'Y7JV OTav VOP.LU'WU'L T7JV TWV 7rOl\fjJ.LWV 

,. '" I ''I:>' '" I " \ I ELVaL U'..,..fTfpav, T7JV uf U'..,..fTfpav TWV 7rOl\fP.LWV, 

7rOpOV a€ TaS vavs, a7roplav a€ T~)v 7rOpov. (1463-65) 

Because, as the scholiasts ad 1463 note, this naval policy resembles 
that given by Pericles at the beginning of the war (cj. Thuc. 1.140-44), 
it has struck some scholars as intolerably anachronistic. Wilamowitz 
and others even athetized the passage.38 But the principles of Athen
ian power had not changed in twenty-six years. Athens was a sea 
power whose very survival depended upon her fighting triremes, as 
the catastrophe at Aegospotami showed with grim clarity.39 Besides, 
Aeschylus has another reason to remind an Athenian audience of 
Pericles the Alcmaeonid. Pericles had formulated his naval policy in 
the days of Athenian greatness, an acme for which he himself was in 
no small part responsible, and which, in the eyes of many, his succes
sors, particularly those currently in power, had let slip away. Who 

31 Some may object that if a restored Alcibiades did in fact move against Oeophon, 
Archedemus, and the rest of the popular leaders, it would be only to replace them at 
the head of the radical democrats. Even if we grant the point (and with Alcibiades 
nothing was certain), we cannot infer that Aristophanes must have seen the matter in 
this light. Diodorus (l3.68.4) reports that Alcibiades had the peculiar power simul
taneously to make Athens' leading citizens view him as a strong man able openly to 
oppose the demos and to make the Athenian poor view him as a champion who 
would promote their interests. The historian concludes that on the occasion of Alcibi
ades' recall all the Athenians gratuitously assumed that good fortune (however they 
variously conceived it) had returned to the city (13.68.6). Alcibiades was a veritable 
lightning rod for wishful thinking, and Frogs provides reason to believe that Aris
tophanes was not immune to this effect. Plutarch tells us that Athens' obstinate faith 
in Alcibiades' ability to redeem the city from catastrophe lasted even after the fall of 
Athens, to be extinguished only by his death (Ale. 38). If in the hour of Athens' ex
tremity in early 405 Aristophanes succumbed to the legendary power of Alcibiades to 
induce hope, it was, in the context of the historical record; an absolutely unex
ceptional event. 

38 Wilamowitz (supra n.16) 474; T. Kock, Die Frosche (Berlin 1868) 212 ad 1460; 
Schmid-Stahlin 1.4 354f; G. Wills, "Aeschylus' Victory in The Frogs," AJP 90 (1969) 
56, among others. 

39 For a more detailed defense of the good sense of the advice in 1463-65 different 
in certain respects from, but not incompatible with, that here, see A. H. Sommerstein, 
"Aristophanes, Frogs 1463-5," CQ N.S. 24 (1974) 23-27. 
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better to restore some measure of that lost preeminence than Alcibia
des, another lion from the same illustrious stock? So Aeschylus has 
recommended that Athens recall her most famous admiral, and risk 
everything on the navy, in any case a necessity. Taken together, these 
two gnomai represent a coherent naval policy that was not imprac
ticable, and which, if implemented, seemed to have a chance of pro
ducing an honorable peace in an Athens released from the grip of 
radical populist hawks. Having given this intelligent advice, Aeschy
lus is allowed to win the contest.40 

The poet's meaning, as I have argued, was that Alcibiades should be 
recalled and made virtual commander-in-chief of the Athenian forces 
because he was best qualified to restore the once-preeminent fortunes 
of Athens. In giving this advice, Aristophanes was not recommending 
that the Athenians set an astonishing precedent in their treatment of 
Alcibiades, but rather that they deal with him precisely as they had 
dealt with him once before, and on the same grounds. Xenophon 
(Hell. 1.4.12) reports that in 407 Alcibiades, emboldened by the 
friendly attitude of the Athenians, ended his exile and returned home 
to Athens, where he was appointed supreme commander (a'7TclVTWV 

40 J. Hatzfeld, Alcibiade 2 (Paris 1951) 331, believed that Aristophanes was part of 
that sector of public opinion that considered Alcibiades' return dangerous but 
inevitable. E. Delebecque, "Alcibiade au theatre d'Athenes a la fin de la guerre du 
Peloponnese," Dioniso 41 (1967) 358, follows Hatzfeld in asserting that the parodos 
of Frogs creates an impression favorable to Alcibiades, for in that passage the chorus 
of Eleusinian initiates refers to their overland journey to Eleusis, a trip that was last 
possible when Alcibiades led the way with an armed escort to protect the procession 
from marauding Lacedaemonians based at Decelea. The problem with this interpreta
tion is that not all scholars believe that Aristophanes' chorus is composed of initiates 
of the mysteries. For a synopsis of the scholarship and issues, see C. P. Segal, "The 
Character of the Cults of Dionysus and the Unity of The Frogs," HSCP 65 (1961) 
207-42, esp. 236f n.44; see also G. T. Hooker, "The Topography of the Frogs," JHS 
80 (1960) 112-17; and M. Guarducci, "Le Rane di Aristofane e la topografia 
ateniese," in Studi in onore di Aristide Colonna (Perugia 1982) 167-72. Delebecque is 
on firmer ground when he points out (358f) that in the parabasis of Frogs Aristopha
nes was making a tendentious point very much to Alcibiades' advantage by blaming 
the Revolution of the Four Hundred exclusively on Phrynichus, Alcibiades' bitter 
enemy, although we know from Thucydides (8.47ff) that the oligarchic revolution was 
fostered by Alcibiades' intrigues to come home, and in the beginning Phrynichus 
opposed it with all the persuasiveness at his command. Although his arguments are 
less developed than mine, Delebecque believes (359) as I do that Aristophanes 
advocates the recall of Alcibiades to alleviate the dearth of military leadership after 
the Arginusae trial, and particularly to oppose Lysander. 

For a new argument that in Phi/oetetes of 409 B.C., Sophocles enjoins the return of 
Alcibiades to Athens, see M. Vickers, "Alcibiades on Stage: Phi/ocletes and Cyclops," 
Historia 36 (1987) 171-97. Vickers' synopsis of Sophocles' message in Phi/octetes 
suits my assessment of Aristophanes' message in the political context of Frogs: "Alci
biades' virtues were considerable, and if they could be harnessed in the service of his 
native city, Athens might be saved" (186). 
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~-Y~P.WV aVToKpaTwp) by the ekklesia because he was thought to be 
capable of restoring the previous power of the city, WS olas Tf WV uwuaL 

T~V 7rpOTEpav TfjS 7rOAEWS atJVaJJ.Lv (1.4.20). Diodorus tells essentially the 
same story (13.69.3). On that occasion the Athenians had decided 
that it was best for the embattled city TOLs Tpa7ToLS iJ7T""p~TELv. Aris
tophanes was merely asking, though in vain, that they do so again, for 
the same reason, the soteria of the city. 

The soundness of Aristophanes' suggestion that Alcibiades the ad
miral should be enlisted once again in the service of the polis was to 
receive melancholy confirmation in the chain of events culminating in 
the action at Aegospotami. On the day before the battle, Alcibiades 
sailed from his nearby castle to the Athenian camp, where he pointed 
out to the strategoi the very weaknesses in their position that Lysan
der was to exploit in achieving total victory. He was laughed out of 
camp, and the next day Lysander launched the attack that won the 
war.41 On the crucial issue of Alcibiades, the comic poet was right and 
the general staff was wrong. 

That said, it should be pointed out that Aristophanes couches his 
recommendation so cautiously that good scholars have denied he ever 
made it. For this, of course, there was excellent reason. Alcibiades was 
as volatile as he was brilliant. His dexterity at changing sides made 
Theramenes seem a veritable Gibraltar. A1cibiades had the capacity 
to save Athens-or ruin her. It is no wonder that Aeschylus' advice to 
serve the lion's nature is so troubled. Aristophanes' statement on Alci
biades is the whisper of an implication, not a clarion call to action. 
The poet knew that Athens was in the arms of the sea, and he did not 
wish to be blamed for sinking the ship of state. 42 
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41 For these events see Pluto Alc. 35f, Xen. Hell. 2.1.25-28. 
42 This paper has been improved by the suggestions of the anonymous referee. 


