PAGE  
1

LT338

NOTES ON ARISTOPHANES’S CLOUDS AND FROGS (EURIPIDES, SOPHISTS AND THE DECLINE OF TRAGEDY)
The growing demand for education in 5th century BC Athens called into existence a class of teachers known as sophists. The educational demand was partly for genuine knowledge, but mostly reflected a desire for spurious learning that would lead to political success. 
ARETE :  Most Sophists claimed to teach arete  (excellence) in the management of one's own affairs and especially in the administration of the affairs of the city. Up to the fifth century B.C. it was the common belief that arete was inborn and that aristocratic birth alone qualified a person for politics, but Protagoras taught that arete is the result of training and not innate. 
The Sophists claimed to be able to help their students better themselves through the acquisition of certain practical skills, especially rhetoric (the art of persuasion). Advancement in politics was almost entirely dependent upon rhetorical skills. The Athenian democracy with its Assembly (ekklesia), in which any citizen could speak on domestic and foreign affairs, and the council of five hundred (boule), on which every Athenian citizen got a chance to serve, required an ability to speak persuasively. The Sophists filled this need for rhetorical training and by their teaching proved that education could make an individual a more effective citizen and improve his status in Athenian society.

For these services they exacted large fees, and were, in fact, the first in Greece to take fees for teaching wisdom. Though not disgraceful in itself,  the practice of taking payment had never been adopted by the wise men of Athens. In fact,  the practice of charging fees and making money could well have appeared shocking to Aristophanes and those who distrusted the sophists. 

According to Michel Foucault, the idea that you could sell wisdom and instruction indiscriminately to whoever could pay, as a purely financial transaction totally separate from any cultural or religious framework, does not appear anywhere before the sophists.  

In FROGS, the cultural and religious framework of Athenian society is represented in the CHORUS of INITIATES – the initiates receive the teaching and wisdom of the cult through mystic rites which hand on or pass down wisdom and instruction. TRAGEDY, associated from earliest times with religious festival and cultic ritual around DIONYSUS could be seen as the natural ally of initiation and the antagonist of sophism. 

The sophists were not,  technically speaking, philosophers, but, instead taught any subject for which there was a popular demand. Topics included rhetoric, politics, grammar, etymology, history, physics, and mathematics. Early on they were seen as teachers of virtue in the sense that they taught people to perform their function in the state.

The most popular career of a male Athenian of ability at the time was politics; hence the sophists largely concentrated on teaching rhetoric. The aim of the young politicians whom they trained was to persuade the public of whatever they wished them to believe. The search for truth was not a top priority. Consequently the sophists undertook to provide a stock of arguments on any subject, or to prove any position. They boasted of their ability to make the worse appear the better reason. (Strepsiades says: ‘They say they have two Arguments (Logoi) in there – Right and Wrong, they call them - and one of them, Wrong, can always win any case, however bad.’ ( Penguin, Sommerstein p. 116) 

Some, like Gorgias, asserted that it was not necessary to have any knowledge of a subject to give satisfactory replies as regards it. Thus, Gorgias ostentatiously answered any question on any subject instantly and without consideration – known as eristic.
ERISTIC DISPLAY (Epideixis) Some Sophists sought to dazzle by means of strange or flowery metaphors, by unusual figures of speech, by epigrams and paradoxes, and in general by being clever and smart, rather than earnest and truthful. Gorgias gave public displays of argumentation and pulled huge crowds at festivals and dramatic events.

In CLOUDS, Aristophanes portrays a sophistic stage-Socrates in savage satire and questions the craze for the new learning. In FROGS he performs a subtler satire on Euripides but implicates Euripides in sophism.  In other works of antiquity comparisons are made between Socrates and Euripides. Socrates and Euripides are very often represented as equally sophistic, slippery and disquieting to the state.

NOTES ON EURIPIDES

Euripides grew to question the religion he grew up with, exposed as he was to thinkers such as Protagoras, Socrates, and Anaxagoras – all of whom inform his writing. Not much is known of his life. 

Euripides first competed in the Dionysia in 455 BC, one year after the death of Aeschylus. He came third, reportedly because he refused to cater to the fancies of the judges. It was not until 441 BC that he won first prize, and over the course of a lifetime of prolific writing, Euripides claimed a mere four victories.

Euripides was a frequent target of Aristophanes' humour. He appears as a character in The Acharnians, Thesmophoriazusae, and most memorably in The Frogs.

Euripides' final competition in Athens was in 408 BC and then he left the city for good perhaps because he wasn’t winning prizes. 
He left Athens in 408 and went to live at the court of King Archelaus 1st of Macedon where he died in 406 and was buried with attentive obsequies. 
The Bacchae, an uncharacteristic play, was performed after his death in 405 BC (the same year in which FROGS was first performed) and won first prize. A kind of Aristophanean irony, the dead poet beats the living poets.

Euripides is known primarily for having reshaped the formal structure of traditional Attic tragedy by showing strong or eroticised women characters and smart slaves, and by satirizing many heroes of Greek mythology. 
His plays seem modern by comparison with those of his contemporaries, focusing on the inner lives and motives of his characters in a way previously unknown to Greek audiences. 
He introduced comic scenes into tragedy

His use of formal stichomythia is attentuated into a more direct question and answer session, reflecting the technique of the elenchus in the sophistic method, and some psychological subtlety is introduced. As Euripides claims in Frogs, ‘What I did was teach the audience to use its brains, introduce a bit of logic into the drama.’ (Penguin, p. 193) 

There is a suspicion that he contaminates pathos with sentimentality – this can be viewed as a decline in feeling as well as language. Sentimentality is painless, uncritical, easy. It is easily achieved, it elicits feelings which are easily stirred and inevitably it involves easy language. Sentimentality involves a superficiality of feeling and language. It is felt as a decline from tragic pathos.

(Pathos may involve focusing on the individual person, but the focus seems to be on the person as representative of something beyond the personal, making it religious, spiritual.)

One measure of the changes Euripides made to tragedy along these lines, is suggested by the fact that the New Comedy (after the fall of Athens) took over some parts of Euripides' tragic technique: psychology, sentimentality, personal passions of characters, and low characters in important dramatic parts.

In antiquity, as Aristophanes suggests,  Euripides is felt to be involved in the decline of tragedy from its purer Aeschylean form towards a mode which points towards New Comedy. This is why Aristophanes, in FROGS,  will have Dionysus choose Aeschylus over Sophocles or Euripides as his ‘poet to save the city’. 

Aristophanes treats Euripidean tragedy as a new and potentially subversive kind of drama, lower in tone than the heroic tragedy of an earlier age (Aeschylus (525 BC—456 BC.  His earliest surviving play is probably The Persians, performed in 472 BC. In 490 BC, he participated in the Battle of Marathon, and in 480 BC he fought at the Battle of Salamis. )   Aristophanes seems to have the view that Euripidean tragedy is seductive but questionable in its persuasive techniques, similar to the way in which he seems to have regarded the sophists in CLOUDS.

AT the end of FROGS, Aeschylus calls Euripides ‘that wicked, lying, foul-mouthed scoundrel.’ This opinion delivered from the Underworld, probably voices majority upper-world opinion, and is reflected in Euripides’ failure to win at the Dionysia. It may be that this mood or climate of public opinion persuaded Euripides to withdraw from Athens, while Socrates stayed and brazened it out until his trial and condemnation in 399 BC.  Even in antiquity there was a tendency to yoke Socrates and Euripides together as baleful cultural influences and there are references to a belief that Socrates helped Euripides to write his plays. (An idea to which Nietzsche subscribes).
Aristophanes criticized Euripides for the following:

· He put beggars in rags on stage thus lowering the dignity of tragedy 

· He is determined to make tragedy less lofty by introducing the vulgar affairs of ordinary life; he sacrifices decorum and propriety for rhetorical display which is turning drama into oratory. ‘And then look how you encourage people to babble and prate’ –  (see speeches by Aeschylus in FROGS p. 195 Penguin)
· Euripides’s prologues are too long and have a tendency to over-explain the action. ‘The first character to come on explained the background and origin of the play, straight away.’ (p. 191) 

· He is a poetic innovator; his verses are feeble, his choral odes are platitudinous, his music overblown. ‘His lyrics are full of the rhythms of the dance-floor.’   ‘He gets his inspiration from the brothel or the drinking-club.’ (p. 203)

· He is a maligner of women. The chorus of Thesmorphoriazusae  certainly make this claim. They accuse Euripides of constantly referring to women’s sexual licence and lack of morals. Euripides was the first to introduce women on the stage, not as legendary heroines but as more realistic figures. 

· He is accused as a subverter of received morality, or rather that the morality that he teaches belongs to the school of Sophists. Doubtless he owed to Socrates the philosophy interwoven in his tragedies, causing him to be named the "stage philosopher," one haunted by the demon of Socrates.
· He makes all his characters loquacious even the lower orders, which subverts the hierarchy, (facility in speaking should reflect social status).

· Like Socrates he is accused of unorthodox religious views; contempt for the gods and fondness for new-fangled doctrines especially his affectation of rhetoric and philosophy

While conforming superficially to the traditions of the Athenian stage, Euripides, for better or worse, was gradually transforming the type and destroying the classic mould. He was saying things which the older dramatists would have omitted, enlarging the range of subjects, and subtly changing the moral and intellectual tone of the tragic drama. At heart a rebel against the classic mode, he injected into it a new spirit, partly romantic, partly more "natural," bringing down those figues--Electra, Clytemnestra, Orestes and the others--from the idealized heights to which Aeschylus and Sophocles had raised them, into a world at once more human and more teasing to the imagination. Human nature as it is, seemed more interesting to him than ideal grandeur. His work tends towards the confusion of comedy and tragedy--a process which changed the nature of each. Of the three tragic poets, he is generally accounted the most ‘modern’ in tone and temper. Such ‘modernity’ appeals to the younger generation (e.g Alcibiades in Athens and Pheidippides in CLOUDS, whose taste in music and drama, fashion for wearing their hair long and obsession with horses are obvious indications of decline.) The dispute over the relative merits of Euripides and Aeschylus, which leads Pheidippides to strike his father at the end of CLOUDS, becomes the basic plot of FROGS

The plot of  FROGS turns upon the decline of tragic art. But so interconnected is tragedy with civic life that the decline of one suggests the decline of the other. Tragedy was an art-form that gave Athens an instrument for both the celebration and criticism of the polis, for redefining its institutions and ideals, for examining the tensions between heroic myth and democratic ideology and for discussing political and moral questions.

The year after FROGS was performed, Athens fell to Sparta in defeat and the Peloponnesian War ( BC 431- 404) came to an end. Tragic theatre continued, but lost its intimate connection to public issues and political life as did Old Comedy as it morphed into New Comedy  (Menander, Philemon and others whose work does not survive).

Evidence is patchy, but Aristotle says in Poetics that the ‘old poets’ (i.e. the tragedians of the fifth century esp. Aeschylus, Sophocles ) had their characters speak ‘politically’ whereas the new poets have their characters speak ‘rhetorically’. The contrast implies a distinction between political discourse (the oratory of the Assembly and public ceremony) and the argumentation of the courtroom with its litigation of personal disputes. (cf. Strepsiades wanting to use sophistry to win his court case and get out of paying his debts). This distinction reflects the difference between the old learning and the new learning, and suggests that sophistic rhetoric has had a detrimental effect on tragic poetry - perceived by Aristophanes as yet another symptom of Athenian decadence.

