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The Translations

Aristophanes’ birthplace — Athens

THE ACHARNIANS

Anonymous translation for the
Athenian Society, London, 1912

This is the earliest of Aristophanes’ eleven extant plays, which was produced in 425 BC, winning first place at the Lenaia festival. One of the lesser festivals of Athens, the Lenaia dramatic competition, which was held in honour of Dionysus, took place in Athens in the month of Gamelion, approximately corresponding to January. The play is notable for its yearning demands for an end to the Peloponnesian War and for Aristophanes’ spirited response to the attacks he suffered for his previous play, now lost,
The Babylonians
. The demagogue politician Cleon had reviled the last play as a slander against the Athenian polis and so Aristophanes used
The Acharnians
to refute Cleon’s accusations and to withstand political intimidation.

The Peloponnesian War was already into its sixth year when
The Acharnians
was produced. The Spartans and their allies had been invading Attica each year, burning and looting farm property in order to provoke the Athenians into a land battle that they could not win. The Athenians always remained behind their city walls until the enemy returned home, whereupon they would march out to wreak revenge on their pro-Spartan neighbours, Megara in particular. The war had already resulted in daily privations for Athens, with starvation and plague, and yet democratic Athens continued to be guided by the pro-war faction led by politicians like Cleon. Aristophanes’ earlier play,
The Babylonians
, had depicted the cities of the Athenian League as slaves grinding at a mill and it had been performed at the City Dionysia in the presence of foreigners. Cleon had subsequently prosecuted the playwright for slandering the polis. Aristophanes was already planning his revenge when
The Acharnians
was produced and it includes veiled references that he would have much greater revenge on the politician in his next play,
The Knights
.
The Acharnians
captures the genuine hunger for peace felt by the Athenians at a time when the city was suffering from hardships of an unrelenting war with no end within sight.

The play concerns the middle-aged Athenian Assembly man Dikaiopolis, who is tired of the war and miraculously obtains a private peace treaty with The Spartans, allowing him to enjoy the benefits of peace, in spite of opposition and envy from his fellow Athenians. Among his opponents are the play’s chorus, a mob of aged farmers and charcoal burners from Acharnae, who are tough veterans of past wars and have grown to hate the Spartans for destroying their farms and so despise anyone who talks peace.

The Structure of Old Comedy

The structural elements of a typical Aristophanic comedy can be summarised as follows:

 

	prologue - an introductory scene with a dialogue and/or soliloquy addressed to the audience, expressed in iambic trimeter and explaining the situation that is to be resolved in the play;

	parodos
- the arrival of the chorus, dancing and singing, sometimes followed by a choreographed skirmish with one or more actors, often expressed in long lines of tetrameters;

	symmetrical scenes
- passages featuring songs and declaimed verses in long lines of tetrameters, arranged symmetrically in two sections such that each half resembles the other in meter and line length; the agon and parabasis can be considered specific instances of symmetrical scenes:

	parabasis
- verses through which the Chorus addresses the audience directly, firstly in the middle of the play and again near the end (see the section below Parabasis);

	agon
- a formal debate that decides the outcome of the play, typically in anapestic tetrameter, though iambs are sometimes used to delineate inferior arguments;

	episodes
- sections of dialogue in iambic trimeter, often in a succession of scenes featuring minor characters towards the end of a play;

	songs
(‘strophes’/’antistrophes’ or ‘odes’/’antodes’) - often in symmetrical pairs where each half has the same meter and number of lines as the other, used as transitions between other structural elements, or between scenes while actors change costume, and often commenting on the action;

	exodus
- the departure of the Chorus and the actors, in song and dance celebrating the hero’s victory and sometimes celebrating a symbolic marriage.


 

The rules of the competition did not prevent a playwright arranging and adjusting these elements to suit his own wishes. For example, in
The Acharnians
there is no formal
agon
whereas in
The Clouds
there are two
agons
.


An ancient bust of the playwright
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