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Aristophanes and the Definition of Dithyramb: Moving Beyond the Circle
1. Dithyrambic Dancing

a. Aristophanes Birds 1379
Peis: Ti 0e0po OO GV KLAAOV AVA KOKAOV KUKAEIC;

Why do you circle your deformed foot here in a circle?

b. Aristophanes Birds 1398-1400
Cin. TOTE PEV VOTIOV GTEY®V TPOC 036V,
1018 & av Popéa odpa TELG WV
aripevov aifépog abAaka TEUVOV.

Cin. Then bearing toward the southern track,
then directing my body back northward
cutting a harborless furrow of sky.

2. Dithyrambic Structure
Aristophanes Birds 1382-5
Peis. TadooL LEAMODV, GAN’ & TL Aéyelg eimé pot.
Cin. V7O oo mrepwbeig fodAopat peTdpclog
AVOTTOUEVOS €K TV VEQELDV KOVAG AoPeiv
GepodovnToug Kol VipoBorovg avafords.

Peis. Stop singing, but tell me what you mean!

Cin. Once I've acquired my wings from you, I intend to
ascend up high and snatch from the clouds new
air-rattling and snow-clad preludes.

3. Dithyrambic Language
a. Aristophanes Birds 1387-90
Cin. KpépoTal pev obv &viedfev UMV 1) Téxvn.
TV Ovpaupov yap Ta Aapmpd yiyveton
aépta kol oKOTU ATTO Kol KLOVOUYEQ,
Kol TTEPOOOVNTA - GV € KAVQV €10EL TOYOL

Cin. Why, our craft depends on them.
For the dazzling parts of dithyrambs happen to be
misty and somewhat gloomy and dark-gleaming
and wing-propelled. But by listening you’ll soon learn.

b. Aristophanes Birds 1393-4
Cin. €I0®AN TETNVAV



aifepodpopmv
0lOVAV TOVOOOEIP®V

Cin. O images of winged,
air-coursing,
slender-necked birds

4. Aristophanes Bzrds 1402
Peis. 0V Yap oL YAIPEIC TTEPOSOVITOG YEVOLEVOC;

Peis. But don’t you enjoy being ‘wing-propelled’?

5. Aristophanes Birds 1403-04
Cin. TOLTL TEMOINKOG TOV KUKAOOWOAGKAAOV,
0¢ Toiol AN TepudyMTOg i A,

Cin. Is this how you treat a poet of circular choruses such as me,
one who is always fought over by the tribes?

6. “Circular Choruses” eatlier in Birds
a. Aristophanes Birds 917-19
Poet uéAN memoink’ €ig tag Nepelokokkvyiag
TOG DUETEPOG KOKALA TE TOAAN KO KOAQL
Kol TopBéveln Kol koTd To Zipnmvidov.

Poet I have made for your Cloudcukooland
many beautiful circular songs, and maiden songs,
and songs in the style of Simonides.

b. 942: Ypavroddvntov €c8og (shuttle-throttled vestment); 951: vipofora media ToAvTOPE
(snow-clad and many-pathed plains)

7. “Circular Choruses” in Clonds
a. Aristophanes Clouds 333
Soc. KUKM®V TE YOpDV AGUOTOKAUTTOG

Soc. songbenders of circular choruses

b. Aristophanes Clouds 335-8
Strep. 1Dt &p’ Emoiovv “Oypdv NepeAdv otpentaiylayv ddov opudav”,

“mhoxdpovg 0” éxatoykepdia Toe®d”, “mpnuaivovcag te Buéliag”,
9 e

T’ “depiac Stepdic yopyode olmvodg depoviyeic”,
“Ouppovug 0’ HOATOV dPOCEPHYV VEPEATV "

So that’s why they used to compose these things: “violent, zig-zagged
onrush of wet Clouds,” “braids of hundred-headed Typhus,” “hard-



blowing gales,”’and also “curved air-floating birds of the active sky,”
“showers of water from dewy clouds.”

8. P. Oxy. 2368 col 1, 9-19
[todTnv TN o1y Apictapy(oc) [Hév ye S10Jvpopfuchv el[var pnot]v S o
napefi[e0at &v a]otit Ta mept Kao[oavdpac,] émypdest 8 adtiv [odv
Kaoo]avépav, mhavn[0évta & aJotnv katatd&at [€v Toig [T]ador KaAiipoayov
[ ] 00 ouvévta dti [10 EmipO]ey{y}na kowdv &[Tt ToD JJiBvpaufou.

Aristarchus says that this poem is a dithyramb because the story of Cassandra is
found in it, and he entitles it therefore Cassandra; and he says that Callimachus erred
in placing it among the Paeans because he did not understand that the refrain is
common to the dithyramb.
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