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Aristophanes in Philoponus: 
Did he Get the Joke?

The sixth-century Alexandrian Miaphysite polymath and exegete 
John Philoponus frequently illustrated his works, especially the philo-
sophical commentaries, with references to classical culture.� This was 
a common practice at the time, as one might expect. It kept the audi-
ence for so serious a work as a commentary on Aristotelian philo-
sophical texts reassured that they were persons of  paideia, who un-
derstood those references as a matter of  course.� On the other hand, 
our picture of  Christian Alexandria in the reign of  Justinian� does not 
usually include study of  so free-spoken a classical author as the come-
dian Aristophanes. And yet nearly fifty years ago Ursula Treu showed 
that even a figure thought of  as dour and severe, the fifth-century 
Upper Egyptian abbot Shenoute, quoted Aristophanes in his writings.� 
We do know that the Athenian writer was read in Byzantine Egypt.� 
And as it happens, Philoponus quotes Aristophanes twice: once in his 
commentary on the Gen.Corr. (CAG 14:22.7–9), and once in that on 
the Physics (CAG 16:263.8). They are apposite quotations. Was he just 
using an anthology for decoration, or did he – and his audience – see 
the humor?

First, in the commentary on Gen.Corr., composed, it seems, under 
Anastasius (before 517).� The context is a discussion of  change 
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(μεταβολή) and movement (κίνησις), and in the explanation being given, 
γένεσις is a change but not a movement.� Philoponus the philologist 
adduces the archaic and poetic use of  an accusative instead of  a 
genitive, both in Homer and in what he (mis)calls the Ecclesiazusae but 
is actually Lysistrata 408-410.� In the context of  the ancient play, the 
magistrate is complaining that ‘we men’ actually encourage tradesmen 
to take sexual advantage of  our wives during our absence: in a recent 
translation,� “Goldsmith, about that choker you made me: my wife 
was having a ball the other night, and now the prong’s slipped out of  
the hole.” (Continuing: “so if  you’ve got time, by all means visit her 
in the evening and fit a prong in her hole.”) Then Lysistrata comes out 
and, rallying the women to fight back, puts forward her famous plan 
to end war by means of  a sex strike. Could this quote by Philoponus 
be a jab at (a) Anastasius’ Persian war policy10 and (b) the suppos-
edly domineering role of  the empress Ariadne, by virtue of  being 
married to whom Anastasius held the throne in the first place?11 This 
coy passage from classical literature is not the first bit that might 
spring to an academic’s mind by way of  trying to explain (gram-
matical) change. Yet the audience, probably mixed pagan and Chris-
tian, would have recognized the context and found occasion for laugh-
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ter in suddenly seeing a snippet of  classical literature made relevant 
to their own world.12

Second, the In Phys., which does explicitly mention the absolute 
date of  Pachon 10, Diocletian year 233,13 = 5 May A.D. 517. Here the 
context (discussing Phys. 195b33) is the question of  whether τύχη is a 
cause (αἴτιον); the wider context is asking whether τύχη is real, and if  
so, what it is.14 To illustrate a notion of  spontaneity, Philoponus quotes 
a line from the Knights (l. 1374), a play that makes fun of  demagogues 
and deceiving politicians who inflate military ‘victories’ at the people’s 
expense. When “Demos” has proclaimed that no beardless man is to 
ἀγοράζειν from now on, the “Sausage Seller” – rogue turned ‘nice guy’ 
– asks “So where are Cleisthenes and Strato [presumably beardless] 
going to do their ἀγοράζειν-ing?”15 This was of  course familiar lan-
guage to the audience: Alexandria certainly had an agora.16 But there 
was an even stronger echo in Byzantine times: already in the fourth 
century Athanasius had contemptuously referred to the pagan and 
Arian louts who had nothing better to do than hang out on corners 
and attack churches as agoraioi.17 So Philoponus’ hearers would have 
immediately intuited the subtext question “Where are heretical types 
[Chalcedonian monks, perhaps?] going to hang out?”18 (With the im-
plied answer; “Not in our agora!”)

In addition, for this whole portion of  the In Phys., we must remem-
ber how strong the concept of  Tyche, especially Alexandria’s civic 
Tyche, continued to be.19 Oaths by the emperor’s tyche were sworn in 
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Anastasius’ reign,20 and indeed continued to be so until the end of  
Byzantine rule. I think a case can be made that Philoponus’ elite-class 
students, who both learned about philosophy – a philosophy relevant 
to burning questions of  their day21 – and functioned as witnesses to 
family land transactions, would have laughed at such a reference to 
agora louts in the middle of  a lesson on causation and tyche.

In short, amidst the list of  classical poets and playwrights Philo-
ponus quotes in his philosophical commentaries – Euripides and 
Sophocles, Apollonius Rhodius, Aratus, Bion and Moschus, Hesiod, 
Menander, and even Pindar in the De Opificio Mundi – Aristophanes 
seems to have been a lively figure in his mind and in the minds of  his 
sixth-century Alexandrian audience.22 
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