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The ancient Greek comic playwright Aristophanes (c.445-c.385 BC) wrote the earliest surviving dramatic comedies in Western literature, was a personal friend of the great philosophers Socrates and Plato and leaves in his plays a unique record of social and political life in fifth century BC Athens. He is mentioned in the Poetics of Aristotle, and is widely credited with laying the foundations for the Western comedic tradition, which stretches from ancient theatre to present-day stage, cinema and television comedy.

Very little is known of the life of Aristophanes beyond a few pieces of historical evidence and his appearance as a character in Plato's Symposium (c.418 BC), where he contributes to a conversation about the nature of true love at a dinner party. His father was a citizen of Athens called Philippos, and Aristophanes was born in the Kydathenaion deme ('ward') of Athens around the year 445 BC, while later he had one son, Araros. There are some records indicating he once owned property on the island of Aegina, in the Aegean Sea. We know nothing of his education or background, except that he became a prominent citizen in Athenian society, first coming to notice with the production of his first play, The Banqueters, in 427 BC. The total number of plays written by Aristophanes is unknown, but 13 are known to have existed, of which 11 survive. His first two plays, The Banqueters and The Babylonians (426 BC), are lost, leaving the third, The Acharnians (425 BC), considered to be the oldest existing Comedy in Western literature.

Aristophanes' plays were written for religious festivals in Athens called the Lynaea and the City Dionysia, in honour of the god of music and poetry, Dionysus. The Greek word for comedy, komoidia, reflects the circumstances in which these plays were originally performed. During the festivals, a procession of revellers singing and dancing (a komos) passed through the streets, often bearing a phallic symbol: Dionysus was also god of fertility. Every year a number of plays were entered in a dramatic competition, each involving several principal actors and a chorus (choregia) made up of wealthy citizens. All the players were men, and all wore smiling masks to signify that a comedy, rather than a tragedy, was to be performed. A comedy in the fifth century BC, known as Old, or Aristophanic Comedy, followed a strict pattern, consisting of the prologos (prologue), the parados (entry of the chorus), the argon (debate), the parabasis ('coming forward' of the chorus leader), the episodia (episodes), the exodus (final scene) and an optional cordax (riotous dance). Whereas a tragedy in ancient Greece might take for its theme the fall of a great man or woman, trying to evoke pity and fear in the members of the audience, comedies contained ribald humour and often took the form of incisive satires against the state or prominent individuals in public life. After the Athenian leader Cleon was ridiculed in The Babylonians in front of an audience of foreign dignitaries in 426 BC, Aristophanes was prosecuted for 'slandering the City in the presence of foreigners'; he refers to this incident in his play of the following year, The Acharnians.

Most of Aristophanes' plays were composed in the shadow of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, which raged between 431 and 404 BC. The two rival city-states fought for dominance of the Greek world, and the Athenian general-turned-historian Thucydides left an account of the conflict up to 411 BC in his History of the Peloponnesian War. For many years the Spartan army besieged Athens, and Aristophanes frequently refers to the ravages of war in his plays. In The Acharnians, the farmer Dikaiopolis is war weary and pays an agent to conclude a private peace between Sparta, himself and his family. 'Oh, Athens, Athens, what are you coming to? [. . .] All the time my heart's in the fields out there and I'm pining for peace. I'm fed up with the city and craving to get back to my village.' Despite some notable victories under the general Demosthenes, the war did not go well for Athens and the city eventually capitulated in 404 BC. The effects of war are clearly seen in the dramatic competitions, where the number of plays performed each year dropped from the usual five to three, presumably because many actors were required to fight for the state at this time.

After the controversy of The Babylonians and The Acharnians, Aristophanes continued to attack Cleon's war policy but widened his range of targets to include what he considered to be philosophical and social fads, revealing a satirist's indignation combined with a decidedly conservative temperament. In The Knights (424 BC), Aristophanes depicts Cleon's attempts to woo the people of Athens, the latter collectively personified as Demos, the master of the house. In 423 BC came The Clouds, an attack on the philosopher Socrates and the young men who attended the Lyceum, his 'School for Sophists'. The action follows the elderly farmer Strepsiades (like Dikaiopolis, probably a proxy voice for Aristophanes himself) and his son Pheidippides, who is sent to the Lyceum to learn the art of sophistry in order to bamboozle the family's creditors. 'They say they have two arguments in there,' Strepsiades tells his son, 'Right and Wrong, they call them -- and one of them, Wrong, can always win any case, however bad.' Socrates makes an appearance in the play, swinging above the stage in a gondola to suggest he wishes to usurp the gods in heaven. After his indoctrination Pheidippides abandons traditional morals and eventually beats his father, provoking the outraged citizens to burn down the Lyceum. When the real-life Socrates was condemned for corrupting the youth of Athens in 399 BC, The Clouds was used as evidence against him, though as the modern translator Alan H. Sommerstein has pointed out, Plato records no antipathy between the two men during their meeting in The Symposium.

The Wasps (422 BC) of the following year satirised the Athenian jury system, with the chorus members dressed in wasp costumes with which to 'sting' people who were accused, as Aristophanes attacks the severity of the justice system under Cleon. Peace (421 BC), another anti-war satire, describes how another Athenian farmer, Trygaios, rescues Peace from a cave where she has been imprisoned by War. The Birds (414 BC) is an elaborate fantasy where two Athenians, Peisetairos and Euelpides, decide to escape the suffering of war by building a new city in the sky, Nephelokokkyia (literally, 'Cloudcuckooland'), to be guarded by an outer wall of birds who defend it against the wishes of the gods. Lysistrata (411 BC) follows a group of Athenian women who, furious at the misconduct of the war, drive their husbands to the negotiating table by refusing to have sex with them, eventually occupying the Acropolis in protest. Thesmophoriazusae ('Women celebrating the Thesmophoria', 411 BC) pokes fun at the tragedian Euripides (c.485-406 BC), who fears that his plays have given women such a bad name they are plotting to kill him in revenge. Euripides plans to infiltrate the assembly of women by sending an elderly kinsman in disguise to learn details of the plot, but the relative is discovered and held to ransom in exchange for Euripides agreeing never to slander women again in his plays.

Frogs (405 BC) features Euripides again, who had died the previous year, as an inhabitant of the Underworld whom Dionysus seeks out to bring back wisdom to embattled Athens. The chorus play the part of frogs in the River Styx, and the climax of the play is a competition between fellow deceased tragedians Aeschylus (525-456 BC), Sophocles (c.496-406 BC) and Euripides, with Aeschylus eventually declared the representative voice of old Athens. Ecclesiazusae (392 BC), another proto-feminist play, and Plutus (382 BC) followed after the conclusion of peace with Sparta. After Aristophanes' death around 380 BC, his son Araros produced these plays in the religious festivals. By this time Athens was reduced to a state of vassalage under Sparta, and never again rose to the political and military prominence it had once enjoyed in the ancient world.

Modern studies of Aristophanes by classicists and literary critics abound, and his influence pervades Western culture as essentially the father of comic drama as we know it today. In his book The Theatre of Aristophanes (1980), Kenneth McLeigh writes that 'his plays exist in the same relationship to comedy as Homer's poems do to epic, Aeschylus' plays to tragedy or Herodotus' investigations to history'. Among others, Rosemary M. Harriott's Aristophanes: Poet and Dramatist (1986) provides a good introduction to the plays' formal aspects, the role of the poet in Greek comedy, the rhetorical tradition, dialogue and myth, while Douglas M. MacDowell's Aristophanes and Athens (1995) gives an accessible guide to Aristophanes play by play. A.M. Bowie, in Aristophanes: Myth, Ritual and Comedy (1993) investigates the treatment of Greek myths and religions in Aristophanic comedy, touching on the delicate balance between irreverence and respect in his portrayal of the gods, and examines the limits of satire against the state, looking particularly at Aristophanes' own brushes with the law. The assertive role played by Athenian women in Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae and Ecclesiazusae is explored by Lauren K. Taaffe in her 1993 study, Aristophanes and Women, where she compares ancient Greek conceptions of gender with other periods, for instance in the plays of Shakespeare, where female parts were also originally played by men or boys.

Most of Aristophanes' plays are available in modern editions in English. The standard 'popular' translations are those by Alan H. Sommerstein for the Penguin Classics series, who adapts the plays with a view to modern performance requirements. More 'literal' translations are those of Jeffrey Henderson, for the Loeb Classical Library, which has parallel texts in English and ancient Greek.
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