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Aristophanes, Birds
Study questions
These study questions are designed to get students to engage with the text of the Birds in different ways, generally at quite a different angle than they might expect to encounter in the A Level or AS Level examinations. Depending on how the text is approached, they might be useful ways to start the text, if the whole is read in English as a starting point, or as consolidation questions once the text in Greek has been read. They are also useful starting points for engagement beyond the confines of the curriculum and could be used as extension tasks for brighter students; there is no suggested word limit for these essays, and depending on the context could be tightly focused and short, or more discursive and longer: they are really starting points for discussion and further exploration.

Question 1
How far do you think the Birds should be read as a serious attempt to imagine a better society, and how far is it a satire that exposes the foolishness of all utopian dreams?

Question 2
In what ways might Peisetaerus’ role in persuading the birds mirror the tactics of Athenian politicians or demagogues? Is he portrayed more as a heroic founder or as a sly manipulator? Discuss with reference to the agon and later scenes.

Question 3
How does the chorus in the Birds differ from the choruses in other Old Comedies by Aristophanes? To what extent do they act as characters in their own right rather than just a commenting body?

Question 4
Choose an example of metatheatre in the Birds (such as the parabasis). How does this device shape the audience’s understanding of the play’s purpose? Does it draw us closer to Aristophanes’ own opinions?

Question 5
Unlike other plays by Aristophanes, Birds is less direct in its political satire. Why do you think Aristophanes chose a fantasy world rather than setting the play firmly in Athens? What might this suggest about the relationship between comedy and politics?

Question 6
Birds references myths such as Tereus’ transformation. What is the effect of using myth in a comic context? Does it add depth, parody tragedy, or both? Consider the relationship between tragic and comic uses of myth.

Question 7
The visual spectacle of the Birds was striking for its time. What can the use of elaborate bird costumes, masks, and wings tell us about the importance of spectacle in Old Comedy? How might this have affected audience reactions?

Question 8
Look at some of the puns, invented words, or playful language used in the Birds. How does Aristophanes use language to create humour — and what challenges does this present for translators and modern readers?

Question 9
How are the Olympian gods portrayed in the Birds? What do their defeat and humiliation by Peisetaerus suggest about human ambitions — and about the role of the divine in Old Comedy?

Question 10
The Birds ends with Peisetaerus crowned king, having outwitted both gods and birds. Is this ending genuinely comic, or does it reveal something unsettling about human greed and power? Can Birds be read as a dark comedy?
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