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VERMIN IN ANCIENT GREECE 

Saara Lilja 

Only infrequent mention is made of vermin in Greek literature, 
naturally enough since most genres were so dignified as to avoid 
such prosaic topics. It is, however, in comedy - Old Comedy in 
particular - that one might expect to find more readily available 
references to vermin, for instance in the ridiculing of rival poets 
and of political personalities, the coining of new terms of abuse 
and the inventing of fresh similes. My study, therefore, starts with 
Aristophanes, who provides us with most material, and goes on to 
deal with those contemporaneous and later comic fragments that 
have come down to us, before commenting on Greek literature prior 
to comedy. In non-fictional prose, Aristotle's discussion of vermin in 
his History of Animals1 is the only one that deserves special attention. 

The most frequent references to vermin in Aristophanes can 
be found in the Clouds. The parabasis of this play is followed by 
a scene which ends with Socrates turning Strepsiades out of the 
school as unteachable. In this scene, Aristophanes uses xopLS with 
a play on Ko p L v-& L o L . Told by Socrates to lie upon the wretched 
pallet to meditate and think up a stratagem, Strepsiades is apprehen
sive that there might be bugs infesting the bed: o L~ a v cS L tt n v To I s 
xopEOL cSwow TrllJEPOV (699). His fear turns out to be justified, 
but now, instead of complaining of the xopELS , he makes a pun 
on the word: 6axvouoL ll' s~{pn:ovTES oL Kop ... Lv-&LoL (710). 
van Daele follows Kock in interpreting Strepsiades' pun to mean 
a generally abusive allusion to the Corinthians as 'bugs' .2 I think 
that the subsequent funny account of the fierce assault made by 
the bugs upon Strepsiades implies a more specific reference: 

ttaL Tas nAsupas 6ap6anTouoLv 
ttaL Tnv ~uxnv E:xnLvouoLv 
}{(XL TOUS OPXELS E~EAXOUOLV 
xaL TOV npwxTov 6LOPUTTOUOLV 
}{CXL ll' cXTIOAOUOLV (711~715). 

This vivid description of how the bugs attacked Strepsiades, with 
all its amusing minutiae of detail, seems to me to carry explicit 
associations with the notorious debauchery of the Corinthians. 

1 H.A. 5,31-32 = 556 b 22 - 557 b 31. 
2 See Coulon and van Daele, Aristophane I (Coll.Univ.Fr., 1967) 194 n. 1, and Kock's comment 

on r \!a T0\!6 E: xop L. \) xncpn\!a no L.TlOW in a fragment of Diphilus ( Com.Att.Fr. II 578; fr. 126, 
line 7). 
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It occurred to me that Aristophanes' use of x 6 p s L s, with a 
play on KopLV-8-LOL constitutes grounds for another possibly inten
tional pun based on x 6 p L s; in the Clouds. The scene discussed 
above is introduced with Socrates telling Strepsiades to come out 
"Nith his pallet. Referring to the bugs, Strepsiades replies: aAA' OU}( 
swo L 1-1 ' E: ~ s v E y x E 'C v o L x 6 p EL s; (634). The dialogue on metrics3 

which then follows ends abruptly with Socrates' impatient excla
mation: Es xopaxa~, ws aypoLXOS: E:[ xal: 6U01JaB-n~(646). Con
sidering that Strepsiades had just been complaining of the biting 
bugs, it may not be too far-fetched to construe ss: xop ... axas:with 
a play on xopE:Ls. After the pun on /1.opELS and KopL'vB-LoL men
tioned above there is ·one further reference to bugs in the same 
scene, Strepsiades gloomily remarking: UTCO 'TWV xopEWV EL lJOU 
TL TIEPLAE:LcpB-nosTaL(725). The ensuing dialogue, like the previous 
one on metrics, again ends with Socrates' imprecation, oux ss: 
xopaxas: &nocp-8-E::pEL (789). The distance between these two passages 
is considerable, but the necessary link is provided by Strepsiades' 
pitiful exclamation, OLlJOL TaAas(742), which is caused by the same 
biting bugs. Moreover, the actor who played the role of Strepsiades 
would certainly be scratching himself all the time and pretending 
to shoo away the bugs.4 

By x c5 p L s; Aristophanes undoubtedly meant the common bed 
bug, which seems to have been a serious pest in houses, hostelries 
(one example is given in the following para~raph) and other places 
of habitation, as is frequently the case nowadays in areas with low 
standards of hygiene.5 Besides the three instances of xopL~' 
mention is made in the Clouds of ~u:\:\a(145), the flea, in an anecdote 
told by one of Socrates' disciples. This anecdote, to which Strepsiades 
refers later in the play with the words Ta ~u:\:\wv L:xvn (831),6 

concerns Socrates' ingenious device of measuring how many times 
the length of its own legs a flea can jump (144-152).7 The next 
anecdote told by the same disciple deals with the buzzing of S1JTIL~ 
(156-164). Mosquitoes, like flies proper, are parasitic insects, although 
we do not usually regard them as ordinary vermin. In antiquity, 

3 Humorously, in the two senses of this word. 
4 The emphasis laid on Strepsiades' pallet infested with bugs is skilfully anticipated in the 

bedroom scene at the beginning of the play. Note esp. ou ouvcqJaL ••• e:u6e:Lv 6axvoj..le:vos; 

(12), followed by the comically surpri~:;ing uno Tils 6anclvns (13) - insteaa of which one 
would have expected something like urro TWV xope::wv - and, later again, 6clxve: L \..lE: 6nJ..laPXO S 

TLS - SX 1'WV OTPW\..lcXTWV (37). 
5 The common bed bug (Cimex lectularius) is discussed by Borror and Delong, An Introduction 

to the Study of Insects (2nd ed., New York 1955) 222£.; on bugs in antiquity, see Aristotle, 
H.A. 556 b 22-27, Keller, Die antike Tierwelt II 399£., and Lenz, Zoologie der alten Griechen 
und Romer 546-548. 

6 And to which Xenophon refers in Symp. 6,8. 
7 On the human f1ea (Pulex irritans). consult Borror and Delong, Introduction to Insects 652, 

and L.O. Howard, House Fleas, U.S. Dep. of Agricult.: Entomol., Circ. 108, 1909. See also 
Aristotle, H.A. 556 b 22-26, Keller, Tierwelt II 400£., and Lenz, Zoologie 538f. 
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however, they were - or at any rate could be - considered as 
vermin, as is seen from the following passage in the Plutus, where 
·Chremylus is enumerating all the evil things that accompany poverty: 

~~€Lpwv T' apL~~ov xaL XWVWTIWV xaL ~UAAWV ou6E ASYW OOL 
UTIO TOU TIAn~ou~, aL Bo~SoDoaL TIEPL Tnv X€~aAnv aVLWOLV, 
E: TI € y € L p 0 u 0 a L X a L cp p a s 0 u 0 a L . << TI € L V n 0 € L ~ . a A A ' E: TI a\) L 0 T w . >> 

(537-539) 
In this description of the poor man's night of distress, mosquitoes 
( xwvw~ can be regarded as a synonym of E:~ n L s; ) are mentioned 
along with lice and fleas; that they even predominate in Chremylus' 
mind is clear from the verb in Bo~SoDoaL nspL Tnv xscpa)\nv .8 

The above passage in the Plutus, where poverty is further charac
terized by means of bed bugs in the phrase OTL(3a6a oxo(vw'J 
J1opewv ~EoTnv (541), accounts for the relatively great number 
of vermin mentioned in the Clouds, for this was a play which gave 
Aristophanes the opportunity to mock Socrates' extraordinarily 
frugal habits as well as his other oddities. 

Bed bugs are also mentioned in Aristophanes' Frogs, where the 
god Dionysus asks Heracles' opinion of those hostelries en route 
to the underworld OTIOU xopELS o~\LyLOTOL(114f.). We may infer 
from Dionysus' question that the hostelries in Ancient Greece were 
notorious for their bugs. The Scythian archer in the Thesmo
phoriazusae compares the nimbleness of a female dancer to that of 
a flea. Since the flea is defined here as ~UAAO J1aTcY: to J1yJ6 Lo (1180), 
Aristophanes is likely to mean specifically a sheep flea. Philocleon's 
mock-sentimental description of Cleon in the Wasps includes a 
detail which conjures up the picture of a baby in its mother's lap 
(or in this case, in fact, on its father's knee): rl~CXS ... cpUAcXTTEL 
6La XSLPOS sxwv xal: TcXS ~u(as ana~UVEL (596f.). This passage 
is reminiscent of the fly simile used by Homer to illustrate Athena 
warding off an arrow from Menelaus' body: ws; OTE ~nTnp TiaL60~ 
EEPYTJ ~u'Cav' H 0~' n6st: AE~ETaL u~v~ (Il. 4,130f.).9 Another ref
erence to flies is found in a fragment of Aristophanes' Banqueters 
(203 Kock), where somebody preparing gruel puts a fly in it as a 
practical joke. In an unknown play of Aristophanes there is an 
even funnier comment on two persons consuming oxwA nxa s J1a L 
~UAaJ1pL6as;(fr. 583,2). Both these dainties are insects, oxwAll~ being 

8 In spite of the feminine gender: aC Bo~SouoaL goes with the nearest antecedent, t}u>->-wv • 
The complicated relations between the different species of mosquitoes and flies, and the ensuing 
terminological difficulties. are discussed by Keller, Tierwelt II 447-454. On Anopheles. Aedes 
and Culex) from man's point of view the most important genera of mosquitoes, see Borror and 
Delong, Introduction to Insects 596-602. 

9 Or does Aristophanes rather allude to the Homeric description of Thetis warding off carrion-flies 
from creeping into Patroclus' wounds (Il. 19,24-39)? Blow flies, flesh flies and house flies are 
discussed by Borror and Delong, Introduction to Insects 637-640. 
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a general term for the wormlike larvae of various species of flies, 10 

and lJUAaxpL~ a general term for cockroaches. Liddell and Scott 
define lJU.AaxpL~ , in cor1formity with the word's etymology, as 
"cockroach found in mills and bakehouses", but cockroaches were 
undoubtedly found in dwelling houses as well. It is more difficult 
to say whether Aristophanes made any distinction between the 
dark-brown Blatta orientalis and the light-brown Blatta germanica. 
The latter species, according to Lid dell and Scott, was called o L .A cp n , 
but the OLA<pn mentioned by Aelian (N.A. 1,37) at least seems to 
designate a dipterous insect. 11 

Taking into account the great bulk of Aristophanes' extant plays 
and fragments, one may say that he speaks of vermin infrequently 
and, moreover, usually of the less obnoxious species. Only in the 
Plutus, to describe poverty, and in the Clouds, to deride Socrates' 
oversimplified way of life, does he refer to some of the 'more dis
gusting species; the most disgusting of them, lice, 12 are mentioned 
only in the description of poverty in the Plutus. In the parabasis 
of the Peace Aristophanes explicitly boasts of having avoided vulgar 
topics, such as vermin, found in the plays of his predecessors and 
rivals: 

rrpwTOV lJEV yap TOU~ aVTLnci.Aou~ 1JOVo~&v~pwrrwvxaTSTICiUO€V 
EL~ Ta paxLa OXWTITOVTa~ aEL J1.CtL TOL~<p~ELPOLVTIOA€1JOUVTa~ 

(739f.). 
In the light of this explicit remark it is surpr1s1ng to discover that 
there is practically nothing about vermin in the extant fragments 
of other Old Comedy poets - given that the anonymous one-word 
fragments, cp~ EL pox o 1J L On~ and cp~ EL pox To vEL v, are attributable to 
Middle or New Comedy.13 As we can hardly disbelieve Aristophanes, 
this is another proof of the power of chance interfering with con
clusions drawn from a fragmentary field of literature. 

After depicting an ancient Roman world full of filth and vermin 
as reflected in Roman comedy prior to Terence, Birt continues 

10 See Keller, Tierwelt II 503, and below, p. 64. 
11 Identified with the Stenopteryx hirundinis by Scholfield, ed. Aelian: On the Characteristics 

of Animals I (Loeb Class. Libr., 1958) 56, footnote. On the different species of cockroaches, 
consult Borror and Delong, Introduction to Insects 139-141, and C.L. Marlatt, Cockroaches, 
U.S. Dep. of Agricult.: Entomol., N.S. Circ. 51, 1902. 

12 The head and body lice in man (Pediculus humanus) are discussed by Borror and Delong, 
Introduction to Insects 189-191, and by S. Scholl, Kopf- und Kleiderlaus als taxonomisches 
Problem (Jena 1955). On the louse in antiquity, see Aristotle, H.A. 556 b 22 - 557 a 33, 
Birt, Aus dem Leben der Antike 83-98, Keller, Tierwelt II 395-399, Lenz, Zoologie 536-538, 
and H. Zinsser, Rats, Lice and History (New York 1960). 

13 Kock is uncertain as to the authorship of these fragments ( 1188 and 1189). Plato, the comic 
poet, mentions the relatively mild 11u:\af3p(~ (fr. 73~), which is another form of lJU:\axp(~ 
discussed in the preceding paragraph. On on~ in fr. 94 of Hermippus, see below, p. 65. 
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(Leben der Antike 94): "Ich bemerke noch, dass jene altromischen 
Lustspieldichter, die ich erwahnte, zwar ihren Stoff vielfach von 
den griechischen Dichtern entlehnt haben; aber solche Einzelziige 
trugen sie nach freiem Ermessen hinein. In den griechischen V or lagen 
.stand sicher davon nichts.'' This does not hold water, since vermin 
are mentioned quite a number of times in those Middle and Nevv 
Comedy fragments that have come down to us. Aristophon's parody 
of the Pythagorean way of life culminates in cp-&E'Cpa~ bE MaL 
TP LSwva TrlV T' aA.OUOLCt\) (fr. 12-13,9 Kock); the title of this play, 
Pythagoristes, shows that Aristophon's object was to ridicule not 
the true disciples and followers of Pythagoras, but his imitators.l4 

In an anonymous New Comedy fragment (280), cp-&E LP Lwoav alludes 
to the wretched end of Callisthenes, one of Aristotle's disciples, in 
prison.15 Eubulus has the proverbialnpo~ cp-&E'Cpa Ht.:Lpao-&aL(fr. 32), 
which originally referred, as Pollux (Onom.2,29) says, to the con
ventional haircut as a token of mourning. The head louse is 
mentioned even by Menander, who describes a person's hair as 
ll EOTa s T p L xa s cp-&E L pwv T E Ha L purr 0 u (fr. 409,1) - if cp-&E L pwv, 
an emendation suggested by Jacoby, is rigl1t. In any case, lice seem 
to have been an everyday phenomenon in Menander's Athens: 
Athenaeus, for instance, mentions (Deipn.13,586 a) that an Athenian 
courtesan., Phanostrate, was nicknamed ~-&EL po rruA. n , because she 
used to pick lice from her person as she stood at her door. 

The other references to vermin found in the extant fragments 
of Middle and New Comedy are milder. Menander has the proverbial 
uyLEOTEPOS HPOTWVOS (fr. 318 Kock), which was later used by the 
epigrammatist Palladas· in the form 0 ea HPOTW\) uy L r1 ~ (AG 9,503,4). 
The HpoTwv (or xpoTwv) mentioned in this proverb is generally held 
to be the Ixodes ricinus, a hard tick which lives particularly on cattle 
and sheep.16 The somewhat surprising simile is explained by Zeno
bius (Leutsch and Schneidewin, Paroem. Graeci I 169; 6,27) as 
follows·f.s'Cov yap EOTLV OAOV, HCtL XWPLS alJUXllS, }{(XL llnbEV 
sxwv oLvos;. Menander (fr. 540,4f.) further mentions the clothes 
moth and the wood-worm in a simile to illustrate that all evil exists 
inside oneself: ocov ... To b' LlJaTLov oL of1TES, o bE -&pL~ 
To ~uA.ov (sc.AUlJetLVETaL). In an anonymous fragment (475), an 
Athenian courtesan is called i•1u'Ca, probably because the fly was a 
symbol of greed and shamelessness in antiquity. Anaxippus mentions 
lJULoooSnv (fr. 7), which was one of the ancient devices for 
getting rid of flies; the Persian fly-swatters praised by Menander 
(fr. 503,2) were special items of luxury.17 Antiphanes refers to flies 
14 See Kock's comment on fr. 160 of Antiphanes in Com.Att.Fr. II 76. 
15 Callisthenes may have suffered from the morbus pedicularis. For details of this disease, 

consult Aristotle, H.A. 556 b 30 - 557 a 4, and Keller, Tierwelt II 397. 
16 See Liddell and Scott, s.v. J{pon.tlv , Aristotle, H.A. 557 a 15-17, and G. Lapage, Veterinary 

Parasitology (2nd ed., Edinburgh 1968) 737. 
17 On other devices for getting rid of flies, see Keller, Tierwelt II 450. The fly as a symbol 
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when he wants to illustrate the importunate behaviour of thexo\arts~, 
parasites: he USeS the proverbial6ELTIVEGV art\nTo~ 1JU'Ca(fr. 195,7), 
and he compares them to the flies on Olympus (fr. 229-230,6). Anaxilas 
calls the parasites crrtw\ nrts ~ (fr. 33,1f.), maggots, on account of their 
voracity. The fact that the wormlike fly larvae are attracted by 
dung and other kinds of decayed organic matter intensifies the 
contemptuous nuance of the word when it is used, as by Anaxilas, 
as a term of abuse; this makes oJ1w\nJ1a~ tcr.eLoVTt: in fr. 583 of 
Aristophanes (see above, p. 61) even more amusing.18 

In view of the low standards of hygiene in antiquity - which 
were reflected, to take just one example, in the unbridled raging 
of the bubonic plague transmitted by fleas19 - the existence of 
vermin in Ancient Greece is something to be expected. One might 
rather be surprised at discovering that, after all, comic poets 
mentioned vermin relatively seldom, 20 when one considers such 
inviting possibilities as the ridiculing of rival poets and of political 
personalities, the coining of terms of abuse and the invention of 
similes. Instead of explaining this fact solely as due to stylistic 
restraints, to which Aristophanes refers (see above, p. 62), I would 
suggest on second thought that the havoc caused by vermin need 
not have been very severe. While Birt (Leben der Antike 88-91) 
rightly emphasizes the importance of baths and gymnasia to the 
ancient Greeks and their custom of anointing their bodies, I should 
like to add that they had been fond of using strong odours in a variety 
of forms from the very earliest times. Insects are known to avoid 
particular smells disagreeable to them (though agreeable to human 
beings), ana the fumigatory burning of brimstone and the like 
was, moreover, employed expressly for warding off vermin. 21 

Since references to vermin in the other genres of Greek litera
ture, apart from comedy, are scanty and relatively insignificant, 
a brief survey may suffice here. 

The fly is mentioned in the Homeric epics as a symbol ,of ex-

of greed and shamelessness is discussed by Frankel, Die homerischen Gleichnisse ( Gottingen 
t 1921) 71£. 

18'tNicophon (fr. 1) mentions oxwA.nxas; on a similar occasion. Note also the epigrammatic 
oxwA.nxcs; UITE'){ oopoD auya/;;0\!TaL (AG 7,480,3), and oxwA.nxa A.aBc'Cv TlJflBOLs; TE PL<Pl'i\!aL 

( AG 10,78,3). On the fly larvae living in carrion, excrement and similar substances, consult 
Borror and Delong, Introduction to Insects 638-640. 

19 For details of this disease, see Borror and Delong, Introduction to Insects 646-648. 
20 In Middle and New Comedy, however, more often than has been supposed, whereas in Old 

Comedy the capriciousness of chance in preserving fragments must be taken into account: 
see above, p. 62. 

21 The fumigatory burning of odorous stuffs is discussed by Lilja, The Treatment of Odours 
in Antiquity (Helsinki 1972), esp. 52-54 and 203-205. 



Vermin in Ancient Greece 65 

cessive boldness (Il. 17,570) and in similes to illustrate large numbers 
.(Il. 2,469-471 and 16,641-643). Fly similes, which illustrate either 
a great number or the quality of speed, were also used by Tyrtaeus 
and Simonides and, later, by Apollonius Rhodius, who followed 
Homer in this as in so many other respects. But 1J u'Ca never occurs 
in the Pindaric odes, and only once in tragedy, in an anonymous frag
ment (295 Nauck), which is reminiscent of the HomericuuLns &apc'os 
(Il. 17,570).22 The Homeric term for fly larvae, which feed on de
caying human bodies, is not oxw\n~ (see above, p. 61), but EUArl 
(Il. 19,26; 22,509; 24,414), whereas oruD\n~ in Homer designates 
'earthworm' when used in a simile to illustrate a lifeless body 
(Il. 13,654). The only species of the more repulsive vermin mentioned 
by Homer is xuvopaLOTrlS, an insect parasitic on dogs: the poet de
scribes Odysseus' old hound, Argos 1 as teeming with that irritating pest 
(Od. 17,300). According to Liddell and Scott, the insect referred to by 
Homer is the Ricinus communis, but this is not a typical dog tick. 
Korner seems to be right in identifying xuvopaLOTrlS with the 
Rhipicephalus sanguineus, which is "probably the most important 
species of ticks as far as ... dog owners are concerned.'' 23 

Archjlochus, not unexpectedly, mentions the louse for the first 
time in Greek literature, but the words cp-8-t::Lpol: lJOX-8-Lc;:ovTa (fr. 
200 Lasserre-Bonnard) unfortunately lack a context. Heraclitus' 
anecdote about Homer and the lice (fr. 56 Diels-Kranz) concerns a 
riddle put to him by young boys: ooa ELb01J€V }{(iL E:\aS01J€V, 

~ ' '\ , tl J.:. " " , " ' ' , TaUTa CXTIOAE~TI01J€V, OOa u€ OUT€ €Lb01JEV OUT s\aSOlJEV,TaD-
Ta cpEpOlJE:V. Birt (Leben der Antike 85) comments on this riddle, 
unsolved by the poet, that "ein Geist wie Homer ... ist zu erhaben 
fur solche Dinge." But the Egyptian priests, according to Herodotus 
(2,37), used to shave the whole body, GVa lJrlT€ cp-8-E:LP lJrlT€ a\\o 
lJUOapov 1-1n6t:v f:yyLvnTaL ocpL. This shows that lice were a 
common pest in Ancient Egypt, as they were in Ancient Libya, 
for Herodotus relates (4,168) that the long-haired vvomen there 
used to crunch the louse they had caught between their teeth, 
before throwing it away. 24 The only species of disgusting vermin 
that is found in the Aesopic fable is the flea (260 Hausrath). Pindar 
(fr. 209 Bowra) makes a mild reference to ons ,the clothes moth, and 
x L s , the weevil, when he praises the imperishability of gold. 

The word on s was later, in the jesting epigrams contained Ill 

Book XI of the Greek Anthology, applied as a term of abuse to 

22 For further instances of wutcx in Homer, and on the fly as a symbol of shamelessness, sec 
above. pp. 61 and 63. 

23 See Korner, Die hometische Tierwelt 89f.; the quotation is from E.]. Catcott, eel c~mine 
l\ledicine (Santa Barbara 1968) 554. The Ixodes ricinus has been discussed above, p. 63. 

24 In spite of this detail, I think that cp0u,poTpaysouo ~., applied bv Herodotus to the Budini 
( 4,109) comes from another (j)0E: lP meaning 'fir-con~'. See Liddr: 1

' and Scott s.v. (j)0E: lpoTpaysw , 

and cf. <I>Bt:lpo(j)ayol , the name of a tribe in the Caucasus- which Strabo (11,2,19), however, 
ascribes to their filthiness. 
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grammarians by Philippus (321,1 and 347,2) and by Antiphanes 
(322,2). Epigram, like comedy, is a genre of poetry where vermin 
are mentioned with relative frequency. In addition to the numerous 
examples to which I have already referred, there are to be found 
great numbers of flies, wormlike fly larvae and mosquitoes. Parmenio 
based the following lexically complicated couplet on the parono
masia conjured up by }{0 p L s , the bed bug: 

OL }{OpLS apxL xopou xopc0aVTO ~ou· a.\.\' EXOpEo~nv 
apxL xc5pou xaUTOS TOUS xopGS €xxopL0as; (AG 9,113). 

The other more repulsive species of, vermin are mentioned only in 
the jesting epigrams contained in Book XI. 25 Calling a Cynic philo
sopher's beard lJ u Loa c5 S n v , Ammian remarks that this device against 
flies will turn out to be cp~ € L pwv IT 0 L n L n s' 0 ux L cp p s vwv (156,4); 
and Lucian ridicules a silly man, ~UAAWV urro TIOAAWV cSa}{VQ~S\)0 s 
(432), who extinguishes the lamp so as not to get bitten.26 The more 
famous namesake of Lucian - if the two are not identical, after 
all-· has written a witty encomium in praise of the fly. 

Aristophanes' use of hOPLS with a play on KopLV~LOL in the 
Clouds (699-710) led me to think of another possible pun in the Clouds 
based on xopLS and E:s xopaHas (634-646). 27 As is well known, 
comedy abounds in such vivid phrases as Twv xopaxwv novnpLcy, 
(868}, yc.\wTa napcxw TOLS xopa~L\> (942) andEXpE)Ja0SV }{Opet~L 
6siTIVO\> (1028) in the Thesmophoriazusae, to say nothing of the 
recurrent imprecation, € s; xc5 pa xa s; .28 The raven, in fact, is the only 
animal mentioned by comic poets in maledictions which threaten 
one's corpse with a cruel fate, although the concept itself had been 
a familiar one from the very earliest times. It may be worth while 
giving a brief account of the scavenging animals mentioned in 
imprecatory threats in Greek literature prior to comedy. 

The thought at the beginning of the Iliad in the formulaic phrase 
aUTOUS bE s.\wpLa TEUXS:: H\5VE00LV OLWVOL0L TE 1lCX0L (1,4f.) 
recurs repeatedly in the Homeric epics and is found mentioned 
throughout antiquity. The scavenger birds referred to in this formula, 
usually in conjunction with dogs, are not as a rule specified; o Lwvo L 
refers to large birds of prey generally. 29 Keller (Tierwelt II 98) 
alleges that the o LuJvo (in the Homeric set phrase are to be identified 

25 It is entirely uncertain whether the solution of the enigma offered in the anonymous AG 14,19 
is the louse. 

26 The other instances of cp~sGp ( 117,4) and <Vu:\:\a (265,2) are more casual, being items in 
comically long lists. 

27 For all details on these two passages, see above, pp. 59£. 
28 For further examples, consult Liddell and Scott, s.v. xopa€:. They do not refer to the amusing 

passage in the Acharnians where Dicaeopolis, on hearing that the Persian is called King's Eye, 
exclaims: E:x11o<VsGE ys 11opa€: rraTa€:as; (92f. ). 

29 The relevant passages in the Homeric epics have been collected by M. Faust, Die kunstlerische 
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mainly with ravens, but Hopa~ does not occur in Homer at all, 
.apart from the etymologically uncertain KopaHos nsTpn(Od. 13,408), 
the name of a rock in Ithaca.30 The only species of birds that Homer 
expressly mentions by name as scavengers is yu~, the carrion
eating vulture.31 The non-appearance of the raven in the Homeric 
epics is peculiar, because it was a well-known bird in the Medi
terranean area from most ancient times onwards; Noah is said to 
have "sent out a raven, which went this way and that till the 
waters were gone from the earth" (Gen.8,7). Odysseus might have 
been expected to take a raven on board for the purpose of sending 
it out on reconnaissance flights, to know in which direction there 
was land - but that, of course, would have spoiled the story. 

The earliest definite instance of HO pa~ in Greek literature, in 
a passage where it is immediately characterized as a scavenging bird 
of prey, is from Theognis: rra \>Ta TaO' E \) }{ 0 pa HE 00 L xa L E \) <p~O Ptp 
(833). 32 In the Agamemnon of Aeschylus, after Clytaetnnestra has 
committed her cold-blooded crime, the evil genius of the family 
broods over Agamemnon's dead body like a malicious raven:snl: 6E 
o w p a T o s 6 L x a v . . . H 6 pax o s ( x ~ p o D o T a-& E L s ( 14 7 2 f.). In the 
Supplices, Aeschylus uses a raven simile in a more general way 
to illustrate the impious greed of the Egyptian cousins of the Danaids: 
xopaMES WOTE' Bwwwv aA.syoVTES OUOE\J (751f.). 

In view of these sporadic instances of the raven, it is surprising 
to find this bird as the only scavenging animal in comedy. It is true 
that the raven was considered in antiquity as an evil omen, and 
frequently connected with diverse ideas relating to death. The 
uncanny ambience of this bird33 is attributed by Keller to "das 
unheimliche Krachzen, seine kohlschwarze Farbe und seine Neigung, 
Aas und Leichen zu fressen" (Tierwelt II 96). The last-mentioned 
reason can be connected with the assumption that the Sirens, 
demons of death, were originally imagined as birds, inhabited by 
the souls o£ the dead, the idea behind this fiction being ''dass der 
verderbliche Damon als Raubvogel sich auf sein Opfer stiirzt." a-t 
These reflections, however, do not explain why the raven was the 
only scavenger in comedy, since similar thoughts were associated 

Vcrwendung von xuwv 'Hund' in den homerischen Epen, Glotta 48 ( 1970) 11-21. On 
scavenger dogs, see Lilja, Dogs in Ancient Greek Poetry (Helsinki 1976), esp. 17-19. 

30 D.:rivcd by the Scholiast from Corax, Arethusa's son, who had fallen from the rock when 
out hunting. The rock (still Coraca Petra) is situated close to Arethusa's fountain. 

31 One instance is: TW\J TlTOL CtUTW\J TEOE:Va xooa yDn:ss EbO\JTCtl (ll. 4,237). On the identification 
of yu~, see Boraston, The Birds of Homer, JHS 31 ( 1911), 216 and 239. 

32 A fragment of the Catalogue of Women (60 Merkelbach-West) where the raven is mentioned 
in connection with Coronis dates from about the same time. The Hesiodic fragment ( 304) 
which deals with the raven's age cannot be ascribed to any particular work. 

33 \Vhich has remained the same up to present times, one impressive specimen bci rig Edgar Allan 
Poe's poem, The Raven. 

34 Quoted from Malten, Das Pferd im Totenglauben, Jb.D.Arch.Inst. 29 (191-l) 241. The Sirens 
were, accordingly, represented in ancient art as half women, half birds. 
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with a number of birds, such as the Homeric y1J<V , the carrion
eating vulture.35 The fact that comic poets never referred to dogs 
as scavengers is entirely unexpected, when one considers their 
many and varied comments on the dog's repulsive characteristics.36 

Dogs, of course, did not have much opportunity for touching human 
bodies- in the everyday life at Athens depicted in comedy, but 
Thucydides' remark on the Athenian plague, which raged during 
the Peloponnesian War, shows that they (in this case presumably 
pariah dogs) were still generally regarded as scavengers feeding 
on corpses. 37 

Why was it, then, expressly the raven alone that in comedy 
assumed the function of devouring carcasses, in preference to other 
animals, notably the Homeric dogs and vultures? Did the Homeric 
formula through its adoption by tragic poets sound too dignified 
for use in comedy? But comic poets were fond of using tragic words 
and phrases for comic purposes. Was the raven for some reason con
sciously avoided in the Homeric epics and, later, in diction of an 
elevated kind? ·'If so, what was that reason and might it not account 
for the raven's monopoly of scavenging in comedy? In view of the 
predilection of Aristophanes and the other Old Comedy poets for 
making puns of various kinds, the similarity between Ji 6 p a E;, and 
}{ 6 p L s might be a possible answer to the question. The scarcity of 
available material is only to be regretted: Aristophanes deliberately 
avoided such vulgar topics as vermin, dear to his rivals, and the 
power of chance is responsible for the loss of those passages where 
vermin were dealt with by other Old Comedy poets.38 In any case, 
both Jiopa~ and 'XOPLS were an open invitation to the making 
of puns. Alluding to Alcibiades' habit of pronouncing l instead of r, 
Aristophanes plays on the slight difference between 11opat;, and 
}{o\at;, in the Wasps (45-51), and Palladas later (about 400 A.D.) 
composed an epigram (AG 11,323) on the same resemblance, whereas 
Parmenio (about the time of Christ's birth) based a couplet on the 
paronomasiaconjured up by 'XOPLS(cited above, p. 66). 

The assocjation of fiopa~ with 'X6pLS , which I propose as a 
possible explanation of why in comedy the raven monopolized the 
devouring of carcasses, cannot be regarded as convincing because 
of the scarcity of material, but it may be a move in the right 
direction. 

35 See above, p. 67. The raven was so closely connected with the crow that they are treated 
together by Keller, Tierwelt II 92-109. The owl was - and is - another bird of ill omen: 
vuxTGxopa~ ~ocG BavaTnq>opov ( AG 11,186,1). Note the derivation of the horned owl's name 
fromxopa~. 

36 For details see Lilja, Dogs in Ancient Greek Poetry 69-88. 
37 After pointing out that birds of prey and other animals which were accustomed to feeding on 

human flesh gave the plague-defiled corpses a wide berth, Thucydides ( 2,50) singles out the 
dogs: ot 6€ xvvc~ ~uAAov aCaBnaGv napcGxov ToD &noSacvovTo~ 6Ga To ~uv6LaGTuaBaG. 

38 For details see above, p. 62. 


