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biography

As pleasing and useful as [Lucian] was in
his writings, in the opinion of the most candid judges, he has
left so little of his affairs on record that there is scarce suffi-
cient to fill a page from his birth to his death.”1 So John
Dryden warned readers towards the beginning of his Life of
Lucian, a biography which runs to an excess of sixty pages.
Dryden was not the first to attempt a Life of Lucian drawn
entirely from evidence internal to Lucian’s corpus. Beginning
with Suidas’ remark that the blasphemer Lucian, the Anti-
Christ, is burning in Hell with Satan for all time, Lucian of
Samosata has arguably suffered more from the excesses of
biographical criticism than any other author from Greek an-
tiquity. Given Lucian’s tendency to structure his texts
around figures whose names echo his own (“Lukianos,”2

“the Syrian,”3 “Lucius,”4 “Lukinos”5) this is perhaps to be
expected. The distinction between author and persona is fur-
ther blurred in Lucian’s texts by the fact that his characters
speak as satirists who poke fun at the intellectual world of
the early Roman Empire. Since antiquity, as in the case of
Roman satirists like Horace and Juvenal, readers of Lucian
have moved seamlessly from the conflation of the speaking
persona and the author to the creation of the author’s “bi-
ography” from internal evidence, the elements of which have
been remarkably stable over the centuries. 

Lucian was ignored by Philostratus, but since antiquity,
admirers and detractors have written scores of biographies
and Lives of the Syrian sophist, versions of which can still be
found prefaced to translations, editions, and monographs of
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Lucian’s works.6 As a representative sample of both the
method and the content of Lucian biographies, I cite Gilbert
Cousin’s (1563) succinct Life of Lucian:

In the book How One Should Write History, Lucian says that
Samosata is his patria and that it is not far from the river Eu-
phrates. Moreover, in the Fisherman, he says that Syria is next to
the Euphrates, and writing in On the Syrian Goddess, he says that
he is an Assyrian. In the Doubly Accused, he calls himself a Syrian
rhetor. In his Dream, he gives an account of his birth, his child-
hood, and his studies, as well as how he began the career of sculp-
tor. In the assembly of all of Macedon, he began his career and
offered some specimen of his ability. In the Herodotus, or Etios
(from the Gallic Hercules, perhaps) one might conjecture that in
Gaul, he publicly claimed to be a rhetor. In his Apology for “The
Salaried Posts in Great Houses,” he says that he has a place among
the well-paid rhetors. In the Fisherman, he is called a rhetor and a
lawyer; but he also explains in the same text why he ceased to
plead cases and turned his mind to writing. Against him who had
said, You are a Prometheus in Words, he defends his usage and his
mode of speaking. In the Hermotimus, he is unfamiliar with the
Latin language, and at the age of forty, he begins to study philoso-
phy. In On the Dance, he is said to have been nourished by the lib-
eral arts, in addition to being versed in the study of philosophy. In
the Fisherman, he professes himself a philosopher, and also says
that he has adorned his own writings with the buds of philosophy.
In the Apologia for Those Who Serve in Great Houses, now an old
man, he has brought himself to the court and the household of Cae-
sar, and has accepted the post of procurator of the Princeps in
Egypt.7

Cousin, like so many of Lucian’s readers, believes that the
many voices of Lucian’s dialogues are each somehow Lu-
cian’s own. A “biography” of the sophist takes shape as
Cousin organizes these various “clues” into a coherent
whole. The character of Lucian is essentially a distillation of
each of the personae who inhabit the satirical universe of
Lucian’s corpus. 
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This is a paper about how biographical criticism condi-
tioned reading of Lucian’s texts in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. I am indebted to several recent studies of
Lucian’s European Nachleben, each of which has described
various aspects of the teaching, reading, translating, and im-
itating of Lucian’s texts from the Byzantine period until the
present. This essay, however, is less concerned with the re-
ception of Lucian’s texts than with the reception of the fig-
ure of Lucian himself, both as an individual and as a “type.”
We shall see that this question of the biographical subject as
“type” is especially interesting with regard to Lucian, an au-
thor who “thematizes” throughout his corpus the complexi-
ties and ambiguities of a hybrid cultural identity. This paper
explores the sorts of interpretative difficulties Lucian’s “Syr-
ianness” presented to his readers and biographers. Is Lucian
a Greek or a Syrian (not always self-evident issue, as we
shall see)? If the latter, as certain of Lucian’s readers will for-
mulate the question, how can the literary production of a
self-styled “barbaros” manifest “the Greek genius”? 

By way of introduction, this paper begins with a brief
sketch of the history of a mistake—a (conveniently) erro-
neous belief in Lucian’s Greek origins which arguably fore-
stalled the sorts of culturally loaded questions which
occupied Lucian’s later readers. The second section of this
paper turns to those readers who accepted Lucian’s Syrian-
ness but nevertheless sought ways to substantiate the
“Greekness” of his texts. For Lucian’s German readers, be-
ginning with Christoph Martin Wieland, culture is some-
thing tied closely to the land of Hellas itself. As a
consequence, Wieland and those who followed him substan-
tiated the Greekness of Lucian’s texts by positing the physi-
cal proximity of Lucian himself to the land of Hellas.
Finally, the last section of this paper examines how academic
notions about Lucian’s “oriental mind” contributed to and
reflected the gradual decline of Lucian’s popularity in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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lucian of patras

for the past 150 years, the Syrian origins of both Lucian
and his family have not been a matter of the slightest doubt.
The issue of Lucian’s ethnicity, however, presented serious in-
terpretative difficulties for generations of scholars. Though
the question of Lucian’s parentage was settled by the 1820s,
it is worth unearthing the traces of this now forgotten con-
versation for the light it throws on subsequent attempts to
define (or deny) Lucian’s Greekness. In 1780, Thomas
Francklin (1721–84), Regius Professor of Greek at Cam-
bridge, prefaced his translations of Lucian’s works with an
original Dialogue of the Dead, modeled on Lucian’s own
short satirical sketches of the same name. Francklin’s Dia-
logue imagines a conversation between his late friend, the
first Baron Lyttelton (himself a well-known imitator of Lu-
cian) and Lucian as they come across each other in the Un-
derworld. Lyttelton asks after the origins of Lucian’s family,
to which Francklin’s Lucian replies:

Know then, my dear Lord, my family, I must confess, none of the
noblest, was originally Grecian, and came from Patra [sic] in
Achaia, from which place, for some prudential reasons, not neces-
sary to be mentioned, they retired to Samosata, a city of Comma-
gene in Syria, on the Euphrates, which had the honor, for so I
know your Lordship would call it, of giving birth to your friend
Lucian.8

Lytellton is perplexed; he asks, as Francklin’s readers might
well have done, why it is that Lucian, given his Greek par-
entage, speaks so often in his works of his Syrian nativity
“as if . . . proud of it.” Francklin’s Lucian explains:

I know my enemies, of whom I always had a sufficient number,
would certainly take notice of it, if I did not; would have talked
perpetually of Syria, and thrown it in my teeth, that I was not a
Grecian, but a Barbarian. I was resolved, therefore, to be before-
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hand with them, and to let them know, that a native of Samosata
could write as well as the best of them.9

As odd and improbable as Lucian’s Patrensian origins seem
to Lucian’s modern readers, Francklin’s assertion of Lucian’s
Greek ethnicity would not have been new to eighteenth cen-
tury readers of various biographies of Lucian. John Dryden,
in his 1696 Life of Lucian, published as a preface to Samuel
Briscoe’s 1711 translations of several satires, had made the
following claim regarding Lucian’s origins: “He was born in
Samosata, a city of Syria, not far from the Euphrates; and
for this reason he calls himself more than once an Assyrian,
or a Syrian; but he was derived from a Greek original, his
forefathers having been citizens of Patra in Achaia.” 

Nor was Dryden the originator of the Greek Lucian; as
Francklin followed Dryden, so Dryden was repeating a
claim made by Francis Hickes in his own Life of Lucian of
1663:

Howbeit at other times he [Lucian] derives himself from Patras, a
city of Achaia, as says Beroaldus, he would hereby intimate one to
be the city of his nativity, the other of his descent, according to that
of Livie [sic], nati Carthagine, oriundi Syracusis. Secondly, for his
kindred: his father’s name was Lucius and his brother’s Caius, who,
as he says, was an elegiac poet and a soothsayer.10

With Hickes’ reference to Beroaldus’ fifteenth-century com-
mentary on Apuleius, the origins of the odd and now for-
gotten belief in Lucian’s Patrensian parentage begin to come
into focus. A version of the Ass story is found in Lucian’s
works, a text whose original authorship had been in ques-
tion since at least the Byzantine period—the original of
which some attributed to Lucian, others to Lucius of Patras.
Whatever the truth of the matter of original authorship
might be, readers of Lucian’s Onos have had to somehow in-
terpret the claims of a first person narrator who identifies
himself as Lucius of Patras.11
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Beroaldus conflated Lucian of Samosata with at least one
and possibly two figures by the name of Lucius of Patras, the
one being the putative author of a version of the Ass story
thought by Photius to be the model for Lucian’s own text of
that name, and the second being the narrating persona of
Lucian’s own text, the Onos.12 It is from this last text (Lu-
cius of Patras’ text, if it ever existed, is lost) that Hickes de-
rives his biographical information for Lucian: Lucian wrote,
“My father’s name is Lucius13 and that of my brother is
Gaius, and the other two names we share with our father. I
write histories and other prose works, while he is an elegiac
poet and a skilled prophet. Our native city is Patras in
Achaia.”

Like Beroaldus, Hickes has clearly understood the narrat-
ing voice of the Ass story to be that of its author, Lucian.
Recognizing the difficulty of reconciling Greek birth with
the myriad claims for Syrian origins elsewhere in Lucian’s
corpus, Hickes transmits the tradition that although a Syrian
by birth, Lucian was, nevertheless, ethnically Greek.

It is tempting to read an ideological agenda into these
claims for Lucian’s Greek parentage. However, in the ab-
sence of more explicit reasoning on the part of Dryden,
Hickes, et al., such an interpretation could never be more
than speculative. Whatever else they may have been think-
ing, these readers of Lucian reconciled seemingly contradic-
tory but nevertheless credible claims for both Syrian and
Greek origins throughout Lucian’s corpus; in doing so, they
made an erroneous claim which was forgotten soon after its
fallacy was recognized. 14

The interest of this error, however, lies in its aftermath.
Once Lucius of Patras achieves an existence independent
from that of Lucian of Samosata, the issue of Lucian’s own
Greekness becomes fundamentally unstable. Lucian’s Pa-
trensian origins had been essential not only to Lucian’s own
Greek identity but also, less obviously, to the Greekness of
his texts. Once the sophist himself comes unmoored from his
Greek ancestry, several of Lucian’s readers, Wieland promi-
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nent among them, develop other strategies of anchoring Lu-
cian and his texts to the land of Hellas. In what follows, I
demonstrate how these men refine and elaborate Lucian’s
“biography” in an effort to accommodate and explain new
ways of understanding the Greekness of Lucian’s texts.

lucian of samosata

in 1781, the abbé massieu published a French translation of
Lucian’s work in six volumes. The translation was popular
enough to be reissued three years later, slightly corrected and
modified.15 Four years after that, in 1788, Christoph Martin
Wieland, whose own satirical writings prompted Goethe to
dub him, “the German Lucian,” published his own collection
of German Lucian translations.16 In his extended introduc-
tory essay, Über Lucians Lebensumstände, Charakter, und
Schriften, Wieland criticizes Massieu’s conjectural biography
of Lucian at length. In particular, Wieland strenuously ob-
jects to Massieu’s claim that after his sojourn in Gaul, Lucian
returned to his native Samosata where he set to writing his
most successful dialogues until the emperor Marcus Aurelius
ultimately rewarded him with an imperial post in Egypt.
Wieland rejects Massieu’s hypothesis as absurd—Lucian,
Wieland feels, would never have consented to living out his
days in such a provincial backwater as Samosata. No, Wie-
land will argue—Lucian would not have returned to
Samosata for any extended period of time after he had tasted
the fruits of Greek culture. “Lucian came back to his father-
land,” Wieland writes, “this is established;17 but in which
epoch of his life and for how long a period?”18

Wieland assumes that the movements of Lucian’s career are
dictated by a consistent need to distance himself from his Syr-
ian origins. Lucian leaves Greece for Gaul, Wieland writes,
on account of the prejudice which he, as a “halbbarbarischer
Grieche” would have encountered in the fiercely agonistic
culture of professional Greek rhetoricians. Gaul, Wieland
suggests, would have offered the Syrian Lucian the more level
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playing field of a non-Greek audience, one on which he might
compete more equitably with his Greek rivals.19

Ultimately, however, Syria was not a land where a man of
Lucian’s “Geist und Charakter”20 could have possibly hoped
to practice his art. And so, at the end of Lucian’s extended
career in Gaul, Wieland argues, Lucian returns to Greece,
most probably to Athens, and that it is there, “einer von der
Hauptsitzen der Musen,” that Lucian produces his most
profound work. Wieland writes:

It seems probable to me that he [Lucian] produced the largest part
of them [his best writings] in Greece, namely at Athens, where, he
assures us, he lived for many years with the then elderly Demonax,
his ideal of a true wise man, and where many of his noblest works
(as I believe I have shown in my remarks) received their existence
(Dasein).21

Before Wieland, where Lucian actually wrote his texts had
never been an issue. Lucian himself certainly never indi-
cates at any point in his corpus where he composed a par-
ticular work. Neither does he offer information as to where
he lived during his periods of literary activity. Perhaps for
this reason, the issue which had preoccupied Lucian’s Eu-
ropean readers prior to Wieland had been where Lucian
himself was from—Lucian’s own ethnic identity. Wieland is
quite clear on this latter point: “Lucian was born in
Samosata, situated on the west bank of the Euphrates, then
an important city of the Syrian province of Commagene”;22

everyone is agreed on this much—the issue is ancestry. It is
important to note that for Wieland, Syrian birth does not
preclude Lucian from producing work which seems some-
how essentially Greek. 

However, Wieland does address the question which is in
fact central to so many of Lucian’s own writings about eth-
nic and cultural identity. Wieland, somewhat like Lucian
himself, seems to understand the issues of the cultural iden-
tity of the text and the ethnicity of the author as related
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but, in the final analysis, somehow separate issues. But
whereas Lucian raises the question with a certain irony,
preferring to leave the problem of identity as open and am-
biguous as possible, Wieland sees a way to resolve the is-
sue. Given the impossibility of ignoring Lucian’s Syrian
origins, Wieland Hellenizes the texts by planting them, so
to speak, in Greek soil. 

Many of Wieland’s contemporaries shared a belief in some
sort of essential relationship between the texts of the ancient
world and the landscapes in which they had been pro-
duced—that somehow landscape and climate determined the
cultural disposition of the people who lived there and, ulti-
mately, the art and literature which that culture produces.23

The year 1773 (thirteen years prior to the appearance of
Wieland’s translation of Lucian) saw the publication of two
enormously influential essays, Johann Hermann von Riede-
sel’s Remarques d’un voyageur moderne au Levant and
Robert Wood’s (posthumous) Essay on the Original Genius
of Homer. Both insisted that the texts of ancient Greece
could only be understood by those who had actually experi-
enced the unchanging landscape which had produced them.
The Odyssey, Wood suggested, when read in the comfort of
a Cambridge drawing room, was simply a moralizing tale.
Only when read on the wine dark sea itself could one truly
come to understand its power. The same held true, Riedesel
claimed, for the great works of the Athenians.24

We see a similar belief in the power of place informing
Wieland’s claims for the Athenian genesis of Lucian’s texts.
For Lucian’s texts to be Greek, Lucian must have written
them in Greece—the Syrian Lucian becomes no more than a
gifted cipher for the genius loci of Greece. For centuries
prior to Wieland, Lucian’s readers had chosen to Hellenize
the author by conflating Lucian of Samosata with Lucius of
Patras. Wieland’s essay of 1788 shifts the terms of the con-
versation about Lucian’s Greekness and in doing so, essen-
tially causes the Patrensian Lucian to disappear. Beginning in
the late eighteenth century, Lucian’s readers came to see the
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Greekness of Lucian’s texts as the necessary consequence of
their having been planted, nurtured, and harvested from the
soil of Hellas itself.

Wieland’s assertion that Lucian wrote in Athens was to
have long innings. In 1827, the same year in which he
started teaching at Heilbronn, August Pauly (d. 1845) pub-
lished his own translations of Lucian’s works. Pauly’s short
biography of Lucian borrows freely from Wieland’s intro-
ductory essays of 1788. Like Wieland, Pauly situates Lu-
cian’s literary activity itself, and by extension his work, in
the Greek cultural milieu. Greece, for Pauly, is the cultural
antithesis of Lucian’s Syrian origins: Samosata, Pauly re-
marks, though located on the near bank of the Euphrates,
was nevertheless an outpost of the civilized world, located at
“the farthest boundary of Greek culture.”25

For Pauly (as for Wieland), Lucian’s progress towards civ-
ilization is a trajectory which points ever westward. Pauly is
much more effusive than Wieland on the subject of Roman
Athens’ peculiar qualities:

It was Athens above all, favored as much from every circumstance
as from preference, which Hadrian cherished as the cradle of truth
and beauty and quickly raised once more to an eminence of ap-
pearance. More than before, here was the gathering place of schol-
ars and artists of every sort, and only the degree of intellectual
education defined, in this city of the Muses, the worth and the im-
portance of each, while bare station and riches not once sheltered
any from biting satire, in which the Athenians were past masters.
The stay in this city, and the very trusted friendship with his fa-
therly friend Demonax, the noble Cynic, for whom he creates in his
writings so beautiful a monument, was the most essential period in
Lucian’s educational history, and fundamental for the purpose,
spirit, and character, as much as for the form of his literary pro-
duction [my italics].26

Both Pauly and Wieland claim that Lucian wrote his noblest
works in Athens under the benign influence of Demonax,
an elderly Cypriot philosopher whom Lucian immortalizes
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in an encomium of the same name. However, Lucian
nowhere offers any evidence which would confirm Pauly
and Wieland’s confident assertions. In the Demonax, Lu-
cian simply states that he “associated with Demonax for a
long time” [Demonax i.2]. If, in fact, Demonax ever existed
(and we should leave this question open, given the number
of fictive characters populating Lucian’s corpus),27 one
might reasonably assume that Lucian spent a good deal of
time with him, most probably at Athens, since this city pro-
vides the context for the majority of Lucian’s anecdotes
about Demonax. However, there is no evidence at all to
substantiate claims for the location of Lucian’s literary ac-
tivities during this period. We simply do not know where
Lucian lived or wrote.

The claim for Lucian’s literary activity in Athens is moti-
vated, I suggest, by a need to establish the cultural identity
of the texts as distinct from the ethnic identity of their au-
thor. Close inspection of both Wieland and Pauly’s language
is telling. While Wieland writes that in Athens, Lucian’s
writings “derived their existence” (ihr Dasein empfangen
haben), Pauly similarly suggests that one sees the influence
of Athens in the “purpose, spirit, and character, as well as
the form of [Lucian’s] literary production” (Zweck, Geist
und Charakter, so wie auf die Form seiner [Lucian’s] schrift-
stellerischen Produktionen). 

Wieland’s “Dasein” and Pauly’s “Geist und Charakter” re-
fer not to Lucian himself but to his texts. These most influ-
ential readers of Lucian emphasize that the brilliance of his
texts reflects not so much the genius of the author as of the
genius loci. What makes these texts special is peculiar to the
Attic soilthey could not have been written anywhere else.
The logic is strikingly circularAthens is the “Wiege des
Wahren und Schönen,” Samosata is a “halbbarbarischer
Provinzialstadt,”28 Lucian’s writings contain truth and
beauty, therefore, they must have been composed in Athens.
Strangely absent from this line of thinking is any essential
understanding of Lucian’s own artistic identitythe idea
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seems to be that Lucian could not have produced works of
such genius in his native Samosata.

Five years after Pauly’s translations appeared, Karl Georg
Jacob (1796−1849) published his Characteristik Lucians
von Samosata. Perceiving a growing tendency among the
German intelligentia to avoid Lucian, Jacob conceives his
Characteristik as a defense of the satirist aimed at a wide,
non-specialist public. Jacob’s book was enormously influen-
tial and, for the most part, well-received by the academic es-
tablishment. Nevertheless, the popularizing tone of the book
and its sweeping assertions about Lucian’s serious and civic-
minded aims provoked Karl Friedrich Hermanns to direct
his student Gottfried Wetzlar to write a more scholarly dis-
sertation as a corrective to Jacob. In 1834, Wetzlar pub-
lished his Marburg dissertation, De Aetate, Vita, Scriptisque
Luciani Samosatensis.

Like Pauly, Wetzlar frames his discussion in the terms
which had been set by Wieland. Wetzlar takes Wieland and
Pauly one step further, however, by locating various groups
of texts at various points of Lucian’s career. Having first
warned his readers that Lucian’s works lack all indications
of the place of composition (much like Dryden), Wetzlar
nevertheless feels confident enough to assert that it was in
Gaul that Lucian produced, “the greatest part of his writings
which have a rhetorical and natural form.”29

From Lucian’s presence at the Olympic Games of 165,
Wetzlar conjectures that by this time, Lucian had moved
back to Greece from Samosata.30 As confirmation of his the-
ory, Wetzlar points out that only in Athens could Lucian
have written works of such brilliance. Wetzlar quotes Karl
Ludwig Struve (1785–1838) on the matter:

Although he [Karl Ludwig Struve] says that he [Lucian] never ex-
plicitly says that he lived in Athens, nevertheless, his writings them-
selves everywhere attest to the fact—those writings, I say, which are
the best and most beautiful of that age, those dialogues which are
festive and full of urbanity (which are always going on in
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Athens)—all of them everywhere breathe an Attic elegance, and
whomever he [Lucian] mentions as contemporary with himself, to
whom he might have been bound either by habit or intimacy, or
whose manner and way of life he may have accurately observed,
[these] make it known that at that very time he lived in Athens.31

Wetzlar’s small book was important enough sixteen years
later to be criticized by the school teacher Adolph Planck in
his address to the faculty of Württemberg Gymnasium on the
feast day of St. Guilielmo. Planck had taken the side of Lucian
in the mid-nineteenth century debate over whether or not Lu-
cian’s texts should be taught in the schools—a question which
revolved primarily around the suitability for impressionable
minds of Lucian’s mocking of gods. Planck’s project is thus
defensive—in the following year (1851) Planck would argue
for Lucian’s presence in the Gymnasium curriculum in a pam-
phlet, Lucian und das Christenthum.32 Planck’s Quaestiones
Lucianeae, published in Tübingen in 1850, look forward to
his fuller defense of Lucian of the following year. For Planck,
the decisive moment in Lucian’s career takes place in Rome,
after his years practicing rhetoric in Gaul. In a passage remi-
niscent of Lucian’s own account of his conversion to paideia
in the Dream, Planck tells us how, “in fact, Rome having been
abandoned on account of the degeneracy of its customs and
way of life, he [Lucian] turned back to Greece, where he de-
voted himself entirely to philosophy.”33

Planck’s claims for Lucian’s conversion to philosophy
seem to be loosely based on the Nigrinus, a text in which Lu-
cian details the absurdity and hypocrisy of Roman intellec-
tual culture. Likewise, Planck enlists Lucian’s Demonax as
well as the Nigrinus as so-called “evidence” for Lucian’s ex-
tended stay in Athens: “That Lucian chose the city of the
Athenians for himself as the most ancient seat of the liberal
arts is demonstrated by the Nigrinus, where he describes this
city with the highest praises, as well as from the Demonax,
where he tells how he was in the company of that Athenian
philosopher for a great length of time.”34
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Planck’s claims here are entirely fanciful. Demonax, Lucian
tells us, was not Athenian, but rather a Cypriot. Nor, as al-
ready noted, does Lucian in either the Demonax or the Nigri-
nus ever claim to have lived for any length of time in Athens.
But the force of the traditional cultural assumptions which lay
behind Planck’s work enable him to claim not only that Lu-
cian lived for almost twenty(!) years in Athens, but that Lu-
cian’s “most excellent books, those which today all admire,
were written in Athens, as almost everyone agrees.”35

“. . . A BEATING ALWAYS PUTS AN ASIATIC TO FLIGHT”

towards the end of the nineteenth century, Lucian’s popu-
larity in Europe, especially in Germany, began a steep descent
from which it has still only partially recovered. Several fac-
tors, external to Lucian’s own merits, contributed to his sur-
prisingly rapid fall from favor. First, the genre of satire itself
came to be associated with low literary art and anti-social be-
havior.36 Continental intellectuals began to distinguish good
satire, designed to attack sin and corruption per se, from bad
satire, aimed in a mean-spirited way at individuals.37 Lucian
found himself in the latter group for a variety of reasons, not
the least of which being notions regarding his “character.”
Perhaps more relevant, however, to Lucian’s declining for-
tunes within the European academy was the rise of oriental-
ist discourse.

Orientalist cultural politics, as Maurice Olender has con-
vincingly argued, played a central role in the formation of
the disciplines of classics and Indo-Europeanism.38 Indo-
European linguists posited two antithetical continua—on
the one side, the ancient Aryans, whose mobility and dy-
namism passed to the modern West via the Greeks, and on
the other, the ancient Semites, whose immobility and geo-
graphical stagnation in the Near East could still be discov-
ered in the inferior peoples of the modern Orient. The eastern
landscape is no less stable and continuous than the western.

It is precisely this stability of the “Orient” and the “orien-
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tal mind” which enabled scholars to see in its contemporary
manifestations the characteristics which would have defined
the authors of ancient “oriental” texts. The relationship is
dialectic—observations on the “Orientals” enable one to
sensitively read Lucian while at the same time, the reading of
Lucian legitimates theories concerning the Orientals them-
selves. What is more, for readers of Lucian, one result of this
essentializing of Lucian’s “Oriental Mind” is the ultimate re-
jection of his Greekness.

There is a fascinating example of this dialectic. Lieutenant
Colonel Henry Hime, an officer in her Majesty’s Royal Ar-
tillery Corps and the author of several authoritative treatises
on the history of munitions,39 published a book entitled Lu-
cian, the Syrian Satirist in 1900, one year before the death of
Queen Victoria. Hime’s book, because the work of a well-
read amateur scholar whose real work was in the daily run-
ning of the British Empire, is a particularly important
document. Hime saw the works of Lucian as typical products
of “the oriental mind”; for example, in response to Lucian’s
account of how his sculptor uncle’s beating caused him to
turn to the bright path of Greek paideia, Hime writes that
“he was evidently not made of the stuff that artists are made
of. A beating would not have driven Rafael from his canvas,
Mozart from his piano, or Thorwaldsen from his marble . . .
the course he took, however, was the natural one: a beating
always puts an Asiatic to flight.”40 True art, Hime continues,
is beyond the reach of Lucian’s “restless and shallow
mind.”41 Rhetoric was more suitable for a man of Lucian’s
temperament: “There was a brilliancy and a glitter about
rhetoric that naturally attracted the admiration of an Asi-
atic.”42 Summarizing “Lucian’s Character” (in a chapter by
that name), Hime writes, “his character was essentially ori-
ental, and (for this reason) defies analysis beyond a certain
point . . . he was a western Asiatic. Such transformations are
thoroughly characteristic of the regions where he sprung.”43

A comparison of Wieland and Hime on the source of Lu-
cian’s “inspiration” is instructive and highlights an essential
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aspect of Lucian’s gradual eclipse in nineteenth and twenti-
eth century Europe. Wieland and Hime, in different ways,
read Lucian in light of their ideas about climatic determin-
ism and the cultural power of landscape. To a large meas-
ure, Wieland locates the genius of Lucian’s texts in the
cultural environment which nourished them. As an author,
Wieland’s Lucian is strangely absentless essential to the
character of his texts than the place in which he wrote.
Hime similarly elides Lucian’s presence as an author, but
whereas Wieland understands Lucian’s texts as entirely
Greek products of a Greek landscape, Hime’s Lucian, as an
example of the “oriental mind,” writes texts which are en-
tirely oriental. Hime and Wieland’s logic is curiously simi-
lar, even if their conclusions are antithetical.

The turn of the century witnessed another response to
Wieland’s Lucian, this time in the form of a brief section of
Eduard Norden’s enormously influential Die antike Kunst-
prosa of 1898. Norden addresses again the issue of whether
Lucian, as a Syrian, could have been even a cipher for Attic
elegance. Norden’s response is similar to that of Hime. For
Norden, Lucian is

the Oriental without depth and character, but full of humor and
nimbleness of mind, in fact characterized by the Menippean
Graces, but from Attica he derived no graceonly a sneer with
which he conscripted the lofty and the holy into the frivolous.
Once, I read him with great pleasure, now I return to him only with
deep reluctance. He has no soul and for this reason, despite all vir-
tuosity, degrades the most soulful language to a joke.44

Prior to Norden, two generations of scholars had attributed
the beauty of Lucian’s language to his ability to channel the
presence, the Dasein, of his adopted homeland. By contrast,
for Norden and those who followed him, Lucian’s “Orien-
tal Mind” pollutes the Greek language itselfwhat is
more, the texts themselves are unredeemed by their author’s
proximity to Greece.45 Whereas Wieland spoke of the
Greek Dasein which one could find in Lucian’s work, and
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August Pauly explained the Zweck, Geist, und Charakter of
Lucian’s best work as the result of Lucian’s living in the
“city of the Muses,” and Wetzlar argued for Lucian’s Athe-
nian residence on the basis of the “elegantia attica” of the
work, for Norden, Lucian’s ethnic identity gives the lie to
his cultural claims.46

Although Wilamowitz never devoted any work to Lucian,
in 1906, eight years after the publication of Norden’s book,
Wilamowitz’s young assistant Rudolf Helm published his
Lucian und Mennip, quite possibly still the most influential
study of Lucian’s works and the text which may have con-
tributed the most to Lucian’s exclusion from the canon. The
purpose of Helm’s book is to prove that the third-century-
bce satirist Menippus of Gadara, the “inventor” of prosi-
metric satire, is in fact the literal author of many of the texts
which bear Lucian’s name. Helm argues that Lucian fraudu-
lently republished Menippus’ texts as his own creations and
escaped the notice of his contemporaries because copies of
Menippus’ satires were so difficult to find in the second cen-
tury bce. Helm’s demonstration of the importance of Lu-
cian’s wholesale appropriation of Menippus is closely linked
with his intention to pull Lucian from the pedestal where
Wieland and Jacob had placed him. 

Helm’s response to Jacob, who had compared Lucian to
Euripides, and to Schmidt, who had compared Lucian to Ul-
rich von Hutten, is instructive:47

Both [Euripides and Hutten] had a holy seriousness which is lacking
in the thoughtless Syrian; he [Lucian] possesses none of the soul of
the tragedian, consuming itself in inner contradiction, nothing of the
enthusiastic faithfulness and conviction of the noble “enemy of the
clerics.” [Jacob] himself has correctly objected to a parallel with the
satirist Voltaire. A fitting comparison presents itself, although it too
is clumsy like all comparisons, with Heinrich Heine, the mocking-
bird of the German poet-forest—Heine, who is much superior to him
in terms of lack of character, geniality and originality, but also in
terms of malice.48
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When Helm looks at those who would praise Lucian as a
champion of reason, virtue, etc. (he mentions Wieland and
Jacob by name), Helm attacks them for praising Lucian’s
“love of truth and his hatred for deceit and the unnatural,”
while failing to recognize “how much of this is to be attrib-
uted to his [Lucian’s] debt to his model [Menippus].”49

Helm is appalled that, “in a modern collection entitled
Books of Wisdom and Beauty, one can find Lucian next to
the Bible and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason.”50

Helm’s culturally loaded rejection of Lucian as the “thought-
less Syrian” seems odd, given the fact that Menippus, in
whose (plagiarized) works Helm sees some genius, is himself
from Syrian Gadara—a paradox which Helm does not seem
to have recognized and which I do not claim to resolve. I
would, however, draw attention to the ways in which Helm
seems to be criticizing less the texts of Lucian themselves, but
rather their undeserved eminence in the German “Dichter-
wald.” For Helm and many of his contemporaries, Lucian is
not Greek, but Syrian.

conclusion

in the last few decades, renewed interest in the literature
and culture of the so-called Second Sophistic has brought
with it a re-evaluation of Lucian’s texts, and Lucian has fi-
nally taken his place alongside the sophists fortunate enough
to have been deemed worthy of inclusion by Philostratus.
Lucian has certainly had a long time arriving. As late as
1962, Gilbert Highet could still remark that Lucian was sim-
ply “a foreigner . . . who wished to be more Greek than the
Greeks themselves”; a man whose satires on the Greek
myths reminded Highet of a “Hindoo” poking fun at the
“medieval cult of relics.” If nothing else, we can appreciate
the scholarly pedigree of Highet’s culturally loaded dismissal
of Lucian. Lucian, the Syrian, bears the same relation to
Greece that a Hindu would to the venerable, if odd, tradi-
tions of Western Christianity.
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Given the amount of biographical speculation which Lu-
cian’s corpus has fostered, it is ironic that Philostratus, the
great biographer of the sophists and the originator of the
term “Second Sophistic” itself, never mentions Lucian. We
possess a single, doubtful reference to Lucian by a contem-
porary in Galen’s story of the sophist who fooled the learned
experts with his forgery of an “ancient” Ionic text. If this
witty forger is in fact Lucian (and the presence of pseudo-
Ionic texts in Lucian’s corpus—De Syria Dea, Astrology—is
suggestive), the anecdote seems particularly appropriate; Lu-
cian’s texts are never quite what they seem. And yet, for cen-
turies, Lucian’s readers have seen in his fictive personae
—Lukinos, “the Syrian,” etc.—the “real” speaking voice of
Lucian himself.

I have tried to suggest in this paper that this process of cre-
ating “Lucian” from his texts has evolved and shifted in ways
which have reflected the various needs and preoccupations of
his readersRomantics, Theists, Orientalists. I am not un-
aware that the Lucian who has begun to emerge in recent
years is no less a product of our own academic and political
agenda. As previous generations resolved Lucian’s identity by
making him either Greek or Syrian, the Anglophone academy
has discovered a post-colonial Lucian—a cultural hybrid
whose texts address issues of identity, ethnicity, culture, and
imperialism. The eighteenth century’s comparisons with
Voltaire are giving way to our (my?) own likening of Lucian
to Chinua Achebe and Jamaica Kincaid—writers who self-
consciously use the language of the dominant other as a ve-
hicle for the exploration of their own ambiguous cultural
identities. Our justification for doing so will certainly be ex-
amined by another generation. That said, it does seem clear
that the value of tracing the reception of Lucian’s ethnic iden-
tity, in large part, lies in the light it sheds on the cultural as-
sumptions of his readers.
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notes

Versions of this paper were read at the University of Chicago and North-
western University. I am grateful to both audiences for their insights, par-
ticularly to Robert Germany. Thanks also to Ann Marie Yasin, Morton
Richter, Jaś  Elsner, Jonathan Hall, Chris Faraone, Shadi Bartsch, and Ahu-
via Kahane, all of whom have read and commented on earlier manifesta-
tions of the project. My indebtedness to Manuel Baumbach and his work
on the reception of Lucian’s corpus since the Renaissance is profound. I
have also benefited immensely from the criticism of Arion’s editorial staff
and anonymous readers.
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wegen des ernsten Tones, der in der Schrift herrscht . . . die lange und dur-
chauss ernst gehaltene Erzählung von Kombabos zeigen von lukianischen
Geiste nicht die geringste Spur . . . in Lucians Leben ist kein Raum für eine
derartige Phase gläubigen Gessinung, wie diese Schrift vorausetzt; man
könnte nur in die frühe Jugend setzen.”

47. Rudolf Helm, Lucian und Menipp (Leipzig 1906), 160−61. Bernays
(note 45), 42−43. Bernays also objected to Jacob’s comparison of Lucian
and Voltaire : “Seine [Lucian’s] modernen Bewunderen wie Tadler pflegen
ihn mit Voltaire zu vergleichen, ein Vergleich der gegen Voltaire an jeder
Beziehung ungerecht ist.” Bernays referred to Karl Georg Jacob’s Charak-
teristik Lucians von Samosata (Hamburg 1832) as “viel zu enkommiastis-
cher.”

48. Helm (note 47), 6−7: “Beide hatten einen heiligen Ernst, der dem
leichtfertigen Syrer abgeht; er besitzt nichts von der sich in inneren Wider-
spruch verzehrenden Seele des Tragikers, nichts von den begeisterten Treue
und Überzeugtheit des ritterlichen “Pfaffenfeindes.” Selbst gegen die Paral-
lele mit dem Spötter Voltaire hat man Recht Einspruch erhoben. Ein
passender Vergleich drängt sich auf, obschon auch er hinkt wie alle Ver-
gleich, der mit Heinrich Heine, der Spottdrossel im deutschen Dichter-
walde, der ihm nur an Charakterlosigkeit, an Genialität und Originalität,
aber auch an Malice weit überlegen ist.”
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49. Helm (note 47), 7−8: “Liebe zur Wahrheit, seiner Hass gegen Betrug
und Unnatur . . . wieviel davon etwa auf Rechnung seiner Vorbilder zu
schreiben ist.”

50. Helm (note 47), 8−9: “In einer modernen Sammlung, die sich Bücher
der Weisheit und Schönheit betitelt, kann man neben der Bibel und Kants
Kritik der reinen Vernunft Lucian finden.”
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