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“A life without enquiry is not worth living.” Plato Apology of Socrates

GILBERTO DELPIN



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


MURDER AT THE SYMPOSIUM
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A crime story set in Athens during the month Sciroforione, during the archon of Pythodorus (404 – 403 BCE)
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SOCRATESPhilosopher

XANTHIPPESocrates wife

PLATOSocrates disciple

ZOPIRO pitoccoa beggar, mendicant

KRITIASTyrant of Athens and Plato’s uncle

CRITOfriend of Socrates

THERAMENESTyrant of AthensTheramenes 

ARISTOPHANESComic poet

CHARICLES Tyrant of Athens

TORICONE Demarcus of Alopece

KINESIAS Dithyrambic poet 

ESCHILIDESycophant

BATRACOSycophant  

CYRENEHetaera

HIPPOCLESsycophant   

GLOSSARY

AGORA MARKET PLACE

AGORASTABUTLER

CHITONTUNIC

KOTTABOSGAME OF SKILL: WINE WAS THROWN INTO A CUP, ATTEMPTING TO AIM FOR A CONTAINER

COPROLOGOSTREET CLEANER

DYTHRAMBOSONG IN PRAISE OF DYONISIUS

DEMEWARD, DISTRICT, QUARTER

DEMARCOHEAD OF THE DEMO (DISTRICT), MAYOR, MAGISTRATE

HERMSQUARE COLUMN, ON THE TOP A STATUE OF HERMES

LONG WALLHEAVY CITY WALL OF CLASSIC ATHENS

MASTIGOFORANCHARGED WITH KEEPING PUBLIC ORDER, ARMED WITH A WHIP

MINEA UNIT (BETWEEN 70 AND 100 DRACHMA)

MISTOFORIARETRIBUTION PAID BY PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

SYCHOPHANTINFORMER, ACCUSOR, SPY

METICFOREIGNER LIVING IN THE CITY WITHOUT RIGHTS

SOPHISTPRIVATE TEACHER, TRAVELLING

SYMPOSIUMBANQUET WITH GAMES

SCIROFORIONEIN ATHENS, INDICATED THE MONTH OF JUNE

SYLLABUSLABEL INDICATING THE TITLE OF A TEXT 

LACEDEMONESPARTAN 

With the first light of dawn, the roosters of Alopece were crowing their loudest, overpowering the rhythmic hooting of bats that were busily flittering about. The morning breeze spread the scent of hay mixed with the fragrance of roses. The dry earth rapidly absorbed the puddles left by the downpour during the night, where a few pale stars still reflected. The opalescent glow of dawn sprayed a silver rain that reflected on the sparse olive groves that speckled the Attic landscape.

Among the first residents of Alopece leaving his house was old Socrates, he was also among the last to re-enter, villains excluded. The philosopher’s modest home seemed about to collapse, it looked so run down, with numerous cracks in the walls, chipped and patched here and there, and the mortar displayed an ancient patina. The shack owner was a small man with a large stomach, stocky build, a wide face resembling Silenus; balding forehead and wrinkled, greyish tousled hair, round and bulging eyes, a pug nose, large, sensual lips, white beard and unkempt, brick-collared complexion.

If it were not for his penetrating gaze and his ironically serene smile, the old man would have seemed no more than a theatrical caricature, presented on the stage by the comic poet Aristophanes to pad his peppery comedies, for the sole purpose of triggering hurricanes of inextinguishable laughter in the audience.

That morning, the good Socrates, well set on his short, stubby legs with such calloused feet that he could place them unscathed on rocks and brambles, breathed in deeply the warm air of Sciroforione. In the distance he saw a few farmers who piously began the day, thowing a kiss to the sun.

The clear air allowed the philosopher to see the slopes of Lycabettus, the suburbs of Athens, no longer protected by the gigantic long walls that, for a few months, had been reduced to huge mounds of grey stone.

Socrates looked down and saw a figure lying next to the herm, that the philosopher had carved and placed a few steps from the entrance of his home. The uncertain light of dawn, forced him to bend down and, the sudden recognition was followed by amazement and horror.

“Mighty Zeus, but it is Aulone of Melite!”

The pale light of dawn revealed the corpse of a young man lying on his belly on the muddy ground, his clothing was sumptuous and elegant even though drenched and dirty, together with his flowing mud-caked hair, gave him the appearance of one from the upper class.

“Oh Aulone, unfortunate friend,” murmured Socrates, “you have only recently gone through ephebos. And even if you proved unrestrained, you were learning to know yourself and your soul. Destiny has touched you prematurely sending you to the Stygian swamp. May Minos and the other good judges, send you to the Isle of the Blessed. As for me, I will pray to the divinity to help me find who extinguished you, in the bloom of your youth.”

After a few moments of silence, the philosopher thoroughly examined his disciple’s dead body. Aulone’s face, expressed a frozen expression of anguish: the mouth gaped in a wide gasp, eyes open, showing the terror of those who, in an moment of intensity had seen some monstrous vision such as Echidna, Empusa, Lamia or who knows what other nightmare.

The philosopher closed his deceased disciple’s eyes and mouth, but the expression of prolonged suffering did not lessen. Aulone’s features looked swollen, as if shortly before his death, the young man had been subjected to a prolonged beating.

But the fatal blow was caused, no doubt, by the thrust of a Corinthian dagger up to the hilt, just below the left shoulder blade, around the gash; the fine mauve linen was red.

Resting on one knee Socrates went on to examine the victim, he gently moved his face. 

As if alerted by a gossipy demon, the Alopecians gathered around, first one by one, then in groups and, finally, in herds. A crowd of onlookers quickly surrounded Socrates as he was bending over the corpse. Merchants, artisans, peasants, servants, women, girls and slaves crowded round talking, as many distanced themselves from the crime scene. A hail of questions and complaints, rained on the philosopher.

“Socrates, for all the gods, who is the young man who has been stabbed?”

“Who committed this crime?”

“For the goddesses, the demo has been contaminated.”

“Miasma, miasma.” 

“Call the purifiers.”

A few women were wailing like mourners, so the noise became deafening. The crowd twisted like a snake. Like lightning, the hysteria spread uncontrollably among the Alopecians. Then someone recognized the dead man.

“But it’s Aulone of Melite! It’s him, Lyciscus’s son! Here are the purifiers, quick, take the holy water to them and the perfume to burn.”

Socrates, on finishing his examination, stood up. His friend and contemporary, Crito, approached somewhat stunned, as he contemplated the work of Thanatos, the god of the dark veils.

A thunderous voice silenced the crowd.

“By Heracles, give way to law and order! Go away, away, people leave, who will solve this dreadful crime. Remain calm, for the Eumenides! Today, oh people, I will inform the Eleven of what has happened. And don’t worry about contamination, I will see to cleansing the Demo. Ares and Enialo, air, air! Go on, leave go away. Don’t stay here, squawking like chickens waiting for the spit!”

A large man arrived, cutting his way through the crowd with the hairy, powerful arms of a Thessalian bear, which he used without consideration, to forge up to Socrates.

Two beefy mastigophorans on either side of the huge man growled like Laconian mastiffs. The large man, who was none other than the demarco, or head of Alopece, Toricione, planted himself with his legs astride the corpse, pressed his fists on his hips, puffed out his chest and finally glaring around him, barked: “Now shut up and listen to me. Heed Ares, that if someone dares to interrupt me or make any kind of rude noise, I will charge the executioner of the Eleven, to stretch those idiots on the stand by at least three palms.”

The crowd fell silent, as if drenched by a bucket of icy water. The fear, or rather, the terror that the regime of the Thirty Tyrants aroused, was represented by their grim demarco, who cooled even the hottest heads.

Having obtained silence, Toricione grunted satisfied, and then thundered, “The family of this young man who’s been killed, will be told immediately. But now, if someone can give me some information and reconstruct what has happened, well, spit it out immediately without delay, if he doesn’t want to have his back made purple. And those who have nothing to testify disappear instantly.”

The warning had the effect of opening a large space around the victim: no one showed up who had witnessed anything: to get involved in a crime, meant undergoing dangerous interrogations by the family of the deceased, with the risk of attracting their anger, if the revelations resulted in being reliable, or perhaps also of being suspected of being an accomplice to the murderer.

Some public slaves arrived, who laid the body on a stretcher, covered it with a cloth, and left quickly with orders to take the corpse to the family of the deceased.

A silhouette remained where the body of the victim had lain, imprinted in the rapidly drying muddy ground.

The demarco was about to leave, when the voice of Socrates called him back. “By Zeus, oh zealous Toricione, before you leave, you should listen to me, because I may have something to say about this crime, and give you some leads, which could be used in a possible investigation.”

Toricione sighed, clearly annoyed by this unexpected intervention; there was no choice but to swallow his curse and accentuate the hard pose that he sported in some situations, to intimidate stubborn people.  Then he grunted. “Apparently, oh great sophist you never waste the chance for a chat eh? For the wedges of Dorus, but who do you think you are? Everyone knows you are a ragamuffin good only for transforming the young and wealthy into insolent loafers. And take heed, Socrates, that I would not mind knowing that you might be even a little guilty of having eliminated the young man, it would be too stupid to have him killed under your herm, although, I admit that this hypothesis is so preposterous, as to make even Geta, the fool of Alopece, laugh.”

“And instead good Toricione,” the philosopher calmly answered the angry demarco, “yes it was very sad that it was me, who discovered Aulone’s body, stabbed in front of my house. And if this might make me a suspect, that is even a better reason that you listen to me.”

Toricione made the best of a bad situation: there were too many people looking at him: he could not escape having a conversation with that old busybody. Also, he had to show even a minimal interest because of the crime, also to avoid being blamed by the Alopecians; they were quite capable of reporting him to the Thirty, accusing him of weakness or lack of interest, in the carrying out of his duties.

So the demarco, for fear of losing his lucrative job, resigned himself to carrying out the tedious formalities, at the same time he proposed that he could not investigate that murder too deeply, perhaps, because he needed the endorsement of someone powerful, whose toes he did not intend to step on, even by mistake.

So, albeit through clenched teeth, Toricione smiled at Socrates: and sneered ruthlessly at the mastigoforans. That diseased Socrates didn’t slide easily down his gullet. Every so often when he found him under his feet, who knows why he was overcome by an inexplicable anxiety, knowing that the old goat Socrates, was not at all the harmless ball breaker he seemed to be. For many of his debauched friends, the sophist beggar had a tongue more poisonous than a scorpions tail.

And they had warned him that Silenus was a real pest, who whenever he got hold of someone, did not stop questioning him and turning him inside out, until he became the victim, he would not admit, willingly or unwillingly, to be nothing but an idiot. His friends had warned him, with so much irony that sophist fat belly, would lead his rushed interrogations, ridiculing the interrogator. As dull as he was, with an animalistic instinct Toricione foresaw, that his turn had come to be cooked by Socrates.

No, for Dionysus, he didn’t want to become a laughing stock. A humiliating prospect, he gritted his teeth until they could be heard grinding.

The large man decided to avert the dreaded eventuality, assumed the grim expression of an instructor from Peripoli. He puffed out his chest, feigning a complacency that he was far from feeling. Finally he roared like a cornered lion, hunted down and forced to fight.

“For Ares, spit out the toad, Socrates, but be brisk, for Heracles, we’re not here, you know, to hang out with flippant greenhorns at the gymnasium. And take care,” he added, showing a large fist, “not to use any Sophist dirty tricks with me. I don’t have time to waste!” The somewhat emboldened demarco concluded his speech with bravado.  “Indeed, since we believe you to be a wise man, can you tell me who wiped out Aulone of Melite?”

Unperturbed by the aggressive demarco, Socrates smiled, spreading his arms, sorry that he was not able to satisfy him on the spot. “My good Toricione, I offer you my most complete collaboration with the crime, however, not pretending to be a friend of the Truth, which I consider myself to be, you know, I can’t just like that, come up with the name of the culprit. You don’t get results with impatience, especially if, in a respected investigation, the start is confused with the end.”

Some around them chuckled and Toricione, already feeling soaked in the fear of being made ridiculous, had to join in the laughter, promising to avoid further missteps. The demarco reacted, trying to assume a well-simulated frankness, which was much appreciated by his superiors. “Beggarly babbler, by your lousy beard, tell me what you know of this murder.”

The philosopher replied, “There are some clues to follow, definitely. Examining the corpse that has been removed with undue haste, I saw his face to say the least, was bruised, by the marks of two still fresh wax seals, used by their owners shortly before the crime, to speed the correspondence. A seal, if I remember correctly reproduced the image of the ram, the other that of the bull. Maybe everything, oh demarco, that will permit you to arrive at the identity of the thugs. Moreover, one must emphasize that the beating of Aulone did not take place here, but last night precisely at a symposium. I deduced this from the wine-stained tunic, of the poor young man. It is not improbable that he had disputed a game of Kottabos.”

Toricione was intrigued by Socrates’ reconstruction, he leaned towards the philosopher. “And then, what happened, blood of Dionysus!” the demarco swore impatiently because of the interruption.

“I am almost moved,” Socrates replied, “for the zeal that you are demonstrating in this investigation, oh demarco, therefore I will willingly continue. So, after the beating at the hands of the two gentlemen, owners of the already-mentioned seals, some attendees at the symposium flung Aulone into the street, which can be surmised because his tunic was muddied. And it is likely that there, he was stabbed, out of sight from prying eyes. As to the murderer, I can deduce that he is left-handed. I noticed this observing that the stab was inflicted on the left side of the back. The thrust was from the bottom upwards, as you can see for yourself if you take the trouble to examine the corpse.”

Satisfied with that analysis, Toricione clicked his tongue. “For Apollo Licio, you’re persuasive Socrates, but now let’s leave that beautiful hypothesis and answer me: how can you explain that you know your friend was killed during an alleged symposium, and besides he finished up under your stinking, herm pissed on by dogs?” And the grinning demarco ran his forefinger along his nose.

The philosopher smiled. “By Zeus, I can assure you, oh Toricione, not only dogs are watering my herm but for some time in this part, but also some animals with two legs vent their anger in this way.” He added, “Someone who does involuntary evil.” 

Toricione scratched his head.

“Oh, for Asclepius, that I’ll be damned if I understand anything. But whom are you referring to? Even an idiot would understand that the person pissing on your herm, intends to hurt you on purpose.”

“Let’s examine your theory, oh demarco, otherwise the doubts continue. First, are you willing to admit that the one who watered my herm in order to hurt me, would know what evil is?”

“Why not,” grunted Toricione.

“And is it plausible that, to know what evil is, it is necessary to know it well?”

The demarco scratched his beard.

“I don’t understand what you mean Socrates.”

“Then let me explain. Who is the best runner, the one who is fastest, but slows down on purpose, or the slow runner?”

“It’s clear: the fast runner who slows down on purpose.”

“And likewise, is the one who does evil better, although he can do good, or one who does good unwillingly?”

“Pfui, you think I’m an imbecile? It is obvious that the first of the two, the one capable of doing good, but who does evil.”

“Now take care,” urged the philosopher, “who acts well, can behave badly. In other words: can the wise express ignorance?”

“But no, of course, this isn’t possible.”

“Therefore oh demarco, we can conclude that those who do evil, have no knowledge of good?”

“Well, I don’t think so.”

“So does whoever urinated on my herm, know what good is?”

“Ah, no,” replied the large man instinctively, “he may not know Socrates,” and he added reluctantly, “Now I realize that you’ve tricked me beautifully, old Sophist.”

“As you say, oh demarco?”

Toricione snorted. “Bah, for Hecate, forget this confusing talk and you better answer me: how do you explain Aulone’s corpse under your extremely pissed upon herm? Old tripe,” he added, “I demand a clear answer, and don’t play word games that make me dizzy, as if I had drunk an entire container of pure samiota wine.”

Socrates glanced at the bully with evident compassion, and then answered with that tone of voice that calmed stormy tempers. “By Zeus, my opinion on the matter is as follows: Aulone was carried here under my herm when already lifeless.”

The demarco’s large face expressed disbelief. “You old belly, you’re taking the piss out of me, as you did a while ago with the trick of good and evil. For Dorus, how do you suppose a similar setup of the scene?”

The philosopher pointed at some footprints, on a grassy tract that stretched towards the Lycabettus, reaching almost to the herm. Then he explained. “Last night the rain muddied the ground. The sandals of the one who carried Aulone left footprints, which, incidentally, are the same size as those of the victim. In practice the murderer wants us to believe that Aulone dragged himself as far as here, but there is a detail that belies him, or rather two.”

“And what would they be?” Bellowed Toricione, prey to a curiosity that subdued his anger.

Socrates pointed at the ground again. “First of all, the depth of the right footprint is larger than the left: this reveals that our man was carrying a heavy weight on his shoulder. So our carrier did not realize that his ploy to make us believe it was Aulone, has instead unmasked him. In addition, good demarco, observe this imprint of a bare foot, here near the footprint of the sandals and close to the victim. Take a good look at it: doesn’t it tell you anything?”

Toricione clicked his tongue. “For Lamia, meaning the footprint of this bare foot? What riddle is that?”

“Oh, it’s not hard to guess. It means that our carrier, after having deposited Aulone’s corpse at the herm, slipped the sandals off the dead man, then he put his own pair on and left taking care to jump on this grassy turf to avoid leaving footprints. Except that, our mysterious carrier inadvertently placed his left foot in the muddy soil, before reaching this grassy patch. Another interesting detail: the little toe appears to have been swollen, as if bandaged because of an injury. I’ll make a mould of this imprint. It’s about a span long and belongs to a tall man.” 

Those shrewd deductions aroused a gleam of avarice in the demarco’s piggy eyes, which narrowed to a slit. Then believing that Socrates had nothing to add, he grunted a semblance of a greeting, and was about to leave, when the philosopher called him back. “For Mnemosyne, I’m really forgetful. I have neglected moments, oh diligent Toricione, to tell you another clue.”

The demarco was not irritated by the delay indeed he licked his moustache. After all that strange little man, loved juicy news, from which he hoped to obtain a nice pile of clinking drachmas, to squeeze from the dead man’s family.

So he barked. “Tell me, Sophist, I’m all ears.”

The philosopher bent, pointing to a mark made on the herm. “See this letter, good demarco? The victim with the tip of his right index finger wrote it, shortly before he died, or at least it is what the carrier wants us to believe. Does this suggest anything to you?”

“Mm, the letter K,” growled Toricione puzzled, but what can it mean? Only Apollo would be able to tell us.”

Socrates sighed softly. “Maybe this can lead one to suppose that someone for reasons that are presently unknown, wants to give us something to think about, the name of his assassin, and that he was only able to trace the initial letter of his name...or his nickname.”

Seeing the disbelief painted on the demarco’s face, Socrates added: “The letter K is written in lower case, so it can’t be said that its author, referred to an actual name.”

“No, Hermes Empolaios”, thundered the brute, “I am more inclined to believe that Aulone indicated the name of those who killed him.”

“In any case,” replied the philosopher, “there is another issue to be resolved. If we assume that it was not Aulone who traced the K, it is possible the carrier of the victim sought to denounce the culprit? It would be like sawing off the branch on which you were sitting.”

Toricione slapped his forehead with his huge hand. “By Apollo, I found it! In my opinion, oh sophist, the accomplice of the crime, in arranging the corpse of Aulone under your herm, was seized by remorse and decided to report his name by writing the K, and making us believe that it was Aulone who drew it just before descending to Hades.”

“Dog’s body,” said Socrates, “I admire your version of the story: ingenious and plausible. In doing so our smart carrier seems to provide evidence to end treachery, not of a sudden repentance.”

Toricione grumbled. “Enough is enough with all these reconstructions that make my head spin. If I stay on to listen, old belly, I’ll end up mad. Since I’ve collected enough information about this crime, you’ve made me thaw, seeing that today I have to speed up a load of work. Take care old babbler”.

The big man turned away in a hurry, tailed by the two mastigoforans, like two Laconian mastiffs escorting a pig.

Only then did Crito cautiously approach Socrates. Both friends observed the truculent trio, trotting toward the city.

Clearing his throat of catarrh, Crito said somewhat offended. “I bet all my donkeys against one emiobolo, that the evil demarco is galloping to Melite, Aulone’s father, to sell the information you’ve just given him for his weight in gold.”

“Even if it were so,” replied the philosopher, “the importance, dear Crito, is that I’ve informed him appropriately of everything I knew, or suppose about this murder.” Crito sighed.

“By Hermes, I am sorry about the death of Aulone, although he had only recently joined our circle. I hadn’t yet become attached to him, but regret that a young man has been torn from life, with the ease of a plucked olive flower.”

Then Crito’s tone became gruff. “Rather, Socrates, I don’t understand how you can talk to that ruffian Toricione without quivering with indignation. As I remember,” he added, “when he was nominated collector of taxes, he cheated the Athenians with impunity, favouring the Lacedaemonians, for those carrying broken ears of wheat, goods from Aegina and Epidaurus during the war. Now that fat man rubs up against the Thirty Tyrants. I am more than certain, as Corinth is the son of Zeus, that our demarcus is a placid performer of their criminal intentions. In what wretched times we are living.”

The philosopher smiled at his angry friend, as well as the curious who moved a little distance away, as if they did not intend to be compromised by what had happened.

“Of course, for Zeus,” said Socrates, “it is not a good idea to contest the character of our demarcus as much as he reminds us of a sail flapping in the wind, but I don’t think he is a bad man, he can’t be, since he knows nothing of the science of good and evil. The presumed evils that were attributed to him, good Crito were entirely unintentional. I think that I am not saying these things for the first time.”
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