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  Introduction




  In parts of Europe it is said about Lucian of Samosata that his name was familiar even to students who did not receive humanistic education1. Unfortunately it is not like that in all corners of the world. Widespread knowledge is hampered by the fact that modern academic translations of individual works by Lucian are unaffordable while popular editions may be so outdated that they have become hard to swallow. Worse, the more explicit passages may either be missing completely or prissily watered down.




  Yet Lucian is anything but a dusty classic: He is much more worthy of public attention. The man from Samosata is a fleet-footed humorist - a Dave Allen of the Roman Empire. Moreover, he looks like an early representative of scientific thinking and seems to have passed Enlightenment already in this early period. Being a born sceptic examining and rationally explaining divine (or, as we might say: paranormal) phenomena, he is much closer to the modern reader than many Christian apologists of his age. In this respect he feels almost like a precursor of James Randi, that former stage magician who had committed himself to uncovering the frauds behind allegedly supernatural phenomena.




  In a way, Lucian was a cultural outsider in the world of the 2nd century A. D. It is typical for the tolerant environment of his age that he was nevertheless acquainted with nobility, called provincial governors his friends and received from them armed escorts on request - to Romans, a personal history of immigration was not much of a concern. For Lucian’s mother tongue was neither Greek nor Latin: He was a Syrian from the kingdom of Commagene that had long ago ceased to exist and worn away into the outskirts of an outer province of the Roman Empire. (Today even its name is forgotten. Tourists may find Commagenian legacy mainly at three places: the royal mausoleum on the summit of Nemrud Dagh, the Philopappus Monument in Athens and the Colossi of Memnon near Thebes where a princess of Commagene left several graffiti. However, the best known son of the former royal city of Samosata is Lucian.)




  It may have been this special situation which allowed him to perceive and judge the weaknesses of his Roman environment from the outside. Lucian further subscribed to a philosophical school that traced its origins back to Democrit of Abdera. Physics students know him as the man who invented and defended the term ‘atom’, but he also strikes with a world view that was so advanced that his far more famous colleague Aristotle meant an immense step backward from this. According to Democrit, the universe originated from a whirling cloud of atoms and empty space - and not only a single universe: He was the first scholar to postulate that there might be other universes (his word for stellar systems), including such that had several suns and planets that might be either dead or animated. The later-born scholar Epicurus, whom Lucian preferably refers to, developed this view further and relocated the gods from the peak of Mount Olympus into an interdimensional space, the metacosmos, which is positioned between Democrit’s micro-universes.




  His school proceeded on dangerous ground with that claim. The Epicureans, who named themselves after their founder, were sometimes considered blasphemers and even accused of atheism. This had to be avoided at all costs because such an accusation meant treason in an environment that had no statutory separation between church/temple and state. Socrates’ doom was vividly in the mind of philosophers. The Epicureans therefore assured that they did not question the existence of gods as such but claimed these deities were so remote that praying and sacrificing to them was utterly pointless.




  Lucian himself was lucky to be born in a period when even the emperor himself dared to doubt his own state religion. That allowed him to apply high and low Olympians, dead celebrities or spirits of nature in many of his short stories - often no longer than a few pages - who act like characters in bucolic comedy plays and bicker about theological and philosophical positions that Lucian considered absurd. Their arguments apply even today: When in one story, a gangster stands before the judge of the dead in the underworld and denies responsibility for his deeds because divine providence had forced him to pursue a criminal career, then the reader may just expect him to refer to the hardships of his severe childhood, too. Unlike Seneca’s often irritatingly stupid tale of the ‘Pumpkinification of Emperor Claudius’, such punch lines render Lucian’s humour so timeless.




  The essay which he had titled ‘Alexandros or: The Pseudomancer’, also known as ‘The False Prophet’, deviates from his favourite pattern. It pretends to be a letter to one not unambiguously identifiable historical character called Celsus, of the same philosophical orientation that Lucian subscribed to. He does not always manage to perfectly maintain this fiction, though: At one point Lucian cites several pages of information which he had apparently received from the addressee himself and in the final paragraph he turns, ultimately, to the reader whom he asks to give preference to common sense instead of credulity. Allegedly his friend Celsus had asked him for a summarising treatise on how the cult of Glycon had been founded, a recently emerged Anatolian sect that worshipped a snake with a human head. Glycon, as a blogger has appropriately described him2, is the earliest documented case of a Muppet attaining divine status: Its human head looking so demonic turns out to be a puppet on strings!




  Lucian veritably excoriates the head cheese of this cult, a man named Alexandros, of Abonuteichos, who appears like a cross-over of Rasputin and Ron Hubbard. Money-making was allegedly the only incentive that had called Glycon into existence; his prophet’s supernatural forces were only the result of tricks that professional illusionists are still performing on the vaudeville theatre stage. Just the fact that Lucian describes them in detail makes his essay entertaining even though it raises the question where he might have obtained so much insight into Alexandros’ machinations.




  The plausibility of ‘The Pseudomancer’ has been profoundly discussed among experts. It is certain that there really was a cult of Glycon, it is less certain that Alexandros has existed. However, Lucian usefully embeds his story into the framework of his period, naming obviously real people who are supposed to have had dealings with Glycon. Hence, there is a widespread consensus that ‘The Pseudomancer’ is essentially a factual account though Lucian may have exaggerated or embellished here and there.




  Yet I hesitate to subscribe to this opinion. From the novelist’s point of view, Alexandros’ character appears to be somewhat inconsistent: Lucian does all the best to design him as a super-villain who knows every trick in the book, elevates him even to Alexander the Great among villains - and may he not have received his name just for the sake of applying this witticism? Yet, as soon as the plot confronts him with Lucian’s persona, Alexandros is no longer able to see through the simplest frauds.




  Moreover, his cult does not display a single original concept or idea of his: It is found that ‘all the individual elements of the cult’s foundation and its rituals are known from other cults; in this sense we can talk about a ‘recursivity’ of rituals - on more recent terms: a recycling of rituals.’3




  Sure: Product piracy is a common treat in religion, even Christianity has originated in this manner. However, the cult of Glycon does not seem to miss on any set piece: It looks like the highly compressed essence of all traditional oracle and mystery cults merged. This notion is certainly exaggerated and seems to me to be a part of Lucian’s intention. When he is castigating Glycon, does he not fire as well against the cults from which his creator has helped himself? Does ‘The Pseudomancer’ not in fact deal a sweeping blow against easy seduction of believers in divine oracles and prophecies as such?




  At the end of the day, it is not quintessential to what extent Lucian’s criminal comedy is doing justice to the historical founder of the cult of Glycon. ‘The Pseudomancer’ is entertaining evidence that mankind has not changed much in the last 2000 years and that scepticism was as justified then as it is now.




  1 see p. e. Šašel Kos 1985.
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  Fig. 1  Glycon, from a finding in Constanza, Romania
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  Fig. 2  Inebolu, ancient Abonuteichos today
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  He always saw the greater thing




  1. My dear Celsus, perhaps you had believed it was only a minor and trivial affair when you had asked me to write and send you a book about the life of the pseudomancer Alexandros of Abonuteichos and his ingenuity, daringness and slyness. But matter of fact, if we would want to go over all of this in detail, it meant no less a task than writing a biography of Alexander, Philipp’s son, of Macedon: The one is among villains what the other is among heroes.




  However, if you promise to read this essay with patience and to fill some gaps in my tale with products of your own imagination, then I will gladly undertake this task for you and try to cleanse that Augias’ stable of his - of course not all of it but at least as much as I can handle. If I manage to at least fetch out a few baskets full for you as samples then you may already get an idea of how huge, how unspeakably large that whole heap of filth was - as if three thousand oxen had produced it in many years!




  2. Yet I confess that I blush when looking ahead to this project on both our behalves, for you and for me: for you because you are expecting me to design a written memorial of an irredeemable villain in writing and for myself because I should devote my energy into the biography and record of a man whose very name should not be spoken aloud by any cultivated person. Would that he were rather torn to pieces in a large arena fully occupied - torn by apes and foxes, ideally!

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/00035.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00012.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/00026.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00016.jpg





