Dipsas and Hydrophobia: A Platonic Reading of Lucian's Paradoxical Symptoms

Lucian's Dipsads is a short introductory speech describing the thirst-inducing snake of the Libyan desert.  While this prolalia has garnered attention within the disciplines of herpetology, toxicology, and medicine, little scholarly attention has been placed on its literary allusions to Plato, satirical treatment of philosophical conversion, and connection to other works within the Lucianic corpus.  This paper seeks to redress the lack of attention to these areas by focusing on the Platonic elements in the Dipsads.  In particular, I argue that the image of the snake bite represents conversion to philosophy and that Lucian uses the backdrop of Plato's Symposium to enrich his own text further.  This Platonic trademark vignette appears frequently throughout Lucian's works, and is especially prominent within his Nigrinus.  As with the Dipsads, Lucian's Nigrinus involves Platonic allusion and the image of an animal bite.  Focusing on the literary function of these elements, I argue that Lucian uses paradoxical ailments as a sophisticated device of satire in both works.  


Victims of the dipsads' bite suffer from the inability to quench their thirst: the more they drink, the more their thirst grows.  This image is analogous to a concept of Alcibiades' speech within Plato's Symposium 217e-218a.  Rising to the challenge presented by Eryximachus, Alcibiades launches into a speech of praise for Socrates.  In the process, he describes his teacher as a viper (ἔχιδνα) who has bitten him (δάκνειν).  The wound (ὀδύνη) is the same as Lucian's dipsas: Alcibiades is not only stung mortally by the philosopher; his very soul is bitten.  Near the end of the Dipsads, Lucian engages the audience with flattery and—like Alcibiades—he mentions the sting in his soul (Dps. 9).  This additional element, crucial to Platonic philosophy on the incorporeal essence of the soul, is not found within other extant sources describing the Libyan snake.  Replicating the erotic language found within Alcibiades' declaration of love for Philosophy (and, in turns, Socrates), Lucian consistently interpolates Platonic language throughout his piece.  Furthermore, his mastery of paradox leads him to extend this metaphor even beyond the Dipsads, and into his satirical Life of Nigrinus.  


The dialogue between the Convert of Nigrinus and his unnamed friend calls to mind the frame dialogue of the Symposium between Apollodorus and his companion (Sym. 172a-174a).  Both Apollodorus and the Convert narrate their stories in the third person, praise their recent conversion, and discuss their obsession with perfectly emulating their respective philosophical paragons.  However, Lucian's Convert succeeds—where Plato's fails—in leading his companion to the philosophy.  The key to understanding this significant difference lies in how the more recent convert describes his wound by explaining that 'people bitten by mad dogs not only go mad themselves...Something of the affection is transmitted with the bite; the disease multiplies, and there is a great run of madness' (Nig. 38).  Although this symptom might at first strike the modern eye as a reference to Cynicism or satire, Lucian explains in Philopseudes, 40 that the mad dog's bite carries the ailment of hydrophobia.  Here, he has set up two paradoxes within the context of medical analogy.  While the victim of the serpent's bite cannot became sated though he fills himself, the victim of a dog's bite can drink, but the fear of liquid holds him back. 


Lucian uses the theme of paradoxical symptoms and intertextual engagements with Plato's Symposium in order to satirize the shortcomings of philosophy.  Lucian's choice of dipsas and hydrophobia serve as a theme of water; a theme which ironically mocks the symposium.  Similarly, Alcibiades and Apollodurus are the two characters of the Symposium who represent the pitfalls, inadequacies, and failures of Socrates' teachings.  Though the symptoms of the serpent and dog bites are paradoxical, the results—overzealous conversions to a philosophical school—are the same.  
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