The Hippias Maior and Symposiastic Competition

Most scholarly discussion of the Hippias Maior has centered on the vexed question of its authenticity.  Whoever wrote it, however, the dialogue shows some fascinating peculiarities, most famously Socrates’ consistent concealment of himself behind an imaginary, absent interlocutor to whom he will need to defend positions he accepts in this discussion.  This Questioner is obviously Socrates himself, although Hippias never seems to make this connection, even though Socrates calls this person “son of Sophroniscus” at 298b.  Indeed, throughout the dialogue Hippias seems hopelessly stupid.  He is unable to grasp what Socrates wants in a definition.  Woodruff 1982 has argued that Hippias is not stupid, but is pursuing his own rhetorical goals—he wants to evade Socrates’ questions, and he has his own good reasons for pretending not to see through the device of the pretended Questioner.  This interpretation is not really convincing, however, since Hippias repeatedly tries to answer Socrates.

One striking feature of this dialogue, however, especially its first half, has not been noticed.  The examples all belong firmly within symposiastic traditions.  Hippias defines “the beautiful” as a beautiful parthenos; Socrates proposes a mare, and Hippias suggests a lyre.  He proposes gold as what will make anything more beautiful.  As a suggestion for what is beautiful for everyone, everywhere, he offers a description of the best life:  to be rich, healthy, honored by the Greeks, reach old age, and both provide a fine funeral for one’s parents and receive one from one’s children (291d-e).  All these place the discussion within familiar symposiastic debates about the best and the beautiful.  Gold is regular in catalogues of “the best,” as in Pindar: εἰ δ’ ἀριστεύει μὲν ὕδωρ, κτεάνων δὲ χρυσὸς αἰδοιέστατος (Ol. 3) or Bacch. 3.87, εὐφροσύνα δ’ ὁ χρυσός.  

When Hippias agrees that Phidias was right to use ivory as well as gold for his Athena, because ivory is also beautiful, we are completely in the sphere of the Attic scolia:

εἴθε λύρα καλὴ γενοίμην ἐλεφαντίνη
καί με καλοὶ παῖδες φέροιεν Διονύσιον ἐς χορόν. (Carm. Conv. 17 PMG)

If Hippias’ attempt at providing an example of something unequivocally beautiful is a life that reminds us of Herodotus 1.30, it also evokes topoi of symposiastic poetry.  PMG Carm. Conv. 7 lists goods in order:

ὑγιαίνειν μὲν ἄριστον ἀνδρὶ θνητῶι,
δεύτερον δὲ καλὸν φυὰν γενέσθαι,
τὸ τρίτον δὲ πλουτεῖν ἀδόλως,
καὶ τὸ τέταρτον ἡβᾶν μετὰ τῶν φίλων

Theognis 254-5 matches different superlatives with different goods:

 Κάλλιστον τὸ δικαιότατον· λῶιστον δ’ ὑγιαίνειν· 
πρᾶγμα δὲ τερπνότατον, τοῦ τις ἐρᾶι, τὸ τυχεῖν

Hippias does not just choose conventional items.  He chooses conventional items that belong within the familiar practice of competitive capping (Collins 2004, 63-134).  So along with the couplet about wishing to be an ivory lyre, we have one in which the singer wishes to be a gold ornament worn by a beautiful woman:

εἴθ’ ἄπυρον καλὸν γενοίμην μέγα χρυσίον
καί με καλὴ γυνὴ φοροίη καθαρὸν θεμένη νόον. (Carm Conv. 18 PMG)

At symposia, such songs were performed in friendly competition, each performer trying to outdo the one before.  Such symposiastic performance was central in traditional aristocratic education.


The Hippias of this dialogue, then, does not represent the sophist as representative of a truly new education.  On the contrary, Hippias stresses the popularity of his lectures on legendary history at Sparta, and promises a presentation at Athens about Nestor’s advice to Neoptolemus (286a-b):  the Hippias of this dialogue offers a prose version of the most traditional Greek education, and he evaluates arguments by how an audience will respond to them (288a, 292a).

It is thus striking that when Socrates decides to violate Hippias’ standards of decorum for polite discussion, he chooses the word χύτρα.  The word appears only once elsewhere in Plato (Theat. 147a3) and not at all in Xenophon, but ten times in this dialogue.  A χύτρα is, of course, a pot; precisely because it belongs to the same general category as symposiastic objects, but is not company ware, it is particularly calculated for this context.  Socrates seems to be playing along with Hippias in the usual style of Greek aristocratic competition, and invents the Questioner so that he can avoid being nastier than the rules allow.  At the same time, the dialogue is a critique of the symposiastic practice, which, it suggests, turns important questions into material for frivolous pastime, and resonates with the critique of “popular culture” in the Republic (Burnyeat. 1999).
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