
MEMPPUS, TIIE CUR FROM CRETE

Diogenes Laertius' Life of Menippus (6.99-l0l) denounces him as ava-

ricious, a suicide, and unworthy of his creed. Laertius' verses summarize

these scandalous details with a sneer:

Ooívtrs tò 1évog, rilî,ù Kprltrxòv róvs,
fipepoEcrverotfiv - to0to 1ùp èrerl.f(eco -

oîo0a Mévtrrcov íocog.

@úFnow o$tog óg 6tcoPóY1 rotb
rsi nóvt' &répcr?,.w oóE' èvóet góow nrvóq,

attòv &verpépcoev (1).

"Perhaps you know Menippus: Phoenician by birth but a cur from Crete, a

lender tf -on"y by the day, as his nickname shows. When he was robbed

and lost everything once at Thebes, and did not know what it meant to be a

dog, he hanged himself."

The curious epithet "cur from Crete" has, to my knowledge, aroused no

critic's interest beyond the brief comments of the variorum Corntnentarií in

Díogenem Laertium,which merely point to classical passages attesting the

virtùes of Cretan dogs (2). There is no evidence that Menippus himself was

ever on Crete. EvenLucian's lcaromenippus, whose title suggests a jocular

connection between Menippus and Crete, places Menippus'first flying les-

sons on the Acropolis at Athens, and concludes with Hermes ushering him

back to the Ceramicus (3). Nor is Laertius confusing the Cynic with another

Menippus (4). Laertius makes it clear that he does not consider Menippus to

be, oiìo understand the nature of, a true dog (oú6' évóet góorv 1ovóg);

(1) Unlike the rest of Laertius' poetry, this poem reappears not in the Palatine

Anthology,but only in the Planudean Anthology (App' Anth. 5'41)'
(2) É. C. Huebner, ed., Comentarii in Diogenem Laertium, Vol. IL Lipsiae 1833'

93; the edition includes the notes of the Casaubons, among others.

e) Icar.l0-ll has Menippus first flying down from the Acropolis to the theat€r; then

flying-from Mts. Parnes and Hymettus 19 ML Gerania in Megara; from there to Acro-

"óritrttr: 
and then over Mts. Pholoe and Erymanthus tro Mt. Taygetus in Sparta. His flight

to the moon begins from Mt. Olympus.
(4) LaertiuJdoes not follow the scholiasts on Lucian (ad Pisc.26, ad lcar. l) and Eu-

napius (ys 454) in confusing the cynic Menippus and the first-century A.D. Menippus

of Lycia, the follower of Apollonius of Tyana. No other Menippus seems to have any

Cretan connections.
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that is, he is not a true cynic. But what sort of dog is he? It is clear that in
this context Kprlttròv róva is some sort of slur or insult. Therefore the
questions before us are: to what sort of a dog does Kprluròv róvc refer,
in what way is it appropriate to speak of the dog as Cretan, and to what
aspect of Menippus' life or writings is this insult directed? If we consider
the various meanings, literal and metaphoric, of rórov, and the various as-
sociations that the adjective KprlrtróE may possess, some interesting
possibilities emerge, which may be fined into what we know elsewhere of
Menippus and his reputation.

1. "Dog" certainly can refer to Menippus as a Cynic. Kócov of course
means both "dog" and "cynic", but there may be more here than just a trite
witticism, as Menippus is elsewhere described as the dog par excellence,
whose canine, not cynical, nature is stressed (5). But in what way would
Menippus be a cretan kind of cynic? As Laertius' poem makes it clear that
he thinks Menippus untrue to his principles and unaware of what cynicism
really entails, perhaps Kprltrróv is to be taken in the sense of "false",
"lying", in accordance with the popular slur, first attributed to Epimenides,
"all cretans are liars" (6). I find no other use of the simple adjective in this
sense, but the proverbial use of rprlrí(ew, "to lie", certainly suggests that
the adjective could be applied in this way (z). But it is difficult both to
postulate the meaning "telling lies" for the adjective and then to claim that
Laertius uses it in the vague and extended sense of "untrue to his prin-
ciples", "hypocritical", "insincere". 'we may infer from the suda that an-
tiquity thought of Menippus as an imposter and a teller of lies, but this does
not fit Laertius' context (8).

2.The reference rnay be to a literal dog. To translate the metaphor into a
simile: Menippus is not a cynic, but is like a cretan hound. There are a
number of breeds of dog unique to crete. However, cretan hounds are

(5) Lucian, Bis Acc.33 (Dialogue complains of what Lucian has done): tel,eutcrîov
òè rcoì MÉvwróv crvcr t6v nal,q,t6v nrv6v pól,cl ùl,ortrròv ò6 6oreî rcì
róp1ap9v úvopúlag, raì.rotrtov erercripryév pot gopepóv rwa óE rirq066 rcùvcr
raì tò 6fipc l,c0pcîov, 6o<p rcì pl,.6v &pa É6cn,w

(6) From his De Oracu}s @pimenid. Cret. îr. l,Vorsokr,I5 p. 32.1), =paul ad Tit.
1 .12. Further references in Pfeiffer's notes and the scholia to callimachu s, Hymn l.g.

(7) From the Paroemiographi Graeci: Kprld(ew. óvtì toO ryeo6eo0ar rcaì d,nct&v,
l.l0l.l7-8; Kp4cí(erv' dvtì ro0 ryeóEeo0at. toroùtor 7ùp oi Kpfireg,2.ll9.5; Kprltí-
(er.v' <lwì toO yeó6eo0cr' órcrcq'roì 1ùp oi KpfireE, 2.487.34, sim. ad 1.262.15-6;
Kpltí(er ò *p,tng. Énì cQv èv rQ rpíverv ryzu8ópevor,2.l8l.5; tlpog Kpfirc rprpí(eq:
9lì "6u 

rpòE toùg òpoíoug yeo8opévrov, 2.20s.s-6. cf. also rprltropóg, ;'tauiroat
lying", at Plutarch Aem.26.3.

(8) Suda, s.v. 9oróg, accuses him oftepcrceía; cf. infra,n. 16.
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noted for their strength, agility, and stamina (9), and these positive

characteristics would be very much out of place in such a derogatory poem'

There remains a remote possibiliry: among the Chetan breeds is a type called

Outrunners (róputrot), evidently the only ancient breed to hunt without

being on a leaih (10). Jhis could constitute an oblique description of
Menlppus' unbridled nature as a critic and to his separation from the tradi-

tional èynics. That Menippus is not a true member of the Cynic succession

is a point that must be stressed. Laertius seems to list Menippus at 6.95

among the disciples of Metrocles, but actually, as has recently been shown,

u*on! the followers of Crates (11). This accords with the speech of Philo-

sopfriin Lucian Fugitívi 1l: 'Avtro0évqg... raì Atolév.q raì petà

pr"p6u Kpútr1g raì Mévtrnog o$ro€ (12). But Laertius' words are quite
.,nugu", èyeveró raì Mévtrróg Xwolreùg èv aótoîq értqav{g: "And

vtJnippus of Sinope became well-known lmong !!"-". This lacks the

traditional vocabulary of discipleship: pcrorltrig, iirooow, Etqrooow'
And the opening words of the Life perhaps suggest, though we should not

push the ruid"nó" too far, that the inclusion of Menippus among the Cynics

in Book VI may snike Laertius'readers a, sttung"t Mévtttttoq, rcrì o$toq

ruvtróq, "Evén Menippus is a Cynic". Notice also that in Lucian's

Dialogues of the DeadMenippus is never shown in the company of the other

Cynic"s, and that the lessonJwhich he preaches in the Underworld, and the

.i"utor", whom he addresses, are quite apart from those assigned the tradi-

tional Cynics (13). Yet the Outrunner is suppposed to listen to his master's

voice, sómething that Laertius would never say was true of Menippus even

if Menippus *outd have said it of himself (the quotation from the Fugitivi

above ri-it"tty shows Philosophy disagreeing with Menippus'inclusion of
himself a-ong the Cynics); it is best to consider this interpretation of Kprl-

ttròv róvc unlikelY.

(9) D. B. Hull, Hounds and ÍIunring in Ancient Greece, chicago and London 1964,

34-5.
(10) Pollux, onomasticon 5.41, ed. Bethe: oi 6È rópmnot toî6 ínn1S ouv0éoÙow,

oó"e iiogéo""eg où"e pìp órol,etrcópwot; Hull, op. cit.34-5: "The Ouîrunners evi-

dently ian free, undel confol of the hunlsman's voice alone, and were not led on leashes (a

difficulf thing for a rider to do in the days before saddles and stimrps without being pulled

off his horsej as were all hounds from the earliest times up through the Middle Ages into

modern times. If so, they were the first to do so until about the seventeenth century"'

(l l) Marie-Odiie Góulet-Cazé, IJne liste de disciples de Cratès le Cynique en Diogène

Laèrce ó.95, "Hermes" I14, 1986, 247-52-

(12) The last word is contemptuous: "that damn Menippus"'

ir:i s." my vainglorious lienippus in the Dialogues of the Dead,"lCS" 12,1987,

r9r-2.
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3. Menippus is neither a cynic hound nor a literal cretan hound. we are
in the realm of metaphor, and may be emboldened by Aristotle to look for
something recherché hidden within it; for as he says, the surprising me-
taphor gratifies the reader who takes the time to figure out the unexpected
meaning (Rhet. 3.17, l4l2a22 ft) (14). Kóolv may refer to Menippus as a
demon; specifically as an Erinys. Menippus is depicted in the ancient
sources as being particularly concerned with the Underworld. varro seems
to refer to him as an underworld spirit who terrifies people (15); and the
suda describes him as one who dressed up (with many a comic flourish,
wearing a tragic actor's boots and sporting a great beard) as a Fury
('Eprvóq) and claimed to be an emissary from the Underworld, coming to
the upper world to spy on the misdeeds of mortals, and going back to the
underworld to report on what he has seen (16). Further, it has been recently
suggested that the numerous depictions of demons on Bronze Age seals and
other objects are in fact depictions of dogs, and that the name of these dog
demons, as attested in Linear B tablets, is Erinyes (r7). The Erinyes are nor
infrequently referred to as hounds even in classical times (18), and Menip-
pus the dog-Fury may in fact be playing upon a popular survival of this be-
lief. It would accord with Menippus' self-representation to take to himself
more of ttre infemal than the cynic implications of being a rórov. Although
Menippus dresses up as a travesty of a stage Fury, and not in the guise of a
Minoan dog-Fury, he could be called a Cynic Hound of Hell.

(14) "Eott 6è raì tù tioteîcr tù nl,eîota 6rù petc,gop&6 rcì Ér toO npoefcr-
zcat&v'-p&2vl,ov yùp flveta.6ffl,ov &r épaOe ncpà tò Èvavrí<oE é1e.v,'cci éoire
2vfuerv ig VDIù "òE ri.l.qt6g, eyò ò' iipcrptov".

(15) vano's Menippean Tcrql Mevírrou fr. 516 Astbury begins: <Menippus,> ìlle
nobílis quondatn canís (the name supplied by scaliger); but this seems ro ue quatineo uy a
portrait_of Menippus in his róle as agent of Hades, fr. 539: saltem infernus tenebrio,
rcrròg 6aipov, aîque habeat homines sollicitos quod eum peius formidant qtnm fullo
ululam: "but an underworld rascal, 4 malevolent spirig and let him keep people on their
toes, because thcy fear him more than the fuller fears the owl..

(16) suda, s. v. 9'róg c'grey'): "Menippus the cynic went so far in his hocus-pocus
that he took on the appearance ofa Fury and said that he had come from Hades as an ob-
server of sins and would go back down again fo report them to the divinities there. This
was his attire: a grey, ankleJength cloak with a purple belt around it; an Arcadian cap
with the twelve signs of the Zodiac woven into it on his head; ragic boots; an immense
beard; and an ashen staffin his hand". Iaertius preserves fhe same account, butassigns it
to Menedemus (.aertius 6.102). sex- vainglortous Menippus in the Dialogues of thebead
193-5 and n. 29.

(17) David Sansone, The survíval ofthe Bronze Age Demon,*Ics- 13, l9gg, l-r7.
(18) Sansone, op. cit. ll-3; see also Wilhelm H. Roscher, Das von der

'Kynanthropie' handelnde Fragment des Marcellus von sid.e,"Abhleip" 17.3, lgg6,2s-
50: "Die Beziehungen des Hundes zu den Dàmonen des Todtenreiches,'.
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But what sense would we make of the adjective Cretan in this case? At

first, it seems the appropriate home of a Fury. The majority of the evidence

for the Bronze agé àog-aemons comes from Crete, and Crete seems to be

the place of origin forihe Erinyes, who are not merely avengers or killers

but spirits who,like Menippus, work together with the other powers below

(19). Crete is also the homè of other creatures associated with the world of
itre-Dead. For example, the Harpies (who work in concert with the Erinyes

in the story of the daughters of Pandareus; see below) are said to make their

home on Crete after being forced to leave Phineas' island (20). For Laertius

to berate Menippus for his imposture as an Erinys would be quite reason-

able, though we may question whether labelling him as "the sort of dog that

comes from Crete" would convey that censure to the reader. There are late

inscriptions from Crete that speak of the Erinyes in their original role as

agent; of the Underworld powers (21), but there seems to be no direct evi-

dénce that the ancients spoke of Crete as the home of the Erinyes. Ultima-

tely, then, this interpretation of Laertius' words is unlikely'

4. A fascinating possibility remains."Dog" may refer to Menippus as a

dog-man, as one afflctea by that species of melancholy known in ancient

medical literature a, cynunthtopy òr lycànthropy' or called simply rórov

(22).Theearliest description of this is attributed to Marcellus of Side (2nd

(19) R. F. Willets, Cretan Cults and Festivals, London 1962, 197'8, considers the

Erinyes a "lcgacy from Minoan times", spirits of the dead who work in concert with the

rorcrl0óvto,,-0elí. Note that Menippus the Erinys is not depicted as an avenger but a

spy, #orking for ttre infemal agents of justice. A. Heubeck, 'EpwóE in der archaischen

Èpít,-Aotí^- &, 1986, 143-65, points out that revenge seems not to be their primary

urp"ót in our earliest written sources (165): "Sie wirken - meist im Verein den Góttern -
ds giiter und Bewahrer góttlich-menschlicher Lebensordnungen"'

(20) Traditionally on Mt. Arginous: Apollonius of Rhodes, who mentions this

change of abotle twice, once says only that they went to a cave on Crete (2.298'9)' and

onr" .uy, that they went to Mt. Dicte Q.434-5). The Budé edition (Notes Complémen'

taires iu Chant I,5ll) is of the opinion that Dicte has no specific geographical signifi-

cance for Apollonius.
(21) Willets, op. cil.197-8.
iZZi tUoA.- literature.on ancient melancholy leaves lycanthropy t9 one side. Cf'

Heilmuí Fhsh u, Melancholie und Melancholiker in den medizinischen Theorien der An-

,i/ce, Berlin 1966, 85 n. 4: "Die Lykanthropie gehÓrt jedoch sachlich nicht zur Melan-

choiie...". Walter Burkert @eter Bing transl.), Homo Necans' The Anthropology of An'

cient Greèk Sacrificiat Ritual and Myth,Berkeley and Los Angeles 1983, 89: "even in late

antiquity, then, the so-called mental disordef was regulated through ritual". Burkert's

fascinating description of werewolves as they found or implied in ancient myth and sacri-

hcial rituil has, unfortunately, no bearing here (Ch. II: "Werewolves afoung the Tripod

Kettle"); we have to do here with popular pcrceptions of physical and mental disorder'
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century A.D.); through repetitions by Oribasius, Paulus of Aegina, Aetius of
Amida, and a compendium on melancholy (23), it enters the medical and
popular literature of the west, being a primary source for a description of the
habits of werewolves (24). The text gives both symptoms and cures; I give
the symptoms (25):

9i tn X.eyopév1 6rvcv0pórrp fi î.orcv0pérg vóog rate2gópevor
rar& tòv @eBpooóprov pfiva vurrò6 È(ícot, rù ravia g.r'poópruo.
î"óroog fi róvag, rcì pé1ptg npépog cù pvriparcr príî.totcr òrcrvoí-
Toool. ryropíoerq Eb ròv oilra nacyovcs Er& r6v8e. ó1poì oryxi'-
v9!or rcrì òp6ow ri8pcvèg raì (rlpoòg toòg óg0crlr.poùg étooot roì
oóEàv 8arpóouor, 0eóo11 6è ariroòg rcì roíl.orq roùg óq0al.poòg
éîovtcg rcrì yl,6oocv (qpóv, raì oóE' 6l.cog oieî.ov rrpoléouow, eioi
Eè rsì 6tryóEerg rcì rùg Kvripo6 éiouow fil,ropwcg <ivióto6 òtù rù
ouve2gff orprrópata roì tòv rrv6v t& 8rjypatc. tota0rc pbv rù
yvcopíopata.

certainly not all these details can be made to fit the other evidence, bio-
graphical or literary, about the life and habits of Menippus. But his obses-
sion with the Land of the Dead is something that antiquity would have
ascribed to melancholy (26); and Menippus is cerrainly associated with
tombs and does not cry. The latter condition does not imply light-hearted-
ness, but is a result of the general lack of moisture (the werewolf has no sa-
liva either); it defines an unemotional charactèr. we may associate it with
Menippus' famed contemptuous humor and lack of human emotion, and

(23) The texts of oribasius and Aetius may be found in Fórster, physiognomonici
Graeci 2.282: the compendium IIepì peî,c4"Iol.íag among the works of Galen, lg.699-
720 ff. Kúhn. The correct title of the compendium is restored by M. wellman, Aerius g,
RE I.1, 703-4: rlepì pel,cn4o)',íc6 ér t6v rc,)'"{vou rai 'poóqoo rcrì fl<,>ot6<ovíou
rcì Mcpré},)"ou Er(6ritou) rc(ì ?)p(òqv)o0 ro0 'Aetíou. The marerial from Marcellus
constitutes the third an<l final chapter of the compendium (Galen 19.719-20).

(24) charlotte F. otten, ed., A Lycanthropy Reader: wereworves in western cukure,
Syracuse 1986, 13-14, Vl-25: Otten knows of paulus of Aegina and Aetius, but not of
the source, Marcellus.

(25) Text from Roscher, op. cit.89-90.
(26) Raymond Klibanski, Erwin panofsky, and Fritz saxl, salzrz and Melancholy.

studies in the History of Natural Philosophy, Retigion and Art, New york l9&, ls-6
"The clouding of consciousness, depression, fear and delusions, and finally the dread lyc-
anthropy, which drove its vigtims through the night as howling, ravening werewolves,
were all regarded as effects of the sinister substance whose very name (péî,crE = black)
conjured up the idea of all that was evil and nocturnal. This substance was so generally
accepted as the source of insanity that the verb pel,nqlgol,&v (with which cf. 2go?,,epr&v)
was used from the end of the fifth century B.c. synonymously with paíveoOcr (to be
mao".



MENIPPUS, THE CUR FROM CRETE

note that Lucian makes Menippus, as an infernal'character, more impassive

than comic. At the end of the Necyomantia, Menippus climbs back to the

upper world through the oracular hole of the hero Trophonius in Boeotia.

T-his.establishes Menippus as a false prophet, as Trophonius is a fraud

elsewhere mocked by Menippus in the pages of Lucian (cf. Dial. Mort. lA

t3l); but further, traditionally anyone who has been to the hole of Tropho-

nius is perpetually gloomy and loses the ability to laugh (Tl).The strength

of the tradition is proved by its few counterexamples (cf. Athenaeus 614 A-
B; Pausanias 9.39.13 makes a special point of describing how, through the

help of the priests there, the power of laughter returns to those who consult

the oracle). One may also add that the Menippus of the Dialogues of the

Dead.isa gloomy character, contemptuously berating all those who have any

feeling for the lives that they have left behind; there is nothing in the

Underworld of Menippus' earthly laughter, such as Teiresias informed him

was the secret of úfe at Lucian Nec.2l: îo0îo póvov è( iírovtoq
0qpúo1, 6ncog tò rspòv ú 0épn,o6 ropa6púp1q 1elr,6v tù rolvl'&

rcì repì pq6èv èonoo6a,róq.
AtBis accusatus 33 pialogue complains that Lucian found Menippus the

dog among the tombs (text above, note 5): "Lastly, he dug up Menippus,

one of thé old dogs, a loud barker as it seems and sharp-toothed, and he set

him on me, in truth a frightening dog and with a hidden bite, inasmuch as he

used to bite while he laughed". "Dug up", úvopó(,gg, may mean more that

Lucian "resurrected" the writings of Menippus; more literally, he dug up the

dead Menippus and made him live again (surely the point of "one of the old

dogs"), and in doing so Lucian, establishing his literary kinship with
MJnippus, is acting like a rórov, or werewolf, himself. As Marcellus' text

puts iìl rcì pélgptg ipépag tù, pv{paca púl.toto 6ravoí1ooow (28)'

And there is a particular connection between those affected with ró<ov

and the island of Crete. The scholiastto Odyssey 20.66, telling the story of
the daughters of Pandareus, mentions not only that the daughters were taken

by the Harpies and given to the Erinyes to be their handmaidens, but also

that Zeus gave thernthe disease called r,mcov (oó pùv rill,à vóoov aùtaîg
èpBuLLet Zeóg, rcl.eîcq,t 6è aiiîq molv). The story of the daughters of
Pandareus takes place on Crete. In this context, the adjective Cretan would

serve to specify dog * meaning dog-man, by reference to the land in which

stories ofìynanthropy are told. Here,I think, we have the solution to Laer-

(27) See Frazer's note on Pausanias 9.39.13.

iZAi noscher (op. cit.80 n. 214; sée also the text printed ar: l2:3). thinks that the text

may'have originally read 
'tepì 

rù pv{pcrcu.8rcrtpípouor roì cnit& 6rcvoíyouorv (or

clùtù òravoí1ovteg,).

223
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tius' enigmatic Kprlnròv rmva.

Conclusion. Menippus is not a Cynic in any usual sense of the word; he
is a dog in quite another way. Lucian depicts him as a true dog; from the
suda we learn that he chose to present himself as an infernal emissary, as a
comic sort of Fury with a long beard. He is at home in and around the
underworld, and is far removed from the cynic succession and the
teachings of the traditional cynics. He is, as the four possibilities explored
above detail, a liar and a lone wolf, a Fury and a werewolf. This much said,
it must be admitted that all but the last of the above interpretations of Laer-
tius'phrase are unlikely. Menippus is not a cynic, but a cynanthrope. And
here is the particular point of Laertius' poem: the man who would haunt the
tombs has, by his suicide, returned to where he belongs.

There remains the question of the extent to which Laertius may have
known of the infernal Menippus. Laertius preserves no quotations from the
famous Nérr:rcr, which heads the list of Menippus' works at 6.101, but
only from the Arolwooq rp&orq (6.29>, which work does not appear in
Laertius' catalogue. Furtrer, the description in the suda of Menippus as a
Fury is given in Laertius as a description of Menedemus, in the Life which
immediately follows that of Menippus (6.102). crónert's solution to this
problem, that Laertius filled out an entry concerning Menedemus, about
whom he had no information, with information properly belonging to Me-
nippus, raises the possibility that Laertius did know about Menippus the
Fury, but dissimulated such knowledge (29). Yet even if Laertius did not
know specifically of the contents of the Nérua or of the nature of Menip-
pus'imposture as a Fury, he could still know about the underworld Menip-
pus. Much of what is known about Menippus is actually a matter of popular
literary and biographical tradition: Menippus is the comic and abrasive
author and personality whose special interest was the Land of the Dead.
Laertius' own interpretation of his cryptic words is, of course, not reco-
verable. At any event, Laertius is not just saying that Menippus is mad, or
rabid, or insane, or contemptible (30). When alive, he could be found
among the tombs, not in the company of tnre philosophers; and now that he
is dead he is in his true element.
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Q9) w. crónert, Kolotes und Menedemos. Texte und (Jntersuchungen zur philo-
sophie- und Literaturgescltichte, studien zur palaeographie und papyruskunde w, Leipzig
1906, 3.

(30) It is remarkable that no one in antiquity seems to call Menippus a rabid dog,
though there is another Menippus in Galen whose cure for rabies is preserved (rle[ì
dvrt6órorv, Book 2; 14.172.14-173.3 ed. Kúhn).


