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    Balancing wonder against skepticism, Lucian’s lunar voyages transform extravagant lies into reflective surfaces, exposing how our hunger for marvelous tales, our trust in authoritative voices, and our desire to exceed the limits of the known world can deceive us, instruct us, and ultimately reveal the uneasy truths about curiosity, credulity, and power that govern both storytellers and their listeners by parodying travelogues, unsettling philosophical pretensions, and staging impossible encounters that feel, in their precise absurdity, uncomfortably familiar, inviting us to question what counts as evidence, who benefits from belief, and why imaginative fiction might be the surest guide to reality.

Trips to the Moon gathers lunar-themed narratives by Lucian of Samosata, a Greek satirist active in the second century CE within the Roman imperial world. Written in an elegant, playful prose and dialogic style, these works fuse the outrageous energies of fantastical travel with the probing edge of philosophical and literary satire. The settings leap from oceanic voyages beyond the mapped world to extraterrestrial courts, with the Moon serving as a vantage point from which earthly habits can be scrutinized. Although composed in ancient Greek, they read, in translation, with surprising freshness, their tone brisk, ironic, and delighting in deliberate exaggeration.

At the level of premise, the book offers a simple springboard: a traveler departs the known world and, by accident and audacity, crosses into regions no map records, including the lunar sphere. From that elevated and alien perch, the narrator reports customs, spectacles, and debates with the same lucid, matter‑of‑fact tone used for ordinary events, a technique that intensifies the comedy while sharpening the critique. The pace is quick, the images extravagant, and the narration attentive to small, plausible details that make impossibilities feel almost reasonable. Readers can expect a spirited blend of adventure, observational humor, and sly commentary on storytelling itself.

Central to these journeys is Lucian’s sustained examination of truth and falsehood in writing. By inflating wonders beyond credibility yet narrating them with a straight face, he exposes the mechanics by which travelogues and authoritative histories can seduce belief. The Moon, as a literal change of perspective, becomes a device for testing claims, measuring human vanity, and deflating dogmatic certainty. The satire targets not only credulous readers but also boastful sages and fashionable schools, whose lofty pronouncements waver when seen from a different angle. In this way, the extravagant settings serve a sober purpose: to teach skepticism without extinguishing curiosity.

Formally, Lucian draws on a rich classical toolkit. He adapts the mock‑epic mode, borrows the itinerary of earlier marvel‑filled voyages, and turns philosophical dialogue toward comic ends, achieving a buoyant mixture often described as Menippean satire. Hyperbolic catalogues, cool enumerations of marvels, and deft changes of register allow him to move from prankish anecdote to pointed argument without losing momentum. Allusions to well‑known myths and historians reward readers familiar with the tradition, yet the humor does not depend on scholarly decoding. The writing’s poise—simultaneously urbane and mischievous—invites amusement even as it sets up serious questions about knowledge and authority.

These lunar excursions are frequently cited as early examples of speculative fiction, remarkable for imagining voyages beyond Earth long before modern science made such travel conceivable. Their durability, however, rests less on prediction than on method: using invention to interrogate belief. In an age saturated with confident narratives and sensational claims, Lucian’s tactic of exaggeration as critique feels strikingly contemporary. The book invites readers to weigh evidence, to ask who tells a story and why, and to recognize the pleasures and perils of marvels. It demonstrates how satire can expand, rather than diminish, our capacity for wonder, doubt, and discernment.

Approaching this volume as a game of perspective enhances its rewards. Read for speed and sparkle, but pause over the shifts in vantage that turn entertainment into inquiry: the sudden step back from Earth, the cool inventory of impossibilities, and the wry exposure of confidence tricks. The Moon is less a destination than an instrument, a lens that clarifies human habits by altering the distance at which we view them. For contemporary readers, that instrument still works. Expect amusement, intellectual provocation, and an aftertaste of self‑scrutiny, as Lucian reminds us that the high road to truth sometimes runs through admitted fiction.
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    Trips to the Moon, attributed to Lucian of Samosata, gathers two celebrated fantastical voyages that use travel as a narrative frame for exploring knowledge, custom, and perspective. Depending on edition, it primarily comprises Icaromenippus and A True Story, each recounting a journey to the Moon and beyond. The book presents marvels in a concise, episodic sequence: an ascent through the air to observe human life from above, and a sea voyage that unexpectedly traverses the heavens. The stories maintain a linear itinerary, cataloging wonders, societies, and conversations encountered en route, while continuously signaling to readers that appearances, reports, and certainties merit scrutiny.

Icaromenippus opens with a disenchanted seeker, Menippus, who grows dissatisfied with conflicting philosophical explanations of the world. Determined to examine matters directly, he fashions wings and rises from the earth to investigate the upper regions. The narrative follows his preparations and departure, describing the stages of the ascent and the boundary between the familiar atmosphere and the rarer air above. The tone is brisk and observational: the flight is presented as a practical inquiry, a way to obtain clarity by changing vantage point. Menippus aims to question at the source what competing schools on the ground cannot conclusively resolve.

From the sky Menippus views human life compressed at a distance and lands upon the Moon, using it as a lookout over earthly affairs. The account pauses to note the altered scale of things and the usefulness of a higher vantage for comparative judgment. Pressing on, Menippus continues upward to the gods’ abode to pose direct questions about cosmic administration. He witnesses divine proceedings and hears discussions about human doings below. The episode emphasizes seeing and hearing as investigative tools, tracing a movement from earthly uncertainty to celestial proximity, and collecting impressions to report later, rather than delivering immediate verdicts.

Menippus returns and recounts what he observed, converting elevation into information about human priorities, power, and reputation. The narrative does not linger on technical details of flight, instead concentrating on what distance reveals: shifting measures of greatness and the limits of contentious theorizing. Icaromenippus concludes by closing the circle from ascent to descent, with the traveler now equipped with a reordered sense of scale. The episode’s key turn is the successful passage from secondhand debate to firsthand survey, which furnishes a frame for evaluating claims without prescribing a single doctrine or demanding allegiance to any particular school.

A True Story begins with a frank preface in which the narrator warns that what follows is fiction, while also alluding to older travel tales. The story sets sail beyond the Pillars of Heracles, where unfamiliar winds and phenomena divert the crew from expected routes. A violent whirlwind lifts the ship from the sea and bears it through the air, depositing the travelers upon the Moon. The narrative then adopts the pattern of a visitor’s report, describing the organization of lunar society, its environment, and its distinctive practices, noting correspondences and contrasts with terrestrial life while maintaining a steady, itinerary-like pace.

On the Moon the travelers are presented at court and learn of an ongoing conflict with the Sun over a territorial claim among the stars. Armies assemble from various celestial regions, and the story lists their unusual equipment and tactics with a chronicler’s precision. The visitors witness the campaign’s progress and the negotiations that follow, then experience court ceremonies and civic customs. After a formal settlement, hospitality is extended to the guests, who receive gifts and guidance for their onward journey. This segment marks a central turning point: a passage from passive observation to participation in affairs that span multiple worlds.

Leaving the Moon, the voyagers descend again toward the sea and continue across waters filled with extraordinary sights. A prodigious sea creature interrupts their progress, enclosing them in an interior landscape where they meet inhabitants, explore terrain, and devise a practical plan for egress. Once returned to open waters, they encounter further curiosities—floating islands, unfamiliar flora and fauna, and communities with striking habits. The narrative catalogs these episodes succinctly, moving from one marvel to the next without lingering on explanation. Each encounter shifts expectations about nature and travel, and each solution advances the ship toward another uncharted horizon.

The itinerary reaches an island where the blessed of tradition reside, bringing the crew into conversation with renowned poets, heroes, and philosophers. The narrative records their routines, debates, and amusements, and addresses longstanding biographical questions through dialogue. From there, the travelers gain a view of punishments allotted elsewhere, creating a contrast between ideal society and its opposite. The stay is temporary: formal leave is taken, and the ship resumes its course. The sequence preserves the travelogue rhythm—arrival, description, exchange, departure—while indicating that the voyage is not a quest for settlement, but a continuous engagement with diverse ways of living.

Trips to the Moon closes by gesturing toward further adventures and additional books, maintaining the frame of a travel record that proceeds in stages. Across both narratives, the principal throughline is the use of journey and vantage to test reports, compare customs, and catalog wonders without claiming final certainty. The key episodes—an aerial ascent for direct observation, a celestial war and treaty, survival inside a monstrous sea creature, a visit to the blessed—form a chain of turning points that reorient understanding. The work’s overall message underscores curiosity and perspective: how changing one’s standpoint reshapes what seems credible, significant, or complete.
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    Lucian frames his lunar voyages within the recognizable geography of the Roman Mediterranean, beginning from known coasts and the Pillars of Heracles (the Strait of Gibraltar) before sailing into the fabulous Ocean and being carried aloft to the Moon. Though temporally unspecified, the ambiance corresponds to the second century CE, when seafaring, merchant ventures, and encyclopedic curiosity flourished. The narrative’s ports, winds, and nautical hazards echo real Mediterranean travel, while its celestial locales transpose imperial rivalries and exploration into a cosmic stage. The setting thus blends concrete Roman-era wayfaring with imagined realms, allowing contemporary readers to map satire onto familiar routes and institutions.

Lucian’s birthplace, Samosata in Commagene (on the Euphrates), had been annexed by Rome in 72 CE under Vespasian, integrating the region into the Syrian frontier system. By Lucian’s lifetime (c. 125–after 180), Samosata sat on commercial arteries linking Antioch, Melitene, and Mesopotamia, facilitating cultural exchange between Greek, Syrian, and Roman elites. That provincial, multilingual world lies behind his depiction of encounters with radically “foreign” peoples—even when those peoples are lunar. The book’s relish for ethnography, diplomacy, and war councils mirrors conditions in Roman Syria, where frontier cities negotiated identity and power amid taxation, military garrisons, and client-king traditions inherited from Commagene’s royal past.

The Antonine era—Hadrian (117–138), Antoninus Pius (138–161), and Marcus Aurelius (161–180)—is remembered for broad stability, infrastructural investment, and intensified mobility across the empire. Maritime routes from the Aegean to the western Mediterranean, harbors such as Puteoli and Alexandria, and roads like the Via Egnatia underwrote long-distance trade and travel. This logistical web gave plausibility to extravagant journey narratives and a readership attuned to ports, currents, and provisioning. The book converts that practical knowledge into parody: a ship blown beyond the mapped Ocean, islands at the margins of oikoumene, and a sudden ascent skyward. Its itinerary satirizes the period’s hunger for novelty born of unprecedented connectivity.

The Parthian War (161–166) profoundly shaped historical writing in Lucian’s milieu. Under co-emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, Roman forces led by generals such as Avidius Cassius advanced through Syria and Mesopotamia, capturing Seleucia and Ctesiphon in 165. Lucius Verus directed operations from Antioch, while panegyrists produced embellished accounts of victories and imperial virtue. Lucian’s treatise On How to Write History rebukes such flattery; True History radicalizes the critique by confessing its own falsehoods and staging a war between the Moon-king Endymion and the Sun-king Phaethon over colonizing the Morning Star. The cosmic campaign lampoons triumphalist historiography, exposing how imperial wars invite ornate but unreliable narrative.

The Antonine Plague (c. 165–180), likely smallpox, erupted during or after the Mesopotamian campaigns and spread along military and trade corridors, devastating urban centers like Rome and Antioch. Mortality disrupted labor, recruitment, and civic finances, fostering anxiety and a market for prophecy, marvels, and consolatory tales. Lucian’s The Death of Peregrinus records the public self-immolation of the Cynic Peregrinus at Olympia in 165, an episode fed by crisis-era thirst for spectacle. True History channels that environment of credulity into a controlled absurdity: seas of wine, airborne battles, and whale-island sojourns. By exaggerating wonders, the book mirrors a society seeking meaning and distraction amid epidemic instability.

Religious entrepreneurship peaked in the same decades, epitomized by Alexander of Abonoteichus in Paphlagonia (active c. 150s–170s). Claiming revelations from the god Glycon, Alexander staged oracles, minted coins bearing the serpent deity, and won adherents among local elites and imperial officials, including the consul Publius Mummius Sisenna Rutilianus. Lucian’s Alexander the False Prophet exposes the mechanics of such frauds—ventriloquism, staged miracles, and selective secrecy. True History connects to this phenomenon by advertising its own mendacity in the prologue and then escalating to impossible marvels. The lunar courts, spider-web warriors, and intestinal archipelagos caricature the sensationalism and theatricality by which new cults and seers commanded belief and patronage.

Contemporary scientific and philosophical discourse made the Moon a plausible imaginative theater. Claudius Ptolemy’s Almagest (c. 150 CE, Alexandria) systematized geocentric astronomy, while Plutarch’s On the Face that Appears in the Orb of the Moon (late 1st–early 2nd century) speculated about the Moon’s nature and possible habitation. Earlier travel-fantasy traditions—Ctesias’ Indica (4th century BCE), Iambulus’ Island of the Sun (Hellenistic period), and Antonius Diogenes’ Wonders Beyond Thule (possibly 1st–2nd century CE)—had stocked readers’ imaginations with far-off marvels. True History fuses these currents, transplanting terrestrial ethnography into a lunar polis with laws, wars, and colonization schemes, thereby parodying both scientific cosmology and the authority of prior “eyewitness” ethnographers.

By translating imperial expansion, war reportage, and prophetic showmanship into a celestial register, the book indicts the period’s engines of credulity and power. It exposes how panegyrical history beautifies conquest, how charismatic entrepreneurs monetize fear and hope, and how elite audiences reward extravagance over accuracy. The Moon–Sun conflict refracts aggressive colonization and rivalry for client territories; the voyager’s boasts mimic court historians; and the declared falsehoods unmask the rhetoric by which political and religious authorities produce assent. In a society stratified by access to education, office, and cultic influence, the work critiques the circulation of unearned prestige and the social costs of credulous submission to spectacle.
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Lucian[1], in Greek Loukianos, was a Syrian, born about the year 120 at Samosata, where a bend of the Euphrates brings that river nearest to the borders of Cilicia in Asia Minor. He had in him by nature a quick flow of wit, with a bent towards Greek literature. It was thought at home that he showed as a boy the artist nature by his skill in making little waxen images. An uncle on his mother’s side happened to be a sculptor. The home was poor, Lucian would have his bread to earn, and when he was fourteen he was apprenticed to his uncle that he might learn to become a sculptor. Before long, while polishing a marble tablet he pressed on it too heavily and broke it. His uncle thrashed him. Lucian’s spirit rebelled, and he went home giving the comic reason that his uncle beat him because jealous of the extraordinary power he showed in his art.

After some debate Lucian abandoned training as a sculptor, studied literature and rhetoric, and qualified himself for the career of an advocate and teacher at a time when rhetoric had still a chief place in the schools. He practised for a short time unsuccessfully at Antioch, and then travelled for the cultivation of his mind in Greece, Italy, and Gaul, making his way by use of his wits, as Goldsmith did long afterwards when he started, at the outset also of his career as a writer, on a grand tour of the continent with nothing in his pocket. Lucian earned as he went by public use of his skill as a rhetorician. His travel was not unlike the modern American lecturing tour, made also for the money it may bring and for the new experience acquired by it.

Lucian stayed long enough in Athens to acquire a mastery of Attic Greek, and his public discourses could not have been without full seasoning of Attic salt. In Italy and Gaul his success brought him money beyond his present needs, and he went back to Samosata, when about forty years old, able to choose and follow his own course in life.

He then ceased to be a professional talker, and became a writer, bold and witty, against everything that seemed to him to want foundation for the honour that it claimed. He attacked the gods of Greece, and the whole system of mythology, when, in its second century, the Christian Church was ready to replace the forms of heathen worship. He laughed at the philosophers, confounding together in one censure deep conviction with shallow convention. His vigorous winnowing sent chaff to the winds, but not without some scattering of wheat. Delight in the power of satire leads always to some excess in its use. But if the power be used honestly—and even if it be used recklessly—no truth can be destroyed. Only the reckless use of it breeds in minds of the feebler sort mere pleasure in ridicule, that weakens them as helpers in the real work of the world, and in that way tends to retard the forward movement. But on the whole, ridicule adds more vigour to the strong than it takes from the weak, and has its use even when levelled against what is good and true. In its own way it is a test of truth, and may be fearlessly applied to it as jewellers use nitric acid to try gold. If it be uttered for gold and is not gold, let it perish; but if it be true, it will stand trial[1q].

The best translation of the works of Lucian into English was that by Dr. Thomas Francklin, sometime Greek Professor in the University of Cambridge, which was published in two large quarto volumes in the year 1780, and reprinted in four volumes in 1781. Lucian had been translated before in successive volumes by Ferrand Spence and others, an edition, completed in 1711, for which Dryden had written the author’s Life. Dr. Francklin, who produced also the best eighteenth century translation of Sophocles, joined to his translation of Lucian a little apparatus of introductions and notes by which the English reader is often assisted, and he has skilfully avoided the translation of indecencies which never were of any use, and being no longer sources of enjoyment, serve only to exclude good wit, with which, under different conditions of life, they were associated, from the welcome due to it in all our homes. There is a just and scholarly, as well as a meddlesome and feeble way of clearing an old writer from uncleannesses that cause him now to be a name only where he should be a power. Dr. Francklin has understood his work in that way better than Dr. Bowdler did. He does not Bowdlerise who uses pumice to a blot, but he who rubs the copy into holes wherever he can find an honest letter with a downstroke thicker than becomes a fine-nibbed pen. A trivial play of fancy in one of the pieces in this volume, easily removed, would have been as a dead fly in the pot of ointment, and would have deprived one of Lucian’s best works of the currency to which it is entitled.

Lucian’s works are numerous, and they have been translated into nearly all the languages of Europe.

The “Instructions for Writing History” was probably one of the earliest pieces written by him after Lucian had settled down at Samosata to the free use of his pen, and it has been usually regarded as his best critical work. With ridicule of the affectations of historians whose names and whose books have passed into oblivion, he joins sound doctrine upon sincerity of style. “Nothing is lasting that is feigned,” said Ben Jonson; “it will have another face ere long.” Long after Lucian’s day an artificial dignity, accorded specially to work of the historian, bound him by its conventions to an artificial style. He used, as Johnson said of Dr. Robertson, “too big words and too many of them.” But that was said by Johnson in his latter days, with admission of like fault in the convention to which he had once conformed: “If Robertson’s style is bad, that is to say, too big words and too many of them, I am afraid he caught it of me.” Lucian would have dealt as mercilessly with that later style as Archibald Campbell, ship’s purser and son of an Edinburgh Professor, who used the form of one of Lucian’s dialogues, “Lexiphanes,” for an assault of ridicule upon pretentious sentence-making, and helped a little to get rid of it. Lucian laughed in his day at small imitators of the manner of Thucydides[3], as he would laugh now at the small imitators of the manner of Macaulay. He bade the historian first get sure facts, then tell them in due order, simply and without exaggeration or toil after fine writing; though he should aim not the less at an enduring grace given by Nature to the Art that does not stray from her, and simply speaks the highest truth it knows.

The endeavour of small Greek historians to add interest to their work by magnifying the exploits of their countrymen, and piling wonder upon wonder, Lucian first condemned in his “Instructions for Writing History,” and then caricatured in his “True History,” wherein is contained the account of a trip to the moon, a piece which must have been enjoyed by Rabelais, which suggested to Cyrano de Bergerac his Voyages to the Moon and to the Sun, and insensibly contributed, perhaps, directly or through Bergerac, to the conception of “Gulliver’s Travels.” I have added the Icaro-Menippus[2], because that Dialogue describes another trip to the moon, though its satire is more especially directed against the philosophers.

Menippus was born at Gadara in Coele-Syria, and from a slave he grew to be a Cynic philosopher, chiefly occupied with scornful jests on his neighbours, and a money-lender, who made large gains and killed himself when he was cheated of them all. He is said to have written thirteen pieces which are lost, but he has left his name in literature, preserved by important pieces that have taken the name of “Menippean Satire.”

Lucian married in middle life, and had a son. He was about fifty years old when he went to Paphlagonia, and visited a false oracle to detect the tricks of an Alexander who made profit out of it, and who professed to have a daughter by the Moon. When the impostor offered Lucian his hand to kiss, Lucian bit his thumb; he also intervened to the destruction of a profitable marriage for the daughter of the Moon. Alexander lent Lucian a vessel of his own for the voyage onward, and gave instructions to the sailors that they were to find a convenient time and place for throwing their passenger into the sea; but when the convenient time had come
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