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Abstract 

Scholarship on Lucian's Dialogues of the Dead has read the work as moral satire, a Cynic 

assault on wealth, vanity, and the pretensions of the powerful. This essay offers a different 

diagnosis. It argues that the comedy of the Dialogues is not moral but infrastructural. Hades, 

in Lucian, is a transport-and-accounting system. It has inputs, a ferry, a gate, processing nodes, 

and a judgement-seat, and it keeps breaking down. Charon cannot collect his fare. Hermes 

cannot settle his account. Wills misfire, poison is misdelivered, and the judge is argued into 

releasing a convicted pirate. Read through infrastructural inversion and through recent work 

on assetization, the Dialogues reveal a single recurring fault. The dead arrive encumbered with 

economic fictions that have no purchase below. Wealth, legacy, beauty, and the flatterer's hope 

are all assets, which is to say claims on a future, and death cancels the future. It is this 

cancellation that produces the joke, again and again. The essay names the mechanism necro-

asset failure and traces it across the fee dialogues, the inheritance dialogues, and the judgement 
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scene. It closes by proposing a genre label. Lucian's Dialogues of the Dead are best understood 

not simply as Menippean satire but as logistical comedy, a form in which laughter arises exactly 

where a system meets a case that it cannot process. 

Keywords: Lucian; Dialogues of the Dead; infrastructure studies; assetization; Menippean 

satire; Cynicism; economic criticism; Second Sophistic 

 

Introduction 

There is a ledger at the centre of Lucian's underworld, and it never balances. Charon 

rows the dead across the Styx and expects a fee. He seldom collects it. Hermes advances credit 

for the boat's upkeep and cannot recover it. The rich draft wills that turn against them. Flatterers 

invest years in an old man's favour and die before the payout. At the close of the sequence a 

judge sentences the wicked, and then argues himself out of the sentence. Something in the 

machinery of Hades does not work, and it is the failure, not the moral, that this essay takes up. 

Readers have long preferred to look elsewhere. The dominant tradition treats the 

Dialogues of the Dead as moral satire. On this account Lucian, drawing on Menippus and the 

Cynic diatribe, strips the mighty of their pretensions and teaches the emptiness of wealth 

(Branham 14–26; Relihan 104–16). The reading is not wrong. It is, however, partial, and it is 

curiously incurious about the mechanical detail that Lucian lavishes on the place. Hades in 

these dialogues is not first of all a courtroom. It is a piece of transport infrastructure. There is 

a fee, a gate, a boat with a stated capacity, a gatekeeper who abandons his post, and a judge 

who works through his cases in order. It is these features, and their repeated collapse, that make 

the comedy go. 

Some context makes the neglect intelligible. Lucian wrote in the second century, in the 

cultural moment now called the Second Sophistic, for an educated public steeped in the 

classical past and uneasy about its own money and rank. His satire of rich men and their heirs 
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spoke directly to that public, and critics have long read the Dialogues as its mirror (Branham 

14–26). The trouble is that this framing sends attention straight to the targets, the miser and the 

tyrant and the faded beauty, and past the apparatus that catches them. Lucian, though, is 

fascinated by the apparatus. He reports the state of Charon's boat, the terms of Hermes' credit, 

the capacity of the ferry, the order of the judge's docket. These are not idle touches. They are 

the working parts of a world, and Lucian keeps showing us the parts as they jam. 

The argument here is easily stated. The comedy of the Dialogues is infrastructural 

before it is moral. It arises when the procedures of the underworld meet a case they cannot 

handle. The dead do not simply lose their wealth. They arrive carrying economic fictions that 

the system is built to process and cannot. A fare presupposes a coin. A will presupposes a future 

in which it can take effect. A flatterer's patience presupposes a payout that death forecloses. 

Each of these is what recent economic sociology would call an asset: a thing valued for the 

return it promises later (Birch and Muniesa). Hades has no later. It is at that point, where an 

asset meets a realm with no future, that the machinery seizes and the joke fires. I call this necro-

asset failure. 

Two bodies of theory bring the pattern into focus. The first is infrastructural inversion, 

the method of turning a system inside out so that its buried assumptions surface (Bowker and 

Star; Larkin). Applied to Hades, inversion asks what the ferry, the fee, the gate, and the seat 

quietly take for granted. The answer is that they take for granted the convertibility of earthly 

wealth into passage and standing. The second is assetization, the process by which almost 

anything can be given the form of a capital asset with an expected yield (Birch and Muniesa). 

Lucian's characters have assetized everything: money, land, status, beauty, and even the hope 

of an inheritance. The reading that follows is symptomatic rather than thematic. It attends, in 

Macherey's sense, to what the text does not quite say, and it locates the meaning at the 

breakdowns (Macherey; Althusser and Balibar). From the engineering literature on failure it 
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borrows one rule: read the system by reading its accidents (Petroski). Where Hades fails is 

where Hades becomes legible. 

The Ledger That Will Not Close 

Consider first the ferryman's accounts. Two dialogues make the underworld a matter of 

book-keeping, and in both the books stay open. In the fourth dialogue Hermes presents Charon 

with a bill. The ferryman has been running his boat on credit, and Hermes, who advanced the 

money for its upkeep, now itemises the arrears and wants to be paid. Charon cannot pay. Trade 

has been slow, he explains; there is no war and no plague, and so the dead are not arriving in 

the numbers that would let him clear the debt (Lucian IV). The scene rewards a pause. It 

establishes that the underworld runs on working capital, that its transport arm operates at a loss, 

and that its revenue depends entirely on the death rate in the world above. Charon is a small 

operator with a leaky boat and a cash-flow problem. His solvency is a function of throughput, 

and throughput is not his to command. It is a joke about infrastructure before it is a joke about 

death. 

The twenty-second dialogue turns the same screw from the passenger's side. Menippus 

has been ferried over, and Charon wants the fare. 'Your fare, you rascal,' the ferryman demands. 

'Bawl away, Charon, if it gives you any pleasure,' Menippus replies (Lucian XXII). The quarrel 

escalates with splendid futility. Charon threatens to strangle him. Menippus threatens to break 

the ferryman's skull with his stick. He proposes that Hermes settle the account. He observes, 

unanswerably, that a man without a coin cannot produce one. 'I ought not to have died, I 

suppose?' he asks (Lucian XXII). When Charon complains that no one has ever crossed for 

nothing, Menippus retorts that he did not cross for nothing; he took an oar and helped to bale 

(Lucian XXII). 

It helps to see Charon for what Lucian makes of him. He is not a grim psychopomp but 

a franchisee. He holds a service concession on the Styx, he has financed his gear on credit, and 
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he prices his crossings at a fixed obol a head. The custom of placing a coin in the mouth of the 

dead, which Lucian mocks elsewhere too, is from the ferryman's side simply a revenue model. 

It works only if every passenger has been supplied with the fare by the living and arrives ready 

to pay. The model has no procedure for the shade who was buried without a coin, or who, like 

Menippus, rejects the premise on which the coin was ever laid. One unaccountable passenger 

is enough to show that the whole tariff rests on a convention the dead cannot be made to keep. 

The usual gloss is that the Cynic outwits the ferryman and shames a world that puts a 

price on everything. That reading holds, yet it misses the sharper comedy. The obol is an 

interface. It is the point at which earthly money is meant to convert into underworld passage. 

The apparatus assumes that the dead arrive as paying customers, each shade carrying a small 

liquid asset ready to be handed over at the gate. Menippus breaks the apparatus not by cheating 

it but by having nothing to convert. He is not poor in any way the system can read. He is 

unaccountable. There is no line in the ledger for him. The ferry has performed its service, the 

passenger has consumed it, and no transaction can close. It is the impossibility of settlement, 

not the impertinence of the man, that drives the scene. 

Misrouted Cargo: The Inheritance Machine 

If the fee dialogues expose the underworld's accounts, the inheritance dialogues expose 

its supply chain. A whole cluster of scenes turns on legacy-hunting, the Roman sport of 

captatio, in which the childless rich were courted by flatterers angling to be named in the will. 

Lucian treats each such arrangement as a consignment of value routed towards a future that 

may never arrive. Dialogue after dialogue, the consignment goes astray. 

The mechanism is set out plainly. In the fifth dialogue Pluto arranges for a rich man to 

outlive the flatterers who court him, so that their investment yields nothing (Lucian V). In the 

sixth, Terpsion arrives aged thirty and furious. He had spent his youth in attendance on the 

ninety-year-old Thucritus, sure of the inheritance, and then had the poor timing to die first. He 
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blames Pluto and the Fates. Pluto's answer is essentially actuarial. The young man wagered on 

outliving the old and lost, and the house does not refund a losing bet (Lucian VI). The joke is 

not that greed meets its punishment. The joke is that the flatterer had booked another man's 

death as a maturing asset, and the asset failed to mature on time. 

The seventh and eighth dialogues show the cargo misrouted at the point of delivery. 

Callidemides plots to poison the old man he has been courting and arranges for a servant to 

hand the victim a doctored cup at dinner. The servant hands the cup to Callidemides instead. 

He poisons himself and predeceases his mark (Lucian VII). Cnemon plays a subtler game. He 

names the wealthy Hermolaus his heir in a public will, expecting the compliment to be returned 

and reckoning to inherit in his turn. He dies first. Hermolaus keeps the estate, and Cnemon's 

own family is left with nothing (Lucian VIII). Each man has built a delivery system for value 

that depends on getting the timing and the routing exactly right. Each system fails at the 

interface, the cup in the one case and the clause in the other. The value arrives at the wrong 

address. 

The ninth dialogue completes the pattern from the successful schemer's side. 

Polystratus, a plutocrat of ninety-eight, recounts how the first men of the city courted him with 

gifts, each holding an express promise that he would be the heir. He kept a second and genuine 

will, and left everything to a young slave he had lately bought (Lucian IX). Here the routing 

works, but only for the one player who grasped that the promise was worthless. The flatterers 

had entered their gifts as investments against a return. Polystratus had quietly cancelled the 

return. He understood what they did not. An inheritance is a claim on the future, and the man 

who holds the pen over the will holds the future itself. 

The eleventh dialogue lifts the failure into farce. Two rich cousins, Moerichus and 

Aristeas, each name the other sole heir, and each waits for the other to die. 'They published 

their wills, each naming the other sole heir in case of his own prior decease,' Crates reports 
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(Lucian XI). They die on the same day, in the same shipwreck, and the property passes to two 

distant relations who never had a presentiment of it (Lucian XI). The scheme was symmetrical, 

and so it cancelled itself. Neither claim could resolve, because each rested on a future the other 

was also waiting upon. Diogenes draws the lesson in the language of leaky vessels. The souls 

of the greedy, he says, are like the perforated cask of the Danaids, or a worn-out purse: pour in 

wisdom or truth and it runs straight out, and only gold can they grip (Lucian XI). When they 

arrive below, they will come with no more than one penny, and even that must be left with the 

ferryman (Lucian XI). The image closes the circuit with the fee dialogues. Everything the 

legacy-hunter piles up converges, at the gate, on the single coin he must surrender. 

It is worth naming what these scenes take for granted about value. A will is a device for 

moving wealth across the boundary of death. Legacy-hunting turns that device into a market. 

The captator does not want a thing; he wants a position, a claim that will pay out when the right 

person dies at the right time. This is assetization in its plainest form, value defined not by 

present use but by an expected future yield (Birch and Muniesa). Lucian's contribution is to 

run the market forward to its settlement date and to show what happens there. At the settlement 

date the claimant is himself dead. The future on which every claim was priced has become the 

one place where no future exists. The asset does not fall in value. It ceases to have a referent. 

The twenty-seventh dialogue supplies the coda. Among the newly dead Diogenes meets 

Damis, a millionaire poisoned by the son he had kept on a pittance, and Blepsias, a usurer who 

starved while hoarding for heirs who were nothing to him and who had been fool enough to 

reckon on immortality (Lucian XXVII). The phrasing is exact. To hoard for the future is to bet 

on a future one will not see. The hoard is the asset. Death is the margin call. 
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The Judgement-Seat Paradox 

The underworld's processing does not end at the ferry. Beyond the crossing lie the gate, 

the sorting, and the judgement-seat. Here too the system is built to handle a certain kind of 

input, and here too a case arrives that it cannot handle. 

Begin with the sorting. The tenth dialogue stages an infrastructural audit in miniature. 

Charon's craft is 'small, and leaky, and three-parts rotten', and it cannot carry the dead while 

they are still loaded with their earthly weight (Lucian X). Hermes is posted at the gangway 

with orders to admit no one until he has stripped off his encumbrances; the passengers must 

come aboard 'in their skins' (Lucian X). What follows is a customs inspection of the soul. Off 

come the tyrant's wealth and diadem, then his cruelty and his pride. Off come the athlete's 

crowns. Off comes the philosopher's beard, and with it his quackery, his vainglory, and his 

flattery, weighed and itemised like contraband. The gate, in other words, is a classification 

system. It must render wildly unlike inputs into a single commensurable form, so that the boat 

can carry them (Bowker and Star). Its chosen method is confiscation. The dead exceed the 

boat's capacity, so the infrastructure imposes a mass limit and seizes whatever will not fit. 

Menippus, who arrived with a wallet, a staff, and no illusions, is waved through to the seat of 

honour (Lucian X). He is the only cargo the system can carry without complaint, because he is 

the only cargo that weighs nothing. 

The same capacity problem surfaces as a boast in the twelfth dialogue. Alexander, 

disputing precedence with Hannibal before Minos, recalls the day his victories sent so many 

dead below at once that the ferryman's boat would not hold them, and most had to cross on 

rafts of their own making (Lucian XII). The line is a joke about scale. Conquest is here a denial 

of service against the underworld's transport. Minos settles the precedence contest briskly, 

ranking Alexander first, Scipio second, and Hannibal a creditable third (Lucian XII). 

Precedence, it is worth noting, is itself a logistical category. It is a queue. 
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It is the thirtieth dialogue that breaks the judge outright. Minos is disposing of the day's 

cases with the crisp efficiency of a sorting office. The pirate Sostratus is bound for 

Pyriphlegethon, the temple-robber for the Chimera, the tyrant for the vultures, the honest for 

the Isles of the Blest (Lucian XXX). The routing is clean until Sostratus puts a question. Were 

the deeds of his life in his own choice, he asks, or were they decreed by Fate? Minos concedes 

that they were spun by Fate. Sostratus draws the conclusion. If the Fates ordained his crimes, 

then he was only their instrument, and to punish the instrument while sparing the hand that 

guided it is unjust (Lucian XXX). Minos cannot answer. He admits that a man who looks 

closely will find plenty of inconsistencies besides these, releases the pirate, and adds a telling 

instruction. Sostratus must not put the question into other people's heads (Lucian XXX). 

That last instruction is the key to the scene. Minos does not resolve the paradox. He 

contains it. The judgement-seat is a machine for assigning outputs to inputs, the guilty to 

Pyriphlegethon and the righteous to Elysium, and it runs on the premise that the dead are 

accountable for what they did. Sostratus attacks the premise. He shows that if determinism 

holds, the accounting has no basis, and the entire sorting operation is void. The machine cannot 

process a case that denies the machine's own logic. So Minos does what an administrator does 

with a fault he cannot repair. He patches the single instance, waves it through, and forbids 

anyone to raise the same question again. The comedy is not that a clever criminal escapes. The 

comedy is that the underworld's highest court stands exposed as a procedure with no ground 

beneath it, held in place by a plea that no one look too hard. 

The Cynic as Auditor 

If Hades is a failing system, someone in the dialogues is always on hand to file the 

report. That someone is the Cynic. Menippus and Diogenes have usually been read as moralists, 

plain voices of truth against the vanity of the great (Relihan 104–16). They are better 
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understood as auditors. They do not merely mock the dead. They walk the infrastructure, test 

its claims, and record where the declared value and the real value part company. 

Their favourite audit is of beauty, which the Dialogues treat as the purest case of an 

asset with nothing underneath it. In the eighteenth dialogue Menippus asks Hermes to show 

him the celebrated beauties and is shown a heap of indistinguishable skulls. 'This skull is 

Helen,' Hermes tells him, and Menippus marvels that a thousand ships were launched for it 

(Lucian XVIII). Beauty, prized in life as the highest of goods, turns out to have been a claim 

backed by nothing that survives the crossing. The twenty-fourth dialogue runs the same audit 

on rank and monument. Mausolus is proud of his kingdom, his looks, and his enormous tomb. 

Diogenes points out that below the ground a king's skull and a Cynic's are equally bald and 

bare, and that the marble means only that Mausolus lies under a heavier weight than the rest 

(Lucian XXIV). In the twenty-fifth, two shades quarrel over which was the more handsome, 

and Menippus rules that in Hades all are equally without looks (Lucian XXV). The audit always 

returns the same finding. The asset does not clear. Its worth was a promise made to the living, 

and the register below does not honour it. 

It is worth being precise about what the Cynic is and is not doing. He is not preaching 

that beauty fades or that death levels all, though those morals are available and Lucian is 

content to let them hang in the air. He is performing a valuation. He examines each shade's 

declared worth, whether in coin, rank, beauty, or fame, and marks it down to its liquidation 

value, which is nothing. Menippus is the ideal figure for the work precisely because he brings 

no position of his own. He arrives with a wallet, a staff, and a joke, holdings the system can 

neither tax nor strip (Lucian X). He alone is solvent in the only currency that circulates below, 

which is the currency of having brought nothing that depended on a future. The Cynic, in the 

end, is the one passenger who understood the terms of carriage before he stepped aboard. 
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Logistical Comedy 

It remains to name the genre. The Dialogues of the Dead have long been classed as 

Menippean satire, and formally that is what they are (Relihan 104–16). But the label describes 

their pedigree, not their engine. What drives the humour, scene after scene, is not the clash of 

high and low, nor the parody of learning, but the spectacle of a system meeting a case it cannot 

handle. A fare that cannot be paid. An account that cannot be settled. A will that routes value 

to the wrong door. A judge argued out of his own jurisdiction. This is comedy of a specific and 

recognisable kind. It is logistical comedy, and its laughter lives at the interface, where a 

procedure built for one sort of input receives another and fails. 

Reading the Dialogues this way does two things. It recovers a Lucian more precise than 

the moralist of the standard account, a writer absorbed by the plumbing of his imagined world 

and alert to the way any system betrays its assumptions at the moment it breaks (Bowker and 

Star; Petroski). And it makes him unexpectedly current. The economic fiction that the 

Dialogues keep puncturing is the asset, the coin and the legacy and the reputation and the 

flatterer's patient hope, each of them valued for a return that only the future can deliver (Birch 

and Muniesa). Hades is the single jurisdiction in which the future never arrives. It is there, on 

the border between a life organised around expected yield and a realm that cancels every yield, 

that Lucian posts his ferryman and hands him a ledger that will never close. 

The dead keep coming with their claims on tomorrow. There is no tomorrow to honour 

them. That, and not the wickedness of the great, is the joke that Lucian tells thirty times. It is a 

joke about infrastructure, and it has not dated. Wherever value is stored as a promise to the 

future, there will be a border at which the promise cannot be redeemed, and a ferryman waiting, 

with his hand out, for a coin that no one thought to bring. 
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