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Critically discuss how Philostratus’ representation of India in The Life of Apollonius of Tyana suits the purposes of his work.

The Life of Apollonius of Tyana is a Greek novel which gives a representation of India as a country full of mysterious people, mythical creatures and a culture that is different to the one the reader would be familiar with. These different aspects of Philostratus’ novel help towards the purposes of the text, which is to entertain and inform the reader through its unfamiliar and fascinating content, which juxtaposes the informative style of his writing, while also subverting the genre of historical and philosophical texts.
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Before discussing the representations of India within The Life of Apollonius of Tyana, it is important to establish the structure and purpose of a Greek novel in of itself, to fully understand Philostratus’ intent for his representation of India and how it supports its purpose. Within Greek literature, the style of a text was an indicator to the pieces’ genre. Verse, used in plays or epic signified a story ‘that was not real’, while prose was paired with informative texts such as histories and philosophies, and therefore was identified as the form for fact.[footnoteRef:1] The Greek novel, however, did not follow this traditional way of thought and instead used prose as the format for a story that was not true. This use of prose with fiction subverted the genre to create a ‘false’ story under the guise of reality, blurring the line between fact and fiction.[footnoteRef:2] The content of these novels follows the same train of thought, using unrealistic or improbable situations and circumstances that breaks the verisimilitude of reality in the text to subvert the genre for entertainment. This is why the uses of magic or unbelievable descriptions in Philostratus’ India work to solidify the purpose of the Greek novel, to create fictional fact to entertain the reader through this subversion of what was expected of mainstream literature.  [1:  Morgan 1993: 178-179]  [2:  Morgan 1993: 178-179] 


It is fair to say that India is represented as a strange and mysterious place within the literary world, which helps reinforce the view that the text of The Life of Apollonius of Tyana is a form of entertainment through describing the strange happenings of India within the novel. One of the smaller aspects of the novel that reinforces the ideas of strange surroundings is the mention of cultural differences at various points in the book, from food, dress, and other aspects of everyday life. One moment where these differences can be seen is at the banquet hosted by the king Phraotes, in which whole lions and gazelles are placed upon the table for the guests to eat, after which the guests drink ten banquets worth of wine, implying that the Indian people are heavy drinkers.[footnoteRef:3] Here Philostratus sets a well-known scene to the reader, of the dinner party, however he then inserts the unfamiliar through the use of unusual animals as the food for the banquet. This creates a moment of unfamiliarity in a well-known environment, and not only would the presence of the animals themselves be entertaining, but it’s the use of them in a familiar surrounding that works to deliver to the reader the unexpected.  [3:  Philostr.VA. 2.28] 


The issue of alcohol appears again in a debate between Apollonius and the King where the benefits of intoxication verses sobriety are discussed in their connection with sleep and dreaming.[footnoteRef:4] The King argues that wine works to better ones sleep, while Apollonius instead suggests that water is better as it does not rile up the mind in the same way as wine, and therefore your dreams are much more accurate.[footnoteRef:5] The use of wine appears numerous times within this work, which is highlighted by Apollonius’ choice to not drink it. This may be used as a way to create the idea that the Indians are less civilised than the Greeks, which is also highlighted by the way the king refers to himself as a barbarian, even though he appears educated and speaks Greek. Perhaps these differences described from Indian culture like eating and drinking habits are only small details compared to other more fantastical topics, however the minor details help in creating a believable atmosphere for the world that Apollonius is a part of, identifying the strange and mysterious within moments of familiarity, or moments that appear against the norm of Greek culture, that work to entertain the audience with the unpredictable quirks of Indian culture.  [4:  Philostr.VA. 36-37]  [5:  Philostr.VA. 35-37] 


another way in which Apollonius creates an atmosphere of myth and mystery while travelling through India, is his encounters with many strange or fantasy like creatures whos existences are highly questionable. In Book three, while travelling along the river Hyphasis, Philostratus writes of monkeys that gather pepper for man and are preyed on by lions as medicine and a white wyrm that can be used to create a highly flammable oil.[footnoteRef:6] Although unusual, these creatures are more likely than that of Apollonius’ unicorn, described more specifically as a wild ass with a horn upon its forehead.[footnoteRef:7] One animal that stands out from these creatures of disbelief, is that of the elephant. The elephant is an important and recognisable animal native to India, they are seen as an iconic symbol of the country especially to the Greaco-Roman world. And while these animals may appear normal in comparison to other more elaborate creatures, within The Life of Apollonius of Tyana they are still admired and treated as an oddity. Philostratus’ section on elephants is highly detailed and written in the style of a natural history text, containing an accurate account of both the physical and behavioural traits of an elephant, describing the differences in elephants depending on where they are from, and re-counting behaviours that show them as compassionate to their young just like humans.[footnoteRef:8] This representation of Indian animals would be an interesting and entertaining insight in to an animal that is not as well known to the contemporary reader. Paired with the informative style, Philostratus creates a trustworthy narrator that the reader would feel comfortable believing and learning from. [source] [6:  Philostr.VA. 3.4]  [7:  Philostr.VA. 3.2]  [8:  Philostr.VA. 2.14] 


As previously mentioned, this account on elephants appears to be a description much like one that would be found in a volume of Greek natural history, it is sensible, descriptive and in touch with reality. The realism used when writing about the Indian elephant makes it all the more entertaining when the most fantastical of these creatures is described in the same serious tone. The extensive description of dragons in India covers four sections of book two, giving in depth detail of how a dragon looks, with golden scales and fiery eyes, and even discusses how to capture a dragon with the use of a cloak and jewels.[footnoteRef:9] Apollonius here decides to use the same techniques he used previously to describe elephants, continuing the themes of this novel appearing as a work of fact, even though this creature is certainly make believe. Here the factual tone is used to contrast the high fantasy level of the dragon, and the juxtaposition makes the author question the reality of what the author is describing and if it should be trusted. This all helps in allowing India to appear as a place where otherworldly creatures are a normalised and accepted way of life. Allowing the animals to help present India as a place of wonder and mystery. [9:  Philostr.VA. 3.6-8] 


The ideas of reality against fantasy is also explored in the conversation between Apollonius and the sages. In book 3, Apollonius asks one of the sages about the existence of certain mythological creatures that he has been told live in the country of India.[footnoteRef:10] The sage responds by informing him that there are creatures, such as the Martichoras or ‘the shadow footed men’ who do not exist, but other creatures like the griffin or the phoenix do, but are extremely rare.[footnoteRef:11] Philostratus makes the reader question the text again, as in most historical texts all the tales and hearsay are endorsed and taken as fact, whereas here the choice of omitting some of the myths around India makes this text appear genuine about being truthful. As a result, the moments that are chosen to be endorsed are more likely to be taken as truth.[footnoteRef:12] This allows the reader to become critical of the information they are being given, while also highlighting the themes of truth within historical work, making an example of how histories can be quick to refer to false stories as fact, once again subverting the genre of informative prose. [10:  Philostr.VA. 3.45-46]  [11:  Philostr.VA. 3.47-49]  [12:  John Elsner 1997:29] 


The Philosophers of India are another important aspect of representing the country of India as a place of mystery, and in turn making The Life of Apollonius of Tyana more entertaining to the reader. The representation of the Sages and the ideas of philosophy shown in The Life of Apollonius of Tyana show India as a place where philosophy and the people that practice it are respected and feared within the wider community. “The Indians fear these people [the Sages] more than they do their own king.”[footnoteRef:13] they are feared this way as kings consult the sages in all choices they make. The King in book 2, King Phraotes was raised by the Sages, learning philosophy and Greek from them, and is the reason that he appears as a wise and great ruler, open to discussion and thought.[footnoteRef:14] This level of respect given to philosophers suggests that this piece of work can also be taken as a form of philosophical work, not just a historical biography. Nevertheless, the representation of India as a place focused on thinking and learning, to such an extent that the respect they garner is on the level of godliness, works to fascinate and entertain the reader through exploring the ideas and lifestyle of such revered people. [13:  Philostr.VA.. 3.10]  [14:  Philostr.VA. 2.29-31] 


The philosophers within this text aren’t only unusual through their placement on India’s societal hierarchy, but also through their bizarre training and lifestyle which seems to lead to a possession of magical powers. King Phroates describes the conditions that one must partake in to learn philosophy amongst the sages, he describes the ideal candidate as someone pure, modest and who has a good memory.[footnoteRef:15] He goes on to explain that due to the respect and importance Indians place on their philosophers, these requirements are necessary to guarantee that those given this power and responsibility will not abuse it.[footnoteRef:16] Philostratus expands further on the themes of the sages being important by describing them having the ability to levitate two cubits from the ground, and do so as a way of ‘quitting the earth’.[footnoteRef:17] These magical abilities work further to present the philosophers as more important than normal people by literally having them float above the rest as a sign of their importance. There are several arguments in scholarship focused on why the sages are presented in this way. Here one can see that Philostratus is praising philosophers by showing this respect through the magic they possess, which is as a metaphor for their power of thought. This use of praise would make sense seeing as Apollonius was a philosopher and would respect other philosophers.[footnoteRef:18] However, others view Philostratus’ as mocking philosophers and the genre of philosophical texts, satirising people’s attitudes towards them and using their powers to point out the absurdity of the way they view themselves as gods. While debate on the deeper meaning of what Philostratus’ representation of Indian Philosophy means for the wider meaning of the novel, it can still be said that the sections of philosophical discussion, whatever their intentions, are still deeply entertaining to the reader, and therefore fulfils the purpose of being an entertaining piece of fiction work. [15:  Philostr.VA. 2.30]  [16:  Philostr.VA. 2.30]  [17:  Philostr.VA. 3. 15]  [18:  Mead 2003: 83] 


In conclusion, Philostratus’ representation of India is of a strange and mystical place, where philosophers are revered, the creatures are strange, and the culture is different. This representation works well alongside the form of the novel to fulfil the purpose of The Life Of Apollonius of Tyana which is to entertain and inform the reader while also allowing them to question what is true or false within these moments of the story. 
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