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Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana was composed around AD 222-235[footnoteRef:1] and he was commissioned to write it by the wife of Emperor Septimius Severus[footnoteRef:2]. Modern scholars have debated as to whether this text suits the purpose of its work, by either being a piece of fact or fiction. When it comes to the representation of India, this is particularly apparent in books two and three because there is evidence to support both sides of the argument. Kemezis states that Philostratus is a biographer but not a historian[footnoteRef:3] as there is some factual evidence in how he represents India through its culture and people. The work of Philostratus also has many similarities other ancient sources, such as Herodotus’ The Histories as they both inform their audience of lives in the Far East and how it compares to their own contemporary audience.  [1:  Parker.1967:288]  [2:  Whitmarsh.2001:226]  [3:  Kemezis.1977:150] 

    However, other scholars disagree that Philostratus wrote a piece of factual text, such as Platt, who argues that the Life of Apollonius of Tyana has elements of being fictitious and is arguably set out to be more like a Greek novel[footnoteRef:4]. There is evidence in the text to support this as India is depicted as being weird and wonderful through its interesting people and fantastical creatures, particularly in book three. This again can also be compared to earlier works about the weird and wonderful India, such as Ctesias, as he also has fantastical elements within the text when it comes to depicting life in the Far East. This essay will then argue that even though Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana has the structure of being a factual biography, there is more evidence from the text to argue that this work of Philostratus is more fictitious, and the fantastical elements of this text outweigh the truth itself. [4:  Platt.2011:320] 


Philostratus claimed that there is some truth in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana[footnoteRef:5], and scholars such as Kemezis state that the work of Philostratus could be portrayed as a ‘serious, accurate biography’[footnoteRef:6]. However, a criticism of Philostratus is that he only focuses on the culture and biogeography of India, rather than the political or historical events[footnoteRef:7], so even though Philostratus may have some aspects of truth to his work, the fact that it is specified in only two particular areas limits how much of ancient India he can depict.  [5:  Whitmarsh:2001:229]  [6:  Kemezis.1977:159]  [7:  Kemezis:1977:150] 

    An example of Philostratus describing the indigenous of India is where he depicts the typical animals that appear such as lions, tigers, bears and wolves[footnoteRef:8]. This sense of realism in how Philostratus represents India, would be appreciated by his Roman audience because creatures such as these would be related to. This then insinuates the argument that Philostratus has some elements of truth to his work, whilst informing his audience of life in the Far East. In particular, Philostratus focuses on how elephants were used in ancient Indian culture. Book two states that Apollonius saw the Indians riding on camels and elephants before going to war,[footnoteRef:9] as well as seeing a herd of elephants crossing the Indus River[footnoteRef:10]. This then supports the argument that Philostratus is informing his audience about the daily lifestyle of the Indians and the animals, but by also depicting the Indus River Philostratus really brings in a focus on the topography of India and could be argued to be a cultural historian[footnoteRef:11]. On the other hand, what with Philostratus having such a close focus on the culture of India, he can be criticized for having limited qualities as a biographer[footnoteRef:12]. So even though the Life of Apollonius of Tyana does have some aspects of it being a biography, Philostratus’ representation of India appears to be more of a cultural historiography. [8:  Philostratus:II:XIV]  [9:  Philostratus:II:V]  [10:  Philostratus:II:XIV]  [11:  Kemezis.1977.151]  [12:  Platt.2011.329] 

    The work of Philostratus compares with other sources from antiquity, who also depict the life and representation in ancient India. Such as Herodotus, where his writing style in the Histories is similar to that of Philostratus[footnoteRef:13]. For example, both Philostratus and Herodotus mention how camels appear in India, and Herodotus states that the Indian people use camels when transporting goods across the desert[footnoteRef:14]. Not only does this inform the audience of the use of camels being another main animal in Indian culture, but it also puts some factual truth between the two texts as well. The link between Herodotus and Philostratus as an author, argues that the Life of Apollonius of Tyana can be seen as cultural historiography, because it has a similar literary style with that of Herodotus and therefore suits its purpose as a form of literature. [13:  Whitmarsh.2004.425]  [14:  Herodotus.III.102] 

Philostratus also brought into focus the lives of the Indian people as well as the wild animals. If the Life of Apollonius of Tyana was to be viewed as a factual piece of cultural history, there is evidence to suggest that there are certain elements in the text to make a cultural historiography because Philostratus is informing his audience about lives in ancient India. For example, in book two, Philostratus depicts the Indian people who were ‘already black[footnoteRef:15]’ and dressed in native linen with shoes of byblus[footnoteRef:16]. Philostratus allows us as an audience to perceive the dark skin as the typical Indian ethnicity[footnoteRef:17], which arguably makes the Indian people seem exotic. This theme continues further on, particularly as Kemezis states that books two and three are spent in lands that are: ‘the territory of barbarians and brigands, not yet under Roman control’[footnoteRef:18].   [15:  Philostratus.II:IV]  [16:  Philostratus.II:XX]  [17:  Platt.2011.310]  [18:  Kemezis.1977:168-169] 

    As Philostratus was commissioned to write the Life of Apollonius of Tyana by the wife of Emperor Septimius Severus, there could have been an element of sycophantism. It then suggests that Philostratus could be serving the Emperor’s purpose and ego by stating that the Indian people needed Roman control[footnoteRef:19]. An example of portraying the Indians as barbarians is when Apollonius meets a boy of thirteen who was riding an elephant but beating the animal at the same time[footnoteRef:20]. Philostratus is then informing his audience that the Indian people are nothing but savages without the need for Roman control, but as well as informing those of life in the Far East. However, another criticism on Philostratus’ work, argued by modern scholars, is that because he bases his narrative around Greek culture[footnoteRef:21] he has not seen India for himself. So even if Philostratus was writing the Life of Apollonius of Tyana to empower the Roman state, it is not completely accurate if he has not seen the Indians act so barbarous himself. [19:  Kemezis:1977.158]  [20:  Philostratus.II:XI]  [21:  Kemezis:1977.152] 

    If the Life of Apollonius of Tyana was intended to be a factual piece of text, then it does suit its purpose of being a cultural historiography, due to its focus on the lifestyle of the Indian people and topography portrayed in Book two, whilst informing his audience about life in the Far East. However, because of its solid focus on the Indian culture and topography[footnoteRef:22], we as an audience are only limited to certain facts from within the text. So, the audience of the Life of Apollonius of Tyana cannot perceive Philostratus’ entire representation of India with only one particular focus on its culture.  [22:  Parker:1967:294] 


Book three of Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana looks more towards the weird and wonderful India[footnoteRef:23], which ultimately contrasts to cultural history that Philostratus wrote about earlier in book two. There is more evidence from this particular book to suggest that Philostratus was writing a piece of fiction, and his work is set out more to be like a Greek novel[footnoteRef:24], rather than a factual, historical document. For example, Philostratus uses the fantasy genre in his work, by bringing attention to all the strange creatures and interesting people that apparently can be found in ancient India. In book three, Philostratus claimed that there are Unicorns (asses with horns) that are found in the marshes[footnoteRef:25], as well as the whole of India being riddled with dragons[footnoteRef:26]. Having these fantastical creatures in Philostratus’ representation of India highlights the fictional elements of his work[footnoteRef:27], and it particularly contrasts to the truth that he presents earlier on in book two. Having this depiction also presents India like an imaginary realm[footnoteRef:28] as it lies in the Far East, compared to Rome in the center of the world.[footnoteRef:29] Whitmarsh argues that Philostratus presents India as being a series of wonders, some are true but some are not[footnoteRef:30], which then questions as to whether Philostratus was being completely truthful in his account of the Life of Apollonius of Tyana. This then supports the argument that because of the fantastical elements to his work, Philostratus is writing an ancient novel to entertain his audience, rather than to inform them. [23:  Whitmarsh.2004:434]  [24:  Parker.1976.283]  [25:  Philostratus.III:II]  [26:  Philostratus.III:VI]  [27:  Platt:2011.304]  [28:  Kemezis:1977.179]  [29:  Whitmarsh:2001.230]  [30:  Whitmarsh:2004.434] 

    Philostratus also brings attention to the strange people that live in ancient India, beside the locals that go about their daily lives. This suggests that even though Philostratus mentions the typical people and animals that live in India, there is still a distinct contrast between the factual and the fictional in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana. An example of this is a certain tribe of people in ancient India called the Pigmies, who lived underground and dwelt across the Ganges[footnoteRef:31]. This peculiar tribe of Indian people follow a similar pattern to how the fantastical creatures are also depicted, as both contrast greatly with the people and the wildlife that are considered normal in ancient India. This contrast goes to show how Philostratus is looking at both the typical and atypical people of India[footnoteRef:32], because the Pigmies who lived underground are distinctly different from the local Indian people. Philostratus is using strange creatures and particular people to excite, rather than inform, his audience about life in the Far East. Furthermore, Philostratus continues to discuss the ethnicity of the Indian people, particularly as Apollonius saw one Indian woman who was black from her head to her bosom, but white from her bosom to her feet[footnoteRef:33]. Ultimately, despite Philostratus having factual evidence in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana, the use of fantasy creatures and the different types of people found in ancient India makes the text seem more like a highly fictionalized biography[footnoteRef:34] than a piece of accurate, factual work. This then argues that this work is suited to being more of a Greek novel through the use of excitement and imagination. [31:  Philostratus.III:XLVII]  [32:  Whitmarsh:2007.33]  [33:  Philostratus.III:III]  [34:  Platt:2011.294] 


There are many literary techniques that makes Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana seem like a Greek novel; scholars such as Kemezis argue it to be: ‘frivolous, novelistic, fiction’. Besides the use of fantastical creatures and strange people that reside in his representation of India, Philostratus also shows a distinct contrast between the realistic India, and the fantastical India in books two and three. By placing the location of India towards the end of book two, it then heightens the impact of what is to come in book three,[footnoteRef:35] and therefore Philostratus is using tension in his work to attract his audience to read on, making it seem more like a story, and therefore more like a novel. Despite Philostratus having a sophisticated tone within the text[footnoteRef:36], the Life of Apollonius of Tyana suits its purpose to being more of a Greek novel, to entertain his Roman audience.  [35:  Parker.1976.294]  [36:  Whitmarsh.2007.31] 

Another feature that makes the work of Philostratus seem fictional, is how he refers to earlier works in his own representation of India. With these earlier references, it makes Philostratus seem like he is formulating some truth in his depiction of Indian culture. However, as Philostratus did not see India for himself, he relies on earlier works as evidence to prove that in that there are strange and wonderful creatures in the midst of Indian life. Earlier texts such as Photius’ excerpts of Ctesias’ Indica have similarities to the Life of Apollonius of Tyana because they both mention the strange creatures that live in India. For example, Ctesias states that in the mountains, there is a man with the head of a dog and its clothing is the skins of wild beasts[footnoteRef:37]. As well as Ctesias, Herodotus also has similarities in his representation of showing the fantastical side to India, such as gold digging ants throughout the Indian plains[footnoteRef:38]. Having this similarity between Philostratus and earlier works depicting India as being weird and wonderful through its abnormal creatures, then suggests that Philostratus is evoking earlier works to inflame his audience about life in ancient India. However, the works of Ctesias are lost and are now only quoted by other ancient authors[footnoteRef:39], and Philostratus has more similarities with Herodotus because both authors show a distinct contrast between what is factual and what is fictional within the text.  [37:  Ctesias.Indica:37]  [38:  Herodotus.III:102]  [39:  Livius.2007] 

    As there is more evidence here in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana to suggest that it was written to be a fictitious Greek novel, it arguably then suits this purpose more than it being a factual piece of text. This is ultimately plausible from both the text itself and modern scholarship, as the cultural history that Philostratus depicts contrasts greatly to the weird and wonderful creatures and people that Apollonius also meets as well. 

In conclusion, there are both elements in Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana to suit it both being a work of either fact or fiction when he portrays the representation of India, predominantly in books two and three. In relation to it being a piece of factual work, Philostratus mentions topography, culture and the natural history of India, such as mentioning the animals and people found there. So although he is argued by some scholars as being a cultural historian[footnoteRef:40], a criticism of Philostratus as a reliable source is that he does not mention any political or historical events in the text[footnoteRef:41]. Not only this, there is a greater extent of evidence from modern scholarship to suggest that the Life of Apollonius has more literary elements to make it more like a Greek novel such as having a sense of playful fantasy, and making India seem weird and wonderful through fantastical creatures. What even further highlights the fictional elements of Philostratus’ work is that it is comparable to the work of Herodotus, as although both pieces of text mention an understanding of India, they also have fantastical elements such as abnormal creatures. Therefore, although there are some factual points to Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana, there is more evidence to suggest that this text suits its purpose of being novelistic through its use of fantasy and how the representation of India in the Far East contrasts to the Roman audience.  [40:  Kemezis.1977:151]  [41:  Kemezis.1977.150] 
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