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Critically discuss how Philostratus’ representation of India in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana suits the purposes of his work.
In the Vita Apolloni Philostratus presents an exotic, colourful and detailed view of India in an epic style reminiscent of the exploits of Alexander the Great. Philostratus was a sophist philosopher and also wrote Lives of the Sophists in which he gives accounts of the lives of contemporary sophists. Philostratus wrote the Vita Apolloni (VA) between  220-230 AD apparently at the behest of Empress Julia Domna. As the wife of Emperor Septimius Severus and the mother of Caracalla, she was a prominent figure in the early part of the Severan Dynasty[footnoteRef:1]. According to Philostratus his primary sources for this work were the writings of Damis that had been passed down to Julia Domna[footnoteRef:2] by the descendants of Damis. Despite this, there is little known about the historical figure of Apollonius. Francis asserts that Apollonius must have been born in the first half of the first century AD[footnoteRef:3], meaning Philostratus wrote his account of Apollonius’ life over a century later.   [1:  Swain 2007: 3]  [2:  Francis 1998: 420. ]  [3:  Francis 1998: 419.] 

The start of the VA covers the early life of Apollonius of Tyana and then moves on to his travels in India. After Apollonius' long journey in India he returns and begins another journey to various locations in the Mediterranean world. Throughout the account Apollonius engages in philosophical discourse, mainly with Damis but also with other philosophers he meets in such places as India and Egypt. The last two books cover Apollonius' arrest and his miraculous disappearance as he stands before Domitian. Philostratus concludes with theories concerning the death of Apollonius followed by an account of an appearance of Apollonius after his death.
Moeragenes also wrote a work concerning Apollonius of Tyana before Philostratus. Raynor examines this work against that of Philostratus and argues that Moeragenes had a significantly different view of Apollonius[footnoteRef:4]. This different portrayal is the reason that Philostratus mocks and dodges any comparison with Moeragenes' work. However, Raynor argues that Moeragenes’ account was a favourable one for Apollonius as it portrayed him as a powerful magician. It is possible that this magical portrayal of Apollonius is exactly why Philostratus chose to encourage people to avoid Moeragenes’ work. If Philostratus had been tasked with promoting Apollonius as a religious figure worthy of veneration in the third century, he will have wanted to escape the view of Apollonius as engaged in magic and instead create an image of a more pragmatic character grounded in relevant philosophical thought. This new Apollonius would be more acceptable as an honourable figure in the context of Philostratus’ third century audience.  [4:  Raynor 1984: 222. ] 

A factor that would have influenced the historical accuracy of Philostratus’ work is that the VA was commissioned by Empress Julia Domna who had a religious interest in Apollonius and worshipped him as a prophet. It was important therefore, for Philostratus to produce a work that portrayed the religious and spiritual aspects of Apollonius in the way that his patron would have expected. In this way, the purpose of the VA would have been to honour and promote Apollonius as a religious figure in a way that would have been satisfying to those who already worshipped him. This means that Philostratus could have embellished and emphasised certain parts of the narrative in order to promote the aspects of Apollonius that made him worthy of worship. 
The purpose of the VA is an issue of contention amongst scholars[footnoteRef:5]. Some argue that it is purely fictional and meant as entertainment however, others have argued that it is historically accurate[footnoteRef:6]. Dzielska says that Philostratus ‘was hardly interested in the historical Apollonius[footnoteRef:7]’ and turned the story of Apollonius’ life into one which fitted with the ideals held in the Severan court[footnoteRef:8]. In contrast, Bowie argued for the historicity of Philostratus’ account through the existence of the character of Damis as a historical figure[footnoteRef:9].  [5:  Bowie, Dzielska, Francis]  [6:  Francis 1998: 422.]  [7:  Dzielska 1986: 14.]  [8:  Dzielska 1986: 14. ]  [9:  Bowie 1978: ] 

There is much debate surrounding the historical existence of Damis. Philostratus’ account can be seen as a historically accurate work if we conclude that Damis and his memoirs existed. However, some scholars have argued that Philostratus never had the writings of Damis and that the VA is meant to be taken as a purely fictional work. For example, Bowie suggests that Damis was actually ‘an invention of Philostratus[footnoteRef:10]’ that was not intended to be taken seriously. If the view is taken that Philostratus was writing a fictional account, then his portrayal of India would be tailored to entertainment rather than representing it in a factual and accurate manner.  [10:  Bowie 1978: 1652-1653. ] 

The colourful portrayal of India provides a challenging setting within which to build the character of Apollonius as a worthy and magnificent heroic prophet. The exotic and otherworldly nature of the location is emphasised in order to give opportunities to show the character of Apollonius in a particular light. As a literary device the embellished portrayal of India serves to emphasise the qualities of wisdom and intelligence in Apollonius and strengthen his aura of experience and authority.
 This essay demonstrates that Philostratus’ representation of India as an exotic and fantastical place suits the purpose of his writing in Apollonius of Tyana. A number of scholars have studied the VA and their work is used in analysis of the original work by Philostratus. Dzielska examines the artistic and literary aspects of the work and argues that there is little historical accuracy. Bowie provides an alternative perspective and finds corroboration for many of the historical references. He provides convincing evidence of the veracity of Damis as a source. Francis presents a fascinating analysis of scholarly works on the VA including those by Bowie and Dzielska. He focuses on finding resolutions for the issues contended by both Dzielska and Bowie as well as using new theories about the nature of fiction to interpret the VA in different ways. 
Travel is used as a literary technique employed by Philostratus in order to highlight aspects of Apollonius’ character. Elsner put forward this idea saying that it was a literary technique employed by Philostratus in order to 'demonstrate the superiority of Apollonius '. In this way, the journey undertaken by Apollonius can be seen to have a literary purpose to show how Apollonius is worthy of veneration as a ‘holy man[footnoteRef:11]’ and to display how he is relevant in the context of the third century Roman Empire. Philostratus was using Apollonius’s travels in India as a tool to show that the life of Apollonius was one that would be expected of a figure worthy of respect and reverence in Philostratus’ contemporary world. The character of Apollonius is a first century Greek, and so may at first glance not be someone significant to the context of Philostratus’ contemporary world. Philostratus addresses this issue and uses Apollonius’ wide travels through and to the borders of the Roman Empire show him as a heroic figure that is relevant not only in the Greek world, but also in the context of the Roman Empire[footnoteRef:12]. Reference is also deliberately made to the many sacred sites Apollonius apparently visited, placing importance on the religiosity of Apollonius' travels in an attempt to make Apollonius accessible and central to the rapidly changing religious landscape of the third century AD[footnoteRef:13]. This use of travel in India and to the scared sites of the Mediterranean world suits Philostratus’ purpose to promote Apollonius’ popularity.  [11:  Elsner 1997: 22.]  [12:  Elsner 1997: 22. ]  [13:  Elsner 1997: 37. ] 

Philostratus uses the milieu of India as a tool for presenting topics that allow Apollonius to display his philosophical prowess. Apollonius often throughout the text engages in Philosophical dialogue with Damis who performs the role of a student or a disciple. An example of this can be seen in Book II Chapter V when Apollonius and Damis are high in the Caucasus and Apollonius asks Damis if he thinks they were higher the day before than they are today. 
‘But Apollonius recalled his attention to the original question by saying: “Can you tell me then, O Damis, what understanding of divine mystery you get by walking so near the heavens?[footnoteRef:14]”’ [14:  Philostratus, Book II, Chapter V. Translation: Conybeare 1912: 127. ] 

This representation shows Apollonius to be a learned individual. The philosophical discussions serve to highlight Apollonius’ wisdom even before he has met the Indian philosophers and achieved even greater wisdom. In this way Apollonius is highlighted as worthy of honour and worship. Consequently, the setting of India serves the purpose of providing material for Apollonius to engage in philosophical discussion or teaching. The setting of India used in this way throughout the text supports Elsner’s idea that India is a purely literary device rather than a focus of the text. 
Similarly, Philostratus presents Apollonius as wise and knowledgeable in his account. In order to promote these worthy attributes of Apollonius, Philostratus employs the exotic fauna perceived to be typical of India as a device for the display of Apollonius’ wisdom. This can be clearly seen through Apollonius’ abundance of knowledge about elephants despite them being uncommon in the Mediterranean world. In Book II Apollonius and Damis encounter elephants crossing a river with their young and Apollonius explains the actions of the elephants to Damis. 
‘”No one, O Damis, has instructed them to do this, but they act out of their own instinctive wisdom and cleverness; and you see how, like baggage-porters, they have picked up their young, and have them bound fast on, and so carry them along.[footnoteRef:15]”’ [15:  Philostratus, Book II, Chapter XIV. Translation: Conybeare 1912: 153. ] 

Here Apollonius demonstrates his understanding of the elephants’ behaviour. This could be interpreted as showing Apollonius as a well read and knowledgeable man, but it could also be construed as Apollonius understanding the elephants’ behaviour from simply seeing them. Philostratus uses the elephants as a tool to display the wisdom and enhance the character of Apollonius. This is an example of how Philostratus’ representation of the fauna of India is tailored to the appreciation of Apollonius, rather than a zoologically reliable account of the sub-continent. 
In contrast, through his detailed and thorough description of the landscape and geography of India, Philostratus gives weight and authenticity to his account. At the beginning of Book II, Philostratus gives a geographical overview of the area in which Apollonius and Damis are travelling. 
‘We may regard this mountain as the beginning of the Taurus which extends through Armenia and Cilicia as far as Pamphylia and Mycale, and it ends at the sea on the shore of which the Carians live, ... And it encompasses with the rest of the Taurus the whole of Scythia which borders on India, and skirts Maeotis and the left side of Pontus, a distance almost of 20,000 stades: for no less than this is the extent of land enclosed by the elbow of the Caucasus.[footnoteRef:16]’ [16:  Philostratus, Book II, Chapter II. Translation: Conybeare 1912: 119-121. ] 

This geographical overview could serve the purpose of either adding believability to a fictional work or to add to the historical veracity of the account of Apollonius’ life. Detailed geographical description such as this would not have been needed if the purpose of the work was only as entertainment. Therefore, the portrayal of India in this way shows that Philostratus may have intended to write a historically and geographically accurate account. However, it can also be argued that the use of geographical detail adds the element of believability to this text as a work of historical fiction. 
Geographical detail such as this could also be interpreted as a device to enhance the presence of Apollonius in the religious landscape. If Apollonius were to become a figure honoured and worshipped by many people then the sites where important events happened in his life would become places of pilgrimage[footnoteRef:17]. Visiting these sites would not happen if no specific details of where each event took place were written down in a single account. Comparisons can be drawn between this aspect of the VA and other religious texts such as the Bible. Within religious texts such as these there are many references to specific geographical locations where important events took place. As well as providing sits for pilgrimage, having real geographical locations in religious texts serves to give authenticity to what they are saying. It is perhaps with the idea of pilgrimage in mind that Philostratus adds the specifics of the geography to the account. Therefore, the geographically specific representation of India fits Philostratus’ purpose to promote Apollonius’ popularity as a religious figure.  [17:  Elsner 1997: 37. ] 

In summary, Philostratus’ representation of India suits his purpose of promoting Apollonius’ as a worthy holy man through its use as a source of material that allowed Apollonius’ finest attributes to become the focal point of the narrative. Despite the answer to the debate of whether the VA was intended as a historically accurate account or as a work of fiction remaining unanswered, this underlying purpose can be clearly perceived. India as a setting presents many opportunities for Apollonius to display his philosophical prowess, wisdom and intelligence in much the same way as the setting in an epic presents challenges for the protagonist to demonstrate how heroic he is. The way in which Philostratus represents India throughout the VA changes depending on which attribute of Apollonius Philostratus is attempting to emphasise. For example, the strange nature of the animals such as elephants is included to give Apollonius a chance to display his intelligence and knowledge. Similarly, there are many events and locations which prompt Apollonius to begin a philosophical discussion such as when they come across a young boy riding an elephant. A final example that this essay touched upon was the use of detailed geographical locations employed by Philostratus to embed Apollonius’ travels into the religious and geographical landscape of the Mediterranean world. This manipulation of the milieu of India allows Philostratus to create a suitable image of Apollonius which is not dependent of the historicity or fictionality of the account. 
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