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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 text Life of Apollonius of Tyana, Philostratus narrates the biography of the of the “philosopher and an honourable man”[footnoteRef:1] Apollonius, through eight books Philostratus takes his audience on a philosophic chronical throughout the societies of the ancient world including India, Egypt, Greece and Rome as Apollonius seeks further philosophical enlightenment. During this journey, two books of the eight are concerned with Apollonius’ experiences travelling through India with the aim of meeting with the Brahmans in order to learn of their knowledge, it is on these two books which this work is focused on. [1:  Philostr. I, 2] 

There are many debates about the Life of Apollonius of Tyana throughout scholarship, focusing primarily on whether or not Philostratus wrote an accurate historical biography on a pagan saint, or whether he wrote a fantastical novel full of lies and creative tactics whose only purpose is to keep his audience still reading. These disputes are easily understood, and throughout the text, during the Indian travels especially, Philostratus describes many fantastical beings and events that to the modern audience today would seem to be outright fiction, whereas to Philostratus’ audience would have been believable of the far, exotic land of India. 
Philostratus implicitly says himself that he is doing this to rectify the slanders that have befallen Apollonius’ reputation, statements that have him thought of as a magician, rather than the holy philosopher that Philostratus sees him as. He says he is going to do that by giving an “accurate account of Apollonius”[footnoteRef:2] by writing this historical biography about him. Furthermore, Philostratus also describes in depth his sources and how he came about them emphasising his enquiry for the truth of Apollonius’s life. [2:  Philostr. I, 2] 

However, Bowie argues that Philostratus had no intentions at all in writing a historical biography, but rather planned to write a “novelistic and fictional”[footnoteRef:3] piece of work, and goes as far as to say that even Apollonius’ companion throughout the novel, Damis, is fictional also and had no intentions of the character being taken seriously but just a fun addition to a fun, fantastical novel[footnoteRef:4]. The issue with labelling the Life of Apollonius as fiction purely because it is novelistic in itself is problematic, as there are many reasons for parts of the text not being believable, such as Philostratus choosing to use stylistic presentation and rhetorical exaggeration rather than just outright lies[footnoteRef:5] thus the work can either be seen as a bad historical account or a failed novel.[footnoteRef:6] Another issue with labelling such ancient novels as fiction is because for the ancient audience, a novel was not necessarily synonymous with the concept of fiction[footnoteRef:7]. As the Life of Apollonius was aimed the ancient audience, the fictitious aspects of the text make sense for the novel to be a bit fantastical, in context, especially when it emphasised that his audience read or listened to the works of homer as historical fact, thus making them an ancient audience. Therefore, Philostratus intended for his work to be taken seriously as a historical biography because he himself states that this is his intention, he lists his sources in detail and begins his text comparing Apollonius to Pythagoras, but as an improvement on him. Even if a modern audience, including that of modern scholars, cannot take Philostratus’ work seriously, contemporaries of Philostratus did, for example scholars such as by Sossianus Hierocles, who wrote Philalethes as a serious rival to the Christian messiah Jesus[footnoteRef:8], which argues that this work is believable to an ancient audience because it was supposed to be, as this evidence suggests, received as a historical biography. [3:  Francis 1998: 422]  [4: Francis 1998: 423]  [5:  Francis 1998: 425]  [6:  Francis 1998: 425]  [7:  Francis 1998: 427]  [8:  Francis 1998: 435] 

Philostratus’ narration of India is a homage to many long-standing writing traditions, with references to the works of Herodotus and Ctesias[footnoteRef:9], who even wrote his own work on India called the Indica. It is a well-known biographical trope for a philosopher to go east in search of “barbarian wisdom”[footnoteRef:10], this shows that Philostratus is making the conscious effort to normalise the fact that Apollonius met with the Brahmans, which is often used by those who oppose Apollonius to argue that he is a magician, this instead just paints them as foreign philosophers therefore it would not be odd for Apollonius to meet with them. Evidence found in book one of Life of Apollonius that supports that idea that Apollonius was not a magician or at least should not have been considered one includes the fact that other philosophers such as Empedocles, Pythagoras, Democritus and Plato have all associated with people considered to be magicians and have also said or written inspired things, but were not “seduced by the art”[footnoteRef:11]. Furthermore, if Apollonius and his presentiments and prophecies earnt him a reputation as a magician, then Socrates and Anaxagoras should, in theory, be seen as one also[footnoteRef:12]. Philostratus makes it evident that these two philosophers are known for have acted in a way similar to that of Apollonius, Socrates with his foreknowledge given to him by his guardian spirit and Anaxagoras publicly prophesised the end of a drought in Olympia[footnoteRef:13]. Therefore, such a reputation seems unfair to solely be placed upon Apollonius, when there have been multiple other philosophers who have acted in similar ways and have not been labelled a magician such as he has been, such an argument has been pointed out by Philostratus in this text.  [9:  Abraham 2014: 465]  [10:  Abraham 2014: 467]  [11:  Philostr. I, 2]  [12:  Philostr. I, 2]  [13:  Philostr. I, 2] 

Throughout the first half of Apollonius’ travels of India there are many monuments that consist of a dedication to Alexander the Great as he travelled on his campaign, such as the small temple with the bronze panels displaying the deeds of the King of Macedon[footnoteRef:14]. By highlighting the reminders of Alexander’s campaign, it implied that Apollonius is recreating the journey of Alexander and reminds the audience that the East has always been the object of Greek desire, whether for knowledge or imperial conquest[footnoteRef:15], and such an implication legitimises Apollonius’ journey. However, Philostratus does make a rather large exhibition of Apollonius crossing further than even Alexander the Great did by emphasising the tablet that was erected saying “Alexander stopped here”[footnoteRef:16], this shows how Apollonius was an even greater man than Alexander the Great because he journeyed further than all those who came before him[footnoteRef:17], especially because he came so far without resorting to violence and came with the pure pursuit of knowledge. After this the audience would know that that he is passing what the audience would consider the civilised Hellenistic parts of India, this would highlight the importance of Apollonius’ journey to the audience as he would be the civiliser with his knowledge in this instance as he passes the Hyphasis where no Greek has gone before. [14:  Philostr. II. 20]  [15:  Abraham 2014: 467]  [16:  Philostr. II. 43]  [17:  Abraham 2014: 470] 

The theme of violence being barbaric continues with the teachings of the Brahmans. The Brahmans argue that the Greek world followed the wrong path when they started prioritising imperial conquests for empires over the more peaceful method of colonisation[footnoteRef:18], which spreads culture. Philostratus and the Brahmans emphasises this with their own history where they withstood the attacks of Dionysus, Heracles and many others[footnoteRef:19]. They argue that imperialism creates an ethical decay which results in the loss of Greek identity under the acts of Roman imperialism[footnoteRef:20]. This means that, Philostratus is proving the Eastern Brahmans to be non-barbaric and against violence therefore more cultured than most in Greece and so Apollonius’ connection to them is not a negative. [18:  Abraham 2014: 479]  [19:  Abraham 2014: 478]  [20:  Abraham 2014: 478] 

Furthermore, throughout Apollonius’ travels through India, Philostratus relates certain Indian topography to that of the Athenians, such as how the birds fly over the crag called Aornos is similar to how they fly at the Parthenon[footnoteRef:21] and how the city walls of Taxila are divided into rows of houses like Athens[footnoteRef:22]. Doing this aids Philostratus and the purpose of the Life of Apollonius, firstly, it moves the periphery of the world to India[footnoteRef:23] as Greece is now, metaphorically, in India because of the comparisons that Philostratus has made, it makes the narration more relatable but still wondrous for Greek readers. Philostratus also emphasis that the Hellenistic culture is not just present and prevalent in India, especially that of Paraca[footnoteRef:24], because of imperial might and colonisation, but through communication between Egypt and India which is pure and not violently and barbarically forced on the Indian people. Having done this, Philostratus, has made the East distinctly less eastern and therefore less barbaric and more Hellenistic this means that to associate Apollonius with the east, as many do, is not such a slanderous title upon his name, meeting one of the aims of which Philostratus states he will do. [21:  Philostr. II. 10]  [22:  Philostr. II. 23]  [23:  Abraham 2014: 471]  [24:  Abraham 2014: 478] 

The moving of the periphery to India also moves the idea of the centralised utopia[footnoteRef:25]. Instead of representing a type of golden age beyond culture from the likes of Homer or Hesiod, as it was prevalent in classical Greek literature, it now instead represents the previous and great Hellenistic societies but they now only exist in India because of the prioritising of imperialism in Greece[footnoteRef:26]. By subverting the idea that originally India is the periphery to Greece, Philostratus argues against the belief that Apollonius is a barbaric, eastern magician. Due to his journey in to India, a place that is believed to not contain Greek culture, Apollonius break peoples’ expectations by Philostratus stating that Paraca appears to be a pure version of Hellenism, as it is in fact a place that has rejected the concept of imperialism. Therefore Philostratus defends Apollonius by presenting him as an “authentic agent of Hellenistic rejuvenation”[footnoteRef:27] as he shows Apollonius to be finding these pure Hellenistic societies so that Philostratus can present him as enlightening the world to examples those in Greece should be following in the East, and lacking the magic that everyone believes to be here, shows that only in India can Apollonius be truly Hellenistic[footnoteRef:28] therefore, Philostratus has used his presentation of India to be that of a pure Hellenistic country to suit the purpose of making Apollonius look less eastern by making the east look like a perfect version of the central Hellenistic world. [25:  Abraham 2014: 478]  [26:  Abraham 2014: 478]  [27:  Abraham 2014: 478]  [28:  Abraham 2014: 478] 

One of the arguments against the Life of Apollonius being a historical account of Apollonius’ journeys will be using the information given regarding the creatures and practices described by Philostratus in India, for example, the inflammatory worm that only Kings could utilise[footnoteRef:29], the “horned asses” where if you drank from their horn you would be immortal for a day[footnoteRef:30] and the various giant snakes that are seventy cubits long and vary by species but all are extremely large[footnoteRef:31]. A modern audience would be able to identify such creatures as these to not make sense and therefore would not exist, and it is mainly through modern scholarship with science that we can say this. That being said, the ancient audience that Philostratus was writing for would have very likely found it less believable if the Life of Apollonius did not include weird and marvellous happenings in this foreign land on the periphery of the known ancient world. Having already been aware of the works on India, by Ctesias and Megasthanes especially, to not include such details would strike many as odd. It could be argued that the addition of these falsehoods could have been plain consequences of writing, the first having used incorrect sources, as mentioned previously, which Philostratus likely did not do on purpose else he would not have listed them all, and the second of wanting to keep your audience reading and entertained. As Philostratus has written this biography with the intention of redeeming Apollonius’ reputation, as discussed previously one of his methods to do this was to present India as being very similar to, if not better than (in a Hellenistic sense), Greece. If throughout the narration of the Indian portion of Apollonius’ journey Philostratus only described how similar India is to Greece, his audience would not be interested in reading such as they would have likely have had no desire to read about a country just like their own in which they live. Therefore, Philostratus could have included the fantasy within the biography to keep his audience interested in order to fully reach the biography’s purpose of redeeming the reputation of Apollonius.  [29:  Philostr. III. 1]  [30:  Philostr. III. 2]  [31:  Philostr. III. 6] 

In conclusion, Philostratus’ representation of India suits the purpose of the Life of Apollonius because the purpose of Philostratus’ work was to redeem the slandered representation of Apollonius that had him labelled as an Eastern barbaric magician rather than as the holy sage that Philostratus clearly sees him as. Philostratus has redeemed this reputation for him by subtly marking the differences and similarities between India and Greece whilst slowly moving the cultured periphery towards India and away from Greece. Philostratus concludes the two Indian chapters by using the wise words from Apollonius’ discussions with the Brahmans philosophy against imperialism thus proving India to be better and Apollonius’s association to not be considered shameful any longer. This in combination with his representation of the wild and wonderful India come together to produce an entertaining and educational biographical account which was the intention that Philostratus had when writing the Life of Apollonius in order to redeem to reputation of Apollonius.
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