Callum Wilson
Critically discuss how Philostratus’ representation of India in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana suits the purposes of his work.
Words: 1964
The classical world’s perception of India portrays it as many things however, one of the recurring themes between both the Romans and the Greeks is this idea that India is this land where myth and reality seem very much blurred. With the journey of Apollonius told through Philostratus we see a prime example of this mysterious and wonderful world of harmonic chaos. There is much scrutiny over the use of Appolonius with this in mind, the questioning of his reliability appears frequently with every entry read however this does not mean that he is useful, Philostratus uses this borderline demi-god individual as a way to fuel the fantastical nature of his piece. Another factor for this discussion would be the individuals view of the world Geographically as well as the traditions which further defines the perception of the world at the time. To complete a basic understanding of such a piece and the controversies that surround it Apollonius’s character must also be examined due to his near divine status and the powers he is portrayed with. The acknowledgment of these factors helps us gain our first insight into Philostratus and his decision to ground his ‘India’ firmly in the fantastical, something that surely could have been set up to fall into mystery.  
Before delving in to Philostratus’s work it is clear from the beginning that this piece deals with the fantastical, just from the titles of each chapter we see Apollonius’s adventures become more and more detached from what we in modern background would consider reality. The question of why Philostratus picks such a fantastical setting for India has received much attention from Scholars trying to figure out the format in which Philostratus was intending to show. What you see when you read on into the passage of Apollonius into India is a great wonderment at a land far from the centre of Graeco-Roman basing. To understand what Philostratus was attempting to give the audience with this text we must delve into the character that is Apollonius. He is depicted as near mythical, Elsner directs us to a fourth cent. A.D. pagan historian who claims that he was more than just a travelling magician with a few powers at his disposal thanks to Proteus, instead he was a being of great divine power[footnoteRef:1]. This idea of Apollonius being a demi-god is not as unusual a thing to claim, Philostratus himself gives Apollonius miraculous powers on a level close to later saints[footnoteRef:2]. We are also told by Philostratus as well as Cassius Dio that the worship of Apollonius seems to have been firmly entrenched due to the fact that there was a shrine dedicated to Apollonius in Caracalla[footnoteRef:3]. We also see Elsner mention a Christian pilgrim from Bordeaux who made the shrine to Apollonius part of his pilgrimage in mid-4th cent. A.D. showing the importance of this figure as a holy man later into common era[footnoteRef:4]. However what Philostratus may have aimed to do was give this holy man his journey and origin tale, his great gathering of knowledge at the far reaches of the world, known to the Graeco-Romans as the place where the remaining monstrosity and barbarism still resides after Zeus expelled them to such areas[footnoteRef:5]. [1:  Elsner. 1997:23]  [2:  Phil. VA. 1.2.2 ; 4.10 ; 4.45 ; 8.10]  [3:  Cassius Dio. 78.18.4 ; Phil. VA 8.31.3]  [4:  Elsner. 1997:23]  [5:  Hes. Theog. ] 


From this we can see is not uncommon to consider that the people of these cultures would have thought of India as a place on the edge of the world. What Philostratus gives to Apollonius through this reality-myth hybrid is a prime location to gain much knowledge, much like the heroes of Greek polytheism who would venture to the outskirts in order to gain their glory through violence and conquest. This notion that Apollonius was placed above these heroes thanks to Philostratus can be supported by the focus in Book 2 on Apollonius triumphing over Alexander’s journey in distance[footnoteRef:6], including the description given to Apollonius, his powers are both miraculous, it is said by the narrator that an Egyptian demon whose name was Proteus visited his mother and told her that Apollonius would be the reincarnation of them whilst also being in touch with the god’s divine powers[footnoteRef:7]. The surpassing of Alexanders exploits[footnoteRef:8] would put Apollonius firmly ahead of possibly one of the most monumental conquerors to come from the Mediterranean however Philostratus sets up his Indo-graph in a way that allows Apollonius to surpass Alexander. Meeting with the king of Taxila and being told that Alexander never reached the true sophoi[footnoteRef:9], instead being nothing but mere shades of the divine beings which allows Apollonius to prove that wisdom is more powerful than simple violence and conquest[footnoteRef:10] through finding the true sophoi, a matter which even the gods fell to and failed[footnoteRef:11]. To be shown as surpassing the Gods Philostratus tells us that Dionysus’s and Egyptian Heracles, who in Graceo-Roman tradition were the individuals who conquered India and brought civilisation to the Indian subcontinent[footnoteRef:12], were defeated by the Indian sophists in this rendition due to the love of the gods protecting these people[footnoteRef:13]. The last two points are typical of heroic epic however, his divine powers are more akin to a saint except this individual in particular would have been pagan, the ability to resurrect the dead is given to Apollonius though he only resurrects the apparently dead according to Philostratus, as the woman who was supposedly dead turns out to be alive anyway[footnoteRef:14]. What Philostratus may have been aiming to put across to his audience is this new breed of heroic epic, less about the gains through strength and bravado instead through the acquisition of knowledge from first-hand experience, true power through wisdom and triumphing over great men like Alexander or even the Gods themselves through his proof that violence doesn’t allow you to see the truth. Through this we see support for Elsner’s theory of Philostratus attempting to create a penultimate demi-god out of Apollonius[footnoteRef:15]. [6:  Phil. VA. 2.1-43]  [7:  Phil. VA. 1.4]  [8:  Phil. VA. 2.33.1 ; 3.10-14]  [9:  Phil. VA. 2.33]  [10:  Phil. VA. 3.19-21]  [11:  Phil. VA. 2.33.2 ; 3.13]  [12:  Pliny. NH. 6.21.59 ; Diod. 2.38.3-6 ; Strab. 15.1.6-8]  [13:  Phil. VA. 3.13]  [14:  Phil. VA. 4.45]  [15:  Elsner. 1997:23] 

With Philostratus’s intention for Apollonius previously discussed, it will give us a step which can help determine why Philostratus chose to depict such an incredible India and how come he decided to manipulate it so. It seems the use of a highly mythical setting in a place as alien to the Graeco-Roman world gives Philostratus more room to tell Apollonius’s tale. We see plenty of mythic descriptions of the inhabitants of the land from previous ancient sources[footnoteRef:16], yet no one had made it further than Alexander who didn’t learn much of Indian customs, nor make any substantial distance into the Indian subcontinent when compared to just how far Apollonius is said to have made[footnoteRef:17]. Making it passed the Indus river, across the Hyphasis and to the Gangis Apollonius would have been deep into India at this point, fully immersed in a world mysterious to him[footnoteRef:18]. The question developed from this is one of great debate, as Elsner stated he agrees that Philostratus made this up however, he says that instead of attempting to prove the madness and invalidity of the individual, we should instead examine what these texts tell us, the places not visited yet examined and detailed by Philostratus[footnoteRef:19].  [16:  Strabo. 15.1.57]  [17:  Phil. VA. 3.5]  [18:  Phil. VA. 3.1-5]  [19:  Elsner. 1997:24] 

A clear message is given by Philostratus showing that it does not matter if you are man or even God, violence will only get you so far. This type of approach to Philostratus’ texts, acknowledging most of the Indo-graphic as being made up by Philostratus allows the audience to understand more of what Philostratus was attempting to establish through this, the establishment of a counter great person to the rampant bloodlust among what we’re being considered as great men at the time, including today. To show this he uses Apollonius, a man who was already venerated for reasons potentially unknown or lost to us today[footnoteRef:20], as a foundation for a being whose power comes from the first hand gathering of knowledge, providing what could be seen as a direct counter to the imperialistic obsession of the Romans at the time. Taking this into consideration we can see that Philostratus may wanted to give India the history and traditions of a people untainted by imperialism at their core. The use of Ganges, son of Ganges, as the bringer of the cities[footnoteRef:21] to the Indian subcontinent gives us the notion of a culture, not only untainted by the violence of conquest as well as removing the notion of direct involvement from the Greek tradition and later imperialist ideas of the Romans. This manipulation of Indiagraphy by Philostratus sees an incredible amount of debate from scholars both modern and ancient, yet can be considered to be a unjustified attack by the likes of Elsner[footnoteRef:22].  [20:  Cassius Dio 78.18.4]  [21:  Phil. VA. 2.9.1-2]  [22:  Elsner. 1997:23] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The focus instead should be on how this manipulation fuels Philostratus’s potential aim, acknowledging the dissent of Greek culture and discussing their tradition’s short comings to what makes a heroic or great individual. Apollonius is questioned vigorously by Iarchus on the Achaeans, Romans and tyrannical rulers from the viewpoint of Iarchus[footnoteRef:23], an individual whose experience and great wisdom comes from a land free of imperialist conquering. Iarchus shows the odd and confused way of how these tyrants are shown to be so cruel, in this context Iarchus is discussing king Minos, an incredibly cruel ruler yet Minos is given a throne in Hades realm and Minos is treated as if he had done no wrong, he was great simply because he did no injustice in the tradition of the Graeco-Roman world[footnoteRef:24]. Yet, when Iarchus reminds us of the treatment of Tantalus by the gods, we see the treatment of a kind man, not necessarily a good man as it’s pointed out that the Indians were incredibly pious individuals who would not have accepted Tantalus’s disdain of the gods[footnoteRef:25]. With that in mind though Iarchus does not seem to be attempting to find a character of Greek epic that can fit into the model of the Sophoi’s tradition, more that Iarchus wishes to show the nonsensical judgements and treatment of individuals in Greek tradition and how it is damning them. The takeaway from the meeting of Iarchus and Apollonius that Philostratus seems to be implementing with this great debate can be seen as a few factors in which Philostratus wants to enlighten his audience with. Philostratus may have wanted to show that it was time to begin thinking differently, at a time when Imperialism was in full motion[footnoteRef:26] and Philostratus shows us that even before his time he felt that their traditions were stagnant and had not approached the idea of the gathering of knowledge and the power of creating being more powerful than any conquest no matter how expansive. Another theory of what Philostratus was trying to show was through the distaste of destruction was the destroying of cultures, at this time period the Greek cultures had been conquered by the Romans and assimilated into a much larger culture seemingly almost defined by the conquerors. Removing the unique identity of the Greeks made them lose sight of wisdom being true power, a point that is stressed by Philostratus time and time again with this text.  [23:  Phil. VA. 3.19]  [24:  Phil.VA. 3.25]  [25:  Phil. VA. 3.25]  [26:  Francis 1998:419-420] 

One peculiar thing is the fact that Philostratus states the aim to be disproving the idea that Apollonius was just a magician and not someone to be taken as seriously as a philosopher[footnoteRef:27] yet, Philostratus chooses to base his India in such a mythical setting even after Iarchus tells Apollonius not to believe all of the oddities of previous writers like Scylax[footnoteRef:28] yet makes no mention of the two seemingly large influences on Philostratus’ Indo-graphic. It seems an odd choice when trying to prove that someone was not a mystic by delving them into a world more mystical than any other. There are many possible reasons to this, one theory could be the idea that in a world of madness Apollonius is focused upon his ultimate goal of meeting these true sophoi, refusing to veer the path in the face of such weird wonder. A more likely theory however uses the fact that Elsner states the Vita Apolloni to be made up to fuel the fact that if Apollonius hadn’t gone to India then it would be necessary for Philostratus to use previous writings on India at his disposal from exterior sources. When we look at the sources he may have used it is apparent why he would write such things, this could have been his truthful perception of what India was really like. We have a few named sources by Philostratus however there is a strong level of what Ctesias and Megasthanes say about India that mirror what Philostratus had describe yet there is no mention of either of them in the text. Even with the lack of naming these two sources who must have influenced Philostratus we see the similarities, Ctesias describes the worms identically as Philostratus does[footnoteRef:29] and when it comes to the mentioning of ‘unicorns’ they are nearly word for word the same[footnoteRef:30]. The fact that the Vita Apolloni was not supposed to be an accurate geographical nor historical study gives Philostratus a lot of flexibility with the sources he chooses to use, yet this does not answer why Philostratus chose to leave out the acknowledgment of writers who seem key to Philostratus’s India.  [27:  Phil. VA. 1.2.3]  [28:  Strabo. 2.1.9]  [29:  Ctesias. Fr. 45.46 ; Phil. VA. 3.1-15]  [30:  Phil. VA. 3.2.1-2 ; Ctesias. Fr. 45.] 

The truth of the matter is that Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana is a pure mystery, his intentions with this can only be theorised and Apollonius himself will remain even more mysterious. The mystery however is not necessarily a negative thing though, what this gives us is a very unique look upon the Greek tradition, an attempt by a person who was unhappy with the status quo of what had become acceptable for Great people. Philostratus uses the life of Apollonius to give a backstory to a person who would be one of the driving forces behind a new movement of hero, one who would strive to gain their greatness through a great journey to attain wisdom which he could bring back to his civilisation in order to better their perception of great man. Whether any of this series of stories were true or false does not matter as much as the unique tradition and identity created by Philostratus in order to show his idea of what true strength is, when your culture has been conquered you must look at other alternatives of power and Philostratus chose knowledge above all.   
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