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) o Almost all critics of Sophocles have seen in him, if not an optimist,
Mguﬁbnbbb ﬂfﬂo%kﬂv ) zgm&% Biklion at least a fulfilled idealist, each of whose plays balances against its
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é a

. . Tim tragic vision a final assertion of goodness or justice or com-
Aorose Conxen BHatswan 3 Aow . anmm.msm beauty. Partly this is because of our historical know-
o ; ledge.? We know Sophocles as a man of recorded piety and a good
E 3 B \ ) RELS citizen, who served the gods and served the state., Above all we
know him as a man of fortune, a success, whose excellence was
recognized in his own lifetime. Of such a man one might expect a
serene confidence in the ultimate goodness of things. Partly, too,
I think, what clearly is in the three Theban plays influences our
o reading of the other four. Justice in An#igone and divine grace in

Oedipus Coloneus are so manifest; Antigone and Oedipus in Oedipus
Tyrannus are such attractive characters, whose very strength
implies a faith in man’s worth. It is plain that in these plays we
‘are in the world of high tragedy, which compels us to look up and
admire, and, if occasionally we are morally disturbed, to give
emotional consent at least to its awesome beauty.

However, the peculiar thing about Sophoclean criticism is that,
when it comes to the interpretation of individual plays, there has
been so much disagreement about precisely what it is that is
good. or just or beautiful. Many critics have been tempted to read
into Sophocles’ plays messages almost Christian in their moral tone,
Thus Bowra: “Sophocles allows no doubts, no criticism of the gods.
Sometimes indeed they are hard to understand, but none the less
men must assume that all is as it ought to be. If divine ways seem
wrong, human ignorance is to blame. In the end the gods will be
proved right.”” 2 It is not my purpose here to argue that the
“pietists’ * view of Sophocles’ religious attitude seriously distorts
their interpretation of every one of the seven plays. Certainly
Oedipus Coloneus and Oedipus Tyrammus are concerned with

1 An excellent discussion of our knowledge of Sophocles’ life and personality
is found in Wolfgang Schadewaldt’s article, “Sophokles und das Leid,”
Hellas wnd Hesperien (Ziirich and Stuttgart 1960), 231-47 = Poisdamer
Vortrige 4 (1947). See also Albin Lesky, A History of Greek Litevature, tr.
J. Willis and Cornelis de Heer (London 1966), 271-76.

® C. M. Bowra, Sophoclean Tragedy (Oxford 1965; repr. of the first edition,
1944}, 367. In contradiction to Bowra, G. M. Kirkwood, 4 Study of Sophoclean
Drama (Ithaca 1958), 271, points out that Sophocles allows frequent expres-
sions of doubt and criticism of the gods, as well as assertions of their benignity

- (seebelow, p. 36).
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religion, and it may be, although I do not think so, that these
plays make assertions of the gods’ wisdom and benignity. But,
whether or not Sophocles’ gods are essentially benign, the pietists’
interpretations often are thrown out of kilter by their perspective;
their need to find at the core of each play a theological question is
responsible for the embarrassment, special pleading, and question-
begging that is all too common in discussions of the less-frequently-
read plays.

In reaction to this it has fairly recently become fashionable to
place the emphasis of Sophoclean drama on the hero rather than
on the gods. But the reaction has been just that, tending to the
opposite pole. It has taken all virtue from the gods and vested itin
man. Cedric Whitman, the “hero-worshipers’ " leading spokesman,
has put it succinctly: “The more we look closely for a satisfying
justice in the world, the more inevitably we are driven to disillusion
and to the admission that justice is with man, not the gods; that
man is more responsible than he dreamed, though in a different way;
and that perhaps this very quality in man is a kind of divinity.” 8
1 believe that Whitman is nearer to the truth than the pietists,
inasmuch as Sophocles’ bias is humanistic. But again, I question
whether a narrowly prescriptive view such as this is sufficient to
comprehend Sophocles’ ideological variety. Whitman’s book,
for all that it has helped bring a salutary balance to Sophoclean
criticism, can be as Procrustean in its interpretations as Bowra's.

Of course, most critics have taken a middle road, or rather, they
are eclectics (Kitto is a good example), finding Sophoclean idealism
manifested now primarily in the hero, now in the gods. I believe
that eclecticism is right and proper in Sophoclean criticism. There
is no monolithic Sophociean philosophy. But the interesting thing
is that everything written about Sophoclean drama finds idealism
somewhere. And this search for idealism has tended to obscure
distinctions. Even Gordon Kirkwood, whose book on Sophocles is
the most balanced and clear-sighted among recent critical studies,
can call Deianeira a “great figure” and can talk of the “purity of
her devotion to Heracles” as a “devotion to an ideal” which is
comparable to Antigone’s highmindedness.* Now, however appealing
Deiancira may be, she is a fictional creation belonging to a different

® Cedric Whitman, Sophocles: A Study of Hevoic Humanism {Cambridge,
Mass. 1951), 2I.
4 Kirlewood, 175-77.
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order from that of Antigone. She, and Tecmessa too, are a great
deal more like Creusa in the Ton or Alcestis, or even Phaedra.

In fact, Sophoclean drama is a great deal more “‘Euripidean”
than most people want to admit. We all have been thoroughly
conditioned to the idea that all of Sophoclean drama is—as Oedipus
Tyrannus and Antigone assuredly are—what I called above “high
tragedy.” By “high tragedy” I mean tragedy written in what
Northrop Frye calls the “high-mimetic mode,” one of the essential
characteristics of which is that its hero is superior to his fellow men.®
I am not about to assert that Sophocles was writing low-mimetic
plots, or realistic fiction whose characters, like us, are all too human,
For I believe that the extant plays of Sophocles manifest a
considerable variety of intention and strategy. But it must be
admitted that critics generally have been uncomfortable in their
interpretation of the Trachiniae; and a primary reason for this is
that it has no very satisfactory hero. An essential characteristic of
high tragedy is that it compels no doubts about the justice of the
order of things. Frye calls high-mimetic tragedy ‘‘the fiction of
the fall of the leader.” The hero is an exceptional man, whose down-
fall is intelligible because it is directly connected with his ex-
ceptional qualities.® By raising himself above the common herd
of men he puts himself in an exposed position. On the one hand we
are inspired by the nobility of such a hero’s aspirations or his
endurance of adversity. But since his destruction derives in some
way from himself we can understand and accept it and are not
outraged. This special relationship between the hero and his
destruction is missing in the case of Deianeira, whose emotions are
warm and generous, but ordinary and even homely, and who is
almost entirely an innocent victim. It is hard to escape the con-
clusion that, in Aristotle’s terms, her destruction is yrapbv.

Aristotle’s critical judgement misled him when, as he seems to do,
he rejected this kind of plot as a means of artistic expression; for
art need not be moral. But he was right to deny it the cachet of
tragedy, for it is not tragedy as he defined it. It belongs toa different
literary mode (to use Frye's terminology); and though it can be

5 Northrop Frye, An Anatomy of Criticism (New York 1967; repr. of first
edition, Princeton 1957), 33-34. Frye says, more fully, that the hero of the
high-mimetic mode is superior in degree (rather than in kind) to his fellow
men but not to his environment.

* Frye, 37-38.
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effective, its effect is quite different. The admiration of Antigone’s
strength, which is an important ingredient of our response to that
play, is absent in Sophocles’ account of Deianeira’s destruction,
and we are left with a disturbed sense of injustice and futility. It
seems to me that this feeling of disturbance and disquiet is a domi-
nant effect of each of the non-Theban plays—certainly of the
Trachiniae, Ajax, and Electra. In none of these plays can anyone
without a strong religious bias find much evidence of the benign
working of divinity in human affairs. And something is “wrong”
with the hero or heroes of each one; that is, our admiration of them
at least is serionsty compromised. Not only is Deianeira not reaching
up after some great thing in full consciousness of the possible con-
sequences; there is a suggestion that there is a subconscious,
irrational element in her motivation. She is preocceupied by her
female condition, and she is prey to sexual fears and fantasies
reminiscent of Phaedra’s.?

In the case of Ajax, few critics have been willing to face the
implications of Ajax’ madness and Athena’s quiet amusement at it.
Ajax is made a clown, like the mad Lear, but earlier in the play.®
We first see bim as a grotesque object of fun, stripped of all dignity,
and this colors our view of him for the play’s remainder. This is not
to say that the theme of the Ajax, the choice of death over dishonor,
is not a tragic theme, but the element of the grotesque mocks the
tragedy and cheats it of its full impact. Ajax realizes this when he

7 In my opinion the effort to make Heracles the play’s major character is
the tesult of a desperate recognition that Deianeira won't quite do. We see
Heracles cnly at the end of the play and only % exivemis. The picture of him
is very one-sided. There is no evidence of any rental conilict within him, and
it is hard to see him as much more than a self-centered brute. Any nobility
which some may profess to see is drawn from the traditional figure of Hera-
cles, not from Sophocles’ figure. The reason for Heracles’ appearance at the
end of the play is not something I am confident that I understand, but I
suggest tentatively that he appears as an jronic comment upon the fears and
desires of Deianeira, with which the play has hitherto been concerned and of
which he is the object. A great problem is the anticlimactic quality of the
last scene; what happens in. the scene has no particular bearing on Deianeira’s
death. But it is noteworthy that in two of the seven surviving plays, the
Ajax and the Trachimiae, there is a change of direction and an oblique
movement away from a climax and away from the central figure.

8 For a discussion of the theme of the grotesque in Lear and its contribution
to the play’'s bleak pessimism see Jan Kott, Shakespeare, Ouy Contemporary,
tr. Boleslaw Taborski (Garden City 1964), 87-124. In his recent book on
Greek tragedy, The Eating of the Gods (New York 1970-73), Kott says, 43-77,
that Ajax is humiliated and made absurd.

HEROISM AND DIVINE JUSTICE IN SOPHOCLES' PHILOCTETES 5

comes to himself, and tries to redeem his heroic stature, but he
fails. The reason he fails is that he has gone as far as possible already.
His frustrated attempt to kill his former friends is almost the
ultimate gesture of self-importance. With suicide he tries to go
one step further. As he himself says, in a world in which he is
hated by his fellows and repudiated by the gods, suicide is the only
means left to retrieve his lost dignity. But not even in death does
he win recognition of his worth from gods or men. For the act of
suicide in itself is a surrender of the self-sufficiency to which Ajax
lays claim. It does not enforce or compel respect of others, but
merely demands it; and it is dependent on the willingness of others
to recognize and honor the extreme strength of character that it
has required. This willingness Ajax does not find. The gods do not
take notice of his final prayer that Teucer find his body in time to
bury it; and the last third of the play is a bombastic, burlesque
quarrel over his body. In the end he is beholden to the pity of his
worst enemy for the privilege of burial.

Electra comes nearer to being a satisfactory Aristotelian heroine.
No one can fault her strength or deny that it is successfully im-
plemented.’ But she also comes nearer to moral infirmity. Her
emotions are excessive, distorted by her degrading experiences;
she confuses love and hate.® Hers is a2 mangled personality, and
the play essentially is a study of abnormal psychology. A recent
critic who sees the abnormality of Electra’s personality but tries
to explain it away, points out that the play “circles” the problem
of the extent to which a hero's best qualities may be salvaged
from the hellishness of his experience. He concludes that the play
gives no clear answer.® On the contrary, it does; for Electra’s
success is the triumph of the destructive forces within her.

That Sophocles’ thought has a negative side has not been entirely
ignored. Two studies in particular should be mentioned: Sophocles
and Greek Pessimism by J. C. Opstelten!! and an influential article
by Wolfgang Schadewaldt, “Sophokles und das Leid.” 12 However,
“pessimism” "and “suffering” might describe Sophocles’ treatment
of Antigone as well as his treatment of Deijaneira. If a difference
in “mode” exists between the Theban plays and the three I have

® Charles Paul Segal, “The Elscira of Sophocles,” T'APA 97 (1966}, 504.
10 Segal, 543.

1t Tr, J. A, Ross (Amsterdam 1952).

1¢ See above, note 1.
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discussed briefly above, these words are not adequate to distinguish
it, Suffering may be felt by high as well as low (and in Schadewaldt’s
view Sophocles’ heroes all are superior individuals who are refined
by suffering and become “‘more themselves” because of it).1?
Pessimism can imply a vision of the good which is disappointed,
and it is this that Opstelten sees as a pervasive attitude in Sophocles’
thought (and in Greek thought in general}). I can think of no
single word that might be substituted for ‘“‘pessimistic” to des-
cribe what is distinctive in each of these three plays about Sopho-
cles’ conception of his heroes and their circumstances. It is
variously pathetic, ironic, brutally realistic and perhaps a dozen
other adjectives. The common quality in all three plays might be
inadequately described as a lack of illusion. Contra Opstelten I can
see in these plays no lofty visionary quality, but rather its opposite,
the dismissal of the ideal as an object of conmsideration. The
difference from the Theban plays that they share in common is
that the poet is not demanding that his audience look up in ad-
miration and awe, but that they look down.

L3 *
E

I have chosen to write about Philoctetes because, perhaps more
than any other of Sophocles’ plays except Oedipus at Colonus, it
seems on the surface to be affirmative and idealistic, even optimistic.
In it both hero-worshipers and pietists find aid and comfort, for
(x) it has an undeniably attractive and morally satisfactory hero,
and (2) the play ends with a divine intervention which seems to
provide a successful denouement. However, I shall try to show that
Philoctetes, attractive as he is, is not a hero of high tragedy. He is
too passive. He does not inspire the audience with a sense of
wonder at man’s potential greatness; rather he is the object of its
sympathetic pity. He is an undeserving victim of misfortune, to
whose warm personality we respond, and whom we want to see
compensated for his sufferings. But the significant word is “victim.”

I8 Schadewaldt, 244 (see below, p. 37).

¢ Opstelten, 207-208, calls Greek pessitism “‘a pessimism that has seen and
learnt how dangerous a lofty desire for happiness is for man and with how
little he ought to be satisfied.”” He adds that this is “a pessimism of insight
rather than of temperament.” A few pages later, 211, he says that, in tragedy,
out of pessimism a kind of optimism emerges and, ““In so far as the play turns
on hercism the value in human feeling which we call ‘optimism’ is perhaps
best explained as a ‘belief in man and in his épety.’ ™ :
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I shall try to show that the play’s efforts are devoted to creating a
sense of indignation at Philoctetes’ suffering more than one of
admiration of his resistance.

To some critics the problem of Philoctetes’ impotence and the
suffering he has endured does not seem an important one, because
they consider a reassertion of divine justice to be the play’s primary
concern. After all, the gods’ purpose is to make amends to Philo-
ctetes, is it not? However, as I shall argue, the validity of thisinter-
pretation depends almost solely on the ex machina ending. For
until almost the end of the play it is not the gods’ benevolence
that is emphasized, but its opposite. Much of the play concerns
itself with the question of the reason for the gods’ willingness for
Philoctetes to suffer so, and with a dramatic demonstration of the
intensity of his suffering. As the play progresses, more and more
it directs itself to the question whether Philoctetes’ salvation, his
return to the Greek army, will benefit him as much as it will benefit
his enemies. The glory and reputation among the Greeks at Troy,
which is the chief benefit that the gods will bestow upon Philoctetes,
is shown long before the end of the play to be of no value to him.
Philoctetes considers it »ot « thing of honor, but a thing of shame,
to consort with ans win «¢pude among men whom he considers to
be dishonorable. Thus % iwkretlation of the god, which is essential
to the pietists” interpredution the play, in itself makes their
interpretation a difficult cue. For the deus ex machina directly
reverses the whole movement of the play and is so inconsonant
with it as to seem absurd.¥ Happy ending, nice and tidy.

Most critics seem to have felt the inappropriateness of the deus
and have felt the need to apologize for it or explain it away. A
few—two of these, paradoxically, among the most discerning—have
simply abandoned critical responsibility, denying that the deus is
functional. Thus I. M. Linforth, whose monograph is the most
searching and sensible thing written on the Phsloctetes, complains
of Heracles’ appearance as a ““cavalier procedure,”” but explains
that it is completely external to the action, an ending tacked on
to make the play agree with the myth. He adds, “The plain fact
is that the drama of Philoctetes’ resistance to the mission of

15 Karin Alt, “Schicksal und Physis im Philoktet des Sophokles,”” Hermes
8¢ (1961), 172, whose interpretation is of the pietist persuasion, compares
Heracles’ appearance here with the Euripidean dews ex machina and admits
that it is as paradoxical as any in Euripides.



3 HWHNOHmHﬁ AND DIVINE JUSTICE IN SOPHOCLES’ PHILOCTETES

Odysseus is ended when he is about to sail for home ...."” 1 Kitto,
too, says that before the deus ex machina ... the logical design ... is
complete.” 17 This “logical design” to Kitto is the defeat of Odysseus
and the Atreidae, Philoctetes’ enemies. Kitto admits that their ends
are furthered by the dems, but he asserts that we don't feel that
this is so0.X® This, I believe, is an aesthetic error, not essentially
different from an art critic’s denying that a statue’s head is missing
which he considers to be disproportionate to the body. Kitto
and Linforth dislike the dissonant ending, if I may shift the
metaphor, and consequently they deny its aesthetic effec-
tiveness.

It is to Kitto's and Linforth’s credit that they did hear this
dissonance and admit it, Many more critics have claimed that the
deus ex machina is a continuation and culmination of the action of
the play. Such critics must emphasize the importance of Odysseus’
unsuccessful machinations in furtherance of the gods’ oracle.
Odysseus, the argument goes, attemnpts to use his knowledge of
the oracle in order to manipulate it for the sake of success, but
with his insufficient human understanding he comes to grief.?®
When Neoptolemus abandons deceit and attempts to persuade
Philoctetes in all sincerity, it is too late. Finally, when human
efforts fail the gods take a direct hand. What man has attempted
in vain the gods accomplish,?® Philoctetes’ quick turnabout and
consent to do what he hitherto has steadfastly refused to do is a
problem because it is so sudden that it seems unmotivated. Some
explain that it is not a sudden reversal of intention at all, for
Heracles appeals to Philoctetes as a friend and not on the basis of
authority; Philoctetes has been prepared for such an appeal by
Neoptolemus’ attempts to reach him through friendship and

18 Tyan M. Linforth, “Philoctetes, the Play and the Man,” Universiiy of
California Publications in Classical Philology 15 (1956}, 151-52.

17 H. D. F. Kitto, Form and Meaning in Drama (L.ondon 1960}, 136. First
published, London 1956.

18 Kitto, 136-37.

32 According to Hans Diller, “Géttliches und menschliches Wissen bei
Scphokles,” Gottheit und Mensch in dev Tragidie des Sophokles (Darmstadt
1963), 1-27 = Kieler Univ. Reden 1 (r950), man’s attempt to exploit his
knowledge of a divine dispensation is a characteristic theme of Sophocles’
later tragedies. See pp. 20-21, 25-26 ef passim.

20 Bowra, 282-B4, 299-301. See also B. M. W. Knox, The Heroic Temper
{Berkeloy 1964), 120; Eilhard Schlesinger, "“Die Intrige im Aufbau von
Sophokles’ Philoklet,” RRM 111 (1968), esp. pp. 103, 124, 155-156.
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persuasion.? To others Philoctetes’ sudden change of heart is an
indication of his piety and his willingness to defer to the superior
authority of heaven.?? The god Heracles is able to explain to
Philoctetes the meaning of the wrong done to him, as Neoptolemus,
with his insufficient human knowledge, cannot, and Philoctetes’
piety prevails over his hatred.?

I shall discuss later in more detail whether in fact the play ends
in success, and whether the intervention of the gods does accomplish
justice and happiness for Philoctetes. Here I want only to observe
that if the appearance and speech of Heracles is intended to
provide a spectacular and climactic resolution, showing the superior
wisdom and benevolence of the gods, it is utterly unsuccessful.
Kitto thinks it a colorless speech; 2 rather it is cursory and facile.
It tells Philoctetes only that it is the will of the gods that he go to
Troy where he will be cured and will be triumphant. Heracles
tells Philoctetes nothing that Philoctetes has not heard before and
rejected.?’ The issue that is at the source of Philoctetes’ resistance,
and on which the play’s action turns, is whether justice nltimately
exists in the world, why the evil prosper and the good suffer (see
below, pp. 43-46). But the claim of some critics that the god explains

21 See esp. N. T. Pratt, Jr., “Sophoclean Orthodoxy in the Philoctetes,”
AJP 70 (1949), 286-21 and Herbert MusuriBlo, The Light and the Darkness
(Leiden 1967), *t%. )

2 S, M. Adaws, 5o ks Playwright, Phoenix Supplement 3 (Toronto
1957), 135: “Philocleles sieels  do heaven what he could not to any mortal.”

8 Antonio Maddoleus, MQM_&PAHE.E 1959), 263-65. See also G. Perrotta,
Sofocle (Milan 1935), 447; Kcbert Muth, “Gottheit und Mensch im Philoktet,”
Studi in onori di Luigi Custiglioni 2 {Florence n.d.), 648-49; Bowra, 306.

3¢ Kitto, 105: "[The speech provides] not the inevitable conclusion of a
tragic action which finds its catharsis in the illumination that it brings, but
simply a satisfactory ending.”

. Linforth, 150: "“Thus Herakles requires Philoctetes to do precisely what
he has persistently refused to do. But he speaks with total disregard of all
that has occurred throngh the course of the play . ... He speaks as if he were
unaware of Odysseus’ intrigue and Philoctetes’ passionate resistance . ... He
says nothing to meet Philoctetes’ objections, and he makes no promises for
the future which Philoctetes has not already heard.”

Andreas Spira, Unfersuchungen zwm Deus ex machina bei Sophokles und
Euripides, (Kallmunz 1960), 27, believes that the deus does offer Philoctetes
an additional incentive: glory (or, more specifically, that Heracles telis him
that he has been prepared by suffering for glory). However, fame is a com-
pletely inadequate recompense for Philoctetes’ suffering, for to him it is not
of any value. And the suggestion that he will win glory if he goes to Troy has
been made before, both implicitly and explicitly (Il. 997-98, 1344-47) and has
been emphatically repudiated (see below, pp. 42-43). To him a return to the
Greek army would mean not glory but shame (see below, p. 47).
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the meaning of Philoctetes’ suffering could not be further from
the truth. The speech of Heracles completely ignores the question
of justice (see below, pp. 50-51).

The deus ex machina, then, is a resolution which does not resolve ;
it is a nmom sequitur. This irrelevance, or pointlessness, is what
prompted Kitto and Linforth to suggest the dews is “external”
to the play—in other words, that it has no meaning. But can it not
be that the pointlessness itself has meaning? The gods’ casual
disregard of Philoctetes’ anguished questions about the reason for
the existence of so much apparent injustice implies that they have
no interest in them—which is to say that they have no interest in
what has previously happened in the play.26 Their achievement by
fiat of their desires makes the struggles which have taken place on
the stage, and over which the audience has agonized, completely
inconsequential. The use of the non sequitur, the calculated absence
of causal relationship between events, is a primary device of the
modern theater of the absurd, which so often deals with the theme
of the meaninglessness of life; surely in the mid-twentieth century
this is a device that we should be able to appreciate. If the deus
ex machina is not merely an artistic failure, if Sophocles did not
for some reason in this short speech fail to say what he intended
to say, then the playwright is thumbing his nose at his audience,
and at mankind.

But assume for the sake of argument that the deus ex machina
was a failure, and that Sophocles was attempting through it to
indicate the justice and benevolence of the gods. It must be seen
that if the dewus is to be regarded as the completion of the previous
action rather than as a reversal, then the focus of the play must be
on Odysseus’ machinations and Neoptolemus’ efforts to implement
them. In other words, the play must be a play of intrigue. This
cannot be overemphasized: if the dews ex machina is to be con-
sidered the natural conclusion of the plot, like the appearance of
Athena in Iphigeneia in Tauris or of the Dioscuri in Helen or of the
sun-god’s chariot in Medea, then it must accomplish the end toward
which the actions of the important characters are directed. This
means that in this play Odyssens, Neoptolemus, and their intrigue
must be of first interest. Many critics have at least dimly recognized
this, and it is common to speak of the play as a play of intrigue.

¥ See Opstelten {above, note t1], 220,
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I am not about to say that intrigue is not of crucial importance
to the plot. But clearly it is not of primary interest. Very few lines
of the play are devoted to furtherance of the intrigue, and very many
lines are devoted to Philoctetes’ expressions of emotional reaction
to what is happening to him and has happened. But, aside from
this, a plot of intrigue requires (1) that the goal to be attained
should be clear from an early point, and (z) that, if the details of
the intrigue are not made known to the audience, at least the
audience should be able to recognize each act as contributing to
the achievement of its goal. This is notoriously not the case in
Philoctetes. The full revelation of the oracle, defining the goal of
the intrigue, is not given until almost the end of the play; and as
late as line 1080, when Odysseus leaves the stage with the bow,
there must be some doubt in the minds of the audience whether the
conspirators’ purpose is to obtain Philoctetes or only the bow.
Certainly about Odysseus’ strategy there is not only doubt but
confusion. Even Eilhard Schlesinger, who emphasizes the im-
portance of the intrigue, points out that in the first scene, contrary
to the practice of Euripides, who is the great master of drama of
intrigue, Sophocles f¥'s to let us know precisely what Odysseus’
plan is.?” [ suk ve are honest with curselves we must admit
that at the e ay we still do not know precisely what
Odysseus intenc »itics assert that at line 1080 Odysseus
is bluffing, tryin: hiloctetes to follow. But do we know
that this is so?

There are two or three points in the play at which the intention
of one or other of the conspirators is unquestionably vague or
ambiguous. Why at line 639 does Neoptolemus refuse to sail, saying
that the wind is unfavorable? At line 526 he has implied that it is
favorable. It generally is assumed that this is because Neoptolemus
has a sudden attack of scruples, but Schlesinger believes that
getting Philoctetes on board ship while he still is in possession of
his weapons is the last thing Neoptolemus wants, and that it cannot
be part of Odysseus’ plan.2® What then was Odysseus’ plan? Why
does Odysseus send the false merchant, if not to hurry Philoctetes
on board ship? Why at line 839 does Neoptolemus state to the
chorus, which is urging him to take the bow and run, that the bow

7 Schlesinger, 110, In a note Schlesinger refers to H, Strohm, Euripides,
Interpreiationen suy dvamatischen Form. Zetemata 15 (Munich 1957), 64 ff.
8 Schlesinger, 174-15.
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1s worthless without Philoctetes himself? Does he suddenly sce, as
some say, that Odysseus is wrong and that to steal the bow is to
cause their mission to founder?#® Or is he acting out of
more general humanitarian reasons? 3 These points of vagueness
have been worried over many times by critics whe have realized
instinctively that they should not exist in a drama of intrigue,
and who have answered their own questions with a distressing
arbitrary positiveness; distressing because it obscures the fact that
the answers are not given in the text of the play itself. I assert that
the vagueness is there because Sophocles does not care about the
mechanics of the intrigue at all; and the obvious reason for this
is that the intrigue is not the focus of interest, but lies in the back-
ground. The plot does not move toward the attainment of the
object of the intrigue ; rather the fact of the intrigue only initiates
the real action of the play. The focus of interest is Philoctetes who,
with his generous and mercurial emotions, dominates the stage
from the moment he enters. The play is about Philoctetes’, and
to a lesser extent Neoptolemus’, reaction to the deception, as well
as to the wrongs done to Philoctetes in the past which are of a
kind with it.

% *
*

A few pages back I suggested that one of the reasons why
Sophoclean critics feel at home with this play is that the attractive,
vividly drawn protagonist is of the type considered to be the hall-
mark of Sophoclean drama. He is a much more satisfactory hero
than either Ajax or Heracles, whose personalities are veiled by
their reticence, and unlike Electra's his basic moral soundness is
not open to question. In fact, in the extravagance of his emotions,
his generosity and good-will, he is more like the Oedipus in Oedipus
Tyrannus than any other Sophoclean hero. Because his emotions
are so intense, his likes and dislikes so pronounced, and his con-
viction of the wrongs done to him so unshakeable, it is tempting
to see in him the strong-willed, self-assertive hero who belongs to
high tragedy. The vigor and forcefulness of his personality after
se much suffering have often been admired. “There is an indurate

% Alt [above, note 15], 158-50; Bowra, 281; Karl Reinhardt, Sophokles
(Frankfurt-am-Main 1947 %), 190-91; Adams, 1 50, 154.

3 Linforth, 130; Georges Méautis, Sophocle: Essai sur le hérvos tragique
{Paris 1957), 80-81.
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quality,” says Norman Pratt. “But he has endured and has
maintained his intellectual vigor. He shows breadth of sympathy,
atfection, even tenderness toward Neoptolemus. There is an eager
spirit and sensitivity to kindness.” 3 From here it is only a step
to the idea that these are exceptional qualities of character that
lie at the source of his near-tragic decision—the implication being that
itis his own strength that places him within an inch of destruction.
Thus Pratt can speak of Philoctetes’ “greatness.” 3 In the play itself
Neoptolemus, in effect, calls Philoctetes hubristic (x316-21):

avBpomowot T piv Ex Oedv
toyag Joflelong v dvayxaiov glpety-
8oo. &' Exovslotow Eyewvrar BAdBarc,

bomep all) tobrowg ofite cuyyvdpmy e

Shaaedy ol émowetipev Tuvd.

ol &
But we make the mistake of assuming therefore that
Sophocles es that Philoctetes is wrong—or even that the

character Neoptolemus does so, for within less than zoo lines
Neoptolemus has consented, at risk to himself, to support Philoctetes
in his obstinacy. It is one thing to believe, as Neoptolemus clearly
does, that Philoctetes is imprudent to refuse to yield to ineluctable
forces, but it is another to think that the catastrophe threatening
him. is one of his own making.

Philoctetes’ enforced isolation may call to mind the isolation of
Achilles, and the influence of the I#%ad on this play (the delegation
headed by Odysseus, the threat to return home, etc.) has been
remarked upon.®® Going beyond these superficial similarities,
P. W. Harsh has suggested that Achilles and Philoctetes are com-
parable in mental attitude.®* But similarities between Philoctetes
and Achilles, who may be considered almost the archetypal hero
of high tragedy, are misleading. The briefest comparison will show
that Philoctetes differs from Achilles fundamentally and generically.
(1) Achilles exiles himself, while Philoctetes is a pariah. He does
not set in motion the series of events that destroy him or make

1 Pratt [above, note 21}, 280.

32 Pratt, 278.

** Schlesinger {above, note 20], 103-05, 114,

# P, W. Harsh, “The Role of the Bow in the Philoctetss of Sophocles,"
AJP 81 {1960), 410.
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any free decision whatever until about line 1350 of a 1470 line play.
(2) Both Achilles and Philoctetes reject petitions to come to the
aid of the Greek army, but for very different reasons. Achilles’ anger
initially and essentially is directed against only one man. As the
Ilvad progresses he becomes increasingly alienated from his fellow-
men, but this alienation, rather than being deep'v felt, is simply

a corollary of his ambition: he is dissatisfied wi » honor given
him by the Greek army. His concern for his £ = their well-
being and for their opinion of him is obvi id no such
concern there is nothing to stop him frow : nome, as he
threatens in Book IX. The conflict leading to ./ 3" tragic down-

fall comes from within himself; it is compounded of contradictory
impulses to help his fellows and to isolate himself from them.
Philoctetes, on the other hand, despite Harsh, is divided by no
such conflicting feelings. He does not, like Achilles, create his own
probiem. The need to help the Greeks is imposed upon him by an
outside force—the will of the gods. He feels no inner compulsion
whatever to help the Greek army, because he has no fellow-feeling
for them at all. To his way of thinking the good among them have
died, and only the evil survive unscathed (403-52). He does not,
moreover, like Achilles, resist out of wounded. pride or ambition
for something better; rather his resistance comes from a determina-
tion not to sink lower; to return to the Greeks would be to help the
evil and to seem to be like them (1371-72; see below, pp. 43-47).
Philoctetes’, then, is a passive response to a purely external
initiative. (3) Achilles’ decision derives from his dissatisfaction
with his lot as a man. He is conscious of his superiority to other
men; disillusion at their failure adequately to recognize true
excellence prompts his physical and emotional withdrawal from
them. Philoctetes, because of his brutal appearance (226) and his
odor (473, 481-83), has a strong sense of his own inferiority. He feels
that in the past he has been despised by other visitors to his island
who have bothered to grant him no more than casual charity
(307-11, 494-99). He wants nothing more than to be allowed to
return to the company of men. When Neoptolemus and his sailors
arrive he is pathetically glad to see them (234-44). And even after
he knows that the chorus of sailors have betrayed him, and he rejects
them with one part of his mind, he cannot bear to see them leave,

3% Harsh, 408-10,
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but begs for a few moments more of their company (r18i-
85, 1190).

So far is Philoctetes from being a man whose strength has raised
him to an exposed position. It is true that near the end of the play
Philoctetes does refuse to return to Troy in spite of knowing that
this is the wish of the gods and even the decree of fate. Reckless
and audacious folly probably is too mild a description of this
defiance and it is reasonable to regard it as hubristic. But it seems
to me that wir Philologen are much too inclined to be formulaic
in our literary analyses; to look for the hubris, and, when we have
found a place to attach the label, to regard the work in question
as completely understood. Events fitting the formula should not
be too much abstracted from the rest of the play. This, in large
measure, is the reason for our difficulty in appreciating Euripides,
who notoriously is the Greek tragedian most imitated by modern
artists and least discussed by modern scholars. Philoctetes’ defiance
must be seen in the context of what has happened and what has
been said before in the play—that is, in relation to his past sufferings.
However, because we expect a moral judgement of the protagonist
to be a basic concern of tragedy,. the importance of Philoctetes’
disregard of the gods’ oracle and refusal to go to Troy, late as it
occurs in the play, is vastly overemphasized, We are told that he
suffers from the sin of pride (!), that he is blind, that he is deluded
by his hate, that his understanding is insufficient.?® He is even
linked with Odysseus in his delusion and his all-too-human refusal to
have anything to do with truth, which can come only from the gods.?”

Now certainly delusion is a subject dealt with in this play. One
of the pointed ironies is that the clever Odysseus is deluded in his
choice of a course of action; but surely the most significant thing
about Odysseus is that he is a man without conscience or any true
concern for the good. To compare Philoctetes’ mental and moral
state in any way with Odysseus’ is a serious misreading of the play

8 Respectively: Maddalena [above, note 23], 260; Bowra, 291; Alt, 165,
16g; Reinhardt, 200.

37 Bowra, 263, 284-85; see also Alt, 173-74. Reinhardt’s critical instinct
enabled him to see that most of the play is calculated to make us feel sym-
pathy for Philoctetes and anger toward those who wronged him; so that he
did not make the mistake of equating Philoctetes’ and Odysseus’ guilt, But
his need to see Philoctetes as more than an innocent victim led him to
confusion and contradiction: Philoctetes is right as a “sufferer’” but wrong as
a “doer” (p. 195), whatever that means,
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and betrays the all-too-Christian limitations of the critics’ under-
standing . ttv¢ a judgement of an ethic that tends, at least, to
regard ol sivs «s equal and believes {as Bowra does not scruple to
say in Cownzction with this play®) that the divine can do no wrong.,
No oafn.. ex Harsh and those who follow him,% ever specifies
what it a¢ Wt Philoctetes is blind to, or what it is in the big picture
that he doesn't see and understand, and the playwright himself
curiously omits to instruct Philoctetes or us on this point. The only
admonition made to Philoctetes that mentions defiance of the gods
warns, not that his understanding or his moral position is inferior,
but only that he is weaker. Neoptolemus (1316-17; see above p. 13)
says, It is necessary for men to bear the fortunes given to them
by the gods.

The critical myopia that concentrates on the last lines, where
Philoctetes is defiant, at so great an expense to the rest of the play,
and puts the guilt of the sufferer in the same category with that
of his persecutor, is due ultimately to a failure to classify this play
generically, or, as Frye would say, according to mode. The play
belongs not to Frye's high-mimetic mode (see above, p. 3 and
note 5) but to what he calls the “ironic” mode. The hero of the
ironic mode is not superior to ordinary mortals, but is inferior in
power, “... so that [when the plot is a tragic one] we have the
sense of looking down on a scene of bondage, frustration, or ab-
surdity.” % Philoctetes, vivid as his personality may be and out-
spoken as he is, is much more like Deianeira in his inability to
help himself than like Qedipus.

From line 33, when Neoptolemus describes to Odysseus what he
sees inside Philoctetes’ cave, it is apparent that Philoctetes’ is a
different world from that of Oedipus, secure in his proud Thebes,
surrounded by loyal subjects. Neoptolemus speaks of a bed of
leaves, a rough wooden cup, kindling wood, and pieces of cloth
stained with pus, spread out to dry. Philoctetes is a pitiable figure,
a “Euripidean’ hero dressed in rags. At his first appearance, before

3% Bowra, 284-85.

8% Harsh, 412, believes that Philoctetes should see that the bow is bigger
than he is and is destined for great things. “Heracles,” he says, “made
civilization possible by achieving man’s mastery over the beast and civilized
man'’s superiority over the barbarian.” The bow, his weapon, symbolizes all
this. See also Knox [above, note 20], 140; Musurillo [above, note 21), 121;
Alt, 171-72. For a discussion of this idea see below, p. 22.

4° Frye[above, note 5], 34.
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he becomes aware of the presence of the other men, he is heard
crying aloud at the pain of his hurt and the excruciating difficulty
of his struggles to move (zor-18). His suffering is not merely
physical. Emphasis is placed on his loneliness and isolation (see
169-72, 280-82, ¢t passim), A and the bare adequacy of his resources;
only with constant desperate effort can he maintain a hold on the
edge of life (273-75, 285-99). The effect of these sufferings has been
to rob him of all pride. Within the first few lines that he speaks to
Neoptolemus he begs for pity in his friendless, desolate torment
(227-29). He pleads abjectly to Neoptolemus to take him home, or
if he cannot be bothered to do that, at least to take him as far as
Euboea (468-506). As I mentioned above he is aware that his odor
is offensive to other men, and he is anxious for it to cause the least
annoyance possible on the voyage (481-83). He is sensitive about
the odor because in the past he has begged other chance visitors to
the island to take him home, but they have refused, contenting

. 50 much has been written about the “isolation” of the Sophoclean hero
that it seems necessary at this point to emphasize, what should be obvious,
that the following two typical remarks are not in any way descriptive of the
situation of Philoctetes, the loneliest of Sophoclean heroes:

“The consequence of [the hero’s] intransigence is that isolation which has so
often been described as the mark of the Sophoclean hero (Knox, 32).”

“Human greatness is of such a nature, the poet seems to have realized,
that it simply cannot exist without being lonely {Opstelten {above, note 11],
191)."

The observation of W, Schadewaldt [above, note 1], 244, that the Sopho-
clean hero becomes more himself through suffering (see below p. 37) is
equally inappropriate to Philoctetes. Philoctetes is not isclated by his own
greatness, but by forces outside his own control. And his suffering is far more
a debasing than a refining and exalting process.

The only writer who has appreciated the extent of Philoctetes’ degradation
is Jan Kott, in a very recent book on Greek tragedy, The Eating of the Gods
(New York 1970-73), which came into my hands only when this manuscript
was in the last stage of correction before printing. Kott says, 169, that,
“Philoctetes is thrown to the very bottom of the human condition.” However,
Kott’s view of the play as a whole is not at all clear, for his strange, often
Irritatingly elusive essay on Philocietes is not really a literary analysis at all,
but an appreciation written from the point of view of an existentialist and a
man who experienced the horrors of World War II. Thus his belief that
Philoctetes is brought very low is difficult to correlate with his emphasis,
168-69 et passim, on Philoctetes’ being a special person, chosen by the gods.
The seeming conflict of ideas is to be explained, I think, by the fact that Kott
would not accept the distinction, which I put forward, between high tragedy
and tragedy belonging to the ironic mode. To Kott all tragic heroes are
victims, all prisoners of the human conditon. So Prometheus, 35-42, is as
helpless as Philoctetes, his seeming freedom of choice a delusion, his suifering
ultimately meaningless,
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themselves with a few words of pity and a little charity for which
he has had to be grateful (305-11). He has sent messages by these
men in the past, but they have had no effect, and he suspects that
the travelers have not considered him worth the trouble even to
do this much (494-9g). Philoctetes is a man who has been maimed
spiritually as well as physically. He is, like Lear, a ruin’d piece
of nature.

Whether Aristotle was right in his insistence that tragedy must
be moral, at least it is important to see that the plot of this play
—by whatever name it may be called—is immoral, In this alone of
Sophocles’ dramas there is an outright villain, a persecutor (who
is not, to be sure, responsible for all of Philoctetes’ woes), and an
innocent victim. The action of the play is a gradnal revelation of
the cruelties suffered by Philoctetes in the past, and in the present
a progressive intensification of his torment. It may be—a thing
which I doubt—that the deus ex machina reverses the movement
and cancels out the previous disregard of Philoctetes’ good. But
the peculiar thing about this play is that, at least until the last
scene, it almost entirely ignores the good that may come, to
Philoctetes or to others, of his going to Troy and concentrates
instead upon the wrong being done him by Odysseus’ ruthlessness
and on the cruelties endured by him in the past. He has wandered
by accident into the precinct of the goddess Chryse and has been
bitten by a snake which is the goddess’ avatar. Because of his
smell and the annoyance of his cries of anguish he has lost his
right to associate with others, and is deserted by his fellows. In
the extremity of his necessity he loses much of his sense of equality
with others. This progressive accumulation of woes might be
viewed as a process of stripping away of his physical and mental
resources, He loses first his health, then his security as a member
of society, then his sense of dignity as a man among men. And this
process of stripping continues into the present, until the dramatic
turning-point late in the play when Neoptolemus takes back the
bow from Odysseus and returns it to Philoctetes, For surely it is
obvious that Odysseus’ trickery with which he acquires the bow
s of a piece with his deceitful abandonment of Philoctetes ten
years before.

Up to line 895, when Neoptolemus decides that he must abandon
deceit and tell Philoctetes the truth, much of the play is devoted
to a disclosure of the details of this suffering that Philoctetes

T e
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previously has endured and his anger at the injustice of it: how
he was bitten by Chryse and abandoned, the appearance of his
cave, his struggles to sustain life, his hatred of Odysseus and the
Atreidae, etc. Philoctetes is not a past-tense narrative, however,
but a work of drama; all the while before the eyes of the audience
is a reminder of the present occasion: Neoptolemus, whose intention
is to deceive. Gradually this present occasion is brought into focus
with the past. Partly, especially early in the play, this is by im-
plication only, as when we learn from Philoctetes that it was by
trickery and stealth that Odysseus abandoned him (268-75). The
visit of the false merchant (542-627), however, makes explicit the
fact that Odysseus is as callous in his rescue of Philoctetes, and
as unconcerned about Philoctetes’ wishes, as he was when he
deserted him. The merchant-scene is one of two scenes (the other
is the attack of the disease that strikes Philoctetes) that have
worried critics because they have seemed episodic and unmotivated.
They seem so only if the plot is regarded as a plot of intrigue. The
merchant’s visit does not further the goal of tricking Philoctetes
into setting sail with Neoptolemus. We should not therefore waste
time trying to imagine what Odysseus expected the merchant to
accomplish. At this point in the play (or at any other for that
matter) the audience is interested not in what is going on in
Odysseus’ mind but in the depth of Philoctetes’ emotion, The
purpose of the scene is to warn Philoctetes that Odysseus is more
than just the perpetrator of an old wrong: he is a present threat.
The merchant tells Philoctetes three-quarters of the truth: that
the gods have proclaimed that it is necessary for the Greeks to
bring him to Troy and that Odysseus has boasted, at the wager
of his own head, that he will accomplish this (614-19). The function
of the merchant is to inform Philoctetes that Odysseus has sworn
to return Philoctetes to the Greeks will he nill he like 2 piece of
chattel goods, in order that Neoptolemus, and we, may see what
this mission of his looks like from Philoctetes’ perspective. When

- Neoptolemus began his effort to insinuate himself into Philoctetes’

graces he told himself that all of Philoctetes’ torment was in the
past (191-200). Now Neoptolemus is forced to face squarely the
fact of Philoctetes’ adamant opposition to his present intentions,
Philoctetes predictably regards this as one more act of persecution.
It will be another hymiliation, to be brought back by Odysseus and
exhibited among the Grecks {630). From this point Philoctetes’
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enmity no longer is a generalized thing, related to ills suffered long
ago; and Neoptolemus, as his final decision to consent to do
Philoctetes’ will shows, now finds it impossibie casually to rationalize
the machinations against Philoctetes on the grounds that it is all
in Philoctetes’ own best interests. The sudden attack of Philoctetes’
disease (732-826) serves much the same function as the news told
by the merchant. It brings home to the audience and to Neo-
ptolemus the enormity of what Philoctetes has been suffering. His
physical torture is as great as that of a victim on the rack. Surely
a man who has endured so much, whose wishes have been so often
thwarted, should not have imposed on him any new hurt, of body
or spirit.

But the hurt and the degradation are going on in the present,
which emerges clearly as a continuation of the past. As I have said
above, Philoctetes has felt before the disregard of other visitors to
the island. Now the disingenuous claim of Neoptolemus not to
know of him makes him feel that he has lost even his identity in
the world, that he has become the forgotten man, His awesome
sufferings to other men are not worth even the trouble of mention

(254-56):
& moAX vy poybnpbe, & muxpds Beolg,
ob pmdt whnddv &Y Exovrog olnade
und’ “ExndSog i pndupol BIHAOE wov,

How different from the Oedipus of Oedipus Tyrannus who uses
the first person pronoun seventeen times in his first speech. But
worse than neglect, Philoctetes is forced to endure the insults of the
man he hates most in the world, who thinks him hardly worth
the bother of addressing (r6\\* dv Myew Eyouu meds <& ToUS &,
| el ot mapetxor, 1047-48). Finally he must watch that man walk
away, the master of his bow (1054-69). And when in the face of
Odysseus’ insolence he attempts to jump off the cliff he is denied
even the dignity of suicide (10oI-1003).

Odysseus’ taking of the bow has been another critical problem.
There has been endless discussion about the precise wording of
the oracle, whether Odysseus understands it properly or not, and
the intention of Odysseus’ strategem. When Philoctetes falls asleep
after his attack of illness Neoptolemus refuses to leave without him,
saying that the god ordered that he be brought, not just his bow
(839-41). Odysseus, on the other hand, never speaks of anything
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but the bow, and when he walks away with it he says that either
he or Teucer can wield it successfully. Is Odysseus in his egotistical
self-assurance guilty of a rank misinterpretation of the oracle? 42
Or does Odysseus in reality understand that Philoctetes must come
with the bow and be persuaded, and is he merely resorting to a
kind of “Melian persuasion?’’ 48 Speculations of this sort ultimately
are fruitless, for the play gives us no evidence of exactly what
is going on in Odysseus’ mind. It does not do so obviously because
Sophocles does not think that it is important to know. But more
than that, these speculations betray a lack of critical perspective.
They result from a confusion of real life with what Susanne Langer
calls the “virtual life” of an artistic creation. When Odysseus
walks off with the bow, he does not think anything because he is
not a real person; the artistic conception “Odysseus” does not
think anything because we are given no hint of what it may be.
And the reason we are given no hint is that Odysseus’ strategem is
of no interest at this time. The audience at this point in the play
is seeing things through the eves of Philoctetes, who is as articulate
as Odysseus is laconic, and whose feelings are as clear as Odysseus’
intentions are obscure. The audience is not speculating about why
Odysseus acts as he does, but is feeling outrage and despair with
Philoctetes, It is saying to itself, “Even this...”

Schlesinger is near to the truth of the reason for Odysseus’ taking
the bow when he says that, to the world of political machination
which Odysseus represents, a man does not mean much more than
a tool.®® To QOdysseus Philoctetes the man has no more intrinsic
value than the bow. And by Odysseus’ treatment of him Philoctetes
is reduced to the status of a thing, an inanimate object, to be
discarded or retrieved at will. Odysseus is almost right, too.
Philoctetes has been so degraded by his evils, stripped so naked
of his physical defences and his self-respect, that if he is more than
a thing, he is less than a peer of men.

# Bowra, 267; Diller {above, note 19], 20-21.

4 Alt [above, note 15], 148, 165; Schlesinger [above, note 20], 118, 123;
A. E. Hinds, “The Prophecy of Helenus in Sophocles’ Philoctetes,”” CQ n.s.17
{ro67), 177-78.

4 Svsanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form (New York 1953), 212-14, 245-

4 Schlesinger, 119. See also Linforth {above, note 16], 103-05. Odysseus’
concentration on the bow, says Linforth, is a means of characterizing Odys-
seus and emphasizes his concern for the impersonal instrument and his
disregard of the man.
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I mentioned above (note 39) that certain critics emphasize the
importance of the divine associations of the bow, and believe that
Philoctetes is derelict in his refusal to serve the bow’s greater
destiny. Perhaps it is enough to say that there is no evidence
whatever for this idea in the play itself. At no time in the play does
anyone say or even hint that the bow is an instrument of the
powers of Good to which it is Philoctetes’ duty to humble himself,
(I postpone until later the question, which is seriously posed in
the play [see below, pp. 44-48)], whether Philoctetes’ going to Troy
will in fact represent the triumph of good over evil.) In fact, this
sounds like an idea more at home in Germanic saga or medieval
knights-tales than in Greek literature. The proposition that an
inanimate object, however divine its associations, is more important
than a man is at the farthest remove from what might be expected
of Sophocles. Moreover, if it is true, as I have argued, that the
emphasis of this play is upon the torments suffered by Philoctetes,
it should then be clear what this idea implies: the moral of this
play must be that no suffering of an individual, no matter how
excruciating, and no injustice are of any consequence when there
arises the question of service to a higher good. Critics of this
persuasion, no matter how much they may dislike Odysseus, must
admit that it is reasonable for him to concentrate on the bow and
to ignore Philoctetes’ feelings about the past. I submit that this
is psychologically implausible. The play makes every effort to
arouse in its audience feelings of pity for Philoctetes and outrage
at his suffering. To expect them to suppress these feelings and to
look with satisfaction to the triumph of a cause would require an
effort to convince them of the cause’s importance. This the play
does not do. It does not celebrate the glory of some Aeneid-like
holy mission. If it celebrates anything, it is the importance of a
small man’s sufferings and his claim to a minimum of self-respect
even when this claim stands in conflict with the progress of history.

Whatever transcendant good the bow may represent to Odysseus,
to Philoctetes it is his sole tenuous hold on life. It has been his sole
companion during his long exile (when it has been taken from him
he addresses it as a loved companion, 1128-39) and his only source
of sustenance. He identifies his very existence with it. When he
is won over to friendship with Neoptolemus his ultimate gesture
of trust is to surrender to him. the bow (762-73; see also 662-70).
And when Odysseus has disdainfully taken it from him, he says,
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g’ ob8tv eipn (1217; see also 1030). Philoctetes’ degradation has
gone virtually as far as it can, He is reduced to begging the chorus
who have betrayed him to stay only a little longer (1x81-85, 1190).
Yet when the chorus advises him in friendship {1121, 1163-64)
to yield to Odysseus and fate, he answers, Never, not even if Zeus
should strike me with his thunderbolt (1197-99). Something in him
is not quite defeated.

***

Persecution presupposes a persecutor or persecutors. Among the
emotions produced by high tragedy, which Aristotle rather in-
adequately describes as pity and fear, are included admiration and
awe at the excellence of the hero. This admiration brings with it
a sense of fulfillment or satisfaction; it is a compensating factor
which helps to drive out the demon of the negative emotions, and
contributes not a little to what Aristotle calls tragedy’s cathartic
effect. In a work whose action is primarily directed toward the
persecution of a relatively innocent person this satisfaction does
not come. The audience feels something like anguish and frustration
(along with pity and fear), as well as anger toward the persecutors.
Odysseus bears the brunt of this anger in Phzloctetes,

This type of plot lends itself very well to political propaganda
and a particularly biting kind of social criticism. Kitto tries to limit
Philoctetes entirely to such social criticism,®® and others have seen
in this the major burden of the play’s meaning. Odysseus’ sophistic
attributes are so obvious that it is needless to discuss them, and the
relevance of his character to contemporary political and social
conditions is inescapable. Jameson’s observation is typical:
“Sophocles, the recent victim along with much of his audience of
a great deception [by the 400 oligarchs], produce[d] a play whose
major interest is in the moral and psychological implications . .. of
the initial deception, the conscious, carefully underlined sacrifice
of values to expedience.” 47 More specifically Harsh sees in the
play the three main character-types discerned by Thucydides in
the Peloponnesian War: Odysseus stands for success by treachery,
Philoctetes for lust for revenge, Neoptolemus for the ancient

4 Kitto [above, note 17], 136.

£ M. H. Jameson, “‘Politics and the Philoctetes,”” CP 51 (1956), 2x9. See
Jameson's article for a brief review of attempts to give contemporary
political significance to this play.
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simplicity in which honor so largely entered, which was laughed
down and disappeared. Charles Fuqua, while he avoids allegorizing
the characters of the play, perhaps goes further in emphasizing the
importance of the attack on sophistry, asserting that there is an
organizational antithesis in the play between gicig, Neoptolemus’
special word, and vopac.*®

To be sure, social criticism is an important element in the play,
but for several reasons I think that the play is much more than
an attack on the decadent mores of ‘“‘modern” man. If it were only
this the play essentially would be no more than a melodrama, with
Odysseus, the representative of modern vices, the villain. (1) In
the first place, Odysseus is by no means the sole object of the
frustrated anger which I have described as one of the play’s effects.
(2) Odysseus is on the side of the gods. (3) Although the moral
conflict as it is stated in the prologue is between “modern’ deceit-
fulness represented by Odysseus and honorable directness of action,
or the “ancient simplicity” represented by Neoptolemus, during
the course of the play Neoptolemus’ moral horizons broaden and
he becomes concerned not merely about deceit, but about the
larger question of justice; not just about Odysseus’ dishonorable
means, but about the purpose itself of the mission—which is not
of Odysseus’ authorship.

In support of (1) it is necessary only to point out that Odysseus
is not the agent of much of the wrong about which the play com-
plains: Philoctetes’ physical suffering; the fact that just men seem
to suffer and unjust men to prosper; the necessity for Philoctetes
to serve the interests of and to associate with men whom he con-
siders to be evil. In fact, Odysseus is kept carefully in the back-
ground. If Sophocles had wanted the audience to be preoccupied
with Odysseus’ personal villainy he need only have brought him
on stage for half as long as Neoptolemus, so that he might im-
plement his own stratagem and, so to speak, twirl his mustaches.
Instead his role is so understated that some critics—I1 think ludi-

18 Harsh [above, note 34], 409. Charles J. Fuqua, The Thematic Skruciure of
Sophocles’ " Philoctetes,” unpub. diss. Cornell Univ, 1964, 60, 68-72. Bowra,
286, compares Odysseus’ ruthless pursuit of success with that of the Athe-
nians in the Melian dialogue. To Reinhardt [above, note 2g], 180-85, the
concept of heroism in this play is colored by the spirit of the last third of the
Peloponnesiani War: “Der Trug ist herrschend, und nicht nur Odysseus ist
der Falsche (p. 181).” (That is, even Neoptolemus starts out with a false
concept of heroism, in which glory is more important than the deed itself.)
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crously——have been tempted even to find something attractive and
sympathetic in him.4®

(2) I have asserted that Odysseus is on the side of the gods. In
his short scene of confrontation with Philoctetes Odysseus claims
to be the servant of Zeus (989-9o). Not many lines later the chorus
verifies this, saying in effect, It was not our trickery that overcame
you but the will of the gods (1116-19). Occasionally it is claimed that
these statements are false and merely self-serving,5 but most critics
(usually with distaste) accept them at face value, and the facts of
the play speak for themselves. We are told by the false merchant
(603-21) and later by Neoptolemus (1324-47) that Odysseus’ purpose
was ordained by the gods, and this is implicit in the very fact of the
mission, since the mission can have no other motivation than the
gods’ oracle, Of course, it does not necessarily follow that the gods
approve of Odysseus’ methods just because it is Odysseus’ intention
to do their will, Those who wish to dissociate the gods from Odysseus
emphasize the difference in method proposed by Odysseus and the
gods. The argument runs like this: the gods and Odysseus desire the
same end—to take Philoctetes to Troy. But the gods have a concern
for Philoctetes’ self-respect and order that he be persuaded to return
to the Greek army, not tricked. Odyssens misunderstands the
oracle, or perhaps tries to second-guess the gods, but he is not
allowed to succeed in his ruthless purpose. And at this point in the
argument solemn and lengthy pronouncements are made about the
inadequacy of human understanding.5.

I think that it is possible that we are supposed to understand
that Odysseus’ callous disregard of Philoctetes’ wishes is contrary
to the will of the gods. However, it should be seen that the gods
themselves do nothing either to forestall or to repudiate Odysseus’
actions. This is done by a man, who, if he is moved to do it by any
wish to obey the gods, conspicuously fails to say so, giving as a
reason for his action only a concern for honor and justice (1224-
51).52 In any case, the whole argument for Odysseus’ misunder-

4 Muth [above, note 23], 652-55; Méautis [above, note 30], 61, 87-g0;
Maddalena [above, note 23], 255-56.

¢ Kitto [above, note 17], 122-23, says that when Odysseus says this the
audience does not believe him. Harsh, 410, says that the gods do not choose
Odysseus as their helper, but that Odysseus unscrupulonsly adopts a just
cause and tries to exploit it.

®1 See, for instance, Bowra, 267-60; Diller {above, note 19], 20-21, 25-27;
Reinhardt, zoo-z01; Maddalena, 262-65.

%2 However, Adams [above, note 22}, 18, believes that any magnarimous
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standing the gods’ will is based ultimately on just two words and
the critics’ solicitude for the gods’ reputation. In line 612 the false
merchant says that the gods have decreed that the Greeks will not
take Troy unless they fetch Philoctetes, meloavrec Adyep. Now the
word mefferv does not in itself preclude guile. And, as A. E. Hinds
has pointed out, in this merchant-scene it is force with which per-
suasion is contrasted, not guile (593-94, 618).5% QOdysseus, be it
noted, carcfully avoids force. There is nowhere in the play, then,
much evidence that the gods object to Odysseus’ methods, and
it surely is special pleading to argue that the inadequacy of human
understanding is one of the play’s primary messages,

The irony sometimes has been remarked upon that the deceitful,
unscrupulous Odysseus tries to do the gods’ will, while the upright
Philoctetes opposes it.% But there is an irony much deeper and
more bitter than this: that the gods have imposed horrible suffering
on Philoctetes, but for Odysseus have prospered all kis ways. It is
wrong and unmecessary to attribute to the plan or will of the
gods Odysseus’ gratuitous disdain of Philoctetes’ feelings; it is
disturbing enough to observe that they show mno disapprobation
of Odysseus’ ruthlessness. In spite of Odysseus’ past and present
cruelties, the gods’ plan coincides precisely with his interests
and those of the hated Atreidae.5® As Philoctetes says (446-

act is ipso faclo evidence of divine inspiration: “If we look clearly at the
Sophoclean portraitures of men and women we must realize that the gods
work through the noblest instincts of these people. Everyone who reads these
plays must bear in mind that all-important fact: what is best in men and
women is used by heaven for the furtherance of its desires.” I feel no compul-
sion to think any such thing, and there is not the smallest shred of evidence
in the play that Neoptolemus is inspired by the gods to return the bow. On
the contrary, Neoptolemus' sermon immediately after he does so, about the
necessity for men to yield to the gods (1 314-23), indicates clearly that he
realizes that his action has jeopardized the accomplishment of the gods' will.,

%8 Hinds [above, note 43], 179. However, once earlier in the play the word
metley is nsed where it clearly refers to artless persuasion, Odyssens says
in the prologue (103} that neifew will not work on Philoctetes; so that when
the waords of the oracle contradict him this should be noticed by the audience.

8 See Kirkwood [above, note 2], 262; Reinhardt, 176.

% However, Kitto [above, note 17], 137: “The play is a Comedy in the
sense that wickedness is punished and virtue triumphs.” Then Kitto admits
that the wicked triumph too but asserts that the audience does not feel this
(see above, p. 8 and note 18). But how can the audience’ feeling fail to be
influenced by its rational understanding of the facts of the play? Kitto
emphasizes that the audience is witness to the confounding of Odysseus.
But the fact is that there are two reversals: first Odysseus is frustrated, then
when Philoctetes is about to be granted his wish o be taken home a deus ex
machtna puts him right back on the boat with Odysseus.
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(3) A third reason to believe that the play is more than a piece
of social or political criticism is that during the course of the play
Neoptolemus finds far more to arouse his moral concern than just
the knavery of man,

We are told by Dio Chrysostom (52.15) that the introduction
of Neoptolemus into the story of Philoctetes’ return to the Greeks is
Sophocles’ own invention. Since Sophocles did invent Neoptolemus’
presence on Odysseus’ expedition he must have intended it to serve
a definite artistic purpose, and a comparison of this play with what
Dio tells us of the earlier versions of Aeschylus and Euripides
makes it reasonably certain what that purpose was. Neoptolemus
was not invented to fill a role of intermediary which was demanded
by the received plot, for there was no such role in the earlier plays.
Dio tells us (52.14) that Aeschylus’ Odysseus arrived on Lemnos
unaccompanied, and that Euripides’ Odysseus was accompanied
by Diomedes. Whatever Diomedes’ function may have been, it
was not to act as an intermediary for Odysseus, since Dio tells us
that Euripides’ Odysseus was disguised so as not to be recognized.
In any case Diomedes would have been very inadequate for the role,
linked by tradition as he is with Odysseus in character as well as
in adventure. (As in this play; see lines 416-18, where Philoctetes
says, But the offspring of Tydeus and the son of Sisyphus bought
by Laertes will not be dead, for they should not be alivel} What
Neoptolemus brings to the play that Diomedes could not is neutral-
ity. He stands midway between the other two characters with their
strong wills and clear certainty, entirely convinced by neither. He
begins the play consenting, with grave reservations, to help
Odysseus; he ends consenting, again against his better judgement,
to help Philoctetes. Neoptolemus comes very close to playing the
mythical role of “ideal spectator.” He is a young man who intends
good but who has never been really tested, and whose principles
are not firmly established in his own mind. Thus he can see both
the right and the wrong on both sides.

It probably is significant that the chorus plays a smaller role
in this than in the other extant plays of Sophocles. I have no doubt
that at least part of the reason for this is that Neoptolemus has
usurped its function of sympathizer and confidant. And he provides
a much more satisfactory measure of, and commentary upon, the
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goodness and highmindedness of the hero than could the usual
Greek chorus of feckless and fearful commoners, slave girls, or old
men. In most Greek tragedies the chorus is debarred from action
on the hero’s exalted level, and to a greater or lesser degree the
ethic of all choruses is the prudent one of the common man, The
typical chorus provides a balance against the hero’s extremism
because it can see two sides to every question: the realistically
practical as well as the noble. Neoptolemus shares this ability, but
for a different reason (for, unlike a chorus, he is ambitious): that
his moral character as yet is not entirely formed. However, he has
a natural inclination to goodness (see, for instance, 79-80, 88-8g,
and 94-95). And as the son of Achilles he represents a much higher
standard of &pet) than any chorus could. He has none of a chorus’
overriding concern for prudence; he is moved by the same abstract
sense of honor that enables Philoctetes to stand firm against
Odysseus. In fact, he is induced to undertake the deception of
Philoctetes by the prospect of future honor. But at the beginning
his conception of the nature of honor still is unclear. He confuses
it with fame, and rather uncomfortably allows himself to be
persuaded that honor can coexist with shame, Thus he consents
te do a deal with necessity—until Philoctetes’ perseverance brings
him to reject <4 aloypév. Unlike a chorus, whose initiative is limited
by its weakness and caution, he can act; that he fails through
most of the play to take any decisive action is due to uncertainty
rather than to weakness. And that he ultimately moves from
Odysseus’ side to Philoctetes’ cannot be without significance.

In the prologue Neoptolemus does not question that Odysseus’
purpose (as opposed to his methods), to take Philoctetes to Troy,
is a good one. In fact, one can hardly see how he could question it,
for he is told that Philoctetes’ arrival at Troy will bring relief to
the Greek army and is ordained by fate. But more, it will bring
glory to Neoptolemus himself, since he will share in Troy’s con-
quest. As Alt says, how could the son of Achilles fail to be res-
ponsive to the promise of honor?® Nevertheless, Neoptolemus’
agreement is not without qualms. He is troubled by the doubt,
which he suppresses for the time, that Odysseus’ dishonorable
methods will fatally compromise the honor that he hopes to attain,
It has to be argued by those who interpret this as a political play

8 Alt[above, note 15), 148,
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that Neoptolemus’ outlook does not essentially change in the course
of the play, and that his better feelings, which are so visible in
the prologue, merely come again to the surface. The argument must
be, in other words, that he finally is overcome by scruples about
Odysseus’ methods only, and not by misgivings about the ex-
pedition’s purpose, and he returns the bow simply because he has
obtained it dishonestly, This is a plausible argument, for in the
course of the play Neoptolemus certainly does mot reject honor
as a good,; in fact, when he takes the bow back from Odysseus the
first reason he gives for doing so is that he worsted Philoctetes
dmdronow aloxpods ... xal 6how (1228).

However, there is a gap in this interpretation. N eoptolemus may
believe that ensnaring Philoctetes by trickery is dishonorable, but
in the prologue he is very far from doubting that it is a good thing,
Moreover, before he returns the bow he already has abandoned
deceit so far as it is possible for him to do so. He has found that he
is unable to take Philoctetes on board ship without telling him
the truth. So he does so (915-16), abandoning the method but not
the purpose, for at this point he intends Philoctetes to come with
him against his will, He tries being honest with Philoctetes and
finds that this is not enough to allay his qualms, Therefore, some
new factor has entered during the course of the play to influence
his decision to return the bow. In his argument with Odysseus,
just a few lines further on, he tells what it is. He repeats (1234),
I have obtained the bow aisypids, then adds, xod Stxy. (This is in
direct contradiction of his uneasy protest to the angry Philoctetes
earlier in line 926 that he must keep the bow, distasteful as it is to
him, because justice compels him to do so: 6 ©° Evducby pe ok T
ouppépov moet). The possibility that Neoptolemus comes to regard
his mission as unjust is unthinkable, of course, the mission being
associated as it is with the will of the gods. So that critics seemingly
have given these words a very narrow interpretation, for no one
has thought them worth much discussion. Consequently, Neopto-
lemus’ motive for returning the bow has given critics great trouble.

The usual way out of the difficulty has been to assert that
Neoptolemus becornes more concerned not about justice but about
the gods’ will. He comes to realize that the strategy of the mission
has been wrongly conceived because the gods want Philoctetes to
return to the Greeks willingly. If this is so Neoptolemus is re-
markably reticent about saying it. He does not give as a Hmmwo\
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for his decision to return the bow, The gods do not want me to
do this, but, It is shameful and unjust to do this. And the only
information about the gods’ will that N eoptolemus receives during
the play which could lead him to this decision is contained in one
phrase, which I discussed above (P 26), meloavteg Abye (612),
occurring long before Neoptolemus repudiates Odysseus. There-
after the need to persuade Philoctetes never is mentioned again,
and if Sophocles wants us to believe that Neoptolemus’ primary
motive is to do the gods’ will, his failure to develop the idea is
inexplicable.® But if we overlook the lack of evidence that Neo-
ptolemus’ return of the bow is a pious act, there is nevertheless
evidence in the play that actually contradicts the idea.

After Neoptolemus returns the bow he is persuaded to go yet one
step further, and consents to take Philoctetes home. Even if
Neoptolemus believes that the gods do not want Philoctetes to
be forced by Odysseus’ methods to go to Troy, he still most assuredly
believes that the gods want Philoctetes to go to Troy. He tells us
this precisely and at length after he returns Philoctetes’ bow to
him (1314-42). But he then consents to take Philoctetes in the
opposite direction, to abet him in deliberate disobedience of the
gods' will. There has been a strong critical tendency to disregard
entirely Neoptolemus’ consent to take Philoctetes back home as a
separate decision from his decision to give back the bow; or at
best to consider it a kind of unconsidered reflex of the frustration
of failing in his mission.5® Many critics talk rather vaguely of

" D. B. Robinson, “Topics in Sophocles’ Philoctetes,” CQ n.s. 19 (1969),
47, points out that Greek oracles are notoriously unclear. Even when their end
is clear the method of achieving that fulillment often is a difficalt problem.
So that Odysseus’ adoption of deceit in the service of persuasion is not in the
circumstances unreasonabls, and Neoptolemus has no way of suddenly being
sure that Odysseus’ way is not consistent with the oracle, The truth is that
Neoptolemus is moved to return the bow by moral rather than religious
considerations. As Robinson, 51, says, “N eoptolemus’ virtue is something
more than fidelity to oracles, Odysseus’ vice is worse than negiect of oracles.”

5% What certain critics lack in evidence, however, they make up for in
rhetoric, Bowra, writing in 1944, drags up the red herring of the problem of
the moral conflict between obedience to a military superior and obedience to
moral right. When Neoptolemus finally returns the bow this, he asserts, 298,
is disobedience to Odysseus but *“obedience to the gods.” See also Adams
[above, note 22], 154; Schlesinger [above, note 2o}, 118; Knox [above, note
20], 118-z0,

€9 Bowra, 300, calls it an attempt to do ‘“‘the second-best” thing, ignoring
the fact that it excludes the possibility of the fulfiliment in the future of the
gods’ will,

i
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nobility and honor. “Neoptolemus,” says Harsh, “finally agrees
to take Philoctetes home not because he thinks that this is the
right course, but merely because he is pressed so hard on a point
of personal honor.” % This will not work, for Greek honor is not
mere machismo. However illogically a Greek hero may ignore practic-
ality in his pursuit of a goal which he knows is not attainable, he
never overlooks moral logic. His rigidity inevitably is based on a
firm belief in the correctness of his course of action. When Neo-
ptolemus consents to take Philoctetes home it is an act of great
audacity, and he does it because he thinks it is the right thing to
do. But he does not think that it is what the gods want. Any
complete and consistent interpretation of the play must reconcile
this contradiction.

At the beginning of the play Neoptolemus’ willingness to do
what the gods’ oracle has ordained is unequivocal. In the prologue
he is troubled by Odysseus’ proposal. But as is to be expected of
a young man and a son of Achilles, he is preoccupied with con-
siderations of heroic honor ; so that he is disturbed—at least con-
sciously—only by the slyness of Odysseus’ methods. It is not my
nature, he says, to accomplish anything & téywg xaniic (88).
Moreover, he asserts (94-95), I would rather fail xodhéde Spédv than
be victorious xaxéc. However, at this point his own morality is a
very simplistic one indeed. If you use overt, direct action to get
what you want, then it is honest. He is willing, he says, to take
Philoctetes mpdg Blav but pd) Sérotowy (90-91). And he adds naively
(9x-92), With only one foot he won’t be able to best so many of us,
It is difficult to believe that Sophocles did not intend, even this
early in the play, to provoke a certain uneasiness about the justice
of making Philoctetes go to Troy; to plant in the minds of his
audience an unspoken doubt, Is the use of force, however >ohby,
really more decent?

However, Neoptolemus soon shows that his moral sensibility is
much finer than this. The reality of Philoctetes’ torment confronts
him with the bewildering fact that punishment may be visited upon
an innocent man without cause. Happiness may not follow im-
mediately on the footsteps of honesty, and there may not be a
direct relationship between guilt and suffering. In his perplexity
he rationalizes (191-200):

*® Harsh [above, note 34], 41I.
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This doesn’t surprise me. These sufferings are from the gods
(et} and came upon him from savage Chryse. And surely
what he now bears he bears by the plan of one of the gods,
so that he may not stretch his divine arrows against Troy
before the time comes when Troy is fated to be conquered
by them,

Surprisingly, this specious apology often is taken at face value.
“Questo & il senso religioso della tragedia,” says Perrotta.®! The
tragedy must therefore make litile sense, for these lines do not
solve any problem of cosmic or divine injustice. If they are true,
this means that the gods must be not only callously brutal but
clumsy and incompetent, who have to make a man suffer for nearly
ten years as Philoctetes has in order to get him to Troy at the
proper moment.®® This explanation so clearly is desperately in-
adequate that, far from allaying any suspicions that the audience
may have conceived about the gods’ culpability, it rather calls the
audience’ attention to the question. The question of the gods’ share
of responsibility—whether the gods are good or bad in a world in
which this kind of suffering can happen—might perfectly well have
been avoided, as it is in Oedipus Tyrannus. Instead, Sophocles
voluntarily brings it forward near the beginning of the play.
Neoptolemus reminds us not only that a divinity, Chryse, caused
Philoctetes’ wound but also that the gods have allowed him to
suffer in lonely isolation for so many years without intervening,
and suggests gratuitously that this has been in furtherance of some
active intention. After this it seems to me that any spectator or
reader must be conscious of the gods’ role in the events with which
the play is concerned; and that he must at the end be consciously
satisfied or dissatisfied with the gods’ dispensation in accordance
with his interpretation of these events.

Kitto, as he would, sees the trap and denies that this is so.
This problem, he says, is ““... the most profound of problems, the
problem of suffering and Divine Providence. Once raised, this
problem must dominate the play. But it does not: it drops stone-
dead.” He then explains that Sophocles did not intend to raise the

&1 Perrotta [above, note 23], 414. Bowra, 290, rather desperately takes
refuge in a legalistic theology: “Philoctetes has not sinned deliberately
against the gods, but he has to suffer for brealking their rules,”

% Kitto [above, note 17}, 112. See also Linforth {above, note 16, 107-08.
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question at all; that Neoptolemus merely is expressing his own
disturbance about his mission. “He dislikes the idea that the men
he is now serving are a set of unconscionable villains, and therefore
he blames the gods—as many other characters do in Greek tragedy,
always wrongly,” 63 “Always wrongly” is a revealing phrase. I leave
aside the fact that it ig untrue, as Kitto himself would admit in 2
less heated moment. It betrays the a priori reasoning that so often
surfaces in critical treatments of Philoctetes: Sophocles believes that
the gods are good, therefore Sophocles cannot question the goodness
of the gods.® Kitto says that N. eoptolemus desperately blames the
gods for something that they did not do, But this is just not so;
& maffpare weive mode wdrdy | ¢ dpéppoveg Xpbone &néBy, says
Neoptolemus (193-94), which is the simple truth. It is true that
men are partly to blame for Philoctetes’ past sufferings; this play
is no mere anti-religious treatise. But the gods bear a share of
this responsibility, too, and the playwright takes care to draw this
to our attention.$ Moreover, it is even more wrong to say as Kitto

82 Kitto, r12. ,

8 To so many critics the benignity of the gods in Sophocles is simply
axiomatic and requires no further demonstration, Schlesinger fabove, note 20],
103, asserting like Kitto that it is not the gods but men who are wrong, is re-
presentative (here he is discussing the fact that Odysseus’ plan comes to grief):
“Es ist h&chst unwahrscheinlich, dass Sophokles die Gotter den Menschen
etwas Unmégliches anbefehlen lisst. Nicht die gottliche Forderung ist absurd,
sondern das was die Menschen daraus machen...."” Why is it unwahr-
scheinlich ? Harsh, 408-409, trying to convince that the ending of the play is
good and what Philoctetes really wants, goes even further: “There can be no
dichotomy ... between the ideal and the real ending or the divine and the
human ending, Especially for the Greeks the divine is an extension of the human
(emphasis mine).”” What does this mean ? That whatever the gods do for men
must be good for thern ? Perrotta, 422, faces much more honestly the fact that
Sophocles does, indeed, call into question the good will of the gods: ‘Il poeta
pene, non risolve, il problema della giustizia degli d&i.” But this Qisturbs
Perrotta’s Catholic sensibilities very much, and he asserts, 421, by way of
qualification, ““I1 religiosissimo Sofocle non avrebbe certo pronunziate in suo
nome le parole [blasfeme] che fa dire a Filottete.”” I'd be curious to know how
a dramatic poet could put such questions in his own name, Finally, of course,
Bowra, 263: “We can hardly believe that Sophocles intended our moral
feelings to run counter to what is desired by the gods.” A sort of piously
meaningless statement intended to cut off further questioning.

8 Alt [above, note 1 51, 174, believes that, in spite of the fact that there ig
no ultimate justification of the way Philoctetes has suffered, simply because
the gods do take part in the affairs of men this play is not so pessimistic as
the late plays of Euripides, such as Orestes and Iphigensia in Aulis, in which
you seem to have a dissolution of all order. Here the gods touch the affairs of
men and their will gives order to the world, so that human life is not without
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does that after this the problem of the gods’ justice is dropped.

The plot of this play is a queer, turned-around one. The man
who in the first scene assumes the role of villain sets out to drag
the hero forcibly to what the audience has every reason to believe
is ““the good.” He is unsuccessful, and the action moves further and
further away from the known end, the conclusion that the audience
knows must occur. As others have remarked, the audience must
have been puzzled and uneasy. The expected conclusion is Philo-
ctetes’ salvation through the gods’ grace. But the advantages that
are to accrue to Philoctetes are not directly referred to at all until
about line 720, almost halfway through the play, when, near the
end of an ode describing his woes, the chorus says, After all this
he will be great (719-20). Ignoring the impending grace of the
gods, the early part of the play focuses on the past, and in
particular on past injustices. Immediately after Neoptolemus
raises (or, if you follow Kitto, fails to raise) the question of divine
justice, Philoctetes appears. He soon learns that his visitors are
Greeks, but claim never to have heard of him. His immediate
reaction is to complain about the gods: Oh indeed, I am wretched
and hated by the gods that no news of my situation reached
home .... But those who sacrilegiously cast me out can keep silent
and laugh, while my disease grows ever worse (254-59). Whether
Sophocles intends for us to believe him or not, at least there can
be no doubt that Philoctetes in his bitterness doubts the justice
of the gods.

Since his visitors seem not to know him, Philoctetes continues
the conversation with an anguished description of his painful
suffering, and of the way he was abandoned on the istand, In these
lines Neoptolemus is told how callously the Atreidae and Odysseus
deserted Philoctetes, and Philoctetes’ anger is directed entirely
toward them. He mentions the gods only once, but then in a
significant way (314-16):

hope. It seems to me that the fact of the gods’ order is a very faint consolation
if the order is not a good one. What Alt ignores is that if the gods are to be
given direct credit for the good they must be held to blame for the bad. As
Pratt [above, note 21}, 280, puts it, in a world in which the will of the gods is
immanent, the moral issue is also a religious issue. {A curiosity worth noting
is that Schadewaldt [above, note 1] says almost the same thing about Sopho-
cles that Alt says about Euripides: that the Sophoclean hero, by comparison
with the Homeric, suffers much more becanse he is cut off from divinity,
while the Homeric hero never is alone in his suffering, 240.)
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Now, the audience knows that the gods are not about to punish
Om%mmmnm and the Atreidae but to reward them. And Philoctetes
Just has prompted us to doubt what the gods are about when they
make the innocent suffer while the impious are allowed oty’
Exovtes yerdiv. The conversation now turns from Philoctetes’
mﬂﬁm&bﬂ to news from Troy. Philoctetes learns that his friends
Achilles, Ajax, and Patroclus are dead ; Nestor has lost his son
Antilochus. But those whom he hated or despised, Thersites, the
Atreidae, Odysseus, and Diomedes are, in Neoptolemus’ words,

flourishing in the army of the Greeks (420). Finally, in his bitt
Philoctetes blurts (446-52): (40) Y 3 bitterness

.- Nothing evil yet has perished but the gods care for them
well, and somehow delight in turning the villains and knaves
away from Hades; but always they send the just and good
from life. How am I to reconcile these things, how praise

[

when, praising things divine, I find the gods evil ?

So much for Kitto’s assertion that the problem of divine injustice
“drops stone-dead.”

At this point a plausible objection might be made to my emphasis
on the doubts expressed in the play about the gods’ Justice, Briefly
this objection would be that Sophocles’ gods are not unjust dﬁ.
E.Tu.smﬁ. or, as Cedric Whitman has.put it, “supramoral.” ¢ T have
tried to show that Sophocles is very far from being, as some would
have him, a defender of the faith, but this has been shown before
by people like Whitman, Kirkwood, and Schadewaldt, and it does
not mean that Sophocles takes a hostile, or even an ironic, view
of the gods. As Kirkwood says, “It is in the nature of deity, as
Sophocles portrays deity, to permit suffering; but it does not
follow that deity is cruel or unjust—the attitude that demands
Em.» deity attend to the worldly success of the good is not the
r@poﬁ type of religious thought.”  Elsewhere in Kirkwood’s book
this argument, that in Sophocles the gods are impersonal but not

& E»Hmﬁ [above, note 3], 245.
*7 Kirkwood [above, note 2], 176-77,
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actively malicious, is discussed in more detail, and it is expressed,
in clearer outline than anywhere else I know. Kirkweod mwoém. E._m..ﬁ
in various places in various plays the idea is found that, . .. deity is
hostile to human endeavor, and if it takes account of man at all
it does so only to knock him down, for no moral reason.”  But on
the pages that follow he shows that another group cof statements
culled from the plays says that the gods bring both moo@ and bad;
and still a third group that the gods are helpful and bring good.s?
From this he concludes that what is expressed in the mouths of
Sophocles’ characters is “... the Foounwﬁmw%m and rmﬁmu.ommﬁ.ooﬁm
group of attitudes characteristic of the archaic age, and mﬁ.= éﬁwq
held in fifth century Athens .... It is a religious outlook in which
the constant attribute of the gods is power.” 7 Kirkwood adds
that the dominant feeling of this religious outlook is one of fear,”
but he insists that this should not be accepted naively as momwOo_mm.
own religiouns attitude, and he argues that di.umﬁ ?.wEumBm in each
of the plays, viewed as a whole, contradicts ﬁzm. mnﬂﬁaﬁ that the
plays depict the gods as generally on the side of uﬁmﬂom....». mmiméu_
he admits that the gods *“... are impersonal, remote and Eﬁmm.p.mﬁ
to human suffering.” He adds, “‘If we find this indifference unjust,
then the gods are unjust.” .
This neutral willingness of divinity to permit E.H.pmw mﬁmmﬂsm.
if it correctly describes Sophocles’ world-view, justifies meﬁm#ma s
description of Sophocles as pessimistic, but not m.,a. mmmm.uﬂcn .H
made earlier in this paper that in some of his plays his ﬂﬁmﬁmm is
negative and disillusioned (see above, pp. 5-6). Hﬁwws.ooﬂm. in-
difference” is that of impersonal forces, the forces of the universe
which, relentless as they are and overwhelming as they are, do
not reduce the hero to nothing, but allow him to retain his Humamop.gm_
dignity. In fact it is with these forces, or with a m#ﬂ.mmoﬁ :.u which
they contribute, that the hero’s idealism finds .:.mm: E.ooum.._mﬁ mh.m
they provide a test in which his nobility of spirit meu%amﬁm H.ﬁmm:.
And Kirkwood believes that the hero’s devotion to an ideal is such

88 Kirkwood, 265,

8% Kirkwood, 266-67.

" Kirkwood, 271.

1 Kirkwood, 272,

" Kirkwood, 271-79.

 Ki od, z279.

o8 HHMMWMMOP HW.W : ““The ideal [of the hero] . .. [is] created out of the clash
of heroic character and testing situation.”’

L Y
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a strong compensating factor that it is wrong even to call Sophocles
pessimistic. Thus Schadewaldt, whose article, “Sophokles und das
Leid,” is in substantial agreement with Kirkwood’s treatment of
this question, says that in his suffering a greater “Ernst” comes
over the hero and he is refined—he becomes more himself {see
above, p. 6 and note 1 3).™ Now, whatever can be said of Philoctetes,
it cannot be said that he has been refined by his suffering. He has
been so degraded by the assaults made on his health, his security,
and finally his self-respect, that in his bitter desperation he can
cry out to Odysseus, in essence, Why do you come here now to
persecute me, 8¢ ob8év el (1030; these words are repeated in line
1217; see above, p. 23)? To both Kirkwood and Schadewaldt the
distinctive element and the subject of real interest in Sophoclean
drama is not the cruelty of the forces opposing the hero but the
nobility of his conduct as he meets their challenge. In Philoctetes,
on the contrary, the emphasis is on the cruelty; Philoctetes’
response is no more than passive, a dogged effort to hold on to
life and to some small shred of self-respect when he has lost all
else; and even in this passive resistance he is not allowed to succeed.

% %
*

The unspoken question asked by Neoptolemus’ lame excuse for
Philoctetes’ past torments is, Why ? If this is not an adequate reason,
what ¢s the meaning of it all? The same question is implicit in each
of Philoctetes’ complaints in the scene that follows {219-541); and
it is explicit in his anguished exclamation at the climax of his
tale of past woes (451-52; see above, p. 35): How can I praise the
gods ... when I find them evil? The question simply hangs in the
air unanswered, obviously because there is no answer: it was all
meaningless. It is clear from Neoptolemus’ subsequent behavior
that this is the conclusion to which he comes. But if Neoptolemus
Is unable to justify the past, at any rate he can look with equanimity
to the future when he will be instrumental in bringing to Philoctetes
good in return for all the past evil.

The notion that the workings of universal forces, the gods and
fate, are meaningless or beyond man’s understanding is nothing
new in Greek literature, of course, It is clearly to be seen both in

*® Schadewaldt, 244.



Acmlies story of the urns of Zcus in book 24 of the Iliad and in
Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus. Hans Diller has argued that a basic
theme running through all of Sophuclean drama is that of the in-
sufficiency of human understanding.” It does not follow, however,
that because human understanding is inadequate human aspirations
are blameworthy. Witness Oedipus. And Diller believes that in
Sophoclean drama doubts are in fact raised about the morality of
the world-order that are not removed.”” What keeps these doubts
from monopolizing attention in such a tragic situation is concentra-
tion on the human participation.”® Heroes of such plots are given
scope of action to compass or cooperate in their own destruction,
as do Achilles and Oedipus. Diller clearly believes that man’s in-
adequate understanding in Sophoclean drama is another mani-
festation of the human predicament of high tragedy: man reaches
high in order to manipulate the divine dispensation for the realiza-
tion of his own ambitions, but miscalculates and fails.”

In Philoctetes, however, 1 argue that the principal character
is distinguished by no ambition and cannot be thought in any
way to be a cause of the disasters that have befallen him; that,
in fact, every human actjon in the play proves to be feckless. What
distinguishes this play from Oedipus Tyrannus or Antigone is the
element of control. Control here is almost completely out of the
hands of mortals. The gods initiate the action, and in the end bring
it to accomplishment, (This, incidentally, is one reason that some
people feel that the play is episodic. There is little cause-and-effect
relationship among events because (1) most of the human efforts
in the play have no effect, or have an effect that is immediately
reversed, and (2) two of the play's events have no definable cause,
happening because of chance, fate, andjor divine intervention. But

8 Diller [above, note 19}, 20-21, says that in this play the theme is realized
in Odysseus but not in Philoctetes.

77 Diller, 10: “Im sophokleischen Drama wird das Geschehen in seiner
Unertrinnbarkeit ohne Rest durchschaubar gemacht, nicht aber der Zweifel
an der Gerechtigkeit oder der Moralitéit der Weltordnung, soweit er iiberhaupt
ausgesprochen wird, erklirt,”

% “Es gilt auch hier ... dass Sophokles nichts daran liegt, das Geschehen
in seinen Tragbdien mit menschlichen Vorstellungen von Gerechtigkeit oder
Moral, sei es positiv oder negativ, zu konfrontieren. Wohl aber liegt ihm
daran, die eindeutige Klarheit der gottlichen Aussage gegeniiber allem
menschlichen Fehlwissen darzutun (Diller, 24).”

7 Actually, Diller believes, 25, that in the later plays the hero’s presump-
tion of adequate knowledge is more specific; but in all the plays someone
believes falsely that he can act successfully on the basis of his knowledge.

this episodic quality is not necessarily due to the play’s being
clumsily constructed. A sense of the causelessness of events and
the futility of human endeavor—a sense of being imprisoned by
forces beyond one’s control or even rational prediction—is also
characteristic of literary phenomena like the novels of Kafka or
the comedy of the absurd, which have their roots in twentieth
mouﬁb.% existentialism.) In a play like this, in which everything is
In the gods’ control, the audience can accept with equanimity the
proposition that the gods’ solicitude for man’s welfare is uncertain
only if it has an abiding faith in the good intentions of the divine.
Otherwise it will react, with Philoctetes, with a sense of frustration
at the seeming irrationality of things. Bowra, along with others,
argues that the Greeks of the fifth century have this kind of con-
fidence in the gods which, to be sure, may be seen in some authors
like Aeschylus and Pindar.80 This assertion of general faith, how-
ever, seems very doubtful to me. One could marshall an impressive
array of fifth-century doubts about the existence of divine justice
or of divinity at all. It seems much more likely that popular belief
was nrmwmb»mau.ma by an “inconclusive and heterogeneous group of
attitudes™ which Kirkwood finds expressed in Sophocles’ plays.s2
moﬁaﬁﬁ in the last analysis, the willingness of critics to overlook
the importance of the doubts expressed by Philoctetes in the first
scene is due to their knowledge, shared by Neoptolemus, that in
the end the gods are going to put it all right.

But do they in fact put it all right? Neoptolemus believes to the
end that Philoctetes would be better off if he would yield to the
necessity placed upon him by the gods and accept the concomitant
practical benefits. But at last he consents to an act of quixotic folly

80 Bowra, 285. Reinhardt [above, note zq], 200 i
Philoctetes’ doubts about divine justice gerin) from ﬁosﬁmawﬁﬂﬁ%ww
things, quotes a passage from the Hippocratic de victu (1.1T = 22 C 1 Diels-
Kranz) which containg many reminiscences of Heracleitus: ‘“What the gods
have ouno.ﬂmm 15 eternally right, whether just or not.” (Bowra, too 284
quotes this passage. A similar idea is expressed in H.Hmamo_m#ﬁm. 22 .w Ho‘r“
Diels-Kranz: 4 udy 826 xedd mwhvra wal Gyobd wal Sixae, EvBpeamor §¢ &
pév due dmedpuow & & 8ixair.) The Heracleitean author however, as
my colleague Professor L. Shannon DuBose has pointed out to me, was
speaking of a metaphysical “rightness,” not one that refers to E.Enmﬂ
oobombwm of moral justice, Quotation games of this sort can cut both ways, too
Heracleitus also Says, 22 B 53 Diels-Kranz: “Strife is the father of all ._..Eﬁ._mm:..
MMMHHMMWMWMMWMHM Mnuw WMH I am grateful to Professor DuBose for discussing

e
5 Ritemoen e 1Ting me to these fragments.
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which will attempt to accomplish the opposite of the gods’ wish
that Philoctetes go to Troy. Why does he do this? Clearly by the
end of the play Neoptolemus has become convinced that Philoctetes’
going to Troy at least is not an unqualified good. I believe that it
is in the merchant-scene that Neoptolemus’ change of heart begins
to take place.®® In this scene one of Odysseus’ men appears disguised
as a merchant and tells Philoctetes that QOdysseus is coming to get
him and take him back to Troy. The presumed purpose is to
encourage Philoctetes to sail with Neoptolermus immediately. This
scene, as has often been remarked, does not further the plot, for
when the merchant appears Philoctetes already is on the point of
departure. But one change does take place as the result of this
scene: after it Neoptolemus seems reluctant rather than eager to
leave the island. Kirkwood has pointed out that just before the
merchant’s appearance Neoptolemus seems to think the weather
favorable (466-67) and appears to be ready to sail.®® He urges
Philoctetes to come at once (526). However, a little later when
Philoctetes, in alarm at the news of Odysseus, wants to leave,
Neoptolemus says that they must wait because the wind is adverse
(640). It has been suggested that what changes Neoptolemus’ mind
is the phrase I have discussed before (p. 26), meloavreg My in
line 612. Neoptolemus is reminded or learns that Philoctetes must
be brought back by persuasion.® But the idea is unconvincing to me
that Neoptolemus is prompted to a purely intetlectnal decision—to
a judgement that their methodology is wrong—by one phrase in
the middle of a highly emotional scene. { believe that a much more
fundamental change takes place: during the scene Neoptolemus’
confidence is shaken that Philoctetes’ return to the Greeks will
effect a happy ending. Linforth is much nearer the truth when he
says that the merchant’s speech solidifies Philoctetes’ antagonism
toward Odysseus.®® The effect of the scene is to focus Philoctetes’
attention, away from the injustices of the past, onto Odysseus’
present purpose. It forces Neoptolemus to face the fact of Phi-
loctetes’ opposition to a return to Troy and his outrage at the idea
of cooperation with Odysseus (see above, pp. 19-20). This is why
Neoptolemus hesitates to board ship and implement the fraud: the
present is too uncomfortably like the past.

" As does Alt [above, note 15], 156.
8 Kirkwood, 59.
5 Kirkwood, 81; Adams, 147. % Linforth [above, note 16], 118.
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When I spoke above of Philoctetes’ past suffering as meaning-
less, I meant that it could not be justified in terms of human
morality. It bappened suddenly and arbitrarily, without in-
telligible reason, and without regard for the man’s wishes or his
good. In the next scene we are shown dramatically how sudden and
arbitrary, and how cruel, an attack of the disease can be. But the
Em.normaﬁ-mnmum concentrates on the circumstances associated with
H#Eooﬂm.ﬁmm. salvation, and the suspicion grows that it is to be just
as meaningless as his past calamity. It is just as sudden and arbitrary.
Why now after so many years? was the question nagging at Neo-
Ptolemus’ brave assertion that the timing was all part of a god’s
plan (191-200). Now the salvation is seen to be absurdly in-
appropriate: Philoctetes again deceived, by the same man, whom
he hates most in the world, constrained again to accept what he
least wants (rerofiiooper yae &Se x&E “Awou Oavéry [ mpbe qéic
dverlety, 624-25). .

This is why Neoptolemus hesitates to sail, and it is also the reason
when after his attack of illnesg Philoctetes again is able to meme.
E.E» Neoptolemus tells him the truth (915-16). He becomes aosh
S.bomm that Philoctetes must not again be treated like a thing; that
his feelings must not again be utterly disregarded. Zmo@wommﬂnm
no longer defines the moral question as one of honest, direct action
vs. guile. Neoptolemus, of course, does not approve of guile, but
he also does not, after telling Philoctetes the truth, proceed to
overpower him. He does set out tentatively to force Philoctetes
to come with him but this effort is abortive and he does not return
wo it. Clearly he comes to the conclusion that simple honest force

Is not an appropriate way to deal with Philoctetes. As Pratt says
for H/.qmowﬁoﬂoanm. “[tlhe question of honesty has become ﬂpm
question of justice.” % When later he takes the bow from Odysseus
to return it to Philoctetes he says not only, I took it by treachery. ..
but, also, I took it o) dinn (see above, P. 29). What matters \8.
Zm.ovﬁ&manm now 18 the element of constraint, and after telling

8 Pratt {above, note 21], 280, Other critics have seen t ’
moral woﬂmomm widen during the course of the play, Hmuoww Wd%ﬂoﬁbﬁ%ﬂﬁﬂm
138, says, ““He has come to higher ideals of moral conduct than could have
been expected of the boy who was averse to lying but ready to use superior
force against a sick man,”” In the view of Maddalena, 249-51, Neoptolemus
the boy morally comes of age during the course of the day. . P
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Zmowﬁ&mﬁﬂm” wh otévale, mplv pdbyc.
Philoctetes: molov pabnua; <t pe voels Spiiont more;
Neoptolemus: o@oo xexob udv mpédita oY . ...

If Philoctetes is to be returned by Odysseus as he was abandoned,
at least Neoptolemus does not want it to be against his will.
Philoctetes must have the consideration due to him as a man.
And if he can persuade Philoctetes to consent to the rational, pract-
ical course of action, Neoptolemus can still hope for a happy ending.

When Neoptolemus tells Philoctetes the truth, Philoctetes
demands that the bow be returned to him. This Neoptolemus
refuses to do, saying (gz5-26),

@y yap &v téher xhdewy
0 7 Evdixdy pe wol T cuppépoy moet.

The coincidence of justice and expediency is a convenient thing
to believe in, of course, and among other things Neoptolemus
is making one more attempt to accommodate Odysssus’ cynical
practicality to his own idealism. But he still can reasonably hope
for this happy coincidence. For at this point it is only the circum-
stances surrounding his mission to which Neoptolemus objects, not
its purpose. He still has two strong reasons to believe that the return
of Philoctetes to the Greek army will be an act of compensatory jus-
tice: at Troy (1) Philoctetes will win glory, and (2) he will be cured.
Both of these Philoctetes rejects. Neoptolemus is quickly relieved

of any delusion that the possibility of winning renown among the
Greeks is a compelling argument to Philoctetes (even though, in
his last attempt to persuade Philoctetes, he does again make one
half-hearted reference to it, 1. 1344-47). Odysseus appears, with
his abrupt, contemptuous treatment of Philoctetes providing a
dramatic illustration of what troubles Neoptolemus most about
this mission: the Greeks' disregard of Philoctetes’ wants and his
dignity. Odysseus can hardly be bothered to argue with Philoctetes
(1047-48, 1052-53):

ToAN &v Myew Exouu mpde T TolS’ Zmy,

et pot mapetuor. ...

vixdv ye pévror mavraxob yehtoav Eouy,

TAR &g ok- vOv 82 gol v éxdw xarhoopar.
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Victory is what counts, he says in essence, and what you think
means less than nothing. Rather than trouble to persuade Philo-
mﬁoﬁmmw he threatens him with an alternative that is no alternative,
nv k) Epreye Exdhv (9835), he says, [ will take you under compulsion.
Eooﬁmﬁom. wants could not be of less account in Odysseus’ eyes
Hu.Em.z.ﬂ Om.d\mmmcm abruptly turns and leaves, taking the bow SEH.
him, considering or pretending to consider the object more im-
portant than the man. Even if nothing more were said, Neo-
ptolemus, and the audience, must realize that Huﬁmonﬁaﬂmm. could
not possibly have any desire for renown among men of whom such

Philoctetes: Huds pdv de Sodhoue aopddc

nathp &’ Edpuoey odd’ Eheubépoug,

Odysseus: ok, & opotoug Toic dpioToisiy, ©ef’ &y
Teolav o Eeiv Set el xorookdarn Big.

Philoctetes: od8¢noré Y - 008 By ypfi pe wiv mabeiy Kby,

Wgooﬁmﬁmm does not consider these proposed companions to be

mﬁw best.” As he has said, the best are all dead—Achilles Ajax
>Eur.wowam. Patroclus—and the survivors are the Atreidae, Omemmam,
Thersites, and their ilk (341-452; see above, pp. 34-35). wwmooﬁmﬁom
has no sense of fellow-feeling whatever with the Greeks who stand
before Troy, neither a desire for their esteem nor a feeling of duty

toward them. Ho. him they are the enemy, who have spurned him
and deserve of him hatred unto death (1200-0z):

Huﬂboo»m»mm“ Eppéres "Thuoy, of O° §r éxelve
mavtes Goot 148 Erhaoey énod modde
d&pbpov drddoar,

Philoctetes’ revulsion from his former comrades seems all the
stronger because of the strong need he manifests for friendship
ﬁraoﬁmw.oﬁ the play. It is ironic in the extreme that the man on
whose lips early in the play the word pthog so often appears is
brought utterly to reject the friendship available to him: while
the m&m-mmuﬁowmm Odysseus, who betrays no care for m.m%ﬂﬁ._bm but
mmoommm.. 1s said by the bow’s theft to have effected xowdy . . &
Pihoug dpawydy (1145). The conflict ﬁﬁEnWEoﬁmnmmwmﬁémmb .Em

righteous hatred and his longing for companionship is best seen
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in the kommos following Odysseus’ departure with the bow (xo8z-
1217). Here he alternately rejects the chorus’ overtures and begs
them not to leave him, until in desperation he turns to death as
the only solution to the impasse Qno&-uﬁ. )

Almost all critics, even those who believe gﬁ.ﬁm anger over
his wrongs is fully justified, blame Philoctetes for this intransigence,
which seems to be a sterile rejection of the present good out of
anger over wrongs of the past. Even if he scorns hcnor from :p.m
Greeks at Troy, the choice of continued suffering ﬁw.mn cure is
possible, the rejection of a life of action and m.oo.ogwrmwﬁmdﬁ pmm
favor of death, appears to be nothing but ?Em.ﬁmnqmﬂm;%.
Neoptolemus’ words during this last effort E win Philoctetes over
lend a certain credence to this interpretation (1318-21; quoted
above, p. 13}:

8oot 8" éxoustotsty Eyurewron PAkBorg,
Gomep ab, Toltor ofite cuyyvdpny Exew
Stuarby dotwv otit Emountipev Tivd.

ob § Fyplwowm.

Neoptolemus seems to be saying, You close your eyes to the good
while you cling to the bad of the past, but he is sowr: He 1o longer
believes, as he did, that the gods are compensating Philoctetes
and he does not say so. He argues only that one must .Emwnw.ﬁwm
best of things: It is necessary for men to endure the oy given
to them by the gods (1316-17). And I know that these m.nwmm are
fated to come about (1336-42). To be sure he does mention the
two advantages to be gained by acceptance—the cure .E.E the
winning of fame. But, as his subsequent consent to &umﬁ Philoctetes
in his savagery shows, Neoptolemus does not believe that these
are unalloyed goods which any sane man would choose Ammm. above
Pp- 31 and 39). At this point he is playing the part of m...wom.rmm. not
an idealist; and when he later says to Philoctetes, & tdv, 313donou

i “Phi * bbornness condemns
8 For instance Knox, 140, 8a¥s, Huwncnww\nmm stu
him to inaction, to ineffective suffering; he clings to the Bo.o& of dﬁﬂ.._mmwﬁ
seli-pity, wiich has been his comfort for ten lonely years, and mmm.ua M M :
of ioﬁuw_ rather than hero.” Harsh [above, note 34], +o.m”. Huw.Eo“_ e mm&
determination to sacrifice health and glory to vengeance is irrational an
erse,”’

ﬁmmaoi& [above, note 16}, 148, and Fuqua [above, note A..m“_. qu-m.o. are ﬁpm
only critics I know who have fully appreciated that Philoctstes’ yielding
would be a compromise of his integrity.

2 i
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1) BpacivesBor xooic (1387}, he is speaking the language of survival,
not of honor.

- The critics who blame Philoctetes for his persistent rejection of
the gods’ restoration of him to society would be right, and Neo-
Ptolemus’ change of heart would be inexplicable, if all of the evil
were in the past. The question whether the gods’ compensation
to Philoctetes is adequate or commensurate with his past suffering
would be meaningless. Granted that it is true that Philoctetes has
no interest in helping the Greeks at Troy or in winning renown
among them; at any rate, to be returned to society and to be cured
surely would be preferable to his grim struggle for existence on the
desert island. It is surprising that Neoptolemus does not say to
Philoctetes, Things have changed; your troubles are over, or some-
thing to this effect. Instead he says, We have to make the best of
what the gods impose upon us. Perhaps he already is beginning to
see, even before Philoctetes’ teply, that things really have not
changed all that much. .

The “plot of Persecution,” as I have called it, is common enough
in the modern cinema, as well as in other forms of melodrama,
where there often is a reversal at the end, the hero saved, the
villains punished, and the audience’ faith in the goodness of things
restored. It may seem that in this play things are thus set right
in the end. However, Philoctetes himself does not think so. He
resists “salvation” almost to the last extremity. Perhaps this
stubborn defiance is mere irrational hatred, conditioned by his
long suffering. But his answer of refusal to Neoptolemus is quite
cogent and to the point. Is this- benefit you are talking about a
benefit to me or to the Atreidae? he asks (1384). This is a crucial
point, and one which to my knowledge has been entirely ignored
by critics. Villainy is not punished in this play but rewarded.
Philoctetes is being taken to Troy so that he may bring succour and
and eventually triumph to those who nine years before so cold-
bloodedly abandoned him to torment, Earlier in the play (446-52)
Philoctetes complained bitterly that the gods seem to take special
care of villains, and he concluded with the question (451-52; see
above, p. 35), How can I praise the gods . .. when T find them evil ?
Nevertheless, despite the bitter resentment to which his experience
forces him, Philoctetes is no Capaneus, and he cannot bring himself
to believe, even when assured by Neoptolemus, that the gods could
really will anything so unfair, Aren’t you ashamed before the gods to
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say such things? he asks Neoptolemus (r38z). However, Neo-
ptolemus, and we the audience, since we know the ME.AF. w.uoé
that this is precisely what the gods have decreed; and _nn is difficult
to see how we can escape the conclusion that the gods’ concern for
justice is at best nonchalant. _
uc.mmm_r Philoctetes will be saved. Tt may be true that Eﬂm. m.o.&m
dispensation of justice is capricious, and that they are continuing
to “take excellent care of the wicked” (see line 447). Nevertheless,
it may seem that so far as Philoctetes is &.Hmmﬁ% and personally
affected the play does provide a reversal of misfortune, The gods
will cure his foot and return him to the society of men that E.w S0
poignantly desires. To be sure this is a bare rm:-mﬁ.ow toward a just
order of things. But, as Neoptolemus has told him, you E.:E .ﬁo
accept the evils of life and take the good érmuw\dmw you can E.&. Hm.
If the return to the Greek army will profit Philoctetes, what is .Hﬁm
refusal but a self-righteous and self-defeating insistence upon having
r nothing?

m,__HM should Mm perfectly clear that Philoctetes is éEFm.ﬁo accept a
great deal less than all. He asks only to be returned to his homeland
and his father. He wants nothing more than to mowmd.ﬁ p_umﬁn Troy
and the Greek army forever. He is willing to live with his wound
and to forego all thought of vengeance upon O@.%wmwoﬁm ms&. the
Atreidae, much as he desires it. If he never wwOém m.s% Eﬁmﬂamﬁ. in mﬁ
entertains any hope of the possibility of a cure, it is wmo“._.cmo it ,S:
bring more bad than good.88 When he goes to .H.HoM his physical
suffering will be relieved, but the worse éoﬂb&. to his self-respect
will be too much to bear. At Troy he will not just be returned .n.o
the fellowship of men, but to a special omawmbﬂlﬂumﬁ of his
tormentors. He is being impressed against his will into a fellow-
ship that is totally repugnant to him. Neoptolemus sums up
Philoctetes’ attitude toward these men in a statement omm%.ub
the play; it is a statement that is &mwbmmaﬁodm. wﬁ. one which

Philoctetes takes at face value and with which he implicitly agrees

(454-38):

0 Aotrdv $i3n ™AéBev 76 v “Thiov
xak Tobs *Arpeldag eloopdiv purdEopal-
88 Indeed, earlier in the play, before he has been told of his destined cure,

he mentions it as a hypothetical possibility and says that 4..nd®mmbnm is HMEHm
important to him: el § o’ dAwhéreg [ todrous, Soxoly’ v tie vboov

negeuyévor (1043-44).
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fmov 0 § yelowv tdyabod uetlov abéve:
xamopBiver Ta Xenote 36 Serhde xparet,
TobToug yd Tode &vdpag od orépEw motd,

How does a man vindicate his self-respect, in what terms does he
explain himself to himself when he consents to become part of an
order of things in which a man like Odysseus becomes a success,
a pious man, a favorite of the gods? How does he acquire success
himself and respect from others? By outdoing them in ruthlessness
and cynicism? No, says Philoctetes to Neoptolemus, Let us
repudiate these evil men, xod xaxodg ¢nagerdy | 36eig Spotog Toic
xonols mepuidvon (1371-72). In particular, what character does a
man have who, for the sake of expediency, will ignore the harm
done to him by his worst enemy and fight by the enemy's side?
Philoctetes says to Neoptolemus (1362-67):

I wonder at this in you. For you should never yourself have
gone to Troy.... These men outraged you, stealing your

father’s prize of honor from you. Will you then fight as their
alty and force me to do this?

Something more humiliating is demanded of Philoctetes than that
he abandon merely abstract and impersonal notions of right and
wrong. He is asked in effect to embrace his enemies. He must
return to Troy on their terms, to accomplish an end that they
desire, not he. He must deny the validity of his own feelings of
outrage and renounce all claim to justice. This is very near to the
ultimate degradation. Eyes of mine, he says (1354-57), having seen
all these things (his wrongs) how can you endure to see me con-
sorting with these sons of Atreus, who have destroyed me, or the
damned son of Laertes?

And so Neoptolemus consents to take Philoctetes home, in
conscious defiance of the gods’ will. Because even after having
suffered so much, and having been brought so low, even in the
face of death Philoctetes holds on to his last ounce of dignity. And
because the justice of the gods is a tawdry thing, indiscriminately
punishing the good and rewarding the evil. Only in Philoctetes does
Neoptolemus believe himself to have found unwavering devotion
to principle. It is to this that he responds, and in consenting to
return Philoctetes to his homeland he determines to break the
pattern of the past: for the first time in almost ten years some-
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thing will be dene that Philoctetes wants. Philoctetes’ past depriva-
tion has so humbled him that he is convinced that his personal
‘wishes are of little value; they have been of little concern to others
(see above, pp. 16-18). But his return to the Greek army—heaven’s
purpose—will require of him even further effacement: the relin-
quishment of his most deeply-held feelings and convictions, How-
ever, he is not brought so low that he cannot steadfastly resist this
final surrender of his human dignity. And Neoptolemus’ response
is an acknowledgement of his successful defense of his status as a
volitional creature.
* ok
I should say, almost successful. For now I refer, of course, to the
deus ex machina. Those who have argued that Philoctetes is not a
tragedy have been right, but this is not because it has a happy
ending.®® Only the reprobates have reason to rejoice, and when for
the first time Philoctetes is about to get what he wants, or what
he is willing to settle for from life, suddenly it is snatched from
him. The ingredients of tragedy are there. Neoptolemus’ decision,
if carried to accomplishment, would be the classic tragic decision:
he makes a moral choice to commit an act in full knowledge that
it is directly contrary to the decree of the gods (not to mention
the fact that it is tantamount to a renunciation of his own chance
tor fame and glory), Without the deus ex machina to save them from
themselves Neoptolemus and Philoctetes are about to embark on
a collision course with the forces governing the universe. It is an
act that is ennobling because of its very desperation. What denatures
the tragedy at its crisis is that Philoctetes’ defiance of the gods is

2 Kott [above, note 41], 181, says that the ending is unhappy but he does
not remark upon the bitter irony of Philoctetes’ reversal. Nor does he think
that the words of the deus ex machina are, as I have argued, irrelevant to the
preceding action. Philoctetes is an archetype of man's suffering, marked for
this role by actively malignant gods (168, 181) and by historical necessity
{170, 172, x83). It is of suffering that Heracles speaks (181). The ex machina
ending seems not to be a surprise to the audience or a shock to its expecta-
tions, but to provide a kind of inevitable clitnax of the play’s bleak pessimism.
For the gods are destroyers (168, 172) who, in Kott's scheme of things, use
those chosen by them as the agents of their destruction as well as their
victims. Thus the suffering in question is not only that experienced by
Philoctetes in the past but the suffering of Troy, which symbolizes the
violence continually suffered by mankind (181-83). So Kott says, but he
points to no evidence of such pacifist concern for Troy's well-being. See my
remarks in note 41 on the bias of Kott’s interpretation,
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éE.rm has not the moral strength to resist. Ang why should he?
He is only a man, Nevertheless, in what light does this cast Ew
brave words (1197-99), Never, never [will T come], not if Zeus
should threaten me with his thunderbolt ? Sophocles is not making

so, they Mb& to his later quick acceptance of Zeus’ orders a grim
rony, and it is an irony that reco nizes the t i y
strongth fo the o gnizes the true ratio of man’s
The deus ex .§1n§§u far from being anticlimactic or “external”
to nrmh &mEm._ is :“m logical conclusion. The play emphasizes Philo-
Mﬁmﬁmm mcmmﬂum. his humiliation, and his helpless ineffectuality. The
¢%s not only imposes on him a nNecessity so degrading that he

nosmu.nﬁ.m it worse than death; it demands and teceives an implicit
obedience that mocks his earlier unyielding defiance. And in an

{1035-42):
.MMMoM;ww HUMHMMW for having wronged me if the gods have a concern for
w H Eﬁ.m” B“pmmmoh_mﬂwﬁ that they ﬁo.wpammhnm never would you have sajled
1e 50 wretched unless a divine goad were drivi
you. But oh fatherland and gods who watch over us punish them m,.,EH.J\”h uw

Later he says to Neoptolemus who tells hj
4 s him of the god’s will {1382 se
P- 45), Aren’t you ashamed before .au.a gods to say such ﬁEﬂmnmw N mowﬂwmuumm
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righteous hatred. If Odysseus continues to be successful, at least
his actions have branded him a worthless rogue worthy of the

have allowed Philoctetes to suffer so? Why should the gods have
allowed the good to perish on the battlefield and the evil to survive
and prosper? These doubts about the existence of the gods’ justice
seem confirmed when Philoctetes’ bow is taken from him and he
is abandoned, as he thinks, to die, Surely knavery again is on the

not entirely to be despaired of. If there is no cosmic justice at least
there is hope in man, who can defend his own values. For g short
while Philoctetes raises himself above the status of victim. When
the gods require him to renounce his hatred and to reward those
whom he knows to be evil, what they require is a renunciation of
his last comfort, his claim to righteousness, If, when the gods ordered
him to go to Troy, they thought worthy to indicate to him a
Transcendent Reason—a reason which he had not taken into
consideration, which superseded his objections—he still would be
forced to embrace his despised enemies, but his consciousness of
doing the right thing would survive intact to compensate him for
his humiliation. But the gods do not even condescend to reason
with him. The deus offers him nothing more than the two rewards,
(1) You will be healed, and (2) You will win glory among the
Greeks, which he has rejected before.

Philoctetes’ reasons for refusing to go to Troy and his desperate
defense of his moral Position must—for I believe that this is a
successful play—engage the audience’ most intense interest and
sympathy. But his objections fail to engage the gods’ interest at
all. The gods ignore the action on the human plane as casually as
if it had never happened. The last five lines (1440-44) of Heracles’
speech are an adjuration to piety, but it is difficalt to see how the
deus ex machina can have inspired any Piety evenina contemporary
audience, The gods’ complete lack of concern for what Philoctetes
thinks, for his moral outrage and his anguish, shows clearly that
they have no concern for him except as an instroment of the destiny
that they have decreed. And to the extent that the men observing

HEROISM AND DIVINE JUSTICE IN SOPHOCLES’ PHILOCTETES 5r

this play participate vicariously in Philoctetes’ experiences, the
gods’ summary disregard of Philoctetes’ needs becomes a disregard
of their own. The sudden reversal of events demanded by the deus
and Philoctetes’ ready acceptance disappoint their emotional
expectations. Philoctetes’ failure becomes a paradigm of the
frustration and futility of mankind.
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During the voyage, he receives an injury to his foot by snakebite, according
to most variations of the tale. The wound becomes infected, and Philoctetes
is abandoned on the deserted island of Lemnos by his comrades, because
they can bear neither the stench of the wound nor Philoctetes’ screams of
pain. Philoctetes remains on the island for nine years, in agony from this
wound, which will not heal. Equipped with only his bow and arrows, he
lives a miserable life foraging for food and searching for relief from his pain.

Meanwhile, the Greeks learn that they will never be able to take Troy with-
out the arrows of Heracles. Philoctetes and his weapons are fetched; the
healers at Troy cure Philoctetes’ wound. Troy falls, after which he returns
to his native Thessaly.

Historical Interpretation

The narrative of the wounded soldier, then, is a very old one, and this par-
ticular narrative shows surprising resiliency. Of over 100 Sophoclean plays,
Philoctetes is one of the seven that survive in their entirety. Furthermore, ele-
ments of the narrative have been adapted and interpreted over several cen-
turies. In addition to the depiction of Philoctetes in art, the essence of the
story survives through literary reworkings, most recently in Mark Merlis’s
An Arow’s Flight, a novel that weaves twentieth-century gay culture with
the tale of Troy.?

From both an ancient and a modern perspective, the story of Philoctetes

consists of elements that suggest attraction to and admiration for the wounded

hero. The attraction is reflected in the artistic depictions of the sanitized and
jdealized agony of Philoctetes, such as is seen in figure 1. But there is also
repulsion, reflected in the stench of Philoctetes” wound and his howls of pain,
and rooted in the fear that nondisabled people have for disability. Pity, too, is
expressed for Philoctetes by other characters in the play, such as Neoptole-
mus, who has come to lure Philoctetes and his weapons to Troy:

I am filled with pity,
Searing pity for this man,
As I have been all along.
{965—66)

The tale of Philoctetes is often discussed in mythological terms. Edmund
Wilson, for example, in his essay “Philoctetes: The Wound and the
Bow,” compares Philoctetes’ wound with Oedipus’s transgressions.* Both
Philoctetes and Oedipus are pariahs; Philoctetes is an outcast because of his
disgusting wound, Oedipus because of his dreadful sins.*

FiG. I Pierre-Paul Prud’hon, Philoctetes (1807). (Reprinted by permission,
.The Museo de Arte de Ponce, The Louis A. Ferré Foundation, Inc., Ponce,
Puerto Rico.)

While rich in timeless mythological symbolism, the story of Philoctetes
is ahistorical in detail, The tale is also ahistorical in that it is heroic in pro-
portion, rather than a depiction of ordinary people. Motifs such as
Philoctetes’ wound that seem obvious in their symbolism must be treated
with caution. While it might be tempting for a modern audience to see
Philoctetes’ individual, physical suffering as symbolic of a larger, social suf-



Ah, it's going through me,
It’s going through me!
Oh, what misery!
* Yes, lost, my boy—this pain’s devouting me.
For God’s sake,
If you have a sword to hand, lad,
Strike my foot—here on the heel!
Mow it off, quickly!
Never mind my life!
Quick, quick, my boy!
_ (743—50)

This wound of heroic proportions reflects a more humble historical reality,
that of the vulnerability of a citizen-soldier to incapacity for future battle
from significant physical disability caused by a battle wound.

Neither during battle nor after was there an organized method of treat-
ing the wounded. Because of the intense, close range in classical Greek bat-
tle, which was fought shoulder-to-shoulder with one’s comrades and face-
to-face with one’s enemies, there was no opportunity to gather one’s own
wounded during battle, and the enemy wounded were most likely killed or
left to die.™* These wounded were more pitiable than the dead. Thucydides
(7.75) describes the wrenching scene at the disaster of Syracuse, which had
occurred a few years prior to the production of the Philoctetes:

The dead Jay unburied, and each man as he recognized a friend among
them shuddered with grief and horror; while the living whom they
were leaving behind, wounded or sick, were to the living far more
shocking than the dead, and more to be pitied than those who per-
ished. These fell to entreating and bewailing until their friends knew
not what to do, begging them to take them and loudly calling to each
individual comrade or relative whom they could see, hanging upon the
necks of their tent-fellow in the act of departure, and following as far
as they could, and when their bodily strength failed them, calling again
and again upon heaven and shricking aloud as they were left behind. s

The stench of Philoctetes’ wound suggests the stench of the dead and dying
soldiers left on the battlefield, where, in the hot Greek summers, when bat-
tles were fought, corpses would be putrefying within a few hours.’ The
phenomenon of rotting corpses appears in ancient accounts of warfare often
enough to suggest that it was perceived as a standard result of watfare.'?
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However, there is no suggestion that the wounded veteran was also per-
ceived as a standard result of warfare.

There were no medical units attached to the army—indeed, rational
medicine, as opposed to medicine dependent upon divine intervention, was
in mﬂn._:,huminq in classical Greece. Still, one soldier could attend another, as
the famous vase painting of Achilles tending Patroclos suggests.

Medical Care after Battle

If a wounded man survived the battle, he returned home and hoped for nrm
best. There were no hospitals, and cettainly no equivalent of the rehabilita-"
tion unit. Permanent physical disability did not belong in the domain of

-rational medicine; in fact, a Hippocratic practitioner’s recognition of an
pp P gn

incurable case—a case in which he should not intervene—iwas part of his
art.® The abandonment of Philoctetes by his comrades must have resonated
with any soldier in the Greek world who had transported an injured com-
rade home, knowing that the wounded soldier might not join the next mil-
itary engagement. .

Men with severe wounds would have been left for dead on the battle-
field,”® but less-severely injured men who became permanently physically
handicapped as a result of war wounds must have been numerous.®® Even a
simple injury by today’s standards, such as a fall, could have itreversible con-
sequences in the ancient world. Herodotus (3.129—30) tells us that the Per-
sian king Darius, having dislocated his foot in the process of dismounting:
from j# horse, lay in pain for several days. Finally a Greek physician was

fetched! who wis able to ease Darius’s pain. Still, Darius gave up hope of

ever using the foot again, and this despite having the best doctors. This pas-
sage is not a straightforward testimony, of course, but rather a showcase for
the art of Greek medicine: only the Greek doctors could stop the pain.**
Nevertheless, the underlying basis of the tale—that one risked permanent
disability from a relatively minor accident—had to ring true with Greek
audiences,

- From the Homeric writings on, war injuties were noted as causes of
permanent physical handicaps: In the Iliad, the god of war himself, Afes,
reflects that he risked dying or living “strengthless by reason of the smitings
of the spear” (Ifiad 5.887), and an ancient Greek audience would know that
Eurypylus, limping back from the battlefield with a wound in his thigh, was
in serious danger (Iliad 11.809—11). An injury to the femur, the largest bone
in the body, leads to complications such as torn muscles and long-lasting
infections.?? The author, of the Hippocratic treatise on dislocations and



64 Lisaplea Veterans in Hstory

. practiced during the classical period. In the Hippocratic Corpus, amputation
is always a passive matter; that is, the limb falls off on its own, or is pulled

- off only when it is ready to come away anyway.*

Philoctetes spent 1o years on an island fending for himself, deep in his
agony of pain and solitude. The chorus laments the pitiful situation:

He has no friend to nurse him, not a man.

He sees no other face,

He must be wretched, always p_osn. sick and in pain.
He must go nearly mad,

Wondering how to cater for his daily needs.

How does a man endure such hardships?

(171—76)

An ordinary wounded Greek soldier would be with his family, for physi-
cal care for an ordinary handicapped person was a family matter.3* Still,
Philoctetes’ bare survival on the island of Lemnos provides symbolic par-
allels to the ordinary injured veteran’s life. The economics of chronic dis-
ability suggest that all but the wealthiest of families would have been bur-
dened; thus the quality of life for a significantly disabled veteran could not
have been optimal.*® As mentioned above, the disabled soldier, along
with anyone who was unable to support himself, may have been eligible
to receive a very small payment from the state, but only if he were desti-
tute.37 We can only guess at the range of conditions that must have
existed for physically handicapped people who required care, for we do

not have any direct information. The surviving literature shows us ex-

amples only of the extremes of children’s solicitousness and neglect for
their incapacitated parents.?®
The Philoctetes myth highlights the lack of standardization in several
areas of ancient Greek military life, including weaponry, medical care in
battle, care for the wounded soldier after battle, and provision for the dis-
abled veteran thereafter. In addition, because there was no category of “dis-
" abled veteran” and no custom of valorizing men wounded in battle, the
~ myth highlights the dual reaction of admiration and disgust for the disabled
© soldier. In the twentieth-century Western worldview, there is an emotional
and institutional category for the disabled veteran of war that did not exist
in the ancient Greek world. This lack of standardization in the Greek world
is a central consideration in an investigation of the ancient disabled veteran
of war.

=

Absence of the Category of Disabled Veteran

When éwnnﬁbn clear that his arrows were needed to win the Trojan War,
Philoctetes’ former comrades were apparently able to bear Philoctetes’ cries
and stench after all. He was retrieved from Lemnos and taken forcibly to
Troy, asking his captor, .

How is it, cursed wretch, I am not #ow lame, evil-smelling?
(1031)

.

Y
We see the flexibility of the category *“able” in our own century: during™

World War 11, people who had been considered incapable by nature, such
as women and people with mental retardation, suddenly were deemed quite
capable. Intelligence tests that would have labeled a potential soldier men-
tally retarded, thus -unfit for service, were discarded in favor of simple
screening processes. Steven Gelb reports that “many previously institution-
alized soldiers compiled war records that caused the attitude of institution
superintendents to shift from one of disapproval and skepticism to pride in
the accomplishments of ‘their boys.” 4

This phenomenon is documented in the ancient Greek world as well.
The same people who were deemed useless by nature of their physical
configuration (whether by age, gender, or ability) were, i emergency situ-
ations, employed to defend the city walls.#* There was not so Hw.mE a dis-
tinction as there is today between those who were fit to serve and those
who énr not. One did not have to be in near-perfect bodily condition to
serve. In classical Greek hoplite battle, onc needed to be able to hold one’s
ground in order to keep the line intact, not to run or move quickly.** .

At the end of the Sophoclean play (1438—30) Philoctetes is promised a
cure by the healing god Asclepius after nine years of intense suffering, While
this cure is on one level the play's final divine intervention,** the symbolism.
reflects reality. Philoctetes’ cure is not the only tale of complete recovery.
While rational Hippocratic physicians recognized incurable cases, the Ascle-
piadic dedications at Epidaurus include many testimonies of miraculous
cures of blindness, deafhess, lameness, and so on.#* Given the perceived pos-
sibility for spontaneous, miraculous cure, the concept of disability’s perma-~
nence in the ancient Greek world was much less rigid than today in the
developed world. The Greeks could certainly hope for, if not expect, an
imminent cure for any ailment, including ailments we in the modern world
would call incurable. An example similar to Philoctetes’ miraculous cure is
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nothing is identified securely. The corpus also includes writings by the students of Hip-
pocrates and other medical writers.

24. Srboljub Zivanovié, Ancient Diseases: The Elements of Paleopathology, trans. L.
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Carter, vol. 2 (Austin, Tex.: Institute of Classical Archaeology, 1998}, 527, report that
“despite the often fragmentary state of preservation which precludes cbservation of all
possible sites of pathological processes on many skeletons, over 40% of the individuals
showed some bone pathologies.”

25. Paul Janssens, Paleopathology: Diseases and Injuries of Prehistoric Man, trans. L
Dequeecker (Londen: John Baker, 1970), 32-313; Donald Ortner and Walter Putschar,
Hdentification of Pathological Conditions in Human Skeletal Remains, Smithsonian Contribu-
tions to Anthropology 28 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 198 5), 64.
Lawrence Angel, “Ancient Skeletons from Asine,” in S. Dietz, General Stratigraphical
Analysis and Architectural Remains, Asine 1I: Results of Excavations East of the Acropolis,
1970~1974 {Stockholm: Paul Astrdms Forlag, 1982), 109 notes, for example, the evi-
dence in a male from the Middle Bronze Age of a right humerus fracture with 15 degrees
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from the Hellenistic period, a fracture of the left fernur angled 20 degrees and thickened.

26. Majno, The Healing Hand, 188—89, discusses dangerous ancient medical prac-
tices in general; see also Lawrence Bliquez, “Greek and Roman Medicine,” Archaeology
34 {1981): 10-17.

27. Ormer and Putschar, Identification of Pathological Conditions, 65, explain that in
both small and large fractures, the sensory nerve may be lost, in which case the lack of
pain allows continued use of the broken bone, which of course prevents healing,

28. Actually, Ortner and Putschar, ibid., 63, estimate six weeks, in ideal condi-
tions, for the primary callus to develop, which suggests that the Hippocratic doctors’
underestimation of the time needed for healing would result in permanent injury.

20. Zivanovié, Ancient Diseases, 176,

30. Colin Eommwuumo? Best Foot Forward: The Autobiography of Colin memhw:&o:
(London: Odhams Press, 1957), 80—85.

31. Zivanovié, Andent Diseaces, 17778,
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shepherd with the music of a flute but bellowing in the distance
as he stumbles from his wound.... And his bellowing is terrify-
ing” (213-218). |
Although savage and-shepherd share important functions of
fertility and natural process in their relation to the natural world,
their distinction is important to the world of tragedy and the
civilized polis because the political world defines the moral and
does so differently.than in later periods. The herdsman of Oedi-
pus the King, for instance, is also a romance derivative but plays
a minor role that is easily assimilated to the function of other
lower class figures in such subservient roles. Although the savage
might seem of a lower order than the herdsman, in the Greek
view he exists altogether outside the polis structure and is there-
by a figure of unrestrained and superhuman potential. To the
‘extent that he is more bestial, he contains within himself more of
nature’s power.
The treatment of Philoctetes is intimately bound to the role
of the landscape setting in this play. It would have been im-
mediately apparent to the ancient audience that Sophocles’ Phi-
loctetes is an heroic figure of full daemonic power who com-
mands the divinity of natural energy as only an aristocratic hero
can. This close relationship between protagonist and setting be-
comes increasingly important as the focus of the play shifts from
the influence of epic figures and themes to the powerful and
mysterious hold of Lemnos on his own nature. Philoctetes’
lineage is a complicated one for an aristocratic hero of tragedy.
The wild and deserted island scenery through which he moves
has reshaped him in 2 new mold as a similar scenery enlarged the
power of Prospero.
If observed from the vantage of generic character types avail-
able to the Greek audience, Philoctetes’ characterization is seen

to incorporate the seemingly contradictory roles of homo ferus

and aristocratic hero. The savagery that drives his heroic inflex-
ibility is worthy of Achilles, also something of a wild figure, and
provides the link between the two paradigms by being treated
literally and historically. Through long years in the wilderness as
a forgotten warrior, this hero has evolved ::o an homo ferus.
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formed rather than being destroyed. _ |
ommM:cn nmﬂmn.@ moq.o:mzmn, subjecting Philoctetes to rotting dis-
ut also opening the way to healing, saves him from tra-

gic doom and thereby saves him for a restoration worthy of

mem is far removed from the purity of the tragic hero. Just as he
€0 m“Em mS::: himself both capacity for change and unwilling-
ssto ¢ ange, he also partakes of the natural world’s ambiva-
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logic of the dramatic action is a continuous effort to retrieve
Philoctetes that culminates in Heracles’ pronouncement.

Not only is the scene of Philoctetes’ suffering displaced from
the reversal, it is unmotivated as far as the plot action of the
drama is concerned. It is one of those Sophoclean events, like
the mysterious first burial and the whirlwind in Antigone or the
Corinthian Messenger’s entrance in Oedipus the King, that has
no apparent human cause; so far as the characters in the drama
can perceive, it just happens. In the Philoctetes, however, _.mﬂ_wh
than being embedded in a chain of events it is the central event in
the dramatic focus.

The depiction of Philoctetes’ agony on stage also departs
from the tragic convention of reporting physically violent events
in narrative form through a messenger speech. The protracted
representation of the writhing and incoherent hero is a voio_.m.c._
and unusuaily unpleasant scene for Attic tragedy. It necessarily
stimulates the desire for relief, and that desire is intensified be-
cause one is watching an action in process. The suffering is not
yet a finished event susceptible to narrative recollection and the
solace of tragic lamentation. .

The structural ambiguity of the scene of suffering — unmoti-
vated, displaced and prémature ~ allows a twofold ambivalence
in its treatment. To desire Philoctetes’ relief at this stage is to
desire the unheroic outcome, the success of Neoptolemus’
scheme. If the play moved without complication from the schem-
ing in the prologue to the moment of Philoctetes’ total vulner-
ability, the problem confronting the audience would be an un-
pleasant but straightforward contradiction between heroic suf-
fering and picaresque restoration at the level of plot outcome.
But the long intervening scene between Neoptolemus and Phi-
loctetes has introduced a second uncertainty, What in fact are
Neoptolemus’ intentions at this point? To capture the bow and
abandon the man? To deliver man and bow over to the Greek
army? Or has Neoptolemus shifted at some indeterminate point
to abandon his deception and answer the suppliant’s plea for

passage home? The second uncertainty has its source in the
ambiguous information and ambiguous role for Neoptolemus

22

that Sophocles has carefully built into the intermediate scenc.
Neoptolemus’ action cannot be judged until his intentions are
determined.

The most striking departures from conventional tragic struc-
ture are the abrupt deus ex machina conclusion, aborting the
carefully developed plot rather than arising from it and so por-
tending comic restoration rather than tragic disintegration, and
the displaced scene of suffering, now severed from dénouement
and marking a pivotal shift toward health rather than the tragic
destruction of the protagonist. If one observes the action alone,
Philoctetes bounces back from the jaws of death as well as any
comic hero after a narrow escape. But in Philoctetes the conven-
tional devices of comic plot do not evoke the conventional re-
sponse of liberating relief and celebration. To understand how
Sophocles uses comic structures to produce uncomic effects one
must look back to earlier sections of the play, where less obvious
departures from normative tragic conventions already exist.

Following Odysseus’ exit at the end of the prologue the en-
trapment of Philoctetes by Neoptolemus begins and the basis of
the dialogue becomes narrative. Philoctetes’ lengthy autobio-
graphical story (254-316) is followed by a story-telling sequence
in which Neoptolemus gradually constructs a narrative pseudo-
history of the Trojan War in answer to Philoctetes’ questions
about what has happened during his ten years of isolation (319-
465).'* Neoptolemus’ skillful blend of dramatic “truth” and “fic-

_ tion” and of contradictory epic sources well-known to the audi-
~ence creates an internally consistent story that has the power of a

‘14, Tweo stories are interwoven: an emotionally charged review of the heroes in

the lliad (the noble have died; the ignoble survived) and a presumably fictitious
account of Neoptolemus’ personal betrayal and the loss of his father’s arms at
the hands of Odysseus. Neoptolemus’ fiction draws heavily on familiar story
patterns of the post-fliad epic cycle, notably Odysseus® stratagem to trick
Achilles into leaving his island home of Scyros and entering the Trojan War
and Odysseus' capture of the arms of Achilles at Ajax’s expense. In addition,
Neoptolemus’ account is shaped to duplicate both Philoctetes’ presentation of
his own experience of betrayal at the hands of the Greek commanders and the
prelogue’s revelation to the audience that Neoptolemus has himseif been lured

into a mission of deceit under false. pretenses.




Romance Complications

Lattimore has drawn attention to the fine line between ro-
mance and tragic story pattern in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King,
an ironic and tragic inversion of the tale of the noble foundling
restored to his parents and kingdom.'? Sophoclean irony is at
work in Philoctetes as well. If one attempts to separate out the

tragic elements in the characterization of its protagonist, what

remains of Philoctetes, its understructure as it were, is a story, a
setting and a hero that provide a strikingly complete rendition of
a romance tale of a particular mold.?° Here is an island castaway
with a magical instrument who experiences a symbolic rebirth, a
miraculous cure and a restoration to an ailing society that is itself
cured through the hero’s magical potency.

Romance hero and setting are not part of our usual expecta-
tions for Athenian tragedy. In Philoctetes these elements are
particularly easy to neglect for two reasons. First, Sophocles has
filled the opening scenes of this play with epic concerns. The task
initially set out by Odysseus and Neoptolemus is that of a mili-
tary embassy commissioned to recover a hero for battle, and

19. R. Lattimore, The Poetry of Greek Tragedy (1958), 82 ff.

20. The best discussion of romance stories and themes in the early period may
be found in S. Trenkner’s The Greek Novella in the Classical Period (1958).
Trenkner cites romance historiography, whose popularity began in the late fifth
century, and folk tale as major influences on the adventure story novella. Her
study coliects much material from historiographers of the classicat period as
well as from Euripides and Oid Comedy. (Sophocles as so often goes un-
noticed.) Fifth century materials are so fragmentary for literary sources and so
indirect for oral tales (preserved only in the adaptations of rhetoricians, histo-
rians or playwrights) that it is virtually impossible to distinguish popular and
high literature as separate genres or to establish the interrelation between the
two. I have, therefore, not attempted to pinpoint separate generic sources for
what I treat broadly as “romance” conventions. I do restrict the term “comic”
to motifs found in classical drama (O1d Comedy and satyr play) whether or not
these also occur in romance epic or other genres.
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Philoctetes and Neoptolemus in their first long scenc .”omop:oﬂ
recount the fates of the well-known heroes of the Trojan War.

: The playwright has rapidly shifted attention to the epic ancestry

of the story and its familiar characters. Consequently the open-
ing visual effect of the landscape setting and island castaway is

3 - temporarily suppressed by the evocative power of the &.m.oocwwo.
. Second, the motifs of conventional tragedy are so familiar to a

modern audience and so recognizably powerful in E:.FQ&%
that it is easy for us to neglect the other generic qm.ﬁ::c:m at
work in this drama. In Philoctetes the tragic material is compli-
cated at every turn by motifs drawn from comedy and romance,
motifs that would have been familiar to the original m:&.o.:nm but
are not immediately apparent to us. Only by recognizing the
unique effect created by merging genres that are usually separate
can we regain an understanding of this drama’s m:o.Bm_ocm struc-
ture and the significance of its unexpected resolution. .
No complete romance work from the fifth century or nm_..__.o_.
survives, although the Odyssey is often used to Ewﬁao critics
with an epic paradigm for romance as the [liad fulfills that role
for tragedy. The Odyssey is an important literary precursor and
referent for Philoctetes, as will be discussed in the next chapter.
However, since the relationship is a complicated one and the
Odyssey itself is a sophisticated variation of romance, it ¢.<E be
helpful first to look to other sources for an understanding of
what Sophocles has incorporated from the realm of romance.
Shakespeare’s The Tempest, a romance drama par excellence,
shares with Philoctetes a number of important themes that are
specifically romance concerns and that conflict 25., our under-
standing of the “‘tragic vision”. In fact, Kermode’s _E.noacnﬁod_
essay to The Tempest provides a useful starting point .mo_. an
analysis of the dramatic world that Sophocles has organized in
Philoctetes.

Romance could be defined as a mode of exhibiting
the action of magical and moral laws in a version of
human life so selective as to obscure, for the special
purpose of concentrating-attention on these laws, the
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fact that in reality their force is intcrmittent and only
fitfully glimpsed.... In romance there survives that
system of ideal correspondences and magic patterns
which in actuality could not survive the scrutiny of an
informed and modern eye. It thrives upon the myth of
the indefeasible magnanimity of royal children as it
does upon the myth of the magical connexion be-
tween the fertility of a king and of his lands and sub-
jects.?!

In this same essay Kermode notes that, while drawing on the
contrast between natural and civilized societies and men that
underlies all pastoral literature, The Tempest provides a concep-
tion of the natural man that is an inversion of the pastoral hero.
Caliban is no gentle shepherd but a deformed and savage figure,
a Linnaean homo ferus.

The gentle shepherd and aggressive wild man are familiar
inhabitants of the romance world. They are not, however, syste-
Emmn.m:u.\ differentiated until the Roman period and this urges
M“”M. mﬂo_sﬂﬂﬁqmﬁmmww: m.m ﬁw..,.a Mwﬁrog.nmn figure. In a line that

m the Babylonian Enkidu of Gilgamesh to the Ho i
Cyclops and the fifth century satyrs, and mm still perceivable Hm“ww

Theocritus® Hellenistic poems,  the

» @ potency lost to the urban inhabj
- - Hl
tant but whose aggressive potential must be developed, con-

MA_EMQ and a.?.nnﬁa to social ends if it is to be mora] and success-

: . By mE..SS_.ﬁ passage into and out of the wilderness, such

m._m”w.o.m retain vital contact with the forces there and qomonm&mwn
€ir own nature. In the Greek concepti

. ption the natural man

whether in respectable or debased form, mediates between vo_mm.

and natural world, The redemptive magic of Prospero and .En

lustful black magic of Sycorax are combined i
. ! mbined in th - i
pagan conception. e pre-Vergilian

21. F. Kermode, Introduction to the “Arden”
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Tempest (1934), liv and 1vi,

The worlds of divine power and of natural fertility have not
yet been severed. As a result, the arts of civilization are inextri-
cably embedded in their patural matrix. The choruses of tragedy
have a persistent habit of reminding their audiences that even
the gods are subject to the pleasures of Aphrodite. Their divinity

.consists not in exercising civilized control over nature from

above but in having the power to organize and utilize their own
extraordinary natural force in productive ways. Like humans,
they are both civilized and natural. Their civilized skills surpass
those of humans to the extent that their natural powers are also
greater, large enough to encompass the full power of nature and
survive its contradictions. Creation and achievement are effort-
less for the gods, and their limitless energy is not subject to
expenditure or destruction, which is to say that they are defined
by their immortality.

A different relationship between the civilized and natural
worlds necessarily exists than in later pastoral literature. The arts
of the polis, its technai, are its socializing laws and its technolo-
gical skills, but the polis is only powerful to the extent that it
successfully organizes the natural resources of which it is com-
prised, its land and its human inhabitants. The hero is effective
in exact proportion to his savage power. The romance reunifica-
tion of art and nature is therefore not achieved via subjugation of
the natural world or exclusion of the savage man. Rather, it
takes place through the cooperative relationship established be-
tween the two; it is a socializing process that channels the hero’s
natural energy for productive rather than destructive ends. In
Philoctetes this is expressed as a specifically political process.
The Greek army is impotent, divided and corrupt without Phi-
loctetes, and the reunification is signalled not by feasting or
marriage, as in conventional romance, but by cooperative armed
aggression, a military victory.

Surprisingly, the Sophoclean Philoctetes contains much of the
natural man, and he is specifically delineated as homo ferus, not
herdsman. The chorus, primed by Odysseus, prepares the audi-
ence expectation for a wild Cyclopean creature returning to his
lair. They hear him approaching the stage “not like a country
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shepherd with the music of a flute but bellowing in the distance
as he stumbles from his wound.... And his bellowing is terrify-
ing” (213-218).

Although savage and shepherd share important functions of

fertility and natural process in their relation to the natural world,
their distinction is important to the world of tragedy and the
civilized polis because the political world defines the moral and
does so differently than in later periods. The herdsman of Oedi-
pus the King, for instance, is also a romance derivative but plays
a minor role that is easily assimilated to the function of other
lower class figures in such subservient roles. Although the savage
might seem of a lower order than the herdsman, in the Greek
view he exists altogether outside the polis structure and is there-
by a figure of unrestrained and superhuman potential. To the
-extent that he is more bestial, he contains within himself more of
nature’s power.

The treatment of Philoctetes is intimately bound to the role
of the landscape setting in this play. It would have been im-
mediately apparent to the ancient audience that Sophocles’ Phi-
loctetes is an heroic figure of full daemonic power who com-
mands the divinity of natural energy as only an aristocratic hero
can. This close relationship between protagonist and setting be-
comes increasingly important as the focus of the play shifts from
the influence of epic figures and themes to the powerful and
mysterious hold of Lemnos on his own nature. Philoctetes’
lineage is a complicated one for an aristocratic hero of tragedy.
The wild and deserted island scenery through which he moves
has reshaped him in a new mold as a similar scenery enlarged the
power of Prospero.

If observed from the vantage of generic character types avail-
able to the Greek audience, Philoctetes’ characterization is seen
to incorporate the seemingly contradictory roles of homo ferus
and aristocratic hero. The savagery that drives his heroic inflex-
ibility is worthy of Achilles, also something of a wild figure, and
provides the link between the two paradigms by being treated
literally ang historically. Through long years in the wilderness as
a forgotten warrior, this hero has evolved into an homo ferus.
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Both heroes through their savage power achicve daemonic sta-
ture, but the ways in which Philoctetes’ characterization departs
from the Achillean prototype is significant. Philoctetes is trans-
formed rather than being destroyed.

The capacity for change, subjecting Philoctetes to rotting dis-
ease but also opening the way to healing, saves him from tra-
gic doom and thereby saves him for a restoration worthy of a
romance king. Change, socialization and reintegration are pro-
cesses refused to or by such archetypal epic and tragic heroes as
Achilles and Ajax but are well-known events in romance. Philoc-
tetes is far removed from the purity of the tragic hero. Just as he
contains within himself both capacity for change and unwilling-
ness to change, he also partakes of the natural world’s ambiva-
lence by incorporating its productive as well as destructive
strength. He has moved out of the heroic and Achillean world in
which the warrior provides savage power at the expense of poli-
tical unity. That force is necessary for battling the enemy but
must be excluded for preservation of civic peace. In the world of
Philoctetes the excluded warrior becomes a chosen hero with
vital power to restore the disrupted human realm.

The fertile and restorative aspect of the natural world is con-
ventionally included in the realm of romance as an erotic motif.
Characters of debased and rampant sexuality, such as satyrs or
unmanning witches, populate the romance plot alongside charac-
ters of idealized and restrained sexuality, such as aristocratic
lovers. Characteristically, the landscape setting is a backdrop for
the romance hero’s love adventures. These often culminate in
marriage, typically a miraculous reunion with his lost love,

At first it appears that the erotic themes of romance and
pastoral, whether figured in nubile princess, sexual witch or bux-
om shepherdess, have been excluded from this politicized and
militarized version. It would be wrong to read this as a necessary
consequence of the story’s epic roots. Epic heroes are usually not
exempt from romance treatment, and we know of many popular
storics about erotic unions of other heroes (Neoptolemus and
Hermione, Achilles and Helen, etc.). Philoctetes’ myths, how-
ever, include no such stories, and Sophocles has used the tradi-
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tional portrayal of this figure as a man among men for his own
dramatic purposes.*?

The Philoctetes is unique among extant tragedies in having no
female roles at all; the world of war and politics is here treated as
an exclusively masculine world. Given this, it is striking that the
poetry of the play resonates with sexual language. Eroticized
diction is used especially for the landscape and, even more sur-
prisingly, for the hero’s wound. As much as the past heroic
battles and military missions dominate the earlier diction of the
drama, the landscape, in which Philoctetes now anticipates
dying, dominates the later scenes. Philoctetes addresses the is-
land [andscape directly in four lyrically styled soliloquies in the
second half of the.drama (936 ff., 1081 ff., 1146 [f., 1452 ff.). By
conventional literary norms, landscape should not play so impor-
tant or personal a role in tragedy. Further, this particular wilder-
ness setting is anomalous for being imaged as nurturing as well as
threatening. .

Philoctetes’ environment differs markedly from the usual epic
hero’s surroundings in that aggressive and masculinized heroic
versions of animal predators have been banished. Boars, lons
and wolves are nowhere to be seen. The exclusion of the preda-
tory beast creates a landscape of cyclical nature and nurture,
what could be described as a feminized scenery. Philoctetes is
nourished by it, as it will be by him if he is left without his bow.
In a vision of inverted nurture when his bow has been seized and
he foresees his death on the island, Philoctetes states explicitly
that he is the only predator. Without his bow “this Jand no
longer holds terror or need for flight” (1153-1154) and the crea-
tures who feed on him are not predators, or even the threatening
scavengers who haunt heroic battlefields. To Philoctetes they
will follow nature’s dictates, taking blood for blood, when they
consume his flesh after he has died, no longer able to avail

22. The myths about Philoctetes concern his Trojan War role {including being
healed at Troy and slaying Paris with Heracles’ bow and arrows), his associa-

tion with Heracles, and his role as an heroic founder of several Greek cities in
Ftalv

himself of nature’s sustenance. The theft of the bow — the hu-
man intrusion, not the landscape or its creatures — will cause his
death.

The two features of this landscape recurrently invoked by
Philoctetes are the island's cave and birds. Both images are

‘heavily referential to cult and both supply rich literary connota-

tions owing to their frequent use in romance and comedy. The
two-mouthed cave would immediately suggest to the audience
the traditional Greek depiction of the underworld, an under-
ground cavern with one entrance for arriving souls and one for
departing. But the cave is ambivalent, as all things natural al-
ways are in Greek myth. Already in the prologue this cave is
identified as a protective retreat, and Philoctetes’ own lines
throughout the drama stress increasingly its womb-like aspects.
In his final farewell to the island, Philoctetes personifies the cave
and invokes it together with the local nymphs of the island’s
meadows and waters (1453-1454). Every Greek landscape was
inhabited by its nymphs and the role of these local natural spirits
in overseeing childbirth was a further acknowledgment of man’s
direct dependence on the powers of natural fertility. A long his-
tory of literary and cult precedents for the association of nymphs
and caves confers a dual symbolic significance on Philoctetes’
cave as locus of his surrogate death but also of his rebirth as a
changed and more powerful hero.?

23. The cave, earlier in the play a *'two-mouthed rock” or “rocky hollow™ (16,
1081) like Antigone’s tomb, becomes in the final farewell the “chamber”
(1453) in whose “inmost recess” Philoctetes was so often wetted by the sea
spray in southern storms (1456-1457). Sophocles seems to be punning on “en-
gendered™ and “wetted” (etegchthé 1456, ¢p. to etechthé) and the context is
suggestive: cave chamber (1453), female island nymphs (1454) and “male” sea
(1455) are invoked as a triad. Mournful tears of despair and fertilizing spray are
thus combined in one image of death/birth. As sacred guardians of the new-
born, sacrifices were made to the appropriate local nymphs at the birth of a
child. Their association with specific features of a given locality remained in
force throughout the classical period. Philoctetes’ final address to the island of
Lemnos follows this tradition. As indwelling spirits of the natural scenery.
nymphs were usually portrayed as inhabiting caves or grotios, where they were
often worshipped in rural cult. Odysseus’ epiz cyage begins and ends in such



Just as Philoctetes withdraws to the cave more for protection
than in fear, so he also addresses the birds not as adversaries to
be fought in battle but as nurturing companions. Philoctetes’
passive doves neither stalk him nor turn to fight; they flee
(1149), as do the other “mountain” creatures to which he occa-
sionally alludes but never identifies by name (937, 955, 1147). By
replacing the specific savage beasts who usually inhabit Greek
wilderness scenes with winged prey, Sophocles has again femi-
nized the Lemnian landscape. Birds carried many symbolic roles
E Greek literature and cult, and these often shared the mythic
significance of woman as procreator and nurturer. As birds could
mediate between heaven and earth for mortals, woman could
En&m.ﬁm between nature and culture for men. For instance, birds
sometimes represented a superior order of life in which aggres-
sive behavior is sacrificed in favor of familial devotion and a Life
of mutual nurture (e.g., Sophocles, Electra 1058-1062). Bet-
ter w:.oé: is their function, suggested by their higher habitat
as divine messengers or even as embodiments of gods and mom”
anwmo.m descending from Mount Olympus. Another symbolic
?:oso:_ much undervalued in classical scholarship but of par-
:.n___mm relevance to this play, is the commonplace ancient use of
@:.%. in sexual imagery throughout Greek art and literature, In
_:o.nmum:o, the sources are primarily old comedy and crotic
lyric.** Sappho, for instance, in the famous “Hymn to Aphro-

ao:v_n-g:m_.sna grotto {one door for mortals and one for gods) of the nymphs
on his :o:._n. _.m_m_a of Ithaca. (See aiso p. 64.) The theme of & qo_smz_mnuﬂ_swcn
between civilized .Qann_n voyager and native woodland spirit is a paradigm for
the m:mn_wg” marriages of nymphs and heroes in Greek foundation Emu;s a
voﬂE.ﬁ form nwm qun_.n romantic tale. These foundation stories attest to ﬂ._a
traditional erotic association between female nymphs of the natural locale and
H_mnm male m.z:_nma.om new colonial cities. Philoctetes was the hero ofa :::._.con
M ﬂww_h_“_:mw_oﬂ mm”.”:nm.. >a_._ﬂro=m__ no marriage tale for Philoctetes survives, such
2 sory m y e existe _.onu__w and become lost. In any case, Sophocies has
ed the erotic mk:.__uo__ma of nymphs and caves for Philoctetes® ‘erf
mzm.n_:.zni to the wild scenery of Lemnos. + povert!
ua.oﬂﬂ.ﬂﬂ.ﬁ:u:nm. Birds parodies all three aspects — heavenly, familial, sexual
. Eah:_q_www Hanuﬂmnﬁ.ﬂmﬂm .M:n w,_n”w-qw,_,_mm:m implications of the Greek usc
: ymbolize the underlyin uy
human nature are brilliantly explored by W. >:w,<m=m“mﬁ&M._,._MM”“H“H_
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dite” beseeches the goddess to descend to earth in her chariot

drawn by “beautiful and swift” sparrows, thus combining several
symbolic motifs. In general then, as predatory beasts would have
suggested to the audience the literary conventions of epic battles

and hunts, birds suggest instead the conventions of comedy and

lyric, of fertility and its erotic energy.

Birds and cave, like the natural setting itself, carry ambiva-
lent associations and represent in a familiar language of popular
symbolism the mingling of generative and deadly forces. The
cave is both womb and tomb. The birds are both eaten and eater.
Philoctetes acknowledges this in his own terms of address to
landscape, cave and birds. From the heroic vantage in the begin-
ning of this drama, Lemnos seemed to be the land of exile from
the polis and therefore a living death. By the play’s end, it is seen

to be equally or more the sacred precinct of rebirth. _
The warrior and his bow disturb the balance of this natural

world. In broader terms, it is man who introduces polarity and
duality to the natural world. Predator and prey are not catego-
ries relevant to the landscape until the arrival of Philoctetes and
the other warriors drawn to L.emnos by the magnet of his pres-
ence and the bow. The ultimate terms of the opposition are
nature and polis, polis in the ancient sense of a protected and
bounded locus of civilization within an expanse of natural wilder-
ness. The mediator between the unified and self-contradictory
world of natural forces and the strictly polarized world of the
polis is the culture hero with his tool of trade in hand. In the
Sophoclean conception, the civilizing force is embodied in Man,
specifically masculine, and nature is Mother Nature and femi-
pine, as she remains for the next millenia.

Since Philoctetes first introduces aggression into this pro-
tected environment and has nothing to fear from it in return, he
can address his island with tenderness and nostalgia as one might
speak to a gentle lover or a mother whom one is about to leave.

Birds: The Fantasy Politics of Eros” (Arion, N.S. I, 1973) 119 ff. Many of his
observations, in particular on the relation between political erds (ambition) and
natural erds (sexuality) are germane to the argument of this study.
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Masculine diction enters only in his closing lines of farewell and
it is explicit there: the “male pounding” of the sea (1455) from
which his cavern’s “‘inmost recess” (1457) often protected him.
The sea is what separates Philoctetes from both battlefield glo-
ries and homeland. This is the sea traversed by Alcibiades’ navy
and the merchant ships but across which Philoctetes has not yet
found escape although he has learned sheer survival in the pri-
mal island world. It is a strange and powerful image of the peace-
able kingdom, this rocky island rising from the sea. Its steep
cliffs protect the maternal and nurturing earth and freshwater
streams from the violent and deafening dangers of the masculine
sea below. In this natural realm the maternal land is jutting and
the breeding sea growls like a male predator; the boundaries of
gender are annihilated. Philoctetes alone has introduced the sex-
uality of gender. The birds must fall to his phallic arrows and the
island, like a providing woman, nurture him, a helpless man.
What does prey on Philoctetes in his island home is his own
wound, and the wound’s force is that of a devouring woman, the
prostitute or the wandering witch. This is a different aspect of
female nature than the nurturing mother embodied in the land-
scape itself. “She comes from time to time when she has grown
sated with her roamings” (758-759). “Piercing and swift, she visits
and leaves” (807-808). As Philoctetes has introduced a new force
of male aggression onto the island with his bow, so he has also
brought with him his female devouring wound like a personal
monster. Philoctetes cannot hide her from Neoptolemus but
stands exposed as she destroys and consumes him alive (743-
745). In a fresh attack, the blood gushes from “the depths” of his
wound and he speaks to his foot: “Foot, what horrible thing are
you doing to me?” (786). Foot and wound are inseparable. The
disease pours from inside his foot but approaches like a monster
from the outside. As the seizure nears culmination, Philoctetes
cries for death; he begs to be burned like Heracles and incom-
prehensibly rants about going “there”, “up”’, being “let loose™
(814-816). “O Earth”, he says, “take me as I am, dying; this
wound no longer lets me stand erect” (819-820). The phallic
symbolism of the foot is apposite to the scene, and the foot with
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the bleeding wound is suggestively androgynous.

Fifth century authors seem to reflect both the substance and
clinical precision of the Hippocratic corpus in their own depic-
tions of disease.?® It is also a long-standing convention of erotic
poetry to adapt the heroic pathology of fear of imminent death
to the needs of erotic pathology. The most notable example i8
Sappho’s self-analysis of her passion’s symptomology: speech-
lessness, fever, sweating and trembling (Lobel Page 31). Sopho-
cles has brought together these linguistic conventions. The
Greek assumption that all extreme events of human experience

25. P.R. Vasquez, in Literary Convention in Scenes of Madness and Suffering in
Greek Tragedy (Diss. Columbia University, 1972), documents the elements
{hat recur in such scenes of suffering and explores their literary prototypes,
including medical writings of the Hippocratic corpus. In an appendix on reli-
gious and medical influences, 411 ff., Vasquez discusses the tragedians’ use of
several motifs that probably derive from the traditional depiction of daemons,
notably treatment of the illness as a wild animal attack and as a wandering
disease. She suggests that during the fifth century the popular notion of exter-
nal agency and a daemonic cause came under attack by doctors, who ascribed
all such disease, including madness, to natural causes. From this point of view it
would seem that Sophocles has drawn heavily on the tradition described by
Vasquez for the imagery in Philoctetes (hunting and attacking, biting and de-
vouring, cohabiting, and lulling to sleep), but has conceptualized the hero’s
disease as primarily physical, thereby reducing the traditional emphasis on
madness and external agency. For instance, the Furies, who are most frequent-
ly associated with such disease in tragedy and who represent both its insane and
daemonic aspects, are not present in this play, Vasquez, 351 f., notes that the
bite of the snake who guarded Chryse’s shrine serves as a “surrogate ... for
daemonic intervention” by having caused the disease and by informing the
imagery of the play, but that “in the action dramatized, it has become an
indissolvable part of the hero’s character and actions”. In the Philoctetes scene
Sophocles has combined other elements with the conventional ones described
by Vasquez. The compelling depiction of the wound as a destroyer within is
also used for Heracles’ agony in Sophocles’ earlier tragedy. Women of Trachis.
There, the feminine gender of “disease” (nosos) is played on as Heracles
names his “savage discase” (agria nosos 1030) and “devouring disease” (dia-
boros nosos 1084) in a long tirade against his wife, “a woman, by nature female”
(guné thélus phiisa 1062), who has caused his destruction. Heracles describes
himself as unmanned and reduced to the wailing of a young girl (parthenos 1071).
In Philoctetes the wound is simply personified as “she”. What was symbolic for
Heracles becomes literal for Philoctetes. .
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draw on an underlying pathology of irrational seizure allows him
the economy of language to join the strands. Medical seizure,
death throcs, childbirth, erotic experience are consistently de-

‘ tion — medical, erotic, birth and heroic death — as the hero
" succumbs to the wound in his heel. “*His head falls back, the
sweat pours down his whole body, and a dark discharge, violent-

scribed as madness in Greek authors, but an insanity whose . ly bleeding, breaks from his heel” (822-825).
pathology is mvon&om:w that of violent and contradictory physi- § . To summarize the argument so far, the most usual setting for
cal symptoms, a disease of uncontrolled nature. 3 Athenian tragedy is the social realm, the world of the polis or the
,_,._6 literal description in this scene is of a seizure defined in § = military camp. There are a substantial number of tragic settings
Boa_om_.no:ﬂm. but Sophocles has drawn on the Greek poetic § - that depart from this norm, but almost always in favor of an
no=<.n==.o=m to .E__MS the diction of life’s three great natural w intermediate realm: temple precinct, heroic cemetery, or even a
cocnam.:mm — birth, sexuality and death — with that of disease. § village. The Philoctetes story necessitates an island setting, but
The unifying symbolism is one of natural birth, and this accounts § in both the Euripidean and Aeschylean plays the social context

m.uq the ::no_io::o:m_ cry of tragic suffering that Philoctetes a was represented by a chorus of Lemnians. By replacing that
gives several times at the center of the scene: papai apappapai chorus with visiting sailors, Sophocles has purified the setting to

Qum-q.no, 785-786, 792-793; pai-“child”). His stuttering utter- § create a deserted landscape of romance and grant it a new and
wno.o is framed by repeated references to Neoptolemus as § powerful symbolic meaning.
child”, (733-811 passim) reinforcing the symbolism. This is the } From the standpoint of the epic story and of Philoctetes’ role
romance scene o.m rebirth, and its culmination in sleep/death/ ' as Greek citizen and military commander, this landscape repre-
:ﬁ%mi release gives it also the symbolic value of apotheosis, sents a wasteland. To the civilized Greek, Philoctetes’ enforced
which is thereby treated as one more form of birth. The similarity isolation and passive survival are a surrogate death and his cave
to Sophocles’ earlier depiction of Heracles’ death agony in is a surrogate grave. Sophocles’ language, however, creates from
Women QM Trachis is striking. In fact, the chorus’ lines immediate- § the setting a world of nurture and birth, and always with implicit
ly _uwonoa_sm the scene of suffering in Philoctetes allude to Hera- |  reference to the heroic antithesis of predation and the hunt and
cles’ ?:m_‘m_ pyre and apotheosis (727-729) and so direct the of battlefield scavengers, the vultures and dogs. The forces that
mc...__n:oa.m attention to the explicit verbal references that follow. | move Philoctetes’ landscape are those of natural creativity and
.H..ra simultaneous imagery of sexual experience provides a | life, and the scenery suggests, rather than the battlefield
special Sophoclean significance. Neither birth nor rebirth is an | graveyard, the mountain caves in which gods are bred.
individual segment of a temporal sequence, but both partake of | Such a role for the Lemnian setting is richly allusive, for
the recurrent structure of physical experience. The fundamental - Lemnos was traditionally associated with the Cybele cult and

with myths that center on murderous conflict between men and

pattern of increase, climax and release draws all human experi-
women or exclusive occupancy of the island by women.? To the

ence into a single natural process. The various stages of the life
cycle that are normally differentiated in narrative structure are

= ot e e

here collapsed into on i

p anEman:m bound € experience. As nature on Lemnos does 26. The most famous myth is that of the Lemnian women killing all the men on
: oc._.u aries between male-female and predator- the island in revenge for desertion. Jason and the Argonauts found the island in

prey, so Philoctetes’ own nature encompasses the contradictions possession of the women and mated with them. In historical time Lemnos was

inherent in creation, sexualit isi - colonized by Athenians, and Herodotus adds several stories about the later
and disintesr ) y ;
’ y gration. Neoptolemus population which show a common structure of rape followed by wholesale

description of Phil i inks i
QO y .. .
mmnm_n_wsm Sl ctetes as he D:m:% mE_n.m into sleep joins in a murder, always in the context of enmity between the Greek and non-Greek
g e strands. They achieve simultaneous culmina- inhabitants. He traces the origin of “Lemnian deeds" as a common Greek term
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extent that this wild landscape is dangerous to Philoctetes, it is
the danger inherent for civilized men in the natural cycle of
fertility and contact with female energy. Sophocles has retained
the identification of Lemnos with female power and found in
that power both a maternal nurturing function of primal Nature
and a destructive revenge of woman, called into being as man
attempts to take control and move toward a reaim of civilized
values. Civilized man demands individuation and establishes his
identity by aggression, thereby creating the antitheses of genders
and generations and the antithesis of nature and polis. The
aggressive power of the hunter or warrior, represented by the
“historical” male intruders to the mythic Lemnian precinct,
evokes Chryse’s anger and the savage wound.?’ A similar con-

of opprobrium to these stories of primitive savagery (Herod. 6.137-139). W.
Burkert, “Jason, Hypsipyle, and New Fire at Lemnos” (CQ, N.S. 20,
1970), 1 ff., presents a study of the relation between the myths and rituals
associated with Lemnos. More recently Charles Segal, in Tragedy and Civiliza-
tion: an interpretation of Sophocles (1981), employs further anthropological

materials in a broad discussion of the myths associated with Lemnos. He relates’

certain of these myths to motifs in the Sophoclean play, for instance, a mirror-
ing of the offensive odor of the mythic Lemnian women in Philoctetes’ foul
wound, Hephaistos’ lameness and exile from Olympus and his role of fire-god
and civilizer on Lemnos as a paradigm for Philoctetes, and the cruelty of the
local goddess Chryse in the context of a structuralist dichotomy between savage
and civilized.

77. Philoctetes was bitten on the leg by a snake guarding Chryse’s altar. This
story was well known, &.g., Iliad 2.721 ff. Sophocles chose not to stress the
divine wrath theme but rather to develop the symbolic implications. The shrine
of Chryse was on an island near to Lemnos. (One myth locates the shrine on
Lemnos itself.) All three of the great mythic expeditions to the Eastern

Mediterranean stopped at this shrine to propitiate the goddess before entering

the Hellespont. Jason sacrificed there with the Argonauts in his quest for the

golden fleece (Heracles was included in this story). Heracles himself was leader
of the first Trojan expedition, alluded to in several passages of the Iliad. The
scene of sacrifice at Chryse’s altar is depicted on a number of vases from the
second half of the fifth century. E. Hooker, “The Sanctuary and Altar of
Chryse in Attic Red-Figure Vase Paintings of the Late Fifth and Early Fourth
Centuries, B.C.” (JHS 70, 1950}, 35-41, reviews the material and observes that
some of the paintings apparently depict the young Philoctetes in attendance at
the sacrifice presided over by Heracles at the start of the first Greek expedition

[ R, A lnbawact in Hararlae® transcendent death

frontation, but one that ends in disastrous disintegration rather
than reintegration, takes place in the roughly contcmporary
Euripidean drama, The Bacchae (405 B.C.). The theme 1s com-
mon to many fifth century tragedies and most often embodied in
the Furies.

Philoctetes’ seizure at the mouth of the cave changes the story
for him as well as Neoptolemus. The new Philoctetes is born
from the death pangs of the hobbled archaic hero, and the de-
ceitful child who witnesses is transformed to the compassionate
and mature Neoptolemus. It is from this scene forward that Phi-
loctetes must begin to separate himself from Lemnos and that
the powerful control of Odysseus with the armed forces behind
him begins to recede. In terms of genre, the pivotal scene of
agony marks the moment when the process of time begins to
take hold. The drama shifts to actions, and the romance process
of becoming, although halting at first, gradually overwhelms the
tragic stusis. The episodic action that characterizes a romance
plot may seem, from the perspective of high art, naive. But the
redemptive power of time and natural process belong in the
realm of romance. As tragedy defies time and comedy restores
the lost order of the past, romance progresses. It is true to
Sophocles’ sense of divine mystery and human blindness that the
full significance of this rebirth is not felt until the very last lines
of the drama.

and immortality gave rise to popular stories or cults more closely associating
Heracles and Philoctetes. It was Philoctetes who released Heracles from his
agony by kindling the funeral pyre and so earned the miraculous weapons as a
reward. The picture of the youthful Philoctetes accompanying Heracles on the
earlier expedition and being initiated into the sacrificial rites for Chryse by
Heracles himself provides a ready parallel for the Neoptolemus-Philoctetes
alliance of the second Trojan War and a suggestive context for the meeting
between the elder and youthful warriors on Lemnos. If it is true that Sophacles

L L i- touindwma Nanntalamnc into the story of Philoctetes’ rescue, the



Sophocles’ Resolution

From the first moments of the play an extensive array of
dramatic and poetic techniques has been utilized by Sophocles to
qualify the antithetical opposition between Odysseus and Philoc-
tetes and between the generic forms of comedy and tragedy, in
each case by finding common ground beneath the opposition.
The qualifications are built into the play as the “reality” of its
dramatic world. However, within the structure of the play there
is no possibility of satisfactory resolution provided. It is preemp-
tively excluded by the characterizations of Odysseus and Philoc-
tetes as antithetical dramatic figures, as individuals whose views
of themselves and reality are mutually exclusive. Neither can
operate in the other’s reality, and Neoptolemus is left with no
.Sw_ mode of entry into meaningful action and no real education
In any practical sense.

The dramatic problem can be restated as a formal conflict
between the opposing values of two epic models, the tragedy of
the individualistic and kleos-driven Achilles and the romance
comedy of the adaptable and socially-oriented Odysseus. Put in
these terms, the conflict allows a choice but no resolution. The
same problem can also be stated as an historical one. The gener-
ation represented by Achilles and his peers in nobility is dead;
the new world is the domain of the Atreidai junta, the dema-
gogue Odysseus and the lower-class Thersites. If Achilles and his
kind are all but gone, then only one of the alternatives provides
for viable action in time present. The possibility for a meaningful
choice has been destroyed with the past heroes. Whichever mo-
del of hero one chooses to follow, the only context for action is
an unheroic world that the villains have inherited and shaped. As
the survivors, they are in a position to dictate jts terms,

As Sophocles has organized the action of the drama, the
model of Odysseus has dominated the first half of the n_mww and
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the Odyssean method is, after all, technically successful if mor-
ally unappealing. Philoctetes can be deceived and stolen, even if
Neoptolemus chooses not to be the one to do it. The second half of
the play is dominated by reversion to the model of Achillean
behaviour. Neoptolemus returns to the fold, but a true son of
Achilles in this world is an impotent Achilles. With Neoptolemus
in the Achilles role, there is no successful conclusion to the story.
A series of endings are attempted and each successively falls
short: forceful removal of Philoctetes, suicide, theft of the bow,
murder.

The dramatic crisis is swiftly resolved by the entry of Heracles
as a third and as yet unexplored model for heroic action. This
model is both successful and potent as it is both oracularly or-
dained and divine in nature. With the entrance of Heracles as an
alternative form of heroic action, the possibility of resolution
again arises. Heracles is neither the daemonic and isolated Ach-
illes nor the human and civilized Odysseus but combines the best
of both. Heracles is a culture hero whose daemonic strength and
implement of power are at the disposal of society and civilization,
and his story is a noble romance of a higher order than that of
Odysseus. Heracles and the romance of the culture hero are the
common ground that resolves the antithetical oppositions of both
character and genre.

Heracles was the first heroic owner of Apollo’s divine bow
and with it he successfully led the first Greek expedition against
Troy among the older generation of heroes. Philoctetes received
the bow as a gift in acknowledgment of his compassion. He alone
was willing to light Heracles’ pyre and release him from his final
suffering of a lingering and agonizing death in the shirt of Nes-
sus. The appropriateness of Heracles for the conclusion of the
Philoctetes story and the social significance of his bow is now
generally recognized among scholars, but the modern popular
conception of Heracles as a club-wielding archaic hero has ds-
vorced the figure from his newer role in fifth century cuit and ob-
scured the full power of the Sophoclean resolution.

Heracles’ canonical labors are those of an archetypal culture
hero who penetrates beyond the limits of the civilized world to
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conquer beasts and barbarians or successfully complete any
number of quests after magical objects or creatures, He wrestles
with every form of threatening and boundary-defying nature,
with Amazons, centaurs and even Death. He conquers with a
savagery and superhuman force to match that of his opponents.
As anthropologists tell us, this is the ambivalence inherent in all
myths of culture heroes. Savagery can only be tamed by match-
ing power. Out of this mythic tradition the post-Homeric archaic
period shapes for Heracles an increasingly militarized role to suit
the needs of the aristocratic society, and the socializing signifi-
cance of this heroic evolution and its culmination in the strongly
divinized figure of the late archaic period has been noted above.
A chronological account, however, is misleading, for the old
myths are not replaced by new ones but rather subjected to new
interpretation. Heracles evolves from a culture hero into what
one might term a civilization hero. The cuiture hero labors alone
to define the boundary between human and beast, and he keeps
one foot in both worlds. The civilization hero and his com-
patriots battle to define the boundary between civilized man and
barbarian. This boundary is defined as much by the bonds unit-
ing the polis within as by the forces repelling the enemy without.
The Prometheus of myth is a culture hero. Sophocles’ Philoc-
tetes is a civilization hero. The transformation of Heracles pro-
vides the link and mediates between the two. _

The labors of Heracles that are sculpted on so many temples of
the late archaic and classical period are still the canonical labors,
but the figuration of the hero is of an ideal and civilized
exemplar. The vase paintings also repeat the old stories, includ-
ing Heracles’ introduction to Mount Olympus, but they are
joined by the new topos locating Heracles’ apotheosis on Mount
Oeta.*” All the permutations exist simultaneously in the fifth

49. An admirable survey of Heracles” representation in the art of this period
may be found in the dissertation of Susan Woodford, Exemplum Virtutis: A
Study of Herakles in Athens in the Second Half of the Fifth Century B.C. (Diss.
Columbiza University, 1966). She includes discussion of Heracles’ role in both
mystery cult and aristocratic cult during this period. See especially 170 ff. for
the association of the Mt. Oeta nvrea Heraclec’ anathancic ard tha nracanen

century, and his frequent portrayal in non._o& as the crude .n:_.ﬁ_
violent buffoon with superhuman appetites Suggests that his
most primitive and uncivilized aspects maintained a moinlc_
hold on the popular conception of Heracles, the Ssmco.._:‘o:nn.w
attitude toward that conception on the part of the aristocratic
poets notwithstanding. o "
By the fifth century, Heracles™ divine status and elevation
above other heroes was alrcady clear and strongly enough
advanced for Herodotus to argue that he had o:mmzm__w.cnn: a
divinity, not a hero, and that the heroic Heracles was simply a
more recent namesake (Herod. 2. 44-45). Athens regarded as a
distinction its claim to have been the first state to :o:o_,.I.oEn_am
as a god, and the myth of his acceptance 5.8 the Eleusiman n.::
was gaining wide currency. The association of _._.om.mn_om. s.._:_
Eleusis underscores the unusual religious and uo_:_mm_ signifi-
cance of this cult figure, who could transcend the limits of both
aristocratic hero cult and the more broadly based and often
antagonistic mystery religions. By the early fourth century
Heracles is, on the evidence of Isocrates, the most popular m._sa
honored divinity in Thebes (Ph. 32-33). The line to the nﬂ.s_nm_
and ascetic Heracles of Hellenistic philosophy is n_mm:. M:E._ direct,
despite the conceptual contradiction of its origins in a figure of
physical and savage prowess.> .
In fifth century cult, Heracles’ protective functions as Alexi-
kakos (Averter of Evil) and Parastates (Guardian Protector)
were beginning to become identified with a role as protector
against ghosts and disease, as was true of many other patron
heroes and divinities with similar titles.’' By the end of the cen-

50. The most complete history of cult material for Iomwn#am remains that of
L.R. Farnell, Greek Hero Cults and Ideas of Immortality {repr. 1970), 95 ff.
Also useful is F. Brommer, Herakies (1953).

51. As medical Healer, Heracles gained a similar function to that of k.»vo_—o and
Asclepius. For instance, the Attic cult of Heracles Alexikakos, like that of
Apollo Alexikakos, was specifically associated with the qumﬂ Eum.cn om..auc
B.C. Sophocles’ association with healing cults and the >.w..u_n.§=w 9..: in particu-
lar is well-known; he is supposed to have housed the divinity until completion

of his new shrine on the Acropolis in 420 B.C. (Such evidence can Jn :.._m_..wwn_.
. fe tn moecihln ha s aceaniated with Acrlening hecance of nlavs like Philoc-



.EQ the three :::.o.q figures of healing cult were Apollo, Asclep-
ius m:g. Heracles. The cult practice of incubation, expressing
the belief that Asclepius’ cures were effected in a dream while

the patient slept a magical and deep sleep, scems to have influ-
o:nma. the relation of disease and sleep in Sophocles’ play
Certain of the shrines where incubation took place were i
sacred caves rather than temples, and local nymphs were fre-
quently associated with Asclepius. In addition, the ambivalent
nature of Philoctetes’ snake-bite seems enriched by reference to
the divine snake that was thought to achieve many of Asclepius’
cures and to be an incarnation of the divine physician,

- Heracles’ final pronouncement to Philoctetes is dramatically
presented as being an announcement not only of the hero’s cure
but alse of the apotheosis of Heracles and Asclepius, as if these
were not known before to mortals. **And first I shall _m_*suoc:oo to
you my own fortunes, how having suffered and endured so man
labors I have achieved immortal areze, as now it is in your power ﬂw
ww%mo_wm:. As the :om_nm. of your disease I shall send forth Ascle-

; for now a second time, Tro j
weapons” (1418-1420, Eum-mﬁov,w bk

Conflicting stories of deserved death and deserved apotheosis
were told of Asclepius as of a number of other heroes in the fifth
century, and Sophocles’ Heracles is revealing the correct tradi-
tion to the audience. Heracles therefore modifies the oracle in
Moao throughout the play. It is not the physicians of the Hiad, the
'sons of Asclepius”, who will restore Philoctetes, but their : hy-
sician mm.:.__m_.u who is thereby obliquely anﬁonoa. to have %no<=

m_..mn.ﬁna immortality. As with Heracles’ own apotheosis, Ascle-
pius’ fate cannot be known until a mortal exists who _m.m. noble
enough to receive the miraculous sign in an epiphany.>2 Philocte-

MMM-%M”.M.MNﬂ%ﬂwﬂ.ﬂoﬁw%:a:mm.ﬁﬁon why medical cults should proliferate and
m: s ce 1n Athens at this time is an interesting o i
W”_w.w.m_whwrh_ﬁ. Hnnn__m:rf were part of the military's entourage W:MW w_qnwn
] ith a recurrent historical pheno i ¢
M.._Nnn_mnm_ and surgical technology in times ﬂ». sﬁq_.snzcs. the rapid advance of
vn.anom_wﬂnhmu _J _mw_._n_ﬁ_ abserves a strict adherence to Sophistic theories of
p see above,77 f1.). Although he accepts epiphany and miracle (e.g
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tes’ nobility is needed to mediate the apotheosis of Heracles and
Asclepius as their intervention is needed to mediate the restora-

tion and cure of Philoctetes. Recogaition of apotheosis as divin-
ity and rebirth of hero are mutually dependent.

The arts of the archer-warrior and the arts of the physician
are bound still more closely by their common origin from the
archetypically civilized god of the polis, Apollo, who was both
father of Asclepius and bestower of arms to Heracles. Apollo,
Asclepius and the “sons of Asclepius” (a title used generically
for fifth century physicians) offer a line of medical “paternity” to
match the military lineage marked by transmission of the bow:
Apollo, Heracles, Philoctetes and, as a future possibility, Neop-
tolemus. In these two lines of non-biological paternity one may
find Sophocles’ increasing interest in replacing the naturai bonds
of the biological family with the symbolic kinship of democratic
citizenship. This theme is most explicitly developed in Qedipus at
Colonus when Oedipus rejects his own city and curses his own
male kin to become instead a figurative kin of Theseus and a
figurative ancestor and magical source of blessings to Athens.
Similarly in Philoctetes, possession of Heracles’ arms rather than
Achilles’ arms seals the inheritance of true aristocratic power.

The conflict between family kinship and civic loyaity and be-
tween family and political authority is the dominant fifth century
conception of tragic conflict. The force of the historical problem
in the transition from aristocratic to democratic society can be
seen in Republic, where several decades later Plato still finds
need to assert that his myth of the family (all guardians are

the first burial of Polyneices in Antigone), he systematically excludes direct
divine intervention or communication as a source of valid information. They
belong to the realm of superstition or politically motivated hoax, as also in
Herodotus. In Women of Trachis neither Heracles nor any other character is
permitted to know the future event of Heracles' apotheosis. (Sophocles’ fastid-
ious rationalism has often caused critics trouble with this fack of reference to an
important myth.) Similarly, Philoctetes can only comprehend the significance
of his own experience in the island cave after he is transformed and ready to
take leave of Lemnos. Thus it is only after Heracles’ epiphany that Philoctetes
himself utilizes the diction of birth in his farewell to the cave and landscape (see
above, n. 23, on the diction of cave, nymphs and male sea-spray).
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siblings and children of the state and the natural family is to be
abolished) is one of the “three great waves” that would arouse
incredulous resistance to the building of a just and viable state.
The new Philoctetes, not the old Achilles, is to be the true “fa-
ther” of Neoptolemus, but they are to march together like a “lion
team” (1436). Generational conflict and political factionalism
along kinship lines are annihilated in a single heroic image.™
The emphasis on language and the bow as the rudiments
of civilized culture are also important to the resolution of this
play. The sophistic Odysseus possesses the supreme facility of
language, which he corrupts. The isolated Philoctetes has only
his own animal groans and the meaningless echoes from the
cliffs. Philoctetes’ agonizing need for speech, from fellow hu-

53. This image has a revealing history and provides a vignette of the tragedians’
rich dialogue through the abbreviated language of formulaic epic motifs. In the
Iliad individual heroes are frequently compared to lions or other ravenous
predators. The image of two lions occurs, but rarely. It is used for Diomedes
and Odysseus (I 10. 297) as they set out on their famous mission that ends in
the deception of Dolon and theft of Rhesus® horses, with both Trojans slaught-
ered. The team of Diomedes and Odysseus also figures prominently in the
Philoctetes story, for example, in the epic Littfe Iliad {Diomedes is sent to trick
Neoptolemus into entering the war while Odysseus is sent to trick Philoctetes
into reentering) and in the 431 B.C. Euripidean Philoctetes (the two together
retsieve Philoctetes by deception). Aeschylus in the Oresteia of 458 B.C. used
the image for Orestes and Pylades (Ch. 938), whose mission to murder
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus was again accomplished by disguise and decep-
tion. The Orestes story served from Homer on as an ancient paradigm for
generational conflict. Sophocles’ lion team in Philoctetes unites the generations
for a just and open purpose, a transformation in accord with his reformed
rendering of the myth.The image is parodied in Euripides’ Orestes, which was
preduced in the year following Philoctetes. The killer pair Orestes-Pylades are
twice called a “pair of lions” (1401, 1555), and in general the Euripidean play
seems heavily allusive to the Sophoclean, aside from obvious correspondences
to the Oresteia. The sickening scene of Orestes’ seizure in the beginning of the
Euripides play incorporates many-details that parallel those of Philoctetes’
seizure. In the deus ex machina conclusion, Apollo awards Hermione to
Orestes, although “Neoptolemus expects to marry her, but he will never do so,
for his fate is to die violently at Delphi” (1654-1656). The isolated reference to
Neoptolemus, another third generation hero, would seem gratuitous other than

as areference to Sophocles’ choice of the more positive epic tradition regarding
Neoptolemus’ genetic nobility.
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mans and from guiding divinity (228,1445), is the most .Ummw.n
manifestation of his painful isolation. His true “wound” is his
idiosyncratic sense of self and the isolating rage that separates
him from social contact and social communication.

Language is a socializing facility and tool whose real strength
is realized only when it is brought into accord with the :mE.E_
social bond, compassion. Neoptolemus’ discovery of compassion
within his own nature enables him to establish a fertile bond with
Philoctetes. But compassion is beyond the scope of O&awoﬁ
ever to learn because it is a deficiency of his nature, just as his
nature is deficient in the power needed to wield the bow of
Heracles. Odysseus’ cooperative mood will extend only as m:..mm
external pressures necessitate and blind obedience to authority
demands. He perceives no difference between the oracle’s pro-
nouncement and his generals’ commands. For Odysseus, all
words are tools of equal value.

The naturally (and daemonically) heroic Philoctetes, on the
other hand, possesses the bow, the instrument of aggression by
which man survives and lives as he hunts down his food. As
Odysseus has misappropriated language for expedient ends, Phi-
loctetes has misappropriated the bow for his private use. The
bow’s social and higher civilizing capacity can be brought into
play only in the communal struggle of the polis. The mnamsazm_
survives like an animal by eating before being eaten; the polis
survives over generations by defeating its enemies, preserving its
citizens and progressing. Philoctetes’ social death is to be cut off
from warfare and, when he has the chance of rejoining, he at-
tempts a symbolic and tragic suicide by cutting himself off from
participation in the battle.

The idea that war, even “piously” waged war (1441), can be
regarded as a method of civilization and an instrument of pro-
gress is not a comfortable one today. Granting the historical
context, Athens was an imperial power whose special facility,
in its own view, resided in rhetoric and warfare: persuasion
among the philoi (its compatriots and allies) and forceful con-
quest of the threatening and less civilized enemies outside its
direct sphere of influence. Pericles’ ““Funeral Oration” in Thucy-
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dides and the consistent treatment of the mythic Athenian king

Theseus in the late tragedies (for example, Sophocles’ Oedipus

at Colonus and Euripides’ Suppliant Women) all make this bias
clear. It is a bias that was firmly established in the earlier decades
of the century by the Athenian role in the Persian Wars and the
success of building Athens into the internationally famous center
of a rapidily expanding empire. Aeschylus emphatically cele-
brates Athens as the leader of the new civilization, and no one
observing the cuttural and commercial magnetism that the polis
exerted in the decades following the defeat of Persia would have
seriously contested that title.

The initial division of the two aspects of social power, rhetoric
and warfare, between irreconcilably opposed characters is what
the action of the Philoctetes must resolve. It is the new genera-
tion, in the figure of Neoptolemus, who offers a chance to bring
together the complementary powers,> but without the example
and sanction of a mentor, Neoptolemus cannot proceed to a
complete education as a new hero. Effective rhetoric can be
learned, but to be effective its power must be brought into ac-
cord with the proper social instincts. Ultimately even noble rhe-
toric will fail if the driving energy of the hero remains subverted
and frustrated. Effective warfare cannot be learned at all; it is
innate to the true hero and constitutes his daemonic power. The
mark of the divine strength of Philoctetes’ supreme warrior ex-
cellence is that only divine speech can persuade him. Human
rhetoric may be noble but is not divine. It expresses an attitude,

54, J.-P. Vernant and P. Vidal-Naquet, in “Le ‘Philoctéte’ de Sophocle et
-I"éphébie™ {Mythe et Tragédie en Gréce Ancienne, 1972) comment that Neop-
tolemus must mediate between the over-civilized Odysseus and savage Philoc-
tetes because, as ephebe, he is both duty-bound to Odysseus and bound to
savage ways by the ephebe initiation ritual (177}. In this brief but rich study of
Philoctetes, the authors argue that adolescent Athenian ephebes, before be-
coming fully-armed hoplites, were required to enact an ambush in the country-
side armed only as savages might be. Neoptolemus’ task on Lemnos to capture
Philoctetes by treachery would represent such a ritual of initiation and matura-
tion (and an appropriate one for the vision of Lemnos as a primitive and
symbolic breeding ground of social customs). This essay also explores the
importance of the savage landscape and Philoctetes™ “social death™ there.
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physically he can survive. He is thus in the paradoxical position
of being the new culture hero who is himself deprived of the
contributions of the earlier culture heroes. Yet only the artisan
uzro knows his material can properly elicit its potential and work
it into its perfect and most effective form. Philoctetes’ material is
:m::a. his own nature and the island nature that provides him
his mp_:é?&. Philoctetes’ history has brought him into contact with
m_m_:o.:mm_ and wild natural forces, aggressive moral rage and
aggressive physical survival. These are the basic materials, the
SS._ energy, that is organized and controlled by n?Enmzo,s to
achieve its creative force. Without them a civilization and society
have no life, no existence. Civilization always implies an enemy
that must be dominated. In a pattern familiar from the stories of
Heracles and other mediators between the savage world of nature
and the civilized realm of the polis, Philoctetes has become the
savage civilizer and the civilized savage.

. For all his acceptance of the social goals of obedience, author-
ity and communal will, and of the rhetoric that ﬁonEm:Nwm them,

the Odysseus of the Sophoclean play does not have this rudimen-

tary and innate power nor the capacity ever to learn it. Philoc-
tetes alone, as he boasts to Neoptolemus, has had the power to
endure and learn (534-538). He has survived and become
dangerously assimilated to the wild landscape and his own wild
wound, as Neoptolemus accuses (1321). Only this physically gro-
tesque and apparently feral man can preserve and even advance
the level of humanity, specifically Athenian humanity, one ste
closer to human perfection, which is its potentially &imo :m::%
To do so, he must be willing to ameliorate and civilize his oim
angry and bestial nature.

. The benefits of what Philoctetes has earned with his own flesh
...E: cm m.ummmna on to the next generation without the necessity of
its reliving the grotesque suffering needed to achieve them WE-
Enﬂ_mﬁo% motivating drive is a disease of anger to match his m_.. si-
cal mqgm,a:“ Neoptolemus, representing the next generation Mu-
presses his vicarious association with that power as non.immm,mo:
Similarly, the scene of Philoctetes’ suffering invokes the mnmw
tortures of Heracles, but Philoctetes need not experience Hera-
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cles’ horrible burning death just as Neoptolemus need not experi-
ence Philoctetes’ bestial agony and isolation. This is how civiliza-
tion progresses.

In the first movement of the drama, Philoctetes is restored to
physical life, although with his wound uncured and his bow gone,
it is a minimal life. The second movement concludes with restor-
ation of a minimal social existence to Philoctetes as Neoptolemus
prepares to take him home to his family. But Philoctetes remains
severed from a meaningful social context, just as physically he
will be doomed to an incurable wound and morally he will be
doomed to a neurotic existence of frustrated anger. In every
respect he looks forward to wasting away. Only in the third,
coda-like movement of the play does Philoctetes look forward to
a life of significance as the Heraclean world of the transcendent
social hero is revealed. The life of the hero, the life of the com-
munity and the life of the future generation are given a new point
of view and potential for forward progression out of stagnating
and hopeless conflicts of the impasse. In the eyes of the Athen-
ian public, Heracles’ divinity was not compromised by all the
ambiguous savagery of his myths, and, according to Sophocles,
Philoctetes’ heroism will not be compromised by the ambiguous
tactics of his society.

The story of the Sophoclean Philoctetes is the story of the
birth of a new nobility and a new type of hero. It has the ele-
ments of both the traditional tragedies and the traditional come-
dies, which are played against one another in such a way as to
expose the fact that neither is sufficient to describe the new
historical realities or, more importantly, the new comprehension
of that reality. The model that Sophocles chooses is ironically,
but not uncharacteristically for Greek thought, the most archaic

and therefore most potent of all.

If the comic resolution qualifies the way in which one per-
ceives Philoctetes’ heroism, Philoctetes” heroic natyre &mmwwmo-
cally qualifies the comic resolution. In a fully no&m@ Em&f\
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M:_m:q is wro,w: to be not truly evil but simply a petty, cven
umorous, delinquency. In the Philoctetes, none of these events
Hm_ﬁom place. Neoptolemus and Philoctetes are reformed, one in
_.-__,m nature m:g.:_n other in his judgement, but Odysseus remains
t _w same, an improper and corrupt nature wedded to a divine
ﬁO M:. There is no suggestion that the continuous indictment of
. %_ﬂmo:m as base is vitiated by the drama’s surprising conclusion
an . appy though one may be over Philoctetes’ and the O_,mn_nm”
wmo .cm.ﬁ_,.ﬂ::o. :___m__,.o is nothing to laugh over in Odysseus. That
ssibility as well has been laid aside with t inquishing.
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o The mnzsm”.mza politic Odysseus must be taken seriously
ﬁ %nmcmm he too is needed. A lingering sense of unease remains at
he _ws of mrm drama. Odysseus and his ilk are a part of this
M_S ized society and are here to stay, at least into the foreseeable
uture. L.Pna ?H.:..on. they are needed as catalysts so long as their
an_a. aristocratic counterparts balk at entering the arena of poli-
tica .m;.a military action. This means, in turn, an urgent and
continuing need for heroes of the Philoctetes mold, embodying a
Mo:.nm:a.a energy to watch over the polis as the spirit of Oedipus
Eorow_ ﬁ the grove of ﬂo_ozcm (which is the precinct from which
g wo oligarchical revolution was staged). The dialectic
will continue as long as Odysseus does.
o HMq”MMMoM :Mﬂ:omﬁ?:z and completely one defines the role
nd the dramatic preparation for th
china coda, the questio i o romates Tf me
n of audience conviction remai
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2 e 5 is island, there is no explanatory reference to the

Neopiolemus remains mum and Odysseus remains offstage. The
question again arises as to why, if Sophocles desired a romance
conclusion, or knew he would be forced into it by the myth, he
constantly obstructed it in his plot rather than facilitating and
providing some meaning for it from within the drama itself.

From this point of view, the division of the drama into two
halves, each culminating in paralytic cisis, is particularly prob-
lematic. When the deceptive Neoptolemus holds the gullible Phi-
loctetes in his grasp, should the audience respond, giving way to
its habitual expectations as a tragic audience, with a desire for
the hero to keep his fate and the plot in his own hands? Or
should it respond, giving way o its habitual expectations as 2
comic audience, with a desire for the successful conclusion of the
deceit plot and the forced rehabilitation of Philoctetes?

‘When, in the second half of the play, the issue of deception is
closed and the action turns to open conflict, the problem of
dramatic response is in no way resolved but becomes even more
difficult. Should the audience be satisfied that Philoctetes stands
firm and has prevailed? That Neoptolemus might have been an
Achilles in another age? That Philoctetes’ fellow-Greeks will be
destroyed? These are wrenching questions. If one isn’t certain of
what is actually going on, who can be pleased either with the
confirmation of Philoctetes’ tragic nature or the confirmation of
the romance. voyage home? The crisis in genre, where both
comic and tragic demands are partly but not completely satisfied,
is reinforced by a dilemma of judgement. The right people still
want the wrong things and the wrong people are still on the right
side. That seems to be the blunder that Sophocles has been
making throughout the drama.

Further, what is going on isn’t what is supposed to be going
on, and that must also have disconcerted the original audience.
There were a few basic facts of each myth that were not subject
to alteration, however one manipulated the characterizations
and plot complications, and Philoctetes’ cure and success at
Troy were among them. Everyone knows who won the Second
Warld War. and evervone in the Aritenian theatre knew that the



exit lines of Neoptolemus’ and Philoctetes’ last verses at the end
of the second movement is an awareness that something dif-
ferent is still supposed to happen. But again, the problem sur-
mounts the frustration of even genre or plot expectation. Does
one want something different to happen? Would it be desirable to
see Philoctetes somehow forced to Troy? It’s good for Odysseus
and Necptolemus (drawn together again), but is it good for
Philoctetes and the theatre? To paraphrase Dionysus’ comments
at the end of Frogs about the problematic restoration of Alcibi-
ades: one yearns for it, one detests it, and one wants to have it alt
the same — it’s a difficult birth.

There is a peculiar sense of reality to this drama, despite all its

paraphernalia of desert islands, magical bow, and civine epi-
phany. The reality is not in the story pattern but in the pattern of
confused information, ambivalent objectives, and unexpected
reversals. To the extent that such confusions and frustrations.
conform to real experience, the psychological effects elicited by
the drama are familiar ones. The question of distinguishing
historical truth from historical falsehood is no more definitively
solved by Philoctetes than it is in the real world. The problem of
eliminating one’s political enemies and their corrupt tactics is no
more solved that it is in the real world. Falsely clean divisions are
what we expect and want from stories because we don’t have
them in life. Our human perception is as obstructed by inade-
quate information as it is by inadequate comprehension of the
confused and limited information we do have. Certainly, as the
late fifth century authors testify, human perception is not
capable of predicting either military or political victories in any
society. But in times of extreme pressure, in political revolution
and wartime, decisions become as critical as they are
correspondingly difficult to make. Whether or not one knows
what is best or what one desires and fears most, the willingness
to act becomes imperative because survival is at stake.

All these crises had entangled Athens in 409 B.C. The impor-
tant point, however, is not what we now perceive to have been
happening then, but how the citizens of 409 perceived their own
predicament. The newly evolving perception, evident throughout
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literary works of the period, was of a polis cn:._m torn apart
by political conflict while an uncertain war was being im.mma for
control of the remnant Eastern Aegean empire and the impera-
tive Hellespont passage to the Black Sea resources. The rhetori-
cal and demagogic excesses of the Assembly werc matched by
the uncertain communications in time of war, and there seemed
to be a general feeling that irrational loyalty was m@oﬁ.mw reason-
able, or at least as common, a motivation for political _camnﬂﬁ.:
and alignment as any. For the intellectuals, at least, Sophistic
theories of scepticism, themselves certainly promoted E.ﬁ the
historical events of the period, made the inteflectual basis for

judgement as dubious as the information on which it was based.

With the destruction of the Athenian fleet in Sicily in 413 B.C.
Athens had suffered the worst setback of its largest m:ﬂ most
aggressive venture in nineteen years of war. O.Q:EJ. to its own
and all its enemies’ expectations, in 410 B.C. 1t :mm_ So.oc_u,oa its
forces sufficiently to win major and promising victories i1 the
new arena of war, the Hellespont. In 411-410 B.C., in the space
of roughly one year, Athens was governed under four successive
constitutions: a democratic constitution overthrown by an oligar-
chical coup, a more moderate oligarchic constitution forced by
certain of the oligarchical factions as well as the democrats, and
an extreme democratic constitution, srestored” under the threat
that the seceded navy would sail into the Piraeus w:.a .3_8 over
its own city by force. By the end of 410 B.C., open civil war had
been averted and Alcibiades was leading the navy to victories 1
the Hellespont.

Ambivalence, confusion, and frustration all create an eros for
resolution. If there is any prospect that the resolution might be a
positive one, hope, according to Athenian psychological Eooi.
will lead man willingly into the unknown. The greater the inten-
sity of anxiety and ambivalence that the audience brought into
the Theatre of Dionysus in 409 B.C., the more convincing ms.n_
liberating Sophocles’ resolution would have seemed. Mz this
sense, the experience of the drama is cathartic. It is also
educational. The desire for solution breeds a willingness to see
the value of new or previously unconvincing solutions, and a
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soluticn that induces powerful religious feclings will be that
much more sanctioned.

Psychologically, the epiphany conclusion follows as a re-
sponse to an analogous perception of contemporary events that
the mca_o.:oo brings into the theatre. The dramatic dilemma, by
reproducing the contemporary perception of the historical a:..w:.-
ma, _Em. drawn vicariously on the energy of that perception and on
the desire for its solution to effect a resolution for the drama. If
the dramatic resolution is effective, it will in turn suggest .m:
altered perception of the historical dilemma and therefore an
altered perception of what is required for its possible solution
ﬁ&mﬁ mwﬁroo_om seems to have attempted in Philoctetes is to _nmn._
his audience to the experience of conversion. . A

Dramatically, the dilemma is created by the vacillation be-

tween tragic and comic motifs. The confusion of genres repro-
nzonm_?m confusions of contemporary experience. Following the
initial frustration of the picaresque comic plot because of Phi-
loctetes’ horrible séizure and Neoptolemus’ compassionate hon-
csiy, a series of alternative solutions are tried out and rejected:
attempted suicide (tragic but frustrated); theft of bow ?oamnv.
and m@m:aosaoi of hero (tragic); restoration of bow (comic)
and failed persuasion of hero (tragic). Only the return home has
the power to conclude the romance story with Philoctetes’ heroic
purity intact, but it compromises both plot and character. It is a
concluding structure without a true sense of ending: the O_.oo_nm
are _amm to defeat and Philoctetes is to be deprived of cure (comic
necessity) and the confirmation of glory (tragic necessity).

Neither pure romance nor pure tragedy is a “realistic” plot
moj.:. _.wmor demands a highly selective view of character and
action in order to confirm the plot structure dictated by its dis-
zuosﬁ.aomw_:ao:. By reducing the villainous Odysseus and his
contaminating world to the status of antagonistic catalyst rather
than m:.nnnmm?_ master, the way has been prepared for the
perceptions of romance and tragedy to be brought into line. The
impotence o.m Odysseus’ presumed “realism” is suggested c its
necessary elimination from both the romance and tragic mm:n-
tures, but the convergence of romance and tragic narratives will
104

remain confused and unconvincing unless heroes and audience
are provided the means to create an effective solution and an
effective conclusion from that convergence. Known tragic and
comic forms, each with its idiosyncratic organization of experi-
ence, offer a variety of endings but no full resolution. The intro-
duction of Heracles in the final scene, with its new perception of
the religious significance of the hero simultaneously providing a
romance “discovery” and tragic “recognition”, draws together
the two structures. That ending will be validated if it is perceived
by its audience to provide a convincing resolution to the prob-
lems raised by the drama.

All this is to say that if literary works are judged by their
survival merit, Philoctetes is a dated play. To whatever degree its
renewed popularity in our time suggests a renewed perception of
political and historical events in the context of scepticism, corI-
ruption and irreconcilable conflict, no cuiture can take another
culture’s gods at face value, and the energy to make the Philoc-
tetes Tesolution convincing very much depends on a particular
response, not only to the preceding events of the drama, but to
the swift and unreflecting perception that a known and revered
figure can miraculously lift one over the impasse through the
force of one’s reverence for him.

In a more general sense, late fifth century literature shows a
heightened awareness of the critical nature of real historical
time. New historical forces have come into play that, as Thucy-
dides says, require a devastatingly new and complete reassess-
ment, not only of the present, but also of the past. The works of
this period are written as if their authors realized that they were
living in an age that we would now call an historical watershed.
The dramatic setting of Plato’s Symposium in 416 B.C. confirms
a precise historical moment at which its author, retrospectively,
places the birth of a new philosophy induced by the need and
erds for a solution to the conflicting perception of a true reality
that both comedy and tragedy attempted to define but neither
could resolve. On the eve of the Sicilian Expedition Socrates is
left to expound the potential convergence of the two traditional
literary models while his audience of comic poet and tragic poet
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falls asleep as the new day dawns. The relationship between
Sophacles’ religious resolution, in the wake of the failed expedi-
tion’s disastrous political consequences, and Plato’s retfospec-
tive philosophical solution is suggestive and tantalizing.
Sophocles’ Philoctetes acknowledges that real historical time,
with its flux and contradictions, destroys the possibility of a pure
tragic vision. The tragic hero, by nature, cannot assimilate to
change and contradiction. In the world of this play there is no
longer a role for the traditional model of tragic action and tragic
hero. The archaic way of Achilles has lost its effectiveness and
will no longer serve the new polis but, at the same time, the new
attitudes and the new hero Odysseus are insufficient to solve the
crisis because they cannot grasp the realities at stake. There
needs to be some new model, some new perception of the pre-
sent reality, that can solve the historical impasse and lead the
future. The old Heracles, seen from a new point of view with a
newly acquired religious significance, is what Sophocles offers.
Lemnos is a limbo, an island landscape adrift between the
realms of polis and battlefield. In this setting the conflicts of
politics and war play themselves out before our eyes and, at the
same time, acquire a new life to move forward and drive a solu~

tion in both worlds, first the war and then the polis. War is a.

necessary and prior stage from which the polis will, presumably,
find strength to draw itself together in the knowledge and experi-
ence of shared effort. Once the pressures of war have subsided
and the energies of killing have been discharged onto their pro-
per objective, those powerful energies of the citizens will realign
themselves to bind the restored and reformed polis.

The healing of Philoctetes and the polis can be effected only
through the proper sequence of events and the process of time.
Sophocles’ Philoctetes asserts what should happen, but the future
is still in the realm of the curative Asclepian dream, in the im-
manence of prophecy and mystical epiphany, and in the fantasy
of a tragi-comic resolution. The future is waiting to be born from
the womb of potentiality into history.
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