Tambkang Review 43.1 (December 2012): 27-50.

On Sophocles’s Philoctetes 1409-44:

Heracles ex Machina, Pathos, and Aporia’

Yuyen Chang
Chang Gung University

Abstract

This paper explores how the theatric convention of deus ex machina
adopted in Sophocles’s Philoctetes 1409-44 works. Instead of seeing the epiphany
of Heracles as an illogical stop-gap measure, I will analyze how Heracles opti-
mizes his semi-god role to fix the dramatic impasse. At the first glance, the
conciliatory function of Heracles ex machina leads to a deceptively happy ending,
which indeed prompts a scrupulous analysis of the issues pertaining not only to
the intrinsic structure of the play itself but also to the extrinsic social, political
and medical circumstances. To reveal the uncommon finale of Sophocles’s
Philoctetes and to re-evaluate the strategic application of deus ex machina, 1 will
propose three approaches: first, how the rationale of Heracles’s persuasion is
related to the major themes of this play and how the adoption of deus ex machina
is conducive to the structural coherence; second, how the epiphany of Heracles
stimulates a radical critique of the prevalent sophistry and how the heroic im-
age of Philoctetes is reshaped under the political and ethical contexts of the
Greek world in the fifth century BCE; third, how Heracles ex machina show-
cases the incompleteness of the healthcare system in Sophocles’s contemporary
time. Whereas Heracles’s diagnosis and prognosis of Philoctetes’s suppurating
foot are highly problematic, the underlying concerns of Philoctetes—such as
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the inadequate understanding of pathogenesis, the undersupply of doctors,
and the shortage of medical recourses—constitute an important subject of
reflection for Sophocles’s contemporaries and for us as well.
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Introduction

Sophocles's Philoctetes features the theme of persuasion through highlighting
how Odysseus manages to recall the deserted general Philoctetes back to the
battlefield. At first, Neoptolemus, following Odysseus’s instructions, attempts to
capture Philoctetes and the bow through a deceitful strategy, which is of consider-
able use so that Philoctetes by and by takes Neoptolemus as a reliable friend and
entrusts his bow to this young man. But, having witnessed how Philoctetes is
afflicted by a festering foot, Neoptolemus, feeling a twinge of regret, decides to
discontinue his collusion with Odysseus’s scam of stealthily snatching Philoctetes’s
bow, returns the bow to Philoctetes, and consents to take Philoctetes home (Phil
1408). Thereupon, the plot reaches a patent impasse. If this play ended at the
scene that Philoctetes is heading homeward, neither Helenus’s prophecy? con-
cerning the capture of Troy nor the epic convention of the Trojan War would be
fulfilled. However, it transpires that at the very moment when Neoptolemus and
Philoctetes are poised to leave for Meliboea in Thessaly, deified Heracles® unex-
pectedly breezes onto the stage to tackle the gridlock (Phi/ 1409-44). Philoctetes
stops short of neglecting his preordained heroic vocation; fortunately, Heracles
turns up in time to persuade his former protégé Philoctetes into embarking on a
rescue trip in Troy (Phil 1423-24). In a twinkling, Philoctetes turns out to be
completely receptive to the enlistment. As a result, the dilemma is momentously
lifted, but then an uncharacteristically happy ending ensues, alerting us to the
question of whether the way Philoctetes closes runs counter to the general sense of
tragedy and to the rendering of Philoctetes as a protagonist with grim determina-
tion not to team up with the Greek leagues again.

The enacted epiphany* of Heracles at the end of Sophocles’s Philoctetes em-
bodies a Greek theatric convention, deus ex machina, which is carried out by an
apparatus of a crane or a méchané to introduce “the roles of gods to fly suddenly
onto the stage” (Martin 131).°> This agent, as a key to an insoluble problem or

2 Helenus, who was the prophetic son of King Priam of Troy, was forced to divulge that only when
Philoctetes was present could Tory be taken. In Philoctetes, Sophocles adds two more indispensible
conditions: one is the bow inherited from Heracles and the other is the assistance of Neoptolemus.

3 Heracles had once been a mortal and reputed for his heroic exploits, and he was worshiped as a hero-
god or an apotheosized mortal.

4 Epiphany, a customary literary device in different genres of Greek literature—from epic to tragedy,
is the physical manifestation of a divinity to a mortal either in a dream, in a waking vision, or in a real-life
event. Countless literary examples of epiphany encounters between gods and mortals precisely substanti-
ate the essential Greek mentality of anthropomorphism.

> Rush Rehm explains the machine as “a kind of crane used to suggest movement through the air;” and
sometimes “gods and goddesses appeared on the roof of the skene-building, known as theologeion” (70). It
is plausible that an elevated crane was employed to present the aerial arrival of supernatural beings.
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crisis, is mostly considered a contrived device, by which the apparent conflict is
contained at the sacrifice of the unity of the play. Martha Beck makes it a point
that Sophocles’s Philoctetes is “a unified whole,” but “the only exception to this is
the intervention of Heracles at the end of the play” (145). Ostensibly, Heracles ex
machina as a form of numinous solution is as good as a stopgap measure. That is,
Heracles ex machina employed at the close of Philoctetes is such a stupendous
cure-all that all the conflicts are expected to be removed rapidly. For Norman
Austin, the most undesirable part of this play is “the epiphany of Heracles with
which the play concludes” (191). But some scholars such as Robert J. Newman
refutes this speculation and insists that “Philoctetes does not remain unchanged,
but rather makes an initial step toward reintegration into human society during
the course of the dialogue with Neoptolemus (/i 1402-8) which prepares him
for his final reconciliation with the Greeks” (305). Besides, Anne Hunsaker
Hawkins believes that the very deus ex machina in Sophocles’s Philoctetes cannot
be taken merely as an expedient modus operandi; alternatively, we had better
pay due attention to the ethical and tragic dimensions of the play (356). The co-
existence of these opposing viewpoints about the ending of the Philoctetes indeed
motivates me to reconsider if the application of Heracles ex machine is apposite.
I will propose three approaches to explore the well-timed intervention of
deus ex machina in Sophocles’s Philoctetes: first, how the rationale of Heracles’s
persuasion bolsters the thematic unity of the play; second, how Heracles’s argu-
ment showcases that the new heroic paragon has much to do with collective glory
as well as individual honor; third, how the concerns underlying Heracles ex machina
form a coherent part of the disease theme and a working explanation for the
slog of Philoctetes’s suffering. The first section of this paper will address how the
employment of the dewus ex machina boosts the dramatic tension at work between
the body of the play and its denouement. This paper argues that the epiphany of
Heracles in Philoctetes rings consistent with the plot and has the substantial func-
tion both to reconcile the internal clashes between characters and to accord the
plot with the external mythical context. Furthermore, such a puzzling finish
invites the more in-depth analysis of the issues of how to oppose the decaying
heroic paradigm and of how to create an illuminating scope to a new hero in face
of the insincere sophistry prevailing in society. For this reason, the second section

Edith Hall details that “by the time of Euripides and Sophocles, gods could make appearance aloft in the
machine, suspended from a crane on the special level reserved for superhuman beings” (7-8). Technically,
deus ex machina may have been an important innovation for the theatrical performance in the fifth
century BCE. Alan H. Sommerstein enumerates several substantial alterations of the Greek dramatic
facility introduced in the late 460s BCE: the introduction of the skéné-building “at the back of the acting
area,” the ckkykléma and méchané (7).
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will cast light on how Philoctetes constantly learns to face those unfathomable
torments and to enhance his worthy image by restoring the time-honored virtues
and achieving something grand for the upcoming society. The third section
will illustrate how Heracles’s problematic diagnosis and prognosis of Philoctetes’s
condition can reveal certain aspects of the fifth-century Greece such as the role
of a doctor, the logistics of medical resources, and the undersupply of doctors.
In brief, the denouement of Philoctetes prompts us to have a rethink of the
thematic unity, the shifting social and political principles, and the pressing con-
cern over the medical resources during wartime.

Heracles ex Machina

In Poetics, Aristotle deprecates the application of the deus ex machina
(1454a33-b9), which is frequently reckoned to be an extraneous, artificial and
improbable means to close a play.® Aristotle’s objection to the deus ex machina is
grounded on his depreciation of visually stunning elements (Poetics 1450b16-20;
1453b1-11). Admittedly, many instances of deus ex machina in Euripides’ works’
do produce some ostentatious effects—but usually at the cost of the structural
coherence. However, this is not the case for Sophocles’s Philoctetes. Far from
being an extravagant and showy gimmick, Heracles ex machina is so properly
placed that the inner workings of the Philoctetes are readily observable. Thanks to
the epiphany of Heracles,® Sophocles’s Philoctetes ends with a vision of magnifi-
cent action, a satisfactory answer to the audience’s expectation, the realization of
Helenus’ prophecy, and conformity to the fabric of the epic tradition.

First of all, the instruments of a transitional pause’ and a flashing flip are
employed to boost the effectiveness of deus ex machina. Differing from “con-

¢ The deus-ending of the play is generally judged to be inadequate by many scholars from Aristotle to
Renaissance critics, most of whom insist that employing the deus ex machina to end a play provides
nothing but an artificial, untenable, and last-minute resolution to an inept plot.

7 There are many instances of the deus ex machina in Euripides’ works, while few in Sophocles’s and
Aeschylus’s plays.

8 Jebb annotates that “the apparition was a sudden one” and effected “by the actor coming out upon
a high platform [Bgoloyelov] at the back of the scene” (217n1409). In fact, representation of deities
by human actors was fairly common in Greek religion or ritual festivals, and there were various forms
of divine appearance: straightforward epiphany, impersonation of a deity by priestly personnel, and
the enacted advent.

9 Two of the crucial tragic features are suffering and recognition: the former can be summarized as a
“destructive or painful act,” and the latter as “a change or transition (metabolé) from ignorance to knowl-
edge that leads either to great affiliation or intimacy on the one hand, or to hatred or enmity on the other”
(Rinon 3). The recognition is thus a transition, either from good luck (exthuchia) to bad luck (dusthuchia)
or vice versa. In Sophocles’s Philoctetes, Heracles ex machina certainly introduces a dramatic transition.
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trivances of the gods” [(raiduon Bedv] (Phil 177),10 the on-stage epiphany of
Heracles best illustrates the idea of “the persistent anthropomorphism of Greek
religion, with its stress on this world rather than on an after-life” (Finley 49).
Nonetheless, it is the plain unvarnished truth—rather than Heracles’s supernatu-
ral power—that precipitates Philoctetes into the volte-face in attitude:

UNTT® YE, TPW AV TOV UETEPDV

aing wobwv, o Holavtog”

pdoxewy 8 ovdny mn ‘Hpaxiéoug

aKonte KAOEWY AeVooEWY T Suv.

Not yet, before you have listened to my words, son of Poeas; and say that your ears hear
and your eyes view the form of Heracles. (Phil 1409-12)

Heracles’s talk starts with the phrase “not yet” [unmw ye]; while the adverb
unmo registers a forthright negation of the foregoing direction; the add-on ye is
to steer the attention to the ensuing statement. In other words, “not yet” [unmw
vel, as a verbal signal to caution Philoctetes to pause for a while before going
ahead, indeed introduces a dramatic caesura, which magically transforms the tone
of despair into that of hope. The connectivity to the thematic foci within the
wider mythic context is forthwith restored. Unlike Odysseus, who is inclined to
exploit verbal dexterity, Heracles attempts to persuade Philoctetes simply via
his sensible, audible and palpable forms [6yig]. Heracles is not a rank outsider,
because the symbolic potency of Heracles and his bow permeates this play.
Throughout the play, the apotheosis of Heracles is reiterated.!! For example, “to
the banks of Spercheius, where the man with the brazen shield joined the gods as
a god, blazing with fire divine, beyond the hills of Oeta” [EmtepyeLov te o’
3xBag, 1v’ 6 ydhkaomg avip Beolg TAGON Beds Belw mTupl mTaugarc,
Otrac {)nép SxOwv] (Phil 727-29). At the critical moment, Heracles shows
up physically from the very contraption of deus ex machina, whose force is further
intensified by the contrast between rag-covered Philoctetes on the desolate island
and imposing Heracles on the lofty stand. To sum up, by means of these two
techniques—an abrupt caesura and an impressive epitome, Heracles is able to
inaugurate a compelling communication with Philoctetes.

19 TTohGun, palm of one’s hand, is used to signify violent deeds, devices, and handiwork.

! Norman Austin judges Heracles ex machina in this play to be implausible in that “the action has
been proceeding inexorably in one direction, and only when each human character has reached his final
and irrevocable position does Heracles appear, and with one short pronouncement he effectively erases
the whole development of the plot” (191-92). In my understanding, the exhibition of Heracles’s bow,
which is an indispensable token in this play, preludes the imminent advent of Heracles.
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Heracles ex machina is conducive to developing the major theme of friend-
ship in Sophocles’s Philoctetes. The backdrop of this play, the island of Lemnos,!?
is designed to be an uninhabited and detached island. Hawkins elaborates that
Lemnos is “a setting well suited to the important theme of @LAla,” because “mak-
ing the island deserted is a way of dramatizing the need for and importance of
human relationships” and “the solitude of Philoctetes, as much as his physical
twinge, evokes pity in the chorus and Neoptolemus” (342). Heracles’s unaffect-
edness can be the perfect antidote to Philoctetes’s innermost rancor. In this regard,
the appearance of Heracles is to revive the paragon of heroic virtue as well. That
is, the visitation of the immortal Heracles at the last scene of Philoctetes tends
to celebrate the paradigmatic integrity valued by ancient Greeks.!? Instantly,
Philoctetes gives credence to Heracles’s words, less because of the god-like at-
tributes which Heracles has been granted than because of the reciprocity between
Heracles and Philoctetes, between friends, between a giver and a receiver, and
between a hero and his follower. It is not always true to say that, in the case of
recalling refractory Philoctetes back to the Greek army, only the prodigious in-
centive proffered by Heracles is workable. Although the superhuman agency is
borrowed to remove the deadlock and to alter Philoctetes’s stubborn streak,
Heracles is trying to motivate and mobilize Philoctetes less with resort to the
higher puissance than by virtue of the mutual trust between friends. Conversely,
how duplicitously Odysseus interprets the plans of Zeus (Phil 989-90) is dis-
missed merely as a contemptible pretext. By such a contrasting picture, Heracless
bona fides will come to maximize the creditworthiness of his speech.

In addition, the leitmotif of the bow is substantially intensified by Heracless
presence. From the start of this play, Philoctetes relates himself to the bow in the
following manner: “I am he whom you have heard to be the master of the weap-
ons of Heracles, the son of Poeas, Philoctetes” [68’ elu’ €yt Gol Ketvog, OV KAVELS
{owc Tdv HookAeimv Svra deonétnv dmhwv, 6 Tov Iolovtog malg
drhoktNTNG] (Phil 261-63); that is, he attributes his unique lineage to Heracles

12 The Jliad describes how Philoctetes was left on the island Lemnos as follows:
AN B uEv €v VoW Kelto KPotép” dhyeo thoywy
ANuvo €v Nyod€r), 60wy Aoy vlec Ayaudv
Ekel poyBitovra kak® dhodppovog Vdpov (fliad 11. 721-23).
But Philoctetes lay suffering mighty pains on an island, on a sacred Lemnos, where
the sons of the Achaenas had left him in anguish with an evil wound from a deadly
water snake.
Sophocles picks up Philoctetes as a unique protagonist, whose exceptional vigor of character and reluc-
tance to compromise with the trickster Odysseus and unfaithful Greek comrades define him as a tragic
hero.
13 The name Philoctetes suggest the theme of philos, which generally conveys the related network of
friendship and specifically consists of people linked by a bond of respect in the community.
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by claiming his position as the master [deométnV] of the bow. Sometimes,
Philoctetes regards the bow as a friend, addressing “O beloved bow” [ T6Eov
¢tlhov] (Phil 1128). In either case, the bow is regarded as the linchpin for re-
establishing a god-human connection and for activating a constructive interac-
tion between Philoctetes and Heracles. Neoptolemus portrays that the bow itself
is the incarnation of a god: “is it possible for me to look at it from close, and to
hold it and kiss it as though it were a god?” [&p’ gotv OoTe K&yyvoey Béav
MaPetv Kol faotdoal pe mpookvoal 8 Oomep 0e6v] (Phil 656-57). Similarly,
Heracles, apotheosized in the quasi-ritual bequeath of the bow on Mount Oeta, is
a tangible synthesis of the disparate elements of a man [atvi)p] and a god [Beolg].
Throughout Sophocles's Philoctetes, the bow is a symbol of everlasting friendship,
a synecdoche for Heracles himself, a metaphor for the stamina which Heracles is
endowed with, and a metonymy for the upcoming epiphany of Heracles. In brief,
the crowning apparition of Heracles at the end of this play perfects the motif of
the bow.

As the culmination of the friendship theme and the crucial point of the
dramatic recognition, Heracles ex machina appears to twist the crisis into a happy
ending but actually remains a highly problematic finale. Generally speaking, the
interposition of Heracles can be interpreted optimistically as an operative tactic,
negatively as a renunciation of Philoctetes’s autonomy, or pessimistically as an
outright denial of human efforts in grappling with the ills of mankind. At the first
level, Sophocles spins a rather confident, idealistic, and even upbeat tone. That
Philoctetes jumps at the chance to rejoin the Greek contingents right after Heracles’s
persuasion is a testimony to the Athenian optimism in celebrating an instinctive
recognition of inborn nobility. The shift marks a turn from authority to reciprocity,
from trickery to friendship, or from divinity to humanity—although viz a semi-
divine apparition. However, the happy ending is fairly deceptive; a cautious read-
ing will direct us to discern that the seemingly pacifying epilogue of Philocteres
may well nullify the likelihood of human rapprochement. In Tessitore’s words,
the outcome of Philoctetes “makes the conflict between Odysseus and Philoctetes
intractable” and Sophocles thus “cuts off any possible human reconciliation be-
tween these two men” (77). In most of Sophocles’s plays, mortal protagonists are
usually allowed sufficient freedom to find their own way to what is ahead. And,
by corollary, Philoctetes should not simply be enmeshed in the fated web. The
deus ex machina is of vital efficacy to quiet the cacophony among the Greek
heroes—but unfortunately viz disclaiming human autonomy. Two less pressing
but more arduous difficulties henceforward arise: first, Philoctetes, despite aspir-
ing to be a honorable hero, has not yet proved himself a charismatic protagonist;
second, while the crisis is purposefully turned into a peaceful solution, the main
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topic about Philoctetes podiatric complaint is merely circumvented. In the
following sections, I will explore how Sophocles’s employment of the deus ex
machina in this play altogether showcases his attempt to broach two subjects: first,
the continuity and innovation of the heroic paradigm; second, the immature
technology, undersupplied resources, and inadequate healthcare in the fifth
century BCE or thereabouts.

Pathos [110.005]: Heracles’s Labors and Philoctetes’s Sufferings

I now turn to the controversy over the question of whether the very utiliza-
tion of deus ex machina in Sophocles’s Philoctetes is a proper way to corroborate
that Philoctetes, the eponymous protagonist, is an emblematic hero.'* Obviously,
Philoctetes has a morally satisfactory character, but he is not charismatic at all.
We can find in Philoctetes certain dispositions contradictory to the stereotyped
elements of a courageous personality. It is really puzzling why Philoctetes can-
not but accept the fate of an involuntary excommunication and then the destiny
of re-entering the Greek forces at the cost of his autonomy. The nine-year sojourn

in Lemnos!®

is an unusually anti-heroic, unpromising, unproductive, and exact-
ing tribulation. Upon Heracles’s showing up, Philoctetes is at the peak of his
defiance—Philoctetes at the precise moment is harboring reckless folly and even
hubristic blindness. Even though a tragic hero is generally characterized by
a knotty mixture of courage and folly, idealism and blindness, and self-sacrifice
and self-destructiveness, Philoctetes seldom actively displays his distinguished
features—positive or negative. However, it turns out that Philoctetes, though
incapacitated, persistently toughs out all difficulties with his singularly sure-footed
ways. Philoctetes is not merely in exile but also in complete isolation, which may
drive most men out of joint with the cosmos or with an imaginatively harmonious
totality of the world. It is discerned that Sophocles attempts to remold Philoctetes

14 Generally, we expect a hero to be possessed of four basic attributes: being good, being courageous,
being true to life and being consistent. Aristotle sheds a new light on the concept of a tragic hero, who is
neither completely equivalent to a paragon of virtue and justice nor utterly the same as the wretched man
undergoing misfortune through any real badness or wickedness. In other words, a tragic hero is good and
decent, but neither a villain nor a model of perfection. Another key point is that, according to Aristotle,
the tragic hero must learn to overcome his tragic flaw or harmatia. And what is stressed in my paper is that
Philoctetes, as a typical hero in Sophocles’s tragedy, not only evokes the heroic pattern but also sets up an
example for the public to follow—one is for individual integrity and the other is for the social commitment.

15 Lemnos, according to Greek mythology, is a special environment for gods or heroes to get cured.
For example, Hephaestus suffers a nine-year exile on Lemnos and thus he acquires his magical powers
before returning to Olympus. Besides, the blinded Orion goes to Lemnos and meets Hephaestus, who
helps Orion to get healed by the Sun.
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as a hero transforming from an unremembered derelict to an up-and-coming savior,
from a deserted castaway to the most laudable contributor to the formation of a
community. In Heracles’s argument is a new perspective that a brave man should
shoulder the responsibility of community affairs and worthy honor is related not
merely to personal reputation but also to collective glory.

Rather than out of the blue, Heracles’s advent is intended as an enlightening
lodestar for Philoctetes to follow; however, a sense of irony permeates the ex-
emplar of Heracles’s greatness. Heracles’s talk underscores the inimitability of his
consummate labors, but, in the meanwhile, Heracles encourages Philoctetes to
emulate the alluring prominence as Heracles himself has achieved:

Kol tpdto uév ool Tog guie AEEm Ty,

So0vg Tovroog Kot dLeEeABMV Tévoug

ABdvatov ApeTHV £y 0V, OC Tépead SPaLV.

kai ool, 6dg’ 1601, ToUT OpeileTol TAOELY,

£K TOV TOVOV TV evKkAed 08000 Blov. (Phil 1418-22)

And first I will tell you of my fortunes, of how many labours I endured to go through

to win eternal glory, as you can see. For you too, know it for sure, destiny is the same,

after these sufferings to make your life glorious.

This passage supports the thesis that “Philoctetes, like Heracles, must move through
and beyond his distress to win the glory to which he is destined” (Hawkins 356).
Yet under this simplistic slogan of winning eternal glory is a sort of incommen-
surability, because there is no straightforward equivalence between Heracles’s la-
bors and Philoctetes’s sufferings. First of all, it is indeed impossible for Philoctetes
to transcend the insurmountable gap between human beings and supernatural
beings. Conceptually, the metamorphosis that Heracles himself becomes fully
civilized and unambiguously divinized (Segal, Tragic World 293) exemplifies how
to mutate from mortality into immortality. No matter how illustrious the eternal
glory [BGvoTov apetnv]'© of the providential bliss allocated for Philoctetes
is, Philoctetes is remembered for the telling theme of the unjustifiable fortune
[tUyag]. Allin all, Sophocles at the same time appreciates Heraclean courage
and eulogizes those willing to committing themselves to the society at the cost
of personal interest.

16 The Greek concept of et in its primary sense refers to heroic virtue par excellence, that is, valor.
But Sophocles here stresses apetr] as reputation obtained by efforts. Jebb points out that the same phrase
aBdvotov apeT)v appears in Plato’s Symposium (208d), indicating “the reputation which survives on
earth,” which is close to the Homeric formula of “imperishable fame.” T will take into consideration a
more precise interpretation of AGVOToV APETIY, that s, the very immortality that Heracles wins ultimately.
Taken together, the term &Bdvatov dpetv signifies the hero’s bravery, undying fame, and Heracless
apotheosis as well.
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Via presenting the advent of Heracles at the end of Philoctetes, Sophocles
moves the focal point from an individual’s grief to the community’s optimal welfare.
The transition of core concern from individual accomplishments to community
commitment maps out, as Barry B. Powell pinpoints, the radical alteration “be-
tween the glory-hungry heroes of Homer’s Trojan War and the glory-hungry po/is
of the classical period” (61).!” Indeed, the diction of “sharing the glory” is recur-
rent in this play (Phil 69; 115; 1305). Segal underscores that “Heracles’s appear-
ance regenerates the possibility of absolute values in the tragic logos and mythos”
and “effects at least a partial reconciliation between the splendid but harsh intran-
sigence of the old heroism and the flexibility demanded by the new society of the
fifth-century polis” (Tragedy 338). Philoctetes is required to waive his personal
interests for the sake of the Greek league. Philoctetes, like an upstanding citizen
serving the needs of the Athenian empire, is entitled to full-scale freedom, but
he has to make decisions expressly on whatever benefits his society. On the one
side, Philoctetes incarnates the Homeric nobility, which is marked by an unbend-
ing courage to resist being assimilated into the meaner, pragmatic, and egocentric
realities. On the flip side, Philoctetes elucidates a mixture of old-generational
dignified figures and new-fangled patriotic elements. Philoctetes, plagued by the
unmitigated disharmony between individual and community, is forced to restrain
himself for the sake of the greater good of the Greek common cause and to follow
all the benchmarks formulated under the collective mechanisms of the developing
geopolitics. In short, Sophocles devises a rather instructive tool to propagate
patriotism.'® To put it differently, the prototype of Heracles’s labors and the
ideologically larger enterprise of the polis are subtly annexed in Philoctetes.

Heracless theory that the ultimate fame originates from completing the tough-
est tasks is implicitly against a social malaise of hypocritical pragmatism. Philoctetes
stands out as a throwback to the heroic era. To say that “Philoctetes is in a sense
the last of the heroes” (Segal, 7ragedy 296) is not merely to applaud Philoctetes’s
uncompromising fidelity to the erstwhile heroic ideals but also to reprove the
fifth-century Athenians for their skeptical and hypocritical inclination. Philoctetes
has “the true voice of one who treads his path under constraint” [¢TOna

17 Powell estimates that this shift can be dated “to the early seventh century BCE, to judge from shields
dedicated at the shrine of Zeus at Olympia” (61).

18 Sophocles, as a general in the Samian Revolt of 441-439 BCE, is supposed to be rather familiar
with the local cults and myths of the eastern Aegean and the island of Lemnos. In addition, the military
context matters. Josh Beer, who tends to relate the play to the fifth-century political stage, recalls the
notable Alcibiades and identifies the fictive Lemnos exactly as “the main theatre of naval operation of the
Polynesian war” (135). The statement that the deus ex machina serves as political propaganda (Abel 129)
is valid in Sophocles’s Philoctetes; but it is hard to prove if this case refers to a specific contemporaneous
agenda or policy.
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pBoYYé TOL OTifoV Kot dvéykay €pmovtog] (Phil 205-09); likewise, Heracles
utters a voice of the noble, upright and civilized self, which is supposed to be
pitled against disingenuous sophistry. In Segal’s words, “divinely sponsored mzyzhos
resolves the impasse in the social and moral order caused by faithless and deceitful
logos” and thus “mythos is here truer than logos” (Tragedy 337). Odysseus, likened
to a canny politician, pretends that what he does is nothing but to execute
[{)Jmpsr(b] the will of Zeus (Phil 989-90); however, Philoctetes detests this kind
of double-speak tact, reacting furiously: “hateful creature, what things you find to
say! By sheltering behind gods you make the gods liars” [® picog, olo
KaEavevpiokelg Aéyewv' Beov ¢ mpoteivav Tovg Beov ¢ Peudeig TiONc]
(Phil 991-92). Sophocles magnifies the oxymoronic connotations of true liars,
via Odysseus’ witty reply—“No, truth-tellers! And the journey must be made”
[Tk, dAN dAnBeic M 68d¢ opevtéa] (Phil 993). In the fifth and fourth
century BCE, religion “no longer completely satisfied the Athenian curiosity about
life and death matter” and Greek intellectuals “glorified reason over superstition,
and inquiry became the honored method of investigation” (Dynneson 137). Yet
the overblown suspicion of the normative practices may go out of control.

The theatric implementation of deus ex machina imparts Sophocles’s pri-
mary concern over both the problem about the abuse of rhetoric in the fifth-
century society. Obviously, the issue about how the so-called divine words are
often distortedly rendered with a pervasive skepticism is much more stressed than
the topic about how the realization of the Helenus’s prediction'® has been procras-
tinated for a long time. In Sophocles’s Philoctetes, the oracle is opportunistically
manipulated by Odysseus into different circumstances. By doing so, Odysseus
belittles and even ridicules the supernatural omnipotence, but paradoxically via
aggrandizing the impact of the predicted track. More importantly, the relevance
of the political ambience in the Classical period should be carefully reconsidered,
since Philoctetes tends to disclose the tensions and ambiguities within the fifth-
century political ideology. On the one hand, the value of myth for ancient Greeks
resides in “its capacity to subsume and rationalize the immediate circumstances of
human experience” (Castriota 5); on the other hand, “civism was derived from
religious interpretations of man’s relationship to a designated god” (Dynneson 8).

19 The prediction divined by Helenus is rendered by the Merchant as follows:
oc M Té T EAN ool oL évT E0éomoev
kail tél Tpoto mépyow’ Mg o ur) wote
népooLeV, el un) TovOE meloovtes Aoyw
SyoLvto Voo THOY €’ N vaietl Ta vOV. (Phil 610-13)
they (the Greeks) would never take the towers of Troy, unless they persuaded
Philoctetes and brought him from the island where he is now living.
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In either case, Philoctetes, both an archetype of Greek hero and a model citizen,
ought to stick to the conventional norms and adjust to new circumstances as well.
Sophocles, via dramatizing the corruption of an old-fashioned pattern, is meticu-
lously managing to fashion new heroes, who can abide by the traditional norms
and better their society as well.

While the characterization of Philoctetes revolves around the continuity,
innovation, and transmission of certain core values, the interaction among Heracles,
Philoctetes, Odysseus and Neoptolemus reflects varying aspects of the political,
historical and social milieus of fifth-century Athens. Upon the acceptance of
Heracles’s proposition, Philoctetes refreshingly turns to a moral and intellectual
scrutiny, automatically ceases spewing jeremiads, and instantaneously accepts his
role in carrying out the very “splendid promise” [Adyog Kahdg] (Phil 352). The
grand prospect will be delivered on as long as Philoctetes and Neoptolemus, two
lions in a pride or two companions lions [(;Jg Aéovte ovvvéuwm] (Phil 1436),
are going to devastate Priam’s city. Moreover, the potentiality of the eternal glory
[eVKAhed OEcO0u] (Phil 1422) or the enduring renown, according to Richard
Buxton, is double-edged: “kleos in Philoctetes is both the report of the hero’s
disease-ridden misfortune and the prospect of his glory at Troy” (170-71). The
phrase beautiful word [Aéyog kaAdg] may refer to the visionary utterance, the
alluring incentive, or the gorgeous oration. From a positive perspective, the very
Aéyog kahog mentioned by Heracles exactly stimulates Philoctetes to reach his
career apex. In a negative sense, the refrain Adyog Kohog is thematically an
echo to Odysseus’ sophistical style.?? In this play, Odysseus is living proof of the
pejorative sense of Aéyog Kahog: Odysseus wittingly manipulates the prophetic
enunciations to meet his own interest and subordinates reverence to expediency.
That Odysseus is calculatingly demonized in Philoctetes epitomizes how blister-
ingly Sophocles attacks the trendy oratory. Odysseus is pegged as a type of sophist
who has a good command of the duplicitous strategy and dazzling eloquence,
while Heracles follows a sort of Achillean paradigm and converts a heroic image
into a respectable civic leader. Besides, whereas Odysseus” goal is a palpable
victory even achieved by deceitful setup, Philoctetes positions himself to be a
venerable figure by championing his lifelong probity.

Rather than a timely suture or medicaments for Philoctetes’s bleeding foort,
spoils [0KkDAOV] and the prize [GpLoteta] are the very incentives advanced by
Heracles to prompt Philoctetes to take action:

20 Hawkins illustrates that Odysseus” dispassionate and practical speech (Phil 40-47) “epitomizes
one kind of ppévnoLg, reason in its most practical sense as the shrewd calculation of a tactical strategy”

(346).
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... OKDNG T £¢ uéhabpa o

TéupeLg, APLoTel’ EKAaBOV otpaTeduotog,

TolovT ToTpl wpog wdtpag Oltng Thdko.

. .. and bringing the spoils to your abode, after receiving the greatest prize of the army,
for your father Poeas to the topmost plain of Oeta, your native place. (Phil 1428-30)

Three key notions deserve more remarks: spoils [0kUAoV], the greatest prize of
the army [GpLOTel . . . oTpateVuartog], and native place [étpog . . . TAGKA].
The word spoils okOAoV is derived from the verb oxOAA®,?! that is, to tear
down the skin or hide of the animals. The derivative Ok Aog refers, for instance,
to a lion’s skin or the outer husk of a nut. By Greek convention, the spoils*? are
arms stripped off from a slain enemy; and Greek heroes as usual write their names
on the spoiled arms and then dedicated their booty to a particular deity. Heracles
mentions that Philoctetes can bring the spoils [okUAoV] to his abode (Phil 1428);
but then what Philoctetes obtains from the expedition [t 8 &v A&p1g oV oKVAQ
ToLdE ToL OTPartov] must be offered as a memory of Heracles's bow (Phi/ 1431).
Jebb annotates that “2// the okUAo. mentioned in 1431 were to be dedicated to
Heracles” and summarizes that “the okUAa of 1428—destined for the house of
Poeas—are distinct from the okUAQ. of 1431” (254). Jebb’s annotation on two
kinds of okUAo exactly demonstrates that Philoctetes’s stately valor is never the
same as Heracles’s hallowed prestige. The okUAa (Phil 1428) may refer either to
spoils allocated to Philoctetes from the common booty as his share of the prize
[aprotela] or trophy given by the Greeks as reward for Philoctetes’s contribution

2

or a special honorarium earmarked for Philoctetes. In this light, prize, 3 a sub-

24 is embraced as a recommendable antidote to

stantive equivalent to honor,
abate the resentment chronically planted in Philoctetes’s soul. Heracles accentu-
ates that Philoctetes should be a hero braving the unjustifiable hardship. Heracles

places much stress on commemorating Philoctetes’s fatherland and treasuring his

21 Aside from the meaning of tearing down the skin from the animals, fish, or the dead enemies,
OKUMA® can mean maltreat, molest, annoy, feel troubled, and, medically, shave the patient’s head.

22 The term of OKUA appears in one of Jesus” parables: “But when someone stronger attacks and
overpowers him, he takes away the armor in which the man trusted and divides the spoils” [Exéy 8¢
LoYLPSTEPOS AVTOD EMEABGDV VIKNON AlT6V, THY mavomAiay avtod alpet £’ f) émemoife kol
T oKV o0 ToV dtadidworv] (Luke 11:22).

23 The concept of prize [yépag] is interchangeable with honor, gifts, privilege or prerogative conferred
on kings or the noblemen in ancient Greece. For example, the quarrel over the yépag in the //iad actually
involves not only the apportionment of what was taken from the pillaged cities but also the proper honor
by which the king or the hero was gloried (Z/iad 1: 123-25).

24 S.J. Harrison hypothesizes that Sophocles’s Philoctetes is a strong case for the heroic cult—in which
a hero will receive worship after his death (173). Based on this premise, it is acceptable to say that
Philoctetes will become a hero-god after his death. But this theory remains a proposition in search of a
proof.
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heroic genealogy. The gist of Philoctetes seemingly consists in “the celebration
of the transmission of patriarchal virtue of power, through myth and cult, from
Zeus to his actual son Heracles, and from Heracles to his friend Philoctetes, through
the talismanic, all-powerful bow” (Hall 320-21). However, what is under scru-
tiny in Sophocles’s Philoctetes is exactly the man-made systems—medical and
social alike—which fail to function well.

Heracles does not conclude that Philoctetes is a true hero, and he just says
that Philoctetes will become the most honorable one. Philoctetes will be remod-
eled into a brave scapegoat to salvage the Greek contingents and into a competent
candidate to restore the polis order. What is more, the clincher of Heracles’s line
of argument is that Philoctetes’s problem will be remedied, but he must go to
Troy: “You shall go with this man to the city of Troy and first be cured of your
grim sickness” [EABDV 0 GUV TMY’ avdpLTPOS TO TPwikov téhoua, TpdTov
UEV véoov movion Avypag] (Phil 1423-24). Philoctetes’s grim sickness is
imagined to have been caused by divine power, that is, due to a supernatural
snakebite; in ancient Greek mentality, Philoctetes is allegedly the source of public
miasma. But being abandoned is not necessarily the same as being penalized; on
the contrary, the nine-year insulation is for Philoctetes an optimized medium of
rehabilitation and elevation. An ulterior reason for the quarantine on the unin-
habited Lemnos is that such a near zero-point survival can spur the rebirth of a
stronger self. At the behest of Heracles, Philoctetes accedes to participation in the
Greek expedition (1445-47). However, the therapy is being ignored and post-
poned—even though Heracles assures Philoctetes the curability of his disease.?’
Despite foreseeing the prospective recuperation at Troy, Philoctetes has little
access to basic medical care. Even though from the extraordinarily long-drawn-
out affliction Philoctetes may reap a higher status sometime in the future or a
marvelous reward posthumously, it is not well grounded that Philoctetes has to
stomach the ordeal of the chronic malady. Sophocles’s Philoctetes leaves us with a
tragic scenario that the fame Philoctetes will enjoy is a deferring exile on a de-
familiarized island.?®

2 Tt is said that Pindar’s Pythian Ode I records that “Philoctetes’s poisonous bite is described while
he was asleep, Machaon cut away the gangrenous flesh from the festering ulcer, poured wine over it, and
sprinkled on the wound a herb that Asclepius had obtained from Chiron” (Phillips 17).

26 To be precise, there is no happy ending at all; or, at most, there will be. Sophocles’s Philoctetes does
not end with a scenario of how Philoctetes is cured, but with a vision that he will be a true hero and will
get the best therapy—an interstice always exists between now and the future!
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Aporia

In Sophocles’s Philoctetes, a proper healing for Philoctetes’s ulcerating foot is
always postponed. The chorus, describing Philoctetes as a suspicious, but lonely,
unhappy, and much-tortured man (Phi/ 137, 156, 169-90), simply feels curious
why this enfeebled cripple, maimed invalid, and deserted barbarian will rise to the
greatest prominence. In a broad sense, the state of being uncivilized is a disorder.
Segal considers Philoctetes’s savagery “over-determined” by the “savage disease,”
which is “both cause and effect of his exile on his deserted island” (Zragedy 292).*
Philoctetes has to fight against the uncivilized existence and destitute circum-
stances as well as battle with the unrelenting pain. Heracles forwards the message
that it is crucial for Philoctetes to re-enter into civilization, claiming that Philoctetes’s
illness will be ameliorated from a wild and savage mode to the somewhat less
“terrible” (Muypaig) condition (Phil 1423-24). Philoctetes’s trauma has the con-
siderable function to trigger a downward mediation and upward soul-searching,
which for Segal indicates a kind of inward reflection of the very savage or agrios
character similar to the devouring disease itself (77agedy 316). However, neither
the projection of Philoctetes’s inner savagery nor the emanation of the gods’ will
can satisfactorily explain away the etiology of Philoctetes’s malady. Obviously,
Heracles does not offer a convincing analysis for Philoctetes’s excruciating and
undiminished throes.

Heracles’s argument (Phil 1425-44) is misleading for three reasons: a sweep-
ing generalization in rationalizing Philoctetes’s misadventure, an indefinite prog-
nosis concerning Philoctetes’s aggravating symptoms, and an inconsiderate sug-
gestion of a precarious transfer of the disabled Philoctetes to the threatening front
at the battleground. In the first case, Heracles postulates that if Philoctetes wants
to be on a par with the greatest hero and to be remembered by his vigor, per-
severance, and character, Philoctetes had better desist from the bottomless
self-pity and eradicate the root of all troubles [tV altiog KOK®DV]:

apeti) Te TPdTOS EKKPLOEls oTportevuortog,

Mé&.pwv uév, 6 TV alTiog KaK®V Equ,

T6E0LOL TOLS EMoloL VooqLels Blov,

mépoers te Tpotaw. . .

And you shall be judged first of the army in valour, depriving of life Paris, who was the
cause of these troubles, and taking Troy. . . (Phil 1425-28)

%7 Segal demonstrates the multiple-layered meanings of the civilized-uncivilized antithesis system-
atically and recapitulates his main points concisely with a diagram attached to the article “Philoctetes:

The Myth and the Gods” (7ragedy 327).



On Sophocless Philoctetes 1409-44: Heracles ex Machina, Pathos, and Aporia 43

Because of his dogged determination to hold on to life and to his self-respect,
Philoctetes comes to earn a fine reputation. If Philoctetes merely wanted sym-
pathy, then he would be no better than a wretched man. Philoctetes does not
mean to angle for compassion; instead, he is wrathful simply because he has little
knowledge about the genesis of his illness, his predicament, and his pain. To
soothe Philoctetes, Heracles repeats that Paris is held accountable for the scourge
of all these grueling troubles, which cover any diseases and encumbrances that
not only Philoctetes but also the Greeks have to put up with.?8 In this way, to be
an enterprising hero, Philoctetes is expected to obliterate “the cause of these
troubles” [TV’ altiog Kak®V], conceived of as interchangeable with the trig-
ger for the brawls between Greeks and Trojans. Evidently, because Heracles’s
point of view is framed by such a sweeping generalization, the etiology of disease®’
is mistaken to be the same as the responsibility for the war.?® Because of this
logical fallacy, the Greeks, whose culpability for deserting Philoctetes is neglected,
are erroneously becoming victims. Philoctetes’s agony is apparently ignored by
Heracles, who never identifies the culpable agents of Philoctetes’s festering wound.

Secondly, Heracles’s cure-all prescription for Philoctetes—a kind of holistic
cure through rebuilding a harmonious relation with society and with gods—is
indeed of little use:

T0UTo & £VVoel®’, STy

TopONTE Yoo, EVOERELY TA TPOC B0 g

¢ T8N mérvro devTep’ TyELTaL TTOT P

Zetg. oL yap e00EPerar ouvBvVOKeL BpoTols

KAV TOoL KAV BAVWoLY, oUK drréAAvTOL.

But remember when you conquer the land to show reverence to the gods; for all things

come after this in the mind of Zeus my father. For reverence for the gods does not

die along with mortals; whether they live or die, it never perishes. (Phil 1440-44)

The statement that Philoctetes’s life is never unworthy [tvdElog] and
Philoctetes will be free from distress implies that health should be defined not
only as a bodily salubriousness but also as a holistic status. Darrel W. Amundsen

28 Diplomatically, Paris’s improper behavior led to an outrage against the honor and prestige of Menelaos,
while, ethically, Paris did something similar to an act of impiety toward the Greek norms ordained by
Zeus, that is, the law of hospitality.

29 Barry Robson and O. K. Baek remind us that “Hippocrates rejected the views of his contemporary
society that considered illness to be caused by possession of evil spirits and disfavor of the gods” (58). By
ascribing all troubles to Paris, Heracles seems to brush aside the rationalistic approach to diseases and
confuses the problem of Philoctetes’s foot illness with the disasters resulting from the warfare between
the Greeks and Trojans.

30 Since most Greek tragedies involve a consistent rethinking about the complicated present, past, and
future, their topics are usually on a convoluted web of causes and responsibilities.
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remarks that at least among the Greeks of the fifth century BCE or later, health
“was an ideal, indeed the highest good, set above beauty, wealth, and inner nobil-
ity” (33). However, the delay in treating Philoctetes wounded foot may well
mute his hope of winning superior wellbeing in the future. If Heracles’s main
thesis is that every human concern, even justice and the rough and tumble of
human life, is subordinate to reverence [e00EBewa] (Phil 1444), then, as Aristide
Tessitore calculates, “the appearance of Heracles provides only a qualified endorse-
ment of Philoctetes’s position” (85). By dint of Heracles’s pep talk, social norms
are somehow elevated and the Greek armies are practically cemented; but the
ultimate medal of eternal fame is less a panacea than a placebo. Although Heracles
may assume the role of mediating between the immortal and the mortal, he makes
no headway towards arbitrating in the dispute among human beings, articulates
no intention to formulate a consensus of opinions, and is not capable of treating
Philoctetes’s physical infirmity. The deus ex machina in Sophocles’s Philocteres
aims at relieving the discord between Philoctetes and Odysseus and at reconciling
the tension between an afflicted individual and the embattled Greek league, but
the fundamental demand for personal retribution and the panorama of a larger
common good are far from harmonized. In practice, what Heracles prescribes has
little effect in alleviating Philoctetes’s podiatric pain.

The third awkward point in Heracles’s argument is that Philoctetes—though
injured and crippled—will be referred to Asclepius,®! the putative reliever
[ravot pl:

£y & ACKANTLOV

TOVOTNPO TEUWPW ONS VEooU TTPdS “Thtov.

Td deVTEPOV YOLP TOLS EUOLS AVTTV YPEDV

T6EoLg GAVOL. (Phil 1437-40)

And I will send Asclepius to Ilium to put an end to your disease. For it is fated to be

taken once again by the aid of this bow.

Three problems are compounded: first, Heracles will never clean, bandage or cure
Philoctetes’s wound; second, the location for further medications and surgery
is Ilium; third, such a risky transfer is categorically inevitable. First, if Heracles
ex machina is not simply an appendage to the plot or a stoppage measure, then
Heracles’s instructions will constitute an integral and irremovable part of the
play and thus a choice epilogue to the theme of diseased foot, which is said to be

31 Later the sanctuaries of Asclepius became the most significant healing centers, where “a potent
mixture of medicine, auto-suggestion, faith healing, and divine intervention” was practiced (Garland
105). According to Brooke Holmes, “in the later fifth century, the cult of Asclepius, the hero-son of
Apollo who eventually becomes a god, begins to spread throughout the Greek world, flourishing in the
Hellenistic period and under the Roman Empire” (80-81).
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“an event caused by the gods” [¢k Oelog TOyNG] (Phil 1326) or “the fortunes
given . . . by the gods” [¢x Bev TOyag] (Phil 1316-17).%% Like the epiphany
dream in temple medicine, the appearance of Heracles performs a sort of faith
healing; but unlike the Asclepius practitioners, the semi-god Heracles merely gives
Philoctetes a referral to other competent healers. Heracles, far from a surrogate
doctor, shunts seriously wounded Philoctetes off to Asclepius and his sons.
Above all, the conclusion that a real therapy for Philoctetes’s ailment will be given—
but is actually suspended ad infinitum with the end of the play—may just
discredit the authoritative power released by Heracles.

Conveying the injured Philoctetes to Troy is the worst-case scenario, but it is
a must. In ancient Greece, those rescued from battlefields could survive from
their injuries, since ancient Greeks had considerable medical expertise in war
wounds.’* In Sternberg’s words, “health care in ancient Greece was a structure
built and rebuilt over time using a variety of materials: folk remedy, magic, reli-
gions and science” and “knowledge of herbs and roots abutted unlikely superstition,
while prayful supplication to the gods adjoined observation, surgery, and system-
atic reasoning about the human body” (22). Maybe Philoctetes, murmuring that
“so one period of time after another went by for me” [0 uév xpdévog vuv dua
XPSVoU TPOVPRaVE uol] (Phil 285), has perceived that he misses the best timing
for therapy. Due to limited access to available resources, Philoctetes, lingering on
Lemnos, keeps no hope for recovery (Phil 296-99). Nevertheless, there are alter-
native avenues. For instance, he can turn to Pylios, the son of Hephaestus, or the
priests of Hephaestus on Lemnos, all of whom are fairly skillful at treating the bite
of the water snake or hydros (Segal, 77agedy 310-11). Moreover, to reenter a city
like Troy® is never among the practical countermeasures against the intolerable

32 In the fifth century BCE at Athens, Corinth, Epidaurus, and Cos, “one might leave home tempo-
rarily to seek healing in a religious sanctuary, especially one built for Asclepius” (Sternberg 23); however,
the Asclepius sanctuaries were quite different from modern hospitals. Although later Hellenistic
cities usually boasted extensive shrines of the healing god of Asclepius which functioned as hospitals, it is
imaginable that no such kind of hospitals existed in the fifth-century BCE or earlier.

33 Machaon, son of Asclepius, is a soldier at the Troy war as well as a surgeon during the Trojan War
(lliad 2.729-32). According to mythical tradition, when Menelaus was wounded, Menelaus sent a mes-
senger for Machaon, who skillfully treated Menelaus’s injury by extracting the barbed arrow, sucking
the wound and applying a secret ointment made known to Asclepius by Chiron. Besides, Machaon was
said to fight in the army of Nestor, who, fearing for Machaon’s safety and deeming that a doctor is worth
many men, took him into his chariot.

3% Sternberg cites instances of wounded men being carried out of the war spot: Sarpendon by his
comrades (based on the //iad), the heroic generals such as Brasidas, Epaminodas, Agesilans or Alexander
the Great (according to ancient historians), and some rank-and-file hoplites (109). In the ancient battlefield,
the limited resources refrained the Greeks from sending back all the wounded generals and men; and, as
far as Philoctetes’s case is concerned, it is near impossible to list “sailing him home” as a top priority.

3 For the wounded, a transfer to Ilium smacks of an extra danger. Sophocles’s Philoctetes premiered
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primitiveness of the deserted life. Troy, which is the next stop for Philoctetes, is
going to collapse; there more troubles will be incurred rather than terminated.
Whatever the risks, sailing to Troy is the ultimate order that Philoctetes must obey
(Phil 915-10).

As far as the military logistics and medical recourses are concerned, it is
better to clean and bandage Philoctetes’s wound before he is transferred to other
places; but Philoctetes will not be taken care of until he arrives at Troy. According
to Sternberg, a tough problem in ancient wartime is: “how fighting men on the
move should handle their sick and wounded comrades” (104). Sternberg finds
that although there were various types of conveyance available in the ancient times
such as “able-bodied men, litters, pack animals, wagons, and ships,” the crux of
difficulty consists in “who, if anyone, was responsible for the transport of inca-
pacitated soldiers,” particularly when the armies fought further and further away
from Greece (112-14). Supposed that the Greek army had adequate accoutrements,
the same policy that Philoctetes is settled on a relatively safe site on the way to
Troy would not be altered, since the provisions—such as food, water, armor, arms,
military machines, cauldrons, and other unspecified supplies—are usually kept
for the long-distance and long-term warfare rather than for one debilitated
individual. Walter Kaufmann hypothesizes that to consummate Philoctetes
with the deus ex machina is to transform Philoctetes into “the savior of his people”
(234). It is praiseworthy that Philoctetes will not be released from his own im-
pairment until he shows up to save those who once deserted him. After all,
Philoctetes had his singular virtue of patience [Kapteplal] or tenacity of life.
However, even though Heracles underscores that Philoctetes’s tolerance can be
a prelude to an abiding honor, no adequate justification is given to explain the
prolonged and unmerited affliction, the deferred medication and irrational calcu-
lation of conveyance to Troy.>

For these reasons, we can conclude that Heracles gives a tentative fix, not a
complete solution. But the shortfall of Heracles’s argument precisely alerts us to
certain problems in Sophocles’s contemporary age: the insufficient knowledge per-
taining to pathology, the undersupply of doctors, and the shortage of medical

in 409 BCE when the naval battles had recently taken place around Lemnos and the contentious area of
the Hellespont (Rehm 139).

36 Philoctetes's suffering is best observed by the Chorus: “but there is none other among the mortals
whom I have heard of or have looked upon who has met with a more hateful destiny than this man, who
having done nothing to anyone, done no murder, but being a just man among just men, was perishing
thus undeservedly” [GAhov 8’ oUTv’ €Yy’ olda KMOmV 018’ 0180V uoipa tovd’ €xHlovi cuvtuysvra
Bvatav, 8g ovte £ pEag TV, olTe TL voopicag, AN {oog €V {oolg avijp, GAME’ 08’ avoEiwng]
(Phil 680-85).
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resources. The conceivable hazards of transporting wounded soldiers like Philoctetes
altogether result in an aporia, a state of helplessness and hopelessness. Drew Leder
conjectures that if a modern physician were present, “Philoctetes’s problem might
be diagnosed as a chronic localized infection, perhaps, actinomycosis, extending
into the bone” (1). While Leder stresses that an illness, differing from a disease,
can be neither objectified through a well-classified physiological order nor identi-
fied with an anatomical lesion, we can discern that Philoctetes’s condition—as
both an illness and a disease in Leder’s sense—is indicative of rather limited medi-
cal capacity for approaching the related ailments. The profound sense of episte-
mological vulnerability results from the problem that a sick person knows neither
pathogenesis nor future consequences of the disease. A true redemption of the
excruciating exile, in this light, is up to the enlightenment or a long civilizing
process, through which the underlying mechanisms of disease are step by step
better understood. Ifit is true that “the highest cogta is represented by the dews
ex machina that concludes the play” and “the wisdom Heracles concludes confers
is neither scientific knowledge nor philosophic understanding, but rather epiphanic
apprehension of divine meaning and purpose” (Hawkins 343), then Sophocles’s
Philoctetes deliberately leaves a quite pessimistic vision about human beings’ in-
competence in advancing medicine. If the instance of Philoctetes’s illness is to
illustrate the incidence of wartime hysteria, an everlasting mark of the rankling
sore bespeaks the fundamental doubt over human medical technology. So to
speak, Sophocles’s Philoctetes reveals an aporia: a real cure is always postponed, no
matter how grand, beautiful or convincing Heracles’s promise is.

Conclusion

The remarkable stroke of deus ex machina in Sophocles’s Philoctetes is never
eclipsed by Heracles’s somehow imperfect argument. Instead, culminating the
play with Heracles ex machina, Sophocles successfully produces a thematically
consistent tragedy, expertly broaches the subject of the social and political prob-
lems in his contemporary society, and solicitously invites a long-term scrutiny of
the serious medical problems caused by wars. The epiphany of Heracles is indeed
of great help to break the logjam between Odysseus and Philoctetes; and Sophocles’s
Philoctetes proves an inviting tragedy, which calls forth a rethink of the true hero
in society and a changing attitude towards the betterment of medical knowledge.
The ingenuity of this play not only consists in the thematic coherence that Heracles
ex machina fortifies but also comes from various subjects Sophocles alerts the
audience to pay attention to. All in all, Philoctetes articulates a profoundly tragic
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pitch that the herculean task of curing certain diseases is not yet completed. The
terminal stop is conclusively a departure point for the objective of remodeling
a heroic parhos and a subject of reflection upon an aporia which always underlies
the territories of medical technology and knowledge.

Works Cited

Abel, D. Herbert. “Euripides’ Deus ex Machina: Fault or Excellence.” The Classical Journal 50.
3 (1954): 127-30. JSTOR. Web. 26 June 2008.

Amundsen, Darrel W. Medicine, Society, and Faith in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds.
New York: Johns Hopkins UL, 2000. Print.

Aristotle. Poetics. Trans. Stephen Halliwell. Reprint. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2005. Print.
The Loeb Classical Library 199.

Austin, Norman. Sophocles’ Philoctetes and the Grear Soul Robbery. Madison: U of Wisconsin
P, 2011. Print.

Beck, Martha. Interpreting Sophocles’ Philoctetes through Aristotles Theory of Tragedy: How
Do We Educate People to Be Wise. Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 2008. Print.

Beer, Josh. Sophocles and the Tragedy of Athenian Democracy. Westport: Praeger, 2004. Print.

Buxton, Richard. Imaginary Greece: The Contexts of Mythology. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1994. Print.

Castriota, David. Myth, Ethos, and Actuality: Official Art in Fifth-Century B.C. Athens. Madison:
U of Wisconsin P, 1992. Print.

Dynneson, Thomas L. City-State Civism in Ancient Athens: Its Real and Ideal Expressions.
New York: Peter Lang, 2009. Print.

Finley, M. 1. The Ancient Greeks. New York: Penguin, 1975. Print.

Garland, Robert. Daily Life of Ancient Greeks. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998. Print.

Hall, Edith. Greek Tragedy: Suffering under the Sun. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010. Print.

Harrison, S. J. “Sophocles and the Cult of Philoctetes.” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 109
(1989): 173-75. JSTOR. Web. 26 June 2008.

Hawkins, Anne Hunsaker. “Ethical Tragedy and Sophocles’ Philoctetes.” The Classical World
92.4 (1999): 337-57. JSTOR. Web. 26 June 2008.

Holmes, Brooke. The Symptom and the Subject: The Emergence of the Physical Body in Ancient
Greece. Princeton: Princeton UP, 2010. Print.

Homer. [liad I: Books 1-12. Ed. and trans. A. T. Murray. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1999.
Print. The Loeb Classical Library 170.

Jebb, Richard Claverhouse. 7he Philoctetes of Sophocles: The Plays and Fragments with Critical
Notes, Commentary, and Translation in English Prose. Part IV. Amsterdam: Servio, 1962.
Print.

Kaufmann, Walter. Tragedy and Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992. Print.

Leder, Drew. “Illness and Exile: Sophocles’” Philoctetes.” Literature and Medicine 9 (1990):
1-11. Project Muse. Web. 10 July 2010.

Martin, Thomas R. Ancient Greece: From Prebistoric to Hellenistic Times. New Haven: Yale UD,
1996. Print.



On Sophocless Philoctetes 1409-44: Heracles ex Machina, Pathos, and Aporia 49

Newman, Robert J. “Heroic Resolution: A Note on Sophocles, Philoctetes 1405-1406.”
Classical Journal 86.4 (1991): 305-10. JSTOR. Web. 26 June 2008.

Phillips, John. Aspects of Greek Medicine. Philadelphia: Charles, 1987. Print.

Powell, Barry B. Homer. 2nd ed. Oxford: Blackwell, 2007. Print.

Rehm, Rush. Greek Tragic Theatre. London: Routledge, 1992. Print.

Rinon, Yoav. Homer and the Dual Model of the Tragic. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan B, 2008.
Print.

Robson, Barry, and O. K. Baek. The Engines of Hippocrates: From the Dawn of Medicine to
Medical and Pharmaceutical Informatics. New Jersey: Wiley, 2009. Print.

Segal, Charles. Sophocles’ Tragic World: Divinity, Nature, Sociery. Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1998. Print.

_ . Tragedy and Civilization: An Interpretation of Sophocles. Cambridge: Harvard UP,
1999. Print.

Sommerstein, Alan H. Aeschylean Tragedy. London: Duckworth, 2010. Print.

Sophocles. Sophocles I: Ajax. Electra. Oedipus Tyrannus. Ed. and trans. Hugh Lloyd-Jones.
Cambridge: Harvard UB, 1994. Print. The Loeb Classical Library 20.

. Sophocles II: Antigone. The Women of Trachis. Philoctetes. Oedipus at Colonus. Ed. and
trans. Hugh Lloyd-Jones. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1994b. Print. The Loeb Classical
Library 21.

Sternberg, Rachel Hall. Tragedy Offstage: Suffering and Sympathy in Ancient Athens. Austin:
U of Texas B, 2006. Print.

Tessitore, Aristide. “Justice, Politics, and Piety in Sophocles’ Philoctetes.” The Review of Poli-
tics 65.1 (2003): 61-88. Print.




50 Tamkang Review 43.1 (December 2012)

RAF b 2 B0 KR &
CIF 8 A X AH) 1409-44 1T ¢
B R T RMEZA0 ] 12 KA
# [ 48

fi§ =

AXEBEHRAEFHE R L DN ERES (ERLIIMN) 08
R, o ¥ #1387 (Helenus) T8 5 3F 4 50 X X748 B4 & A7 2 T 82 7% 37 (Paris) 89t
G BETHEFHR TLRE 5 M2 (GERAXKM) EITE 140847 » Al
WEA—ER B » B AIIM B RELAWAARKE - BHAATE RIS
PMFAEHEZT » QREH R L DI LG AR SO IR TR
M Z 3% |(deus ex machina) 3 F B 8 71 %5 (Heracles) 5 & —°F » 3E & XXM =
BpE s o B AR KB AT B SR B AR KK - SR LR KM
JERTAENEEF o R b L DM R ZE AR 1R R o A7 TR & ki &
JR| — 1B B 4 89 % By (happy ending) 3 A » HREE R R T RE » AR & &4
W R XK A LY L~ R A RIE > 158
BRI e BT RS A B EM o KM ZA0 B AR (GER L
XXM 1409-4447 : B—~ TERGEZ) EALGE (FEREIIM) &
BleG M~ HHME—K? $ = B I8 B de e Kbk 5 LA AL
W ERIEEGERERG? B =~ (GERAIIM) 1409-44 47 L 4o 4T &b B8
WA e £AL? TR AY ) 69T RIC AR AR EN » R F R
FBBABEROME - AR TS F TR B RAMNY A e £ H
A R R F AT 0 Bk  ER TR R L ~ YL R4 IY S bR

% o

BT R TH > (ERAKXIXM) o TREZM] > BHAH > KA



