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HIPPOLYTUS, THE LAMIA, AND THE EUNUCH:  

CELIBACY AND NARRATIVE STRATEGY IN 

PHILOSTRATUS’ LIFE OF APOLLONIUS

GRAEME MILES

1. INTRODUCTION: NARRATIVE CHALLENGE AND RESPONSE

P
HILOSTRATUS’ LIFE OF APOLLONIUS OF TYANA, the novelistic biography of 
a celibate ascetic, holy man, and Pythagorean philosopher, is a work full 
of echoes of classical Greek literature.1 This deeply learned, and often 

deeply puzzling, text has received renewed attention and appreciation over the 
last few decades.2 Once regarded as a historical work of dubious value, it has 
become increasingly clear that it knowingly and inextricably blends history 
and fiction, and expects astute readers, willing to tease out its interweaving of 
allusions and actively to create its meaning.3 The protagonist of the VA pro-
vides Philostratus with a number of rhetorical and narrative challenges, not the 
least of them being his very character as a Pythagorean.4 This Pythagoreanism, 
it should be added, is a very specific selection out of the available “Pythago-
rean” traditions:5 the text’s depiction of Apollonius’ philosophy does not refer 
to mathematical or musical theory, but makes much of the school’s teachings 
on vegetarianism, sexual restraint, and reincarnation. For all that celibacy was 
well-established in Pythagoreanism, it was still far from a mainstream value. 
So Philostratus’ problem, in this instance, lay in presenting this in acceptable 
and even praiseworthy terms, in rendering his celibate ascetic heroic.

To this end he makes use of a series of subnarratives reworking the myth 
of Hippolytus; several other episodes involving supernatural, sexual predators 
(the lamia, an empousa, and the ghosts of a soldier and a satyr); and an import-
ant contrast between Apollonius’ rejection of sexuality and the false self-control  

1. I use hereafter the usual abbreviation VA (for Vita Apollonii) though with the equally usual disclaimer that 
this should not suggest a narrow generic classification as purely a biography.

2. See esp. G. Anderson 1986; 1993; 1994; Billault 1991; 2000; Koskenniemi 1991; 1998; Bowie 1994; 
Flinterman 1995; Francis 1995; 1998; Elsner 1997; Jones 2001; Schirren 2005; the papers in Bowie and Elsner 
2009 and Demoen and Praet 2009; Hägg 2012, 318–40; Abraham 2014. Still fundamental: Meyer 1917; Jones 
1974; Bowie 1975. Translations: into English, Conybeare 1912; Jones 2005; into German, Mumprecht 1983; 
into French, Grimal 1958.

3. On the VA’s expectations of readers and its hermeneutic prompts, see Miles 2009. On particular strands 
in its web of allusions: regarding the use of Euripides’ Bacchae, see Praet et al. 2014; on the Odyssey, Van Dijk 
2009.

4. On Apollonius’ Pythagoreanism: Flinterman 1995; 2009.
5. Burkert 1972; O’Meara 1990; Zhmud 2012.
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of a Babylonian eunuch. Graham Anderson has suggested that the inclusion of 
the Hippolytus stories and that of the lamia is a way of bringing into the text  
romance elements that could not appropriately be applied to Apollonius him-
self.6 This is a valid point, but there is more here than just an attempt to enter-
tain readers with some variation from stories of the protagonist’s holiness, as 
I hope to demonstrate in the following discussion. Futhermore, these episodes 
differ from the novel in that an entirely negative view of erōs is presented. 
This, as Ewen Bowie observes, is one of the most important differences be-
tween the VA and the novel.7 The VA’s use of the myth of Hippolytus is just as 
selective as its treatment of Pythagoreanism: both the points of similarity and 
the differences between Apollonius and Hippolytus are meaningful. In Apol-
lonius’ encounter with a eunuch, the protagonist’s character is once more illu-
minated by further similarities and differences. Finally, the supernatural sexual 
predators whom Apollonius is able to defeat allow a concrete demonstration of 
the power of his own restraint.

2. HIPPOLYTUS AND THE REJECTION OF SEXUALITY

Before examining the VA’s use of the myth of Hippolytus, it will be necessary 
to sketch some background of the uses to which this myth was put in Greek 
culture of the Roman era. Naturally, a discussion of Philostratus is not the place 
for a complete overview of the reception and reworking of this myth, but some 
examples can reveal both that the myth, especially as dramatized in Euripides’ 
Hippolytus the Wreathbearer,8 was well-known, and that it was evidently put 
to varied uses, and sometimes rather suprising ones. That the play is one of 
the “selected” plays that come down to us with scholia rather than one of the 
“alphabetical” plays may itself indicate a higher profile in the centuries after 
Euripides.9 The numerous references to the play in the Greek novels, as well 
as those in Philostratus, demonstrate that it retained a prominent position in the 
cultural imagination.

Visual representations indicate a lively interest in the myth in the Roman 
era; Hippolytean themes were popular on Roman sarcophagi, surviving in 
around forty extant examples. These sarcophagi divide into two broad types: 
(1) those depicting Phaedra tormented by passion and Hippolytus on a boar 
hunt, and (2) those depicting Theseus receiving news of Hippolytus’ death.10 

6. G. Anderson 1986, 230. For a more extensive discussion of the use of novelistic elements in the VA and 
Heroicus, see Bowie 1994. In these episodes, as in much of the VA, Schirren sees irony and comedy, e.g., 2005, 
221–22 on the lamia. The supposed resemblances between Philostratus’ lamia story and New Comedy do not 
seem to me sufficiently compelling to support an outright comic reading.

7. Bowie 1986, 190–93.
8. It is well-known that this surviving Hippolytus of Euripides was his second attempt at staging this myth; 

despite the existence of the first version, it appears that the second became by far better known. For the scanty 
fragments of Hippolytus Veiled, see Nauck and Snell 1964, 491–96. Sophocles’ Phaedra is just as shadowy as 
Euripides’ first attempt: see Radt 1977, 475–81. On the Latin side, the major telling is Seneca’s Phaedra/Hip-

polytus. Though we should not assume that Philostratus was unfamiliar with Latin literature, Seneca’s play does 
not bear on the present discussion.

9. For the scholia to Hippolytus, see Schwartz 1891, 1–136; on those concerned with the play’s imagery and 
symbolism, see Hunter 2009.

10. Zanker and Ewald 2012, 344 – 48. On visual representations of Hippolytus more broadly, see the articles 
in the LIMC by Linant de Bellefonds (1990, 5.1.445–64 and 5.2.316–27) and of Phaedra (1994, 7.1.356 –59 and 
7.2.314 –16).
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In both cases the deceased is likened to the departing or dying Hippolytus, 
and the grieving relatives to Phaedra or Theseus. As Paul Zanker and Björn C. 
Ewald observe, these uses of the myth require observers to abstract from the 
narrative context, seeing in Phaedra’s unhappy love “an allegory for the love 
and pain of parting.”11 What is most striking about these visual adoptions of 
the story of Hippolytus, Phaedra, and Theseus to the context of mourning is the 
selectivity that is expected of viewers in their reception of the image. Viewers 
are evidently expected to put to one side the aspects of the story that are not 
appropriate to the new context, even though those details to be suppressed 
include much that is most important to the myth itself. In Philostratus we shall 
see a somewhat similar selectivity, though a verbal adaptation of the story to 
new circumstances has the advantage of guiding its audience more directly 
toward the aspects of the story deemed relevant.

The works of the Corpus Philostrateum have often, and rightly, been placed 
in the context of the “fringe” of the ancient novel: not quite full members 
of the group but clearly sharing some similarities with them. The uses of the 
Hippolytus myth in several novels shed further light on Philostratus, both for 
the evident care with which they too deploy this mythic paradigm, and for the 
differences that arise in adopting Hippolytus for the depiction of chastity prior 
to an eventual marriage, as opposed to the lifelong celibacy of Apollonius.12 
In the first of the surviving novels, Chariton’s Callirhoe, the hero Chaereas 
is likened to the sculptures of several historical and mythic figures: Achilles, 
Nireus, Alcibiades, and Hippolytus (1.3). Beyond conveying the hero’s beauty, 
this opening allusion is clearly part of a broader Hippolytean characteriza-
tion: in addition to the sōphrosynē that he shares with other novelistic heroes, 
it is Chaereas’ offense against Aphrodite (kicking his pregnant wife) that is 
the main driver of the novel’s plot.13 Similarly, Habrocomes, in Xenophon of 
Ephesus’ Ephesiaca, begins the novel as a hunter with a disdain for sexual-
ity, who then incurs divine punishment, though by Erōs rather than Aphrodite. 
Unlike his classical predecessor, Habrocomes is able to learn the error of his 
ways, bringing the paradigmatic relationship with Hippolytus to an end.14

A further Hippolytean reference appears in the tantalizing fragments of a lost 
novel assembled by Klaus Alpers.15 In fragment 21 an unknown speaker likens 
an unknown listener to Hippolytus, saying: “But you, just like Hippolytus from  
Troizen, raise your eyebrows and bite your lip and bow your head, and you run 
past us silently as if past a hero’s shrine.”16 Stripped of its context it is difficult 
to say much more, but it is clear that once again the point of comparison was 
the disdain of Hippolytus, and very likely his contempt for sexuality. As Alp-
ers observes, the passage is imitated by Aelian in Letter 12:17 “And from the 

11. Zanker and Ewald 2012, 48.
12. On myth in the novels, see Bremmer 2013; De Temmerman and Demoen 2011; Cueva 2004.
13. Hippolytus as analogue to Chariton’s Chaereas: Scourfield 2010; Hunter 1997, 1079; Cueva 2004, 

24–25.
14. De Temmerman and Demoen 2011, 4.
15. Alpers 1996.
16. σὺ δὲ αὐτόχρημα ὁ ἐκ Τροιζῆνος Ἱππόλυτος συνελκύσας τὰς ὀφρῦς καὶ τὸ χεῖλος δακὼν καὶ κάτω κύψας 

ὡς ἡρῷον ἡμᾶς ἄφθογγος παρατρέχεις. See Alpers 1996, 34–35. Translations are my own.
17. Alpers 1996, 48.
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time when you began to hunt you have become just like Hippolytus. But see 
to it that Aphrodite does not become enraged with you for your contempt.”18  
Alpers’ fragmentary novel, the letter of Aelian, Xenophon’s Ephesiaca, and 
Chariton’s Calliorhoe all, in short, employ Hippolytus as an exemplar of the 
beautiful youth disdainful of sexuality.

Heliodorus also includes in the Aethiopica an incident evocative of Hippoly-
tus.19 Early in the novel the protagonists, Theagenes and Charicleia, are told 
the adventures of a fellow Greek, Cnemon, whom they have met in Egypt. The 
story that he tells them, of his lusty stepmother and the disastrous results of his 
chastity, is evidently very similar to the story of Hippolytus (Heliod. 1.9.1– 
1.18.1). While the nature of the story is quite clear both to the internal audi-
ence (Theagenes and Charicleia) and to the external audience (the readers of 
the novel), for the characters involved the question appears to be: what story 
is this?

It is clear from early in his tale that Cnemon sees the situation as a repeat of 
Hippolytus. Demainete, his stepmother, however, seems unsure whose role is 
whose, addressing him both as ὁ νέος Ἱππόλυτος (“the young Hippolytus”) and 
as ὁ Θησεῦς ὁ ἐμός (“my Theseus”) in the same breath (Heliod. 1.10.2).20 After 
Cnemon has rejected her advances, however, she describes her relationship to 
him in different terms when accusing him to his father, describing him now as 
ὁ κοινὸς ἡμῶν παῖς (“our common child,” Heliod. 1.10.4), which of course he 
is not. This leads into what will appear to Cnemon’s father to be an Oedipal 
situation, but one in which Cnemon believes himself to be defending his father 
by discovering his stepmother’s lover. Upon bursting into the bedroom with 
sword in hand, however, he discovers that he is in a different story, appearing 
to be a knowing Oedipus to his father while realizing himself to be a framed 
Hippolytus. In addition, the elaborate mistaken identities and Cnemon’s name 
might give readers the impression that these are characters in a New Comedy.21 
Demainete, however, has forgotten that a Phaedra cannot end happily and that 
she never gets her Hippolytus, and so falls for Thisbe’s trick and ends with the 
suicide required by her role (Heliod. 1.17.5).

The mythological parallels that Heliodorus draws in this tale are deployed 
differently than those of Philostratus in the VA, being intertwined with the shifts 
in the plot in a way that those of Philostratus are not. Though both the internal 

18. σὺ δὲ ἐξ οὗ θηρᾶν ἤρξω γέγονας ἡμῖν αὐτόχρημα Ἱππόλυτος. ὅρα δὴ τὴν Ἀφροδίτην μὴ καὶ σοὶ διὰ τὴν 
ὑπεροψίαν μηνίσῃ.

19. For analysis of some of the many points of contact between the VA and Heliodorus, see Morgan 2009. On 
Cnemon’s story, see Morgan 1989, esp. his comments on the use of Hippolytus (p. 112). See also the discussion 
of the use of Hippolytus in the Aethiopica by Cueva (2004, 83–96). Achilles Tatius (1.3) alludes only briefly 
to the story of Phaedra and Hippolytus in the tirade against love and women by Clinias, a friend of the hero.

20. Textual corruption has been suspected at this point and Rattenbury and Lumb (1994) obelize the phrase, 
and consider that if Heliodorus wrote this, he was guilty of “une faute de goût” in having Demainete liken her sit -
uation to that of Phaedra. The codices are, however, unanimous in the reading, and whether these words consti-
tute a fault of taste is itself a matter of taste. Given the shifting and uncertain roles of the characters in Cnemon’s  
story, it seems best to let Demainete’s extraordinary line stand. Seneca’s Phaedra, incidentally, also compares Hip -
polytus’ appearance to his father’s when she attempts to seduce him: 646–71, esp. 658–60: “in te magis reful get 

incomptus decor; / est genitor in te totus et torvae tamen / pars aliqua matris miscet ex aequo decus: / in ore Graio  

Scythicus apparet rigor.”
21. A character named Cnemon also appears in Menander’s Dyskolos.
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and external audiences know from quite early on what type of story Cnemon’s 
tale will turn out to be, for the characters the plot itself moves by the shifting of 
one mythic parallel to another.22 Because of the certainty with which even the 
first-time reader recognizes this as a Hippolytus story, the mythic paradigms 
that the characters introduce in order to interpret their situation present them-
selves as a sort of dramatic irony through allusion. In the VA, on the other hand, 
it is not this shifting of intertext that is produced, but a sense of tragic narrative 
recurring (mutatis mutandis) in the present.23

Like the Hippolytus stories in the VA, that in Heliodorus is an inserted nar-
rative told by a secondary character, Cnemon (Heliod. 1.9.1–1.18.1).24 The 
Hippolytus stories in both texts develop a concern of the main narrative: the 
responses of the protagonists to unwanted sexual advances. In Heliodorus, this 
connects with the dominant theme of the preservation of chastity by the hero 
and heroine, a drama played out in the scenes with the brigand Thyamis and the 
evil queen Arsake (Heliod. 1.18–1.33, 7.9–8.11). In the VA the notion of sexual 
purity is taken much further in the complete, lifelong celibacy of Apollonius, 
but the Hippolytean legend can still be introduced as a supporting subplot. The 
inclusion of these stories and Apollonius’ approval of their protagonists take  
on an even greater importance since there are so few threats to Apollonius’ own 
celibacy in the main narrative.

These numerous references to Hippolytus in the novels treat the myth quite 
differently than the sarcophagi. While the latter are concerned primarily with 
the emotions evoked, in particular the sufferings of love and separation, the 
novels employ Hippolytus as a paradigm of a beautiful youth who is disdain-
ful of sexuality. Xenophon of Ephesus and Chariton both include the motif of 
offended divinity, and Heliodorus employs Cnemon’s Hippolytean tale as a 
contrast to the chaste love of Theagenes and Charicleia. While the uses of Hip-
polytus in the VA share some common ground with those in the novels, their 
effects are, as will emerge, quite distinct.

Apollonius’ renunciation of sex and marriage comes early in the VA while 
he is still a youth (1.13). While Pythagoras, the narrating voice states, had said 
that a man ought only to have sex with his own wife, the young Apollonius 
goes further, believing that Pythagoras’ advice is only for other people and 
that he himself should abstain entirely. The teachings ascribed to Pythagoras 
in fact varied on this point between the more relaxed advice quoted by Phi-
lostratus and the complete celibacy that is attributed to Apollonius here.25 The 
attribution of the less extreme position to Pythagoras is typical of Philostratus’ 
method. By choosing a milder Pythagoras, it becomes possible to depict Apol-

22. Philostratus’ intertextual practice in the Heroicus, by contrast with the VA, is closer to that of Heliodorus 
in Cnemon’s story. See the analysis by Maclean (2004) of the intertextual shifts used to define the conversion 
of the Phoenician from scepticism to belief, though I cannot agree that readers are guided to model their own 
conversion on his.

23. For discussion of other aspects of Heliodorus’ interpretive play, see Bartsch 1989 and Winkler 1982, 
among others. On characterization in the novels, see now De Temmerman 2014. For comparison of the Hippoly-
tus myth with that of the Syrian Combabus, see Elsner 2001, 148 – 49.

24. On the use of Hippolytus as analogue to Theagenes in the Aethiopica, see also Cueva 2004, 83–90,  
133 n. 26. 

25. Burkert 1972, 178 n. 94.
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lonius going beyond a famous predecessor, as he does throughout the text.26 It 
is important too that Apollonius’ celibacy is a special rule for him alone, not, 
as in the roughly contemporary Acts of Thomas, a rule that everyone should 
follow (ATh 12).27 The extreme demands of the Acts of Thomas are based in a 
disgust with the body and the world that is far beyond the relatively mild as-
ceticism of the Life of Apollonius.28

Philostratus dismisses the accounts of some who claim that the sage was 
mastered by lust and that he even went into self-imposed exile among the 
Scythians for a year because of an “erotic error” or “guilty passion” (διαμαρτία 
ἐρωτική, VA 1.13). The phrase could indicate unrequited love or a sexual scan-
dal,29 but in either case Philostratus’ denial of any erotic rumor is clear. From 
the Lives of the Sophists, and from Lucian’s Alexander, or A False Prophet, 
more of the apparent scandal around Apollonius emerges. Philostratus records 
a rumor that Apollonius had an affair with the mother of the sophist Alexander 
Peloplaton, implying that he was believed by some to have been the sophist’s 
father (VS 570). Though in the VS too he denies the rumor, he is at least ready to 
give a little more detail in the later work. While he states that it is unbelievable 
(ἀπίθανον), his description of Alexander as having a similar godlike nature to 
Apollonius seems to leave the question open. Perhaps Philostratus felt able to 
speak more freely with his Severan former patrons no longer listening.30 There 
is a further whiff of scandal in Lucian’s Alexander, or A False Prophet: Lucian 
reports that one of Apollonius’ students was the lover (ἐραστής) of Alexan-
der of Abonouteichos (Alex. 5), adding that the association with Apollonius 
is enough to show what sort of man he was. All of this demonstrates at least 
that Philostratus had hostile traditions with which to contend when trying to 
establish Apollonius’ celibacy.

Hippolytus is evoked on three occasions in the course of the VA.31 The youth 
Timasion, whom Apollonius and his party meet when traveling in Egypt, is 
directly compared to Hippolytus. Like Hippolytus, Timasion had an evil step-
mother who, when he displayed self-restraint (σωφροσύνη, VA 6.3) by refus-
ing her advances, accused him of effeminacy and of preferring male lovers 
(ἐρασταί) to women, forcing him to leave his home. He differs, however, from  
the Hippolytean model, in that he sacrifices daily to Aphrodite rather than scorn-
ing her, for which Apollonius praises him. Timasion, he says, is superior to Hip-
polytus in resisting illicit sex while honoring the divinity, since a mere aversion 
to one of the gods has nothing to do with real restraint (σωφροσύνη, VA 6.3). 

26. Francis 1995, 101 n. 68. On the “zero-sum game” in writers of the Second Sophistic, see Whitmarsh 
2001b, 189 n. 37; on the same strategy as a “central device in Philostratus’ extolling of Apollonius,” see Whit-
marsh 2001b, 233. On Apollonius’ relationship to Pythagoras, see Flinterman 2009.

27. On disdain for the body and its influence in the Acts of Thomas, see Most 2005, 82–121 esp. 87–88. 
Chew (2003, 215–16) notes that while the Apocryphal Acts reject the moderation implied by sōphrosynē in favor 
of the more radical egkrateia, Christian martyr acts adopt instead the favored term in the novels: sōphrosynē.

28. For comparison of pagan and Christian asceticism, see Meredith 1976; P. Brown 1971. See also Francis 
1995 on Apollonius as a “rehabilitated ascetic.”

29. LSJ, s.v. διαμαρτία I.2.
30. On the differences here between the treatments in the VA and VS, see Bowie 1994, 192–93.
31. The story of Hippolytus is also treated at Imagines 2.4. The image there depicts the accident leading to 

the death of Hippolytus, a popular theme on sarcophagi as discussed above. The numerous echoes of Euripides in 
the ekphrasis demonstrate how detailed Philostratus’ knowledge of the play was: see Schönberger 1968, 385–87.
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This stress on the struggle necessary for true self-control, which recurs in other 
scenes dealing with this theme, allows Philostratus to imply that Apollonius’ 
own celibacy is heroic rather than simply a lack of desire or of virility.32

Another, very similar encounter recalling the myth of Hippolytus takes place 
toward the end of the VA, when Apollonius is in prison. Here, Apollonius meets 
a youth who has resisted the advances of Domitian, and is consequently incar-
cerated under threat of death, suffering too because of his chastity (VA 7.42).  
The comparison with Hippolytus is made once again by Apollonius, after the 
Arcadian’s initial comment that “self-restraint” (σωφροσύνη) is honored under 
contemporary law by capital punishment: “ ‘So too were the laws in Theseus’ 
day,’ he said, ‘for Hippolytus’ father himself killed Hippolytus for his self- 
restraint [σωφροσύνη].’ ” The similarity of the two episodes is further empha-
sized by the similar descriptions of the two youths’ reactions to questioning 
about their stories. In the first scene Apollonius sees that Timasion blushes 
and is uncertain whether to speak or not (ἐρυθριῶντα καὶ μεταβάλλοντα τὴν 
ὁρμὴν τοῦ στόματος ἐς τὸ λέξαι τι ἢ μή, VA 6.3), in the latter he sees that 
the Arcadian blushes and speaks modestly (ἐρυθριῶντα ἑώρα τὸν Ἀρκάδα καὶ 
κεκοσμημένως φθεγγόμενον, VA 7.42).33

These two episodes present a symmetrical pair of Hippolyti, one resisting a 
male and one a female sexual predator. In light of these overt allusions to the 
myth of Hippolytus, two other details from the beginning of the VA can take on 
a further meaning. Firstly, though on this occasion there is no direct reference 
to Hippolytus, Apollonius himself becomes as a youth an object of lust to a 
person in authority, the governor of Cilicia (VA 1.12). Of course, Apollonius 
refuses him in strong terms (“you’re mad, you scum,” μαίνει . . . ὦ κάθαρμα) 
but does not suffer at all for his resistance. Instead he predicts the death of the 
governor for his involvement in an anti-Roman plot.34 That this scene is part of 
the VA’s series of references to Hippolytus may only become clear on a second 
reading with the other, clearer allusions to the same myth available to help 
make the connection. The similarity of the incident with the Cilician governor 
to the later Hippolytus stories invites comparison, too, between Apollonius and 
the same mythic model.

Earlier still, in the complex account of traditions concerning Apollonius’  
birth (1.5), the narrating voice had insisted on the location of his nativity in a 
meadow. An attentive reader might also recall this detail, in light of the overt  
evocations of Hippolytus later in the text, as a recollection of the imagery of  
Euripides’ Hippolytus.35 In a famous and much discussed prayer to Artemis, Hip-

32. The central notion of self-control had by this time a long history. In Plato, this quality was to be devel-
oped early in education (Pl. Resp. 2–3). The word does not, however, bear a specifically sexual sense here, but 
rather refers to emotional control more generally. In this broad sense, the sōphrōn group of words continued to 
denote one of the cardinal, Platonic virtues. The chastity of the protagonists of ancient novels has been much 
discussed. See, among much else, Foucault 1994 and the response of Goldhill 1995; Konstan 1994; M. J. An-
derson 1997.

33. Menippus also blushes in the lamia episode (VA 4.25) when questioned by Apollonius, another example 
of a youth corrected in sexual matters by a knowing elder. See also Philostr. Gym. 21–22.

34. Mumprecht (1983, 1029 n. 40) comments that no such plot took place, explaining perhaps the vagueness 
of the date on which the governor is supposed to have been executed.

35. On this Euripidean meadow the fundamental study remains Segal 1965.
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polytus offers a garland, just picked from an untouched meadow (Eur. Hipp. 73– 
87).36 Apollonius’ mother, on the instruction of a dream, has gone out into 
a meadow to pick flowers, where she gives birth to the future philosopher. 
This is a complex scene, laden with mythic allusions for discussion in another 
context, but looking back from the later Hippolytus stories, or approaching 
the text as a re-reader, the allusion to the Hippolytus is clearly emphasized: 
the narrating voice takes care to reiterate the setting (ἐς τὸν λειμῶνα . . . κατὰ 
τὸν λειμῶνα) and the picking of the flowers (ἄνθη κεῖραι . . . αἱ μὲν δμωαὶ 
προσεῖχον τοῖς ἄνθεσιν), presumably to weave a garland. A Hippolytean sō-

phrosynē is reflected back to Apollonius’ birth itself.
The incident with the governor not long afterward implicitly rejects sex with 

men, just as Apollonius will explicitly reject sex with women in the next chap-
ter. Along with the two later chapters in which Apollonius approves the pair 
of quasi-Hippolytean figures whom he meets, the episode with the governor 
allows Philostratus to depict the sage’s celibacy as a heroic path of overcoming 
oneself and the aggressions of others. The attribution of two of the three inci-
dents to other characters, featuring Apollonius in the role of approving elder, 
allows Philostratus to avoid the repetition of similar incidents occurring to his 
hero, which may have raised the suggestion that something in his appearance 
or character provoked such advances.

It is significant that of these three scenes, the two featuring a male aggres-
sor both involve a Roman and a Greek, the Roman as predator and the Greek 
as nobly resisting prey. In both of these episodes, the motif of the rape of 
a noble youth as an act typical of tyrants is projected onto the Roman rul-
ers, a pattern that Simon Goldhill observes in discussing a similar episode in 
Plutarch’s Life of Cimon (1.2). There a Roman commander falls in love with 
a noble youth from Chaironeia named Damon, who responds violently to the 
Roman’s attempt to seduce him, leading to the threat of Roman violence to the 
entire town, a threat averted by the intervention of another Roman, Lucullus.37 
Plutarch’s generally favorable attitude to Rome does not blind him to the pos-
sibility of Roman abuse of power, nor to the vulnerable position of Greece as 
a subject member of a larger empire. In this opening ancedote of the Cimon, as 
in the VA, this potential vulnerability is imagined in sexual terms.

How the VA’s Arcadian youth came to be in Rome is also significant: he 
was sent by his father to learn Roman law rather than following the traditional 
Greek paideia of which Philostratus is himself a product. Jaap-Jan Flinterman 
reads this clash of educational systems as the point of this anecdote,38 and this 
certainly is one of Philostratus’ major concerns here. Nonetheless, as Flinter-
man notes, this is not a straightforward condemnation of Roman power. Such 
a condemnation would be extraordinary coming from a sophist at the imperial 
court, and Philostratus is in general supportive of Rome. Though it is a Ro-
man who is the source of the threat, the situation is also rectified by Rome, 
both in Philostratus and in Plutarch: by Lucullus in the Life of Cimon, by the 

36. See Hunter 2009 on the evidence for ancient discussion of these verses in the scholia.
37. Goldhill 2002, 255.
38. Flinterman 1995, 228.
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unnamed emperor in Apollonius’ case, and apparently by Domitian himself in 
the case of the Arcadian, since he seems to release the youth of his own accord. 
All three stories contain reassurance as well as anxiety, though the anxiety re-
mains. Despite their reassuring closure, the appeal of these stories seems to be 
precisely that they touch on an area of unease. The evocation of Hippolytus, 
even when the story is rewritten to end happily, still carries tragic and menac-
ing undertones.

In the VA, as in the novels, Hippolytus’ story is not simply evoked as a pre-
cedent. Rather, it is made to interact in different ways with the narratives that 
frame it. Most strikingly, perhaps, the story is always rewritten with a happy 
ending, for the Hippolytus figure at least. The novels’ protagonists, Cnemon, 
Apollonius, Timasion, and the nameless youth in prison do not come to any 
lasting harm, or at least not such a bloody end as their Euripidean forerunner. 
Apollonius is invulnerable in this respect as in others, and the other Hippolyti 
face only a period of exile or imprisonment. In this regard the specific treat-
ment of latter-day Hippolyti resembles the tendency of the novels in treating 
the fortunes of the Liebespaar: though they suffer a period of dislocation they 
return after their adventures to the social stability from which they began.39

A happy ending for the VA’s Hippolyti is also made possible by omitting 
from the story the offense of the original Hippolytus against Aphrodite. Tima-
sion’s daily sacrifices to Aphrodite win Apollonius’ approval, implying that his 
own beliefs are the same, and consequently that his celibacy is not intended 
as an offense to the goddess (VA 6.3).40 Much as the novels of Xenophon and 
Chariton had corrected the initial offenses against sexuality of their protago-
nists, allowing for a positive resolution, the absence of the wrath of Aphrodite 
in the VA as a driving force behind these stories allows for happier outcomes 
than in the Euripidean version. With the motif of offended divinity removed, 
Hippolytus can be used as a precedent in the definition of Apollonius’ celibacy.

While the parallel with Hippolytus is drawn less explicitly in the case of 
Apollonius, he is in some respects the closest to the original Hippolytus among 
the VA’s chaste young men. Unlike Timasion or the Arcadian boy, Apollonius’ 
choice is overtly made out of religious/philosophical devotion, though it is a 
devotion to the ideal of Pythagoras rather than to Artemis. Furthermore, his 
celibacy alone is intended to be a permanent state, going beyond the resistance 
shown by Timasion and the Arcadian to inappropriate sexual advances.

3. THE EUNUCH

In addition to these Hippolytean stories, Apollonius’ celibacy is defined by 
contrast with another character who appears briefly, the eunuch in Babylon  
(VA 1.33). Eunuchs, lust, and adultery form a popular topos, especially in “east-

39. On Bakhtin’s idea of novelistic “adventure time” as an “extratemporal hiatus,” see Bakhtin 1981, 89–90. 
For recent reassessments of Bakhtin’s theories about the ancient novel, see the essays in Branham 2004, esp.
Whitmarsh 2005 and Ballengee 2004; and Bemong et al. 2010. Perkins’ (2001) comparison of the Greek novels 
and the Acts of the Martyrs is also revealing of the temporary nature of suffering in the novels.

40. This bears a close similarity to Apollonius’ attitude to Dionysus: though he abstains from wine he is 
careful not to offend the deity (VA 2.7).
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ern” contexts; they are also combined, for instance, in the story of Stratonice 
and Combabos in Lucian’s De Syria dea (19–27).41 As Bowie observes, “The 
theme of the eunuch in love seems to have been prominent in Iamblichus’ ‘Bab-
yloniaca.’ ”42 In Lucian’s Eunuch, the name of Bagoas ascribed to the apparent 
eunuch-philosopher evokes associations of oriental softness and luxury.43

This topos is put to use in the VA in the process of defining, and indeed 
heroizing, Apollonius’ celibacy. The episode begins with an example of the 
sage’s precognition, when he discusses eunuchs with Damis in Babylon, ask-
ing whether castration has removed ability or desire.44 Damis is of the opinion 
that both are removed together, since if the member should be extinguished 
by which the body was driven mad, desire would no longer occur to anyone.45 
Apollonius, however, disagrees, saying that the lusts of eunuchs, brought on 
through their eyes,46 remain hot and glowing, and that tomorrow they will see 
an example proving that even eunuchs are susceptible to desire. Even if it were 
possible to banish desire (τὸ ἐρᾶν) from the mind, this would not constitute 
self-control (σωφροσύνη), which he defines instead as the ability to resist “this 
madness”(τῆς λύττης ταύτης, VA 1.33).

Of course, the encounter predicted by Apollonius takes place. While he and 
Damis are speaking with the king they are interrupted by a sudden commo-
tion of women and eunuchs (VA 1.36). One of the eunuchs has been caught 
“playing the man” (ἀνδριζόμενον) with one of the king’s concubines and is 
accordingly dragged by the hair before the king for judgment. The king puts 
the decision regarding the eunuch’s fate to Apollonius, who comes to the “wise 
and humane” (σοφόν τε καὶ ἥμερον) decision that the eunuch should be left 
alive to be endlessly tormented by his insatiable desires (VA 1.36).

This is an important incident in the construction of  Apollonius’ celibacy. Like  
Apollonius as a declared celibate, the eunuch appears to be outside the usual bi-
naries of active/passive, male/female. Philostratus is careful, however, to make  
clear that Apollonius’ abstention is a result of self-control (σωφροσύνη), not of 
mere induced inability as in the case of the eunuch. More than just illustrat ing 
the Tyanean’s superiority over another apparently asexual group, the in cident 

41. See Lightfoot’s commentary: 2003, 384–86.
42. Bowie 1975, 1664–65. Regarding a narrative strategy somewhat similar to that employed by Philostratus 

here, see Morgan 1989 on the definition of Heliodorus’ ideal of love by contrast with an opposite, perverse type 
of love. Cnemon’s novella, Morgan (1989, 107) argues, “is a paradigm, of an inverse kind, that provides a scale 
against which the significance of the central plot can emerge.” The eunuch functions similarly in the definition 
of Apollonius. Among the literature on eunuchs in antiquity in general, see Roller 1997, 542–55; Tougher 2002. 
Still useful on eunuchs and ideas of chastity is Nock 1925.

43. On Lucian’s Eunuch in reference to Favorinus, details of whose biography are transferred to Bagoas, 
see Gleason 1995, 132–38.

44. VA 1.33: “τὸ δὲ ἐρᾶν,” εἶπεν “ἢ τὸ ξυγγίνεσθαι γυναιξὶν ἐκτετμῆσθαι αὐτοὺς οἴει;”
45. VA 1.33: εἰ γὰρ σβεσθείη τὸ μόριον ὑφ᾽οὗ διοιστρεῖται τὸ σῶμα, οὐδ᾽ ἂν τὸ ἐρᾶν ἐπέλθοι οὐδενί.
46. The importance of the eye and visuality in the theory of desire that Apollonius argues here (ὅπερ 

ἐσάγονται διὰ τῶν ὀφθαλμῶν) is also found in the description of the evil eye produced by Calasiris to deceive 
Charicles in the Aethiopica. On this scene and the ideas that it contains, see Dickie 1991. The same connection 
of seeing and desiring (ὁρᾶν, ἐρᾶν) is found in Philostratus’ Letters. The fifty-third letter, for instance, treats the 
theme of visuality and desire, though more playfully: οὐ τὸ ἐρᾶν νόσος, ἀλλὰ τὸ μὴ ἐρᾶν, εἰ γὰρ ἀπὸ τοῦ ὁρᾶν τὸ 
ἐρᾶν τυφλοὶ οἱ μὴ ἐρῶντες. For discussion of this letter, see Walker 1992; on the Philostratean Letters in general, 
see Goldhill 2009; Hodkinson 2013; Rosenmeyer 2001, 322–38. In Achilles Tatius the connection of visuality 
and desire becomes a central interest of the text; see Morales 2005.
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serves, along with the Hippolytus stories discussed above, to define Apollo-
nius’ own celibacy. It is not an offense against Aphrodite (like that of Hippoly-
tus), nor is it brought about simply by preventing the realization of desires. 
Where the eunuch inappropriately conflates and confuses masculine and femi-
nine sexualities, Apollonius transcends them.47

Here too, moreover, Greek identity and sexual identity are entwined. The 
initial discussion between Apollonius and Damis begins with the sage wonder-
ing why the barbarians think that eunuchs are self-controlled (σώφρων). To the 
barbarian Damis, this seems commonsensical, and he replies that it is obvious 
to a child (VA 1.33). Apollonius, as the representative of Hellenic culture, is 
vindicated here as he is throughout the text. Self-control, it is implied, is part of 
a complete paideia, and as such is best understood by a Greek pepaideumenos. 
Apollonius’ celibacy is superior both to the behavior of Romans who attempt 
to abuse their power and to the fake self-control of the eunuchs of the east.

The unfortunate Babylonian eunuch shares two of the three paradoxes of the 
life of the philosopher/sophist Favorinus, recounted in the Lives of the Soph-

ists.48 Like Favorinus, he is a eunuch charged with adultery,49 and, like Favori-
nus, he comes into conflict with a king and lives. Favorinus’ third paradox, 
that he was a Gaul who hellenized, that is, who both spoke Greek and lived 
in a Greek way, is not directly relevant to Philostratus’ anonymous eunuch, 
but does raise the theme of Greeks and others, as does the incident in the VA. 
Where Favorinus, however, is concerned with flaunting his paradoxical ability 
to shift from one side of these distinctions to another, in particular to shift 
to the privileged side of each, the function of the VA’s Babylonian eunuch is 
rather different. While here too the distinction between eunuch and potent male 
is played with, the Greek/barbarian boundary is policed and reinforced. The 
adulterous eunuch paradox provides an opportunity for Apollonius to demon-
strate the superiority of Greek learning and self-control. Favorinus’ paradoxes 
and the eunuch incident operate within the same system of oppositions and 
privilege the same terms within that system. Though there is certainly no ne-
cessity for readers to think of Favorinus when reading the passage in the VA,  
the structural similarities that can be seen between the perceptions of Favorinus  
and of the Babylonian eunuch do reveal a particular pattern of thought based 
around the topos of the adulterous eunuch.

4. THE LAMIA

Philostratus informs us that the most famous story about Apollonius prior to the 
writing of the VA was that of his conflict with a lamia in Corinth (VA 4.25).50  
Thanks to Keats’ “Lamia” it can also claim to be the only remotely famous 
story about him in modern times. This episode too contributes to the construc-

47. Gleason (1995, 133 n. 13) aptly quotes Eunuch 6 on the conflation of genders in the eunuch and the 
resultant monstrosity: “saying that the eunuch is neither man nor woman, but some composite and mixed and 
monstrous thing, outside of human nature” (οὔτε ἄνδρα οὔτε γυναῖκα εἶναι τὸν εὐνοῦχον λέγοντος, ἀλλά τι 
σύνθετον καὶ μικτὸν καὶ τερατῶδες, ἔξω τῆς ἀνθρωπείας φύσεως).

48. VS 489: Γαλάτης ὢν ἑλληνίζειν, εὐνοῦχος ὢν μοιχείας κρίνεσθαι, βασιλεῖ διαφέρεσθαι καì ζῆν.
49. For the eunuch in love as a declamatory exercise, see Hermogenes (Rabe 1913, 59–60).
50. As G. Anderson (2009, 220–21) observes, the implication is that the story was already in circulation.
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tion of Apollonius’ celibacy. While Apollonius is at Corinth, a new convert to 
Apollonius’ philosophy named Menippus falls in love with a mysterious Phoe-
nician woman and intends to marry her. Apollonius, with his greater insight, 
perceives that the supposed woman is in fact a lamia, who intends to devour 
the unfortunate Menippus after she has had sex with him. 

Apollonius’ encounter with the lamia is one of the relatively few occasions 
in which any female character appears. Other than this lamia/empousa, the nar-
rative features another empousa encountered just past the Caucasus (VA 2.4); a 
woman whose son is possessed by the ghost of a soldier (3.38); a woman in a 
difficult labor who is assisted by the timely entrance of a hare (3.39); the half-
black, half-white woman just beyond the limits of Alexander’s journey (3.3); 
Apollonius’ mother (1.4–5, 5.15); the concubines in Babylon;51 the women 
harassed by a satyr (6.27);52 Timasion’s Phaedra-like stepmother (6.3); and  
the Cilician girl bedded by her stepfather, whom Apollonius meets in his youth 
at the temple of Asclepius (1.10). Most of these women are defined solely as 
sexual beings, whether as the object of another’s lust, such as the Cilician girl 
and the king’s wives; as maternal figures, such as Apollonius’ mother and the 
woman in a difficult labor among the Brahmans; or as sexual predators, such 
as Timasion’s stepmother and the lamia. The only female characters who are 
not defined in sexual terms are monstrous: the black-and-white woman and the 
first empousa.

The Corinthian empousa or lamia is the most developed of the text’s female 
traps,53 combining several features found in the other female characters who  
only briefly appear. Like all of  the text’s predatory and monstrous females, she oc-
cupies a liminal position, as an outsider (a Phoenician) in Corinth. Similarly, the  
black-and-white woman appears at the border of the unknown lands beyond the  
limits of Alexander’s journey; the first empousa appears when the travel ers have  
just entered India, passing the boundary formed by the “Caucasus”; and Tima-
sion’s persecutor is the inevitably evil stepmother, a liminal role in the house-
hold, neither truly a mother nor an outsider.54

An uncomfortable mixture of internal and external is raised both by the 
identity assumed by the lamia and by the city in which she hunts her prey. As 
Françoise Briquel-Chatonnet notes, Phoenicians in the novels are both thor-
oughly hellenized and associated with a number of stereotypical “foreign” 
traits: luxury, debauchery, piracy, and barbarous ceremonies.55 In view of this 
perception of Phoenicians, the choice of identity by the lamia is surely an ap-
propriate one. Briquel-Chatonnet speculates that the practice of sacred pros-
titution, producing the Greek notion of Phoenician debauchery, may underlie 
the lamia’s choice of mask.56 The connotation of luxury is equally appropriate, 

51. Or at least their shriek is heard: κραυγὴ τῶν βασιλείων ἐξεφοίτησεν εὐνούχων καὶ γυναικῶν ἅμα  
(VA 1.36).

52. Like the wives of the king, these women are also heard from outside the scene: βοῆς ἀθρόας τῶν ἐν τῇ 
κώμῃ γυναικῶν ἤκουσαν (VA 6.27).

53. On traditions regarding lamia and empousa in general, see Halm-Tisserant 1989; West 1991; C. G. 
Brown 1991.

54. See Watson 1995.
55. Briquel-Chatonnet 1992.
56. Briquel-Chatonnet 1992, 102.
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especially as the lamia is regarded as tempting Menippus away from the phil-
osophical life that he had formerly led. The Greek belief in the practice of hu-
man sacrifice among the Phoenicians, whether justified or not, is well known,57 
and it too may be evoked by the murder of Menippus planned by the (illusory) 
Phoenician woman.

While these stereotypes are appropriate to the lamia’s monstrous true nature, 
her deceptive facade is matched by the Hellenic appearance of the Phoeni-
cians. The Phoenician merchant in Philostratus’ Heroicus cannot be distin-
guished from an Ionian in his appearance, and his knowledge of and interest 
in Hellenic tradition are evidently extensive.58 He is a non-Greek who could 
certainly pass himself off as Greek if he so chose. The facade of the lamia is 
more sinister. While she is not even a human being, she is concealed behind 
a Phoenician mask, which itself can easily appear to be that of a Greek. One 
mask that announces itself as such (Phoenician rather than Greek) conceals a 
second layer of deception.

The cultural identity of Corinth is similarly ambiguous despite its position, 
as Philostratus notes, “in the middle of Greece” (καθ᾽ Ἑλλάδα μέσην, VA 4.25).  
As Luca Graverini observes, Corinth had immense resonance in both Greek 
and Latin culture; the rebuilt city was a Roman one, which over time had be-
come thoroughly hellenized, “a perennial symbol of the relationship between 
Greece and Rome.”59 The setting of the story here, whether it was part of the 
earlier traditions surrounding Apollonius or is Philostratus’ addition, evokes 
these associations.60 The cultural ambiguity of the lamia is matched by the 
setting in which she chooses to operate. The other associations of Corinth— 
its wealth, corruption, and immorality—are also shared by the empousa.61 All 
of these qualities contrast sharply with those with which Philostratus credits 
Apollonius: his true Hellenism, his celibacy and indifference to wealth, his 
truthfulness.

In the account of the Corinthian lamia, Philostratus emphasizes visuality and  
appearance. It is by her apparent beauty that Menippus is swayed, and the 
lavish feast turns out to be merely appearance. The first empousa is also char-
acterized as deceptive and illusory, changing herself from one form to another, 

57. Briquel-Chatonnet 1992, 102–3. It may also be worth noting that the better-known Menippus was sup-
posedly of Phoenician descent (Diog. Laert. 6.99).

58. Ionic appearance: Her. 1.1–1.6. Regarding the choice of a Phoenician in the Heroicus, see Bradshaw 
Aitken 2004. The remainder of the dialogue demonstrates his Hellenic interests. On the Hellenism of the Phoe-
nicians generally, see Briquel-Chatonnet 1992, 99–100.

59. Graverini 2002. On Favorinus’ speech to the Corinthians regarding his statue, and his play with the split 
identity of the city, see Whitmarsh 2001a.

60. The ending that Philostratus gives to this episode seems to indicate that the Corinthian setting was 
already established. While he expects that readers will have heard “that [Apollonius] once captured a lamia in 
Corinth” (ὅτι ἕλοι ποτὲ ἐν Κορίνθῳ λάμιαν), the details of the lamia’s actions and the involvement of Menippus 
are introduced on the authority of Damis. This seems a clear indication of what is original and what is elaborated 
by Philostratus himself, as Bowie (1994, 191) observes.

61. Graverini 2002, 59. Mason (1971, 162) compares with Philostratus’ narrative the sexual adventures and 
transformation of Lucius at Corinth in Apuleius’ Golden Ass: “Behind both lies the same mixture of perverse 
and uncontrolled sexuality and form-changing magic, and Philostratus, like Apuleius, chose to associate these 
qualities with Corinth.” He also notes that Corinth is represented “as a city of sexual perversion and murder” 
in the story of Apollonius’ encounter with the parricide Bassus, briefly recounted at VA 4.26 and in Apollonius’ 
Letters 36–37 (p. 163). Further on Apuleius’ choice of Corinth, see Jones 2014.
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as did her literary ancestor in Aristophanes’ Frogs (VA 2.4; Ar. Ran. 285–303). 
Philostratus’ treatment of the first empousa is rather abbreviated, not even 
specifying which forms she took.62 This may be in part because he is saving 
his energies for the second, more developed empousa story, and also because 
the first episode is just one in a collection of wonders on the journey to India. 
It is also possible that he was deliberately avoiding too close an association 
with the Frogs, as it would be very easy to call the comedy to mind given the 
similarity of situation (master and follower enter a strange land and meet an 
empousa). The lamia of Corinth, too, is not really a woman, but just an ap-
parition (φάσμα), and the wedding feast that she creates is also illusory. This 
tendency to illusion and metamorphosis is a supernatural development of the 
common characterization of women as deceptive, but in the context of the 
VA it is also a sinister variation on the Protean character of Apollonius. Like 
the lamia, Apollonius too is physically attractive and Protean.63 In this light, 
the empousai appear as distorted reflections of the hero who overcomes them. 
Menippus’ devotion to one attractive, Protean figure, Apollonius, is threatened 
by his devotion to another, at least until she is overcome.64

Both empousai are defeated by words alone, the first when Apollonius 
shouts abuse at her (which Philostratus refrains from quoting). Similarly, he 
defeats the Corinthian lamia by out-talking her and forcing her into a confes-
sion. The hero, with his supreme control of language, forces these threatening 
female figures out of the text entirely, and from a text from which females are 
largely banished already. Both text and hero enact an expulsion of women from 
discourse by means of discourse. As Bowie observes, the negative view of erōs 
in the VA is unlike that found in Philostratus’ other works. It is required for the 
depiction of Apollonius’ asceticism and celibacy, and is quite different from 
the more positive depiction found in the other works of the corpus.65

This banishment by language is applied not only to female monsters, but 
rather to lecherous spirits in general. The two empousai in India and Greece 
are balanced by two libidinous, male ghosts, one in India (VA 3.38) and an-
other in Egypt/Ethiopia (VA 6.27). These two incidents, it may be added, form 
part of another of the text’s symmetrical arrangements, the system of parallels 
between India and Egypt/Ethiopia. Here, as in the Bride of Corinth, the nar-
rative concerns the liberation of a person or group from the unwanted lust of 
a spirit, by an anonymous sage (τινòς τῶν σοφῶν) in the first episode and by 
Apollonius in the second. However, while monstrous figures constitute a pro-
portionally large part of the overall female cast, the male monsters represent a 
relatively small part of the total number of male characters.

In the first incident, an Indian boy has become possessed by the ghost of a 
soldier whose wife had remarried only three days after his death. The soldier 

62. τὸ δεῖνα γινομένη καὶ τὸ δεῖνα αὖ καὶ οὐδὲν εἶναι (“becoming one thing and then another and then 
nothing at all,” VA 2.4).

63. On Apollonius’ physical attractiveness: VA 1.7. The stories of Apollonius’ birth, like those of his death, 
are decidedly ambivalent about his nature, but the explanation of his origins told at greatest length proclaims 
him an incarnation of Proteus (VA 1.4).

64. On this scene and its relationship to the education of Menippus, see Miles and Demoen 2009.
65. Bowie 1994, 192–93.
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had converted in disgust from women to boys as his erotic objects of choice, 
and focused on one particular boy, whose mother comes to the Brahmans for 
help. Spiritual possession appears here as a substitute for sexual possession. 
The boy himself is not present because the spirit has threatened to kill him if 
his mother tries to get help (VA 3.38). In the later incident, Apollonius and his 
disciples stop overnight in a village that turns out to be troubled by the ghost of 
a satyr who is pursuing the local women and has already killed two of his par-
ticular favorites (VA 6.27). As Bowie observes, “[a]gain sexual desire involves 
a desire to kill,” a recurrent connection in the VA.66

The responses to these problems are both based in an ideal of paideia. The 
soldier’s ghost is banished by words just as the lamia will be, but in this in-
stance by means of a written text, a threatening letter which the Brahman sage 
produces. Furthermore, the mother complains that the possessing spirit will not 
allow her son to go to the house of the teacher (VA 3.38). Just as Menippus is  
later in danger of being seduced away from philosophy by the lamia, the Indian 
boy in this episode is driven away from his education by the lustful spirit. The 
approach taken by the Brahman resembles the method for hunting dragons 
mentioned some chapters earlier, charming them to sleep with a purple cloth 
on which golden letters have been sewn (VA 3.8). Insofar as it depends on  
language, it also resembles Apollonius’ responses to the two lamiai.

Apollonius’ actions later in dealing with the ghost of a satyr may seem to 
depart from the pattern of dealing with lecherous spirits through textual or 
verbal means. Instead, he overcomes this apparition by imitating Midas, who 
captured a satyr by making it drunk. Once the satyr has drunk a trough full of 
wine and fallen asleep, Apollonius forbids the villagers to strike it or to abuse 
it (λοιδορεῖσθαι). The banishment by abusive language that he used against the 
Indian empousa (αὐτός τε ἐλοιδορεῖτο τῇ ἐμπούσῃ, VA 2.4), is specifically for-
bidden here. Though Apollonius does not on this occasion solve the problem 
by language alone, he does derive his knowledge of what to do from Greek 
tradition, from his mastery of Hellenic paideia. As was the case with the Co-
rinthian lamia, the satyr offers a counterimage to Apollonius: like other satyrs 
it is addicted to sex and wine, some of the indulgences that are most firmly 
rejected by Apollonius.

5. CONCLUSION

Some patterns appear from these four connected incidents (the lamia, the In-
dian empousa, the soldier’s ghost, and the ghost of a satyr). In three of the four 
cases the problem is overcome by language, in the fourth by knowledge of 
Greek myth. While both of the empousai are dismissed in this way, only the 
male spirit that is preying on a male victim is treated similarly. The satyr, de-
spite having killed two women, is merely restrained from his “senselessness” 
(πέπαυται γὰρ τῶν ἀνοήτων, VA 6.27), and not even driven off but brought into 
peaceful relations with the villagers on Apollonius’ advice.

66. Bowie 1994, 192.
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These stories of lustful spirits, along with those of the Hippolyti and the 
eunuch, serve to develop Apollonius’ characterization as a celibate ascetic. 
The overwhelmingly negative view of sexual desire that is presented casts the 
hero’s abstention in a positive light, and his successes in dealing with these 
various incidents show that he can not only overcome the incursions of desire 
into his own mind, but can also extend his powers into the affairs of others and 
into the supernatural. Apollonius’ victories over lustful spirits, along with his 
careful distinction from the eunuch and conditional assimilation to the figure 
of Hippolytus, establish his celibacy as heroic, rather than simply a lack of 
virility.

University of Tasmania
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