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The Second Kommos in Sophocles’
Philoctetes (1081-1217)"

SETH L. SCHEIN

Abstract

The second kommos in Sophocles’ Philoctetes (1081-217) marks the point
in the play when the fortunes of Philoctetes are at their nadir: he has
been betrayed by Neoptolemus on the orders of Odysseus, and he must
come to terms with his imminent abandonment, without his bow, to
starve to death on Lemnos. The kommos is notable for the failure of
Philoctetes and the Chorus to communicate: in strophe and antistro-
phe o and P (1081-168), Philoctetes sings forth his emotional pain and de-
spair, apostrophizing his cave and the birds and beasts of the island and
lamenting his imminent demise, while the Chorus defend themselves,
Neoptolemus, and Odysseus from responsibility and place the blame on
Philoctetes himself for his sufferings. In the astrophic lyric dialogue that
follows (1169-217), Philoctetes rejects the Chorus’ repeated urging to ac-
company them to Troy, and in the end retreats into his cave, using lan-
guage typically associated with helplessness and death. This is the first of
several false endings in the play that conflict with the traditional mythol-
ogy associated with Philoctetes and the end of the Trojan War. It would
have challenged Sophocles’ audience, as it still challenges audiences and
readers, to understand what it would mean if the play were really to stop
at this point

The second kommos in Sophocles’ Philoctetes (1081-217) comes at the
point in the play when the fortunes of Philoctetes are at their nadir,
when he must face the twin realities that he has been betrayed by
his new friend, Neoptolemus, at the command of his hated enemy,
Odysseus, and that he will once again be abandoned on Lemnos,
this time without his life-sustaining bow.' Neoptolemus has refused

* 1 offer this essay to Guido Avezzu in admiration of his outstanding
scholarship, from which I have learned so much, and with gratitude for his
personal kindness.

11 refer to the ‘second kommos’, because many editors and commentators
consider the exchange between Neoptolemus and the Chorus at 827-64 to be
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to speak to Philoctetes for over 150 lines, even when directly ad-
dressed; he has expressed his solidarity with Odysseus, as they de-
part for the ship, by using the dual number (vi> pév odv 6ppodpedov,
“Let’s go, then, the two of us”, 1079), which earlier in the play he
had used of himself and Philoctetes (vauwv, 779). He has permitted
the Chorus to stay with Philoctetes for as long as it takes to prepare
the ship for sailing, but unlike Philoctetes, who wishes the Chorus
to remain so they may acknowledge his abandonment and take pity
on him (kovk émotktipeité pe;, 1071), which would mean, at the least,
joining with him in lamentation,> Neoptolemos hopes they will
bring Philoctetes to his senses, so that “in this (period of time) this
man might perhaps acquire some way of thinking / more agreeable
to us” (youtog Téy &v @poéVNoY év TovTwL Adfol / Adw TV’ fipiy,
1078-9) and accompany them willingly to Troy.

The present paper offers a literary interpretation of the second
kommos. For convenience I reproduce the Greek text in Schein 2013,
and a significantly revised version of the translation in Schein 2003.2

®1. & xothag méTpag yookov oTp.

the play’s first kommos. This exchange however, consists of a metrical triad
sung by the Chorus, with four hexameters (839-42) chanted by Neoptolemus
between the antistrophe and the epode. These hexameters conform to the
norms of Homeric epic and should be understood as spoken verse; they lack
the unusual metrical and stylistic features of, for example, Herakles’ hexam-
eters in Soph. Tr. 1010-14 and 1031-40, which are located within, rather than
between, strophe and antistrophe and should be thought of as lyric verse, in
contrast to Tr. 1018-22, the ‘epic’ hexameters chanted by the Old Man and
Hyllus between the strophe and antistrophe. Therefore Phil. 827-64 probably
should not be thought of as a kommos, in which, by definition, both chorus
and character(s) sing, and Phil. 1081-217 should be called simply ‘the kommos’
rather than ‘the second kommos’ of the play.

2 KoUK émowkTipeité pe (1071), like other words related to oiktog, oiktilw,
oikTipw etc., need not imply that some action should follow from the emo-
tion, in contrast to éAeéw, Eleog, and éheeivew and their cognates, e.g. é\eovot
(308), éAénoov (501). See Prauscello 2010: 200-3, who cites Burkert 1955: 42-3
and Pohlenz 1956: 52.

3 Schein 2013 includes a brief critical apparatus; our honorand’s edi-
tion of the play in Avezzu et al: 2003 gives more detailed information about
the readings and affiliations of relevant mss. and scholarly conjectures and
emendations.
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[PHIL. You hollow of cavernous rock, Strophe A
hot and icy cold by turns, so
I wasn’t, after all, ever going
to leave you, O wretched me, but you will be
conscious of me as I am dying. 1085
O moi moi moi.
You wretched dwelling most full
of pain from me,
what now will be my daily portion?
What hope of food will I chance on 1090
in my misery, and from where?
Approach, you who previously cowered above,
through the shrill-sounding wind;
I no longer have a means of taking you.
CHo. You, you decreed this, 1095
O heavy-doomed man, and
this fortune is not from another, from something greater:
when it was possible to begin to be reasonable,
rather than a better fate you
chose to approve what is worse. 1100

Puir. O, I am miserable, miserable after all Antistrophe A
and abused by hardships, I

who now, with no one henceforth
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CHOR.

of men, wretched in time to come
dwelling here will perish.
Aiai aiai.
No longer bringing food here,
no longer bringing it with my winged weapons,
holding the bow in my powerful hands;
but unlooked for

and deceptive words from a treacherous mind stole upon me;

I wish I could see him,

the man who plotted these things, having my pains as his
portion

for an equal length of time!
These things are doom, doom from
the gods, nor did treachery by my hand
take hold of you. Aim your hateful,
bitter-dooming curse at others.
For actually this is my concern,
that you not rebuff my friendship.

PuiL. Oimoi moi. And surely, sitting on

CHOR.

the sea’s white-capped shore,
he laughs at me, brandishing in his hand
my means of nourishing my miserable self,
which no one ever had handled.
O bow, (my) friend, violently forced
from friendly hands,
you surely see with pity, if you have
any feeling, the Heraklean man,
thus wretched, who
will no longer use you in the future,
but with a change in possession you are plied
by another, much-devising man,
seeing the shameful deceptions,
the hated face of a man who is my enemy,
the infinite evils arising from shameful deeds,
as many as this man devised against us.
It is a man’s part to assert his own claim,
but when he has spoken, not to thrust forth
malicious pain from his tongue.
That man, one on behalf of many,

283
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at the behest of this man
accomplished a public benefit for his friends. 1145

PHIL. You winged prey and tribes of wild beasts Antistrophe B
with flashing eyes, which this place has
feeding in its mountains,
no longer rush from my dwelling
in flight, for my two hands no longer have 1150
their previous strength of arrows-
O, I am miserable now.
But freely—-this place defends itself,
no longer to be feared by you-
move freely; now it is fine 1155
to glut your mouth that returns slaughter for slaughter at our
pleasure
on my shining flesh;
for I will quickly lose my life.
From where will I find the means to live?
Who feeds himself thus on the winds, 1160
when no longer controlling anything,
as much as the life-giving earth sends forth?
CHOR. By the gods, if you respect a guest-friend at all, approach
with good will
one who approaches you with all good will;
but know well, know it is in your power 1165
to escape this death;
for it is pitiable to nourish, and cannot be taught
to bear the infinite burden with which it makes its
home.

PHIL. Again, again you call to mind Astrophic exchange
my old pain, though you are the best 1170
of those who have been here before.

What have you done to me? Why did you destroy me?

CHOR. What do you mean?

PHIL. If you expected

to bring me to the land of Troy that I detest. 1175

CHOR. Yes, I think this best.

PaIL. Then leave me alone now!

CHor. This command of yours is welcome, welcome,
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PHIL.

PHiL.

CHOR.

PHIL.

CHOR.
PHiL.

CHOR.
PHIL.

CHOR.
PHiL.

CHOR.
PHiL.
PHIL.

and one I do willingly.
Let’s go, let’s go
to our various stations on the ship. 180
Don’t, by Zeus who hears curses, don’t go,
Ibeg you! Cuor. Calm down. PHIL. Strangers,
by the gods, stay! CHOR. Why are you shouting? 1185
Aiai, aiai,
my destiny, destiny. I am lost in my suffering!
Foot, foot-what shall I do with you from now on,
for the rest of my life, wretch that I am?
Strangers, come back again! 1190
For what? Now you reveal
an utterly different attitude.
It’s nothing to be angry at,
that a man crazed by a storm
of grief cries out madly. 1195
Come, now, you wretched man, as we bid you.
Never, never—know that I am firm-
not even if the fire-bearing lord of lightning
will set me on fire with a blazing thunderbolt.
May Ilion perish and all those beneath it,
all who had the heart to reject 1200
my poor, lame foot.
Strangers, grant me one prayer at least.
What do you want?
A sword, if you have one somewhere,
let me have it, or an axe, or any weapon. 1205
So you can do what violent deed?
So I can cut off my head and all my limbs with my own hand!
My mind is bent on slaughter, slaughter.
Why?
To seek my father. 1210
Where? Puiv. In Hades,
for he is no longer living.
My city, my native city,
how I wish I could see you, wretched as I am, I
who left behind your sacred stream 1215
and went to help the hated
Danaans. Henceforth I am nothing,]
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In Sophoclean tragedy, characters, both male and female,
frequently sing in exchanges with the chorus or other characters
when they are “in physical pain or extreme emotional turmoil”
(Hall 2006: 309).4 The second kommos of Philoctetes, however, is a
special case, because the Chorus function more like another char-
acter than like a typical Sophoclean chorus. In other Sophoclean
tragedies, the choral lyrics condense the imagery and ideas of
the drama and situate the events in a larger spiritual or intellec-
tual framework. In Philoctetes, however, the Chorus are intimate-
ly implicated in the dramatic action as they support the intrigue
of Odysseus and Neoptolemus against Philoctetes, and never
more so than in the second kommos. In effect, they participate in
the drama as “one of the actors” in the Sophoclean (as opposed to
Euripidean) manner advocated by Aristotle at Poetics 18.1456a25-
27 (Burton 1980: 226, Schein 1988: 196; contra Miiller 1967: 217,
Gardiner 1987: 13).5 The Chorus sing only one fully developed sta-
simon (676-729), and even that ode is in accordance with the help
they provide throughout the play to Neoptolemus in carrying out
Odysseus’ plan (Schmidt 1973: 118-20; Schein 2013: 228-9).

The most salient and dramatically significant feature of the
kommos is the nearly complete lack of communication between
the Chorus and Philoctetes, who throughout strophe and antist-
rophe o and strophe P sing past one another and barely begin to
interact in antistrophe B (Pucci 2003: 284; Kitzinger 2008: 126-7).
Philoctetes commences each stanza by reiterating his feelings of
abandonment, anger, and despair. He had expressed similar feel-
ings in his long speeches at 927-62 and 1004-44, but here the lyric
register, which involves both song and dance, intensifies the emo-
tional force of his words. The Chorus, however, are for the most
part unresponsive: they cannot understand Philoctetes’ refusal to
give in to his suffering and accompany them to Troy. They express

4 Cf. Ai. 348-429, Ant. 781-882, Tr. 1004-1043, OT 1313-66, EL 121-250, 1232-
87, OC 510-48.

5 Kol 1OV xopov 8¢ dei vmoAapPdvery TV bokpLtdv, Kal popLov eival
00 6Aov kal cvvaywvilesBon pr domep Evpuridnt dAN domep ZopokAel
(“One should assume that the Chorus is one of the actors, and that it should
be part of the whole and contribute in the competition [or: “in the perfor-
mance”], not as in Euripides but as in Sophocles”; my translation).
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qualified pity for him, but at the same time they blame him for his
sufferings (1095-1100) and refuse to acknowledge the cruel and in-
strumental way in which Odysseus, Neoptolemus, and they them-
selves have treated him for their own purposes and those of the
Greek army. The Chorus begin to express genuine sympathy for
Philoctetes in antistrophe p (1163-8), but there is genuine interac-
tion and dialogue between them and Philoctetes only in the lively,
astrophic dialogue at 1169-217. In this dialogue, the frequent repeti-
tion of each other’s words by both the Chorus and Philoctetes and
the interruptions and contradictions on both sides effectively con-
vey the intensity and emotional urgency with which Philoctetes
alternately appeals to them and rejects them, whenever they men-
tion his going to Troy.

The Chorus’ “combination of weak pity and strong self-in-
terest” (Winnington-Ingram 1980: 294), apparent throughout the
kommos, as elsewhere in the play, stands in the way of their kind-
ness to Philoctetes, and his despair, grief, and anger make him un-
able to accept their appeals in the name of friendship (1121-2) — ap-
peals which in any case are opportunistic and not based on the
reciprocity and mutual aid that typically defined friendship in
classical Greece. The Chorus try to justify the words and actions of
Neoptolemus (or Odysseus; see below on 1143-5), who victimized
Philoctetes while “accomplish[ing] a public benefit for his friends”
(1145), that is, for the Greek army. Earlier in the play, Philoctetes
calls the Chorus ¢idot . . . vadtoun (“sailor friends”), after they ap-
pear to intervene with Neoptolemus on his behalf (507-18, 522-
3); when he awakens after his paroxysm, he hails 16 TéAmidwv
/ Gmotov oikobpnpe tdVde TdV Eévwv (‘the staying and watch-
ing / of these guest-friends, unbelievable (even) to my hopes”,
867-8), giving his words extra force by the emphatic periphra-
sis, olkovpnua Tdvde tdV Eévev (“the staying and watching of
these guest-friends”), in place of the more straightforward ot &€vol
oikovpovvteg (“the strangers staying and watching”) (Long 1968:
99n127). In the second kommos, however, Philoctetes’ only “friend”
is his bow (& t6€ov @ilov, 1128), and he refers to the Chorus, and
they refer to themselves, by using the word &évou differently and
more distantly to mean “strangers” or “foreigners” rather than
“guest-friends” (1163, 1184, 1190, 1203). In the same way, Philoctetes
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calls Neoptolemus &éve (“stranger”) at line 923, when he realizes
that he has betrayed their newly established friendship (cf. 658-9,
671-3) and destroyed him by stealing the bow in order to force him
to go to Troy. He had not used this word of Neoptolemus since
219, when he first met him, addressing him instead as as téxvov
(“child”) or mai (“son”), terms which testify not only to the inti-
macy and depth of their relationship but to a shared nature that
would make Neoptolemus symbolically the son of Philoctetes,
as he is literally the son of Achilles.® It is no accident that af-
ter the kommos, when the action resumes with the re-entry of
Neoptolemus and Odysseus at 1221 and the triumphant refusal of
Neoptolemus to surrender to Odysseus the bow that he eventual-
ly returns to Philoctetes (1291-2), the Chorus retreat into a silence,
which they maintain for c. 250 lines until the play’s final verses,
when they pray equivocally for “a safe return home” (1471) (Schein
1988: 202-3, 2013: 345-6). Because they have betrayed Philoctetes
and, unlike Neoptolemus, show no change of heart, they are as
irrelevant to the play’s ‘happy ending’ as is Odysseus himself,
whose intrigue they had aided.

The main rhetorical features of strophe and antistrophe
and f are Philoctetes’ apostrophes to his cave and to other natu-
ral elements of the island, including its birds and wild beasts. The
Chorus do not echo, share in, or respond to these apostrophes or
Philoctetes’ lamentation (Nooter 2012: 139). Earlier in the play, be-
fore actual meeting Philoctetes, the Chorus express genuine pity
for the pain of his wretched, lonely existence (169-9o), which
they imagine vividly and sympathetically; they voice similar pity
and sympathy again in the central stasimon of the play (676-717),
even though they conclude this stasimon with a feigned celebra-
tion of his rescue and imminent return home with the help of
Neoptolemus, in full knowledge that the plan is to take him forci-
bly to Troy (718-29). When, however, Philoctetes realizes that they
have helped Neoptolemos and Odysseus to steal his bow and ren-

6 E.g. 874-5; cf. 1310-13. Philoctetes calls Neoptolemus moi (“son”) or
téxvov (“child”) 52 times in the play (Avery 1965: 285). In the end he wins
what amounts to a competition with Odysseus to be an appropriate fa-
ther-figure for Neoptolemus.
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der him helpless, the Chorus no longer express sympathy and pity,
and in the second kommos they blame Philoctetes himself for his
sufferings, even while urging him to surrender to their persuasion,
which serves the interests of Odysseus and Neoptolemus.

Philoctetes begins the second kommos with an apostrophe
to his cave, hot and cold by turns (1082), which he will never leave
and which will witness his dying (1081-5), since he no longer can
hope to provide food for himself (1090-1). His realistic description
of the cave’s climate contrasts with Odysseus’ idyllic description
in the Prologue, when he is trying to make it seem that Philoctetes
is not as uncomfortable as might be thought:

oxomelv 0 6mov "ot évtadba dictopog méTpa
otad’, v €v Yioyel pév hiov St

apeotLy EvBaxnoLg, év BépeL & Hrvov

S apgrrpritog acdAiov Tépel vor.

[and look for where there is a two-mouthed rock-cave nearby,
the sort where in winter there is a double possibility

of sitting in the sun’s warmth, and in summer

a cool breeze sends sleep through a grotto open at both ends.
(16-19)]

Philoctetes proceeds to personify the cave, addressing it as “You
wretched dwelling / most full of pain from me” (& TAnpéctarov
abAov / Aomog Tag dmr’ épod tAav, 1087-8); he makes it clear
that he turns to it when all humans have betrayed him, and at the
same time virtually identifies it with himself and his feelings, as if
the cave has somehow ‘caught’ his pain as one catches a disease—
or, in Greek terms, a pollution. Philoctetes’ identification with the
cave suggests that he himself has become part of the island’s land-
scape; it anticipates his description of how, as prey for the birds he
no longer can hunt for his own food (1146-59), he has become part
of the island’s ecological system. Philoctetes concludes his portion
of strophe o by calling on the birds, who used to cower from him,
to fly freely on high, since he has no means to kill them (1092-4).7
To all this the Chorus respond unsympathetically by making

7 These corrupt lines have attracted many conjectures: see Jebb 1898: 247,
Jackson 1955: 114-7. I print and translate Jackson’s text.
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Philoctetes himself responsible for his suffering (1095-100):

oV toL, o0 ToL katn&io- 1095
cag, ® Papimotye, KoK

aAloBev & TOxa &’ dutd peilovog,
e0Té ye TapoOv gpovijcou

Awlovog Saipovog ei-
AOU TO KAKLOV OiVELV. 1100

[You, you decreed this, 1095
O heavy-doomed man, and

this fortune is not from another, from something greater:
when it was possible to begin to be reasonable,

rather than a better fate you
chose to approve what is worse. 1100]

Clearly, the Chorus’ main concern is to avoid being blamed them-
selves and to insist that Philoctetes deserves his sufferings, be-
cause he chose them, presumably by refusing to leave the island
and go to Troy when given the opportunity. This completely ig-
nores both his cruel abandonment on Lemnos by Odysseus ten
years earlier (4-11, 271-84) and Odysseus’ plan to steal the bow,
which Neoptolemus and the Chorus themselves have successfully
carried out. By “this fortune from something greater” (& toyo &8’
amno peiovog) and “heavy-doomed” (Bapimortpe), the Chorus im-
ply that Philoctetes’(mis)fortune is random, yet at the same time
the result of an impersonal doom that has befallen or rushed down
upon him.®? This would seem to contradict their assertion that he
“chose to approve the worse” rather than a “better fate” (Awiovog
daipovog €i- / Aov 1O kdklov aivelv, 1099-1100),° and the play
makes it perfectly clear that he is a victim of human planning and
agency.

In the first fifteen lines of antistrophe a, Philoctetes utterly

» &«

8 For motpog as cognate with mintw (“fall”) and wétopan (“fly”, “rush”
“fall suddenly upon”), see Chantraine 1968-80: 906, and Frisk 1960-72: 2.543,
both s.v. wintw.

9 daipwv originally means a god, then a human lot or destiny ordained or
brought about by a god. Saipwv differs from toyn (“fortune”), because it lacks
an element of randomness or chance.
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ignores what the Chorus have just sung and continues to lament
his miserable existence, alone and helpless, and his coming death
by starvation, because he no longer has his bow with which to
provide food. His repeated use of the first person in 1101-15 sug-
gests a need to affirm his existence and selthood, which seem to
him in effect to have been nullified by the way he has been treat-
ed. He blames the “unlooked for / and deceptive words from a
treacherous mind [that] stole upon me” (1111-12) and wishes that “I
could see him, the man who plotted these things, having my pains
as his portion / for an equal length of time” (1113-15). This wish, in
effect a curse, echoes more forcefully the wish expressed in his
first long speech to Neoptolemos, that “the gods might grant to
(Odysseus and the sons of Atreus) to suffer such things (as I have
suffered) / as payment in return (for what) they have done to me”
(315-6).

In their portion of antistrophe o (1116-22), the Chorus do not
respond directly to Philoctetes’ words and show no interest in his
suffering. Instead, perhaps feeling included in his curse against
Odysseus (or taking it as a curse against Neoptolemos), they de-
fend themselves by again insisting that “doom, doom from the
gods” (moTpog, <TOTHOC) . . . Soupdvwv, 1116), not their own treach-
ery, was responsible for what happened to Philoctetes; therefore,
he should not turn his “hateful, bitter-dooming curse” (octvyepdv
.../ dbomotpov apdv, 1119-20) against them and “not reject [their]
friendship” (ur) @AotnT’ amcdony, 1122). Their defensiveness and
lack of concern for Philoctetes are made more conspicuous by
their assertion of “friendship”, which by definition should involve
regard for another, but in this case clearly does not do so.

Philoctetes begins strophe B as if the Chorus had not in-
tervened in 1116-22 and he were continuing directly from 1115.
Having sung of the “deceptive words from a treacherous mind
[that] stole upon me” (1112), he now, without actually naming
Odysseus, refers to him as the bow’s new, “much-devising” mas-
ter and imagines him laughing at Philoctetes, as he wields the
weapon which Philoctetes himself will never again use. Then he
movingly apostrophizes and personifies the “bow, (my) friend, vi-
olently forced from friendly hands” (& t6€ov @ilov, ® @ilwv /
eV ékPeProcpévov, 1128-9); “you surely see with pity (éAewvov
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opaug),” he says, as “you are now plied by the man of many devic-
es” (moAvpnyavog avdpog épéoont, 1130), an unmistakable refer-
ence to Odysseus by one of his most common Homeric epithets.
By calling the bow his “friend” and insisting on the reciprocal
friendship between it and his hands, Philoctetes rejects the notion
that the Chorus, who refuse to pity him and support the treachery
of his hated enemy, can be sincere in urging him not to reject their
friendship. He then continues the personification of the bow in
terms of its vision, describing it as “seeing (6p&v) the shameful de-
ceptions, / the hated face of a man who is my enemy, / the infinite
evils arising from shameful deeds, / as many as this man devised
against us” (1136-9).”

In the final six lines of strophe P, the Chorus respond
to Philoctetes’ words impersonally, indirectly, and again with-
out sympathy: “It is a man’s part to assert his own claim, / but
when he has spoken, not to thrust forth / malicious pain from
his tongue” (avdpdg toL TO pév Ov Sikaiov eimely, / eimdvrog &¢
un @Bovepav / ¢Edoon yAwooag 6d0vav, 1140-2). In other words,
in making his own claim, a man should not hurt with rancorous
speech. The Chorus appear to acknowledge that Philoctetes has
spoken like a man, but implicitly accuse him of going too far out
of malice toward Odysseus. The word yAobooog is ambiguous,
suggesting both “tongue” (the physical organ) and “speech”, and
“thrust forth” (¢€@doai) evokes the strongly physical image of the
tongue thrusting forth from the mouth like a weapon. Although
the Chorus clearly have Philoctetes in mind, the words “thrust
forth malicious pain from his tongue” (¢doal yAdoooag 080vav)
raise the possibility that they also are thinking, perhaps uncon-
sciously, of Odysseus. Earlier in the play Odysseus had described
“speech, not actions”, as “leading the way in all things” (trv
yA®dooov, odxl tapyo mhvd’ fyovpévnv, 99), and his name may
perhaps be heard (by a kind of word-play) in the word 650vav.”

10 On the textual difficulties in this passage, see Schein 2013: 297.

11 In tragedy and Greek thought generally, speech is usually opposed un-
favorably to action (e.g. Eur. Hec. 1187-8; cf. Soph. OC 806-7; Eur. Ba. 268-
9), but Odysseus characteristically reverses the force of this opposition.
Cf. 407-9, where Philoctetes says disparagingly that Odysseus “would ap-
ply his tongue to every evil speech | and every villainy by which he might
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The Chorus continue their response to Philoctetes with an-
other comment that is clearly defensive, though it is not certain
whom they are defending: “That man, one on behalf of many, /
at the behest of this man / accomplished a public benefit for his
friends” (xeivog & elg dmd mOAMGV / toybeig To0d” Epnpocivan /
KOOV Tjvuoev €G pilovg dpwyav, 1143-5). They do not name ei-
ther Odysseus or Neoptolemus, and in this way they create an-
other ambiguity, leaving it the audience or readers to decide for
themselves the identities of “this man” and “that man”. T00&’
¢pnpoovvon (“at the behest of this man”) should refer to Odysseus,
and keivog (“that man”) to Neoptolemus. This also seems likely be-
cause in 1134-39 Philoctetes has clearly been referring to Odysseus,
and the Chorus’ keivog should refer to someone more “remote”.
They certainly are concerned to justify their own king (cf. 1095-
1101, 1116-21), and if keivog does refer to Neoptolemus, they would
be doing so on the ground that he was merely following orders
(Pucci 2003: 288). On the other hand, Odysseus uses toyOeic (“at
the behest of”, “having been ordered”) in line 6 to describe himself
as having been ordered by his “commanders” (t@®v dvaccoovtwv)
ten years earlier to maroon Philoctetes on Lemnos, so keivog . . .
tayOeic might call to mind Odysseus as well as Neoptolemus.™

In antistrophe P Philoctetes utterly ignores the Chorus’ de-
fense of Neoptolemus (or Odysseus) and turns again to his natural
surroundings. He calls on the island’s birds and wild beasts to fear
him no longer, wretched and helpless as he now is, but to “move
freely” and “glut your mouth that returns slaughter for slaugh-
ter at your pleasure| on my shining flesh” (&vtipovov xopécon
oTOHa TPOG Xapv / UG capkog aldlag, 1155-7; cf. 1092-4).
Philoctetes sings a lament for himself as having merged into the
natural rhythms and animal ecology of the island, which recalls

achieve / an end that is in no way just”; Eur. Tro. 285-8, where Hecuba speaks
of Odysseus as one “who twists everything from that side to this, / and
then back again to that, / with his twofold tongue / making what was for-
merly loved unloved”. On the broader political and cultural significance of
Odysseus’ validation of speech over action, see Schein 2013: 137-8, on Phil.
96-99.

12 Philoctetes recalls Odysseus’ claim to be following orders at 1028 (cf.
1024).
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with heightened lyric intensity his words at 957-8: Bavav mapé€w
dait’ 0@’ GV EpepPounv, / kai podg é0Mpwv mpodcshe Bnpdoovot
viv (“Dead, I will provide a feast for the animals by whom I was
fed, / and those whom I used to hunt before will now hunt me.).
In a sense, this reciprocal activity constitutes and expresses a spe-
cial kind of friendship, like that between him and his bow in stro-
phe B-a friendship grounded in solidarity with the inanimate ob-
jects and non-human animals that help to define his identity and
by which he cannot be deceived, as he was by Neoptolemos and
the Chorus. Like the rock-cave, which is simultaneously a natural
element of the island and the home he has made for himself (40,
533-4), Philoctetes himself is now an element of both nature and
culture.

For the first time in this lyric sequence, the Chorus are
manifestly affected by Philoctetes’ expressions of helplessness
and despair and by his lamentation, but they do not respond di-
rectly. Instead, invoking the gods, they call on him to “approach
with all good will / one who approaches you with all good will”
(méhacoov / ebvoion mhoar mehdTav, 1163-4), in implicit contrast
to his calling on the birds and beasts of Lemnos to come and de-
vour him (1149-50, 1153-7). The Chorus urge Philoctetes to real-
ize that “it is in your power / to escape this death” (GAA& yv&0’,
€0 yveb’, &l ool / kfjpa Tévd’ dmogetyew, 1163) — the same death
that Philoctetes foresees in 1155-62. The Chorus now no longer
blame Philoctetes for his sufferings, but pity him, “for it (sc. the
knp) is pitiable to nourish and cannot be taught / to bear the in-
finite burden with which it makes its home” (oixtpa yop Pookewv,
adarng 8 / Exewv puptov &yxbog dL Evvoiket, 1167-8). In these difficult
lines, the Chorus no longer try defend themselves from blame, but
express sympathy for Philoctetes by imaginatively combining the
“death” (krjp) that he foresees with the disease that causes him so
much pain and helplessness. In 1167, this k1jp is separate from the
person who feeds it with his flesh (cf. 41-2, 313), but in 1168 it and
the person have merged into a single entity, which is said to co-
habit with the burden (of suffering) produced by the xnp.”

13 For “cohabit” (Evvoikéw) used of a torment or evil so closely combined
with a person that it can be said to share that person’s home, cf. Soph. Tr.
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Although meAdlw (“approach”, 1163) and meldtng (“the
one who approaches”, 1164) do not occur elsewhere in the kom-
mos, much of the astrophic dialogue between Philoctetes and the
chorus (1169-217) is in terms of approach and withdrawal, wel-
come and rejection, coming and going. Throughout this impas-
sioned dialogue, Philoctetes refuses to approach the Chorus, de-
spite their expressed desire that he “not reject [their] friendship”
(1122), and they remain &évou (“strangers”, 1184, 1203), not “friends”
(pilor). Nevertheless, the exchange looks forward to 1403, when
Philoctetes does approach Neoptolemus, leaning on him for phys-
ical support as they depart for the ship, and Philoctetes recipro-
cates this friendly support when he promises to use his Heraklean
arrows to prevent the Greeks, their common enemies, from “ap-
proaching” (meA&lewv) Neoptolemus’ land to lay it waste (1403-
5). In the course of the astrophic dialogue, when the Chorus be-
gin to leave because Philoctetes refuses to consider accompanying
them to Troy, he calls out for them to “come back again” (1190).
When they ask, “For what? Now you reveal / an utterly differ-
ent attitude” (1191-2), Philoctetes’ replies, “It’s nothing to be an-
gry at, / that a man crazed by a storm / of grief cries out mad-
ly” (obtou vepeontov / ahbovto yeyepiot / Abman kol wopd vodv
Opoelv, 1193-5). The word I translate as “nothing to be angry at”
(vepeontov) is striking: although familiar from Homeric epic, it oc-
curs only here in surviving Attic tragedy. It is “a very social word”
(Winnington-Ingram 1980: 294), implying that Philoctetes and
the Chorus share fundamental values and that his irrationality
and way of speaking, so full of contradictions, remain within the
bounds of what is socially acceptable and look forward to his ulti-
mate willingness to “approach” Neoptolemos.

Nevertheless, at the end of the dialogue, Philoctetes refuses
to accompany the Chorus and withdraws into the cave. His final
words, £7° 008¢év eijn (“Henceforth I am nothing”), suggest that he
is terminally helpless and at the point of death.* They call to mind

1055, OC 1133-4. For E0veyu (“be with”) used in a similar sense, see Ai. 337-8,
OC 945-6.

14 Cf. 951 008év i’ 6 dvopopog (“I, the ill-fated man, am nothing”),
Tr. 161 &g £t” o0k v (“as henceforth not existing”), OC 393 8t" o0két’ eipi
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his assertions at 946, 1018, and 1030 that he is already a ‘corpse’
and symbolically ‘dead’s As Oliver Taplin has observed, the dra-
matic action “now comes to a kind of full stop” (1971: 39). This dra-
matic situation must have surprised the audience, who would
have expected, from their familiarity with traditional mytholo-
gy and with earlier dramatizations of the story, that Philoctetes
would leave the island, be healed, kill Paris in an archery duel,
and help to win the war. In addition, the ambiguity throughout
the play as to whether Philoctetes or the bow or both are needed
at Troy would have invited them, at least momentarily, to consid-
er what it might mean if the dramatic action had truly ended with
Philoctetes’ retreat into the cave and the departure of Odysseus,
Neoptolemus, and the Chorus for Troy. To be sure, the action be-
gins anew at 1221 with the entry of Neoptolemus and Odysseus,
arguing, but just a few lines earlier it seems that Odysseus’
Real-Politik has actually triumphed and that Neoptolemus and
Odysseus will take the bow to Troy, leaving Philoctetes to starve
to death.

This is the first of several points in the dramatic action at
which the play flirts with the possibility of an ending different
from what an audience or readers might have expected. The oth-
ers are (1) 1395-7, when Neoptolemus, who has returned the bow
to Philoctetes but cannot persuade him to come to Troy, says that
it would be “easiest for me to stop talking and for you / to go on
living as you’ve been living, without salvation” and Philoctetes
replies, “Let me suffer what I must suffer”; (2) 1398-408, when
Philoctetes urges Neoptolemus to bring him home to Malis as he
had promised, Neoptolemus agrees to do so, and the two men set
out for the ship;* (3) the actual ending of the play, when Herakles

(“when henceforth I do not exist”).

15 See Schein 2013: 16, 178, on line 311.

16 Neoptolemus never promised to take Philoctetes home, as Philoctetes
claims here and at 941 and 1367-8. Perhaps Philoctetes conflates Neoptolemus’
promise to stay with him while he sleeps off his paroxysm, when he takes
Philoctetes’ right hand in his own in a formal gesture of friendship (813), with
Neoptolemus’ earlier, equivocally phrased agreement to take him where he
wants to go (526-9). In the end, however, Neoptolemus decides to keep this
promise that he never actually made.
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intervenes ex machina at 1409, tells Philoctetes that he has come as
a friend, role model, and spokesman for Zeus, and commands him
to go to Troy and win “undying glory” along with Neoptolemus
(1409-44), and Philoctetes obeys his friend’s words (1445-8). All of
these ‘endings’, like that at 1217, challenge audiences and readers
familiar with the traditional mythology and engaged by the strik-
ingly original plot of Sophocles’ play,” to try to achieve interpre-
tive clarity by asking themselves, “What would it mean if the play
were to stop here?” It is characteristic of Philoctetes that nothing
the Chorus or the characters say or do, at any of the points where
an ending momentarily seems possible, provides a definitive an-
swer to this question.
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