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Abstract

Helenus’ oracle in Sophocles’ Philoctetes is commonly misunderstood as an unquali-
fied revelation of an immutable future: the gods have fated Philoctetes to rejoin the
Greek army at Troy. This has occasioned further misinterpretations of the play, espe-
cially as regards the “false ending”, in which Neoptolemus and Philoctetes would
appear to disregard the divine will in an act of conscious impiety by choosing to sail
for Malis instead. This paper argues that the oracle should rather be understood as
conditional, allowing Philoctetes either to assent or refuse to rejoin the Greek army
in good conscience. In the absence of compulsion from the gods, Neoptolemus and
Philoctetes feel free to make tragic choices of real gravity about their futures, and these
choices reveal the duo’s characters before Heracles appears and reverses their course.
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2 MCPHEE

Helenus’ oracle furnishes the motivation for the Greek mission to Lemnos in
Sophocles’ Philoctetes, and as such, its precise stipulations and dramatic func-
tion have been the subject of extensive scholarly debate.! In this paper, I do not
wish to propose a new, holistic interpretation of the oracle but hope only to
rebut the widespread but unfounded notion that the oracle, whatever its exact
contents, represents a straightforward revelation of an immutable future, viz.
that Philoctetes is fated to rejoin the Greek army and sack Troy. This assump-
tion has led many readings of the play astray, especially because of its implica-
tions for interpreting the “false ending”. On this understanding of the oracle, the
departing Philoctetes and Neoptolemus consciously obstruct the divine will
and their own destinies by declining to sail to Troy. Thus Philoctetes, because
“he obstinately refuses to heed the oracles which Neoptolemus describes in
detail,” “is not, and cannot be, ‘pious” (Segal 1995, 98-99). Neoptolemus, too,
“makes it impossible for the oracle to be fulfilled” (Gill 1980, 142), and in so
doing, “he makes a moral choice to commit an act in full knowledge that it is
directly contrary to the decree of the gods” (Poe 1974, 48). Such scholarly judg-
ments could be quoted at length.2

1 The major questions concerning the oracle are whether it requires Philoctetes, his bow, or
both to be retrieved; whether Philoctetes must go willingly or can be forced or deceived;
and who in the play knows (or rightly understands) how many of its provisions at any given
time. I follow the analysis of Hoppin 1981 on these points: both Philoctetes and the bow are
necessary (see further Vidal-Naquet 1988, 171 with n. 94); the oracle rules out the use of force,
but Odysseus at least considers that deception is compatible with the requirement that
Philoctetes must be persuaded; and Odysseus, Neoptolemus, and the chorus already know
and understand the terms of the oracle before the drama begins. Nevertheless, Seale 1972 is
probably right to argue that confusion on points like these is designed to maintain dramatic
tension by keeping the audience guessing about the characters’ intentions.

2 Imake no claim to exhaustiveness, but some other studies that appear to reflect this assump-
tion include the following: Bowra 1944, ch. 7 passim (e.g., “[Philoctetes’] choice ... is irreverent
tothe gods” [293]); Knox 1964, 57-58 (“One man’s stubbornness has defeated not only the whole
Greek army but also the prophecy of Helenos and the will of Zeus, which is the pattern of his-
tory”); Avery 1965, 280-281 (“Philoctetes repeatedly refuses to go to Troy, where, as Helenus and
Heracles make clear, his duty lies”); Beye 1970, 64 (“the oracle which insists that Philoctetes
will return”), 74 (“Neoptolemus ... does at least attempt to fight this fate”); Easterling 1978, 33
(“The message is that Troy will fall” [emphasis original]); Raubitschek 1986, 199 (“[ Odysseus’]
purpose is the fulfilment of the divine will”); Woodiel 1990-1991, 16 (Neoptolemus is “defying
what he knows to be the will of the gods”); Hogan 1991 ad 542 (Philoctetes “resists his own
lot,” “a known fate”); Cairns 1993, 260 n. 170 (Neoptolemus’ “ultimate decision [is] to abandon
Troy and his own and Phil’s destiny”); Ringer 1998, 124 (Philoctetes and Neoptolemus “ada-
mantly refuse the fates assigned them by myth, by the gods, and ultimately by the playwright
himself”); Beer 2004, 148 (the false ending “is manifestly contrary to the will of the gods”);
Allan 201, 13 (“as Helenos revealed, it is the gods’ will that he [Philoctetes] go [to Troy]");
Kyriakou 2012, 156 (“Philoctetes seems to compromise ... his piety. This intransigence makes
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THE CONDITIONALITY OF HELENUS’ ORACLE 3

But the problem with these assessments is that Helenus’ oracle is in fact
presented as conditional, not absolute. To judge from references to it in the
play, the oracle is couched in conditional terms, specifying no more than that
Troy will not fall unless or until Philoctetes and his bow assail it.2 This wording
holds out the possibility of two alternative futures, neither of which is marked
as a violation of the will of the gods or, indeed, as its fulfillment: Philoctetes
may refuse to go to Troy, in which case it will not fall; or he may rejoin the
Greek army, in which case they will be able to take the city. In his appearance
ex machina at the end of the drama, the divine Heracles will confirm that it is
in fact part of the plan of Zeus that Philoctetes and Neoptolemus sack Troy, but
before that point, Helenus’ oracle evidently had not revealed the divine will on
this score. Accordingly, from their (limited, mortal) perspectives, in the false
ending Philoctetes and Neoptolemus face a legitimate, unconstrained choice
between sailing home or rejoining the Greek army at Troy; and thus the moral
calculus that informs their decision-making differs substantially from what
many interpreters have claimed. I will proceed by establishing the conditional
cast of the oracle in references to it in the play, noting its consistent condi-
tionality in the wider mythological tradition, and considering certain absolute
formulations of the prophecy in the play that appear to rule out a conditional
interpretation. I will conclude by sketching the implications of the argument
for an overall understanding of the drama, particularly as it relates to the tragic
choices of Neoptolemus and Philoctetes in the false ending.

But first,  must acknowledge a methodological caveat. To be sure, Helenus’
prophecy is never reported verbatim and its exact wording is strictly unre-
coverable.* Nevertheless, repeated references to the oracle strongly imply
that, as in the rest of the mythological tradition, Sophocles conceived of it in
conditional terms. Furthermore, I will argue below that it strains credulity to
think that if Helenus’ original words had in fact been unconditional, multiple
characters would repeatedly interpolate a conditional formulation into their
reports of his prophecy. And perhaps most importantly, we should remember

him ... disregard Helenus’ prophecy”), 163 (“Despite their concern with piety and noble
behaviour, neither [Neoptolemus nor Philoctetes] worries at all that their plan to return to
Greece may fail, or ruin their lives, because it may offend the gods”); Schein 2013 ad 1314-1347
(“Ne. does not call Phil. unjust in opposing a divine ordinance”—although he could? “[H]e
asserts the divine necessity that Troy ‘must be taken within the present summer.”).

3 A few scholars have noted the oracle’s conditionality in this sense, though none at any great
length: e.g., Kitto 1956, 135-136; Robinson 1969, 52; Campbell 1972, 85; Pucci 1994, 39; Clay in
Phillips and Clay 2003 ad 606 (“contingent prophecy”). As their notices have evidently gone
unheeded, in this paper I re-present and expand upon their arguments.

4 Schein 2013 ad 1339-1342.
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4 MCPHEE

that regardless of Sophocles’ intentions, the effect of these repeated references
to the oracle is to prime the audience from the beginning and throughout the
drama to understand it precisely as conditional. I fully admit that one cannot
definitively prove the conditionality of Helenus’ oracle, but I hope to demon-
strate that interpretations that use its supposed unconditionality as a signif-
icant datum very much go against the grain of both the text and the wider
mythological tradition.

With these considerations in mind, I begin with my primary contention:
Philoctetes cannot be accused of disobeying Helenus’ oracle because its terms
are not, in fact, unconditional. The confusion on this score stems from several
unqualified assertions in the play that Troy is destined to fall or that Philoctetes
is fated to fight there (200, 1339-1341, 1415, 1439-1440),5 not to mention the fact
that, in hindsight, this is indeed what happened and what the “force of myth”
dictates must happen.® But both times that Helenus’ prophecy is mentioned
explicitly, it is framed in conditional terms. First, the false merchant explains
the army’s renewed interest in Philoctetes by citing Helenus (610-613):

6¢ 3" td T &M adtolol mavt’ EQéamioey 610
ol Témt Tpola Tépyau” wg ob Wy Tote

mépaotey, el uv) T6vie meloavteg Adyw

dyowto vioou THad’ ¢’ g valet T vOv.

He prophesied all other events to them, and told them that they would
never take the towers of Troy, unless they persuaded Philoctetes and
brought him from the island where he is now living.”

5 Cf. the more ambiguous cases of 915 [3¢l], 921-922 [dvdyxn], 998 [3¢l], 1421 [o¢eidetar]. In the
first three, it is unclear whether the external force compelling Philoctetes to fight at Troy is
fate (cf. 1339, 1340) or the Greek army (cf. 50, 54, 73, 379, 983, 1025, 1366); at 1421, dpelheTat
vacillates between ‘it is owed’ (in recompense; cf. Schein 2013 ad loc.) and ‘it is destined’
(by the plans of Zeus; so Lloyd-Jones’ translation). Additionally, I believe that Neoptolemus’
admonishment that Philoctetes should ‘trust in the gods’ (8eois e moteboavta, 1374) has been
misunderstood. He does not mean, ‘Do not be impious; obey the gods’ will as revealed in
the oracle. Rather, he is addressing the argument about the future that Philoctetes has just
made, viz. that he fears being victimized by the Greek commanders again if he goes to Troy
(1358-1361). To this Neoptolemus essentially responds, ‘Trust the oracle of the gods as I have
just explained it; if you go to Troy, nothing awaits you there but glory and a release from pain’
Text and translation of the Philoctetes come from Lloyd-Jones 1994.

6 For the phrase, see Budelmann 2000, 95. It is typical in myth for the conditions in contingent
oracles to be fulfilled, but occasionally they are not; cf,, e.g,, Q.S. 10.261-263, 293-294.

7 Although the false merchant does lie, nothing in his report of the terms of the oracle jars
either with the mythological tradition or with other references to the oracle in the play; see
Hoppin 1981, 17.
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THE CONDITIONALITY OF HELENUS’ ORACLE 5

Second, Neoptolemus develops this picture considerably as he tries to entice
Philoctetes with the promise of healing and glory (1329-1335):

ot radAav (ot thode py wot’ &v Tuyelv

véaov Bapelag, Ewg dv aiTdg Alog 1330
Tty pév olpy, THoe 8 ad dbvy A,

tplv & td Tpoiog edi’ Exav adTdg PoANS,

xol TV Tap” NV Evtuxwv Aok Anmiddv

vogou porhary8fis THode, xal Ta TEPYpa

v tolode téEotg EOv T’ Epol TépTag pavii. 1335

And know that you will never have respite from grievous sickness, so long
as the sun rises in one quarter and sets again in another, before you come
of your own will to the land of Troy, and meeting the sons of Asclepius
that are with us you are relieved of this malady, and with this bow and
with me you are revealed as the conqueror of the towers.

Neoptolemus goes on to identify Helenus as his source for this knowledge
(1336-1339). Lloyd-Jones’ translation of mpiv &v ... uéAyg (1332) as ‘before you
come’ somewhat obscures the sentence’s conditional force. A better transla-
tion of mpiv dv following a negative (v mot’, 1329) would be ‘until’, which in this
context is virtually equivalent to the &l uy (‘unless’) employed by the false mer-
chant at 612.8 That these constructions are synonymous is shown by a passage
of Isocrates that sets them in parallel (Paneg. 173, cited by LS] s.v. mpiv, B.IL.2):

olte yap elpyny olév te PePaiav dyoryelv, fiv ui) xowf tols BapPdpors molepy-
owpuey, o’ dpovetjoat Tovg "EMwvag, ety 8v xal Tas weeAiog &x TGV adT@Y
xal Todg x1wdHVoug Tpdg Tog adTods Towowpeda.

It is not possible for us to cement an enduring peace unless we join
together in a war against the barbarians, nor for the Hellenes to attain to
concord until we wrest our material advantages from one and the same
source and wage our wars against one and the same enemy.?

8 To be sure, o0 ... mpiv &v has a temporal element lacking in €i u¥, and to this extent the con-
struction might encourage us to view the prospect of the condition’s fulfillment more as a
question of “when” than of “if” But o0 ... 7ptv dv does not necessarily imply that the speaker
believes the condition so denoted will certainly be fulfilled (even if only at some indefinite
point in the future); for instance, Hdt. 4.117 provides a clear-cut example of such a condition
never being unfulfilled. See further, e.g., A. Pr. 166-167, 756; S. OC 1040-1041; E. Or. 1357-1359;
and the following discussion.

9 Text and translation of Isocrates come from Norlin 1928.
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MCPHEE

The conditional force of o0 ... mpiv dv is further apparent in such usages as Plato’s
‘states will not be rid of evil until philosophers rule in them’ (o0 mpétepov xaxév
madoovtal ol TOAELS, Tpiv &v &v adTals of gLAdoogot dp&waty, R. 487e)—an eventu-
ality that hardly represents an inevitable state of affairs.1

Moreover, the terms of the oracle are alluded to a few times elsewhere, twice

with conditionality clearly expressed. So Odysseus tells Neoptolemus (68-69):

el yap 6 To0de TéEa ) AnpbroeTay,
odx ot mépaat oot 1O Aapddvov TEdov.

For if this man’s bow is not captured, it is impossible for you to conquer
the land of Dardanus.

The point is repeated at 113-115:

OA. aipel ta T80 Tadtar TV Tpoiaw péva.
NE. ox &p’ 6 mépowv, wg épdoxet’, elp’ éyw;

AN A H_r

OA. o1’ &v ab xelvawv xwpls olt’ éxelva god. 115

OD. This bow is the one thing that takes Troy.
NE. Then am I not the one who is to capture it, as you said?
OD. You cannot capture it without the bow, nor the bow without you.

Additionally, a conditional understanding of the oracle isimplicitin Philoctetes’
argument at 1035-1039:

10

xo®g 8hotaf’- dAeiabe & Nduudreg 1035
Tov dvdpa Tév3e, Beoloty el diung péAEL.

gEoda & qg puélet v+ emel obmot’ &v aTdhov

gmAeboat’ &v Tévd’ obvex’ avdpog abAiov—el

1 Tt eévtpov Belov Ay’ Dudg—=Epod.

May you perish miserably! And you will perish, for the wrong you did this
man, if the gods care for justice. And I know that they do care, for other-
wise you would never have sailed on this voyage for the sake of a miser-
able man like me, unless some prompting from the gods had led you to.

For this and other examples, see Smyth 2444 and n. 8 above. For mpiv introducing condi-
tional clauses in oracles, see Fontenrose 1978, 170 n. 9, 176. Text and translation of Plato are
adapted from Emlyn-Jones and Preddy 2013.
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THE CONDITIONALITY OF HELENUS’ ORACLE 7

Jebb (1890 ad 1037) supposes that Philoctetes takes the xévtpov to be the Greeks’
desperation amidst failure at Troy, engineered by the gods as their punish-
ment. In actuality, the “prompting from the gods” that has brought Odysseus
to Lemnos must be Helenus’ oracle, whose conditions Philoctetes has already
heard from the false merchant (cf. Avery 2002, 13). If Philoctetes does mean the
oracle, then he can be confident that the Greeks will indeed perish because
the gods have contrived that the Greeks will be defeated at Troy if he refuses
to fight (cf. 67, 1369).

In fact, even the divine Heracles, who knows the future without recourse to
mortal seers, allows (at least rhetorically) that Philoctetes might still choose
not go to Troy, as Rose (1976, 101) observes: “[Heracles’] first words, respond-
ing to Neoptolemos’ injunction to Philoctetes to ‘bid the land farewell and
start out’ (otelye mpooxvaag x8ova, 1408), emphasize the option of their pro-
ceeding on their chosen course: ‘not yet, at least until you have heard our
tale’ (u)mw ye, mplv &v T@V NpeTépwy | ding mbBwv, 1409-1410)" (emphasis and
Greek text added).!! Thus when Philoctetes assents to Heracles’ words (odx
amiyow Tols gols uvlews, 1447), the god fulfills the oracle’s evident require-
ment that Philoctetes must be persuaded (meigavteg Adyw, 612) to rejoin the
Greek army,'? even though Heracles also speaks of Philoctetes’ future at Troy

as necessitated (cf. 0pelAetay, 1421; xpewv, 1439) by ‘the plans of Zeus’ (ta Atds ...
BovAedpata, 1415).

Finally, Neoptolemus provides a good point of comparison in his lying tale,
which is designed to mirror Philoctetes’ own situation,!® when he alludes to his
recruiters’ ‘splendid promise that if I went I would take the towers of Troy’ (xw

11 N.b. Heracles’ use of a form of o0 ... mpiv &v. His words amount to, “(You may go to Malis
if you wish, but) at least (ye) do not go without first considering what I have to say.” See
further Campbell 1972, 85: “In any case, the prophecy in this play is hypothetical; and so
in effect is Heracles’ speech, since the present participle in line 1423 ‘Coming to Troy you
will be cured’ [EABwv ... Ttpdg T Tpwixov | TéATUA ... végou Taday | does not commit itself as
between the meanings ‘when you come’ and ‘if you come”—contra Pucci 1994, 39, who
recognizes the contingency of the oracle but not of Heracles’ presentation of his proph-
ecy. For a clear case of a participle with conditional force, even in the context of an oracle
invoking fate, see Pi. 1. 8.30-35a.

12 See Easterling 1978, 33-34, Hoppin 1981, 29, Perysinakis 1992, 110; see further Hoppin 1981,
18-20 on the phrase meicavtes Adyw and the “Adyog theme” in which it participates. It is
also significant that Heracles refers to his speech as advice (mapijves’, 1434), using the
same word that Philoctetes had applied earlier to Neoptolemus’ attempt to persuade him
(mapriveaey, 1351).

13 See Hamilton 1975, 132-133.
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8 MCPHEE

AGY0S xahog TTpoafy, | €l Tamt Tpola mépyay atprootp’ iwv, 352-353).14 Again and
again, the play presents going to Troy as a possibility, not a fixed certainty, by
speaking of it as a condition that may be fulfilled.

There is nothing exceptional about such a conditional oracle concerning
the fall of Troy within the greater mythological tradition. The outcome of a
mythical war frequently depends upon the fulfillment of certain stipulated
conditions, such as the participation of specific warriors'® or the removal of
various talismanic objects that protect a kingdom from invasion.'6 When it
comes to Troy in particular, it is only a small exaggeration to say that differ-
ent sources are prepared to label practically any event in the Trojan cycle as a
foreordained requirement for the city’s fall, each revealed via oracles: Achilles
must be recruited;!” the army will require Telephus’ guidance to find Troy;!8 the
Achaeans must sacrifice at Chryse’s altar;'® Rhesus must be slain on the night
of his arrival,29 or his horses must not be allowed to drink from the Scamander
or graze in Trojan pastures;?! Troilus must be slain,?? perhaps before he turns
twenty;23 Philoctetes and/or Heracles’ bow must be recovered from Lemnos;2*
Neoptolemus must be recruited;?® the Palladium must be stolen;2¢ the bones

14  Cf the conditional force implicit in 346-347: ‘the justice of the gods did not allow ... that
any other except me should take the towers of Troy’ (00 8ép1g yiyvort’ ... té wépyap’ dMov 1)
"W €Aetv). This may be paraphrased, “The justice of the gods forbade that Troy should fall
unless I took it.” On O¢pis here, see Schein 2013 ad loc.

15  E.g,the gods cannot prevail in the Gigantomachy unless they receive the help of a mortal
(see Preller1894, 73-74).

16  E.g, Nisus’ lock must be cut before Minos can take Megara (see Ov. Met. 8.8-10 with
Bomer 1977 ad loc.).

17 XBIl19.326.

18  Hyg. Fab. 101

19  D.Chr. 59.9.

20  E.Rh. 600-605.

21 XA Il.10.435, Verg. A.1.469-473 with Serv. ad 1.469.

22 Plaut. Bacch. 954a.

23 Myth. Vat.1.207.

24  Bacchyl. fr. 7 SM = X Pi. P. 1.100 Drachmann; E. Philoctetes test. iiia.g9-11; D.Chr. 59.2;
S. Ph. 610-613, 1330-1342; Ov. Met. 13.320, 334; Apollod. Epit. 5.8; Paus. 5.13.4; Q.S. 9.325-329;
Tz. ad Lyc. 54, o11; Posthomerica 576; Myth. Vat. 1.59, 2.192. Cf. Proclus’ summary of the
Little Iliad, which strongly implies that the Achaeans must retrieve Philoctetes (and prob-
ably also Neoptolemus and the Palladium) in response to Helenus’ oracle. V. Fl. 2.570-573
represents a notably unconditional formulation of this oracle, evidently because in con-
text, the narrator is emphasizing the inevitability of the rise of Rome following the sack
of Troy by Hercules’ arrows.

25  Apollod. Epit. 5.10; Q.S. 7.190-192, 220-222; Tryphiodorus 51-54; Tz. ad Lyc. 54, o11.

26  Plaut. Bacch. 954; Ov. Met. 13.337-349, 373-381; Fast. 6.427-428; Conon 34; Apollod. Epit. 5.10;
Dictys Cretensis 5.5; Q.S. 10.350-357; Tryphiodorus 55-56; Serv. ad A. 2.166.
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THE CONDITIONALITY OF HELENUS’ ORACLE 9

of Pelops must be retrieved;2” a wooden horse must be built;?8 and a lintel in
the Trojan wall must be taken apart (to admit the wooden horse).?? These tra-
ditions are almost uniformly phrased as conditional statements, including the
other sources for the tradition that Philoctetes and/or his bow must be taken
to Troy. For example, Odysseus explains Helenus’ oracle in Dio Chrysostom’s
paraphrase of the beginning of Euripides’ Philoctetes (59.2):

vOv 00V xatd &y v Emiopadd] xal yokemiy dedpo EAGAvla elg Afjuvov,
8mwg Prioxthv xal T Hpondéoug té&a xopilotut Tolg cuppdyols. 6 yap 3
povtiewtarog Ppuydv “EAevog 6 ITpdpov xatepuvuaey, wg ETueV alyuaAwTog
AN@Beig, dvev TobTwY pnmot’ &v dAQVaL TV TTOAY.

So now a task most hazardous and hard brings me to Lemnos here, that
Philoctetes and the bow of Heracles I may bear off for my allies. For the
one most gifted in prophecy of all the Phrygians, Helenus Priam’s son,
when by good fortune taken captive, disclosed that without these the
city never could be seized.3°

It is knowledge of this earlier Philoctetes, itself preceded by a version of the
myth in Bacchylides,3! that would have colored the audience’s assumptions
and expectations of Sophocles’ play, and the playwright does not contradict
them.32 For that matter, neither do the versions of the myth recorded in later
extant sources: Pseudo-Apollodorus, Pausanias, Quintus Smyrnaeus, and
Tzetzes. The tradition is virtually unanimous on the conditionality of the ora-
cle requiring Philoctetes, his bow, or both in order for Troy to fall.

27  Lyc. 52-55 with Tz. ad 54, 911; Apollod. Epit. 5.10; Paus. 5.13.4; Tz. Posthomerica 577.

28  Conon 34, Dictys Cretensis 5.9. This requirement may be implied by Tryphiodorus 45-58,
132-138; cf. 296-299 (in Sinon’s deceptive speech).

29  Plaut. Bacch. 9553; see further Austin 1964 ad Verg. A. 2.234.

30  Text and translation for Dio Chrysostom come from Crosby 1946.

31 At least, as paraphrased by a Pindaric scholiast: ‘Bacchylides in his Dithyrambs agrees
with this story, that the Greeks removed Philoctetes from Lemnos in accordance with a
prophecy of Helenus, since it was fated that without Heracles’ bow Troy would not be
sacked’ (Tjj toropla %ot BaneyuAidy)s cupgwvel év tois S18updupotg, &tt 31 ot "ENnves éx AWuvov
peteateidavto oV Prdoxttyy ‘EAévov pavtevoauévov. eipapto yap dvev tdv ‘HpaxAeinwy
8wV un mopbyfvar v "Ihov, X Pi. P. 1100 Drachmann = Bacchyl. fr. 7 SM; text and trans-
lation from Campbell 1992). Cf. Gantz 1993, 459-460.

32 See further Hoppin 1981, 8: “The audience of 409 B.c. must then have assumed that
Sophocles was following his predecessors’ versions, except where he deviated emphati-
cally and explicitly from them.”
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10 MCPHEE

But a problem remains: how can we square the conditional formulations
of the oracle with the apparently unconditional formulations scattered
throughout the play? Indeed, a few scholars who have otherwise taken note
of the oracle’s conditionality have changed their view in light of 1339-1343, as,
for instance, Winnington-Ingram does (1980, 300 n. 62): “The two main state-
ments (610ff, 1329ff.) are both conditional, until Helenus adds (1339f.) that
these things must be” (emphasis original). Jebb and Budelmann are equally so
persuaded by these lines.33 But need 1339-1341 really be read as a correction of
the conditional cast given to the oracle in 1329-1335? I think not, particularly
if we attend to the precise import of the Greek and allow the full context to
guide us. Here are the lines in the full, including Neoptolemus’ paraphrase of
Helenus’ oracle already quoted above (1329-1343):

xal radAay (ot thode un mot’ dv Tuyely

véaov Bapelag, Ewg dv aiTdg Alog 1330
Tty pév olpy, THoe 8 ad dbvy A,

mplv &v ta Tpolag Tedl’ Exwv adtdg MOAYS,

xol TV Tap” NV Evtuxwv Aok Anmiddy

vogou paaydiis THade, xal Ta TEPY AL

v tolode TéEotg EOv T’ Epol Tépaag paviig. 1335
wg 8’ olda tabra T}HS” Exovt’ yw ppdow.

avnp map’ NV Eatwv éx Tpolag dAovg,

"EAevog dplatopavTig, 8 Aéyet capig

wg Ol yevéabau tabrar xatl mpog tolad” €11,

wg €aT’ dvdryxy Tod TapeaT@Tog B€poug 1340
Tpoloav aAdvat mdooav: 1 3idwa” éxdv

KTEIVELY EVTEY, TV TaSE Pevadfj Adywy.

tadt’ ol émel xdtoloba, cuyywpet BEAwY.

And know that you will never have respite from grievous sickness, so long
as the sun rises in one quarter and sets again in another, before you come
of your own will to the land of Troy, and meeting the sons of Asclepius
that are with us you are relieved of this malady, and with this bow and
with me you are revealed as the conqueror of the towers. I will tell you

33  Budelmann (2000, 129) likewise understands the oracle as reported by the false merchant
and Neoptolemus to be contingent, but then he comments of 1340-1341: “Here all condi-
tions have vanished; it is a certainty that Troy will fall, and fall this summer.” Jebb’s com-
ments are more scattered; see Jebb 1890, xxvii, xxviii; ad 606, 1339. Cf. Kitto 1956, 135-136;
1961, 308.
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THE CONDITIONALITY OF HELENUS’ ORACLE 11

how I know that this is so! There is a man with us who was taken prisoner
from Troy, Helenus, the noble prophet, who tells us beyond doubt that
this is bound to happen; and in addition [to this], that it is fated that Troy
be entirely taken during the present summer; and if he is found to be tell-
ing lies [when he says this], he gives us permission to kill him. Then since
you know this, give your willing consent!

Despite Neoptolemus’ assurance that Helenus speaks gagdg, these lines are
easy to misread. First, it is important to note that tadta in verses 1336 and 1339
refer to the same thing, viz. the entire conditional sentence that Neoptolemus
has just spoken (1329-1335). In his commentary, Schein (2013 ad 1339-1342)
contends that “tadta and 7oied’ must refer to Phil. ‘coming willingly to the
plain of Troy’ to be cured by the Asklepidai and ‘sacking the city with his bow,
along with [Ne.]’ (1332-5).” Schein may have been led to this judgment in part
because of how vividly Philoctetes’ potential future in Troy is envisioned in
these lines, or because of how he understands dei yevégbat tadta in line 1339 (cf.
below). Nevertheless, at this point in his speech, Neoptolemus has only spoken
of Troy’s fall in conditional terms; it thus makes little sense to think that all of
a sudden tadta refers to only one aspect of the oracle, which at any rate had
mentioned merely the possibility of Philoctetes’ healing and of Troy’s destruc-
tion, as if these were things that must inevitably come to pass.

Rather, Neoptolemus’ train of thought should be reconstructed as follows.
First, the young warrior reports the substance of Helenus’ oracle without iden-
tifying it as such (1329-1335). He then pauses from this report to identify his
source for this information (&g §" olda Tadta, 1336), including in this notice
a brief sketch of Helenus’ background and mantic authority (1337-1338). The
repetition of tadta in line 1339 serves a resumptive function, as Neoptolemus
returns to summarizing what Helenus had said (Aéye, 1338), the substance of
which he had just begun to convey in lines 1329-1335. The continuative phrase
xal Tpdg toled’ €11, in which 1oled’ picks up tadta yet again, combined with the
fact that the Aéyet of 1338 continues to govern the indirect statement construc-
tion that begins in line 1340 (wg €éot’ dvdyxn xTA.), shows that with tadta in line
1339, Neoptolemus has in view (all of) those things that he already reported
that Helenus said in lines 1329-1335; and to this first summary, he adds his para-
phrase of another prediction that formed a further part of Helenus’ original
statement (1340-1341). The son of Achilles then notes that Helenus even staked
his own life as collateral should he be found to have lied when, literally, “he
said these things” (tdde ... Aéywv, 1342). This guarantee obviously applies to
the entirety of Helenus’ oracle; at any rate, the occurrence of t43¢ at the end
of this passage, together with the echo of Aéyet (1338) in Aéywv (1342), suggests
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that the pronoun embraces everything the seer said—in other words, the full
substance of the oracle that Neoptolemus has been citing in piecemeal fashion
over lines 1329-1335 and 1340-1341. This sense is confirmed by the appearance
of yet another summative tadt at line 1343, which accomplishes the transi-
tion from the synopsis of Helenus’ oracle to Neoptolemus’ “call to action,” as it
were—the positive encouragement for Philoctetes to come to Troy, be healed,
and win glory (1343-1347).

To put this analysis in schematic terms, Neoptolemus’ thought progresses
as follows:
— Iam making claim X about the future (1329-1335).
I will tell you how I know X (1336).
Helenus, an excellent seer, clearly said X (1337-1339).
And in addition to X, he said Y (1339-1341).
— Infact, he staked his life on the truth of these things (i.e., Xand Y) (1341-1342).
Now that you know these things (i.e., X and Y), accede to my request and
take the following actions ... (1343).

Neoptolemus’ consistent focus throughout this passage is on (the whole of)
what Helenus said; there is no hint at any point that any of his demonstra-
tive pronouns (tadta, 1336; Tadta, 1339; 0103, 1339; TdJ¢, 1342) abruptly veers
off from this topic to focus in on just one aspect of Helenus’ prophecy—for
instance, to assert that only one of the potentialities envisioned by the con-
ditional oracle is actually what fate dictates must happen. The interpretation
advanced by Schein and taken for granted by scholars like Winnington-Ingram
does not stand up under scrutiny.

Admittedly, it may feel like an awkward construal of the Greek to imagine
Neoptolemus saying ‘these things must happen’ (3¢t yevéabat tadta, 1339) with
reference to the forecast of a conditional oracle that lays out two mutually
exclusive contingencies (i.e., either Philoctetes will never be healed or he will
be, at Troy, if he comes to sack the city). Nevertheless, such expressions can
indeed be paralleled elsewhere in Greek literature. A clear example of such a
loose usage of the yevéafat Tadta variety occurs in a Xenophontic battle nar-
rative: ‘The seer bade them not to attack until one of their own number was
either killed or wounded. ‘But as soon as that happens’ [Thrasybulus] said,
‘we shall lead on ...” (6 pavtig mapyyyeMev adtols um mpédtepov émitibeabal, mpiv
TAV TQeTEPWY 1) TEToL TIS 1) Tpwlein® émeiday uévtol Tolte yéwntal, Vynadpedo uév,
&on, NS ... HG 2.4.18).3* Here, todto yévytal must refer to the realization of
either of the two possibilities outlined by the seer (i.e., the first death or the

34  Text and translation of Xenophon are from Brownson 1918.

10.1163/1568525X-BJA10270 | MNEMOSYNE (2024) 1-21



THE CONDITIONALITY OF HELENUS’ ORACLE 13

first injury suffered by their side, whichever has priority). A later text evinces
an even closer parallel for Sophocles’ d¢i yevéafat tadta: in Josephus’ rendition
of the story of King David’s punishment for conducting a census of his sub-
jects, the prophet Gad presents the monarch with a choice between three pos-
sible heaven-sent consequences: famine, a military catastrophe, or pestilence.
When a despairing David dithers in making his decision, ‘the prophet said that
this must inevitably come to pass, and bade him give his answer quickly, in
order that he might report his choice to God’ (100 8¢ mpog#tou Tobto Setv €& dvd-
yxns yevéadat gprigavtog xal xeAevovtog dmoxpivaadal Tayws, var avoryyeidy v
alpeaty adtod T e, AJ 7.322).35 Here again, tod7o ... yevéabat appears to refer
to the enactment of any one of the three possible punishments then hanging
over the king’s head, as the prophet has just outlined. Gad certainly empha-
sizes that it is fated (3eiv €€ dvdryxng) that one of these outcomes must tran-
spire, but the terms of this prophecy explicitly allow David to choose which
particular fate the Israelites must endure.36

On the strength of this evidence, I understand that when Neoptolemus
affirms that what Helenus has said must come to pass, his somewhat ellipti-
cal expression Jel yevéafau tadta serves as an economical means of affirming
the essential truth37 of the (full) terms of the oracle as he has just laid them
out: a seer of supreme skill has unambiguously certified that Philoctetes will
never be healed (1329-1330) unless he rejoins the Greek effort to sack Troy
(1332-1335)—these are the things that Helenus says must be. This interpretation
is consistent with the fact that Neoptolemus stresses the oracle’s trustworthi-
ness throughout the passage, as he calls Helenus the ‘best of seers’ (&ptatopov-
715, 1338), emphasizes the clarity of his prediction (cag@g, ibid.), and notes that
the prophet has even staked his life on its accurate fulfillment (1341-1342). By
a similar token, Neoptolemus’ image of the eternal fixity of the sun’s circuit
through the sky (1331-1332) conveys the utter certainty of his conviction. The

35  Textand translation of Josephus are taken from Marcus 1934. N.b. that the oracular phrase
&k dvdrywns finds a further parallel at S. Ph. 1340 (80T’ dvdrynn).

36  Of course, we might press this narrative in various ways and question, for example,
whether God foreknew which choice David would make, and thus whether his choice was
meaningfully free, etc.; and we might raise similar questions about Philoctetes (e.g., could
he really have been permitted to choose never to go to Troy?). But theological specula-
tions about the relationship between fate and free will go well beyond the scope of this
paper and, I suspect, the themes of Sophocles’ drama.

37  Expressions of the type 8¢l tofto yevéaBat occasionally appear in later philosophical and
scientific writing to mark the logical necessity of a given claim or inference; see, e.g., PL.
Phlb. 14a, Arist. Pr. 946b38-39 Bekker.
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truth of the (whole) oracle is at stake, not the supposed necessity that just one
part of it be fulfilled.

Indeed, the only place in this passage where Neoptolemus actually appears
to speak of Troy’s sack in unqualified terms, apparently as an inevitability, is
in his second report of a further part of Helenus’ prophecy: &g éot’ dvdryxy tod
mapeat@Tog Bépoug | Tpoioy aAdvar mdoav (1340-1341). Taken out of context, this
statement might indeed appear to constitute strong evidence that Helenus’
oracle specified in no uncertain terms that Troy must fall—and do so this sum-
mer, even; and if Troy must fall, then we may surmise that Philoctetes is ineluc-
tably bound to rejoin the Greek army after all.38 But of course, the context here
is in fact determinative: coming on the heels of the conditional formulation of
the oracle relayed just seconds earlier (1329-1335), this new assertion naturally
invites us to take the same condition for granted again as Neoptolemus reports
more of Helenus' prophecy.?® This is true both because Neoptolemus (and
the poet) would have felt no need to repeat himself in so short a space, and
because, we should remember, he is conveying separately (1329-1335, 1339-1341)
two parts of a single oracle that was originally delivered as an organic unity.*°
Conversely, to think that Sophocles asks us to revise our understanding of the
oracle so abruptly—to turn on a dime from regarding it as conditional in lines
1329-1335 to “realizing” four or five lines later that it has actually been uncondi-
tional all along—is to accuse the playwright of a most unwonted stylistic slop-
piness or, still worse, intellectual incoherence. Given this wider context, which
does foreground the conditionality of Philoctetes’ participation in the Trojan
War, I would suggest that €01’ dvayxy (1340) should not be rendered as ‘it is
fated) as Lloyd-Jones translates, but rather as ‘it is necessary’.#! Neoptolemus’

38  Cf. Lawrence 2013, 189: “The fall of Troy is also fated to occur this summer according
to Helenus (1338). (Presumably this implies that it is divine will that Philoctetes come
to Troy.).”

39  SoJebb 1890 ad 1339 and on p. xxviii concerning 1340, though in my view he goes on to
confuse the matter: “Then at v. 1340 Helenus is quoted as saying that Troy is doomed to
fall in the summer. The Greeks could understand this only in a conditional sense, since
he had told them that their victory depended on the return of Philoctetes (611 f.). But the
absolute statement in v. 1340 is intelligible, if the seer be conceived as having a previ-
sion of the event, and therefore a conviction that, by some means, Philoctetes would be
brought” (xxviii).

40  Cf. the extended prophecies of epic seers like Tiresias (Od. 11.100-137) or Phineus
(A.R. 2.311-425), which begin by emphasizing contingency but then shift into more uncon-
ditional formulations as their oracles continue.

41 Cf LSJ sv. avaynn Aa with A.2.d. When dvdyxy does refer to fate, this meaning is typi-
cally distinguished by personification or reference to the gods, e.g., the dvdyxn Satpévwv
of E. Ph. 1000. For further examples from tragedy, see Schreckenberg 1964, 72-81.
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rhetorical point is that if Troy is to be taken, it must be taken this summer,
whence the urgency of his mission to recover the Malian bowman.*? Far from
contradicting the foregoing conditionality of the oracle, lines 1340-1341 actu-
ally introduce a new stipulation at a critical moment in the drama, raising the
stakes of persuading Philoctetes by adding a narrow time limit.#3

The same argument is broadly applicable for the other passages in which
the oracle appears unqualified in a brief allusion; these should be read in light
of the clear conditional formulations elsewhere in the play. The importance
of context in such matters may be briefly illustrated by a comparandum from
Archaic epic: the oracle of Gaia and Uranus concerning Zeus’ first marriage
that Hesiod reports in the Theogony. In his summary of this prophecy, the
narrator states baldly that it was ‘destined’ (einapto, 894) that Metis ‘would
give birth’ (AueMev téEeabat, 898) to two children, the latter of whom would
overthrow Zeus as king of gods and men.** Again, quoted out-of-context, this
passage would seem clearly to indicate that Zeus’ downfall was irrevocably
ordained by fate, but of course in actuality, ‘before’ (npéafev, 899) that could
happen, Zeus swallowed Metis and thus obviated the oracle’s fulfillment.*> The
narrator had earlier stated that Gaia and Uranus themselves had advised Zeus
of this stratagem (891-892), so we can assume that their prophecy was in fact
conditional in force (if not also in wording). Attention to the wider context
reveals conditionality concealed beneath apparently categorical language.

Two final, practical considerations. First, in a drama it is only natural for
characters to speak economically and without qualification on a complex
subject some of the time, especially as it suits their rhetorical purpose, but
the reverse is not true.*% For example, supposing that Helenus had originally
said something very straightforward and unconditional (e.g., “Philoctetes is

42 A similar argument may be made concerning ypfjvat at 200, especially because Neop-
tolemus’ vague Aéyetat (199) apparently alludes to this very provision of the oracle that he
cites at 1340, i.e., that Troy must be taken this summer (so Jebb ad loc., but cf. Allan 2011,
9 n. 28). N.b. that Neoptolemus again uses a version of od ... wptv dv to introduce his con-
jecture (cf. 192) that a god has sidelined Philoctetes so that he cannot assault Troy with
his talismanic bow until the city’s time has come (100 py mpdtepov T6v3’ émt Tpoia | Tetvar
0 Bedv dudymra BENY, | mply 88 EBixcor xpdvos, § Aéyetan | xpRvad og’ Omd T@VSe dapfva,
197-200).

43 Simultaneously, the new stipulation is also an assurance to Philoctetes that if he does
choose to accept, his labor will be short, complete by the end of the summer.

44  Text and translation of Hesiod come from Most 2018.

45  West (1966 ad 894) comments of eluapto, “[I]t is a case of something prepared by fate, yet
not inevitable.”

46  For the easy slippage between conditional and unconditional formulations of an oracle in
paraphrases thereof, see further Fontenrose 1978, 13-14.
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destined to take Troy with his bow”), it is most improbable that different char-
acters referring to this oracle should repeatedly import conditional language
that was not there in his clear-cut formulation, whereas it makes much more
sense to truncate a wordy, contingent oracle in short references to it. There
need be no substantive contradiction between the conditional and unquali-
fied formulations of the oracle. Second, I believe we should be careful about
allowing speculations extraneous to the drama to color our interpretation
of the oracle’s function. For instance, we might consider that if the Greeks
had simply cross-referenced Helenus’ conditional oracle with, say, Calchas’
non-conditional prophecy that Troy would fall in the tenth year of the siege
(Il. 2.324-330),%” they might have deduced that Philoctetes’ fate must neces-
sarily lie at Troy. Are we thus entitled to think of Helenus’ oracle as, in effect,
non-conditional? I, for one, would be dubious of any argument that relied
upon such an inference. The problem with marshalling such hypothetical evi-
dence is that Sophocles nowhere invites us to connect the dots in this way.
What matters, rather, is that the Philoctetes consistently frames the oracle in
conditional terms, and thus primed, the vast majority of the audience will pre-
sumably have understood it precisely as such.*8

For all these reasons, Helenus’ oracle is best regarded as conditional, and
thus Philoctetes and Neoptolemus cannot be said to disregard it in the false
ending; they do in fact decide to abide by one of the possible outcomes that
it presupposes, viz. not to go to Troy. The major significance of the oracle’s
conditionality for an appreciation of the play is that it leaves the future open
and uncertain in the eyes of our protagonists, thus lending real gravity to their
choice between Troy and Malis. In this regard as in others Philoctetes resem-
bles the Iliadic Achilles, another figure distinguished by a choice between two
potential fates, to fight at Troy or to sail for his homeland (Il. 9.410-416).#° In
the event, Achilles chooses to stay and fight, slaying Hector as a prelude to
the city’s destruction just as Philoctetes will return to kill Paris before sacking
Troy (cf. I. 15.68-71 with S. Ph. 1426-1428). But before their choices were made
and their lives passed into legend, the narrative portrays these characters as

47  Orfor another non-conditional prophecy of Troy’s destruction, see, e.g., Pi. O. 8.41-46.

48  Tam reminded of the “Cinderella Fallacy” once articulated by American comic book edi-
tor Mort Weisinger: “Everyone knows that at midnight all of Cinderella’s finery changed
back into rags. Yet has anyone ever asked why one of her slippers remained glass?” (quoted
in Tye 2012, 176-177). I take Weisinger’s implication to be that most audience members
accept the framing of a narrative as it is presented to them, irrespective of the subtler
“plot holes” that its lapses in logic might entail.

49  For Philoctetes as an Achilles-figure within the drama, see esp. Blundell 1988, 144.
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believing that events really could turn out differently, and that belief is what
gives their choices weight.

Sophocles dramatizes this potentiality most clearly in the so-called false
ending, where the choices made by Philoctetes and Neoptolemus seem to
be leading them off the rails set out for them by tradition. The conditional-
ity of the oracle is essential in the lead-up to the false ending because it
allows Philoctetes to refuse Neoptolemus’ arguments for sailing to Troy. As
Kitto (1956, 132) understood, an unconditional oracle would have equipped
Neoptolemus with a strong argument indeed—in his words, “What the gods
have decreed must come to pass. Opposition is idle, and can only anger the
gods. I am afraid to sail home with you, lest a bolt from Zeus should destroy us
both.” In Euripides’ hands, Philoctetes might have mounted eloquent coun-
terarguments against this position,5° but evidently Sophocles preferred for
dramatic interest to focus instead on the human question, Philoctetes’ purely
“prudential” choice between the interests of his friend and himself and his bit-
ter grudge against the Greek leadership. Thus the play does not devolve into
a legalistic fable about the importance of “obeying” oracles to the letter, as in
Bowra’s reading of the play.5!

50  Inparticular, Philoctetes might have argued that even if the prophecy must be fulfilled, he,
like Oedipus, is under no obligation personally to promote its fulfillment (Robinson 1969,
47, 52); see further Scodel 1984, 100. More straightforwardly, he might also have raised
doubts about the truth of the oracle or its interpretation (cf. E. fr. 795 Collard and Cropp),
especially since Helenus, as an enemy seer, might well deceive the Greeks with misinfor-
mation. The Herodotean Onomacritus, an Athenian chresmologue who induces Xerxes
to war with Greece by neglecting to report unfavorable oracles (Hdt. 7.6), represents the
danger of uncritical trust in a soothsayer whose interests may not align with one’s own.
In fact, Sophocles anticipates just such objections and has Neoptolemus try to head them
off in lines 1338, 1341-1342 (as noted above). But threats of violence were evidently not
felt to be a wholly satisfactory assurance of Helenus’ trustworthiness in the later myth-
ological tradition. An alternate explanation eventually emerges in which the seer had
become disaffected from the Trojans and thus willing to betray them, usually because he
had been passed over in favor of Deiphobus for Helen’s remarriage following Paris’ death
(Conon 34, Apollod. Epit. 5.9, Q.S. 10.346-357, Serv. ad A. 2166, Tryphiodorus 45-49, Tz.
H. 6.508-515; cf. Dictys Cretensis 4.18). Of course, even if he was aware of it, for chronologi-
cal reasons this solution would not have been available to Sophocles to use in this play:
this version precludes Helenus’ prophesying concerning Philoctetes, because Paris, his
victim, must already have died for Helen to have remarried.

51 For Bowra (1944, ch. 7), the Philoctetes dramatizes the illusion and ignorance under which
human beings operate by showing the failure of the major characters to follow the guide-
lines of Helenus’ oracle. For Philoctetes and, eventually, Neoptolemus, this failure takes
the form of disregarding the gods’ will for Philoctetes to go to Troy, such that Heracles’
intervention is necessary to set aright the divine plan that human fallibility has put awry.
But since, as I have argued, the oracle’s terms are actually conditional, it does not indicate
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Ultimately, the playwright forecloses the aberration threatened by the false
ending via the deus ex machina, but first he allows the plot to develop organi-
cally to its logical conclusion and presents that alternate ending for our con-
templation. One of the chief effects of this plotting technique is the revelation
of character by showing the choices that Philoctetes and Neoptolemus would
have made absent divine intervention.2 To take a parallel case from the Iliad,
when Diomedes rides forth three times to meet Hector in battle, deterred only
by three roars of Zeus’ thunder, he proves his bravery even as he is forced to
retreat (Il. 8.130-171). By the same token, Philoctetes and Neoptolemus arrive
at the false ending through real decisions made in good faith, as if they would
have permanent consequences: a Greek defeat at Troy but also continued sick-
ness for one of them, a retributive invasion of Scyrus for the other, and lives
without martial glory for them both. Such a fate is undoubtedly bleak, and
the audience will doubtless feel that Philoctetes is forcing the pair to adopt
by far the inferior of their two options. Nevertheless, their joint acceptance
of such a ghastly future serves as a revelation of their values, both to the audi-
ence and to each other, even if Heracles waits in the wings to nullify the disas-
trous consequences that their choices would entail. The characters’ freedom
in the false ending to choose either of the oracle’s options makes true tragic
choice possible.

On the one hand, the full extent of Philoctetes’ hatred is here laid bare:
he lets his bitterness and paranoia outweigh consideration both for himself
and his new friend. By allowing Neoptolemus to sacrifice so much for him so
that he can exact personal vengeance on the Greek commanders, Philoctetes
reveals his selfishness and how much he has to learn about both the reciprocity
of friendship and the example of his friend Heracles.53 The false ending is the
low point of Philoctetes’ moral arc, which both prepares for and necessitates
Heracles’ intervention to reverse his intransigence at last. On the other hand,

which choice the gods would prefer. To be sure, it eventually comes out that Zeus, at least,
does want Troy to fall by Philoctetes’ bow, and in that sense Odysseus happens to be right,
for instance, when he claims to be serving Zeus’ will (990; cf. 1116). But what is important
in the play is that the human characters do not actually know the divine will—not until
Heracles definitively reveals “the plans of Zeus” (t& Atds ... fovAedpata, 1415) ex machina
(though cf. n. 1 above). Thus Philoctetes’ rejoinder that Odysseus is using the gods as
deceitful pretexts (991-992) is also correct. It is also unclear whether Zeus approves of
Odysseus’ methods, even if their goals align; cf. Pucci 1994, 38.

52  As per Arist. Po. 1450b8-10, ‘Character [%80c] is that which reveals choice [rpoaipea],
shows what sort of thing a man chooses or avoids in circumstances where the choice is
not obvious’ (trans. from Fyfe 1932).

53  On Philoctetes’ selfishness in the false ending, see Blundell 1989, 217-220; on his failure to
emulate Heracles, see Avery 1965, 295-296; Galinsky 1972, 52-55; Eisner 1979, 332-334.
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the same scene is the high point of Neoptolemus’ moral development, proving
his philia and overturning the doubts sown by his earlier duplicity. This con-
firmation of his good will toward Philoctetes is important for the duo’s future,
because it is only together that they will be able to take Troy, as Heracles fore-

tells (1434-1437):

olte yap ob 1008’ dtep obevelg
€\elv 6 Tpolag mediov o6’ obtog aébev: 1435
G’ WG AEOVTE TUVVOUW PUARTTETOV
obToc ot xai o VS,

For you have not the strength to conquer the land of Troy without him,
neither has he without you; but guard each other like two companion
lions.

The basis of this epic partnership is Neoptolemus’ fellow-feeling for Philoctetes,
rendered unimpeachable by his very real decision to subordinate his heroic
aspirations to Philoctetes’ wishes, even if it means alienation and quite pos-
sibly retaliation from the Greek army. This effect would be ruined if in the back
of his mind Neoptolemus knew, because the oracle was unconditional, that
somehow, someway, he and Philoctetes would get their glory at Troy—if not
now, then at least sometime before the present summer was out. But because
the oracle is conditional, Neoptolemus does not know the future, and there-
fore we know that his sacrifice is serious. There is no need to undermine his
sincerity with supposed knowledge of an unconditional oracle, or to compli-
cate his integrity with charges of impiety.>*

Acknowledgements
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for their comments on earlier drafts of this piece. Any errors that remain are
mine alone.

54  Neoptolemus’ traditional impiety at the sack of Troy is alluded to, however, in lines
1440-1444; see Schein 2013 ad loc.
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