Imitating Philoctetes: the mimetic mode of the chorus in the Parodos and the first Stasimon of
Sophocles’ Philoctetes

Several previous studies have identified moments in Sophocles’ odes where the chorus are
mimetic and/or draw attention to the ‘here and now’ of their own performance (e.g. Calame 1999:
126-127, Easterling 1997: 157, Heikkila 1991, Henrichs 1995, Davidson 1986, Nagy 2013: 247,
Weiss 2018: 52, Piperias 2021), but no special attention has been paid to the Philoctetes. In this
paper I argue that the chorus of Sophocles’ Philoctetes use their song and dance to dramatize
Philoctetes’ offstage sounds and actions mimetically for the audience in their first two odes. In
doing so, they communicate their sympathy for him and guide the external audience’s emotional
response toward empathy for the tragic hero.

In the Parodos, I demonstrate that the chorus act as a ‘musical interpreter’ of Philoctetes’
vocal behavior, by imitating Philoctetes’ nonverbal offstage sounds in their onstage song. Although
the chorus cooperate in Odysseus’ intrigue throughout the play (Schein 2013, 18), in the Parodos
they declare their sympathy to Philoctetes. As interpreters on stage, they frame Philoctetes’
groaning as “a crash that has been plainly heard” (mpovpdvn xtdmoc, 203), suggesting a connection
to their own onstage vocalizations. Their comments on the alternating directions of Philoctetes’
sound (7} mov THid” 7 o€ tOMwV, 204) evoke the experience of the audience who see and listen to
the chorus’s own spatial alternations on stage. The chorus repeatedly emphasizes Philoctetes’ vocal
qualities (étopa eBoyyd “the true voice” 205-206, Bapeio avda “the loud cry” 208) while also
singing themselves. Through their mimetic imitation, they make these described vocalizations
resonate with their present performance on stage.

In the same vein, the chorus introduce themselves in the first Stasimon as Philoctetes’ choral
proxies, by merging their performance with his vocal and bodily expressions of suffering. The
spatial restrictions of his isolation have forced Philoctetes to confront his own voice and bodily
pain. In deciding to communicate the tragic hero’s torments to the external audience, the chorus use

their body and voice to tell on stage the so-far-untold experiences of the isolated, tragic hero. In



doing so, they employ language suggesting a connection between Philoctetes’ sufferings and their
own choreia. Thus, the BapvPpmg (“gnawing”, 693) wound also stands in for the chorus’ loud voice,
while the phrase avtitvmog otévoc (“echoed lament”, 693) refers not only to Philoctetes’ “groaning
lament evoked in response” (Schein, 2013: 233 ad 692-5), but also to the structure of their own
song, that is, antistrophic responsion. When they say that Philoctetes “was creeping and crawling
either this way or that” (glpne & 8Alot” dAA<ay>@ / ToT” dv eilvdpevoc, 703), the chorus deploy
their artistic stage movements to replicate Philoctetes’ disorderly body behavior.

Despite Odysseus’ commands, the chorus of sailors sympathizes with Philoctetes. And this
emotional involvement allows the chorus to transcend their diegetic function and deploy their

mimetic role, thus imitating the voice and movements of Philoctetes through their own choreia.
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