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SHORT-CIRCUITING HEROISM: SUICIDAL ACHILLES(ES)
IN QUINTUS SMYRNAEUS’ POSTHOMERICA

Fotini Hadjittofi

i. posthomeric heroism and suicide

Quintus' Posthomerica is the sole large-scale mythological epic to have sur-
vived from the many centuries that separate Apollonius of Rhodes and Nonnus
of Panopolis. Written most probably in the third century c.e., this poem cre-
ates a bridge between the Iliad and the Odyssey by recounting what happened
at Troy between the moment after Hector’s funeral, which is where the Iliad
left off, and the sacking of the city and dispersal of the Achaean fleet, which
is where the Odyssey picks up the story.1 To create this bridge, Quintus adopts
the persona and style of Homer, going so far as to provide himself with an
autobiographical investiture (12.306–313) at Smyrna, one of Homer’s mythical
birthplaces.2 While he undoubtedly shows awareness of Hellenistic and specifi-
cally Callimachean developments, Quintus clearly subordinates these to his own
poetics, recasting and updating Homer in a number of aspects, including the
literary, the ethical, and the religious.

Scholars have often noted Quintus’ strong moralizing tendencies: his gods
are for the most part dignified and distant,3 and his poem abounds in gnomae,
many of which expound an ethos of endurance, decorum, and acceptance of fate,
which scholars have generally taken to be a mark of Stoicism.4 The main heroes
of Quintus’ poem also behave in a manner which seems to respond to broader
criticism of Homer’s heroes: that is, just like Quintus’ gods, his heroes are also
largely well-behaved. An example often mentioned by scholars is Neoptolemus,
who in many other accounts is a brutal killer but in Quintus inherits the best
traits of his father Achilles (being an astounding warrior) without any of his
moral flaws (being neither impulsive nor overly passionate).5

I gratefully acknowledge the financial support of FCT (Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia),
Portugal, through the project PTDC/LLT-LES/30930/2017 (national funds).

1 On the date of the poem, see Carvounis 2019: xx–xxvi and Greensmith 2020: 24–34. The
text of Quintus is cited from Vian 1963–1969. Translations are adapted from James 2007.

2 For Quintus’ “poetics of impersonation,” see now Greensmith 2020: esp. 158–188 on the
pseudo-autobiographical in-proem.

3 On Quintus’ gods, see Bär 2016; Barbaresco 2021 and 2022.
4 For Quintus’ Stoicism, see Vian 1963: xiv–xviii; Garcı́a Romero 1985, 1986, 1989, and 1990;

Calero Secall 1998a: 104–105, 1998b: 91, and 2000: 198; Maciver 2007, 2012: 39–86 and 87–124,
and 2016; Langella 2016; Greensmith 2020: 136–138 and 318–322. For some dissenting opinions,
see, for example, Gärtner (2014), emphasizing continuity with Homeric practices, and Tsomis
(2018a: 102–105), who argues for influence from popular beliefs and literary topoi without entirely
dismissing Stoicism.

5 See esp. Boyten 2007. Cf. Calero Secall 1998a: 105 for Neoptolemus as a quasi-Stoic sage.
A more detailed study of Neoptolemus’ characterization can be found in Scheijnen 2018: 156–225.
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336 PHOENIX

Quintus’ moral whitewashing of Neoptolemus takes many forms, but perhaps
the most striking is the notorious slaying of Priam by the altar of Zeus during
the sack of Troy. This scene had become emblematic of Neoptolemus’ barbaric
and impious bloodlust in both literature and art.6 Quintus does include it in his
poem: in the last book of the Posthomerica, Neoptolemus encounters Priam by
the altar of Zeus the Guardian and kills him. Before that happens, however,
Quintus stages a dialogue between the two, the effect of which is to exonerate
Neoptolemus by making the murder seem almost like a merciful act. Priam
actually implores Neoptolemus: “Kill me without mercy in my misfortune. I
certainly / after all that I’ve suffered, have no desire to see / the light of the
all-seeing sun. My one wish now / is to perish with my children and so to
forget my grievous / pain and the ugly din of war.”7 Neoptolemus is presented
as almost showing kindness in ending the acute distress under which Priam has
been living. What is elsewhere a brutal killing becomes in the Posthomerica a
mediated suicide.

This article will investigate a series of suicides in the Posthomerica—deaths
that are, in different ways, self-provoked and that result from the heroes’ adop-
tion of an Achillean brand of heroism. It will be argued that in Quintus’ epic
this type of heroism (an overabundance of fierce courage, pride, and passion)
is, on the one hand, incompatible with the new moral ideology espoused in the
poem but, on the other, also recognized as essential, even indispensable, for any
epic in the traditional Homeric mold. Similar to what Philip Hardie (1993:
60–76) has termed the “energy of Hell” (the ceaseless motion and emotive tur-
moil that provide the impetus for new movement in post-Virgilian Latin epic),
the successive explosions of excessive, Achillean heroism both lead to the “short
circuit” of suicide and ultimately endow the epic with a kind of dynamism that
sustains its generic identity and keeps its plot on the right track.

Achilles himself provokes his own death in the third book of the Posthomerica.
At this point in the narrative, Achilles is at his warlike best. He is routing the
Trojans, making the rivers choke with corpses, and finding himself on the cusp
of breaking through Troy’s gates and seizing the city—a possibility that would
entirely derail the mythical plot. Apollo appears on the battlefield and gives
Achilles a stern warning to back off. Showing no respect for the god, the hero
orders him instead to: “Retreat now, far away, and join the rest of the gods / at
home, or I will strike you, immortal though you are.”8 Such an attack against
a god would not be exactly unheard of in the Iliad, where a hero can, and

6 In literature, most famous is Virgil’s version in the Aeneid (2.499–553); in Greek, see Triphio-
dorus’ Sack of Troy 634–641. Calero Secall (1998a: 106) lists further sources.

7 Quint. Smyrn. 13.227–231: kte”non mhd' \l�aire dus‡mmoron: o[ gˆr Ágvge / to”a payWn

ka“ t—ssa lila’omai e�sor‡asyai / Òel’oio f‡ow panderk�ow, úll‡ pou ¾dh / fye”syai `m™w

tek�essi ka“ \klelay�syai ún’hw / leugal�hw `m‡dou te dushx�ow.
8 Quint. Smyrn. 3.51–52: úll' únax‡zeo t÷le ka“ \w mak‡rvn £dow Ällvn / Árxeo, m} se

b‡loimi ka“ úy‡nat—n per \—nta.
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does, strike and injure a divinity,9 but it is not the modus operandi that Quintus
espouses for his morally upright heroes.10 Achilles has transgressed a boundary:
his excessive bellicosity and impiety immediately bring about his own death, as
Apollo shoots a shaft that strikes Achilles’ vulnerable spot, his ankle.

Maria Wenglisnky (1992: 82) rightly argues that by threatening Apollo with
physical violence, Achilles is essentially “asking to be killed.” Like Priam’s
mediated suicide, this almost self-inflicted death exculpates the one who delivers
it: Apollo, having been openly offended, can be relieved of any (philosophical
or moralizing) charge of divine callousness or deviousness. Furthermore, as
Tine Scheijnen (2018: 102) points out, by having Apollo himself kill Achilles,
without using Paris as an intermediary, the Posthomerica stresses Achilles’ larger-
than-life character.11 Achilles is dispatched by a god, not a mortal, and only
at the point when Achilles himself has taken the deluded step of threatening a
divinity—indeed the very god who has been shown to be Achilles’ divine double,
as the hero’s famous wrath is a magnification of the wrath of Apollo against the
Achaeans in Iliad Book 1.12 Achilles may not explicitly ask to be killed, as Priam
does, but his death is provoked by himself and administered by the god who
is the divine equivalent of himself: a god whose wrath tends to be both easily
incited and immediately catastrophic.13 The self-provoked death of Achilles is
the first instance in which a Posthomeric hero embodying an inflexible model
of epic heroism brings about his own demise, perhaps indicating, as early as
Book 3, that this type of heroism has outlived its era—that this is a new epic
world, which does not condone such excessive behavior.

Very soon, however, a new Achillean hero takes the stage: Ajax, who in
Book 5 commits suicide after recovering from his famous episode of madness.14

Poets who composed previous versions of Ajax’s suicide had already cast him
as a second Achilles.15 That Quintus also saw Ajax in these Achillean terms
is obvious from a number of Achillean allusions out of which he crafts this

9 Diomedes wounds Aphrodite and Ares in Il. 5.329–340 and 846–861, respectively; Achilles
fights the river god Xanthus in Book 21.

10 As Carvounis (2024: 193–194) notes, Achilles’ aggression here escalates his last Iliadic en-
counter with the same god, where the hero had declared: “Truly I would punish you, if I had the
power” (Ô s' ©n tisa’mhn, eæ moi dœnam’w ge pare’h, Il. 22.20).

11 Scholars have also noted that, by opting for the version in which Apollo kills Achilles alone
(and not in concert with Paris), the epic is consistent in its tendency to limit any interaction between
gods and mortals to the absolute minimum; see Bär 2016: 223 and Barbaresco 2022: 133–134.

12 See Rabel 1990; cf. Robbins 1993: 19–20 and Mackie 1997: 8–9.
13 Achilles himself seems to know this in the Iliad (24.602–617), when he tells the story of

Niobe.
14 For Quintus’ specifically Achillean Ajax, see Scheijnen 2018: 110–155, with earlier biblio-

graphy.
15 Most notable among these are, of course, Sophocles (Ajax) and Ovid (Met. 13). Quintus may

or may not have read Latin poetry: the most extensive study on Quintus’ allusive engagement with
Virgil, by Gärtner (2005), has been inconclusive. Scholars have, nevertheless, tended to assume
some knowledge of the Latin tradition; see Hadjittofi 2007 and Bär 2022.
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338 PHOENIX

hero. From calling Ajax A�ak’dhn (5.244), thus highlighting his kinship with
Achilles through their common ancestor Aeacus, to presenting him as the martial
double of Achilles in battle, to having Thetis sigh at his resemblance to her son
during the funeral games for Achilles in Book 4 (4.498–499), Quintus’ Ajax
remains throughout a Posthomeric second Achilles.16 Not all of these allusions
can be analyzed here, but two examples from near the end of Ajax’s life will
demonstrate, first, the excesses of his Achillean wrath and, second, the way
this Achillean type of heroism irrevocably leads to self-destruction and points
to Achilles himself as a “suicidal” character.

First, let us consider Ajax’s wrath. When addressing what he thinks is the
slain Odysseus, but is in fact a slaughtered sheep, Quintus’ Ajax angrily says
(5.444–448), “Lie there, you dog! You won’t be mourned with the embrace /
of wife and offspring in their uncontrollable grief / nor by parents, who will
not see you in their need / . . . the birds and dogs will devour you where you
have fallen.”17 This echoes what the Homeric Achilles says to Lycaon in the
Iliad (“lie there now with the fishes”; \ntauyo” nān ke”so met' �xyœsin, 21.122;
he goes on to add that his mother will not mourn at his funeral) and almost
parallels his taunting of Hector, to whom he also declares that his mother will
not mourn at his funeral, but that dogs and birds will devour his body (úllˆ
kœnew te ka“ o�vno“ katˆ p‡nta d‡sontai, Il. 22.354). Very similar speeches
are addressed by Quintus’ Achilles to Penthesileia and Thersites, both of whom
are slain by him in Book 1.18 The denial of burial and defilement of the enemy’s
corpse designate a type of excessive heroism that is, to a great extent, particular
to Achilles.19

Second, let us examine Ajax’s suicide: Ajax’s speech after he has realized
what he has done in his madness and before he plunges his sword into his own
throat is also full of Achillean reminiscences:

úllˆ t’ moi stugero”si met�mmenai \syl˜n \—nta;
\rr�tv &Arge’vn ¥lo˜w strat—w: \rr�tv a�Wn
Äsxetow. o[ gˆr Át' \syl˜w Áxei g�raw, úllˆ xere’vn

16 See also the allusion to the incipit of the Iliad in Quint. Smyrn. 5.149–150: m�ga d' Ássetai

Älgow &Axaio”w, / ke’nvn ¾n tina dein˜w £l+ x—low (“Great will be the Achaeans’ grief / if either of
them [Ajax or Odysseus] is seized by dreadful wrath”).

17 ke”so, kœon: s� gˆr oá ti go}setai úmfipesoāsa / kourid’h metˆ paid˜w ú‡sxeton úsxal—-

vsa / o[ tok�ew, to”w oá ti met�sseai \ldom�noisi / g}raow \syl˜n »neiar, \pe’ nœ se t÷l' úp˜

p‡trhw / o�vno’ te kœnew te dedoup—ta dard‡cousin.
18 See 1.644 (Achilles to Penthesileia): ke”s— nun \n kon’+si kun™n b—siw Òd' o�vn™n; 1.757

(Achilles to Thersites): ke”s— nun \n kon’+si lelasm�now úfrosun‡vn. For Libanius’ Thersites,
see Stenger in this issue (above, 206–223).

19 Other such taunting speeches in the Posthomerica are more restrained and dignified. James and
Lee (2000: 126) list Eurypylus over Nireus (6.385–389); Eurypylus over Machaon (6.414–424 and
431–434); Neoptolemus over Eurypylus (8.211–216); Menelaus over Deiphobus (13.359–373; this
last one insists on justice being served to the latest husband of Helen).
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tim}eiw te p�lei ka“ f’lterow:
(Quint. Smyrn. 5.476–479)

But why, if I’m truly brave, should I stay with those I hate?
Begone the cursed Argive army! Begone the life
I cannot endure! The brave are no longer rewarded; base men
are honored now and preferred.

The last sentence here about the brave not receiving a fair reward (g�raw) has
a clear Achillean ring, recalling not only Achilles’ wrath over his Iliadic g�raw,
Briseis, but also what the hero declared to the ambassadors in Iliad 9 about
the brave and the base being unfairly held in equal honor (\n d� �_ tim_ Òm�n
kak˜w Òd� ka“ \syl—w, Il. 9.319). Moreover, what Ajax says regarding no longer
wanting to live among those he hates (stugero”si met�mmenai) echoes another
specific statement by Achilles, the one he made to Thetis in Iliad 18 about
not wanting to live or be among men (Ändressi met�mmenai, Il. 18.91) while
Hector is still alive. At first sight there is an important difference: Quintus’ Ajax
wishes for his own death in absolute terms; Homer’s Achilles only really wishes
for death conditionally—if Hector is still alive. In the Iliadic conversation with
Thetis, however, it is clear that what Achilles desires, Hector’s death, will soon
be followed by the death of Achilles himself. Thetis immediately replies to her
son that, according to what he has just said, he will be “swift to die” (½kœmorow,
18.95).

The suicidal monologue of Quintus’ Ajax shows the impasse to which Achil-
lean heroism leads. Both the Posthomeric Ajax and the Homeric Achilles
provoke their own deaths: Ajax directly, because he was unable to exact re-
venge; Achilles indirectly, because he insisted on exacting revenge. Both have
stressed the undesirability of life if their enemies can thrive while they, the
self-proclaimed “good” and “brave,” are unable to assert their superiority. Close
parallels between the funerals and laments for Achilles in Posthomerica Book 3
and Ajax in Book 5 confirm the intimate relationship between the two heroes.20

This is even explicitly stated by the narrator in one of the last verses of Book 5,
which affirms that the Achaeans were “stricken with grief; for they had honored
him no less than Achilles” (yum˜n úkhx�menoi: t˜n gˆr t’on åson &Axille”,
5.658).21

20 There are three speeches of lament for Ajax, by Teucer (509–520), Tecmessa (532–558), and
Odysseus (574–597). These are reminiscent of the laments for Achilles in Book 3 by Ajax, Phoenix,
Agamemnon, Briseis, and Thetis; as James and Lee (2000: 17) state, these are “an effective means
of underlining the similar status of the two heroes”; cf. Scheijnen 2018: 152.

21 Calero Secall (1998b: 91) sees the funeral as a means to rehabilitate Ajax, whose only fault was
that he did not know how to accept and deal with his destiny—i.e., he was not a good Stoic—but
even this can be excused within the framework of Stoic determinism. She also argues that Quintus’
Stoic “contacts” (e.g., Marcus Aurelius 3.1 and 10.8.3) must have fomented the notion that suicide
is a legitimate human right, when the preservation of life is not viable. It should be noted, however,
that the Stoic position on suicide had, by Quintus’ time, been partly absorbed by Neoplatonism: a
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340 PHOENIX

With both Achilles and Ajax dead, in the words of Tine Scheijnen (2018:
153), “part of the Iliad dies.” The two Iliadic heavyweights and the kind of
heroism that they represented have fallen, leaving the field open for a new kind
of heroics, one that combines physical strength, wit, and self-control and is em-
bodied by heroes such as Odysseus and Neoptolemus.22 For the following four
books, the epic plods along without any explosions of epic wrath or intense pas-
sion. An instance where such an explosion would have been expected is instead
transformed into a morally edifying story. In Book 9, Odysseus and Diomedes
go to fetch Philoctetes and his famous arrows from the island of Lemnos. The
desolate Philoctetes has every reason to be angry with his former comrades,
who had abandoned him, alone and wounded, to fend for himself on the in-
hospitable island. But as he first sets eyes on them, Athena makes his anger
melt away (x—lon di�xeuen &Ay}nh, 9.404). Athena’s intervention here appears
to be Quintus’ own innovation, relying on the goddess’s similar role at Iliad
1.193–222, where she prevented Achilles from attacking Agamemnon.23 But
whereas the Homeric Athena only averted Agamemnon’s likely murder, leav-
ing Achilles’ wrath to simmer undiminished, the Posthomeric Athena is able
to intervene directly within the psyche and dissolve anger altogether. Later,
when Odysseus and Diomedes address Philoctetes and blame Fate for making
them abandon him, their old comrade “found it easy to put a stop immediately
to his bitter anger, / though before it had been extreme because of all he had
suffered.”24 As Simon Goldhill (2022: 36) argues, in these lines the “ ‘before’
indicates not just Philoctetes’ previous feelings, but also the previous represen-
tations of those feelings within the poetic tradition that Quintus is transforming
so starkly: what once was so bitterly painful and excessive is now melted away.”
In a later dialogue with Agamemnon, which replays the Homeric embassy to
Achilles (though in a much friendlier tone),25 Philoctetes redefines what it means
to be a “good” or “brave” man (\syl—w) when he says, “the mind of a good man
should be pliable. / It is not right to be angry and surly forever.”26 This eth-
ical re-writing of the Homeric embassy represents the Posthomeric agenda of
resistance to wrath and other extreme emotions—what the philosophers would

third-century Neoplatonist such as Plotinus is not strictly prohibitive regarding suicide; see Dillon
1994. For later Neoplatonic discourses on suicide, see Papazian 2005.

22 Note, for example, that, while Apollo wishes to strike down Neoptolemus like he had done
Achilles, and at the exact same spot (ºrmaine bale”n yras�n u<' &Axil÷ow / a[toā, Ðpou ka“

pr—syen &Axill�a, 9.305–306), this is not because Neoptolemus challenged the god, but simply
because he had encouraged the Achaeans to keep fighting until they seize Troy (9.275–283). This
may well draw all the more sharply the contrast between hubristic father and simply valiant son.

23 Ozbek (2022: 155) notes similarities to Athena’s role in dispelling Ajax’s madness at
5.451–452.

24 Quint. Smyrn. 9.423–425: a[t’ka yum˜n / ]hid’vw kat�pausen únihro”o x—loio, / Ákpaglon

t˜ p‡roiye xoloœmenow, Ðss' \pep—nyei.
25 For the parallels, see Vian 1966: 200, n. 6; Schmitz 2007: 77; Ozbek 2022: n. ad loc.
26 Quint. Smyrn. 9.520–521: oåda gˆr qw <s>trept˜w n—ow úndr‡si g’netai \sylo”w, / o[d'

a�e“ xalep˜n y�miw Ámmenai o[d' úsœfhlon.
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call apatheia.27 Philoctetes patently succeeds where both Achilles and Ajax had
failed.

ii. the inevitable suicide of a female achilles

But can an epic poem, and indeed an epic as Homeric as the Posthomerica,
sustain itself without explosions of wrath and intense emotion? If the Posthome-
ric heroes were uniformly as well behaved and forgiving as Philoctetes, could
Quintus’ epic still work as an epic? Arguably, some measure of wrath and uncon-
trollable passion is still a “compulsory” ingredient of the genre, even in a poem
that promotes a philosophizing discourse of endurance and apatheia. In Book
10—the book immediately following the arrival of Philoctetes—we find another
hero who, like Philoctetes, has received a wound which no ordinary doctor can
heal: Paris. His story, however, is one full of anger and extreme emotion, man-
ifested in a character whose female gender has perhaps obscured, in scholars’
eyes, her Achillean, self-destructive heroism. The character is Oenone, Paris’
forlorn wife, whom he abandoned to wed Helen and who alone has the power
to heal his mortal wound, which had been inflicted by Philoctetes’ arrow.

After receiving the wound, Paris travels all the way to Mt Ida where Oenone
lives, apparently cut off from the rest of society. He beseeches her to heal
his wound, at first using an argument that sounds very similar to what various
Achaeans had said to Philoctetes in the previous book: “I did not mean it [to
abandon you]. It was the inescapable Fates that led me / to Helen.”28 As if
sensing that this kind of Stoicizing argument will not have much traction with
his former wife, Paris resorts to further rhetorical appeals, many of which are
directly borrowed, again, from the Homeric embassy to Achilles:

291 ¾pion Ányeo yum—n, Äxow d' úlegein˜n Älalke
. . .

300 lit_w d' úpoyœmia ]�jeiw
a¨ ]a ka“ a[ta“ Zhn˜w \rigdoœpoio yœgatrew
e�s“ ka“ únyrQpoisin ¿perfi‡loiw kot�ousai
\j—piye ston—essan \piyœnousin &Erinn�n

ka“ x—lon. úllˆ sœ, p—tna, kakˆw úp˜ K÷raw Áruke
\ssum�nvw, e� ka’ ti par}liton úfrad’+sin.

(Quint. Smyrn. 10.291 and 300–305)

291 Have a merciful heart and stop my terrible pain.
. . .

300 [Abandoning me] would offend the Prayers,
who are actually daughters of Zeus the god of thunder,

27 See Maciver 2012: 120–121; Greensmith 2020: 318–322: esp. 322 on Philoctetes and Sinon
signaling ideals of acceptance and collaboration as a response to the position of a Greek citizen under
Roman rule; Goldhill (2022: 33–34) comments on the epic’s “repeated warnings against extreme
behaviour and emotions” (34).

28 Quint. Smyrn. 10.286–287: o[k \y�lvn per: Ägon d� me K÷rew Äfuktoi / e�w ^El�nhn.
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342 PHOENIX

and when they are provoked by the pride of human beings,
they pursue them with a hateful spirit of vengeance
and anger. Hurry, my lady, and stop the evil Fates,
even though I did you wrong in my folly.

The half-line “Have a merciful heart” (¾pion Ányeo yum—n, 10.291) is an almost
verbatim echo of what Ajax says to Achilles in the Iliadic embassy (¨laon Ányeo
yum—n, 9.639). The subsequent mention of the lita’ (the personified Prayers or
Entreaties, who are daughters of Zeus and who punish those who ignore them)
takes its cue from Phoenix’s almost identical description of the same lita’ to
Achilles (9.502–513).29 Finally, Paris’ confession that he did wrong in his folly
(par}liton úfrad’+sin, 10.305) evokes Agamemnon’s confession of error and
folly, which set in motion the embassy in Iliad 9.30 The same confession is made,
in fact, by Quintus’ Agamemnon to Philoctetes in the previous book. When the
king greets the hero upon his return, he attributes Philoctetes’ abandonment by
his comrades to a collective act of blind folly (\pe“ úas‡mesya ka“ Òl’tomen
t—de Árgon, 9.509).

As seen above, Philoctetes models the exemplary Posthomeric hero by ac-
cepting the apology and moving past his anger. Not so Oenone, who will insist
on an Iliadic explosion of rage. Just like Achilles, who rejects Agamemnon’s
apology and turns away the embassy, Oenone refuses any reconciliation. Both
Achilles and Oenone find themselves holding the power of life and death over
former friends; Oenone’s marginalized position on Mt Ida, at the fringes of
Trojan society, perhaps even recalls the isolated Achilles of the wrath narrative.
Both Achilles and Oenone feel slighted on account of having suffered an in-
justice that was erotically tinged. Namely, they were both deprived of a sexual
partner (Achilles of Briseis, Oenone of Paris), yet now that their partners are
offered back to them, they are no longer interested.

Oenone’s first reaction to Paris’ speech is to send him back to Helen: “go and
enjoy yourself sleeping with her!”31 (" pariaœvn / t�rpeo, 310-311). This is a
verbatim allusion to Achilles’ dismissive words to Odysseus regarding Agamem-
non in Iliad 9: “let him enjoy himself sleeping with her [Briseis]” (t_ pariaœvn
/ terp�syv, 9.336–337). The image of Helen’s bed returns at the end of
Oenone’s speech, when she tells Paris that that is where he should be moan-
ing and whining in his pain (trœzein pˆr lex�essi peparm�non Älge• lugr!,
10.326). Oenone uses here the relatively rare verb trœzein, which Achilles also
uses to describe the Iliadic embassy speeches as unwelcome whining (qw m} moi
trœzhte, 9.311).

29 For further discussion, see Tsomis (2018b: 177–178), who also notes the religious element in
this argument.

30 Il. 9.119: úas‡mhn fres“ leugal�+si piy}saw (“I went blind, and yielded to my wretched
passion”).

31 This is the translation by Hopkinson (2018). The translation by James (2007) takes the verb,
t�rpeo, to be an imperfect, but the Iliadic allusion strongly suggests that it is an imperative.
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Most impressive of all is Oenone’s wish:

aç g‡r moi m�ga yhr˜w ¿p˜ krad’+ m�now eæh
dard‡cai s�o s‡rkaw, Ápeita d� y' a<ma lafœjai,

o<‡ me p}mat' Áorgaw útasyal’+si piy}saw.
(Quint. Smyrn. 10.315–317)

I wish I had the heart and strength of a savage beast,
first to devour your flesh and then to lap your blood
for the way you made me suffer with your willful folly.

Although there is a female precedent for such a cannibalistic statement in
Hecuba’s outburst of grief in Iliad 24, when she says that she would like to
eat Achilles’ liver,32 both verbally and conceptually Oenone’s explosion of rage
is much closer to Achilles’ own reply to Hector in their duel in Iliad 22, when
Hector beseeches Achilles to respect his corpse, but Achilles rejects the sup-
plication, saying “I wish my strength and heart could drive me / to carve up
your flesh and eat it raw, in return for what you’ve done” (aç g‡r pvw a[t—n
me m�now ka“ yum˜w ún}h / Åm' úpotamn—menon kr�a Ádmenai, o<a Áorgaw,
Il. 22.346–347).33 Like the Iliadic Achilles and the Posthomeric Ajax, Oenone
knows no bounds to her wrath: even the death of one’s enemy is not enough.
Refusing a burial and defiling a corpse mark the point at which a heroic soul
rent by uncontrollable passion has reached the stage of self-destruction.

In Oenone’s case, the death of her former husband paradoxically causes her
anger against him to subside and her previous love for him to resurge. Aban-
doning the role of the wrathful Achilles who rejects ambassadors and suppliants,
Oenone now becomes the inconsolable Achilles who mourns continuously for
Patroclus. Her act of lying down in the Posthomerica, intensely bemoaning Paris
(ke”to bar� sten‡xousa, 10.414) is exactly the same as Achilles lying down in
the Iliad intensely bemoaning Patroclus (ke”to bar� sten‡xvn, 23.60). In both
cases, the wrath has led, whether directly or indirectly, to uncontrollable grief:
Achilles and Oenone have caused the deaths of Patroclus and Paris, respectively,
and they now heavily lament them.

As passionate and uncontainable as her former rage, Oenone’s grief prompts
her to seek Paris’ funeral pyre in the mountains of Ida and—astonishing the
shepherds and nymphs in attendance—to throw herself upon the pyre so that
she burns together with Paris:

ºw Är' Áfh Nœmfh tiw únˆ fr�naw: o· d' \n“ m�ss+
purka•_ ka’onto lelasm�noi Òrigene’hw.
úmf“ d� bouk—loi Ändrew \y‡mbeon, e{te p‡roiyen

32 Il. 24.212–213: toā \gW m�son Çpar Áxoimi / \sy�menai prosfāsa (“in whose liver I wish I
could fix my teeth and feed upon it”).

33 Cf. Tsomis 2018b: 183 on surmising the strength of Oenone’s emotions for Paris from the
Achillean allusion.
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344 PHOENIX

480 &Arge”oi y‡mbhsan úoll�ew úyr}santew
E[‡dnhn Kapan÷ow \pekxum�nhn mel�essin

úmf“ p—sin dmhy�nta Di˜w ston—enti keraun!.
úll' Ðte d' úmfot�rouw ¥lo| pur˜w ¾nuse ]ip|
O�nQnhn te P‡rin te, mi_ d' ¿pok‡bbale t�fr+,

485 d| t—te purka•|n oæn~ sb�san, ¥st�a d' a[t™n
xrus�~ \n krht÷ri y�san. per“ d� sfisi s÷ma
\ssum�nvw teœjanto, y�san d' Ära doiW ¹perye
st}law a¨ per Áasi tetramm�nai Älludiw Ällh,

z÷lon \p' úll}loisin Áti ston—enta f�rousai.
(Quint. Smyrn. 10.477–489)

Such were the inward words of the nymphs, while in the midst
of the pyre that pair lay burning, daylight all forgotten.
Round them the herdsmen stood in wonder, as once before

480 the gathered Argives wondered when they saw
Evadne stretched out on the body of Capaneus,
her husband killed by the grievous thunderbolt of Zeus.
When the fire’s destructive force had consumed them both,
Oenone and Paris, concealed in a single heap of ashes,

485 wine was used to quench the pyre and then their bones
were placed in a golden vessel. Over them a mound
was quickly constructed, on top of which was set a pair
of gravestones turned in opposite directions,
preserving still the bitter enmity between them.

Oenone’s suicide immediately after the death of Paris was part of the literary
tradition before the Posthomerica. It is only in Quintus, however, that Oenone
commits suicide through self-immolation.34 There are at least two reasons why
Quintus may have opted for (or even invented) this particular method of suicide.
The first of these is that Oenone and Paris receive a common burial as a conse-
quence of their burning together on the pyre. This is reminiscent of what hap-
pens with the bodies of Achilles and Patroclus: as narrated in Odyssey 24, after
Achilles’ corpse was burned, his bones were mixed together with those of his
beloved Patroclus and placed inside a golden amphora (xrœseon úmfifor÷a,
Od. 24.74).35 In the Posthomerica, the bones of the Achillean Oenone and
her beloved Paris are placed together inside a golden vessel (¥st�a d' a[t™n
/ xrus�~ \n krht÷ri y�san, 10.485–486). Joint funeral mounds are raised

34 In Pseudo-Apollodorus, Oenone hangs herself (°aut|n ún}rthsen, Bibl. 3.155); in Ly-
cophron, she hurls herself from the topmost towers (pœrgvn úp' Äkrvn pr˜w ne—dmhton n�kun,
Alex. 65); in Parthenius, she kills herself next to Paris’ corpse (diexr}sato °aut}n, 4.7).

35 Note also that at 10.478 the phrase lelasm�noi Òrigene’hw (“daylight all forgotten”; of the
dead Oenone and Paris) echoes lelasm�now \gxei‡vn at Quint. Smyrn. 3.390 (“forgotten now
the work of spears”; said of the dead Achilles), which in turn echoes Od. 24.40: lelasm�now

´pposun‡vn (“forgotten of the work of horsemen”; also of the dead Achilles).
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for each couple. In the Posthomeric mound, enmity and bitterness, like the
quintessentially epic wrath, cannot be entirely suppressed: the grave stelae of
Oenone and Paris are turned towards opposite directions, enshrining in the
landscape the memory of their acrimony.36

A second reason why Quintus may have chosen this specific method of sui-
cide for Oenone is indicated by the text itself, in the simile which compares
her self-immolation to that of Evadne upon the pyre of her husband, Capa-
neus (10.479–482). The explicit evocation of Evadne and the thematic echoes
from Euripides’ Suppliants,37 where her death on Capaneus’ pyre is recounted,
provide an illustrious literary pedigree for Oenone’s act of desperation. But the
comparison with Evadne and Capaneus is also somewhat jarring. Oenone is not
just a faithful wife like Evadne—she was at least partly, if not wholly, respon-
sible for the death of her husband.38 As for Paris, he has absolutely nothing in
common with the gigantic, blasphemous Capaneus, whom Zeus had to kill by
thunderbolt to prevent him from scaling the walls of Thebes.39 The direct ref-
erence here to Capaneus and to Zeus’ thunderbolt (keraun!, 10.482) probably
has less to do with Paris than with Oenone and the type of inflexible Achillean
heroism that she has modeled in the text. By furiously rejecting the plea of her
former husband, Oenone brought about her own destruction. Her explosion of
rage, like the overstepping of Capaneus, is the expression of a short-circuiting
heroism which the Posthomerica seems to condemn, but without which an epic
poem in the Homeric mold cannot fully function.

iii. conclusion

Gigantomachic comparisons mark the deaths of the first two Achillean heroes
in the Posthomerica. Achilles, who is killed by Apollo as a result of his inso-
lence towards the god, is compared to Tityus, the Giant who attempted to rape
Leto but was slain by Apollo.40 Ajax is compared first to Typhon, “blasted by

36 The common tomb of Paris and Oenone is also attested in Strabo, but without the detail that
the stelae are turned towards different directions (t‡fon te gˆr &Alej‡ndrou de’knusya’ fhsin

a[t—yi ka“ O�nQnhw, 13.1.33). For Quintus’ use of landscape markers to link the time of the
narrative to the present and future, see Carvounis 2014: 192.

37 Zanusso (2014: 17) lists the following thematic, though not verbal, echoes: Supp. 1057, 1072,
and 1075: cf. Quint. Smyrn. 10.430–431; Supp. 1038–39: cf. Quint. Smyrn. 10.435–440; Supp.

1002–4: cf. Quint. Smyrn. 10.437; Supp. 1070–71: cf. Quint. Smyrn. 10.464–468; Supp. 1010–11:
cf. Quint. Smyrn. 10.482.

38 For Oenone’s lack of moderation and the contrast with Evadne, cf. Calero Secall 2000:
191–192; also 198–202 on Helen and Oenone: both women lack self-control and sophrosyne, leading
to the adultery of one and the suicide of the other.

39 Capaneus is already called a “Giant” in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes (g’gaw, 424).
40 Quint. Smyrn. 3.392–395: o<ow ¿perf’alow Titu˜w p�sen, `pp—te LhtW / \rxom�nhn PuyW d�

bi‡zeto, ka’ ° xolvye“w / úk‡mat—n per \—nta yo™w ¿ped‡mnat' &Ap—llvn / laichro”w bel�essin

(“As once the insolent Tityus fell, when he assaulted / Leto on her way to Pytho, and Apollo /
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346 PHOENIX

Zeus’ thunderbolts” (Tuf™n ºw t˜n Zhn˜w \nepr}santo kerauno’, 5.485), and
later on, at the moment when his body is consigned to the flames, to Ence-
ladus, equally subdued by “Zeus’ deadly thunderbolt” (Di˜w ston—enti keraun!,
5.641).41 In spite of the female gender of the heroic character who suffers the
suicidal short-circuit here, the mention of Capaneus and his punishment by
Zeus is a likely indication that the same type of excessive heroism is at work in
this episode.

Quintus’ epic seems to warn against the inability of such characters, both male
and female, to resist their strong emotions,42 but at the same time the poem
cannot entirely avoid or suppress the excess of passion that forms an integral part
of Homeric epic territory. In the last book of the poem, a divinized Achilles will
demand the sacrifice of Polyxena, claiming—for reasons he never specifies—that
he is even angrier now than he had been in the past over Briseis (\pe’ sfisi
xQomai Ámphw / m‰llon Át' É t˜ p‡row Brish’dow, 14.215–216). In his final
words in the epic, Achilles is—still or again—angry and demanding a woman
as compensation for his efforts. He threatens to make his comrades suffer,
this time in a storm, unless he receives what he deserves. The very last hero
whose fate is recorded in the poem is the Locrian Ajax, the blasphemer rapist
of Cassandra, who is punished while still railing against the gods: as Poseidon
hurls a whole hill on top of him, this Ajax (like the one before him in Book 5)
is compared to the giant Enceladus.43 Like Achilles, the Locrian Ajax brings
about his own death by challenging and provoking the gods.44 The Posthomerica
can warn against the short-circuiting, suicidal heroism that was first embodied

in anger swiftly slew him with his speedy shafts / in spite of his boundless strength”). The fullest
study of gigantomachic comparisons in the Posthomerica is Baertschi 2019, but its approach is chiefly
metapoetic.

41 An earlier simile (at 1.516–519) compares the martial achievements of Ajax and Achilles to
Otus and Ephialtes, who famously tried to scale Olympus, but the point here is not to call attention
to the punishment of the two gigantic brothers, which is not mentioned in the simile itself. For the
different temporality of this simile, which presents the gigantomachic threat as still in action, see
Greensmith 2020: 243–244. For the focalization of the simile through the intra-diegetic Achaeans,
who rejoice at the intervention of Ajax and Achilles, as creating an ambivalent effect between
horror and pleasure, see Baertschi 2019: 192–193. Interestingly, Virgil’s Aeneas is also compared
to a theomachic monster, the hundred-armed Aegaeon (10.565–568) at his most Achillean moment
(when he rages in battle after the death of Pallas); here too the punishment of the monster is not
included in the simile.

42 Cf. Goldhill 2022.
43 Quint. Smyrn. 14.582–586: e{te p‡row meg‡loio kat' &Egkel‡doio daÞfrvn / Pallˆw úeira-

m�nh <S>ikel|n \pik‡bbale n÷son / ³ ]' Áti ka’et<ai> a��n ¿p' úkam‡toio G’gantow / a�yal—en

pne’ontow Ásv xyon—w: Ãw Ära Lokr™n / úmfek‡lucen Änakta dus‡mmoron oáreow Äkrh (“As
long ago upon the giant Enceladus warlike / Pallas lifted Sicily and hurled it down, / so that still
it burns with the invincible giant’s / fiery breath below the ground; like that / the mountain crag
then buried the hapless lord of the Locrians”). For this comparison within the context of a nexus
of themes in the final book which mark the end of an era, see Carvounis 2007.

44 For the connections between the Locrian Ajax and Achilles, see Greensmith 2020: 274.
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by Achilles, but it can never entirely dispense with it. Its eruptions accompany
the poem until its very end.
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