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"Homeric Phthia"
By C.l. MACKIE

T HIS PAPER DEALS with references in the Iliad to the various "homes" of
Achilles-his war camp on the shore at Troy, his main homeland of

Phthia in Thessaly, and indeed his appointed end in the afterlife itself. The
initial focus of attention is the location of Achilles' camp within the Greek
army at Troy, but the primary subject of discussion is his Thessalian
background. The case is put forward that the clear textual identification for
the location of his camp at Troy (8.222-26=11.5-9), runs counter to the
comparative obscurity of Phthia within the Greek cultural context. The
central argument of the paper is that in later books of the Iliad a play on
words takes place that associates Phthia with the land of the dead. This
association of Phthia with Hades accompanies Achilles' sudden
determination to kill Hector, after the death of Patroclus is announced to him
(in Book 18). As Achilles' own doom draws closer, so Phthia becomes
imbued with a sense of death and descent. The paper concludes with a brief
discussion of references to Phthia in Euripides' Iphigeneia at Aulis and
Plato's Crito. In these references the death-associations inherent in the name
Phthia help to inform the imminent deaths of Iphigeneia and Socrates.

Homer's Iliad rarely seeks to identify precisely where individual
landmarks around Troy are located in relation to one another. As readers, we
are conscious that the text refers to many different landmarks-trees,
waterways, gates, walls, tombs, and so forth-and reference to these helps us
to visualise the topography and the physical setting for the war at Troy. But it
is virtually impossible to map out these landmarks with any precision, even if
one wanted to, in that reference is usually made to them for the sake of the
immediate narrative contexts in which they lie. 1The same is true of the
locations of individual Greek camps within the army. Little attention within
the poem is paid to identifying precisely where the Greek camps are situated

1. See, for instance, the tomb of lIus, who is the eponymous founder of Troy, and grandfather of Priam
(cf. 20.230-36). The tomb of Ilus is referred to at 10.415; 11.166,371-72; and 24.349 in very different
narrative contexts. Hainsworth (1993) (in his notes to 10.415-17 and 11.166) describes this tomb as one of the
"permanent landmarks" of the Iliadic Troy. Despite its prominence however, it is impossible to identify a
specific location for it in relation to other landmarks (although it is described as "distant from the surf"
[vooq>lV (nrc q>AO(O~OV, 10.416]).
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164 COLBY QUARTERLY

in relation to each another, and indeed there are some inconsistencies in the
references that are to be found. 2 Given the overall absence of specific detail
about the positions of the Greek princes, it seems to be very significant that
three of them, Odysseus, Ajax, and Achilles, are identified clearly in relation
to one another. Twice we are told that Achilles and Ajax are situated on the
flanks of the army, and that Odysseus is right in the middle. The first of these
passages (8.222-26) describes Agamemnon's attempt to attract the attention
of the Greek army by standing on Odysseus' ship. The second (11.5-9) deals
with the figure of Eris, who is intent on stirring up the Achaeans.

OTi; 8' ElT' 'Oovooi;os ~EyaKnTElvnt ~EAa(VT],

il p' EV ~EooaTct> EOKE YEYWVE~EV Cx~<pOTEpWOE.

i)~EV ElT' AlavTos KAlo(as TEAa~wvlaoao

i)o' Elf' 'AXlAAi;os. TO( p' EoxaTa vilas Etoas
Elpvoav, i)VOPET] lTiOVVOl Kal KapTE'( XElpWV'

(II. 8.222-26 [=11.5-9])3

He stood on the great-hollowed black ship of Odysseus
which was in the middle, so that he could shout out to both sides,
both to the shelters of Telamonian Ajax, and to those of Achilles;
since these two had drawn up their well-balanced ships
on the flanks, trusting in their courage and in the strength of their hands.

The significant thing about these passages is the way that the positions of the
three within the army help to inform their heroic roles and characters within
the poem as a whole. The Odysseus figure of the Iliad is a fundamentally
gregarious individual, one who draws his power from being at the heart of
the community of the princes. He is an integral figure in the various
processes of decision-making within the debates and discussions. 4 It is
appropriate in this context that he has his ship right in the centre where
important decisions are made. Achilles and Ajax by contrast are located at
either end of the line of ships (eoxoTo, "flanks," 8.225;11.8), and this is
testimony to their greatness as warriors. Both of them have faith in their own
martial abilities, and this is an integral part of their placement within the line

2. For some of the difficulties involved in reconstructing the order, see Janko (1992), 13.681 n., who
discusses Aristarchus' claim to have established the order of Greek camps. See too J. Cuillandre, (1944), 23
34.

3. Translations from the Greek in this paper are my own. It is worthy of note that only a minority of
mss. retain 8.224-26 (that is, the placement of the camps of Ajax and Achilles on the flanks in the earlier
episode). These lines are more appropriate to the later episode involving Eris than the former (on this see Kirk
[1990], ad 8.223-26), although they are not entirely inappr{)priate to Agamemnon's action.

4. For some of the main references, see 1.430ff. (Odysseus takes Chryseis back to her father); 2.246ff.
(Odysseus upbraids and beats Thersites); 2.284ff. (Odysseus' speech in the assembly); 4.338ff. (he is rebuked
harshly by Agamemnon); 9. 168ff. (Odysseus is a prominent member of the embassy to Achilles), and the
principal spokesman (9.225ff. and 677ff.); 10.248ff. (he goes out on his spying mission with Diomedes-the
"Doloneia"); 14.82ff. (he accuses Agamemnon of cowardice).
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C.l. MACKIE 165

(8.226=11.9).5 But their positions on the flanks are also appropriate to their
marginal roles in the decision-making of the entire Greek army within the
Iliad itself. Ajax plays no part in counsel at all, apart from his limited
involvement in the embassy to Achilles in Book 9.6 And Achilles withdraws
himself from the Greek army entirely after his dispute with Agamemnon in
the first book of the poem. Achilles is characterized by his separation and
isolation from the community of warriors in the Iliad, and his position on one
of the flanks helps to convey this. On the basis of the two references to his
position in the army one might think of Achilles within the poem as situated
physically somewhere between the Greeks and the marine realm of his
mother Thetis. The placement of his encampment within the army is
appropriate to his frame of mind and his modus operandi after the dispute
with Agamemnon.

The unambiguous identification of Achilles' position within the army at
Troy should be contrasted with the obscurity of his homeland on the Greek
mainland. Unlike many of the Greek princes in the poem who have a clearly
discernible quasi-historical provenance, Achilles has a rather more
mysterious background. It will not be the task of this paper to consider the
Homeric references to Phthia within the context of known Thessalian
geography and history.7 Scholars from Hellenistic times have explored the
Thessalian backgound of the lliadic Achilles, not always with great success.8

The task in this paper is rather to consider the apparent linguistic connection
bound up in the <p81- element, between Homeric Phthia and <p8ivw/
<p8ic.u/<p81vv8,w ("waste away," "perish"). This linguistic connection,

5. It is worth noting the references to Ajax as the best warrior after Achilles (2.768-69 and 17.278-80).
Such references of course accord well with their respective positions on the flanks.

6. For Ajax's part in the embassy to Achilles (9.168ff.), see 9.223 (he nods to Phoenix), and 624-42
(his speech to Odysseus urging him to quit the mission).

7. Sir Denys Page (1959) 126, expressed concern about the homeland of Achilles, the fact that the
greatest warrior of the poem is situated in a comparative backwater: "one thing is clear enough, that the
greatest hero of the Iliad is being confined to a relatively obscure and insignificant territory...." Page's
premise was that Achilles should have a homeland that befits his greatness within the poem because anything
less does him a disservice. My own view by contrast is that there are good literary grounds for the
"insignificant territory" which is allocated to Achilles; and by no means does his homeland need to have the
same kind of political and military importance as that of Agamemnon. Indeed the whole conflict between
Achilles and Agamemnon in the Iliad is constructed around different kinds of identities and strengths which
the two of them possess. This means in practice that there are good literary reasons for ensuring that Achilles
does not have a powerful political and military background at home like that of Agamemnon behind him. Cf.
Kirk (1985) 186: "(Achilles) was a well-known individual fighter in the poetical tradition, but that does not
mean that like Agamemnon he had to be a great ruler back on the Greek mainland."

8. See Hainsworth (1993) 115, ad 9.395; and Janko (1992) 133, ad 13.685-88. Strabo in particular goes
into great detail in order to resurrect the original homeland of Achilles (Geographia, 9.5.5-14). Strabo begins
with the Homeric references to the homelands of Achilles, and then considers them in a much wider mythical,
historical, and geographical context. There is no real doubt in Strabo's mind about the historicity of the places
from where Achilles is supposed to have come. The historian's task as he sees it is to try where possible to
clarify the various obscurities that lie in Homer's text in the matter of Thessalian geography, of which he
admits there are many.
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166 COLBY QUARTERLY

whether real or imagined, is played upon by the poet in later books (Books
18 and 19), after the death of Patroclus, and thus the name of Achjlles' home
region in Thessaly becomes associated with the notion of death and descent.
This is appropriate in one sense because by this stage of the poem events
have created their own momentum; the message to Achilles of Patroclus'
death, and the subsequent determination of vengeance against Hector (both
described in Book 18), mean that Achilles will never return home, but rather
he will die at Troy at the hands of Paris and Apollo. Within the later books of
the Iliad Achilles has to confront his imminent death (cf. 18.95ff.; 19.408ff.;
22.358ff.; 24.131-32; and also Ode 11.465ff. and 24.15ff.); and a play on
words takes place that links together his fate and his homeland.

In order to examine this it is worth listing the references to Phthia (and
Hellas) within the Iliad itself. This will reveal a significant distinction in the
way that the name is used before the commencement of Book 18, and after it.
Prior to Antilochus' message to Achilles of the death of Patroclus (18.18ff.)
Phthia functions as the name of a specific homeland in the normal fashion,
without any particular resonance beyond the name itself. Thus it functions
much as the name Argos does for Diomedes, Ithaca for Odysseus, Sparta for
Menelaus, and so forth. After the death of Patroclus however, when the fact
of Achilles' own doom becomes clearer and much more immediate (as it
does at 18.95ff.), Phthia becomes more closely associated with notions of
death. This change in the nuances of the language in the latter part of the
poem parallels the fundamental transformation that takes place within
Achilles himself. In response to the death of Patroclus Achilles enters into a
state of extreme grief (18.22ff.), and separates himself from those around
him by rejecting the basic elements of life (especially food and drink).9 By
deciding in no uncertain terms that he will kill Hector, Achilles confronts the
fact that hi~ next journey is to Hades, not to Thessalian Phthia.

Altogether the name Phthia is cited eleven times in the first sixteen
books of the Iliad before the death of Patroclus, and three times afterwards.
Worthy of note is the fact that the name of the region appears only in
speeches, apart from the reference to it in the narrative of the Catalogue
(2.683).10 Of the eight speeches in which the name occurs in the Iliad, four
are uttered by Achilles himself. There are six references to Phthia in quick

9. For Achilles' rejection of food and drink, see especially Book 19 where the subject is a very
prominent one (155ff.; 216-37; 303-08; 319-21; 342ff.). In the later books of the Iliad Achilles also denies
himself a bath, sleep and sex, until Thetis convinces him (24.128ff.) that he should change his modus
operandi. The final book of the poem therefore deals with his "restoration" into life prior to his imminent
physical death (cf. 24.132).

10. //.1.155 (Achilles); 1.169 (Achilles); 2.683 (Catalogue narrative); 9.253 (Odysseus); 9.363
(Achilles); 9.395 (Achilles); 9.439 (Phoenix); 9.479 (Phoenix); 9.484 (Phoenix); 11.766 (Nestor); 16.13
(Achilles); 19.299 (Briseis); 19.323 (Achilles); 19.330 (Achilles). Od.11.496 (Achilles).
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C.J. MACKIE 167

succession in Book 9, which goes some way to underlining the past
relationship at home between Achilles and Phoenix. Achilles threatens to
return to Phthia (9.356ff.) despite pressure from Odysseus and Phoenix, who
both recall the day when Peleus sent him to Agamemnon (9.253=9.439; cf.
11.766, when the same formula is used of MenoetiuslPatroclus). As it turns
out, any prospect of Achilles returning home is ended when Patroclus, under
no small pressure from Nestor (11.645ff.), decides to reenter the fray even
without his master (16.21ff.), and is duly killed by Hector. Our first task
therefore is to consider references to Phthia in the first sixteen books of the
Iliad, which are cited as follows:

1: 1.155-56: "Never in deep-soiled fertile Phthia did (the Trojans) lay waste
my crops" (ouBe lTOT' ev <pell] epl~wAaKl ~c.uTlaVElpl] IKaplTOV
eBllATlOavT'). Achilles says this to Agamemnon in the context of the dispute
between the two of them, insisting that he has no personal animosity towards
the Trojans.

2: 1.169-70: "Now I shall go to Phthia, since it is better by far to go back
home with my curved ships...." (vOv B' ETlll <D8l11vB', eTTEl n lTOAU
q>epTEpov eOTlv Io'(KaB' '(IlEV ouv Vf)VOl KOpWVlOIV). Achilles utters this at
the end of the same speech as above, no. 1. Like most threats to go home this
proves to be no more than rhetorical posturing; but it is significant that twice
in the heat of the dispute with Agamemnon Achilles refers by name to his
homeland.

3: 2.681-85: "Now those again that inhabited Pelasgian Argos, and dwelt in
Alus, and Alope, and Trachis, and that held Phthia and Hellas, land of
beautiful women, were called Myrmidons and Hellenes and Achaeans, of the
fifty ships of these the commander was Achilles." (NOv au TOUS 00001 TO
nEAaaylKov "Apyos Evalov, IOft T' "AAOV Oft T' 'AAOTTllV Oft TE TpllXlva
vellovTo, I off T' ETxov <P8lf)V TiB' fEAAaBa KaAAlyvvalKa, IMVPlllBoVES
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4-9: There are six references to Phthia in Book 9 which occur in quick
succession as follows:

11. For the historicity of the places cited, see Kirk's notes, (Kirk [1985]) ad 2.681, 682, 683-84.
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9.252-53: "Surely thus your father Peleus advised you on the day when
he sent you from Phthia to Agamemnon" (n ~EV 001 yE TraTr,p
ETrETEAAETO nllAEVS I n~aTl Tt;) aTE 0' EK <D8111S 'Aya~E~vov1

TrE~TrE). Odysseus utters this as part of the embassy sent by Agamemnon
to try to get Achilles to return to the fighting. Similar sentiments are
referred to elsewhere in the poem (cf. 7.124-28; 11.786-89; 18.324-27;
and note that 9.253=9.439=11.766).
9.363: "On the third day I would come to deep-soiled Phthia" (nllaT1 KE
Tp1TeXTe+> <D8111v EP1~cuAov iKo1~I1V). This is part of Achilles' threat to
go home which he utters to the embassy of the Greeks; although of
course he never acts on it. In an important post-Homeric reference to
Phthia, this line is quoted, with the appropriate adaptation, by Socrates in
Plato's Crito (on which see below).
9.395-96: "There are many Achaean maidens throughout Hellas and
Phthia, daughters of great men...." (whom Achilles could marry)
(TrOAAO\ 'AXOftOES Eio\v av' fEAAeXoa TE <D8111v TE, I KOVp01
a p 10 Tn cu v). This statement is part of Achilles' rejection of
Agamemnon's offer to give him one of his three daughters in marriage
with a full and generous dowry if he will only return to the fighting.
9.439 (=9.253): "On the day when he sent you from Phthia to
Agamemnon" (fl~aT1 Tt;) aTE 0' EK <D81fJS 'AyallEllvoV1 TrEllTrE). This
time the line referring to the day of Achilles' departure from Peleus at
Phthia is uttered by Phoenix as part of his attempt to pressure Achilles
back into the fighting.
9.478-80: "Then I fled away through spacious Hellas and came to deep
soiled Phthia, mother of flocks, to lord Pelel1s" (<pEvyov ETrE1T'
aTreXvEv8E 01' fEAAeXOOS EvpvX6p010, I <D81fJV 0' E~lK611fJV

Ep1~~AaKa 11I1TEpa ~nACUV I ES nllAfia Civax8'). The speaker is
Phoenix, who tells the story of how he came to live in Phthia after a
serious dispute with his father Amyntor (9.444ff.).
9.483-84: "He made me rich, and gave me many people, and I lived in a

remote part of Phthia" (Kat ll' a<pVE10V EafJKE, TrOAVV OE llOl WTraOE
Aa6v· Ivaiov 0' EOXaT111V <D8111S). This is part of the same speech of
Phoenix as the above in which he explains how he came to rule over the
Dolopians.

10: 11.766 (=9.253=9.439): "On the day when he sent you from Phthia to
Agamemnon" (nllaTl Tt;) aTE 0' EK <Da1llS 'AyallE~voV1 TrEllTrE). Nestor is
the third of the Greeks to refer to the day of their departure from Phthia to
Agamemnon, although this time the reference is to Menoetius arranging the
despatch of his son Patroclus to Agamemnon. This particular reference to
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Phthia is part of the strong pressure that Nestor brings to bear upon Patroclus
to get him and Achilles back into the fighting.

11: 16.13: "Have you alone heard some message from Phthia?" (TiE TIV
ayyEAillv <Dains E~ EKAVES oTos;). In this reference Achilles investigates the
reason for the tears of Patroclus, who has just been among the wounded
Greek warriors (as described in Book 11), and is greatly affected by their
suffering at the hands of the Trojans.

The emphasis given to Phthia, especially in Books 9, 11 and 16, reflects
the strong pressure that Achilles and Patroclus are under from their Greek
allies to return to the fighting. The name of Achilles' homeland arises again
and· again as a direct consequence of the nature of the dispute with
Agamemnon. For the most part the name Phthia in the above passages is
devoid of any particular linguistic associations beyond the name itself. That
is to say, as far as I can see, the name of the region does not have any
particular association with death or the afterlife through a wordplay on
Phthia/cpaiw. Nevertheless, such a sense is never very far away even in the
earlier books. In the exchange between Achilles and the embassy in the ninth
book, the notion of Achilles' return home is envisaged as a kind of "death" to
his heroic aspirations. Thetis has spell out for him a fairly stark heroic choice
which Achilles now reconsiders. He informs the eInbassy that Thetis had told
him of a twofold destiny; first, if he stays at Troy and fights about the city,
his "return home is lost" (WAETO J,lEV J,lOl VOOTOS, 9.413), but he will have
an "unfailing renown" (KAEOS acp81Tov, 9.413). But if he goes home to his
dear native land his "glorious renown is lost" (WAETO IJOI KAEOS Eo8AOV),
but his life will be longer (9.414-16). Thaf is to say the bare choice for
Achilles is between a) a return home (Phthia) with a long life, or b) death at
Troy with imperishable renown (KAEOS a~Tov). Going home to Phthia will
ensure the "withering away" of his reputation as a warrior. Both options
presented to Achilles by his mother involve gain and loss, and the cp81- root
plays a critical part in conveying these. 12 At this stage of the poem in Book 9
Achilles can claim to have a real choice available to him, and so Phthia does
not represent death in the physical sense, but rather a possible death to his
KAEoS ("renown"). But this all changes with the news (in Book 18) of

12. Nagy (1979) 174ff., has an important discussion of the <p8,- root, including the diction used in
Homer and other poets. Worthy of particular note is his discussion of the notion of vegetal decay embodied in
the <p8,- root. In his discussion, Nagy points out, p.185, that "the overt Diadic contrast of kleos aphtbiton with
the negation of kleos in the context of Phthm is remarkable in view of the element pbthi- contained by the
place name. From the wording of Iliad IX 412-416. we are led to suspect that this element phtbi- is either a
genuine formant of Phthi! or is 'at least perceived as such in the process of Homeric composition."
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Patroclus' death. Achilles can now foresee his own death, and, appropriately,
at this point Phthia acquires its death-associations. Below are the principal
references within the latter part of the poem:

1: 18.79-100: In the first part of Iliad 18, Thetis in the depths of the sea hears
the terrible grief that has enveloped Achilles after news of Patroclus' death
has been conveyed to him by Antilochus. Upon her arrival in his presence
Thetis asks Achilles (73ff.) why he weeps and what grief has come upon
him? Achilles replies (79ff.) that Patroclus has died and that Hector his killer
holds his armour. He laments the fact that his mother had not stayed among
the immortals in the sea where she would never have married Peleus. But
now, he says, she will have a boundless grief for her "dead son" (lTaiOes
alTO~l.lEVOiO, 89) whom she will not be welcoming home; for at this point
he announces his determination to kill Hector (91-93). Thetis (95-96)
confirms Achilles' sense of his own doom by stating that his death will soon
follow Hector's. Achilles responds that this is the way it should be, seeing
that he was not there when Patroclus "perished far from his own land"
(TllA08i lTclTPllS IE~T', 99-100). In this particular exchange the recurring
focus of their attention is that death robs them both, Patroclus and Achilles,
of their return home. In both cases the notion of death, first that of Achilles
(alTO~IJEVOlO, 89), and then that of Patroclus (E~Tt, 100), is expressed
by the cp8i- root. These references to death are juxtaposed with references to
home (TQV ... a{Kaoe vooTnaavT', 89-90 and lTclTPllS, 99). As with 9.412
16 (above) the name Phthia is not mentioned per se, but there certainly seems
to be an implicit play on the name in the juxtaposition of death and home.

2: 19.295-337: Two speeches in which Phthia is closely associated with
physical death are uttered by Briseis and Achilles to the dead Patroclus.
Briseis has just returned from her time in the possession of Agamemnon,
only to find Patroclus dead. She then utters a lament for Patroclus and
recounts how he used to give her solace at critical moments. In this context
she refers specifically to Patroclus' statement that Achilles would one day
take her in his ships to Phthia, and have a marriage feast there among the
Myrmidons. In this context there is a juxtaposition between Phthia and the
dead Patroclus (<1>8l11v, 299/ Te8vlloTa, 300), which is amplified in the
following lines. For after Briseis utters her lament, the Greek princes urge
Achilles to eat something, but he will do nothing of the sort (301ff.). In the
company of the inner circle of the princes he then addresses the dead
Patroclus himself (315ff.), and states that he could not suffer anything worse
"not even if I should hear of the death of my own father (ovo' e'{ Kev TOO
lTaTpes alTO~IJEVOlO lTv8ollJllV, 322) who now perhaps in Phthia (OS
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nov vCiv <D8rDcpI, 323) sheds tears for the lack of such a son as me." Slightly
later in this speech to the dead Patroclus Achilles conveys the same stark
association between death and Phthia. He states (328-30) that until now the
heart in his breast had hope that he alone "would perish" (~OEOeal, 329)
far from horse-nourishing Argos, but that Patroclus would "go back home to
Phthia" (<D8rDvoE VEEo8al, 330).13

In light of this brief survey of the various textual references within the
Iliad we can probably come to two basic conclusions about Homeric Phthia.
First is its comparative insignificance and obscurity in the physical setting of
the Greek homeland as referred to in the Iliad. Achilles may be clearly
identifiable on the flank of the Greek army at Troy, but his homeland is
rather more obscure. As many scholars have found, including Strabo, the
Iliad is not the place to find a detailed and accurate account of the landscape
of the archaic Greek world, and this is undoubtedly true of Achilles'
homeland in Thessaly. Phthia itself is little more than a name throughout
most of the poem, whether it be in the narrative of the Catalogue in Book 2,
or in the various speeches in which it is mentioned. We can respond to this
by trying to recover, or uncover, the "real" world of Phthia by analysing later
references to it. But this approach tends to miss the point of what is going on
in the Iliad. The obscurity of Achilles' background goes some way to
enhancing the sense of separateness and mystery that characterizes him, and
the task of trying to fit him into a neat geographical landscape has an
inherent danger of missing an essential aspect of his Iliadic persona. The
second point, one which has been identified for a long time now, is that the
name Phthia is used within the Iliad to enhance Achilles' association with
death and the afterlife. 14 But what is less' well recognised is the rather
significant chang~ in the use of the name of the region within the poem itself,
one that accompanies the transformation in Achilles' destiny. That is to say,
before he hears about Patroclus, Achilles can at least claim the right and the
freedom to go back to his home in Thessaly. It may be all bluff (as the threat
to go home usually is in the Iliad), but Phthia is a real option for Achilles
early in the poem, if he is prepared to pay the price (i.e. the loss of his
"imperishable renown," KAEOS acp8lTov, 9.410-16).15 Hence the name Phthia

13. Cf. the juxtaposition in the Odyssey (in the speech of Achilles in Hades) of death and Phthia
(naolv VEKUEOOl KaTaq>61~evololv avaooElv, "to lord over all the perished dead" [Od. 11.491] and <t>6illV,
"Phthia" [Od. 11.496]). Note too that at fl. 18.446 Thetis tells Hephaestus that when Agamemnon took Briseis,
Achilles "in grief' (aXEcuv) was "wasting his heart" (q>pevas Eq>61EV).

14. For the formative work on the subject, see Kretschmer, (1913) 307-08; see too Hommel (1980)
passim, and Hooker (1988)1-7.

15. Contrast Frame (1978) 116-24 who argues that "Achilles is more emphatically barred from a
'return home' than any other hero" (117).
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to go home usually is in the Iliad), but Phthia is a real option for Achilles
early in the poem, if he is prepared to pay the price (i.e. the loss of his
"imperishable renown," KAEOS acp8lTov, 9.410-16).15 Hence the name Phthia

13. Cf. the juxtaposition in the Odyssey (in the speech of Achilles in Hades) of death and Phthia
(naolv VEKUEOOl KaTaq>61~evololv avaooElv, "to lord over all the perished dead" [Od. 11.491] and <t>6illV,
"Phthia" [Od. 11.496]). Note too that at fl. 18.446 Thetis tells Hephaestus that when Agamemnon took Briseis,
Achilles "in grief' (aXEcuv) was "wasting his heart" (q>pevas Eq>61EV).

14. For the formative work on the subject, see Kretschmer, (1913) 307-08; see too Hommel (1980)
passim, and Hooker (1988)1-7.

15. Contrast Frame (1978) 116-24 who argues that "Achilles is more emphatically barred from a
'return home' than any other hero" (117).

9

Mackie: "Homeric Phthia"

Published by Digital Commons @ Colby, 2002



172 COLBY QUARTERLY

need not, and does not, have any particular association with physical death
while it remains an option for Achilles. But with the death of Patroclus, and
in the context of the planned vengeance against Hector, Achilles receives a
clear statement of where he is headed (18.95ff.), and the fact that his doom is
upon him. The focus on his imminent fate at this point is accompanied by an
important verbal association between death and his homeland.

To conclude, it is worth considering some important postscripts to
Homeric Phthia in classical Athenian literature. In Euripides' Iphigeneia at
Aulis Phthia has a similar association with death to that which we have found
in Homer's Iliad. At 98ff. Agamemnon describes how he convinced
Clytemnestra to despatch Iphigeneia to Aulis (to be sacrificed) by stating that
she would marry Achilles. As a part of the ploy, Agamemnon claimed that
Achilles would not set sail with the Achaeans "unless a bride from our family
went to Phthia" (Ei \Jr, Trap' nllwv EIOlV es <D8lav AEXOS, 103). The deceit
perpetrated by Agamemnon on Clytemnestra and Iphigeneia is enhanced by
the death-association inherent in the name Phthia. In one sense Agamemnon
is not "lying" at all about where Iphigeneia is headed. Later in the play
Agamemnon uses similar duplicity in response to Clytemnestra's question of
whether Achilles will take Iphigeneia to Phthia for their marriage (714). His
reply is that "that will be the concern of him who has won her" (KElV~

IlEArlOEl TaUTa T4J KEKTT]IlEV~, 715), referring presumably to Hades. 16 In
both these cases Phthia (103, 713) takes on the same sort of strong death
association that we find in the later books of the Iliad. In his knowledge of
Iphigeneia's real destiny Agamemnon plays on the inherent meaning of death
bound up in the name of Achilles' homeland. Likewise in Plato's Crito
(43c5-44b4) Crito tells Socrates, who is in jail awaiting his death, that, on the
basis of reliable evidence that he has received, he thinks the boat from Delos
will arrive on that day; which will mean that Socrates will have to die the
next day. Socrates says that he does not think so, but that the boat will arrive
on the next day, which will postpone his death till the day after that. Crito,
who is rather perplexed at his confidence, asks him why he thinks so; and
Socrates tells him in reply that a beautiful woman in white garb came to him
in a dream and said "Oh Socrates on the third day you ·would come to deep
soiled Phthia" (w LWKpaTES, "nllaTl KEV TplTaT~ <D8lT]V epl[3wAoV
f(KOlO"). Socrates here quotes Il. 9.363, with the appropriate adaptation ((KOlO
for iKOlllT]V). The line in the Iliad is part of the long speech of Achilles to the
embassy (9.308-429) in which he rejects the offer made to him and even

16. Cf. Euripides' Iphigeneia in Tauris (369), in which Iphigeneia states that at Aulis "Achilles proved
to be Hades, not the son of Peleus."
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threatens to go home to Phthia (as we have seen above). The reference to
Phthia made by Socrates here is obviously a very striking one in the context
of the associations argued for in this paper. As Adam pointed out in his 1896
commentary on the CrUD, "it is possible (as Cron suggests) that the meaning
of the line for Socrates lay partly in the fact that Phthia was the home (his
italics) of Achilles: but I feel sure that (rightly or wrongly) Socrates
associated <P8ill with q>8iw and q>8iolS, and derived comfort from the epithet
epif3c.uAoV."17 Socrates' reference to Phthia makes much more sense in the
context of this play on words than simply as the home of Achilles, because
he is about to confront death (even if Achilles when he utters this in the Iliad
is not about to do so). On the basis of these later references in Euripides and
Plato it seems likely that Phthia is understood in the classical period to have
the sorts of associations with death that are evident in the later books of the
Iliad. It is very significant that Plato's Socrates thinks naturally of Achilles
and Homeric Phthia as he awaits death and prepares for his own passage into
the world beyond.

17. Adam (1896) 27; cf. his comparison of Euripides' Electra, 836.
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