Reclaiming Greek Identity: Hostility to 'Others' in Heroikos 56-57


In this paper, I argue that Philostratus' last two narrative episodes in the Heroikos undermine the models of Greek identity that he had gradually created in the first fifty-five sections of the work. For the majority of the text, Philostratus juxtaposes two representatives of different contemporary Greek identities, the urbane Phoenician and the rural Vinedresser, apparently recommending the latter. However, I argue that through his account of Achilles' post mortem life on Leuke, Philostratus creates a savage third Greek identity, hostile to women and Romans. The violent Greek identity Achilles represents fundamentally challenges the peaceful identities mooted by contemporary Greeks: although Achilles is savage he should not be summarily rejected. His furious effectiveness manages to erase the progress of history from his home on the Black Sea. Achilles, by murdering a Trojan slave and slaughtering the Amazons, turns the clock back to Classical Greece, a time when Romans did not exist and when women were completely dominated by men. 


Several modern scholars, including Aitken and Maclean (2001), have discussed the creation of Greek identity in this text and others, such as Whitmarsh (2004), have also explored the tensions created by the encounter between the urban Hellenized Phoenician and the agricultural, traditional, Vinedresser. However, Achilles' Greek identity has been overlooked: there are three, not two, potential Greek identities at play in the Heroikos: that represented by the Hellenized Phoenician; that represented by the agrarian Vinedresser; finally, that represented by the brutal Achilles. 


Moreover, I argue that the irony inherent in the story of Achilles is crafted to appeal to the Second Sophistic reader. One cannot fully understand the meaning of these episodes—opposed to Romans and erudition—unless one has a familiarity with contemporary Roman identity. For a Second Sophistic audience the Trojan slave, said by Achilles to be the last descendant of Trojan royalty, can act as a multi-layered assault on the Romans. The Augustan dynasty and the Romans, as Virgil makes clear, are descended from the Trojan kings and the Trojans. Achilles, a personification of Greece, seems to therefore slaughter the Roman emperors, who are insultingly manifested in the body of a young, enslaved, girl. However, on a more literal level, the last descendant of the Trojan kings is born as a slave in Troy, rejecting the Roman claim that they descend from the Trojans. In other words, although Aitken and Maclean (2001) argue that Achilles defends “Greeks from barbarian invaders (lviii),” I suggest that Achilles is rather saving Greeks from the 'barbarians' within the Roman Empire. 


Thus, the reader is presented at the conclusion of the text with a challenge to his own sophistic Hellenism: Achilles has managed to reclaim an allegedly traditional Greek identity from the Roman world through violence and murder. However undesirable Achilles' actions may be, they are effective: he drives away Roman modernity. This text ends on this aporetic note, sending the Phoenician back to his ship, and the reader back to his modern reality, both to contemplate whether contemporary, Romanized, Greek society is preferable to a more violent relationship with Romans and women.
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