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The Use of the Greek Hero in the Roman Empire: Achilles

Introduction
In Roman imperial literature, Greek myth is actively reconfigured to express Roman literary, cultural, and political concerns. Among Greek heroes, the character of Achilles holds a unique position, the supreme warrior of Homer’s Iliad, a symbol of military skill and destructive rage, whose fame epitomises epic heroism itself. When Achilles is used by Roman poets, they engage not only with the Homeric tradition but with the fundamental principles of heroic identity. This essay will aim to explore how the figure of Achilles is used within two imperial Latin texts, across two quite different periods of the empire. Both Ovid’s Heroides and Statius’ Achillied will be used to allow an examination of how Roman authors address questions of genre, gender and imperial ideology.
In the Heroides, Achilles is depicted not as the epic protagonist that would be expected, but as the silent recipient of Briseis’ solemn letter. Ovid transfers the Homeric warrior from the battlefield to an intimate realm of lament, undermining conventional heroic standards through by subjecting them to scrutiny of the female character. Heroism is redefined through his absence, emotional vulnerability, and rhetorical manipulation, exposing conflicts between Augustan notions of masculinity and power. In contrast, Statius’ Achillied, written during the Flavian period, returns Achilles to epic literature while emphasising his formative years, particularly his isolation in Scyros. In this context, Achilles’ identity is dynamic and performative; masculinity is shown as something acquired rather than innate. Statius concurrently recognises and contests past epic models, reimagining Achilles as a figure capable of embodying Roman imperial virtues.
Together, these texts illustrate that Achilles in imperial Latin literature is not solely derivative of Homer. Instead, he becomes a versatile literary device through which Roman poets examine and reconstruct the concept of heroism within their own cultural contexts.

Achilles in Ovid’s Heroides 3.1-38
Ovid’s Heroides takes place through the perspective of Briseis herself, notably defining Achilles through his absence from her. The letter through the viewpoint of the “stolen Briseis”, shifts the greatest of Greek warriors from the centre of heroic action into her lament. Ovid’s Achillies is far removed from the articulate, self-justifying character of Homer, but the unresponsive recipient of a woman’s grief, reconfigured by later genre expectations, perspective, and Roman cultural anxieties. Through this displacement, Ovid changes Achillies from an emblem of glory, into a character that questions the essence of epic heroism.
In Ovid’s Heroides, Achillies, the archetypal hero, is immersed in genres of love, abandonment, and emotional fragility. This contrasts to his appearance in Homer, where his dispute with Agamemnon pertains to dignity and public prestige. The Heroides completely changes this narrative, the same episode becoming an intensely personal betrayal. Briseis’s perspective reframes the narrative not as a conflict of glory but as a failure of partnership between herself and her lover. There is a profound distinction present within the lines “not through your fault was / I claimed by Agamemnon, but you failed me / by too easily giving me up” as while Achillies did not instigate their separation, Briseis clearly feels his inaction renders him complicit. Briseis intensifies her accusations further as the text continues, stating “Not only have you failed to demand me back / you now oppose my return to you”. Achilles’ renowned retirement from combat within the Trojan War is reinterpreted as abandonment, in epic his refusal to fight is an assertation of wounded honour, whereas in the Heroides it becomes a refusal or reluctance to act on behalf of his lover. Through this, Ovid changes traditional epic values, public glory yielding to personal obligation, Achilles’ commitment to heroism appears morally questionable when judged from the perspective of his lover.

[bookmark: _Int_py7UJ6ZC]Crucially, Achilles never speaks within this text. The form of the letter, written to him and his response not seen reverses the hierarchy of the traditional Homeric narrative. In the Iliad, Briseis is largely voiceless, speaking only once in the twenty-four books, to lament Patroclus. She is characterised as an object exchanged between men, whereas Ovid allows her to be eloquent, capable of reproach, irony, and persuasion. Her anguished question “What act of mine has cheapened me in your eyes?” exposes the fragility of her position while simultaneously questioning Achilles’ judgement. This implies that her value is linked to male perception, while also placing Achilles under scrutiny, as she believes she does not warrant abandonment, and the fault lies with him. At the same time, Ovid does not entirely strip Achilles of his grandeur. Briseis consistently references his unparalleled strength (“brave Achillies”) and former tenderness, and reminds him of the intimacy they had previously shared. However, these gestures serve a purpose, seemingly intending to persuade Achillies to return to her, or otherwise act in a way preferable to Briseis. 
The letter embodies a persistent contradiction between power and vulnerability, as while it is known Achillies is the most formidable warrior at Troy, his refusal to fight is unknown to Briseis at the point of this letter, thus he appears emotionally stagnant, or even weak. Briseis’ perspective and subsequent accusations suggest his commitment to heroic pride, his refusal to yield to Agamemnon inflicting unintended harm for those emotionally reliant on him. From Briseis’s perspective, Achillies’ anger seems less of a matter of moral defiance but an expression of stubbornness generally uncharacteristic in the Greek hero, interestingly highlighted by Ovid. 

This reinterpretation holds greater significance within the Augustan period. Roman ideology celebrated military prowess and masculine authority, particularly during a time of complete political upheaval and the introduction of the imperial system. Elegy often subverted these values, portraying men ensnared by love and commitment to their lovers. Achillies in the Heroides hovers between these standards, being simultaneously the epic warrior and the careless lover, exhibiting both power and moral ambiguity. Through the translation of Achillies from warrior to lover, Ovid demonstrates that heroism is not a fixed quality but a narrative construct susceptible to reinterpretation. Ultimately, Achillies in the Heroides us characterised by absence, silent within the text and emotionally distant, entirely perceived through the lover left behind. Ovid employs the most esteemed Greek hero not to emulate his grandeur but question the cost of heroic exploits. Through Briseis’ lament, Achilles becomes contested, symbolising the conflicts between pride, love, authority and duty. Ovid illustrates the Roman capacity to adopt Greek mythology and history and reshape it to contest their own moral values.

Achilles in Statius’ Achillied 1.1-559
[bookmark: _Int_wiyytiQR]In Statius’ Achillied, Achilles is not the completely developed warrior of Homer, but a hero in the process of maturing into what he later becomes. Instead of commencing with his rage or triumph, Statius focuses on his concealment in Scyros in Book One of his work, emphasising the effects of this on his later personality, as well as erotic awakening. In doing so, the archetypal figure of the Greek hero is redefined, particularly to fit distinctly within an imperial Roman framework. The text goes beyond simple retelling and examines aspects of constructing, performing, and reclaiming the heroic identity. Through Achilles, exploration of masculinity, divine intervention and fate, as well as lineage can take place within a Flavian context, using the most prevalent of Greek warriors to scrutinise the essence of heroism. From the beginning, Achillies is defined by the conflict between destiny and concealment. Thetis attempts to obstruct her sons’ foretold death at Troy by hiding him among the daughters of Lycomedes. Her maternal resistance to destiny frames heroism as something forced and dreaded rather than immediately embraced and accepted. Despite this, Achilles’ heroic nature resists his concealment, his “mighty spirit” still evident despite his attempts to adopt a female disposition. The greatest of the Greek warriors may be concealed as a maiden, but his intrinsic character remains intact. Through this Statius is able to destabilise the traditional image of Achillies without removing it entirely, unlike Ovid who diminishes Achillies by silencing him through absence and female lament, Statius preserves his status while examining how it came to be.

The account of his time in Scyros is central to Statius’ portrayal of Achillies. By identifying and examining his time concealed as a female, Statius foregrounds the performative aspects of gender and identity. Achillies must emulate the gestures, speech, and behaviours of the daughters of Lycomedes around him, yet his body and temperament resist it. The tension inherent within his concealment is encapsulated within Thetis’ words to him that “never shall a helm / profane thy unwarlike locks” in line 512/13. The helmet becomes a symbol of military destiny, imagined as a violation of youthful softness and maternal protection, while war is framed as something not glorious but a contaminant. This reinforces Achilles’ temporary feminisation and presents heroic identity as something actively resisted rather than actively fulfilled or celebrated as is the case with Homer’s Achilles. This actively challenges the notion of the inevitability of epic heroism and masculinity.
At the same time, this allows Statius to examine Achilles’ emotional growth and erotic awakening. His encounter and subsequent comments regarding Deidamia mark a shift from passive to active desire, Statius stating, “the flame pulsating in his inmost being returns to his face and colours the glow upon his / cheeks” and later “He is softened, and blushes for joy”. The imagery of internal fire and visible blush underscores corporeal transformation, as his desire appears visually, physically changing him. This contrasts the assured warrior of Homer, appearing as a youth experiencing desire and passion for the first time. Statius in this way integrates erotic awakening into heroic formation, Achillies masculinity is not only linked to his military prowess, but his emotional and physical response to natural stimuli.

This portrayal of Achillies, particularly in reference to his erotic development, is significant within the context of the Roman imperial period. The union of Achillies and Deidamia results in Neoptolemus, guaranteeing furthering of Achillies’ lineage and dynasty. Achillies becomes a forefather rather than only a future warrior, which in imperial Rome, where legitimacy and succession were real concerns under Domitian, is profound. By emphasising reproduction and inheritance, Statius aligns the figure of the Greek hero with Roman anxieties about continuity and stability, especially considering Domitian’s unsuccessful childrearing. Heroism in this context is used to transcend individuality and instead reflect legacy and succession.
Ultimately, Statius’ use of the figure of Achillies demonstrates Rome’s appropriation of Greek mythology in order to fulfil relatability and social commentary relevant within the imperial period. The supreme hero of Greek epic is entirely reimagined through the perspective of gender performance and erotic maturity, thus becoming a vehicle for examining Roman anxieties surrounding masculinity, succession, and imperial fate. This is done through Achillies embodying ideological and creative aspirations of Flavian epic, therefore reflecting Roman formation of heroes.

Comparison
Ovid and Statius both reinterpret Achilles, the archetypal Greek hero, although they do this in ways that hugely differ from each other, reflecting their respective genres, narrative strategies, and Roman cultural contexts, despite both being from the Roman empire. In Ovid’s Heroides, Achillies is predominantly characterised by his absence; he is the mute recipient of Briseis’ grief, displaced from Homeric action into the periphery of the female voice. Through the epistolary framework, Ovid entirely reconfigures the epic hero as a man whose military identity is examined through a personal and emotional perspective. Briseis’ reproach, “not through your fault was / I claimed by Agamemnon, but you failed me / by too easily giving me up” highlights his passivity and shortcomings as a lover rather than his battlefield excellence. Ovid’s Achilles, therefore, becomes a channel through which Ovid can explore the consequences of epic heroism in relation to love, intimacy and social dependency. Achilles is humanised, diminished from a symbol of military glory into a figure whose absence highlights his emotional and moral obligations, mirroring Roman literary anxieties surrounding gender, power, and social propriety. 
In contrast, Statius’ Achillied presents Achillies in a state of formative action, highlighting the hero’s developmental progression rather than his absence. On Scyros, Achillies is concealed among the daughters of Lycomedes, forced to embody femininity while his heroic nature persists, recognised by the repeated mention of his “mighty spirit”. In this context, Achilles’ heroism is implicit, shaped by both humanistic traits such as romantic awakening and passion, as well as almost robotic military capability. Statius shapes Achilles’ development through his encounter with Deidamia, explicitly stating how his cheeks flush and he experiences physical sensations at the hands of his passion, in a way that contrasts his inaction in Homer, at the hands of that same passion. Statius’ portrayal positions desire and emotional maturity as integral to heroic identity, mirroring Roman preoccupation with lineage, succession, and the cultivation of virtue in the Flavian period. Unline Ovid’s absence focused Achilles, Statius’ is proactive, despite the lack of his full prowess, illustrating Roman opinions regarding fate.

The contrast between these portrayals highlights how Roman authors adapted and transformed Greek heroes to fulfil specific literary and cultural objectives. Ovid emphasises relational and emotional aspects, challenging the conventional epic standards and reinterpreting Achilles into an object of elegiac examination. The hero’s absence and indifference enable the female voice challenge authority, revealing the personal repercussions of the heroic ideal. In contrast, Statius’ depicts a hero whose presence, longing and actions are central. Achilles’ concealment and subsequent emotional awakening dramatise the relationship between gender, desire, and fate. The Greek hero serves as a centre point for exploring potential, developmental experience, and social expectations, aligning epic narrative with the later Roman ideals of virtue and ancestry. Despite these disparities, both authors utilise Achilles’ heroic identity to examine Roman literary and cultural concerns. In both cases, the figure of Achilles is not only derived from Homer, but he is strategically reconfigured to fit their respective time periods. Collectively, they illustrate how Roman authors interacted with Greek mythology not just to replicate, but redefine heroic ideals for their own cultural, social and literary constructs, showing the adaptability of the Greek hero within the Roman imagination.

Conclusion
In Ovid’s Heroides and Statius’ Achilled, Achillies is recontextualised to examine Roman cultural and literary concerns, demonstrating the flexibility of the Greek hero within an imperial framework. Ovid’s focus on relational failure, emotional responsibility and passive silence allows the Roman elegiac lens to scrutinise traditional Greek notions of glory and military skill. Statius, by contrast, foregrounds presence and development, shaping Achilles’ heroism as a process influenced by desire, physical responses, and lineage. Marital potential and erotic viability exist simultaneously, aligning the Greek hero with Roman concerns about virtue, succession, and development. Collectively, these texts show that Roman authors did not inherit Greek heroes but actively reshape them to fit within the constructs and requirements of their respective time periods, utilising Achilles to articulate themes of gender, desire, fate and social hierarchy. The hero is identifiable but significantly different, yet both work ultimately to demonstrate the adaptability of the Greek epic model, illustrating how Roman literature could examine, reinterpret, and use inherited myths to investigate new ethical and cultural dimensions.
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