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HPAH6059- Assignment 3
Analyse some uses of the depiction of Achilles as a youth in any Latin texts focussed upon in this module. Do not use more than three sources.

Achilles may be characterised as one of the most prolific figures called upon in mythology when discussing the classical world. The great Greek warrior has been depicted throughout literature for millennia’s and still exists in contemporary filmography as the elite soldier who met his fate at the hands of the Trojan prince, Paris. Although these depictions are far from irrelevant when discussing Achilles, his youth was also an important factor which eventually led the son of Peleus to his tragic death.[footnoteRef:1] Despite the survival of many differing instantiations of the Achilles’ myth from the ancient world, some stand out more than others when relating back to his childhood. One of the most prevalent of these sources is arguably Statius’ Achilleid written just before the death of the author in 95 CE and remained uncompleted due to the death of Publius Papinius Statius.[footnoteRef:2] This was a time of Flavian rule under Emperor Domition. Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Catullus “64” will also be mentioned but in less detail. There will also be mention of Homer’s Iliad. Although Homer is a Greek source, it is important to make reference to their work as this is the original source for the myth of Achilles and resultantly to disregard it would reduce the clarity of this essay.  [1:  Britannica, 2021]  [2:  Barchiesi, 2005: 49] 

The main focus of this essay will correspond with Achilles’ experiences on the island of Skyros whereby he fell in love with and raped Deidamia before he joined Ulysses and other famous Greeks in Troy. This is an important episode as it touches upon many different ideas in the ancient world including female only rites, a reversal of gender roles and metamorphic transgression. Barchiesi (2005) notes that this was one of the favourite scenes from Achilles’ life.[footnoteRef:3] This is still evidenced today through the numerous articles and books that are still written response to the Skyros episode. It will then attempt to evaluate why these depictions were made and what significance they hold within both a classical and contemporary context. [3:  Barchiesi, 2005: 47] 

The very first line of the Achilleid relates Achilles back to his paternal grandfather Aeacides whom he inherited part of his divinity from.[footnoteRef:4] The use of this avonymic immediately links a mortal Achilles to his immortal Ancestry as his grandfather was the son of Jupiter, and his mother Thetis who was a sea-nymph.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Stat. Ach. 1. 1]  [5:  Britannica, 2020; Ovid. Met. 11. 217] 

Statius then continues the text of the Achilleid by distinguishing Achilles’ life from that of just a warrior. Although Statius could have maintained a focus on the Greek warrior’s adulthood as a great hero as many of the sources do, the Achilleid seeks “not to stop short at the dragging of Hector, but to lead the youth through the whole tale of Troy”.[footnoteRef:6] This immediately depicts to the audience that there will be focus upon Achilles’ before his great heroic endeavours and will instead delve deeper into his adolescence. This use is extremely important as it places emphasis on the need for an understanding of Achilles’ earlier years of life whereby, he learns from his foster father Chiron, before taken by his mother Thetis on a different adventure. Scholars such as Bernstein (2008) discuss the Achilleid as fixating on the nurture that Achilles received as a child from his foster father and his mother, rather than his divine heritage.[footnoteRef:7]  This is important because typical epic poetry hyper-focuses on divine ancestry like that of Homer’s Iliad. This allows the immediate knowledge that although Achilles’ is partially divine, this is not his core characteristic, and we can understand that his familial relationships helped to shape him into the man that he was to become. Like many other ancient epics, the Iliad focuses on war, yet Statius strays from this narrative.[footnoteRef:8] This immediately places Achilles in a completely different place from an audience’s point of view. Although the contemporary readers would have had some understanding of Achilles’ earlier life, Statius pinpoints important times within this hero’s life in order to present a different side of Achilles. Furthermore, scholars argue that “Achilles is special because he is close to the gods…but denied immorality”.[footnoteRef:9] This awareness would have impacted Achilles alongside his decisions which is prevalent within the plot of the Iliad. This is essential as it identifies a nurturing factor within Achilles’ childhood and the need for him to overcome his inevitable death. It also allows the reader to not just glorify Achilles as a great adult hero. Instead, the vulnerability that we receive from Statius through his time at Skyros may allow the audience to sympathise with Achilles from a young age as this is not the life that he had chosen for himself, instead the actions of his mother and other divine intervention had a greater impact. [6:  Stat. Ach. 1. 1-13]  [7:  Bernstein, 2008: 106]  [8:  Rutherford, 2005: 23]  [9:  Rutherford, 2005: 25] 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses may also give the allusion of a self-fulfilling prophecy which was created even before his birth. Although this may not be characterised as his youth, this information must be mentioned as it impacts the person in which Achilles is to become. Ovid calls upon Proteus to tell Thetis: 
“Oh goddess of the waves, you shall conceive,
and you shall be the mother of a youth
who by heroic actions will surpass
the deeds of his own father, and your son
shall be superior to his father's power.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ov. Met. 11. 223-226] 

This immediately characterises Achilles as being great even before his conception. This also gives knowledge as to why Jupiter did not want to have a child with Thetis which is resolidified in Catullus “64” whereby “against him not a hero shall match him in war” is mentioned during the Wedding song of the Fates.[footnoteRef:11] This allows transparency when understanding why Catullus “64” includes the union of Thetis to Achilles’ father Peleus and suggests that Jupiter knew that they must be placed together despite Thetis’ disdain.[footnoteRef:12] This then makes the reader question Achilles’ childhood as more than just being from divine ancestry and instead question what he could have been. His birth rite already have him much power as it was common knowledge that he would overcome anyone who would to challenge him in battle, however if Jupiter had been his father then his fate would have been much more supreme. Although situational factors caused Achilles’ to transform into the renowned soldier he was to become, there may also be the suggestion that knowing he would overcome his father would have impacted his life from a young age. This can be linked to Jupiter and why he did not want Thetis to bear his child despite his apparent attraction to her. Despite this narrative of Jupiter’s affections, Achilles is half divine and half mortal ensuring that Achilles can never become more powerful than the Olympian gods.[footnoteRef:13] This depiction of Jupiter fearing a mere child further insinuates the power that he would have held and creates interesting questions and thoughts as to what may have been had Thetis had a child with the King of Gods. [11:  Cat. 64]  [12:  Cat. 64. 19-21]  [13:  Mendelsohn, 1990: 297] 

In the Achilleid, in fear that her son will meet his demise, Thetis dresses Achilles in female clothes and takes him to Skyros where he must maintain a fake persona. McAuley (2010) argues that Statius’ incomplete epic exists to “playfully challenge assumptions about classical epic masculinity and illustrates the instabilities of men’s position within the epic genre”.[footnoteRef:14] Although it cannot be said that this is completely untrue, there must be the consideration that we as a modern audience have been continuously exposed to the ideas of gender identity and so this may skew thought processes of that which would have occurred almost two thousand years ago. Therefore, although this is an important factor to remember, to reduce the Achilleid to such a concept may limit the reliability of the scholarship as it does not fully consider other possible factors which may have also caused Statius to write the piece, such as fear of war caused by a damage to Achilles’ pride. Statius may have played upon the ideology that Achilles was dressed ‘female presenting’ merely to allude creative imagery and for humour, however, this cannot be certain. Some scholars present a variety of reasons as to why the Statius produced this piece.[footnoteRef:15] This idea of crossdressing also alludes to Achilles’ impressionability and how he was easily persuaded by his mother which will be mentioned later. [14:  McAuley, 2010: 38]  [15:  Barchiesi, 2005: 50] 

Furthermore, Statius calls upon other great heroes in order to persuade the young Achilles that to dress effeminately would not cause him any harm.[footnoteRef:16] By calling upon Ovid’s Metamorphoses as well as other heroes such as Herakles who also partook in wearing female attire in certain myths it further allows Thetis to convince her son that dressing as a woman would not completely emasculate him as he fears. Instead, it may be argued that Achilles then showing his true male form again in the future further adds to his masculinity rather than opposing it. Furthermore, Statius also reminds the readers of those who were not so successful such as the Theban king, Pentheus.[footnoteRef:17] The ruler did not agree with the Bacchic rites which were reserved only for females and tried to gain more knowledge of the festival by hiding among the trees and watching from a distance. This then caused his untimely death as he was dragged down and killed. This could be relating back to Achilles and foreshadowing his death as although he survived the Bacchic rites, he was to meet his end upon the beginning of the great Trojan War. [16:  McAuley, 2010: 44; Stat. Ach. 1. 256-264]  [17:  Stat. Ach. 1. 840] 

There must also be the discussion of Mendelsohn’s (1990) observation that during Achilles’ youth in the Achilleid, it is his mother who is the dominant character.[footnoteRef:18] This again encounters the gender roles that are apparent throughout the text for their inconsistency. Throughout Statius’ Achilleid, we see the conversion of Achilles from a child to a woman and then finally to a man. This metamorphic transformation pulls away from the ideas of masculinity or at least what would have been typical for the time. The relation back to his mother also alludes to the idea that Achilles is still encompassed by his childhood even when his is growing older and as he rapes the daughter of Lycomedes, Deidamia, he is still thinking back to his mother. This is insinuated when he talks of obeying his mother suggesting his continuation of filial duties.[footnoteRef:19]  This is an important depiction as although we may view Achilles as strong willed, proud, and heroic, he is still following his mother’s commands right up until he reaches leaves Skyros to join Agamemnon at the Trojan War. [18:  Mendelsohn, 1990: 296]  [19:  Stat. Ach. 1. 661] 

In conclusion, the various instantiations of one myth can cause various deductions, especially in the case of Achilles and his adolescence. Although they allow for a greater sight into various narratives from differing periods, not one myth is correct, and it is important to consider that their fluidity retracts them from being definitive. Achilles’ entire life is of extreme significance, and this is evidenced by the numerous texts which were written and dedicated to him. It is also obvious that Achilles still has a grasp on contemporary society today due to his relevance in popular culture. However, his childhood is most definitely something that any scholar of the ancient world should endeavour to approach, whether it be for the political nature of understanding gender roles and identity, or it just be a way to find humour out of his predicaments.
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