Bethan Watts – 1700966 		Assignment II: Commentary


 The Deidamia Achilli, 51-94.


I will be focusing on the Deidamia Achilli, an epistle-style poem, in this critical commentary. The poem was written by an anonymous author in the eleventh century and speaks of the heartbreak of Deidamia, the lover of Achilles, after he has abandoned her for his mistress, Briseis. It is intriguing as it negatively represents a legendary figure, something that is rarely seen in antiquity, as well as being wholly from a female perspective.
	The poem is written in first-person narrative, alluding to the possibility that Deidamia herself wrote it.[footnoteRef:1] The fact that the poet remains anonymous is interesting – because it features a female narrator, perhaps the poet was also a female. Additionally, the poet’s anonymity perhaps suggests that the author wished their identity to remain a secret, due to their controversial criticisms of a legendary figure. According to Hagedorn, the poem’s female voice “corrects the conclusion of the Achilleid, which features on Achilles and his quest for martial glory”, and instead presents him in a negative way.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Parkes, 2001, p. 19.]  [2:  Hagedorn, 2001, p. 38.] 

	The poem is colloquial and uses possessive adjectives such as ‘my’ and ‘I’ to remind us that this is from Deidamia’s perspective. The poem’s pathos is shown through these possessive adjectives and presents Deidamia’s narrative voice as emotional and unstable. Imagery such as Deidamia being “shipwrecked” in the sea or residing at the “troubled palace of Lycomedes”, is symbolic of her emotions, as well as her unstable narrative monologue.[footnoteRef:3] Additionally, the “swelling sea” in which she is shipwrecked, is a form of pathetic fallacy, representing the storm in her mind.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Deidamia Achilli, 54.]  [4:  Deidamia Achilli, 90.] 

	Deidamia’s pathos is also shown through the use of language in the poem. Her “lamentations” and “falling tears” represent her as a weak, “wretched” woman.[footnoteRef:5] Arguably, this differentiates her from Briseis, who is described as a woman “worthy of drawn swords”.[footnoteRef:6] Arguably, Briseis, who “is said to have been the cause of a quarrel”, is reminiscent of the legendary Helen of Troy.[footnoteRef:7] Throughout the poem, Deidamia appears jealous of Briseis, and regularly points out the differences between the women as if to emphasise this. Deidamia’s status as a wealthy woman contrasts against Briseis the “slave” and “maidservant”.[footnoteRef:8] Deidamia also refers to Briseis as a “foreign cow”, presenting her in an animalistic way.[footnoteRef:9] Deidamia cannot believe that this ‘foreign cow’ has “seize[d] my bull”, the possessive pronoun ‘my’ emphasising that Deidamia has a degree of ownership over Achilles.[footnoteRef:10] [5:  Deidamia Achilli, 64.]  [6:  Deidamia Achillli, 72.]  [7:  Deidamia Achilli, 71.]  [8:  Deidamia Achilli, 66 and 68.]  [9:  Deidamia Achilli, 52.]  [10:  Deidamia Achilli, 52.] 


	On the other hand, arguably the women are presented as being on equal footing. Although Deidamia lies in “a widowed” bed, indicating that her marriage is dead and that she no longer physically has Achilles, the word ‘widowed’ reminds us that she was once his wife.[footnoteRef:11] On the other hand, Briseis now physically has Achilles as her lover, indicated by words such as “captured” and “submitted”, something that Deidamia does not.[footnoteRef:12] These words present Achilles as a weak and submissive man, differing from the legendary figure we usually see in Greek poetry. The fact that Achilles has “submitted” to Briseis, who “conquers the conqueror”, downplays his heroic status and appears as a role-reversal, where Briseis is the dominant figure, and Achilles more submissive.[footnoteRef:13] Deidamia’s criticisms of Achilles’ weakness as a “captive” are prominent throughout the poem.[footnoteRef:14] In the Deidamia Achilli, Achilles is represented as “lighter than a falling leaf/lighter than the wind”, sentiments that are echoed in Statius’ Achilleid, which uses the imagery of the wind to describe the snatching of “his empty words away”, and is equally as critical of Achilles’ wavering loyalty to Deidamia.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Deidamia Achilli, 82.]  [12:  Deidamia Achilli, 66 and 68.]  [13:  Deidamia Achilli, 70.]  [14:  Deidamia Achilli, 81.]  [15:  Statius, Achilleid, 1.956-960.] 

Continuing from the earlier point that Deidamia uses her birth right to distinguish herself from Briseis in the poem, both women are connected by their sexuality. Towards the end of the Deidamia Achilli, Deidamia writes, “you have the flower of my virginity”, and that she regretted yielding this to Achilles “when you were a boy”.[footnoteRef:16] From this, we can infer that Deidamia had a unchaste past before her marriage to Achilles, and therefore she is little better in morals than Briseis. Despite this, Deidamia repeatedly stresses her chastity, by using the term “lawful wife”, as well as “chase mistress” to describe herself.[footnoteRef:17] In the words of Hagedorn, the Deidamia Achilli presents a “serious message about the value of fidelity and marriage”.[footnoteRef:18] It is pertinent to draw the similarities between the Deidamia Achilli and Ovid’s Heroides here. Penelope, similarly to Deidamia, stresses her legal marriage by referring to her husband as her master.[footnoteRef:19] Therefore, as Hagedorn suggests, Heroides, similarly to the Deidamia Achilli, emphasises the importance of “castus amor – chaste marital love”.[footnoteRef:20] The style of both texts are similar too, written in the style of a letter addressing their husbands, with emphasis on possessive adjectives such as “my” throughout. In Heroides, Penelope “sends these words to you”, which is mirrored by the Deidamia Achilli, where Deidamia begs Achilles to “send words for me to read, send words for your son to read”.[footnoteRef:21]  [16:  Deidamia Achilli, 113-15.]  [17:  Deidamia Achilli, 1-2.]  [18:  Hagedorn, 2004, p. 45.]  [19:  Ovid, Heroides, 3.5-6.]  [20:  Hagedorn, 2004, p. 44.]  [21:  Ovid, Heroides, 1.1-3.] 

The mention of the son of Deidamia and Achilles, Pyrrus, also links the Deidamia Achilli to other ancient texts. Deidamia in the Deidamia Achilli, writes that “he is worthy to have such a father”, apparently praising Achilles’ heroism.[footnoteRef:22] However, this sentence can also have a different meaning, potentially being considered as sarcastic in order to make Achilles feel guilty of his treatment of Deidamia. In the Achilleid, Deidamia stresses that a “barbarian wife does not bear a child for you […] no captive gives Thetis unworthy grandsons”.[footnoteRef:23] This emphasises Deidamia’s dislike of Briseis, likening her to a “barbarian”, setting her apart from the high-born Deidamia who appears to consider herself worthy of carrying Achilles’ sons.  [22:  Deidamia Achilli, 35-8.]  [23:  Statius, Achilleid, 1.933-55.] 

	In Deidamia Achilli, Deidamia says that her to marriage to Achilles was one of “equal terms”.[footnoteRef:24] Deidamia stresses that Achilles had told her to “be joined to me only”, indicating that their marriage was intended to be monogamous.[footnoteRef:25] Deidamia mocks this – whereas Achilles has disregarded their marriage vows, and is no longer joined to Deidamia, she on the other hand remains faithful to him. She chastises him, stating “you abandoned your intention”, and that “your deeds are less than your words”, presenting Achilles as unfaithful.[footnoteRef:26] Deidamia, on the other hand, argues that she held onto her “promises tenaciously”, with the adverb ‘tenaciously’ suggesting her perseverance at maintaining their marriage.[footnoteRef:27] In the Achilleid, Achilles is said to have loved Deidamia ‘viciously’, with this use of adverb presenting Achilles as a dominant, almost animalistic lover.[footnoteRef:28] This is echoed in Ovid’s Ars Amatoria, where Achilles pursued both Deidamia and Briseis “vigorously without waiting for the woman’s consent”, furthering the idea that Achilles was motivated by lust.[footnoteRef:29]  [24:  Deidamia Achilli, 74.]  [25:  Deidamia Achilli, 75.]  [26:  Deidamia Achilli, 97 and 80.]  [27:  Deidamia Achilli, 79.]  [28:  Statius, Achilleid, 1.933–55.]  [29:  Ovid, Ars Amatoria, 1.689-706.] 

	Achilles’ sexual obsessions are also a significant feature of other ancient works. Bion’s Epithalamium quotes Achilles’ “secret kisses and lovemaking […] how among Lykomede’s daughters, careless Deidamia came to know Achilles in her bedchamber”, representing him as dominant and lustful.[footnoteRef:30] However, we are also told of the way in which Achilles “put on a dress to change his looks”, challenging this idea of a masculine heroic figure.[footnoteRef:31] According to King, in her analysis of Epithalamium, the song “tells how all the Greek men eagerly went off to War except for Achilles, who, hidden among Lykomedes’ daughters, learned to ply wool instead of weapons”.[footnoteRef:32] Achilles’ reluctance of going to war represents him not as the heroic legend we are accustomed to, but instead as a coward.  [30:  Bion, The Epithalamium of Achilles and Deidamia, 2.5-9.]  [31:  Bion, The Epithalamium of Achilles and Deidamia, 2.5-9.]  [32:  King, 1991, p. 178.] 

As a medieval poem, the Deidamia Achilli built upon ancient precedents to arrive at its criticisms of Achilles’ treatment of Deidamia. According to Hexter, “imitation was an essential tool in the pedagogical process”, and essential to medieval myth-making.[footnoteRef:33] Further, this “reproduction and transmission that was based […] on imitation, masquerade and ventriloquism”, suggesting that the poet of the Deidamia Achilli purposely chose a controversial topic to write about, aware that it would be used as a form of entertainment, and would differ from other, more obsequious accounts of the legend of Achilles.[footnoteRef:34] Indeed, the text in its original language (Latin), features many repetitive-sounding words, indicating that it was meant to be read aloud. The critical way in which Achilles has been presented in the Deidamia Achilli therefore “blows away the humdrum limitations of the stage on which real life is enacted” – in other words, it presents a much more realistic image of a Greek legend, humanising an otherwise heroic figure.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  Hexter, 2011, p. 291.]  [34:  Hexter, 2011, p. 291.]  [35:  Keen, 1984, p. 3.] 

	Another way in which the Deidamia Achilli was written to appeal to a medieval audience, was through its mention of religion. Deidamia mentions “God” numerous times in the text, an important detail considering that this poem features Ancient Greeks, a civilisation with a religion that has numerous deities. The Deidamia Achilli mentions only one “God”, possibly as an intentional means to appeal to a medieval, Christian audience who had just one deity in their religion. Arguably, the term ‘O God’ emphasises that this was written in the Middle Ages, as it is a term frequently found in sources deriving from the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:36] Although not intended as a religious text, “underneath the integumentum of the fable’s story line […] lay the true significance (or significances) of a moral or spiritual nature”.[footnoteRef:37] The Deidamia Achilli therefore, was presumably used as a moral example. Chastity and infidelity were “being hotly debated during this period”, and therefore it seems as though the Deidamia Achilli was used almost as an example of what not to do in marriage.[footnoteRef:38]  [36:  Deidamia Achilli, 85.]  [37:  McKinley, 2017, p. 52.]  [38:  Hexter, 2011, p. 158.] 

	To conclude, the Deidamia Achilli tackles a variety of issues surrounding the myth of Achilles. While controversial, arguably its function was as a moral example to medieval audiences through its criticisms of Achilles’ infidelity and character. The Deidamia Achilli challenged interpretations of Achilles, and built upon ancient precedents including Ovid and Statius, to challenge our perception of the love story of Deidamia and Achilles.
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