Achilles in Rome: The Greek Hero as witnessed by Statius’ Achilleid and Ovid’s Ars. Amatoria

To an extent, the Homeric presentation of Achilles reflected the lives of Greek soldiers. As such tales were part of ancient oral tradition, it is of no surprise they would embellish stories based on elements from the environments around them. For the Greek soldier, the attention given towards martial valour, courage, and the pursuit of kleos, are details we see mirrored in the Achillean legend. However, the influence of personal grievances in the wider narrative of battle could be seen as contradictory to the wider effort. Battles were very much based around a collective and cohesive force (like that of the Spartan phalanx), so a Homeric tale of Achillean revenge, although heightening the position/abilities of the warrior (as potential ‘motivation’), could cause friction with extant ideology.

In writing the Achillied, Statius aimed at the emulation of the Iliadic chronicling of Achilles’ life/exploits. Both texts are written in dactylic hexameter, present multiple patronymics and feature recurrent similes/metaphors. However, differences are apparent in approaching these texts. Homer (starting in the midst of the Trojan War) presents the Iliadic Achilles as a prodigious ‘rescuer’; an integral facet for the war’s outcome, however Statius provides a differing narrative beginning from his birth. Although the Achilleid often carries an undertone of martial action which Achilles eventually favoured, this narrative emblematises a persona uncharacteristic of a typical ‘hero’. Compounding this, much of the story takes place on Scyros where he is hidden from conflict. Whereas in the Iliad, his upbringing is facilitated within his parents’ house, and deeply rooted in maternal care, in the Achilleid we see a ‘semi-distant’ relationship between Achilles and his parents, where Thetis sends Achilles to be tutored under Chiron (in ultimately avoiding conflict), a scenario borne from anxiety. Despite this, Thetis appears in both as a central accelerant of the narrative. As Bernstein notes,[footnoteRef:2] manifestations (or the motivations) of honour are seemingly different in the Iliad and the Achilleid, both serving as partially contributing (but not unimportant) factors for Achilles, ‘influenced’ greatly by Thetis. The plot of the Iliad is furthered in Thetis’ supplication towards Zeus to turn the battle against the Greeks, so they realise the value of Achilles’ previous martial contributions (in turn “compensating for his loss of honour”).[footnoteRef:3] However, in the Achilleid, there is the avoidance of gaining from honour, in stopping Achilles through concealment in female clothing, for fear of his likely demise. This, alongside his removal to Scyros, subverts the ‘familiarised’ narratives of epic, where the hero grandly commits themselves to a ‘path of glory’, culminating in an untimely yet merited death. Instead, the Achilleid is elegised, set in an environment removed from the turbulence of war, in “Lycomedes’ unwarlike palace”,[footnoteRef:4] although this is soon to change.     [2:  Bernstein, 2008, p. 108]  [3:  Bernstein, 2008, p. 108]  [4:  Stat. Ach. 1. 207 (trans. Shackleton Bailey)] 


Surprisingly for an epic around a single figure, the narrative starts not with Achilles directly, but with a prelude, where he is first focalised through his concerned mother, Thetis. When Achilles is introduced, his features are depicted (1.159-65) as unexpectedly feminine.[footnoteRef:5] In this, Statius initially positions Achilles as an ephebos, on the cusp of adulthood, perhaps a purposeful employment to highlight and exaggerate his marked shift into a ‘warrior’. This heightened regard of his sexually ambiguous features, a purposed relocation driven by protection, his maternal affiliation (observed in the Iliad though Iess explicit) and the detailing of his formative education/experiences, collectively emphasises his youth.  [5:  Stat. Ach. 1.159-65 (trans. Shackleton Bailey)] 

In one section (Ach. 849-866), we see an ‘unexpected’ reaction, upon viewing his reflection in the shield (at this stage he is still wearing a dress), Achilles “shuddered and blushed together”.[footnoteRef:6] Far from eliciting shame, this connotes imagery of initial shock yet undercut with seeming embarrassment. Here, he repudiates his mother’s actions and wishes to ‘undress’ himself – physically and psychologically. The Achillean ‘motif’ of blushing, depicted in the Deidamia Achilli, is witnessed in the Achilleid on four occasions,[footnoteRef:7] despite it being a highly rare, and possibly ‘unheroic’, act for epic figures.[footnoteRef:8] The employment of raptus – relating to ‘seizure’ - in describing Achilles’ ‘freedom’ from maternal imposition of feminised disguising is a more feminine term, used for “unwilling female instigators of epic expeditions”[footnoteRef:9], arguably furthering Statius’ distinction between his initial self-conception and reformulated identity once in female clothes. [6:  Stat. Ach. 865-866 (trans. Shackleton Bailey)]  [7:  Parkes, 2011, p. 22]  [8:  Feeney, 2004, p. 98]  [9:  Moul, 2012, pg. 286] 

As seen in textual evidence, and facilitated by the circulation of epic narratives, a contemporaneous conception of Roman ‘maleness’ led to a nexus of frequent literary and oratorical expressions of identity, where the building blocks of masculinity were constructed by martial/warrior activity. This societal affixing became a cyclical narrative, exemplified in the Aeneid, invoking an ideal of martial and male ‘Roman-ness’ as: “to spare the conquered, and subdue the proud”.[footnoteRef:10] Imperium was often affiliated with virtus, which syntactically and ideologically, was a male-orientated precept (women that were attributed with virtus, such as Lucretia, had “masculine courage or soul”).[footnoteRef:11] However this doctrine and monolithic precept was being slowly dismantled thanks to an emerging and broadening iconographical, ideological, and literary picture of Roman society. The Achilleid, in its vagaries of gender and genre, bucked the trend and scrutinised manliness, and indeed, what it meant to be a hero. It must be acknowledged that Statius, sought not to rewrite the Homeric legend of Achilles, but ‘fill in the gaps’[footnoteRef:12] and expound upon the Iliad. Perhaps the most overt Ovidian intertextual implication, is the blending and negotiation of gendered boundaries, a context (aside from Ovid) previously unexplored in an Achillean framework. In dressing Achilles in her clothes, Thetis demonstrates the precariousness of gendered categories, signalling an ambiguous ‘Ovidianism’ which runs contra to the biological essentialism stipulated by a militaristic epic.  [10:  McAuley, 2012, p. 37; Vir. Aen. 6.851-3 (trans. Kline)]  [11:  McAuley, 2012, p.39]  [12:  Stat. Ach. 1.4 (trans. Shackleton Bailey)] 

To accurately ascertain the retention of Homeric/martial masculinity in the Achilleid remains problematic (especially in the light of Achilles’ rape of Deidamia whilst still in women’s clothes, portrayed by Statius – and more unbefittingly by Ovid – excusing it as naturally acting upon his outward affections, using frequently militaristic phraseology and implying Deidamia partly wished it upon herself: “By force indeed was she vanquished, so one must believe; yet by force did she wish to be vanquished all the same / Viribus illa quidem victa est, ita credere oportet: sed voluit vinci viribus illa tamen”).[footnoteRef:13] The author wishes to highlight this terse, irrefutable, (im)balance inherent to the Achilleid, explained succinctly by McAuley: “Achilles’ gender is represented as irreducibly biological and material (his performance as a girl leaves a lot to be desired, his masculinity constantly about to rupture his disguise), yet at other times his gender appears to be constructed and determined by external or social forces (Thetis’ clothing and the girlish environment of Scyros feminise Achilles, while the armour and influence of Ulysses push him towards masculinity)”.[footnoteRef:14] Whilst we can say that the epic ‘hero’ is himself ‘unheroic’, emphasis must be stressed on the fact that the longevity of his feminine deception was of his own making, Thetis may have picked up the baton, but upon seeing Deidamia, Achilles very much ran with it.  [13:  Ov. Ars. Am. 1.699-700 (trans. Mozley) ]  [14:  McAuley,2012, p.57] 

Just as critical as masculinity is to this epic, the notion of vulnerability is equally as important. Although Homer infamously characterised Achilles as a legendary warrior, (awarding him the epithet of: ‘the best of the Achaeans’), whilst also enshrining foibles/quirks of the character – typically as a plot device – such as Achilles’ characteristic rage. Subsequent authors furthered or deviated from the set out by Homer, once again using it frequently to advance a particular agenda of the author. Particularly notable is the example of Horace,[footnoteRef:15] who accentuates his merciless nature in killing captives (including women and children). Moreover, scholiasts such as Propertius and Ovid emphasised his erotic tendencies, using this as a subtext as evidence of his decline. From this, we can say his reception (especially to Roman figures) was variant, dependent upon the people that documented his life, subject to their extant beliefs and instilled ideologies.  [15:  Hor. Epodi. 4. 6.17-20 (trans. Rudd)] 

The notion of Achilles’ mythological vulnerability reared by Ovid (explicit in detailing his battle with Cycnus),[footnoteRef:16] is cultivated by Statius, who frequently reminds us of Thetis dipping Achilles into the Styx at infancy, missing his heel, resulting in his only weak spot, the infamous ‘Achilles Heel’. Although it is likely he was not the first to detail this point, (it appears a well-known ‘trope’ by this stage), Statius’ account of this interaction remains the earliest extant account. Such accounts of Achilles in battle, like the Ovidian narration of his duel with Cycnus, present an image of Achilles as ‘desperate’, subsuming to ‘unheroic’ means of killing – in this case strangulation - in the face of seemingly undefeatable foes. Rather than using his vulnerability in a Homeric sense (as a driving force i.e. he was bereft of Briseis so fought to ‘win’ her back/and his honour), scholiasts have tended to use it negatively, as part of a rhetoric that issues caution against both excessive violence and advocates restrained erotic behaviour. The Achilleid perhaps personifies this vulnerability to a greatest extent, from the words of Thetis. Indeed, a familial concern for offspring is a longstanding and eternal notion, (especially pronounced in a maternal sense; as the mother brings their child into the world, so too would they go to great lengths to protect them, the maternal bond is unbreakable). In this regard, Thetis is concerned about the size of the Atreus’ fleet who search for Achilles and worries about the consequences: “And it is not enough that all the land of the Grecians leagues with Atreus’ angry sons; soon they will be looking by land and sea for my Achilles/ nec sufficit, omnis quod plaga Graiugenum tumidis coniurat Atridis: iam pelago terrisque meus quaeretur Achilles”.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Ov. Met. 11 (trans. Miller)]  [17:  Stat. Ach. 1.35-6 (trans. Shackleton Bailey)] 


In the Ars. Amatoria, we see the Iliadic trope of Achilles’ rage, juxtaposed with the serenity of lyre-playing, a common motif not just explored in the Achilleid, but also in the Iliad. Achilles was taught about the ‘heroes of old’ from his tutor Chiron, simultaneously teaching Achilles to play the lyre, commemorating the deeds of past warriors. In the Achilleid and Iliad[footnoteRef:18] repeated instances of Achilles as a performer/bard are evident, playing for Thetis, Deidamia and Patroclus, each formative figures in Achilles’ existence. This notion of singing about past glories in recollecting memories, connotes kleos. Indeed, this kleos is furthered when looking at Catallus 64, and symbolically becomes formative to Alexander: “The hero, whose future life was the main subject of the song of the Parcae, has now grown up and become a bard himself”.[footnoteRef:19] This sense of song, not only documenting but shaping his character pervades Achilles’ life. This notion of playing, replicating, and education through song has more sinister connotations however, when considering that this became a means in which Achilles could ‘get close’ and consequently take advantage of Deidamia.  [18:  Iliad 9.223-228 (trans. Hammond)]  [19:  Kozák, 2016, p. 69 ] 


Although Ovid indirectly alludes to it, in Ars Amatoria, he perpetuates the notion of Achilles’ rage. In this frame, he conflates abject wrath with mitigation. For some writers, notably Catallus and Horace, his rage was seen as the inaugurator of irredeemable behaviour and served to embody his negative character. However, for Ovid this allegory suited apropos the proleptic purpose of writing, augmenting the didactic metaphor employed. Amor is anthropomorphised and assimilated with Achilles. From the start of Ars Amatoria, it is explained that Ovid was ‘chosen by Venus’[footnoteRef:20] to convey and guide young readers (predominantly male) in ‘affaires de cœur’. In this Ovidian context, Ovid is both the pupil of love and praeceptor amoris. Like Achilles’ savagery was assuaged by the lyre, and a once much feared character was disciplined by his tutor Chiron (whom he ‘feared’), so too is Ovid able to ‘reign in’ and detail the (formerly) nebulous concept of love. Indeed, much Roman retelling of the relationship between Chiron and Achilles places emphasis on Chiron as a figure of peace. (cf. Horace Epodi 13. 12-18; Ovid Fasti 5. 379).[footnoteRef:21] Further connotations of Achilles playing the lyre can be seen in Heroides 3, where Briseis berates Achilles’ reluctance towards rejoining the fight in the Trojan War: “Safer is it to lie on the couch, to clasp a sweetheart in your arms, to tinkle with your fingers the Thracian lyre, than to take in hand the shield, and the spear with sharpened point, and to sustain upon your locks the helmet’s weight”.[footnoteRef:22] From two descriptions of Achilles playing the lyre (by the same author), we are presented with a clear distinction between the brutality of war and serenity/safety brought upon by music. Ovid clearly regards Achilles as a different person when playing the lyre. [20:  Ov. Ars. Am. 7-8 (trans. Mozley) ]  [21:  Fantham, 2003, p. 113-14; Davis, 2015, p. 160]  [22:  Ov. Her. 3. 116-120 (trans. Showerman)] 


The author is inclined to argue that both texts were aimed at a specific demography, perhaps for a specific time. The context of Ovid’s Ars Amatoria was aimed at a specific demography, tailored for a specific time (in the throes of love), Statius’ Achilleid likewise was also aimed at a considerably portion of the Roman population. The author stresses the overall message of the Achillied as the mutability of Achilles’ personality into a gradual warrior figure (exemplified in his formative teaching from Chiron, where he instilled his martial sense, and his subsequent literal ‘shedding’ of a feminine disguise), which although exaggerated for metaphorical effect, reflected a contemporary Roman ideal on young manhood. By the Roman period, there was (broadly speaking) a renewed interest in Achilles’ story, which focused on his childhood, education by Chiron and concealment on Scyros. One prominent view was that the male youths of Rome were seen as subject to numerous threats and therefore required the guidance/support of a praeceptor. Although born to a godly mother, his upbringing via a tutor is something that Romans at this time could ascribe themselves to. This formative education (akin to progymnasmata) is comparable to the ‘journey’ of young/adult males in Rome, who were asked to choose ‘role models’ to emulate, providing a moral compass with which they could live by, much like Achilles’ militaristic mores were shaped and built upon by Chiron. He, like the ‘everyday’ citizen chose models to emulate and was guided frequently by older men who shaped the course of his actions (for example Peleus, Chiron, Lycomedes, Ulysses). Though Peleus’ role is reduced in this text, we are aware that: “[Achilles] measures himself with his father’s spear”.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Stat. Ach. 1. 40-41 (trans. Shackleton Bailey) ] 

In the Iliad, Achilles is compared to a lion, in threatening to eat Hector’s flesh (Il. 22.346-7)[footnoteRef:24], explained as being motivated by Hector’s murder of Patroclus. This connoted a negative impression for Roman readers, who accentuating the negative aspects of the Homeric Achilles, giving Achilles the epithet ‘saeuus’, a word affiliated with predatory animals. Whereas the Iliadic Achilles is presented as flying into rage in response to external events, the Achilleid argues that this ‘rage’ was resultant from his martial-like paideia, where he hunted and was fed ‘like an animal’. As Bernstein expresses: “In this vision, Achilles; semiferal rage owes as much to his youthful nurture as to his later misfortunes”.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Hom. Il. 22.346-7 (trans. Hammond)]  [25:  Bernstein, 2008, p. 122] 


The Greek hero of Achilles was by no means disregarded in Roman society. Indeed, he stood as a totemic emblem of the agendas of both Ovid and Statius. Through their writings they were able to convey and extrude elements of his well-trodden legacy in order to supplement and highlight their notions of ways of being. In this manner, Achilles in a Roman context was marginally different to the Homeric hero. In this new light, the concepts of vulnerability and transvestitism (which were not present in the Iliad) were employed to help the Romans navigate their way through the problems of their times.  



Bibliography
Bernstein, N.W. (2008) ‘In the Image of the Ancestors: Narratives of Kinship in Flavian Epic’, Toronto; University of Toronto Press
Cameron, A. (2009) ‘Young Achilles in the Roman World’, in The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 99, pg. 1-22
Davis, P.J. (2015) ‘Statius’ Achilleid: The Paradoxical Epic’ in. Dominik, W., Newlands, C.E. and Gervais, K. (eds.) Brill’s Companion to Statius; Leiden, Koninklijke Brill NV, pg. 157-172 
Fantham, E. (2003) ‘Chiron: The Best of Teachers’ in Basson, A. F. and Dominik, W. J. (eds.) Literature, Art, History: Studies on Classical Antiquity and Tradition. In Honour of W. J. Henderson, Frankfurt; Peter Lang Publishers Inc., pg. 111-122
Feeney, C. (2004) ‘Tenui … latens discrimine: Spotting the Differences in Statius’ Achilleid’ in. Materiali e discussioni per l’analisi dei testi classici, Vol. 52, pg. 85-105
Homer, The Illiad. M.Hammond (trans.) 1987. London: Penguin Books Ltd.
Horace. Odes and Epodes. N. Rudd (trans.) 2004. Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press 
Kozák, D. (2016) ‘Weaving ‘Catallun’ Song: Achilles’ Performances in Statius’ Achilleid’, in Acta Antiqua Academiae, Vol. 56, Iss. 1, pg. 65-80  
McAuley, M. (2012) ‘Ambiguus Sexus: Epic Masculinity in Transition in Statius’ Achilleid’, in Akroterion, Vol. 55 pg. 37-60
Moul, V. (2012) ‘Quo Rapis? Tone and Allusion at Aulis in Statius’ Achilleid’ in Classical Quarterly, Vol. 6, Iss. 1, pg. 286-300
Ovid. Art of Love. Cosmetics. Remedies for Love. Ibis. Walnut-tree. Sea Fishing. Consolation. J.H, Mozley (trans.) 1929. Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press 
Ovid, Heroides and Amores. G. Showerman (trans.). 1914. London; William Heineman; New York; The Macmillan Co.
Ovid. Metamorphoses: Volume 2. F.J. Miller (trans.) 1916. Cambridge; MA; Harvard Univesity Press
Park, A. (2009) ‘Two Types of Ovidian Personification’, in The Classical Journal, Vol. 104, Iss. 3, pg. 225-240
Parkes, R. (2011) ‘The Deidamia Achilli: An Eleventh Century Statian-Ovidian Epistle’ in. International Journal of the Classical Tradition, Vol. 18, Iss. 1, pg. 19-35 
Statius, The Achilleid. D.R. Shackleton Bailey (trans.) 2004. Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press
Trimble, J.F. (2002) ‘Greek Myth, Gender, and Social Structure in a Roman House: Two Paintings of Achilles at Pompeii’, in pg. 225-248 
Virgil, The Aeneid, trans. A.S. Kline (2002) Poetry in Translation. Available online via the ‘Poetry in Translation’  website. [Date Accessed: 31/5/22].
Volk, K. ‘Ars Amatoria Romana: Ovid on Love as a Cultural Construct’ in. Gibson, R., Green, S. and Sharrock, A. (eds.) The Art of Love: Bimillenial Essays on Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris, Oxford University Press pg. 231-51
Web links used

