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Critical Commentary: Deidamia Achilli 9-49

Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_PMhOkPoj]The Deidamia Achilli is an eleventh-century poem focused upon the viewpoint of Deidamia after Achilles has left her for war. Engaged with Ovid’s Heroides and Statius’ Achillied, two texts that gained “considerable popularity” in the Middle Ages (Parkes, 2011), this section in particular presents Deidamia’s reaction to Achilles’ departure within a speech articulated to combine moral criticism with lament. While the full poem is situated within mythology, the passage encompassing the lines 9-49 is unheroic, exhibiting the emotional cost of Achilles’ absence rather than celebrating the glory to come. Similarly, it showcases the imbalance of power between them as Deidamia is presented as accusatory and vulnerable.
There are three main ways the passage achieves this reading; the extensive use of direct address, the language and imagery of abandonment and concealment, and the complication of the heroic narrative, all achieved through alternative viewpoints on the moral authority of Deidamia, the destabilisation of conventional principles through the prioritisation of suffering over public renown, and the foregrounding of Deidamia’s viewpoint.

Language, Imagery and Direct Address
[bookmark: _Int_u2anX6Kj]The lines 9-49 in the Deidamia Achilli are characterised by a litany of language characteristics and direct address to showcase Achilles’ apparent moral failings as a husband to Deidamia, and expose the ethical cost of heroic ambition through the perspective of the abandoned woman. Fron the outset of this section, Deidamia employs temporal imagery in order to frame her grief as prolonged or cyclical, unable to be healed. The reference to the “fifth sun” renewing a year already “completed four times” in line 9, the very beginning of this extract, establishes the long duration and repetition of her grief, implying that time itself has transformed into a burden rather than a means of healing. This sense of stagnation is reinforced by the mention of the god Janus, that of beginnings and transitions, stating his urn “pours back rain waters”. The god is linked to the seasonal shift from winter rain to spring and evokes renewal, yet this is disallowed by Deidamia through the water being “poured back”, to evoke her lack of emotional progress. Seasonal imagery, traditionally associated with rebirth, is subverted to emphasise the persistence of Deidamia’s abandonment.
The invocation of Eros as witness to her grief furthers the use of divine imagery in conjunction with the use of Janus, validating Deidamia’s distress. By calling on “the mother of wanton Love” in line 25, she frames her misery as something sanctioned by divinity or cosmic forces, rather than acting within emotional excess off her own accord. The repetition of “will be witness” gives her a pleading, or determined tone, depending on reader, allowing her to assert her emotional distress and will viewers to understand its depth and its complete control over her. In this context, language serves as a tool to assert dominance, as Deidamia claims no form of consolation has sufficed since Achilles’ departure, emphasising the completeness and complexity of her loss.
Similarly, direct address is central to the passage’s emotional impact. Achilles is consistently referenced not only as a distanced lover but someone who is directly accountable for her distress, particularly evident when Deidamia recalls his farewell speech. By repeating his words, “Deidamia, goodbye!” in line 14, the text overstates their difference in perspectives. His language reflects fate, duty, and collective obligation (specifically stating the “whole of Greece” asks for his help in line 16), whereas hers centres individual grief. This line allows Achilles a voice within the passage, but reveals the emotional inadequacy of that voice, promising future gifts and Trojan spoils, which he obviously falls short of. The language of consolation he employs is pragmatic and material, contrasting with Deidamia’s desire for his physical presence and loyalty. Achilles’ departure is depicted through nautical imagery, the “wind blowing the soft sails” (line 22), described perhaps intentionally in a way that appears pleasing and indistinct, stripping his withdrawal of its tragic necessity and ‘heroicness’. In contrast, the imagery relating to Deidamia is bodily and explicit, she cannot eat without disgust, cannot sleep despite “soft covers”, and finds no physical respite from her exhaustion. This contrast between movement and paralysis mirrors the broader opposition between heroic action and those abandoned. 

Complicating the Heroic Narrative
The Deidamia Achilli persistently complicates the viewpoint of the traditional heroic narrative by reframing Achilles’ departure as a morally questionable abandonment of family duties, rather than a fulfilment of divine destiny. Although Achilles’ speech and descriptions of him employ conventional justifications such as the collective Greek need for him and future glory, these values are undermined by the viewpoint from which they are presented. Deidamia’s perspective allows the reader to acknowledge the human cost of his actions, revealing the conflict between public acclaim and familial obligation. Achilles’ justification for leaving conforms to epic tradition, explaining he has been “demanded by the cruel fates” in line 15, and summoned by the whole of Greece, presenting his participation in the Trojan War as divinely ordained and unavoidable. However, the framing of this speech within Deidamia’s grief diminishes its authority, his words are testament to the disparity between heroic language and lived experience, which becomes immediately apparent within this text. This is often not the viewpoint presented by sources, creating an interesting contrast between the abstract ‘heroic figure’ and the real lament and overwhelming grief felt by those left behind. The promises of future return and triumphal imagery of spoils and foreign gifts appear hugely insufficient when in comparison to Deidamia’s present suffering.
This is further explored through the emphasis on the physical and emotional symptoms Deidamia experiences, rather than celebrating Achilles’ departure in search of his expected kleos, or glory. Deidamia’s inability to sleep, eat, or incessant dwelling on Achilles’ homecoming highlights the repercussions of those omitted from the heroic narrative, and shifts it towards the physical burden of grief. Heroism, usually defined by movement and conquest, is inherently challenged by the characterisation of grief as stagnant and unresolved.
The figure of Pyrrhus is also intrinsic in this text to the complication of the heroic narrative. As the child of Achilles, he represents the perpetuation of heroic lineage, but his portrayal stands in contrast to that of his father. He is characterised not by military skill but by his piety, “beyond what his age expects” (line 39), and sympathy for his mother. Pyrrhus’ emotional sensitivity becomes a direct contrast to his father's hardness, suggesting that emotional and moral maturity lies in accountability and responsibility, rather than invulnerability. The introduction of a domestic, emotionally available male directly contrasts and complicates the typical heroic narrative, especially a character directly linked to one of the greatest warriors in myth, likely expected to follow his path.
Lastly, the repeated and direct calls to divine justice further undermine the epic framework and heroic narrative. Deidamia’s prayer for the gods to witness her tears “not to [Achilles’] detriment” in line 46 introduces the possibility that heroic action may provoke divine retribution rather than reward. This represents an inversion of traditional epic reasoning, where deities usually endorse or drive heroic exploits. In this context, divine vision corresponds to the anguish of the abandoned, not the triumph of the warrior. This frames heroism to be ethically accountable, subject to judgement not only on the battlefield but within private spaces and personal life.

Conclusion
This text ultimately reframes the story of Achilles and Deidamia by prioritising a marginalised voice, characteristic of the works it is inspired by, such as Ovid, revealing ethical dilemmas inherent in epic heroism. Through emotionally charged language, continuous direct address, and an emphasis on physical suffering, Deidamia reinterprets what may be perceived as a conventional heroic departure into a morally complex act of abandonment. Her speech undermines epic values by emphasising lament and mourning, domestic responsibility, and emotional torment, contesting the precedence of public fame. Achilles’ celebrated invulnerability is redefined as emotional rigidity, while the figure of Pyrrhus contradicts traditional concepts of heroic virtue. 
[bookmark: _Int_eyWOi9L9][bookmark: _Int_OKboSIkm]This commentary has attempted to show how the passage functions not only as a personal lament but as a critique of the epic ideology inside of its own mythical framework. The lack of direct critical engagement with this specific text has necessitated close engagement with the speech itself, emphasising the viewpoint of language, imagery, and narrative instead of depending on conventional academic interpretation. The scarcity of secondary source material presents challenges, but may in itself highlight the many ways in which this text can be interpreted. By allowing Deidamia to scrutinise Achilles’ heroism, the text reveals the repercussions of epic ambition and emphasises an ethical recognition of voices typically marginalised within heroic narratives.
 
Word count: 1418 words
Bibliography
Deidamia Achilli (2011) Translated by Parkes, R. N.P
[bookmark: _Int_tjTcyrTi]Parkes, R (2011) The Deidamia Achilli: An Eleventh-Century Statian-Ovidian Epistle. The International Journal of the Classical Tradition. 
Fantuzzi, M (2012) Achilles in Love: Intertextual Studies. Oxford, Online Edition.
