“The appeal of Achilles was precisely that his story contained so many elements, sometimes contradictory” (Dunbabin). Discuss, with a focus on no more than three Latin texts. 
Achilles is a well-known mythical hero known for many different legends, including the part he played in the Trojan war. The earliest surviving text about Achilles is from Homer in the Iliad, however the story which is so prominent in the Iliad was likely inspired by much earlier oral traditions.
There are many things that make characters interesting, especially when it comes to Achilles. Achilles has been presented in a multitude of ways over the centuries with different authors having their own interpretations of the hero, creating contradictions and nuances in his character. Achilles is also a flawed hero, his anger being one of the main motivating factors of the Iliad, adding to the intrigue of his character.

The contradictory elements of Achilles character may have appeared partly because of his popularity as an epic hero. His story has been told many times in multiple forms including epic poetry, theatre, mosaic and sculpture. The contradictions serve to create an even more interesting character to which many people can relate. The later Latin texts appear to have strong roots in Homer’s Iliad and share these contradictory aspects of his character. 
This essay will explore several contradictory aspects of Achilles’ character, using the Iliad, the Achilliad and Ovid’s Heroides 3. Some of the contradictions we explore include that of Achilles’ gender and the presentation of femininity and masculinity, those around the prophecy and death of Achilles, and the various demonstrations of his emotional expressions.
There are many things that go into making a hero. The values found in heroes are very culturally dependant, changing from place to place and through time. This makes it extremely difficult to create a hero that maintains an appeal over an extended period of time, yet Achilles is a rare example of such a figure. There are many aspects to the story of Achilles that have helped to keep him relevant to audiences over the years, as well as the preservation of texts that prominently include him such as the Iliad, Heroides and the Deidamia Achilli. The popularity of Achilles in Roman times[footnoteRef:1] likely contributed to the survival of his story from the late Greek bronze age to the Middle Ages. Some features of heroes are relatively consistent across cultures, such as bravery and the performance of seemingly impossible feats; things that Achilles frequently displays, such as fighting gods and hunting lions. Achilles’ narrative has many aspects that are found appealing across many cultures, which aids in keeping him a relevant and interesting character across cultures. [1:  Dunbabin 2024, 357] 

The prophecy associated with Achilles is an important element of his hero narrative. Achilles had two prophecies surrounding his life. One said that he would surpass his father, which was one of the main reasons that Zeus gave Thetis to Peleus rather than having an affair with her himself since that would mean Achilles would have been destined to overthrow him.[footnoteRef:2] The second prophecy is more well-known[footnoteRef:3] and foretells that Achilles would have a choice that would lead to him either living a long but average life, or a short life that was filled with glory and would be forever remembered as a hero[footnoteRef:4]. Glory, or kleos[footnoteRef:5], was a highly important thing Greek heroes, making the choice far harder for Achilles as it would be somewhat expected that he would choose the glory.[footnoteRef:6] Having his fate hanging over his head helps turn Achilles into an almost tragic character. His fate of dying young is something that could be deemed as quite tragic, especially when in the end the decision is not made for the sake of the glory but because of an almost maddening grief over the lose of Patroclus. Tragedy is a genre that holds a great appeal to many audiences, the Greeks and Romans appreciating it especially for catharsis, which gives Achilles a strong appeal. Furthermore, characters that have a destiny to fulfil are frequently very popular, there is the sense of a known-unknown in that we know what will happen but not how or when, or even the true outcome as prophecies are often misleading. [2:  J. S. Burgess 2004, 34]  [3:  J. S. Burgess 2004, 29]  [4:  J. S. Burgess 2004, 31]  [5:  Mares 2016, 64]  [6:  Mares 2016, 65] 


The original Achilles heel presents a contrast between vulnerable and invulnerable. In all the popular retellings Thetis tries and fails to fully make Achilles invulnerable[footnoteRef:7], leaving him at least partially vulnerable. The place of vulnerability was popularised as being his heel due to being dunked in the river Styx[footnoteRef:8], however there are many examples in older sources where Achilles was either able to be hurt or given partial invulnerability through different means[footnoteRef:9]. Throughout time there seems to be a preference for characters that are unbeatable except for one or two flaws or weaknesses, an archetype that Achilles easily fits into. A modern example of this phenomena is Superman who is entirely invulnerable except from a weakness to kryptonite and his close relationships. Achilles mirrors this modern story very well; he is an invulnerable, super-strong hero but has a weakness in his heel, as well as the death of Patroclus being an example of a close relationship that affected him and the narrative, with news of Patroclus’ death “a black cloud of grief engulfed” him[footnoteRef:10]. There is a far larger appeal in characters that have a weakness, opposed to one that is entirely invulnerable. This is because it adds tension to the story, it is possible for the hero not to win even if we know that they will. Furthermore, a hero cannot be brave if there is no risk, with risk only being possible if the hero could conceivably lose. [7:  J. S. Burgess 2004, 29]  [8:  J. Burgess 1995a, 217]  [9:  J. Burgess 1995a, 218]  [10:  Jones 2003, 320 (Hom.Il.18.24)] 

The story of his upbringing presents a number of different contrasts. Achilles’ upbringing and childhood can be split into three main sections that have been accumulated over many myths and retellings. These parts are: his time with his parents Thetis and Peleus; the time he spent being mentored by Chiron; and his time on Skyros. Each section of his childhood holds a different appeal for audiences. Achilles was a demi-god due to having both divine and human parentage. Thetis is a sea nymph and goddess, and Peleus, while an impressive hero who had many accomplishments, was a mortal. Across all of the sources Thetis does everything she can to preserve Achilles’ life despite the prophecy and his mortality. This includes a myth found in the Argonautica where Thetis had been trying to make Achilles immortal by bathing him in fire at night and anointing him with ambrosia during the day. This treatment mirrors the way Demeter treated Metaneira’s son in the Hymn to Demeter.[footnoteRef:11] Thetis had stopped after Peleus had disrupted her during the nightly burning causing Achilles’ immortality to remain incomplete[footnoteRef:12]. Another version is the well-known myth of Thetis dunking Achilles in the river Styx, holding him by the heel, resulting in him being invulnerable everywhere except the spot by which she held him[footnoteRef:13]. These stories of Thetis making Achilles largely invulnerable are extremely old[footnoteRef:14], and play an important part in the appeal of Achilles; he has immense strength and is incredibly powerful, but without the slight weakness he would be incapable of bravery. A completely invulnerable immortal cannot be considered brave, an essential attribute of a hero.[footnoteRef:15] [11:  Anonymous 2024]  [12:  Rhodius 2009, 399]  [13:  J. Burgess 1995b, 217]  [14:  J. Burgess 1995b, 217]  [15:  Goethals and Allison 2012, 186] 

The invulnerability of Achilles is important for creating the next step in his narrative, as Mackie writes it is “the beginning of a more remote and unusual existence”[footnoteRef:16], it is the event that triggers the transition from Achilles living a mostly normal life with two parents to being under guardianship of Chiron. Chiron is a centaur who trained Achilles to be a warrior[footnoteRef:17], telling him stories of heroes, teaching him to fight and hunt. His childhood was an extremely popular part of Achilles’ story in Roman times as attested by Cameron.[footnoteRef:18] In earlier sources Peleus is the one to give Achilles to Chiron, however later sources of both art and literature have Thetis as the one responsible.[footnoteRef:19] One of the most common themes of Achilles’ time with Chiron is of him being taught to play the lyre[footnoteRef:20], a skill that Achilles has in a wide range of sources across centuries. This may be because of the emphasised gender roles displayed through telling stories[footnoteRef:21]. The stories that Achilles would have been told and been telling would have been those about monsters and heroes, the sort that would have been associated with men and masculinity. Achilles playing the lyre also shows he is educated and has knowledge of his lineage, it shows a connection to civilisation despite the time spent in the wilds with a centaur. His time with Chiron is important as it gives context for what follows later in his story. [16:  Mackie 1998, 329]  [17:  Mackie 1998, 329]  [18:  Cameron 2009, 2]  [19:  Cameron 2009, 9]  [20:  Cameron 2009, 10]  [21:  Minchin 2007, 4] 

There are many further contradictions within the story of Achilles being with Chiron. In Statius’ Achilleid Chiron’s report to Thetis regarding her son is revealing and contains contradictions. When Thetis goes back to Chiron so she can take the young Achilles to Scyros, Chiron tells her about how wild, out of control and “precocious”[footnoteRef:22] he is. Despite being so wild, Achilles is also described as being beautiful, even going as far as to say he is “like Apollo” who is known for being good looking[footnoteRef:23]. Achilles’ wildness could have been read as monstrous, he was attacking centaurs that lived near Chiron’s cave, he would go out to kill the mother of some lion cubs so he could take the cubs most likely to eat. However, the monstrous aspects of Achilles are mitigated through other details about him. He has Patroclus with him, and friendship is a redeeming and appealing quality, something monsters are not shown to have as most monsters live in isolation. A further appealing aspect that helps present Achilles as simply a wild child rather than a monster is his reaction and relationship to Thetis. He displays an appropriate love for his mother, which is both an appealing and redeeming quality. These details, added to his playing of the lyre and singing of his heritage, create a contradiction that he is both savage and civilised.  [22:  Statius 2004, 327]  [23:  Statius 2004, 325] 

The final stage of Achilles’ young life was his time on Scyros. During the time Achilles was disguised as a female, making it an extremely intriguing part of his life. Achilles was usually placed on Scyros by Thetis in a further attempt to hide him from his fate and prevent him from going to Troy to join the Trojan war. He is usually depicted as a young teenager in this episode. Sources differ a bit, but Statius writes that at first Achilles is highly reluctant to wear the clothes and pretend to be a girl due to the fears of what Peleus and Chiron would think and because it would surely be an afront to his masculinity[footnoteRef:24]. However, he is eventually persuaded after he sees Deidamia and falls in love with her. After about eight years[footnoteRef:25] on Scyros Odysseus is usually the one to expose Achilles’ identity, which is usually done with a trick involving weapons. Odysseus arrives and suspects Achilles and so lays his trap, he offers an array of gifts to Achilles and Lycomedes’ daughters which include both feminine items as well as something masculine, often a sword, which Achilles is hopelessly drawn to, exposing him as male. The scene of Achilles getting exposed as a male has been a highly popular part of his story[footnoteRef:26]. This episode of Achilles’ life, and especially the specific part of him being revealed holds a lot of appeal to audiences. The appeal of Achilles’ life on Scyros is likely the exploration of gender, with his exposure as male displaying his absolute masculinity, while also holding a symbolic significance of Achilles graduating from a child into adulthood[footnoteRef:27]. [24:  Statius 2004, 333]  [25:  Verzina 2024]  [26:  Cameron 2009, 2]  [27:  Cameron 2009, 2] 

As Achilles transitions across the three main living situations of his youth the amount of outside godly influence decreases while his own god-like heroism increases at each stage. This could represent the transition and rite of passage from childhood to being an adult[footnoteRef:28]. Preparations for him to eventually meet his destiny.[footnoteRef:29] The extreme measures Thetis takes to protect him from his destiny[footnoteRef:30] only seem to reinforce the power of fate. [28:  Crawley 1893, 243]  [29:  Mackie 1998, 331]  [30:  J. S. Burgess 2004, 29] 

Periodically Achilles is both surrounded and isolated from those around him. Achilles is usually presented as a hero, as extraordinary and so there are many times where although he is surrounded by people, he is strangely alienated from them. A prime example of this is his time on Scyros as he is surrounded by all of king Lycomedes’ daughters and everyone else on the island, yet there is a distinct difference and distance to him because of his disguise and true nature. A further example is during the Trojan war when he spends a large amount of time sulking in his tent because of the loss of Briseis[footnoteRef:31]; although this is a more self-imposed alienation, it is still a display of Achilles being isolated from those around him as he is distanced from the others in his camp and even further distanced from the rest of the Greek army. This estrangement from those around him emphasises how, although he is half human, he is also half god and is a hero destined for greatness. He is known as the best of the Greeks[footnoteRef:32], and frequently in his life performs super-human feats. Having him be around humans but strangely separate from them helps symbolise the godly side of him that sets him apart from his peers. There is great appeal in a character who looks like us and yet is capable of so much more. [31:  Farred 2011, 1103]  [32:  Mares 2016, 65] 


Continuing on the same vein of isolation, Achilles also is often presented in some sources as being emotionally vulnerable and others as emotionally distant. One example of this is the contrast in how his relationship to Briseis is presented in the Iliad compared to Ovid’s Heroides 3. Ovid was a Roman writer in the first century, and he would have been well versed in Homeric texts. Heroides 3, as with the other Heroides, is presented in the form of a letter and is written as if from Briseis to Achilles. It is most likely that Briseis was meant to be writing shortly after the embassy to Achilles in book 9 of the Iliad but before Patroclus goes to fight[footnoteRef:33]. In her letter Briseis presents Achilles as quite a cold, distant person, calling him “hardened of heart”[footnoteRef:34] and states she would be satisfied being his slave if only he would not leave her behind. This is very different to the Achilles in the Iliad who “broke into tears”[footnoteRef:35] when Briseis left and proceeded to seclude himself in his tent for a large part of the narrative. Another example of Achilles’ relationships being presented differently across sources is his relationship with Deidamia in Statius’ account compared with the Deidamia Achilli. The Deidamia Achilli is an “eleventh-century verse epistle” by an anonymous author[footnoteRef:36], written from Deidamia’s perspective about Achilles and his unfaithfulness. In this account of Achilles, he is presented as being quite cold that “neither piety nor love nor the youth of Pyrrhus”[footnoteRef:37] is enough to make Achilles return. Deidamia talks of how Achilles was her husband before he ran off, how he has betrayed her by sleeping with Briseis as he had once sworn to be “joined”[footnoteRef:38] only to her. The Achilles presented here does not seem to care very much about Deidamia, forgetting her and his promises to her, sleeping with other women and leaving her to raise his child. This is a complete contrast to how Statius wrote their relationship. When Achilles first sees Deidamia he “drank novel flame in all his bones”, falling instantly in love with her. In the Achilleid, upon leaving Deidamia, Achilles is presented as genuinely upset, he “comforts her, himself not unmoved, swearing fidelity and guaranteeing what he swears with tears”[footnoteRef:39], completely different from the Achilles seen through the Deidamia Achilli. This difference could be due to the Deidamia Achilli being written for a Medieval audience who may have been more sympathetic towards Deidamia because of the codes of chivalry that were common among audiences. The various contrasting depictions of Achilles help to keep him a relevant and interesting character, they make for an appealing character with deep nuances and a flexibility for new writers to give him their own interpretations. [33:  Boyd 2017, 97]  [34:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.61)]  [35:  Jones 2003, 13 (Hom.Il.1.349)]  [36:  Parkes 2011, 19]  [37:  Parkes 2011, 29 (Da.34)]  [38:  Parkes 2011, 29]  [39:  Statius 2004, 385] 

In conclusion, Achilles is a very old character that has been transformed over time by many writers contributing to his narrative. His story has many appealing elements: a potentially doomed fate; a detailed and intriguing childhood with three distinct sections; an ability to perform super-human feats to face impossible situations; almost complete invulnerability, which was the doing of his divine parent Thetis. Within all these elements are many contradictions. With different authors presenting his emotional connections to his lovers in complete contrast to each other, and him being somewhere between an invulnerable god and a normal human warrior. 
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