Classical Mythology Essay by Lizzie Mansfield
This essay will be focused on answering the following question: describe and analyse some uses of the depiction of Achilles as a youth in any Latin texts focused upon in this module. Three Latin sources will be used in the essay. These will be Statius’s Achilleid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses and the Deidamia Achilli. Here is some basic background information about Achilles. Achilles was a mythical Greek warrior who fought in the Trojan War. He was born to the mortal man Peleus and the sea goddess Thetis. He was famous for being an invulnerable warrior who killed Hector, a prince of Troy, later being killed himself by getting struck in the ankle with an arrow, his only vulnerable point of his body.
Firstly, Statius’s Achilleid will be explored. Publius Papinius Statius was a Greco-Roman poet that was born in c.45 CE at Naples. He produced three notable works which were: the Thebiad, the Silvae and the Achilleid. Statius was writing during the reign of Emperor Domitian. The Achilleid was an epic poem about Achilles and his early life, which Statius started writing in CE. Book 1 and half of Book 2 were completed before Statius died in c.96 CE, leaving the poem unfinished. Book 1 covers the events when Achilles is made to dress up in girl’s clothes by his mother and go in hiding on the island of Scyros, avoiding the draft for the Trojan War. Book 2 has Achilles leaving the island with Ulysses to go to the Trojan War and Achilles recounts his experiences growing up with and being taught by Chiron, who was a centaur. Book 1 will be the one that is focused on more. Before analysing Book 1, it will be summarised in a simple description. There was a prophecy made about Achilles. He would go on to either live a long but dull life or a short but glorious one. Thetis, having heard this prophecy, is scared of her son dying so young and resolves to hide him from the draft for the Trojan War. She takes him from the care of Chiron the centaur and brings him to the island of Scyros, where she plans to dress him up in girl’s clothes and hide him amongst the daughters of the King Lycomedes. Initially Achilles is very reluctant to do this but when he catches sight of Deidamia amongst her sisters performing at a festival of Pallas, he agrees to go forward with his mother’s plan. Thetis helps her son to dress in the clothes and teaches him how to act like a girl. Then Thetis presents her disguised son to King Lycomedes, stating that her daughter needs to learn how to be obedient, placid and graceful for a good marriage, as she was given an Amazonian upbringing. Lycomedes and his daughters accept the disguised boy and during his time on Scyros Achilles strikes up a friendship with Deidamia. By chance Deidamia discovers the male identity of Achilles but keeps this secret to herself. Over time, Achilles wants to get rid of his disguise as he struggles with his romantic feelings towards Deidamia and his desire for her. At the festival of Bacchus, which is an event only supposed to be performed by females, Achilles cannot contain his desire for Deidamia any longer and so he rapes her in the nearby sacred forest grove. This act causes Deidamia to become pregnant with a son, who will later be named Neoptolemus. After the rape, Achilles comforts Deidamia, expresses his love for her and states his desire to reveal himself so they can be together. Afraid that Achilles would get in trouble with her father, Deidamia encourages him to stay in his disguise. Months go by and a new prophecy about Achilles is made. The prophecy states that the Greeks will not win the Trojan War unless Achilles is there fighting with them. At the Greek camp in the port of Aulis, the seer Calchas experiences a vision which reveals that Achilles is in hiding on Scyros. The Greek commander Agamemnon sends Diomedes and Ulysses to Scyros to find Achilles. Once they arrive at the island, Ulysses comes up with a plan to trick Achilles into revealing himself as the male he truly is. Ulysses puts together as basket of items that he will present as a gift to Lycomedes’s daughters. He places in the basket traditional feminine items such as jewellery, clothing and trinkets, but also hides a shield, a sword and a helmet in the basket as well. At this moment in time Achilles, who has by now become fed up with having to dress up like a girl, prepares to shed his disguise but Deidamia dissuades him from this action. When the basket gift is presented to the daughters of Lycomedes, the daughters admire the clothing and jewellery they have been given, while the disguised Achilles shows interest in the sword and armour. Then Ulysses has the other Greek warriors simulate an attack on the island by having them blow a trumpet, which is typically used as a signal for a battle to begin. Achilles immediately takes up the sword and shield, revealing his male identity in the process. After this trickery Deidamia starts to cry and Achilles, upon hearing her cries, confesses to Lycomedes about the relationship between himself and his daughter Deidamia and the fact that they had a child together in secret. Achilles then asks Lycomedes for permission to marry Deidamia and take her as his wife. King Lycomedes is shocked by the confession but accepts the news and gives his permission for the two of them to be wed. Achilles and Deidamia are married and become husband and wife. Afterwards Achilles prepares to go with the Greek warriors to fight in the Trojan War. Deidamia tells him to think of their son while he is away and for him not to father anymore children with other women. She also requests that he return from the Trojan War, back to her and their child Neoptolemus. Achilles makes the promise that he will return to them after the fighting is over. Now a brief summary of Book 2 will be made. The book picks up where the first book left off. The poem begins with Achilles in the company of Ulysses and Diomedes sailing away from the island of Scyros towards the camp of the Greek forces in Aulis. Before this Achilles prayed to his mother Thetis, apologising and asking for forgiveness for revealing himself and leaving the island to go fight with the Greeks in Troy. At the same time the boat is travelling away from Scyros, both Deidamia and Achilles miss each other and long for one another. Ulysses attempts to distract Achilles from these thoughts by telling him about the events that lead to the start of the Trojan War. Ulysses is upset with this turn of events, caused by Paris stupidly and recklessly abducting Helen and taking her to Troy. After this Diomedes asks Achilles about how and where he grew up. Achilles obliges and tells the two men about his youth. He grew up under the care of Chiron the centaur, as his father Peleus gave Achilles to him to look after when he was a baby. As Achilles aged up from an infant to a boy to an adolescent, Chiron raises him as his own and teaches him a great deal of his many famous teachings. The youthful Achilles learns how to hunt and finds that he is quite good at the practice. As a result of this, the young Achilles becomes very well known at this age for his prowess with weaponry and fighting skills. After Achilles finishing narrating the story of his childhood to the other men, the poem comes to a premature end. Now the analysis of Book 1 can begin and how Achilles is depicted within it. When Achilles first appears, he has just come back from a hunt. He is described as having ‘snow white skin and tawny gold locks’ (Mozley, p. 521). He is shown as a typical athletic youth, being covered in sweat and dust as he comes back from his hunting. This displays Achilles’s strength and skill as a warrior. This description is then followed by the quote: ‘The bloom of youth is not yet changed by new-springing down, a tranquil flame burns in his glance, and there is much of his mother in his look’ (Mozley, p. 521). This depiction of Achilles expresses the fact that his looks are quite androgyne, as he is still adolescent and has not grown into his masculine looks yet. This is a foreshadowing for what is to come soon afterwards in the text. Later, when Thetis is trying to persuade Achilles to put on feminine clothing, she uses examples of when gods and men either wore women’s clothing or were physically transformed into women. These examples harken back to other famous myths, which the audience presumably have knowledge of, and Achilles is alluded to know about. When Thetis put the clothing onto Achilles, it seems as if she is sculpting his features and actually turning him into a girl, despite this being not the case. This description invokes imagery of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which the audience probably have read before and would recognise such poetic language. Moreover, when Achilles takes part in the festival of Bacchus, he is described as clumsy in his movements. However, despite of this, he stills maintains a feminine appearance. This emphasises his androgynous looks. 
Next to be discussed is Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Publius Ovidius Naso was a Roman poet who was born at Sulmo on the 20th of March in 43 BCE. He was a very popular poet and was especially famous for his love poetry. Ovid wrote his poetry during the reign of Emperor Augustus, who was the first Roman Emperor. The Metamorphoses was a piece of epic poetry, which Ovid began to write in and finished in. The Metamorphoses was divided into fifth teen books in total and the poems told the stories of various different transformations that occurred in Roman mythology. The books that will be covered in this essay are Book 11, Book 12 and Book 13. Book 11 contains the story of the relationship of Peleus and Thetis, who are the parents of Achilles. Book 12 covers stories of Achilles’s exploits. Book 13 includes the story of the discussion after the death of Achilles as to who would receive his arms. Now Book 11 will be explored, firstly with a basic summary of the story of Peleus and Thetis. Thetis was a beautiful sea goddess whose beauty enthralled Jupiter, the King of the Gods. He attempted to pursue Thetis but then heard a prophecy that entailed her. The prophecy stated that Thetis would give birth to a son and the son would grow up to be greater than his father. Jupiter stops his pursuit of Thetis and decides that Thetis should marry a mortal man, to avoid the son becoming greater than Jupiter himself. He chooses Peleus, his grandson, as the man to become Thetis’s husband. Thetis was known to have great shapeshifting abilities. So, the god Proteus advised Peleus to sneak into her living quarters and wait until she falls asleep. Then he has to hold on to her and stay holding on to her even when she keeps changing shape. Eventually, after shifting through many different forms, Thetis realises that she cannot get him to let go of her and so, she submits to him. Peleus then rapes Thetis and impregnates her with a son, who will be Achilles. After this event, the two of them get married and become husband and wife. Next Book 12 will be covered, starting with a summary of the text that will be analysed. The story starts off in the Trojan War, with Achilles going to fight Cycnus. Cycnus was the son of Neptune and had managed to kill over a thousand Greek warriors by himself. Achilles goes to fight Cycnus but finds out that the other man’s skin is invulnerable to weapons. Eventually, Achilles manages to kill Cycnus by suffocating him to death with the man’s own helmet. Cycnus’s body is turned into a swan at the event of his death. Afterwards Achilles and other Greek warriors gather together and celebrate their victory. At this celebration Nestor recounts to the others that there was once a man named Caeneus who also had the same invulnerable skin. However, the man Caeneus originally was a woman named Caenis. Nestor then relates the story of Caeneus. As the woman Caenis, she was walking along a beach when the god Neptune accosted her and raped her. Afterwards Neptune was satisfied and granted Caenis a wish. Caenis wishes to be transformed into a man so no one can rape her again. Neptune grants her wish, turning her into the man Caeneus, and also makes Caeneus’s skin invulnerable to weapons. Later, Caeneus attends the wedding of Pirithous and Hippodamia. One of the centaurs named Eurythus gets too drunk and tries to carry off Hippodamia in order to rape her. This encourages the other centaurs in attendance to also try and take a woman for themselves. The men immediately spring into action to save the women from the centaurs. Theseus ends up killing Eurythus by hitting him over the head with a bowl. Unfortunately, this only angers the remaining centaurs. This leads to a huge fight between the men and the centaurs, which was called the Battle of the Lapiths and the Centaurs. During the battle the centaurs try to harm Caeneus but they cannot due to his skin. This enrages the centaurs and as a result, they start throwing trees and rocks onto him. Caeneus is crushed by the weight of these items. It is said that either he ended up sinking into the ground till he reached the Underworld, or he was transformed into bird which flew away. Lastly Book 13 will be looked at, beginning with a brief summary. Ulysses and Ajax are arguing in front of the Greek chiefs about which of them should get given the late Achilles’s arms. Ajax is the first to speak and put his points across. Ajax boasts of his divine ancestry. He states that Ulysses is crafty but spins it in a bad way, cowardly, weak and he does not fight like a warrior. Ajax says that Ulysses would not be able to use the armour because he will be too heavy for him. If he even tries to use it at all as apparently, he runs away from battle a lot, according to Ajax. Ulysses was late to join the other Greeks at the Trojan War and Ajax needs a new shield because his is damaged due to spears, whereas Ulysses’s shield is barely damaged. Then it is Ulysses turn to speak. During his turn, Ulysses ends up countering each one of Ajax’s points. Both Ulysses’s parents have divine ancestry. Ulysses is smart and it was he alone who managed to find Achilles and trick him out of hiding. Ulysses states that as an intelligent man, he will truly to able to fully appreciate the shield by understanding the artwork. Unlike Ajax who is not smart enough to. Also, he points out that Achilles was also late to the Trojan War, meaning that Ajax is criticising him to. Having heard both men’s arguments, the Greek chiefs thereby ultimately decided to give the arms of Achilles to Ulysses. Now begins the analysis of the Books. Book 12 greatly displays Achilles’s skill of fighting and show that he is fairly smart, as he figures out a way to kill the seemingly invulnerable Cycnus (Miller/Goold). Book 13 includes a description of the story of Achilles on the island on Scyros.
The last to be considered is the Deidamia Achilli. The Deidamia Achilli is a poem that was written by an unknown author. It was written in medieval times, at around the eleventh century. The Deidamia Achilli is written in the form of a letter, which is known as an epistle. The letter conveys the point of view of Deidamia as she writes to her husband Achilles, who is off fighting in the Trojan War. The Deidamia Achilli is written in a similar style to Ovidian poetry, which were very popular at the time. It seems to be heavily influenced by Ovid’s Heroides and Statius’s Achilleid. The letter mostly focuses on Deidamia begging her husband Achilles to return home to her and their child Neoptolemus. She also has heard about Briseis and wants Achilles to end his relationship with the slave girl, imploring him to think of their son. Here starts an analysis of the depictions of Achilles as a youth in this poem. In Line 3, Deidamia calls Achilles ‘descendant of Aeacus’ (Parkes, 2011). Aeacus was the son of Zeus and Aegina and was Achilles’s grandfather, so this emphasises Achilles’s divine heritage. In Lines 57 to 58, Deidamia mentions how Thetis brought Achilles to Scryos. The Thessalian teacher that is referred to here is Chiron the centaur. In Lines 113 to 116, Deidamia makes reference to the time Achilles raped her on her home island of Scyros, which conceived Neoptolemus. The poem ends with Line 130, mentioning the spear of Mt Pelion should pierce Hector. The spear of Mt Pelion was given to Thetis and Peleus as a wedding present by Chiron and this is the spear that Achilles uses to fight with in the Trojan War. This also a use of dramatic irony, as the readers of this epistle are well aware that Hector does in fact die at the hands of Achilles at Troy.
In conclusion, Achilles is portrayed as a strong and capable warrior even from a young age, but he also had androgyne features. In both the Achilleid and the Metamorphoses, both Achilles and his father Peleus both beget their sons by raping the women of their desire. Book 13 of the Metamorphoses and Statius’s Achilleid contain the story of Achilles in hiding on the island of Scyros, with the Deidamia Achilli mentioning parts of it. This shows a similarity between descriptions from different, partly probably due to the authors’ inspiration from previous works.
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