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Analysis of the depicted function of Achilles’ education and upbringing in the Achilleid.
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While the Achilleid mainly focuses on the education and formative years of Achilles, Thetis is equally present in the extant books of the work and this must be remembered and accounted for in any essay on the depiction of education in the Achilleid, such as this. Since education is the process of learning and is not solely tied to upbringing, the parameters for education here shall include not only Achilles upbringing, but also his development as a young man and the impact of his choices on his mother, Thetis. Mentioned throughout the Achilleid is Thetis’ unhappiness with her marriage, which is further compounded by her son’s fated doom, ultimately brought about by her son following her husband’s path. As such, this essay will strive to address the impact of Achilles’ youth and upbringing on Thetis, along with the wider extratextual purpose of the work.
1. Genre of Achilleid
a. Epic genre’s roots in oral tradition.
i. Epic genre borne out of oral tradition, the foremost example of which is Homer’s Iliad. It was used to pass down a people’s traditions to each new generation when writing was not readily available and was generally centred around the tales of epic heroes’ great deeds. Generally, this comes out of a heroic age during the founding of a culture, which consists of the establishment of a national identity and the need for a cultural distinctiveness. ‘This […], combined with such other conditions as an adequate material culture and a sufficiently productive economy, tend[s] to produce a society dominated by a powerful and warlike nobility, constantly occupied with martial activities, whose individual members seek, above all, everlasting fame for themselves and for their lineages.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, Epic, https://www.britannica.com/art/epic, (Accessed: 30/01/20).] 

b. Epic’s evolution as a written genre.
i. Epic’s purpose as a learning tool.
1. One of the original functions of epic literature was to inspire soldiers in battle and reinforce the notions of valour that a warrior culture was forged upon. Something of this is preserved in the Achilleid and is reflective of Roman upbringing.
2. Epic literature was closely tied to a dynastic tradition and was used to reinforce the need to pursue a heroic tradition by preserve and continue this.
c. Contrasts with the Iliad
i. Iliad: Paris started the war by abducting Helen.
ii. Achilleid: Achilles promises there will be one if he can’t have Deidamia. 
2. Achilles
a. The Cave of Chiron
i. Achilles is a divine/mortal hybrid who seeks to live as his father does: as a warrior, but his mother knows that to do so would mean his death. By hiding him with Chiron, she is placing him with another hybrid creature, a centaur. Here she hopes he will be safe, but it is here that he learns about fighting and the legacy of great warriors that he is expected to enter into. Chiron’s relationship with the boy is one of the most formative of his life, but not the only such time. Here he is utterly subject to his mother and is hidden away in order that she may deny him that legacy. When she returns it is to find that Chiron has taken the place of preferred parent figure over her.[image: ]
Figure 1 Discovery of Achilles on Skyros, c.1649-50 (oil on canvas) Poussin, Nicolas (1594-1665). Retrieved from Bridgeman Education (https://www-bridgemaneducation-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/en/asset/216005/summary?context=%7B%22route%22%3A%22slideshow_view_private%22%2C%22routeParameters%22%3A%7B%22_format%22%3A%22html%22%2C%22_locale%22%3A%22en%22%2C%22slideshowHash%22%3A%224251%22%7D%7)

b. Impersonation of a woman
i. Learning female crafts and habits.
ii. The call for battle remains determined in Achilles and it is only with great reluctance that he yields to his mother’s wish that he be hidden away. Eventually, he rebels against this, raping Deidamia to assert his own position as a man. 
c. Achilles the Man
i. Achilles fathers a child and assumes the role of a father, but abandons his family when Odysseus comes for him. He fails to pass on the lessons he received from his foster father, Chiron.


3. Thetis
a. Goddess
i. Thetis, a goddess, was married against her will to the mortal Peleus and makes references to her unhappiness. This impacts her relationship with Achilles, who is resolved to go down his father’s path. Thetis chooses to meddle to get her way and even though the endgame is to save Achilles’ life, the way she has chosen to do this is manipulative and relies on cunning and possibly contributes to Achilles’ later choices to follow the warrior’s lifestyle, rather than heed his mother.
b. Wife
i. Thetis’ relationship with Peleus and the impact of this on Achilles.
ii. Thetis’ disappointment over not marrying Zeus or Poseidon.
c. Mother
i. Achilles is resolute to go to war and only holds back because his mother talks him into hiding among a group of women. Thetis is identifying the boy with herself, dominating him in his early years, afraid for his life.
ii. While originally avoiding marrying Peleus, Thetis shapeshifted between different forms and this same trick is used again to keep Achilles safe of Scyros.
d. Mourner
i. The consequences of Peleus and Achilles’ decisions on Thetis.


Conclusion

Achilles’ education is depicted as one that is pieced together by multiple figures and only truly ends with his departure from Scyros, into the world of men. In due time he is educated by different people for different reasons, none of which happens in a vacuum by itself. Thetis is equally affected by his development and is forced to use guile to attempt to save the boy she loves by stifling who he is. Paralleled throughout it is her own relationship with Peleus, whose legacy she desperately is trying to save her son from, all the while unable to do so. Achilles’ education comes to an end with the call to war, leaving his own son behind him to be raised by Deidamia, seemingly willing to turn his back on everything that the two women most central in his life had taught him, rather than pass them on to his own progeny.
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