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This essay will discuss and analyse the function of the depiction of Achilles’ upbringing and education in a Latin text. The text that will used in this way is Statius’ Achilleid. Statius’ father was a professional poet before turning to teaching in the city of Naples, where Statius was born.[footnoteRef:1] Perhaps this is how Statius first learned the discipline of writing. Statius’s Achilleid was originally intended to be an epic. However, this was not to be the case as he died before it could be completed with only one and a half books of it having been written.[footnoteRef:2] The Achilleid depicts Achilles’ education and upbringing from when he was a young boy until he left to go to Troy.[footnoteRef:3] Unfortunately, that was all that was written before Statius died. The education and upbringing of Achilles that we do have from the Achilleid is not a traditional kind of education, in that because it is an epic a lot of the material in it is fanciful and mostly fiction. This can be seen as Achilles is raised by Chiron who is a Centaur.[footnoteRef:4] Incidentally Chiron, in Greek mythology, was well known to have taught and been a mentor to a number of different youths who grew up to be heroes, such as Herakles and Jason.[footnoteRef:5] Perhaps this was used by Statius to show that Achilles was not a normal person, and that he was always destined for greatness. The fact that he is shown to have been taught by Chiron, who essentially trained heroes, can imply that the Centaur would not choose just anyone, so Achilles was particularly special in this regard. In this way it could be said that one of the functions of Statius’ Achilleid is to show that Achilles was always destined to be a great hero. [1:  Feeney, 2016.]  [2:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020.]  [3:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020.]  [4:  Statius, Achilleid, p. 240. ]  [5:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2018.] 

As the Achilleid was intended to be an epic, it is safe to say that Achilles’ heroic deeds would form a large part of it. Although we do not have the full extent of Statius’ work it can easily be seen that Achilles’ upbringing and education can be considered to be heroic, in the sense that Statius describes Achilles, already performing great feats even though he is only a young boy.[footnoteRef:6] This further suggests that Statius intended to show that Achilles was always destined for great things even when he was just a boy. This can be seen when Achilles says “Scarce had my raw life turned six years when he had me run faster than the swift stags and Lapith horses and chase the darts I flung”.[footnoteRef:7] It can be assumed that no ordinary six-year-old would be able to perform this feat. As a result it shows to the reader that even though Achilles is only 6 years old he was always destined to be great as he could perform feats that are beyond the capabilities of any other person. Another example of this can be seen when Achilles says, “Often would Chiron himself…pursue me at a gallop all over the plains in headlong career”.[footnoteRef:8] This demonstrates that even though Achilles at this point was young he was able to run just as fast if not faster than a centaur. Although this is fiction it adds to the mystique surrounding Achilles and once again shows that Statius depicted him as if he was always destined to be special. [6:  Statius, Achilleid.]  [7:  Statius, Achilleid, p. 395.]  [8:  Statius, Achilleid, p. 295.] 

As well as the function of Statius’ epic being to show that Achilles was always destined for greatness, another function could be just to merely provide entertainment for Roman people and their society. Alessandro Barchiesi in his work Masculinity in the 90s: The education of Achilles in Statius and Quintilian, states “scenes from the life of Achilles were favourite images for the Roman imperial taste”.[footnoteRef:9] This means that it can be assumed that Statius wrote his Achilleid in order to provide entertainment for the Roman public, similarly to how we read books and novels in the present day to get our entertainment. However, as it is a poem this means that it would also have been recited in public performances, not just read in people’s spare time. It was tradition in this time period to perform these heroic deeds to a congregation of people.[footnoteRef:10] This means that people would have got their entertainment from the public performances of the Achilleid as well.  As the Achilleid seems to have been written in a way that was meant to be performed, it suggests that this was the proper or correct way to experience this version of Achilles. Indeed, with the depiction within the Achilleid of Achilles upbringing, it is easy to see how the Roman people would have found this entertaining as there is a lot of drama that happens within it. [9:  Barchiesi, 2005, p. 47.]  [10:  Yoshida, 2019.] 

Another possible function of Statius’ Achilleid could be to provide some kind of lesson to the reader, not necessarily wholly a moral one but perhaps a lesson on people’s place in life. This can be seen as Bernstein is his work writes “Achilleid suggests that social identity is neither predetermined nor stable but subject to a continual process of creation and definition”.[footnoteRef:11] This suggests that Achilles’ identity in the Achilleid evolves and changes as he is moulded by his teacher. Bernstein adds to this as he states “Statius represents Achilles’ personality and physical characteristics as malleable and susceptible to instantaneous shaping by his elders.”[footnoteRef:12] This could mean that one function of Statius’ work was to teach the Roman public, in particular the youths, that change could a be good thing and that they should be open to being moulded by their elders as it could turn them into great warriors. But with Achilles changing roles from a great warrior to the more romantic type that would be more suited to a character in an elegy, could show the Roman public that there is more than just one path to take.  [11:  Bernstein, 2008, pp. 106-7.]  [12:  Bernstein,2008, p.107.] 

One major part of Achilles’ upbringing or his life when he was younger is the time he spent in Scyros as a young boy or teenager. When he was here he had to disguise himself by dressing as a woman in order to avoid recognition.[footnoteRef:13] This was because Achilles’ mother Thetis was afraid of the prophecy that Achilles would be killed in the Trojan war and as such tried to hide him away on the island of Scyros which meant that he had to pretend to be a girl.[footnoteRef:14] This, in some people’s views may have made him seem less masculine in his younger years, a far cry from the renowned warrior he would later become. As a result perhaps Statius’ depiction of Achilles upbringing with Chiron was an attempt, not necessarily to retcon the Scyros episode, but to show his readers that even though this event happened he was still showing masculine qualities, like hunting.[footnoteRef:15] Barchiesi states that in Rome’s society “education to masculinity had been for a long time a serious issue of cultural identity and social distinction” suggesting that it was a big topic at the time and that the Achilleid went some way to addressing this.[footnoteRef:16] Barchiesi also writes “the greatest of heroes had been raised a girl” and then relates it to Roman society by saying that Ulysses was able to figure out who Achilles really was which is similar to Rome’s “complementary imperial obsession for teasing out effeminate behaviour from tiny clues”.[footnoteRef:17] This could mean that Statius was attempting to essentially corroborate Roman society with the Scyros episode by showing that he was indeed masculine even if he had some effeminate behaviours within him. Indeed, Alan Cameron in his work Young Achilles in the Roman world writes “Achilles in a frock reflects rites of passage or initiation in which a youth-about-to-become-a-man wears female clothing” suggesting that this was common in Roman society and that Achilles himself mirrors this in the Skyros episode in which he as an adolescent is wearing women’s clothing.[footnoteRef:18] Cameron goes further and states that this is very similar to Theseus’ own story and that “It is by no means impossible that the story of Achilles’ concealment on Scyros was invented to explain some misunderstood cult ritual involving cross-dressing”.[footnoteRef:19] Perhaps Statius did intend for this to explain a cult ritual in which case the function would have been to perhaps shed some light on what the cult was like, in order to garner a good reputation for it. [13:  Crawley, 1893, p.243.]  [14:  Crawley 1893, p.243.]  [15:  Statius, Achilleid, p. 395.]  [16:  Barchiesi, 2005, p. 48.]  [17:  Barchiesi, 2005, p.48.]  [18:  Cameron, 2009, p.2.]  [19:  Cameron, 2009, p.3.] 

Another function of Statius’ Achilleid is to provide a story in which Achilles would be an ideal to strive towards. In this way it would provide inspiration to the readers of Rome and inspire them to become great warriors. Roman society as a culture was very warlike, which can be seen in the empire that they created and the military systems that were put in place. Statius here could be attempting to influence, the younger people of the empire, that if they trained hard enough like Achilles did, they might make a career for themselves in the army. An epic, which is what the Achilleid was intended to be, by definition, is to influence the younger generations to perform heroic acts in battle.[footnoteRef:20] However, the reader could also find some inspiration from Achilles of a more romantic sort. For example in the text  he “shows her the familiar lyre’s sweet strings, the slender measures and Chiron’s songs, guiding her hand and making her fingers strike the sounding instrument”.[footnoteRef:21] After this he then “ seizes her lips as she sings and twines embraces and praises her in a thousand kisses”.[footnoteRef:22] These two quotes are remarkably different than the rest of the Achilleid where he participates in more masculine endeavours. This portrays him as a lover and could inspire the reader to take a more romantic approach to life rather than a warlike approach. Typically, Achilles is generally not portrayed in this way, he does use his lyre in other sources but very occasionally and usually only to relax.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Yoshida, 2019.]  [21:  Statius, Achilleid, p. 357.]  [22:  Statius, Achilleid, p. 357.]  [23:  Fantuzzi, 2012, p. 134.] 

It is interesting that in the Achilleid it is evident that Chiron played a big part in the life of Achilles by teaching him the necessary skills that would in turn make him a great warrior later on. However, as C.J Mackie states, Chiron did not play a big part in perhaps the most notable work of the ancient world in the Iliad.[footnoteRef:24] In fact, Mackie states that in Achilles’ early life there are only four references to him in the Iliad.[footnoteRef:25] This is strange considering the importance that Chiron has in the Achilleid and as Mackie writes the mention of Chiron in the Iliad suggest that the reader would know about the Achilles/ Chiron dynamic so it is strange that he is not mentioned much.[footnoteRef:26] Mackie goes further and suggests that Phoenix essentially replaces Chiron in the education of Achilles in the Iliad.[footnoteRef:27] Perhaps the function of the Achilleid in this way is to make the role of Chiron as educator more important than the Iliad suggested it was. This could be a writer’s bias in the sense that Statius may have had a personal affinity to Chiron as a character and so wanted to show him as the main influence in Achilles life and not Phoenix. This function would have meant that perhaps more readers would take to Chiron and hold him in high regard. [24:  Mackie, 1997, p.1.]  [25:  Mackie, 1997, p.1.]  [26:  Mackie, 1997, p.2.]  [27:  Mackie, 1997, p.2.] 

Bernstein states that the Achilleid conforms to the Roman cultural style of education and upbringing. He states that the roman cultural pattern of education can be seen in three distinct stages.[footnoteRef:28] The first being in early childhood from which, Bernstein states “corrupting influences and positive examples are imagined to have their strongest impact during this period”.[footnoteRef:29] In the Achilleid this would have been when Achilles is being brought up by Chiron. The second stage is the oratorical training young men would receive in young adulthood, and then philosophical discourse is taken during the period of maturity. After this “adult men are exhorted… to select models for emulation”.[footnoteRef:30] Statius could well have intended for his work to be the basis of some kind of new emulation of Achilles for young men to follow, but the Achilleid also shows that Achilles himself had models that he emulated himself on such as Chiron. [28:  Bernstein, 2008, p. 109.]  [29:  Bernstein, 2008, p. 109.]  [30:  Bernstein, 2008, p. 109.] 

To conclude, the function or purpose of Achilles’ education and upbringing in Statius’s Achilleid can be seen in a variety of different ways. It could merely be for entertainment purposes, for the Roman people as undoubtedly Achilles was a popular figure for the romans, due to their warlike culture and Achilles being a great warrior. It is easy to see why, as performances of the Achilleid would have provided valuable entertainment. The other functions are no less important with it attempting to solidify his masculinity whilst at the same time echoing Roman societies tradition of the male shaking free his effeminate side, as he transitions from adolescence into a man. Not only this but it functions as an influence for the Roman people. It does this in two ways, through the warrior aspect as Achilles without a doubt is a great warrior and the fact that even at such a young age, he already is showing the great warrior that he will soon become by his hunting skills and running fast. Not only this but it would have had an influence through the more romantic aspect by Achilles affinity with the lute. The last function is to show how much of an influence Chiron played in moulding Achilles into who he became. The fact that he is barely mentioned in the Iliad but features extensively in the Achilleid could mean that Statius wanted to show Chiron in a favourable light and expand his role in the Achilles tradition. Statius’ Achilleid, as well as being a good example of an epic, although it is unfinished, also provides us some insight into Roman society and culture through the use of elegy, perhaps the two main facets of Roman society. However as the Achilleid was originally intended to cover the entire life of Achilles and not just his childhood it can be safe to say that the function of Statius’ work, whether it be a conscious effort or not, could be to show Achilles’ development throughout his life through his upbringing as a child and onwards into young adulthood, up until his death. 
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