Describe and analyse some uses of the depiction of Achilles as a youth in any Latin texts focused upon in this module. 
Throughout the ancient world, the mythical character of Achilles can be found within many ancient texts, often emphasised as a great epic hero. Most well-known from Homer’s Iliad[footnoteRef:1], he is the son of Peleus and the goddess Thetis. He is portrayed as an incredibly strong character with a large temperament, his only weakness being his heel which eventually leads to his demise once it is struck by an arrow. However, the thorough exploration of his character throughout history, particularly win Latin texts, allows us to see many variations to his depiction. Texts such as Ovid’s Heroides 3[footnoteRef:2] explore Achilles in a way that differs to his characterisation in The Iliad. Within Heroides 3, the previously interpreted heroic figure of Achilles is written to be a fickle character that can be compared to the men seen within Roman love elegy. Furthermore, Ovid’s portrayal of Achilles also varies across his writings, as within his Metamorphoses 12[footnoteRef:3] we are met with a depiction of Achilles that juxtaposes the elegiac figure that is shown to us within Heroides 3 and is much more reminiscent of the Achilles we see within the Iliad. Throughout this essay, I will analyse the two examples of Achilles within Ovid’s writing and compare the contrasting depictions.  [1:  Ovid. Heroides 3.]  [2:  Statius. The Achilleid.]  [3:  Ovid. Metamorphoses. 12.] 

Within Ovid’s Heroides 3, we are given a depiction of Achilles that can be said to challenge the heroic portrayal of his character that we most often see within mythology. The date in which Ovid wrote the Heroides is still debated, however he lived between 43BCE – 17AD. Despite Heroides 3 being a Roman love elegy, Ovid writes the poem from the perspective of Briseis, a woman. This contrasts the usual structure of Roman love elegy, as it was often written from a male’s perspective who was often portrayed as fickle with many female lovers. However, although Briseis is the voice of the poem, Achilles depiction can be said to reflect the trope of men within Roman love elegy. As with many of Ovid’s writing, he provides a voice for Briseis that wouldn’t have been heard in texts such as The Iliad. The poem is structured as a letter from her to Achilles, lamenting his stubbornness to resume fighting in the Trojan war, and her desperation for him to do so, so that she can leave Agamemnon and be with Achilles instead. Thus, her motive for writing this letter would be to persuade Achilles to re-join the battle so that she can return to him. Despite her longing for Achilles, Briseis does not shy away from critiquing him and his behaviour, beginning the letter by stating that it is Achilles fault that she finds herself in this position. He is depicted as stubborn and unwilling to compromise, leading Briseis to question whether she has done something to be ‘held thus cheap by you’. Fitting with the elegiacal structure of the poem, Briseis portrays him as a fickle character that has taken away her master, husband, and brother with the promise that he would become them for her in her absence yet is quick to leave her and his responsibilities in return for the comfort of his stubbornness against Agamemnon. From this, it can be said that Ovid is trying to depict Achilles as a prideful figure that would rather keep his dignity than fulfil the responsibilities and promises he had previously made. 
Furthermore, within Fulkerson’s The Ovidian heroine as author: reading, writing, and community in the Heroides[footnoteRef:4],  Fulkerson writes of Briseis’ desperation to convince Achilles, and how this allows Ovid to mould Achilles character into something that resembles the typical ‘elegiac lover’, accusing him of the behaviour that men often exhibit within Roman love elegy. For example, Fulkerson notes how she makes him out to be a ‘coward’ for his alleged priorities- she writes within her letter that Achilles would rather be safe and in bed with another woman as opposed to being on the battlefield, fighting for the Greek army. In this sense, Fulkerson suggests that Briseis is lamenting his detachment from being an ‘epic warrior’ into someone who cowers from his responsibility and favours his own desires. From this, we can note how Ovid tries to depict Achilles as a man reminiscent to the fickle men from Roman love elegy, rather that the glorious hero that he is often made out to be within other ancient texts. However, Fulkerson does go on to note how the fact that this piece is an elegy actually ‘works against Briseis’[footnoteRef:5], leaving her no choice but to give in to the stereotype of making Achilles into an elegiac male. In a sense, Fulkerson believes that Briseis isn’t asking Achilles to stop acting as an ‘elegiac lover’[footnoteRef:6], but simply asking him to be an epic hero as well. However, as we know due to Achilles fate, the two cannot be mutually exclusive, and thus his depiction as only being an elegiac lover in the text is one that cannot be changed.  [4:  Fulkerson. The Ovidian heroine. ]  [5:  Fulkerson. The Ovidian heroine.]  [6:  Fulkerson. The Ovidian heroine. ] 

Another interesting exploration of how Ovid transforms Achilles into an elegiac lover is within Boyd’s Ovid's Homer: Authority, Repetition, Reception[footnoteRef:7], which discusses how Ovid is able to relate back to Achilles portrayal within the Iliad, whilst also giving his traits negative connotations. Within page 4, Boyd discusses how his ‘sorrow and lyre playing’[footnoteRef:8] is in line with his Homeric depiction, however the way in which Ovid portrays this scene is rife with ‘strikingly non-Homeric detail’[footnoteRef:9]. For example, Ovid implores the same qualities of Achilles that we can recognise from the Iliad, yet with completely different connotations. He is depicted as filling his time with ‘erotic pleasure’[footnoteRef:10], unbothered by the position that Briseis is in, nor the state of the war since he had withdrawn from it. Within the poem, Briseis laments that, to Achilles, ‘fights bring danger’ whilst ‘song, and Venus, brings delight’[footnoteRef:11], which again contrasts the Homeric portrayal of Achilles. He is seen as almost afraid of joining in the fight rather than the epic hero who would have rather met his death young than have had a long, yet quiet life. As Boyd suggests, his priorities are not that of a heroic figure, but of an ‘Ovidian lover’[footnoteRef:12]. It is almost as if Briseis is mourning her previous impression of Achilles and how, once, the ‘glory won in warring was sweet to you’[footnoteRef:13], suggesting that he wasn’t always this fickle man who favours pleasure. Moreover, Achilles depiction within Heroides 3 is one that challenges the traditional Homeric portrayal that Achilles is usually associated with, however it can be said that Ovid also acknowledges Achilles as an epic hero elsewhere within his poetry, such as within his Metamorphoses, however the way in which the text is structure is much more comedic in comparison.  [7:  Boyd. Ovid’s Homer]  [8:  Boyd. Ovid’s Homer. P.4]  [9:  Boyd. Ovid’s Homer P.4]  [10:  Boyd. Ovid’s Homer P.4]  [11:  Ovid. Heroides 3]  [12:  Boyd. Ovid’s Homer P.4]  [13:  Ovid. Heroides 3 ] 

Within book 12 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, I will be analysing lines 71-526 that focus on the fight between Achilles and Cycnus. Achilles introduces himself to Cycnus in a typical Homeric manner- stating his certainty that he will defeat Cycnus in battle. Achilles is often depicted to be sure of his strength and he is most often correct, besting most men he fights within battle. However, within this passage, Ovid contrasts this usual portrayal by imploring the character of Cycnus to be completely unafraid, and unharmed by Achilles- is described as impenetrable to all of his attacks. By using this setting, Ovid is able to place Achilles in a position that is unfamiliar to his character, and thus allows him to explore a different depiction that would have been previously perceived of Achilles. For example, once Cycnus suggests that even without his armour he would remain unharmed, and is still unscathed by Achilles spear, Achilles rage is personified to resemble an animalistic rage, being described to have ‘raged at this just like a bull in the broad arena’[footnoteRef:14]. This instant loss of his temperance is not unfamiliar to his Homeric portrayal and is reminiscent of his fury towards Agamemnon within The Iliad, however in this case it stems from the fact that he is being physically bested, rather than being restricted due to a power dynamic. From this short exchange, Achilles already begins to doubt himself and his strength, asking allowed whether his strength has “ebbed away”[footnoteRef:15] despite being victorious in the Trojan war, not long ago. We can see here how Ovid’s depiction of Achilles is of one that bases himself and his ego on his ability to perform in battle, and when his strength is questioned, he is easy to lose image as an epic hero.  [14:  Ovid. Meta. 12]  [15:  Ovid. Meta. 12] 

Further explored within Zumwalts’ "Fama Subversa": Theme and Structure in Ovid "Metamorphoses" 12[footnoteRef:16], she describes Ovid’s ‘peculiar treatment of the Trojan war’[footnoteRef:17] to be a thematic choice within this passage, so that he would be able to explore the ‘psychology of the heroic ego’[footnoteRef:18]. As stated earlier, the Achilles we see within this poem is one that is perhaps not unfamiliar. It would already be known that Achilles is quick to anger, however it is rare that we see him as the weaker character within a battle, and thus we can see how his ego easily falters when faced with a challenge. He is clearly depicted to have high expectations of himself and his strength, shown within his initial declaration to Cycnus that he would soon be slain. However, as Zumwalts’ states, he considers his strengths to be ‘infallible’ but is swiftly proven wrong, leading him to be consumed with ‘self-doubt’[footnoteRef:19]. Ovid is almost writing Achilles to be a pathetic character, who rejoices in seeing blood on the spear that he had thrown at Cycnus, only to realise that it is blood from another. His rage, once he realises this, can be compared to that of a temper-tantrum as he rushes into what Zumwalts’ describes as an ’non-heroic mode of fighting’[footnoteRef:20] once he tries to strangle Cycnus instead. Despite this having been successful, we are still left to speculate whether Achilles is truly the victor within this situation, as Cycnus has been transformed into a swan by Neptune and is thus immortal. Zumwalts goes on to view this as an intentional aspect of the passage, and instead suggests that the poem demonstrates the ‘fragility and vulnerability of his ego’[footnoteRef:21]. I would agree with this statement, as the passage does not attempt to make Achilles look weak as such, but simply powerless against Cycnus until he resorts to unheroic methods. In this sense, the depiction of Achilles in this is one that holds himself to a higher standard than those around him, and when this sense of self is threatened, he loses the heroic qualities of his character due to his fragile ego. Although he did not lose the fight, Ovid certainly doesn’t suggest that he had won it.  [16:  Zumwalts. “Fama Subversa”]  [17:  Zumwalts. “Fama Subversa”. P.212]  [18:  Zumwalts. “Fama Subversa”. P.212]  [19:  Zumwalts. “Fama Subversa”. P.213]  [20:  Zumwalts. “Fama Subversa”. P.213]  [21:  Zumwalts. “Fama Subversa”. P.213] 

When considering both Heroides 3 and Metamorphoses 12, both written by Ovid, it can be said that the two interpretations of Achilles often vary in their characterisations. Firstly, both texts are written in different times during the Trojan war- with Heroides 3 being set during the war before Achilles re-joins the battle and kills Hector, and Metamorphoses 12 is set directly after Achilles has killed Hector, right before he himself will die. This allows Ovid to explore different settings in which Achilles experiences heightened emotions, thus allowing varying depictions of his character. For example, in Heroides, Briseis is writing to him to try and convince him to overcome his stubbornness and fickle nature, and thus he is depicted as uncharacteristically as a character that can be compared to men in Roman love elegy. Although he is described as angered as Briseis mentions his ‘gloomy wrath’[footnoteRef:22], it differs from the rage he experiences within Metamorphoses 12 due to the difference in circumstances. Although it can be said that in both texts, he is depicted are vengeful, within Heroides, he seems uninspired to do anything to quell his rage, and instead favours his pleasures and comfort away from war. Contrastingly, within Metamorphoses 12, Achilles is depicted to be frustrated by his shortcomings and has a desire to see his wrath through. In this passage, he is dependant on his victory within his combat against Cycnus in order to restore the heightened image he has of himself.  [22:  Ovid. Heroides 3] 

Furthermore, the two texts vary in their depictions of Achilles due to the differing format of the poems. Whilst Heroides 3 is written as a letter from Briseis to Achilles, Metamorphoses 12 writes directly of this encounter between Achilles and Cycnus and includes Achilles perspectives. From this, it can be said that Heroides 3 would explore a depiction of Achilles from someone else’s perspective, Metamorphoses 12 would present a depiction of Achilles from his own perspective- shown to be evident when he questions himself out loud about whether he has lost his strength and power since fighting in the Trojan war. Yet one could also compare this to Heroides 3, as although it is coming from Briseis’ voice, she too questions Achilles power in an attempt to persuade him. There is a mutual sense of Ovid questioning Achilles position as a powerful mythological figure in both texts, and whilst Achilles does eventually best Cycnus with his strength in Metamorphoses 12, both texts don’t specifically assert his character as an epic hero, as was done in the Iliad. Furthermore, in both pieces, Ovid does portray his character as someone who lacks control over his emotions in a manor that does not reflect the typical epic hero, although in differing ways. Ovid’s Metamorphoses 12 does not mention Achilles fickle tendencies as he does within Heroides 3, yet he does draw a focus upon Achilles focus upon his pride, as does Briseis in her letter to him. From this, it can be said that, although both pieces explore differing scenarios, Ovid depiction of Achilles can be said to be consistent throughout. 
To conclude, the depiction of Achilles throughout history has been examined from many different perspectives and mythological settings. The Iliad presents him as a heroic figure that, despite being consumed with rage for many of the books, eventually changes the tide of the Trojan war and brings victory upon Greece. Whilst Ovid does not discard this portrayal of Achilles within his writing, he often plays upon these Homeric tropes and shapes them in a way that adds new depth to his character, such as exploring his time away from the Trojan war within Heroides 3 and how his heroic tendencies faulter in the eyes of Briseis who is dependent on him and his role in the war. As with Metamorphoses 12, Ovid interprets how the character of Achilles would react when faced with someone who he views as more powerful than him, despite all his victories in the Trojan war, and how this would affect the depiction of his character. Whilst both texts differ at certain points in their portrayals of Achilles, I would conclude that Ovid was able to depict his character in both of the texts as someone who isn’t completely detached from his characterisation in The Iliad, whilst still providing a new depth to Achilles as a mythological figure. 
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