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INTRODUCTION
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(Rubens, 1635)
Achilles is perhaps one of the most famous Greek heroes known in literature and myth, with the title “best of the Achaeans” being given to him in literature (Nagy, 1979, p. 26), but why? Most who know of him know only of his renowned weakness; his heel; which has become a metaphor in the modern world for a person’s unlikely weak-point or soft spot, and the influence of Greek mythology goes even deeper than that with the back of the heel being named the Achilles tendon in the medical field, with a common injury of the tendon being called Achilles tendinopathy (NHS inform, 2025). But anatomy aside, Achilles is a name that likens itself to that of Hercules, with its reputation of glory and Greek heroism. 
	Yet the average person only knows the myths surrounding Achilles in his manhood, if any at all. Aided by the blockbuster 2004 movie, Troy, starring Brad Pitt and Orlando Bloom (Homer and Benioff, 2004), a general audience will know of Achilles’ superior skill in battle, his great participation in the Trojan War and his rage against Hector over the death of Patroclus. But any man of myth or legend has a beginning, and it is very rare for anyone outside of academia to know of where Achilles started. There is one exception to this, that being the quite well-known myth of Thetis, Achilles’ goddess mother, dipping him into the river Styx in the Underworld when he is a baby to make him invulnerable (Rogerson, 2025), an attempt which we know fails. 
	This is not the whole story of Achilles, however, and there are many writers throughout history who have developed the myth of this hero’s childhood. I will be focusing on Statius’ Achilleid and discussing the time it was written as well as how Achilles is depicted before his glory days in the Trojan War. 

STATIUS’ ACHILLEID
The Achilleid is a Latin text theorised to have been written around the same time as the publication of book 4 of the Silvae by Statius (Newlands, 2012, p. 11). It is important to note that the text was given to students in school to analyse, the main reason for this, as explained by Heslin, is because direct engagement with the likes of Homer was unlikely, if impossible, and so substitutes like the Achilleid and Virgil’s Aeneid were used instead to learn Latin hexameters (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, p. vii). 
	Statius is an interesting figure who lived in interesting times and places. Born in the year 45 A.D. (Harvard.edu, 2026), Statius lived through one of the most environmentally catastrophic disasters in history, that being the destruction of Pompeii with the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 A.D. Such a cataclysmic event challenged the traditional Roman confidence of mankind’s domination over nature, at such a time, one must remember, when there was great political turbulence with the reign of Titus and later the reign of Domitian, which would end with the ruler’s assassination and the ‘reign of terror’ around the year 94 A.D. (Newlands, 2012, p. 2). In relation to Domitian, Statius speaks to him directly in his epic poem and likens him to Achilles:

“And you, Domitian, chief wonder both of Italian 
and Greek virtuosity, with rival laurels
as poet and general (the former long in somber eclipse),
indulge me, permit me to sweat for a while
in the dust, trepidatious in preparing
my monument to you. Achilles is your prelude.”
- (Statius, Lombardo, & Helsin, 2015, 1. 20 – 25)
	
This relation of Domitian to Achilles could in large part be credited to self-preservation, as Domitian was known for his strenuous relationship with the Senate and conductions of executions to anyone he deemed a political threat to his rule, or any threat at all (Anon, 2023). Free speech was not something people had the luxury of engaging with at that time, and so Statius comparing the Emperor to a hero like Achilles was a good way to procure himself a semblance of safety. 
In particular with Statius himself, however, it was assumed that he was a teacher in France until a discovery came about in the Middle Ages that he was, in fact, a Neapolitan hailing from Naples, Southern Italy (Newlands, 2012, p. 1). Coming from such a location gave Statius a much more intimate connection with the subject matter he would come to write about later in his career, such as the Silvae, the Thebaid and the focus of this essay, the Achilleid. 
	The Achilleid itself is largely labelled by critics to be something of a comedy, with Del Vecchio saying that the “… overt intrusion of these softer sides within the epic has encouraged critics to concentrate scrutiny on the poem’s light-hearted elements…” (Del Vecchio, 2024). Similarly, in Peter Heslin’s introduction for the Achilleid translated by Stanley Lombardo, he comments on the focus of Thetis hiding her son as a girl on the island of Scyros; “… it is a story which is, at least potentially, quite ridiculous.” (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, p. xi). But what has led critics to view the Achilleid in such a way? 
	This scrutiny can be related to the Roman idea of virtus, which is a Latin term that can translate to strength, moral excellence and valour (admin, 2024). At the time that Statius was writing, there was an incredibly excessive military presence in Rome that came with the Flavian dynasty after Nero’s death (Anon, 2023), meaning that the traits of manliness such as military strength and prowess were admired above all else. Yet Statius’ focus on Achilles in his epic poem is not the heroic and bloody battles of the Trojan War, although they are alluded to, but the ‘humiliating’ event of being hidden away from glory on the island of Scyros by his mother, Thetis, and forced into the attire of “drag” (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, p. xi). 
	In his introduction to the Achilleid, Heslin makes it clear that the act of dressing as a girl is an embarrassment for the likes of Achilles, and hints that Statius depicted it as such on purpose. He writes; “Now, if Statius was writing a Very Serious Epic, the way forward is clear, as gleaned from other serious-minded treatments of the Scyros story in antiquity: to emphasize Achilles’ absolute obedience and dutiful piety toward Thetis as his mother and as a goddess.” (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, p. xvi). Heslin is in direct comparison with Del Vecchio here with his insistence on portraying the Achilleid as a piece of comedy, almost in a derogatory way, while Del Vecchio argues that the text is far more serious with darker tones and “sideshadowing” that hints to ‘what if’ scenarios such as Achilles being the son of Zeus had the Fates not shared the prophecy of Achilles being greater than his father (Del Vecchio, 2024). 
	The first physical encounter the audience has with Achilles in the Achilleid comes directly after Thetis has tried to drown Paris and Helen on their way to Troy, a feat that was stopped by Neptune himself. The sea goddess arrives at Chiron’s home, where the boy has been raised, and demands to know where her child is. 
The interaction between Thetis and Chiron alludes to the fact that Thetis has not raised her own child and still thinks him a boy, with the line “Where is my child, Chiron? Tell me. Why does the boy spend any time without you with him?” (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, 1. 143 – 145). This dialogue is used by many critics to justify the label of ‘overprotective mother’ that is often given to Thetis. She tells Chiron that Proteus has told her to take the boy to “secret seas beyond the sunset” to perform magic rites that will exorcise her fears of Achilles’ death, but the audience is let in on the fact that this is “… a mother’s lie…” and hints at what Thetis actually has planned for the boy. This is followed by Chiron’s dialogue:

“Take him, best of mothers, please, take him…
I do not mean to alarm you, but this is the truth:
His precocious strength portends something big
(my father’s omens do not deceive me) and far exceeding
his tender years. Once he would respond to threats
and obey commands, and not go far from my cave.
Now Ossa does not contain him, nor huge Pelion,
nor the snows of Pharsalia. The Centaurs themselves
often complaint to me that their homes are plundered,
their cattle openly rustled, and that they themselves
are driven from field and stream. They are planning
ambush and battle, are issuing ill-tempered threats…”
- (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, 1. 161 – 174)

This is a remarkably different image of Achilles that is painted for Thetis over her concept of a little boy who needs supervision. The Achilles that Chiron describes is beast-like, something ravenous, blood thirsty, mischievous and uncontrollable. Chiron describes the young boy’s strength as something that you would find in someone much older, which encourages the audience to think of the capable warrior that Achilles will become later on in his life in the Iliad. Chiron also mentions how the other Centaurs on the island are plotting retaliation on Achilles for his disruption of their livelihoods. This disruption in turn can be read as alluding to the disagreement Achilles will later have with Agamemnon during the Trojan War, a disagreement which ultimately leads to death in the form of Patroclus, and pushing even further, Achilles himself. 
	When Achilles returns to the cave and is looked upon by his mother, she sees not a little boy as she remembered, but a growing young man, a sight which freezes her where she stands and makes her go pale. He is depicted amongst weapons, a symbol of his growing warrior skill, yet still remaining quite boyish in appearance, which tells of the transitional period from boyhood to manhood that he is currently in. Recognising his mother, Achilles then hugs her enthusiastically and it is told that he his matching her in height. 
	Later in the text, after Thetis has decided where to hide Achilles, she takes the sleeping boy and carries him across the ocean on dolphins to the island of Scyros. Once he wakes, she tries convincing him to wear female attire, promising that “… Chiron will never know.” (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, 1. 312). 

“It was as if one were trying
to make a horse, rambunctious with the fire
of unbridled youth, wear his first halter. Long delighting
in field and stream and exultant beauty,
he will not submit his neck to the collar or his mouth
to the bit, whinnying indignantly at being forced
to obey a master, and marveling at new regimes.”
- (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, 1. 315 – 321)

This text further iterates the point of Achilles being of a personality similar to that of a wild beast. He is against the idea of having to adorn feminine clothing, that is until he lays eyes on Deidamia, daughter of king Lycomedes, whose beauty is said to eclipse that of her sisters. It is the sight of Deidamia that softens Achilles to the idea of wearing women’s dress, an opportunity that Thetis jumps on by lamenting of how she wishes to have a grandson like Achilles. And so, Achilles allows his mother to dress him as a girl and teach him how to walk and act like one, before presenting him to Lycomedes as “Achilles’ sister”. 
	Achilles remains in disguise on the island for some time, all the while aggressively wooing Deidamia with petals, lessons in the lyre, and sticking close to her at all times. During this time, the army headed for Troy is demonstrated as yearning for Achilles, for although they have not met the young man they know of his name and his childhood spent under Chiron’s tutelage. This speaks to a great reputation that Achilles has gained even as a boy, with his lineage as son of a sea goddess and the “ancestral Sky” being a focal point. Already, the title mentioned by Nagy, the ‘best of the Achaeans’, is being formed (Nagy, 1979). 
	Back on Scyros, during the orgiastic rites of Bacchus, Achilles grapples with his ongoing charade of femininity:

“How long will you endure
your fearful mother’s schemes and waste the prime
of your life in unmanly captivity?...
How long will you suppress
the wound that burns in your heart, or fail to prove,
even in love (O the shame!), that you are a man?”
- (Statius, Lombardo, & Heslin, 2015, 1. 699 – 717)

Once again we are reminded of the idea of virtus and what is manly, with Achilles’ current state of dress being in stark comparison to the army awaiting the warrior his reputation has built. Immediately after his lament, Achilles rapes Deidamia for his own pleasure, which he then follows with comfort by explaining that he is the same Achilles she sang songs about, and that he was almost the son of Jupiter. This direct correlation between himself and Zeus speaks to a level of self-assuredness, which contrasts his earlier self-pity. Despite his woes, Achilles remains hidden on Scyros in female clothing, a secret that Deidamia herself helps keep while carrying their child, until Ulysses and Diomedes come to the island and trick Achilles into revealing himself. 
	The choice on Achilles’ behalf to remain hidden as a girl despite his inner turmoil over the same fact could be read as a demonstration of his love for Deidamia while on the island. However, given that Achilles is known, in the Iliad, for sulking in his tent after Agamemnon takes away his spoil of war, an act which itself is not very manly as he chooses to leave the army as their best fighter when they need him (Homer, Fitzgerald, & Kirk, 1974, p. 1 – 17), it can also be read as deeply confusing and almost childish behaviour. Nagy mentions that this very behaviour is what has the title of ‘best of the Achaeans’ “… hotly contested.” (Nagy, 1979, p. 26). 

CONCLUSION
The depiction of Achilles in Statius’ Achilleid is one during a transitional period from boyhood to manhood. Although Achilles is demonstrated as being stronger than his years with a taste for disruptive mischief amongst the Centaurs, the text displays his inner grappling with his own virtus as he adorns female clothing. It depicts Achilles akin to a wild beast that is reluctant to be tamed, with the word “obey” appearing multiple times. Although he does listen to his mother’s wish for him to remain hidden as a girl, Statius’ Achilles is presented as someone who only does what he wants to do, evidence for this being shown during Chiron’s dialogue where he explains the boy’s disruption amongst the Centaurs.
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