	2500: Achilles as a youth	
Throughout this essay, I will be discussing and looking through different interpretations of Achilles when he was a child through to his early adulthood when he started earning his reputation as a feared soldier and fighter on the battlefield. The sources that this essay will be looking at are the Deidamia Achilli, Ovid’s Metamorphoses and the Achilleid by Statius; and what I will be looking at is pertaining to Achilles’ childhood and youth as explained before. As a first note I go over the plot points of the piece if there are any notable and relevant ones, and then will go into Achilles’ youth, if mentioned, and see how it is portrayed in the current source when compared to how we know Achilles as a hero of myth and legend.
As a first point, the Deidamia Achilli[footnoteRef:1] was an anonymously written eleventh-century piece written from the point of view of Deidamia to her unfaithful husband, Achilles. The style of the piece is that it is written as a letter from Deidamia and sent to Achilles in the hopes that he will read it and realise that what he has done in abandoning his lover and child was in bad faith, considering that Deidamia now knows that he had a “trophy” from his battles – Briseis – and wants to know what compelled Achilles to carry this out knowing that he had a wife and a child at home waiting for him. Deidamia, being the daughter of King Lycomedes, married Achilles before he was sent away to the Trojan War and wanted to keep contact with her husband in order to check on him and possibly also see how the war was proceeding on his side. She does ask him to at least send her a few words and to “not be lazy!” when replying to her letter, as he possibly has not been writing to her as a result of being so wrapped up in the Trojan War up until now. Deidamia begs throughout the letter for him to come home and see her and his son again, accusing him of being disloyal to her and bringing up that Briseis was “worthy of drawn swords”, suggesting that she is offended at the fact that she thinks he would not fight this much even in her name and to protect her honour as his wife. Deidamia brings up Achilles as a youth when she says that she regrets “yielding [to him] when [he] was a young boy” and that she rejoiced in his “amorous sport” when he was younger but only for a short time and now “the sport makes me wretched” again showing her unwillingness to proceed with their relationship because she knows about the fact that he has been unfaithful to her with Briseis, and having been away for so long without her. Deidamia asks that she wants to be loved “on equal terms” with Achilles, and that he may not put any woman above her as his wife or lover, as he is her first husband and she was seemingly charmed by him very early on when they first met. Indeed, Deidamia’s letter is obviously written from only one viewpoint, so an argument could be made that it is biased towards only her view of the situation that is unfolding and that we do not see the other side of it or how Achilles answered these accusations if he ever did or could. [1:  Parkes, R (2011)] 

Secondly, in Ovid’s Metamorphoses[footnoteRef:2] the story of Achilles’ mother Thetis is explored as well as some of how Achilles came to be her son by the God Peleus. Proteus says to Thetis that her son will “outdo his father’s deeds” and will also be “called greater than he” when he reached manhood, already showing to his mother and the reader that Achilles is destined for greatness even before he was known to people or his own mother. The words that Proteus speaks tell a lot about Achilles as a person and his personality, showing his boldness and non-willingness to back down from any fight that comes his way. In a later section of Metamorphoses[footnoteRef:3], this is shown to be very true, as Achilles’ way of fighting is shown to be extremely aggressive as he hurls his spear “with a strong hand”, and a spear he threw before that managed to tear “through brass and through nine layers of bull’s hide” showing again his sheer strength and precision with weaponry. Achilles is labelled as the centaur Cycnus’ “conqueror” after a fierce battle where he fights the centaur head-on with his sword and shield, beating on the centaur with his sword-hilt. All of these descriptions of Achilles fighting when he was possibly only in his teen years against such a strong foe that his spears did not work against it shows the reader just how determined and head-strong Achilles is against all of his foes, and how this carries forward into his later years when he fights in real wars, for example the Trojan War, where his fighting style is much of the same fearless abandon. His fighting is shown to shape him throughout his life and he can never truly let it go, as it is a part of him and possibly the only thing that he knows since he was brought up to be a soldier and a fighter. [2:  Metamorphoses, Ovid; 11.171-265]  [3:  Metamorphoses, Ovid; 12.71-526] 

In addition, the Achilleid by Statius goes through Achilles’ life from when he was a youth through to his demise at the battle of Troy when he is a full grown adult man. His mother, Thetis, is shown to treat her son with gentleness and kindness that is fewer and fewer as he grows up only to know the battlefield and fighting when he is a man, as many descriptions of their interactions show Thetis treating him with a gentleness and bidding the waves to be silent around him so that he can sleep uninterrupted. Achilles is described as “softened” when he thinks of his mother and when he speaks to her she relaxes him, in stark contrast to the intense bloodshed of battle that he will be embroiled in when he is an adult later in his life. Thetis knows that he will grow up to fight, so she teaches him to be gentle whilst she still has hold over his decisions and he is younger, possibly in order to control him a little and not let him become violent too early and die even younger than he eventually does in Troy. This helps the reader to understand that Thetis does indeed have compassion and love for her son, despite the circumstances of his birth and what fate he will suffer later in his life as told to her by Proteus; which was the driving force behind her doing what she thought was the right thing for her son, and dipping him into the river Styx to immortalise him forever.
In his youth, however, Achilles was brought up in the myths by the centaur Chiron who was the one that taught him how to fight well into his teenage years; as well as being a father figure for the young boy. Achilles goes on to apply all of this knowledge as a youth and then as a man on the battlefield at Troy. This growth and the way that it happens through Achilles’ life is very important to see as it tells us all that we, as the reader, need to know about Achilles as a person and how his actions and temperament cause him to misjudge situations that ultimately cause his downfall. This is seen to be possible a foil to the way that Thetis treats her son as someone that cannot be harmed and is special to her, therefore making sure that he may never be harmed by others and accidentally giving him a very small weakness that comes to be used against him much later in his life. Nearing the end of book twenty-two and the start of book twenty-three in The Iliad, Achilles says to the dying Hector that he is tempted to eat his flesh raw[footnoteRef:4], briefly showing a very savage side to Achilles which had only really been shown to the reader within battle sequences when Achilles was in his most “natural” state, that being in the middle of a fight and on a battlefield. [4:  The Iliad, Homer; 22.346] 

Immortality, in Achilles’ case, was not a natural thing that happened when he was born to a godly parent. Thetis, his mother and a water spirit, dipped him into the river Styx when he was a baby at the heed of Proteus who tells Thetis all the things that he will accomplish when he is grown up and finally on the battlefield. It is important to note that unlike other immortal beings, Achilles has a weak spot that was left by his mother on his heel, ultimately differing him vastly from being actually immortal but also sealing his fate later in life in the battle of Troy. It is interesting that Achilles, a very headstrong and fierce fighter, would be given such a weakness so early in his life. This may have been a way to stop him if he grew too powerful over the other Gods around him if he decided to rise up against them, or simply an overlooked mistake from an otherwise caring and loving mother as Thetis. Overall, the simple fact that Achilles of all people had such a small weakness goes to show that he was very obviously doomed from the start of his life all the way to the end in Troy. Achilles may simply have gotten too in over his own head, or thought that because weapons could not touch him that he was better than every man that dared to fight him; thus being a reason as to why he needed such a small weakness that hung over him and spelled his demise. Thetis’ presence in his early life may have been something that he needed in order to shape his values and how he “proved” himself to his godly parents to say that he was worthy of being their son.
Achilles’ hubris throughout his youth and into his adulthood are often shown in lights that make the reader question their own sense of self and, if they share the same ideas, make them question why and analyse Achilles as a human being instead of an immortal son of a godly parent. For example, the way that Achilles within Ovid’s Metamorphoses fights a centaur and does not stop to consider his own safety before running at the creature with only a sword and a shield in order to protect himself does indeed reflect what he was taught by Chiron, as the centaur may have taught him tricks and weaknesses of centaurs that nobody else would have known. This cunning and strategic nature may have evolved and adapted the more he grew into an adult and throughout his late teenage years, as Achilles learned how to fight different targets and how best to do this in order to make others around him happiest. Even though Achilles is shown to be the strongest fighter amongst his peers, he is still human at his core and he still makes mistakes and acts like a petulant child who has never been told anything else; for example running into scenarios where he could be easily killed on the battlefield despite his immortality, and letting his emotions get the better of him when in tense and tough scenarios. This leads to Achilles misjudging things when in the heat of battle, a very normal and human response, and going in over his head thinking that he will simply just win the battle because he knows he is better than his opponent.
In conclusion, Achilles as a youth has been explored as a topic through many texts that span from the myths and legends of his childhood and teenage years that help us investigate why he does the things that he does in the battle of Troy; plus it briefly helps us to see into what he may have been thinking about when he was fighting or how he justifies the actions that we are told he has done by Deidamia or Briseis’ first person accounts. Looking into Achilles’ youth helps us to see how he was shaped as a boy by the people that were around him, and what values he was taught to uphold on both the battlefield and as a person at his core.
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