1,500 Word Gobbet – Deidamia Achilli – Classical Mythology

The Deidamia Achilli is a piece of medieval literature written as a letter from Deidamia to Achilles, a Greek hero from the fictional battle of Troy.[footnoteRef:1] The myth of Deidamia and Achilles was popular in antiquity. Roman works such as Ovid’s Heroides and Statius’ Achilleid both dealt with these literary figures, although in very different ways, which most likely inspired this work.  [1: R Parkes (2011) ‘The Deidamia Achilli: An Eleventh Century Statian-Ovidian Epistle’, International Journal of the Classical Tradition, 18(1), pp.19-35.] 


The myth of Achilles was popular in both the Greek and Roman periods. This popularity continued into the medieval period, resulting in the production of the Deidamia Achilli, an eleventh century medieval manuscript written by an unknown author. The period in which this was written is very significant. The eleventh century marked the beginning of the ‘High Medieval Period’. Lasting from AD 1000 – 1300, the High Medieval Period boasted advancements in mythology, cosmology, and literacy.[footnoteRef:2] It also marked a period of success for many influential women, such as Eleanor of Aquitaine. It thus makes sense that a manuscript focusing on an unheard woman’s perspective would have been written in this time.  Furthermore, Greek mythology was often passed on to medieval writers from Roman authors, such as Ovid or Statius.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  K. J. Leyser (1992) ‘Concepts of Europe in the Early and High Middle Ages’, Past & Present, Volume 137, pp.25-47. ]  [3:  Parkes (2011) ‘The Deidamia Achilli’ pp.19-35.] 


While the author of the manuscript is unknown, we can try and decipher its message through its contents. Many pieces of medieval literature had a deeper meaning, most likely one to do with virtues and religion. There is a debated message over fidelity and chaste marriage. Achilles in the mythos, leaves Deidamia and their son alone so he can fight, and subsequently die, in the Trojan war. The manuscript takes effort to show both Deidamia’s sadness and anger at being left and subsequently replaced with Achilles’ new wife Briseis. This would theoretically emphasise the importance of chaste marital love within medieval society. However, this theory of message does root itself in the idea that the target audience was clerical. While it was true that a limited amount of people could read, and medieval manuscripts were frequently produced by those in the church, these were not the only people reading and writing at the time. It is also likely that this manuscript could have been produced by or for an affluent family. 

Within this piece, Deidamia is speaking to Achilles in the fifth year of her abandonment, cursing him for leaving her alone with his child. She recounts what Achilles said to her upon leaving, “There will be a time when you see me happily return,” and how she is angry that he has not come back yet. She talks of his “savagery”, showing that she believes him to be cruel for leaving her with their child. She takes pain to compare the child to Achilles, saying that they are alike in every way apart from cruelty. Furthermore, the writer also represents depression from grief and loss within this writing, with Deidamia saying, ‘food grudgingly consumed before displeased me’. This commitment to showing emotion shows how the Deidamia Achilli was influenced by authors such as Ovid, who also produced emotive writings. 

This manuscript was written as a voice of Deidamia, opposed to other sources who have only followed the viewpoint of Achilles. Deidamia’s opinions and thoughts have been rarely discussed before this point, as it was not relevant to the story told by those writers in antiquity. It is very likely that this piece was inspired by Ovid’s Heroides, which writes as letters from women in various myths and stories. Some of these poems mirror each other, such as Heroides 5 and 6. Another, Heroides 3 came from the Achilles myth, being a dialogue from Briseis to Achilles. This poem is written as a letter, scorning Achilles for giving up on Briseis when she was taken by Agamemnon. However, nowhere in Ovid is there any mentions for Deidamia. Thus, it is likely that the Deidamia Achilli is a response to this, possibly from someone wanting more representation within mythological reinterpretations such as Ovid. The introduction of the voice of Deidamia was a new take on the mythos of Achilles. As such, this is very significant, especially within the field of medieval studies. This serves as evidence towards both the medieval love of Greek and Roman mythos, and the rise in gender debates that came with the increased number of women being literate and holding positions in power. While Ovid gave mythological women a voice in the Heroides, the Deidamia Achilli follows in this tradition for one specific myth. 
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