Understanding and analysing the Early life of Achilles as depicted in Statius, and other Latin authors.
Achillies is an incredibly important and influential figure in mythology, Achillies’ as he appears in the Iliad and the Odessey is a well-known character, aspects of the legend that have grown up around him are incredibly famous, he purportedly was invincible because he was dipped in the river Styx. The early life of a character is incredibly important to shed light on what they will, become. Unlike many literary characters Achillies is one with an early childhood that has been written about extensively in the stories we have about him. In many of the sources for Achillies there is an examination of not only his life, but the meeting of his parents and prophesies about how he was born. 
	Ovid is one of the main authors through who’s work we can view the life of Achillies especially his work Metamorphoses which was an incredibly influential work written in around 8 AD, his hexameter poem about changes or metamorphoses.[footnoteRef:1] Metamorphoses was so successful that it redefined much of Greek mythology a major point of the stories in the Metamorphoses is the fact that something changes, and this will be an interesting lens to look at Achillies through. Metamorphoses is one of the key texts in the popular understanding of Achillies and being that Metamorphoses was written under the emperor Augustus it is important to remember this in an analysis of the story, both keeping in mind the reign of Agustus as the newly formed Roman Empire took shape and with the recent publication of the Aeneid by Virgil.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Kenney, Edward. 2019. ‘Ovid - Works’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ovid-Roman-poet/Works ]  [2:  Virgil., C. (Cecil) Day Lewis, and Jasper Griffin, The Aeneid (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998)] 

	The other most prominent and important work on the early life of Achillies is the Achilleid by Statius, this series of epic poetry was written shortly before the death of the poet, which happened around 96 A.D. the Achilleid is a charming and short work, although evidently intended to be longer, much like his other 12 book epic poem called the Thebaid. This shortness can be interpreted as relating to the death of Statius, even though this text is cut short and fails to include any account of the actual trojan war it sheds an incredible amount of light on how the Romans of the first century AD viewed the legend of the early life of Achilles. The Achillied remains one of the most important texts for understanding the early life of Achillies.
	The most crucial factor for understanding the life of Achillies in the literature is the Prophecy that was made concerning his fate, and it is incredibly important for understanding the actions his mother takes in trying to ensure that Achillies will not go off to war in Troy. This prophecy is the thing that shapes almost all of his early life. The actions taken to make sure Achillies doesn’t end up dying in Troy are exactly the things that drive him there, and to an extent drive him to his death. The prophecy was given to him by Thetis his mother.
My mother, silver-footed Thetis the goddess, tells me that two contrary spirits go with me until the end that’s death. If I stay here, and fight around the Trojans’ city I’ll lose my homecoming, but gain imperishable renown. On the other hand, if I return to my own dear country my fine renown will have perished, but my life will long endure and the end of death will not find me any time soon.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Homer, The Iliad, trans. by Peter Green, 1st ed. (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2015) https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520961326 9.410-416
	] 

This prophecy doesn’t appear in the main text of the Achilleid, or in many of the other works concerning the early life of Achillies. This is partly because a baseline knowledge of the Iliad would have been assumed for any of the main audience this work was aimed at. The actions of Thetis in the early parts of the Achilleid are explanation enough of the way she thought his life would go, when viewed through the lense of this prophecy her desperate actions make a lot more sense than if we hadn’t had that contextual information. 
While this essay will primarily concern itself with the Latin texts regarding Achillies and his early life, an examination of some of the older Greek texts will help frame the sources that the Latin texts draw from. In both Greek and Latin texts Achillies has the same parents. That is Thetis, and Peleus. In many of the ancient including Ovid, Catullus, and Homer. Achillies Father Peleus met his mother Thetis while Peleus was on his journey with Jason, as an Argonaut. In the account of Catullus, 
“Then is Peleus said to have caught fire with love of Thetis, then did Thetis not disdain mortal espousals, then did the Father [Jupiter] himself know in his heart that Peleus must be joined to Thetis”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Catullus, Gaius Valerius, Tibullus, and George Patrick Goold, Catullus, trans. by J. W. (John William) Mackail, J. P. (John Percival) Postgate, and Francis Warre Cornish, Second edition / revised by G.P. Goold. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1913)
64.19-21] 

This account is consistent with the longer accounts of the love of Peleus and Thetis. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses[footnoteRef:5] the account is both longer and much more violent. It discusses Peleus seizing Thetis and holding onto her as she tried to escape him by transforming into various forms such as such as a bird, a tree and a tiger. Like much of Greek myth Achillies was prophesied to be a great hero from very, very early in his life. Catullus in his account of the prophecy about Achillies includes predictions about the later life of Achillies.  [5:   Ovid, E. J Kenney, and A. D Melville, Metamorphoses (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987)
] 

There shall be born to you a son that knows not fear, Achilles, known to his enemies not by his back but by his stout breast; who right often winner in the contest of the wide-ranging race shall outstrip the flame-feet footsteps of the flying hind. Run, drawing the woof-threads, ye spindles, run. “Against him not a hero shall match himself in war, when the Phrygian streams shall flow with Teucrian blood, and the third heir of Pelops shall lay waste the Trojan walls, with tedious war beleaguering. Run, drawing the woof-threads, ye spindles, run.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Catullus, Tibullus, and Goold, Catullus (1913) 64.323-81] 

This is an interesting part of the story of Achillies, by giving prophecies before his birth the authors of these works are foreshadowing that there is greatness in store for this Character, this is still used extensively in literature up to the modern day, in modern works of fiction the hero is often the subject of prophecy. In the days of Ovid, Catullus and other Latin authors this was also used, deity and prophecy were commonly used to legitimise a person or character in their actions and the way they behave. The Prophecy about Achillies foreshadows his future as a might warrior and a destroyer of the Trojans. Interestingly it also makes a reference to Achillies’ speed, an often forgotten aspect of Achillies Character is his title as ‘Fleet Footed Achillies’. This foreshadowing is incredibly important to the way his mother treats him. She is very fearful of his fate, and this impacts the way she has him educated. 
	Unlike the later Latin authors who discuss more about Achillies’ early years and education. In the original Greek in the Iliad by Homer there is little to no references to the early years of Achillies bar a few bits of information that we can gain through context clues. The first is a reference to his education by Chiron the Centaur when Homer discusses his spear.[footnoteRef:7] Homer says it was strong and heavy and that no Greek man save Achillies could lift it because it was given to Peleus by Chiron, another reference is in Book 11 of the Iliad, where Patroclus who was taught all that Achillies was taught by Chiron uses this knowledge to heal an arrow wound with herbal knowledge. This matches with Latin authors accounts that Chiron was a peaceful Centaur who was interested mainly in the healing properties of plants.  [7:  Homer, The Iliad, Book 4 line 219-220] 

	Statius has a very detailed account of the upbringing of Achillies he discusses at length the time that Achillies spends with Chiron the Centaur. Achillies would go on to be an incredibly capable and potent warrior, one who’s legend would be impactful to people even thousands of years after he appeared in the Iliad. It is an interesting point that Thetis would want Achillies to be educated by Chiron, who is an incredibly peaceful centaur, unlike many other centaurs. Statius tells us that Chiron was not warlike, unlike his brethren
“Within spread the Centaur’s lofty stalls, a contrast to his villainous brethren. Here are no darts that have tasted human blood, no ash trees fractured in festive combats, nor mixing bowls shattered upon kindred foes.”[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Statius, P. Papinius (Publius Papinius), D. R. (David Roy) Shackleton Bailey, and P. Papinius (Publius Papinius) Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (Cambridge, Mass. ; Harvard University Press, 2003 Achilleid 1.110] 

This is demonstrates that Thetis, who had to ascend quite a high mountain to have Achillies be educated by Chiron, wanted Achillies to not die young, and to grow old.[footnoteRef:9] Achillies is then depicted doing great deeds, hunting lions and taking the lion cubs, Achillies is growing through hard labour, and sweat and work at weapons. Sweat and work at weapons is how Statius describes the way that Achillies is growing, he is repeatedly described and very strong, and fast and well mannered. This is a way to elevate Achillies, he is in many ways the first real epic hero that set the mould for every character that was to follow him. Statius’ descriptions of him as what amounts to the pinnacle of masculine success, at least the common understanding of it, is a way to elevate this character over the other characters in the story. Patroclus, a very important Character in the Iliad, his position in the life of Achillies is a controversial one, at this stage however he is Achillies’ companion in line 175 of Book 1, Statius tells the reader that Patroclus was able to keep up with Achillies in everything except strength, this helps us to understand not only how long Achillies and Patroclus were friends and companions but also as a mechanism for understanding how formidable a warrior Hector was, that not only did he kill Patroclus, but he killed a man who had also been trained by Chiron and who was equal to Achillies in almost everything. Statius also demonstrates the bond between Achillies and Chiron, even when Thetis comes to visit Achillies, he prefers to sleep by Chiron, as Statius says in Line 194 “The huge Centaur collapses on stone and Achilles fondly twines himself about his shoulders, though his faithful mother is there, preferring the familiar bosom”[footnoteRef:10] Statius is using this to demonstrate how impactful and important Chiron’s education of Achillies was to him, he loved Chiron more than his own mother. How much more devastating was it then when his mother Thetis took him away from Chiron’s tutelage to go to the isle of Scyros, all this to hide Achillies from his destiny of being a great warrior. She even rejected several other options for refuge, such as Cecrops and Macedonia because these places would spur him on to glory.[footnoteRef:11] Thetis is throughout the piece described as a fearful mother, in many ways her behaviour is one of the main reasons that Achillies is going to go looking for Glory, because more she tried to hide him from his glory, the more likely he is to go and become a glorious hero. This position is later attested to in the Iliad when Achillies spends much of the story obsessing about his own glory. When they reach the isle of Scyros, Thetis Achillies’ mother tries to get him to wear a woman’s clothes in order to hide him from his fate. Achillies childhood was shaped in his youth by his mother, who is repeatedly called timid through this section of the account, Achillies is educated by Chiron, and sent to Scyros, to hide from the prophesy that was made about him. The changing point of the early pre-trojan life of Achillies comes about when Ulysses comes to Scyros to search out Achillies. Ulysses is aware that the Greeks cannot win the Trojan War without Achillies and thus comes to Scyros to test him, suspecting that Themis hid Achillies among the women of the court. He says to the assembled court about the Trojan War that the glory to come from the war is such that even timid mothers and maidens are scarcely able to resist going[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (2003) Achilleid 1.105]  [10:  Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (2003) Achilleid 1.194]  [11:  Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (2003) Achilleid 1.203]  [12:  Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (2003) Achilleid 796] 

This was a very deliberate attempt to enflame Achillies’ temper to make him react to being compared to timid mothers and a troop of maidens. Being tasked with finding Achillies is attempting to get him to come out of hiding to go join the war. Achillies is well know for his temper in the Iliad and this is again a way for Statius to draw parallels between his pre-war Achillies and the more famous and well know Achillies of the Homeric epic. Achillies is not drawn in by this, and he resists his urge to jump up and make himself known. 
	Ulysses uses a different ploy to try and get Achillies to reveal himself, and this one works. By laying out weapons and raiment of war Ulysses hopes to use Achillies instincts as a warrior to make him approach the weapons and throw off his mothers influence and become the warrior he was meant to be. 
Forgotten his mother’s charge, forgotten his hidden love, Troy is in all his heart. As a lion snatched from his mother’s dugs learns manners, taught to let his mane be combed, to respect man, and never to fly into a rage unless ordered; but if once steel flashes out in front of him, he forswears his faith and his tamer becomes his foe, his first hunger is for him and he is ashamed to have obeyed a timid master. But when the lad came close and the rival radiance gave back his face and he saw himself as he was in the gold likeness, he shuddered and blushed both together.[footnoteRef:13]   [13:  Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (2003) Achilleid 1.854-867] 

This is the turning point in Achillies education, the moment he goes from being a youth to being the warrior that is present in the Iliad. Achillies is compared to a tamed lion that in an instant is ashamed of being tamed. This demonstrates that the attempts of his mother, Thetis, to hid him from his destiny as a famous warrior, who would die young were ultimately futile and pointless. Achillies is being set up as the ultimate warrior in this section, Ulysses tells Achillies that the whole of the Greek army awaits his coming. And that he is a half beast, that he is destined for being a warrior. It is partly because of her manipulation that Achillies behaves the way he does in the Iliad, Thetis’ treatment and fear for her son have not prepared him well for how the war will go. 
	Achillies education and early life are a fascinating topic, they are in sharp contrast with the way that he is portrayed in the Iliad, and although the Latin texts differ quite a bit from the very small amounts of detail presented in the Iliad. The character of Achillies would have been heavily shaped by the overprotectiveness of a ‘timid’ mother and the way she tried to force him into a specific destiny of his dual fates. It is a fascinating window into the mind of this character. The depiction of his early life is used as a way to explain his behaviour in the Iliad, his constant worry about his image, his obsession with honour, his wild temper and the other traits that make him such a stand out character that has captured the mind of readers for many thousands of years. This depiction mainly painted by Statius, but with substantial contributions by others such as Ovid and Catullus. Achillies time on the island of Skyros, and his time dressed as a woman serve as a dramatic foil for his true nature as a “half wild beast” and a pupil of Chiron who was meant for the battlefields of Troy. His early life demonstrate that even though his mother Thetis was absolutely desperate to make sure he wouldn’t be killed in Troy that she was unable to circumvent the will of the fates and to save Achillies. 
	

Bibliography
Catullus, Gaius Valerius, Tibullus, and George Patrick Goold, Catullus, trans. by J. W. (John William) Mackail, J. P. (John Percival) Postgate, and Francis Warre Cornish, Second edition / revised by G.P. Goold. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1913)

Econimo, Francesca, ‘EPIC VOICES IN STATIUS’ ACHILLEID: CALCHAS’ VISION AND ULYSSES’ PLAN’, Classical Quarterly, 71.2 (2021), 759–76 https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009838821000975

Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. [n.d.]. ‘Statius | Roman Poet | Britannica’, Www.britannica.com https://www.britannica.com/biography/Statius 
Gregory, Justina, Cheiron’s Way: Youthful Education in Homer and Tragedy, 1st edn (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2018) https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190857882.001.0001 

Homer, The Iliad, trans. by Peter Green, 1st ed. (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2015) https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520961326 

Kenney, Edward. 2019. ‘Ovid - Works’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ovid-Roman-poet/Works 
Ovid, E. J Kenney, and A. D Melville, Metamorphoses (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987)

Statius, P. Papinius (Publius Papinius), D. R. (David Roy) Shackleton Bailey, and P. Papinius (Publius Papinius) Statius, Thebaid, books VIII-XII ; Achilleid (Cambridge, Mass. ; Harvard University Press, 2003)

Virgil., C. (Cecil) Day Lewis, and Jasper Griffin, The Aeneid (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998)



