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The Achilleid 2.94-118 consists of the beginning of Achilles’ account of his years spent with Chiron, upon Diomedes’ request, as Achilles, Ulysses and Diomedes sail for the Trojan war. It is, as Bessone says, Statius’ ‘epic apologoi’, and a ‘self-image constructed by Achilles’ in order to combat his previous image as a girl on Scyros.[footnoteRef:1] The content, themes and wider context of the passage will be considered, paying particular attention to the language and devices employed by Statius within his subversive characterisation of the young Achilles. I will also examine the role of paternal and maternal figures and their importance both within the text, as-well as some of the intertextual elements of the Achilles myth that Statius incorporates within the Achilleid, to allow for a deeper exploration of some of the key themes within the passage. [1:  Bessone, 2018, p.189.] 


Statius’ presents Achilles throughout the Achilleid as grappling with an identity crisis stemming from the influences of the paternal figures in Achilles’ life clashing with his mother’s interference, and as Bernstein notes, the memory of his ‘absent father; embodied in the spear that he carries as an heirloom’.[footnoteRef:2] His mother Thetis wishes to shield him from the world, as evidenced by her appeal to Neptune to sink the Trojan fleet and prevent Achilles’ death,[footnoteRef:3] and her attempts to conceal him on Scyros by dressing him as a girl. The themes of gender and masculinity are well established by Statius through Thetis ordering (through the imperative submitte) to restrain his manly spirit and take on this feminine appearance.[footnoteRef:4] These themes which underpin the Achilleid are crucial to understanding Achilles’ account of his time with Chiron, which as I will show, Statius reiterates and expands upon. [2:  Bernstein, 2008, p.104.]  [3:  Stat. Achil. 1.72-6.]  [4:  Ibid. 1.259-60.] 

Within the first lines of the passage, Statius recalls Thetis’ demands, portraying Achilles as hesitant and more importantly coacto, reminding us that his masculinity is still in a state of suppression, and thus his transformation into a man may still be incomplete.[footnoteRef:5] Throughout Achilles’ account we see our protagonist attempt to distance himself from the events on Scyros. Most notably, the use of membra may be viewed as a double entendre, by which Achilles finds his manhood under Chiron’s care in comparison with the metaphorical castration of his time as a girl on Scyros.[footnoteRef:6] Dilke also notes the use of fluxa as ‘conveying to the Romans the sense of effeminate’, which again reinforces the notion of Achilles separating himself from events on Scyros.[footnoteRef:7] The recurrence of such language and motifs and the juxtaposition of loose and weak with rigidity and strengthening is prevalent throughout the passage, as fluxa membra is compared to the saxum bed that strengthens his limbs, and cutis hardened by the elements.[footnoteRef:8] The inclusion Achilles’ entire account of sua facta, when viewed in this light, appears at first like a child desperately trying to prove their manhood, and as Fantham argues, is similar to a boarding school pupil ‘showing off in an all male context’.[footnoteRef:9] Despite this, the first encounter with Chiron in the Achilleid serves to remind of the truth in Achilles’ account and the fondness with which he remembers his time. Achilles recalls gnawing at the flesh of lions even as a cub himself,[footnoteRef:10] and when he returns to Chiron’s cave in Book I he has in hand lion cubs after slaying their mother. From being fed as a child to hunting the prey himself, there is a clear journey from boy to (almost) man under Chiron’s instruction, with the result that Achilles affectionately refers to him as pater.[footnoteRef:11]  [5:  Stat. Achil. 2.94-5.]  [6:  Ibid. 2.109.]  [7:  Dilke, 2005, p.148.]  [8:  Stat. Achil. 2.108-9.]  [9:  Fantham, 2003, p.118.]  [10:  Stat. Achil. 2.99-100.]  [11:  Ibid. 2.102.] 


The parallels between the two scenes highlight not just the importance of the paternal role Chiron plays within the epic, but also the ‘positive’ (that is to say positive in terms of Achilles’ perception of his masculinity) influence of Thetis’ absence. Barchiesi best summarises this problem of the Statian’ Achilles as an impargenus,[footnoteRef:12] ‘born from a goddess and a mortal – unusual even for a hero’, arguing that this creates the necessity for Achilles’ to be ‘raised in a special way’ in order to become a hero, derived from ‘Roman anxieties about missing paternal exempla and corrupting mothers’.[footnoteRef:13] In this regard, Achilles’ fond recollection of his time with Chiron is unsurprising, both in terms of its transformative effect on Achilles from boy to hero, and also his flourishing despite the absence of his parents. Similarly, Statius demonstrates the complicated lack of necessity for a maternal figure by way of not requiring almis uberibus.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Stat. Achil. 1.256. ]  [13:  Barchiesi, 2005, p.52.]  [14:  Stat. Achil. 2.98-9.] 


Statius here also plays with the Achilles tradition in removing the influence of his mother and father and promoting Chiron to surrogate father. It further plays with the tradition, as Bernstein notes, by combining the more ‘predatory’ and ‘semiferal’ presentation of Achilles’ of Pindar, with the more nurturing ‘bourgeois’ upbringing in the Homeric tradition, and argues that ‘in contrast to the Iliad, the Achilleid suggests that Achilles’ battlefield savagery was the necessary outcome of his savage paideia.[footnoteRef:15] Frequent examples of this can be found within the passage (the image of tearing at the flesh of a Lion already having been identified), as Statius repeatedly employs imagery that conveys a sense of savagery and animalistic behaviour. Achilles is first conditioned by Chiron to belong in the wild, undeterred by fracta ruentibus undis saxa and the silentia vastae silvae,[footnoteRef:16] before running amongst (and surpassing) the equos and cervos.[footnoteRef:17] Once again, Statius’ here repeats the lexicon and theme of strengthening, thus equating the training with masculinity and distancing Achilles from Scyros figuratively whilst he sails away quite literally. Chiron’s tutelage in Achilles’ account is also almost entirely (with the exception of an almost addendum-like few lines on learning medicine at the end) concerned with transforming Achilles into a weapon of war, as shown by his only administering praise when Achilles is exhausted,[footnoteRef:18] and later only when his weapons are thick with the blood of his prey.[footnoteRef:19] Fantham argues that Statius may have been taking his epic in the direction of ‘preparing his readers to experience anew the cruelty of the Iliadic Achilles’ through such imagery, which recalls for example when ‘Achilles threatens Hector that he will chop up his flesh and eat it raw’.[footnoteRef:20]  [15:  Bernstein, 2008, p.121-2; Pind. Nem. 3.43-52; Hom. Il. 9.489-95.]  [16:  Stat. Achil. 2.104-5.]  [17:  Ibid. 2.111-2]  [18:  Ibid. 2.115-6.]  [19:  Ibid. 2.127-8.]  [20:  Fantham, 2003, p.122; Hom. Il. 22.346-47.] 


Another important intertext within the Achilleid is Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and most pertinent to the passage in question is allusion to Ovidian Centauromachy. The fact that the horses Achilles races are Lapithas equos provides this subtext, Chinn argues, indicating that the Ovidian passage in which ‘transgendered Caeneus wounds a centaur’ and both its lexical and thematic similarities.[footnoteRef:21] This episode of course reverberates within the Achilleid in the form of Achilles’ transvestitism. Furthermore, Chinn notes how Caeneus’ spear strikes ‘directly at the centaur’s hybridity’, and argues that through Achilles comparing himself to his father’s spear (and so ‘measuring himself as a warrior relative to his father’) and then racing against the spears within the passage, Statius is indicating a ‘species hybridity’ within Achilles.[footnoteRef:22] On one hand whilst this metaphor would seem to draw the obvious parallel with the hybridity of Achilles’ gender, if Achilles is to be the spear striking at hybridity, the Ovidian allusion instead seems to point towards Achilles destroying his own hybridity rather than identifying with it, thus distinguishing himself as the heroic Achilles from his earlier transvestitism. However, in equal measure this hybridity can be viewed as helping spur Achilles towards his destiny. The fact that Achilles is as though a centaur empowers him to be able to run against the Lapithas equos, and so is a source of his superhuman ability. It is not impossible to reconcile this idea with Achilles’ mixed reaction as he gazes at his reflection in the shield, a symbol of both the masculine function of discovering ‘hidden and inward identity’ and the (supposedly) feminine function of consulting about appearances.[footnoteRef:23] It is within this moment of hybridity that Achilles is able to discover his true identity.[footnoteRef:24] Thus, there are subtle undertones within Achilles’ account that suggest a subconscious appreciation of some of the empowering qualities of femininity. More controversially, Achilles’ hybridity enables the rape of Deidamia, and as Panoussi notes Achilles’ transvestitism conceals the rape and thus the Bacchic celebrations ‘commence anew’ and the ‘exposure of Achilles’ masculinity is thwarted’.[footnoteRef:25] As such, Achilles femininity ironically ‘empowers’ him to be able to get away with his most masculine act within the text.[footnoteRef:26] Therefore it may also be the case that the reference to Bacchus within the passage, the laeti munera Bacchi in the form of savagery, is a reference to the concealment of Deidamia’s rape.[footnoteRef:27] [21:  Chinn, 2013, p.324-325; Ov. Met. 12.476-78.]  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Barchiesi, 2005, p.64; Stat. Achil. 1.864-8.]  [24:  And so it should come as no surprise that Statius has Ulysses immediately remind Achilles that he is ‘half-beast Chiron’s fosterling’, connecting the two forms of hybridity.]  [25:  Panoussi, 2013, p.347-348]  [26:  That is not to say that rape is an intrinsically masculine quality, but it certainly represents a moment of fierce masculinity here that mirrors his savagery within the Chiron account.]  [27:  Stat. Achil. 2.101.] 


In conclusion, Achilles’ joyful account of his time with his foster father Chiron represents a subversive departure from the traditional myth, and one that more closely represents the tone of Ovid, as I have examined through Statius’ presentation of Centauromachy. At face value, the passage represents Achilles attempts to put Scyros and his metaphorical castration behind him, and the lexicon of strengthening reinforces this idea. However, Statius is keen to remind the reader that this struggle is more complicated than a transformation from girl to boy and boy to man, and the allusions to events on Scyros within the passage suggest that Statius is creating a subconscious undertone for Achilles in which his time as the opposite gender has in fact provided a level of empowerment. 
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