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Depictions of Achilles as a youth used to show his masculinity.
  Achilles is a legendary Greek mythological hero, famous for his bravery and warrior skills.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will describe and analyse the depictions of Achilles as a youth, focusing primarily on books one and two of Statius’ Achilleid. When Statius wrote the Achillied, he intended it to be an epic about Achilles’ entire life, and it was his last piece of work.[footnoteRef:2] Statius was born between 45 AD and early 50s AD and died before September 96 AD, leaving the Achillied Unfinished.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2021.]  [2:  Heslin, 2005, p62.]  [3:  Feeney, 2014.] 

  Book one of the Achilleid focuses on Achilles’ time living as a woman/girl on the island of Scyros, where he learned how to behave in a feminine way and undertake feminine things such as dancing and spinning wool.[footnoteRef:4] This essay will illustrate that despite the womanish behaviour he had to exhibit during his time there, Statius still depicted him as masculine. Book two of the Achillied is set after book one chronologically but tells of Achilles’ infant years prior to Scyros. Achilles was raised by the centaur Chiron on Thessaly, and although he had been a young child, he recalls and describes his masculine upbringing.[footnoteRef:5] Chiron has consistently been portrayed as “the mentor of young heroes” in Greek poetry.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p312-385.]  [5:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p386-397. ]  [6:  Robbins, 1993, p9.] 

  Achilles is depicted as having a warrior-like upbringing, and he begins the description of his childhood with a mention of his diet. He explains that Chiron did not feed him normal meals, and he did not breastfeed.[footnoteRef:7] Instead, he “tore at the tough flesh of lions and offal of a she-wolf still half alive.” (Ach.2.95-105) The language Statius used conjures up images of masculine endeavours such as hunting. Even as a mere infant, the great Achilles eats like a warrior and can be set apart from regular mortals with regular diets. [7:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p392-393.] 

  Achilles recounts travelling through the wilderness with Chiron, where he is taught to laugh at wild animals and recalls that “even then arms were in my hand, even then a quiver at my neck”. (2.106-107) With the use of the words “even then”, it appears that Achilles is aware that he was very young for carrying weapons, and Statius has continued to portray Achilles’ upbringing as that of a warrior. It is made clear that he does this further when Achilles explains that he was taught how various different peoples used their weapons, showing that he was trained in many fighting styles. (2.130-137)
  Aside from weaponry, Achilles also speaks of his physical achievements as a youth, how when he was just 12 years old when Chiron had him “run faster than the swift stags and Lapith horses and chase the darts I flung.” (2.110-114) Chiron also taught him how to climb and jump huge ditches and how to withstand strong rushing water. (2.137-148) A skill that could possibly have been useful when Achilles battled the river Xanthus in Homer’s Iliad.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Homer and Murray, 1925, p429. Lines 324-340.] 

  The animals he hunted had to be fierce; he was not permitted to hunt deer, which Statius called “unwarlike”. (Ach.2.120-124) He was expected to hunt wild animals, as is evident by Chiron waiting for Achilles’ return from hunting to see if he came back with animal blood on him, inspecting his weapons, and refusing to kiss him until he had. (2.125-130) Chiron withholding affection unless Achilles returned with evidence of his hunt meant that Achilles had to hunt the wild animals to earn affection. This affection was clearly desired by Achilles, meaning he had to have had great respect for Chiron. It also showed that Achilles had to behave in the ways that Chiron wanted him to, and those ways were that of a masculine warrior.
  This respect for Chiron and desire to please him is further shown in book One of the Achillied when Achilles shows that he is unwilling to do as his mother asks and wear the female attire.[footnoteRef:9] That Thetis mentions Chiron twice in her plan shows that she knows as well as Achilles that Chiron would disapprove. The first mention explains that she is required to tell a lie in order for the centaur to allow Achilles to go with her, “So fabricates the mother, for the ancient never would have given the boy if she had dared tell him of effeminate habit and degrading garb.” (Ach.1.141-144) That she calls it “degrading garb” is very telling; it is not degrading when she, a woman, wears it. However, when it is to be worn by Achilles in the eyes of Thetis and to the centaur, it would become degrading because it is emasculating.  [9:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p332-335.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk105464166]  The result of his manly upbringing is shown in book one of the Achillied when his mother Thetis tries to persuade a stubborn Achilles to participate in her scheme to disguise him as a girl and hide on the island of Scyros.[footnoteRef:10] Thetis asks him, “Why do you withdraw your face, what purpose is in your eyes?” (1.271-272). Her question indicates that Achilles is withdrawing his face from her and has no purpose in his eyes to do as she is asking. When Thetis asks him to put on the dress, she swears “that Chiron shall not know of this.” (1. 271-274) Thetis knows as well as Achilles that Chiron would not have accepted this plan to keep him safe; she already had to lie to Chiron in order to be able to take Achilles from him.[footnoteRef:11] Considering the close bond that Achilles would have shared with Chiron, it seems likely they would have shared the same opinion on hiding whilst disguised as a girl. As shown above, Achilles wanted Chiron’s approval.  [10:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p333-339. Lines 251-337.]  [11:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p322-323. Lines 141-144.] 

  Upon seeing Deidamia, one of King Lycomedes’ daughters, Achilles “stiffened and drank novel flame in all his bones.” (1.303-304) Seeing her and wanting her caused Achilles to agree to don the clothing Thetis attempted to persuade him into and not Thetis’s pleading, as Heslin (2005) points out.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Heslin, 2005, p125.] 

  Before presenting Achilles to Lycomedes, Thetis teaches Achilles how to behave like a woman. (1.325-37) She had to alter his looks with the clothing but also in the way that he walked and held himself. She had to change all that was masculine about him in order to pass him off as a girl. Later in the poem, we see that despite all that Thetis did, it could not wholly take away his masculinity. However, that she had tried meant it must have been there and not have been as easy as him just putting on different clothes to assume the opposite gender. 
  After Lycomedes accepts Thetis’ proposal to keep Achilles disguised as his sister, the rest of the girls under his care continue to stare at Achilles. “The flock of the duteous Scyrian girls continue to stare relentlessly at the new maiden’s face, marvelling how she outtops them by neck and hair, how broad she spreads her chest and shoulders.” (1.365-370) Although his mother altered his appearance, he is still different, not necessarily recognisable as male but certainly recognisable as different. He cannot disguise his male height or breadth. The phrase “new maiden” works with a double meaning: he is a new maiden among them, and he is new at being a maiden.
  After his mother left him at Scyros, Deidamia took the role of the teacher in helping Achilles act more like a woman. It was Deidamia who showed him how to “advance his strong limbs more decorously and how to draw out raw wool with his thumb’s friction, repairing the distaff and the skeins that his rough hand has spoiled”. (1.580-585) This indicates that Achilles was still so masculine upon his mother leaving that he required further teaching in feminine ways. His hands were too rough to perform a feminine task, and Deidamia had to cover for him.
  One of the most important scenes in the Achillied is where Achilles rapes Deidamia during a festival that was attended only by women and, in fact, “By law men must go far away”. (1.597) At the boundary of this festival, a priestess stands to ensure that no men are among the women approaching; when Achilles sees her, he laughs to himself.[footnoteRef:13] This could show a level of arrogance in Achilles, as he has not been found out yet, and perhaps he does not believe he will be. He “clumsily waves his great arms” (1.603-605). Even in this women-only event, Achilles is almost mocking as he cannot wave his arms with grace and femininity.  [13:  Statius and Shackleton Bailey, 2004, p359.] 

  Prior to the significant rape of Deidamia, Achilles has a conversation with himself in which he reveals that he is struggling to maintain the lie and asks himself how long it will continue. He misses weapons and hunting and wonders if Chiron and Patroclus believe him to be dead. He is ashamed and disgusted to confess that he knows how to do womanly things such as spinning thread. (1.623-635) He goes on to say how he has been hiding his love for a girl and asks himself how long until he proves himself a man? (1.636-639) Whilst he has maintained some semblance of masculinity throughout the time he has spent on Scyros, clearly, the amount of femininity he has had to endure has become too much, and he decides he can conceal it no longer and rapes Deidamia, thus proving himself a man. (1.640-648) 
Achilles and his mother’s lie is finally exposed to Lycomedes and everyone on Scyros when he falls for Ulysses’ trap. Ulysses had several weapons placed among gifts of pretty womanly items and had the island girls choose something for themselves. (1.841-851) When Achilles saw the weapons, “he cried out and rolled his eyes, the hair stood up from his forehead.” (1.855-857) Achilles is unable to contain himself in all the excitement, and his actions reveal who he is. Upon seeing this, Ulysses approaches him, letting him know that the ruse is over, and then Achilles transforms fully into a man. (1.875-885) According to Cameron (2009) “This scene thus marks not only the end of Achilles’ childhood but also the end of the false path that has been leading him away from his true destiny as a warrior.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Cameron, 2009, p19.] 
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