Analyse the function of the depiction of Achilles’ education and/or upbringing in any one or two Latin texts focussed upon in this module.

The mythical narrative of Achilles includes many forms including written epics and elegies that both show different images of him. Achilles was born of Thetis (an immortal goddess) and Peleus (a mortal man), he was taught by the centaur Chiron and fought in the Trojan war until his death. The most famous myth about Achilles is the weakness of his heel, which was how he died. In the study of the myths of Achilles there is much focus on Achilles’ later achievements in the Trojan war so, one might ask why include the events of his childhood? What is the importance of doing so and how do the accounts of Achilles’ childhood contribute to the narrative as a whole? Key aspects of the Achilles’ myths are the heroic narrative and the themes of predetermined fate. In Achilles myth his destiny is determined before his birth and no matter how carefully his immortal mother tries to protect him from his mortality in his childhood, he is inevitably drawn to his fate. The childhood episodes are therefore necessary for the development of these ideas. Similarly, the hero narrative requires some exploration of the origins of the hero who may be shown as a great warrior or lover and therefore the childhood and upbringing of Achilles becomes relevant. 
The education and upbringing of Achilles in his myths serve multiple purposes. They are an important part of the narrative of the hero fulfilling his predetermined fate or destiny, they provide a foundation for his depiction as both and lover and a warrior, and they highlight the power of mortality and immortality as forces that shape the life and death of Achilles. Statius’ Achilleid is a Roman Latin text that gives an account of the childhood of Achilles. The wedding song found in Catullus 64 is an interesting primary source that details the prophecies surrounding Achilles. Heslin provides analysis and comparison of a number ancient works that feature the Achilles’ myth. Other ancient texts such as Plindar, Homer and Appollonius are also mentioned to give a wider scope. 

In the myths surrounding Achilles there are predictions about his fate before he is even conceived. One of the first things we are told about his parents is the question of who will be his father, ‘... Zeus and glorious Poseidon strove for the hand of Thetis, both of them desiring her to be his beauteous bride, for love enthralled them…’.[footnoteRef:1] Thetis was a goddess so would have been a suitable bride for either of these great gods. The decision was a great task but, in the end,  [1:  Pindar, Isthmian Odes 8.27] 

… the immortal counsels of the gods did not bring that marriage to pass, when they had heard a certain oracle. For Themis, wise in counsel, spoke in their midst, saying how that it was fated that the sea-queen should bear a princely son, who would be stronger than his father, and who in his hand would wield another weapon, mightier than the thunder-bolt or the stubborn trident, if she were wedded either to Zeus or to his brethren.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Pindar, Isthmian Odes 8.27] 

Neither of the great gods were to marry her as they were fearful of producing a son who would grow to be stronger than them. Neither of the two gods wanted this to happen. The prophecy of becoming greater than his father was told by an oracle before Achilles was conceived and is an important part of his myth as it shows that even before his mother was married he was already destined for great things. This argument is also found in the works of Statius where he states that Achilles would be, ‘…feared of the Thunderer and forbidden to succeed to his father’s heaven’. [footnoteRef:3] Here we learn that because Zeus/Jupiter was fearful to have a son greater than him it meant that Achilles would not be immortal enough to be on Mount Olympus. If both his parents had been gods, Achilles would qualify to live on Mount Olympus however as only his mother was immortal, he could not. In the works of Hesllin he produces a slightly different interpretation of what Statius had written, ‘…the off-spring who was feared by Jupiter the thunderer, and who was forbidden to inherit the kingdom of heaven’, but is arguably the same premise.[footnoteRef:4]    [3:  Stat. Ach. 1.1-3]  [4:  Heslin interpretation of Statius. 2007. p158] 


The foundation of the hero narrative and the presenting of his destiny begins during the wedding of his parents. As a result of the prophecy Thetis was to be married to a mortal named Peleus and evidence from their wedding song still suggests that Achilles’ fate was determined before he was conceived. During the wedding ceremony many gods were said to have come to witness the marriage as well as the Fates who told them that, ‘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;’ meaning their son Achilles will be a brave warrior and will face his enemies head on.[footnoteRef:5] Further into the song his greatness as a warrior is embellished more as they sing, ‘Against him not a hero shall match himself in war,…’ at this point the fates give a hint of the war to follow that Achilles will fight in.[footnoteRef:6] In this war that the mighty warrior Achilles will fight in he, ‘…shall lay waste the Trojan walls, with tedious war beleaguering…’, also giving the war a location.[footnoteRef:7] The Fates sing of the many men Achilles will kill, ‘…heaps of slain corpses,…’ shall be the effect of Achilles fighting in this war.[footnoteRef:8] So far it is safe to argue that if the Fates did attend this wedding and sing this song, that the unconceived Achilles was fated to be a mighty hero. Both of the prophecies give evidence to the idea of predetermined fate which can arguably be an important factor in debating the function of including his childhood in his myths. It shows how his fate as a great warrior was proven to have came true with the Trojan war.    [5:  Cat. 64.323-81]  [6:  Cat. 64.323-81]  [7:  Cat. 64.323-81]  [8:  Cat. 64.323-81] 


The childhood of Achilles features multiple attempts by his mother to prevent the predetermined fate Achilles has. The first attempt made by Thetis to try and prevent Achilles’ death is when he was a baby, ‘For she would always singe his mortal flesh in the flames of a fire in the middle of the night, but then, during the day, would anoint his tender body with ambrosia, to make him immortal and to keep hateful old age from his body.’ [footnoteRef:9] Due to her being a goddess she had the power to try and turn her son immortal but not the power for her offspring to be a half immortal demi god. In the mythology she did this as a result of the knowledge that her son would be mortal and will die if he goes to war, she does all she can to prevent this. The second attempt that Thetis made was to take him from the tutelage of Chiron and hide the boy on an Island. Although it can be argued that when she gave Achilles to Chiron it was for training in the hopes, he can survive his predetermined fate. However, when the time for war was on the horizon, she took he child to the Island of Scyros to hide amongst the women. This attempt once again failed when Achilles was found out to be a guy dressed as a woman, when Odysseus came looking for him. The story goes that he bought gifts for the women of Scyros and amongst was a sword to which Achilles grabbed immediately as a trumpet blew.  [9:  AR Arg. 4.866-879.] 

Later in the myth once Achilles was in the war and he had experienced the death of his friend dressed in his armour it was clear to Thetis that this would be when Achilles will fall. So Thetis approached the god of the forge with a plea that started with, ‘Hephaestus, is there now any goddess, of all those that are in Olympus, who has endured so many grievous woes in her heart…’. [footnoteRef:10] She did this to try and make him feel sorrow for her and agree to forge new armour for Achilles. Although the armour was the last hope to keep him alive, she knew that, ‘…never again will I welcome him back to his home, to the house of Peleus” but she was determined to try anything.[footnoteRef:11] Unfortunately all attempts made by Thetis to stop the predetermined fate of her son failed, once more giving evidence to the idea that a hero’s destiny is predetermined and can not be changed. Therefore, the function of including Achilles upbringing is to show the element of predetermined fate which is important to the hero narrative Achilles is involved in.  [10:  Hom. Il. 18.429-41.]  [11:  Hom. Il. 18.429-41.] 


Achilles’ education included being taught how to play the stringed instrument, the Lyre and this is an important part of the narrative as it lays a foundation to his later role as a lover. Evidence of Achilles being able to play the lyre is seen in many works including Heslin where he states, ‘Statius depicts Achilles himself singing mythological poetry’, which is where scholars get details on Achilles childhood.[footnoteRef:12] Heslin also references the event further by stating, ‘In the Achilleid, the young hero is providing after-dinner entertainment to console his preoccupied mother, who is a guest at Chiron’s cave’, the playing of the Lyre is often used to impress women, Achilles is no exception.[footnoteRef:13] As well as playing for his mother when she visited Achilles used his skills on the island Scyros to blend in. During his time on Scyros he is also said to have used the Lyre to seduce Deidamia. The inclusion on Achilles learning to play the Lyre is therefore useful in the story as it links to later issues in love that Achilles experiences. It can be argued that the function of including Achilles upbringing in his myth is to give reference to a love persona he is shown to have in the later myth.    [12:  Heslin. 2007. p86]  [13:  Heslin 2007. p86-87] 

 
The education and upbringing of Achilles in the myths are essential preparation for his feats as a warrior later on. Another contrasting element of his childhood show Achilles raised and trained by the centaur Chiron. Achilles has been known to be swift footed and a interpretation into how he became that way is in the training he received which included, ‘Often too at the first freezing of the river he would bid me walk over it nor break the ice with lightsome foot.’[footnoteRef:14] This quote suggests that one of the exercises Achilles had to do was get across a frozen river without it cracking underneath him. This would require grace, speed and light-footed steps. One of the weapons the young Achilles was trained to use was a bow and arrows as seen in, ‘…a quiver at my neck…’.[footnoteRef:15] This leads to the interpretation that his training started from a young age, much like other heroes and in other cultures. He is also thought to have been trained with swords and spears as suggested in his, ‘…love of steel…’ he is said to have had.[footnoteRef:16] Although it does not specifically state the weapons it is an reasonable interpretation due to the type of weapons that were thought to be used at the time.   [14:  Stat. Ach. 2.86-167]  [15:  Stat. Ach. 2.86-167]  [16:  Stat. Ach. 2.86-167] 

As well as weapons Achilles trained with, he was also trained in character, ‘…to laugh when I saw wild beast…’. [footnoteRef:17] In this case he was taught to be brave. Another characteristic Achilles developed was ferocity which can be interpreted to be as a result of, ‘I took no ordinary food nor satisfied hunger from nurturing breasts, but tore at the tough flesh of lions and offal of a she-wolf still half alive…’.[footnoteRef:18] The ferocity he had developed as a child can be argued to have had an impact on his adult life, one being the way Achilles treated the body of Hector after he killed him. In both weaponry and characteristic training, he received from Chiron it can be argued to be important and its function of being included in the myths as it shows how his education and upbringing had on his adult life.  [17:  Stat. Ach. 2.86-167]  [18:  Stat. Ach. 2.99] 


An important theme throughout the Achilles myths is that of mortality and immortality and it is his childhood episodes of the myths which present the important information about his origins that help explain the questions surrounding his mortality. As previously mention Thetis is a immortal being who had to, ‘…endured the bed of a mortal man though very much against my will’, in order to marry and conceive Achilles.[footnoteRef:19] Peleus on the other had was a mortal man who was said to part of the Argonauts, to which Odysseus was apart of. Although Peleus was mortal he recounts, “I claim to be of the lineage of great Zeus. The father who begot me is one who is lord among the many Myrmidons, Peleus, son of Aeacus; and Aeacus was begotten of Zeus.” [footnoteRef:20] In this Peleus is making the claim that his father Aeacus was the son of the mighty god of thunder Zeus/Jupiter. This would mean that although Achilles only had one immortal parent there is still a link to the god Jupiter who according to the myth was nearly his father. Achilles is portrayed as mortal as his father was mortal and no matter what Thetis did to change this, he was still mortal which was proven by his death in the Trojan war. [19:  Hom. Il. 18.429-41 ]  [20:  Hom. Il. 21.187-9, Achilles boasting over the corpse of Asteropaeus] 

 
To conclude the function of including Achilles upbringing and education can have many themes attached. The function including the childhood of Achilles episodes can be argued to allow scholars to have information about his history before the war. As explained the four themes to contribute to this is the predetermined fate linking to the hero narrative, the arguable more fulminate persona of lover Achilles, the more masculine persona of warrior Achilles and the mortality vs immortality struggles Achilles faced. Therefore, it is important to include the childhood of Achilles in his mythical narrative to give an insight into why and how he acted the way he did in the Trojan war. As well as how his fate came true in the end no matter what events happened to change it. It is also helpful to look at his childhood as an argument of how mortality and immortality works in the mythical world, including that of what it takes to be classed as a demi-god or even further what is needed to be completely immortal.   
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