Level 6 Assessment 3 (essay) [2500 words]
Explore and analyse the use of a Greek hero – using the example of Achilles OR Alexander in Latin texts from the Roman Empire. Illustrate your answer with examples from no more than two texts.

Achilles is used in both Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Statius’ Achilleid to explore a number of themes. They are semi-contemporary Latin texts (early first century and later first century A.D. respectively), and they reflect values of the early Roman Empire. 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses was written in the early first century A.D., books 11 and 12 describe (among other things) the circumstances around Achilles’ birth, and the course of the Trojan war.
Statius’ Achilleid was written in the first century A.D., it is unfinished, but describes the youth of Achilles.

Achilles’ parentage and relationship with his parents is explored in both, particularly his relationship with his mother. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Achilles is almost born as a son of Saturn (Zeus), but Saturn backs out of the union, instead substituting his grandson Peleus. This results in Achilles being born a mortal instead of a god.[footnoteRef:1] Achilles’ divine lineage is also referenced by Ovid later in Metamorphoses, during Achilles duel with Cycnus in book 12. Cycnus brags that he is “the son, not of Nereus’s daughter, but of him who rules Nereus and his daughters, and the whole ocean as well.”[footnoteRef:2] This is an obvious reference to Neptune (Poseidon), the Greek and Roman god of the seas, and presents an interesting point, which is how much of the Greek heroes’ strength comes from their lineage, and how much from their own skill or power. To this end, Achilles actually stands on the side of mortal skill and power, as he defeats Cycnus despite the demigod’s invulnerability (a trait that Achilles seemingly does not share, at least in the Metamorphoses, though it should be noted that he does possess this trait in the Achilleid after he was bathed in the river Styx by his mother[footnoteRef:3]).  [1:  Ovid, Metamorphoses]  [2:  Ovid, Metamorphoses book 12]  [3:  Statius, Achilleid] 

Achilles’ relationship with his mother heavily influences the texts, Thetis largely had the most control over Achilles during his life, It was her who sent him to train with the centaur Chiron, her who sent him to Skyros, and in some texts, such as the Achilleid, it was her who dipped Achilles in the river Styx.[footnoteRef:4] In a way, she is one of the most vital defining forces in his life, training him as a warrior, and then sending him to away in an attempt to avoid the prophesy of his death. Achilles goes along with this willingly, as is typical of his depiction in these sources. He does not lead; he is only led. [4:  Statius, Achilleid] 


Achilles’ relationship with gender is a notable aspect of his depictions in Latin sources, particularly in the Achilleid. The most influential part of the text is found in the time that Achilles spends on Skyros. In Rome, gender was considered as much a social performance as a facet of biology, with masculinity in particular requiring performance for status and for the upkeeping of the perception of masculinity. In the Achilleid, Achilles spends much of his adolescence on Skyros, disguised as a woman.[footnoteRef:5] This is a break in the Roman tradition of masculinity that would be expected of a hero like Achilles in more ways than one. The first way in which Achilles broke the rules of masculinity was through his disguising himself as a woman. This would be a massive breach of social decorum under normal circumstances, but for a man of Achilles’ social rank of prince and demigod, it would be even more dire. The Second way in which Achilles broke the Roman rules of masculinity was through the act of hiding on Skyros itself. In hiding on Skyros, Achilles resisted the call to war that was held very highly amongst the militaristic Roman culture, and in doing so would have failed to successfully perform the ritual of masculinity.  [5:  Crawley, A. E. 1893] 

However, the Achilleid also gives Achilles the ability to “redeem” his masculinity in the form of Ulysses’ arrival at Skyros. Ulysses arrives at Skyros looking for Achilles, and immediately Achilles begins to perform his masculinity again, with Statius saying that “Peleus’ son hardly hides his sudden joy and eagerly desires to see the stranger heroes and their accoutrements, even in his present guise.”[footnoteRef:6] Showing just how eager he was. Ulysses then begins to talk about the war in troy, “Never at any other time was opportunity of such great renown given to the brave or valour employed in a wider field.”[footnoteRef:7] Ulysses is specifically aiming to provoke Achilles by invoking masculinity as the Romans saw it, and it is noted that it does almost work, with Achilles only resisting due to Deidamia having had all of her sisters to hold him down. Despite the best attempts of the women who know him, perhaps intended as a statement on the perceived weaknesses of femininity under Roman culture, Achilles decides to go with Ulysses to the Trojan war, in what could be considered an embracing of the Roman ideal of Masculinity, and a rejecting of the femininity that was used to shelter him from the war. Statius could also be making a point in the Achilleid that Achilles was “robbed” of his masculinity, linking into his lack of agency, as he is not the one to choose to go to Skyros or to avoid the war, and when given the chance, he immediately chooses to go to Troy. Once Achilles is aboard a ship to Troy, Ulysses again makes a point of blaming Thetis, saying: “did your crafty mother defile you with woman’s apparel and commit so grand a cheat to that hiding place and hope the secret would be kept? Too fearful she, too much a mother! Was such valour to lie torpid in silent shade?”[footnoteRef:8] Again, Ulysses goads Achilles, stoking his pride and masculinity, while distancing him from the responsibility of his time on Skyros.  [6:  Statius, Achilleid, ]  [7:  Statius, Achilleid, ]  [8:  Statius, Achilleid,] 

After leaving Skyros, Achilles says that “By this sword shall Scyros and the unseemly habit be excused, reproach of destiny.”[footnoteRef:9] And in this way we see the Roman attitude to masculinity reflected again, with Achilles failure to live up to it being seen as almost a crime, and as a development of his character from his youth into adulthood, while going towards his fate at Troy, he rejects his perceived effeminacy of Skyros to embrace the masculinity of the Trojan war. [9:  Statius, Achilleid,] 


A noteworthy theme of the texts relating to Achilles is the idea of destiny and prophesy, and through these themes, Achilles’ agency is brought into question.
The prophesies that feature Achilles affect him throughout his existence, depriving him of agency despite his power. From even before Achilles was born, prophesies were speaking of him as a warrior of great renown. In Ovid’s metamorphosis book 11, while in a “union” with Jupiter, Thetis receives a prophesy from the titan Proteus, “Goddess of the waves, conceive: you will be the mother of a warrior who will surpass his father’s deeds when he reaches manhood, and will be more famous than him.”[footnoteRef:10] This causes Jupiter to abandon the union, instead giving Thetis to his grandson Peleus. This is the first time that Achilles’ future is changed due to prophesy, in this case before he is even born. Instead of being born of two gods, he is born of one god and one human. Achilles’ defeat of Cycnus is an example of interference from the gods taking away Achilles’ autonomy, though it also bears some elements of the opposite. Achilles is incapable of killing Cycnus, first because of his invulnerability, and then because of his transformation into a swan.[footnoteRef:11] This is a clear intervention from Neptune (Cycnus’ father), and demonstrates that regardless of the outcome of the fight, Achilles was never going to be able to kill Cycnus. It is, however, notable that despite Cycnus’ invulnerability, Achilles was still able to defeat him. This is likely an extension of a common theme in Greek and Roman mythology, where prophesy cannot be avoided, but the specific detail is often left to interpretation.  [10:  Ovid, Metamorphoses book 11]  [11:  Ovid, Metamorphoses book 12] 

At Skyros, as described by the Achilleid, Achilles is again stripped of his agency by the whim of a prophesy.[footnoteRef:12] Again, his parents are compelled by prophesy, in this case, Thetis has received a prophesy that said that if Achilles went to troy, he would die there, but if he did not, he would live a long life in obscurity. In an attempt to prevent this, Thetis hides the young Achilles on the Island of Skyros, disguised as a young woman. Once Achilles leaves Skyros, Ulysses reassures him through the invocation of destiny, saying: “Destined sacker of great Troy, demanded of the Danaan fleet and the oracles of the gods, awaited by War standing tall at his unbarred threshold.”[footnoteRef:13] This was an invocation of prophesy, but was being used to strip Achilles of his agency through manipulating him. The manipulation and control of Achilles continues to be a theme that the Latin depictions, with near enough every point in his life being decided or manipulated by another character. [12:  Crawley, A. E. 1893]  [13:  Statius, Achilleid] 

In a final act to rob even his death of agency, Achilles’ death is not in battle where he would have control of it, nor is it at the action of another warrior. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Achilles is killed by an arrow fired by Paris, and guided by Apollo. The Metamorphoses itself brings attention to and addresses the irony or unfairness of the death, with the text saying, “So, Achilles, conqueror of so much greatness, you are conquered, by the cowardly thief of the wife of a Greek! If your death had to be by a woman’s hand, in war, you would rather have fallen to an Amazon’s two-edged axe.”[footnoteRef:14] The unfairness of the death evident in the framing of the text. It is through this death, that Achilles’ prophesy was finally fulfilled, and he was killed by an act of a god. It is likely notable that it was Apollo in particular that was responsible for the arrow, as among Apollo’s attributes as a god, prophesy features greatly, again adding to the theme of prophesy stripping away Achilles’ agency. [14:  Ovid, Metamorphoses] 

Through all of these, a consistent theme emerges. Throughout his entire life, Achilles does not truly have control over the direction of his life at any point. As detailed by the Achilleid, In his youth he is first sent to train with the Centaur Chiron, and from there to hide at Skyros, on his mother’s command. From Skyros, he is recruited by Ulysses (Odysseus) to fight at Ilium[footnoteRef:15], a place where he is prophesised to die if he goes to war. From there, as detailed in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, even his death he has no say in, dying to a god-guided arrow. Achilles is a slave to prophesy, from before his birth, he cannot avoid his fate, and he cannot be saved from it, no matter the lengths Thetis goes to, and those attempts of Thetis to avoid Achilles meeting his fate at Troy in turn strip him of ever more of his independence and agency. [15:  Statius, Achilleid] 

Achilles himself seems to lean into this idea of a destiny, at least by the time he leaves Skyros, saying that “Twere long to set out the causes of my tarrying and my mother’s crime. By this sword shall Scyros and the unseemly habit be excused, reproach of destiny.”[footnoteRef:16] He accepts that his destiny is to go to Troy and fight in the Trojan wars, despite his mother’s wishes, and embraces it. [16:  Statius, Achilleid] 


One of Achilles’ most notable traits is his pride. In the Achilleid, it is pride that takes Achilles to the Trojan wars, as it is the thing that allows Ulysses (Odysseus) to recruit him on Skyros.[footnoteRef:17] Ulysses first strategy is to immediately and explicitly play into Achilles’ pride, “Whosoever is of proud race and ancestry, whoever knows how to handle horse and javelin or excels with the bow, all honour is there,” which is immediately challenging Achilles, that were he not to go to troy with Ulysses, he would be both absent of honour and pride, and in a more implicit jab, that anyone who isn’t at Troy does not possess excellence with horse, javelin or bow, and thus to prove himself, Achilles would have to go with Ulysses to Troy. [17:  Statius, Achilleid,] 

In the Metamorphoses, Achilles pride is a very central theme in his battle with Cycnus. First, his pride is hurt when with all his might he cannot hurt Cycnus, then it is hurt again when Cycnus insults his parentage. His hurt pride feeds into his wrath, and he kills another Trojan, Menoetes, just to prove that he has not become incapable.[footnoteRef:18] As Cycnus insulted Achilles ever more, he eventually drove Achilles to finally decide to go in with his hands, a final fatal mistake for Cycnus. [18:  Ovid, Metamorphoses] 


Another of Achilles’ most notable traits is his wrath. His anger comes to the forefront of his motivation in his battle with Cycnus. When he initially cannot injure Cycnus due to the Trojan’s invulnerability, instead of drawing back, Achilles is enraged, particularly by both the indignity and by insults thrown by Cycnus, and continues to fight.[footnoteRef:19] In this example, Achilles’ anger serves him well, and drives him to keep attacking as the indignity of being unable to wound the Trojan hero, combined with the insults being thrown by his adversary. In time, this allows him to slay Cycnus, however throughout much of the rest of his time at troy, Achilles’ anger would not serve him nearly so well. It does seem that some of the aspects of Ovid’s depiction of the fight between Achilles and Cycnus, particularly Achilles anger-fuelled responses, seem to be intended to carry an element of humour. Achilles ever-increasing anger as he fails to hurt Cycnus, and Cycnus continuing to insult him as he struggles could be considered to be humorous by a Roman audience.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Murgatroyd, Paul. 2008]  [20:  Murgatroyd, Paul. 2008] 


Overall, the characterisation of Achilles in Latin sources leans heavily into aspects of Roman culture, particularly those aspects that are associated with masculinity, such as pride, wrath and warrior culture. Additionally, throughout all the sources a throughline is present in both the Achilleid and Metamorphoses, which is Achilles lack of agency, given that he does not make a single notable independent decision through his entire life. 
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