A Critical Commentary on Deidamia Achilli (9-38)

The [footnoteRef:1]Deidamia Achilli is a piece that intends to explore the lamentation of Deidamia as she longs for Achilles to return from the Trojan war, and is perhaps a continuation of the [footnoteRef:2]Achilleid, written by Statius, which writes of the relationship between Achilles and Deidamia whilst he is disguised as a woman in Skyros before the war. Before leaving her to join the Trojan war, Achilles is married to Deidamia, and promises his loyalty to her and their child. However, from the very onset of Deidamia Achilli, it is clear to the reader that she is aware of his failure to commit to his promise as rumours of his relationship with Briseis have reached her in Skyros. Despite the poems’ anonymous author, the piece can be dated back to the era of Medieval Latin literature and can be associated with the Loire poets, due to the pseudo Ovidian style of writing. Much like many of Ovid’s works, the author explores its stories narrative by structuring it as a letter between two characters: Deidamia to Achilles. The authors use of structuring the poem like a letter can refer to Ovid’s Heroides[footnoteRef:3], in which Briseis writes a letter to Achilles. In both pieces, a voice is given to a female character so that an alternate perspective to the myth can be explored. During the time it was written, many Medieval writers took to imitating Ovid’s writing style in terms of how he portrayed his characters and structured his stories, however it can be said that the Deidamia Achilli is one of the most impactful interpretations of Ovidian-esque literature.  [1:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli]  [2:  Statius. Achilleid]  [3:  Ovid. Heroides] 

[bookmark: _Hlk104233306]Throughout lines 9-38 of the poem, the poem is rife with dramatic irony. Due to the poem being written during the Medieval period, the outcome of the trojan war within The Iliad[footnoteRef:4], and thus the death of Achilles, would have been well known amongst readers. Yet the text reveals a woman who longs for her husband to return, emphasising the four years that they have already spent apart, however ignorant to the fact that he will die apart from her. From line 20, she recalls his promise to bring back trojan wealth and ‘foreign treasures’[footnoteRef:5] to her, something that once brought comfort to her but now seems unlikely. Again, this furthers the dramatic irony of the poem, as the reader would acknowledge that this is a futile promise to Deidamia. This is further explored within Parkes’ The Deidamia Achilli: An Eleventh Century Statian-Ovidian Epistle[footnoteRef:6], as she emphasises how ‘misguided’[footnoteRef:7] Deidamia is from the truth, and that she seems to be more concerned with his infidelity rather than his inevitable death once Achilles re-joins the battle to kill Hector within the Trojan war. As Parkes notes, however, this is perfectly in line with how Ovid writes his female characters within his elegies, and thus the ironic nature of the poem is integral to developing Deidamia as a character. We are meant to sympathise with her character, and the grief she is experiencing as she writes of her ‘tired limbs’[footnoteRef:8] that receive no rest, and her ‘misery’[footnoteRef:9] that cannot be consoled. But as we know, Achilles fate makes it so that he will never return to Skyros and thus there will be no respite for her. She writes to Achilles that she is ‘impatient of grief’[footnoteRef:10], furthering the fatigue she feels in mourning someone who is still alive. This is an effective aspect of the text, as it also allows the reader to view Achilles’ character from the perspective of someone who depends on him, not to be a hero, but to be present within a familial setting, and thus is inevitable death holds greater consequences.  [4:  Homer. The Iliad]  [5:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli. 21]  [6:  R. Parkes. The Deidamia Achilli: An Eleventh Century Statian-Ovidian Epistle]  [7:  R. Parkes. The Deidamia Achilli. P.26]  [8:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli. 29]  [9:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli. 27]  [10:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli. 31] 

[bookmark: _Hlk104233644]Furthermore, the poem is able to express Deidamia’s urgency in trying to convince Achilles to return to her. As a woman, Deidamia’s character can be said to be in a vulnerable position without Achilles, as she has been left alone to raise his child without the support of a man. Within the letter she writes to Achilles, she frequently mentions Pyrrhus, their son, who she alleges to be ‘worthy to have such a father’[footnoteRef:11] as Achilles. Her character may do so to emphasize Achilles duty and responsibility as a father, and she even mentions how Pyrrhus mourns his absence alongside her. This can be interpreted as an urgent appeal for Achilles to return to Skyros as he would be reminded of the promise he made to her before leaving. Elsewhere in Parkes’ discussion of the text, she comments on Ovid’s tendency to provide a voice for women in his writing who are not often explored beyond the male perspective of their stories[footnoteRef:12]. Although, as Parkes states, it is a female voice written by another man, it can be said that this shift in perspective allows us to note the consequences that Deidamia faces once Achilles dies- alone with a child and without a man to provide for either of them. Furthermore, her awareness of his relationship with Briseis is further proof to her that he is unlikely to return to Deidamia, dead or alive. The writer Kretschmer discusses the potential purpose of the poem within The Love Elegy in Medieval Latin Literature (Pseudo-Ovidiana and Ovidian Imitation)[footnoteRef:13], and how Achilles infidelity and neglect is the central premise of her letter, rather than the premature grief of potentially losing Achilles. He writes that the poem can also be seen as an alternative perspective of Achilles and Briseis’ relationship within Ovid’s Heroides. Whilst Heroides includes a letter from Briseis to Achilles, his unlawful lover, urging him to continue in the Trojan war, Deidamia Achilli is from the perspective of his wife, who remains at home and laments his disregard for the promise of fidelity he had made to her within the Achilleid. I would argue that this acts to extend Deidamia’s suffering, as not only has she been left to care for their child without the protection and care of Achilles, but that also, at the same time, he is with another woman, defying his promised loyalty to Deidamia. From this, it can be said that she isn’t simply a woman mourning the absence of her husband, but also a lamentation of his betrayal. From lines 33-34, we see her question his loyalty to her and Pyrrhus, stating that neither ‘love nor the youth’[footnoteRef:14] can move him, further expressing the neglect she is experiencing. She clearly shows compassion and devotion towards Achilles as she likens Pyrrhus to him yet sets them apart by stating the impossibility of someone being equal to Achilles. This again could be included within the poem as Deidamia’s attempt to gain Achilles back through by including a description of their promising child. While I will argue that Deidamia’s awareness of Achilles infidelity is a prominent theme throughout the entirety of the poem, within lines 9-38, the use of dramatic irony is the most significant aspect of the writing, as the poet establishes that her current grief and suffering will be incomparable to what is to come to her character. [11:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli. 36]  [12:  R. Parkes. The Deidamia Achilli. Pg.23]  [13:  M. T. Kretschmer. The Love Elegy in Medieval Latin Literature pg.282]  [14:  Anon. Deidamia Achilli. 33] 

To conclude, the poem is a pivotal example of Medieval Latin literature which encapsulates the pseudo Ovidian style that many writers attempted and is able to create a new perspective on Deidamia’s character. In doing so, the poem is also able to almost act like a response to other ancient literature such as Statius’ Achilleid and Ovid’s Heroides. The author of the poem successfully implores dramatic irony throughout the poem in order to create pathos for Deidamia and miserable position she finds herself in without Achilles. Despite her longing for Achilles to return, her begging is futile from the onset of the text, and the reader can acknowledge that her suffering will only grow. She often mentions her son, Pyrrhus, to remind Achilles, and the reader, the significant responsibility that Achilles has left behind in order to fight in the Trojan war, in attempts to persuade him with a sense of urgency. Moreover, this poem gives an effective perspective on the affect Achilles absence has on a mythic character whilst furthering the tragedy and significance of his fate by exploring the previously unheard voice of Deidamia. 
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