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SUMMARY

This thesis is a literary  study  of the Achilleid  of P. Papinius S tatius, an un

finished hexam eter epic on the life of Achilles. I t is, so far as I know, the first 
full-length m onograph on the poem  in any language. For the sake of keeping the 
am ount of tex t m anageable, and in order to  m aintain  a  focus on the m ythical 
biography of Achilles, I have excluded from detailed discussion the  section of 
the poem  th a t describes the Greek fleet m ustering against Troy a t Aulis (1.397- 
559). The first chapter of this thesis serves as an in troduction; I describe the 
shape of the  poem  and w hat we know of the  circum stances of its com position. 
My argum ent is th a t the  portion of the epic th a t we have should not be consid
ered as a ‘fragm ent’, bu t as a coherent and carefully designed sam ple of work 
th a t was intended to  dem onstrate the natu re  of the p o e t’s work-in-progress. On 
this basis the formal unity  of the work may be appreciated. The next chapter 
a ttem p ts  to  characterize the nature  of this epic project by exam ining a num ber 
of key passages, including two program m atic sections. The first of these is a 
description of a song perform ed by Achilles himself, which is found to  be based 
on Hellenistic and Neoteric models, especially Apollonius and C atullus 64. The 
o ther program m atic section is a t the very beginning, where the poet describes 
the scope of the  Achilleid. This proem is heavily ironic, and it is m isleading even 
w ith respect to  the part of the epic th a t we have; it would therefore be extrem ely 
hazardous to  a ttem p t a reconstruction of th e  unw ritten  portion of the epic on 
its basis. The rest of the second chapter consists of a fu rther a ttem p t to  charac
terize the epic w ith respect to  its poetic forbears by exam ining a few passages 
where in tertex tual relationships are of particu lar interest. The th ird  chapter is 
a  study  of the way Achilles is described by S ta tius as a m arginal figure between 
the anim al world, as represented by his cave-dwelling surrogate father, Chiron, 
and Olympus, which, as the poet often rem inds us, would have been the boy’s 
patrim ony if Ju p ite r had been his father ra th e r th an  Peleus. The fourth chapter 
is a discussion of S ta tiu s’ representation of femininity. Not only does Achilles 
violate gender norm s by dressing as a girl, bu t Thetis, too, by usurping the role 
of a father, participates in the  gender burlesque which is one of the  m ost dis-



tinctive features of the poem. The origin of Achilles’ cross-dressing on Scyros, 
which is the central episode of the Achilleid, has often been explained in terms 
of adolescent initiation rites; tha t claim is evaluated in the fifth chapter. We find 
that, while this is unlikely, it is striking th a t Statius himself uses the imagery of 
initiation and mystery cult to represent Achilles’ stay on tha t island as a kind 
of personal transformation. The sixth and final chapter comprises an attem pt to 
frame an interpretation of the poem by means of examining its two most dra
matic moments: the rape of Deidamia by Achilles and the discovery of Achilles 
by Ulysses. In the end it is hoped tha t the process of subjecting the Achilleid to 
detailed literary study will have borne out its high level of polish, its coherence 
as a whole, and perhaps even its value as a meditation on gender, paternity, and 
the human condition.
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C h a p t e r  O n e

INTRODUCTION

A preliminary point to make is tha t these anomalies require a 
strong explanation. Carelessness, clumsiness, oversight, will not 
suffice with such a fastidious, painstaking artist dedicated to self- 
examination and self-correction as well as self-repetition.

Richard Wollheim, Painting as an Art*

1.1  T h e  C o h e r e n c e  o f  t h e  A c h il l e id

TIh e  A c h i l l e i d  of Statius is a difficult poem to classify, and this has impeded 
our understanding of it. The Oxford Classical Dictionary, for example, calls it 

a ‘charming, almost novelistic fragment’, an entirely accurate assessment, except 
for the word ‘fragment’, which is a label commonly applied to the work.^ This 
term, at least in common practice when speaking of ancient literature, generally 
describes a piece of writing tha t has become seriously m utilated in the course of 
its transmission to us; it might also designate in a less technical sense a piece of 
writing whose composition was halted so abruptly that it was left in an unrevised 
and incoherent state. This is not true, as far as we can tell, of the Achilleid-, in fact 
it is almost certain, as will be argued below, tha t Statius had recited the Achilleid 
in something like its present form prior to his death. The distinction is im portant, 
because it has led to a certain neglect of the formal symmetries of the work. The 
usual presumption, which is almost certainly correct, is tha t whatever further 
plans Statius had for the solid beginnings he had made were rendered moot by 
his death. There is no sign in his surviving work of the universal adjustm ent in 
rhetoric that occurred subsequent to Domitian’s assassination in September of 
AD 96, and so the poet is assumed to have predeceased the emperor by some 
short time.^ We should therefore distinguish between real fragments, or works

* W ollheim (1987: 275), discussing spatia l dislocation  in th e  work of J.-A .-D . Ingres.
 ̂ OCD  s.v. ‘S ta tiu s, Publius P ap in iu s’ [Feeney].
 ̂ Colem an (1988: xx).



th a t  have b een  su b sta n tia lly  destroyed  in  th e  course o f  their  tran sm ission , w hich  

w ould  in clu d e th e  ep ic  on D o m itia n ’s G erm an cam p a ign s, o f  w h ich  o n ly  four  

lin es su rv iv e ,3 an d  on  th e  o ther hand w ork th a t w as ap p aren tly  left u n fin ished  

a t th e  t im e  o f  th e  p o e t ’s d eath . O f th is  la tter  ca tegory  w e h ave tw o  exam ples: th e  

fifth  b ook  o f  th e  S ilva e  and th e  Achilleid .  T h ese  tw o  w orks differ in  im p ortan t  

resp ects , and so  w e sh ou ld  further su b d iv id e  h is la te  w ork to  d is tin g u ish  b etw een  

m ater ia l th a t  h ad  n o t y e t left th e  p o e t ’s hands a t th e  tim e  o f  h is d ea th  and w as  

o n ly  p u b lish ed  p o sth u m o u sly  and on th e  o th er han d  p artia lly -co m p le ted  w ork  

th a t S ta tiu s  had  a lread y  p o lished  and presented  to  th e  w orld in h is lifetim e.

T h e  p o em s o f  Silvae  5 are generally  held  to  have b een  p u b lish ed  p o sth u 

m o u sly  and  th ere  are several reasons w hy th is  is very  lik ely  true: th e  p rep on 

derance o f  ep iced ia  am on g  th e  p o em s in  B ook  5, th e  p ersonal n atu re  o f  several 

o f th e se , th e  in tern a l in con sisten c ies in  Silvae  5 .3 , w hich  m ay in d ica te  th a t  it 

w as cob b led  to g e th er  from  d isparate e lem en ts in  th e  p o e t ’s Nachlafi,  and  th e  

very in co m p le te  s ta te  o f  th e  final p o em , an epiced ion  on h is a d o p tiv e  child."* 

T h is la s t p o em  breaks off so  ab ru p tly  it shou ld  b e  considered  a fragm ent in  th e  

less tech n ica l sen se  o f  th e  terra, i.e . it w as n ot d am aged  in  tran sm ission , b u t  

its  s ta te  o f  co m p o s itio n  is so  in choate and its  u n ity  so  im paired  th a t it w ar

rants th e  d esig n a tio n . A s w e sh a ll see, th is  con trasts  stron g ly  w ith  th e  A chil le id ,  

w hich , th o u g h  in co m p le te , ends a t a log ica l sto p p in g -p o in t and  ex h ib its  a  grea t  

dea l o f  sy m m etry  in  its  stru ctu re. It has som etim es b een  lo o se ly  cissum ed th a t ,  

b ecau se  Silvae  5 and  th e  A ch il le id  are b o th  unfin ished , th ey  w ere p u b lish ed  to 

geth er, b u t th is  is im probable.®  F irst o f  all, it is stran ge th a t th e  m an u scrip t  

tra d itio n  o f  S ilvae  5 and  th e  A chil le id  are so  u tter ly  d ivorced  from  each o th er  

if  th e y  w ere o r ig in a lly  p u b lish ed  togeth er  as a p osth u m ou s co m p ila tion . M ore  

im p ortan tly , th ere  ex is t  num erous references to  th e  A c h il le id  in  th e  Silvae.  It 

w ould  b e a p o in tle ss  eccen tr ic ity  for a professional p o e t to  a llu d e  p u b lic ly  to  a 

work w h ose  n ervou s b eg in n in gs he w as h usb an d in g  aw ay in  h is stu d y; we sh ou ld  

n o t p ro ject m od ern  w riter ly  narcissism  back on to  a p rofession al R om an  p o e t. 

W ould S ta t iu s , as a  perform er, have advertised  h is current p ro ject in  front o f  

p rosp ective  p a tro n s before he had  a ta s te  o f  it  read y to  d ec la im , sh ou ld  th e  in v i

ta tio n  b e  forth com in g?  W e know  from  Juven a l (7 .8 2 -7 )  th a t  S ta tiu s  gave p u b lic

3  O n  th e  fr a g m e n t o f  th e  d e  hello G e rm a n ic o ,  see  C o le m a n  (1988: x v - x v i i ) .
 ̂ S ee  C o le m a n  (1 9 8 8 : x x x i) .  T h e re  are a lso  m a n y  la c u n a e  in b o o k  five , b u t th is  is tru e  o f  th e  

S ilv a e  g e n era lly , s o  th e y  are as  lik e ly  to  have  b e e n  th e  r esu lt o f  th e  v a g a r ies  o f  tr a n s m is s io n  as  
d u e  to  a  lack  o f  p o lish .

5 F e e n e y  ( O C D  s .v .  ‘S ta t iu s ,  P u b liu s  P a p in iu s ’) sa y s , in  sp e a k in g  o f  th e  S ilva e :  . .  B o o k  5
(to g e th e r  w ith  h is  u n fin ish ed  seco n d  ep ic , th e  A c h il le id )  w as p u b lish e d  a fter  h is  d e a th . . .  
w h ich  m ig h t b e  ta k e n  to  im p ly  th a t  th e  tw o  e v en ts  w ere co n n e c te d .

1 4



recitations from the Thebaid\ he did not say tha t he waited until the epic was 
finished before doing so. There is nothing to prevent us imagining th a t in order 
to seek out patronage and popular interest the Thebaid might have been recited 
in partial form prior to its ultim ate and definitive publication. It may be that 
what we have in the text of the Achilleid is some such provisional script.

W hen Statius mentions the Achilleid in the Silvae, he puts it alongside the 
Thebaid as an existing work with which he expects us to be familiar; at the 
death of his son, he says:

. . .  pudeat Thebasque novuumque 
Aeaciden; nil iam placidum manabit ab ore. (5-5-36f)

‘Achilles’ was no scrap salvaged by the po et’s executor from his notebooks; it 
wcLS a part of S tatius’ osuvre that was acknowledged as such on several occasions 
by the poet himself. The phrase novum . . .  Aeaciden has a connotation of ‘my 
young Achilles’, but its primary sense is ‘my recently composed Achilleid’, where 
novum  has the same force as in the case of Catullus’ lepidum novum libellum
( i . i ) . ®

Elsewhere in Book 5 there is a scene tha t conjures up the image of Statius 
performing the Achilleid in precisely the manner th a t Juvenal described for 
the Thebaid. The poet congratulates the boy Crispinus on his appointment as 
m ilitary tribune, and laments his coming absence from Rome:

ei mihi, sed coetus'^ solitos si forte ciebo 
et mea Romulei venient ad carmina patres, 
tu  deris, Crispine, mihi cuneosque per omnes
te meus absentem circumspectabit Achilles. (5.2.160-3)

The poet imagines himself performing his ‘Achilles’ in a theater and looking 
around in vain to see the boy in the audience. Is this image supposed to represent 
the day—perhaps another eleven years hence—when Statius finally has the epic 
completed?® Crispinus would be back in Rome by then, one would hope. On 
the contrary, Statius is evoking an occasion in the not very distant future when 
he will, as usual {coetus solitos, 160) give another of his performances. It is

® Novus meaning ‘young’ is not very common of persons, and hard to parallel in that sense 
with proper names; cf. OLD  s.v. i ia .

Thus Courtney prints Gronovius’ emendation; the MS reads quaestusy the identical cor
ruption having occurred at 1.5.5. Less importantly, the MS also has et mih% which construes 
feebly with the previous line.

® Statius claims that it took him twelve years— a conventional figure— to finish the Thebaid 
{Theb. 12.810-12). As often noted, the figure is suspiciously round, but Statius clearly meant 
to stress that the Thebaid took a very long time.
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n o t ce rta in , b u t i t  seem s q u ite  p lau sib le  th a t  C risp inus has  a lread y  a t te n d e d  

a  p e rfo rm ance  of th e  Achilleid-, th e  f la tte ry  w ould b e  m ore ta c tfu l if th e  p o e t 

w ere im p lic itly  acknow ledging a  p a s t occasion as th e  w arra n t to  p resum e his 

in te re s t in  th e  p o e t’s cu rren t w ork. T h e  least aw kw ard read ing  of these  lines 

is as a  sim ple expression of reg re t th a t  C risp inus, hav ing  g rac iously  blessed 

an  ea rly  perfo rm ance  of th e  A ch ille id  w ith  h is presence, w ould b e  forced to  

m iss th e  subsequen t in s ta llm en ts . A t th e  very  m in im um , th is  passage forces 

th e  recogn ition  th a t  S ta tiu s  could  envision a pub lic  perfo rm ance  of p a r t  o f th e  

A ch ille id  in th e  very  near fu tu re .

O ur m ost specific in fo rm ation  a b o u t th e  com position  of th e  A chille id  com es 

from  a  passage in  B ook 4 of th e  Silvae, in  w hich S ta tiu s  c o n g ra tu la te s  V ib ius 

M axim us on th e  b ir th  of a  son, expresses his w ishes for a  speedy  re tu rn  to  R om e 

from  D a lm a tia  and  m akes a  su b tle  ap p e a l for patronage:

to rp o r  es t n ostris  sine te  C am enis, 

ta rd iu s  sue to  ven it ipse T h y m b rae  

rec to r e t p rim is m eus ecce m etis  

h ae re t Achilles.

qu ip p e  te  fido m o n ito re  n o s tra  

T h eb a is  m u lta  c ru c ia ta  lim a 

te m p ta t  audaci fide M a n tu an a e

g au d ia  fam ae. (4 .7 .21-8)

In  sh o r t, S ta tiu s  w an ts m oney an d  m a te ria l help, b u t his req u est is m ade  very 

po litely , using  th e  conven tional a n d  co rrec t rh e to ric  of pa tro n ag e .^  As C olem an 

(1988; ad  4.7.21) says, 's in e  te, o rig ina lly  a  religious fo rm ula . . .  conven tionally  

expresses th e  p o e t’s need for th e  s tim u lu s  of in sp ira tio n  or p a tro n a g e ’. W e m igh t 

even say  th a t  th e  language of in sp ira tio n  a n d  p o e tic  gu idance was a  socially  

accep tab le  way of d iscussing th e  s tim u lu s of p a tro n ag e . In  th e  second s ta n z a  

q u o te d  here, S ta tiu s  rem inds V ib ius of his su p p o rt for th e  successful p ro je c t of 

th e  Thebaid, m en tion ing  th e  fam e th a t  a t te n d s  th e  p o e t a n d  by ex tension  his 

p a tro n . T h e  prev ious s ta n z a  describes th e  d ifficulties th a t  S ta tiu s  is cu rren tly  

hav ing  in  becom ing  sufficiently  in sp ired  to  m ake progress w ith  th e  A chilleid . I t 

w ould be w rong to  read  th is  as a  case of w rite rs ’ block in  th e  ligh t o f m o d ern  

ro m an tic  n o tio n s a b o u t th e  c rea tiv e  process a n d  th e  to r tu re d  a r tis t. S ta tiu s  w as a 

professional p o e t, an d  could  ill afford to  indulge in hyste rica l b o u ts  o f se lf-doub t.

9 O n  t h e  fo r m s  t h a t  t h e  m a t e r ia l  b e n e f i t  o f  p a t r o n a g e  c o u ld  ta k e ,  s e e  W h i t e  (1 9 7 8 :  9 0 - 2 ) ;  
a n d  o n  t h e  id e n t i t y  o f  V ib iu s  M a x im u s ,  s e e  id e m  (1 9 7 3 ) .
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Indeed, of all poets, S tatius is one whose fecundity and speed of com position is 
m ost clearly a ttested . In the context of an appeal for patronage it would be 
naive to  th ink  th a t he was having serious com positional problem s and  th a t he 
was counting on the  poetic expertise of V ibius M aximus for help. We may be 

sure th a t S tatius was as grateful for V ibius’ m aterial help in com pleting the 
revision of the  Thebaid as for his aesthetic judgm ent; tactfully, he m entions the 
la tte r alone.

W hat is interesting is th a t S ta tius describes the s ta te  of the  Achilleid  in a 
m anner th a t is very consistent w ith the way we have it now. As Henderson has 
noted, the  m etaphor for a chariot getting  stuck while m aking the first tu rn  on 
the race-course is suspiciously ap t for a poem  th a t has stopped  ju s t after its first 
book.^° For Vibius to  understand the  references In this poem  a t all, he would 
have to  have known th a t S tatius was working on a poem  on the life of Achilles. 
He m ight have known this before he left for D alm atia; the  o ther possibility is 
th a t he had gotten  a letter. Had S tatius w ritten  to describe the details of his 
working life and his daily grind? Or had he sent his prospective pa tro n  a copy 
of his current work-in-progress? If Vibius had no specific knowledge abou t the 
sta te  of com pletion of the second book of the Achilleid, then  he would have been 
able to  understand the m etaphor of prim is . . .  m etis only in part. He could 
infer th a t the new Achilles-poem was stalled a t its beginning, bu t he m ight not 
have been able to  appreciate the w itty  and precise equivalence m ade between 
the books of the epic and laps in a chariot-race. W hat is the  force of the  word 
ecce (23)? It could be an a ttem p t to  inject vividness into the m etaphor by 

expressing the suddenness of Achilles’ chariot wreck. A lternatively, it could be 
an indication th a t Silvae 4.7 was the covering le tter th a t accom panied a copy 
of the Achilleid  to  D alm atia. At m inimum, w hat we have here is evidence th a t 
S tatius acknowledged, in a book of Silvae he himself published, the  existence 
of the tex t we have in som ething like the form we have it. This tex t is not a 
‘fragm ent’, bu t a prospectus to  patrons th a t was so well advanced th a t th e  poet 
could envision perform ing it publicly.

The significance of the o ther point in the Silvae where S ta tius m entions the 

Achilleid  is harder to  gauge, as he does so merely as a prelude to  asking M arcellus 
w hether he should be so bold as to  a ttem p t an epic on the  em peror’s exploits 

{Silv. 4.4.87-100). I t may be th a t the poet is genuinely sounding out his well- 
connected addressee on the idea, or perhaps he is merely flattering him  w ith an

Henderson (1993: 164): ‘[Vibius] is now needed for further poetic midwifery as Statius is 
“stuck getting past his epic’s first bend into Achilleid book 2” {Stuck there -  he already knew? 
-  for ever)’. On the details of the metaphor, see Coleman (1988: ad 23-4),
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ap p e a l to  his lite ra ry -p o litic a l ju d g m e n t. E ven if th e  tru e  ag e n d a  here  concerns 

im p eria l panegyric , S ta tiu s  nevertheless takes th e  o p p o r tu n ity  to  ad v e rtise  th e  

successful com ple tion  o f th e  Thebaid  an d  to  inform  his p ro sp ec tiv e  p a tro n  o f his 

c u rre n t p ro jec t {TYoia quidem  m agnusque m ih i te m p ta tu r  A chilles, 94).

T h e  A chille id  h a s  long been  considered  even by its  ad m ire rs  to  b e  in  an  

u n fo rtu n a te ly  m u ti la te d  s ta te . I t is tru e  th a t  th e re  is a  g rea t d isp a rity  betw een  

th e  sw eeping p rom ises o f th e  p roem  an d  th e  lim ited  e x te n t o f th e  n a rra tiv e . 

M ight th is  n o t have b een  p a r t  o f th e  design? If  th e  A ch ille id  as we have it  was 

a  p ro sp ec tu s, designed  to  w het th e  ta s te  of th e  p u b lic  for th e  new  ep ic an d  

to  offer h is p a tro n s  a  sam ple  of w h a t th ey  w ould b e  u n d e rw ritin g , th e n  it  was 

su rely  designed to  provoke one ques tion  an d  one q u es tio n  only: w h a t h ap p e n s  

nex t?  O nly  th e  p o e t know s th e  answ er an d  only  th e  generosity  of p a tro n s  can  

provide th e  necessary  ‘in sp ira tio n ’ to  unlock th e  answ er. O n th is  a rg u m e n t, th e  

A chille id  is n o t a  c lum sy  sketch  tow ards an  unrea lized  final p ro d u c t, b u t  ra th e r  

it is a lread y  a  carefu lly  c ra fted  lu re  of a  poem , designed  to  pu ll th e  aud ience  

in an d  to  cause th e m  to  w onder, ‘w here could  it possib ly  go from  h e re ? ’ T h e  

h is to ry  of c ritica l response to  th e  poem  bears o u t th e  b r illia n t success S ta tiu s  

has h a d  in posing  th a t  question  to  th e  m inds of m o d ern  scholars; one can  only  

h ope  th a t  he was equa lly  successful am ong his p ro sp ec tiv e  p a tro n s . V ery lit tle  

critic ism  has been  w ritte n  a b o u t th e  A chilleid, an d  am id  w h a t l i t t le  th e re  is, th e re  

has been  a  p ro life ra tio n  of d iverging a t te m p ts  to  figure o u t w h a t S ta tiu s  would  

have gone on to  have w r i t t e n . I t  will som etim es b e  necessary  to  co n sid er here 

w h a t th e  A chille id  as a  w hole m igh t have looked like, p a r tic u la rly  in  d iscussing  

th e  bo ld  prom ises of th e  p roem , b u t in  general I will a t te m p t to  s te e r  c lea r of 

a rg u m en ts  reg ard in g  th e  u ltim a te  shape  of th e  epic, on th e  g ro u n d s th a t  th e  

issue is hopelessly  sub jec tive , an d  th a t  such d eb a te s  m ere ly  p lay  u n c ritica lly  

in to  th e  h an d  of th e  professional p o e t w ho m ade  a  liv ing  in  p a r t  by  keep ing  his 

aud ience w ondering  a b o u t precisely  th a t  question .

T h e  m ost im p o r ta n t resu lt to  tak e  from  th e  foregoing d iscussion  is th a t  th e  

A ch ille id  d id  n o t escape acciden ta lly  from  S ta tiu s ’ desk top ; i t  h a d  a lre ad y  tak en  

its  f irs t s te p s  in  th e  w orld  an d  th e  inchoate  p o rtio n  w as rea d y  for p u b lic  re c ita tio n  

a t  th e  very  least. M oreover, th e  A chilleid  is no t a  ro u g h  sketch ; r a th e r ,  i t  is 

S ta tiu s ’ final m a s t e r p i e c e . I t  w as ev idently  designed  to  in d ic a te  th e  possib ilities

See C o lem an  (1988) a d  S ilv . 4 .4 .87  100.
T h e  d iverg en ce  o f c r it ic a l o p in io n  m ay  be  i l lu s tra te d  by  c o m p a rin g  K o s te r  (1979), w ho  

a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  ep ic  w ou ld  co n s is t o f a  s tr in g  o f e ro tic  e n c o u n te rs  in  th e m a tic  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  
Iliad , v e rsu s M e h eu st (1971: x x ), w ho  a rg u e d  th a t  on ce  A ch illes g o t to  T roy, ‘le h e ro s  . . .  ne 
se s e ra i t  p a s  revele  m o in s b ru ta l  que ses co llegues d e  la  T h e b a id e '. See A rico  (1996: ig S f) , th e  
m o st re c e n t in te rv e n tio n  in  th is  re d u c tiv e  an d  s tu b b o rn ly  p e r s is te n t  d e b a te .

^3  In  th e  p a s t , p o s itiv e  e v a lu a tio n s  o f  th e  A c h ille id  have o f te n  co m e a t  th e  e x p e n se  o f  th e
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of a longer, complete epic on Achilles, sufficient patronage permitting, and so it 
is not unreasonable to presume th a t the text we have, while open-ended, also 
has a structure th a t is due to more than random chance. On these grounds I 
will refer to the Achilleid throughout this thesis as simply a poem rather than 
a fragment and trea t it as though its gross features, such as its starting and 
ending points, while idiosyncratic, were as deliberately chosen as in any other 
work. In comparison with such texts as the Argonautica of Valerius Flaccus and 
Silvae 5.5, where the process of composition has evidently been interrupted quite 
abruptly, the rational endpoint of the Achilleid marks it as clearly a different 
beast. It will be worth remembering tha t the decisive closure of the Thebaid 
is more the exception than the rule in Latin epic. As to the judgment th a t the 
Achilleid is S tatius’ masterpiece, only the success or failure of this study will bear 
out whether the poem can repay such close scrutiny. We may begin, however, 
by looking at some features of the overall design of the poem which illustrate its 
coherence.

In a provocative and deliberately paradoxical article, W. R. Johnson (1994) 
considered the Achilles of Homer as a literary creation and the Achilles of Statius 
as an orally created character. Johnson is precisely correct about Statius: the 
importance of the oral, performative aspect of the work of this poet in particular 
has been slighted, given what we know about the popularity of S tatius’ recitals 
from Juvenal and indeed from the Silvae passage quoted above (p 15). '̂* In fact, 
I shall try  to elucidate the text where possible from the position of auditor as well 
as th a t of reader; but th a t is not the aspect of Johnson’s article tha t is relevant 
here. He notes a symmetry that mere ‘fragments’ are not meant to exhibit:

W hatever S tatius intended to do with Achilles after finishing book 1 
and starting book 2, there can be no doubt how deliberate, initially at 
least, his design was: the first 396 verses are devoted to Thetis getting 
her son safely to Scyros; 163 verses are given over to the Greeks at 
Aulis . . . ;  finally, 400 verses contain the discovery of Achilles by those 
sent to search for him and his departure with them to Troy. A -  
B -  A: the architecture of the narrative is severe and arithmetically 

exact. (1994: 34)

A similar symmetry also obtains from the point of view of Achilles’ biography.

Thebaid (e.g. Schanz-Hosius 1935: vol 2, 539), which is certainly not the intent here,
Johnson (1994: 35): ‘. .. the Flavian audience and their poets probably thought of their 

texts just as actors and theatre directors think of their scripts— as som ething that must be 
interpreted with the whole bo d y . . . ,  cis something whose rhetorical energies and visual and 
verbal glories would only realize their potentialities in the actuahty of performance’.
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If we consider only the portion of his life covered in the extant poem, then the 
Achilleid is a very well-balanced narrative. It begins in medias res, a t the point 
when the boy is ju st about to leave Chiron’s care; he is plunged into a new 
adventure, and only later when he is at leisure does he narrate retrospectively 
the events of his early childhood as far back as he can recall. Those events tha t 
he Wcis too young to remember, he reports at second hand {dicor.. . ,  2.96), until, 
with the final words of his narrative, the hero disclaims even his own authority 
over the story; scit cetera mater (2.167).^^ As the narrative of Achilles, who is 
on his way to Aulis, disappears into his m other’s womb, the poem ends, having 
given a complete account of all the events of Achilles’ life up to his joining the 
Trojan expedition. There is no sense of formal closure here, it is true, nor should 
there be if the poem is to continue, but it is an eminently logical place to  pause. 
The two main strands of plot, Thetis’ attem pt to prevent Achilles from joining 
the war and Ulysses’ mission to bring him to Aulis, have just been resolved 
and there is no action immediately pending. The poem begins by discussing 
the hero’s paternity: the first words are the Homeric patronymic, magnanimum  
Aeaciden\ the last word of the poem is mater. The childhood of Achilles unfolds 
between the bounds determined by his parents. It is therefore misleading to say 
that the poem simply ‘breaks off’ as a result of the poet’s untimely death.

The fact tha t the poem ends mid-book is not a sign of abruptness either; 
whereas in the Thebaid it is S tatius’ practice to use book end-points to effect 
a change of scene, they do not necessarily bring m ajor episodes to a close. For 
example, the funeral games for Archemorus conclude at book-end (6.946), but 
after the next book opens with a shift to the divine sphere, the funeral rites 
are resumed (7.104) and thus provide a bridge between the two books. It is 
clear tha t a writer of epic could conceive of larger compositional units than a 
single book; the Achilleid as we have it is just such a structure. If, as will be 
argued shortly, this is a self-consciously Ovidianizing epic, then we might expect 
its book-endings to play an even more subtle counterpoint to the plot than in a 
‘Vergilian’ epic.^^ Achilles’ autobiographical account of his early life with Chiron 
gives a fuller sense of completeness to the narrative of Achilles’ young life than

*5 Some translators and Dilke (ad loc) have understood these words to refer to Achilles’ 
stay in Scyros, which does not make good sense. Achilles has already refused to discuss that 
topic (2.43-8); this is a separate demurral, which, as he has been summing up the story of 
his childhood with Chiron, must refer to  the question, never answered in the Achilleid, o f how 
Achilles came to live with the Centaur in the first place. The unhappy background must be 
supplied from Apollonius {Argon. 4-865-79), on which see below (Section 4.2).

OCD^ s.v. ‘Statius, Publius Papinius’ [Feeney].
On the fluidity of transitions in the Metamorphoses,  see Quintilian {Inst. 4.1.77) and 

Fowler (1989: 88-97).
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Book 1 alone possesses. Indeed, any structure tha t begins in medias res demands 
just such a retrospective narrative to fill in the story before the opening point of 
the epic. It is also interesting to note that these 167 lines of Book 2 correspond 
in length to the 163 lines of the Aulis episode at the center of Book 1. Thus the 
structure of the Achilleid in Johnson’s schema extends beyond A -  B -  A to the 
even more symmetrical A -  B -  A -  B (verses; 396 -  163 -  400 -  167).

Dilke (1954: 7) attem pted to demonstrate examples of the lack of polish that 
the usual account of the poem’s creation would necessarily ascribe to it; he says: 
‘S tatius’ death may not only have cut short the Achilleid, but prevented any 
thorough revision of the completed portion’. Yet the instances he gives of sup
posedly awkward repetitions of language may be easily paralleled in the Thebaid, 
as Dilke himself acknowledged (1954: 7, n 1). This entirely vitiates the force of 
the argument, since th a t poem, multa cruciata lima {Silv. 4.7.26, quoted above, 
p 16), is the only surviving ancient epic we can be reasonably sure was published 
a t Rome in its final form under the supervision of the poet himself. Furthermore, 
the judgm ent that lines i.663f are ‘weak and unpoetic’ has not been universally 
accepted, and even so, they might be interpolated, as Garrod thought.'® The 
‘awkwardness inherent’ in lines 1.927-9 is in fact the result of a brilliant narra
tive coup de theatre: for an explanation see below (Section 4.3.1). The doubtful 
hiatus in 2.93 is easily emended, and Dilke himself prints a corrected text. Fi
nally, the expression sociis multumque faventibus at 2.91 may be in a sense 
‘weak’, as Dilke charges, but this is a reflection of S tatius’ characterization of 
Ulysses, who speaks those words: the devious Ithacan is trying to assure Achilles 
tha t he only has the boy’s best interests at heart; the ampUfication is weak be
cause the rhetoric is designed to ring hollow. In conclusion, Dilke’s attem pt to 
dem onstrate the lack of coherence of the Achilleid, which he took as a given, in 
fact convincingly demonstrates the opposite. If a reader as careful and critical 
as Dilke could only produce these few, and easily accounted for, flaws in the 
poem ’s language, it is a testament to the polish and revision given to the poem 
before its public recitation.

1 .2  T h e  A c h il l e id  a n d  L it e r a r y  H i s t o r y

I t  is  u n l i k e l y  that Statius planned that the Achilleid should remain in its 
present state forever, simply because of the way it invites speculation about 
its completion. Experiments at deliberate incompleteness do, however, exist in

Cf. M aras to n i’s apparatus for approval of the  lines. Line 1.661, ju s t  two lines before, hcis 
poor MS su p p o rt and is universally thought spurious.
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literature. W alter Raleigh, while imprisoned in the Tower of London, wrote the 
eleventh book, a small piece of the twelfth book, and apparently no more, of 
The Ocean to Cynthia—Cynthia being the moon, Diana, the virgin goddess, and 
thus the virgin queen, Elizabeth For Raleigh, fragmentation demonstrates 
the shattering effect of imprisonment on his powers of praise:

The blossumes fallen, the sapp gon from the tree.
The broken monuments of my great desires,
From thes so lost what may th ’ affections bee.
W hat heat in Cynders of extinguisht fiers?^° (13-16)

The ‘broken monuments’ of his past are reflected in the fragmentary state of 
the composition. The reason for beginning with the eleventh book in particular 
may be found in his frank description of his relationship with the queen as a 
war of twelve years (120). If Raleigh was making the conventional equation of 
years and books (cf. Theb. i2 .8 iif) , then his composition described his current 
state as a desperate point near the end of the work of his life as a courtier, 
but with the potential yet for redemption and a hajjpy ending. In a manner 
strikingly reminiscent of Ovid’s error, Raleigh alludes vaguely to his indiscretion 
as a ‘m yshapp’ (10) and an ‘error’ (338). This may not be a conscious echo, but 
rather due to the similarity of their embarrassment. Rak'igh is thought to have 
been caught in an intimate relationship with one of the queen’s maids of honor, 
Elizabeth Throckmorton, to whom we find him married upon his release from 
the T o w e r .D e s p ite  Raleigh’s situation, the incompleteness of the epic is an 
invitation:

My pipe, which loues own hand, gave my desire 
To singe her prayses, and my wo vppon,
Dispaire hath often threatened to the fier.
As vayne to keipe now all the rest ar gonn. (505-8)

Near the end of his work, the poet reminds the queen that the fragmentation 
and destruction of his poetic voice will silence her praises, too, and implicitly 
promises the production of further praise poetry should he be released.

' 9  W h i l e  n e v e r  p u b l i s h e d  u n t i l  t h e  m o d e r n  e r a ,  t h e  p o e m  w a s  m o r e  t h a n  a  s k e t c h ;  t h e  M S  is  

a  f a ir  c o p y ,  n o t  a  f i r s t  d r a f t :  L a t h a m  ( 1 9 5 1 :  1 2 4 ) .  T h e  s h o r t  f r a g m e n t  o f  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  

‘ 1 2 t h  b o o k ’ i s  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t  m e t e r  t o  t h e  1 1 t h  b o o k .
L a t h a m  ( 1 9 5 1 :  2 5 - 4 3 ) ;  ^  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  p o e m  in  m o d e r n iz e d  s p e l l i n g  m a y  b e  f o u n d  in  

O a k e s h o t t  ( i 9 6 0 :  1 7 6 - 2 0 3 )

O a k e s h o t t  ( 1 9 6 0 :  4 1 - 5 1 ) .
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This sort of negotiation between power and poetry is not foreign to Latin 
literature: one might consider the six books of the Fasti as a similarly motivated 
down-payment to Augustus on the complete Roman poem tha t Ovid would de
liver upon his return from e x i l e . A t  the very least, the Fasti are a reminder that 
a Roman poet could publish a work in partially complete form, and still consider 
it an im portant part of his oeuvre. The claims of unity made by Barchiesi for 
the Fasti are equally true of the Achilleid: questo torso ha i suoi diritti di essere 
considerato come un testo.^^ Both texts have suffered from the presumption that 
they only exist as the result of an accident beyond their author’s control. For 
Statius, who was writing in less desperate circumstances than Ovid or Raleigh, 
incompleteness is not a plea for forgiveness; it is an advertisement to prospective 
patrons like Vibius Maximus that, having completed the Thebaid, he was not 
about to rest on his laurels, but, hke Homer, he was moving on to a second epic. 
He would show his range by attem pting a poem that begins in a boldly different 
style, as much as the Odyssey with its romantic interludes was recognized to 
differ in tone from the wartime Iliad.^'^ The intention to write a second mytho
logical epic was in and of itself to go beyond Vergihan ambition and to confront 
the model of Homer, so to choose Achilles as subject was to do no more than 
to acknowledge this fact. It can hardly be pure coincidence tha t the Iliad and 
the Thebaid are both named after the besieged cities tha t feature in each epic, 
while the Odyssey and Achilleid are named after the eponymous heroes whose 
delays and diversions each poem records. The paradox is that this ‘Odyssean’, 
second work of Statius is on a trajectory to collide eventually with the m artial 
subject m atter of the Iliad itself. This paradox was surely part of the lure for 
the prospective audience.

The incompleteness of the Achilleid^ which was written as a token of things 
to come and as a demonstration of the poet’s continuing epic ambitions, took on 
a more somber cast after S tatius’ death. The contrast between what is promised 
by the poem and what is achieved in it could be seen in retrospect as a tragic 
unfulfillment, as promise cut short, or even as an example of poetic insufficiency, 
and th a t is apparently how Claudian read the work, recasting it as a monument 
to aporia. A primary model for the De Raptu Proserpinae {DRP)  was S tatius’

S ee  B a rc h ies i (1 9 9 4 a : 2 6 5 -9 ) ,  w h o  a lso  c o n s id ers  O v id ’s c la im  ( T r is t.  2 .5 4 9 )  to  h a v e  w r itte n  
tw e lv e  b o o k s . O n  th e  a p p ro p r ia ten e ss  o f  th e  n o te  on  w h ich  th e  h a lf-fin ish ed  p o e m  h a lt s , see  
ib id . p  276 .

^ 3  B a rch ies i (1 9 9 4 a : 268 ): ‘II m io  p u n to  d i p a r te n z a  e  ch e  q u es to  e  u n  t e s t o  ch e  h a  a v u to  u n a  
su a  n o r m a le  c ir co la z io n e , n o n  d is c o n o s c iu ta  d a  O v id io ; u n  te s to  ch e  si a p p e lla  a  u n  p u b b lic o ,  
la  m e ta  d i u n  p r o g e tto ,  m a  n on  u n  m a n o sc r it to  r u b a t o . . .  ’.

O n  th e  s ec o n d a r in e ss  o f  th e  O d y s s e y  in  th e  career  o f  ‘H o m er’, s e e  [L on gin u s], Suhl. 1 1 -1 5 .
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poem, which is likewise the story of a mother’s concern to protect her child and 
whose plot also turns on an act of rape. In accordance with his S tatian model, 
Claudian left his own poem incomplete. The possibility has not to my knowledge 
been seriously considered th a t this might have been an act of deliberate emula
tion; the usual explanation for the state of the poem is the death of the poet or 
‘the distraction of some more pressing commitment or a waning of enthusiasm 
for the p r o j e c t ’ . There is in fact strong internal evidence that incompletion was 
always an essential feature of Claudian’s project. Claudian abandoned his com
position not once but twice, and even tells the reader so, adding a resumptive 
preface before the second book. It has been demonstrated that this indicates tha t 
the composition took place in two stages, with a prolonged interval in between; 
various biographical explanations of this lacuna have been proposed.^® Yet if 
we look at the end of the first book, an aesthetic, rather than a biographical 
explanation may be preferable.

The first book of the De Raptu Proserpinae ends with a description of a 
work of art (1.248-68). Ignorant of the scheming that will lead to her abduction, 
Proserpina sits at home singing to herself and weaving a tapestry with a design 
on it of cosmographic scope and classicizing symmetry. Gruzelier’s comment is 
worth quoting at length:

Here Proserpina is innocently ensconced in her palace stronghold 
creating a picture of a harmonious cosmos in which everything is in 
its proper order: Jupiter on high, Pluto down below, and the world 
sorted into its appropriate positions. Meanwhile already, unbeknown 
to her, the dark powers of evil are assembling to upset this order: 
hence the sudden switch to the bridling of Pluto’s steeds at the end 
of the book. This seems very much consonant with Claudian’s own 
world-view—of a small pool of light at centre stage that is the civ
ilized, organized world, surrounded by the monstrous, threatening 
shadows of destruction, whether they be Pluto ready to burst out of 
his proper sphere beneath the earth, the giants trying to scale heaven 
or the Goths massing to invade Rome. (1993: ad 1.2461!)

The work Proserpina is engaged upon is, however, inrita . . .  munera (256). Her 
fate has been decided, and Venus, Diana and Pallas are on their way deliberately 
to lure the girl out of the house to the scene of her abduction. They arrive, in

Hall (1969: 105), quoted with approval by Gruzelier (1993: xx). Cameron (1970: 46sf) 
argues that the poet’s death interrupted the composition.

See Hall {1969: 94-105).
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fact, while she is weaving:

. . .  sed cardine verso 
cernit adesse deas imperfectumque laborem
deserit . . .  {DRP  1.270-2)

She leaves her work unfinished, its grand ambitions forever unattained, a mon
ument to her lost innocence. The poet rounds out the end of the book with a 
menacing description of the horses of Pluto preparing for their journey. W hat a 
brilliant stroke it was to end the poem at this moment of looming but uncon
summated violence, suddenly incomplete, like the tapestry of Proserpina, and 
like the Achilleid. For it must be that a t one time the poem ended there, or 
approximately there.

The second book is preceded by a second pentameter preface, a most unusual 
device. The poet explains th a t just as Orpheus was asleep for a long time before 
Hercules came to wake him to singing once more, so too the poet has found 
his Hercules, a certain Florentinus, to set him singing a g a i n . T h i s  elaborate 
account of Orpheus awaking explains why Claudian has taken up the poem 
again after a long interval, and indeed why he is taking it up again at all, after 
producing a poem with such a striking and effective ending. The answer is: 
patronage. There is an exquisite irony, perhaps not lost on Claudian, in that 
Statius did not live to see the patronage his own work was designed to attract, 
while Claudian did reap the profit via his imitation. It may be tha t Claudian 
meant his own work similarly as a prospectus to patrons, and tha t Florentinus 
simply took up the bid, but tha t is hard to reconcile with the pathos that 
incompletion has taken on in the work. Why did Claudian not simply revise the 
entire poem to insert his new patron’s name into the preface proper, as must 
have often happened in the commerce of patronage? Perhaps the original had 
too wide a circulation, or too much time had passed in the interim; but neither 
of these seem insurmountable problems. The reason Claudian would have been 
obligated to proceed in the strange manner he did, adding a second preface in 
the middle of the poem, is tha t the previous version of De Raptu Proserpinae 
had so dramatically abjured completion tha t simply to add to it or complete 
it in a straightforward fashion without explanation and without respecting the 
fragmentariness of the initial conception would have made a mockery of the 
original project.

Claudian certainly might have revised Book 1 when he added the rest of the poem.
D R P  2. pref. 49-52. On the identity of Florentinus, see Hall (1969: 94-105).
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Indeed the pathos of the original conception was not abandoned, m erely post

poned. T he poem  breaks off again in the third book, as Ceres searches frantically  

for her daughter. C laudian did not forget about the abandoned tapestry. We see 

it again on the occasion that Ceres returns to her em pty house and runs through  

it in a panic:

. . .  sem irutas confuso stam ine telas  

atque interceptas agnoscit pectin is artes. 

divinus perit ille labor, spatium que relictum

audax sacrilego supplebat aranea textu . (3 -i55“8)

T he w eaving that was described so beautifully when Proserpina was still working 

on it, while it still had a teleology, now appears to be a m ess o f confused threads. 

A ll workers have not been idle in the m eantim e, however. A bold vandal has 

supplem ented the original weaving at its m argins and in its gaps, a spider who 

spins her insubstantial web on the abandoned loom .^9 So Claudian continues to  

trope his own work through the im age of the loom , and he makes sure that we 

do not m istake his resum ption of the project for an attem p t to  com plete it or 

som ehow to redeem the pathos of his original conception. C laudian’s prefaces 

tell us that even an artist who is com m itted  to producing an incom plete work, 
given the proper patronage, will take it up— and drop it--  once again.

The attraction  of the Achilleid  as a m odel for the later poet may be im agined  

on a number of levels. It m ay be that Claudian read the incom pleteness of the 

Achilleid  as a sym ptom  o f a belatedness to epic that he felt h im self to share. He 

m ay have seen it as S ta tiu s’ serious response to the m onum ental and already- 

closed nature of m ythological epic discourse; Claudian may have seen h im self as 

em ulating S tatius’ principled ‘refusal’ to advance his poem  to  treat of the Trojan  

War, rem aining on the m argins of the larger epic narrative like the spider on 

Proserpina’s loom . If so, the later p oet was reacting to an im portant elem ent 

in the Achilleid.  O f course, we are not obliged to agree that the inevitab ility  of 

Hom eric and Vergilian narrative was the cause of S ta tiu s’ failure to proceed, but 

it w ill be useful to recognize from the outset that the ineluctable nature of epic 

fate and the failure of any attem pt substantially  to  rewrite it are central them es  

in the Achilleid.

In a recent study of in tertextuality  and literary tradition. Hinds (1998) has 

interpreted the Achilleid  in a way that converges w ith  C laudian’s approach. His 

Allusion and Intertext  has done a great deal to advance our understanding of

^9 T he source th a t  suggests itself for th e  contrEist between P roserp ina’s weaving and the  
sp ider’s is O v id ’s story  of M inerva and Arachne: see Heslin (1998).
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th e  A ch il le id ,  and it w ill be obvious th a t I am  en tire ly  in  agreem en t w ith  m ost  

o f w h at h e says, e sp ec ia lly  regarding th e  p rogram m atic  O vid ian  a m b itio n s  of 

th e  p o em . B ecau se  th is  ju s t ly  in fluentia l b ook  en d s w ith  a n egative  ju d g m en t o f  

th e  p lace  o f  th e  A ch il le id  in  literary h istory, how ever, it  m ay b e a u sefu l w ay  

o f c lar ify in g  m y ow n p o sitio n  if  I d istin gu ish  it from  H in d s’. He illu s tra te s  th e  

ex ten s iv e  a llu sion  S ta tiu s  d ep loys in  th e  A ch il le id  to  O vid , p articu larly  in  th e  

M e ta m o rp h o s e s ,  and  to  C atu llu s, p articu larly  in  p o em  64, and  to  o th er  p o e ts  

su ch  as H orace a ltogeth er  ou tsid e  th e  ep ic trad ition ; he argues further and  cor

rec tly  th a t  th is  co n stitu te s  an a ttem p t to  generate and co n st itu te  re tro sp ec tiv e ly  

an a ltern a tiv e  ep ic  trad ition . B ecau se th is  b id  to  rea lign  th e  en tire ep ic  genre  

w as u n su ccessfu l, he ju d ges th a t th e  p oem  as a w h ole w as n ot a  success:

. . .  th is  a sp ec t o f S ta t iu s ’ ow n b id  to  w rite  th e  trad ition  in to  h is 

p o em  has b een , m easured  by its m odern  recep tion , a  failure. S ta t iu s ’ 

literary  h istoriography in  th e  unfin ished A ch il le id  co n stru cts  a  trad i

tio n  in  w hich  O v id ’s M e ta m o rp h o s e s  features front and centre. T h is  

is a  ten d en tio u s rereading o f literary h istory  by S ta tiu s  -  m ore ob v i

ou sly  ten d en tio u s th an  his priv ileg ing  o f C atu llu s 64 -  and ev id en tly  

it  is one w hich  has n ot b ecom e canon ica l. (1998: i4 2 f )

T h ere are several prob lem s w ith  th is  form ulation: (1) it  ignores works like C lau- 

d ia n ’s D e  R a p tu  P roserp in a e ,  w hich  did continue th e  literary  tra d itio n  con 

stru cted  by th e  Achilleid-,  (2) S ta t iu s ’ ep ic p o e try  as a  w hole, in c lu d in g  th e  

m ore ob v io u sly  V ergilian  Thebaid, has n ot been  ‘ca n o n ica l’ in  th e  W est for sev 

eral cen tu ries, so it is n ot clear th a t one can  ex tra c t th e  ‘fa ilu re’ o f  th e  A ch il le id  

to  b e  u n d erstood  by  m odern  cr itics from  th e general fa ilure o f th o se  cr itic s  to  

com e ser iou sly  to  term s w ith  S ta t iu s’ corpus as a  w hole; and  m ost im p ortan tly , 

(3) it  reifies a  kind o f  S ta tian  ‘fa ilu re’ th a t th e  p o e t has a lready w itt ily  trop ed  

th rough  th e  figure o f  T h etis . T h e  p lo t o f th e  p o em  as w e have it is largely  th e  

story  o f  fa ilure, th e  failure o f T h etis  to  prevent her son  from  go in g  to  w ar, in  fact, 

to  p reven t h im  from  entering  th e  I liad  and jo in in g  th e  m a in stream  ep ic trad ition . 

W e know  th is  endeavor is d estin ed  to  fail, th e  p o e t know s it , and  m ost o f  all, 

T h etis  m u st know  it .3° T h a t fore-know ledge d oes n ot d issu ad e her or m ake her 

a ttem p t m ean in g less . I shall try  to  d em on stra te  b elow  (S ec tio n s  4.1 and  4 .2 ) th a t  

T h e tis  is ch aracterized  as a  failure in  m an y ways; w e shou ld  n o t confuse th is  w ith  

th e  p o e t ’s failure to  overturn th e  in ev itab ih ty  o f  th e  H om eric and  V ergilian  ep ic  

narratives. To su ggest th e  la ten t and p o ten tia l im m in en ce o f  anoth er  ep ic  trad i

tion  a lw ays a lready alongside and  in co m p etitio n  w ith  th e  d om in an t p arad igm  

3° C a tu l lu s ’ P a rc a e  to ld  h er a ll a b o u t it  a t  her w edding: see below , S ec tio n  4 . 1 . 2 .
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is a big job  for a sm all poem; even had he com pleted it, S ta tius would hardly 
have expected to  supp lan t the  Iliad w ith the  Achilleid, bu t ra th e r to  supplem ent 
it. To redeem the te x t of the  Achilleid  from the prejudgm ent of p a the tic  insuf
ficiency or ou trigh t failure th a t its reception has determ ined for it, w hether on 
account of its apparen t aporia and belatedness, as for C laudian, or on account 
of th e  m isunderstanding of critics and the  resistance of Homeric-Vergihan epic 
discourse to  being rew ritten , as for Hinds, it will be necessary to  a tte m p t an 

in terp re ta tion  grounded in more generous premises.

1 . 3  G o a l s  a n d  M e t h o d s

T h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  has tried  to  dem onstrate th a t S ta tiu s’ Achilleid  has an a 
priori claim  to  be considered as a coherent poetic docum ent. T he rem ainder of 
th is thesis is m ostly an  a ttem p t to  bear out th a t hypothesis by subjecting  the 
poem , or a t least certa in  passages of it, to  a close reading. In the  in terest of keep
ing the  quan tity  of m ateria l m anageable and of m aintaining a focus on the story 
of Achilles, I have largely and consciously ignored the episode of the  Greek fleet 
m ustering a t Aulis (1.397-559) • Latin  quotations are from the Achilleid  unless 
otherw ise specified, and the tex t will be quoted according to D ilke’s edition, ex
cept where noted. Close a tten tion  will be paid to  rhetorical analysis of speeches, 
where S ta tiu s’ skill in characterization is m ost evident. P articu la r stress will 
be laid on in terp reting  the poem  w ith respect to  its literary  trad itions and the 
R om an environm ent in which it would have been recited. By th is  I m ean the 
in te rtex tu a l relationship of the Achilleid  to  o ther poem s on the level of language, 
especially b u t not exclusively in the epic trad ition ; and I also m ean its relation on 
the level of narrative to  o ther versions of the story of Achilles’ childhood and the 
events on Scyros. T he details of these som etim es obscure m yths as they  might 
have been told before S tatius are often b e tte r  preserved in the visual a rts  th an  in 
surviving lite ra tu re , and so, as we m ight expect from a  poet w ith S ta tiu s ’ visual 
im agination and in terest in the plastic arts, the necessary ‘te x ts ’ to  which we will 
com pare S ta tiu s’ narrative will not always be of a literary  natu re . The origins 
of some of these Achilles-myths have been traced by scholars to  roots in Greek 
ritua l, and a  certain  am ount of com parative anthropology will be required to 
evaluate these claims. Moreover, S tatius himself will be seen to  use the  language 
of ritu a l to  account for certain  elem ents in the m yth, and this will necessitate 
some discussion of R om an religion. Finally, much of the Achilleid  is preoccu
pied w ith  m atte rs  of sex and gender, and accordingly, much of the  present work, 

especially in its la tte r half, will constitu te  an investigation of S ta tiu s ’ view of
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femininity and masculinity.
I will begin by examining in Chapter 2 how Statius presents the poetic project 

of the Achilleid. First there will be a discussion of two im portant programmatic 
passages: the description of the song Achilles sings for his mother (1.188-94), 
and the proem (1.1-19). The remainder of the chapter will be taken up with sev
eral readings of passages in which Statius’ intertextual relationship with various 
earlier texts is especially interesting, and from which some idea may be devel
oped of the place the poem claims for itself in the epic tradition. Chapter 3 is an 
analysis of the character of the young Achilles and the nature of his upbringing 
in relation to his depiction elsewhere. The main focus of tha t inquiry will be 
the way Statius constructs Achilles as a liminal figure, suspended between mas- 
cuhnity and femininity, youth and adulthood, mortality and divinity. Chapter 4 
is a discussion of womanliness as it is enacted not only by Achilles, but also by 
the ‘real’ female characters in the poem, especially Thetis. Chapter 5 discusses 
the transvestism of Achilles in greater depth, paying especial attention to the 
question of the origins of the myth and the way Statius relates it to Roman 
ritual. C hapter 6 is a consideration of masculinity and paternity as they are ar
ticulated by the phallic humor and the sexual violence th a t accompany Achilles’ 
eventual assertion of his manhood and the beginning of his career as a hero. 
The story of Achilles’ emerging masculinity as told by Statius will be compared 
to the only other completely surviving narrative of the hero’s stay on Scyros in 
Ovid’s Ars Amatoria. This comparison will lead to some final conclusions about 
Statius’ view of the nature of masculinity. By the end, I hope to have shown 
that not only is the Achilleid a very witty and amusing poem, it also consti
tutes a serious reflection on the nature of gender and of human subjectivity, in 
which Achilles serves as an extreme case who explores the boundaries between 
existential categories: male, female, child, adult, animal, god.

Statius’ reputation as a poet has long suffered from the advice he gave to 
his Thebaid at its end, that it should follow a few steps behind the Aeneid 
{Theb. I2.8i6f). This expression of aemulatio and filiation is a blasphemy against 
romantic notions of creative originality and equally against agonistic accounts 
of poetic su ccessio n .B ecau se , as we shall see, the Achilleid holds itself a t a 
certain ironic distance from Vergil, it may provide a more accessible approach to 
Statius’ epic oeuvre, at least until our critical tools are sophisticated enough to do 
justice to the rather different intertextual model of the Thebaid. At the beginning

3  ̂ For th e  ‘p r id e ’ an d  ‘se lf -c o n fid en ce ’ th a t  S ta t iu s  in  fact d isp la y s  a t  th e  e n d  o f  th e  T h eb a id ,  
see  H ill (1989: 9 9 ) .  O n  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  A c h i l l e id  as a  ref lect io n  o n  th e  e n d  o f  th e  Thebaidy  
see  H in d s (1998: 9 1 - 6 )  a n d  B a rch ies i (1 9 9 6 : 50).
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of the Achilleid, S ta tius the  epic n arra to r looks back upon the achievement of 

his previous work in term s th a t are very far removed from modesty. He rem inds 
us th a t this is not his first epic venture, and says th a t Thebes knows this:

scit Dircaeus ager m eque in ter prisca parentum
nom ina cum que suo num erant Amphione Thebae. ( i . i 2f)

T h a t is, ‘The territo ry  around Dirce knows it, and Thebes counts me am ong the 
names of its founding fathers, and in particu lar along w ith its own A m phion’.^  ̂
T h a t la tte r Theban was famous for building the walls of the city w ith his bro ther 
Zethus, moving huge boulders by the sound of his lyre alone.33 S tatius is like 
A m phion because he ‘constructed  T hebes’ w ith his lyre, building the city in 
the  im agination of his audience of his previous epic, stone by stone, word by 
word. S ta tius is not merely claiming to  be ‘regarded as equal to  the  bards of o ld ’ 
(Dilke ad loc), bu t equal to  the heroic poets of m yth, Am phion and Orpheus, 
who could anim ate lifeless objects w ith their lyre. The claim to have literally 
conjured up a city is a striking image; more than  any ancient author, one thinks 
of Joyce’s assertion th a t one could construct the city of Dublin from the pages 
of Ulysses. Such is the  confidence in his own powers th a t S ta tius expresses a t the 
ou tset of the  Achilleid-, it will be up to the reader to  judge w hether th a t level of 
self-assurance was justified.

3  ̂ D ilk e’s su ggestion  (ad loc) that the  -que  o f  m eque  m ay be an exam ple o f  its sense  of 
quoque is im possible. Fordyce (1961) ad C atull. 102.3 points out tha t the  ev idence for such  a 
construction  is exceedingly  dubious and th a t even  in those doubtful cases th e  pronoun is alw ays 
in an em p hatic  position , w hich w ould not be the case here. R ather, sc it  is used absolutely, 
referring back to  the p o e t’s cla im s in the  previous lines; the first -que, in m eque, coord inates 
the  tw o clauses w hose resp ective verbs are sc i t  and num erant, and the second, in cum que, 
coord inates the  two prepositions, in te r  and cum , both o f which depend on n u m eran t, w hich  
alone takes m e cis its ob ject.

33 Cf. quo carm in e m u ris  /  iu sse r it A m p h io n  T yrios accedere m o n tes {T h eb . i .g f ) .
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C h a p t e r  T w o

THE POETICS OF THE ACHILLEID

If anybody should find fault with this story, i.e. How could Pyrrhus 
son of Achilles be at the battle of Troy if the Greeks were only ten 
years and six months and twelve days at the siege, and you think it 
was because of the abduction of Helen, daughter of Leda, by Alexander 
th a t tha t war of the Greeks was begun. Give him this answer, i.e. that 
Thetis daughter of Nereus brought Achilles to Scyros in order to hide 
him immediately after the abduction of Helen, daughter of Leda. And 
shortly afterwards Achilles was on the island when Pyrrhus was begotten 
by him upon Deidamia daughter of Lycomedes. It was long after that 
the Greeks finished assembling and sent messengers to seek Achilles as 
is told here.

From a twelfth-century Irish version of the Achilleid*

2 .1  P r o g r a m m a t ic  P a s s a g e s

SENECA, who allowed himself the license of scoffing at mythological poetry 
while composing it too, at the beginning of the De Beneficiis launches an 

attack on poetry as compared to philosophy. He complains th a t serious philoso
phers like Chrysippus wasted time mythologizing rather than doing philosophy, 
unearthing obscure names for the Graces and interpreting them allegorically 
(1.3.8-10). He alleges that poets substitute brazen invention for memory and 
compose according to the needs of their verse rather than with any regard for 
tru th  (1.3.10). He concludes thus:

Istae vero ineptiae poetis relinquantur, quibus aures oblectare pro- 
positum est et dulcem fabulam nectere. (i-4-5)

These are serious charges against anyone who has dedicated himself to the daugh
ters of memory, and whether or not Statius is responding specifically to this

* T h e  English tran s la tio n  is th a t  of 6  hA odha (1979: 107).



passage of Seneca, he justifies the practice of m ythography in a scene th a t  de
picts Achilles him self singing m ythological poetry. This is an elaboration  of the 
m om ent in the Iliad  (9.189) where the em bassy to  Achilles discovers the  hero 
in his ten t, playing the  lyre to  console himself. In the Achilleid, the  consolatory 
power of music and poetry  is also apparen t, bu t the context is different. The 
young hero is providing after-dinner en terta inm ent for his preoccupied m other, 
who is a guest a t C hiron’s cave. The C entaur takes out the lyre, te s ts  it and 

hands it to  his ward:

[Chiron] . . .  a tto n itae  varia oblectam ina nectens
elicit ex trem e chelyn et solantia curas
fila movet leviterque expertas pollice chordas
d a t puero. (1.185-8)

T he education given to  Achilles by C hiron was a m ythical paradigm  for peda
gogical excellence from P indar onwards {Nem. 3.43-52), and S tatius rem inds us 
th a t music was an im portan t part of th a t education. Chiron teaching Achilles 
to  play the lyre was a very popular m otif in Rom an art, and S ta tiu s’ audience 
would have recognized this intim ate scene from such visual representations. In 
the famous pain ting  from the basilica of H erculaneum , Chiron plucks the strings 
of the lyre for his pupil ju st as he does here.^ The collocation of nectere and 
oblectamen/  oblectare used in b o th  tex ts in the  sense of composing po e try  sug
gests th a t  Seneca and S tatius may have been contributing to the sam e debate 
about the  u tility  and accuracy of mythological poetry. S tatius redeems its  use
fulness by rem inding us of the p a rt it played in Achilles’ pedagogy, as well as by 
re-em phasizing its consolatory power. The accuracy of the  m yths sung by the 

poets is endorsed, moreover, by the im plication th a t Chiron and Achilles stand  
a t the beginning of a continuous trad ition  of heroic poetry  th a t goes back to 
the tim e of the  heroes themselves. S ta tius makes this m etaphor of poetic  ‘trad i
tio n ’ concrete in the act of teacher handing the lyre to  his pupil; he used sim ilar 
language when describing the patrim ony of poetry  he inherited from his own 
teacher, his father:

sed decus hoc quodcum que lyrae prim usque d e d is t i . . .  {Silv. 5.3.213)

C hiron’s instruction  of Achilles represents one of the first stages in a trad itio n  
th a t bound teacher to  pupil and continued all the way down to S ta tiu s’ own day.

* T he popularity of the episode in Roman art has been attributed to a sculpture group of 
the scene that Pliny { N H  36.29) says was to be found in the Saepta Julia, and that has been 
claimed as the model for the painting in the basilica; L I M C  s.v. ‘Achilleus’, nos. 50 and 51.
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If contemporary mythological poetry is to be rejected as sheer invention, Homer 
must be thrown out as well, for all poetry at one time was new; even Achilles 
once was young.

Rather than making things up to suit the verse, as in Seneca’s accusation, we 
shall see that Achilles’ song is very concerned with preserving in detail the minu
tiae of the myths he relates. Achilles’ subject-matter is the immania laudum /  
semina,^ which translates the xkia  dvSpwv in Homer’s description of Achilles’ 
song:

xfi 6 0u(j6v StEpTtev, aeiSe: 8’ apa xXia dv8pwv. (9.189)

It would be interesting to know more about the content of the song in the Iliad] 
there is a potential conflict of interest in the circumstance that Achilles was at 
the same time the subject of heroic poetry par excellence and a poet himself.

 ̂ T his phrase  occurs again in the  form im m ania  sem ina  laudum  in a  corrup ted  line of 
the  MSS of O v id ’s Heroides (9.83), in the  m idst of a  passage rife w ith in terpo lations (see 
Dorrie, 1971 in app. c rit.). Merkel speculated  th a t  th is hexam eter wgis in troduced  to  supply a 
perceived lacuna  betw een a  p en tam eter and a hexam eter th a t had been corrup ted  into ano ther 
pen tam eter. In th a t  case, the  pu ta tiv e  in te rpo la to r was evidently  pu t in m ind of the  Achilleid  
by the  cross-dressing in O vid’s poem , since D eianeira is here rem onstra ting  w ith Hercules 
over his serv itude  to  O m phale. Perhaps, however, th e  words im m ania  sem ina  laudum  did 
originally belong to  O vid’s tex t, and S ta tiu s is the  im ita to r. One could elim inate some clear 
in terpo lations and  m arry  together two divorced half-lines (an te  pedes dom inae  and im m ania  
sem ina  laudum ), em ending the  whole passage in a  way th a t  m akes very good sense:

A! quotiens, digitis dum  torques s tam ina  duris,
p raevalidae fusos com m inuere manus! 80

an te  pedes dom inae f im m ania sem ina laudum  [81-3]
factaque na rrab as d issim ulanda tibi: 84

scilicet . ..
[there follows an  enum eration  of Hercules’ deeds] [Her. 9.79-85)

T he problem , and  th e  likely reason th is sim ple solution has not been conjectured  before, is 
the  resulting  m etrical irregularity. Such an h iatus a t th e  caesura after dom inae  is alm ost 
unparalleled in Ovid: cf. in general P la tn au er (1971: 57—9) and on h iatus in the  Heroides, 
Palm er (1898: 50gf). One could try  to  patch  th is up by fu rth er conjecturing th a t an elided 
m onosyllable like tu  or tam  fell ou t of th e  tex t a t the  caesura, bu t there  is in fact some chance 
th a t the  h ia tus m ay be original. T he only o ther parallel for such an  h iatus in all of the  Ovidian 
corpus comes, coincidentally, from th is sam e epistle, ab o u t fifty lines fu rth er down: fo rsitan  
et pulsa  t  A eto lide  D eianira  (131)- One could argue w ith C ourtney (1965: 05f) th a t  this 
m etrical anom aly  po in ts to  th e  non-O vidian au tho rsh ip  of th is epistle  or, as I would suggest, 
th a t D eianira is deliberately  evoking a  m ock-heroic tone by employing an  Hom eric-Vergilian 
m etrical effect in an  incongruously elegiac context. For a  sim ilar exam ple of a  m etrical anom aly 
in th is epistle used to  defend ra th e r th an  im peach its au then tic ity , see Barchiesi (1993: 34of). 
T he unsu itab ility  of elegiac form to  heroic content is precisely D eian ira’s com plaint: H ercules’ 
deeds, recounted  in the  proper context, are indeed w orthy of praise; bu t no t when narra ted  
by an  em ascu lated  hero, who sits a t  the  feet of his m istress. If S ta tiu s knew th e  Heroides 
passage in som e such form as suggested here, e ither because it was O vidian or because it 
W cis already in terpo la ted , then  Achilles’ decision to  begin his relation  of th e  laudum  /  sem ina  
w ith  the  labors of Hercules m ay also be indebted to D eianeira’s ironic ta u n t a t her husband. 
Elsewhere in the  A chilleid  S ta tiu s does allude to  this passage: attrito  pollice (Ach. 1.581) and 
robusto . . .  pollice (Her. 9.78) bo th  refer to  the cross-dressed heroes’ a tte m p ts  a t spinning.
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At an absurd extreme the possibility exists of the poet/hero praising his own 
exploits. In fact, S tatius stops not far short of that point. He explores the subject 
m atter of Achilles’ verse in much greater detail than Homer:

. . .  canit ille libens inmania laudum 
semina: quot tumidae superarit inssa novercae 
Amphitryoniades, crudum quo Bebryca caestu 
obruerit Pollux, quanto circum data nexu 
ruperit Aegides Minoia bracchia tauri, 
maternos in fine toros superisque gravatum
Pelion: hie victo risit Thetis anxia vultu. (1.188-94)

Achilles could hardly come any closer than this to becoming the subject of his 
own poetry without explicitly mentioning himself: he runs through the material 
of heroic myth right up to the wedding of his own parents. It could yet be th a t 
Achilles does touch upon his own life in his song, seeing that the most detailed 
account of his parents’ wedding in Latin, Catullus 64, saw fit to include the song 
of the Parcae .3 Did Achilles’ own narrative of the event likewise reproduce the 
predictions of the Parcae about his life? Thetis’ response to Achilles’ performance 
is equivocal; she might be expected to smile at the memory of their marriage; 
yet Statius qualifies Thetis’ reaction by noting tha t her smile was forced.^ This 
might be attributed to the general anxiety the goddess has felt about her son’s 
destiny since the beginning of the poem; but the word hie (194) implies that it 
is the final part of Achilles’ recitation tha t provokes her reaction. It seems that 
the mention of her wedding is the cause not only of Thetis’ polite smile, but also 
of the anxiety it conceals. Thetis apparently remembers the event in the way 
tha t the audience of Latin poetry remembers it, including its premonitions of 
Achilles’ glory and death at Troy.® This implicit congruity between Catullus 64 
and Achilles’ song is not in fact implausible, since both ‘poems’ share a strong 
connection with the traditions of the epic ecphrasis.

3 A s  E la in e  F a n th a m  p o in ts  o u t in  a  fo r th co m in g  a r tic le  in  H e rm a th e n a ,  H o ra ce , E p o d e  13 
is  r e lev a n t h ere. In t h a t  p o e m  C h iro n  s in g s  to  h is  y o u n g  ch arge  a b o u t h is  d e s tin y , te llin g  h im  
th a t  th e  P a r ca e  (lin e  15) h a v e  fa ted  h im  to  d ie  a t  Troy. T h e  c o n so la to r y  p ow er  o f  m u sic  is  a lso  
im p o r ta n t in  th a t  c o n te x t .

■* (1 .1 9 4 )  N o t  a s M o zley , ‘T h e n  T h e t is  r e la x ed  her a n x io u s  c o u n ten a n c e  an d  s m ile d ’, b u t as 
D ilk e  (ad  lo c ) ,  ‘T h e n  T h e t is ,  th o u g h  w orried , m cistered  her face an d  s m ile d ’.

5 O n  th e  rev e r b e r a tio n  o f  th e  so n g  o f  th e  P a r c a e  th ro u g h  th e  A ch ille id ,  see  H in d s {1998: 1 2 5 -  
8) a n d  b e lo w . S e c t io n s  4 .1 .2  a n d  4 .3 .1 .
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2 . 1 . 1  A n a c h r o n i s m  a n d  E c p h r a s i s

When Apollonius turned his hand to the tradition of ecphrasis tha t embraced 
the shield of Achilles in the Iliad and the pseudo-Hesiodic Aspis, he produced a 
description of the cloak of Jason, to which this passage of the Achilleid owes an 
im portant debt. The Homeric shield of Achilles is full of generic representations 
of life, and, although various gods appear on it, it does not tell any particular, 
named story from myth. The shield of Heracles as described in the Aspis is simi
lar, but there we do find specific myths as well: the battle of Lapiths and Centaurs 
(178-90), and Perseus and the Gorgons (216-37). One of these supplements is 
not without its problems, however, since among the Lapiths we find numbered 
Theseus and Pirithous. Theseus was usually considered to have been a younger 
contemporary of Heracles, so his appearance on the la tte r’s shield is potentially 
anachronistic.® Apollonius, in his own contribution to the ecphrasis tradition, 
likewise included scenes of specific mythological figures on Jason’s cloak, and 
in contrast to the timeless ‘genre’ scenes on Achilles’ shield, the main actors in 
each panel are n a m e d . H e  made sure, however, tha t all of the events represented 
there were prior or potentially prior to the voyage of the Argo: not an easy task, 
given that it was such a foundational event. Apollonius seems to emphasize in 
quite a deliberate way the avoidance of anachronism, because the final scene on 
the cloak is of Phrixus, Helle, and the Golden Fleece, the tale which immediately 
preceded and precipitated the action of the Argonautica. Statius matches this 
precision, likewise enumerating myths carefully chosen to antedate Achilles’ own 
life (Hercules, Pollux, Theseus), and likewise leading right to the threshold of 
the action of the epic itself, and including even its prolegomena (the wedding of 
Peleus and Thetis).

Catullus returned to the question of the temporal relationship between ec
phrasis and framing narrative by exploiting the chronologically problematic 
claim of the Argonauts to priority over all other sea voyages.® The wedding 
of Peleus and Thetis is described as a consequence of the expedition of the Argo, 
the first ship, yet the wedding-tapestry depicts Theseus’ voyage across the sea

® The Aspis  reportedly weis criticized for inconsistent and implausible mythography, in that 
Hephaestus was unlikely to make weapons for Heracles, his mother’s nemesis: Lamberton 
(1 9 8 8 : 1 3 9 ).

7 Cf. Shapiro (1980: 282): ‘The central scene, the battle of the Taphian pirates with the sons 
of Elektryon, is perhaps most H om eric.. . .  Its model is an excerpt from the city at war on the 
shield of A chilles.. . .  The only major change, in keeping with an essential difference between 
Achilles’ shield and Jason’s cloak, is that Apollonios has turned Homer’s generic scene of battle 
into a specific mythological engagement by naming the participants’.

® See Malamud and McGuire (1993: 195-7) on the issue of the priority o f the Argo in Valerius 
Flaccus.
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to  Crete as a past event. W eber (1983) dem onstrated  th a t the source for the 
tension between these two events is to  be found in Apollonius. W hen Jason se
duces M edea in Book 3 of the  Argonautica, he tells her the story of Theseus and 
A riadne (conveniently om itting  to  m ention her abandonm ent, 3.997-1004), as if 
it belonged to  the  d istan t past. This anachronism  m ust have been all the more 

b la tan t in the  light of C allim achus’ Hecale, which evidently described M edea’s 
a ttem p t in her la ter years to  poison the ephebic Theseus when he first arrived 
a t A thens to  find his father.^ C atullus violates the distinction between ecphrasis 
and fram e th a t Apollonius was a t such pains to  respect on Jason’s cloak, and he 
does so by replicating an anachronism  found elsewhere in Apollonius’ tex t. By 
the tim e Vergil approached his epic ecphrasis, therefore, the question of anachro
nism wcis unavoidable. T he shield of Aeneas com pletely violates the tem poral 
frame of the narrative, b u t the  n arra to r explicitly justifies the disjunction by 
explaining th a t Aeneas understood none of the  Rom an history represented on 
the shield (8.730-1).

S tatius re tu rns the trad ition  of epic ecphrasis to  Achilles. From Achilles’ 
shield to  Achilles’ song, the  topos comes full circle: from a work of a rt th a t was 
in terpreted  as a  poetic program  to a program m atic poem  th a t reflects a trad ition  
of described works of a rt. Here, as in the  case of Jason’s cloak, S tatius pu ts 
together a set of m ythological vignettes th a t carefully precede the action of the 
narrative, and which respects their relative chronology; he pu ts T heseus’ voyage 
to  C rete after the  A rgonaut Pollux’ encounter w ith Amyous, thus restoring the 
precedence of the Argo voyage. The m ajor change S tatius accomplishes is to 
apply the trad ition  of ecphrasis not to  a work of plastic art, bu t to  a narrative. Of 
course the  epic ecphrasis had always been in some sense a way of talking about 
poetry, perhaps even for H o m e r .C e r ta in ly  the cloak of Jason and C atullus 
64 b o th  contain m eta-poetic  com m entary, particularly  on the question of the 
connection between ‘verbal and  visual m eans of com m unication’.̂  ̂ Furtherm ore, 
as we shall see below (p 44), one episode in Achilles’ song calls to  m ind another 

S ta tian  ecphrasis: the shield of Theseus in Thebaid 12. Theseus carries into 
b a ttle  a  shield th a t has a representation  of himself on it, so th a t his enemies

9 A p o llon iu s’ so lu tion  to  th e  in com patib ilities betw een the story of T heseus and th a t o f  
the  A rgo w as to  note th a t T h eseu s w ould  have jo ined  the A rgonauts, if he had been able; 
u nfortunately  he w as being deta ined  w ith  P ir ith ou s in H ades at tha t tim e (1 .1 0 1 -3 ). T he  
im plication  th a t T heseus sp en t a  lengthy  period  in the underworld ingeniously  so lves a t a 
stroke the  problem  o f T h eseu s’ biography seem ing sim ultaneously  to predate and p ostd ate  
th a t o f th e  A rgonauts.

A ch illes’ sh ield  in the Iliad  d ep icts an doi,86<;, w ho has been seen as a  figure for Homer, 
but the  au th en tic ity  o f  the line has been  doubted; see Edwards ad II. 18 .604-6 .

See Laird (1993); quotation: p 28.
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see the  hero approaching twice {bis . . .  bisque, 1 2 . 6 7 3 ) ,  o^ice in life and once 

in art. This m irror image of Theseus in his own shield seems to  be a com m ent 
on the m im etic power of art, corresponding perhaps to  the scene on Jason ’s 

cloak in which A phrodite sees a m irror image of herself in A res’ s h i e l d . T h e  
issue of mimesis is raised by Achilles’ song too, in th a t  the  n a rra to r applies the 

techniques of ecphrasis to  a different category of object.
In epic, the  various songs of Demodocus in the Odyssey conveniently illustrate 

the range of ways to  represent poetry  ‘ecphrastically’ w ithin epic: to  repeat it 
verbatim , as in the  ta le  of Ares and A phrodite {Od. 8 . 2 6 6 - 3 6 6 ) ;  to  list key 
points of the  plot, as in the story of the wooden horse ( 8 . 4 9 9 - 5 2 0 ) ;  or sim ply to 
nam e the them e, as in the quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles ( 8 . 7 2 - 8 2 ) .  

Statius enum erates Achilles’ them es in a particularly  elliptical way; each story is 
represented by an indirect question th a t focusses on a different significant detail 
in each part of the  narrative. This learned and allusive style of reference was 
also used, for example, to  list the  different events from early T heban  history th a t 
S tatius suggests and rejects as topics in the  proem  of the Thebaid.'-* We shall now 
see th a t these details serve to  give strong indications as to  the style and aesthetic 
of Achilles’ narrative. The Homeric hero, as it tu rns out, is in sym pathy w ith 
certain  very learned and distinctively Hellenistic notions of poetic com position.

2 . 1 . 2  A c h i l l e s , P o e t a  D o c t u s

T he program m atic nature  of Achilles’ song is evident in its very subject m atter. 

We have already noted its sim ilarity to C atullus 6 4 :  both  poem s bring together 
the wedding of Peleus and T hetis, the voyage of the Argo, and Theseus and the 
M inotaur. The story of Pollux and Amycus was told by Apollonius (Argon. 2 . 1 -  

9 7 )  and by T heocritus in his hymn to the Dioscuri ( 2 2 . 2 7 - 1 3 4 ) .  Achilles, the 
Homeric hero, takes up his lyre to  perform  a poem  whose content, on its sur
face, seems indebted particularly  to  A lexandrian and neoteric models: Apollo
nius, T heocritus, Catullus. The details of Achilles’ song also owe som ething to 
the precision, or even pedantry, of the Hellenistic age. Each of the  first three

A rgon. 1 .742-6 . T h e appropriation by A phrodite o f an instrum ent o f war for erotic purposes 
is also o f  course a com m ent on A p ollon ius’ appropriation o f  the H om eric sh ield  £is the m odel for 
th e  cloak in w hich Jason  seduces H ypsipyle. As Professor B archiesi has p o in ted  out (lecture, 
delivered at P rinceton , M ay 1, 1999), S tatius also alludes to  th is collision  o f  the erotic and the  
m ilitary in the  scene where A chilles catches sight o f  a reflection in a sh ield  o f  h im self dressed  
as a girl (A ch. 1 .864-7 ).

^ 3  On the paradigm atic value o f the songs o f D em odocus for internal narratives in the  epic 
tradition , see N elis (1992), esp. p 164 on their them atic  connection  w ith  th e  ecphrastic ‘nar
rative’ o f A res and A phrod ite on J a son ’s cloak in the A rgonautica .

‘“I Theb. 1 .9-13: quo carm in e, unde, quod . . .  opus, cui, and cur.
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episodes in Achilles’ narrative is designated by means of an indirect question 
tha t focuses our attention on one small peculiarity of each myth. We shall see 
tha t these details are not arbitrary; they were all m atters of specific concern to 
the Hellenistic poets. The four details tha t stand by synecdoche for the topics 
of Achilles’ song are: the quantity of labors performed by Hercules, the type of 
boxing glove used by Pollux and Amycus, the wrestling holds used by Theseus 
and the Minotaur, and the bridal couch at the wedding of Peleus and Thetis. 
Hinds (1998: 125-8) has pointed out the programmatic value of the last one; 
matemos . . .  toros (193) alludes to the famous tapestry on the bridal couch 
described at such length in Catullus 64. The relevance of the other details is less 
immediately obvious, but, as we will now see, each can be connected in one way 
or another with Hellenistic poetry.

The labors of Hercules are Achilles’ first subject. The indirect question puts 
the emphasis on the precise number of labors performed by Hercules for Eurys- 
theus [quot . . .  iussa, 1.189). The answer is of course twelve; but th a t number 
does not appear until surprisingly late in the mythological record. Brommer 
(1986: 5, 64, and 77f, n 82) attributed the origin of tha t particular quantity to 
the prestige of the temple of Zeus at Olympia, which had a set of twelve metopes; 
but the ntimber twelve appears nowhere with any certainty before the Hellenistic 
period and the labors did not take their canonical form until the Roman era. 
A fragment of P indar has been suggested to contain a reference to a ‘twelfth’ 
labor, but the papyrus only has a few letters of that word (8w8]^xa'co[v, 43), and 
so the evidence is e q u i v o c a l . Euripides gives us a list of approximately a dozen 
accomplishments in the Heracles, but to coerce precisely twelve labors from that 
passage requires a certain degree of special pleading and the great benefit of hind
sight.^® The first certain attribution, therefore, of a specific number of labors is 
by Hellenistic poets, and they come in a fiood: Callimachus (F 23.i9f Pfeiffer), 
Apollonius (1.1318), Theocritus (24.82), and Euphorion (F 57.13 van Gronigen) 
all mention the number twelve. It is thus with good reason that the establishment 
of this number as canonical is usually credited to the work of some unidentified 
author of the Hellenistic p e r io d .S tip u la t in g  the precise number of Hercules’

^ 5  See P avese (1968: 8 1 -4 ); his argum ent for Sw8]^xoit9[v, rather than 8]exaTo[v ( ‘as a con
clusive reference th e  ten th  labor is surely less ap t than the tw elfth  and la st’, 81) seem s to  take 
for granted  w h at he then  se ts out to  prove: that the concept o f tw elve H erculean labors ex isted  
in  nuce  as early as P indar.

B oardm an { L I M C  s.v . ‘H erakles’, p. 6), for instance, arrives at tw elve labors by counting  
w hat is really  one ep isode as three ‘labors’: the  H esperides, th e  ‘Sea-clearing’ and ho ld ing  up 
heaven in su b stitu tio n  for A tlas (Eur. Here. 3 94 -407); on th is see Brom m er (1986: 61).

T hus P .T . Eden (1975: ad Verg. A en. 8 .291), for exam ple: . .  the se lection  o f  th e  canon i
cal tw elve from the great m ass o f adventures connected  w ith  him  w as probably th e  work o f  the  
ca ta log ing  A lex a n d r ia n s.. . . ’ Sim ilarly, Pavese (1968: 83f), and Boardm an { L I M C  s .v . ‘Hera-
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labors for Eurystheus was a feature of Hellenistic mythography, and S tatius’ 
Achilles shares th a t interest.

The next episode in Achilles’ song is Pollux’ boxing match with Amycus; the 
key detail is the caestus or boxing glove worn in the bout. This is a technical 
subject about which there has been much confusion in the scholarship, so some 
discussion of Greek and Roman boxing will be required in order to demonstrate 
that S tatius is alluding here to Apollonius, or rather to a Vergilian-Apollonian 
intertextual nexus. Again the topic is introduced by means of an indirect ques
tion; Mozley translates it thus: ‘. .. how Pollux with his glove smote down the
cruel Bebryx ’ This is possible, but it is far better to understand quo not
as ‘how’, but rather to take it with caestu. Since the first indirect question is 
introduced by quot . . .  iussa and the third one by quanto . . .  nexu, it seems 
perverse to divorce quo . . .  caestu in the second one. We then should read, ‘with 
what boxing-glove Pollux struck down the blood-thirsty Amycus’. The partic
ular kind of glove worn is relevant because there were various types employed 
for different purposes and at different times in the Greek w o r l d . I n  Latin the 
word caestus, which properly denoted a brutal glove weighted and spiked to do 
damage, had to do service for the different Greek varieties of hand-covering. The 
earliest were evidently supple thongs (l^dvxec;, cf. Horn. II. 23.684), worn to pro
tect the knuckles, which gradually gave way after the classical period to thongs 
of harder leather with a cutting edge tha t served also as an offensive weapon. 
Apollonius and Theocritus both specify quite clearly that the l(jdvT£c; used by 
Pollux and Amycus were the hardened leather type familiar in the Hellenistic 
w o rld .A p o llo n iu s  further notes that it was Amycus who provided the Ifidviec; 
for the bout; the pride in his craftsmanship that he displays here (2.57-9) is 
likely an allusion to the aetiological tradition that he was the inventor of boxing 
thongs.^”

It is appropriate tha t the transition from soft, protective leather to hard, cut
ting leather should be attributed by Apollonius to this bloody-minded, uncivi
lized son of Poseidon. Amycus’ second sets out two pairs of thongs for Polyduces

c les’, p 15). T h e actu al m akeup o f th e  canon of labors is first recounted in approxim ately  its  
fam iliar form by D iodorus (4 .8 -2 7 ).

See Poliakoff (1987: 6 8 -7 9 ) ^ clear overview  o f the subject.
* 9  T h eocritu s calls them  stiff (atepeot^ . . .  t^aaiv, 22.108); P olyduces cu ts A m ycus (9 5 -7 )  

and even m anages to  skin his forehead to  the bone w ith  a overhead chop (1 0 3 -5 ) , w hich im plies 
tha t th e  thon gs were sharp as well: cf. Gow ad 22.8of. In A pollon ius, w hen A m ycus boEists of 
his ab ility  to  m ake his opponents bleed, he is speaking o f  the thongs he has m ade, w hich are 
o f dry leather (pivouq . . .  a^aXeai;, 2 .s8 f) .

T hus G ow  (1952: ad T heocr. 22 .8o f). A ccording to C lem ent o f A lexandria  (S tro m a te is , 
B ook 1, Ch. 16, §76) and a scholiast on P lato  (ad Laws 796a), there w as a trad ition  that 
A m ycus Wtis th e  inventor o f  the Ijiavcec;.
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to  choose between:

Gfjxe 7idpoi0£ TtoScov 8oiou<; &xdTep0ev l^dvTa?

w^ou(;, d^aXfoui;, Ttcpl 8 ’ o iy ’ Saav ^axXrjwvxec;. (2 .5 2 f)

There is a slight pun  on the two som ew hat different senses of w^oc;. Not only are 
these thongs m ade of ‘raw ’ hide, they themselves are also ‘cruel’ for th a t very 
reason. Raw hide is distinguished from tanned  leather by being more unstable; 
i.e. more prone to  putrifaction and to  shrinking and hardening from exposure 
to  heat; conversely, when soaked in w ater it can become very soft once again. 
Apollonius stipu lates th a t the raw leather was dried to  a crusty hardness, which 
in ordinary leather-w ork is not a desirable outcome, and for th is reason rawhide 
th a t  was not destined for tanning  was norm ally cured by drying it in the shade. 
This process gave the thongs encrusted ridges on their outside edges; th is seems 
to  be the force of nept. U ntanned cowhide thongs are not always necessarily 
hard, however, as is shown by Pausanias’ discussion of the difference between 
the sharp  thongs 6^6<̂) in general use in his own day, and the softer gloves 
used in the past; pofac; cb(ifig l[idvTEc; Xektoi (8.40.3). In this la tte r case, the 
rawness of the  cowhide is an indication of softness, not hardness. This apparent 
contradiction arises out of the instability  of raw, untanned hide, which can be 
dried to  com plete rigidity, bu t which when moist is very soft. Pausanias seems to 
m ean th a t the  cowhide used in the softer thongs was so raw th a t it had not even 
been shade-cured, much less tanned; he is in any case describing an historical 
artifac t long since obsolete in his day, so his inform ation on its m anufacture is 
probably speculative.

Apollonius, then , a ttr ib u tes  the  development of the horny leather thongs, 
w ith their ability  to  cut, to  the handiwork of Amycus. He describes them  as 
Wfiouc;, or bo th  ‘raw ’ and ‘cruel’ or ‘b loody’. The relevance of all this to  S tatius 
will be clear if we look back a t the words w ith which he describes the episode; 

crudum quo Bebryca caestu /  obruerit Pollux ( i.ig o f) . S tatius characterizes 
Achilles’ narrative as having a particu lar interest in the type of caestus used 

by Pollux; he calls Amycus crudus, which has the same range of m eanings as 
(hyidt;. As if to  em phasize the in terest shared by Achilles and Apollonius in the 
rawhide thongs used in this bout, S ta tius precisely reproduces the Greek pun in 
Latin . As Dilke notes (ad igof), in addition to  meaning ‘cruel’, crudus has the

See Reed (1972; 48f) on the process of shade-curing untanned rawhide; the skins are heated 
slowly, away from direct sunlight, precisely to avoid the combination of surface hardening and 
inner m oistness that Amycus has cultivated. The internal moistness retained under the hard 
crust and the great heat generated when rawhide is dried in the sun allows destructive bacteria 
to flourish.
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appropriately bloody connotations of cruor\ in the light of Apollonius, it is also 
surely a nod to the ‘raw’ nature of the thongs Amycus used and was responsible 
for inventing.

This allusion to Apollonius is not as obscure as it might seem at first, since 
Statius is following a path beaten by Vergil. In Aeneid 5, Aeneas’ announcement 
of the funeral games for Anchises includes a reference to boxing with the words 
crudo . . .  caestu (5.69). When the boxing match develops, a controversy about 
the nature of the equipment takes center stage. Entellus is convinced to  partic
ipate, but only on the condition that they put aside the Troianos . . .  caestus 
(5.420) to which Aeneas had referred earlier, and instead use equipment along 
the lines of the massive caestus reinforced with lead and iron (405) th a t he had 
inherited from Eryx. The use of the caestus proper, a heavy glove fitted with 
metal, was the major difference between Greek and Roman boxing, and Vergil 
gives an aetiology for the introduction of the Roman variety, just as Apollonius 
had done for the sharp, dry Ifidvxec; of his own day. The moment when Entel
lus throws his gauntlets into the ring is modeled on the equivalent gesture by 
Amycus’ man in Apollonius’ text quoted above. Apollonius had marked the mo
ment when the soft thongs of former days were superseded by the hard, cutting 
thongs used in his own age, and here Vergil simply takes the historical transi
tion one step further, from the rawhide thongs {crudo . . .  caestuY^ the Trojans 
formerly used to the Roman variety, weighted and spiked with metal, th a t were 
introduced by Entellus.

We know that Statius was aware of the existence of various kinds of boxing 
glove, since a metaphor in the Silvae uses the Greek term sphaeromachia to 
refer to a sparring match using acpaCpai, or padded boxing gloves, for p r a c t i c e .  

The allusion here to Vergil’s crudo . . .  caestu and to Apollonius’ l[idvTai; w[iou<; 
functions as a display on the part of the poet of his mastery of the details 
of epic, but it also functions, as we shall often see with Statius, on the level 
of characterization. Statius attributes to Achilles a precise knowledge of the 
bout between Pollux and Amycus, and an appreciation of the importance in 
reconstructing its mythical detail; the things that were of concern to Apollonius 
are also im portant to Achilles. As a hero, he combines a ‘professional’ interest 
in the boxing equipment used by Pollux and an aetiologizing poetic mode that 
is indebted to Apollonius and Theocritus. Achilles validates the accuracy of the 
epic tradition and at the same time he gives us an idea of his own literary tastes.

Servius recognizes the double m eaning of crudus'. au t crudeli, au t duro  (ad A en. 5 .69).
^ 3  Silv. 4, praef; see Frere (1940), and for a different in terpretation  see C olem an (1988: ad 

loc).
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Achilles’ next subject is T heseus’ encounter w ith the M inotaur, and once 
again the w ording shows a concern w ith the practical and m inute details of 
the struggle; ju s t as before, the kind of instrum ents used by the  com batants 
in their bou t m ust be investigated a t some length in order for the  significance 

of Achilles’ in terest in these details to  be appreciated. The indirect question 
th is tim e is: quanto circumdata nexu /  ruperit Aegides M inoia bracchia tauri 
(igif).^"* The stipu la tion  th a t Theseus w restled the M inotaur is again a late 
developm ent. T he earliest visual representations of the  scene, which was very 
popular in classical A thenian vase-painting, show Theseus grappling w ith a m an 
who has the head of a bull, and dispatching him w ith his sword. In R om an 
a rt, by contrast, the  contest develops into a more equally m atched bout, w ith 
Theseus using a  b lun t club to  finish off the m onster. This shift in the iconography 
from sword to  club was not, I would argue, entirely due to  ‘the  assim ilation of 
his career to  th a t  of Heracles’, as P. E. Knox has it (1995: ad Ov. Her. 10.77). 
The visual representations of Theseus’ club in Rom an a rt show a much th inner 
object th an  H eracles’ custom ary im plem ent; W oodford identifies it as a pedum, or 
a shepherd’s c r o o k . This is not merely because Theseus is unequal to  wielding 
as large a weapon as the  greater hero; the  article he carries is a distinctively 
different object.^® In some cases the appearance of Theseus’ club has clearly 
been affected by H eracles’ iconography (cf. Daszewski 1977: pi 68 and perhaps 
pi 16), bu t these are the exception; in m ost instances the club is more of a 
th in  walking stick, in some pictures looking a bit like a golf club (cf. L IM C  
s.v. ‘M inotauros’, nos. 58, 68, Daszewski 1977: pis. 32, 27).

T he likely reason for this change in the  iconography may be found in the ex
istence of two slightly differing versions of the m yth. The usual tale has Theseus 
arriving in A thens after the yearly trib u te  to  Minos has already been paid once 
or twice; he resolves to  stop it and volunteers him self to  go to  Crete. Yet there 
was another version according to  which Theseus sailed back to  Crete together 
w ith Minos from Athens; this was therefore bo th  the first and the Icist tim e the 
trib u te  was sent; perhaps according to  th is version it was never intended to  be an

^4 L au le tta  (1993: 89, n 26) notes th a t  the  line ending here may be a  rem iniscence of the  
phrase bracchia Tauro^ which ends line 105 of C atu llu s 64, where the  struggling M inotaur is 
com pared to  a  tree  high on M ount T aurus shaking its branches {bracchia).

L IM C  s.v. ‘T heseus’, p. 581; th e  labyrin th  being a favorite m otif in m osaics, there  are 
m any illu stra tions of th is w eapon and its m eagerness: Daszewski (1977: pis 24, 27, 28, 30, 31, 
32, and others).

T he club carried  by T heseus in Heroides 10 is called a clava (77) and nodoso stip ite  (101), 
which does not give us a  clear idea of its stoutness; on th is use of stipes, cf. Verg. Aen. 7-523f, 
certam ine agresti /  stip itibus duris agitur, and on th e  pedum, Eel. 5.88-90, sum e pedum  . .  . fo r- 
m on su m  paribus nodis atque aere.
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annual e v e n t .P lu ta rc h  [Thes. 17 =  FrGrH 4 F 164) tells us that, according to 
Hellanicus, the agreement was tha t the Athenian youths would be hand-picked 
by Minos and would sail to Crete with him; they were to bear no weapons of war 
(^T]8fev o k Xov ’Api]lov), and if the M inotaur should nevertheless be killed by one 
of them, tha t Athens would be freed from paying the penalty. Under these rules 
of engagement, Theseus could only safely free Athens from its obligations to Mi
nos if he managed to kill the monster without using normal heavy weapons. The 
increasing appearance of the light club or shepherd’s crook in representations of 
this particular scene seems to be due to an awareness of the constraints within 
which, according to Hellanicus, the hero operated. This theory is lent support by 
the fact that along with an increasing number of scenes in Roman art of Theseus 
clubbing the M inotaur to death with something like a thin walking-stick, there 
is also an increase in the desperateness of the physical struggle between them. 
In a few mosaics Theseus uses no weapon at all, and in several of these the hero 
digs his fingers in to gouge out the eyes of his opponent. When Achilles describes 
the contest between Theseus and the M inotaur as a wrestling bout, enumerating 
the various holds employed by the hero, he is aligning himself with those Roman 
versions of the encounter that made it a close match: like well-paired gladia
tors, the Minotaur had his horns, while Theseus had a light stick, but no sword 
or heavy club. Achilles mentions no weapon at all and thus agrees with Apol- 
lodorus, who says that Theseus used his bare hands; but Apollodorus seems to 
describe more of a boxing match than wrestling (Mivcoxaupov . . .  Jtaiwv TtUYfJoti? 
dTtexxeivev, Epit. 1.9). There are several mosaics tha t illustrate a pure wrestling 
match such as S tatius’ Achilles describes.^® In this case too, therefore, Achilles 
is contributing to an ongoing discussion regarding the proper representation of 
myth. Some intervention must have caused the shift from the sword-carrying 
Theseus in Greek art of the classical period to the club-wielding or unarmed 
Theseus of Roman art; we may, as an hypothesis, attribu te the source of this 
change to Hellenistic literature and scholarship, which was strongly influenced 
by the atthidography of Hellanicus.

In his song Achilles not only stipulates tha t Theseus wrestled the Minotaur, 
he also enumerates the number of holds tha t he employed and notes specifically 
that he broke the arms of his opponent. There is not enough detail here to visu
alize the scene completely, but there is enough to remind us of a more extensive

See Bacchylides 17, in which Minos and Theseus sail back together; Jacoby (ad PrGrH  
4F 164) rightly saw that Diodorus’ version, in which Minos sailed back to Athens to pick up 
his tribute each year, is an unwieldy attem pt to reconcile the two versions.

LIMC  s.v. ‘M inotauros’, no 56, and Daszewski (1977: pis 33a, 33b, 34a, 34b).
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trea tm en t of the  m a tte r  in Thebaid 12. In th a t passage S ta tius exercised his 
im agination in some detail over the problem  of how to grapple w ith  an  opponent 
who has the  body of a man and the head and horns of a bu ll . “ 9  Once again, we 
find ourselves discussing an epic ecphrasis, in this case the shield of Theseus, 
and once again we are confronted w ith the  po ten tia l for anachronism . In the 
pseudo-Hesiodic Aspis, the appearance of Theseus on Heracles’ shield stra ins 
chronological plausibihty; in the  Thebaid, Theseus appears on his own shield:

a t procul ingenti N eptunius agm ina Theseus
angusta t clipeo, propriaeque exordia laudis
centum  urbes um bone gerit centenaque Cretae
m oenia, seque ipsum  m onstrosi am bagibus antri
hispida to rquentem  luctan tis colla iuuenci
alternasque m anus circum  et nodosa ligantem
bracchia et abducto  u itan tem  cornua uultu .
terro r h abet populos, cum  saeptus imagine torva
ingred itur pugnas; bis Thesea bisque cruentas
caede videre manus? veteris rem iniscitur actus
ipse tuens socium que gregem m etuendaque quondam
lim ina et absum pto pallentem  G nosida filo. {Theh. 12.665-76)

In th is case, ecphrasis and fram ing narrative come very close indeed, w ith the 
m atu re  Theseus displaying a representation of his younger self. T he collapse of 
laudandus and laudator th a t th reatened  to  happen when Achilles was singing 
abou t his p a ren ts’ wedding has actually  happened here. Not merely im m ania  
laudum  /  sem ina, T heseus’ shield represents the beginnings of his own praise: 
propriae . . .  exordia laudis (666). There is some stress on the rem arkable fact 
th a t it is he him self {ipse, 675) who com m em orates his form er deeds.3 °

T he ecphrasis of T heseus’ shield gives enough detail for us to  begin to  imagine 
the w restling holds employed by the hero. T he contorted word-order deliberately 
reflects the  in tertw ining and confusion of limbs on the  shield, especially the 
tm esis of circumligantem  (670); bu t we can nevertheless make some sense of 
T heseus’ tactics. T he pair are head-by-head, since Theseus m ust p ro tec t his face 
from the  M ino taur’s horns (671). I t could be th a t they are grappling face-to-face,

^9 S ta tiu s  seem s to  have had a connoisseur’s know ledge of wrestling. T h e T hebaid  has another  
vivid  and d eta iled  account o f  a m atch  in which T yd eu s defeats the m uch larger A gyllus. S ta t iu s’ 
descrip tion  o f  th a t b ou t and th e  ta c tic s  o f  the com batants is d eta iled  and sure: thus Poliakoff 
(1987: 24 and 46).

3° Cf. S iliu s’ descrip tion  o f H an n ibal’s shield  (2 .4 5 if ) ,  on  which he h im self is depicted; but 
tha t is a g ift from the Spanish.
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arm s en tw ined , w ith  T h ese u s’ h an d s beh in d  his o p p o n e n t’ neck, p ush ing  it dow n 

{hispida torquen tem  luc tan tis  colla iuuenci, 669);^'^ b u t th e  fact th a t  T heseus is 

also co n tro llin g  th e  M in o ta u r’s h an d s {a ltem asque m anus, 670) m akes it unlikely. 

T heseus is p ro b ab ly  positioned  beh in d  th e  m o n ster, con tro lling  his o p p o n en t 

an d  forcing h im  dow n, as he does in a  num ber of th e  w restling  m osaics (above, 

n 28). T h eseu s is tw isting  his o p p o n e n t’s neck, so he m ay have his o p p o n en t 

in  a head-lock , o r he m ay be app ly ing  a  N elson lever, w ith  one or b o th  arm s 

u nder th e  M in o ta u r’s a rm p its , an d  his h an d  b eh in d  th e  m o n s te r’s neck to  force 

dow n th e  head . T heseus is sim u ltaneously  con tro lling  th e  arm s an d  h an d s  of th e  

M in o tau r,3  ̂ w hich  he seem s to  have tw isted  b eh in d  his back, read y  to  b reak  

th em , as he does in  th e  A chille id  ( i.ig 2 ).3 3

I t ap p e ars , therefo re , th a t  S ta tiu s  gave som e th o u g h t to  th e  prob lem s T heseus 

w ould have faced in th is  u n o rth o d o x  m a tch , an d  th a t  he m ay have been  influ

enced by rep re se n ta tio n s  of th e  scene in  th e  v isua l a r ts ,  w here it was p a rticu la rly  

p o p u la r  in  la b y rin th -th em e d  m osaics. T h is  link w ith  th e  p la s tic  a r ts  is ev iden t 

in  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  of th e  scene on th e  sh ie ld  of T heseus, w here th e  doub ling  of 

th e  hero  an d  his rep re se n ta tio n  flirts w ith  anach ron ism  in precisely  th e  way th e  

song of A chilles does. T h eseu s’ ecp h rastic  D oppelgdnger also focusses ou r a t te n 

tio n  on th e  accu racy  of p o e tic  m im esis, in th a t  th e  people a re  te rrified  equally  

by  th e  T h eseu s rep resen ted  in  S ta tiu s ’ poem  an d  th e  T heseus w ho is exp lic itly  

a  re p rese n ta tio n  on  th e  sh ield  of th e  ‘re a l’ T heseus. In  S ta tiu s ’ d escrip tio n  of 

A chilles’ song, w hich is an  ecp h rastic  rep re se n ta tio n  n o t of a  v isual o b jec t b u t of 

a n o th e r  poem , A chilles d isp lays a k in d red  in te res t in  th e  p rac tica l requ irem en ts  

of w restling  an  o p p o n en t w ith  horns on h is head, e n u m era tin g  th e  holds T heseus 

used {quanto  . . .  n exu ). T h e  im p o rta n ce  of w restling  in  tra d itio n a l G reek  ed u 

ca tio n  re tu rn s  us to  th e  issue of th e  usefulness of m y tho log ica l poetry . P o e try  

is n o t m ere ly  a n  in c id en ta l p a r t  of A chilles’ paideia\ i t  com plem ents his m ore 

ac tive  p u rsu its , teach ing  h im  valuable an d  even p ra c tic a l lessons, such  how to  

w restle  a n  o p p o n en t w ith  an  u nusua l advantage.

To sum  up , A chilles’ song m an ifests th e  hero ’s in te re s t in  th e  realia of life in 

th e  heroic age an d  accords well w ith  th e  re s t of h is ed u c a tio n  by  C hiron; i t  also 

ap p ears  to  endorse  ce rta in  p o e tic  m odels. T h e  general co n ten t o f A chilles’ song

3  ̂ A cista -lid  handle represents the  pair grappling in th is way: L IM C  s .v . M inotauros, no 47.
3  ̂ a ltem a sq u e  m an u s c ircu m  et n odosa  ligan tem  /  bracchia  (6 fo f ) .  B oth  M ozley and Lesueur 

w rongly tran slate  the  accusative phra.ses as though  they were instrum enta l, and therefore part 
o f T h eseu s’ and not the  M inotaur’s anatom y: ‘. . .  binding him  fast w ith  sinew y arm s and grip  
o f either hand . . .  ’ (M ozley).

33 E xam ples o f  arm -locks o f  the  kind that T heseus m ight be em ploying are illustrated  by P o
liakoff (1987: 47 , figs. 43 and 44); the  intertw in ing o f the arm s in these holds would correspond  
well to  the word circu m ligan tem .
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has much in common with Catullus 64: the Argo, Peleus and Thetis, Theseus in 
Crete. The encounter of Pollux and Amycus on the other hand is particularly 
associated with Theocritus and Apollonius. Furthermore, the overall conception 
of the song as ‘episodic’, i.e. a string of individual mythical vignettes, may also 
be derived from a particular style of poetic composition. Callimachus’ Aitia  and 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses shared the quality of linking together seemingly unrelated 
stories by means of ingenious transitions. The presence of Amycus in Achilles’ 
song gives a hint of a subtle bond linking all of the stories he tells; each of 
the heroes was an Argonaut; Hercules, Pollux, Theseus, and P e l e u s .34  This pro
vides a unifying principle th a t these stories otherwise seem to lack; so it may be 
tha t this is the implicit theme of Achilles’ song. It is an Argonautica, of a sort, 
which would explain why Apollonius is such an im portant model for Statius 
here. Accordingly, Achilles is devoted to Alexandrian literary models; this is 
most obvious in the key details {quot . . .  iussa, quo . . .  caestu, quanto . . .  nexu, 
m atem os . . .  toros) tha t exhibit his commentary on issues that were demonstra
bly of interest to Hellenistic and Alexandrianizing poets: (1) defining the precise 
number of Heracles’ labors, (2) determining what type of boxing glove Pollux 
used, (3) specifying the constraints Theseus faced and the tactics he employed in 
his encounter with the Minotaur, and (4) describing the bridal couch of Peleus 
and Thetis. An Homeric hero who sings the xk ia  dvSpwv might be expected to 
do so in purely Homeric fashion; but Statius upsets our expectations and a t
tributes to Achilles an Alexandrianizing taste. Statius has provided an aetiology 
for Hellenistic poetics that he has boldly imported into the world of the Iliad. 
The poet Statius invokes the poet Achilles as the authority for writing an epic 
about Achilles in a distinctly non-Iliadic vein. Achilles’ performance therefore 
serves as a good introduction to the poetic strategy of the Achilleid as a whole. 
We shall next move on to consider the opening lines of the epic, where the ques
tion of generic affiliation within the epic tradition is to the forefront and offers 
us similar paradoxes.

2 . 1 . 3  P r o e m  a n d  P o e m

Turning now from Achilles’ poem to S tatius’, we will look at the proem of the 
Achilleid, which is its most thoroughly studied passage by far.^s I will have 
frequent occasion to revert to these lines later on when discussing the particular

34 S ta tiu s, a t least, considered T heseus to  have been aboard  th e  Argo: cf. Ach. and 
Theb. 5 .4 3 if.

35 T he present discussion does not offer m uch beyond w hat has a lready  been said ab o u t the 
proem  by Barchiesi ( 1 9 9 6 ).
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th em es o f  th e  ep ic  th a t are adum brated  here, and so  I w ill b e brief, focu sin g  for 

th e  m o m en t o n ly  on w h at th ese  lines m ay say  ab ou t th e  scop e  and  program  of  

S ta t iu s ’ p ro jec ted  epic. T h e  seven  lines at th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  A ch ille id  p ose  a 

con un drum  o f p o e tic  affiliation  th a t is not ea sy  to  solve; and p erhaps it  w as not 

m ean t to  b e  so lv ed  d efin itive ly  at th is  sta g e  in  th e  ev o lu tio n  o f  th e  com p osition . 

It is  n o t su rprising , g iven  th e  exam p le  o f a rm a  v iru m qu e , th a t th e  re la tion  of 

an ep ic  p o em  to  its  genre, and to  th e  H om eric p o em s in  p articu lar, sh ou ld  be  

under n eg o tia tio n  at its  opening; bu t in th is  case th e  overt m en tion  o f  H om er  

{ca n tu  /  M aeon io , 3 f) brings th e  issue to  th e  surface in  a  p articu lar ly  stark  

m a n n e r . T h e r e  are severa l com p etin g  m od els o f ep ic  co m p o sitio n  in  con ten tion  

here, o f  w h ich  H om er is on ly  one:

M agn an im u m  A eacid en  form idatam qu e T onanti 

p rogen iem  e t p atrio  v e tita m  succedere caelo , 

diva , refer, quam q uam  acta  viri m u ltu m  in c lita  can tu  

M aeon io  (sed  p lura vacan t), nos ire per om nem  

(sic  am or est) heroa velis Scyroque la ten tem  

D u lich ia  proferre tu b a  nec in H ectore tracto

sistere , sed  to ta  iuven em  deducere Troia. (1 .1 -7 )

T h e  su b jec t o f  th e  p oem  is announced  in th e  space o f seven  lin es, w h ich  is, as 

B arch iesi (1996: 47) p o in ts  ou t, a  can on ica l num ber, shared  by th e  o p en in g  peri

ods o f  th e  Iliad , A e n e id  and L u can ’s B ellu m  C ivile. In th is  ca se , how ever, there  

are severa l stron g  p au ses in th e  sense; m ost n otab ly , th e  narrator in terru p ts th e  

ex p o s itio n  o f  h is th em e w ith  paren th etica l com m en ts n o t on ce, b u t tw ice . A s 

it h ap p en s, n on e o f  th e  stan dard  te x ts  o f  th e  A ch ille id  p u n c tu a te  th ese  lines  

correctly. T w o phrases, sed  p lu ra  va ca n t and  sic  a m o r  est, are b o th  detach ed  

sy n ta c tic a lly  in  eq u a l m easure from  th e rest o f  th e  sen ten ce: th e y  are pure paren

th eses. Y et ed itors have p layed dow n their im pact; D ilk e , for exam p le , se t off th e  

first p hrase w ith  round brackets and th e  secon d  w ith  d ash es, as if  vary in g  th e  

p u n c tu a tio n  m igh t tem p er th e  h a ltin g  effect o f  one in terjectio n  com in g  on the  

heels o f  th e  o th e r .^7 T h e  on ly  p lace one can  find th ese  lin es prin ted  correctly  is 

in  B a rch iesi’s  artic le  on th e  in terp reta tion  o f th e  proem  (1996: 50); he silen tly  

corrects th e  u su a l typ ograp h ica l evasion  and p u n ctu a tes  th e  p assage as above.

3® T hus Barchiesi (1996: 50).
37  T he p u n c tu a tio n  adop ted  by M eheust and M arastoni, on th e  o th er hand , is quite  m islead

ing if no t sim ply ungram m atical; they  only m ark the  second paren thesis as such, while p u tting  
a  com m a before sed plura vacant and a colon after it. T h is im plies th a t  sed  coord inates w ith 
quamquam , b u t sed  was no t used in place of tam en  in th is period (see LHS 487); it would also 
leave th e  sentence divided p aratac tically  into two uncoordinated  halves a t  th e  colon.
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Yet th is is not a m a tte r  we should pass over w ithout com m ent, for the  discomfort 
of editors w ith  S ta tiu s ’ syntax  is a sym ptom  of its very real strangeness. In the  
rest of the  Achilleid  we shall see th a t S tatius regularly uses aposiopesis, anaco- 
lu thon  and parenthesis as verbal m arkers of direct speech for his characters; to 
do so in his persona as n arra to r has a striking, alm ost colloquial, effect.

These pauses strike a Callim achean note; as T arran t says, ‘One of Calli

m achus’ distinctive techniques is the parenthesis in the  opening line of a poem , 
which appears in several poem s of various gen res ... .’3® T arran t also docum ents 

Callim achus’ use of m ultiple parenthesis, which S tatius likewise employs here. In 
epic, S ta tiu s’ in troductory  parentheses may recall the  opening of O vid’s M eta

morphoses, which is in terrup ted  by a paren thetical com m ent in its second line: 
{nam  vos m utastis et ilia) (1.2). T h a t is an apostrophe addressed to  the  Muses, 

and belongs, as von Albrecht (1964: lyaf) dem onstrates, to  a trad ition  of par
enthetical invocations of the  Muses going back to  the Homeric catalog of ships 
{II. 2-485f). Like O vid’s parenthesis,3  ̂ S ta tiu s’ com m ents here concern the form 
of the  work a t hand, and although she is not nam ed, I believe they are likewise 
addressed to  the p o e t’s Muse. The hymnic roots of such parenthetical com m ents 
on the scope and na tu re  of the work may be seen in the beginning of Callim achus’ 
hymn to A rtem is; ’Apxeniv (oO yap ^Xacppov dtEtSovxEaaL Xa6f a 9ai) /  ujiv^o^EV. 
Callim achus, however, is not addressing the goddess, bu t is simply m aking an 
aside to  his audience; could S tatius be doing the sam e in his two parentheses? 
It is evidently assum ed by m ost com m entators th a t S tatius is addressing no one 
in particu lar in these parentheses, bu t his com m ents are much less insipid if 
understood as a continuation  of the p o e t’s discourse w ith the Muse ra th e r than  
directed tow ards the audience. The confession sic am or est is meaningless if ad
dressed to  us; we in the audience assume, unless told otherwise, th a t the poet is 
doing w hat he w ants to  do. The first sentence is addressed to  diva, and the th ird  
{tu modo . . .  necte comas, 8-10) to  Apollo; it  is only natu ral th a t the  whole of 
the  sentence in the  middle, which is addressed to  the muse, and is governed by 
the  second-person verb velis, should also be directed towards the Muse, paren
theses and all. T he poet asks the  goddess to  be favorable to  his request th a t she 
inspire (yet again) an epic about Achilles, which he acknowledges to  have been 
done already {sed plura vacant!), bu t which the poet has a heartfelt desire to 

a ttem p t nonetheless, and despite the reservations the Muse seems to  have {sic 
am or est!). I t discursively constructs the Muse as reluctant, unwilling, in need 
of reasons to  perm it the poet to  pursue the goal he has set, justifications th a t

3 ® Tarrant ( 1 9 9 8 : 1 4 3 ); cf. C allim , H y m n  3 . 1 , E pigr. 4 . 1 , 5 6 , i f  and 6 1 . if .
39 A ssum ing that ilia  ( 1 . 2 )  is the correct reading: A nderson ( 1 9 9 3 : io 8 f) .
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the parenthetical comments provide. The conversational tone these interjections 
lend to the proem is thus comprehensible as part of an extended negotiation 
with the Muse that continues through the first seven lines of the poem.

Statius also conducted a discussion with his Muse at the beginning of the 
Thebaid over the content of the epic. In th a t case, however, he posed as the hum
ble servant of the goddesses: unde iubetis /  ire, deael (i-sf); only after mooting 
a series of hypothetical possibilities does he decide what the boundaries of his 
poem will be {limes . . .  carminis esto, 1.16).“̂° After finally making his decision 
and excusing himself from the task of praising Domitian, the poet approaches 
his decided theme, and continues to position himself as the Muse’s empty vessel: 
quern prius heroum, Clio, dabis? (1.41). The Achilleid begins with a complete 
reversal of the positions taken by poet and Muse at the beginning of the Thebaid. 
S tatius’ conversation shows its bantering and informally conversational tone in 
its parentheses, and this time it is the poet, not the Muse, who dictates the 
scope of the epic. Statius knows precisely what he wants to do from the outset, 
and he addresses his Muse as though she were the unwilling party, unconvinced 
th a t the project Statius has in mind is really w o rth w h ile .S ta tiu s  acknowledges 
th a t Homer had already sung about Achilles, and stubbornly asks permission to 
pursue tha t theme nevertheless {nos ire . . .  velis, 4f). This epic will clearly be a 
quite different performance from the Thebaid. It may be that the real success of 
the earlier poem has genuinely bolstered S tatius’ confidence, but this rhetorical 
pose should not be reduced to biography. The proem tells us that this song will 
not be such a one as delivered by a mantic poet harrowed by Pierian calor and 
possessed by an irresistible divine will.

The sort of negotiation in which Statius engages the Muse in the Achilleid 
over the type of project th a t the poet should undertake is reminiscent in a gen
eral way of lyric and elegy. Counterintuitive though it may sound, explicitly to 
mention Homeric poetry is an extremely un-epic thing to do. We expect the recu- 
sationes of poets in ‘lesser’ genres to discuss epic models forthrightly in order to 
distinguish themselves from the crowd of Pieridum vates (Ov. Am. 1.10). Epics, 
by contrast, do not usually talk overtly about Homer and writing epic: they get 
on with it and do it. It is therefore appropriate, in the light of cantu /  Maeonio 
(3f), to mention Ovid’s digression in the Remedia Amoris into Aristotelian genre 
theory: fortia Maeonio gaudent pede bella referri\ /  deliciis illic quis locus esse 
potest? (373f). The Scyros episode of the Achilleid might be interpreted as a

On Statius’ relation to his subject in the proem of the Thebaid, cf. Heinrich (1999: 168-71).
Barchiesi (1996: 57-60) presents an argument that in the Achilleid  Statius means a par

ticular Muse by diva, namely Erato,
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con crete  resp on se  to  O v id ’s q u estion . T h e  d isju n ction  b etw een  e leg y  and ep ic  is 

fram ed by O vid  in  term s o f  C a llim achean  and  Iliad ic  verse: C a llim a ch i n u m eris  

n on  e s t d icen du s A ch illes, /  C yd ippe  n on  e s t o ris , H om ere, tu i (381 f) . A s we 

sh a ll see , th e  p roem  o f th e  A ch ille id  show s every  in ten t o f try in g  to  bridge th e  

gap  b etw een  H om er and C allim achu s, if  n ot m etrica lly , th en  in  term s o f s ty le  

and  con ten t.

A n o th er  tro p e  em p loyed  by S ta tiu s  th a t  is q u ite  com m on in  p rogram m atic  

and  m e ta p o e tic  p assages ou ts id e  o f  ep ic  is to  describe th e  p o e t as a  part o f  

th e  p o em  and  m a n ip u la tin g  its  action , c la im in g  to  do  th a t w hich  is described: 

S ta tiu s  says th a t  he h im se lf w ill ‘bring o u t ’ A ch illes and ‘lead  h im  th ro u g h ’ 

T roy {p ro ferre , deducere, 6 f) . C om pare P ro p er tiu s’ recu sa tio  (2 .1 .1 7 - ig ) :  quod  

m ih i s i ta n tu m , M aecen as, fa ta  ded issen t, /  u t p o sse m  heroas ducere in  a rm a  

m an u s  . . . ;  an d  J u v e n a l’s d en u n cia tion  o f th e  k ind o f  m yth o log ica l p o etry  th a t  

S ta tiu s  is w riting: secu ru s lice t A en ean  R u tu lu m qu e ferocem  j  c o m m itta s , nu lli 

grau is e s t p ercu ssu s A ch ille s  ( i . i 6 3 f ) .  S ta tiu s  in  th e  S ilvae  u ses th e  trope in  a 

m ore com p lim en tary  vein  w ith  reference to  th e  exem p lary  ach ievem en ts o f  V ergil 

and  H o m e r .43  T h e  a ttr ib u tio n  to  th e  ep ic  p o e t  o f  an active  part in h is creation  

can  b e a gen u in e ly  in ten d ed  h ero ization  o f  th e  artist, as in  th e  S ilvae, or it  can  

b e tu rn ed  on  it  h ead  to  s t ig m a tize  th e  b om b ast o f th e  genre, as for Ju venal 

an d , in  a m ore su b tle  way, for P rop ertius. E ith er  way, it belon gs, like S ta t iu s ’ 

co lloq u ia l b an terin g  w ith  h is M use, to  a  se t o f d iscourses th a t respond  to  ep ic  

m od els, b u t n orm ally  b elon g  firm ly ou ts id e  th e  genre. W e shall see th a t th is  co 

o p tin g  o f  u n -ep ic  tra d itio n s is one o f th e  stra teg ies  S ta tiu s em p loys th rou gh ou t  

th e  A ch ille s-p o em  th a t he w rites  in th e  m argins o f  H om er’s.

T h e  p roem  o f th e  A ch ille id  d isp lays severa l o th er  prom inent ‘A lex a n d ria n ’ 

a t t r i b u t e s . 44 F ir st o f  a ll, th e  effort to  d istin g u ish  b etw een  H om eric and extra-

4^ A r ico  (1 9 8 6 , a n d  s ee  th e  m ore  n u a n ced  r e s ta te m e n t  o f  h is  a rg u m e n t in  1 996) d isa g rees , 
c la im in g  th a t  th e  e le g ia c  a n d  H e lle n is t ic  s id e  o f  th e  A c h i l l e id  h as  b een  o v e re m p h a sized  by  
sch o la rs  su c h  as T a n d o i {1 9 8 5 ) a n d  R o sa t i (1 9 9 4 ) . T h e  p ro b lem  is th a t  th is  th e s is  req u ires  
tr iv ia liz in g  th e  p a r t o f  th e  ep ic  th a t  w e have  a s  ‘u n a  p a ren te s i d a  d im en tic a r e ’ (1996: 1 9 8 ), in  
favor  o f  th e  u n a ch iev ed  T ro ja n  rem a in d er  o f  th e  w ork , w h ich  A r ico  is co n fid en t w o u ld  req u ire  
a  drcistic  c h a n g e  in  to n e . T h e  e x a m p le  o f  O v id ’s M e t a m o r p h o s e s  sh o u ld  b e  e n o u g h , h ow ever, 
to  w a rn  a g a in s t  th e  a s su m p tio n  th a t  a n y  ep ic  tr e a tm e n t  o f  th e  T ro ja n  W ar m u st b e  n e c essa r ily  
b o u n d  to  a  s im p le  a n d  p r e d ic ta b le  ‘h e r o ic ’ e th o s .

4 3  Sitv.  4 .2 .1 - 4 .  C o le m a n  (1988: ad  v  2 ) s u g g e s ts ,  s in c e  th e  p h ra s in g  th ere  ta k es  th e  p e 
r ip h r a s tic  form  o f  [is] qui  p lu s  verb , th a t  its  o r ig in  d er iv es  in  p art by  tra n sfe ren ce  from  s im ila r  
r e la tiv e  c la u s e s  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  e p ic s , su ch  as "AvSpa . . .  oq ( O d .  1 .1 ), (pcoxoiv . . .  01 ( A r 
gon .  i . i f ) ,  v i r u m  . . . qu i  (A e n .  1 .1 ) , e tc . I f  th is  is so , th en  S ta t iu s  is r etu r n in g  th e  tr o p e  to  
it s  n a t iv e  h om e: th e  ep ic  p reface. T h e  d ifferen ce  in  th e  A c h i l l e id  is th a t  S ta t iu s  is  referr in g  to  
h im se lf , a n d  d o in g  so  w ith in  a n  ep ic .

4 4  T h is  is n o t to  sa y  th a t  w h a t R o m a n s  c a m e  to  c o n s tr u e  a s ‘A le x a n d r ia n ’ or ‘C a llim a c h e a n ’ 
m u st h a v e  b e en  e n tir e ly  a c cu ra te . T h e se  term s to o k  o n  a  life  o f  th e ir  ow n  in R o m a n  p o lem ic;  
cf. C a m er o n  (1 9 9 5 : 4 5 4 f)-
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Homeric variants implied by the words plura vacant was a fundamental initiative 
in the scholarship of Hellenistic Alexandria. This was pointed out by Tandoi 
(1985; 167), who also noted th a t the metrical form of the first line has an ap
propriately Alexandrian flavor. It is a four-word hexameter, which is a relatively 
rare p h e n o m e n o n ; 4 5  this is the unique example in the Achilleid. Such lines are a 
natural and intrinsic feature of hexameter poetry, but placed in such a prominent 
position as this they seem a display of virtuosity and take on a programmatic 
character.'*® The first hymn of Callimachus and the first book of Apollonius’ 
Argonautica both have hexameters tha t consist of only four words as their third 
line, and perhaps we should also count the four-word line 15 of Catullus 64 as 
sufficiently close to its beginning to qualify as proemial.

Another major banner of ‘Callimachean’ aesthetics flown by this poem was 
noted first by Koster, and by others thereafter; this is the use of the program
matic word deducere^’’ The phrase iuvenem deducere (7) is the vox propria for 
what a paedagogus does for his ward; Statius thus puts himself qua poet in a po
sition akin to one of the surrogate fathers, like Chiron and Lycomedes, that the 
Achilleid supplies for the hero in place of Peleus. It is a novel twist on the use of 
the word deducere in metapoetic contexts, replacing the spinning metaphor from 
Vergil’s translation of Callimachus {Eel. 6.3-5). Barchiesi notes (1996: 58f), 
the tension implicit in Ovid’s proem—that the Metamorphoses will be simulta
neously an epic of grand scale and refined execution, a carmen perpetuum  and 
deductum—is equally present in the Achilleid. The reference to Ovid’s successful 
management of the collision between Homeric and Hellenistic epic paradigms is 
appropriate for the course Statius is steering here, all the more so given tha t the 
extant part of the Achilleid is a metamorphic tale of Achilles’ transformation 
from wild boy to girl to young warrior.'*®

45 For e x te n s iv e  s ta t is t ic s  o n  th e  G reek  h e x a m e te r , see  B a s s e t t  ( i g i g ) .
4 ® S ee  B a rch ies i ( i g g 6 : 5 o f) ;  he  ra d ica lly  u n d e rs ta te s  th e  freq u en cy  o f  su c h  lin es , h ow ever, 

u n less  I h a v e  m is u n d e rs to o d  h is  a s ser tio n  th a t  th ere  o n ly  see m  to  b e  fou r p a r a lle ls  in  V erg il. In 
fa c t th ere  are 25  in  th e  A e n e id  a lo n e , an d  33  in  to ta l:  E el. 5 .7 3 , 8 .34; G eorg . 1 .27 , 1 .4 7 0 , 1 .502 , 
3 .5 5 0 , 4 . I l l ,  4 .3 3 6 ; A en . 1 .5 3 , 1 .80 , 2 .2 6 3 , 2 .5 4 9 , 3 -2 4 8 , 3 -3 2 8 , 3 .4 6 6 , 3 .5 1 7 , 3 -5 4 g , 4 .5 4 2 , 5 .8 2 6 , 
6 .4 8 3 , 6 .6 3 g , 7 .5 7 6 , 8 .1 0 3 , 8 .1 5 8 , 8 .2 1 4 , 8 .2 6 3 , 8 -4 g o , g .7 6 7 , 1 0 .1 2 3 , io .7 4 g ,  1 1 .7 0 0 , 1 1 .870 , 
1 2 .363 . T h e re  are 35  in s ta n c e s  in  th e  T h eb a id . N e v e r th e le s s , it  is  r igh t to  sa y  th a t  su ch  h ex 
a m ete r s  are r e la tiv e ly  rare in  a b so lu te  te rm s, a n d  th e  a p p ea r a n c e  o f  o n e  in  th e  first lin e  o f  th e  
p o e m  m u st b e  ta k en  as s ig n if ic a n t. In L a tin  verse , su ch  h e x a m e te r s  c o m m o n ly  in c lu d e  lo n g  
G reek  p rop er  n a m es , p a r tic u la r ly  p a tro n y m ic s  (su c h  as A e a e id e s  h ere) , a n d  th e y  o fte n  h ave  a  
d is t in c t iv e ly  G reek  character: T hom a.s ad  G eorg . 1 .470 .

47  K o ster  (1979: 1 9 1 -6 );  s e e  a lso  H ard ie  ( ig g 3 :  6 3 , n  8 ) ,  B a rch ies i ( ig g 6 :  5 8 f) an d  H in d s  
( ig g 8 :  142 , n  2 6 ).

4 * T h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  M e ta m o r p h o s e s  a s  a  g lo b a l m o d e l for th e  A c h il le id  in d e lib er a te  
d is t in c t io n  from  th e  m ore  V erg ilia n  T h eb a id  w a s  p o in te d  o u t  by  F a n th a m  ( ig 7 g :  4 5 7 ).
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The O vidian epic model is im plicit even in the  first line of th e  Achilleid: it 

begins w ith a  patronym ic designation of the  hero th a t sounds grandiloquently  
Homeric {m agnanim um  Aeaciden); b u t the source of the  precise ep ithe t mag- 
nanum us  tu rns ou t to  be not so much Homer, b u t Ovid.^s In the judgm ent 
of Achilles’ arm s, Ulysses defends his delay in coming to  Troy by im plicating 
Achilles’ ta rry ing  a t Scyros as a sim ilar crimen:

Quid, quod me duri fugientem m unera belli 
argu it incepto serum  accessisse labori 
nec se m agnanim o m aladicere sen tit Achilli?
si simulasse vocas crimen, simulavimus am bo . . .  {Met. 13.296-9)

O vid’s Ulysses m anipulates com peting m ythic trad itions to  construct a rhe to ri
cally useful paradox: the  Homeric Achilles, m agnanim us  though he incontestably 
was, was also th e  subject of another m yth, unknown in Homer, according to  
which the ‘great-souled’ hero hid from the war dressed as a girl.5° The Achilleid  
thus invokes the greatness of Achilles in term s th a t  have a Homeric flavor, bu t 
which have already been rhetoricized ironically by Ovid; this poem  will be no 
naive a ttem p t by S ta tius to  replicate Homeric epos. The com positional stra tegy  
implied by the phrase sed plura vacant m ight also be considered in the  light of the 
M etamorphoses. S ta tiu s professes his plans to  cover some of the sam e m ateria l as 
the  Cypria and Aethiopis, before and after the  Iliad, so a cyclic stra tegy  m ight be 
a real possibility here; bu t S tatius proposes a different model, which envisions 
a more d irect encounter w ith the gaps in the  Homeric tex t. T he poet asserts 
th a t he intends no t to  stay  a t the  chronological m argins of Achilles’ life, as the 
cyclic poem s did, bu t to  run  through its whole course [ire per om nem  . . .  heroa, 
4f) including  the  T rojan W ar and the  events of the  Iliad itself {Hectare tracto, 
7). This way of approaching a canonical epic is not cyclic, bu t O vidian. The 
M etamorphoses subsum ed the events of the Iliad  and of the Aeneid  into a  larger 
design, such as in the so-called ‘little  Aeneid ', describing events of the  T rojan 
war and of A eneas’ biography th a t had not been told by Homer or Vergil.

S ta tiu s’ proem  therefore opens up the possibility th a t the Achilleid  will re
vise our p ic ture  of the  Homeric Achilles, as Ovid did for the Vergilian Aeneas, 
by exploiting the  tension between the  canonical epic narrative and  com peting

49 T h e  com bination  of patronym ic and ep ith e t A iax t5r)q [^EYaSunoi; is no t found in Hom er, bu t 
th a t  ep ith e t and sim ilar o thers are applied to  Achilles, as in ^iSYaSutioi; Axi-XXsuq (//. 23.168) 
and nrjXetST) laeydSuiie {II. 21.153). Perhaps th e  closest Hom er comes is the  three-w ord phrase 
[leyaXac; 9p^va<; A taxtSao {II. 9.184) noted  by B archiesi (1996: 49).

T hus Barchiesi (1996: 59).
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tr a d i t io n s  a b o u t th e  life of th e  hero. O nce aga in , th e  first line of th e  p o em  is in 

s tru c tiv e . In  it  S ta tiu s  ju x ta p o se s  th e  quasi-H om eric p a tro n y m ic  w ith  th e  sto ry  

th a t  J u p i te r  h ad  p u rsu ed  T h e tis  un til he w as w arned  th a t  she w as d es tin e d  to  

b e a r  a  son g re a te r  th a n  his fa th e r. T h is  la t te r  s to ry  lu rks in  th e  background  

of th e  H om eric poem s, b u t is never exp lic itly  m en tioned  t h e r e . T h e  H om eric 

m odel is tran sfo rm ed  in  an o th e r  way too . T h e  d irec t o b je c t of oteiSe 6 sd  in  H om er 

is q u ite  specific: th e  of A chilles, w hereas th e  o b je c t of S ta tiu s ’ diva, refer  

is A chilles him self, in  accordance w ith  th e  p o e t ’s s ta te d  in te n tio n  to  cover his 

en tire  b iography . T h e  hero  is nam ed  by reference to  h is g ran d fa th e r, A eacus, 

an d  is also d es ig n a ted  in  a  h y p o th e tic a l way as th e  p o te n tia l son of Ju p ite r .  T he 

id en tif ica tio n  of A chilles by m eans of his g ra n d fa th e r  an d  p o te n tia l fa th e r  in th e  

first line of th e  A ch ille id  h igh ligh ts th e  absence of A chilles’ real fa th e r  Peleus, 

an d  of th e  p a tro n y m ic  th a t  identifies h im  in H om er’s first line, nr)XT)Ld8ea>.®  ̂ We 

sha ll see th a t  P e le u s’ absence is an  ex trem ely  im p o rta n t a n d  consp icuous fea tu re  

of th e  p lo t; th is  is one of th e  m ost im p o r ta n t signals th e  p roem  gives us a b o u t 

th e  specific changes to  th e  H om eric ta le  th a t  th e  A chille id  has in  sto re .

A fte r th e  first seven lines add ressed  to  th e  M use, th e  p o e t tu rn s  to  A pollo, 

cisking th e  god  to  g ra n t new  w ell-springs of in sp ira tio n  an d  a  new  g a rla n d  for 

his head :

tu  m odo, si v e terem  d igno deplev im us h au s tu ,

d a  fon tes m ihi, P h o eb e , novos ac fronde secunda

n ec te  com as: neque enim  A onium  nem us advena  pulso

nec m ea  n unc  p rim is augescun t te m p o ra  v ittis . (1 .8 -11)

H inds (1998: 96f) has p o in ted  o u t th a t  fro n d e  secunda  refers n o t on ly  to  the  

p o sitio n  of th e  A ch ille id  as a  second w ork w ith in  S ta tiu s ’ oeuvre, b u t also as a  

seco n d ary  tre a tm e n t o f th e  A chilles them e, following b eh in d  H om er’s. Secunda  

cou ld  also  be ta k e n  in th e  sense of ‘p ro p itio u s’ (Dilke ad  loc), an d  we will see th is 

w ord re tu rn  w ith  th e  sam e range  of p o te n tia l m eanings w hen  used subsequen tly  

by T h e tis  (below , p  154). T h e  p o e t takes th e  sam e confident to n e  w ith  A pollo 

th a t  he used w ith  th e  M use, c itin g  his p a s t success as p ro o f o f his rig h ts  to  

th e  sources of ep ic in sp ira tion . He p lays on th e  tw o possib le ways we m igh t 

u n d e rs ta n d  th e  reference to  B oeotia {A on ium , 1 0 ) .^3 T h e  obvious d en o ta tio n

5* See S la tk in  (1991).
5^ See below , p  291. B arch iesi (1996: 48f) c la im s th a t  P elid es  w ould  n o t so u n d  r ig h t 

{s to n e reb b e ), g iven  th a t  th e re  is an  im p lic it p a ra lle l b e tw een  A eacus a s  a  son  o f  J u p i te r  an d  
A chilles a s  n e a r ly  a  so n  o f  J u p ite r .  I t  seem s to  m e, how ever, t h a t  th e  ab sen ce  o f P e leu s is n o t 
a n  a c c id e n ta l b y -p ro d u c t, b u t  r a th e r  a  c e n tra l a sp e c t o f  th e  com plex  w ay A ch illes’ p a tr im o n y  
is d e s ig n a te d  in th e  firs t line o f th e  p oem .

53 See D ew ar (1991) a d  Theb. 9.1.
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of A onium  nem us  is the  home of the Muses on M ount Helicon; bu t S tatius 
im m ediately goes on to  speak of his presence in the region around Thebes in the 
sense of having com posed the Thebaid {scit Dircaeus ager, 12). So S ta tius is an 
old hab itue of Boeotia in two senses; he knows bo th  M ount Helicon and Thebes.

Barchiesi po in ts ou t an intriguing possibility for the source of the  connection 

betw een Apollo and the  phrase A onium  nemus.^'^ In his th ird  book, P ropertius 
(3.3) revisits the  scene of E nnius’ dream  on Helicon and is about to  drink  from 
the fount of th e  H ippocrene, when Apollo accosts him w ith a warning not to  drink 
the w aters of epic, to  stay  away from m artia l them es [carminis heroi . . .  opus, 
16), and  to  stick w ith lesser genres. He leads the  poet to  the cave of the  Muses, 
where Calliope repeats the  warning:

nil tib i s it rauco praeconia classica cornu
flare nec Aonium  tinguere M arte nemus. (Prop. 3 .3-4if)

The notion of bloodying M ount Helicon w ith the gore of epic is not far removed 
from S ta tiu s ’ conflation in the Achilleid  of his two approaches to the  area: as an 
epic poet, and  as the poet of a Thebaid. The nearness of the home of the  Muses 
to  the  action of the  Thebaid is som ething th a t S tatius notes on several occasions 
in th a t  poem .55 So once again the project of epic is described in term s th a t  are 
borrowed from  a recusatio, i.e. from a  trad ition  hostile to  m artial epic, including 
his own previous work. S tatius thereby im plicitly associates his own Thebaid 
w ith  the  bom bastic, reges et proelia, kind of epic th a t P ropertius and Rom an 
‘C allim acheanism ’ aff'ected to  disdain. This should bring home the  rhetorical 
quality  of such judgm ents; if Vergil could go from quoting Callimachus to  w riting 
the Aeneid, th en  why should S ta tius not be free to  go in the o ther direction?

S ta tiu s’ previous drink from the  fount of poetic inspiration, digno . . .  haustu, 
calls to  m ind such expressions as Horace’s description of the T heban  poet P in 
d a r’s elevated and inim itable style: Pindarici fon tis qui non expalluit h a u s tu s ... ? 
{Ep. 1.3.10).5® Yet the verb S tatius uses is nothing short of bizarre. Depleo, which 
m eans ‘to  pour off excess liquid’, is u tte rly  foreign to  L atin  verse, and indeed 
to  literary  p r o s e .57 I t is used by C ato  and Columella in agricultural contexts, of 
olive oil production  and  phlebotom izing livestock; the term  reeks of the  barn
yard. S ta tius deflates his own pretensions to  epic fame by ironizing the  appara tus

54 B a rc h ie s i (1 9 9 6 : 5 4 ) ,  fo llo w in g  up D ilk e ’s  referen ce  (a d  g f) ,
55 T h e b . 7 .2 8 2 - 9  a n d  6 2 8 -3 1 :  o n  w h ic h  s e e  B a rch ies i (1996: 5 2 f) .
5® C f. B a rc h ie s i (1996: 5 3 f) .
57  S ca lig e r  c o n je c tu r e d  d e p l e t e  for de f l e t e  a t M a n il. 4 .1 3 , a n d  th is  h as  b ee n  a c c e p te d  by  e d i

to r s , in c lu d in g  H o u sm a n . D o u b t  sh o u ld  rem a in , how ever; q u ite  a p a r t from  its  a g r ic u ltu r a l c o n 
n o ta t io n s , th is  w o u ld  b e  th e  e a r lie s t r eco rd ed  m eta p h o r ica l u se  o f  th e  w ord , th e  n e x t  e x a m p le  
b e in g  a  v erse  in s c r ip tio n  from  th e  e n d  o f  th e  sec o n d  cen tu ry  ( T L L  5 .3 -5 7 4 .2 4 f =  C I L  1 2 ,5 3 3 ).
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of poetic inspiration: the Pierian spring, the crown and the vittae of the mantic 
vates. An im portant effect is to distance the Achilleid still further from the The- 
baid, whose author played the vatic role of the mad poet in e a r n e s t . J u s t  such 
a figure is represented within the Achilleid by Calchas, who is the quintessen
tial prophet of Apollo, raving, vitta--wea.nng, and possessed (i-5i4-37)- It is no 
coincidence that Calchas belongs to the military-epic world tha t Achilles is set 
to enter when the poem ends. Once again the question arises of how the poet 
will reconcile the divergent poetic traditions when Achilles gets to Troy, and it is 
left unanswered. One could extend the question even to the role of the narrator: 
will the ironic, urbane voice of the proem remain, bantering with Apollo and 
his Muse as old and familiar colleagues; or will the potentially darker subject 
necessitate a change back to the fury and divine possession tha t characterizes 
the poetics of the Thehaidl

The apostrophe to Phoebus is in itself a reminder of the darker potential in 
the m aterial of the epic; namely, tha t tota . . .  Troia ends with Achilles’ death 
at the instigation of Apollo. Apollonius began his epic appropriately enough 
with an invocation of Phoebus, since that god was the special protector of the 
Argonauts; but the Homeric Apollo was the inveterate enemy of the Greeks at 
Troy, and was directly responsible, together with Paris, for killing Achilles. 
The hero’s m ortality is also implicit in the first line of the poem: Jup iter’s fear 
of marriage to Thetis led directly to Achilles’ birth as a mortal. The presence 
of such themes in the preface excludes, I think, the possibility of declaring with 
confidence th a t a complete Achilleid would have eschewed serious m atters, pre
senting only romantic situations and embarrassments of the kind we find on 
Scyros. Even after hearing the proem and the projected contents of the epic, we 
really do not know how Statius will handle the tragic events of Achilles’ short 
life.

Before the narrative proper begins, there are a few lines tha t ask Dom itian’s 
indulgence for the current work. The brevity and restraint of this address to 
Domitian in comparison with the beginning of the Thebaid has been analyzed as 
a significant indicator of S tatius’ relationship with the emperor. It is unnecessary 
to attribu te the change to biographical hypotheses, however; the Achilleid is such 
a stylistic departure from the Thebaid tha t there is no reason to expect tha t it 
would address the emperor in the same way. If, as we have argued, the Achilleid 
is strongly distinguished from the previous epic by its playful and ironic tone, 
then the mode of address employed in the Thebaid would be heavy-handed and

5® C f. H ersh k o w itz  (1995 : 6 2 -4 ) .
59  S ee A p o llo d . E pi t .  5. 4 , w ith  F razer (1 9 2 1 ) ad loc.
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very much out of place. As it happens, we find an entirely different and more 
subtle com plim ent paid to  D om itian. S ta tius says:

At tu , quem  longe prim um  stu p e t Ita la  v irtus 

G raiaque, cui geminae florent vatum que ducum que 
certa tim  laurus—olim dolet a lte ra  vinci— , 
da veniam  ac trep idum  patere  hoc sudare parum per 
pulvere: te  longo necdum  fidente p ara tu
molim ur m agnusque tib i p raeludit Achilles. (1.14-20)

Suetonius tells us th a t D om itian had been a literary  youth, bu t th a t he had 
firmly p u t such occupations aside when he becam e emperor; presum ably he did 
not wish to  invite  comparisons w ith Nero.®° S tatius makes reference to  Domi- 
t ia n ’s poetic activity, bu t he carefully relegates it to  the  past: the  laurel of the 
poet has been conquered long since {olim . . .  vinci, 16) by the success of the 
w arrior. Nevertheless, the  invocation of the  em peror as a quondam  poet gives 
an indication of w hat kind of ideal reader the Achilleid  pro jects for itself. Be
cause of his form er in terest in poetry, D om itian will be sophisticated enough to 
appreciate the  kind of densely in tertex tual and ironic poem  th a t S tatius is now 
writing.

It is quite a com plim ent to  D om itian to  say th a t an  epic about Achilles is 
nothing bu t a w arm -up for the  em peror, and th a t, although S tatius does not 
yet have enough confidence to  w rite an epic th a t would adequately celebrate 
D om itian’s exploits, in the  m eantim e he will w rite a little  poem  about Achilles 
th a t does nothing more am bitious th an  to  challenge H om er’s Iliadl In the prose 
prefaces to  the  Silvae, S ta tius used sim ilar m etaphors from ath letic  train ing and 

even the  word praeludo to  justify  his publication of those occasional p o e m s . S o  
S ta tiu s’ epics stand  in the  same relation of inferiority to  the great hypothetical 
epic abou t D om itian as his Silvae do to  his epics. The description of the  Achilleid  
as a praelusio in these lines is therefore heavily rhetorical and perhaps not to  

be taken  literally.®^ Yet is it a coincidence th a t the  Achilleid  is described here 
as a prelude, which is, in its incom plete sta te , all we have? It is possible, bu t 

unprovable, th a t the Achilleid, which was a t the very least going to  be recited in

simulavit et ipse mire modestiam in primisque poeticae studium, tam insuetum  antea sibi 
quam postea spretum et abiectum, recitavitque etiam publice (Suet. Dom. 2.2). On Dom itian’s 
literary career, see Coleman (1986).

Compare praeludit (20) with stilo remissiore praeluserit {Sitv. 1, pref) and sudare . .. pul
vere (ly f) with exercere, sphaeromachia, and palaris lusio {Silv. 4, pref).

For an interpretation th a t completely discounts the element of lusus in praeludit, cf. Arico 
(1996: 187, 206).
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incomplete form, was fitted with a specially-written ‘tem porary’ preface for the 
sake of such preliminary exposure. We simply do not know enough about the 
process of composition and revision of ancient poetry to say whether it would 
be possible, or even normal, to revise the preface extensively in the light of the 
ultim ate shape of the work.

This proem certainly gives away remarkably little of the plot beyond what 
we have. Statius says tha t he will go through the entire life of the hero, bring 
him out from hiding on Scyros with the help of Ulysses’ trum pet and tha t he 
will not stop at the dragging of Hector’s body, but will take the iuvenis through 
the whole of Troy. Of these four points only one is specifically informative; the 
unveiling at Scyros. The other three merely restate the claim that Statius will 
treat the entire life of Achilles, without specifying what episodes exactly he will 
include. Even the dragging of Hector, the climax of the Iliad, is mentioned not 
as a potential incident in Statius’ poem, but to  say th a t he will not stop there 
(as Homer did, more or less); indeed it would be strange if Statius were to 
attem pt an extended description of that surpassingly famous scene after saying 
plura vacant. Compare the table of contents, so to speak, a t the beginning of 
the Thebaid: in addition to a general statem ent about the limes of the work and 
the house of Oedipus (1.15-6, 34), allusion is made to the alternating kingship, 
the double flame on the brothers’ pyre, the refusal of burial to the Argives, the 
rivers running red, the anger of Tydeus, the catabasis of Amphiaraus, the battle 
of Hippomedon with Isrnenus, and the deaths of Parthenopaeus and Capaneus 

( 1 -34 - 4 5 )-

Little can be gleaned from the rest of S tatius’ corpus th a t might hint at 
the future direction of the epic. When Statius uses Achilles as a mythological 
exemplum in the Silvae, it is striking how often he refers to Achilles with respect 
to his relationships with parental figures; Peleus, Thetis, Chiron and P h o e n i x .  

Even granted that this was the sort of detail th a t was useful in the context of 
many of the Silvae, we see that the material of Achilles’ childhood and family life 
was on the poet’s mind to a large degree. If, as argued in the previous chapter, 
the Achilleid was circulated as a prospectus designed to generate interest in the 
project, then it is perfectly understandable th a t its preface should tantalize its 
audience more than it satisfies us. To give away the details of the forthcoming 
solution to the paradoxes of genre outlined in the proem was not in the poet’s 
interest. There is one thing here th a t might unwittingly betray the provisional 
character of the proem, and that is the word parumper. It is certainly true that

Silv. 2 . 1 . 8 8 - 9 1 ,  2 . 6 .3 o f ,  2 . 7 .9 6 ,  3 . 2 . 9 6 - 8 ,  5 . 2 . i 5 o f  a n d  5 . 3 . 1 9 1 - 4 .
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Statius’ account of the Achilleid to Domitian is designed to minimize its scale, 
difficulty and importance in comparison to the task of eulogizing the e m p e r o r .

It is nevertheless strange tha t the poet describes his current employment as being 
brief. Even in comparison to a Domitianic epic, would the time required to write, 
or even to hear, any epic, no m atter how trivial, invite the term parumperl The 
exaggeration is possible, but extreme; if, on the other hand, this preface were 
written to stand in front of a work-in-progress, then parumper makes perfect 
sense.

The proem of the Achilleid introduces a poem tha t professes to withstand 
comparison to the Iliad, and yet it talks about epic in a way tha t is quite un-epic, 
and indeed a number of elements in the proem seem to be derived from the anti
epic discourse of the recusatio. Barchiesi (1996: 60-2) conveniently enumerates 
some of the ways one might account for the paradoxes of the proem, including 
the possibilities of accidental inconsistency, deliberate parody, and sheer poetic 
incompetence. He rightly opts instead for the view that the im portation of erotic 
and elegiac elements into epic amount to a revitalization of the genre. It certainly 
seems true tha t the strategy of confronting Homer embodied by the words plura 
vacant refers not only to specific incidents in Achilles’ biography, but also to 
a different potential emphasis and s ty le .B a rc h ie s i concludes by offering very 
tentatively the suggestion that the epic has as its theme the very impossibility 
of executing the plan of the poem, of following in Homer’s footsteps. This may 
not be entirely far-fetched, if we consider it in the light of S tatius’ need for 
patronage, rather than as a symptom of aporia. The poem and its preface seem 
to have been designed to leave its audience wondering at how a poem, begun 
in such a non-Iliadic manner, would continue after Achilles got to Troy. The 
combination of m artial epic and other genres in the poem seems designed to 
make us acutely aware of the contradictions inherent in Statius’ project; this may 
serve the very practical purpose of making us wonder at the end of the Achilleid, 
as Achilles arrives at Aulis, ‘what next?’ The Achilleid engages us actively in an 
Ergdnzungspiel whose nature is reflected in the blatantly contradictory signals 
given by the proem.

The paradoxical nature of the proem is well illustrated by the way it professes 
to flout some orthodoxies of ancient literary criticism. First of all, Statius insists 
tha t the story of the Achilleid will be determined by the hero’s entire life, and 
th a t he will follow it from beginning to end {ire per omnem . . .  heroa, 4f). 
This goes quite against Aristotle’s observation in the Poetics tha t Homer rightly

T hus Arico (1986: 2931).
T hus R osati (1994: 7), and contra, Arico (1996: 204)

58



limited the scope of his plots to a manageable extent, unlike the cyclic poems, 
which bristle with unrelated incident;

ol 8’ otXXoL Ttepl Sva tioioOoi xal Ttspl Sva /povov xal ^lav Tipa îv koX- 
u^epf], olov 6 xa Ku7i;pt,a 7i;oi)]aac; xal tiqv [iLXpav ’IXidSa. {Poet. 1459a)

Statius insists that he is going to do just what Aristotle condemns the cyclic 
epics for doing: he means to write a poem tha t will be a simple biography of one 
man, and tha t will take its unity from th a t fact. A little earlier, Aristotle had 
given a more specific warning against precisely this sort of project:

. . .  ofjTwc; 8e xai npd^eic; noXXai etaiv, (bv [iia o08e|i[a 
Ttpâ ic;. 816 TidvTEi; ioixaoLM 6t[iaptdveiv daoi xuv Tioirjxwv 'HpaxXTjiSa 
0T)oT)18a xal xa toiaOta Koii^jaata KEKOLT̂ xaaiv: olovxaL ydp, ^rtel eI?

6 'HpaxXfjc;, gva xal tov (iOOov elvai 7:pooT]X£iv. {Poet. 1451a)

In defiance of these strictures, Statius writes an Achilleid and states bluntly that 
it will cover the whole of its hero’s life {ire per omnem, 4). Dilke claims that 
‘Statius was not alone among Roman poets in rejecting Aristotle’s advice’.®® 
The Odyssey and Aeneid by contrast make no claim to describe anything near 
the whole lives of their eponymous heroes. Moreover, the proem implies a more 
or less linear progression through Achilles’ biography, from Scyros to the death 
of Hector and all the way through Troy (5-7). This claim flies in the face of 
another literary judgment about the superiority of Homer:

. . .  nec gemino bellum Troianum orditur ab ovo: 
semper ad eventum festinat et in medias res
non secus ac notas auditorem rapit . . .  {Ars P. 147-9)

On the surface, Statius does not seem to heed this advice, as he ostensibly plans 
to tell the story of Achilles’ life simply from start to finish. The verb Statius uses 
to characterize his compositional activity is molimur (19), which might even 
correspond to Horace’s description of the scriptor cyclicus.. . ,  qui . . .  molitur 
inepte . . .  {Ars F. 136-40).®’̂ Aristotle and Horace attem pted to codify in their 
judgments the reasons why the cyclic epics were inferior to Homer. As Brink put 
it:

Dilke (1954: 8) lists Roman poets who are known to have composed epics on the life of a 
single hero.

When m olior  is used in the sense of literary composition, it does not always have a negative 
sense, but it does seem to connote a certain aspiration to grandness; cf. Calliope . . .  sublata 
m olire lyra: neque enim  altior ulli /  mens hausto de fonte ven it (Theb. 4 .35-8).
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cyclic p o e ts  p rom ise ( th e  w hole s to ry  of) a  m em orab le  h ap p e n in g  -  

fo r tu n a m  P r ia m i . . .  e t nobile bellum  -  a fte r  w hich th e  (unselective) 

s to ry  will fall flat. In ab ility  to  select an d  dullness resu lting , th a t  was 

A ris to tle ’s in d ic tm e n t o f th e  cyclic ep ic___

T h is  so rt o f diffuse p lo t an d  in ab ility  to  select a  th e m e from  a  m ass of bio

g rap h ica l inc iden t is ju s t  w h a t th e  w ords to ta  . . .  Troia  (1.7) an d  ire p er  om - 

n em  . . .  heroa  ( i .4 f )  in  S ta tiu s ’ p roem  seem  to  th re a te n . I t  is as if th e  A chille id  

p rom ises to  em u la te  th e  m ost heavily  critic ized  asp ec ts  o f th e  beg inn ings of th e  

cyclic poem s. S ta tiu s  w ro te  an  epic th a t  to o k  as its  su b je c t-m a tte r  m a te r ia l from  

th e  C ypria  an d  A eth iop is, an d  th a t  confron ted  H om er u n d er a  b a n n e r  read in g  

‘plura v a c a n t’, an d  so as a  necessary  consequence he risked com parison  w ith  

th e  cyclic poem s; w h a t is s tr ik in g  is th a t  th e  p roem  seem s d e lib e ra te ly  to  have 

co u rte d  th is  stigm a.

S ta tiu s  does n o t le t us im agine for long th a t  th e  A chille id  will rea lly  ignore 

th e  lessons of anc ien t lite ra ry  critic ism . S ta tiu s  does n o t, as i t  h ap p e n s , ru n  

th ro u g h  th e  whole life o f th e  hero , even in th a t  p o rtio n  o f his b io g rap h y  covered 

by th e  e x ta n t poem . A chilles recoun ts  th e  d e ta ils  of his boyhood on P elion  in 

very  su m m ary  fashion, an d  he om its  w h a t he does no t rem em ber, leav ing  us to  

w onder, for exam ple, how  he cam e to  P elion  in th e  first place. W hen  th e  preface 

ends, we do n o t begin  a t  th e  beg inn ing  of th e  story, b u t ra th e r , we are  d ro p p ed  

in  m edias res in classic epic sty le , in to  c ircum stances s trong ly  rem in iscen t of 

th e  beg inn ing  of th e  A eneid . A goddess s ta re s  in anger a t  th e  fleet o f a  T ro jan  

prince; she resolves to  sink  it an d  goes to  v isit a  god in  o rder to  b rin g  a b o u t 

a  fa ta l s to rm . T h is  V ergilian open ing  also has an  H o ra tia n  elem ent to  it: th e  

N ereid  T h e tis  rep roduces th e  p osition  of N ereus in  th e  H o ra tia n  ode p a sto r  cum  

traheret (1 .15), in  w hich th e  old m an  rea c ts  to  P a r is ’ crossing by  foreseeing 

th e  w hole of th e  T ro jan  W ar. T h e t is ’ p rophecy  (1 .31-8) is a  re c a p itu la tio n  of 

th e  H o ra tia n  ode;®® th e  genre-crossing  from  epic to  lyric a t  th is  p o in t serves to  

connect S ta t iu s ’ ju m p  in  m edias res w ith  H orace an d  p e rh a p s  by ex ten sio n  w ith  

th e  s tr ic tu re s  of th e  A rs  Poetica. F ar from  being a  s tra ig h t-fo rw ard  n a r ra tiv e  of 

A chilles’ life, th e  sh ap e  of th e  A chille id  tu rn s  ou t to  be fairly  com plex. I t  begins 

on th e  eve of a  g rea t change in  th e  life o f th e  hero, th e  la s t day  of h is s ta y  w ith  

C hiron ; th e  boy goes to  Scyros, an d  a  ce r ta in  leng th  of tim e  passes as th e  scene 

sh ifts  in  th e  m ean tim e to  A ulis. W e re tu rn  to  Scyros for th e  unveiling  of th e  

hero , and , as he leaves th e  island , A chilles re la tes  in  re tro sp e c t th e  s to ry  of his

Brink (1970) ad Hor. A rs P. 136-9.
Thus Nisbet-Hubbard (1970: 189); see also Arico (1986: 2933, n 44).
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childhood with Chiron and all of the events of his life prior to the opening of the 
poem. One would not necessarily suspect from the preface that the poem would 
have such a non-linear course.

The claim th a t the Achilleid will be purely about Achilles is likewise unful
filled by the poem as we have it. The observation has been made tha t the poem 
could just as well be called a Thetideid as AchilleidJ° Thetis is the most active 
and fully described character in the poem; she is the actor about whose motiva
tions the audience is best informed. Compared to her, Achilles is a cipher; the 
action revolves around him, but only at two moments is he allowed to take the 
initiative: his rape of Deidamia and his seizing of the weapons. The completed 
portion of the Achilleid does tell part of the story of Achilles’ young life, but it 
is very far from being a versified biography. It is organized thematically around 
Thetis’ concern for her son’s m ortality and the dual springs of its plot are her 
attem pt to keep him away from the Trojan war and Ulysses’ competing efforts 
to find him. So Statius does follow Aristotle’s advice after all; he does not rely 
upon Achilles to provide him with a coherent theme, but imposes one upon the 
material. The combination in the proem of ‘cyclic’ elements and elements from 
traditions that ridiculed cyclic epic is one of its central paradoxes.

Given the simultaneous invocation of Homeric, cyclic, Hellenistic and Ovidian 
epic models in the proem of the Achilleid, and its incorporation of elements 
from the anti-epic recusatio, and given the poet’s easy banter with the Muse 
and Apollo, his assertiveness in stating his theme, and the confidence of his 
claims to poetic inspiration, we can surely say that the proem of the Achilleid 
distances itself forcefully from the Thebaid, and advertises something entirely 
new. It does not give the game away, however, and it is impossible to make 
sweeping deductions from it about the overall character of the projected epic. 
We cannot say tha t the eventual design of the poem would have been essentially 
serious, primarily erotic, consistently parodic, or what have you. In fact, the 
proem says remarkably little about the parts of the epic that were not yet written; 
and this fact—if it is admissible to postulate that the preface was subject to 
future revision—may not be coincidental, but designed to generate suspenseful 
interest in the project, or simply to leave the poet room to maneuver in case 
his own conception should change as the work evolved. It is likely tha t Statius 
performed the poem with the contradiction between the totalizing claims of 
the proem and the incompleteness of the work intact. Moreover, the proem 
seems deliberately to tease us with the prospect that the Achilleid will recklessly

K oster (1979: 199), and  contra, Arico (1986: 2960).
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ignore Aristotelian/Horatian norms of epic composition; the poem as we have it, 
however, does not do so. Given all this, it would be reckless to take the preface 
as a simple, unironic blueprint from which to extrapolate about the unwritten 
parts of the epic.

The perceived need to make a decisive judgment about the eventual course 
of the epic has often bedeviled Statian scholarship, but the evidence is simply 
insufficient to decide the question. At one extreme, there is Koster (1979), who 
envisioned a series of amorous encounters between Achilles and various women; 
a t the other extreme is Arico (1986 and 1996), who has insisted th a t the epic 
would eventually lead to the ‘esaltazione dell’eroe Achille’ (1996: 206). The prob
lem is illustrated by Arico, who, at the beginning of a recent article, says that 
the function of the proem in an unfinished poem like the Achilleid assumes 
‘particolare rilevanza, legittimando la presunzione di trarre da questa sezione 
dell’opera una qualche luce sulle intenzione del poeta relative all’intero progetto 
epico’. The first part of the statem ent is correct: in the case of an incomplete 
work, the proem takes on particular interest. The deduction, alas, does not nec
essarily follow tha t we are authorized to take it as a useful and reliable guide 
to the ultim ate shape of the finished work. Convenient though th a t would be, 
the divergence of scholarly opinion on this m atter shows the danger of such an 
inherently subjective procedure. Interpretations, therefore, th a t rely upon a set
tled and decided view regarding the unwritten part of the poem as if it were a 
knowable quantity are of doubtful value, since neither the proem nor extrapola
tion from the completed section offer grounds for certainty, or even to be sure 
th a t S tatius himself knew in advance what his course would be.

It is not likely that the maddening vagueness of the proem is the result 
of S tatius’ inability to draw a clear picture, for the prefatory m aterial of the 
Thebaid gives a much more satisfactory idea of the overall plot of tha t epic. If 
the A ch il le id -p T o em  raises more questions than it answers, it may be th a t the 
poet was content, at this stage, to leave us wondering about what will happen 
at Troy. This prospectus for a complete Achilleid, which is what we possess, 
constantly invites speculation, through its sheer contrast with the Iliad, as to its 
future trajectory, and the proem refuses to preempt such speculation with simple 
answers. The best one can say about the prefatory material is th a t it holds out 
the prospect of a poem tha t will be both cyclic and Callimachean, Homeric and 
Ovidian, not only military, but also erotic, and not strictly epic, but inclusive 
of other genres. The nearest parallel for such a catholic approach to epic is 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which the proem suggests strongly as a paradigm. If the

62



Thebaid was S ta tiu s’ Vergilian epic, the Achilleid  is his post-Vergilian project. 
To see how this kind of com position works in practice, we need to  read the poem  
in the Ught of its sources. The next section will do ju st th a t, exam ining several 
passages which are representative of the ways S tatius handles the  diverse poetic 
and m ythical trad itions th a t he includes in th is tantalizing foretaste of his m ost 
unusual epic project.

2 .2  S t a t iu s  a n d  h is  S o u r c e s

T h e  p l o t  of the Achilleid  comprises three principal mythological stories: Ach
illes’ childhood and education w ith Chiron on M ount Pelion, the first m ustering 
of the Greek fleet a t Aulis, and Achilles’ stay  on Scyros w ith the  daughters of 
Lycomedes. The question of w hat S ta tiu s’ sources were for these m ajor episodes 
can be more suitably dealt w ith in the  course of discussing in detail the  relevant 
passages of the poem; the sources for Achilles’ childhood on Pelion and his stay 
on Scyros will be trea ted  in Section 3.1 and 5.1 respectively, while the Aulis 
episode is only indirectly concerned w ith Achilles’ biography and so lies beyond 
the scope of this study. The present chapter does not concern the m ajor sources 
for the  plot of the  Achilleid-, ra ther it collects together a few small bu t revealing 
cases of S ta tian  in tertextuality . Most of these involve anomalies of chronology, 
geography or m eter th a t make the issues a t stake particularly  evident; we will 
look first a t a few program m atic allusions to  Vergil.

Among the various models of epic com position to  which the  proem  of the 
Achilleid  makes reference there is little  sign of Vergil, whose presence had loomed 
so large in the Thebaid. This is another indication of the novelty and the inde
pendence from S ta tiu s’ prior work th a t the  Achilleid  proclaim s for itself. The 
reading habits of a lifetime die hard , however, and it is unlikely th a t the poet 
could have purged the Aeneid  from his consciousness, even if he had wanted 
to. S ta tiu s’ rhetorical and program m atic invocation of Latin  exem plars such as 
Ovid and C atullus does not mean th a t he is genuinely obhged to  banish Vergil 
from his work; bu t it does suggest th a t here we m ight profitably examine the 
in tertex tual relationship between S tatius and Vergil in a way th a t  m ight be less 
dom inated by the famous anxiety S tatius is often held to  express a t the end of 

the Thebaidy^
There is a brief instance th a t is exemplary, because it concerns a very famous 

in tertex tual nexus. Aeneas a ttem p ts  to  explain his actions to  Dido when he m eets 
her in the underworld, saying:

On Statius’ ‘anxiety’ vis-a-vis Vergil, see W illiams (1986).

63



invitus, regina, tuo de litore cessi. {Aen. 6.460)

The well-known problem is th a t this is a quotation from Catullus’ translation 
of Callimachus’ Coma Berenices, where the appropriation has seemed to many 
readers to show a bizarre and inappropriate disregard for context. The lock of 
hair in Catullus’ poem says to Berenice:

Fortunately, it is not necessary for us to decide upon an explanation of the 
apparent disjunction between the frivolity of Catullus’ line and the seriousness 
of the circumstances between Dido and Aeneas; we are more concerned with 
how Statius reinterprets the line in the Achilleid. Achilles, having just raped 
Deidamia, explains to her why he yielded to his m other’s plan to dress him as a 
girl:

. . .  nec ego hos cultus aut foeda subissem
tegmina, ni primo te visa in litore: cessi
te propter . . .  {Ach. 1.652-4)

Statius’ allusion to the Vergilian line-ending litore cessi was pointed out by 
Barchiesi (1997: 212-7), his account goes a long way to explain its presence 
here. According to his theory, the ambiguous gender of the cross-dressed Achilles 
corresponds to the changing sex of the speaker throughout the permutations of 
these lines in various poets. The original line does not survive, but Callimachus’ 
lock is presumed to have been masculine (KXoxa|io<; or Poaxpu/oc;); Catullus 
makes the lock feminine (invita), and Vergil turns the adjective masculine in 
applying it to Aeneas {invitus). Barchiesi argues tha t Statius alludes not only to 
Vergil, but to the whole history of changing genders in the various manifestations 
of the line. On this argument, Statius reads Vergil as feminizing Aeneas via his 
identification with the lock much as Statius feminizes Achilles. This accounts for 
why Statius would have thought to imitate Vergil’s adaptation from Catullus in 
the context of Achilles’ ambiguous masculinity. My view differs only slightly, in 
regard to the way Statius implements the allusion. The S tatian line is entirely 
different in form from the Catullan and Vergilian lines, and of this Barchiesi 
(1997: 216) says, ‘Dopo Catullo e Virgilio, la riconoscibilita della clausola litore 
cessi e tanto nitida che Stazio si puo permettere di incuneare una forte pausa 
di senso fra le due parole’. In one sense this is right, in tha t the allusion is 
undeniable once someone has pointed it out, but in absolute terms there is no 
way th a t one can call S tatius’ allusion obvious. It is very well hidden, a t least

invita, o regina, tuo de vertice cessi. (Cat. 66.39)
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in  com parison  w ith  its  m odels: S ta tiu s ’ version  of th e  C a tu llan /V erg ilian  line 

d is tr ib u te s  a  sy n tac tica lly  sim ple h ex a m e te r  am ong  th re e  se p a ra te  cola. T h e  

en jam bed  first w ord com pletes th e  ph rase  o f th e  p rev ious line, an d  th e  la s t w ord 

of th e  line beg ins a  new  g ram m atica l u n it, w hile th e  cen tra l p a r t  o f th e  line is 

a  su b o rd in a te  clause. T h e  s tro n g  pause  betw een  th e  tw o w ords litore  an d  cessi 

also co n trib u te s  in  g rea t m easure  to  obscu ring  th e  orig ins of th e  ph rase . E ven  

th o u g h  th e  A chille id  has accum ula ted  a  n u m b er of com m en taries , an d  D ilke in 

p a r tic u la r  was an  assiduous co llector of p a ra lle l passages, B arch iesi is th e  first 

scholar to  have no ticed  th is  allusion, an d  so th e  em p irica l evidence also suggests 

th a t  i t  is n o t im m ed ia te ly  recognizable.

Surprisingly , one cruc ia l p a r t  of th e  o rig ina l te m p la te  ap p e a rs  a t  first to  be 

m issing in S ta tiu s ’ im ita tio n : th e  w ord in v itu s  {-a).  T h is  is an  odd  om ission, 

given th a t  th e  th ru s t  of A chilles’ speech is th a t  he p u t  on  th e  c lo th ing  of a  

g irl unwillingly. If  we app roach  S ta tiu s ’ line w ith  th e  assu m p tio n  th a t  it is a  

v irtu o so  tran sfo rm a tio n  of its  m odels, th e n  a n o th e r  possib le connection  ex ists. 

D ilke’s te x t, as p rin te d  above, is n o t o b je c tio n ab le  an d  a t te s te d  in th e  M SS, b u t 

let us consider th e  possib ility  of a  con jec tu re . G arro d  p rin te d  tu  visa  (6 5 3 ) in 

his O C T , on th e  a p p a ren tly  erroneous in fo rm atio n  th a t  it was th e  read ing  of th e  

E to n  M S.’̂  ̂ D ilke an d  m ost ed ito rs have p referred  te visa  (6 5 3 ); b u t because of 

th e  elision we can n o t know th e  q u a n tity  of th e  final sy llab le  of visa. As Dilke 

shows, th e re  is a  good p ara lle l for n is i  w ith  an  ab la tiv e  ab so lu te  in  th e  A chilleid  

(2 .i2 7 f) , an d  so one can n o t o b jec t to  th e  sy n ta x  of th e  te x t  he p rin ts , even if 

n is i  +  su b je c t an d  fin ite verb  w ould be th e  m ore com m on co n s tru c tio n . T h e  

E tonensis is rep o rted  now to  read  tu i visa, w hile th e  P u te a n e u s  has te vias; th e  

o th e rs  have te visa. J u s t  because G arro d  w as m is tak en  in read in g  tu  visa  in 

th e  E tonensis, th is  does n o t m ean  his te x t  was necessarily  w rong, b u t its  s ta tu s  

changes to  con jec tu re . If  we allow  th a t  i t  is possib le  th a t  tu  visa  was th e  orig inal 

read ing , th is  opens up  th e  possib ility  o f an o th e r  allusion  to  th e  V ergilian line:

tegm ina , ni p rim o tu  v isa in litore: cessi (653)

As p ronounced , th e  p h rase  tu  v i s ’ in  is a  sy llab ic rea rran g e m en t o f th e  o th e r

w ise m issing word: invitus. I t  m ay  also be m ore th a n  a  co incidence th a t  every 

le tte r  b u t th e  first of th e  V ergilian w ord regina  m ay b e  found in  p ro p er o rder 

in tegmina. S ta tiu s ’ line is in d eb ted  to  V ergil’s n o t in its  clausula  alone; i t  is a  

su b tle  tra n sfo rm a tio n  of th e  en tire  line. O nce aga in , th e  allusion  is n o t t r a n s 

p aren t; i t  is cunn ing ly  concealed. By d iv id ing  th e  w ords of th e  line am ong th ree

As po in ted  ou t in M araston i’s apparatus.
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cola and rearranging the syllables of a key word, Statius effectively obscured 
the origin of his line. The question becomes: what is the point of this elaborate 
transformation?

Statius’ display of intertextual virtuosity and wilful obscurity comes late 
to a tradition th a t is otherwise noteworthy for its transparency. Catullus’ line, 
being part of a translation, presumably corresponded to something quite close 
in C a llim ach u s.V erg il in turn  reproduces Catullus’ line almost verbatim. By 
contrast, S tatius’ intervention in that tradition is notably subtle and oblique. 
For example, despite the obvious differences in Achilles’ and Aeneas’ situations, 
there are yet some parallels between the embarrassments they face. Both are 
addressing women with whom they became romantically involved on a foreign 
shore, diverted temporarily from their heroic destinies; and both are offering 
excuses for their unheroic behavior. The difference is tha t Aeneas is explaining 
why he left, and Achilles why he stayed. One way to interpret Statius’ reference, 
therefore, is as a testam ent to the growing subtlety required of a poet who wished 
to participate in the same tradition as Catullus and Vergil. The irony is tha t 
it is the successors of Vergil at Rome, and not those earlier Romans, including 
Vergil, who had styled themselves after the Alexandrian poets, tha t were able 
to situate themselves in such a relationship to a canonical text as the Hellenistic 
poets had stood with respect to Homer. In the case discussed in the following 
section, S tatius’ Vergilian allusion is also very subtle, and the entire situation 
is far more complex, as it involves many passages simultaneously, and it is part 
of an intertextual tradition tha t encompasses Homer and Apollonius as well 
as Vergil and Statius. Fortunately, something of a guide to this tradition has 
been preserved independently of the allusions themselves in the form of an anti- 
Vergilian polemic; this will permit us to situate Statius’ relationship to Vergil in 
the context of the scholarship of his day. The result will allow us to see Statius 
as doing something more complex with Vergil than would be expected of an 
anxious epigone.

2 .2 .1  F o u r  S i m i l e s  a n d  a  D i f f e r e n c e

In a chapter called ‘Two Similes and a Wedding’, Clausen (1987: 15-25) demon
strates tha t the twin models for a pair of similes in the Aeneid  are to be found 
in Apollonius’ Argonautica. When Jason leaves his mother and sets out from 
home, he is compared to Apollo:

■^3 A cau tionary  note heis been sounded, however, by Bing (1997) regarding th e  presum ption  
th a t  C alullus 66 was always a  line-for-line tran s la tio n  of the  C om a Berenices.
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oloc; 8 ’ ix vTjOLO 9uco8eo<; eIolv ’AkoXXcov 

AfjXov dv’ )^Ya0^T)v KXdpov, f) oye ITuOw 

f] Auxtr)v eupEiav EdvGoto ^ofjai—

Toio? dvd 7cXt)6uv 8i]^ou xiev . . .  {Argon. 1.307-10)

Vergil im itated this passage in a simile that compares Aeneas to Apollo as he 
sets out hunting with Dido and the others:

qualis ubi hibernam Lyciam Xanthique fluenta 
deserit ac Delum maternam invisit Apollo 
instauratque choros . . .

. . .  tela sonant umeris . . .  (Aen. 4.143-5, 8)

Vergil’s simile gives more specific information about Apollo’s movements, but 
the repetition from Apollonius’ simile of Delos, Lycia and the Xanthus makes 
the borrowing clear. It was recognized in antiquity tha t this simile in Aeneid 4 
looks back also to an earlier simile in Aeneid 1 tha t compares Dido, whom we 
have just seen for the first time, to Diana:

qualis in Eurotae ripis aut per iuga Cynthi 
exercet Diana choros, quam mille secutae 
hinc atque hinc glomerantur Oreades; ilia pharetram  
fert umero gradiensque deas supereminet omnis 
(Latonae taciturn pertem ptant gaudia pectus), 
talis erat Dido, talem se laeta ferebat
per medios instans operi regnisque futuris. {Aen. 1.498-504)

Some of the similarities between Vergil’s two similes are the mention of Delos, 
the quiver, and the leading of dancers. Servius points out th a t the conjunction 
of these similes is prophetic of the ill-fated nature of the union between Aeneas 
and Dido, in tha t Apollo and Diana are brother and sister rather than lovers, 
and both deities are inhospitable to the institution of marriage.

Since antiquity it has been recognized that Vergil’s Diana-simile is a rework
ing of the simile in the Odyssey which introduces Nausicaa, but Clausen points 
out tha t this was not its only source. The connection between Vergil and Homer 
is mediated via Apollonius’ imitation of the Homeric passage. Medea, a young 
girl like Nausicaa wandering outside the confines of the city, is described in 
a simile {Argon. 3.876-86) tha t is obviously indebted to Homer’s description of

Servius ad Aen. 4.144.
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Nausicaa. Clausen (1987: 2of) demonstrates the points of contact between Vergil 
and Apollonius and makes it certain that Vergil was im itating both Apollonius 
and Homer. W hat is interesting for our purposes is the pairing of similes. The 
‘intricately related’ Aeneas-Apollo and Dido-Diana similes of Vergil are modeled 
on the Jason-Apollo and Medea-Artemis similes of Apollonius. As we shall see, 
this pattern  of paired similes influenced Statius in the Achilleid.

When Achilles finally makes his appearance in S tatius’ poem he too is com
pared to Apollo returning from Lycia, in a simile th a t alludes to Vergil:

. . .  qualis Lycia Venator Apollo 
cum redit et saevis perm utat plectra pharetris. {Ach. i.i65 f)

The young Achilles has just returned from hunting, and has come home to Chi
ron’s cave to get washed and have his dinner. After dinner, he will play the lyre 
for his mother; he embodies both aspects of the god mentioned in the simile: the 
hunter and the musician. Given the pair of balanced Apollo- and Diana-similes 
in the Argonautica and Aeneid tha t introduce the romantic leads, and given that 
Statius likewise introduces Achilles with an Apollo-simile, we might ask ourselves 
what the chances are that the poet has a matching Diana-simile for Deidamia. 
It would be worth examining the point where Deidamia enters the Achilleid to 
see if there is a simile there to complete the hypothetically symmetrical set of 
double similes: Deidamia-Dido-Diana to match Achilles-Aeneas-Apollo. As we 
shall discover, Statius breaks this symmetry slightly, and, to explain why, it will 
be necessary to look in greater detail at Vergil’s famous reworking of Homer’s 
Nausicaa-simile.

Over the years, a great deal of controversy has attended the simile in which 
Vergil compares Dido to Diana. It is a translation and reworking of Homer’s 
Nausicaa-simile:

otT) 8 ’ ’ApTE(ji<; e lo i x a x ’ o5pea lox^aipa, 

f] xaxot TrjOyE'tov Tiepî iqxETOv f) ’EpujaavGov,
T£p7io[i^vr) xdjipoiai xal cbxeiî i; ^XdtpoLai- 
XT) 6’ St^a vu^cpai, xoOpai Aioc; alyi-oxoLo, 
dypovofioi Tcai^ouai, '{iyy]%z 8  ̂ te (ppfva Aiqtw- 
Tiaadwv 8’ UK̂ p xdpr) Sx̂ i- (ifxcoTca,
^Eid t ’ dpiyvcoTT) n^XexaL, xaXal 8  ̂ te itSaar
fix; y ’ dficpuioXoiai [iE•ĉ ltp£7l£ TiapĜ voc; d8(ii]<;. {Od. 6.102-9)

The controversy regarding Vergil’s adaptation of this passage goes back a long 
way, which is unsurprising given the ancient interest in Vergil’s relationship to
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Homer; in th is case we have an early and extensive discussion of the problem. It 

com es from A ulus Gellius, who attributes his inform ation to no less a figure than  

Valerius Probus. Probus is a shadowy figure in the history of ancient scholarship, 

whose philological activ ity  has been the subject o f much speculation; whatever 

his true im pact, the fam e of th is scholar was so great that it later caused m any 

spurious treatises and pronouncem ents to  pass under his name.

The fundam ental difficulty in evaluating the work of Probus is that he had 

an im m ense reputation in antiquity, yet the rem aining evidence of his activity  

is very m eager. A ulus Gellius cites him as a great authority, gram m aticum  in- 

lustrem, (1.15.18) and says, gram m aticus in ter  suarn aeta tem  praestan ti scien tia  

fu it  (4.7.1); he never invokes his name in order to  d is a g r e e .S e r v iu s  and Do- 

natus cite him  more often than any other ancient critic; for M acrobius, he was 

u ir perfectissim u s  (5 .22.9). Unfortunately, we have received none of his genuine 

work directly; but perhaps this is not surprising, since Suetonius’ v ita  im plies 

that P robus’ audience was lim ited, and that in his lifetim e he only pubfished  

n im is pauca et exigua de quibusdam m inu tis quaestiunculis, and that he left 

behind non m ediocrem  siluam  obseruationum  serm on is antiquiJ^

The m ost controversial aspect o f P robus’ career has been his designation  

as the ‘R om an A ristarchus’. T his claim  derives from com m ents in the so-called  

Anecdoton P arisin u m  which describe Probus cis having been the hom ologue of 

Aristarchus in his application to Latin authors of critical sym bols such as the 

obelus and a s t e r i s k . T h i s  has encouraged som e to  attribute to Probus the 

sam e kind of authority over the text o f Vergil and other Latin authors that 

Aristarchus had over Homer, and thus to speak of Proban editions of Vergil and 

other p o e t s . M o r e  sober judgm ents have revised downwards our estim ates of 

his influence , '̂ 9 and the debate has focused m ost recently on the absolute value 

of Probus’ readings as reported by the scholia vis a vis the m anuscript tradition  

of V e r g i l . S i n c e  we are interested here more in Probus’ literary judgm ents than  

in his contributions to textual criticism , let us m ove on quickly past these issues 

to  the evidence provided to  us by A ulus Gellius.

'^5 T h u s  H o l f o r d - S t r e v e n s  ( 1 9 8 8 :  1 2 0 ) .

S e e  K a s t e r  ( 1 9 9 5 ;  2 6 7 - 9 ) .
K e i l  ( 1 9 8 1 :  v o l  7 ,  p p  5 3 3 - 6 ) .  T h e r e  i s  e x t e n s i v e  b i b l i o g r a p h y  a n d  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h i s  d o c u 

m e n t  b y  J o c e l y n  ( 1 9 8 4 ,  1 9 8 5 a  a n d  1 9 8 5 b ) ,  t o  w h i c h  a d d  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  K a s t e r  

(1 9 9 5 : 2 4 7 ).
E . g .  L e o  ( 1 9 1 2 ;  4 3 ) .

'i’9  S e e  R e y n o l d s  a n d  W i l s o n  ( 1 9 9 1 :  2 7 - 9 ) .

A  p o l a r i z i n g  i s s u e ;  s e e  C o u r t n e y  ( 1 9 8 1 :  2 4 - 6 ) .  A s  D e l v i g o  ( 1 9 8 7 :  i 6 )  p o i n t s  o u t ,  e d i t o r s  

a r e  s t i l l  d i v i d e d :  G e y m o n a t  t e n d s  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  i n d i r e c t  t r a d i t i o n  m u c h  m o r e  t h a n  M y n o r s .
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Gellius represents him self proudly as having connections, a lbe it indirectly, 
w ith the great Probus; on five occasions he claims to  cite people who knew 
him personally.®* The value of Gellius’ anecdotal inform ation has som etim es 
been discounted because of the claim th a t  his relish for a good sto ry  makes him 
an unreliable informant.®^ It is true  th a t vanity m ight make Gellius exaggerate 
m any things, including his closeness to  a great scholar of the previous generation, 

bu t this does not necessarily falsify the substance of his anecdotes. In fact, one 
passage portrays Favorinus as debunking an a ttem p t by one of his sectatores to  

ascribe a vacuous opinion to  Probus: ‘num quam ', inquit Favorinus, ‘quod equi- 
dem scio, tarn im portuna tamque audaci argutia fu it  noster Probus . . .  ’ (3.1.6). 
T his episode indicates th a t the critic had already acquired such a  repu ta tion  
th a t his au thority  was invoked willy-nilly; and this is precisely th e  m isdem eanor 
of which Gellius himself has been som etim es accused. Yet in a  parallel episode 
Gellius says he looked through the w ritings of Probus th a t he had collected in 
order to  refute someone’s claims to  his au thority  (15.30). Gellius sheds light on 
the oral and w ritten  trad itions of P roban  scholarship, of which he sees himself 
a curator; thus he should be a t least a good-faith inform ant.

Even if Gellius was reporting  honestly the inform ation he was given, there 
is, of course, the  possibility th a t he was misinformed. There is one test which 
suggests th a t he was on track. In the  ap t phrase of Holford-Strevens, G ellius’ 
P robus possesses a ‘coherent q u a s i - p e r s o n a l i t y ’. I n  the  few anecdotes we have, 

the critic emerges as a Housm anesque curm udgeon who does not suffer fools 
gladly, and who has a clever way w ith a put-dow n, w hether his ta rg e t be one 

of his acquaintances (13.21.7-9) or Vergil him self (9.9.15). These two anecdotes 
are also our only real glimpse of the c ritic ’s aesthetic  sensibility. T he first pas
sage (13.21.1-9) is a discussion of the correctness of the alternative  i-stem  and 
consonant-stem  endings of the  th ird  declension accusative. P robus shows him 
self to  be ‘not . . .  entirely  w ithout ta s te ’.®® His judgm ent is in fact rem arkably 
acute and free from pedantry: he declares th a t whichever form is m ore pleasing 
to  the ear is to  be preferred, and supports his view w ith exam ples from Vergil 
where he deems th a t the poet chose particu lar variants to  produce m usical effects

fam iliaris quidam  13.21.1, discipuli 9.9.12; cf. 1.15.18, 3.1.5, 6.7.1-3.
‘Gellius wrote in a tradition affected by the dialogues of Plato and Xenophon. The rules of 

the tradition did not demand even the degree of veracity expected in the minutes of a modern 
academic com m ittee m eeting’, Jocelyn {1984: 465). On Gellius’ credibility, see Holford-Strevens 
(1982).

C f Raster (1995: 245f).
Holford-Strevens (1988: 120, n 31).
Holford-Strevens (1988: 53).

7 0



appropriate to the context.®®
It is well to bear in mind tha t Probus was able to appreciate the subtleties 

of Vergil’s diction, since the other long anecdote GeUius relates shows him in a 
more disapproving mood (9.9.12-17). He ridicules Vergil’s adaptation of Homer’s 
N ausicaa-simile:

E t quoniam de transferendis sententiis loquor, memini audisse me 
ex Valerii Probi discipulis, docti hominis et in legendis pensitan- 
disque veteribus scriptis bene callidi, solitum eum dicere, nihil quic- 
quam tam  inprospere Vergihum ex Homero vertisse quam versus hos 
amoenissimos, quos de Nausicaa Homerus fecit___

Primum omnium id visum esse dicebant Probo, quod aput Home- 
rum quidem virgo Nausicaa, ludibunda inter familiares puellas in 
locis solis, recte atque commode confertur cum Diana venante in 
iugis montium inter agrestes deas, nequaquam autem  conveniens 
Vergilium fecisse, quoniam Dido in urbe media ingrediens . . .  ni
hil eius similitudinis capere possit, quae lusibus atque venatibus Di- 
anae congruat; tum postea, quod Homerus studia atque oblectamina 
in venando Dianae honeste aperteque dicit, Vergilius autem, cum 
de venatu deae nihil dixisset, pharetram  tantum  facit eam ferre in 
humero, tam quam  si onus et sarcinam . . . ;  ipse autem, imitari hoc 

IE cpp^va A t)tw  volens gaudia fecerit pigra et levia et cunc- 
tan tia et quasi in summo pectore supernantia; nescire enim sese, 
quid significaret aliud ‘pertem ptant’; praeter ista omnia florem ipsius 
totius loci Vergilium videri omisisse, quod hunc Homeri versum ex- 
igue secutus sit; x’ dpiyvcoTr] KfXexai, xaXal hi ts  Tiaaai, quando 
nulla maior cumulatiorque pulchritudinis laus dici potuerit, quam 
quod una inter omnis pulchras excelleret, una facile et ex omnibus 
nosceretur. (Gell. NA  9.9.12-17)

Homer compared Nausicaa at play to Artemis hunting {Od. 6.102-9); Vergil 
adapted the simile to describe the appearance of Dido as Aeneeis first saw her 
{Aen. 1.498-504). According to Gellius, Probus’ basic point is this; Artemis 
happily hunting in the woods with her nymphs is a perfectly ap t comparison for 
Nausicaa happily playing ball on the beach with her female friends, but not for 
Dido dispensing law and justice in the city amidst her male counsellors. Probus 
has four main objections;

The dubious claim  th a t  P robus had confirm ed these readings in a  m anuscrip t corrected  by 
Vergil’s own hand may be G ellius’ invention, bu t th e  essence of th e  anecdote  rem ains plausible.
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1. Dido is too urban a figure to compare with the rustic Diana of the simile;

2. Homer’s Artemis is a huntress rejoicing in the chase, whereas Diana’s 
quiver becomes so pointless in Vergil’s simile tha t it is mere iconography;

3. Vergil misuses the word pertemptant] unfortunately, the reasoning here hcis 
become nearly unintelligible;

4. he underplays the point of the simile, i.e. tha t even among goddesses Diana 
stands out in her beauty.

These criticisms have been debated back and forth in Vergilian scholarship ever 
since. They have seemed to many the carping of a small mind, and Probus has 
had his sarcasm repaid to him a thousand times in the scholarly literature.®'^ 
The justice of these comments is not the issue I want to address, however; what
is interesting for our purposes is that Statius shows every sign of having taken
these criticisms on board in the Achilleid. When we look to see whether Statius 
imitates Vergil’s Diana-simile as he did his Apollo-simile, we do find something, 
but not quite a simile; it is a refusal of a simile and a statem ent of contrast. 
Deidamia is on the beach amid a crowd of female companions, just like Nausicaa 
and unlike Dido; they are described as they perform a ritual a t a shrine of Pallas:

omnibus eximium formae decus . . .  [Ach. 1.290)

quantum virides pelagi Venus addita Nymphas 
obruit, au t umeris quantum Diana relinquit 
Naidas, effulget tantum  regina decori
Deidamia chori pulchrisque sororibus obstat. (293-6)

. . .  atque ipsi par forma deae est, si pectoris angues
ponat et exempta pacetur casside vultus. (299^300)

The first thing to notice is that this is not properly a simile at all. The passage 
quoted begins with a comparison, but strictly speaking it pertains to quantity 
rather than quality. All of the Vergilian similes we have discussed and S tatius’ 
Apollo-simile begin with the word qualis\ by contrast the coordinating conjunc
tions here are quantum, quantum and tantum. The lines quoted above conclude 
with what we might call the opposite of a simile—Statius explicitly remarks upon 
the incongruity of the comparanda, and where we might expect a simile we have 
instead a passage denying the propriety of a simile. How does this anti-simile

For bibliography pro- and contra-Probus: Poschl (1966: 62-69); Austin (1971) ad 
Aen. i.498ff and Holford-Strevens (1988: 148, n 30).
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demonstrate an acquaintance with the specific criticisms ascribed to Probus? 
The first problem was Dido’s urban setting; here we are told tha t the girls have 
left the city to go down to the beach (unlike Dido, and just like Nausicaa). 
The second criticism was that unlike Homer’s Artemis, Diana does not hunt in 
Vergil’s simile, and her iconological attribute, the quiver, is so contextually inap
propriate and superfluous tha t it might as well be a rucksack {sarcinam). Statius 
does not mention hunting, and the girls are worshiping in the shrine of Pallas, 
not Diana, but in the anti-simile it is precisely Pallas’ iconological attributes of 
aegis and helmet tha t are glossed as the problem with this type of comparison; 
the goddess would have to remove them in order to bear a qualitative, rather 
than quantitative, likeness to Deidamia.

The third criticism was Vergil’s misuse of the word perteiaptant. It is hard to 
determine exactly what Probus was objecting to, as his point has become some
what garbled in transmission. The gloss offered for the word is gaudia . . .  pigra 
et levia et cunctantia et quasi in summo pectore supem antia'. This seems an 
unreasonably narrow definition of the word, but we may perhaps dimly see what 
Probus was trying to get a t by comparing the usage of Lucretius and Vergil 
in the Georgies, who use it to describe the action of a tremor.^^ Cicero always 
uses the verb metaphorically, to mean ‘examining from all angles’; this suggests 
the possibility that the original force of the prefix per- was not ‘through’, but 
‘all over, from every direction’. I n  the Aeneid, however, the verb is used to 
mean ‘to attack strongly’, and Statius uses it in this sense three times in the 
Thebaid, but never in the Achilleid.^° Statius imitates the Vergilian line Latonae 
tacitum pertemptant gaudia pectus (1.502) elsewhere in the Achilleid, applying 
it to Thetis: angunt sua gaudia matrem  (1.183). It not be a significant fact, 
but Statius in this case uses not pertempto but ango, a stronger and more vivid 
verb.

The final Proban objection to Vergil’s Dido-simile is th a t the central figure 
should be surrounded not by wrinkly old Carthaginian statesmen, but by beau
tiful young girls, whom she nevertheless out-shines in beauty and whom she 
exceeds in height. One could not ask for closer adherence to this stricture than 
the lines Statius gives us. Deidamia literally eclipses her beautiful sisters in the 
same measure {quantum) tha t Venus exceeds the Nymphs in beauty and by the 
same amount (quantum) tha t Diana is taller than the Naiads. Statius effects 
the same comparison as Homer and Vergil, but by casting it strictly in terms

Lucr. 6 .287 and Verg. Georg. 3.250.
Cic. D e inv. 2 .38, 2.68, 2 .117, Orat. 2 .318, E pis t. ad Q uint. 1.4.5.

9 ° Theb. 2.369, 3 .381, 5.446.
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o f  q u antity , he avo id s se ttin g  up  a  tru e  sim ile  and  its  P rob an  p itfa lls . T h e  last  

lin es o f  th is  p assage, by ex p lic it ly  refusing to  com pare D e id a m ia  to  P a lla s  on  

accou n t o f  th e  icon ograp h ica l d ifficu lty , ca ll p articu lar a tte n tio n  to  th e  absen ce  

o f  a  s im ile  here, to  th e  im p ortan ce  o f  a tten d in g  to  th e  proper a ttr ib u te s  o f  d iv in e  

com paran da , and th u s to  S ta t iu s ’ d eft recon cilia tion  o f  th e  V ergilian  m od el and  

P ro b u s’ cr itic ism .

T h ere is th en  th e  m a tter  o f  how  S ta tiu s  w ou ld  have know n o f  P ro b u s’ work. 

T h ere is no q u estion  th a t th e y  w ere con tem p oraries. P ro b u s’ rep u ta tio n  w as a l

ready w ell en ou gh  esta b lish ed  near th e  year 88 for M artia l (3 .2 .1 2 ) to  n am e h im  

as an exam p le  o f  an u n forgiv ing  cr itic . M oreover, a  co n n ectio n  b e tw een  th e  tw o  

h as a lread y b een  p o stu la ted  in d ep en d en tly . G elliu s  c ite s  a  le tter  p u b h sh ed  by  

P rob u s d ed ica ted  a d  M arcellum .^^  C o lem an  (1988: 135) has su g g ested  th e  p o s

s ib ility  th a t th is  is th e  sam e V ito r iu s M arcellu s to  w h om  Q u in tilian  d ed ica ted  

th e  In s titu tio  O ra to r ia , and to  w h om  S ta tiu s  ad dressed  B ook  4 o f  th e  Silvae. 

T h e n am e M arcellu s is very  com m on , b u t th is  V ito r iu s  M arcellu s can  b e ar

gu ed  to  have had  a reason to  b e in terested  in  th e  a b stru se  m a ter ia l on P u n ic  

n om en cla tu re  th a t P robus w as ad d ressing  to  h im , n a m ely  h is fr ien d sh ip  w ith  a 

certa in  S ep tim iu s Severus, w h om  S ta tiu s  ca lls  h is con d isc ipu lu s {S ilv . 4 , p ref), 

and  w ho w as at lea st in p art e th n ica lly  P u n i c . I t  thus seem s reason ab ly  likely  

th a t S ta tiu s  and P rob u s shared  a p atron  in V ito r iu s M arcellus.

S ta tiu s  had  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  b e  acq u a in ted  w ith  V alerius P rob u s, and  it  

seem s th a t he w as in terested  in  h is w ork on V ergil. V ergil had  relied  on  A lex a n 

drian  scholarsh ip  w hen  read in g  and in terp retin g  H o m e r , so  it o n ly  seem s fair 

th a t V ergil’s successors sh ou ld  follow  his exam p le  and  avail in  tu rn  o f  w h atever  

V ergilian  ex eg esis  w as availab le  to  th em . T h e  ex ig u o u s rem ains o f  th e  early  L atin  

g ra m m a tic i  have ham pered  in v estig a tio n  o f  th is  p oss ib ility , b u t in  p rin cip le  there  

is no reason w hy S ta tiu s  sh ou ld  n o t have d on e to  V ergil w h at V ergil had  d on e to  

H om er. T h e  o th er  op in ions th a t are ascribed  to  P rob u s w ith  som e d egree o f  p lau 

s ib ility  are gen era lly  m uch m ore fragm entary, and so  p rovide d ifficu lt ground  for 

assessin g  h is p o ss ib le  in fluence on  S ta tiu s . For ex a m p le , Servius p reserves w h at 

is prob ab ly  a correct read ing in A e n e id  10: [H aem on ides]  . . .  to tu s  con lucens  

v e s te  a tqu e in s ign ibu s a lbis {arrriis co d d ., A en. 10 .539 ). W h eth er  or n o t th is  w as 

a con jectu re  o f  P rob u s, th e  in form ation  is usefu l to  ed itors o f  V e r g i l . 9  ̂ T here  

is m ore to  S erv iu s’ note: P robu s vero  in s ign ibu s a lb is d ic it  legendum , u t ve s te s

9 '  O n  P r o b u s ’ c h r o n o lo g y  s e e  K e is te r  (1 9 9 5 :  2 4 2 - 5 ) ;  o n  t h e  ‘p u b l i c a t io n ’ o f  t h e  l e t t e r ,  s e e  
ib id ,  p  2 6 9 .

S e e  C o le m a n  (1 9 8 8 :  i 5 8 f )  o n  S e p t im iu s ’ b a c k g r o u n d .
93 C f . S c h lu n k  ( 1 9 7 4 ) .
S'* O n  t h is  c r u x , s e e  D e lv ig o  (1 9 8 7 :  6 2 - 8 ) .
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albas accipiamus, quae sunt sacerdotibus congruae sicut Statius de Amphiarao 
dicit. Servius frequently uses Statius for the purposes of illustration, so it is en
tirely possible th a t this is mere coincidence. If the connection between Probus 
and Statius does go back to one of Servius’ sources, then it may be th a t here 
too Probus influenced our poet, who did indeed describe Amphiaraus as dressed 
entirely in white {ipse habitu niveus, Theb. 6.330).

The extreme subtlety in Statius’ reworking of Vergilian elements th a t we 
saw dem onstrated in his treatm ent of the line beginning invitus, regina is also 
evident in his Apollo-simile. That passage seems at first a mere quotation of 
Vergil’s simile, but the im portant thing is not simply tha t Statius compared 
his hero to Apollo because Vergil had done so; rather it is the way he fits the 
simile into context in his own poem so that it does not appear to be a foreign 
object; if anything it is even more at home and integrated with the plot than 
Vergil’s is. Vergil compares Aeneas, who is setting out for the hunt, with Apollo 
as he heads from Lycia to Delos. The implied points of comparison are the 
arrows tha t Aeneas carries on his back [Aen. 4.148) and the movement from 
one place to another. Lycia and Delos in particular were chosen as an echo 
of Apollonius’ Apollo-simile, which had named those same places (see above, 
p 66). W hat Statius does is to take those rather arbitrary cult-places of Apollo 
and assign them particular meanings in the economy of his own simile. The key 
is tha t Aeneas is setting out for the hunt, whereas S tatius’ Achilles is returning 
from it. So when Statius, like Vergil, describes Apollo returning from Lycia, 
the god is not just moving from place to place, he is coming back specifically 
from a hunting trip  to the wilds of Lycia, and returning to civilization at Delos. 
Statius does not mention Delos, but he makes the counterpoint between culture 
and nature explicit {saevis permutat plectra pharetris, 1.166). Delos in S tatius’ 
day was one of the most heavily urbanized spots in the Mediterranean; and in 
mythological terms it was the home of music and dance; Callimachus calls it 
(piXofioXTC {Hymn 4.197). On the other side of the simile, Achilles’ actions also 
make the correspondence between god and hero very precise. He is returning 
from hunting in the mountains just as Apollo is returning from Lycia, and just 
as Apollo returns to civilization to make music (plectra), so too Achilles will 
shortly settle down to play the lyre for his mother (1.186-9). The audience 
takes pleasure not merely in recognizing the borrowing from Vergil, but also 
in appreciating the careful and intricate way it has been recontextualized. The 
simile also does further work in articulating explicitly the theme of civilization 
versus nature, which is crucial to understanding the role of Chiron and his cave
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in the poem (see below, Section 3.3).
The example of the similes shows Statius’ familiarity with the literary schol

arship of his time, and it constitutes a useful demonstration of the continuing 
relevance in the Flavian period of literary polemic to poetic composition. It is 
particularly interesting tha t Statius has been held in the past to have been a 
slavish im itator of Vergil; we see here tha t even a poet whose respect for his 
predecessor is undoubted could thoughtfully assimilate the strictures of a strong 
critic. It may also be that the nature of the Achilleid as an Ovidianizing epic en
couraged a greater measure of freedom in handling Vergil than would have been 
appropriate in the Thebaid, which placed itself explicitly under the protection of 
the Aeneid. A poet may have recourse to multiple modes of intertextuality; and 
the nature of the project may determine the way he decides to situate himself 
with respect to his tradition.

2 .2 .2  A  M o v a b l e  F e a s t

We have already seen tha t Catullus 64 is an im portant model for the song of 
Achilles, and for the Achilleid as a whole. In this section, wo follow another 
S tatian response to a perceived anomaly in one of his most im portant sources, 
not because it was censured by a prominent ancient critic, but because its meter 
and content are clearly of dubious c o r r e c tn e s s .^ ®  In reviewing Ellis’ O CT  of 
Catullus, Housman scorned the ‘diction and m etre’ of this line:^®

Pharsaliam  coeunt, Pharsalia tecta frequentant. (Cat. 64.37)

Yet several subsequent editors have agreed with Ellis and have also refrained from 
emending Pharsaliam. I will make the case tha t a passage in S tatius’ Achilleid 
may indicate th a t the later poet was familiar with the line as the MSS have it.

First I will trea t the putative error in diction which has been half of the argu
ment which led Mynors and Goold to adopt Pontanus’ conjecture of Pharsalum 
coeunt; the prosody I shall deal with below. If Pharsaliam is retained, we are 
implying tha t this is the name of a town, not a re g io n .F o rd y c e  also chose to 
emend, and in his commentary (1961: ad loc) he says, ‘Pharsalia is nowhere else 
found for Pharsalus as the name of the town’. Both L-S and the OLD make

95 T h is  s e c t io n  h a s  b een  p u b lish e d  e lsew h ere  (H e s lin  1 9 9 7 ), b u t it  h a s  b e en  r e v ise d  s lig h tly  
for in c lu s io n  h ere, b e c a u s e  I h a v e  ch a n g ed  m y  m in d  reg a rd in g  s o m e  o f  it s  u lt im a te  c o n c lu s io n s  
(see  b e lo w , n i i i ) .

9 ® H o u sm a n  (1 9 7 2 : 6 2 7 ).
9  ̂ . a s  sh o w n  p a r t ly  by  th e  o m iss io n  o f  an y  p r e p o s it io n  (K r a ft ) , p a r t ly  by  b e in g  co m b in ed

w ith  C r a n n o n  a n d  L arissa , p a r t ly  by  th e  w ord  co eu n t  w h ich  c o u ld  s ca r c e ly  a p p ly  to  a n y  p la ce  
larger  th a n  a  to w n ’: th u s  E llis  (1 8 8 9 ) ad  loc .
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the distinction that Pharsalus was the proper nam e of the town and that the 

noun P harsalia  denoted only the general region around P h a r s a l u s . O n  the 

other hand, Ellis (1889: ad loc) claim ed in his com m entary that ‘P harsalia  is 

the name both of a town and a d istrict’. Kroll (1960: ad loc) concurs; ‘P harsalia  

fiir die S tadt brauchen Plin. Tac. F lor’. W ho then is right— Ellis and Kroll, or 

Fordyce and the dictionaries? The answer is that they all have oversim plified a 

vexed question which has more to do w ith the disputed location  of the epony

m ous b attle  than it does w ith what C atullus wrote. Fortunately we need not be 

detained by the question of where precisely the b attle  occurred, for the sim ple 

reason that Catullus was not alive when it took p lace.9  ̂ T he im portant thing is 

that C atullus is the first Latin author to m ention the place, and the only one 

to do so before the date of the battle. Thus C atullus’ use of the name is id

iosyncratic to us in any case and if C atullus is alone in using Pharsalia  w ithout 

any possible reference to the battle there, there is no reason to suppose that he 

should not be alone in m eaning by the word the town itself.

We can further support this notion by taking a brief look at how the town  

cam e to be designated in later sources. There is no definite exam ple of anyone 

calling the town itself Pharsalia, and it is often unclear whether authors are 

referring to  the town or to the b a t t l e . L i v y  m entions the town frequently in 

his narrative of the second M acedonian war, and always calls it Pharsalus. But, 

as Bruere (1951) has argued, the Periochae  and the auctores L ivian i always 

call the site  o f the b attle between Caesar and Pom pey Pharsalia. So it might 

be presumed that Livy distinguished between the town of Pharsalus  and the 

battle-site , on the basis that the b attle happened outside the town and ought 

therefore to  be loosely located in the general area o f Pharsalia. Other writers 

may have followed this policy, more or less, but there are not enough citations  

which m ention the town independently of the b attle  for us to  be sure. It is 

uncertain whether this d istinction really existed after the b attle, and if it did, 

what im portance was placed on it. B ut the im portant th ing is that the distinction  

between the town itself and its hinterland which the dictionaries make so much 

of had no reason to  exist when C atullus was writing, since the b attle had yet to  

take place. Indeed, his reference to th is tiny town would have been much more 

obscure in his tim e than it seem s to us today.

9® T h e  O L D ' s  m e tr ica l n o te  o n  th is  p a ssa g e  a p p ea rs  m is ta k e n ly  s .v . ‘P h a r s a liu s ’.
99 C a tu llu s  p r o b a b ly  d ied  in  th e  la te  f iftie s  BC: W isem a n  {1985: 2 0 6 ). H ere  P h a rsa lia  is a  

learn ed  v a r ia n t for th e  H o m eric  P h th ia ; th is  is su ffic ien t to  w arra n t its  a p p ea r a n c e  here. T h e re  
is  no  n eed  to  in fer  th a t  C a tu llu s  m u st h a v e  w r itte n  a fter  48  BC w h e n  th e  h a m le t  b e ca m e  
fam ou s.

E .g . P lin . N H  6 .2 1 6 .7 , O v . M e t .  1 5 .8 2 3 , T ac. His t .  2 .3 8 .1 2  a n d  F lo r . 2 .1 3 .2 4 5 .
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Since no L atin  au tho r besides C atullus mentions Pharsalus until the  battle , 
it would be wise to view all the  usage posterior to  48 BC w ith  suspicion, since it is 
irredeem ably influenced by the  developm ent of Pharsalia as the  nam e of the  b a t
tle. Nor does Greek provide much evidence of the supposed distinction whereby 
$apoaX ia m ust indicate a d istric t ra th e r th an  the town. For exam ple, in E urip i
des’ Androm ache  the  adjective (bu t not the  noun) is used indifferently to  denote 

either the  tow n (noXewi; $apaaXia<;, 16) or the territory  (yfi<; . . .  ^apaaXiac;, 22). 
One exam ple where <J>apaaX[a does designate the town is suggestive. A scholion 

to  the  Odyssey reads (ad Od. 4.9, ed. D indorf), Mup[ii86vwv Kpoxl daiu] f]v 
''0 [iepo<; (i^v $ 0iav \ i y z i ,  ol vewTSpoi $apaaXiav. It is possible th a t the  scho
liast is referring to  a  model or models th a t Catullus might have followed.

Now I will move on to  H ousm an’s second objection. The m etrical difficulty 
w ith Pharsaliam  is th a t its second syllable should be long, ju s t as it is in the 
case of the  adjective Pharsalia  la ter in the same line. E ither the le tte r i is 
consonantal by synaeresis, or, more likely, the second a in Pharsaliam  m ust be 
irregularly short. Ellis, Kroll and Q uinn in their com m entaries all accept the  MS 
reading, suppose th a t the second syllable is short, and defend this by reference 
to  the A lexandrian m annerism  of repeating a word in the sam e line w ith two 
different m etrical values. Precedents may be found in Callim achus, Theocritus 
and e ls e w h e r e .L u c i l iu s  (F 355 M arx) and M artial (9.11) noted and criticized 
this m etrical laxity  of the Greeks, using H om er’s inconsistency in the trea tm en t 
of the  nam e of Ares as the ir example.

T heocritus was the cham pion of this conceit, and C atullus can be seen to  have 
followed his exam ple in th is m atter. T he end of Theocritus 18 has a different 
word repeated  in each line (49-‘53)-^“  ̂ Then, the last hexam eter (58) begins w ith 
the words cb 'T jjfva ie , w ith the  first upsilon long and  the second short.
The wedding cry exists in many variants in many authors, bu t C atullus took 
advantage of the m etrical freedom of Theocritus in m aking a  hexam eter out of 
H ym en o Hymenaee, H ym en ades 0 Hymenaee\ in poem  62. The sim ilarity  of 
form and sim ilar m etrical flexibility point to  a T heocritean origin for C atu llus’ 
refrain. T hus it is arguable th a t C atullus m ight elsewhere choose to  employ this 
device again, and th is is the  ground on which the MS reading of Pharsaliam  in 
64.37 is usually defended. I t is even more likely if we consider th a t T heocritus 
18, which contains two examples of the  conceit, is Helen’s epithalam ium , and

E.g. Callim. Hymn 1.55 and 4.204, Herodas 7.155. An extensive collection of examples is 
put together by Hopkinson (1982).

In a different but related device Theocritus avails himself of two different scansions of 
xuTtpiq in line 51: ‘. . .  Kunpiq 5 ,̂ 6ea KuTipi?.. . . ’ Munro (1908: ad Lucr. 4.1254) calls it a 
‘crime’.
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tha t Catullus is working in the same genre in poem 64.
There are two other possible parallels for a Latin scansion of Pharsalia and its 

adjective with second a short: one is in Calpurnius Siculus (4.101) and the other 
is in the Achilleid (1.152). Postgate heartily wished to consign all three to the 
dustbin together and on examining the instance in Calpurnius Siculus it is easy 
to see why.^°3 Qn the strength of supposed parallel scansions in Catullus and 
Statius, some editors have printed the reading of the MSS Pharsaliae solverunt 
sibila cannae. In her Bude edition of Calpurnius Amat defends this by referring 
to the image of the peace-bearing prince who ends civil war (i.58f). While it 
is true tha t there is another mention of this young prince, whoever he may be, 
in this poem (4.84-6), any notion of civil war is utterly alien to the immediate 
c o n t e x t . C o r y d o n  and Amyntas have joined in praise of a certain Caesar, 
comparing him to Jupiter (4.82-96), particularly in terms of the god’s control 
over the elements (4.92-96). Amyntas points out that the forest had ju st grown 
quiet at the mention of the name of Caesar. He then recalls th a t once before he 
had noticed the wood become still in the midst of a storm, and at th a t time he 
said out loud that this must have been a sign of the presence of a god. This logic 
requires the following text:

et dixi: ‘deus hinc, certe, deus expulit Euros’.
nec mora, Parrhasiae sonuerunt sibila c a n n a e . (Calp. Sic. 4.ioof)

On this reading, it is clear tha t the sound of the reeds of Pan confirmed the 
presence of a god in the forest who caused it to become calm. Since the mere 
mention of Caesar’s name causes the same effect, this implies tha t he too is a 
god. Amyntas is simply supplying an example of a natural phenomenon from his 
past; at tha t time he did not mention Caesar at all; so it would be rather strange 
if we should find an allusion to the end of civil war here, rather than  when he 
was praising Caesar e x p l i c i t l y . T h u s ,  the only possible conclusion is tha t we

Postga te  (1905: 260): ‘th is trio  of cripples’.
More generally, such a  precise reference to  a  specific and trau m atic  event in real h isto ry  is 

ou t of characte r in th e  world of C a lp u rn iu s’ bucolic poetry. One of th e  challenges of following in 
Vergil’s footsteps is precisely to  m ake events in th a t tim eless world resonate  in a  po litical sense 
for contem porary  readers w ithou t v iolating generic decorum . W hile Pollio, G allus and others 
may exist in the  Eclogues under th e ir  own nam es, Vergil’s trea tm en t of th e  po litica l upheaval 
of his tim e is allusive and allegorical. Similarly, when C alpurnius does ven ture  in to  th e  real 
world, such as in describing a wooden am ph ith ea te r (7.23-34), th e  con tem porary  references 
are vague and elusive, and in th e  case of th e  am p h ithea ter he assim ilates it to  th e  trad itio n a l 
bucolic an tithesis of the  big city  and the  countryside. Indeed, th e  seem ingly endless controversy 
over C alpurn ius’ da te , or even century, is a  tes tam en t to  his obliquity.
J05 This is the  tex t p rin ted  by B aehrens (1886); sonuerunt and  A m a t’s so luerun t a re  bo th  

found in the  MSS.
A m at explains how th is p u ta tiv e  allusion to  civil war works: . .  les sibila  des roseaux

sont I’image des sifflements des spectres tues dans la plaine de P h arsa le  qui tro u v en t enfin
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m ust accept H einsiiis’ em endation of P harsaliae  to  Parrhasiae. Indeed, if, as 

I am  arguing, there is a specific connection between the m etrical anom alies of 

C atullus and Statius, no tenable parallel for the passage in Calpurnius remains, 

and Pharsaliae  is sim ply unm etrical.

In the Achilleid, Chiron is com plaining to  T hetis about the young A chilles’ 

ram bunctious behavior:

nunc ilium  non Ossa capit, non Pelion ingens

Pharsaliaeve nives. ( i . i 5 i f )

T his is the reading of P, by far the best manuscript; the others have Thessaliaeve. 

M ost editors (e.g. K lotz, Dilke, M eheust, R osati) have rightly preferred to  let 

the m etrical irregularity stand here. Thessaliaeve  is vague and colorless after the 

m ention o f two specific places w ithin T hessaly itself. It also renders repetitious 

the phrase Thessala . . .  p inus  (1.156, i.e. the Argo) only four lines later. As 

Dilke notes (1949; 50), ^Thessaliae here will have arisen as a gloss on Pharsaliae  

and then been su bstituted  to  help the m etre’. We do not, however, seem  to have 

a firm argum ent from p oetic tradition to account for the m etrical anom aly here 

as we did w ith  C atullus. N evertheless, a look at the context o f both  reveals a 

connection more than m etrical between them . There is another striking thing  

about C atu llus’ line beside the quantity of Pharsaliam : it situ ates the wedding  

of Peleus and T h etis exp licitly  in Pharsalus. This is extrem ely idiosyncratic; 

the canonical account places the wedding generally on M ount Pelion, or more 

specifically in Chiron’s cave t h e r e . T h e  move is all the more striking in that

I’apaisem en t’ (p 111, n g i) .  She does not adduce any parallels for th is strik ing  m etaphor.
In fact, all o th er literary  evidence gives Pelion £is the  site o f the  wedding. For th e  num erous 

sources, see Bloch in Roscher, s.v. ‘Peleus’, col. 1837.11-56, supplem ented  by R. Vollkommer 
in LIM C,  s.v. ‘Peleus’, p 251. Vollkommer, however, is m istaken in his claim  th a t  Pherekydes 
{FrGrH  3 F  1), Phylarchos (PrGrH  81 F  81) and E uripides {Andr. 16-23) actually  place th e  
w edding itself in th e  T hetideion  near Pharsalus. Pherekydes and Eurip ides are ra th e r following 
a trad itio n  in which the  T hetideion  received its nam e from the  fact th a t  T hetis  and Peleus 
lived there , or in nearby P h th ia  or Pharsalus, after  they  were m arried: see Jo uan  (1966: 6 8 - 
71). W hen E urip ides is explicit ab o u t the  site  of th e  wedding, he places it in C h iron ’s cave, 
on Pelion {Iph. Aul. 704-7 and 1040). T he only o th er sources for a  wedding tak ing  place a t 
a  venue o th er th an  on Pelion a re  vase-paintings. Several of these, including th e  Frangois Vase 
{ L IM C  s.v. ‘Peleus’, 212) and th e  Erskine Dinos ( L I M C  s.v. ‘Peleus’, 211) have very sim ilar 
rep resen ta tions of th e  scene, and Stesichoros heis been proposed Eis their com m on literary  
source: S tew art (1983). These vases show a procession of gods com ing to  the  festivities; Peleus 
and som etim es also T hetis aw ait them  a t home. D espite th e  fact th a t  th e  sub ject of these 
pa in tings is often loosely term ed  th e  ‘w edding’ of Peleus and T hetis, th is is unlikely; in the  
Frangois Vase th e  couple are a lready in the  sam e house, and T h etis  is holding her veil away 
from her face perhaps to  signify her m arried s ta te . We are actually  seeing the  ^xauXia of th e  day 
a fte r th e  m arriage banquet: Sim on and H irm er (1981: 70). T he G reek wedding cerem ony took 
place in th e  house of th e  b ride’s fa ther, and included a  sacrifice, a  m eal, and th e  unveiling of the  
bride as a  m arried  wom an in th e  presence of th e  men. T here wais th en  a  n igh t-tim e procession 
to  th e  g room ’s house where th e  couple went to  bed. In the  ^nauXia th e  following m orning the
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it changes the setting from rustic to urban. W hatever the motivation for this 
in Catullus’ text, Statius differs. The Achilleid places the wedding on Mount 
Pelion and in Chiron’s cave.^°®

Just as the metrical anomaly in Catullus accompanies an odd transposition 
of Pharsalus and Mount Pelion, the same thing occurs in the Statian passage. 
Pharsalus is a hill town in the Thessalian plain; the immediate area around it 
is hardly mountainous. Nevertheless it is to Pharsalus tha t Statius attributes 
snow, and not to Mount Ossa or Mount Pelion, which would seem far more 
likely candidates. We can form a good guess at S tatius’ main source for the 
poetic topography of Thessaly. Lucan’s extensive description (6.333-412) was 
surely influential: Lucan (6.388 et passim) and Statius {Ach. 1.238 et passim) 
are our only two sources which err together in ascribing a Mount Pholoe to 
T h e s s a l y . L u c a n  quite rightly speaks of hills and plains around Pharsalus, not 
mountains {colles and campis, y.2i5f). It is true tha t elsewhere Statius speaks 
in general of snowy Thessaly {niuibus . . .  Thessalicis, i.65 if), and tells of the 
infant Achilles playing in the snows of the valleys of Mount Haemus: quis enim 
Haemoniis sub uallibus alter /  creverit effossa reptans niuel (i.476f). It is also 
true that ‘Thessalian snow is conventional’,'̂ ®̂ but this snow is generally associ
ated with the mountains of Thessaly, even in conventional formulas like campis 
niualis /  Haemoniae (Hor. Carm. i.37.igf), in which snowy Mount Haemus 
overhangs the phrase. It is my claim that the collocation of Pharsaliaeve nives 
is strange, because when the snow of Thessaly is associated with a specific place, 
it is with mountains and moimtain valleys and not towns of the plain.

The thing tha t makes the phrase nunc ilium non Ossa capit, non Pelion 
ingens /  Pharsaliaeve nives really striking is tha t the conventionally snowy 
mountains of Ossa and Pelion are mentioned without reference to snow. We 
are invited to pause not only by this odd transfer of epithet, but also by the

bride’s parents and family came bearing gifts to the couple’s new dwelling (M. Collignon in 
Dar.-Sag. s.v. ‘M atrimonium’, vol 3, pp 1647-54). It thus natural to assume that Peleus 
and Thetis would have returned to spend their wedding night at Peleus’ palace in Phthia 
after their wedding on Pelion. Of course the proper venue for the wedding banquet, namely 
palace of T hetis’ father Nereus in the depths of the sea, would have been inconvenient for the 
bridegroom. So Pelion, or Chiron’s cave there, became a handy substitute; confusion about 
this would explain the obscure tradition that made Thetis the daughter of Chiron rather than 
of Nereus. To conclude, either Catullus was on his own in situating the wedding in Pharsalus, 
or he might possibly have been alluding to some source such as Stesichoros, which has left 
absolutely no trace in surviving literature; cf. Stewart (1983: 71, n 25). Either way, given the 
weight of tradition that supported Pelion e is  the venue for the wedding, readers like Statius 
who were familiar with it would surely have been struck by his departure from that tradition.

conubialia pandunt /  antra  ( i . i o i f ) ,  domus . . .  Pelion arcu ( i . io 6 f )  and lines logf; on 
the location of T hetis’ wedding, see below (Section 6.2).

See below, p 83.
Nisbet-Hubbard (1970) ad Hor. Carm. 1,37.19^



anom alous m e te r. T hese  a re  flags to  th e  rea d e r  o f an  o therw ise  su b tle  nexus. 

C a tu llu s  64 confused  tow n w ith  m o u n ta in  by  p u ttin g  th e  w edding  in P h a rsa lu s  

in s tea d  of on  Pelion; so th e  A chille id  d e lib e ra te ly  confuses tow n  w ith  m o u n ta in  

by p u tt in g  snow  in P h a rsa lu s  in s tea d  of on P elion  an d  O ssa. T h e  p ro b ab ility  

th a t  we are  dea ling  w ith  a  gen tle  S ta tia n  w ink a t  C a tu llu s ’ m y th o g rap h y  is su p 

p o r te d  by th e  fac t th a t  these  are th e  only tw o p lausib ly  a t te s te d  exam ples of th e  

anom alous scansion  of P h a rsa lia  an d  th a t  S ta tiu s  h ap p en s  to  use th e  w ord in  con

n ec tio n  w ith  th e  s to ry  of A chilles an d  n o t w ith , say, th e  nearb y  b a ttle . If  S ta tiu s  

h ad  learn ed  n o th in g  else from  read ing  L ucan , he w ould have learned  th e  w ord ’s 

p ro p e r  q u an tity ; an d  in fact he has no tro u b le  w ith  it  elsew here {Theb. 9.312, 

an d  cf. th e  ad jec tive  Pharsalica  a t  Silv. 2.7.66 an d  113). U nless we accep t th a t  

S ta tiu s  in ten d s a n  allusion to  C a tu llu s  64.37, we are left to  th a n k  a  rem arkab le  

co incidence an d  to  a t tr ib u te  S ta tiu s ’ to p o g rap h y  an d  scansion  to  carelessness or 

perversity . As to  th e  m a tte r  o f C a tu llu s ’ m e trica l h ab its , it is n o t essen tial to  our 

pu rp o ses to  decide w h e th e r C a tu llu s ’ line w as co rru p te d  very  early, or w h eth er 

he a c tu a lly  w ro te  P harsa liam  coeunt, P harsa lia  tecta  frequen tan t. T h e  m e trica l 

an o m aly  does n o t seem  to  serve any  p u rp o se  in  th e  co n tex t th e  way it does in  th e  

A chilleid , so i t  m ay  be w rong to  a t t r ib u te  it to  C a t u l l u s . I t  is alw ays possib le 

th a t  a  read er like S ta tiu s , w hen con fron ted  w ith  a  c o rru p t M S, m igh t have ju s 

tified  th e  e rro r  in  th e  ligh t of C a tu llu s ’ m e trica l p rac tice  elsew here, ju s t  as som e 

m o d ern  ed ito rs  have done. T h e  C a tu lla n  tra d i tio n  was very  p ro b ab ly  unreliab le  

even in  S ta t iu s ’ day. A ulus G ellius a lread y  com plains a b o u t th e  c ircu la tio n  of 

c o rru p t m a n u sc rip ts  of C atu llu s; libros sc ilicet de corruptis exem plaribus fa c to s  

(6 .20.6).

B arch iesi (1996: 48) has suggested  th a t  C h iro n ’s w arn ing , n unc  ilium  non  

O ssa capit, n o n  P elion  ingens, m igh t b rin g  to  m ind  P elion  p iled  upon  O ssa, 

th e  G igan tom achy , an d  th u s  th e  first line of th e  poem  w ith  its  rem inder th a t  

A chilles w as n early  a  th re a t  to  J u p i te r ’s hegem ony. W e saw  th a t  S ta tiu s  based  

his p re se n ta tio n  of T hessa lian  geography  on  L ucan , w ho d escribed  th e  a re a  as 

th e  in c u b a to r  o f m onstrosities. L u c a n ’s re p u ta tio n  for accu racy  in  m a tte rs  of 

a s tro n o m y  an d  geography  has b een  no to riously  poo r since Scaliger, because  it 

a p p e a rs  to  be inconsis ten t in  som e of its  d e t a i l s . M a s t e r s  (1992) has show n 

th a t  som e of th ese  ‘e rro rs ’ are in  fac t closely re la ted  to  th e  p o e t’s them es. For 

exam ple , w hen  L ucan  ‘confuses’ th e  positions of P elion  a n d  O ssa, on M a s te rs ’

In an  earlier version of th is a rgum ent (1997), I stressed th e  evidence supporting  th e  pos
sib ility  th a t  C atu llu s had w ritten  Pharsaliam , wrongly tending to  assum e th a t  S ta tiu s  would 
necessarily have had access to  a  b e tte r  copy of C atu llu s th an  we have.

See th e  A stronom ical A ppendix in H ousm an’s edition  of Lucan (1950: 325-37).
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view this is not a simple mistake, but rather evokes the result of the failed 
attem pt of the Giants to pile Pelion upon Ossa. The world is turned upside down 
at battle of Pharsalia, and the instability of Pelion and Ossa is just one ‘symptom 
of gigantomachic disorder’ (1992: 154) out of many in the epic. S tatius’ perverse 
attribution of snow to Pharsaha rather than Pelion and Ossa might therefore be 
considered a related manifestation of capricious Thessalian geography.

It is worth noting in this connection tha t in this same poem, Statius also 
reproduces another of Lucan’s ‘mistakes’ with respect to the mountains of Thes
saly. On two occasions (1.168 and 238) Statius mentions a Mount Pholoe in the 
neighborhood of Chiron’s cave; this is an error {pace Dilke ad 1.168), for there 
was no such mountain in northern Greece. Yet it is an error with a noble his
tory, and there are good reasons to think tha t its presence here is not a result 
of S tatius’ ignorance. Firstly, Statius in the Thebaid had indicated tha t Pholoe 
was in Arcadia, not Thessaly; secondly Statius is alluding here to Lucan, who 
had already made precisely the same c l a i m . ^̂ 3 Statius is clearly following Lucan 
because, in addition to Centaurs, he puts the lair of a lioness there {Pholoes 
sub rupe leaenam, 1.168), just as Lucan had done: lions are attracted  to the 
battlefield of Pharsalus by the smell of blood {Pholoen liquere leones, 7.827).

The confusion here reaches far back in time. When the quintessentially Doric 
hero, Heracles, was brought into conjunction with Pholus the Centaur and a 
set of essentially Thessalian creatures in the Centauromachy, the geographical 
inconcinnity had to be resolved either by bringing Heracles to Thessaly, or by 
putting the Centaurs in the Peloponnese. Both solutions are suggested in Euripi
des’ Hercules Furens, where Heracles’ Centauromachy is set in Thessaly (364- 
74), but there are also Centaurs said to be living on Mount Pholoe in Arcadia 
(182). So Euripides hints, but no more, tha t the Centaurs retreated to Arcadia 
after their rout, where the name of Mount Pholoe would correspond with the 
residence of P h o l u s . Conversely, Lucan and Statius would rather move the 
mountain to Thessaly than move the Centaurs to Arcadia. Ma.sters (1992: 177) 
explains the move thus: ‘A small distortion, bringing Pholoe out of Arcadia, will 
bring with it the story of Hercules, Pholus and the raging of Centaurs who were 
already Thessalian in origin’. Lucan’s apparent motivation for so doing was to 
add yet another count to the reckoning of Thessaly’s wickedness; Statius’ rea-

'^ 3  C f. L u can  3 .1 9 8 , 6 .3 8 6 -9 8 ,  7 .4 4 9 , 8 2 7 . S ta t iu s  in  th e  T h eb a id  n ev er  sa y s  in  so  m a n y  w ord s  
w h ere  M o u n t P h o lo e  is , b u t A d r a stu s  s e le c t in g  w arriors in  th e  T h e b a i d  (1 0 .2 2 8 )  is co m p a red  
to  a  h o rse-b reed er  on  M o u n t P h o lo e  d ec id in g  w h ich  h orse  is su ite d  to  w h ic h  p u rp o se , in c lu d in g  
th e  O ly m p ic  g a m e s . T h e  m e n t io n  h ere o f  E lis  (E le a s  . .  , p a lm a s ,  1 0 .2 3 4 ) w o u ld  see m  to  p o in t  
to  th e  P e lo p o n n e se  ra th er  th a n  T h essa ly .
‘ '■1 S ee  B o n d  (1 9 8 8 ) ad  E ur. H F  3 6 4 -7 4 .
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sons for p u ttin g  Pholoe in Thessaly in the  Achilleid  are less clear. I t may be 
sim ply a nod to  Lucan, or it may be m eant to  rem ind us of Heracles, and th a t 
m ost encounters between hum ans and C entaurs, even civilized and  hospitable 
ones like Pholus and  C hiron, end badly. T he next section continues th is line of 
enquiry into anom alies of geographical fact in the  Achilleid  and w hat they can 
tell us abou t S ta tiu s’ use of his models. In th is  case, as w ith Pholoe, S tatius 
seems to  have known perfectly well where certa in  places were located  when he 
w rote the Thebaid, and then  strangely to  have forgotten them  when w riting the 

Achilleid.

2 . 2 .3  E pi c  G e o g r a p h y

Beside Pelion and  Ossa, another classic exam ple of unstable geography in an
cient poetry  is the  wandering island of Delos. We will look now a t the  n a tu re  of 

several islands described by S tatius which appear to  share w ith it a propensity  
to  w ander abou t the  Aegean. These islands have been cited in the past as exam 
ples of S ta tiu s’ carelessness or lack of in terest in geography except as a  source 
of pretty-sounding nam es to  ornam ent his v e r s e . xhe m ain problem  is th a t 
S ta tiu s appears to  have thought m istakenly th a t  Scyros was one of the  Cycladic 
islands.” ® Calclias visualizes T hetis seeking out Scyros among the  Cyclades:

. . .  video per Cycladas a ltas 
a tto n itam  et tu rp i quaerentem  lito ra  furto.
occidimus: p lacuit Lycomedis conscia tellus. (1.530-2)

W hen the  poet describes the  itinerary  of Ulysses and Diomedes from Aulis to  
Scyros in search of Achilles, they seem to  pass by islands of the Aegean in no 
rational order:

lam que per Aegaeos ibat L aertia  flexus 
puppis et innum erae m u taban t Cyclades auras:“ 
iam  Paros Olearosque latent; iam  rad itu r  a lta  

Lemnos e t a  tergo decrescit Bacchica Naxos, 
an te oculos crescente Samo; iam  Delos opacat 
aequor: ibi e celsa libant carchesia puppi
responsique fidem et uerum  C alchanta  precantur. (1.675-81)

“ orcis Dilke

E.g. Kostlin (1875-6: 533), Klotz (1902a: 300), and Jannaccone (ad 1.677).
Pliny explicitly excludes Scyros from both the Cyclades and the Sporades ( N H  4.69), but 

see also N H  4.72.
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Kiirschner (1907: 62f) discerned tha t there is a more or less rational structure to 
the list, which is more literary than geographical. It is an inversion of the order 
of islands in Aeneas’ journey through the Cyclades from Delos to Crete:

Linquimus Ortygiae portus pelagoque uolamus 
bacchatamque iugis Naxon uiridemque Donusam,
Olearon niueamque Paron sparsasque per aequor
Cycladas, et crebris leginms freta concita terris. {Aen. 3.124-27)

Vergil begins with Delos, proceeds to Naxos and Donusa, and concludes with 
Olearos (Antiparos) and Paros, whereas Statius begins with Paros and Olearos, 
proceeds to Lemnos, Naxos and Samos, and concludes with Delos. Leaving to 
one side for the moment the question of what Lemnos and Samos are doing 
here, Statius’ itinerary seems a completely arbitrary inversion of Vergil’s without 
regard to the needs of his own poem.^^'^ Vergil’s list by contrast makes a certain 
amount of geographical sense, in that all of the islands he names are in the 
Cyclades and are south of Delos, and thus potentially on the way to Crete; but 
there is a slight ‘error’ in Vergil’s text, too. The wind that blows Aeneas and his 
companions southward is said to be the Auster (3.70), which properly speaking 
blows from the South, not towards it. This was recognized as an hermeneutic 
problem in antiquity; Servius’ note reads: auster autem quiuis uentus^^^ It is 
possible that Statius carefully reversed the order of the islands in accordance 
with Vergil’s text, as if to note that the prevailing wind blew in the opposite 
direction from Aeneas’ voyage. As for making geographical sense of the voyage 
in S tatius’ text, the poet explicitly warns against it. The text printed above 
rejects the conjecture of Dilke, who argued that the sense of muto is strained; 
but the metaphor he introduces with mutabant . . .  oras strains the sense of 
muto even more (‘the countless Cyclades were changing one prospect of their 
shores for another’); other proposals involve radical surgery. The MS reading 
of innumerae mutabant Cyclades auras (1.676) gives good sense, however, and 
should be retained: ‘the countless Cyclades were shifting the breezes’. T h a t  
is, this passage explicitly points out how fickle the winds in the central Aegean

K lotz (1902a: 300): ‘. . .  qua re factum  est ut quae apud priorem  [poetam ] recte atque 
ordine procedunt, in S ta tic  m era nom ina sint: nulla enim  situ s regionisque ratio h ab ita  e s t ’.

Servius auctus  then  gets m uddled by th e  sam e difficulty, repeating V ergil’s m istake w ith  
respect to  the  N orth wind: n a m  ad T hraciam  aquilone nauigatur. Som ew hat later, Servius 
auctus  gets it right: A fric a  ven ien tibu s a u ste r  secundus est, aquilo a dversu s  (ad A en. 5.2).
‘ ^ 9  A s Terzaghi (1956: 16) puts it, ‘col navigare attraverso alle C icladi il vento  si cam biava  

spessissim o, secondo la p osizione di ognuna delle tante isole, v icino a cui la nave passava’. 
Rightly, th e  MS reading is also printed by M arastoni and R osati.
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are and thus, as it were, excuses in advance ‘gli assurdi zig-zag, che Stazio fa 
fare a questi naviganti’.‘ °̂

The larger issue depends upon two related questions: what are Ulysses and 
Diomedes doing in this neighborhood, and why are Lemnos and Samos men
tioned together with the Cyclades? The reason the Greek heroes have come to 
the Cyclades is th a t Statius insists, as we have seen, th a t Scyros was there. Even 
more improbably, Statius now adds two more islands to the list: Lemnos and 
Samos. No wonder, then, th a t Statius calls the Cyclades innumerae, adding so 
freely as he does to their number. Is this due to ignorance? We cannot rule out 
the possibility; there is a Cycladic island called Supo<;, which might have been 
confused with Exupot;. Servius seems to have had this problem, as in one in
stance he speaks correctly of Syrum, unam de Cycladibus (ad Aen. 3.76), and 
in another he says incorrectly, Scyro insula, una de Cycladibus (ad Aen. 2.477). 
This last example actually shows the influence of Statius on Servius, and so does 
not represent an independent tradition; Servius calls Scyros one of the Cyclades 
merely because the Achilleid had done so.^^^ This possibility, however, leaves 
the question unanswered of why Statius put the other islands in the Cyclades 
too. It may be tha t the poet was completely oblivious to geographical correct
ness, but there is circumstantial evidence to suggest that this was not so. The 
first factor is th a t Statius was perfectly aware of the correct location of Lemnos 
in the Thebaid. Secondly, in the Achilleid Scyros is assimilated to the model of 
Delos, the wandering island, and this is an im portant factor in Thetis’ choice of 
hiding-place for her son.

Examining these two extenuating factors in turn, the first task is to compare 
S tatius’ discussion of Lemnos in the Thebaid and the Achilleid. That island has a 
large place in Book 5 of the Thebaid, and Hypsipyle thus describes her homeland 
to the Argives, comparing it favorably to Samos and Delos:

. . .  Aegaeo premitur circumflua Nereo 
Lemnos, ubi ignifera fessus respirat ab Aetna 
Mulciber; ingenti tellurem proximus umbra 
uestit Athos nemorumque obscurat imagine pontum;
Thraces arant contra, Thracum fatalia nobis 
litora, et inde nefas. florebat diues alumnis 

Jannaccone (ad 1.677).
T h e  full con tex t (ad 2,477) 's: ‘s c y r i a  p u b e s  a Scyro insula, una  de C ycladibus, in qua 

Lycom edes fuit, p a te r  Deidam iae: quam  Achilles com m endatus ibi a m atre Thetide v itia t, unde  
P yrrhus na tus eat. quamvis alii volente Lycomede D eidam iam  Achilli datam  in  m a trim o n iu m  
dicunV . T h e  Achilleid  is certain ly  th e  source of th e  version m entioned by Servius auctus  in 
which Achilles is sent to  Scyros by T hetis, a.s opposed to  the  story  to ld  by alii.
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terra , nec ilia Samo fam a Deloue sonanti
peior et innum eris quas spumifer adsilit Aegon. ( Theb. 5.49-56)

S ta tius alludes to  the volcanic nature  of the island and its consequent association 
w ith  Vulcan. He emphasizes its proxim ity to  Thrace: Thraces arant contra; th is 
certain ly  proves th a t he knew it to  be in the  northern  A e g e a n . T h e  sta tem ent 

th a t  M ount A thos casts its shadow on Lemnos derives from Apollonius, and 
it accurately reflects the  fact th a t A thos is the closest point {proximus, 51) of 
the  Greek m ainland to  Lemnos, which lies roughly midway between it and Asia 
M inor. Apollonius writes:

■?jpi viaao[i^voiaiv ’AOw dv^TEiXe: x oXwvt)

©pTjixiT), f) x6aaov  djtoTtpoGi Af][ivov ioOaav 
o aa o v  6<; SvSiov xev ^uotoXoc; dXxa<; d v u aa a i,

dxpoTdTT) xopucpf] axidei xal ^adxpi Mupivr)?. {Argon. 1.601-4)

M yrine is a town on the west coast of Lemnos, and the  notion th a t the  shadow 
of A thos reached th a t far apparently  derives from a fragm entary tex t of Sopho
cles. ̂ 3̂ There is also the  passage in Aeschylus’ Agam em non  where C lytem nestra 
describes in some detail the  route of her chain of signal-beacons; Lemnos is the 
m id-Aegean link between Asia Minor and M ount A t h o s . T h e  chorus does 
not quite believe her first explanation, and asks for c o n f i r m a t i o n . s e e m s ,  
therefore, th a t there was a debate of considerable an tiqu ity  over the  nearness of 
M ount A thos and Lemnos; th a t S tatius alludes to  th is complex trad ition  makes 
it unlikely th a t he would simply forget some years la ter in the  Achilleid  th a t 
Lemnos is in the northern  Aegean, off the coast of T hrace and Chalcidice. Lem
nos has m igrated from its erstwhile position, it seems, into the central Aegean, 
where it becomes relevant to  the voyage of Ulysses and Diomedes through the 
Cyclades. Samos is out of place too. I t is much closer to  the  central Aegean than  
Lemnos, bu t it is still unlikely th a t the sailors should see it before their eyes 
{ante oculos crescente, 679) in the  C y c l a d e s . S o  there  are th ree islands out of

Compare Vergil’s description of Thrace, Aeneas’ first stop after Troy: terra procul uastis 
colitur M auortia  campis j  {Thraces arant) . . .  (Aen. 3.13-4).
‘ ^3 Sophocles F 776 Pearson; on the matter of the shadow, see Pearson’s exhaustive note. 

Of. also Plin. N H  4.73.
See the footnote to Praenkel’s note on Agam. 285.

' ^ 5  For this reading of Agam. 317-19, see Goldhill (1986: 9-10).
In a passage from Ovid, when Icarus’ misjudged course from Crete to Attica takes him 

into the vicinity of Samos and away from the Cyclades, he is well and truly lost: ‘lam Samos a 
laeua (fuerant Naxosque relictae /  et Paros et Clario Delos am ata deo) . . .  ’ {Ars Am . 2.7gf). 
For differing interpretations of Icarus’ trajectory, see Rudd (1988: 24) and Sharrock (1994: I58f 
and 188).
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place in the Cyclades: Lemnos, Samos and Scyros, and, at least in the case of 
Lemnos, it can be demonstrated that Statius once knew well its correct position.

If it is allowed, for the sake of argument, th a t these are not errors, but rather 
an indication that, in the world of the mythical past th a t Statius is describing, 
the geography of the Aegean was still somewhat unstable, with islands wandering 
about, then it becomes possible to construct a coherent account of the position 
of Scyros in the Achilleid that is geographically ‘wrong’, but which makes good 
mythological sense. Such a world, in which the Aegean islands wandered willy- 
nilly may in fact be found in Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos. When Leto pleads 
with different places to offer her sanctuary, they all run away, including all of the 
islands (cpsuYE • • • (pEuy î xtX.: 70-105, passim)-, but Delos, then called Asteria, 
moves down from Euboea to the region of the Cyclades to meet and welcome 
her:^^'^

al fifev xoaaoL X^yovToc; dn;fTp£:5(ov elv aXl vfjaoL- 
AaTEptr) cpiXotioXTtE, au 8 ’ EOpoiT]0£ xaty)£i.t;,

KuxXdSa? dcJjofî vT) TtepirjŶ Od; . . .  (Callim. Hymn 4.196-8)

Later, after Delos has hosted the birth of Apollo, the other islands arrange 
themselves in a circle around the island, thus providing an aetiology for the 
name of the Cyclades:

AaxepiT) OuoEoaa, at (iiv Tcept t ’ d[icpt te  vfjaoi 
xuxXov ^noiTjaavTO xal <!)(; ^opov d[icpEpdXovTO . . .

(Callim. Hymn 4.300f)

These passages almost contradict Callimachus’ earlier description of Poseidon’s 
construction of the islands, where he is said to have rooted them to the seabed, 
with the exception of Delos, which was free to float (34-6); but Callimachus 
does not say tha t Delos was the only exception, so the implication remains that 
other islands were free to move about. As Bing says, ‘all places (islands, rivers, 
mountains, etc.), which by nature ought to be fixed, are on the run; only Asteria, 
the one who, by nature, is free to roam, comes to a h a lt’ (1988: 120). To postulate 
a connection between Scyros in the Achilleid and the Hymn of Callimachus is 
not as arbitrary as it might seem, for both texts owe a large debt to the Homeric 
Hymn to Apollo.

The Homeric Hymn has sometimes been divided by scholars into two halves, 
a first part concerned with Delos, which has a mostly Ionic world-view, and

On the mobility of Delos, see Bing (1988: 91-143) and Barchiesi (1994b).
*=« Cf. Plin. N H  4.65.



a P y th ia n  part. T h e d iv ision  m ust have b een  apparent in  som e form  to  CalH- 

m achus, as he b ased  h is H ym n to  D elo s on  th e  story  o f  L e to ’s search  for a  p lace  

to  g ive  b irth  to  A p o llo , u tiliz in g  on ly  th e  first h a lf o f  th e  H om eric H y m n /^ s  In  

C allim achus, L e to ’s d esp era te  search  is fu lly  d ram atized , and  th e  g o d d ess  en 

trea ts  p lace after p lace to  g ive  her rest; in  th e  H om eric H ym n  by co n tra st, th e  

narrator s im p ly  lists  th ose  p laces th a t w ere to o  afraid to  receive her:

oaaouc; KprjTr) t ’ ivxbt; xal Sfjfjo? !A.0r)vwv 
vfjo6(; t ’ AIyivt] vauaixXeixiQ x’ ECpoia 
Alyat t ’ Elpeatai te xal HETtdpriGoc;
0pT)txio<; t ’ A06w<; xal HrjXlou axpa xdpT]va 
0pr)IxiT) T£ Sd[io<; ’'ISrjt; i ’ opea axioevxa 
Sxupoc; xal $w xaia xal AOxoxdvT]? 6po<; atKU 
’'IjjPpoc; x’ euxxL̂ v̂T) xal Af](ivo<; djaixSaXoEaCTa 
Kia^oc, x’ Mdxapoc £8oc; AloXtcovo?
xal Xioc;, f] vrjawv XLTtapcoxdxT) etv dXl xEixat,
TiamaXoEK; x£ Mi îac; xal Kwpuxou dxpa xdprjva 
xal KXdpo<; atyXT^eaaa xal AEaaŶ T)(; opoc; alTtu 
xal Ed(iO(; u8pT)Xf) MuxdXrjc; x’ aiTCEivd xdprjva 
M iX t]x6 i; tz  K6w<; xe, tioXic; MepoTicov dvGpwKWV, 

xal Kvi5o(; atTieivf] xal KdpnaGoi; i^vefioeaaa 
Nd^oc; x ’ Hdpoi; 'Pi]vaid xe jiexpTjeaaa, 

xoaaov I k ’ wSlvouaa 'Exr]P6Xov'ixexo Ar)xw,
£i xl<; o l yai^wv ulei 6fXoi o ix ia  BfaGai. {H ym n.  Horn. Ap.  3 0 -4 6 )

T h e  list sligh ts th e  P elop on n ese  and o th er  p arts o f  G reece, en u m eratin g  on ly  

p laces on th e  coast o f  th e  A egean  and its  is lan d s, w h ere D e lia n  A p o llo  w ould  

gen era lly  have had  greater cu lt sign ificance, a  d efic ien cy  th a t C a llim ach u s’ h ym n  

m akes g o o d / 3« A s W est (1975; 161) says, ‘T h e  ca ta lo g  o f  p laces in  3 0 -4 4 , w h ich  

en d s as a record o f  L e to ’s w anderings, b u t b eg in s as a  su rvey  o f  A p o llo ’s w or

sh ip ers, covers th e  A egean  and  its  shores, w ith  p articu lar  em p h asis  on th e  e a st

ern side; it  d oes n ot look  further w est th an  A th e n s’. T h e  h st o f p laces n am ed  is 

as follow s: C rete, A th en s, A eg in a , E u b oea , A egae  (u n certa in  lo ca tio n ), E iresiae  

(p ossib ly  an  islan d  in th e  T h erm aic  gulf, or P e ires ia e), P ep a reth o s (an is lan d  

off T h essa ly ), M ount A th os, M ount P elion , S am oth race , M oun t Ida, S cyros, 

P h o ca ea  and A u tocan e  (b o th  in A sia  M inor o p p o site  L esb o s), Im bros, L em nos,

T hus Depew {1998: 155, n 2); cf. B ing (1988; 91).
On th e  differences between th e  catalog  of the Hom eric Hym n and  CaUimachus, see Bing 

{1988: i i5 f ) .



Lesbos, Chios, Mimas and Corycos (both opposite Chios), Claros and Aesagaea 
(both near Colophon), Samos, Mycale, Miletus, Cos, Cnidos, Carpathos, Naxos, 
Paros and finally Rhenaea (an island off Delos). Here is one characterization of 
the progression: ‘The movement th a t gradually unfolds through the lines is a 
slow clockwise spiral from Crete up the western coast of the Aegean, across the 
Thracian seaboard, down Ionia and the eastern islands to Carpathos—that is, 
nearly full circle to Crete again—with a final swing inward through the Cyclades 
to Rhenaea, Delos’ closest n e i g h b o r ’ . Scyros appears in the Homeric Hymn, 
where it disturbs the geographical scheme more than any other element in the 
list, coming in the midst of locations in Asia Minor.

In the Achilleid, when Thetis walks alone on the Thessalian shore, wondering 
where to hide her son, her musings take a similar trajectory:

At Thetis undisonis per noctem in rupibus astans,
quae nato secreta velit, quibus abdere terris
destinet, hue illuc divisa mente volutat.
proxima, sed studiis multum Mavortia, Thrace;
nec Macetum gens dura placet laudumque daturi
Cecropidae stimulos; nimium opportuna carinis
Sestos Abydenique sinus, placet ire per artas
Cycladas; hie spretae Myconosque humilisque Seriphos
et Lemnos non aequa viris atque hospita Delos
gentibus. (1.198-207)

The list Thetis makes of places th a t might receive her son follows roughly the 
pattern  of the Homeric Hymn: Thrace, Macedon, Athens, the Hellespont, the 
Cyclades, Lemnos, Delos. Both lists have a strong Ionic bias, and are restricted 
to the coasts and islands of the Aegean, excluding all of Greece west of Athens. 
Like the Homeric Hymn, Thetis’ list traces a rough clockwise spiral around the 
coast of the Aegean, ending with the Cyclades and D e l o s . The ‘error’ that 
put Scyros among the Cyclades appears here for the first time in the Achilleid, 
where it is connected with Thetis’ assimilation to the figure of Leto, who gave 
birth on the wandering island of Delos.

The phrase hue illue diuisa mente uolutat (200) recalls the Vergihan line 
atque animum nunc hue celerem, nunc diuidit illuc, which appears twice in the 
Aeneid (4.285 and 8.20). It is an appropriate formula to invoke here, since in

' 3 * M i l l e r  ( 1 9 8 6 :  3 s f ) .  O n  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  c a t a l o g ,  c f .  B a l t e s  ( 1 9 8 1 :  2 5 - 8 ) .

H e r e  t o o  L e m n o s  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  a m o n g  t h e  C y c l a d e s ,  a l t h o u g h  t h i s  i s  m e r e l y  i m p l i e d  b y  

i t s  p o s i t i o n  i n  T h e t i s ’ l i s t  b e t w e e n  S e r i p h o s  a n d  D e l o s .
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both instances Aeneas faced a kind of geographical quandary. In Book 4, Aeneas 
has just been visited by Mercury, who warns him not to tarry in Carthage, but 
to think of the future of his son. Aeneas then ponders how he may deceive Dido, 
or at least break the news of his departure gently. Thetis’ situation is similar 
in tha t she too must devise a way of leaving Chiron under false pretenses. In 
Book 8, Aeneas, troubled by the stirrings of the Latin war, has difficulty sleeping 
until Tiberinus appears to him in a dream. The god reassures him th a t he has 
at last arrived in his promised home. These important junctures in the Aeneid, 
which are marked by the appearance of divinities to the hero, relate to  Aeneas’ 
uncertainty over his geographical destination; this is precisely Thetis’ problem 
here. After rejecting the various options listed above, Thetis decides to hide 
Achilles on Scyros: haec placet, haec timidae tellus tutissima matri ( i .2 i i ) .  This 
line may echo the similarly alliterative words of Aeneas when he reaches Delos: 
hue feror: haee fessos tuto placidissima portu /  accepit {Aen. S-ySf); and we shall 
see tha t Thetis does in fact equate Scyros with Delos. In the subsequent lines, 
Statius constructs a simile comparing the goddess to a bird looking for the right 
place to build her nest.

qualis vicino volucris iam sedula partu
iamque timens, qua fronde domum suspendat inanem;
providet hie ventos, hie anxia cogitat angues,
hie homines: tandem  dubiae placet umbra, novisque
vix stetit in ramis et protinus arbor amatur. (1.212-16)

Thetis, as m other {matri), is compared to a bird close to laying her eggs {vi
cino . . .  partu).^^^ The bird considers different trees and branches, looking for 
a suitable birthplace for her offspring that will be safe from her enemies, just 
like Leto.'^34 jg striking th a t Thetis, whose son is already a young man, is as
sociated with Leto and the bird as they prepare for the birth of their offspring. 
By implication, Thetis’ attem pt to hide Achilles on Scyros is an effort to give 
birth to Achilles all over again, to undo the damage of her unequal marriage 
{thalamos . . .  minores, 90) and her son’s unequal birth {impar . . .  genus, 256). 
The imperiled Achilles, who has himself just been compared to Apollo in a simile 
(i65f), will be trundled off to Scyros, where Thetis will a ttem pt to have her son 
reborn as a daughter. The birth of Achilles happened once as tragedy and will 
repeat itself as farce.

133 ‘P rossim a al p a r to ’: Arico (1986; 2937); see also M endelsohn (1990: 3 0 if).
*34 Leto gave b irth  on Delos while holding on to  a palm  tree  {Hymn. Horn. Ap.  3-117, Cal- 

lim. H y m n  4.2ogf).
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The connection between Thetis and the Homeric Hymn does not end here. 
Thetis eventually leaves Achilles behind on Scyros, and bidding farewell to the 
land to which she has entrusted her child, she makes a wildly erroneous prophesy 
of the fame and glory tha t will accrue to the island as a result of its service to 
her:

. . .  te longus honos aeternaque cingent 
tem pla nec instabili fama superabere Delo, 
et ventis et sacra fretis interque vadosas 
Cycladas, Aegaeae frangunt ubi saxa procellae,
Nereidum tranquilla domus iurandaque nautis 
insula ne solum Danaas adm itte carinas,
ne, precor! (1-386-93)

Thetis not only erroneously names Scyros (once again) as one of the Cyclades, 
she even compares its future fame to Apollo’s island, and essentially promises 
that Scyros will be in all respects another Delos. The model for this passage 
is also from the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. Leto negotiates an agreement with 
Delos to the effect that, in return for being the birthplace of Apollo, Delos shall 
be famous for its temple, rich and honored among men:

Af]X’ el yap ^9^Xoi<; S8o<; l[i|j£:vai ulo? dtioio 
$ o t p o u  A e o X X w v o ? ,  0 f a 0 a i  x ’ S v i n b v a  v t ) 6 v  

a X X o c  8 ’ oO  Ti<; o e i o  t i o 0 ’ Sttj^eTai., o 0 8 ^  at X i^ a s i ,

008’ eOpcov o i  y ’ l o s a O a i  d 'to y ia i  o 6 t ’ e5fiT)Xov, 

oOS^ Tpuyr)v oIoek;, oOx’ ap  cpuia fiup ia  cpuaeic;. 

a t 8f x ’ AkoXXw vo? I x a fp y o u  vr)6v l-/̂ r]oOa, 
otv0po7ioi TOL Kdvie<; dyivT^aoua’ l:xaT6iiPa<;

^v0d8’ dYEipo^evoi, xviar) 8f xoi daTiExoc; a k l 
S t j h o u  dva't^EL, ^oaxTiatic, 0’ oil x i o ’
XEipoc; d;:’ dXXoxpiT)c;, iTzei o5 xoi Ttiap Ok’ oSSac;.

{Hymn. Horn. Ap. 51-60).

Leto goes on from here to make a solemn promise to Delos th a t temples will be 
built and tha t the island will have great honor among men (79-88). Thetis makes 
identical promises to Scyros, but the irony here is that Scyros shall not keep 
Achilles safe, and so it shall not be blessed with temples and shall never become 
as famous as Delos. Statius hereby provides a comical sort of anti-aetiology for 
the obscurity of the island. A further aspect to Thetis’ prophecy, tha t Scyros will
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rem ain among the Cyclades, is equally untrue, and a t this point we re tu rn  to  the  
question of S ta tiu s’ idiosyncratic geography. The position of Scyros, which T hetis 
here guarantees will be fixed forever am ong the  Cyclades, is explicitly contrasted  
w ith instabili . . .  Delo (1.388). Delos, which had previously floated abou t the 
seas, was rewarded for its services to  Leto by becoming fixed perm anently  to  the 
ocean floor. As we have seen, S ta tius envisions Scyros th roughout the  Achilleid  
as one of the Cyclades. The clear im plication of this broken prom ise is th a t 

Scyros was eventually forced to  drift from the Cyclades, where it had  been 
located in the  heroic era, and arrived in its present location only la ter, having 
been compelled to  wander north  as a result of its failure to  carry out its  part in 
T h e tis ’ bargain. The ironic contrast w ith Delos, which ended its w anderings in 
the  Cyclades, is complete: Scyros will be compelled to  drift from the Cyclades 
to  a place of greater obscurity as a consequence of failing to  provide a safe 
haven for the  re-b irth  of Achilles. The im plication th a t Scyros was compelled 
to  wander from the region of Delos to  the coast of Euboea, where it is today, 
is the  sym m etrical opposite to  CaUimachus’ assertion th a t  A steria/D elos was 
sum m oned from Euboea by Apollo to  its present position of honor in center of 
the Cyclades (4.196-8, quoted above, p 88).

On the level of characterization, we shall see la ter (Section 4.2) th a t  T he tis’ 
m ishandling of the  mythological paradigm  from the Homeric Hym n to  Apollo 
is quite typical of her rhetorical gestures in the  epic. In retrospect, the  strange 
insistence by S tatius th a t Scyros was one of the Cycladic islands proves to  be 
more than  a simple error on the p a rt of the poet. Bing (1988: 94-6) argues 
th a t the b irth  of Apollo on Delos and his eventual suprem acy over Ares m arks 
in a  program m atic way the trium ph  of Callim achean poetics, and specifically 
the  rejection of m artia l epic.^^s gg  ^^at as it may, T h e tis’ a ttem p t to  associate 

Scyros w ith Delos is an effort literally  to  avert the course of Homeric epic. Its  

failure and the consequent failure of Scyros to  establish a firm and lasting  place 
am ong the Cyclades represent the u ltim ate  trium ph  of the  Homeric paradigm  in 

Achilles’ life, and the fu tility  of T h e tis’ intervention: it is the  destiny of Scyros 
itself and not Achilles’ destiny th a t is diverted in the  end.

On this argum ent, the  subsequent occasions in the Achilleid  which imply 
th a t Scyros and even Lemnos and Samos are am ong the Cyclades look back 
to T h e tis ’ prophecy and suggest th a t in the m ythical period of which S tatius is 
w riting geographical position and relative prestige were still under negotiation: a 
process in which Scyros cam e out a loser. There are a  num ber of reasons S tatius 

'35 Against this view, see Depew (1998: i73f).
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might possibly have wished to suggest th a t the location of Scyros was ambiguous. 
There was the confusion mentioned earlier between Scyros and Syros: Homer 
{Od. 15.403) speaks of an island near Ortygia (i.e. Delos), called E utiit), which 
some identified as Scyros, others as the Cycladic Syros.^^® Another possible 
source of confusion could have been the text of Catullus 64. It was suggested 
above tha t Statius may have seen an already corrupt version of the following 
passage:

deseritur Cieros; linquunt P thiotica Tempe
Crannonisque domos ac moenia Larisaea;
Pharsalum  coeunt, Pharsalia tecta frequentant. (Cat. 64.35-7)

Pharsalum  is not the only conjectural correction among the toponyms here: 
neither Crannonisque nor Cieros appear in the MS tradition. In the case of 
Cieros, it was Meineke tha t suggested this obscure Thessalian place-name instead 
of what the MSS give as Siros or Scyros. Of the corrupt alternatives, Scyros at 
least has a plausible connection with the story of Achilles, even if the context 
really does require Thessalian homes for the w e d d i n g - g u e s t s . jf Statius knew 
this passage in something like the form it has come down to us, then he may 
have thought that Catullus associated Scyros with Thessaly well to the north, 
and took this as license to move it about himself as he saw fit. In changing the 
location of Scyros, it may be th a t Statius was simply following the needs of his 
poem, or th a t he was playing on a genuinely existing confusion in the minds of 
his contemporaries. In any case, the conclusion has sometimes been drawn too 
quickly tha t Statius is a careless writer who is more interested in pretty-sounding 
names than in using them  to communicate meaningfully. Inconsistencies such as 
the wandering islands we have just examined can be valuable opportunities for 
interpretation to test itself against a clear hermeneutic difficulty in the text. 
T hat Statius was simply careless is one possible conclusion to an investigation 
of apparent anomalies in his work; but if it is taken Eis a working hypothesis, we 
are unlikely to discover anything new about it.

2 . 2 .4  A c h i l l e s ’ H e e l

The following discussion will necessarily have a different character from the 
foregoing, since it describes S tatius’ debt to a source that has disappeared and 
is no longer identifiable. One of the things that the Achilleid is known for, if it

3̂® SchoL (ad loc) w ith  H eubeck-H oekstra.
3̂'̂  E llis  (1889: ad loc) reservedly defends th e  reading Scyros.
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is known a t all, is th a t the story of Achilles’ vulnerable heel appears in it for 
the first tim e in ancient lite ra tu re  and a rt. Even though S ta tiu s’ references to  
the m yth are casual and brief, it would be strange to  om it entirely to  discuss 
such a famous detail, and so I shall do so here. Three tim es S ta tius alludes to  
T h e tis’ a ttem p t to  make her son im m ortal by dipping him  in the Styx. In the  
first instance, T hetis is falsely reporting a dream  to Chiron in which she says 
th a t she has been reliving the experience of taking Achilles to  the  Styx and 
subm erging him in it:

The next reference comes as T hetis is addressing Achilles, and she supplies some 
further details; we learn th a t the purpose of the tr ip  was somehow to  pro tect 
her son and th a t she failed to  com plete the task:

The incident is m entioned once more, w ith the more precise stipu lation  th a t 
T hetis brought Achilles to  the Styx to  make his limbs im pervious to  weapons. 
S tatius reports it as part of the scu ttleb u tt among the Greek fleet a t Aulis, as 
though it were general knowledge among them:

. . .  quemve alium  Stygios tu lerit secreta per amnes
Nereis et pulchros ferro p raestruxerit artus? (i.48of)

The first th ing to  be said is th a t these m ust be allusions to  a  more complete 
telling of the  m yth elsewhere; S ta tiu s’ rem arks are not fully com prehensible on 
their own; he does not even m ention Achilles’ leg or ankle as the  vulnerable 
p o i n t . ^38  Even if S tatius had planned to  tell the  story in greater detail la ter in 
the poem , these three elliptical references presuppose the  ability  of his audience 
to  appreciate the story a t some level. All m odern accounts are unanim ous in 
asserting th a t S tatius was not the  source for this m yth, bu t th a t he merely 

popularized an incident he had found elsewhere; and this is certain ly  true. It 
is worth noting, however, th a t three separate allusions in the  space of some

3̂® I use the  term s heel, ankle, and lower leg interchangeably here, because in th e  version 
S ta tiu s adheres to th e  im p o rtan t th ing  is th a t  Achilles is vulnerable in th e  place covered by 
T h e tis’ hand, and there  is no necessary connection of invulnerability  w ith a  special p a r t of his 
body. R epresentations of Achilles’ death  tend to  place an arrow  in th e  ankle (talus)  or even 
th e  lower leg. G antz  (1993: 628) has suggested th a t  we speak of Achilles’ ‘heel’ because th a t 
is w hat th e  R om ance reflexes of talus m ean; see also Burgess (1995:

. . .  saepe ipsa—nefas!—sub inania natum  
T arta ra  et ad Stygios iterum  fero m ergere fontes. ( l . l 22 f )

. . .  si progenitum  Stygos amne severo 
arm avi—totum que utinam ! . . . (i.26gf)
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four hundred lines constitu te  a very insistent series of references, which gives 

cum ulatively more and more specific hints as to  the  na tu re  of T h etis’ tr ip  to 
the  Styx. We m ight therefore guess th a t the source to  which S tatius is alluding 
was obscure enough th a t not all of his audience m ight have been expected to 
appreciate and understand  it a t  first encounter.

If S ta tiu s’ source was so obscure th a t he needed to  coax his audience towards 
an  appreciation of it, it is perhaps not surprising th a t no earlier reference to 
Achilles’ ankle or to  his p artia l invulnerability  has survived. Kossatz-Diessm an 
{L IM C  s.v. ‘Achilleus’ no. 1 2 ) reported  th a t there was a Hellenistic gold ring in 
the Los Angeles County M useum of A rt which showed T hetis dipping Achilles in 
the  Styx, bu t the  ring has since been appraised by the  m useum  as inauthentic. 
T his leaves S ta tiu s as our earliest witness to  the  trad ition , and even then  we m ust 
fill in the rest of the  story, including the  detail of Achilles’ ankle, from late sources 
like Servius and L a c t a n t i u s . ^ ^ o  Given these hum ble beginnings, it is rem arkable 

how fam iliar the  notion of Achilles’ vulnerable heel has become. The reason for 
the  wide diffusion of the story, ap a rt from the  popularity  of the Achilleid  itself 
in late an tiqu ity  and the m iddle ages, was well analyzed by Young ( 1 9 7 9 ) . He 
pointed ou t th a t the u ltim ately  ineffectual dipping of Achilles into the river of 
death  to  preserve his life in th is world was the perfect foil in C hristian  polemic 
for baptism , which is the  successful dipping of a C hristian  into the river of life to 
preserve him  in the  next world. T he im plication th a t  Achilles’ dipping in the Styx 
was a sort of flawed pagan bap tism  was surely an  extrem ely influential factor 
in the propagation  of the ta le  am ong Christians; Young quotes a passage from 
T ertu llian ’s de anim a  th a t engages in this sort of polemic against the  heretical 
baptism s of a S am aritan  gnostic nam ed M enander Magus:

legimus quidem  pleraque aquarum  genera m ira n d a .. . .  plane Stygias 
paludes p o e ta  trad id it m ortem  diluentes, sed et T hetis filium planxit. 
quam quam  si e t M enander in Stygem m ergit, m oriendum  erit ni- 
hilominus, u t ad Stygem venias, apud inferos enim  dicitur.

{de anim a  5 0 .3 )

‘ 3 9  Personal com m unication; also reported by B urgess (1995: 222, n 19).
‘ 4 ° Serv. ad A en. 6 .57 , L actantius ad Ach. 1.480.

I am  obliged  to  Jonathan  B urgess for send ing m e a  copy o f th is hard-to-find article, and 
for d iscu ssin g  A ch illes’ heel w ith  m e. I have naturally  stressed  those  po in ts relevant to  my 
argum ent w here I disagree w ith  B urgess, so I should n ote  here th a t I agree w ith  a lm ost all 
o f  the conclusions reached in his com prehensive article on  th e  top ic  (1995); in particular, his 
work has m ade it unnecessary to  d iscuss here a t any length  the  archaic Greek ev idence for the  
m anner o f  A ch illes’ death.

96



Unfortunately, Young also took this passage as evidence that the myth of Achil
les’ dip in the Styx originated in Christian, and specifically gnostic, ideas about 
baptism. He claimed th a t the poeta to whom Tertullian refers was a putative 
‘near-Statius’, who invented our version of the story along Christian lines, and 
who was the source for both Statius and Tertullian. Burgess (1995: 222f) has 
refuted this theory convincingly; we should add the objection th a t Statius would 
hardly have hinted so heavily to his audience tha t they should be familiar with a 
idea taken recently from some gnostic text. It is worth pointing out an even more 
fundamental error Young made, an error which led him to confuse the cause and 
the result of the connection of S tatius’ Achilles with Christian baptism. The iden
tity  of Tertullian’s poeta, which Young (1979: 16) held to be ‘obscure’ is in fact 
quite clear: it is Statius. Young considers this possibility, only to reject it, reiter
ating without evidence that Tertullian ‘shows no certain knowledge of Statius’; 
this is false. It will be demonstrated below (see Section 6.2) th a t Tertullian in 
the de pallio was intimately familiar with S tatius’ Achilleid, and his knowledge 
of its plot is so complete that he could hardly have gained it indirectly or from a 
florilegium, as Young s u g g e s t s . T h e  similarity in diction between Tertullian’s 
in Stygem mergit and S tatius’ ad Stygios iterum fero mergere fontes, admits the 
possibility of borrowing, but they may both simply be using the natural Latin 
expression. The fact th a t Tertullian refers to Achilles’ death in term s of Thetis’ 
mourning for him {sed et Thetis filium planxit) is probably indebted to Statius’ 
Thetis-centered view of Achilles’ mortality; S tatius’ Thetis describes to Neptune 
proleptically her mourning at Achilles’ tomb.^^3 Burgess notes th a t Young men
tions, but dismisses, a more promising approach; to relate Achilles’ dip in the 
Styx to the lustrations of mystery religions. We will see later (see Section 5.2) 
th a t Statius is interested in expanding the religious ambit of epic to include 
mystery cult and even ‘Eastern’ divinities hke M ithras and Osiris. Thetis’ trip 
to the Styx is described as a harrowing ordeal she shudders to  remember, and 
this could potentially accord much better with some of the practices of mystery 
cult than with a Christian baptism.

Returning to the question of S tatius’ source, we are left with the plausible 
guess of Carl Robert (1923: Syf and 1187) that some Hellenistic writer put the 
story of Achilles’ vulnerable heel together from the various parts of the tradition

Y oung (1979: 16 and 25, n 49). His in terpretation  {1979: 25, n 48) o f  th e  references to  
m agical practices earlier in T h e tis’ speech is also m istaken; her m a g icu m  sa c ru m  (1 .135) 
derived from th e parallel deception  of V ergil’s D ido (see below . Section  4 .2 ) , and the ign oti 
d iv i (1 .139) th e  powers o f  th e  underworld so called apotropaically , not th e  ‘unknow n go d s’ 
o f gnosticism .

*■*3 Ach. i.75f; and cf. Silv. 2,7.97: P elid en  T hetis h o m ii t  caden tem .
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th a t  were available in Achilles’ biography, b u t which previously had been un
related/'*'* T he notion th a t T hetis had tried  to  rem edy the  m ortal s ta te  of the
infant Achilles by special techniques is present in Apollonius, who says th a t she 

placed him  in the h ea rth  a t night to  burn  away his m ortal p a rts  and anointed 
him  w ith ambrosia:

f) yap PpoTfa<; aiel TtEpl adpxac; ISaiEv

vuxxa 8ia [j^aaT)v cpXoY[Jw Ttupoi;, ■f̂ jjaxot 8’ aOxe

dtiPpoaiT) xpiEoxE T^pEv 6(ppa k^Xoito

dGdvaxoc; xai ol axuyspo'' XP '̂- Y^P“ ? dXdXxoi . . .  (Argon. 4.869-72)

T his regimen was clearly invented by Apollonius, for its details were borrowed 
from D em eter’s equally unsuccessful trea tm en t of the infant D em ophoon in the  
Homeric Hymn:

. . .  A t)^ t̂ xt)p

XpiEox’ djjppoCTiT) Lie; e£ GeoG ixxeyaoiTa, 
f}8u xaxaTtveiouaa xa l iv xoXkoioiv 

vuxxai; 8  ̂ xpunxeaxe Tiupo? ĵ Oxs 8aX6v

XdQpa (ptXwv yovfw v... [Hymn. Horn. Cer. 2.237-40)

Ju s t like D em eter, T hetis  is in terrup ted  in her m in istra tions by the objections 
of a foolish m ortal; the  goddess reacts angrily and the baby loses its chance 
a t im m ortality . ’^'*5 W hile T hetis is not exactly a model wife and m other in the 
Argonautica  nor by extension in the  Achilleid  (see below, pp 160-162), th is in ter
vention by Apollonius was presum ably an a ttem p t to  redeem the u tte r  barbarity  
a ttr ib u ted  to  T hetis in o ther versions, where she killed m any of her own infant 
children in the  process of testing  their m ortality  by throw ing them  in the fire 
or in a po t of water. Peleus finally catches her perform ing the sam e test on 
Achilles, and prevents her from killing him; she then  flees her husband’s home, 
never to  re tu rn , ju s t as she does in the Argonautica. Apollonius took several el
em ents, T h e tis ’ placing her child in the  fire, her anger a t Peleus, and her ab ru p t

144 Xhe argument that the Styx-episode went back to the archaic period, surviving under
ground in Greek ‘folk m emory’, only to emerge once again in writers like Statius, Hyginus and 
Fulgentius, has largely been abandoned; given the number of surviving Greek treatm ents of 
Achilles’ life, the silence o f our sources on the m atter of the Styx is overwhelming: thus Young 
(1979; 14).
1 4 5  The desire to attribute a great antiquity to this interesting myth a.s a part of Achilles’ 

biography has generated a strange reluctance among scholars to acknowledge the obvious fact 
of Apollonius’ near-verbatim borrowing from the Homeric Hymn: Burgess (1995: 221), and 
more recently Mackie (1998). There is no reason to suspect that Apollonius had found already 
present in the story of Achilles’ infancy any of the elements which he took from the Hymn; the 
desire to give a more plausible reason for Thetis putting her children in the fireplace would 
have been enough to suggest Demeter as a parallel.
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departure, and by reading them under the auspices of the Homeric Hymn to 
Demeter, he transformed them from the evidence of monstrously indifferent ma
ternal conduct to the evidence of a relatively benign solicitude for her child’s 
mortal state. If we allow the assumption that Statius’ allusion to the story of 
T hetis’ trip to the Styx most likely came from some lost Hellenistic poem, then 
it seems likely that such a text was produced in response to Apollonius. For the 
Argonautica corresponds to a recuperation of the tale, alluded to by Lycophron, 
that Thetis consumed her mortal children in the fire one by one, while the hy
pothetical Styx-text will have corresponded to the other variant, attributed to 
the poet of the Aegimius, which claimed that Thetis tested the mortality of her 
children by throwing them in a pot of water.^̂ 6 Apollonius transforms death by 

fire into thwarted salvation by fire, while the Styx-poet transformed death by 
water into imperfect salvation by w a t e r . T h i s  hypothetical competing version 
will have introduced one radically new element to the myth, namely the bath in 
the Styx as a fortifying measure, but it will also have introduced a new level of 
explanatory power to the myth.^^s xh e  story of Achilles’ bath in the Styx was 

not very ancient, but the idea that he was killed at least in part by an arrow to 
the ankle was much older. The Styx-version of Thetis’ intervention on behalf of 
her baby son, unlike Apollonius’ version, was able to explain not only the bare 
fact of Achilles’ mortality, but also its specific modality.

D eath  by fire: Lycophron ly S f  w ith  T zetzes ad loc; by water: H esiod  {Aegimius)  
F 300 M erkelbach-W est ( O C T ) \  the  source for this latter y leg im ius-testim onium  (Schol. ad 
Ap. R hod. 4 .816) m entions the  ex isten ce o f both  fire- and w ater-versions; there are other scho
lia  o f  lesser relevance th a t m ention  T h e tis’ destruction  of her children: see B urgess (1995: 220, 
n 11).
‘ 4 7  Burgess (1995: 220, n 10) says tha t it can be ‘assum ed’ th a t b o iling  w ater is m eant, 

but one can do so only on th e  beisis o f an equally arbitrary a.ssum ption that all o f  the pre- 
S ta tian  accounts o f  A ch illes’ infancy are essentia lly  sim ilar and th a t differences am ong them  
should be effaced as far as possib le. R obert (1923: 6yf) by contrast su ggested  th a t T hetis, 
a.s a sea-goddess, w as checking to  see if her offspring could sw im  and survive in her native  
elem ent. R egardless o f  the tem perature o f the  water, the sam e contrast and sym m etry  obtains  
betw een  h arm fu l/beneficent fire on  the one hand and harm fu l/b en eficen t w ater on th e  other. 
T he fact tha t T h etis d ips A chilles in th e  w aters o f the S tyx, w hich were ordinarily harmful 
(cf. Hes. Theog.  7 7 5 -8 0 6 ), m erely extends th e  notion o f an ordinarily harm ful elem ent being  
put to  am eliorative use: B urgess (1995: 224, n 27).

I acknow ledge that th e  sym m etry  betw een  these tw o literary versions is not perfect: one  
speaks o f m aking th e  infant im m ortal, the other o f  m aking him  invulnerable. T here is a differ
ence betw een incom plete invulnerability  and unachieved im m ortality , and Y oung w as wrong  
largely to have ignored it; but the decision to  use tha t d istin ction  as h is prim ary interpretive  
m atrix greatly ham pered B urgess’ investigation  o f  th is particular se t o f  d a ta  (1995: 219 -22 ). 
T he taxonom y that resu lts from th is approach is not very useful, as it  m erely separates the  
Styx-version  on  the  one hand from everyth ing else on the other. T he contrast b etw een  a m alev
olent and a benevolent T h etis  or betw een fire and w ater is surely m ore fundam ental than  the  
d istin ction  betw een  im perfect invulnerability  and unachieved im m ortality , w hich is essentia lly  
academ ic, eis the  upshot o f b oth  versions is the same: A chilles rem ains m ortal.
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H om er d o es  n o t m en tion  A ch ille s’ heel or ankle, and it is uncerta in  how  th e  

Ae th iop i s  h an d led  th e  ep isod e  o f  h is d e a t h . ^ ^ 9  M uch o f th e  ev id en ce  con n ectin g  

A ch ille s’ d ea th  w ith  an arrow to  th a t part o f  h is b o d y  com es from  vase p a in ting , 

and  it is unn ecessary  to  exp lore  th e  co m p lex itie s  o f  th e  ev id en ce  here, for it  

has b een  an a lyzed  th orou gh ly  and con v in c in g ly  by B u rgess (1995: 2 2 4 -3 7 ) . It is 

sufficient to  n o te  th a t th e  ex is ten ce  o f  versions o f  A ch ille s’ d ea th  w hich  a ttr ib u te  

it  to  an arrow below  th e  knee is m ore th a n  am p ly  accou n ted  for w ith o u t th e  

S ty x -ep iso d e . O ne ex p la n a tio n  th a t has b een  offered is th e  in vu ln erab ility  not 

o f A ch illes, b u t o f  h is d iv in e ly -m ad e arm or, w hich  required  th a t he be k illed  by  

find ing a ch ink  in it , ju s t as A ch illes d oes w h en  he k ills H ector, w ho is w earing  

h is o ld  p an op ly  {II. 2 2 .3 2 0 -2 5 ) .^ 5° Here are som e o f  B u rg ess’ conclusions:

P aris w ith  th e  help  o f  A p o llo , w ho prob ab ly  m erely  gu id ed  h is arrow s, 

killed  A ch illes by first im m ob iliz in g  h im  w ith  a low er leg  w ound. T h e  

low er w ound w ould  have taken  aw ay from  A ch illes h is g rea test ad

van tage, h is sw iftn ess. Such a w ound m ay have b een  on e o f  th e  on ly  

w ou n d s p oss ib le  if  A ch illes w as w earing in vu ln erab le arm or. . . .  if 

A ch illes w ore in vu lnerab le arm or in  th e  early tra d itio n , th en  th e  m o

t i f  o f in vu ln erab ility  . . .  [was] transferred  from  th e  arm or to  A ch illes  

him self. So th e  con cep t o f  A ch ille s’ im perfect in vu ln erab ility  m ay not 

have ex is ted  in  early  G reek m yth , b u t th e  seed s o f th e  story  did.^^i

T h e  im p ortan t th in g  to  n o te  is th a t th e  im age o f  a  m orta l arrow -w ound in  

A ch ille s’ low er leg  cou ld  have p ersisted  in art, p articu larly  in th e  v isu a l arts, 

long  p a st th e  p o in t w here th e  orig inal reasons for it , such  as th ose  recon stru cted  

by B u rgess, had b een  forgotten . It w as ap p aren tly  a d e ta il th a t rem ained  current 

enou gh  th a t th e  inventor o f th e  S ty x -ep iso d e  cou ld  crea te  a new  a etio lo g y  for it.

T h e t is ’ d ip p in g  o f  A ch illes in  th e  S ty x  has a rem arkable stru ctu ra l sim ilar ity  

to  A p o llo n iu s’ trea tm en t o f  her in terven tion , sin ce  b o th  a ttr ib u te  T h e t is ’ once- 

d estru ctiv e  im m ersion  o f  her child  in a harm ful e lem en t (fire /w a ter) to  a ltru istic  

m o tiv es. J u st as A p o llon iu s m od ified  th e  b ruta l p ictu re o f  T h e t is ’ ind ifference to  

her ch ildren  by ad d in g  e lem en ts taken  from  th e  H om eric H ym n  to  D em eter , th e  

inven tor o f  th e  S ty x -ep iso d e  ach ieved  th e  sam e resu lt by ad d in g  th e  n o tio n  th a t, 

as a resu lt o f  h is m o th er’s in terven tion , A ch illes w as in vu ln erab le save for his

* ‘* 9  A p o l lo d o r u s  [ E p i t .  5 .4 )  r e c o r d s  t h a t  A c h i l l e s  d ie d  a s  a  r e s u lt  o f  a  w o v m d  t o  t h e  a n k le ,  a n d  
t h i s  in f o r m a t io n  m a y  g o  b a c k  t o  a  c y c l i c  s o u r c e .
150 W h e n  H e c t o r  k i l l s  P a t r o c lu s  in  A c h i l l e s ’ a r m o r , i t  is  f ir s t  r e m o v e d  b y  A p o l lo  ( / / .  1 6 .7 8 8 -  

9 6 ) .  T h e  t h e o r y  o f  A c h i l l e s ’ m a g ic a l  a r m o r  g o e s  b a c k  t o  P a t o n  ( 1 9 1 2 ) ;  s e e  B u r g e s s  (1 9 9 5 :  2 3 1 ,  
n  5 4 )  fo r  s u b s e q u e n t  b ib l io g r a p h y .
^5 '  B u r g e s s  (1 9 9 5 :  2 3 7 ) .  T o  t h e  l i s t  o f  v a s e s  d e p ic t i n g  A c h i l l e s ’ d e a t h  t h a t  B u r g e s s  d i s c u s s e s ,  

a d d  t h e  c u p  w h ic h  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  b y  B r ijd e r  (1 9 9 1 :  4 3 o f )  t o  s h o w  i t  a ls o .
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heel. How appropriate, then, that the inventor of the Styx-version seems to  have 
borrowed from Apollonius the precedent for this partial invulnerability motif 
too. The bronze robot Talos was unbreakable except for a vulnerable vein on 
his ankle, which in the Argonautica Medea caused him to cut.^s^ ^h e  question 
of which version came first cannot be decided, but it is arguable tha t the Styx- 
episode was a response to, and even an ‘improvement’ on the Argonautica, in 
th a t it adds a specific explanation for the arrow in Achilles’ death-scene. So 
there is some circumstantial evidence to support R obert’s guess tha t the Styx- 
episode had its origin in the Hellenistic period or at least at some time later than 
A p o l l o n i u s . 5̂3 I t  i s  not necessary to go so far as Weitzmann (1959: 54-9), who 
postulated the existence of an Hellenistic Achilleid.^^'^ The dipping of Achilles 
in the Styx brings together Achilles’ birth and death in a way tha t is satisfying 
for any student of Homer, and, as in the Argonautica, such an innovation could 
have been introduced in all sorts of possible poems, not solely in an Achilleid.

There is one final piece of circumstantial evidence that may reflect another 
response to our hypothetical model, which would therefore constitute a parallel 
to Statius. Ptolemaios Chennos lived in Egypt in the Roman period, perhaps as 
late as the second century, and his extremely idiosyncratic versions of classical 
myths survive only as they are reported by Photius. Photius says that, accord
ing to Chennos, Thetis burned six of her sons in the fire, and Peleus caught 
her trying the same on Achilles. So far, so good; this is exactly what we had in 
L y c o p h r o n . ' ^ ^ s  Then the strangeness begins; Peleus snatches the infant Achilles 
away from her, but not before the baby’s heel is burnt. So he takes his son to Ch
iron, who unearths the corpse of an otherwise unknown giant named Damysus, 
the fastest of all his kind, removes his heel and with his medical expertise per
forms a transplant on the infant. Unfortunately, the transplanted heel falls off as

*5^ A rg o n .  4 .1 6 4 5 -8 2 ;  see  Y o u n g  (1975: 1 3 ), w h o  p o in ts  o u t  th a t  a cco r d in g  to  o n e  v ers io n  
record ed  by  A p o llo d o r u s  {B ib l .  1 .9 .2 6 ) , T a lo s  w as k illed  w ith  a n  arrow  to  h is  h ee l.
‘ S3 A c c e p te d  a ls o  by  B u rg ess  (1995: 2 2 2 ), w h o  h as h is  ow n  th eo ry , h o w ev er , c o n n e c t in g  th e  

o r ig in s  o f  th e  S ty x -e p is o d e  w ith  a n o th er  H e lle n is tic  in n o v a tio n : th e  v e rs io n  o f  A c h ille s ’ d e a th  
w h er e  he w a s k illed , u n a rm ed , in  a n  a m b u sh  a t  th e  te m p le  o f  T h y m b ra e a n  A p o llo .

‘ . . ch ie fly  o n  th e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  p ic to r ia l tr a d it io n  in  G reek  m o n u m e n ts , w e  w o u ld  su rm ise  
th a t  th ere  m u st h a v e  e x is t e d  a lso  a  G reek  A c h i l l e id  a fter  w h ich  S ta t iu s  m o d e le d  h is ’ (5 4 ) .  A p a r t  
from  th e  p r e su m p tio n  o f  S t a t iu s ’ u t te r  lack  o f  or ig in a lity , a n o th e r  p ro b lem  w ith  th is  a r g u m en t  
is t h a t  th e  ‘G reek  m o n u m e n ts ’ W e itz m a n n  a d d u ces  are m o s t ly  lo c a te d  in  R o m e  a n d  p o s t -d a te  
S ta t iu s  b y  sev era l c en tu r ie s  (e .g . th e  T en sa  C a p ito lin a  an d  th e  C a p ito lin e  w e ll-h ea d ); th e s e  
w ere  su re ly  in flu en ced  by  S t a t iu s ’ A c h i l l e id  itse lf. W e itz m a n n  is so  su re  th a t  th e s e  c y c le s  h ad  
th e ir  o r ig in  in  ‘a n c ie n t b o o k  il lu m in a t io n ’ th a t  he im a g in es  th a t  S t a t iu s ’ p o e m  co u ld  n o t have  
in sp ired  th e s e  w ork s o f  art u n les s  e v ery  s in g le  e v en t d e p ic te d  o n  th em  w a s n a rra te d  e x p lic it ly  
by S ta tiu s ;  for a  fu ller , b u t in su ffic ien tly  sc e p t ic a l, c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  h is  th e s is ,  s e e  M a n a co rd a  
(1971: 4 6 -5 0 ) .  T h e  p o s t-f ifth -c e n tu r y  ex a m p le s  c ite d  by  W e itz m a n n  d o  u s e fu lly  d e m o n str a te  
h ow  th e  S ty x -e p is o d e  b e c a m e  a s s im ila te d  to  b a p tism a l ico n o g ra p h y , th u s  c o n tr ib u t in g  to  th e  
c o n tin u in g  p o p u la r ity  o f  th e  story .
‘ 55 L yc. A lex .  i7 8 f;  ev en  th e  n u m b er , s ix  ch ild ren  b u rn t b efore  A c h ille s  is sa v ed , is th e  sa m e .
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A pollo  chases A chilles a ro u n d  Troy, w hich causes h im  to  tr ip , fall an d  b e  killed. 

D iscussion o f C hennos has been  po la rized  betw een  th o se  w ho have tre a te d  h im  as 

a  useful source w ho w as in  possession of re liab le  if obscure scholarly  in fo rm atio n  

on  m y t h , ‘5® an d  those  w ho have em phasized  th a t  he w as ev iden tly  a  p ra n k s te r  

o f considerab le  w it/s '* ' T hese  tw o opin ions a re  n o t m u tu a lly  exclusive, how ever, 

a n d  in  o u r case C hennos com bines genuine b u t obscure in fo rm atio n  w ith  h is own 

o u trag eo u s i n v e n t i o n . A n o t h e r  exam ple  m ay help  to  clarify  C h en n o s’ m ethod . 

W e know  th a t  th e  nam e A chilles to o k  as a  g irl w as a  m a tte r  th a t  h a d  b een  dis

cussed som ew here, for S ueton ius {Tib. 70.3) te lls  us th a t  th e  em p ero r T ib e riu s  

used  to  quiz scholars on  th is  q u es tio n  in o rd er to  te s t th e ir  e ru d itio n , b u t  we do 

n o t know  w h e r e . ^^9 A p a rt from  th e  nam e P y rrh a  (Hyg. Fab. 96), ou r on ly  o th e r 

ev idence for th e  d eb a te  com es from  C hennos, w ho gives a  lis t o f several nam es. 

T h e  nam es them selves include reasonab le  can d id a tes , like P y rrh a , along  w ith  

p a te n tly  ab su rd  m ale nam es like P ro m e th e u s , w hich is p e rh a p s  a  p u n  on th e  

‘fiery ’ nam e P y rrh a . So C hennos had  access to  th e  d eb a te  over A ch illes’ nam e 

am ong  th e  w om en, b u t ra th e r  th a n  supp ly ing  us w h a t we w ould like, viz. a  list 

of th e  nam es th a t  w ere p roposed  in  ea rn es t in  w hatever sources T ib e riu s  and  

C hennos h ad  access to , he gives us v ia  P h o tiu s  a  lis t th a t  com bines e lem en ts of 

th e  rea l d e b a te  w ith  th e  am using  p ro d u c ts  of h is own fan tasy . T h e  case is m uch 

th e  sam e w ith  th e  ques tion  of A chilles’ p a r tia l  invu lnerab ility . L et us hypo thesize  

th a t  C hennos was aw are of th e  sam e source as S ta tiu s  for th e  s to ry  of A chilles’ 

d ip  in th e  S tyx. C hennos w ent back  to  A po llon ius’ p o in t o f d e p a r tu re , w hich 

was T h e t is ’ seria l m u rd er of her ch ild ren  in  th e  fire, an d  p roposed  a  w him sical 

w ay of tran sfo rm in g  th e  s to ry  as a n  a lte rn a tiv e  to  A p o llo n iu s’ so lu tion  an d  th e  

S tyx-ep isode . C hennos d id  n o t redeem  T h e tis ’ b loody -m inded  in ten tio n s , nor 

d id  he foist th e  n o tio n  of in v u ln e rab ility  on A chilles, b u t he d id  co n n ect T h e tis ’ 

tr e a tm e n t o f A chilles as an  in fan t w ith  his heel an d  his ev en tu a l d e a th , m uch as 

th e  S tyx-ep isode p resu m ab ly  did.

T h e re  is n o t m uch we can  say in  conclusion here a b o u t S ta t iu s ’ use of his 

m odel, because  th a t  m odel has n o t su rv ived . Indeed , th e  foregoing reco n stru c 

tio n  is obviously  very  specu la tive , b u t  it serves to  d e m o n s tra te  how S ta tiu s  m ight 

have engaged  w ith  y e t an o th e r  H ellen is tic  source in  th e  Achilleid . T h is  ch ap te r 

beg an  w ith  an  ep ig rap h  from  th e  m edieval Irish  tra n s la to r  o f th e  A chilleid .^^°

*56 E  g  T o m b e r g  ( 1 9 6 8 ) .

‘ 57  E . g .  W i n k l e r  ( 1 9 9 0 a :  1 4 4 ) .

' 5 8  O n  C h e n n o s ’ r e l i a b i l i t y ,  s e e  O ’H a r a  ( 1 9 9 6 :  1 9 8 - 2 0 0 ) .

*59  S e e  b e l o w ,  S e c t i o n  3 . 1 .1 .
W a t k i n s  ( 1 9 9 5 :  3 7 5 ,  n  1 a n d  5 1 3 ,  n  6 )  h a s  a  f e w  i n t e r e s t i n g  c o m m e n t s  o n  t h i s  v e r s i o n  a n d  

i t s  e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  t h e m e  o f  t h e  b o y h o o d  d e e d s  o f  A c h i l l e s .
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He was very concerned abou t the chronological plausibility of S ta tiu s’ epic, par
ticularly  w ith regard to  generational succession. He was antic ipating  objections 

to  such chronological anomalies from his readers, who would have been fam iliar 
w ith the conventions of Irish vernacular epic as well as versions of L atin  epic 
and the T rojan tales. The poten tia l problem th a t the transla to r identifies and 
anticipates is th a t Neoptolemus would have been too young to  go to  Troy as a 
soldier, given th a t the war only lasted ten  years and th a t he was begotten  ju s t 
before Achilles set out. The Irish version points out, however, th a t by shifting 
the scene to  the gathering of the Greek forces at Aulis (1.397-559) and then  to 
the  voyage of Ulysses and Diomedes (1.675-88), S tatius leaves open the  possibil
ity th a t by the tim e the heroes arrive and m eet Achilles, Neoptolem us may have 
grown up considerably. The medieval transla to r was more astu te  in th is regard 
th an  Mozley, the  Loeb transla to r, who calls Neoptolemus a  ‘babe’ (1.952) a t 
the  tim e of Achilles’ discovery and departure, even though the L atin  is entirely 
noncom m ittal about his age a t this point.

The insertion of stretchable tim e-spans into the plot of the  Achilleid  was 
not necessarily S ta tiu s’ u ltim ate  answer to  the chronological problem , however. 
We have access to  a piece of inform ation th a t the medieval tran sla to r did not: 
P roclus’ sum m ary of the  Cypria  claims th a t the  Greeks m ustered a t Aulis twice. 
The first expedition goes awry when it lands in M ysia and a ttacks Telephus’ 
people in the m istaken belief th a t they are the Trojans. A fter th is fiasco, the 
troops m ust all reassemble a t Aulis once again, where Achilles eventually heals 
Telephus’ w o u n d . S o  there may in fact be plenty of tim e in the  fu ture for 
N eoptolemus to  grow up and for S tatius to  pu t off Achilles’ arrival a t Troy, if 
th a t is how the poet wished to  shape his plot. Judging from the  length of tim e 
it takes the  Seven to  get to  Thebes in the Thebaid, until even Ju p ite r grows 
im patient w ith the delays {Theb. 7.14-20), such a stra tegy  of narrative deferral 
m ight have been congenial to  S tatius in the Achilleid  too, which em bodies such a 
strong tension between the carefree present and the looming tragedy  of the  Iliad. 
There is much th a t could yet happen between the end of S ta tiu s’ epic a t we have 

it and the beginning of H om er’s. The medieval Irish audience of the  Achilleid  
was expected to  be alert to  apparent inconcinnities in epic narrative. By paying 
a tten tio n  to  a few such inconsistencies, this chapter has tried  to  shed light on

natum, 1.908; hunc, 1.952; commissum, 2.24. When Achilles asks for forgiveness by laying 
his son at Lycomedes’ feet, the most natural assumption would be that he is still a baby; but 
this is never specified.

Breslove (1 9 4 3 - 4 ) has suggested that the problem of the relative ages of Achilles and 
Neoptolemus was the reason the Telephus episode and the double mustering at Aulis was 
inserted into the cycle.

1 0 3



the general nature of S tatius’ project, and in particular on his manipulation 
of his sources. The results of our investigation have confirmed the particular 
importance of Hellenistic models in the Achilleid. The next chapter starts our 
synthetic examination of the plot of the Achilleid, and we will begin with a 
fundamental m atter, a mythological conundrum tha t we glanced at in passing 
just above; Achilles’ name among men and among women.
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

SEMIVIR, SEMIFER, SEMIDEUS

Wliat Song the Syrens sang, or what name Achilles assumed when 
he hid himself among women, though puzling Questions are not 
beyond all conjecture.

Thomas Browne, Hydriotaphia, or Ume-Buriall*

3 . 1  N a m i n g  A c h i l l e s

IN A well-known passage in his biography of Tiberius, Suetonius relates that
the emperor had a taste for mythological minutiae, and th a t he used to quiz

scholars on points of difficulty:

Maxime tam en curavit notitiam historiae fabularis usque ad ineptias 
atque derisum; nam et grammaticos, quod genus hominum praecipue, 
ut diximus, appetebat, euis modi fere quaestionibus experiebatur: 
quae m ater Hecubae, quod Achilli nomen inter virgines fuisset, quod 
Sirenes cantare sint solitae. {Tib. 70.3)

Prom this we know th a t the name Achilles took among the women had already 
become, if not yet a by-word for obscurity, a t least a m atter of investigation 
before Statius, and so any poet depicting and naming Achilles on Scyros would 
have to engage in some way with the controversy. It is interesting to observe 
how Statius proceeds. When Thetis introduces her ‘daughter’ to Lycomedes, she 
circumvents the problem entirely and simply calls her Achilles’ twin sister:

‘Hanc tib i’ ait ‘nostri germanam, rector, Achillis—
nonne vides ut torva genas aequandaque fratri?—
tradim us.’ (1.350-2)

• Browne {1658: 71).



The parenthetical question of line 351, ‘doesn’t she look like her brother?’ de
pends for its humorous effect on knowledge shared exclusively between the audi
ence and Thetis, and it probably owes something to similar identity-switching sit
uations in comedy. The point, however, of this gratuitous question is to cover up 
an awkward gap in T hetis’ fumbled introduction. The interruption very abruptly 
separates tradimus from the rest of its sentence, and so calls attention to itself 
syntactically as an change in Thetis’ train  of thought. The awkwardness of ex
pression and sudden change of direction reflect the speaker’s need quickly to 
find a substitute for something she has belatedly realized she cannot say: the 
name of her new addition to Lycomedes’ household. Prior to this scene, Thetis 
successfully changed Achilles’ clothes, hairstyle, jewelry, posture, and comport
ment (1.325-42), but only as she introduces him does she realize th a t she has 
quite forgotten to change his name. So she abruptly changes the subject instead. 
It is easy to imagine that someone reciting this pcissage out loud might pause 
for dram atic and humorous effect a t the end of lines 350 and 351, in order to 
illustrate Thetis’ momentary embarrassment and to heighten our expectation 
th a t we will discover here what name Statius means to give the ‘girl’. The poet, 
however, has evaded the onus of choosing a name for Achilles among the women, 
and has denied us a simple answer, deftly shifting responsibility for the choice 
onto Thetis. So when she fails to choose a name, the fault is hers rather than the 
poet’s, and the obscurity of the answer to Tiberius’ conundrum is here given a 
founding charter in myth. Statius explains the uncertainty surrounding Achilles’ 
name in terms of his story; the boy’s mother simply failed to think through 
the details of her deception adequately, and so confusion reigned from the very 
beginning. The traditional ambiguity surrounding the name that Achilles was 
known by among the women of Scyros is given an aetiology.

Statius never betrays his silence and nowhere in the Achilleid does he reveal 
Achilles’ name among the women. Thetis shortly afterwards refers to ‘her’ as haec 
(1.355), and the narrator has no reason to calls him anything but Achilles. On 
another occasion, however, when the name is focalized by the people of Scyros, 
the narrator employs a circumlocution {Pelea . . .  virgo, 1.884), which once again 
seems deliberately to avoid the issue. We do have external evidence th a t bears on 
the question. Hyginus tells us that Achilles was called Pyrrha, on account of his 
reddish-yellow hair.^ The only other recorded names come to us ultim ately from

' ‘[Thetis] coramendavit euin [Achillem] in insulam Scyron ad Lycoraedem regem, quern ille 
inter virgines filias habitu feminino servabat nomine mutato, nam virgines Pyrrham nomi- 
narunt, quoniam capillis flavis fuit et Graece rufum Tiuppov dicitur’. (Hyg. Fab. 96). There is 
also a Spanish mosaic depicting the Scyros episode in which one figure is labelled as ‘Pyrrha 
filius Tetidis’ [«tc] { LIMC  s.v. ‘Achilleus’ no. 100).
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the pen of Ptolem aios Chennos, and m ust be at least in part the product of that 

strange w riter’s ingenuity; there is no reason to  believe that he reports a genuine 

tradition that was potentially  known to Statius.^ T he name Pyrrha seem s to 

have established itself as the leading candidate, if  not the definitive answer to 

T iberius’ query. It is not hard to see why. T he name has a fairly credible putative 

origin in the color of A chilles’ hair, his 5 av0 f]v . . .  j(a[TT)v {II. 23.141 ) ,3  and it 

offers an aetiology for why it was that the son born to  Achilles on Scyros was 

given the nam e Pyrrhus before he was renamed N eoptolem us.

It is not easy to determ ine whether Statius, desp ite his overt reticence on the  

subject, has m ade allowances for the possibility that his audience m ight have 

approached his poem  w ith the prior opinion that A chilles’ name on Scyros was 

indeed Pyrrha. He does tell us as an afterthought that A chilles’ son was named  

Pyrrhus (2.24), but not why. He also m entions A chilles’ hair several tim es (1.162, 

1.328, 1.611, 1.629), but the point of this is more likely to have been that its 

heroic abundance helped to make Achilles such a plausible girl. There is one 

point where Statius refers to the color of A chilles’ hair in a way that m ay point 

to a discourse about it outside the Achilleid. A long w ith  a passing reference 

to  A chilles’ f laventia tempora  (1.611), S tatius describes his hair color w ith the  

phrase fulvo . . .  n itet coma gratior auro (1.162). Kiirschner (1907: 39, n 5) saw  

that this is remarkably like Philostratus’ description of A chilles’ hair in the  

Heroicus  (19.5): xf)v [ifev 8iq x6[iT)v d[i(pi.Xa(pf) aOxw cpT)aiv elvai xa l xpuaoO f)Sico. 

The sim ilarity of phrasing seem s beyond coincidence. It is unlikely, however, that 

Philostratus knew and alluded directly to Statius. There are no other points of

 ̂ P h otiu s records in the Bibliotheca  (190) w hat he rem em bers o f C h en n os’ K a in e  Historia;  
th is includes a num ber o f nam es for A chilles am ong the wom en: C ercysera, Issa, Pyrrha, A spe- 
tus, and P rom etheus. For a  parallel exam ple o f  C hennos com bining genuine inform ation  w ith  
his own w him sical inventions, see above, p 101, A s W inkler (1990a: 144) put it, ‘he w as obvi
ou sly  fam iliar w ith  a vast range o f  scholarship and has no com punctions ab ou t send in g  it up’. 
Several o f  th e  nam es are attrib u ted  by C hennos v ia P hotiu s to  the  authority  o f  th e  otherw ise  
unknow n and p ossib ly  fictitious A riston icus o f  Tarentum  [ P r G r H  57.1; cf. R E  2 .964 .48 -55  
s.v . ‘A riston ikos 16’ [Cohn]). T h e first th ing that needs to  be noted  ab ou t th is im probable  
list is tha t the last two nam es are undoubtedly m ale. W e m ay be afforded som e dim  light on  
w hat C hennos w as trying to  do here by the inform ation provided by P lu tarch  th a t Achilles 
was w orshiped at Epirus under th e  nam e A spetu s {Pyrrh .  1, and cf. H esychius s.v . ‘’AoTteto?’). 
C hennos w as probably inventing his own answers to  T ib eriu s’ question  by appropriating ob
scure cu lt nam es for A chilles, and w hatever other m eans he could  devise. T hus P rom etheus  
m ay have been  a fanciful pun on the ‘fiery’ nam e Pyrrha. T h e m otivation s behind the  other  
nam es on th is list are probably not recoverable, but T om berg (1968: 1 18-20) m akes an a ttem p t  
to  reconstruct th e  p ossib ilities o f  wordplay. For a review  o f the  differing op in ions o f C hennos’ 
reliability, see O ’Hara (1996: 1 98-200). Our case is typical o f C hennos in th a t he is one o f  very 
few ancient sources to  give us the ‘genu ine’ nam e Pyrrha, and yet it com es to  us m ixed in 
w ith other nam es th a t are nonsensical. At any rate, C hennos should  probably be d ated  to the  
second sop h istic  (O ’Hara, 1996: 198, n 36), and so does not predate S tatiu s.

3 A s R ose po in ts ou t in his footn ote  to  Hyg. Fab. 96, the su ccess o f th is exp lan ation  depends 
upon a certain  flexib ility  regarding the d istin ction  betw een  the  colors 5°i v 9t )6 v  and nuppov.
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contact between the two authors, and the Heroicus has an account of Achilles’ 
stay on Scyros tha t manifests no awareness of S tatius’ version, and is entirely 
at odds with the Achilleid.'^ If Philostratus was writing in response to Statius, 
he chose in Achilles’ hair a decidedly strange means to signal the connection. A 
more likely hypothesis would suggest th a t both authors were im itating a common 
Greek exemplar. Nothing, however, is known about this putative common source 
for both descriptions of Achilles’ hair, nor whether it might have been linked to 
his name as a maiden, and so the point of S tatius’ allusion has been lost. We 
cannot penetrate S tatius’ careful silence, and the poet leaves us to our own 
conjectures regarding the name Achilles assumed when he hid himself among 
women.

3.1.1 Two E t y m o l o g i e s  f o r  A c h i l l e s

Having successfully recruited Achilles and having then departed from Scyros in 
his ship, Ulysses begins a grand peroration concerning the events tha t transpired 
there (2.32-42). Achilles is not a bit interested in this rehearsal of his own embar
rassment, and cuts him off angrily (2.42); we shall see in a moment how Ulysses 
bends this sense of shame to his own purposes. Achilles suggests tha t a more 
coiigeuial topic would be for Ulysses to rccount the origins of the current conflict 
with Troy, claiming th a t in this way he will be able to work up a suitable sense of 
indignation: ede: libet iustas hinc sumere protinus iras (2.48).® Ulysses responds 
with a precis of events from the judgm ent of Paris onwards, putting the worst 
possible spin on the abduction of Helen. W hat lends his account real brilliance 
is tha t he draws his portra it of Paris in such a way that he comes dangerously 
close to painting Achilles with the same brush. As exempla of men who have 
pursued their purloined womenfolk, he adduces Agenor following Europa, and 
then Aeetes going after Medea and the Argo:

. . .  Aeetes ferroque et classe secutus
semideos reges et ituram  in sidera puppim:
nos Phryga semivirum portus et litora circum
Argolica incesta volitantem puppe feremus? (2.76-9)

4 For exam ple, according to  P h ilo stra tu s, Achilles was never sent to  Scyros to  avoid the 
T ro jan  W ar, b u t ra th e r Peleus sent him  th ere  to  a ttack  th e  place in revenge for Lycom edes’ 
m urder of T heseus {Heroicus 46.2).

5 T h is line is surely one of th e  funniest in the  Achilleid. It is ironic, a t  th e  very lecist, th a t 
Achilles chooses to  discover th e  reasons beh ind  the  T ro jan  w ar only a fte r he has em barked to 
jo in  it, and  th en  he pro lep tically  decides th a t  th e  ira he shall derive therefrom  will be iusta. 
For an en tirely  different view of th is line, see King (1987: 129).
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A w om anly  se m iv ir  w ho nevertheless m anages to  rap e  a  w om an of th e  household  

in  w hich he is a  guest; does th is  d esc rip tio n  b e t te r  su it P a ris  a t  S p a r ta  or A chilles 

a t  Scyros? A chilles is im p lica ted  even m ore s trong ly  in  th e  p o in te d  rh e to rica l 

question  a t  th e  end  of U lysses’ speech:

qu id  si nunc aliqu is p a triis  ra p tu ru s  ab  oris

D eid am ian  e a t v iduaque e sede revellat

a t to n ita m  e t  m agni c lam an tem  nom en A chillis? (2 .81-3)

T h is  h y p o th e tic a l ra p is t ce rta in ly  sounds ju s t  as m uch like an o th e r  A chilles, who 

rap e d  D eidam ia , a n d  caused h er to  cry  o u t in  th is  fashion, th a n  an o th e r  P aris , 

especially  as U lysses im plies th a t  H elen, like D eidam ia, w ent along  of her free 

will {facili . . .  raptu, 2.69). A chilles responds naively, an d  does n o t see in  th is  

crude  p ro v o ca tio n  th e  ironic reflection  of his own actions; he ang rily  g rasps his 

sw ord, rea d y  to  defend  his b r id e ’s honor (2 .84-5 ). U lysses is p leased  to  see how 

well his m a n ip u la tio n  of th e  hero  h as  w orked: tacu it con ten tus Ulixes (2.85). T h e  

key to  U lysses’ speech is his p ic tu re  of P aris  th e  sem iv ir  w ho in sin u ates  h im self 

am ong th e  w om en of an o th er m a n ’s household  to  rap e  one of h is a ll-too-w illing  

dau g h ters . S ta t iu s ’ U lysses know s th e  rh e to rica l uses o f se lf-loath ing; th a t  is, 

he know s th a t  unseem ly  behav io r is all th e  m ore rep u g n an t w hen  it  is tin g ed  

w ith  th e  sham e of seeing it or rem em bering  it in onese lf He takes th e  sham e an d  

anger th a t  A chilles openly  m an ifested  w hen th e y  began  to  d iscuss h is effem inacy 

a t  Scyros, an d  effectively red irec ts  it a t  th e  figure of P aris.

U lysses riles A chilles w ith  th e  im age of an o th e r  m an rap in g  D eidam ia  as she 

calls o u t his nam e. T h is  is no t th e  firs t occasion in th e  poem  on w hich th e  nam e 

o f A chilles is sh o u ted ; th e  assem bled  G reek  ho st a t  A ulis had  c lam ored  for th e  

presence of th e  ab sen t hero on acco u n t o f his high b ir th , his invu lnerab ility , an d  

his harsh  u p b rin g in g  (1 .476-82), an d  th ey  dw elt lovingly on h is nam e: no m en  

A chillis a m a n t (1.474). T h e  sh o u tin g  of th a t  crow d set in  m o tio n  th e  events th a t  

w ould b rin g  A chilles to  Troy. D e id a m ia ’s h y p o th e tic a l sh o u t for help  likewise 

calls in to  being  A chilles’ fam ous epic anger. As U lysses know s, voicing th e  nam e 

has the  pow er to  con ju re  a hero. A chilles ex ists  as a  category , defined by his 

p o te n tia l a n d  by  h is nam e, long before he arrives a t  Troy. A s we shall see, 

S ta tiu s  m akes ex p lic it th is  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  A chilles’ nam e, his upb ring ing , 

an d  his destiny.

T here  w ere m an y  ancien t etym ologies m o o ted  for th e  nam e of Achilles, b u t 

th ey  fall b ro ad ly  in to  two groups, th e  first of w hich trac es  its  in sp ira tio n  to  

C allim achus, th e  second to  E uphorion ; it will b e  argued  here th a t  S ta tiu s  a lludes 

to  b o th . C allim achus p roposed  a  deriv a tio n  from  axo?, ‘p a in , d is tre ss ’ th a t  cam e
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to  b e  p o p u la r  in  several d ifferent form s in  an tiq u ity . I t  is n o t know n w here 

C allim achus p ro p o u n d ed  his theory , b u t its  canon ical fo rm u la tio n  seem s to  have 

b een  th a t  ‘A chilles’ cam e from  axoq IXieOoiv, or ‘d is tre ss  to  th e  T ro ja n s ’ (F  624 

P feiffer). V arian ts  o f th is  inc luded  axo<; [dXXeiv, o r ‘b rin g in g  d is tre s s ’, an d  even 

a)(0(; Xueiv, o r ‘relieving p a in ’, in  reference to  A ch illes’ m ed ica l skills.® A gainst 

th is  fam ily  of etym ologies, E u phorion  ev iden tly  p roposed  a  d e riv a tio n  w hose 

to n e  m ay have been  in ten d ed  as w him sical. F u llest in fo rm atio n  is given in  th e  

Etym ologicum  M agnum  Auctum :

AxiXXeut;] 7:apa t o  ?typc, . . .  fj 8 ta  t o  ^

Tpo(pf]<;- SXcoi; y a p  oO y&'koLXTo<;, dXXot [aueXoii? ^Xowpov ^Tpdcpr]

UKO XcLpwvo?. OTi UKO Mup^tLSovwv dxXrjOr), xadd  (pr)aiv Eucpopiwv

’E<; < I> 9 it)v  x tX o L O  x a T T ^ i e  T i d j i T t a v  d T t a o T o c ; -  

ToOvExa Mupm86ve<; jiiv ’AxiX^a (pT)(iL̂ avTO.'̂

T h e  la t te r  tw o lines m ay be tra n s la te d  as ‘A chilles re tu rn e d  to  P h th ia  hav ing  

a b s ta in e d  en tire ly  from  ea tin g  fodder, an d  so th e  M yrm idons called  h im  A ch illes’. 

T h is  c ry p tic  s ta te m e n t is exp la ined  by ou r sources as referring  to  A ch illes’ re tu rn  

to  h is fa th e r  a t  P h th ia  from  his fosterage w ith  C h iron . T h e  etym ology  w ould  have 
no p o in t if th e  s im ila rity  betw een  th e  n o tio n a l w ord d-xtX6<; an d  ’Axi-Xeu^ d id  no t 

co rresp o n d  to  som e d e ta il in  th e  s to ry  of A chilles’ s ta y  w ith  C h iron . T h e re  was in 

fac t a  tr a d i t io n  reg ard in g  th e  u nusua l food A chilles w as given by C h iron  to  w hich 

E u p h o rio n  w as m ak ing  reference. A chilles was n o t ra ised  on com m on su sten an ce , 

b u t  on  a  s tran g e  d ie t, described  here as th e  m arrow  of deer (^ ueXol<; ^Xdcpwv). 

For th e  m om en t it is sufficient to  no te  th a t  th e  in fan t A chilles w as nou rished  

by  C h iro n  w ith  som eth ing  o th e r  th a n  m ilk, w hich, as E u p h o rio n  jo k ed , m ean t 

th a t  he w ent w ith o u t th e  u sua l ‘fo d d er’ (xi’̂ oc; o r for ch ild ren . T h e

d esc rip tio n  o f hu m an  n u tr im e n t as fodder p o in ts  to  A ch illes’ incongruous w et- 

nurse, th e  half-horse C hiron.

T h e  conceit o f these  tw o lines is fu rth e r  e la b o ra te d  in  th e  ph rase  to [if] Giyei v̂ 

XetXeai N o t only  was A chilles fed unusual food, he d id  n o t to u ch  it  w ith  his

® The most comprehensive hsting of ancient etymologies is given by Fleischer in Roscher 
s.v. ‘Achilles,’ 1.64.25-65. I weis not successful in confirming in the sources listed by Fleischer 
nor anywhere else the ancient etymology he reports from &xo<; XaoO. I did, however, find Palmer 
(1963: 79) suggesting much the same thing (* ’Axt-^iOifo?) on the bcisis of Mycenaean evidence. 
Modern scholarship hcis found various derivations from attractive; cf. LSJ and Chantraine 
s.v. ‘ ’AxiXXeuq’ (1968: vol 1, p 150). Anciently, 3xo? taXXeiv is found e.g. in Eustathius ad II. i . i  
(14 .12-13), and 5x°? X u e i v  in Etym. Magn. s.v. ‘ ’AxiXXeu<;’. For each derivation only one source 
has been cited here, but the scholia, lexica, and etymologica  usually give several alternatives 
each.

7 E tym ologicum  Magnum  (Lasserre and Livadareis, eds.); Euphorion (F 62 v. Groningen). 
Similar information and phrcising is found in the other sources; cf. v. Groningen (1977) ad loc.
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lips (and w as th u s d-xeiX o?). T h e su ggestion  o f  v. G ron ingen  (1977: ad lo c) th a t  

th is  form u lation  a lso  g o es back to  E u phorion  is likely, if  w e con sider th e  a llitera 

tio n  and  th e  d ou b le  e tym ology . T h e sen se  o f th e  d erivation  h as b een  ob scured  in 

th e  E ty m o lo g ic u m ,  how ever, by a desire to  ju x ta p o se  th e  tw o w ords xEtXeai and  

XiXf)?. T h e  p rob lem  is th a t d-)(£tXr), if  it  m eans a n y th in g  at a ll, m ean s ‘lip le ss ’, 

and ev en tu a lly  in  fact th e  ex p la n a tio n  reached th is  absurd  ex trem e. T z e tz e s  or 

his source com b in ed  th is  id ea  w ith  th e  story  o f  T h e tis  te s tin g  her ch ild ren ’s m or

ta lity  by  p itch in g  th em  in th e  fireplace to  com e up w ith  th e  n o tion  th a t in  the  

course o f  th is  trea tm en t A ch illes had had  h is lips burnt off.® T h e  real p o in t o f  

E u p h orion ’s d eriva tion  is show n  m ore clearly  by A p o llod oru s {Bibl. 3-13-6), w ho  

says th a t C hiron  n am ed  th e  b oy  A ch illes becau se  h is lip s had  n o t tou ch ed  th e  

breast: o i l  xa tiaaxoic; ou 7cpoaT)v£YXE. T here m igh t th erefore b e an a llu sion  

to  th is  e ty m o lo g ica l tra d itio n  in  A pollon ius; h is H era m en tion s to  T h e tis  th a t  

A ch illes is b e in g  raised  by C hiron and  th a t he is go in g  w ith o u t her m o th er ’s 

milk: xeoO XiTixovta yaXaxxoci (4 .813 ). E u p h orion ’s e ty m o lo g ica l je u  m ay b e  re

con stru cted  thus: A ch illes w as raised from  his b irth  by C hiron, and  therefore his 

lip s (xetXr]) never tou ch ed  h is m oth er’s breast; in stead  C hiron  nourished  h im  on  

a regim e o f  offal w hich  w as a far cry from  th e usual d ie t o f  ch ildren , or even  th e  

fodder o f  foals ( xlXoc; ) .  T o  use th e  word ‘fod d er’ for th e  innards o f  w ild  an im als  

w ill have b een  ironic; C en tau rs, as em b lem s o f  brutish  n atu re , w ere conceived  o f 

in m yth  as carn ivores, and  even  eaters o f  raw m eat, and  th is  is co n sisten t w ith  

th e  w ay C hiron raised  th e  you n g  A chilles; but horses are herb ivores, so  th e  raw  

m eat d ie t o f  C en tau rs is s lig h tly  paradoxical.^

R etu rn in g  now  to  th e  Achille id ,  a fter U lysses h as in flam ed  A ch ille s’ ius-  

tas  . . .  iras  (2 .4 8 ) w ith  an  accou nt o f  th e  e lop em en t o f P aris and  H elen , and  

D iom ed es has in v ited  A ch illes  to  te ll th em  ab ou t h is u p b rin g in g  (2 .8 6 -9 3 ), we 

are obhged  w ith  an accou n t in  th e  hero’s ow n w ords th a t o ccu p ies  th e  rem ainder  

o f th e  p o em  (2 .9 6 -1 6 7 ). A ch illes begins h is narration  thus:

D icor e t in  ten eris e t  ad huc rep tan tib u s annis,

T h essa lu s u t rig ido sen ior m e m on te  recep it, 

non u llo s ex  m ore c ib o s hausisse nec alm is 

uberib us sa tia sse  fam em , sed  sp issa  leonum

viscera  sem ian im isq u e  lupae trax isse  m ed u llas. (2 .9 6 -1 0 0 )

® T z e tz e s  ad  L y co p h , Alex .  178 . C f. th e  s to ry  a cco rd in g  to  P to le m a io s  C h e n n o s  th a t  A c h ille s ’ 
h ee l w as b u rn t o ff  (a b o v e , S e c t io n  2 .2 .4 ) ,

9 O n  th e  d ie t  o f  C en ta u rs  a s  a n  illo g ic a l reflectio n  o f  th e ir  e m b o d im e n t  o f  ‘raw  n a tu r e ’, see  
K irk (1970: 16 1 ).



The specific details of Achilles’ diet we will return to shortly (p. 118), but it 
should be clear that the hero uses language which unmistakably recalls the 
etymological tradition that goes back to Euphorion.^° The phrase non ullos 
ex more cibos strikingly anticipates Tzetzes’ formulation St/a xoLvii<;
Lycoph. Alex. 178), and cibus recalls Euphorion’s y}X6c, in its semantic range, de
scribing both food for men and fodder for beasts. Achilles denies having suckled 
at any breast (nec almis /  uberibus satiasse famem); we saw that the etymology 
from depended upon the idea of Achilles not suckling. Finally, there is a 
description of Achilles’ diet of the type that usually accompanied the ancient 
explanations of Euphorion’s etymology.

Since Statius’ Achilles is at pains to describe his childhood in terms that 
support and encourage an etymology of his name from d-xiXoc; or d-xstXr], we 
might ask whether Statius plays with any of the other ancient etymologies, or 
whether this, put in the mouth of Achilles himself, is as it were the official answer 
to the question. There is one other point in the Achilleid where this issue may be 
at play, but the connection is less clear and must remain somewhat speculative. 
If we turn our attention back to Ulysses’ abortive peroration on the events 
recently transpiring in Scyros that was cut off by the displeased Achilles, we find 
that he began by addressing Achilles as vastator . . .  Troiae (2.32), a phrase that 
might just recall Callimachus’ IXieOaiv. The similarity is too vague to stand 
on its own, but the context is suggestive. As Scyros recedes into the distance, 
Ulysses begins his speech by calling the hero magnae vastator debite Troiae. He 
is interrupted by Achilles, who suggests another topic, and so he shifts to the 
subject of the judgment of Paris, concluding his speech by invoking Achilles’ 
name in the words quoted above (p 109): . . .  magni clamantem nomen Achillis 
(2.83). Achilles then turns around and immediately begins his own speech with 
a reference to an alternative etymology for his own name. Given the prominent 
position of these phrases, the possibility might be allowed that Ulysses is alluding 
to Callimachus’ etymology, and that Achilles’ reference to Euphorion constitutes 
a rejoinder to it.

A controversy over the derivation of Achilles’ name, if it is admitted that one 
is present here, would be highly appropriate to the context of Statius’ poem.^^

The connection is noted in passing by Barchiesi (1996: 55).
Robertson (1940) argues that there may be an allusion to this unusual diet in Pindar’s 

Third Nemean, while Robbins (1993: 12) has argued that in the same place the poet plays 
with the etym ology of the name of Chiron; so that poem may have been in part an inspiration 
for Euphorion.

See below, Section 6.2.1, where it is argued that Tertullian read Statius in this way. Another 
indication that the meaning of names are in some way under general exam ination at the 
beginning of Book 2 of the Achilleid  is Dilke’s observation that the phrase im periosus Agenor
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We cannot know on what terms ancient scholarship might have weighed the 
validity of Euphorion’s theory next to the Callimachean one, since our sources 
present them as simple alternatives, often without attribution. One im portant 
distinction between them had already been articulated by Callimachus, as a t
tested by the following scholion:

’AxiXeuc; yap  dtTco toG slvai ’IXeGaiv T p w al x a r a

cpspcovu^iiav Otio y a p  Oeiac; 7ipovota<;, uc; ?(pr) KaXXi(ia)(ot;, x̂Xt^Gt) 

o Gtco<;.^3

Callimachus evidently foregrounded in his etymology the fact th a t Achilles was 
given a name of wondrous foresight (0£La<; Kpovotac;). On the other hand, Eu
phorion’s derivation arises as a consequence of the infant Achilles’ situation, and 
does not depend upon prognostication. Thus in Apollodorus’ account Achilles 
was at first named Ligyron, but then was renamed Achilles by Chiron because 
his lips had not touched his m other’s breast {Bibl. 3.13.6).

In the Achilleid, Ulysses has called Achilles away from Scyros to his destiny, 
and so he calls him magnae vastator debite Troiae, introjecting the word debite 
into the middle of the Callimachean etymology in order to put emphasis on the 
fact that, on Callimachus’ reading, Achilles’ name is a destiny he has yet to 
fulfill. Understood in this context, Achilles’ own account of his childhood is a 
perfect riposte to Ulysses. He reminds him that, on another reading, the name 
of Achilles is not the script for a role he has yet to play out, but is the record 
of significant events tha t have already taken place. Achilles himself insists upon 
the importance of his unconventional upbringing to his identity and even to 
his name. By extension, he also vindicates the importance of the non-Homeric 
subject m atter Statius brings into play in his epic, and reserves a place for the 
material of the Achilleid next to the Iliad as a supplementary account of his 
character. It is time to consider some of these non-Homeric stories about the 
early childhood of Achilles, especially the unusual diet he was fed by Chiron.

3 .1 .2  A c h il l e s  a n d  C h ir o n

There are two subtly distinct versions of the presentation of Achilles to Chiron in 
Greek vase painting, a fact first identified and explained by Friis Johansen; schol
ars who have subsequently revisited the evidence have not materially challenged

a t 2 .7 2  is a. fig u ra  e ty m o lo g ic a ,  w h ere  im p e r io s u s  g lo s se s  dyTQvcop. (A lth o u g h  h is  n o te  is co rre c t, 
D ilk e  p r in ted  in s id io s u s  for im p e r io s u s  in  h is t e x t ,  a  m isp r in t su b s e q u e n t ly  co rrec ted  in  th e  
erra ta .)

^ 3  A n e c d o ta  G ra ec a  (O x o n ie n s ia )  4 .4 0 3 .2 7 -2 9 , ed . C ram er (1 8 3 7 ) . E u s ta th iu s  (a d  II. 1 .1 , 
1 4 .1 7 -1 9 )  has s im ila r  w o rd in g , b u t w ith o u t  th e  a ttr ib u t io n  to  C a llim a ch u s.
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his thesis. T he num erous representations of th is scene may be divided into two 
groups. In the  first, Peleus alone is responsible for handing his infant son over to 
the  C entaur. In the second group Achilles is not an infant bu t a  child, older and 
able to  walk on his own, and  T hetis is also involved in the transfer of her child, 
som etim es showing her grief a t their parting . Friis Johansen pointed ou t th a t 

the  first group illustrates perfectly the s ta te  of affairs th a t m ust have obtained 
according to  the story  of the  b irth  of Achilles th a t is reported  m ost fully by 
Apollonius. In this version, which has parallels in m any folk tales, the m erm aid 
T hetis, after spending a very short while w ith her m ortal husband, is offended 
by som ething he does and leaves for her hom e in the sea, never to  be seen by him  
a g a i n . * 5  So Peleus is left w ith  a  son to  raise by himself, and as a consequence 
decides to  foster him  with the  Centaur.'®  This story  was rejected by Homer, who 
says th a t Achilles was raised in his fa th e r’s palace {II. 18.57-60 =  18.438-41), 
where his m other continued to  spend tim e {II. 1.396, 1.414, 16.574); T hetis  even 
packed warm  clothes for him  to  take to  Troy {II. 16.220-4). I t is Phoenix, not 
Chiron, whom Homer depicts as the  boy’s guardian from infancy {II. 9-485-95). 
Yet Hom er did know som ething of the  o ther tradition; he allows th a t  Chiron had 
tau g h t medicine to  Achilles {II. i i .8 3 i f ) .  Friis Johansen argues th a t the  second 
group of vases, in which T hetis actively partic ipates in the family group and 
in which Achilles is an older child when he goes to  Chiron, have been heavily 
influenced by Homer. It is a convincing thesis, and w hat is im p o rtan t for our 
purposes is to  take from it the  possibility th a t these two com peting trad itions 
were available for consideration by S tatius.

W ith  the  ex traord inary  popularity  in the visual a rts  a t Rom e of scenes 
of Achilles educated  by C hiron, the  disjunction of these scenes w ith  w hat is 
found in Homer m ight well have struck  the  reader as curious.''^ T he disjunction 
was also already present w ith in  the  epic trad ition , since A pollonius’ account 
of T h e tis’ u tte r  abandonm ent of Peleus pointedly contradicts Homer. Valerius 
Flaccus (1.255-9) im itated  the  scene in Apollonius (1.553-8) in which Chiron

Priis Johansen  (1939), and su b seq u en tly  Zindel (1974: 15), K em p-L indem ann (1975: 8 -1 7 ),  
and K ossatz-D eissm an  { L I M C  s .v . ‘A ch illeu s’, p 53).

‘ 5  On T h e tis ’ behavior see above, Section  2.2,4.
So A pollodorus sta tes (Bibl.  3 .1 3 .6 ) , and E uripides im plies (M  710). M ackie (1998; 329) 

notes th a t T h e tis ’ abandonm ent o f  P eleus as recounted in Argonautica  4 leads d irectly  to  
C hiron raising A chilles as d ep icted  in  Argonau tica  1: ‘D esp ite  com ing at op p o site  ends o f  the  
epic, these  ep isod es are closely  con n ected  becau se the separation  of the  parents leads to  the  
rearing o f  A ch illes by Chiron. T h u s, as far as the story o f  A chilles is concerned , the  second
ep isod e precedes th e  first and leads d irectly  to  i t ’.

L I M C  s .v . ‘A ch illeu s’, nos. 5 0 -9 1 . M ost frequently these scenes show C hiron in stru cting  
A chilles in the  lyre; they  were ev id en tly  insp ired  by a m uch-adm ired sculpture group on display
in the S aep ta  Julia  { L I M C  no. 50, and see above. Section  2.1).
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takes the young Achilles down to the shore to wave goodbye to his father as he 

sails off in the Argo. So the upbringing of Achilles was a disputed issue that, 

given his subject, S tatius would of necessity have to  confront. Once again his 

solution was novel. G iven the A pollonian tradition in which Peleus was left w ith  

sole responsibility for making decisions about his infant son ’s upbringing, and 

the Homeric tradition of a big, happy family at Phthia, S tatius chose to  invent 

an entirely different scenario, in which T hetis is the one responsible for orga

nizing her baby son ’s upbringing by Chiron. Yet the poet chooses his language 

carefully so that he avoids directly contradicting the other versions o f th e tale.

In relating to U lysses and Diom edes the exploits o f his early childhood, 

Achilles makes it clear that his stay with Chiron extended back as far as he 

can remember, even before he could v/alk.^® He disclaim s knowledge of any

thing more and refers them  to his m other for further details o f his early life. ̂ 9  

W hen T hetis reproaches herself for having entrusted her son ’s upbringing to the  

Centaur, she says to  herself:

quid enim cunabula parvo 

Pelion et torvi com m isim us antra magistri?^° (1-38-9)

The use of the first person plural {commisimus)  has no special force in itself; it

is entirely possible that Thetis means to do nothing more than to refer to  herself

** in  ten eris  e t adhuc rep tan tibu s ann is  (2 .96).
* 9  sc it ce tera  m a te r  (2 .167), which see above, p 20, n 15.

T here is a d ifficulty w ith  the syntax here. W hen co m m itto  m eans ‘to  en tru st’, as the  
context seem s to require, it naturally takes the dative o f  the person or th in g  to  w hom  the trust 
is given; the  syntax here is reversed. S tatius provides no parallel for th is construction; in fact, 
the verb is used in a very regular sense at 1 .384-5: tellus, . . . cu i p ign ora  . .  . co m m isim u s  
and again at 2.36: com m isitqu e illis  ta m  grandia  fu r ta  la tebris. T here are tw o w ays tha t the  
sense here has been justified;

1. Jannaccone offers th e  p ossib ih ty  tha t the inversion is rhetorical; in her w ords ‘quivis
infans incunabilis m andaretur, at Achilli m andantur incunabula’. S ta tiu s does em ploy
th is figure, for an exam ple cf. Silv. 4 .3 .16-7: qui [Dom itianus] redd it C a p ito lio  Tonan- 
tem  /  e t P a cem  p ro p r ia  dom o reponit, w ith C olem an (1988) ad loc. G enerally, though, 
a rhetorical purpose can be divined for the inversion; above it is a  com plim ent to  the  
em peror. In the  present passage T h etis’ d istraught m onologue w ould b e an odd place for 
such a m annered flourish.

2. D ilke ten ta tively  su ggests tha t the word m ight m ean sim ply  ‘to  co n n ect’ and thus the  
dative and accu sative are interchangeable. T h at gives a very feeble sense to  the  phraise, 
and the  exam ples o f  th is usage cited  by the T LL  s.v. ‘co m m itto ’ (3 .1902 .60 -1903 .32 )  
m ean ‘to  jo in ’ in a  very physical sense, especia lly  in describing hybrid creatures like 
C entaurs and such (3 .1902 .66 -70 ).

N either o f  these  exp lan ation s are entirely satisfactory. T here is, however, a parallel from  O vid ’s 
F asti that com es nearer to  our inverted usage: [Janus speaks] tem pora  co m m isi n a sce n tia  rebus 
agendis  {1 .167), w hich Frazer translates, ‘I assigned the  birthday of the  year to  bu sin ess’. If 
co m m itto  can thus m ean ‘to  assign, design ate’, we m ay translate here: ‘W hy did I designate  
Pelion and the cave o f  its stern  taskm aster as the cradle for m y little  b oy?’
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alone. Yet in the earlier representations of Achilles’ transfer, Peleus is the primary 
agent, sometimes accompanied by T h e t i s . S o  we may choose to read the plural 
as a gesture of accommodation towards the pre-Statian story in which Peleus 
was centrally im portant. The ‘we’ in commisimus, which has at least the poten
tial to include Peleus, marks the point where the poet carefully and discreetly 
flouts the tradition, for the plot of the Achilleid implies strongly tha t Thetis 
alone was responsible for Achilles’ apprenticeship with Chiron. While speaking 
to Deidamia, Achilles himself, although he apparently does not know the cir
cumstances of his fosterage, attributes it naturally to his mother: ego . . .  quem 
caerula mater . . .  nivibusque inmisit alendum  /  Thessalicis (1.650-2).

This centrality of Thetis in Achilles’ infancy is strongly reflected in subse
quent Roman art, where we can trace Statian influence in a way tha t reca
pitulates Friis Johansen’s investigation of the Homeric influence on Greek vase 
painting. In contradistinction to classical Greek representations of the handover 
of Achilles, where Peleus is the dominant figure, in the few surviving monu
ments of Roman art he never a p p e a r s . T h e  cause of Thetis supplanting Peleus 
as the dominant parent is surely the Achilleid itself, which intensified the focus 
on Thetis already begun by Homer to such a degree tha t Peleus all but vanishes 
from subsequent Roman art.^^ There are a number of Achilles-cycles in fourth- 
century Roman art tha t all marginalize Peleus: the Capitoline well-head, the 
tensa capitolina, and the silver plate from the Kaiseraugst h o a r d . W h e r e a s  the 
centrality of Thetis in the Iliad was surely of great general importance for her 
frequent appearance in depictions of Achilles’ life, nevertheless her dominance 
over Achilles’ younger life in later Roman art should probably be credited to the 
influence of the Achilleid.^^.

W hat all of this means for our understanding of the Achilleid is that, in

T h e  e x c e p t io n  is a  s in g le  vEise ( L I M C  s .v .  ‘A c h ille u s ’ no . 3 9 , ca . 5 2 0  B c) o n  w h ich  T h e t is ,  
C h iron  a n d  th e  p r e -a d o le s ce n t A c h ille s  a re  p ic tu re d  w ith o u t  P e leu s; Friis J o h a n se n  (1939: 1 8 1 -  
4) ta k es  th is  v a se  a s th e  s ta r t in g  p o in t  for h is  in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  th e  grou p  o f  v a ses  w ith  ‘H o m e r ic ’ 
v ers io n s  o f  th e  m y th .

T h e  R o m a n  d e p ic t io n s  o f  T h e t is  h a n d in g  A c h ille s  to  C h iro n  by  h e r se lf  are L I M C  
s .v . ‘A c h ille u s ’, n os. 4 6 -9 .

^ 3  T h e  o n ly  e x a m p le s  in  R o m a n  a r t o f  P e le u s  a n d  th e  y o u n g  A c h ille s  d e p ic t  C h iro n  h o ld in g  
up th e  b o y  to  h is  fa th e r  cis P e le u s  pcisses b y  o n  th e  A rgo , a s d e scr ib ed  b y  A p o llo n iu s  and  
V a ler iu s  F la c c u s  (s e e  a b o v e , p  1 1 4 ), th u s  e m p h a s iz in g  th e  d is ta n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  { L I M C  
s .v , ‘P e le u s ’, n o s . 43  a n d  4 4 ) .

L I M C  s .v .  ‘A c h ille u s ’, n o s . 2 , 13 , a n d  4 . For a  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e s e  c y c le s ,  s e e  G u errin i 
(1 9 5 8 - 9 ) ,  M a n a c o rd a  (1 9 7 1 : 2 0 -2 6 )  a n d  D e lv o y e  (1 9 8 4 ) .

K o s s a tz -D e is s m a n n  ( L I M C  s .v ,  ‘A c h ille u s ’, n o . 4 6 ) h a s  th e  im p ro b a b le  id e a  th a t  th e  C a p i
to lin e  w e ll-h e a d , o n  w h ic h  T h e t is  a lo n e  ca rr ies  A c h ille s  to  C h iron , sh o u ld  b e  referred  to  th e  
co r r e sp o n d in g  s ce n e  in  th e  O rp h ic  A r g o n a u t i c a ,  in  w h ich  P e le u s  is s im ila r ly  la ck in g . B ec a u se  
th e  w e ll-h e a d  c o n ta in s  a  c y c le  o f  s c e n e s  from  th e  ea r ly  life  o f  A c h ille s , in c lu d in g  p o in ts  w h ere  
it  h as  v ery  lik e ly  b e e n  in flu e n ce d  by  th e  A c h i l l e i d  (e .g , th e  d ip p in g  o f  A c h ille s  in  th e  S t y x ) ,  it 
is  m u ch  m o re  e c o n o m ic a l to  s u p p o s e  t h a t  in fer en c e  from  S ta t iu s  is r e sp o n s ib le  h ere  to o
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Statius’ formulation, Peleus is effectively elided from Achilles’ upbringing, along 
with other Homeric figures such as Phoenix. In their place Chiron becomes far 
more to Achilles than the simple teacher of medicine tha t he was for Homer, and 
more than he was in any other previous version: not simply a teacher, as Thetis 
chooses to call him {magistri, 1.39), but a surrogate father, as Achilles himself 
calls him {ille pater, 2.102). The effect of this move is to situate Achilles uneasily 
between two non-human parental figures, the divine Thetis and the semi-bestial 
Chiron. We now move on to consider a particularly disturbing and brutish aspect 
of Achilles’ upbringing by the Centaur.

3 . 1 . 3  T h e  F o o d  o f  A c h i l l e s

One of the vases th a t Friis Johansen considered in his study of scenes depicting 
the handover of the infant Achilles to Chiron is a fragmentary proto-Attic neck- 
amphora that presents a variant on the usual representation of the Centaur.^® 
Chiron in Greek art often carries with him a stick or branch on which are tied the 
fruits of his hunting: birds, hares and other small animals. On this vase, however, 
three cubs of much fiercer species hang from his branch: a small lion and boar, 
and a third which cannot be identified with certainty. The original editors of the 
vase immediately saw this as an allusion to the tradition we glanced at earlier, 
namely Chiron’s nursing of Achilles on the entrails of various wild animals. As 
for the identification of the third animal carried by Chiron, those th a t prefer the 
account of Apollodorus, who gives Achilles a diet of the innards of lions, boars 
and bears, have seen it as a bear.^'^ S tatius’ description is shghtly different, 
naming lions and a she-wolf. Here is the passage again:

Dicor et in teneris et adhuc reptantibus annis,
Thessalus ut rigido senior me monte recepit,
non ullos ex more cibos hausisse nec almis
uberibus satiasse famem, sed spissa leonum
viscera semianimisque lupae traxisse medullas.
haec mihi prima Ceres, haec laeti munera Bacchi,
sic dabat ille pater. (2.96-102)

Friis Johansen (1939: 184-6) =  LIM C  s.v. ‘Achilleus’, no. 21.
[Xelpojv] . . .  auTov IxpetpE anX(XYX''ô ? Xeovtcov  x a l  ouiov ayptuv x a l  apXTuv nuEXoi<; . . .  

(Apollod. Bibl. 3.13.6); it is not clear whether oufiiv d'fpicov is better taken with oKXdyx '̂o^? or 
(jueXoic;. Friis Johansen (1939: 186) follows Apollodorus and the original editors of the vase, 
Eilmann and Gebauer in Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum, Deutschland, Berlin (Antiquarium), 
vol. 1, and calls the third animal a bear.
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Those guided by th is passage have though t the  th ird  anim al on the vase to  
resemble a wolf.^® E ither way, the point for us is th a t th is p a rt of the  Achilles 
legend is not an invention of S tatius. Nor does it end w ith  him; the fourth- 
cen tury  Achilles-cycle on the silver p la tte r from K aiseraugst has a very explicit 
scene in which Chiron holds his right hand  ou t towards the  m outh  of the tiny 
Achilles, who has bo th  of his hands ou tstre tched  to  him. In his left hand, the 

C entaur holds a lioness upside-down by the  hind legs; bodies of a lion and a boar 
lie on the ground.

D. S. R obertson in 1940 first drew a tten tio n  to  the word sem ianim is  in line 
100 as an indication of another ancient trad itio n  preserved in the  description 

S ta tiu s gives us of Achilles’ diet. For whereas the idea of a baby nursed on m eat 
is a b it out of the  ordinary, and the  notion of a  baby nursed on raw m eat is a dis
quieting prospect, a baby nursing on quivering, still b reath ing  flesh is an entirely 
disgusting image. R obertson (1940: 178) quite rightly com pares S ta tiu s’ descrip
tion  of Tydeus digging into the brains of M elanippus in the  Thebaid (8.751-66), 
and  points out th a t there too S ta tius revived a disturbing detail th a t had grown 
obscure, bu t which he did not invent. R obertson, following Frazer, lists a num ber 
of ethnographic parallels for the practice of eating the innards of anim als raw in 
order to  acquire their power.3° He also argues th a t P indar was alluding to  the 
sam e trad itio n  when he describes the anim als th a t the  young Achilles brought 
back to  C hiron from the  hunt as still p a n t i n g . 3 ^

More in teresting  for our purposes th an  the  origin of th is m yth is the use to 
which S ta tiu s pu ts it. I t seems fair to  say th a t sem ianim is was m eant to  shock 

and disgust a R om an audience, for whom the  eating of raw versus cooked m eat 
m arked the division between anim al and hum an as much as or more th an  it does 
for us today. It serves to  pu t a different complexion on life in C hiron’s cave from 
the  one we are given in Book 1. There we m et an elderly and patien t C entaur, 
very much a  gentlem an and concerned for the comfort of his guest.3 “ In Book 2,

For the  id entification  as a wolf, R obertson  (1940: 177) cites B eazley  (1939), an article I 
have n ot been  able to  consu lt.

“ 9 N one o f  th e  scholars m entioned  above had the op portun ity  to  see th is p la te , w hich was 
on ly  discovered in 1961. It bears a p icture o f  th e  unveiling o f  A chilles a t Scyros in its  center and  
ten  scenes from th e ch ildhood of A ch illes around its rim: L IM C  s .v . ‘A ch illeu s’, no. 4; there  
is a fu ll-length  stu d y  o f the  piece by M anacorda (1971). T here are a few peissing references to  
A ch illes’ d iet in ancient literature; see R oussel (1991: 95~8) and P avlovskis (1965: 283).

3° R obertson  (1940: 1 7 7 -8 ) and Frazer ad A pollod . Bibl. 3.13.6. T w entieth -centu ry  cultural 
an th rop olog ists were not th e  first to  see th is sym bolic m eaning in A ch illes’ diet; as m uch  
had already been  su ggested  by Libanius: fjv [xpotj)T)v] 6 Xetpiov ^Sei npo^ dvSpeiav auxoi oun- 
PaXou(i^vT)v {L a u d a tio n es  3 .2).

3 ' R ob ertson  (1940: 179—80). T he te x t  (ocoiiaTa.. .  dcStiatvovTa, N em . 3 .4 8 -9 ) is not entirely  
secure.

3  ̂ For exam p le, in the phrase a d m o n et a n tr i  (1 .125), on which see R osati (1992b: 2 6 7 -7 0 ), 
w hether C hiron m eans to  tell T h etis to  m ind her step  or w hether he is apologizing for the
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Achilles begins his story  of his tim e w ith Chiron in a way th a t ja rs very strongly 
w ith th a t cozy p i c t u r e .3  ̂ We are forced to  confront the fact th a t C hiron for 
all his v irtues is only half-hum an, and in the  absence of any other paren tal or 
nurturing  figure, he is Achilles’ surrogate father {sic dabat ille pater, 2.102). The 
resulting dehum anization  is s tartling , even repulsive, bu t does not make Achilles, 
who is only a child, an  unsym pathetic  figure. Again, Diom edes’ fa ther is a useful 
point of com parison. W hen Tydeus was ju s t on the point of transcending hum an 
heroism and  achieving im m ortality, he descended into the worst kind of sub
hum an bru tality . Thus, according to  S tatius, the  superhum an and the subhum an 
m eet in the ex trem ity  of ba ttle . In aim ing for m ore-than-hum an glory, Tydeus 
missed the  m ark by only a sm all m argin and yet he failed utterly. T ydeus’ tragedy 
repeats itself as comedy for Achilles. The upbringing th a t is designed to  tra in  
the greatest of heroes comes d isturbingly close to  producing a b ru tish  animal. 
D espite being raised by, respectively, a goddess and a half-brute C entaur, the 
boy nevertheless finds a way to  become hum an, and perhaps even to  transcend 
his hum anity  as the  greatest of Greek heroes.

The foregoing discussion took Achilles’ word sem ianim is  as the  s ta rtin g  point 
for an investigation of the  hero’s contested and problem atic hum anity; bu t this is 
not the only semi- com pound found a t the  end of the Achilleid. S ta tiu s’ Ulysses 
is very fond of words describing half-men. In the space of not very m any lines he 
uses three such words in speaking to  Achilles: he calls Chiron sem ifer  (1.868), 
the A rgonauts sem idei (2.77), and Paris sem ivir  (2.78). We saw th a t  the  word 
sem ivir  applies in its context as much to  Achilles as to  Paris. Achilles, on the 
basis of his d iet and his quasi-filial relationship w ith Chiron, may have a claim 
to the ep ithe t sem ifer, too. In the rest of this chapter we shall establish Achilles’ 
claim to the  title  of sem ideus\ we shall also revisit the  question of the  young 
Achilles’ likeness to  a wild anim al as he grows up in C hiron’s cave. Ulysses 
knows th a t A chilles’ identity  is under negotiation between the m ale and female, 
and between the  hum an, feral and divine; and he addresses the  cross-dressed 
hero accordingly: Quid haeres? . . .  tu sem iferi Chironis alumnus, /  tu caeli 
pelagique nepos . . .  (1.867-9). As we shall now see, the hum anity  of Achilles is 
a problem atic issue for S ta tiu s right from the very first line of the Achilleid.

h u m b l e n e s s  o f  h i s  h o m e ,  t h e  p o i n t  i s  t o  g i v e  C h ir o n  a  s o l i c i t o u s n e s s  t h a t  i s  n o t  j u s t  h u m a n ,  

b u t  e v e n  c i v i l i z e d .

33 B a r c h i e s i  ( 1 9 9 6 :  5 5 )  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h i s  i m a g e  a l s o  c o n t r a s t s  s t r o n g l y  w i t h  t h e  p i c t u r e  

p a i n t e d  b y  H o m e r  { I I .  9 - 4 8 5 - 9 1 )  o f  t h e  b a b y  A c h i l l e s  s p i t t i n g  u p  h i s  f o o d  a s  P h o e n i x  h o l d s  

h i m  o n  h i s  l a p .
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3-2  A c h il l e s  in  t h e  S u b j u n c t i v e  M o o d

R e t u r n i n g  f r o m  the end of the Achilleid to its very beginning, we may recall 
th a t to account for Achilles’ family origins is stated as a theme by Statius from 
the very outset. As noted in the course of discussing the proem (Section 2.1.3), 
the question of Achilles’ paternity is raised in the first two hnes of the poem:

Magnanimum Aeaciden formidatamque Tonanti
progeniem et patrio vetitam  succedere caelo . . .  (1.1-2)

The subject of the epic is announced in a pair of accusative nouns, Aeaciden and 
progeniem. The words do not divide the m atter of the poem, after the fashion of 
arma virumque, into its parts, but rather refer by hendiadys to a unitary topic 
like the acies, regna, and Thebas a t the beginning of the Thebaid. And yet there 
is an im portant difference between the two modes of reference to Achilles. The 
weighty phrase magnanimum Aeaciden gives the hero’s genealogy as familiar 
from Homer, son of Peleus and grandson of Aeacus. On the other hand, this 
foTmidatam . .. progeniem is no one tha t ever existed, even in fiction; the phrase 
describes what Achilles might have become had circumstances been different, if 
his father had been Jupiter instead of Peleus: Achilles in the subjunctive mood. 
S tatius announces at the outset his willingness to consider Achilles as he was 
and also as he might have been.

The story of this son whose potential Jupiter feared so greatly is told by 
Pindar {Isthm. 8.28-45): Zeus and Poseidon were rivals for the hand of Thetis 
until they were warned by Themis that the Nereid was fated to bear a son 
greater than his father. In order to avert any threat to his position, Jupiter 
himself refrained from mating with Thetis, and ensured that she would bear no 
son to any of the other gods by marrying her to a mortal, Peleus. The same 
basic tale is given with some variations by other writers, including the author of 
the Prometheus Bound.^'* Thematically, this potential threat to Jupiter’s hege
mony is very reminiscent of Hesiod’s tale of Zeus and Metis near the end of 
the Theogony (886-goo). In this case it is Gaia and Uranos tha t warn Zeus of 
M etis’ destiny to bear clever children, including a son destined to be the king

S'* T here  are some notew orthy divergences from th is scheme. In P rom etheus B o u n d  (907- 
27), it is P rom etheus th a t  knows the  secret of T h e tis ’ destiny, a  fact he has learned from  his 
m other G aia. G antz  (1993: 160) relates the  conflation of T hem is and G aia  in th is play to  the 
influence of th e  P indaric  version in which Them is is the  messenger. In A pollonius’ Argonautica  
(4.790-804) Zeus’ fear weis not th e  only obstacle to  his union w ith Thetis; the  Nereid spurned 
his advances in consideration  of H era’s feelings. According to  Philodem us, th is trad itio n  had 
its origins in Hesiod and the  Cypria  (F  2 B ernabe). Ovid {Met. 11.216-28) has P ro teu s make 
a  general announcem ent of T h e tis ’ fate.
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of gods and of men. Zeus’ wife Metis is already pregnant; but instead of wait
ing for the child to be born and then swallowing it as Kronos had ineffectually 
done, Zeus swallows Metis herself. The outcome of Metis’ pregnancy is of course 
Athena, born from Zeus’ head (924). The significance of the Metis episode in the 
Theogony is that it marks the end-point of the divine succession myth that is 
the ‘backbone’ (West 1966: 31) of the poem. Kronos had deposed Uranos, Zeus 
had deposed Kronos, and Zeus puts an end to this potentially endless sequence 
of usurpations, thus imposing upon the universe its present stability and form. 
He succeeds in forestalling the process by swallowing Metis, which prevents her 
from ever bearing a son and also thereby imparts to him her native shrewdness. 
This is an im portant moment in the imaginative history of the world; it is the 
dividing line between the tumultuous period of the birth  of the cosmos and its 
present stability.

The stability of Zeus’ dominance rests upon his ability to foresee and neu
tralize threats to him such as the children who were to become Athena and 
Achilles. If he did not do so, the universe would be a constant turmoil of son 
overthrowing and succeeding father; the mortal birth of Achilles is the price of 
cosmic stability. Statius emphasizes the far-reaching consequences of Thetis’ hy
pothetical union with Jupiter by describing Achilles as the child ‘forbidden from 
succeeding to the throne of heaven as his patrimony’. Dilke (ad i .if .)  points 
out that patrio . . .  succedere caelo here follows the model of regno succedere, 
so it ‘implies overlordship of the gods, not . . .  a mere place among them ’. Yet, 
as he also notes, succedere caelo can also mean ‘to join the heavenly spirits’ 
(Verg. Aen. 4.227). It is an apt phrase in both senses, since T hetis’ marriage 
to Peleus not only denied her son absolute power over the cosmos, it even be
grudged him the simple gift of immortality. The word patrio is used in a kind of 
hypothetical prolepsis to refer to Achilles’ inheritance of Jupiter’s realm, but it 
may also cause us to think of another way in which Achilles is doomed to forfeit 
an inheritance. The suspension of caelo until the end of the line means that at 
first patrio might seem a reference to Peleus and his realm. Achilles not only 
failed to inherit anything from Jupiter, he also was prevented by his early death 
from coming into his actual patrimony in Phthia. One thinks of Achilles’ lament 
to Priam  at the end of the Iliad\ he remembers his father alone and unprotected, 
with no heir except for a son who is doomed to die prematurely.^®

35 Theog. 900; see D etienne and Vernant (1978: 57-92). On the  near-eastern  sources of the 
m yth  of divine succession, cf. W est (1966: 18-31) and B urkert {1992: 5-7).

3® ol oQ /  TtatScov neyapoiai fovi] y^veto xpeiovTcov, /  dXX’ ivai nai5a  xexsv Ttavacoptov 
(//. 24.538-40).
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W est (1966: ad  Theog. 889) po in ts  o u t th a t  th e  s im ila ritie s  betw een  M etis 

a n d  T h e tis  go beyond  th e  fa te d  g rea tn ess  o f th e ir  offspring. T h e tis  was a  N ereid 

a n d  M etis a n  O cean id , so b o th  w ere a sso c ia ted  w ith  th e  sea; a n d  b o th  h a d  th e  

a b ih ty  to  change th e ir  shape. A  cosm ological co m m en ta ry  on A lem an  from  a 

f ra g m en ta ry  pap y ru s, in  w hich T h e tis  is conceived o f as th e  dem iu rge  th a t  p u t 

o rd er on  th e  form less m ass of th e  cosm os, reveals th a t  she cou ld  b e  considered  a 

p rim a l c rea tiv e  force along th e  lines of th e  person ifications in  H esio d ’s Theogony. 

I t  does n o t m ake a  g rea t dea l o f difference to  our pu rp o ses  if th e  iden tifica tion  

of T h e tis  as a  cosm ic pow er was m ade by  A lem an  him self, o r if  i t  is th e  p ro d u c t 

o f th e  anonym ous c o m m e n ta to r’s allegoresis, as M ost (1987) h as  a r g u e d . T h i s  

so rt of a llegorizing tra d itio n  a ro u n d  T h e tis  was rep resen ted  a t  R om e by A nnaeus 

C o rn u tu s  {Theol. Graec. 17), an d  it m ay be th a t  it in fluenced  S ta tiu s , for, as we 

shall now see, he a lludes to  th e  very  p assage in  H om er th a t  co n ta in s  ou r m ost 

in trig u in g  h in t o f th e  cosm ological role o f T hetis .

3 . 2 . 1  T h e  P o w e r  o f  T h e t i s

T h e tis  com es to  us in  tw o guises; she is a  goddess so pow erful th a t  her p o te n tia l 

to  o v ertu rn  J u p i te r ’s hegem ony m ust be n eu tra lized , an d  on th e  o th e r  h an d  she 

is a  w orried  lu o th e r, help less to  p ro tcc t h e r  own son. In o rd e r  to  see how S ta tiu s  

reconciles th ese  tw o asp ec ts  in  his p o r tra i t  o f th e  goddess, we sha ll beg in  by 

exam in ing  w h a t S la tk in  (1991) has called  ‘th e  pow er of T h e t is ’, as it ap p ears  

in  th e  Iliad. For exam ple , one possib le allusion to  th is  tr a d i t io n  com es w hen 

T h e tis  v is its  H ep h aestu s  to  m ake her req u e st for a  rep lacem en t se t o f arm or. 

She beg ins by com plain ing  th a t  Zeus has sen t her m ore m isery  th a n  any  o th e r 

goddess, in  th a t  she alone was com pelled  by  h im  to  m a rry  a  m o rta l {II. 18.428- 

41). T h is  passage is th e  only in d ic a tio n  in  H om er th a t  A ch illes’ p a re n ts  were 

a n y th in g  o th e r  th a n  h ap p y  to g e th e r , an d  it seem s p lausib le  to  seek its  orig in  

in  th e  tra d itio n , o therw ise  ab sen t in  H om er, th a t  Zeus needed  to  m a rry  T h e tis  

to  a m o rta l in  o rder to  ensu re  h is con tin u ed  sway in  heaven. W h en  S ta tiu s  has 

N ep tu n e  te ll T h e tis  to  s to p  com pla in ing  a b o u t her m a rria g e  to  a  m o rta l (1.90), 

he m ay in te n d  an  allusion  to  th is  H om eric passage, since th e re  is no p lace  in  th e  

A chille id  w here T h e tis  exp lic itly  m akes such a  co m p la in t.3®

A n o th e r  p o in t in  th e  Iliad  w here allusion  is m ade  to  T h e t is ’ pow er is also

3 '̂  T h e  A le m a n  c o m m e n t a r y  is  F  5  P a g e  ( 1 9 6 2 )  a n d  D a v ie s  ( i g g i ) ,  a n d  F  8 1  in  C a la m e  (1 9 8 3 ) ;  
D e t ie n n e  a n d  V e r n a n t  (1 9 7 8 :  1 3 3 - 6 2 )  a n d  S la t k in  (1 9 9 1 :  8 1 - 3 ,  n  3 2 )  c o n s id e r  it  £is a  t o k e n  o f  
a n  o n g o in g  t r a d i t i o n  o f  T h e t i s ’ c o s m ic  p o w e r , w h i le  C a la m e  (1 9 8 3 :  4 4 5 - 7 )  a n d  M o s t  ( 1 9 8 7 )  
a r e  m o r e  s c e p t ic a l .  T h e  p a p y r u s  h eis b e e n  d a t e d  t o  th e  s e c o n d  c e n t u r y  A D  a n d  i t s  c o n t e n t s  
s o m e w h a t  e a r lie r :  M o s t  (1 9 8 7 :  1 8 , n  9 7 ) .

3® S e e  b e lo w ,  S e c t io n  4 .1 ,2 .
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th e  preface to  a request. In B ook  i ,  A ch illes asks h is m oth er to  go  to  Z eus to  ask  

th a t  th e  T rojans en joy  su ccess during h is absence from  b a tt le  {II .  1 .3 9 3 -4 1 2 ) . He 

directs T h e tis  to  preface her su p p lica tio n  w ith  a tim e ly  rem inder o f  th e  o cca sio n  

sh e cam e to  Z eu s’ a id  w h en  he w as in  need:

TtoXXdxi Y^P <^£0 Tiaxpoi; ^vl axouaa

eO)(ojifvT)<;, o t ’ StpT)a0a xEXatvecp^L Kpoviwvi 

o ! t ) i \ i  dSavdToioLv dcLxea Xoiyov d(juvai,

OTznoxz  [iLv ^uvSfjaai ’OXu[i7iioL f^OeXov aXXoL,

"Hpr) t ’ 1̂ 8  ̂ rioaeiSdcov xa l IlaXXdc; ’A0t]vt)- 

dXXd au Tov y ’ ^XGouaa, Ged, OTteXuaao Ssajiwv, 

d)x’ IxaxoyxEtpov xaX iaaa' ic, jiaxpov ’’OXu^kov,

8 v BpidpEwv xaX fouai Geoi, dv8 ps(; 8  ̂ xe itdvxec;

AlyaLtov’— 6 ydp aOxe piT)v oO Tiaxpo? d(je:(vwv—  

be, pa Ttapd Kpoviwvi xaOiC^ro xu8el y a iu v

xov xal 67tf8Eiaav pdxapet; Geol ou8’ Ix’ fSrjaav. (1.396-406)

I o ften  heard you  in m y fa th er’s h ouse te llin g  w ith  pride how  you  

alone am ong th e  im m orta ls rescued th e  son  o f  K ronos, lord o f  th e  

dark clou d s, from  a  sh am in g  p ligh t, w h en  other O lym p ian  g o d s sou gh t  

to  b ind h im  fast -  H era and  P oseid on  and P a lla s  A th en e. B u t you  

cam e and released  h im  from  his b on d s, god d ess, qu ick ly  ca llin g  up  

to  w ide O ly m p o s th e  hundred-hander, ca lled  B riareos by th e  god s, 

b u t A iga ion  by a ll hum ans. He is y e t stronger th a n  his fa ther, and  

he took  h is sea t b esid e  th e  son o f K ronos g lory in g  in  h is sp lendor.

T h e  b lessed  god s shrank in  fear from  h im , and  th ere w as no m ore  

bind ing . (trans. H am m on d )

T h is  is n otew orth y  for b e in g  ap parently  on e o f  th e  few  gen u in ely  cosm olog ica l 

p assages in H om er, a  p o e t  w ho w e is  relen tlessly  a llegorized  for h id d en  cosm ology . 

It w ill com e as no surprise th a t T h e t is ’ role here occasion ed  com m en t in  antiq - 

uity .3® In som e m yster iou s way, th e  N ereid  had  th e  pow er to  a id  Z eus d ec is ive ly  

w h en  he was confronted  w ith  a rebellion . S ta tiu s  a llu d es to  th is  in cid en t w hen  

he describes T h e tis  m u llin g  over the different lo ca tio n s  th a t com e to  m in d  as 

p o ten tia l h id in g  p laces for A ch illes. She fina lly  p lu m p s for Scyros, w h ich  sh e  had  

hap p en ed  to  n o tice  recen tly  w hen  she w as sen t to  check on th e  b o n d s o f  th e  

hundred-hander:

39 See th e  bT-scholia ad  II. 1.399-406, C ornutus, Theol. Graec. 17, and for m odern bibliog
raphy Slatk in  (1991: 61-2 , n 6).

123



inbelli n u p er Lycom edis a b  a u la  

v irg ineos co e tu s  e t li to ra  p erso n a  ludo  

au d ie ra t, d u ro s  la x an te m  A egaeona nexus

m issa  sequi c e n tu m q u e  dei n u m era re  ca ten as. (1 .207-10)

W ith  its  invocation  of th e  H om eric hapax, Alyotiwva {II. 1.404), an d  its  ta lk  of 

b ind ing , th is  p assage is a  c lear reference to  T h e tis ’ a ssis tan ce  to  Zeus in th e  

Iliad. Y et th e  d esc rip tio n  of A eg a eo n /B ria reu s  in  chains seem s a t  first g lance 

to  c o n tra d ic t th e  H om eric s to ry  th a t  he cam e to  Z eus’ ass is tan ce  w hen su m 

m oned  by T h e tis . T h e  in fo rm atio n  given in th e  A en e id  (10 .565-70) an d  Thebaid  

(2 .595-601) th a t  B ria reu s  w as th e  chief enem y of th e  O ly m p ian  gods in  th e  

G igan tom achy  w ould  seem  to  confound  m a tte rs  entirely . T h ere  a re  th re e  a p p a r

en tly  in co m p atib le  ro les for B riareus: th e  ally  o f Zeus an d  T h e tis  in  th e  Iliad, th e  

ac tive  enem y of th e  O ly m p ian  gods in  th e  G igan tom achy  as describ ed  by Vergil 

a n d  S ta tiu s , an d  th e  confined p risoner o f T h e tis  in th e  A chilleid . T h e  n a tu re  of 

S ta tiu s ’ d esc rip tio n , how ever, allows us to  reconcile th e  conflicting  d a ta  in  tw o 

very  d iffe ren t, a n d  n o t en tire ly  co m p atib le , ways.

T h e  first m e th o d  tak es  its  cue from  S ta tiu s ’ w ord nuper  (1 .207), ^ind w ould 

d is tr ib u te  th e  conflicting  accoun ts chronologically. T h e  n a rra tiv e  of B ria re u s’ 

v ic issitudes w ould  beg in  w ith  H esio d ’s d escrip tio n  of how he w as freed by Zeus 

from  th e  b o n d s  in  w hich he h a d  been  p u t by U ranus. T h e  h u n d red -h an d e r th e n  

fought w ith  th e  gods a g a in s t th e  T ita n s , an d  re tu rn e d  peacefu lly  to  his hom e 

un d er th e  e a r th  w hen  th e  figh ting  w as done {Theog. 734 -5 ). T h en , as H om er 

re p o rts  {II. 1 .396-406), T h e tis  sum m o n ed  B riareus to  th e  a id  of Zeus once aga in  

w hen  th e  o th e r  O ly m p ian s tr ie d  to  b in d  him . As R o sa ti (1992: 27of) r ig h tly  

saw, th is  h ap p e n ed  long, long ago, before th e  G igantom achy , an d  before th e  

im p riso n m en t d escrib ed  in th e  A chilleid . In  th e  m ean tim e, B ria reu s  tu rn s  ag a in s t 

Zeus for unknow n reasons, an d  he fights w ith  th e  G ian ts  ag a in s t th e  O lym pians, 

as describ ed  in  th e  A en e id  (10 .565-70) an d  Thebaid  (2 .595-601). T h is  event 

m ust have o ccu rred  re la tiv e ly  la te  in  m y th ica l tim e, ap p ro x im ate ly  a  g en e ra tio n  

before th e  T ro ja n  W ar, since th e  p a r tic ip a tio n  of H eracles in  th e  G igan tom achy  

was a  co n d itio n  o f th e  O ly m p ia n s’ success. Following th e  defea t of th e  G ian ts , 

B ria reu s is im p riso n ed  by Zeus. In  th e  Achilleid, T h e tis  is sen t to  check on 

his b o n d s  (1 .207-10), w hich reflects th e  m ore recen t co n d itio n  {nuper, 207) of 

B ria reus, erstw h ile  a lly  an d  c u rre n t p riso n er o f Zeus. T h is  is a d m itte d ly  a lo t to  

deduce from  th e  p resence of a  single ad v e rb  in  S ta tiu s ’ accoun t. T h e  ad v an tag e  of 

th is  com plex  an d  a rtific ia l chrono log ical schem e is th a t  i t  m akes som e sense o u t
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of the evident confusion regarding the allegiance of Briareus.^° It fails, however, 
to  connect T h e tis’ role as a ja iler in the  Achilleid  w ith  her role as B riareus’ 
sum m oner in the Iliad, leaving the relationship between the S ta tian  and Homeric 
passages vague and coincidental. There is a b e tte r way to  explain th e  apparen t 
contradiction  between the  two passages.

In the  Iliad, T hetis sum m ons Briareus, who stands by Zeus, apparen tly  as an 
ally and of his own free will, and they prevent the  o ther gods from binding Zeus. 
In S ta tiu s’ tex t, B riareus is bound as a prisoner, incapable of asserting his will, 
and T hetis is his w arden. This small bu t significant disjunction can be explained 
by positing th a t S ta tiu s has tendentiously m isread the tex t of Hom er and its 
description of T h e tis’ role in the unbinding. Homer actually  says th a t  T hetis 
‘cam e and released him  [i.e. Zeus] from his bonds . . .  quickly calling up to  wide 
Olym pus the hundred-hander’.'*̂  By subsequently depicting T hetis as checking 
on B riareus’ bonds, S ta tius encourages us to  construe those words differently; he 
seems to  transla te  the Greek thus; T hetis ‘came and released him  [i.e. Briareus] 
from his bonds . . .  quickly calling up to  wide O lym pus the  hundred-hander’. 
I t is certainly a s tra in  on the syntax of the Greek to  refer the  pronoun t o v  at 
Iliad  1.401 (quoted above, p 123) not to its antecedent, Zeus, bu t forward to  the  
§xaTOYX£i-pov of the following line; bu t it is not i m p o s s i b l e . This tendentious 
m isreading of T h e tis’ role in the Iliad  gives S tatius the  license to  depict her as 
nothing bu t Ju p ite r’s turnkey. Briareus is Zeus’ prisoner even before the a ttem p t 
of the o ther gods to  bind him, and he goes back to being a prisoner afterw ards; 
T hetis presum ably leads him back to  his ce ll'll It is in th is pseudo-Homeric

4° It m ay be possible to  identify the  source of th is elem ent of confusion. T h e  cyclic Ti- 
tanom achy, as we are to ld  by a scholiast (ad Ap. Rhod. 1.1165c =  T itanom achia  F  3 B ernabe, 
Davies), asserted  th a t Aegaeon was an ally of the  T itans. If tru e , th is is a  flat con trad ic tion  
of Hesiod’s tale , according to  which he was an im p o rtan t ally of Zeus in th e  T itanom achy  
{Theog. 617-63). W hen we la te r  find B riareus fighting in the  G igantom achy against Zeus, th is 
seems to  be a result of th e  confusion of T itanom achy and G igantom achy th a t  is com m on in 
post-A rchaic lite ra tu re  (cf. V ian 1952: 169-74, G antz 1993: 445-54, and W est ad  Theog. 617- 
719). T he change in B riareus from an ally to  an opponent of Zeus m ay th u s  have resu lted  from 
the  contradiction  th a t a lready existed in the  archaic period betw een Hesiod and th e  cyclic 
Titanom achy. For exam ple, as G antz  (1993: 447) and Davies (1989: 14) bo th  note, one scho
liast (ad Ap. Rhod. Argon. 1554) who m entions th e  G igantom achy clearly  m eant th e  cyclic 
Titanom achy  instead. By postpon ing  B riareus’ opposition to  th e  gods from  th e  T itanom achy  
until the  G igantom achy, it th u s becomes possible to  accom m odate his role as b o th  an  ally and 
an opponent of Zeus by positing  different occasions for each.

On the  process of binding, see Slatkin (1991: 66-9).
Stanford (1950: vol 1, p Ixii) on the  ‘a ttrib u tiv e  sense’ of th e  pronoun  in Hom er in which 

it is ‘followed by a noun or adjective which defines i t ’ gives th e  exam ple of f) . . .  cxTtfpr) 
YXauxconic; ’ASi^vr).
*3 T his reading is no t w ithou t its problem s, in th a t  it does no t explain why th e  Hom eric 

Briareus would be inclined to  help Zeus while he is his captive. S ta tiu s ’ version m ight, however, 
be pedantically  justified  in a  different respect. T he o ther O lym pians are  only said to  have 
w anted to  b ind Zeus, not to  have actually  done so (^uvSriaai ’OXun^ioi TjSeXov aXXoi, 1.399).
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capacity as the warden of Briareus that Thetis goes in the Achilleid to check on 
his bonds {centumque dei numerare catenas, 1.210).

One indication of the subtlety of Statius’ intervention is the way he has be
guiled modern scholars of the Achilleid into unconsciously misreading Homer in 
precisely this manner. Dilke and Rosati both report tha t in the Iliadic passage 
Thetis released Briareus, rather than Zeus, from his bonds. Thus Dilke (ad 209f) 
says th a t Thetis ‘saved Zeus . . .  by releasing “the hundred-handed one” .’ Rosati 
(1994: 95, n 71) is doubtful about the allusion, but nevertheless reports th a t 
‘Egeone-Briareo . . .  fu liberato da Tetide’. Homer actually says nothing at all 
about Briareus being bound; but Statius wants us to think tha t tha t is what 
Homer says. As Slatkin (1991: 66) has it, ‘she [Thetis] herself unbound Zeus, 
summoning the hundred-handed Briareos as a kind of guarantor or reminder of 
her power’. It was really Zeus th a t was bound, unless one is reading the Iliadic 
passage through the distorting frame tha t Statius provides. If it seems improba
ble th a t Statius had read Homer as closely as this, consider the way he handles 
the question of the location of Briareus’ confinement in the same passage. This 
was a vexed issue; Hesiod says that after the victory in the Titanomachy, the 
hundred-handers went to dwell in Tartarus {Theog. 734-5). Not long afterwards 
he contradicts himself, saying tha t they live on the ocean floor {in’ ’Oxeavoio 
6e^^0Xoi<;, 816); Briareus is even married to a daughter of Poseidon ( Theog. 815- 
9).‘14 The Homeric A-scholion (ad II. 1.404a), in a passage tha t Erbse assigns to 
Aristonicus and whose substantive content Kirk (1985: ad II. 1.403-4) attributes 
to Aristarchus, tells us tha t Zenodotus subscribed to the view tha t the hundred- 
hander lived in Tartarus ( u t i o  Tdpxapov eupwevia), against which the scholion, 
and thus presumably Aristarchus, objected that Aegaeon was not a T itan but 
a sea-creature {ivakioc. Sai^wv). Callimachus on the other hand had placed Bri
areus under Mount Aetna (Callim. Hymn 4.141-3), while Vergil located him at 
the entrance to the underworld {Aen. 6.287), followed in the Thebaid (4.535) 
by Statius. Yet Statius also gives a hint of the Aristarchan argument th a t Bri
areus/Aegaeon was a sea-creature. In another passage of the Thebaid, Hypsipyle 
personifies the Aegean sea as Aegaeon, by imphcation one of the sea-gods {dis 
pelagi, 5.288). In the Achilleid, it is implied that Aegaeon is imprisoned in the 
sea, since Thetis travels past Scyros in the Aegean when she is on her way to

So how could  T h etis  unbind Zeus before he w as actu ally  bound? T h e answer o f  course is tha t  
H om er hcis om itted  an obvious interm ediary step , but on the  reading of S ta tiu s, the  so lu tion  
is sim pler: th e  on ly  bonds th a t T h etis  loosened  were those o f Briareus.

‘* 4  W est (1966: ad Theog. 7 2 0 -8 1 9 ) deem s the first pcissage (7 3 4 -5 ) an in terpolation . A ccording  
to  the scholion  c ited  above (n 40 ), th e  cyclic T ita n o m a ch y  also said that A egaeon  m ade his 
dw elling in th e  sea.
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visit him. S tatius therefore explicitly follows the trad itio n  of Zenodotus, Cal
limachus, and Vergil th a t Briareus was im prisoned in the  underworld, and yet 
on two occasions he uses the alternative nam e Aegaeon and apparen tly  follows 
the A ristarchan argum ent th a t B riareus was im prisoned in the sea. S ta tius thus 
replicated in his own tex ts a sim ilar am biguity to  th a t which is found in Hes
iod. Moreover, his h in t a t the connection between Aegaeon and the  Aegean also 
suggests why it should have been T hetis who came to  Zeus’ aid when he was 

th reatened  by the o ther gods. On S ta tiu s’ argum ent, th is was not because of 
her cosmic power, b u t simply because B riareus/A egaeon, as a sea-creature, was 
imprisoned in the sea, and thus the circum stances required a m arine divinity  to 
go fetch him.

Slatkin has argued th a t Homer alludes to  stories abou t the power of T hetis 
in order to add poignancy to the helplessness to  which she is reduced by her 

son’s m ortality  in the  Iliad. S tatius, it seems, appreciated  the force of H om er’s 
allusion, bu t he had a different purpose in m ind. He alludes to  H om er’s tex t 
in a way th a t reduces her from being the goddess who unbound Zeus (with 
the help of Briareus) to  being Zeus’ messenger and turnkey. A jailkeeper in 
the Achilleid, a jailkeeper in the Iliad, T hetis is not the agent of s tab ility  in 
heaven, but a messenger sent {missa, 1.210) on behalf of more powerful gods. By 
giving T hetis a very prosaic role w ith respect to  B riareus, S tatius sim ultaneously 
acknowledges and undercuts the trad ition  of her cosmic role. This allows him to 
sidestep the trad ition  of T h e tis’ power, which would conflict starkly w ith  his own 
conception of the goddess. As we shall see, T hetis in the  Achilleid  is generally 
a ra ther bungling and inept figure, m ost notably as the  inventor of the absurd 
and unsuccessful plan to  save Achilles by dressing him  as a girl. In fact, the  plot 
of the Achilleid as we have it turns on the ineffectiveness of T hetis in her efforts 
to  divert the  course of fate. The story  th a t T hetis was destined to  bear a son 
greater than  his father is im portan t for S tatius insofar as it relates to  Achilles, 
bu t he does not allow th a t Thetis herself was a figure of cosmic im portance.

A full consideration of T h e tis’ character will be found in C hap ter 4, but 
a brief look a t her helplessness in the  Achilleid  may be instructive. H om er’s 

T hetis is successful in her two im portan t interviews w ith o ther gods, securing 
from Zeus the tem porary  T rojan success, and from H ephaestus a new panoply 

of arm or. In the  Achilleid, by contrast, T hetis approaches N eptune to  raise a 
storm  against P aris’ fleet, and this small request in her native elem ent is flatly 
rejected (1.61-94). The condition of having a m ortal son itself contributes to 
T h e tis’ powerlessness. She recognizes th a t to  be connected by a m other-son
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bond to a m ortal circumscribes and compromises her own divinity. When the 
departure of Paris’ fleet adumbrates the beginnings of war, Thetis responds in 
an extraordinarily personal way, saying, me petit haec, mihi classis . . .  funesta  
minatur (i-3 i)- Thetis sees the Trojan War as an attack on herself. She explains 
why this should be so in her appeal to Neptune:

da pellere luctus, 
nec tibi de tantis placeat me fluctibus unum
litus et Iliaci scopulos habitare sepulcri. (1.74-6)

There is difficulty with the text here,"*® but the lines most likely mean: ‘let my 
grief be held at bay, and do not elect tha t out of such a vast expanse of sea I 
should haunt just one shoreline and the rocks of a Trojan tom b’. She ultim ately 
asks Neptune not to have pity upon her son as a mere mortal, but to sympathize 
with her plight as a goddess whose own immortality will be compromised by the 
death of her only child. In the Odyssey (24.35-94), the shade of Agamemnon had 
described Achilles’ funeral mound and Thetis’ lamenting there; Statius imagines 
tha t state of mourning as a permanent constraint on the blithe indifference to 
death tha t characterizes immortality.^®

3 . 2 . 2  I n t r o d u c i n g  A c h i l l e s

Before leaving the topic of Achilles’ missed chance at immortality, we should 
look at a passage where it is not the narrator, but Achilles himself who mentions 
his bad luck in failing to have been Jupiter’s son. After Achilles rapes Deidamia, 
he reveals his identity to her and tries to reassure her tha t all will be well 
(1.650-60). He professes his long-standing love (1.652-655), and boasts of his 
distinguished family connections (1.655-6). He responds to her objection, or her 
imagined objection, regarding Lycomedes’ reaction to their relationship with the 
angry guarantee, typical of Achilles’ character but hardly calculated to  appease 
her feelings, th a t he will destroy Scyros root and branch before she ever has to 
pay the penalty for what they have done (1.657-60). Achilles addresses himself 
to Deidamia, and for the first time in the poem his words are reported in direct 
speech, so th a t this passage introduces a new voice into the Achilleid, a voice

“IS The MSS differ between unum  and unam  in line 75. Dilke (ad loc) gives a lengthy and 
convincing defense of the text cis printed here; recent editors (Meheust, M arastoni, Rosati) 
have concurred. Dilke imagines Thetis ‘confined to the waters immediately below Achilles’ 
tomb [on Cape Sigeum]’.

Cf. Slatkin (1991: 56): ‘In the Iliad Thetis has a present and, prospectively, a future defined 
by the m ortal condition of her son; as such she is known in her dependent attitude of sorrowing 
and suffering’.
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which we surely would have heard a great deal more of, had the epic ever been 
completed:

ille ego—quid trepidas?— genitum  quem  caerula m ater 
paene Iovi“ silvis nivibusque inm isit alendum  
Thessalicis.

. . .  quid defies magno nurus add ita  ponto?
quid gemis ingentes caelo p a ritu ra  nepotes? (1.650-2, 655f)

“ paene lovi Gustafsson, paene iovis P

An epic hero is supposed to  describe him self w ith a certain  am ount of boastfu l

ness. He may refer to  his own past prowess, as S ta tiu s’ Tydeus;

ille ego inexpletis solus qui caedibus hausi
quinquaginta anim as  ( Theb. 8.666f)

The classic locus for this sort of speech-m aking is the Homeric battlefield , where 
a regular p art of the  boasting comprises genealogical inform ation. A hero’s fa
th er is the m ost im portan t element of his genealogy; as Edw ards says (1991: ad 
II. 20.200-58), ‘it is common for Homeric w arriors to  recount their pedigrees 
w ith pride, because the glory of the  fathers is reflected upon their sons’. Some 
examples of Homeric heroes recounting their own lineage a t some length are 
G laucus {II. 6.145-211), Idomeneus {II. 13.448-54), and Aeneas {II. 20.200-58). 
Achilles himself makes such a speech over the dead body of A steropaeus, saying:

aOxap iydi yzvzi]\i A161; EO/ofiai elvai.

TiXTE [i’ dvf)p KoXXoiaiv dvdaacov Mupjii86veaat,,
nr)X£U<; AiaxlSi]?' 6 8’ ap' Ataxoc; ix. A ibz  ĵev. {II. 21.187-9)

In the Achilleid, the account Achilles gives to  D eidam ia of his distinguished an
cestors is a parody of such boastful Homeric speeches. The first point of the 
burlesque is th a t while the  Homeric Achilles may vaunt his lineage over the 
body of a warrior whom he has killed, the S ta tian  Achilles makes his genealog
ical boast to  a girl he has raped. Achilles does not sim ply identify him self by 
nam e to  Deidamia; he gives his genealogy, ju s t like an  epic hero on the  b a t
t l e f i e l d . A nother part of the travesty is th a t Achilles does not actually  name 
his father, bu t ra ther names the individual who would have been his fa ther had 
circum stances been different. The sta tem ent beginning ille ego continues w ith 

genitum . . .  paene lovi, which sounds oddly like an adm ission of failure in the 

See Richardson (1993: ad II. 21.152-60) for examples.
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m idst of w hat should be a proud b o a s t .A c h i l le s  identifies him self not as the  
Hom eric Pelides or Aeacides, m agnanim us or otherwise, b u t as the  purely hypo

th e tica l fo rm ida tam  . . .  progeniem  (1.1-2) of S ta tiu s’ proem . This inversion of 
a  basic elem ent of the heroic ethos exemplifies the  continuing absence from the 
poem  of Peleus, who does not even figure in his son’s account of his ancestry. 
T h is passage also expresses Achilles’ awareness of his loss of the  im m ortality  and 
the  universal rule over gods and men th a t the  hero came so close to  having as his 
b irth righ t. H om er’s Achilles is a  cosmic scapegoat: ‘the price of Zeus’ hegemony 
is Achilles’ d e a th ’.^9 S ta tiu s’ Achilles knows it and resents it. Achilles identi
fies him self to  D eidam ia as ‘the  one alm ost born  to  Ju p ite r, whom  his sea-blue 
m other sent to  be reared in the woods and snows of Thessaly’. Instead  of Peleus, 
Achilles m entions two near-father figures, Ju p ite r and Chiron. One is a  god and 
the  o ther is ha lf anim al; in the  next section we will see how S ta tiu s characterizes 
Achilles in term s of his near-divinity on the one hand and the  b ru ta lity  of his 
prim itive surroundings on the other.

3 . 3  A c h i l l e s  a t  t h e  T h r e s h o l d

L e a v i n g  A c h i l l e s ’ first direct speech in the Achilleid  behind us, we tu rn  now 
to an earlier scene in which the  hero makes his first physical appearance in the 
poem . This episode is interesting for the way S tatius describes the adolescent 
hero as a lim inal figure, caught between child and adult, m ale and female, divine 
and  hum an, n a tu re  and culture. The careful design is reflected quite literally  in 
th e  setting: Achilles and his m other appear on the threshold  of C hiron’s cave 
{in limine, 1.171), which is, like its m aster, of a twofold n a tu re  th a t  reflects the 
m eeting of n a tu re  and civilization {pars exhausta manu, partem  sua ruperat ae- 
tas, 1 0 8 ) . Thet is,  foreboding danger in the im pending T ro jan  W ar, has come 
to  C hiron’s cave after a considerable absence to  take her son away; Chiron ex

plains to  her th a t  Achilles has been growing more unm anageable of late. Even 

the  C entaurs of the  locality, those quintessentially uncivilized beings, are finding 
his ram bunctious pranks uncivil (1.152-5).

S ta tius stages the reactions of T hetis and Chiron to  Achilles’ arrival quite 
carefully. As C hiron continues w ith his report, he begins to  com pare the boy 
w ith  the  young Hercules and Theseus, until he silences him self abruptly :

T h e tex t here is next to  certain , desp ite  paen e lo v i  being a conjecture; D ilk e’s note  
(ad 1.650) provides parallels for ‘th is  idea o f  quasi-relationship’.

S latk in  (1991: 101).
5° O n the  geography of C hiron’s cave, see Section  6.2 below; on C entaurs e is  the em bodim ent  

o f a d istin ction  betw een  nature and cu lture, see Kirk (1970: 15 2 -6 2 ).
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. iuvenem  Alciden et Thesea vidi—
sed taceo .’

figit gelidus Nereida pallor: 
ille adera t m ulto sudore et pulvere maior, 

et tam en arm a in ter festinatosque labores
dulcis adhuc visu . . .  (1.157-61)

C hiron’s sed taceo (1.158) is the cue for Achilles’ arrival, bu t we do no t know 
this a t f i r s t . C h i r o n ,  we may presum e in retrospect, has seen him  approaching 
and does not want him  to overhear his quasi-parental discussion. Yet we in the 
audience do not know th a t  Achilles is nearby until the  words ille aderat a t the  
beginning of the  following line. I t appears to  us a t first th a t C hiron cu t off his 
description of Achilles’ bad behavior in order not to  alarm  T hetis any further. 
He has acknowledged her fears for Achilles [metum, 1.146), and sketched his own 
uneasy prem onitions of w hat is to  come; now he has said enough.

This reading is apparen tly  confirmed by the rest of the line, where we hear 
th a t T hetis was transfixed w ith fear {figit gelidus Nereida pallor, 1.158). Again, 
the cause of her te rro r appears to  have been C hiron’s narration . This is hardly 
surprising; it would be quite norm al for a m other to  be alarm ed a t stories of the  
trouble her son has been causing and of the th rea ts  against his safety. C hiron’s 
point is th a t T hetis has every right to  be concerned abou t Achilles. M otherly 
concern is not, however, the reason Chiron falls silent and T hetis grows pale; 
as we find out in the  next line, it is because Achilles has arrived: ille aderat. 
S tatius misleads and wrong-foots his audience so th a t we share w ith T hetis  in 
her surprise a t Achilles’ arrival. The very sight of her own son frightens the 
goddess; he is still a  boy, and yet he is a s ta rtling  presence all the  same, covered 
in dust and sweat.

3 . 3 . 1  A c h i l l e s  a n d  A p o l l o

Statius describes Achilles in term s th a t are equivocal and ambiguous. He is an 
impressive figure, yet he has a sweet countenance nonetheless {tam en . . .  dulcis, 
i .i6 o f). Achilles is ju s t on the  verge of growing a beard  (1.164); he is an ephebe, 
neither yet a m an nor still a  boy.^^ There is also som ething in Achilles’ coloring

D ilk e  (p  18) c la sse s  th is  a s a n  a p o s io p e s is , b u t it is  n o t  q u ite ; n e ith er  o f  th e  s e n te n c e s  
o lim  . . . T h esea  v id i  nor s e d  ta c e o  are in c o m p le te  sy n ta c t ic a lly . A p o s io p e se is  are q u ite  c o m m o n  
in  th e  A c h ille id ,  a s  D ilk e  is  r ig h t to  n o te , w h ere  th e y  o fte n  serv e  a s m ark ers o f  d ire c t sp e ec h . 
In th is  ca se , h ow ever, th e  p o in t  is n o t th a t  C h iron  h a s  h a d  a  s u d d e n  c h a n g e  o f  th o u g h t; ra th er , 
it  is th a t  A c h ille s  h a s  s u d d e n ly  c o m e  in to  v iew  (a lth o u g h  w e d o  n o t k n ow  th a t  y e t) .

5  ̂ M o z ley  tr a n s la te s  m a io r  (1 ,1 5 9 )  ‘m a d e  la rg er ’, w h ile  D ilk e  (a d  lo c )  g iv e s  ‘m o re  im p re s 
s iv e ’. It is n o t c lea r  to  m e  h o w  a  d ish ev e led  a p p ea r a n c e  co u ld  m a k e  o n e  s e e m  larger or m ore
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that could be feminine or could be divine:

niveo natat ignis in ore 
purpureus fulvoque nitet coma gratior auro. ( i . i6 i f )

The word purpureus indicates a healthy ruddiness, which, combined with snow- 
white skin {niveo . . .  ore, 1.160), can characterize the unspoiled beauty of maid
ens and g o d s . 53 The poet called ‘Lygdamus’ described in similar terms the ap
pearance of Apollo in a dream:

candor erat, qualeni praefert Latonia Luna,
et color in niveo corpore purpureus . . .  (‘Tibullus’ 3.4.2gf)

The poet then goes on to liken the god to a bride in the contrast of apple 
red to lily white in his features.5“* Achilles is said to look a great deal like his 
mother {plurima vultu /  mater inest, i.i6 4 f) . The femininity implicit in Achilles’ 
looks will, of course, be important to the subsequent plot of the poem.^® Here it 
functions to paint Achilles’ adolescence as a mingling of the adult and the child, 
the male and the female; and, just as for ‘Lygdamus’, the unspoiled beauty of a 
maiden also suggests the flawlessness of a god.

Statius compares Achilles, returning from his hunt, to the ephebic god Apollo:

. . .  qualis Lycia Venator Apollo 
cum redit et saevis permutat plectra pharetris. ( i .i6 5 f)

The Vergilian pedigree of this simile was discussed at length in an earlier chapter 
(Section 2.2.1); but it is worth noting what it contributes to the characterization 
of Achilles here. Achilles, like Apollo, is returning from the hunt and after dinner 
he too will pick up the lyre ( i.i8 6 f) . The simile marks Achilles as being capable 
of both violence and art, beautiful in exertion and repose, just like Apollo, hunter 
and musician. This is the partner of another simile later in the poem, which also 
compares Achilles to a god who reconciles seemingly antithetical qualities via 
two different cult-aspects and cult-places. In that case the god to whom he is 
compared is Bacchus, who could combine effeminacy and aggression in a way

im p ressiv e ; b u t A c h ille s ’ s w e a t  an d  e x e r t io n  c o u ld  m ak e h im  lo o k  ‘a p p a re n t ly  o ld e r ’. T h e  en tire  
c la u se  is  c o n c ern ed  w ith  th e  d isc re p a n c y  b e tw e e n  A c h ille s ’ a p p a ren t a n d  real age: h is  e x e r tio n s  
a re  p r e co c io u s  { f e s t in a to s ,  1 .1 6 0 ), a n d  y e t  h e  heis s t i l l  {a d h u c ,  1 .1 6 1 ) g o t  a  y o u th fu l fresh n ess .

53 C f. A n d re  (1949: 3 8 9 ). For th e  o x y m o r o n  o f  m ed ia  in  th e  p h ra se  n iv e o  n a t a t  ig n i s ,  co m p a r e  
th e  n e a r -o x y m o r o n  o f  t r a n q u i l la e  . .  . f a c e s  (1 .1 6 4 )  sev era l lin es  la ter .

54 C f. T ra n k le  (1 9 9 a ) ad  loc: ‘V on  der M isc h u n g  vo n  W eiC u n d  R o t in  der H a u tfa r b e  is t  in  der  
a n tik en  D ic h tu n g  s e it  h e lle n is t isc h e r  Z eit h a u fig  d ie  R ed e , fa s t  im m er  v o n  ju n g e n  F r a u e n . . . . ’

55 T h u s  A r ico  1986: 2 9 3 7 .
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that reflects Achilles’ state at th a t point in the poem, dressed as a girl and 
yet purposing violence.®® In the present circumstance, the tension in Statius’ 
description of Achilles th a t is reconciled by the two aspects of Apollo is between 
the ephebic, almost feminine, beauty of Achilles and the marks of his mascuhne 
exertion: high color, sweat and dust. After Achilles goes to clean himself off, there 
is another simile comparing him to a divinity; in this next case the god himself 
is conceived of as tired and sweating, and Statius presents a fully articulated 
way of assimilating the filthy and the numinous.

3 . 3 . 2  A c h i l l e s  a n d  C a s t o r

After greeting his mother, Achilles goes to wash up before dinner. The description 
of the hero bathing is complemented by another simile comparing him to a divine 
figure:

protinus ille subit rapido quae proxima saltu 
flumina fumantisque genas crinemque novatur 
fontibus: Eurotae qualis vada Castor anhelo
intrat equo fessumque sui iubar excitat astri. (1.178-81)

First we must clarify our picture of w hat is going on in the simile, for it has 
seemed obscure to many commentators and difficult to visualize. Brinkgreve 
(ad 181) and Jannaccone (ad 181) have confused the m atter by speaking of a 
compound picture of Castor cis both deified horseman and constellation. Dilke 
(ad i8of) agrees tha t this refers to the deified Castor, and further explains that 
he refreshes ‘the beam of his constellation in the Eurotas’, presumably, from 
afar in the heavens. These interpretations have promoted a view of the simile 
that is confused, imprecise, and incorrect: namely, th a t only the iubar of the 
constellation Castor passes through the water. How could the beam of a star be 
‘refreshed’ in any way merely by shining into a body of water? Castor clearly 
has physically entered into the river with his horse {intrat, 181), just as Achilles 
did; the comparanda are perfectly matched in that regard. The parallel Dilke 
himself cites argues against the notion th a t Castor here is a constellation: [Iris] 
obtusum multo iubar excitat imbri {Theb. 10.136). Iris has physically passed 
through the caves of Sleep, and this is w hat has affected her iubar. Moreover, 
Castor’s breathless horses act very like the weary and panting horses of the sun’s 
chariot, which very often in Roman poetry are pictured as being refreshed by 

5® On the Bacchus-sim ile, see below (Section 5.3.3).
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diving physically into the river of Ocean in the west at day’s end.®^ In all of these 
cases, we are dealing with a physical motion of a god (and his horses) through 
water. There is no reason to suppose otherwise here, and the only reason to think 
of Castor as a constellation or anything but a horseman and a demigod is the 
phrase sui iuhar excitat astri, which is not really very difficult to explain. The 
Dioscuri were regularly represented in Roman art as having stars above their 
heads, often attached to the pillei they habitually wore. The beam of C astor’s 
star is refreshed because his star itself enters the river along with the hero and 
his horse, to be cleaned of the dust tha t has dimmed its sparkle.

This alternate version of the simile was originally suggested as a tentative 
possibility by Jannaccone.®* She appeals to Hyginus (14.12) for evidence that 
Castor and Pollux, setting out with the Argonauts, were said to have had stars 
adorning their heads. Hyginus does appear to have had some specific text in mind 
{his . . .  stellae in capitibus ut viderentur accidisse scribitur), but we do not know 
what author he might be referring to. It is unnecessary, however, to appeal to 
Hyginus and his hypothetical exemplar in order to validate the idea tha t the 
Dioscuri were imagined as having stars above their heads; most Romans would 
have needed to look no further than their purse. Throughout the plastic arts 
a star appears as the brothers’ iconographical attribute, whether they appear 
singly or as a pair.^s As patrons of trade at Rome, they appear very frequently 
on coinage, often adorned by their star. Given the oft-cited tendency of Statius 
to borrow elements from the visual arts, it is entirely possible tha t he is doing 
so here, playfully treating an iconological attribute as a physical reality.

Now tha t we have a clear picture of how Castor’s star ended up in the Eu- 
rotas, we can consider why Castor in particular is the object of comparison to 
Achilles here. Perhaps surprisingly, the answer seems to come from Roman his
tory. It happens tha t there are a number of episodes concerning the Dioscuri 
which suggest themselves in this context. At the battle of Lake Regillus, it was 
said th a t the pair appeared in battle to help the Roman cavalry, and tha t later 
they were seen in Rome washing down their sweaty horses at Ju tu rn a’s fountain, 
where they gave the people advance news of the victory tha t had been achieved. 
This story was so popular tha t it was recycled again and again for Roman vic
tories in later ages.®° In the fullest versions of the story, which revolve around

5^ F or p a r a lle ls  s e e  B o m er  (1 9 6 9 - 8 6 )  ad  O v . M et.  4 -6 3 3 f (a n h e l i ) .
5® J a n n a c c o n e  (a d  181); r e p e a ted  by  M eh eu st  (p  8 1 , n 5 ).
59  C f. L I M C  s .v .  ‘D io s k o u r o i/C a s to r e s ’, p a s s im .
®° A s  M . A lb e r t  (D a r .-S a g . s .v . ‘D io s c u r o i’, vo l 2 , p 2 63 ) says: ‘L e so u v en ir  d e  la  b a ta il le  du  

la c  R e g ille  p e r s is te  to u jo u rs  tr e s  v iv a n t d a n s  les im a g in a tio n s  p ie u se s  d es v a in q u eu rs  recon - 
n a is sa n ts '.
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B a t t l e S o u r c e D e s c r i p t i o n

Regillus (497 B c )

Regillus & Pydna

Pydna (168 BC)

Livy (2.20.12 & 2.42.5)
Dion. Hal. [Ant. Rom. 6.13) 
Prontinus {Str. 1.11.8) 
Plutarch ( Vit. Coriol. 3.4) 
Plutarch {Vit. Aem. 25) 
Florus (1.5.4)
[Aur. Viet.] De vir. ill. (16.3)

Cicero {Nat. D. 2.6 & 3.11) 
Valerius Maximus (1.8.1) 
Lactantius {Div. inst. 2.j.Qi)

Florus (i.28.i4f)
Minucius Felix {Oct. 7.3) 
Pacatus {Pan. Lat. 2.39.4)

Sweating

Sweating
Sweating

Sweating
Sweating

Breathless, bloody 
Breathless, sweating 
Dusty, bloody

Vercellae (101 ec) Florus (1.38.20) 

Vercellae & Pydna Pliny {HN 7.86)

No battle named Cicero {Tkisc. 1.12)
Nazarius {Pan. Lat. 4.15.4)
Anim. Marc. (28.4.11)
Symmachus {Ep. 1.95.3) Breathless, sweating

Table 3.1: Incidents where the Dioscuri intervened in battle on Rome’s behalf and/or 
appeared subsequently at Rome to wash and/or to herald the victory. The 
descriptions noted here apply usually to the horses, but sometimes to the 
Dioscuri themselves.

the battle of Pydna, the horses of the Dioscuri are usually described explicitly 
as breathless and sweaty, and sometimes blood-spattered too. This is why they 
are being washed down at the sacred spring next to the temple of Castor. Before 
considering whether or not these stories come close enough to S tatius’ simile to 
warrant our attention, it is necessary to demonstrate the common motifs tha t 
unite the different versions of the story and to evaluate just how precise a con
notation this image of Castor washing down a breathless horse might have at 
Rome.

Table 3.1 summarizes the stories and our sources. It includes for the sake of 
completeness a number of very slight and passing references to the story.®^ Nev-

For further related passages, see Pease (1955: ad Cic. Nat. D. 2.6); and for Greek parallels 
and bibliography, see Ogilvie {1965: ad Livy 2.20.12). Sironen (1989: 97-103) has a more 
detailed discussion of the topoi of the Dioscuri as helpers in battle and messengers of victory.
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ertheless, the  to ta l is impressive. The m ost convenient sum m ary of the vulgate 
is given by Florus in his narrative of the b a ttle  of Pydna:

sed m ulto prius gaudium  victoriae populus Rom anus quam  epis- 

tu lis victoris praeceperat. quippe eodem die, quo victus est Perses 
in M acedonia, Romae cognitum  est, cum duo iuvenes candidis equis 
apud lu tu rn ae  lacum  pulverem et cruorem  abluebant. hi nuntiavere. 
C astorem  et Pollucem  fuisse creditum  vulgo, quod gemini fuissent; 
interfuisse bello, quod sanguine m aderent; a M acedonia venire, quod 
adhuc anhelarent. (Flor. i.2 8 .i4 f)

C asto r was quintessentially a horseman: KdoTopd 9’ iTtTtoSa îov xal dyaOov 
noXuSeuxEa (Hom. Od. 11.300). As such, he was the  particu lar patron  of the Ro
m an cavalry, which paraded annually past his tem ple in the  transvectio equitum. 
T he frequency w ith which the story of Lake Regillus and the breathless horses 
was recycled and retold indicates its hold on the Rom an im agination. Nor is 
S ta tiu s  the  only one who connected it w ith the stars above the heads of the  
Dioscuri.

A part from Hyginus and Statius, I was able to  find only one other tex tual 
reference to  the literal prcscncc of the b ro thers’ stars. It is curious th a t it is found 
in the  context of the  very sam e story of the Dioscuri bathing in the R om an forum. 
T he Panegyric to  Theodosius credited to  Latinius P acatus D repanius claims 
th a t  the  em peror’s soldiers were m iraculously carried along by the wind against 

M axim ius. P acatus assures his audience th a t they may believe this prodigy, on 
the  stren g th  of the gods’ past aid to  Rome:

nec fides anceps: nam  si olim severi credidere maiores C astoras gemi- 
nos albentibus equis et stellatis apicibus insignes pulverem  cruorem- 
que Thessalicum  aquis T iberis abluentes et nuntiasse victoriam  et 
im putasse m ilitiam , cur non tuae  publicaeque vindictae confessam 
aliquam  im m ortalis dei curam  putem us adnisam ? [Pan. Lat. 2.39.4)

T he m ention of Thessaly indicates th a t Pacatus associates C asto r’s epiphany 
w ith the  b a ttle  against Perses of M acedon a t Pydna. Here, as in the  Achilleid, 

the  sta rs  th a t are the  iconic m ark of the Dioscuri in a rt are imagined to  be 
physically present when the  twins wash themselves.

A nother convergence of the bath ing  story w ith the stars  comes from a series 
of denarii m inted by A. Postum ius Albinus, a descendant of the victor of Lake 
Regillus. These coins depict the twins, who are identified by a star, leading their
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horses to d r i n k . I t  is true tha t the star is an exceedingly common attribu te of 
the Dioscuri on coins, but given the family connections of Postumius Albinus, it is 
fairly sure tha t the coins were meant to illustrate the story we have encountered. 
It is worth noting that the coins were issued only a few years after the battle of 
Vercellae, when the tale was enjoying a renewed circulation.

Although Pacatus lived almost three centuries after Statius, the coincidence 
that they both associated the physical presence of the stars with the bathing 
of the Dioscuri suggests that they may form part of a common tradition. One 
possible source is in the physical appearance of the lacus lutum ae. As it stands 
now, next to the temple of Castor whose foundation was originally vowed by the 
victor of Regillus, the complex th a t houses the spring contains a large, nearly 
square basin with a rectangular podium set in its center. Inside the basin were 
found the fragments of a Hellenistic, archaizing marble group of the Dioscuri, 
and a small altar. The podium was likely just large enough for the statues, and 
they probably stood atop it, in the middle of the lacus.^^ G. W. Clarke (1968) 
argues tha t the position of the statues inside the lacus accounts in a very literal 
way for the words of Minucius Felix:

testes equestrium fratrum in lacu, sicut (se) ostenderant, statuae 
consecratae, qui anheli spumantibus equis atque fumantibus de Perse 
victoriam eadem die qua fecerant nuntiaverunt. {Oct. 7.3)

Unfortunately, these statues are too fragmentary for us to know whether they 
had pillei adorned with stars, and thus whether they might constitute the source 
of S tatius’ image. Also found inside the pool was a small altar. On one side the 
Dioscuri appear in relief, with stars atop their pillei, but they are leaning on 
their lances and their horses are not pictured. The altar sits a t present on a 
ledge surrounding the basin; its original location is unknown. The altar has been 
dated to the era of Trajan, but it is plausible to assume th a t even in Statius’ 
day the iconography in the area around the lacus lu tum ae  should have featured 
images of the Dioscuri, marked out, as was normal, by stars.

One justification for S tatius’ invocation of this Roman myth might be that 
he wished to commemorate Domitian’s reconstruction of this part of the forum. 
Between the lacus lu tum ae  and the Palatine are monumental remains of Domi- 
tianic work, including a covered ramp up to the imperial palace, a large hall and

Grueber, Coins of the Rom an Republic in the British Museum, nos. 718-23, p 310, vol 2, 
not pictured; LIM C  s.v. ‘Dioskouroi/Castores’ no. 147, not pictured; Crawford, Roman Re
publican Coinage, p 335, illustrated on plate 43, no. 11.

Thus Richardson (1992: 230), contra Nash (1968: vol 2, p 11). On the statue group and 
its dating, see LIM C  s.v. ‘Dioskouroi/Ceistores’ no, 56.
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possibly a lib ra r y .® ^  Steinby, who directed a recent archaeological reexamination 
of the area, alludes to work by Domitian on the lacus itself.®^ It is as yet unclear, 
however, how far Domitian’s interest in the lacus itself or the adjacent temple 
of Castor may have extended. One late source mentions Dom itian’s renovation 
of a certain templum Castorum et Minervae, and th a t name is also found in 
the regionary catalogs.®® It is possible th a t he may have done some very slight 
restoration of the templum Castoris, and then rededicated it to his favorite god
dess as well as the Castores. The most that can be said with certainty is that 
Domitian had an interest in the area of the forum near the lacus lutum ae, if 
only as a point of approach to his palace.

It must be acknowledged tha t an allusion such as Statius makes here, which 
refers to a tradition attached to a specific place in the city of Rome, rather than 
to a text we possess, will present unique hermeneutic difficulties. It is hard to 
recover the cultural norms that encoded the significance of this urban myth as 
it circulated among the populus Romanus and was recorded by the historians. 
Instead, we can analyze this epiphany in its context in S tatius’ poem. We saw 
tha t Achilles returned to Chiron’s cave covered in dirt and sweat, and yet had 
something superhuman about him. The poet tries to convey a sense of this by 
means of a simile comparing him to Apollo, but even Apollo the Lycian hunter 
fails to capture the right combination of exertion and sublimity. So too the 
traditional vocabulary of divine and human beauty {purpureus, niveus, aurum) 
fails the poet’s purpose. So he turns away from the usual building blocks of epic 
to another, very Roman point of comparison in order to convey an impression 
of a god covered in blood, dust and sweat.®^ Castor is carefully naturalized to 
the genre, however; he bathes in the Eurotas rather than the lacus lu tum ae  or 
the Tiber.

Coruscating, attended by a star, yet filthy and walking among men, the 
demigod Castor replicates Achilles’ liminal position between the divine and the 
mortal. After he comes in from the hunt, Achilles washes himself and then pro
ceeds into the cave where, in the lair of a beast, he will partake of the human 
pleasures provided by Chiron—cooked meat, wine and music. The river not only

Coarelli 1981: 72-75.
Steinby in LTUR  (s.v. ‘Lacus luturnae’, vol 3, p 170) speaks of the adjacent shrine of 

Juturna as an ‘edificio appartenente alia ultima fase domizianea e forse finito solo sotto Tra- 
iano’. In the first and thus far only volume of the Finnish Institute’s publication of the Lacus, 
Steinby (1989: 32) makes a tantalizing allusion to Dom itian’s restoration and reconstruction 
not only of the ‘sacello di Giuturna’, but also o f ‘I’interno del Lacus’.

Chronographus anni 354 {M onum enta Germ aniae H istorica, vol 9, p 146). Cf. Coarelli 
1981: 72-75.

Cf. Silv. 4.2-47f, a simile describing the lubrica . . .  m em bra of Pollux, tired out after 
wrestling.
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washes the dust from him, but serves as a threshold to the cave, a boundary he 
crosses before entering human society again, even if th a t society problematically 
consists of a half-beast and a goddess. The Castor-simile not only adds a Ro
man touch, it also lends to Achilles’ arrival at Chiron’s cave something of the 
nature of an epiphany. Alluding to the Dioscuri just as they were wont to appear 
to the Roman people adds an almost ‘realistic’ note to Achilles’ numinousness. 
Achilles is not the only character, however, whose divinity is sketched by Statius 
with reference to the realia of Roman religious life. A few lines later, a similar 
circumstance involves Thetis, and so it seems appropriate to leave Achilles aside 
for a moment in order to discuss tha t passage.

3 . 3 . 3  T h e t i s  a t  t h e  T a b l e

After Achilles has embraced his mother and washed up, he joins her in the meal 
tha t Chiron has prepared for them:

tunc libare dapes Baccheaque munera Chiron
orat . . .  (i.i84f)

The fact of Thetis’ divinity makes this more than an ordinary dinnertime. Statius 
elides any difficulty about the particular dietary requirements of the goddess by 
not mentioning the substance of the meal, but a t the same time his language 
draws attention to the issue of sacrifice as food for the gods. The words libare, 
dapes, and orat each have a religious connotation, the metaphor more or less 
diluted by usage. In the case of orare, the religious significance was not original, 
but was growing more common, as evidenced by its later Christian meaning. On 
the other hand libare and daps were originally very much ritual terms associated 
with giving sacrifice. Libare is the proper term for pouring out a portion of 
anything as an offering to a god; this is its original significance.®® It can also take 
the figurative meaning ‘to remove a small portion’, ‘to taste or sip’. This latter 
sense is primary here, and it is used as a form of politeness: Chiron asks Thetis 
to ‘taste’ the meal and the gifts of Bacchus. Yet the verb is also appropriate for 
a sacrificial offering to a deity. The original meaning of daps was a sacrificial 
meal in honor of a god.®^ This sense was still very much current in S tatius’ day, 
and its extension as a synonym for a convivium was a recent innovation, as yet 
limited to poetry; the religious metaphor was certainly not dead yet. It is a word 
appropriate to the context in both its senses: Chiron is hosting a convivium for

Cf. TLL  7 .2 .1 3 3 8 .1 6 .
69 Cf. TLL  5 .1 .3 8 .4 -5 3 -
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his guest; but since his guest is a goddess, it is also technically speaking a divine 
offering. The confusion of religious and secular contexts precipitated by having 
Thetis a.s a participant in the meal is tellingly revealed by the way the TLL  has 
classified Statius here. In an error resulting either from inadvertence or from an 
overly-literal reading of the passage, Chiron’s dapes has been classified under 
the rubric terminus sacralisJ°

The usage of the words libare and daps together in poetry may be demon
strated  by comparing two passages from Book 3 of the Aeneid. The first instance 
is clearly sacramental, as Andromache offers sacrifice to the shade of Hector: 
sollemnis . . .  dapes et tristia dona . . .  libabat . . .  Andromache (Aen. 3.300-5). 
Some fifty lines later, after Helenus welcomes the Trojans to his palace he offers 
them  a primarily secular feast: aulai' medio libabant pocula Bacchi /  imposi- 
tis auro dapibus, paterasque tenebant {Aen. 3-354f). Yet even here it is unclear 
whether libant should be translated ‘they were tasting’ or ‘they were offering in 
l ibation’. S o  the vocabulary Statius uses is decidedly ambiguous, compatible 
both with very solemn ritual contexts and with social occasions. The crucial 
difference between Vergil and Statius is expressed by Dumezil (1970: 567): ‘To 
feed the god at the altar is the object of every sacrifice. To serve him a meal is 
another m atter’. Thetis is simultaneously both the guest at a social gathering 
and a goddess receiving an offering of food. The metaphorical and literal senses 
of daps collapse into one for her, making the occasion both a family dinner and 
a theoxeny too.

W hat makes this condensation of religious offering and social gathering nat
ural is th a t the two were habitually combined in Roman cult. Not only were 
dapes given at which humans dined in honor of a god, and perhaps in memory 
of a deceased p e r s o n , b u t  in particular there were also the lectistemium  and 
similar r i t u a l s . t h e s e  rites, which corresponded to the Greek Seo^fvia and

T LL  5 .i.3 8 .2 6 f. A sim ilar am biguity  regards redde lo v i  dapem  at Hor. C arm . 2 .7 .17 , where  
the  thank-offering is in tended either for Jupiter or possib ly  for O ctavian  (considered as Jupiter). 
N isbet-H ubbard  (1978: ad loc) reject th e  la tter hypothesis, saying, ‘. . .  the sacral word dapem  
(particu larly  grandiose in th e  singular) seem s to  confirm  th a t Jovi is used in th e  norm al 
s e n s e . . . . ’

W illiam s (1972: ad loc) translates ‘they  poured in  libation  the  ju ice  o f w in e’. Vergil h im self 
exp lo ited  th e  am biguity  o f these  words in another passage. A fter A eneas m akes so lem n sacrifice  
to  th e  shade o f  his father and pours libation  {libans, A en. 5 .77), th e  presence o f  A nchises  
is dem onstrated  by th e  approach o f a  snake w hich ‘ta s te s ’ the offerings {libavitqu e dapes, 
A en. 5 .92).

C om pare how S ta tiu s describes his a tten tion  to  the shade of C laudius Etruscus: a ssidu as  
libabo dapes e t pocula sa c r is  /  m anibus effigiesque colam  {S ilv . S -S -iggf).

■^3 On the  le c tis te m iu m  and epulum  lo v is , see L atte  (i960: 2 4 2 -4 ) and D um ezil (1970: 567f); 
on th e  h istory  o f  th e  rite and its introduction  to  R om e in 399 BC ,  see B eard, N orth  and Price  
(1998: vol 1, p 63; vol 2, p 130), and O gilv ie (1965: ad Livy 5 .1 3 .5 -8 ).
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x X lv t) , the gods played a compounded role, as the recipients of cult and as ac
tual participants in the banquet. Before it begins to seem far-fetched to  invoke 
Roman cult to explain what is happening in this passage, it is worth glancing 
back to an earlier point in the Achilleid where Chiron’s cave was the site of a 
ritual equally suggestive of the lectistemium.

When Statius sketched for us the neighborhood of Chiron’s cave, he noted 
the place where the wedding of Peleus and Thetis had been celebrated:

signa tamen divumque tori et quem quisque sacrarit
accubitu genioque locum m onstrantur . . .  (i.iogf)

The passive monstrantur leaves it unclear who pointed these sights out, the 
house-proud Chiron or ^̂ T)Yir)TaL for the touristsJ'^ The interest of the site is 
expressed in terms of exactly which couch each of the gods reclined upon. To 
a Roman sensibility, it was highly pertinent tha t the gods reclined, as it meant 
th a t they were present as normal b an q u e te rs .T h e re fo re  the arrangement of 
the guests on the couches in order of rank was a m atter of some importance, 
and not an arbitrary detail. This was an inevitable concern for the giver of a 
lectistemium, public or private, as one would not want to offend any of the 
deities being honored by putting a statue in a position beneath its station.'^® 
The final hint that Statius envisioned the wedding feast of Peleus and Thetis as 
an animated version of something like a lectistemium  is in the troublesome word 
signa. These have variously been explained as ‘tokens’, ‘images’, ‘insignia’, and 
‘traces’ of the gods, or as merely identical to the couches themselves. Rosati, 
following Dilke, circumspectly translates signa as ‘le tracce degli dei, i letti e
il luogo che ognuno di essi ha reso sacro ’ All of these explanations dodge
the obvious meaning that the phrase signa . . .  divum would have in almost any 
other context: ‘representations of the gods’, in general i.e. ‘statues’. Statius may 
not mean that there is a lectistemium  with full display of statuary  continually 
in place in front of Chiron’s cave, but perhaps he does envision some sort of

For a  lis t  o f  p a ssa g e s  m e n tio n in g  su ch  to u r  g u id es , s ee  W . H. S . J o n e s ’ e d it io n  o f  P a u sa n ia s  
(L o eb , 1 934) v o l 1, p  x ii i ,  n 1.

75 A t h u m a n  c o n v iv ia  a t R o m e , m a le  g u e s ts  u s u a lly  r ec lin ed  w h ile  fe m a le s  s a t  o n  ch a irs. 
T h is  s tr u c tu r e  s ee m s  to  h ave  g r a d u a lly  ta k en  h o ld  in  l e c t i s t e m ia  a s  w e ll. A s  D u m e z il p u ts  it 
(1 9 7 0 : 5 6 8 ), ‘In th e s e  first a c co u n ts  o f  th e  h is to r ia n  [Livy] (5 .1 3 .6 ) ,  th e  g o d s  a n d  g o d d e s se s  
a ll rec lin e  in  th e  sa m e  w ay, s tr a t i s  le c tis .  L a ter  th e  g o d d e s se s  are sh o w n  s e a te d , s e ll is  p o s i t is ,  
w h ile  th e  g o d s  rem a in  in  a  r ec lin in g  p o s tu r e , a n d  th e  s e l l i s t e m ia  are  s id e  b y  s id e  w ith  th e  
l e c t i s t e m ia ’.

T h u s  w h en  L iv y  (5 .1 3 .6 )  sp e c if ie s  th e  g o d s  h o n o red  in  th e  first l e c t i s te m iu m ,  he d o e s  n o t  
m ere ly  lis t  th e m , b u t ca re fu lly  p a irs  th e m  as c o u c h -m a te s . T h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  d u e  p r e ced en ce  
in  th e se  ca se s  is  s e e m s  to  b e  i l lu s tr a ted  by  th e  tr en d  over t im e  for J u p ite r  to  r ep la ce  A p o llo  
as th e  ch ie f h o n o ra n d . A p o llo ’s in it ia l p referen ce  w ill h a v e  b een  d u e  to  h is  ro le  a s h ea ler , s in c e  
th e  first l e c t i s t e m ia  w ere  re sp o n se s  to  p e s t ile n c e .
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permanent memoriaU^ W hat is interesting is that the ‘traces’ left by the gods 
of their visit to Mount Pelion are in Latin identical to the ‘statues’ used to mark 
their presence in Roman cult.

To return to the meal shared by Thetis, Chiron and Achilles, it should be 
clear tha t Statius uses ritual terminology to convey a sense of Thetis’ divinity 
in the midst of a cozy domestic scene. The sitting down together for dinner 
of mortal and immortal is modeled on a Roman way of accommodating the 
human and the divine together in a social setting. In this it shares something in 
common with the simile comparing Achilles to Castor. Both passages allude to 
non-literary ways of thinking about the gods, adding an extra dimension to epic 
discourse. Moreover, there is a kind of religious logic connecting the two forms 
of divine manifestation, since the Dioscuri were the usual guests of honor at 
theoxenies throughout Greece.'^® So Achilles’ arrival at something resembling a 
theoxeny after being compared to an epiphany of Castor is perfectly appropriate.

These allusions to specifically Roman myth and cult serve to reify for a Ro
man audience the issues of life and death that confront Achilles and Thetis. The 
failure of Achilles to achieve immortality is made more poignant by comparison 
with the heavenly Castor. After meddling temporarily in the affairs of men, the 
demigod can wash away m ortality with the dirt from his heels. Achilles, on the 
other hand, cannot set mortal cares aside. In fact, he proceeds straight to a 
dinner with his mother which is figured as a sacrifice, a rite tha t emphasizes the 
distance separating them. In some versions of the myth. Castor possesses only 
partial immortality, sharing it in alternation with his twin; Achilles likewise has 
one foot in this world and one in eternity. Achilles comes near to divinity via 
his mother, but on the other hand Chiron, his less-than-human surrogate father, 
is raising him in his cave in a manner of exemplary harshness; and we shall see 
in the next section that Achilles’ homecoming is presented not only eis a divine 
epiphany but also as the return of a dangerous beast to his lair.

3 .3 . 4  T h e t i s  a n d  t h e  L io n e s s

Achilles is returning home to Chiron’s cave from the hunt when he meets his 
mother, and he is carrying with him some lion cubs, whose m other he has at
tacked and killed. W hen he sees Thetis, he throws them aside and runs to em
brace her:

Cf. th e  way a t Theb. 4.161 H ercules’ arm s are depicted on th e  doors of th e  house of 
M olorchus in Nem ea as a  m em orial of his stay.

T hus L a tte  (i960; 243): . sie [die Dioskuren] die spezifischen G o tte r  der Theoxenien
sin d ’. T hey  do no t seem to  have had such an association w ith lec tis tem ia  a t  Rom e.
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forte et laetus adest—o quantum gaudia formae 
adiciunt!— : fetam Pholoes sub rupe leaenam 
perculerat ferro vacuisque reliquerat antris 
ipsam, sed catulos adportat et incitat ungues, 
quos tamen, ut fido genetrix in limine visa est, 
abicit exceptamque avidis circumligat ulnis,
iam gravis amplexu iamque aequus vertice matri. (1.167-73)

Just as previously (see above, p 131) there was a moment of ambiguity when 
Statius held in suspension the real reason for Chiron’s sudden silence, here too 
there is a point where the poet deliberately destabilizes the meaning of his 
language and the audience must suddenly revise its understanding of what has 
gone before. This point was appreciated by Mendelsohn, whose reading of these 
lines is worth quoting at length:

The immediacy and vividness of lines 168-70, with their focus on the 
slaughtered lioness, do not prepare us for the sudden shift of attention 
to Thetis in line 171. I suggest tha t it is the poet’s intention to create 
uncertainty here as to which genetrix is actually meant, the lioness 
or Thetis. This momentary blurring of identity serves to establish a 
powerful parallel between Thetis and the lioness th a t has compelling
ramifications Here the lioness is pointedly described as having
just given birth {fetam), tha t is, specifically in its maternal function. 
Achilles’ violence to the newly delivered mother, fetam  . . .  leaenam /  
perculerat ferro (i68f), which Arico rightly calls ‘un certo selvaggio 
sadismo’ [1986; 2937], thus recalls the wounds described by Thetis in 
her ‘dream ’, infensos utero mihi contuor ensis (131). (1990: 30of)

The word genetrix does indeed seem at first to point to the lioness, rather than 
to T h e tis .F u rth e rm o re , the entire line, quos [catulos] tamen, ut fido genetrix 
in limine visa est, couched as it is in the passive voice seems at first to refer 
not to Achilles as the agent of visa est, but rather to the lion cubs seeing their 
mother {genetrix) and witnessing the attack on her at the threshold of their own 
den. Only at the beginning of the next verse and the verb abicit are we wrenched 
into the present tense. The audience then realizes tha t the genetrix is Thetis and 
the limen is Chiron’s. This momentary equivalence between Thetis and Achilles 
on the one hand and the lioness and her cubs on the other is made possible by

For genetrix  used of animals, especially lionesses, see TLL  6.2.1822.77-1823.1, s.v. ‘genitor 
(genetrix)’; e.g. Claudian, in Entropium  1.389: crescere m iratur genetrix M assyla leonem.
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th e  p o e t’s careful stage m anagem ent. He carefully places bo th  m others in caves, 

so th a t  bo th  are standing fido . . .  in  limine.
T his lioness has recently given b irth , and so she is presum ably nursing her 

cubs when Achilles kills her.*° Given the identification of T hetis and the lioness, 
we m ight also recall the ‘d ream ’ T hetis invented to  tell to  Chiron. In th is fictitious 
n ightm are she claims to  have given suck to  wild animals: in  ubera saevas /  ire 
feras  (i32f). T hetis clearly expects C hiron to  in terpret th is as a sign of the 
violence th rea ten ing  her as a result of Achilles’ fierce nature. The only o ther 
dream  th a t is m entioned in the Achilleid  is likewise a m other’s nightm are th a t 
forebodes ill of her son. T he poem  opens w ith a description of P aris’ trip  back to 
Troy w ith Helen; he is said to  be bringing back w ith  him the com plete fulfillment 
of his m o ther’s dream  {plenaque in a tem i referens praesagia somni, 1.22). This 
refers to  the  story th a t the  pregnant Hecuba dream ed th a t she gave b irth  to  a 

firebrand th a t set Troy ablaze. This dream  is reflected graphically in the torches 
th a t  P aris’ ship carries {facibus de puppe levatis, 1.33); he is not ju s t fulfilling, but 
literally  ‘carrying back’ {referens), his m o ther’s presentim ents of destruction.®^ 
So ju s t as H ecuba’s dream  comes tru e  in a very explicit way in the Achilleid, 
so too, in a way, does T h e tis ’ invented dream ; as S tatius says: heu num quam  
vana parentum  j  auguria! N ot only is T hetis m om entarily confused w ith a wild 
anim al, her son takes on some of the  qualities of a lion cub, ju s t like one of 
the wild anim als she dream s are a t her breast. In a footnote to  the passage 
quoted  above, M endelsohn adds (301, n 23): ‘It is possible th a t the  assonance 
of unguis and ulnis further suggests a subtle identification between Achilles and 
the  c u b s .. . . ’ The homology is quite clear. These playful cubs th a t have yet to 
realize the ir deadly powers are an ideal m etaphor for the young Achilles as he 
is presented in the  Achilleid. The irony is th a t T he tis’ enemy is neither, as she 
th inks, Paris nor the  Greeks; the  real th rea t to  her is the  precocious violence {vis 
festina, 1.148) la ten t in her own son. T hetis, like the lioness, will be powerless 
to  pro tect her offspring, who will be carried off by others.

On the fierceness o f nursing lionesses, cf. Ov. Met. 13.547: utque fu rit catulo lactente orbata 
leaena. T hat simile describes Hecuba, who has just called Achilles nostri orhator (13-500).

Dilke (ad loc) points out that these must be wedding torches for the couple; yet he allows 
that ‘there may be a double significance, i.e. faces =  Bellona’s instrument o f war’. If we read 
these war/wedding torches that Paris brings back with him in the context of Hecuba’s dream, 
then they will ignite the flames that lead to the destruction of Troy. This transmission of flame 
from Europe to Asia as a foreshadowing of war thus anticipates the flame of the signal beacons 
that carry ill-omened fire in the opposite direction at the beginning of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.

1 4 4



3 -3-5  A c h i l l e s  in  t h e  L i o n s ’ D e n

The identification of T hetis w ith a lioness may be shown to  run  deeper th an  

an invented nightm are and a m om entary slippage in the  referent of the word 
genetrix. My argum ent here will be th a t S ta tiu s’ words, sub rupe leanam  (168), 
together w ith genetrix, a derivative of gigno, are designed as an allusion to  the  
rhetorical question quaenam te genuit sola sub rupe leaena? in A riadne’s exco
riation  of Theseus in C atullus 64:

quaenam  te  genuit sola sub rupe leaena,
quod m are conceptum  spum antibus expuit undis,
quae Syrtis, quae Scylla rapax, quae vasta  C harybdis,
ta lia  qui reddis pro dulci praem ia vita? (C at. 64.154-7)

This is the  locus classicus in Latin of a topos th a t has a long history  before and 
after Catullus, in which a person’s hard-heartedness is a ttr ib u te d  to  his having 
been whelped by a lioness, or the offspring of the  sea or a m onster like Scylla. 
T he absolute locus classicus for the topos is P atroclus’ reproach to  Achilles for 
his stubbornness in refusing to  help the Greeks in book 16 of the  Iliad:

vT]Xê c;, oux apa aoi ye i:aTf)p f)v InKOTa riT]X£ijc;,

o08  ̂ 0 £TL(; [Ji]TT)p- yXotuxf) M oe xixxe BaXaaoa
Ti^xpai t ’ i^Xipaxoi, oxi xoi v6o(; ^axiv d7iT)vi]<;. {II. 16.33-5)

S tatius has brought the trope full circle, as it were, by re tu rn ing  it to  the question 
of Achilles’ parentage. A fter Homer the topos appears frequently, and a poem  
by Alcaeus already presupposes these lines as common k n o w l e d g e . Euripides 

has Jason com pare M edea to  a lioness and to  Scylla, elem ents which will be v ital 
in the Latin  trad ition  {Med. i342f, w ith i358f). The lioness is finally in tegrated  
into the Homeric topos by the chorus in Euripides’ Bacchae:

.. .xic, apa viv Ixexev; 

oO Y^P a'lfiaxoc; 
yuvaixcov Icpu, Xeaiva? hi xivoq
08’ fj FopYOVwv Aipuaaav yivoq. {Bacch. 988-90)

T here  are exceedingly m any passages in L atin  lite ra tu re  which em ploy th is trope  and 
its like; for exam ples see Bom er ad Ov. Met. 7.32f and for sim ilar topoi see Pease ad 
Verg. Aen. 4.366.

*3 See below, p 146.
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A dapting  elements from these Euripidean and Homeric models, C atullus m ade 
his short, reproachful poem  60, quoted here in its entirety:®^

Num  te leaena m ontibus Libystinis 
au t Scylla la trans infim a inguinum  parte  
tam  m ente dura  procreavit ac ta e tra  
u t supplicis vocem in novissimo casu
contem ptam  haberes, a, nimis fero corde? (C at. 60)

As Lee rem arks in the  note to  his transla tion  of the poem  (1990: 164), ‘The 
reader naturally  takes “you” as Lesbia and the  “suppliant” as C atullus, though
. . .  [this] is not in the  L a tin  ’ True enough, bu t w hat happens if we imagine
th e  reverse, th a t is, th a t  the  poem  is spoken by Lesbia to  C atullus? A dm ittedly, 
th is  would be unparalleled in C atullus, bu t th e  L atin  nam e of the  actual offspring 
of lions and dogs, such as those a t Scylla’s waist, is catulus. Read in th is way, 
the  short poem  becomes an extended pun by Lesbia on the nam e of her lover, 
C atullus, one le tte r and  the  stress accent notw ithstanding. A ‘lite ra l’ answer to  
the  rhetorical question, ‘did a lioness give you b irth  (you cub/cafw iw s/C atullus)?’ 
is not in itself im probable to  deduce, since such answers were in fact a part of 
the trad ition  from its very beginnings. The poem  of Alcaeus m entioned above 
is apparently  a riddle th a t tu rns on ju s t such a desperately literal answer to  a 
purely rhetorical question;

Ttfxpac; x a l  noX ta? G aX daaai; te x v o v  . . .

. . . i x b t  jta iS o v  xauvwic; (pp^vac;, d  OaXaaaia  [X^Tiac;] (x^Xuc;).

(F 359 Lobel-Page)

T he essence of the  conundrum  is th a t Alcaeus gives a literal answer to  the  

Homeric question, ‘w hat is the  child of rock and the grey sea?’ viz. ‘a lim pet 
or a to rto ise’. E v e n  the  answer to  the chorus’ question in E urip ides’ Bacchae 

(see above), ‘w hat crea tu re  engendered him? . . .  a Honess. . . has in its way a 
literal fulfillment in the  course of the  play. As Dodds observed (i960: ad 987-90), 
‘. .. the  Chorus see farther th an  they  know: w hat they pu t into A gaue’s m outh 
as a m etaphorical fagon de parler will in the  true  action be experienced by her 
as paranoiac delusion (1141)’, i.e. when she m istakes her son for a  m ountain  lion. 
W hat was comedy in Alcaeus is tragedy  in Euripides.

*4 Catullus Weis also influenced by Hellenistic formulations of this already common topos 
(e.g. Theocritus 3.15). Weinreich (1959) discusses the relationship between the two poems of 
Catullus.

The existence of a Hellenistic polemic over the correct reading, \in<x<; or 's the
reason that Athenaeus preserves for us these lines, the first and last of Alcaeus’ poem.
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Something of the comedy is also discernible in Ariadne’s letter to  Theseus 
in Ovid’s Heroides, which is obviously very much indebted to Ariadne’s speech 
in Catullus 64. Ovid’s Ariadne does not accuse Theseus of having been whelped 
by a lioness, but reverts to the purely Homeric formula of sea and rocks:

nec pater est Aegeus, nec tu  Pittheidos Aethrae
filius; auctores saxa fretumque tui. (Ov. Her. io .i3of)

The Homeric elements take on a special meaning in the case of Theseus: in some 
versions of the myth, it is literally true that Aegeus was not the father of Theseus; 
Poseidon was.*® Thus Theseus was in a sense a child of the sea, and Ovid makes 
more exphcit what was hinted at in Catullus’ account; in retrospect, a literal 
answer to the rhetorical question was always latent m Ariadne’s accusation tha t 
Theseus was spawned by the sea. This way of thinking is no surprise; even in the 
first instance, the force of Patroclus’ charge that the sea, not Thetis, gave birth 
to Achilles obviously turns in part on the Nereid’s identity as a sea-goddess. 
Therefore, even if one rejects the admittedly speculative argument th a t Catullus 
was having Lesbia pun on his name in poem 60, Catullus may nevertheless 
belong to the long list of poets who had played with literal answers to this sort 
of rhetorical question. Statius makes his own contribution to this tradition by 
alluding to Ariadne’s question quaenam te genuit sola sub rupe leaena? (64.154) 
while at the same time making genetrix refer ambivalently to the lioness and 
Thetis.

Statius is not the only poet to use the phrase sub rupe leaenam/  leonem in 
order to allude to Catullus. The hymn to Hercules in book eight of the Aeneid 
begins thus:

‘tu  nubigenas, invicte, bimembris 
Hylaeumque Pholumque manu, tu cresia mactas 
prodigia et vastum Nemeae sub rupe leonem’. {Aen. 8.293-5)

The leonem named here is of course the Nemean lion, in whose impenetrable skin 
Hercules routinely draped himself. Representations often show him wearing it in 
such a way tha t its head was like a helmet, the lion’s face nearly covering his own. 
So Vergil’s allusion to Catullus’ phrase sub rupe leaenam has an im portant point 
to it.®  ̂ The distance between Hercules and the offspring of a lioness collapses 
visually when he wraps himself completely in the skin of a lion, as if Ariadne’s

As noted by Barchiesi (1993: 347, n 23).
Vergil comes as close as he can: leonem  instead of leaenam, because th e  Nem ean lion was 

male.
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accu sa tio n  te  genu it sola sub rupe leaena  w ere lite ra lly  tru e . I t  is n o t su rp ris in g  

th is  C atu llan -V erg ilian  in te r te x t appealed  to  S ta tiu s ; H ercu les in  h is m ix tu re  

of th e  d iv ine , th e  hum an , an d  th e  n ea r-b e s tia l is a  m odel for th e  p o r tra i t  of 

A chilles th a t  S ta tiu s  is in  th e  process of sketch ing . In  his h ym n  to  H ercules, 

V ergil ju x ta p o se d  th e  C e n ta u rs  in the  persons o f H ylaeus an d  P h o lu s , n ex t to  

H ercu les in  h is lion skin, all o f th e m  being  m ed ial figures betw een  m an  an d  b ea s t.

Som e in sigh t a b o u t th e  way these in te r te x ts  w ere in te rp re te d  in  a n tiq u ity  

m ay  be gained  from  exam in ing  a  com m ent of th e  so p h is t Favorinus as rep o rte d  

by A ulus Gellius.®® D elivering a  d isqu isition  in  favor of m o th e rs  b reast-feed ing  

th e ir  own ch ild ren , F avorinus deplores th e  cu s to m  th a t  leads to  th e  b lo o d  of 

a r is to c ra tic  in fan ts being  p o llu ted  by th e  m ilk of b a rb a ric  w et-nurses. H is ce n tra l 

p o in t is a  m edical one: th a t  th e  q uality  of th e  m ilk  a  child  is given has a  c ritica l 

effect on  its  d e v e lo p m e n t . I n  learned  fashion, he adduces V ergil’s su p p o rt of th is  

thesis . G ellius c ites th e  H om eric lines q u o ted  above (p  145) in  w hich P a tro c lu s  

ca s ts  aspersions on A chilles’ p aren tag e , an d  th e n  com pares a n  a d a p ta tio n  by 

Vergil, w here D ido rep roaches Aeneas:

nec tib i d iva parens, generis nec D ard an u s a u c to r , 

perfide, sed  du ris  genu it te  ca u tib u s  horrens

C aucasus H yrcanaeque a d m o ru n t u b e ra  tig res. {Aen. 4.365 7)

G ellius qu o tes  th is  la s t line, w hich is th e  reason  Favorinus approves of Vergil: 

un like H om er, who only  m en tions th e  sea g iv ing b ir th  to  A chilles, Vergil adds 

th e  charge th a t  A eneas was given suck by tig resses. T h u s  V ergil’s su p p o r t is 

d e m o n s tra te d  for th e  th esis  th a t  th e  developm ent o f a  child  is affected  n o t only 

by th e  n a tu re  of its p a re n ts , b u t also by th e  k ind  of m ilk  it is given. F avo rinus’ 

d iscussion  of Vergil here is m erely  en  p a ssa n t’, it is in te re s tin g  nevertheless th a t  

he in te rro g a te s  in a  h y p e r- lite ra l way th e  d e ta ils  o f th e  fa n ta s tic  rh e to ric a l con

s tru c tio n s  of P a tro c lu s  an d  D ido in  ju s t  th e  way th a t  we have been  doing. F or th e  

sake of his a rg u m en t, F avorinus d ips in to  th e  stock  of a  p o p u la r  c r itica l p rac tice  

in  an tiq u ity , th e  com parison  o f Vergil an d  H om er. T h e  app roval he expresses of 

V ergil’s am plifica tion  of H om er suggests th a t  th e  ad d ed  d e ta il o f th e  ubera an d  

its  significance h ad  a lre ad y  been  explored  in  th a t  tr a d i t io n .9° W hy, a p a r t  from  

th e  p ec u lia r needs of F avo rinus’ a rg u m en t, m igh t th is  V ergilian  passage have 

b een  deem ed  a  com m endab le  v a ria tio n  on H om er? M acrob ius says th a t  Vergil

G ell. N A  12.1, on w hich see G leason (1995: 1 40-3 ).
* 9  On th e  ancient b elief th a t corruption could be introduced in to  in fants by their w et-nurses, 

see B radley (1986: 2 i4 f ) .
9 ° For a  very sim ilar d iscussion  o f these  two passages, see M acrobius, Sat. 5 .1 1 .1 4 -1 9 .
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added something tha t Homer had missed: ad criminandos igitur mores defuit 
Homero quod Vergilius adiecit {Sat. 5.11.19). It is perhaps not a coincidence 
that the infant Achilles had been given by Chiron to suck on the innards of 
wild animals; as Statius says: nec almis /  uberibus satiasse famem, sed spissa 
leonum /  viscera . . .  (2.98-100). Paris, according to one story, was suckled by 
a bear after he was exposed as an infant as a consequence of Hecuba’s disturb
ing dream (Apollod. Bibl. 3.12.5). Aeneas was not, as Dido charges, nursed by 
tigresses, but by mountain nymphs: vu^cpai ^iv 0pf(j;ouoLv 6peaxwoi pa0uxoXKOt 
{Hymn. Horn. Aphr. 257). It may be th a t Dido’ speech originally reaped this 
sort of critical approval in antiquity not merely because, as our sources report, 
she added at random one more charge to the Homeric topos. The rhetorical ef
fectiveness of her amplification should probably be evaluated in the light of the 
unconventional wet-nurses employed—of necessity, perhaps—by the non-human 
mothers of mortal heroes such as Achilles and Aeneas.

We have returned to the topic of Achilles’ savage diet, which we discussed 
near the beginning of this chapter; in between we saw tha t S tatius’ depiction of 
Achilles expresses a paradoxical combination of the near-divine and the barely- 
human. His first appearance in the poem is like the return of a dangerous preda
tor to his cave, but it is also something like a divine epiphany as well. It is 
clear that Achilles, as he stands on the threshold of Chiron’s cave, is also on the 
threshold of great changes in his life. Statius describes his hero at the turning- 
point of manhood: necdum prima nova langune vertitur aetas (163). His epicene 
appearance is not surprising, in that he will presently go on to impersonate a 
g ir l .A c h ille s , however, is at a crossroads not only of age and gender but also 
of existential categories. W ith Peleus and Phoenix out of the picture, the two 
parental figures that Statius has supplied for Achilles are an absentee goddess 
and a Centaur foster-father; each of these pull him in opposite directions, to
wards heaven and towards the raw existence of an animal. Achilles’ dilemma is 
a vivid illustration of the situation of any mortal man, in th a t he must find a 
modus vivendi between these two poles of being. The Achilleid is not unique in 
ancient literature for exploring these concerns. It might be said th a t heroism as 
considered in Latin epic is an exploration of man in extremis, and so it tends to 
map the points where the human realm borders on the divine on the one side 
and on the bestial on the other. Compare Feeney’s discussion of Hercules and 
Cacus in the Aeneid:

According to Evander, the monster Cacus is semihominis (‘half-

T h u s  A r i c o  ( 1 9 8 6 :  2 9 3 7 ) .
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m an’, ‘sem i-hum an’, 194), and he m eans that the other half is a 

beast, as he shows seventy lines later, when he calls him sem iferi 

(‘half-beast’, 267); yet the god Vulcan is th e creature’s father (198), 

so that he is half-god as well. Hercules’ sem i-divine parentage like

wise places him  beyond the norm al categories of humanity. B estial 

and divine b oth  surround the hum an, and extrem e behaviour on  

either fringe m ay m eet, so as to  be indistinguishable. W hen Servius 

explains H ercules’ difficult ep ithet of com m unis  as m eaning ‘between  

gods and m en ’ (8.275), he m ay be m istaking the gist of that particu

lar passage, but he is putting his finger on som ething determ inative  

about the significance of H ercules.9^

T he story of how Achilles redeem s him self on Scyros and successfully invents 

him self w ith U lysses’ help as a man and as a hero is yet to com e. T hat prob

lem  will present itse lf in term s of gender, so from here onwards we will be more 

concerned w ith A chilles as sem iv ir  than as sem ifer  or semideus.^^ Before ap

proaching the issue of A chilles’ contested m asculinity, though, it m ay be useful 

first to  broach the subject o f gender by addressing S tatiu s’ treatm ent o f fem i

ninity, which w ill be the topic of the next chapter.

9  ̂ Feeney {1991: 159)- T h e expression  o f  such paradoxes was not confined to  literature; G lea
son  (1995: i4 4 f)  c ite s  th e  report tha t H erodes A tticu s owned a giant ‘w ild m a n ’, w hom  he
nam ed H eracles and set to  w restling fierce anim als: P hilostr. Vit, Soph.  552f.

93 T aking s e m iv ir  in  its  usual sense o f ‘u nm an ly’ (cf. Verg. Aen. 4 .215), rather than  its
O vid ian  sense o f  ‘h alf-hum an’ {Her.  9 .141, A r s  A m .  2.24, Fast. 5.380; but its usual m eaning  
at Met.  4 .386).
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C h a p t e r  F o u r

WOMEN, RHETORIC, AND PERFORMANCE

A status, a position, a social place is not a material thing to 
be possessed and then displayed; it is a pattern of appropriate 
conduct, coherent, embellished, and well articulated. Performed 
with ease or clumsiness, awareness or not, guile or good faith, 
it is nonetheless something that must be enacted and portrayed, 
something that must be realized.

Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life*

4 .1  T h e  W r a t h  o f  T h e t is

TIh e  p l o t  of the Achilleid as we have it describes an arc bounded by Thetis’ 
two failures: her attem pt to destroy Paris’ fleet, and her a ttem pt to keep her 

son hidden on Scyros. In order to make these failures plausible, Statius depicts 
Thetis as over-reaching her powers; the goddess becomes by turns a figure of 
pathos and of comic ineptitude. Her haplessness manifests itself in frequent mis
use of language and rhetorical tropes; one way of reading this incompetence, I 
shall argue, is as the result of her attem pt to usurp modes of behavior inap
propriate to her gender. Foregrounding gender norms of all sorts in his poem, 
Statius does not limit his interest to the construction of masculinity; he also ex
plores the behavior of his female characters as such. Thetis is the mirror-image 
of Achilles; both have equal difficulty wearing with ease the constricting garb of 
womanhood. We shall see that Thetis tries to adopt discursive modes at odds 
with normative behavior for epic goddesses; moreover, as a woman she lacks the 
requisite education to carry off her improvisations successfully. Thetis thus has 
difficulty adapting herself to literary models, such as the traditional epic roles of 
protective mother on the one hand, and of avenging nemesis on the other. We 
begin with T hetis’ attem pt to recreate the ira of the Vergilian Juno.

* Goffman (1959: 75).



4 - 1 . 1  S t o r m y  W e a t h e r

The Achilleid begins in medias res, and we discover Thetis in mid-Ocean as she 
observes Paris’ fleet saiHng back from Sparta with Helen aboard. The goddess is 
spurred to action by her foreknowledge of the destined sequelae to this adventure, 
and she tries to intervene in the progress of fate by lobbying Neptune to sink 
Paris’ fleet in a storm. This beginning cannot help but recall the opening of the 
Aeneid: a goddess intercedes with a god in order to stir up a storm to divert 
fate from its course and to wreck the fleet of a Trojan prince. The fact th a t the 
goddess in this case is Thetis, not Juno, may also remind us tha t the Iliad too 
began its course with Thetis interceding with a god, Zeus, on behalf of Achilles.^ 
There is a major hurdle that blocks the narrator’s initial attem pts to align this 
story with the lineaments of the Aeneid (and the Iliad): there is, alas for Thetis, 
no storm in this particular mythological narrative of Paris’ journey nor can she 
foil him completely without derailing the course of those very epic tales the poem 
seeks to invoke as precedents.“ Thetis is refused by Neptune, and is forced to 
have recourse to other expedients in order to protect her son. This refusal is the 
first of many frustrations in which Thetis will prove to be a failure: she makes 
requests tha t are not granted and makes prophesies that do not come true. As 
Neptune says, fata uetant (81); and yet by aligning Thetis’ desired outcome as so 
closely congruent to the norms of epic tradition, in particular to Juno’s successful 
interview with Aeolus in the Aeneid, Statius seems to imply tha t it is just as 
much literary history as the Fates th a t stand in the way. Thetis presents herself 
as another Juno and the narrator begins by claiming the mantle of Vergil; both 
are rejected, snubbed by Neptune and denied their pretentious claim to that 
particular Homeric-Vergilian epic paradigm.

Does the Achilleid begin in deliberate failure, a confessedly rash and ill- 
conceived imitation on the parts of both Statius and Thetis of the Aeneid? If 
we look at the specifics of the relationship between this scene and its Vergilian

' Thus Hinds (1998: 96).
“ There did exist, in fact, a version of this myth in which Paris and Helen were somewhat 

hindered on their way by a storm, and so Statius could have represented T hetis’ embassy to 
Neptune as successful, if he had wished. According to Proclus’ summary of the Cypria, in that 
poem Hera stirred up a storm against Paris and Helen, forcing them to put in at Sidon while 
on their way to Troy; this corresponds with Homer’s account, although he does not mention a 
storm {II. 6 .289-92). On the other hand, Herodotus claims that, according to the Cypria, Paris 
and Helen reached Ilium in three days, contrary  to Homer’s information that they stopped at 
Sidon. For a summary of the numerous and diverse attem pts to resolve this contradiction, see 
Bernabe (1987: 52f) ad Cypria  F 14. At the very least, it seems that Statius could have derived 
implicit precedent from Homer and possibly explicit authorization from the Cypria  that Paris 
was delayed on his way by a storm. On this argument, Thetis has not only Vergil’s Juno but 
also the Hera of archaic epic as a model. Her failure even to delay Paris slightly, where Hera 
had succeeded in doing so, will thus have seemed all the more abject and startling.
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exem plars, we may see th a t  S tatius is m anipulating the contrast between his 
poem  and Vergil’s ra ther from a position of strength . I t is only the character 
T hetis who gets her literary  models wrong, not her creator. The global model 
for the  p lo tting  and inaugural position of T h e tis’ request to  N eptune for a storm  
is clearly Ju n o ’s intervention w ith Aeolus, bu t on the o ther hand much of the 
detail of their encounter is draw n from Venus’ petition  a t the end of Aeneid  5, 
in which she asks N eptune for calm seas for her son’s crossing . 3 T he tension 
between these two com peting models of goddess behavior, Juno  and Venus, is 
particularly  visible in a transitional passage th a t links T h e tis’ first musings on 
w hat to  do and her approach to  N eptune. T hetis dehberates:

nunc quoque—sed tardum , iam plena in iuria raptae.
ibo tam en pelagique deos dextram que secundi,

quod superest, complexa lovis per Tethyos annos
grandaevum que patrem  supplex m iseranda rogabo
unam  hiemem. (1.47-51)

This passage begins w ith a  pointed allusion to , or rather, according to stric t 
mythical chronology, an anticipation of Ju n o ’s opening speech in the  Aeneid. The 
judgm ent of Paris found a place in her litany of T rojan wrongs: iudicium  Paridis 
spretaeque iniuria form ae {Aen. 1.27). These words anticipate T h e tis’ phrase 
plena inuria raptae (1.47) in vocabulary and s y n t a x . I t  is not coincidental th a t 
both  of these iniuriae  have been perpe tra ted  by Paris. At th is stage the audience 
is still im agining a T hetis who is positioning herself as a second Juno—or ra ther 
a prior Juno— affronted by Paris. She intends, like Juno, to  avenge the  iniuria  
of Paris w ith a storm ; bu t by the end of the  passage she has declared different 
intentions: to  approach N eptune, not Aeolus; to  go as a suppliant, not as an equal 
bargaining from a position of strength . These lines are im m ediately followed by 
a description of N eptune and his thiasos which shifts the  point of reference away 
from the beginning of Aeneid  1 and towards the end of Aeneid  5, to  which 

the phrase quod superest (1.49) also belongs. In these lines we witness T hetis 
repositioning herself strategically  w ithin the epic trad ition , dropping the m ask 
of power and adopting the role to  which her situation  compels her: the  suppliant 
female.

The subsequent epic model for T hetis is Venus’ approach to  N eptune a t the 
end of Book Five of the Aeneid  (5.779-826). Some of the echoes in language

3 For a detailed comparison of Vergil’s Juno and Statius’ Thetis, see Mulder (1955: 122-4).
 ̂ In both instances, spretae . . . form ae  and raptae are participles of the ab urbe condita  

type and both are genitives that define the substance of an iniuria.
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have been  se t o u t in  T able 4.1. No one of these  sim ila rities  is especially  im p o r

ta n t  in  itself, b u t to g e th e r  th e y  have a  cum u la tiv e  w eight. T hese verba l echoes

su p p lem en t th e  p resence of a  m a jo r  v isual la n d m ark  in  b o th  te x ts  th a t  s ignposts  

th e  connection  betw een  th e  tw o passages. As V ergil’s N ep tu n e  d e p a r ts  th e  scene 

o f h is d iscussion w ith  V enus, h is chario t is esco rted  by a  g ran d  thiasos  o f sea- 

gods an d  sea-beasts . A sim ila rly  sc u lp tu ra l thiasos  accom pan ies th e  ch a rio t of 

S ta tiu s ’ N ep tu n e , b u t in  th is  case th e  en to u rag e  is d escribed  before th e  conver

sa tio n  betw een  T h e tis  an d  N ep tu n e  has s ta r te d , as if to  help  us o rien t ourselves 

w ith  resp ec t to  th e  co n v e rsa tio n ’s m odel in th e  A en e id  before it even begins.

A ene id  5 .796-826 Achilleid  1 .48-94

qu o d  su p e re s t (796) qu o d  su p e res t (49, sam e sedes)
fas om ne est (800) fas s it (73)
p e rm u ls it p e c to ra  d ic tis  (816) d ic tisque  i ta  m ulce t am icis (79)
caeru leo  . . .  c u rru  (819) caeru le is . . .  equis (78)
ce te  (822) ce te  (55)
T rito n esq u e  (824) T rito n es (55)

Table 4.1: Correspondences between Venus’ embassy to Neptune and T h etis’.

T h ere  a re  sign ifican t para lle ls  betw een  th e  s itu a tio n s  o f V ergil’s V enus and  

S ta t iu s ’ T h e tis . B o th  are  th e  d iv ine  m o th e rs  of th e  m o rta l, eponym ous heroes 

of th e ir  respec tive  epics; b o th  ap p ro ach  N ep tu n e  for help. T h ere  a re  differences, 

too : V enus is ask ing  for a  ca lm  sea, T h e tis  for a  sto rm ; Venus is successful in 

her req u est, T h e tis  is denied . T h e  u p sh o t of th is  doub le  inversion is a n  iden tica l 

resu lt: no s to rm . I t  m ay  be th e  fac t o f her m o th e rh o o d  th a t  suggests th is  new 

epic role to  T h e tis , i.e. Venus in  A ene id  5 ra th e r  th a n  Ju n o  in  A e n e id  1, b u t 

T h e tis , as we sha ll see, is m ak ing  a  big m istake. W e as readers  o f V ergil know 

th a t  th e  re su lt o f V enus’ in te rv iew  w as n o t a  s to rm  b u t ra th e r  a  p rom ise  of safe 

crossing  for a  T ro ja n  prince. T h e tis  seem s unconcerned  a b o u t th a t ,  how ever, and  

h er lack of aw areness of th e  V ergilian tra d itio n  is b e tra y ed  by th e  force of her 

ow n language , w hich moves, as it were, from  know ing allusion  to  unconscious 

p u n n in g  th a t  u n d e rc u ts  her ow n designs.

W h a t is m ore, we can  iden tify  th e  te rm  th a t  m ed ia tes  betw een  th ese  two 

ro le-m odels, Ju n o  an d  Venus. T h e  odd  p h rase  s e c u n d i . . .  lov is  ( i .4 8 f)  dem an d s 

ex p lan a tio n . As a  descrip tio n  of N ep tu n e  it is u n p ara lle led , b u t it w ould  seem  to  

be based  on sim ila rly  p e rip h ra s tic  des ignations of P lu to , like V ergil’s lo v i  Stygio  

{Aen.  4 .638) a n d  H o m er’s Zeu<; . . .  xaTa/O ovio? {II. 9 .4 5 7 ),® b u t th e  a p o tro p a ic  

p u rp o se  th a t  m o tiv a te s  those tu rn s  of p h rase  is ab sen t here . O ne e x p lan a tio n  for 

5 On this clciss of epithets, see West (1978) ad Hesiod, Op. 465.
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this curious coinage has been suggested by Hinds (1998: 96-8). He convincingly 
connects the epithet secundus with a series of moments in the Achilleid that 
programmatically lay claim to a kind of belatedness or secondariness in the epic 
tradition. More specifically he points out that to call Neptune luppiter secundus 
is to refer us back by implication to the ‘original’ Jove of the Iliad, and thus 
T hetis’ first divine intervention on her son’s behalf at the start of Homer’s epic. 
This is true, and there is even more to it than that. For this epithet also looks 
forward, by means of a pun, to Thetis’ prospective encounter with Neptune. The 
phrase luppiter secundus in a poetic context can be construed to mean simply 
‘favorable weather’. In fact, in Catullus’ poem about his yacht (4.2of), tha t is 
precisely what this phrase does mean: good winds for sailing. W ith exquisite 
irony the hapless Thetis designates the figure she wants to lobby for a ship- 
destroying storm by the name ‘good weather’.

The irony here is constructive, too. It adumbrates the very problem Thetis 
will have in accommodating herself to the particular requirements of her shifting 
epic paradigms. As she evolves from identifying with the avenging Juno to the 
motherly, concerned Venus, she moves from the example of a goddess who like her 
wants to stir up a storm to one who wants to ensure calm seas. The fit is less than 
perfect, and N eptune’s epithet points out the slippage between Thetis’ desires 
(i.e. a storm, unam hiemem) and the outcome of the Vergilian role she tries 
foolishly to co-opt (i.e. a safe crossing, propitious winds, luppiter secundus). We 
have seen Thetis try  on epic roles like the items in a wardrobe: the indignation of 
Juno and the supplication of Venus. The lines we have been discussing are put in 
Thetis’ own mouth, and should be read as belonging to S tatius’ characterization 
of the goddess. The epic narrator starts off in complicity with Thetis, beginning 
the poem in im itation of the Aeneid, with an angry goddess and the voyage 
of a Trojan prince. This narrator seems at first supportive of Thetis’ attem pts 
to position herself as a Vergilian Juno, and one distinguishes with difficulty 
between the narrator’s invocation of the Vergilian model and Thetis’. Gradually, 
as Thetis changes her mind and takes on the very different role of Venus, Statius 
distances himself from her with irony, putting in her mouth ‘unconsciously’ self- 
defeating language and allusions which serve to characterize Thetis by excluding 
her from the circle of competence and erudition that Statius constructs between 
his audience and himself. Thetis may have supernatural insight into the future, 
but we and the poet know our Vergil, which is even more useful in this situation. 
We, being educated readers of epic, know that if you want to create a storm, 
you act like Juno; if you want to prevent one, you act like Venus. Thetis, lacking

1 5 5



a Roman education, does not know this. This handicap will further betray her 
in her interview with Neptune.

4 .1 .2  T h e t i s  A d d r e s s e s  N e p t u n e

W hen Thetis encounters Neptune he is in mid-ocean, attended by his thiasos] 
she addresses him thus:

‘O magni genitor rectorque profundi, 
aspicis in qualis miserum patefeceris usus 
aequor? eunt tu tis terrarum  crimina velis, 
ex quo iura freti maiestatemque repostam
rupit lasonia puppis Pagasaea rapina.’ (1.61-65)

Thetis begins her appeal with the very common topos of condemning the first 
man to sail the seas, and at line 65 we realize tha t she is making the tradi
tional identification of that ship a.s the Argo. An unconscious irony undercutting 
T hetis’ discourse manifests itself at this point: her own husband was on board 
during the very voyage that she is so conventionally denouncing. In fact, accord
ing to the account in Catullus 64, tha t was the occasion of his falling in love 
with her: turn Thetidis Peleus incensus fertur amore (64.19).® When Roman 
schoolboys practiced their declamations and employed chestnuts like this one as 
mythological exempla, the one thing they might reasonably be sure of is that 
they were safely removed from contemporary life; mythical events such as the 
Argo voyage did not directly involve themselves or anyone in the audience. Not 
so for Thetis. She has committed a classic rhetorical blunder in deploying an 
example th a t undermines rather than supports her own position.^

The question, then, is whether a Roman, with ears finely tuned to this kind 
of speechmaking, would have recognized Thetis’ poor choice of starting-point. 
The answer is likely to have been yes, and in case anyone may have missed it, 
Neptune refers us to her blunder in his reply. He says to her:

Pelea iam desiste queri thalamosque m inores.. . .  (i-9o)

This line requires some interpretation; it is hard to know, on the face of it, to 
what Neptune is referring, since this line is the very first time Peleus’ name is

® In other versions of the story, Achilles weis already born when Peleus embarks; according 
to Apollonius (1.553-8) and Valerius Flaccus (1.255-9) boy was brought to see his father 
off.

Quintilian warns that great care must be taken when employing an exem plum  to ensure 
that its appropriateness to the argument is more than superficial: Solent tam en fallere sim ili- 
tudinum  species, ideoque adhibendum est eis iudicium  {In st  5.11.26).
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m entioned in the Achilleid. T hetis has certainly com plained abou t P aris  and 
about Jason and the  A rgonauts, bu t not yet about Peleus. She had done so 
‘already’ in Homer, expressing to  H ephaestus her resentm ent a t her m orta l wed
ding {Iliad 18.429-35). Yet in m ythical tim e this encounter still Hes in the  fu ture, 
so stric tly  speaking N eptune should not be referring to  th a t  particu lar episode. 
M endelsohn (1990: 302) offers th is explanation: ‘Yet T hetis had not in fact m en
tioned her m arriage a t all; N eptune responds to  w hat he expects to  hear— such 
is the frequency w ith which we may presum e she com plains abou t Peleus’. Such 
a presum ption is in fact a lot to  read into the tex t, particu larly  since T h e tis ’ 
concern for her son seems ju s t now to have been suddenly reawakened from a 
period of dorm ancy by P aris’ voyage from S parta  w ith  Helen. M oreover, the 

vivid word desiste makes b e tte r sense if we imagine th a t T hetis is com plaining 
right now. N eptune responds not to w hat he ‘expects to  h ear’, bu t to  w hat he 
has in fact heard. He is pointing out th a t when the Nereid com plains abou t m or
tals wandering to  and fro on the  sea, she is by im plication com plaining abou t 
the behavior of her own husband, too. N eptune thus suggests th a t  T hetis may 
have personal reasons surpassing the conventional, rhetorical ones to  regret the  
voyage of the  Argo, since th a t was the beginning of her own troubles.

T hetis makes a formal error, blithely employing the cliches of m ortal rhetoric 
w ithout proper circum spection. More im portan t, and beyond her own em barrass
m ent, her exemplum  risks gravely offending her suppHcandus. For T hetis is not 
the only one im plicated in the A rgonaut story  by her own personal history; so too 
is Neptime. Apollonius lists th ree sons of Poseidon am ong the  A rgonauts: Eu- 
phemus, Erginus and Ancaeus (1.179-89).* W ould th is com plication have been 
perceptible to  S ta tiu s’ audience? Again, we find the answer in the  reactions of 
the characters themselves. T hetis in her speech to  N eptune finishes her in tro 
ductory, A rgonautic exemplum  and goes on to  com plain a t length abou t Paris 
(1.66-70), who is the  real object of her anger. She then  in terrup ts  herself right 
a t the critical point of m aking her request, reverting ab rup tly  back to  the  story  
of the Argonauts:

has saltern—num  semideos nostrum que repo rtan t

Thesea?— si quis adhuc undis honor, obrue puppes
au t perm itte  fretum! ( i .7 if )

The precipitancy of her change in thought is signalled by the violence of the 
syntax, w ith has separated  from its noun, puppes, by two full lines and a  p ar
enthetical question. Rhetorically, this in terrup tion  could not have come a t a

* Apollodorus includes only the first two names in his catalog of Argonauts {Bibl. 1.9,16).
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worse tim e, as it diverts the  flow of her argum ent ju s t a t the dehcate m om ent 
when she is form ulating her request. W hy does T hetis revert to  the  subject of 
th e  Argo? B arth  (ad loc) was right to  note a change in T h e tis’ tone: ‘blandius 
jam  et clem entius loquitur de A rgonautis, semideos eos vocans’. Indeed, T hetis 
speaks much more kindly now of the A rgonauts, even using them  as a  s tandard  
of nobility th a t Paris fails to  m eet. W hat T hetis is doing is to  backpedal furi
ously from her earlier condem nation of the  Argo, and the reason is th a t she has 
belatedly  realized th a t she has insulted and offended Neptune. For, quite ap art 
from the m inor figures of Euphem us, Erginus and Ancaeus, S ta tius has added to  
poor T h e tis’ troubles by identifying Theseus as both  an A rgonaut and a son of 
N eptune. S ta tius already in Book 5 of the  Thebaid had pu t Theseus aboard  the 
Argo; the ep ithe t noster  for Theseus here m ust mean th a t S ta tius and  T hetis fol
low the  trad ition  th a t Theseus was the son not of Aegeus bu t Poseidon.^ T h e tis ’ 
fa u x  pas is thoroughly dam ning; her belated  use of the flattering  term  semideos 
dem onstrates th a t she realizes too  late the  relevance of the im m ortal parentage 
of some of the A rgonauts. She pu ts her finger precisely on her own blunder, too 
late, however, to  repair the damage.

There are o ther ways in which T hetis miscalculates rhetorically. She veers 
away from her abuse of Paris and lets her anger settle upon Venus, which serves 
no point in her argum ent:

eheu quos gem itus terris caeloque daturus,
quos mihi! sic Phrygiae pensam us gaudia palmae,
hi Veneris mores, hoc gratae  munus alumnae. (1.68-70)

This abuse of Venus advances her cause not a t all. One m ight read it as a 
represen tation  of ‘fem ale’ jealousy over Venus’ victory in the beau ty  contest on 
Ida. C ertain ly  such a lapse is the m ark of a speaker who lets her em otions get 
the  b e tte r  of her judgem ent. Moreover, T he tis’ decision to  single Venus ou t for 
abuse is, in tertex tually  speaking, another bad idea, given th a t T hetis  is try ing  to  

reproduce Venus’ successful petition  to  N eptune on A eneas’ behalf in Aeneid  5. 
T h e tis ’ continued incom petence in handling the Vergilian paradigm  of gods and 
storm s is once more dem onstrated  in this passage. She breaks off her description 
of the  suffering th a t Paris will bring (1.68) by adding a t the  beginning of the  next 
line a very elliptical pendant: quos m ihi! (i.e. quos gem itus et m ihi daturus!). 

T his is no t technically an aposiopesis, bu t an ellipsis th a t depends for its m eaning

9 F or T h e se u s  a s a n  A r g o n a u t, cf. Theb. 5 .4315, A ch . i . i5 6 f ;  th e  tr a d it io n  th a t  P o s e id o n , n o t  
A e g e u s , w a s  T h e s e u s ’ fa th e r  g o e s  back  a t lecist a s  far as B acch yU d es (1 7 ) ,  o n  w h ic h  s ee  G a n tz  
(1 9 9 3 : 2 4 8 f) .
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on the previous line. Nevertheless, the  two figures are very closely r e la te d /” As 

such, T h e tis’ quasi-aposiopesis quos m ihi! is strongly rem iniscent of the  m ost 
famous such construction  in Latin , also a t the  beginning of a line, N ep tu n e’s 

quos ego in the  Aeneid  ( i - is s ) -  By now we should not be surprised a t any 
am ount of self-defeating foolishness on T h e tis ’ p art, and th is allusion is of a 
piece w ith her o ther a ttem p ts  a t acting out a Vergilian role. N eptune’s ou tb u rst 
in the Aeneid  belongs of course to  the m ost famous scene in all lite ra tu re  of a 
god calming the  waves. Then, N eptune was calm ing the seas; now, T hetis  w ants 
him to do the reverse. T hetis once again underm ines her plea w ith a com pletely 
inapposite allusion; or ra ther, S tatius underm ines T h e tis’ discourse by p u ttin g  
in her m outh  an  ‘unconscious’ allusion to Vergil’s representation of events th a t 
are yet to  happen.

T h etis’ ignorance of the  literary  canon is pu t in relief by the unlabored so
phistication of N ep tune’s reply. I t has long been noted th a t th is passage is dense 
w ith reference to  C atullus 64, particu larly  to  the  song of the Parcae.^^ In fact, the 
testim ony of S ta tius has even been used by editors to  emend the  corresponding 
tex t of C a t u l l u s . I n  m ythical tim e the Parcae had ‘already’ told T hetis of her 
son’s destiny, and  by echoing their language N eptune implies th a t T hetis should 
know herself th a t her request is impossible. W hen he says fa ta  vetant, N eptune 
is not merely m aking a general observation abou t destiny, bu t is in troducing a 
near-verbatim  quo tation  from the fa ta  themselves, viz. C atu llu s’ P a r c a e . Once 
again, ‘fa te ’ in the  world of the Achilleid  is identical w ith literary  trad ition . 
C atullus 64 is a  particu larly  appropria te  bu ttress for N ep tune’s argum ent, as it 
takes its s ta r t from the  voyage of the Argo and  leads to  the  m arriage of Peleus 
and Thetis; N eptune, as we have seen, rebuts T hetis by m aking a polem ical 
connection between the  Argo, T h e tis’ m arriage and her son’s destined greatness 
and death. S ta tius provides N eptune w ith a L atin  allusion th a t  elegantly illus
tra tes and supports his case. The contrast w ith T h e tis’ bungling of Vergil is very 
pointed.

‘Von der affektischen E llipse ist nicht im m er scharf zu scheiden d ie A p o sio p ese’ (LHS 823).
Com pare cu m  P h ryg ii Teucro m an abu nt sangu ine {cam pi)  (C atu llu s 64 .344), and saepe  

fa teb u n tu r g n a to ru m  in  fu n ere  m a tres  (64 .349), w ith  quanta  /  a sp ic ie s  v ic tr ix  P h ryg ia -  
ru m  fu n era  m a tru m , /  cu m  tuus A eacides tep ido  m odo  sangu ine T eucros  /  u n dab it cam pos  
{Ach. 1 .84 -7 ).

In his 1566 ed ition  o f  C atu llus, A chilles S tatiu s (A quiles E stago) supplied  cam pi in 64 .344  
on the basis o f  S ta t iu s’ im itation  at Ach. 1 .84-8: see H eslin (1997: 593). N ot all m odern  
editors have been  entirely  happy w ith  th is em endation , but the MSS are corrupt and no other  
suggestion  has found general favor.

^ 3  For the eq u ation  o f fa ta  w ith  th e  Parcae, c f  T h e tis ’ p leonastic  phrase: h um iles P arcas  
terrenaque fa ta  (1 .255); see also O C D  s.v . ‘fa te’, which cites G elliu s’ d esign ation  o f  th e  
Parcae as tr ia  fa ta  {N A  3 .i6 .g f ) .
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S tatius accomplishes his characterization  of T hetis and N eptune in p a rt by 
a  particu larly  sophisticated deploym ent of intertextuality . The idea th a t  Greek 

gods and heroes should be represented in the lite ra tu re  of Rome as speaking 
L atin  is a convention com pletely naturalized and transparen t for S ta tiu s and 
his audience. It may be, however, th a t a  certain  slight am ount of pressure is 
pu t on th a t  concept when Greek gods and m ortal characters quote Vergil and 
C atullus as ‘classics’. This is not necessarily the case, of course; there are endless 
examples of later R om an poets unproblem atically endowing the speeches of their 
Greek characters w ith Vergilian phrases in order to  lend them  dep th  and epic 
dignity. T hetis is different in th a t  her lack of rhetorical and literary  sophistication 
makes an issue of assum ptions th a t are usually taken for granted. N ep tune’s 
dexterity  in his handling of allusion is the  norm; T h e tis’ poor showing is the 
comic exception which may expose the seams, if we wish to  see them , th a t 
betray  the  constructedness of Latin  mythological epic. In such characteristic  
m om ents we can see the comic spirit of the  Achilleid  very clearly. T he exam ple 
of Thetis also brings to  light the  extent to  which the in tertex tual m ode of ancient 
poetry  im plicitly constructs a com m unity of poet, audience and even character as 
knowledgeable and com petent in terpreters of classic authors. Such a com m unity 
of com petence was a m a tte r of some concern to  the historical S ta tius, since 
his father m ade his living as a  teacher by selling access to  it. T hetis is a poorly 
equipped poseur, whose literary  incom petence contrasts w ith the m astery  shown 
by the m ale characters. On the level of characterization, her discourse represents 
her as someone whose rhetoric does the opposite of w hat it should: it betrays her 
weakness ra th e r th an  enhances the streng th  of her argum ent. We shall consider 
w hether, in the  patriarchal economy of L atin  epic, there m ight not be som ething 
th a t can usefully be called ‘fem inine’ abou t such a character.

4 .2  R h e t o r i c  a n d  M a t e r n i t y

W h e n  T h e t i s  a r r i v e s  at C hiron’s cave, Achilles is out hunting alone; she 
accosts C hiron in alarm , worried about the level of supervision he has been 
giving her son.

‘U binam  m ea pignora, Chiron,
d ie’, ait, ‘a u t cur ulla puer iam tem pora ducit
te  sine?’ (1.127-9)

There is irony la ten t in th is sudden concern for Achilles’ w hereabouts. T he reader 

m ight well ask w hat right T hetis has to  scold Chiron when she herself has not
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taken part in the rearing of her son. The Achilleid is not helpful in explaining 
why Thetis did not raise her son and how Achilles came to be fostered with the 
Centaur. Achilles himself does not even seem to know; as he says about the bal
ance of his story, scit cetera mater (2.167). the absence of other information, 
we are forced to sketch in his background from sources outside the poem. As we 
have seen (above. Section 3.1.2), there are two competing versions, which come 
from Homer and Apollonius respectively. In the Iliad, Achilles grows up at Ph- 
thia with Peleus and Thetis, receiving at some unspecified time a certain amount 
of medical instruction from Chiron. According to Apollonius {Argon. 4.865-79) 
on the other hand, Peleus interrupted Thetis as she tried to make her child im
mortal by roasting his mortal flesh in the hearth, whereupon she dropped the 
baby Achilles and fled into the sea, never to return. In this scenario, Peleus’ 
decision to leave his son with Chiron while travehng with the Argo is motivated 
by Thetis’ departure. By implication Statius follows Apollonius’ version, since 
neither the narrator nor Achilles himself in his autobiographical sketch (2.96- 
167) ever mentions that he spent any time at all a t Phthia. Even if Thetis, 
not Peleus, was responsible in the Achilleid for lodging Achilles with Chiron, 
her sudden concern at Chiron’s lack of supervision has a hypocritical cast to it, 
since she herself has clearly not been around for some time.

We cannot be certain tha t the history of Achilles’ abandonment by his mother 
is relevant to this passage, since there is no reference to it here. Thetis does, 
however, go on to mention a story that is curiously parallel to Apollonius’. She 
describes a nightmare in which she repeats the now-famous story of her trip to 
the underworld in order to dip Achilles by the heel into the Styx (i.i33f; see 
above. Section 2.2.4). Statius is our earliest source for this tradition of Thetis’ 
attem pt to make him impervious to injury in this way. The elliptical mode 
of reference to this myth here and elsewhere in the poem implies tha t Statius 
assumed a certain level of familiarity with it among his aud ience.N evertheless, 
it should be remembered that the more prestigious epic version of Achilles’ 
infancy in S tatius’ era will have been the one authorized by Apollonius, and not 
the story of Achilles’ heel so familiar to us now. Both accounts describe Thetis’ 
attem pts to make her son immortal, one in the hearth, the other in the Styx; 
but Apollonius’ account takes a much harsher view of Thetis. So when Thetis 
speaks in her own voice, it is no surprise tha t what she has to say about her care 
of Achilles as an infant reflects much better on her than Apollonius’ account 
does. Nevertheless, uncertainty about Achilles’ infancy remains. Even if Thetis

See the discussion of Achilles’ heel above, Section 2.2.4.

161



provides here an alternate version of her attem pt to make the infant Achilles 
immortal, she does not explain how she came to  have abandoned her child. So 
the question she asks Chiron, ‘Why does the boy spend even a moment without 
your supervision?’ may still rebound on her and prom pt the audience to ponder 
Thetis’ own inconsistency of involvement in supervising her son’s upbringing.

Thetis’ story about her nightmare is rhetorically useful to her in th a t it 
reminds Chiron of her past concern for her son, the services she has rendered 
to him, and the unspeakable unpleasantness to  her tha t she claims it involved 
{nefas!, 1.133). Thetis continues to describe to Chiron the nightmares and terrors 
she has experienced out of fear for her son, including a vision of wild animals 
trying to suckle at her breast ( 1 .1 2 9 - 3 4 ) .This is another rhetorically self- 
defeating moment, for it may remind us once again of T hetis’ distance from 
her offspring more than her motherliness. Thetis, despite her nightmares, and 
whatever the reasons for her long absence, did not suckle her own son. Achilles 
himself says, dicor . . .  nec almis /  uberibus satiasse fam em  . . .  (2.96-9).

4 . 2 . 1  T h e t i s  L i e s  t o  C h i r o n

Thetis now embarks upon the lie she has cobbled together in order to explain 
her sudden need to remove Achilles from the C entaur’s care. She claims that 
Proteus has advised her to perform certain magical rites in order to purge her 
fevered mind. Thetis, having evoked Juno and Venus in the Aeneid, now cannot 
resist the greatest Vergilian female role of all. Statius, as Dilke pointed out, 
‘seems clearly to have in mind the scene in Virg. Aen. 4.480 ff. where Dido, who 
is deceiving Anna about her real intentions, tells her th a t she has found an 
Ethiopian sorceress who will cure her of her love, and asks her to put relics of 
Aeneas on a funeral pyre’. The similarities in language are collected in Table 4.2.

Here Thetis would seem to be on safer ground than she was in her earlier 
attem pts to invoke Vergilian models of behavior, inasmuch as her purposes are 
similar to Dido’s. Each woman is trying to perpetrate a deception in order to 
induce someone close to her to abet a scheme th a t would otherwise be unaccept
able. To tha t end, each invents a tale tha t a faraway magician has ordered her 
to perform certain rites. Each attem pts to lend a sort of magical plausibility to 
her lie; Dido claims th a t she will ritually burn Aeneas’ possessions to  exorcize 
his memory, while Thetis implies by the sequence of her argument th a t her lus
trations at the end of Ocean will be something of a recapitulation of her trip

' 5  M e n d e l s o h n  ( 1 9 9 0 :  3 0 1 ,  q u o t e d  a b o v e ,  S e c t i o n  3 . 3 . 4 )  c o m m e n t s  o n  t h e  p o t e n c y  o f  t h i s  

i m a g e  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  p o e m ’s  c o m p a r i s o n  o f  A c h i l l e s  t o  a  l i o n  a n d  T h e t i s  t o  a  l i o n e s s .
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Achilleid 1.135-40

abolere . . .  iubet . . .  vates (i35f) 
magici (135) 
sacri (135)
litora summa Oceani (isyf) 
sub axe peracto . . .  ubi . . .  tepet 
inlabentibus astris Pontus (136-9)

Aeneid 4.480-502

abolere . . .  iuvat“ sacerdos (497f) 
magicas (493) 
sacris (500)
Oceani finem . . .  ultimus locus (48of) 
ubi maximus Atlas axem umero tor- 
quet stellis ardentibus aptum  (4Sif)

 ̂Dilke reads iubet here on the evidence of Statius’ imitation; the better MSS have iuvat. 

Table 4.2: Correspondences between Thetis’ lie and Dido’s (after Dilke ad i35fF).

to the Styx to protect the infant Achilles. This time Statius has given Thetis a 
Vergilian model appropriate to her goals, and her results improve accordingly; 
Thetis’ deception of Chiron is successful, just as Dido’s was. There must be, how
ever, something disproportionate and inauspicious about invoking Dido’s suicide 
as a precedent. Anna went on to prepare a pyre for Dido, who used it to end 
her own life. Chiron will likewise unwittingly acquiesce in a process whose con
summation he may regret; but Thetis wants to save a life, not to end one. In 
the final analysis, therefore, this Vergilian paradigm also portends an unhappy 
outcome for Thetis.

The goddess soon grows impatient with spinning out the details of her lie 
and abruptly interrupts herself, concluding her speech to Chiron in this way:

‘ibi ignotis horrenda piacula divis 
donaque—sed longum cuncta enumerare vetorque. 
trade magis!’ (1.139-41)

Thetis’ impatience, her abrupt curtailment of the argument and the peremptory 
way she poses her request are perhaps further signs of her lack of rhetorical 
fluency. She has not fully thought out the details of her lie, just as on the earlier 
occasion when she realized that she had forgotten to think up a girl’s name 
for Achilles, and so abruptly changed the subject (see above, Section 3.1). Her 
syntax betrays a similar lack of preparedness in her deception here.

Thetis’ blunt command, trade magis!, gives the impression of impatience 
not only with the details of her lie, but also with the fact that, despite being 
Achilles’ mother, she has to explain herself to someone else. W ith these final 
words, Statius once again undercuts the force of her rhetoric, foisting upon her 
another unconscious and self-defeating pun.‘® The word magis here admits two

For a similar example, see above (p 155) on the phrase lu pp iter secundus.
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meanings, only one of which suits Thetis’ purposes. All editors since Barth have 
explained magis as an adversative adverb, meaning, like potius, ‘rather’. Y e t  
the word stands before a consonant in the next sentence, and so the meter 
does not allow us to determine whether the second syllable should be long or 
short. Thus we, as readers without the benefit of an authoritative recitation, 
cannot be sure whether Thetis said, ‘hand him over, ra ther’, or, ‘hand him 
over to the magicians’.̂ ® Thetis has, after all, just explained th a t she is under 
orders to perform some sort of sacrum magicum  (1.135). In fact, two humanist 
commentators on Statius, M aturantius and Brittanicus, had explained magis in 
just this way, as the dative plural of magus.^^ The result of this ambiguity is that 
Thetis raises the possibility that, when Chiron hands his ward over to Thetis, 
she will simply pass him on to a surrogate. In the event, this is of course what 
happens, in the more respectable person of Lycomedes. Thetis is successful in 
her appeal to Chiron, but even here her unique style of self-destructing argument 
is apparent.

4 . 2 . 2  T h e t i s  A d d r e s s e s  A c h i l l e s

As we saw, Statius never quite explains how Achilles came to be raised by Chiron, 
nor does he advert directly to Apollonius’ tale of Thetis’ sudden abandonment of 
her son and husband. Rather, he sketches a certain distance and lack of intimacy 
between the two tha t hints at Thetis’ absenteeism. After dinner Achilles falls 
asleep; he naturally goes to Chiron’s side out of habit, despite his m other’s 
presence:

. . .  saxo collabitur ingens 
Centanrus blandusque umeris se innectit Achilles, 
quamquam ibi fida parens, adsuetaque pectora mavult. (1.195-7)

Thetis is now free to take a walk upon the shore and to ponder where to hide her 
son. Having decided on Scyros, she carries the boy there while he sleeps. When he 
awakens, Achilles is surprised at being in a different place, and his amazement 
is cast in terms th a t refer to the change of locale {quae loca, qui fluctus, ubi 
Pelion? 1.249), but also to the change in his usual care-giver, as Achilles hesitates

For m a g is  in  th e  se n se  o f  p o tiu s , see  L H S 497f.
O n  in d ifferen ce  to  v o w e l le n g th  in  L a tin  w ord p lay , s ee  A h l (1985: 5 6 f) .

^ 9  T h e  c o m m e n ta r y  o f  M a tu r a n tiu s  (F ra n cesco  M a tu ra n z io , d . 1 518) w a s  first p u b lish e d  in  
1 4 7 5 , a n d  rep rin ted  w ith  th e  A c h il le id  a  n u m b er  o f  tim es; I c o n s u lte d  it  in  C a ld e r in i’s 1498  
e d it io n  o f  S ta t iu s .  I h a v e  n o t see n  th e  e d it io n  o f  B r ita n n icu s  (J o h a n n es B r ita n n ic u s  B rix ia n u s ,  
ed . B re sc ia  1 4 8 5 ), b u t h is  c o m m e n t h ere h a s  b een  k in d ly  co n firm ed  for m e b y  H a ra ld  A n d e r so n  
p e r  l i t te r a s .
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to  acknow ledge th a t  he is now w ith  his m o th e r  {dubitatque agnoscere m a trem , 

1.250). So w hen T h e tis  essays her n ex t h o r ta to ry  perfo rm ance , com m on  sense 

w ould d ic ta te  th a t  she shou ld  a t te m p t to  b ridge th e  gap  th a t  h e re to fo re  has 

se p a ra te d  m o th e r an d  child. She m akes a  ce rta in  effort in  th is  d irec tio n , y e t her 

in ten tio n s are  su b v e rted  by a  m easu re  of c o n tem p t for A ch illes’ m o r ta lity  th a t  

seeps in to  her m ode o f address. H er ta sk  is a  m ost n e ttle so m e one an d  it  is a  p o in t 

on w hich th e  p lo t o f th e  A chilleid  tu rn s : how does she convince th e  hero  to  d o n  a 

g irl’s clo thes? In  th e  event, her ach ievem ent in  th is  m a tte r  will be c re d ited  m ore 

to  th e  fo rtu ito u s a p p e a ran c e  of D eidam ia  th a n  to  her own pow ers of persu asio n . 

N o tw ith s tan d in g  th is  se ren d ip ito u s success, T h e t is ’ rh e to ric a l in co m p eten ce  is 

p u t on full d isp lay  in  th is  speech. She beg ins her p e titio n  in  te rm s  th a t  could  

only  fu rth e r  a lien a te  h er a lread y  bew ildered  son.

T h e tis ’ speech s ta r t s  an d  ends on  th e  n o te  of care p u e r  (1.252, 273), a n d  th e  

n a r ra to r  claim s th a t  T h e tis  is try in g  to  so o th e  A chilles, w ho is s till d iso rien ted  

by his new  su rro u n d in g s (hlandeque adfata paven tem , 251); b u t h e r w ords a re  

full o f reproach  to  her so n ’s lineage an d , th o u g h  he is never nam ed , to  his fa th e r. 

She rem inds h im  th a t  if luck h ad  been on her side an d  she had  m ade  a  d ifferen t 

k ind  of m arriage, A chilles w ould have been  im m o rta l, an d  all o f T h e t is ’ p rob lem s 

w ould have been solved:

‘Si m ihi, care p uer, th a lam o s sors aeq u a  tu lisse t, 

quos d a b a t, ae th e riis  ego te  conp lexa ten erem  

sidus g ran d e  plagis, m agn ique p u e rp e ra  caeli

nil hum iles P a rca s  te rren a q u e  fa ta  v e re re r.’ (1 .252-5)

T h e tis  w ould have been  m agni . . .  puerpera caeli (1.254), w here caeli rem in d s 

us th a t  A chilles w ould have gained  from  Ju p ite r  as a  fa th e r  n o t ju s t  im m o rta lity , 

b u t succession to  h is fa th e r ’s dom inion  over gods an d  m en (cf. pa trio  . . .  caelo, 

1.2). J u s t  how far th a t  am b itio n  exceeds A chilles’ g rasp  finds expression  in  th e  

b itte rn ess  th a t  T h e tis  ven ts on her son, w ho is th e  least a t  fau lt. T h is  is how  she 

characterizes his lineage:

nunc in p a r tib i, n a te , genus, p raeclu saque leti

ta n tu m  a  m a tre  v ia  e s t   ( i.2 5 6 f)

M eheust p rovocatively  tra n s la te s  nunc  inpar tibi, na te , genus  as ‘M ais tu  es un

b a ta rd , m on fils ’ O ne su sp ec ts  he derived th is  p h ras in g  from  D ilke’s n o te

(ad  256f), w hich w avers betw een  in te rp re tin g  th e  p h rase  inpar . . .  genus  as re

ferring  to  ‘illeg itim a te  sons an d  th e  like’ or ra th e r  as  in d ic a tin g  som eone w hose
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family was sim ply less distinguished on one side th an  the o ther. W hen we look 
a t the usage of the word impar the  reason behind Dilke’s hesita tion  will be
come clear; according to  Rom an custom  and law a  union between unequals need 
not necessarily be illicit, bu t was often so. Thus D ilke’s exam ple from Tacitus, 
m a tem u m  genus im par {Hist. 2.50), does not refer to  an illegitim ate union, as it 
is between a m an of consular rank and a woman of equestrian family— a m atch 
to  raise eyebrows, bu t hardly forbidden. A m ore strongly worded exam ple is 
Sallust calling Ju g u rth a  illegitim ate on account of his m o ther’s low b irth  {igno- 

bilitatem lugurthae, quia m atem o genere im par e ra t.. . ,  lug. 11.3). Difference 
of s ta tu s  could be in the  eye of the  beholder, as when A ugustus’ daughter Ju 
lia scorned T iberius for a husband ut imparem  (Tac. Ann. 1.53). There was a 
real bar prohibiting very unequal m arriages, particu larly  after A ugustus’ m ar
riage legislation. The Lex Julia de m aritandis ordinibus of 18 BC a ttem p ted  to 
m aintain the dignity of the senatorial class by forbidding the in term arriage of 
senators and their descendants w ith freedmen, freedwomen and actors. Treggiari 
has pointed out th a t the accidental preponderance of heredity  along the  m ater
nal line in the Julio-C laudian im perial house tended to  generate in the  general 
populace an increasing im portance placed upon m aternal d e s c e n t . I n  this con
tex t T h e tis ’ comment m arks her as som ething of a snob. The sound of the phrase 
impar genus in the m outh  of a woman referring to  her husband would character
ize her as proud and high-born, fiercely jealous of her sta tio n  and  blood. T hetis 
rem inds her son th a t she is of high s ta tu s  and Peleus is of (relatively) low sta tu s  
in term s th a t had current resonance a t Rome; it is a t the  very least unkind and 
could even pu t Achilles’ legitim acy in doubt; for the quasi-legal phrase impar 
genus could also denote a spouse too  ignoble to be m arriageable.

T here is a very sim ilar example in L atin  lite ra tu re  of the m etaphorical use of 
the relation between social superior and inferior to  figure the relation between im 
m ortal and m ortal. In the Amor and Psyche episode of A puleius’ M etamorphoses, 
Venus is furious a t the thought of her son m arrying a m ortal and asserts in a 
parody of legal jargon th a t Psyche’s son will be rendered illegitim ate (spurius) 

by the m atch  since the m arriage will be between unequals {impares . . .  nuptiae, 
6.9), and besides th a t there will be no witnesses to  the  ceremony nor pa ternal 
consent. T hen Ju p ite r tu rns to  Venus and reassures her:

‘nec tu ’, inquit, ‘filia, quiquam  contristere, nec prosapiae tan tae  tuae
sta tu q u e  de m atrim onio m ortali m etuas. iam  faxo nuptias non im-

See Treggiari (1991) for references to  th e  im portance o f  m aternal lineage (g if ,  esp . n 35), 
and on th e  provisions o f  the lex Julia  (6 0 -4 ) .
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pares, sed legitimas et iure civili congruas’. ( 6 -2 3 )

Even in its humorous appHcation to the divine realm the quasi-legal sense of 
impar is made clear by its opposition here to nuptias . . .  legitimas et iure civili 
c o n g r u a s .The incongruous use of technical terminology like impar genus in a 
divine or mythological setting has an Ovidian ring to it.^^ In fact, Alessandro 
Barchiesi has suggested another way in which the phrase impar genus may be 
r e a d . O v i d  argues in one of the Amoves tha t his servitium amoris a t the hands 
of the beautiful Corinna is an example of the rule tha t great things may be 
joined to lesser. He cites a number of examples of goddesses who married lesser 
beings, including Thetis: creditur aequoream Phthio Nereida reg i. . .  concubuisse 
{Am. 2 .i7 .i7f). He also mentions Venus’ marriage to the unlovely and limping 
Vulcan; the mention of limping brings to mind the rhythm  of the elegiac meter:

carminis hoc ipsum genus impar; sed tamen apte
iungitur herous cum breviore modo. {Am. 2 .ij .2 ii)

For Ovid, genus impar is a pun on the nature of elegy. It is an ‘unbalanced genre’ 
because of the inequality of the number of feet in its alternate lines, but it is 
also a sort of ‘bastard child’. Like the previous examples, the mating of Calypso 
and Ulysses, Thetis and Peleus, Egeria and Numa, and Venus and Vulcan, it 
is a result of the joining of the more noble, heroic hexameter to the plebeian 
pentameter. There is no pun in Statius’ use of the phrase, since the metrical 
connotation of impar would not apply to the hexameters of the Achilleid, but 
the suggestion is attractive that Statius borrowed this legal term  from Ovid for 
his description of the inequality between Peleus and Thetis. If th a t is so, then 
the generic connotations of the phrase cannot be ignored; Achilles, on account 
of his lower birth, must now proceed to take part in the kind of humiliation for 
the sake of love tha t is more associated with the servitium amoris of elegy than 
epic. The Achilleid, like Achilles, is the offspring of mismatched parents: the epic 
on the one hand and other poetic traditions, including elegy, on the other.

It might seem harsh for a mother to cast aspersions on the lineage of her 
own son; at the very least it is a poor way to introduce a difficult request. As 
Thetis carries on, her discourse continues to betray her in familiar ways. She 
embarks on a series of rhetorical paradeigmata which attem pt to show Achilles 
tha t transvestism can be a noble option. Just as her earlier attem pt to sway

Kenney (1990) ad 6.9.6 notes that Jupiter is repeating back to Venus the legalistic language 
of her earlier complaint.

Cf. Coleman (1990).
Lecture, delivered at Princeton, May 1, 1999.
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N eptune featured an appeal to  the exemplum  of the Argo which actually  served 
to  undercut her argum ent, so too  here her exempla lead in the opposite direction 

to  th a t which she intends:

si Lydia dura  
pensa m anu mollesque tu lit T iryn th ius hastas, 
si decet au ra ta  Bacchum vestigia palla 
verrere, virgineos si lupp iter induit artus, 
nec m agnum  ambigui fregerunt Caenea sexus:
hac sine, quaeso, m inas nubem que exire raalignam . (1.260-5)

F irst she adduces the exam ple of H ercules’ servitude to  O m phale and the ir ex
change of dress. I t is unsurprising and appropriate  th a t she uses th is example, 
as it was perhaps the  m ost famous incident of transvestism  in ancient a rt and 
literature . Hercules is a fittingly heroic and virile role-model for Achilles, even if 
their circum stances were different, as Hercules was under a constrain t to  serve 
O m phale in order to  atone for his slaying of Iphitus.^^ T h e tis ’ next two ex
amples are also reasonable: the  god B acchus’ gender-indeterm inate dress in his 
aurata . . .  palla, and the story as to ld  by Ovid of Ju p ite r’s pursu it of Callisto 
while disguised as D iana (Met. 2.401-65). This la tte r exam ple does in fact pre
figure very well Achilles’ eventual s itua tion  in Scyros, bu t not perhaps in the 
way T hetis foresees. B oth Ju p ite r and  Achilles take on female disguise in order 
to  enter into a m aiden’s company; bo th  adventures end in rape and discovery. 
Ju p ite r’s am ours are not the m ost heroic precedent for Achilles, and  it is not 
clear th a t seduction and rape is a desirable outcom e for Thetis. Still, her first 
three exempla cannot be seriously faulted, especially given the shortage of heroic 
cross-dressers in the stock of classical m yth.

T hetis  cannot stop  while she is ahead. Her fourth heroic exem plar is Cae- 

neus, who contrary  to  the  others was never a transvestite , b u t like Tiresias 
a transsexual. Caenis was a m aiden who was raped by Poseidon; and when 
offered a wish in recompense, she chose to  be changed into an invulnerable m an, 
thereafter nam ed Caeneus.^® T hetis is apparently  trying to  argue th a t  having 
once been the m aiden Caenis did not interfere w ith the m ale C aeneus’ la ter 
streng th  as a hero; bu t this m ythical figure actually  exemplifies the  instability

G a n tz  (1993: 4 3 9 f)  p o in ts  o u t th a t  in  S e n e c a  { He r e .  Oet .  3 7 1 -7 )  H e r c u le s ’ tr a n s v e s t ism  is  
a ttr ib u te d  d ir e c tly  to  h is  in fa tu a t io n  w ith  O m p h a le . If T h e t is  m ea n s  to  fo llo w  th is  a c co u n t,  
th e  p a r a lle l w ith  A c h ille s ’ s itu a t io n  is e v en  s tro n g er .

“ 5  O v . Me t .  1 2 .1 7 7 -2 0 9 ; in  V e rg il’s u n d erw o r ld  sh e  h a s  rev er ted  o n c e  m o re  to  th e  fe m a le  
{ A e n.  6 .4 4 8 f ) ,  so  C a en e u s  m a y  rep resen t th e  tr a n sfo rm a tio n  o f  m a le  to  fe m a le  a s  w e ll a5 
fe m a le  to  m ale .
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of gender, which is the opposite of what Thetis wants to demonstrate. In order 
to bring out the full force of Thetis’ blundering confusion of transvestite and 
transsexual it may be useful to compare her rhetorical strategy with a real speech 
from antiquity tha t deployed much the same exempla, albeit to a very different 
purpose. Aelius Aristides addressed the people of Smyrna in January, a d  170 in 
a speech th a t attacked the effeminacy of certain crowd-pleasing sophists whose 
extravagant self-presentation he considered more fitting to pantomime-dancers 
than o r a t o r s . I n  this speech he mocks their extravagance of dress, grooming, 
voice and gesture, calling such performances a kind of rhetorical transvestism. 
Towards the climax of the speech, Aristides brings forth a parade of mythical 
cross-dressers as paradeigmata. He notes that while Heracles may have danced for 
Omphale in the manner of these sophists, at least for him there were extenuating 
circumstances, and thus he did not shame himself in so doing. Aristides then 
moves to his other two exempla, the first of which is Caeneus:

TiCTLv 5  ̂ xal Tcpoarixov 6 /apaxxi^p; KotEpov t o i? Ttspl tou? 7t:oXit ix o u <; 

xal aYcoviaiixoijc; xwv Xoywv; xdvavtia (jevxav ndGoiev tw Kaivsi tw 
©ETxaXo zl, dv8pwv ysvojievou [Or. 34.61)

That is, the effeminate comportment of these sophists risks even changing their 
sex definitively, like Caeneus. Aristides then decries the spectacle of a philosoph
ically minded orator preaching self-control while he cannot practice it himself in 
his style of oratory, comparing him to Sardanapallus vainly singing battle-hymns 
while weaving and doing women’s work. This is how a virtuoso orator deploys his 
cross-dressing paradeigmata. Aristides begins with a kind of preemptive strike, 
acknowledging the damaging potential of Heracles to operate against him as a 
counter-example of a virtuous transvestite; he therefore minimizes this threat to 
his argument by giving extenuating facts about Heracles’ stay in Lydia. Then 
he proceeds to two figures that are much more useful to his purposes, and who 
show forcefully the dangers of cross-dressing. Caeneus/Caenis is an extreme ex
ample of the way a desire to emulate the opposite gender could corrupt even the 
subject’s sex. Finally, and climactically, Sardanapallus is an example of a man 
whose effeminacy could cost an entire people its independence.^'*'

How does this scheme compare with Thetis’ arguments to Achilles, bearing 
in mind that she is trying to demonstrate the opposite conclusion, namely, that

Or. 34, ‘A gainst T hose W ho Burlesque the  M ysteries (Of O ra to ry )’, as tran s la ted  by Behr 
(1981: 2.173-184); its circum stances of delivery are apparen tly  described by th e  a u th o r in his 
Sacred D iscourses {Or. 51.38-41): see Gleason (1995: 122-6).

On Sardanapallus, the  last Assyrian king, as the  stereo typed  epitom e of th e  lazy, effemi
nate , cross-dressing ‘O rien ta l’, see D iodorus 2.23.
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a  little  transvestism  is a  harm less thing? She s ta rts  excellently w ith Heracles, 
whose po ten tia l to  bu ttress the  sort of case T hetis is m aking was openly acknowl
edged by A ristides. She continues well enough w ith  Bacchus and  Jup ite r, bu t 
her clim actic exam ple is Caeneus, who can only exemplify, as A ristides knew, 
the  danger of one sex changing to the o ther. T hetis  employs as her clinching ex- 

em plum  an  anecdote whose force in th is  context is to  dem onstrate  the  opposite 
conclusion. W hat is more, T h e tis’ language betrays her once again; it bears out 
th is  difficulty and calls our a tten tion  to  her m istake. As Dilke says (ad 264), ‘In 
1 . 337 ambiguus . . .  sexus is said of Achilles; here the  pi. [amhigui . . .  sexus] is 

m ore appropriate  owing to  Caeneus’ change of sex’. A key difference th is p lu
ral makes, too. I t is one th ing  to  change clothing, quite  another to  change sex. 
T hetis needs to  project a conception of the relation between sex and  gender th a t 
is fixed and constant in order to  win her point th a t Achilles’ prospective viola
tion  of gender norm s poses no th rea t to  his sex. Caeneus, on the o ther hand, is 
an exemplum  of the opposite thesis, i.e. the  instability  of biological sex. T h e tis ’ 
own inability  to  keep these two categories stra igh t is yet ano ther m anifestation  of 
her rhetorical incom petence, and a sign of how tricky the  subject of transvestism  
can be. T hetis even directly  articulates the  fear th a t cross-dressing can generate: 
th a t  the  change in clothing will affect Achilles’ na tu re  as determ ined by his sex: 
cape tuta parumper /  tegmina non nocitura anim o  (i.27of).^® T his phrase and 
T h e tis ’ m istaken invocation of Caeneus evince the  sam e anxiety regarding the 
im m utability  of biological sex and norm ative gender roles.

S ta tiu s poses the problem  of why a hero like Achilles would have done w hat 
he did on Scyros in a set of rhetorical questions:

Quis deus a tto n itae  fraudes astum que parenti
contulit?  indocilem  quae mens detrax it Achillem? (i.283f)

T he usual justification  for Achilles’ strangely unheroic sojourn in Scyros was th a t 
he was being a good son considerate of his m o ther’s wishes. As Ovid says: turpe,

For ancient expressions o f  th e  dangers presented by tran svestism , see G leason  (1995: 100).
^ 9  G ellius wcis a t pains to  p o in t ou t that the ta le o f C aen is/C a en eu s, m yth ica l though  it was, 

w as the reflection o f a real and present danger to  the separation  of the sexes. He review ed  
th e  ev id en ce given by the  elder P liny  {N H  7 .3 4 -6 ) for reported cases o f  sp on tan eou s sex  
change and cam e to  th e  conclusion  that: neque respu en da  neque rid e n d a  s i t  n o tiss im u a  ilia  
v e te ru m  p o e ta ru m  de C a en id e  e t Caeneo can tilena {N A  9 .4 .14). Likewise P h legon  of T ra lles’ 
B ook o f  M arvels {M ir. 4 -9 )  has a  section  on sex-changers and herm aphrodites th a t begins 
w ith  Tiresicis and C aen is and proceeds to  supposedly contem porary exam p les and claim ed  
autopsy. H anson (1996: 1 2 3 -6 ) sp ecu la tes tha t these reports probably had a factu a l basis in the  
m isunderstand ing o f a certain  m edical disorder, m ale pseudo-herm aphrodism . T h e d iscovery  
in th e  R om an em pire o f  a sex-change o f  the  C aenis type was no triv ia l event, but a  prodigy  
th a t dem anded exp ia tion  at th e  h ighest levels (Phlegon, M ir. 6 .4).
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nisi hoc m atris precibus tribuisset, Achilles /  veste virum  longa dissim ulatus erat 
{Ars Am . i.GSgf). The questions posed by S ta tius are rem iniscent of classroom  
exercises in rhetoric. The problem  of explaining Achilles’ transvestism  comes 

up in the progym nasm ata  of Libanius, bu t was probably also current in S ta tiu s’ 
day. For example, L ibanius records an exem plary ^'oyo? A/iXXiwc; which indicts 

Achilles for his ignoble behavior on Scyros in these term s: to G to  hi elxe axwv 
eIte txdiv aO"ĉ  SnXaxTev, d[jcpot£p«0£v oO x a X 6 v . 3°  A. cor
responding ’Eyxw^iov A/iXX^wc; likewise defends the hero in term s of his filial 
piety.3^ In a general way, the  Achilleid  conforms to  th is idea, p u ttin g  respon

sibility for the  Scyros episode squarely on T h e tis ’ shoulders. Yet the  tim ing of 
S ta tiu s’ rhetorical questions is ironic, and they  takes the  credit for T h e tis ’ suc

cess away from her. Im m ediately subsequent to  these lines, and as if in answer 
to  the  n a rra to r’s rhetorical questions, D eidam ia and her sisters appear on the 
Scyrian shore ( 2 8 5 )  and  Achilles falls in love. S tatius clearly a ttrib u tes  A chilles’ 
sudden acquiescence to  his m other’s plan and  his new-found willingness to  dress 
as a girl neither to  his consideration for his m other’s fears, as was trad itional, 
nor to  the N ereid’s dubious rhetorical gifts, bu t to  the  fortu itous arrival of Dei
dam ia. The answer im plied hereby to  the questions, ‘W hat god bestowed guile 
and cunning upon the  bewildered m other? W h at plan subdued Achilles’ p ride?’ 
is ‘No god a t all and  no plan bu t luck’. The contradictory  notion th a t  T hetis  is a t 
once ‘bew ildered’ (a ttonitae) and yet endowed w ith ‘guile and cunning’ {fraudes 
astumque, 2 8 2 )  is a sign of the  irony in S ta tiu s’ presentation  of the  goddess. 
For all of T h e tis’ lies and cajoling, she owes her success not to  her ‘p lan ’ {mens, 
1 . 2 8 3 ) ,  which Wcis underm ined by her poor powers of persuasion, bu t to  the  mere 
chance appearance of a  girl who catches Achilles’ fancy.

4 . 2 . 3  T h e t i s  I n s t r u c t s  A c h i l l e s

W hen Achilles sees D eidam ia on the shore and  T hetis observes his in fatuation
w ith her, she knows she has won her point ( 1 . 3 1 8 ,  3 2 5 ) .  T hetis then  begins to
work her transform ation:

. . .  turn  colla rigentia mollit 
subm ittitque  graves um eros et fortia laxat 
bracchia et inpexos certo  dom at ordine crines 
ac sua d ilecta cervice m onilia transfert; 
et p ic tu ra to  cohibens vestigia limbo

3° Libanius, ed. Forster (1915), vol 8, p 284.
Libanius, ed. Forster (1915), vol 8, p 237.
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in cessu m  m otu m q u e d o ce t fandique pudorem . ( 1 -3 2 6 - 3 3 1 )

T h ere is m uch ob v iou s com ed y  in  th is  scen e , as A ch illes tak es h is first step s as a 

girl. It is w orth  n o tin g  th a t T h e tis  p u ts ju s t as m uch stress on th e  w ay A ch illes  

com p orts  h im se lf  as sh e d oes on th e  w ay h e looks and dresses; th ese  e lem en ts  

o f  her in stru ctio n  m ay in  part b e derived  from  id en tifiab le  sources. T h ere w ere  

no an cien t gu id eb ook s on how  to  ach ieve a dem ure fem in in ity; b u t it w as a  

co m m o n ly  a ccep ted  n o tion  in  a n tiq u ity  th a t , a lth ou gh  v irtu e  w as largely  in n ate , 

n everth e less proper com p ortm en t as a  m an  w as to  som e ex ten t an ach ieved  and  

ach ievab le s k i l l . A  you n g  m an had p len ty  o f  sources o f  gu id an ce in  an tiq u ity  

on  how  he cou ld  ach ieve th e  grav i tas  approp riate  to  ad u lt m an h ood . A s G leason  

has show n , th ese  gu id elin es o ften  found exp ression  p e r  contra  as d escrip tion s o f  

effem in ate  b eh av ior  w hich  w as stu d io u sly  to  b e avoided . She q u otes th e  p h ys

io gn om ica l tra ct o f  th e  secon d -cen tu ry  so p h ist P o lem o  as offering th e  fo llow ing  

cau tion ary  p o rtra it o f  th e  androgynos:

Y ou m ay recognize h im  by h is p rovoca tive ly  m e ltin g  g lan ce  and  by  

th e  rapid m ovem ent o f  h is in ten se ly  starin g  eyes. H is brow is furrowed  

w h ile  h is eyebrow s and cheeks are in  con stan t m otion . H is head  is

tilted  to  th e  side, h is lo in s do n ot hold  s t ill , and  h is slack  lim bs

never s ta y  in  one p osition . He m in ces a lon g  w ith  lit t le  ju m p in g  steps; 

his k n ees knock togeth er . He carries h is hand s w ith  palm s turned  

upw ard. H e has a sh iftin g  gaze, and h is vo ice  is th in , w eepy, shrill

and  d raw lin g .33

C om pare T h e t is ’ instru ctions: relax  th e  neck, so th a t  th e  head  is n o t held  stiffly  

{colla, 3 2 6 ), keep th e  shoulders slack [u m eros ,  3 27 ), relax  th e  arm s {bracchia, 

3 28 ), and  tak e tin y  step s { incessum ,  3 3 o f). A ch illes is g e tt in g  th e  im agin ary  in 

verse o f  a  R om an  ed u cation , w here h is natu ra l v ir tu es are to  be h idden  rather

th a n  en h an ced . To stan d  for th e  n o tion  o f  a  ‘fem a le’ ed u ca tion , w hich  d id  not 

ex is t  in  su ch  term s, S ta tiu s has su b s titu ted  a to p sy -tu rv y  version  o f  m ale ed u ca

tio n  w here w h a t w as bad is g ood  and w h at w as g o o d  is bad , and th e  androgynos

3  ̂ Q u in tilian , for exam ple, m aintains that excellence in oratory requires b oth  ap titu d e and  
train ing {Inst .  1 1 .3 .11 -13).

33  G leason  (1995: 63). T his quotation  in offered in English, as it is G leason’s reconstruction  of  
P o lem o ’s argum ent, which does not survive in its original form. T here is an A rabic translation  
o f the  trea tise , w hich supplies part o f  th is passage; it is su pp lem ented  here by inform ation from  
a G reek ep itom ator, and from a Latin treatise th a t relies heavily  on Polem o. A ll three o f  these  
tex ts , w ith  a facing translation  into L atin  o f  the A rabic, are printed by Forster (1893: A rabic, 
vol 1, pp 276f; Greek, vol 1, pp 4 i5 f;  Latin, vol 2, pp i2 3 f);  see G leason  (1995: 3 0 -2 ) on the  
trad ition  o f  P o lem o ’s tex t and its derivatives.
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is th e  id ea l rath er th a n  a figure o f c o n t e m p t . 34

A R om an  ed u ca tion  w ould  have included  in stru ction  in  p ostu re , g a it , vo ice , 

and  groom in g. A ttire  w as ta u g h t, too; th e  proper w ay to  w ear a to g a  and  to  m ove  

a b o u t in  it  w ith  d ig n ity  w ere ev id en tly  n o t en tire ly  in tu itiv e . T h e t is ’ w arn in g  to  

A ch illes th a t he keep h is s tep s w ith in  th e  bound s o f h is sk irt m igh t b e  com p ared  

to  Q u in tilia n ’s w arning th a t th e  toga-c lad  orator avoid  m ovem en ts w ith  th e  arm s  

th a t m igh t leave a part o f  th e  torso e x p o s e d . In oratory, p ostu re  and  o th er  

non -verbal a sp ec ts  o f  m ale se lf-p resen ta tion  were under scru tin y  as m uch as th e  

con ten t o f th e  speech . C icero describes th e  com p ortm en t o f  th e  id ea l orator:

Id em que m otu  sic u tetu r , n ih il u t su p ersit in  gestu ; s ta tu s  erec- 

tu s  e t  celsus; rarus in cessus nec ita  longus . . .  n u lla  m o llit ia  cer- 

v icu m  . . .  trunco  m agis to to  se ipse m oderan s et v ir ili la teru m  flex- 

ion e, brachii p ro iection e in con ten tion ib u s, con traction e  in  remissis.^®

In a m ore ex p lic it ly  p ed agog ica l co n tex t, Q u in tilian  g ives sim ilar in stru ction s:  

hold  th e  head  upright {rec tu m  e t secu n du m  n a tu ra m )  b u t n o t s t iff  [p raedu ro  ac  

rigen te , In st. 11 .3 .69 ), keep th e  shoulders stra igh t (82 ), avo id  rapid m ovem en ts  

w ith  th e  feet (1 2 8 ).^ ^  In th e  ph ysiogn om ica l w riters w e find th a t an am p le  g a it  

w as con sid ered  a sign  o f  v ir tu e .3®

T h e tis ’ ad v ice , to  relax  th e  b o d y  and con stra in  th e  g a it , is th e  o p p o site  o f  

th e  k ind o f  in stru ction  th a t R om an  boys w ould  have g o tte n  from  their p aren ts, 

teach ers and  pedagogi.^^ T h ese  lines, apart from  their  hum or, a lso  say so m eth in g  

im p ortan t a b o u t A ch ille s’ unu sual ch ild h ood . B y  p u ttin g  T h e tis  in to  th e  role  

o f father or pedagogus, S ta tiu s  im p lic itly  p o in ts to  a  p o te n t ia l sh o rtco m in g  in  

A ch ille s’ proverb ia lly  ex ce llen t ed u cation . D esp ite  C h iron ’s b est efforts to  teach

34 One o f  the  goals o f P o lem o’s physiognom ical treatise is to  enab le the  reader to  p en etra te  
the  m asks o f  those  around him  and to  determ ine their true natures. O ne deception  to  w hich  
he alerts th e  reader is the case o f  these androgynoi w ho a ttem p t to  pass as m ore virile than  
they  are; A ch illes’ gender deception  inverts for com ic purpose th e  usual form s of a suppression  
o f the  ‘effem in ate’ that m ust have been routinely internalized by R om an men: cf. G leason
{1 9 9 5 :7 6 -8 1 ) .

35 J n s t  11.3.118: . . .  ut bracchio exerto  in tro sp ic ia tu r  la tu s . . . ;  on th e  w earing o f  th e  toga , 
cf. also 11 .3 .137-49 .

3® O ra to r  59, W estm an ’s punctuation; others have: . . .  nih il u t su p ersit. in  ges tu  s ta tu s  
e r e c tu s .. . .

S’’ Cf. G leason  (1995: 63).
3® T h e anonym ous Latin w riter w ho followed Polem o says th a t a g a it o f  short step s in d icated  

a feeble and ungenerous nature, w hile a long stride betokens th e  m an w ho is m ag n a n im u s  
(75f, Forster 1893: 2 .97 -9 ); G leason (1995: 6 0 -2 ). B y w ay o f con trast, w hen A ch illes is 
discovered by U ly sses’ stratagem  and tears the w om an’s robes from his body, he is described  
as im m a n is  . .  . gradu  (1 .883) w here, in addition to  its usual m ean ing, gradus  is perhaps also  
a ‘techn ical term  for the stan ce taken  by a  com b atan t’ (D ilke ad loc).

39 It m ay be significant in the  con tex t o f  such educational parody th a t S ta tiu s w as the  son  
o f a teacher.
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Achilles the skills of the hunter and warrior and the more social arts of medicine 
and justice, the Centaur is a solitary figure even among his own kind; and Achilles 
has not before now, it seems, ever mixed in human society. The occasion on 
which a Roman boy officially entered public society was the day he was helped 
on with the toga virilis for the first time."*” It was a memorable family occasion; 
as Seneca says: tenes utique memoria, quantum senseris gaudium, cum praetexta 
posita sumpsisti virilem togam et in forum  deductus On this im portant day, 
a Roman boy would doubtless have gotten some words of advice from his father 
on how to comport himself as a man; and then father, son and family would 
proceed to the forum, crowded with other families performing the same ritual. 
Then the boy was escorted by his father to the Capitol to make his first sacrifice 
as a c i t i z e n . B y  contrast, on Achilles’ entry into public life, he gets advice from 
his mother; he is helped on with a kind of toga muliebris; and he is introduced 
by his mother into human society for the first time at Lycomedes’ palace. The 
quintessential Roman ritual a t which father introduced his son into public life 
as a man is parodied in a very similar way by Petronius in his description of 
G iton’s childhood. On the day he should have put on his toga virilis, the boy 
puts on a woman’s stola instead:

die togae virilis stolani suiupsit, qui ne vir esset a m atre persuasiis 
est, qui opus muliebre in ergastulo fecit . . . .  {Sat. 81)

Like Giton, Achilles has received an upbringing tha t is excessively dominated 
by his mother. Peleus is conspicuous in his absence here, as he is so often in the 
Achilleid-, Thetis has usurped the role of the Roman father, presenting her son 
to the world in her own image. The extent of Thetis’ intrusion into the duties 
proper to fatherhood is vividly sketched by a simile that compares Thetis, as 
she transforms her son, to an artist shaping a waxen image (1.332-4). Dilke (ad 
332f) suggested tha t Statius means to evoke the wax imagines of the ancestors 
tha t adorned the houses of aristocratic Romans. If so, then this is an explicit 
dem onstration of Thetis’ intrusion into the patriarchal realm and her perversion 
of the expectations regarding public conduct and achievement that connected a 
Roman son via his father to his male a n c e s t o r s . ^3

■I® T h is trad ition ally  took  place on M arch 16 in a b o y ’s fifteenth year, a t the  feast o f  the  
Liberalia: O v. Fast. 3 .7 7 if.

•1* Ep. 4 .2 . T he technical term  for th is act w as in  fo ru m  deducere-, cf. Suet. Aug. 26, Tib. 15, 
and N ero  7. For a sim ilar use o f deducere  in a pedagogical con tex t, cf. S ta tiu s’ claim  th a t he 
w ill lead A ch illes through Troy { iu v en em  deducere, 1.7).

T h u s H unziker in D ar.-Sag. s .v . ‘T oga’, vol 5, pp 352f.
4 3  T here were no w ax m asks o f fem ale ancestors in R om an houses, a lthough a d istinguished  

fem ale lineage could be advertised  through other ty p es o f  portraits: Flow er (1996; 78f and  
212).
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4 . 2 . 4  T h e t i s  A d d r e s s e s  Ly c o m e d e s

T h e t is ’ rh etorica l efforts are sp ectacu lar  failures even  w hen  she ga in s her pur

p ose , n o ta b le  for their  m isuse o f  con ven tion a l topoi  o f rhetoric  and  a llu sion . In 

co n tra st, V en u s’ sp eech  to  N ep tu n e  in  B ook  5 o f  th e  A e n e id  and  in d eed  her o th er  

sp eech es in  th a t  ep ic  are ca lcu la ted  to  app ear unaffected , a ffection a te , in gen u ou s, 

su b m iss ive  and  ‘n a tu ra l’. T h ey  appear to  have recourse to  n o th in g  m ore so p h is

tic a te d  th a n  in d ign an t rhetorical q u estion s and em otion a l ap p ea ls to  n atu ra l 

ju s t ic e .44 In sh ort, th e y  are th e  kind o f  d iscourse a patriarchal soc ie ty , keep ing  

th e  b en efits  o f  form al ed u ca tion  to  its  m ales, is likely  to  ca tegor ize  as ‘fem in in e ’. 

P art o f  th e  hum or o f  T h e t is ’ sp eeches is th e  in ep t w ay th ey  tran sgress th ese  cu l

tu ra lly  gendered  norm s o f argum ent. A ga in st th is  background o f  ‘fem a le’ sp eech , 

T h e tis ’ a tte m p t to  d ep loy  th e  rhetorica l flourishes o f  th e  classroom  tran sgresses  

th e  norm s o f d iscourse on several levels. F irstly , she confounds d iv in e  and  hum an  

spheres. She invokes th e  term in o logy  and  con cep ts o f R om an  law  to  d eroga te  

th e  n ob ility  o f  A ch ille s’ birth; she invokes th e  voyage o f  th e  A rgo as a  n eg a tiv e  

ex em p lu m  w h ile  sp eak in g  to  N ep tu n e , havin g  forgotten  th a t b o th  h erse lf and  

her addressee w ere c lo se ly  re lated  to  m em bers o f th e  crew . A n  im m orta l in  th e  

m y th ic  p ast m u st use w ith  c ircu m sp ection  th e  topoi  o f  a  R om an  orator.

Furtherm ore, th e  very em p loym en t o f  th ese  rhetorical tro p es by a w om an , 

even  an im m orta l one, con tr ib u tes to  th e  hum or on th e  level o f  gender burlesque. 

M uch o f T h e t is ’ d iscourse to  her son  on th e  beach  o f Scyros is m oth er in g  and  

in tim ate , ex em p lify in g  th e  cu ltu ra l im aginary o f  th e  ‘fem ale’. She tou ch es h im  

as she sp eak s (1 .343); she w ish es for a w edd ing  and a grandch ild  ( i .3 2 i f ) ;  sh e  

pays close a tten tio n  to  h is facia l expressions ( i .2 7 i f ) ;  she m akes her su g g estio n s  

by w ay o f  rh etorica l q u estion s (1 .3 1 9 -2 1 ) . In th is  con tex t T h e t is ’ use o f  p ed a n tic  

m y th o log ica l p a ra d e ig m a ta  is hum orous becau se  she is tran sgressin g  n o t o n ly  

th e  ex is ten tia l d iv id e  b etw een  hum an and d iv in e , bu t also th e  ed u ca tio n a l d iv id e  

b etw een  m en  and  w om en. In th e  course o f  her ‘fem in in e’ d iscourse, th e  learned  

exem pla  sta n d  o u t as inappropriate, sin ce  w om en did n ot u su a lly  have access  

to  th e  ed u ca tion  w h ich  encouraged  th e  m ain ten an ce o f  such  d iscu rsive  norm s, 

and  T h e t is ’ in ep t m isu se  o f  th em  h igh ligh ts her u su rp ation  o f an  a lien  rh etorica l 

patrim ony.

It is ecisy enough  to  pick ou t th e  m ajor errors in T h e t is ’ m y th o lo g y  and  

rhetoric, b u t it  is n ot so  clear how  to  q u antify  th e  ex ten t to  w h ich  th e  reg ister  

o f her lan gu age itse lf  m igh t transgress th e  norm s th a t a  R om an  w ould  have

“* 4  T h i s  i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  V e r g i l ’s  V e n u s  i s  l a c k i n g  in  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d  s h r e w d n e s s ;  o n  t h e  k e e n  

s u b t l e t y  o f  h e r  a d d r e s s  t o  N e p t u n e ,  s e e  H i g h e t  ( 1 9 7 2 :  2 7 3 f ) .
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found  a ccep ta b le  for fem ale speech . T he p rob lem  is com p ou n d ed  if  w e su p p o se  

th a t th e  fram e o f  ep ic  w ould  have brought w ith  it  a  further se t  o f  ru les and  

ex p ec ta tio n s . T h e  d ic tio n  o f  fem ale characters in  ep ic  has n ot to  m y  kn ow led ge  

b een  stu d ied  in  en ou gh  s ta t is t ic a l d eta il even  to  say  w hether it  d isp la y s any gross  

ch aracteristics to  d istin g u ish  it  from  sim ilar m ale  speech . Such a s tu d y  has b een  

m ad e by A d am s (1984) w ith  resp ect to  w o m en ’s sp eech  in  L a tin  com ed y , and  

his resu lts in d ica te  th a t in  th a t  genre at lea st p o e ts  did stereo ty p e  w om en  for 

th e  au d ien ce  w ith  certa in  n u ances o f  their la n g u a g e .“*5 A s a  first a p p rox im ation , 

w e m ay m ake som e te n ta tiv e  con clu sion s b ased  on  A d a m s’ d a ta . A p a rt from  th e  

fam ou s case  o f  ex c la m a tio n s  and  o a th s {edepol, m ecas tor ,  e tc .) ,  and  th e  use  o f  

m i as a  v o ca tiv e , all o f  w hich  are a lien  to  ep ic  an d  therefore irre levant to  u s, th e  

oth er  im p ortan t c la ss o f  d a ta  for A d am s is th e  im p era tives, w ith  and  w ith o u t  

p o lite  m odifiers:

O ne o f  th e  clearest m an ifesta tion s o f  fem ale L a tin ity  in  co m ed y  is 

found  in  th e  use o f  w h at I term  ‘p o lite  m od ifiers’. C erta in  verbs w ere  

used a b so lu te ly  in L atin  to  to n e  dow n  or m od ify  an im p era tiv e  or 

q u estion . N ot on ly  are such  m odifiers con sid erab ly  m ore co m m o n  in 

fem ale sp eech  th an  in  m ale  in com edy, b u t th e  m odifier ch osen  varied  

w ith  th e  sex  o f th e  speaker. (1984: 55)

So it m ay be th a t p o liten ess  is a sign  o f  ‘fem ale la n g u a g e’ a t R om e, as it is in  

m an y soc ie tie s; again , one cou ld  derive th is  from  a lack o f  access  to  pow er. 

C onsider th e  prayer to  Scyros q u oted  b elow  (p  178): precor,  rep ea ted  tw ice , is 

n ot one o f  th e  w ords th a t A d am s stu d ied , and  in deed  it ca n n o t co u n t s tr ic t ly  as 

one o f  h is ‘p o lite  m od ifiers’, b ecau se  T h e tis  d oes not em p loy  it  a b so lu te ly  w ith  

an im p erative; rather, th e  verb  in trod u ces tw o su b ju n c tiv es {s is ,  taceas,  386) 

and a n e -c la u se  (392). N everth e less , one can  say  th a t precor  is u sed  o u t o f  p o 

liten ess , or even  d esp eration . C on trast th e  str in g  o f  im p era tives in  w h ich  T h e tis  

issu es her com m an d s to  L ycom edes: fran ge  . . .  ten e  . . .  concede  . . .  ale . . .  s e 

clude . . .  m e m e n to  (1 .3 5 0 -6 2 ) . Her m anner w ith  L ycom ed es is q u ite  ab ru p t and  

‘u n la d y lik e ’. T h e  q u estion  is w h eth er  th is  d ifference in  to n e  can  en tire ly  b e  a t

tr ib u ted  to  th e  difference in  re la tive  s ta tu s  b etw een  th e  in ter locu tors, or w h eth er  

gender norm s are a lso relevant here.

T h e  fact o f  L ycom ed es’ m o rta lity  is surely  im p ortan t in  a cco u n tin g  for th e  

to n e  T h e tis  takes w ith  h im . T h e  g o d d ess h as every  ex p e c ta t io n  th a t  th e  k ing

45 Fronto praises Atta, a first-century BC playwright o f fabulae togatae, for being ‘grace
ful with wom en’s language’, {elegan[s\ . . .  in verbis . . .  muliebribus, Ad M. Caesar  4.3.2): 
cf. Adams (1984: 47) and Glecison (1995: 99).

Thus Lakoff (1976: 73-83).
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of Scyros will be p leased  and  honored  to  com ply w ith  her o rders, so she has no 

g rea t need to  f la tte r  him . N evertheless, given th e  im p o rta n ce  of th is  m a tte r  to  

her, T h e tis  w ould have done well to  accord  h im  a  m in im um  of d ign ity ; acco rd ing  

to  A dam s th e  ev idence from  com edy suggests th a t  T h e tis  m ay n o t even b e  do ing  

th is:

In  T erence w hen  th e  addressee is a  freem an, w om en use m odified  im 

pera tiv es  a lm ost as often  as unm odified  ( lo  : 1 3 )  W h en  a  w om an

addresses a  slave, th e  im p e ra tiv e  is alm ost alw ays on its  own ( 1 7  : 1 ). 

W om en to o  u sually  receive a  p la in  im pera tive  ( 2 7  : 3 ). T h ere  seem s 

to  be a  difference betw een  th e  way w om en issue o rders to  freem en, 

an d  th e  way th e y  issue th e m  to  w om en an d  slaves. (1984: 66f)

T h e  s tr in g  of six unm odified  im p era tiv es  in  th e  space of tw elve lines th a t  T h e tis  

issues th u s  seem s to  m ark  th e  gap  in s ta tu s  betw een  th e  two, figured in  te rm s 

of a  w om an of s ta tu s  speak ing  to  a slave. T h is  is a  fairly  c o n tem p tu o u s  m ode 

of address; an d  it is an o th e r  m an ifes ta tio n  of th e  le ss-th an -ex p e rt in te rp e rso n a l 

skills w ith  w hich S ta tiu s  has g ifted  T hetis . I t could  also b e  th a t  T h e tis  is lay ing  

claim  to  a  trad itio n a lly  m ascu line  m ode of com m and . E ven a  d iv ine  goddess 

addressing  a  m o rta l encoun te rs to  som e degree th e  ideological c o n s tru c t o f m ale 

rh e to rica l m a ste ry  an d  fem ale deference an d  insufficiency.

G iven th e  su b je c t m a tte r  o f th e  Achilleid , th e  presence of T h e t is ’ d iscursive 

‘tra n sv e s tism ’ is unlikely  to  b e  co inciden ta l, nor is it su rp ris in g  th a t  she tr ip s  

herself w hen donn ing  th e  to g a  of a  m ale o ra to r. T h e  com edy in  th e  A ch ille id  is 

n o t lim ited  to  fem ale d rag . As G leason com m ents, ‘If  speech itse lf  is gendered , 

th e n  th e  possib ility  o f confusion of gender bou n d aries  is in h e ren t in  any  spoken  

en te rp rise ’ (1995: 98). T h e tis ’ ‘tra n sv e s tism ’ is an  in te rv en tio n  by th e  a u th o r  on 

the  level o f ch a rac te riza tio n ; h er incapacity  to  perfo rm  ad e q u a te ly  th e  ro les she 

se ts for herse lf is w h a t accoun ts  for her rep e a te d  failures in th e  poem . She fails 

as a te rrify in g  epic goddess on th e  lines of V ergil’s Ju n o , an d  th e n  she fails as a 

p ro tec tive  epic m o th e r  like V ergil’s Venus, o r even L eto  of th e  H om eric  H ym n. 

She fails as an  o ra to r , an d  in th e  final analysis T h e tis  fails to  u n d e rs ta n d  an d  

perform  ‘p ro p e rly ’ th e  role of th e  fem ale. A chilles’ failure as a  g irl is a n tic ip a te d  

by his m o th e r’s failure as a  goddess. T h e tis  d em o n stra te s  th a t  i t  is b u rd en  enough  

to  w ear convincingly  th e  m ask  of gender ap p ro p r ia te  to  o n e ’s sex; y e t she has se t 

for A chilles th e  even h a rd e r  ta sk  of im p erso n atin g  th e  o th e r  sex. T h e  ou tcom e 

of th a t  ex p erim en t looks hopeless from  th e  s ta r t .
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4 - 2 .5  T h e t i s ’ P r o p h e c y

As Thetis leaves Scyros, she makes a valedictory gesture; but it is impossible to 
know whether Statius envisioned that Thetis would appear again in the plot of 
his epic. In case she should not, this moment would have provided a sufficient 
sense of closure to mark the departure of the character who has been the domi
nant figure in the opening episodes of the epic. Thetis turns around in mid-sea, 
and addresses the island with a prayer that it keep her son safely hidden:

sis felix taceasque, precor, quo more tacebat 
Creta Rheae; te longus honos aeternaque cingent 
tem pla nec instabili fama superabere Delo, 
et ventis et sacra fretis interque vadosas 
Cycladas, Aegaeae frangunt ubi saxa procellae,
Nereidum tranquilla domus iurandaque nautis 
insula ne solum Danaas adm itte carinas, 
ne, precor! ‘Hie thiasi tantum  et nihil utile bellis:’ 
hoc famam narrare doce, dumque arma pararitur 
Dorica et alternum Mavors interfurit orbem,—
cedo equidem—sit virgo pii Lycomedis Achilles. (1.386-96)

Unusual among epic goddesses, Thetis makes predictions tha t do not come true, 
promising Scyros fame to match that of D e lo s .T h e tis  compares herself to Rhea 
and Leto, who had given birth in obscure places under difficult circumstances; the 
choice of mythological paradigms made by Thetis, who is not pregnant, is once 
again misguided. More so than any of her previous blunders, this particular faux 
pas is unmistakable: taceas . . .  quo more tacebat /  Creta Rheae. Thetis’ prayer 
tha t Scyros be as silent for her as Crete was for Rhea is splendidly absurd, for 
Crete protected the infant Zeus from the attentions of his father Cronus not, of 
course, by its silence, but by making a tremendously loud noise. The Curetes, 
and sometimes Corybantes, attendants of Rhea, concealed the presence of the 
baby by clashing their weapons and armor in order to drown out his cries.

One final oddity characterizes Thetis’ speech here; and with her very last 
words the goddess seals her title as the Mrs. Malaprop of Latin epic. It cannot 
be th a t she means literally what she says in her prayer: sit virgo pii Lycomedis

On T hetis’ identification with Leto, her false prophecy, and the consequent fate of Scyros, 
see above, Section 2,2.3.

Cf. Ovid, Fasti 4.2o6f: ardua iamdudum  resonat tinnitibus Ide, /  tutus ut infanti vagiat ore 
puer; also Callim. Hymn  1.51-53. On the conflation of Curetes and Corybantes, see Fantham  
(1998) ad Fasti 4.210.
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Achilles (1.396). Thetis does not, we presume, really want Achilles to be a daugh
ter of Lycomedes; she means to say ‘in the eyes of the world let him be a m aiden’, 
using sit as a shorthand for videatur or habeatur. This might be thought a flour
ish of rhetoric or a careless slip of little consequence, except tha t the distinction 
between seeming a woman and becoming a woman was precisely what Thetis 
failed to grasp when she put Caeneus alongside Hercules. Thetis’ final blunder 
confuses being and seeming in a way tha t adumbrates suggestively the contro
versy between essentialist and performative conceptions of gender th a t will be a 
point of contention during Achilles’ stay on Scyros.

4 . 3  W o m a n l i n e s s  a s  M a s q u e r a d e

T h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  tha t gender is merely a m atter of performance at which one 
may excel or not, tha t it is a form of self-presentation akin to rhetoric, and the 
opposing idea tha t sex and gender are identical, innate and essential are both 
notions tha t Statius addresses in the Achilleid. One side of this argument is 
eloquently expressed by Deidamia, who has an interesting perspective on the 
case of Achilles.

4.3.1 D e i d a m i a  T h e o r i z e s  G e n d e r

Near the end of Book 1, Achilles has been discovered by Ulysses; he has confessed 
his relationship with Deidamia to Lycomedes; he has acknowledged the existence 
of the baby Neoptolemus; and he has been duly married to Deidamia. The couple 
is allowed to spend only a single night together as lawful man and wife before 
Achilles sails away. At this point the narrator changes subject with disorienting 
abruptness; it is not clear from the lines that precede it who the referent of illius 
in line 927 should be:

tunc epulis consumpta dies, tandemque retectum 
foedus et intrepidos nox conscia iungit amantes.
Illius ante oculos nova bella et Xanthus et Ide 
Argolicaeque rates, atque ipsas cogitat undas
auroramque timet. (1.925-9)

At first, as Dilke says (ad 927), it seems certain tha t illius must refer to Achilles. 
The hero seems, naturally enough, to be thinking about and imagining the great 
adventures that are finally to come for him. Then we hear the words auroramque 
timet. W hat is this? The greatest of heroes was not only a cross-dresser, but also
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a secret coward? S ta tius keeps his audience in shock only for a m om ent; before 
he loses the ir confidence he continues:

auroram que tim et, cara cervice m ariti
fusa novi lacrim as iam solvit et occupat artus. ( i . 9 2 gf)

As soon as we reach the end of the line and hear the word m ariti, ‘husband’, 

our confusion begins to  be allayed and soon we realize th a t illius . . .  oculos had 
referred in fact to  Deidaraia, who has been only a very shadowy presence in 
the  poem  ever since her pregnancy.^s D eidam ia has not been given any direct 
speech thus far in the  poem , except perhaps for a two-word exclam ation ju s t 
after her rape ,5° so th is sudden shift of focus to  her inner thoughts is quite 
unexpected. The n a rra to r’s m om entary substitu tion  of D eidam ia for Achilles 

sets the  stage well for D eidam ia’s speech, in which she will claim a  degree of 
equivalence between the two of them .

Alone w ith Achilles, D eidam ia delivers an address in the m anner of a pro- 
pem pticon  in which she tearfully  lam ents her situation  and asks her husband to  
be careful and thoughtful of her while he is gone. She then  makes the whimsical 
proposal th a t she accom pany him to Troy:

quin age, due comitem; cur non ego M artia  tecum
signa feram? tu  thyrsa  m anu Baccheaque mecum

sacra, quod infelix non credet Troia, tulisti. (i-949“ 5 i)

This is a rem arkable sta tem ent of the  arb itrariness of gender roles. D eidam ia 
says in effect, ‘If you can perform  actions th a t are constitu tive of fem ininity and 
therefore be considered a girl, then why should I be prevented from a ttem pting  
to  perform  the  actions of a m an on the  grounds of my sex? W hat constitu tes 
gender if not the  perform ance of certain  gender-specific roles? If perform ative 
com petence is w hat makes a m an go to  war and a woman stay  home, then  
w hat a priori reason is there to  prevent a  woman from try ing a male role?’ 
D eidam ia brings to  the  surface a po ten tia lly  disquieting im plication of Achilles’

49  E v en  in  E n g lish  w ith  its  g en d ered  p o s se s s iv e , M o z ley  fe lt  th e  referen ce  c o n fu s in g  e n o u g h  
to  req u ire  g lo s s in g  th e  w ord ‘h er’ w ith  a  fo o tn o te :  ‘i . e . ,  D e id a m ia ’s ’.

6° T h e  e x c la m a tio n  ' s ed  p a te r ! '  (1 .6 5 7 )  th a t  in terru p ts  A c h ille s ’ a t t e m p t  to  c o n s o le  D e id a m ia  
a fter  h is  ra p e  is p r o b a b ly  sp o k en  b y  her (th u s  R o sa t i, p  131 , n 1 5 2 ), an d  n o t a n  ‘a p o s io p e s is  
sp o k en  b y  A c h ille s  a s if  it  w ere  a n  o b je c t io n  b y  D e id a m ia ’ (D ilk e  ad  lo c , fo llo w in g  J a n n a c c o n e  
a n d  u lt im a te ly  B a r th ) . K er (1953: 1 81 ) sa w  th is  a s th e  s ig n  o f  a  la c u n a  in  th e  t e x t  th a t  w o u ld  
h a v e  c o n ta in e d  th e  rest o f  D e id a m ia ’s w o rd s, b u t a p o s io p e s e i s  o f  a ll k in d s are v e ry  freq u en t in  
th e  A c h i l l e i d  (cf. D ilk e , p 18) an d  th ere  is n o  real p ro b le m  w ith  th e  t e x t ,  so  it is u n n e ce ssa r y  
to  h y p o th e s iz e  a  lo s t sp e ec h  by  D e id a m ia  h ere. O n  th is  e x c la m a tio n , s ee  b e lo w , p  2 9 2 . H er  
o n ly  v o c a l in te r v e n tio n  in th e  p o e m  s in c e  th e n  hcis b een  u n sp e c ific  w a ilin g  { la m e n t a ,  1 .8 8 7 , 
u p o n  th e  d isco v ery  o f  A c h ille s ) , lik e a  v io la te d  m a id en  o f  N e w  C om ed y .
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perform ance in Scyros: if a m an like Achilles can perform  adequately the  duties 
of the  female, then  the poten tia l exists for the  gender bar to  be crossed in the 

o ther direction, too. T he wording of D eidam ia’s hypothesis is clever; the  m ilitary 
standard-bearer and the  m aenad are alike in th a t  both  carry w hat is in some 
sense an ornam ented weapon. The signa of a Rom an m ilitary  un it consisted of 
a  large pole or spear adorned w ith a variety of symbols, m etal disks, w reaths 
and such, while the thyrsus had long been considered in poetry  as a  kind of 
decorated s p e a r . T h e  notion th a t thyrsoi are a sort of feminine equivalent to  the 
weaponry wielded by men is a them e th a t surfaces frequently in the Achilleid.^^ 
Here we should note one feature in particu lar of the correspondence between 
signa and  thyrsa. In some images of Rom an legionary standards there are stylized 
representations of strands of ivy w rapped around the pole.®^ Given the possibility 
th a t R om an m ilitary signa themselves som etim es quoted Dionysiac imagery, 
including the thyrsus, D eidam ia’s argum ent for the  equivalence between the  two 
gains in vividness and force.

A t the very m om ent th a t D eidam ia makes a claim th a t sounds an egalitar
ian, one m ight say even proto-fem inist note, she is betrayed by her ineluctable 
femininity; her discourse is signed by the poet as ‘fem ale’ even a t the  mo
m ent it contests the essentiality of such labels. The equation th a t she makes 
between m ilitary  standards and m aenadic thyrsoi, clever though it is, depends 
ultim ately  upon a m isunderstanding of m ilitary  m atters, an error which in this 
context would likely appear as ‘typically fem ale’. D eidam ia envisions herself as 
a standard-bearer as though it were a decorative role, the very slightest, the 
m ost unobtrusive capacity in which she m ight possibly accom pany Achilles. By 
seizing upon the  decorative aspect of the standards, she betrays her ignorance 
of their extrem e im portance to  an army, whose im port culm inated a t Rome in 
the religious cult of the signa militaria.^'^ In the  R om an arm y as in m ost armies, 
the  signifer was anything bu t a supernum erary; he held a coveted post of great 
prestige. Even the subsidiary signiferi of sm all un its were substan tia l figures, 
whose cursus honorum  culm inated in the position of aquilifer, who carried the 
standard  of the  whole legion. In peace the signifer was the treasurer for the 
men in his unit, and in w ar he could function as a pe tty  officer, detached to 
lead small missions. Moreover, the signa them selves were very heavy. Herodian 
tells the story  of the  em peror C aracalla deliberately sharing the  hardships of his

E.g. Supcjov . . .  x iaaivov P^Xoq, Eur. Bacch. 25, and red im itu m  m issile , Ach. 1.612.
See below , Section  6.1.

53  A .-J. R einach in D ar.-Sag. s .v . ‘S igna M ilitaria’, vol 4, p 1315.
84  On religious veneration o f  the  signa, see K ubitschek  in R E  s .v . ‘S igna (S ig n a le )’, 

2 .4 .2342 .7 -2344 .53 .
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soldiers even to the point of digging ditches and carrying the standards while 
on the march; he notes tha t even the best soldiers found the standards, which 
were ornamented with gold, very heavy to carry.^s Nonetheless Deidamia has 
offered to join Achilles as signifer, as though it were an entry level position into 
the military and indeed into masculinity. Despite his ‘decorative’ appearance, 
the standard-bearer is not in fact a particularly suitable position for a woman, 
nor indeed for any neophyte soldier. While Statius gives voice through Deidamia 
to a provocative conceptualization of gender as performative, he simultaneously 
invites us to wonder at the reliability of Deidamia’s ideas about m ilitary life, and 
thus to consider the opposite position; tha t there are some duties to which one 
sex is more apt than the other, th a t gender is not a freely negotiable attribute.

It is interesting to note in this connection Statius’ employment of the het- 
eroclite neuter plural form thyrsa (950). This is apparently the only example 
of the form in Latin, and it is exceedingly rare in Greek; it is the reading pre
served by the Puteaneus, while the other MSS substitute pensa.^^ The use of the 
neuter is exceptional: Statius has already used the regular, masculine forms of 
the word thyrsus eight times prior to this in the Achilleid.^"^ Is it a coincidence 
tha t thyrsa . . .  Baccheaque . . .  sacra is cast entirely in the neuter to match its 
counterpart, Martia . . .  signa, given that these terms map out a common middle 
ground where the male and the female spheres meet and overlap?

Deidamia’s discussion of gender and performance is embedded in a speech 
rich in literary resonance. She is about to be left behind by her husband, and 
proleptically, as if in anticipation of their separation, she delivers to Achilles a 
message tha t draws heavily on the letters of Ovid’s abandoned heroines. Rosati, 
who has edited both the Statian and the Ovidian texts, even calls her speech 
‘una sorta di herois' (1994: 42). Deidamia shows particular foresight and a meta- 
literary self-awareness worthy of an Ovidian heroine in her concern for the way 
in which her story will subsequently be narrated. She fears th a t her significance 
will be minimized by Achilles and th a t she will be dismissed in the telling as ‘the

55 H erodian 4.7.7: toi xfiiv oTpaTOTc^Suv ounPoXa . . .  noXi? utio Tfiiv YSvvaioxdtTtov oxpaTi<0Tc5v 
tpepotieva.. . .  Indirect evidence for the w eight o f  the signa  is provided by S u eto n iu s’ ta le  that 
P raetorian  guard were once in such a haste to  jo in  C aligula that they adopted  the  excep tion al 
exped ient o f  packing their standards w ith  the  baggage (C alig. 43). Cf. R E  s.v . ‘S igna (S ig n a le )’, 
2 .4 .2 3 3 7 .2 0 -3 6  [Kubitschek].

5® T h yrsa  has been accepted  by all ed itors since K lotz, w ho dem onstrated  (1902b: 130) the  
Greek parallels, one o f  which is from the Greek A nthology and predates S tatiu s; th e  other is 
from N onnus. It should be noted  that pen sa  w as probably supplied from p en sa  m a n u  . . .  tu lit 
(H ercules w ith  O m phale) a t 1 .261, a line in w hich the thyrsus is also m entioned . A nother word 
o f unorthodox  form th a t w as erroneously ‘corrected’ in all o f  the  MSS but P  is P h a rsa lia eve  
at 1.152.

57 A ch. 1.572, 617, 634, 648, 714, 830, 839 and 849.
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sto ry  of a  b o y ’s ea rly  m is tak e’ {prim ae puerilis  fabula  culpae /  narrabor fa m u lis  

aut d iss im u la ta  latebo, i.g47 f). D eidam ia  beg ins by  w ondering  w hen she will see 

A chilles aga in  ( i .g 3 i f ) ,  and  w h eth er he will be to o  p ro u d  ever to  r e tu rn  (933f); 

she th e n  lam en ts  her p resen t m isery  in  a  s tr in g  of rh e to ric a l questions: six  or 

seven in  th e  space of eight l i n e s . N o n e  of these  ques tions ex p ect any  response 

from  A chilles, any  m ore th a n  do  her ex c lam atio n s {heu!, 935; o tim or!, 939). 

D e id a m ia ’s rh e to ric  has been so cond itioned , it seem s, by  an  O v id ian , e p is to la ry  

m ode of ab a n d o n m e n t th a t  she carries on  as if  A chilles w ere n o t even th e re . T h is  

m ode is fully  realized  in  th e  tu rn  of p h rase  th a t  closes th is  exc lam ato ry , o p e ra tic  

p a r t  o f D e id a m ia’s speech: abrip itur m iserae p erm issu s A chilles  (939). She uses 

th e  th ird  person  to  nam e Achilles, d esp ite  th e  fac t th a t  he is r ig h t n e x t to  her 

an d  she has h ith e r to  been  addressing  h im  in  th e  second person; she sp eak s to  

h im  as if he w ere a lread y  absen t, th u s  o b jec tify ing  her lover an d  th e  n a rra tiv e  

of her ow n p lig h t in  a  very  O vid ian  way.^^ A m ong O v id ’s ab a n d o n ed  w om en, 

th e re  is a  specific d eb t to  Briseis. She w rote to  A chilles an d  im ag ined  h im  in his 

anger sa iling  aw ay from  Troy, an d  m arry in g  a  noble m aiden  m ore w o rth y  of his 

an ces try  th a n  she, a  slave girl. T h e  princess D eidam ia , as if in  an tic ip a tio n  of 

th a t  le tte r , asks th a t  Achilles n o t dem ean  his noble lineage in  hav ing  ch ild ren  

by a  slave girl.®°

In a d d itio n  to  th e  Heroides, D eidam ia  also invokes a n o th e r , re la te d  lite ra ry  

m odel. O v id ’s heroines them selves are epigones of C a tu llu s ’ A riadne , th e  p ro 

to ty p ica l ab an d o n ed  w om an of L a tin  lite ra tu re ; an d  it is to  C a tu llu s  64 th a t  

D eidam ia tu rn s:

i— neque enim  ta n to s  ausim  revocare p a ra tu s — , 

i ca u tu s , nec vana T h e tin  tim uisse m em ento ,

i felix n o ste rq u e  redi! nim is im p ro b a  p o s c o .. . .  (1 .940-2)

5® 1 .9 3 1 -8 ;  s ix  q u es tio n  m arks: D ilk e , M eh eu st; seven : M o zley , M a ra s to n i, R o sa t i.
59 T o  m e n tio n  in  th e  th ird  p erso n  th e  n a m e  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l w h o m  o n e  is o th e r w is e  a d d re ss in g  

in  th e  seco n d  is  a  p a r ticu la r  fea tu re  o f  th e  s a lu ta t io n  a n d  c lo s in g  o f  L a tin  le tte r s: C ic e ro  A t t ic o  
s a lu te m ,  e tc .  T h is  fea tu re  is a lso  fou nd  in  th e  H e ro id e s , e s p e c ia lly  in th e  o p e n in g  c o u p le t  o f  
m o st le tte r s . T h e  a u th e n t ic ity  o f  so m e  o f  th e s e  c o u p le ts  ha.s b e e n  m u ch  d e b a te d , b u t e v en  if  
m o st are in a u th e n t ic , th e y  m a y  b e  su p p lem en ta r y  to  lo s t  O v id ia n  or ig in a ls ; th u s  a rg u es  K e n n e y  
(1 9 9 6 ) ad  H er. 1 8 .1 -2 .

O v . H er. 3 .7 1 -7 4  an d  A ch . 1 .9 5 3 -5 ;  th u s  Jorge  (1990: 2 2 s f  a n d  2 5 1 , n  1 7 ). M a k in g  e x 
p lic it  th e  la te n t  c o n n e c tio n  b e tw e e n  th ese  tw o  te x ts ,  an  a n o n y m o u s  m e d ie v a l p o e t  c o m p o s e d  a  
p se u d o -O v id ia n  e p is t le  from  D e id a m ia  to  A c h ille s  in  L eo n in e  e le g ia c  verse; th e  t e x t  is g iv e n  by  
R ie se  (1879: 4 7 6 -8 0 ) .  T h e  g en era l m o d e l for th e  p o e m  is O v id ’ H e ro id e s ,  a n d  s p e c if ic a lly  th e  
le tte r  from  B r ise is  to  A c h ille s  (3 ) ,  b u t th e  p o e t  q u o te s  th e  A c h il le id  to o ,  w h ic h  he o b v io u s ly  
k n ow s w ell. For e x a m p le , h is  D e id a m ia  th ro w s in  A c h ille s ’ te e th  ( lin e s  1 9 -2 4 )  th e  w o rd s o f  th e  
p ro m ises  th a t  S t a t iu s ’ A c h ille s  m a d e  as h e  d ep a r te d  in  th e  A c h il le id  ( 1 .9 5 6 -9 ) .
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The pathetic triple repetition of a word at the beginning of three subsequent 
Hnes is a very distinctive feature of Catullus’ epyllion; it is found there in 
four separate passages.®^ W ith the repetition of i three and even four times 
{ i . . .  i . . .  i . . .  redi) Deidamia invokes the pathetic tones of Catullus 64, but she 
does not emulate Ariadne’s behavior. She never curses Achilles and her attitude 
towards him personally is entirely understanding and supportive, never bitter. 
Deidamia positions herself in her speech beside Ovid’s heroines in a long line of 
abandoned women, but a t the same time she evokes a voice from Catullus 64: 
not Ariadne’s, but the narrator’s. It is ‘Catullus’ the neoteric, Alexandrianizing 
urbanus to whom the idiosyncratic repetitions of poem 64 belong. In Deidamia’s 
concern with the way her story will be told {narrabor, 948) she stands outside 
her own narrative and judges it. Her appropriation of the voice of ‘C atullus’ 
similarly provides Deidamia with a frame for distancing herself from her own 
rhetoric of abandonment while still generating the pity due to an abandoned 
woman.

Deidamia’s speech is, in comparison to the Heroides, a paragon of restraint. 
Ovid’s heroines are frequently betrayed by their ignorance of future events; they 
ask for things tha t the audience knows to be impossible and tragically ironic in 
hindsight.®^ By contrast, all of the things Deidamia asks for will in fact come 
to pass; it is Achilles who makes unbidden and extravagant promises. Compare 
Thetis’ farewell from the Achilleid', she asks for the impossible, th a t Achilles 
might stay indefinitely at Scyros, and in return she makes wild promises about 
the future fame of the island th a t we know will never come true. The extrava
gance of her wishes almost seems to justify their complete frustration. Deidamia, 
on the other hand, makes only very limited requests. She even tells Achilles three 
times to go, recognizing tha t she is powerless to stop him. Despite her stated 
worry th a t she may never see Achilles again (931-4), her request th a t he return 
is only made tentatively (redi) and is immediately retracted as excessive {nimis

Cat. 64.19-21, 39-41, 63-65, 256-9; cf. also a triple line-initial anaphora of saepe (387, 
390 and 394). The appearance of T hetis’ name here (941) might remind one especially of the 
first of these passages, which features a triple anaphora of turn combined with polyptoton of 
T hetis’ name in the genitive, nominative and dative cases (Cat. 64.19-21). This tendency to 
repetition may be traced to Hellenistic precedents, especially Callimachus (eg. H ym n  2,44-44, 
and 55-58); see Ellis (1889) ad Catullus 64.19-21 for further examples. Ovid also availed of 
this sort of pathetic repetition in the Heroides (eg. i3 .25f).

For example, Laodamia imagines the safe return of Protesilaus from the Trojan war in 
precisely the way Statius’ Deidamia refuses to do. Laodamia even warns him not to be the 
first off the ships, to beware of someone named Hector, and so forth. On the irony and the 
complicity between author and reader that is created by the allusions in the Heroides that 
look forward in mythical tim e, see Barchiesi (1993: 333f).

1 8 4



im proba posco, 9 4 2 ) . D eidam ia  concludes w ith  tw o h es ita n t req u ests  {hunc  

saltern . . .  hoc solum , 953f): th a t  A chilles rem em ber N eop to lem us (g52f), an d  

th a t  he n o t d ishono r h er by fa th e rin g  any  ch ild ren  by a  slave w om an (g54f). W e 

h ap p e n  to  know  th a t  b o th  of these  sm all requests  will b e  f u l f i l l e d . D eid am ia  

om its  to  ask  for m any  of th e  obvious th in g s th a t  a  w om an in  her s itu a tio n  m ig h t 

ask  her h u sb a n d  in  a  propem pticon:  th a t  he should  s ta y  w ith  her on Scyros, th a t  

he shou ld  rem a in  fa ith fu l to  her, th a t  he should  be carefu l n o t to  le t h is  anger 

a n d  s tu b b o rn n ess  get th e  b e t te r  of h im  a t  Troy, an d  so fo rth . I t is A chilles w ho in 

response m akes sad ly  over-reaching prom ises. He prom ises to  re tu rn  a f te r  T roy 

is c a p tu re d — a th in g  D eidam ia  is p ru d en tly  w ary  of ask ing , no m a tte r  how  m uch 

she m ay w an t it. I t  is A chilles whose naivete  is exposed in th e  m an n er of O v id ’s 

hero ines by th e  ligh t of subsequen t lite ra ry  h istory.

T h e  final verse of th e  first book  of th e  A chille id  confirm s th e  im p o rta n c e  of 

C a tu llu s ’ A riad n e  as a  p o in t o f co n tra s t for D eidam ia. S ta tiu s  concludes w ith  a 

single line of com m en t on A chilles’ vain prom ises of re tu rn :

in r ita  ven tosae  ra p ie b a n t verba  procellae. (1.960)

T h is  is a n  e legan t varia tio  on C a tu llu s ’ descrip tio n  of T heseus as he m ade  his su r

re p titio u s  ex it from  N axos: irr ita  ven tosae linquens p rom issa  procellae  (64.59). 

S ta tiu s  has  changed  tw o w ords, b u t has m anaged  to  g en e ra te  one golden line from  

an o th er; he th e re b y  lost th e  a llite ra tio n  of ‘p ’, b u t s u b s t itu te d  an  a llite ra tio n  of 

‘v ’. T h e  s itu a tio n  of A chilles an d  D eidam ia is p ara lle l to  th a t  of T heseus an d  A ri

adne; b u t  th e re  a re  also im p o r ta n t differences. T heseus s lip p ed  aw ay like a  cow

ard , an d  he q u ite  d e lib e ra te ly  broke th e  prom ises he h ad  m ade. A chilles, on  th e  

o th e r  h an d , will leave D eid am ia  w ith  his prom ises unfulfilled  {in rita  . . .  verba) 

n o t o u t o f an y  w ish to  deceive her, b u t because of h is ow n fa te  to  die before 

he m ay fulfill th em . I t  is a  sad  line, an d  A chilles’ boyish  o p tim ism  h igh ligh ts  by 

c o n tra s t th e  rea lism  of D e id a m ia ’s assessm ent o f her s itu a tio n . W ords th a t  for 

C a tu llu s  w ere a  token  of th e  faith lessness of m en becom e here an  acknow ledge

m en t of th e  fu tili ty  of m o rta l p lans an d  hopes. W hile  th e  lite ra l m ean ing  of th e  

tw o h ex am eters  is a lm ost iden tical, S ta tiu s ’ varia tio  also com prises a  change, 

even a deepen ing , in  th e  im p lica tions of th e  lin e.® ^

Dilke prefers to  take improba  as neu ter plural, ra th e r th an  nom inative singular; it m akes 
little  difference to  our argum ent. See Hollis (1977) ad Ov. A rs A m . 1.701 for a  different in te r
p re ta tio n  of th is speech by D eidam ia.

In th e  Iliad  (i9 .326f) Achilles th inks of Neoptolem us on Scyros; children o th er th an  
Neoptolem us were rare ly  a ttr ib u te d  to  Achilles, and only by eccentric sources: see Roussel 
(1991: 404).

D am ste (1907: 141) argued unconvincingly th a t  th is final line (1.960) was spurious; see 
the  responses of Dilke (ad loc) and M eheust (p g8f, n 3).
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Deidamia bids farewell to her new husband in a speech th a t is remarkable 
for its awareness of the roles she and Achilles are playing out. Whereas she 
argues tha t she should be free in principle to throw off the typical assignments 
of gender in order to accompany Achilles to war, in fact she ultim ately finds 
herself in the quintessentially female role of Ariadne, the woman left behind to 
wave at a departing ship. To some extent this fact must undercut the force of her 
radical and humorous critique of normative gender assignments. Yet Deidamia’s 
mourning becomes her; it is contained, moderate, and not irrational. Moreover, 
her invocation of the urbanity of Catullus and the epistolary mode of Ovid’s 
heroines lends a certain knowingness to her adoption of this literary role. In the 
end Deidamia accepts the usual constraints of gender and genre and takes the 
traditional position of the woman left behind. She gracefully plays the title role 
of L ’Arianna, complete with an Ovidian aria of lament and self-pity, but she does 
not do so merely by default. She first raises the possibility that she might, if she 
wished to, play out a farce of male drag corresponding symmetrically to  Achilles’ 
performance. In the light of this statem ent, Deidamia appears to fill the role of 
abandoned woman well because she explicitly repudiates inappropriate gender- 
crossing and makes womanliness a deliberate choice, the wilful and ironically 
knowing adoption of the gender modality to which she is inclined by sex. For 
Statius, then, womanliness is a masquerade of sorts, either to be carried off well, 
as Deidamia manages to do, or to be botched, as Achilles and Thetis each does 
in his or her own way.®®

4 . 3 . 2  T h e  G i r l h o o d  o f  A c h i l l e s

A part from Thetis and Deidamia, there is another ‘female’ character in the 
Achilleid whom we should consider. An examination of Achilles’ stay on Scy- 
ros and his cross-dressed adventures there will be the subject of the next two 
chapters, but a preliminary overview of Achilles’ masquerade as a girl may be 
useful in the present context, in order to shed further light on S tatius’ treatm ent 
of femininity. The next chapter will examine in detail the lacunose evidence for 
earlier treatm ents of the myth of Achilles on Scyros; we shall see th a t these 
focussed largely on his private romance with Deidamia and its conflict with 
Achilles’ public obligations as a warrior. Statius does present secluded, tender 
episodes between the two, but he also displays Achilles as a girl among girls, en
gaged in collective tasks; he not only depicts Achilles cross-dressed in the private

The classic article on this topic in the field of psychoanalysis is Riviere’s ‘W omanliness as 
a M asquerade’ {1929), reprinted by Burgin, James and Kaplan (1986: 35-44).
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boudoir of Lycomedes’ palace but also exposes him to the world in quasi-public 
settings and religious ceremonies.®'^ Achilles presents himself falsely at Scyros, 
and so it will be no surprise that Statius casts his behavior in terms of a perfor
mance. The most innovative aspect of Achilles’ exhibition consists in its varied 
and public settings; he appears as a girl in the women’s private quarters (1.560- 
91), but also in a Bacchic ritual amid the woman of Scyros (1.593-660), a t a 
mixed-sex banquet (1.750-805); and, finally, he is exhibited as part of a chorus 
of dancers (1.821-40). This overview of Achilles’ behavior on Scyros will focus 
on the contrast between his public and private displays of femininity.

When we first encounter Achilles as a girl, he is in the women’s quarters and 
engaged in private, domestic activities. He is showering Deidamia with persistent 
attention (1.560-91); a possible source of this scene is an incomplete Hellenis
tic poem ascribed falsely to Bion, in which the secretly cross-dressed Achilles 
importunes Deidamia with equal relentlessness:

[ A x iX X eu ?] . . .

il, doO<; 5’ im  vuxxa napiCeTO AT)i8a[i£lot
xal noxt Trjvac; (̂piXEi TtoXXdxi. 8’ aOxa?
axdfiova xaXov deipc, id  8ai8aXa 8’ a tp i’ ^kt)vel.®®

When tha t fragment breaks off, the disguised Achilles is in the midst of a disin
genuous attem pt to convince Deidamia to share a bed with him. S tatius’ Achilles 
exploits his proximity to Deidamia in a similar way. He takes it upon himself to 
teach his foster-sister the art of playing the lyre; this affords him the opportunity 
of touching her, guiding her hands and, as with the pseudo-Bion, kissing her in 
sisterly praise when she does well (572-6). When Achilles’ pursuit eventually 
ends in rape, he is taking a page from Ovid’s Ars Amatoria, where Achilles on

In Euripides’ Skyrioi, for example, Deidamia is an only child; she has lost her mother 
and the chorus is male, so it seems that she and her nurse, and possibly Thetis, were the only 
female characters. Euripides evidently did not portray Achilles as one amid a crowd of girls: 
see below. Section 5.1.3. By contrast, any version of the Scyros story in which Achilles is found 
out by U lysses’ stratagem will have imagined Achilles in the midst of many girls. That scene 
of discovery was extremely popular in the visual arts; Achilles is usually distinguishable as 
a figure in female clothing grsisping weapons, but sometimes he is shown with the wom en’s 
garb already half fallen off, e is  if to show concretely the process of his emergence into heroic 
nudity {LIMC,  s.v. ‘Achilleus’, 105-175, with Achilles in part nude: 110, 143, 148, 169 and 
172). Far fewer are representations of Achilles’ life at Scyros before his discovery {LIMC,  
s.v. ‘Achilleus’, 94-104). Most show him playing a stringed instrument; all show him in private 
in the girls’ quarters (with one exception from the mid-fourth century, no. 94, showing Thetis 
presenting Achilles to Lycomedes, which likely was inspired by the corresponding scene in the 
Achilleid). Of these boudoir scenes, several (nos. 98, 99, 102) portray Achilles as bare-chested 
and obviously careless of his disguise. In the Achilleid  the pretense of Achilles’ girlhood is 
strictly maintained, even in private, and even after Deidamia has silently guessed the truth  
(1.560-3: see Heslin 1998).

Pseudo-Bion 2, Bucolici Graeci (ed. Gow, OC T ),  lines 22-4.
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Scyros serves as an exemplum to justify in general the use of force against an 
apparently unwilling w o m a n . I n  Ovid’s telling, however, Achilles’ opportunity 
was a direct result of the physical proximity of boy and girl sharing the same 
quarters: forte erat in thalamo virgo regalis eodem [Ars Am. 1.697). By contrast, 
Statius situates the rape outdoors, in a nearly public setting.

One private activity in which cross-dressed heroes regularly participate is the 
carding, spinning and weaving of wool, which offers the incongruous spectacle 
of men like Achilles and Hercules sitting in women’s quarters, engaged in a 
quintessentially female chore. Ovid (i4rs Am. 1.691-6) directly entreats Achilles 
to drop the wool, the basket and the spindle in favor of the spear and shield, 
thereby identifying the paradigmatic implements of either gender. Propertius’ 
Heracles amusedly looks back on his days of spinning and even boasts that, 
despite his coarseness, he was not a bad hand at women’s work ( . . .  manibus 
duris apta puella fui, 4.9.50).'^° Statius describes Achilles as suffering from a 
similar handicap {dura . . .  manu, i.582f), and his spinning suffers; Deidamia 
has to repair the work that his clumsiness has damaged (1.581-3).’̂ ’̂ One could 
call spinning the standard female activity by which the unsuitability of heroic 
males to women’s work is m e a s u r ed . I n  addition to this typical kind of private 
display, Statius goes further and puts Achilles’ transvestite clumsiness on show 
before a much broader public.

We saw that Thetis, when she transformed Achilles into a girl, paid close 
attention to his carriage and movement. Deidamia is equally concerned to teach 
her new friend, the huntress from the wilds of Pelion, how to move more like a 
lady: ipsa . . .  validos proferre modestius artus . . .  demonstrat (1.580-2). When 
Achilles participates in wild maenadic rites his vigor is in keeping with the oc
casion; his boisterous and undisciplined style of movement attracts admiration 
(1.603-8). Usually, however, Achilles’ expansiveness is not such an asset in coun
terfeiting the movements of a girl. This is demonstrated on the next occasion 
that Lycomedes’ daughters perform a dance, an exhibition for the benefit of the 
visiting Ulysses and Diomedes. At this point Achilles’ interest in remaining a girl

vim  licet appelles: grata est vis ista  puellis, A rs Am. 1.673.
Understanding apta puella  to refer here not only to Hercules’ looks, but also to his dex

terity.
Statius also notes the wear on the thumb that spinning caused: attrito  pollice (581). Cf. 

digitis . . .  duris and robusto , . .  pollice in Heracles’ attem pt at spinning as described by O vid’s 
Deianira (Ov. Her. 9.79 and 77), The juxtaposition of Achilles’ newly abraded thumb with his 
dura . . . m anu  implies that women’s work leaves its own mark on the body, too. Achilles 
problem is not simply that he has calloused and indelicate hands, but that his callouses are in 
the wrong place for his current chores.

There is an accusation of wool-spinning, probably spoken by Odysseus to Achilles in Eu
ripides’ Skyrians: see below, Table 5.1, p 215.
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has already been dim m ed by Ulysses’ tales of brewing war, and he a tten d s  to  his 
movements even less than  usual. Achilles proves to have ju s t as little  delicacy of 
touch when dancing as when working wool:

tunc vero, tunc praecipue m anifestus Achilles 
nec servare vices nec bracchia iungere curat; 
tunc molles gressus, tunc aspernatu r am ictus
plus solito rum pitque choros et p lurim a tu rb a t. (1.835-8)

The point of pu ttin g  Achilles on public display in th is m anner is partly  for the 
sake of its hum orous incongruity; dancing in a chorus was as quintessential an 
activ ity  for young m aidens as spinning wool, bu t more public, more hum iliating, 
and funnier. T his scene also contrasts the fierce independence of the  trad itio n a l 
and Homeric Achilles w ith the  cooperation necessary for choral perform ance. 
The iconoclasm of the warrior who carries himself aloof from hum an standards 
and judgm ents {iura neget sibi nata, Hor. Ars P. 122) is reduced to  a simple 
inability and disinclination to  keep tim e and stay  in step  w ith the dance: from 
‘best of the A chaeans’ to  worst of the dancing-girls: tunc vero, tunc praecipue 
m anifestus Achilles (835).

T here is another aspect of Achilles’ dancing to  consider; th is particu lar choral 
exhibition is ostensibly religious in m otivation, forming p a rt of a larger p a tte rn  
in the  Achilleid  of pu tting  women on display in the practice of cult. W hen 
Achilles first arrived a t Scyros he fell in love a t the sight of D eidam ia leading 
her sisters in sacred procession to  the shrine of Pallas on the  shore (1.285-9). 
The n arra to r then  com m ented th a t this was a privilege rarely gran ted  to  them  
{patriis, quae rara licentia, m uris /  exierant, 287f). Yet after the  poem  shifts the  
scene to  Aulis and then back again to  Scyros, we find the  women of Scyros once 
again out of the  city, off on their biennial m aenadic expedition. In fact, D eidam ia 
and her sisters seem to do little  else bu t celebrate religious rites, bo th  in their 
fa ther’s house and abroad. S tatius is exploiting the tension between the ideology 
th a t claim ed stric t isolation of respectable m aidens and the reality  which m ust 
often have been messier and less absolute. C ult was one place where the public 
appearance of well-born girls was not only acceptable, bu t essential. For this 
reason, in o ther genres, especially comedy, religious displays and festivals were 
frequently the occasion for respectable girls to  get into troub le . 3̂

'̂ 3 In M enander’s Epitrepontes and  its derivative, T erence’s Hecyra, a  rap e  in th e  course of 
a  n igh ttim e Dionysiac festival provides a  strong parallel for the  plo t of th e  Achilleid. T he 
danger inherent in th e  gathering  of large groups of women for cu lt purposes was of course 
com m onplace for A ristophanes, while the classic expression in elegy of th e  dangers th a t  cult 
p ractice  posed to  the  individual m aiden is the  tale  of Acontius and C ydippe.
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T h e  s itu a tio n  facing Lycom edes m ust have been  typical: as th e  fa th e r  o f m any 

d a u g h te rs  he has to  p ro te c t th e ir  rep u ta tio n s ; ye t he also needs to  m a rry  th e m  

off, a n d  so he w an ts  to  d isp lay  th e m  in som e way, b u t d isc ree tly  an d  properly . 

L ycom edes p la in ly  sees th e  v is itin g  U lysses an d  D iom edes as god-sen t m arriag e  

p ro sp ec ts . He inv ites h is d au g h te rs  to  a  b an q u e t in  honor of th e  v is itin g  heroes, 

a n d  ev en tu a lly  brings th e  top ic  o f conversation  a ro u n d  to  his ch ild ren  (1 .780-3). 

H e tu rn s  to  U lysses an d  m akes th e  classic lam en t o f th e  m an  b u rd en e d  w ith  u n 

m a rrie d  d au g h te rs : quando novos dabit haec m ih i turba nepo tes?  (783). U lysses 

does n o t ta k e  up  th is  conversational g am b it b u t ra th e r  tu rn s  in  h is response to  

th e  G reek s’ p re p a ra tio n s  for th e  T ro jan  w ar (785-802). U lysses’ tru e  p u rp o se  is 

to  flush A chilles o u t, an d  as his in tense  gaze m oves from  g irl to  girl (turn  vero 

in te n tu s  vu ltus ac pectora Ulixes /  perlibrat visu, 761), L ycom edes m u s t surely  

th in k  th a t  he has a  good chance here of u n load ing  one of his d au g h te rs . He will 

soon do so, o f course; sh o rtly  he will have tw o fewer u n m a rrie d  m aid en s in his 

household , b u t n o t q u ite  in th e  way he an tic ip a te s . Lycom edes co rrec tly  in te r

p re ts  U lysses’ gaze as a  sign of his desire , b u t he m istakes its  o b jec t. D eidam ia , 

w ho u n d e rs ta n d s  th e  s itu a tio n  far b e t te r ,  becom es fearful th a t  A chilles will be

tr a y  h im self a t  U lysses’ bellicose goading  an d  gives a signal for th e  g irls to  re tire  

from  th e  b a n q u e tin g  hall (8osf). O nly  a fte r  th e y  are gone does U lysses pick up 

th e  th e m e th a t  L ycom edes h ad  offered; he p raises th e  b e a u ty  of th e  g irls, and  

te lls  h im  n o t to  w orry  a b o u t th e  w ar, b u t to  c o n c en tra te  h is energies on  m a rry in g  

off his d au g h te rs  {caris . . .  para conubia na tis , 808). U lysses ap p a re n tly  in tends 

th is  as a n  am biguous token  of his p o te n tia l in te re s t in L ycom edes’ dau g h ters . 

T h e  k ing  ce rta in ly  seem s to  ta k e  h is rem ark s as encourag ing , for he oblig ingly  

con ju res up  an o th e r  possible excuse for p u ttin g  th e m  on display:

o c c u rrit gen ito r: ‘Q uid  si a u t  B acchea ferentes

org ia, P a llad ia s  a u t circum  v ideris aras?

e t dab im us, si fo rte  novus c u n c ta b itu r  a u s te r ’. (1 .812-14)

As p rom ised , th e  following day  th e  girls p erfo rm  for th e  v is ito rs  a  v a rie ty  of sa

cred  chora l dances {choros prom issaque sacra, 822); th is  is th e  occasion , qu o ted  

above (p  189), of A chilles’ listless an d  s tu m b lin g  perfo rm ance . T h e re  is som e

th in g  o d d , how ever, a b o u t th e  w ord ing  of L ycom edes’ offer. W e very  recen tly  

w itnessed  an o th e r  accoun t of orgia B acchi (1.593), w hich w ere th e  m aenad ic  

r ite s  a t  w hich  th e  presence o f m en w as expressly  fo rb idden  by th e  k ing  h im self 

(1.599). K iirschner also found th is  o d d , an d  he suggested  a  sim ple so lu tion : Ly

com edes m u st be referring  here to  a  very  d ifferen t so rt o f D ionysiac rite.^^ Yet 

K iirschner (1907: 50): ‘. . .  hoc loco non orgia sp ec ta t trie terica , sed ludos vel spectacu la
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the close juxtaposition of the ‘secret’, women-only maenadic rites with this pub
lic spectacle and the similarity of language used to describe them {orgia Bacchi, 
Bacchea orgia) makes Lycomedes’ offer at least slightly confusing. As to this 
particular combination of rites, Seneca had given quite similar language to the 
chorus of his Hercules Oetaeus, as they sympathize with Deianira for the way 
Hercules has dishonored her; they remind her of their past companionship and 
promise her their future devotion:

nos Palladias ire per aras 
et virgineos celebrare choros, 
nos Cadmeis orgia ferre 
tecum solitae condita cistis 
cum iam pulso sidere brumae 
tertia  soles evocat aestas 
et spiciferae concessa deae
Attica mystas cludit Eleusin. {Here. Oet. 592-9)

The women evoke a spirit of female independence by reminding their friend 
of the way they had celebrated rites at Pallas’ altar, and the Dionysiac and 
Elusinian mysteries. Lycomedes has taken these normally private moments of 
female solidarity and offered them as a kind of beauty pageant for his guests. 
The reconciliation of his need on the one hand to put his marriageable daughters 
on display and on the other to enforce their public modesty has led to something 
approaching a profanation of women’s private religious rites. Lyconiedes wants 
to stage-manage the kind of encounter that happened serendipitously between 
Achilles and Deidamia on the beach when she went to worship at the shrine 
of Pallas. The tension between public and private displays of womanhood is 
even more strongly palpable when the girls begin their dance. To begin with, 
Deidamia and Achilles are compared to Diana and Pallas and Proserpina among 
the nymphs of Enna (823-6). That simile introduces a hint of the Elusinian 
story, and cult music is played on the flute and drums of Dionysus and the 
cymbals of Cybele (827-9). The mystic and private atmosphere is intensified in 
the narrator’s description of the dances themselves:

tunc thyrsos pariterque levant pariterque reponunt 
multiplicantque gradum, modo quo Curetes in actu 
quoque pii Samothraces eunt, nunc obvia versae 
pectine Amazonio, modo quo citat orbe Lacaenas 

Bacchica’.
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Delia p laudentesque suis intorquet Amyclis. (830-4)

T he thyrsoi rem ind us again of m aenads and the orgiastic cult of Dionysus. 
T he m ythical C uretes were the  dancers who had protected  the infant Zeus from 
C ronus w ith th e ir noisy dancing, clashing the ir weapons; the  hum an C uretes 
were C retan  youths, nude except for their arm or, who perform ed dances which 
were supposed to  com m em orate the b irth  of Zeus, and which were in the  n a tu re  
of in itia tions for the young men.'^'^ The Sam othracians were well known for ini
tia to ry  rites in honor of the ir theoi megaloi, who were often equated  w ith the 
Cabiri.'^® T he ‘A m azonian com b’ is otherwise imknown, bu t m ust have been, 
Dilke says (ad loc), ‘a  dance . . .  in which the  two rows interlaced . . .  like the 
tee th  of two com bs’. Finally, the  circular dance a t Amyclae or S parta  in honor of 
A rtem is itself is not specifically identifiable in ancient cult, b u t the goddess had 
several cults there , the m ost famous of which was th a t of A rtem is O rth ia , which 
was closely associated w ith the  agoge, the famous train ing  of S partan  youth, 
certa in ly  for boys and also perhaps for girls, too.

Several p a tte rn s  emerge from this odd collection of religious lore and ritua l 
dance from around the Greek world. Firstly, the  dances of the C uretes were per
formed in arm or; Callim achus had also imagined Amazons as dancing w ith their 
weapons, and  perhaps we should infer the same for S ta tiu s.’’̂  If so, there may be 
a hidden aetiology here for Achilles’ female name. We saw earlier (Section 3.1) 
th a t  while S ta tiu s never explicitly calls Achilles by name on Scyros, he does 
perhaps im plicitly acknowledge the possibility th a t he m ight have been called 
‘P y rrh a ’. T h a t becomes relevant here because arm ed dancing was in general 
called ‘pyrrh ic’ d a n c e .M a n y  ancient etymologies m ade the  obvious linguistic 
connection between Achilles and his son Pyrrhus and the pyrrhic dance, c red it
ing its invention to  one or the  o ther of them ; according to  o ther stories A thena 

or the  C uretes were the  in v e n to r s .S ta t iu s  leaves the possibility open, there
fore, th a t ‘P y rrh a ’ while on Scyros may have partic ipated  in pyrrhic dancing, 

p erm ittin g  us to  make a  connection between the two term s if we wish to.®°

75 Cf. 0 CJ9  ̂ s.v. ‘Curetes’.
Cf. Herodotus 2.51.
Hymn 3. 24if: i\i aaxitaaiv i \ 6-nXio\ . . .  xopov. Callimachus’ Amazons performed a ritual 

dance in armor for Artemis at Ephesus; their next dance was circular; Dilke (ad i.832f) pointed 
out that Statius describes the same sequence of dances. Callimachus uses the term KpuXic;, a 
Cretan or Cypriot word for the pyrrhic dance, in the cases of both the Curetes {Hymn 1.51) 
and the Amazons {Hymn 4.240), For the terminology, see McLennan (1977) ad Hymn 1.51; 
for the nature of the dance, see Calame (1997: 86, 9if).

Plato, for example, used it as a generic term for dancing with weapons: Laws, 815b; 
cf. Lonsdale (1993: 137).

See Lonsdale (1993; 148-61) for a survey of ancient aetiologies.
The girls carry thyrsoi, which are also a sort of weapon, as Deidamia herself says (above,
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Another pattern  that emerges from the diverse cults that are invoked by 
Statius is tha t they involve initiations of various types. To begin with, Statius 
sets the scene for the dance by evoking the Elusinian and Bacchic mysteries; 
then we hear of the Curetes, a boys’ initiation group, and the Samothracians, 
who were best known for their initiatory mystery cult. The meaning of the refer
ence to the Amazons is obscure, but the Spartan worship of Artemis may allude 
to the initiation of adolescents into adult Spartan life in association with one 
of the cults of Artemis. The connection of choral dancing at Sparta with the 
initiation of young girls has been well estabhshed by Calame.®^ Choral dancing 
was, particularly in Classical Greece, one of the ways a girl demonstrated her 
coming to maturity, negotiated her position in society and advertised her avail
ability for m.arriage; it was a transition rite.®^ Achilles’ difficulty is tha t he has 
not yet found the correct variety of transition ritual for his proper gender. In a 
sense, it is entirely appropriate that Achilles should be presented as stumbling 
his way through a rite of passage or initiation of sorts, as his stay on Scyros 
marks the transition for Achilles from his boyhood in Thessaly to his adult life 
as a w a r r i o r . The problem, and the humor, is that Achilles has found himself 
getting the wrong sort of initiation for his true sex.

The Greek practice of having choruses of young women perform publicly in 
this way brought with it an anxiety about displaying their sexuality, which is 
borne out by the many mythical tales of girls being abducted from the dancing 
area and raped. Calame counts three separate cults of Artemis a t Sparta whose 
mythical history involved the abduction of girls from the dancing floor. Two 
of these were reEisonably well-known: Helen was said to have been abducted as 
a girl by Theseus while she danced for Artemis Orthia, and Pausanias tells a 
story of the Karyatids, famous from sculptural representations of their dance, 
who were abducted by Messenians while they danced for Artemis in her cult 
at K a r y a i . ® 4  The classic instance of this sort of vulnerability was the story of

p 180). If this equation seems far-fetched, consider that Athenaeus described contemporary 
pyrrhic dance as Dionysiac, in which the dancers were clothed and carried thyrsoi instead 
of spears: St xaO’ nupptxT) AiovutjiaxTi xii; etvai Soxeil, im eixeaxipa  o5oa Tf)<; dpxoetaq.
S/ouai yap oi opxounevoi 6upaou? (x v t I  Sopatcov.. . ,  Athen. 63 ia-b ; on this passage, see ‘II. The 
Bacchic Pyrriche' in Slater (1993: 200-5), ^"d cf. Lonsdale {1993; 168).

Calame (1997: 142-74)-
Cf. Lonsdale (1993: 169-205).
The inclusion here of the dance of the Curetes, which was a genuine part of the initia

tion into adulthood of adolescent male Cretan ephebes, serves to make obvious the lack of a 
proper peer group for Achilles on Scyros. For a discussion of the frequent claim  that Achilles’ 
transvestism itself is the relic of an archaic Greek initiation rite, see below, Section 5.2.

Calame (1997; Orthia: 159-62, Karyai: 150-2); Helen’s abduction: P lut. Thes. 10; the 
abduction at Karyai: Paus. 4.16.9. Another story that featured the Messenian rape of Spartan 
girls surrounded the cult of Artemis Limnatis; Calame (1997: i4Sf) suggests plausibly that
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Proserpina, taken as she danced and plucked flowers in the valley of Enna.®^ 
Statius began his description of Lycomedes’ dancing girls with a simile comparing 
them  to Proserpina and her companions. Should we go so far as to imagine tha t 
Lycomedes was staging the dance as an implicit opportunity for one of the 
Greeks to carry OS' one of his daughters? Perhaps tha t is too harsh a judgment, 
but it would be worth remembering Thetis’ commands to the king when she left 
Achilles with him. She says to him:

haec [= Achilles] calathos et sacra ferat, tu  frange regendo
indocilem sexuque tene, dum nubilis aetas
solvendusque pudor; neve exercere protervas
gymnadas aut lustris nemorum concede vagari.
intus ale et similes inter seclude puellas;
litore praecipue portuque arcere memento.
vidisti modo vela Phrygum: iam m utua iura
fallere transmissae pelago didicere carinae. (i-355^62)

We may leave to one side the anmsing spectacle of Thetis inveighing against the 
bad faith of others (iura fallere, 36if) even as she is duping Lycomedes about 
the identity of her ‘daughter’. Thetis wants to keep Achilles’ identity hidden, so 
she has her own reasons for keeping him inside and away from visiting ships; 
the threat she sketches for Lycomedes’ benefit is adapted to the purposes of her 
deception. Jannaccone noted Thetis’ meaning, and S lavitt’s translation of the 
last two lines quoted above brings it out very well:

‘The sea isn’t safe anymore, 
and having heard the stories of Paris and what his crew 
of Trojans did in Mycenae, I know you’ll agree with me: caution 
is what we parents must learn’.®®

Thetis mentions Paris and Helen specifically to illustrate the danger facing her 
‘daughter’ and all girls in the area: th a t they might be abducted by visiting 
sailors, who may seem friendly but who may also betray the rules of hospitality 
at any moment. Lycomedes, by welcoming the Greeks into his palace, inviting 
his daughters to recline with them a t a banquet, and displaying the girls at a

this too probably took place during a choral dance, although the sources do not specifically 
mention what kind of rite the girls were performing when they were abducted. For other tales 
in myth of girls abducted while dancing, see Calame (1997: 92).

See Lonsdale (1993: 222) on Proserpina’s ‘dancing’ or ‘playing’ (itati^ouaav, nati^onai. 
Hymn. Horn, Cer. 5 and 425).

Slavitt (1998; 13).
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dance that takes place outside the protection of his house, ignores her warning 
and violates the spirit of her orders.®^

Thetis thinks th a t by lodging her daughter with a family of girls th a t she will 
insulate ‘her’ in a completely immured environment of impeccable modesty; but 
she has reckoned without the need th a t besets even the best of Greek fathers 
eventually to marry off his cloistered children. At the very least, Lycomedes has 
put his wish to display his marriageable daughters ahead of Thetis’ command to 
keep her ‘daughter’ strictly away from visiting sailors. Thetis warns Lycomedes 
not to allow her ‘daughter’ to exercise shamelessly in the nude (ss jf); this must 
be an allusion to the distinctive education of Spartan girls. Lycomedes does 
nothing so extreme as that, but Achilles’ public dancing is compared to the 
practice of Spartan maidens. Thetis warns Lycomedes to beware of the precedent 
set by Paris’ abduction of Helen; instead he allows Achilles to perform a dance 
tha t may remind us of the setting of the earlier abduction of Helen by Theseus 
as she danced for Artemis Orthia.

The reaction at Scyros to the news of the arrival of Ulysses and his com
panion gives a hint th a t the girls themselves may be worried about the visitors’ 
intentions:

Rumor in arcana iamdudum perstrepit aula,
virginibus qua fida domus, venisse Pelasgum
ductores Graiamque ratem sociosque receptos.
iure pavent aliae, sed . . .  [Pelides]  (i-750~3)

The narrator emphasizes the seclusion in which the girls normally lived {ar
cana . . .  aula, virginibus qua fida domus). They are frightened to hear about 
the arrivals, in contrast to Achilles, whose excitement at the news is described 
subsequently. It is worth pausing to consider why the girls are afraid. Deidamia 
certainly has good reasons, since she has a great deal to lose if Achilles is dis
covered, but it may not be tha t her sisters and her companions know about 
her situation. When Achilles first arrived, before Deidamia’s rape, she fearfully 
thought that her companions might have already guessed the tru th  (1.563); but 
all we know for certain is that the only person in whom she confides her preg
nancy is her nurse {unam . . .  sociam, i.66gf). In Euripides’ Skyrioi Deidamia

The girls leave the privacy of their boudoir to dance (egressae thalamo, 821), and after it 
is done they go back to the palace where Ulysses has laid out his gifts for them {repetuntque 
patem a  /  limina, 8 4 if). Perhaps they had ventured no further than the porch of the palace 
to perform, but even that can be a dangerous place for an incautious maiden. Another point 
on which Lycomedes violated the letter of T hetis’ instructions was to allow Achilles to wander 
through the woods when he was a maenad; but the king may be forgiven in a.ssuming that an 
all-female environment would pose no threat.
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w as s is terless (see below , S ection 5.1.3), so she had  only her nurse to  confide in; 

S ta t iu s ’ D eid am ia  is unlikely  to  have been  able to  keep her secre t from  th e  girls 

w ith  w hom  th e  p o e t su rro u n d s  her, b u t we never hear of any o th e r  confidan te 

b u t th e  nurse. So it  is n o t clear th a t  th e  girls are afra id  for A chilles’ sake; it 

is p lausib le  th a t  th e y  m igh t be afra id  for th e ir  own safety. E veryone acknow l

edges th a t  Scyros is n o t m ilita rily  w ell-equipped. T h e tis  chose it as an  unw arlike 

sp o t {im belli . . .  L ycom edis . . .  aula, 1.207). Lycom edes confesses to  th e  v isito rs 

th a t  he is to o  old to  go to  Troy an d  th a t  he has no sons to  send in  his p lace 

(1 .775 -83 ), a lth o u g h  he does m anage in th e  end to  equip  tw o sh ips to  accom 

p any  A chilles, begging  p ard o n  for being able to  do so lit tle  ( i.g 2 3 f) . U lysses, 

concerned  th a t  his a rriv a l will a la rm  Lycom edes, goes to  the  palace  alone w ith  

D iom edes, an d  ex p lic itly  o rders h is crew  no t even to  d isem bark , b u t to  s ta y  on 

b o a rd  th e  sh ip  {puppe iubet rem anere suos, 1.700). In th e  ligh t of these  c ircu m 

stan ces , th e  ap p e a ran c e  a t  Scyros of an  arm ed  ship, even a single one, w ould be 

enough  to  insp ire  a  ce rta in  reasonab le  trep id a tio n  am ong th e  girls for th e ir  own 

sa fe ty  {iure pavent, 753), even if th e  v isito rs ap p ear friendly enough a t  first.

T h e tis  exp lic itly  s tip u la te s  th a t  th e  ‘g irl’ she is en tru s tin g  to  L ycom edes is 

n o t y e t rea d y  for m arriage: dum  nubilis aetas /  solvendusque pud o r  (337), ‘[keep 

her] u n til she  is old enough  to  m arry  and  m ust relax  her m o d e s ty ’. M any ele

m en ts  com bine to  give an  im pression th a t  Lycom edes has p re m a tu re ly  re laxed , 

ju s t  a  b it, th e  p u d ic itia  o f T h e t is ’ ‘d a u g h te r’. W hen S ta tiu s  describes th e  dance  

of D e id a m ia  an d  h er com pan ions, he h in ts  a t  th e  rap e  of P ro se rp in a  an d  th e  

a b d u c tio n  of S p a r ta n  girls; ta k en  to g e th er w ith  th e  language of in itia tio n  and  

sec re t r i tu a l, i t  is h a rd  to  avoid th e  im pression th a t  Lycom edes is m ak ing  a n  im 

p ro p e r display. I t  m ay  b e  to o  m uch to  accuse th e  king of try in g  to  s tag e-m an ag e  

a  ra p e /a b d u c tio n , b u t he ap p e a rs  a t  th e  very least to  be overly tru s tin g  an d  

in cau tio u s. T h e  cu lt a c tiv ity  th a t  S ta tiu s  uses to  give an  im pression of th e  dance  

is n o t th e  so rt of th in g  one can  easily  im agine girls perfo rm ing  for s tran g e rs: th e  

B acchic, th e  E lu sin ian , an d  th e  S am oth rac ian  m ysteries. Lycom edes m akes an  

offer to  U lysses o f a  r i tu a l d isp lay  th a t  com es uneasily  close to  b lasphem y, an d  

th e  event is d escribed  by th e  n a r ra to r  in te rm s th a t  con tinue to  p ro b lem atize  

th e  k in g ’s decision  to  d isp lay  these  dances to  strangers.

F inally , we m u st rem a rk  an  excep tional om ission: for all o f th e  d e ta iled  cu lt 

language in  th e  d esc rip tio n  of th e  dance, we never find o u t ex ac tly  w h a t r itu a l 

th e  girls a re  perfo rm in g  and  for th e  benefit of w h a t god or goddess. T h e  god 

w hose cu lt th is  dan ce  serves is n o t nam ed  because it is designed to  serve no  god 

b u t ra th e r  is in ten d ed  as a  secu lar p ag ean t for th e  benefit o f v isito rs . W om en
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who danced simply for the pleasure of men were not at all respectable; hence the 
almost desperate profusion of religious language that Lycomedes uses to conceal 
his motives. Yet th a t same language also betrays a sense tha t something private 
is being put on pubhc display. W hat is happening here is a failed initiation, 
as we see from the simile tha t compares Achilles to Pentheus (Ssgf). It is not 
surprising th a t Achilles stumbles badly through a rite which after all comprises 
part of a girl’s rehearsal for womanhood; but there is also emphasis on the way 
tha t Achilles’ failure has been made public. When the dance is over and the girls 
go back into the palace, they stop on their way to examine the gifts that the 
Greeks have laid out for them; this is, of course, the trap  th a t Ulysses has laid 
for Achilles. Statius has worked out the circumstances leading to this moment 
so fully tha t the discovery of Achilles seems as much due to the indiscretion of 
Lycomedes as to the cleverness of Ulysses. Instead of merely celebrating the wit 
of Ulysses’ trick, Statius explains how he came to be in a position to play it in 
someone else’s household.

4.3.3 M o d e s t y  a n d  S u r v e i l l a n c e

While the Achilleid does sometimes represent Thetis sympathetically as the 
victim of a cruel fate,®® it is nevertheless her repeated failures tha t drive the 
plot of the beginning of the epic. Thetis consistently overreaches her abilities, 
and her ineptness is often couched in terms of a woman acting without regard 
to the limits proper to her sex. Females are as capable as cross-dressed men of 
misjudging the codes of womanhood. Not all of the women in the Achilleid have 
such difficulties. We saw th a t Deidamia merely toyed with the idea that she 
might similarly travesty her gender; and she quickly resumed the role to which 
her sex and her situation disposed her. Together these women explore the limits 
of acceptable femininity. When Statius set out to write these scenes he gave a 
great deal of thought to the way women were required to act in literature and 
in society. This attention to the details of normative female behavior is clearly 
demonstrated when Achilles attends the banquet given for the visiting Greeks, 
and nearly betrays his sex because he keeps forgetting to act like a girl.

Ulysses and Diomedes are welcomed into Lycomedes’ palace and are given 
couches spread with gold embroidery to recline upon {discumbitur, 756). Then 
the girls’ presence at dinner is requested explicitly; presumably, like most Greek 
girls, they did not usually dine in company with men:

For exam ple, T hetis  com plains to  N eptune a t being singled ou t am ong im m ortals to  be so 
deeply involved in th e  fate of a hum an ( i.y s f) .
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. . .  p a te r ire iubet na tas com itesque pudicas
natarum . subeunt, quales M aeotide ripa,

cum  Scythicas rapuere domos et cap ta  G etarum
m oenia, sepositis epu lan tu r Amazones arm is. (1.757-60)

The aptness of this simile has puzzled scholars; it has not always been clear w hat 
dem ure m aidens going to  dinner have to  do w ith  Amazons dining after ba ttle .

In the  light of the girls’ fear a t the  arrival of the Greek heroes, it is a fine 
irony th a t they  are com pared, as they  swarm  to the dinner table, to  Amazons 
after a conquest. T he im portan t point of the  simile, however, is th a t the girls 
recline on couches {iacentum, 763, stratis, 802). Amazons w ith the ir weapons 
p u t aside {sepositis^° . . .  armis, 760) would presum ably have adopted  male 
hab its  of dining, ju s t as Lycomedes’ daughters have unexpectedly done. It was 

usual a t Rome for women to  sit ra th e r th an  to  recline a t table; the  presence of 
respectable women a t meals in com pany was recognized as a particu larly  Rom an 
idiosyncrasy.9  ̂ In Greece the em phasis was more on drinking th an  eating, and it 
is hard  to imagine a citizen woman a ttend ing  any such meal, much less reclining 
w ith the men; in the world of Homer no one reclined a t all. If we consider th a t 
the  women a t this banquet are not m atronae  associating w ith friends and family, 
b u t unm arried  girls reclining in the com pany of strangers, then we may begin to  
understand  how odd and outrageous their behavior here is.

S ta tius points out th a t Ulysses’ exam ination of the girls in the dim  light 
of evening is ham pered when they recline: extemplo latuit m ensura iacentum  
(1.763). This is the  key to  the  Amazon-simile. Evidently someone, presum 
ably D eidam ia, has organized th is unconventional arrangem ent in order to  hide 
Achilles’ body from the Greek guests. As Denis Feeney has dem onstrated , it is 
no t only Achilles’ size {mensura) th a t would betray  him  if the girls were to  sit 
u p . U l y s s e s  scrutinizes the faces and breasts of the assembled com pany [vultus 
ac pectora, 761); and D eidam ia m ust make sure th a t Achilles does not uncover

Sturt (1972: 8 3 7 -9 ) com plains o f  the ‘fundam ental d isparity betw een  im age and co n te x t’ 
(839) esp ecia lly  o f  th e  warlike im agery, and su ggests tha t the poin t o f  the  com parison  is the  
‘ep icen e’ appearance o f  A chilles and D eidam ia. He correctly appreciates the irony in the ep ith et  
p u d icas as applied to  D eidam ia and A chilles.

9° T h is is D ilke’s tex t, but subsequent ed itors have preferred to  retain  th e  M SS reading, 
su ppositis. D ilke follow ed Garrod in adop tin g  Schrader’s conjecture, sep o sitis , rightly rejecting  
the  idea th a t th e  A m azons were leaning on their w eapons, w hich is w hat Jannaccone claim ed  
th a t su p p o s itis  m eant. M eheust and R osati print the  M SS su ppo sitis , but th ey  tran slate it to  
m ean in stead  tha t th e  w eapons are at the  A m azon s’ feet as they recline. So it seem s th a t there  
is broad agreem ent on w hat the phrase generally  m eans, and th e  on ly  d isagreem ent w ould be 
over w hether supponere  can take th a t m eaning. For our purposes it m atters litt le  w hether the  
w eapons were either vaguely ‘put a sid e’ or specifically  ‘put below  their fee t’.

9 * Cf. O C D ^  s.v . ‘co n v iv iu m '■, the  E truscans went even further.
9  ̂ L ecture, delivered at P rinceton , M ay 1, 1999.
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his chest in his carelessness [nudataque pectora, 768). The dim  light conceals 
the  girls’ faces, and the  fact th a t they recline helps to  conceal A chilles’ lack of 
breasts. Ju s t like the breastless Amazons of the simile, the  girls of Scyros come 
to  dinner and recline like men, concealing, as much as possible, the ir relative 
height and the ir figures. U nfortunately, as D eidam ia discovers, th is unwonted 
posture  leads to  an unexpected problem: it becomes harder to  keep the chest of 
Achilles m odestly covered w ith his tunic.

At the  banquet, the daughters of Lycomedes and their female com panions are 
p u t on display. D espite the low lighting and the precaution of reclining, Achilles 
very nearly gives him self away. Ulysses picks out one girl who seems less m odest 
th an  the  rest, while D eidam ia does her best under difficult circum stances to  help 
Achilles act like a proper young lady:

[Ulixes] a t tam en erectum que genas oculisque vagantem  
nullaque virginei servantem  signa pudoris 
defigit com itique obliquo lumine m onstrat. 
quid nisi praecipitem  blando com plexa m oneret 
D eidam ia sinu nudataque pectora sem per 
exsertasque m anus umerosque in veste teneret 
e t prodire toris et poscere vina vetaret
saepius et fronte criniale reponeret aurum ? (1.764-771)

Achilles has forgotten his m other’s instructions on how to behave like a girl: he 
holds his head erect, he stares around the room , he is careless of his clothing, he 
makes gestures, he exposes his body, he wants to  move about, he tries to  drink 
wine, and he is careless of his hair and jewelry. This is a veritable catalog of the 
things a girl m ust not do if she wants to  preserve her pudor. D eidam ia lies next to  
Achilles, em bracing him, and the two of them  taken together provide an in terest
ing picture of fem ininity as self-control. D eidam ia is a well-behaved woman who 
recognizes and controls Achilles’ impulses as they  arise and th rea ten  to  become 
m anifest. T he scru tiny  D eidam ia pays to  Achilles is a visible dem onstration  of 
the internalized self-surveillance th a t produces womanly modesty. Once again, 
womanliness is represented as a perform ance, not only for transvestites, bu t for 
women, too.

The prim ary story  of the Achilleid is abou t an  emergent m asculinity, and 
we shall tu rn  to  th a t  story in the  next chapter. Nonetheless, it is clear th a t the 
Achilleid  is also very interested in illustrating  p a tte rn s  of appropria te  conduct 
for women. T hetis does not grasp the nuances of behavior th a t  are required of 
epic goddesses and pays the price, while by con trast Deidam ia understands very
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well what is required of a wife left behind by a soldier. In addition to these 
quite literary roles, the general topic of how women should comport themselves 
in daily life is explored via Achilles’ disruption of those norms. A final issue 
regarding femininity is also addressed here: if gender is largely a m atter of imi
tative performance, then who should be in the audience? Modern debates over 
gender-roles and the extent to which they may be essential or performative have 
usually been closely linked to deeper questions: whether the binary division of 
gender is ‘natu ral’, whether most human behavior is innate or imitative, and so 
forth. For Statius on the other hand, womanliness, to the extent tha t it may 
be a m atter of performance, does not raise questions of ontology, but rather 
of propriety. In a strong reinterpretation of the mythic material, Achilles’ poor 
public showing as a girl and his ultimate discovery are attributed by Statius in 
large part to Lycomedes’ improper eagerness to display his marriageable daugh
ters before strangers. The women of Scyros spend much of their time in cult 
activity, most of which involves dancing. When the king puts these rituals of 
female solidarity before a male public without a religious context, Statius im
plies tha t there is something sacrilegious about it. The paradox of femininity is 
that even modesty is a performance, but it must seem an unwilling one. Ritual 
is where an unimpeachable obligation to perform typically intervenes and allows 
respectable girls the opportunity to display their demureness. Lycomedes man
ufactures such an event and the results are disquieting, not because Achilles’ 
masquerade betrays the performative nature of gender, which to some extent is 
taken for granted in the Achilleid, but because maidenhood is not meant to be 
a m atter of deliberately public performance and display.
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C h a p t e r  F iv e

MYTH, RITUAL, AND ACHILLES’ 
TRANSVESTISM

A columnist in the Christian Century reports tha t a retired 
American bishop, John Baumgaertner, sent four vestments to the 
cleaner -  namely an alb, cincture, stole and amice. They were 
beautifully done and the slip indicated that the Rev. Baumgaert
ner was charged for one dress, long; one scarf; one rope; and one 
apron.

Janet Mayo, A History of Ecclesiastical Dress*

5 .1  SCYROS BEFORE S t ATIUS

St a t iu s  may have been drawn to the story of Achilles’ transvestism at least 
in part because it had not, to our knowledge, been told at great length 

by any poet since Euripides, nor ever in the epic genre; as he says, sed plura 
vacant . . .  (1.4). The scene of Achilles’ unveiling at the hands of Ulysses was 
popular in the visual arts, but the rest of the episode is much less commonly de
picted. Philostratus {Imag. 1) does describe a hypothetical ‘painting’ of Achilles 
on Scyros. In practice, however, the subject was a challenge for the artist: how 
does one represent Achilles without using his typical attributes? Paradoxically, 
even on Scyros Achilles is often depicted heroically, and at least partially nude. 
This in turn  tends to dictate the kind of scene that he is found in: by far the most 
frequent is the unveiling, where the seizing of the weapons and the falling away 
of the women’s robes perm itted both the heroic and the cross-dressed Achilles to 
be represented simultaneously.^ Another solution to the problem of representa
tion was to show Achilles in the girls’ private quarters, careless for the moment 
of his disguise and for this reason identifiable to the viewer.^ We would like to

• Mayo (1984: 9), cited by Garber (1992: 210); Mayo is quoting the Church Times (15 
February 1980), which in turn  cites the Christian Century.

 ̂ LIM C  s.v. ‘Achilleus’, 105-75.
 ̂ LIM C  s.v. ‘Achilleus’, 98, 99, 102.



know how S ta tius differed in his trea tm en t from earher versions of the  episode 

in lite ra tu re  and a rt, bu t, unfortunately, very few of the m aterials necessary for 
such an investigation have survived. For exam ple, to  judge from w hat rem ains of 
E urip ides’ SxupLoi, it is alm ost certainly the case, as dem onstrated  below, th a t 
S ta tiu s was fam iliar w ith th a t  play; bu t th a t is nearly all th a t the fragm ents 
perm it us to  determ ine. O ur investigation of the pedigree of the  Scyros episode 
begins w ith Homer.

5 . 1 . 1  H o m e r  a n d  t h e  E p i c  C y c l e

A ccording to  two brief notices in the  Iliad, Achilles a t some tim e before his arrival 
a t Troy cap tured  a place called Scyros and left behind a child, Neoptolem us, 
to  be reared there .3 The fam iliar story  of Achilles’ evasion of m ilitary  service 
has left no surviving trace in archaic epic. I t  has long been claim ed th a t such 
a story, even if it had  been available for inclusion a t the  tim e of com position, 
would have grossly violated the particu lar decorum  of the Homeric p o e m s .T h u s  
it can be argued th a t H om er’s preterm ission of the  transvestite  version of the 
Scyros-story is deliberate, and th a t the  story is nevertheless very old and native 
to  epic. T he casual inquirer will find m any m odern au thorities who s ta te  w ith 
a fair degree of confidence th a t the cyclic epics in general, and the  Cypria  in 
particu lar, told the story of Achilles am ong the women of Scyros.^ Such was the 
case m ade by Severyns in his influential m onograph, Le cycle epique dans I’ecole 
d ’Aristarque, and despite occasional challenge th is has rem ained a commonly 
held view.® This is, however, a very unlikely hypothesis. The first appearance 
of Achilles’ transvestism  in the record is not until the  fifth century  B C , and 
it is a  serious m istake to  project it back into the archaic period. Since this 
m isconception is w idespread, it may be worthwhile to  take the  space here to 
refute it in detail. In P roclus’ sum m ary of the Cypria, the  Greek fleet leaves 
Aulis and makes its  first m istaken landing in Telephus’ te rrito ry  in M ysia, and 
then:

axoKkiouai 8  ̂ aOxoii; xfj? Muotac; xal SiaaxsSdv-
vuvxai. AxlXXeuc; 8  ̂ Exupw Tipoaaxwv yo([i£i Auxo[i7]8ouc; Guyax-

3 C a p tu re  o f  S cyros: II. 9 .6 6 6 -8 ;  N e o p to le m u s  ra ised  th ere: II. 1 9 .3 2 6 -7 ;  O d y s s e u s , in  h is  
c o n s o lin g  rep o rt o f  N e o p to le m u s ’ p ro w ess  to  th e  s h a d e  A c h ille s  a t Od.  n . 5 0 4 -3 8  c la im s  to  
h a v e  b r o u g h t th e  b o y  to  T roy  from  S c y ro s , b u t h e  d o es  n o t s a y  h ow  h e  c a m e  to  h a v e  b een  
ra ised  th er e .

P a u sa n ia s  (1 .2 2 .6 )  c o m m e n d s  H o m er’s restra in t; m ore recen tly , G riffin  (1 9 7 7 : 4 6 )  d o e s  th e  
sa m e .

5 E .g . R o u sse l (1991 : 1 2 1 -1 2 5 )  D a v ie s  (1989: 4 5 ).
® S e v e r y n s  (1928: 2 8 5 -2 9 1 ) ;  a  n o ta b le  e x c e p t io n  is K u llm a n n  (1960: 1 8 9 -9 2 ) .  Jo u a n  

(1 9 6 6 : 2 1 3 - 4 ,  n 8 ) c o n c ise ly  rev iew s  th e  sch o la rsh ip .
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This passage cannot reflect the presence of a story involving Achilles among 
the women in any form known to us; he does not evade the draft here, since 
he is already a part of the expedition to Troy. It would be dangerous to make 
an argument purely from silence, since the epitomator of Proclus was selective, 
yet it might be noted tha t Proclus does not mention Achilles’ transvestism at 
all, while he does tell us th a t the Cypria did contain an account of Odysseus’ 
own similarly draft-dodging ploy of madness. How then can it be argued th a t the 
Cypria told the story of Achilles’ cross-dressing? Severyns is obliged to construct 
a hypothesis of the plot of the Cypria in which Achilles is sent to Scyros twice:

C h a n t s  C y p r i e n s —Achille adolescent parmi les filles de LycomMe. 
Intrigue secrete avec Deidamie. Arrivee des Grecs. Depart d ’Achille. 
Naissance d ’un fils, ‘Pyrrhos’. Apres I’affaire de Mysie, Achille est 
rejete par la tempete a Scyros. Mariage. ‘Neoptoleme’.®

This odd yet influential formulation heis no direct support from anything we 
know about the plot of the Cypria and no subsequent authority—not even Apol- 
lodorus, whom we know to have relied fairly heavily on the cyclic epics—gives 
even a hint of this inexplicable sequence of events. There must surely be, then, 
a compelling reason for Severyns to insist tha t the story of Achilles among the 
daughters of Lycomedes must be inserted willy-nilly into the plot of the Cypria, 
even at the expense of supposing that later, by purest coincidence, he is blown 
back to the same place to marry the girl he had violated on his earlier visit. The 
evidence for this is, however, far from certain. The only putative support for 
attributing our story to the Cypria is an Iliadic scholion of doubtful authority. 
To begin with, the scholion belongs to the so-called scholia minora or D-scholia. 
Its content perfectly exemplifies the second half of K irk’s summary description: 
‘These D-scholia are . . .  either brief notes on single words . . .  or long and of
ten rambling laiopioti from much later sources... .’̂  In the Iliad (19.326), when

 ̂ P ro d . Chrest. 80 (B ernabe 1988: p 41, 11. 38-40). Breslove (1943-4: 159-61) adduces th is 
passage in su p p o rt of his plausible theory  explaining th e  origin o f th is stran g e  navigational 
error: a p a rt from  th e  need to  in teg rate  th e  Telephus sto ry  into th e  m ain Troy tale , there  was 
also a  need to  account for how Achilles cam e to have a son old enough to  fight in th e  sam e war 
as himself, if he fa thered  th a t son on his way there. If it took, as A pollodorus says {Epit. 3 .17- 
18), eight years for th e  Greeks to  reassem ble after th is storm , then  there  was plenty of tim e 
for Neoptolem us to  be born  and begin his life before th e  s ta r t  of th e  T ro jan  war proper.

® Severyns (1928: 291), on which see K ullm an (1960: 191).
9 K irk (1985-93: vol 1, p 40), paraphrasing  E rbse (1969: vol 1, p xi): ‘Scholia D p rae te r 

in terpolationes leviores e n a rra tion ibus (loTopia^) constan t e t verborum  singulorum  explica- 
tionibus. Haec illis vetustiores su n t’.
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Achilles refers to Neoptolemus on Scyros, the valuable bT-scholia cite two hnes 
from the Little Iliad which tell of Achilles brought to Scyros by a s t o r m . T h u s  
far there is nothing to contradict the Homeric story of an attack on Scyros or 
to suggest the transvestite episode. Since Erbse is only concerned to edit the 
scholia vetera, his edition prints nothing further; but Dindorf has the text of 
the D-scholion tha t Severyns relies upon for his a r g u m e n t . I t  gives a rambling 
account of the Scyros episode as we know it; a brief paraphrase should suffice to 
illustrate its flavor. It tells us, as if a reader of Homer needed telling, tha t Paris 
raped Helen and so Agamemnon and Menelaus made war against Troy. Peleus 
knew tha t Achilles would die in the war, and so he hid his son on Scyros, to be 
brought up among the daughters of Lycomedes. The Greek delegation searching 
for Achilles visited Peleus and then Scyros, where they found him out by the 
familiar stratagem  of mixing weapons among the girls’ gifts. The scholiast con
tinues by noting th a t Achilles had previously attacked Deidamia and tha t she 
had borne a son originally called Pyrrhus. He was later called Neoptolemus, be
cause he went to war very young. In some MSS the scholion concludes with the 
fateful words; f] laxopia Tcapa t o i<; x u x Xix o l ? . This phrase, doubtfully attested, is 
the sole piece of evidence for ascribing this entire tale to the Cypria.

The scholiast’.s account contains what could be called only with great charity 
two ‘variations’ on the standard story which appear nowhere else in the mytho
logical record:

1. Peleus rather than Thetis is uncharacteristically the parent who is con
cerned with Achilles’ destiny to die at Troy; it is he rather than the god
dess Thetis who can predict the future, and, implausibly, it is Peleus who 
wants his son to avoid a future as a warrior.

2. Neoptolemus gets his name from his own youthful war service, rather than 
tha t of his father, as we know the Cypria had it.^^

Thus this scholion represents not an independent tradition to be cherished, 
but a bungling and implausible version of the post-Homeric vulgate. Further 
difficulties stand in the way of considering this scholion ‘comme un resume des

Erbse (1969: vol 4, pp 635f); Ilias Parva  F 4A Davies; see below (p 206), where these lines 
are quoted.

Dindorf (1875-88: vol 4, pp 222f) has a minimal apparatus, but he notes that in the MS 
he was using this D-scholion weis added by a second hand; there are partial French translations 
given by Severyns {1928: 286f) and Jouan (1966: 214). Gantz, who in general cites the Homeric 
scholia from Dindorf, has apparently been misled into believing that this information comes 
from the b-scholia, and thus the scholia vetera  (1993: 58 if, 873, n 23). Even so, he is rightly 
skeptical o f Severyns’ argument.

Cypria  F 16 Davies,
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Chants C ypriens’ W hy did the scholiast feel the need pointlessly to  rem ind 
us th a t the  T rojan  W ar began w ith the rape of Helen, and  yet not to  go back 
one step  fu rther to  the  point where the Cypria itself began: the p lan  of Zeus 
and the  judgm ent of Paris? Then there is the argum ent K ullm ann p u t forward 
against Severyns: the  whole idea th a t Achilles would need to  re tu rn  to  Scyros to  
regularize in m arriage a union th a t had begun in rape is to  im port m odern social 
transactions into archaic G re e c e .F in a l ly ,  let us accept for the  m om ent th a t  it 
is necessary to  reconcile the sum m ary of Proclus w ith th is scholion. If th a t  is so, 
then  Severyns was absolutely correct in seeing th a t we are obliged to  postu la te  
th a t the  Cypria described two visits by Achilles to  Scyros. If this is the  case, then 
why does the  D-scholion introduce its version w ith the  words f) 8^ l:Tfpa laxopia 

ouTWe;? If bo th  visits to  Scyros, the draft-dodging one and the storm -driven 
one, were p a rt of the  sam e organic whole, in w hat sense can one visit belong to  
an l:T^pa laxopia? The point is even more strongly pu t a few lines previously in 
the words f) Ŝ : Ix^pa laxopia SiatjieuSExai.^^ W hy is one story  tru e  and the  o ther 
false if they are two incidents drawn from the same poem ? The sim plest solution 
is to  disregard the words f] laxopia %apa xoi<; xuxXixoic; as a la te  and bad guess. 
As it happens, the  bT-scholion on the same verse genuinely cites the  Little  Iliad 
(the lines quoted below), and so the later D-scholion’s m istaken a ttrib u tio n  shall 
have been inspired by the nearby presence of an au thentic  cyclic fragment.^® The 
story given by the D-scholion is characteristic of the scholia m inora  in giving 
a much later version of the m yth; we should not radically rew rite the plot of 
either the Cypria or the  Little Iliad on the basis of th is vague and uninform ed 
assertion. This is not the  tale according to  the cyclic epics, bu t according to  the  
later trad ition , to  which we will tu rn  shortly.

‘ 3 S e v e ry n s  (1 9 2 8 : 2 8 9 ); h is  s e n tim e n t is e ch o ed  w ith  ap p rova l b y  R o u sse l (1991: 125 ).
K u llm a n n  ( i9 6 0 :  1 9 1 -2 ) .

^5 E v en  S e v ery n s  a c c e p ts , r ig h tly  or w ron g ly , th a t  th e s e  w ord s form  p a r t o f  th e  s a m e  s ch o 
lion , as h is  tr a n s la t io n  b e g in s , ‘L a seco n d e  h is to ire  e s t  m e n s o n g e r e . . .  ’ (1 9 2 8 : 2 8 6 ). D a v ie s  
(F  in cer t. lo c . 4 ) d o e s  n o t in c lu d e  th ese  w ord s, nor d o e s  A lle n ’s O C T .

E v en  D a v ie s , w h o  a c c e p te d  th is  sch o lio n  in  h is  e d it io n  o f  th e  e p ic  c y c le  (F  in cer t. lo c . 4 ) ,  
ca lls  it  a  ‘la te  s o u r c e ’ in  h is  m o n o g ra p h  (1989: 4 5 ) . H e is sk e p tic a l a b o u t  its  a tt r ib u t io n  o f  th is  
s to r y  to  th e  C y p r ia ,  h ow ever, an d  h in ts  th a t  it  m ig h t fit b e tte r  in  th e  L i t t l e  I l iad \  y e t  th e  sa m e  
in c o n s is te n c y  w o u ld  o b ta in  in  th a t  p o e m  as w e ll, s in ce  it c la im s  th a t  A c h ille s  Weis b ro u g h t to  
S cy ro s by  a  s to r m , n o t by  h is  fa th e r ’s d e lib e r a te  c o m m a n d . So  w e w o u ld  b e  o b lig e d  in  a n y  ca se  
to  p o s tu la te  tw o  tr ip s  for A c h ille s  to  S cy ro s  in  th e  c o u rse  o f  th e  s a m e  ep ic .

A s R o b e r t  (1 9 2 3 ; 1108 , n 6 )  sa y s  in  regard  to  th is  sch o lio n , ‘d ie  xu xX ol . . .  s in d  n ich t d ie  K y-  
prien  . . .  so n d ern  ir g en d w e lch e  M y th o g r a p h en ’. It m ay  b e  th a t O v id  w a s  aw are  o f  th e  d is ju n c 
t io n  b e tw e e n  th e s e  tw o  in c o m p a tib le  tra d it io n s . H is U ly sse s  m e n tio n s  A c h il le s ’ tr a n s v e s t ism  
w h ile  b o a s t in g  th a t  he w a s th e  o n e  w h o  fou n d  o u t A c h ille s  by  m e a n s  o f  th e  tr ick  o f  in c lu d in g  
w ea p o n s  a m o n g  th e  g ir lish  g if t s  { M e t .  1 3 .1 6 2 -7 0 );  he d o e s  n o t n a m e  S cy ro s . T h e n  a  few  lin es  
la ter , w h ile  l is t in g  a  n u m b er  o f  p la c e s  th a t  A ch ille s  h ad  sa ck ed , in c lu d in g  e n  p a s s a n t  th e  la n d  
o f  T elep h u s, h e  d o e s  m e n tio n  S cy r o s  { M e t .  1 3 .1 7 5 ). It s ee m s  p la u s ib le  to  s ee  in  th is  a n  a t t e m p t  
to  r eco n c ile  th e  tw o  s to r ie s  in  a  w ay  th a t  cu r io u s ly  a n t ic ip a te s  S e v e r y n s ’ ta c t ic ;  U ly s se s  im p lie s
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We now know th a t the story of Achilles among the women did not form part 
of the preparations for war in the Cypria, but before leaving the cyclic epics, we 
must move onwards in the chronology of the Trojan story to look briefly at the 
Little Iliad. One incident in this poem was Odysseus’ expedition from Troy after 
Achilles’ death to retrieve Neoptolemus from Scyros. The poem presumably gave 
a background account of how Achilles came to  have a son there, and it might 
easily have mentioned the original circumstances of the father’s arrival there. 
This is almost certainly the context in which the following fragment fits. As in 
Proclus’ summary of the Cypria, the Greek fleet has just left the land of Telephus 
when a storm comes up:

riT)XE’t8r)v S’ AxiXfja (fiptv SxOpovSe OucXXa 

Sv6a y ’ dpyaX^ov Xijifv’ i lx e to  v u x t o c ;

This story corresponds so exactly with what we saw above, th a t it seems rea
sonable to posit a coherent and archaic form of the Achilles-in-Scyros myth 
which did not coexist alongside the transvestite version of the story but rather 
pre-existed it and was common to the Iliad, Cypria and Little Iliad. Such at 
least was the understanding of the scholia vetera. It may be th a t this is not, as 
has been thought, yet another example of Ilomer censoring undignified behavior 
that found its way into the less-scrupulous cyclic p o e m s . R a t h e r  it seems that 
Homer and the cyclic texts are in full accord regarding Scyros: after the first
mustering of the Greek fleet a t Aulis and its misguided attack on Telephus in
Mysia, on the way back from Asia Minor a storm separated the ships and drove 
Achilles to harbor in Scyros. He sacked the town and took prisoners, including 
Iphis, whom he gave to Patroclus.^° Achilles then married Lycomedes’ daughter 
Deidamia and sailed off, leaving her pregnant with Neoptolemus. This version 
of events is also supported by the argument that the tale of Achilles as a draft- 
dodger entered the mythological tradition at a specific point in time, motivated 
by particular historical circumstances (see below. Section 5.1.2). Thus our first 
notices of another, different tradition concerning Scyros come not from the ar-

tha t there m ust have been  two different trips by A chilles to  Scyros under radically  different 
circum stances, or tw o different islands. A t th e  very least O vid here d em onstrates his meistery 
o f his m ateria l by a lluding to  two available versions o f  a m yth  in a  way th a t keeps th e  potentia l 
in com patib ilities betw een  them  in suspension .

Ilias P a rv a  F  4 Davies; cis it happens, one o f the  several sources for these lines is the  
bT -scholion  on Iliad  19.326. A s argued above, th is seem ing coincidence m ay well account for 
how the D -scholion  ad loc cam e to  m ention th e  xuxXixot.

*9  Griffin (1977: 46), for exam ple, assum es th a t A ch illes’ tran svestism , like O d ysseu s’ feigned  
m adness, w as cyclic.

Hom er never m entions Lycom edes, but nam es an otherw ise unknow n E nueus ( //. 9 .6 6 7 -8 ).

2 0 6



chaic period, but from the painting and drama of fifth-century Athens, to which 
we will turn  shortly.

Does any of this m atter very much? Surely the cyclic epics had a very lim
ited readership at Rome in S tatius’ day. It is not clear that, even if the Cypria 
had treated Achilles’ cross-dressing, Statius would have felt its example weighing 
heavily on his shoulders. I believe nevertheless that it is useful to know whether 
or not the Achilleid was the first ever epic treatm ent of this material. The recy
cling of plot elements from cyclic epic was an important and programmatic part 
of Latin epic beginning from the Aeneid’s conspicuous incorporation of the fall 
of Troy from the Iliupersis. This should probably be seen as a deliberate recu
peration of quintessentially epic material from the clutches of cyclic narratives 
which had become since Callimachus the archetype of unsound poetry.^^ It is 
against this background that S tatius’ own Thebaid can be seen as a revision of 
a classically epic tale that had been ‘badly’ told not only by the poets of the 
epic cycle, but also by that other Callimachean object of ridicule, Antimachus 
of Colophon. In the novelty of its subject m atter the Achilleid marks a depar
ture for Statius. The notion of writing an epic manifest in the words plura vacant 
(1.4), th a t is, to write another poem in the margins of a classic plot, is essentially 
cy c lic .F u rth e rm o re  Statius’ advertised subject, the life and death of Achilles, 
was also cyclic, having been told in the Cypria and the Aethiopis. A substantial 
part of the Achilleid describes the mobilization of the Greek fleet at Aulis, and 
this too was part of the Cypria. Against this background S tatius’ total departure 
from the cyclic model for his Scyros tale is notable. Achilles is not at Scyros in 
his Homeric and cyclic role as a conqueror, but in his Euripidean aspect as a 
lover. This admixture of non-epic m atter into an epic framework is also typical 
of the Achilleid, and the workings of this process are obscured if we do not see 
clearly the fact tha t Statius is the first writer we know to have told the story of 
Achilles’ transvestism in epic verse.

5 .1 .2  POLYGNOTUS AND CiMON

There being no archaic evidence for the story as we know it of Achilles on Scyros, 
it first appears in the record in the fifth century BC as the subject of a painting by 
Polygnotus. W hen Pausanias describes the already ancient and faded paintings 
executed by Polygnotus that hung in the Propylaea to the Athenian Acropolis,

For ancient criticism of the scriptor cyclicus, see Horace, Ars P. 136-45 and Callimachus, 
Epigr. 28 Pfeiffer {=Anth .  Pal. 12.43) with Cameron (1995: 394-7)-

It was Ovid of course who showed how this technique could be updated and deployed in 
a particularly sophisticated way.
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he lists among the subjects represented there the sacrifice of Polyxena at the 
tomb of Achilles. He then makes the following comment:

'0[JT]pw 8̂  eO napeiOr) t 6 8 e: t o  co[i6v oOtw:; Spyov 8  ̂ (ioi 
tpaivETai Tioif)aai Exupov u n o  ’AxiXXto? aXouaav, ouSev 6^oicot; xal 
6001 Xfyouoiv 6(ioG T a i?  Eap0ivoi<; ’A/iXX^a Sx̂ '-'' ^^up“  8 i a i T a v ,

& 8f] xal noXuyvcoTOi; (1.22.6)

Polygnotus’ painting of the sacrifice of Polyxena reminds Pausanias of another 
incident in the Trojan Cycle that in his view Homer had been right to suppress, 
viz. Achilles at Scyros. Does this mean that Polygnotus’ painting of Achilles 
among the women was specifically at the Propylaea? Many standard works say 
yes, ignoring the more cautious reading of Carl Robert: ‘In irgend einem Gebaude 
Athens—in welchem wissen wir nicht, jedoch sicher nicht in den Propylaen—
hatte Polygnot den Mythos . . .  dargestellt it jg tj-ue that Pausanias does
not actually say where he saw Polygnotus’ picture, and he presents the connec
tion between the undignified stories about Polyxena and Achilles at Scyros as 
the product of his own fancy. Pausanias goes on to describe another painting 
by Polygnotus depicting Odysseus and Nausicaa, and then resumes his descrip>- 
tion of the picture gallery with the words ypa^pal 8f etai xal aXXai. It would 
be unusual, given the author’s geographically indexed design, to find no indica
tion that he had just illustrated, in the midst of a description of the Athenian 
Propylaea, two paintings that the frustrated Roman tourist would not be able 
to find there. So, Robert’s caution having been noted, I shall nevertheless follow 
the general opinion and assume that the painting was indeed to be found in the 
Propylaea in Pausanias’ day. It is unlikely that the paintings could have been 
meant originally for the Periclean Propylaea, as Polygnotus can be dated nearly 
a generation earlier by his association with Cimon. The time of the painter’s 
activity is generally reckoned to have been the 470’s through the 440’s, while 
the Propylaea was built between 436 and 432 B C . It may be that the paintings 
were executed for Polygnotus’ patron, Cimon, and then moved to their later po
sition by Pericles’ architect, Mnesikles. '̂* It was Carl Robert again who was the 
first to see that a connection might be made between this sudden appearance 
in Cimon’s Athens ca. 480-440 B C  of a previously unheard-of myth concerning 
Achilles in Scyros and the conquest of that island by Cimon himself ca. 476- 
63 B C  as recounted by Thucydides. Others have further developed this line of

“ 3 R o b e r t  (1 8 8 1 :  3 4 ) ;  K o s s a t z - D e is s m a n n  ( L I M C  s .v .  ‘A c h i l l e u s ’ 9 5 ) ,  for  e x a m p le ,  s i t u a t e s  
t h e  p a in t in g  u n p r o b le m a t ic a l ly  in  t h e  ‘P in a k o th e k  d e r  P r o p y la e n ’.

^4 A s  a r g u e d  b y  J e f fe r y  (1 9 6 5 :  4 5 - 6 ) ;  s e e  a ls o  R o b e r t s o n  (1 9 7 5 :  v o l  1 , p  2 4 5 , n  1 5 3 ) .
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argum ent by stressing the propaganda value of such mythological pain ting  to
Cimon.^5

It is surely no coincidence th a t the story  of Achilles am ong the women of 
Scyros appears for the  first tim e in the  history of Greek m yth  a t the precise 

tim e and place th a t the  island was first colonized by Athens. The likelihood of 
coincidence is reduced still fu rther if we consider th a t we know of an equiva

lent case in which Cimon capitalized upon the mythological po ten tia l of Scyros 
for his own propaganda. The only o ther event of significance in Greek m yth 
th a t was located on Scyros, ap a rt from Achilles’ concealm ent, was the m urder 
there of Theseus by Lycomedes. Once again this is a ta le  whose appearance in 
the m ythical record is first a tte s ted  in C im on’s Athens.^® Cimon m ade much 
of re turn ing  T heseus’ bones from Scyros to  A ttica, and he raised a proper fu
neral m ound in A thens to  which hero cult was thereafter given. For the sake 
of rounding out the biography th a t the  A thenians gradually developed for him, 
Theseus was provided w ith a death  tale, and there may be reasons to  explain 
why it had to  happen in exile from Athens, bu t why set it in such an obscure 
place as Scyros?^’̂ The answer seems to  be th a t it fitted in nicely w ith C im on’s 
war plans: the sto ry  th a t Theseus retired  to  his property  there was an invented 
mythological precedent for an A thenian proprietary  interest in the  island, and 
the treachery of Lycomedes provided a casus belli for the A thenian invasion. The 
only th ing  th a t  rem ains to  be explained is the notion th a t Lycomedes pushed 
Theseus off a cliff. It would have provided a  particularly  ignominious crime for 
Cimon to  avenge; it explains how a nonentity  like Lycomedes could have been 
responsible for the death  of a hero such as Theseus; finally, the specific m odality 
of Theseus’ dea th — to be pushed from a cliff—m ight well have been adapted 
from an elem ent of some local story  on Scyros.

The story  of the  death  of Theseus and the story  of Achilles am ong the  women 
b o th  seem to have been im ported  from Scyros to  A thens a t around the same

^ 5  J effery  (1 9 6 5 ) a n d  R o b e r tso n  (1975: v o l 1, 2 4 2 -5 ) ;  th e y  n a tu r a lly  fo c u s  o n  P o ly g n o ta n  
p a in tin g s  w h o se  c o n te n t  len d s  i t s e lf  m ore rea d ily  to  a  p o li t ic a l  rea d in g  th a n  th is  one; see  a lso  
S im o n  (1 9 6 3 ) .

A p a r t from  T h u c y d id e s ’ s to r y  o f  C im o n  fin d in g  T h e s e u s ’ b o n es  in  S c y r o s  (1 .9 8 .2 ) ,  th e  
c o m p le te  s to r y  o f  T h e s e u s ’ d e a th  th er e  is first fo u n d  in  D io d o r u s  (4 .6 4 .4 ) ,  a n d  th erea fter  in  
P lu ta r c h  { T h e s .  3 5 ) ,  P a u sa n ia s  (1 .1 7 .6 )  a n d  A p o llo d o ru s  ( E p i t .  1 .24 ).

G a n tz  (1993: 2 9 7 - 8 )  m a k es a n  in te r e s t in g  g u ess  a b o u t  th e  c ir c u m sta n c e  th a t  m ig h t h a v e  
o b lig ed  th e  A th e n ia n s  to  in v e n t a  d e a th - in -e x ile  ta le  for T h e se u s . H e im a g in e s  th a t  th e  a b sen ce  
o f  T h e s e u s ’ so n s  from  th e  C a ta lo g  o f  A th e n ia n s  in  th e  I l ia d  ( 2 .5 4 5 -5 6 )  w a s  a n  a w k w a rd n ess  
th a t  d e m a n d e d  su c h  a n  e x p la n a t io n  as th is .

For w h a t it  is  w o r th , th e  s ite  o f  th e  a n c ien t a c ro p o lis  o n  S cy ro s  is p e rch ed  a to p  a  v ery  
p r e c ip ito u s  rock y  e m in e n c e , p r e su m a b ly  th e  so u rce  o f  it s  H o m eric  e p ith e t ,  ExO pov . . .  aiTteiav 
{II. 9 .6 6 8 ). T h e  b a y  th er e  a n c ie n t ly  ca lle d  ’AxiXXeilov (P lu t .  C i m o n  8 , T -s ch o l. ad  II. 1 9 ,3 2 6 )  
is  s t i l l  ca lle d  A khil i .
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time and promoted there by Cimon. Yet the tales differ in one im portant way. 
The Scyros story of Theseus is neatly explicable in political terms, and it serves 
Athenian interests down to its minutest particular. By contrast, the propaganda 
value of Achilles’ Scyros story is unclear. Cimon’s objective would seem to have 
been even better served by the already existing story from the archaic epics 
th a t Achilles had attacked and sacked the place. Cimon would thus be following 
in the Homeric Achilles’ footsteps in sacking Scyros. So why did the story of 
Achilles’ involvement in the island change from one tha t would better suit the 
conquerors to one less apt to their purposes? Why did Polygnotus promulgate 
the transvestite episode at all, if its political value was nil?

Robert gave some thought to the problem, and his solution is a t first glance 
appealing. According to him, the notion tha t Neoptolernus was a native Scyrian 
and a descendant of their royal house was flattering to local vanity, and con
versely the story th a t his birth was the result of Achilles’ successful sack of the 
island was an insult to their pride. The locals therefore said that Achilles had 
not come there as an aggressor, but as a draft evader from the Trojan war, hid
ing among their w o m e n . T h i s  model accounts for the motivation behind the 
change of story, but it is unworkable. It assumes tha t these locals would have 
had the power, despite their defeat, to promulgate their own version of Achilles’ 
stay on the island, and tha t their mouthpiece in doing so was Polygnotus from 
Thasos, a fellow Ionian dweller ‘auf den Inseln des thrakischen Meers’.^° While 
Polygnotus, being from Thasos, was an ‘ionische Kiinstler’, it is hard to see why 
he should have been so keen to uphold the honor of another island, particularly 
one tha t had never to our knowledge been Ionian at all, but rather was inhabited 
a t th a t time, as Thucydides (1.98.2) says, by Dolopes from Thessaly.^^ Scyros 
is not really very near Thasos, and Polygnotus, though born in Thasos, was a 
naturalized Athenian citizen. Given this, should we really look in Polygnotus’ 
work for the voice of the feelings of these dispossessed and enslaved Thessalian 
pirates rather than of his own friend and patron, Cimon? It is clear from Thucy
dides’ account of the piratical Dolopes who dwelt on Scyros that the inhabitants

^9 R obert (1923: 1106-7).
3° R obert (1923: 1108); cf. also R obert (1881: 34)
3 '  A ccording to  Dowden (1989: 54), ‘. . .  they  [the Dolopes] can scarcely belong to  any o ther 

d ialect group th an  the  Aeolic’. V idal-N aquet, on the  o ther hand, says in a  preface co n tribu ted  
to  a  recent book, ‘E t Thesee m ourra  a  Scyros, chez les Dolopes qui ne sont pas vrais Grecs, 
m ais des m ixellenes  ou encore m ixobdrbaroi'. In a  footnote, he adds, A ces personnages Denise 
Fourgous a  consacre depuis plusieurs annees to u te  une serie d ’e tu d e s’: C alam e (1996: 11 and 
13, n 4). T hese stud ies have app aren tly  no t yet been published. It m ay be th a t  th e  Dolopes, 
like th e  M acedonians, were slanderously  accused of being ha lf-barbarian  by th e ir fellow-Greeks; 
th e ir m em bership in th e  Delphic A m phictony would seem nevertheless to  d em o n s tra te  their 
tru e  Hellenic credentials.
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were not trea ted  w ith much consideration by the A thenians. If by Scyrians we 
m ean not the  Dolopes, bu t the A thenian cleruchs Cim on installed there , then 

it is equally im probable to  invoke R o b ert’s m otive of local patrio tism , as new 
colonists should theoretically  be quite happy w ith  the  old epic story, identifying 
w ith the invading hero Achilles, ra ther th an  the victim ized local princess.3  ̂ How 
then  may we reconcile the evident politicization of Scyrian m yth  in C im on’s 
A thens w ith the apparen t non-existence of a party  to  whom the  newer version 
of Achilles’ s tay  m ight have been advantageous?

The full answer is probably beyond recovery, b u t since the Achilles-in-Scyros 
story would seem to  cu t a thw art any possible political in terest a t A thens, the 
diffusion of th is m yth  cannot be reduced to  purely political m anipulation . The 
developm ent of Theseus into a pan-A ttic  hero may provide a parallel exam ple 
of a hero whose biography combined ideologically useful m ateria l w ith less edi
fying stories. He becam e a symbol of A ttic  synoecism, bu t this did not obscure 
the more unsavory aspects of his legend, such as his endless pursu it of women. 
Indeed, the disjunction between the civic and personal Theseus was exploited to  
ironic effect by Euripides in his Hippolytus. As the  influence of power is brought 
to bear on m ythic m aterial, there may be a supplem ent left over th a t does not 
mold itself so easily to  w hatever political end is in view. T he colonizers, in order 
to discover the  w hereabouts of the rem ains of a hero th a t  they  could identify 
w ith their ‘T heseus’, may have been obliged paradoxically to  validate the  heroic 
narratives of the conquered Scyrian natives. The m ost famous m ythical associa
tion of the island was w ith the b irth  of Neoptolemus; so in the ir search for local 
stories of ‘T heseus’ in order th a t they could bring his bones triu m phan tly  home, 
the A thenians m ight also have discovered a version of the b irth  of Achilles’ son 
as told from a Scyrian perspective. It is probable in any case th a t the wide pro
m ulgation of the  m yth  of Achilles’ cross-dressed sojourn  on Scyros had its  origin 
in some oblique way in the A thenian drive to  assert the ir claims to  revenge for 
Theseus’ m urder.

The circum stan tial evidence is strong th a t the  in troduction  of the story  of 
Achilles am ong the  women into the body of Greek m yth  was d irectly  connected

There is one remaining possibility to consider among candidates for whom the Achilles 
story might have had propaganda value: the political opponents of Cimon at Athens. If we 
knew, say, that he had been accused of effeminacy, then we might argue that both pro- and 
anti-Cimon myth-making was happening on Scyros. Plutarch rebukes him for uxoriousness, 
but nothing more. He was slandered with the charge of incest with his sister (Plut. Cimon  
4.5-9, to which may be added the unpublished ostracon cited by OCD^ s.v. ‘Cim on’), and 
Achilles and Deidamia did commit a sort of incest (cf. Ach. 1.588-91); but the connection is 
tenuous. The intim ate association between Polygnotus and Cimon inclines one to imagine that 
if the Scyros-story had any political edge, it would have been favorable to Cimon, rather than 
the opposite.
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w ith  C im o n ’s sack o f  th e  is lan d . W h a t con c lu sion s can  b e inferred from  th is , and  

w h a t relevance d o es  it have for th e  A ch il le id?  A s far as S ta tiu s  is con cerned , 

P o ly g n o tu s  m erely  s ta n d s as a  prelude to  E u rip id es, w ho w as th e  key figure for 

th e  la ter d iffusion  o f  th e  m y th . A t th e  very lea st, our accou n t o f  p recise ly  how  

th e  sto ry  o f  A ch ille s’ cross-d ressin g  en tered  c ircu la tion  can  h elp  to  cop p er-fa sten  

th e  argum ent th a t th e  ta le  w as u tter ly  foreign  to  cy c lic  ep ic  and  in d eed  to  all 

ep ic  before S ta tiu s . E ven  i f  it  d oes n o t bear d irectly  on  th e  p lo t o f  th e  Achille id ,  

th ere  is an o b liga tion  for us to  d w ell up on  th e  orig ins o f  th e  m yth . T h is  is 

b ecau se  a d ifferent th eory  h as b een  w id e ly  accep ted , and  as w e sh a ll see below  

(S ec tio n  5 .2 ), it w ill b e  im p ortan t to  clarify  w h a t con tr ib u tion  S ta tiu s  m akes to  

th e  d eb ate .

5 . 1 . 3  E u r i p i d e s

For S ta tiu s  th e  m ost in flu en tia l trea tm en t o f  A ch illes am ong th e  w om en  o f  Scyros  

w as cer ta in ly  E u rip id es’ p lay  on th e  su b jec t, th e  S x u p io i, a  w ork th a t has u su a lly  

b een  c lassed  am on g  th e  p o e t ’s early  p l a y s .33 E ven  so , g iven  th a t he first co m p eted  

in  th e  C ity  D io n y sia  in  455  BC , a  d ecad e after C im o n ’s e x p ed it io n  to  Scyros, 

it is lik ely  th a t th e  p lay  w as com p osed  w ell a fter P o ly g n o tu s’ p a in tin g , and  

y et n o t so  long  afterw ards th a t th e  co n tex t o f  th e  A th en ia n  ex p ed it io n  w ill 

have b een  fo rg o tten . 34 N o th in g  is know n d irec tly  a b o u t its  c ircu m stan ces o f  first 

perform ance, b u t g iven  th e  n on -trag ic  su b jec t m atter , th e  gu ess (K orte  1934: 12) 

th a t it s to o d  like th e  A lces t is  as a  m elod ram a  in lieu  o f  a  sa tyr-p lay  at th e  end  

o f a  te tra lo g y  is a ttra c tiv e . A s for w h a t rem ain s to  us o f  th e  play, th ere  are a 

han dfu l o f  q u o ted  fragm en ts, th e  lo n g est o f  w hich  is o f  five lin es, and  a fragm ent

33 T here seem s to  be no firm ev idence for d atin g  the  play early, but m ore a general intuition; 
thus R obert (1923: 1108). T h a t S op h ocles’ play o f  th e  sam e nam e treated  an entirely different 
circum stance, the fetching o f  N eopto lem us to  Troy, w as d em onstrated  long ago by T yrw hitt 
(thus R obert 1881: 34), yet the  error o f  assum ing th a t th e  two p lays had sim ilar p lo ts still 
o ccasion ally  persists. K orte (1934: 12) ad m its tha t the m etrical ev idence from the fragm ents 
is not d ecisive in estab lish in g  a  chronology. H is argum ent is tha t E urip ides’ E xupioi probably  
predates S op h ocles’ play o f  th e  sam e nam e, since the latter d ealt w ith  th e  retrieval o f  N eop to le
m us from  Scyros, w hich K orte deem s a  less prom ising p oetica l scenario. Even if we grant the  
dubious cla im  that the  A ch illes-leaving-Scyros story w as m uch m ore com p ellin g  d ram atically  
than  the N eoptolem us-leaving-Scyros story, w hat weis there to  prevent Sophocles from treatin g  
the  sam e story  again? Jouan (1966: 2 1 6 -8 ) is rightly skeptical o f  K orte’s argum ent, but his 
own view  th a t th e  play is a la te  one is equally  unproven, and rem ains the  m inority view .

34 On the  basis o f  his argum ent con n ectin g  C im on and P o lygn otu s to  Scyros, R obert Eisserts, 
‘Hier ist es a lso  auch fiir den skeptischsten  Forscher klar, daC die T ragodie des E urip ides Exuptoi 
nicht nur spater, sondern in direkter A bhangigkeit von P olygn ot ged ich tet i s t ’ (1881: 34). B ut 
th is precedence o f  v isual art over p oetry  in articu latin g  local m yth  is one o f the  central them es 
of B ild  u n d  L ied, and so R obert perhaps overstates h is case s ligh tly  here. W e m ay still conclude  
that P o ly g n o tu s’ pain tin g  w as at leEist ‘vortragisch’ (K ullm ann 1960: 191), if not necessarily  
the direct insp iration  for Euripides. T hus T . B. L. W eb ster’s inclusion  o f P o ly g n o tu s’ painting  
am ong his ‘S elected  illu stration s o f lost p lays by E urip ides’ (1967: 301) is m istaken.
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of a  hypothesis on papyrus, which gives us the first line and some background 
to the mise en scene, and then breaks off just as it is beginning to describe the 
action of the play itself.^s A certain amount can be reconstructed on this basis, 
and the assumption tha t Statius knew the play can also help; Korte (1934) has 
attem pted such a reconstruction in a very careful manner.

The influence of Euripides on Statius is assured, despite the exiguous state 
of his play, because Statius may be seen to have signalled the debt overtly. In 
the Achilleid, after the narrative of Deidamia’s rape there intervene several lines 
in which the princess debates whether she should confess to her father what 
happened; a few words elide her period of pregnancy (1.665-74). At this point 
she makes reference to a figure whose presence is never alluded to anywhere else 
in the poem;

. . .  unam placet addere furtis 
altricem sociam, precibus quae victa duorum 
adnuit. ilia astu tacito raptumque pudorem 
surgentemque uterum atque aegros in pondere menses 
occuluit, plenis donee sta ta  tempora metis
a ttu lit et partus index Lucina resolvit. (1.669-74)

So this nurse, the couple’s sole confidante, helps them conceal the pregnancy and 
birth. The nurse then disappears from the epic as quickly as she entered it. Her 
cameo appearance raises a few questions. Why do we need to know about her at 
all? W hat purpose does it serve to introduce a new character for the space of only 
six lines? Statius could have described the concealment of Deidamia’s pregnancy 
just as economically without introducing us to its agent, or he could have referred 
to the help of her sisters, for Deidamia is not an only child in the Achilleid. The 
answer to the difficulty is tha t these lines are surely a nod to Euripides. While 
nurses may be sometimes found in epic, the sudden and superfluous presence 
here of a nurse, tragic and Euripidean figure par excellence, should alert us to the 
possibility of contaminatio with that g e n r e . T h e  few fragments of Euripides’

35 T h e  fra g m e n ts  are 6 8 2 -6 8 6  N a u ck  in c lu d in g  F  a d e sp . 9 ( = F  6 8 3 a  N au ck ^ ); G a lla v o t t i  d is 
co v ered  a n d  first p u b lish e d  th e  h y p o th e s is  (1 9 3 3 ) , a n d  s u b s e q u e n tly  re -ed ite d  it  for P S I  (1 9 5 1 ). 
It h as  a lso  b een  p u b lish e d  by, a m o n g  o th er s , A u s t in  (1 9 6 8 ) a n d  L u p p e  (1 9 8 2 ) ,  w h o  p ro v id es  a  
p h o to g r a p h ic  fa c s im ile  o f  th e  p ap y ru s. I ts  s ta te  is im p er fe c t a n d  th ere  have  b e e n  s o m e  m in or  
d ifferen ces  r eg a r d in g  th e  s u p p lem e n ts  a d d ed , b u t n o n e  m a te r ia lly  a ffec t th e  in te r p r e ta tio n  o f  
th e  h y p o th e s is . T h e  a c cu r a c y  o f  th e  a cco u n t g iv en  o f  th e  p la y  is r e la tiv e ly  secu re , n o t  o n ly  
b e c a u s e  o f  it s  g e n e ra l co n g r u e n c e  w ith  th e  b r ie f a c co u n ts  o f  th e  S cy ro s  e p is o d e  fo u n d  in  A p o l-  
lo d o ru s  {B ib l .  3 .1 3 .8 )  a n d  H y g in u s {Fab.  9 6 ) , b u t a ls o  b e c a u s e  th e  h y p o th e s is  th a t  p reced es  
it o n  th e  a lp h a b e t ic a lly  ord ered  p a p y ru s scrap  is o f  th e  R h e su s ,  an d  it  a g r ees  w e ll w ith  ou r  
m a n u sc r ip ts  o f  th a t  p lay.

3 ® K o r te ’s c a u t io n  s e e m s  m isp la c e d  to  m e: ‘A b er  ich  m o c h te  a u f  d ie  V ertra u te n r o lle  der
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Scyrians  th a t we have perm it us to  know th a t  D eidam ia’s nurse was indeed a 
character in th a t play;

(Tp.) f) nai? voaer aou xdTiLXLvSuvcoi;
(Aux.) 7tp6<; t o G; xti; a u t f ] v  7tT)[Jovf) 8 a[id (^E T ai;

xpu^oc; aOTfji; TtXcupa 682 Nauck)

The hypothesis tells us th a t D eidam ia was m otherless and so scholars have 
been unanim ous in a ttr ib u tin g  the first line to  D eidam ia’s nurse; we are to ld  th a t 
the  following two are spoken by Lycomedes.3'^ Perhaps the  nurse m anages to  
deflect Lycomedes’ curiosity a t this stage, perhaps not. The question of w hether 
the  nurse succeeds a t th is point in the play to  continue to  hide the n a tu re  of 
D eidam ia’s illness is critical for a reconstruction of Eurip ides’ play, bu t it is not 
so im portan t for our purposes. W hat is clear is th a t the nurse is presented here 
as the agent concealing D eidam ia’s pregnancy. By a fortunate  chance we know 
th a t  the  nurse served the same purpose for Euripides as she does for S tatius. It 
is no wonder, then , th a t S ta tius does not elaborate on how D eidam ia kept her 
confinement a secret from her father; the  invocation here of the  E urip idean nurse 
tells the  well-read reader the  answer: she feigned an illness. S ta tiu s  deploys his 
nurse alm ost as a footnote: for further details on D eidam ia’ prcgnancy and the 
m ethod of its concealm ent, cf. E uripides’ Scyrians.

To re tu rn  then  to  the  plot of the Scyrians, one possible reconstruction  of 
the order of the fragm ents is given in Table 5 .1 . There is not much th a t  can 
be gleaned from these scraps, bu t in a few places we may see where S ta tius 
has followed or diverged from the Eurip idean model. To begin w ith, the  first line 
commences an invocation of Helen th a t probably  formed p a rt of a d ia tribe  spoken 
by Thetis, evidently placing blame for the  whole situation  on her s h o u ld e r s .3®

A m m e  k ein  z u  grofies G e w ich t leg en , d en n  d ie  »E urip id eische«  A m m e  h a t te  ja  la n g s t  a u s  der  
T ra g o d ie  ih ren  W eg  in  d a s  E p o s  g e fu n d en ,— es  g e n iig t  an d ie  C ir is  zu  er in n e r n — , u n d  so  kann  
S ta t iu s  d ie s e  n ach h er  n ich t w ied er  g e n a n n te  F ig u r  au ch  o h n e  B e n u tz u n g  d er  S k yrier  e in g e le g t  
h a b e n ’ (1 9 3 4 : 8 ) . W h e rea s  th e  v e ry  b rev ity  o f  th e  n u rse ’s  a p p ea r a n c e  in  th e  A c h il le id  in d ic a te s  
t o  K o r te  th a t  th e  c o n n e c tio n  b e tw e e n  S t a t iu s  a n d  E u r ip id es  is a ls o  v ery  s lig h t h ere, I draw  
th e  o p p o s it e  co n c lu s io n ; th e  n u rse  a p p ea rs  briefly , b e c a u se  her o n ly  fu n c t io n  in  th e  e p ic  is  to  
p ro v id e  a  p o in te r  to  E u r ip id e s ’ p lay. T h e  fa c t th a t  n u rses m a y  b e  fo u n d  in  L a tin  h e x a m e te r  
d o e s  n o t d im in ish  th e ir  m ore  n a tu ra l a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  traged y .

37 T h u s  K o r te  (1934: 5 ) , J o u a n  (1966: 2 0 9 ) ,  W eb ster  (1967: 9 6 ).
3® S u ch  w a s G a ll iv o t t i ’s o r ig in a l su g g e s t io n , b u t so m e  d is a g r ee m e n t w a s  v o ic e d  by  K o r te  

(1934: 3 -4 ), w h o  w o u ld  ra th er  g iv e  th e  p r o lo g u e  to  th e  nu rse. H is  o b je c t io n  to  T h e t is  is th a t  
b e c a u s e  her p la n s  are fr u s tr a te d  in  th e  c o u rse  o f  th e  d ra m a , sh e  is n o t  a n  a p p ro p r ia te  fig u re  to  
sp ea k  th e  p ro lo g u e . I d o  n o t s ee  w h y  th is  s h o u ld  m a tte r ; th e  n u rse ’s p la n s  to  c o n c e a l D e id a m ia ’s 
p re g n a n c y  a re  e q u a lly  fr u str a ted . J o u a n  (1 9 6 6 : 2 0 8 ) fo llo w s K o r te , b u t  W e b ste r  (1 9 6 7 : 9 6 )  see s  
th a t  T h e t is  is  th e  o n ly  c h a ra cter  w ith  s u ff ic ie n t ly  a m p le  k n o w led g e  o f  th e  s itu a t io n  to  tr a c e  it 
b ack  to  its  ca u ses . A s  h e  n o te s , ev en  A c h ille s  h im se lf  h as  im p er fe c t k n o w led g e; h e  is lik e ly  n o t  
e v en  to  k n o w  w h o  H e len  is a t  th is  p o in t , so  w h y  sh o u ld  th e  nu rse k n o w  a n y  m ore?
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Prologue: T h etis or the nurse apostrophizes Helen papyrus hypothesis
(= F  6 8 ia  Nauck^)

Epeisodia: Nurse tells Lycom edes that Deidam ia is ill F 682 Nauck

Som eone, perhaps the nurse, urges the wis- F 683 N
dom  of dissim ulating dom estic problems

Lycom edes bem oans the capriciousness o f F684 N
fate towards m ortals 
[Birth of Neoptolem us?]

Arrival of Odysseus and D iom edes F 686 N
[Discovery of Achilles?]

O dysseus upbraids Achilles for avoiding F incert. 880 N
the war . . .
. . .  and for spinning wool, despite his high F adesp. q N
birth. (= F  683a N^)
[Achilles leaves Scyros?]

Table 5.1; Hypothetical reconstruction of Euripides’ Exupioi,, after Webster (1967: 97).

T he Achilleid  also begins with T hetis, likewise furious at the elopem ent o f Helen 

w ith Paris. S tatius directs T h etis’ anger more at Paris than Helen, in keeping 

w ith her recapitulation of the role o f Juno at the start o f the Aeneid.  B ut even  

as she rails in Vergilian vein against the fleet of a Phrygian prince, she m ay owe 

som ething to th is Euripidean prologue, if in fact it was spoken by T hetis.

T he m ost striking thing that we can learn from the hypothesis is that Eu

ripides’ D eidam ia is, in addition to being m otherless, apparently an only child .39 

The consequence, as Korte pointed out, is that in Euripides’ version of the story, 

U lysses m ust not have required any devious stratagem  in order to find Achilles 

out. If the only two m aidens in the household were L ycom edes’ single daughter 

and a stranger, it would not have taken much guile to solve the puzzle. So there 

was no elaborate trap involving gifts and a trum peter such as we find in the 

Achilleid  and so m any visual r e p r e s e n ta t io n s .Instead, we m ay speculate that

39 T h e  c ir c u m sta n tia l e v id e n c e  for th is  c o n c lu s io n , a d d u c ed  by  K o r te  (1 9 3 4 : 4 f ) ,  is  stron g: 
th e  h y p o th e s is  in tro d u c es  D e id a m ia  eis i f  L y co m ed es  h a d  no  o th er  ch ild ren : Tp^cp tov  8 ’ ^xeivo[q  
SuYOtx^pa] nr)Tpot; 6p tpavT)v  o v oti[a  A r ) i8 a t iE i ] a v . . . .  T h e n  th e  n u rse  refers to  h er s im p ly  a s i] 
Tialc; in  th e  fra g m en t q u o te d  a b o v e  (p  2 1 4 ); it  s ee m s th a t  w a s e n o u g h  to  id e n t ify  her to  her  
fa th er . F in a lly , th e  ch o ru s o f  th e  p la y  is  m a d e  u p  o f  E x u p io i, a n d  n o t E x u p ia i a s w o u ld  su rely  
h a v e  b e e n  th e  ca se  if  th e  p la y  h ad  fea tu red  a  crow d o f  g ir ls , a s  th e  A c h i l l e i d  d o es .

4°  A t th e  very  m o s t ,  it  is  p o s s ib le  th a t  th e  tr u m p e te r  w h o  fo o ls  A c h ille s  in to  th in k in g  a n  a tta ck
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E u rip id es con cen tra ted  on a r ticu la tin g  th e  co n ip e tin g  cla im s on A ch illes o f  h is  

love for D eid am ia  and  his desire for glory. Som e o f th e  rhetoric O d ysseu s m ust 

have d ep loyed  to  sw ay h im  is reflected  in th e  A ch ille id  ( i . 7 9 5 -8 0 2 , 1 .8 6 7 -7 4 )  

and in  tw o o f  th e  fragm ents above (F  incert. 880  N and  F  683a N ^). W e m igh t  

im ag in e  th a t th e  S c y r ia n s  had  som e affin ity w ith  S o p h o c les’ P h ilo c te te s , w ith  

love rather th an  h a te  as th e  o b sta c le  to  th e  h ero ’s progress to  Troy. T h ere  w as  

su rely  som e op p ortu n ity  for p hysica l com ed y  w ith  a m ale  actor p lay in g  a m an  

p lay in g  a ‘g ir l’ on sta g e  n ex t to  m ale  actors p lay in g  fem ale c h a r a c t e r s .B u t  th is  

m ay  n o t have b een  th e  focus o f  th e  scrip t, as it  m igh t if  E urip ides had  w r itten  

th e  chorus as fem ale (SxupLai) rather th an  m ale.

It fo llow s therefore th a t som e o f th e  m ost th ea tr ica l m om en ts in  th e  A ch ille id  

do n o t derive from  any p lay  w e know  of. T h e  scen e o f  A ch ille s’ u n veilin g  (1 .8 4 1 -  

8 8 5 ), w ith  its  co m p lex  m ovem ent and stag in g , thus evokes, as has lon g  b een  

recogn ized , th e  pop u lar v isu a l represen ta tion s o f  th e  scen e  in R om an  art, b u t it 

d oes so  in  a w ay th a t is nearly  u n p recedented  in  any other literary  rep resen ta tion  

o f w h ose  ex is ten ce  w e have notice."*^ S ince D u n can  (1914) it has b ecom e con ven 

tio n a l, perhap s even  a cliche, to  speak  o f  S ta t iu s ’ p ic tor ia l im a g in a tio n . ^ 3  T h is  

a lleg ian ce  to  th e  v isu a l arts is d em on stra ted  n o t on ly  in  th e  str ik in g  im ages, b u t  

also  in  th ose  a sp ec ts  o f A ch ille s’ b iography th a t  are e lab ora ted  for th e  first tim e  

in  literature  by S ta tiu s . Scenes like th ese  bring d ram atica lly  new  m ater ia l in to  

ep ic . T h e  ch oice to  describe A ch ille s’ un veiling  w as in n ovative  and d id  n o t have  

a E u rip id ean  p ed igree— O v id ’s b rief m en tion  was th e  o n ly  p r e c e d e n t . I t  is not 

en ou gh  to  a ttr ib u te  it to  a m ere change o f  ta s te  in th e  read ing  public; w e sh ou ld  

also  ex a m in e  th e  d ram atic  p o ss ib ilit ie s  it op en ed  up. A s a resu lt o f  d ep artin g  

from  E u rip ides, S ta tiu s gave h im self th e  chan ce to  in trod u ce  a h ost o f  n am eless  

fem ales ‘in  deren  bu n tem  S ch w arm  d er  ju g en d lich e  H eld  verschwand.''^^  It is an

is im m inent m ay belong to  E urip ides’ version, since A pollon ius m entions him  {Bibl.  3 .13 ,8 ). 
T h e w eapons m ixed am ong the g ifts on the other hand would have no poin t a t all un less there  
were a  p lurality  o f m aidens.

4 * A s in A ristop h an es’ Thesm ophoriazousae,  on  w hich see Z eitlin  (1981). See a lso  stud ies  
on th e  tran svestite  p lots o f  R enaissance E nglish  theater, in w hich fem ale roles were likew ise  
ordinarily  filled by males: G reenblatt (1988: 6 6 -9 3 ), Garber (1992: 7 2 -7 7 ) and Howard 1993.

For the m ass o f  R om an wall pain tings, m osaics, and sarcophagi show ing th e  d iscovery  
o f A chilles, see L I M C  s.v . ‘A ch illeus’, nos 107-166 . T he m ost im portant m odel for these, 
esp ecia lly  for the P om peian  wall pa intings, was apparently A th en ion ’s pain ting o f  th e  scene as 
described  by P liny (35.134); for bibliography, see L I M C  s.v . ‘A ch illeu s’, no 105. A lm ost all o f  
these  show  a  plurality  o f  girls, proving that they  belong  to a  different tradition  from  Euripides.

Farrell (1993) rightly com plains that th is is not a sufficient account o f  th e  in ten sity  o f  
S ta tiu s’ d escrip tive style.

‘*4 T h e literary notices o f th is scene com e from the m ythological handbooks o f  A p ollon ius and  
H yginus. O vid  is th e  on ly  surviving p oet before S ta tiu s, Greek or R om an, to  m en tion  U ly sses’ 
stratagem : see above, n. 17.

4 5  K orte (1934; 4)-
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opportunity that Statius seized w ith enthusiasm . There m ay be no chorus of 

girls in Euripides’ Scyrians, but there are several in the Achilleid, and signifi

cantly so. Achilles exists as a girl am ong girls, som etim es blending sm ooth ly  in, 

som etim es standing awkwardly out, but he is always seen in a thoroughly female 

m ilieu. As we saw above in Chapter 4.3, this opens up remarkable possibilities 

for burlesque and for com m ent on the nature of gender.

5 .1 .4  H e l l e n i s t i c  a n d  R o m a n  S o u r c e s

We find few other indications of the Scyros-story in literature before Statius. 

We have already discussed (Section 4-3.2) the scrap o f an H ellenistic poem  er

roneously ascribed to B ion .47 It influenced O vid ’s A rs A m atoria  and so it is 

possible that Statius knew the poem  as well, but there is no passage where its 

influence on the Achilleid  could not be equally attributed  to Ovid.^® This poem  

does introduce several m otifs into the story that we also find in Statius: Achilles 

is androgynous in appearance, he works w ith wool, he presses his attentions on  

D eidam ia, and he m aintains the fiction of his fem ininity even in private. There 

are divergences, too: T hetis is not m entioned, and a rival or chaperone seem s to  

stand between the couple. The m anuscript breaks off after 32 lines, so there is not 

a great deal we can know. Apart from the odd casual reference (eg. Prop. 2.9.16, 
Hor. C arm  1 .8.13-16) there is no extended treatm ent of the Scyros m yth in 

Latin verse until Ovid {A rs Am . 1 .681-704). S ta tiu s’ narrative of A chilles’ rape 

of D eidam ia and its afterm ath may be considered a detailed  response to the A rs  

A m atoria  and so it will reserved for a detailed discussion in Chapter 6.

5 . 2  T r a n s v e s t i s m  a n d  I n i t i a t i o n

W e  s a w  in the foregoing section the force of Carl R obert’s theory that the m yth  

of A chilles on Scyros first gained wide diffusion beyond that island at the point 

when its inhabitants were conquered by the Athenians. T he tale m ay possibly  

have had its origin in the local patriotism  of the people of Scyros; th is picture 

of A chilles’ stay was more flattering to them  than the Hom eric and cyclic story  

that they were conquered by Achilles. W hatever the local circum stances may 

have been that gave rise to  a tale of A chilles’ transvestism , it was dissem inated  

through the Greek world thanks to  its place in the work of artists like Polygnotus,

4® Bickel’s a rgum ent (1937) th a t  the  Achilles  of Livius A ndronicus, of which only one line 
survives, was based on E urip ides’ Scyrians  is pure speculation.

Pseudo-B ion 2, Bucolici Graeci (ed. Gow, O C T ).
‘I® Cf. Hollis ad Ov. A rs A m  x.681-704.
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Euripides and Athenion of Maroneia.'*^ On this theory, therefore, the dissemina
tion of the story of Achilles on Scyros was primarily a post-archaic literary and 
artistic phenomenon. This view of the m atter is difficult to reconcile with the 
account of the myth currently prevailing.

Since the publication of an article by Crawley in 1893 it has been usual to 
explain the myth of Achilles’ cross-dressing as an echo of a supposed adolescent 
initiation rite tha t once was practiced in the pre-historic Greek world, or at least 
an echo borrowed from another culture that did practice such a rite.s° It can no 
longer be doubted th a t the initiation of young men was a significant influence on 
many kinds of myth and ritual in Classical Greece, and not only in Doric areas. 
The typology of initiation has been extraordinarily productive as a m atrix for 
understanding certain aspects of ancient myth and culture. Nonetheless, there 
are many potential occasions for ritual transvestism aside from initiation, and 
so to evaluate Crawley’s theory, it will be necessary to examine the evidence for 
transvestism in rites of passage as it may relate to cross-dressing in the Greco- 
Roman world.

I shall try  to trea t these adm ittedly complex m atters adequately in the first 
two parts of this section, which will comprise a substantial but necessary detour 
away from the Achilleid. First we must establish what is known from compar
ative ethnology about initiatory transvestism, and to determine whether this 
evidence really does bear upon the case of Achilles. Secondly we need to exam
ine some of the other examples of cross-dressing in Greco-Roman myth and cult 
to see whether they can substantiate the theory tha t cross-dressing once may 
have constituted a part of the initiation of young men in ancient Mediterranean 
society. The relevance of these investigations to a study of the Achilleid will 
become clear afterwards. Statius insistently uses the imagery of initiation in his 
presentation of Achilles at Scyros; we have already discussed this with respect to 
Achilles’ dancing (above, Section 4.3.2). The problem is how to interpret these 
initiatory elements in the Achilleid; we shall consider tha t question in the final 
part of this section. Subsequently (Section 5.3) we will extend this investigation 
into a detailed look at the episode of Achilles’ maenadism in the light of Roman 
ritual practice.

■*9 P lin y  { N H  35.134) described a pain ting by A thenion  o f the d iscovery o f A ch illes by U lysses  
tha t has been  claim ed by scholars as the probable prototyp e for P om peian  w all-pain tings o f 
the scene; for bibliography, see  L I M C  s.v . ‘A ch illes’, no. 105.

For an account o f  th e  w ays m yth  m ight derive from in itia tory  ritual, see G raf (1993: n 6 f ) ,  
and m ore generally, C alam e (1996: 1 5 -60).
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5 - 2 .1  T h e  A n t h r o p o l o g y  o f  C r o s s - d r e s s i n g  i n  R i t e s  o f  P a s s a g e

In an influential form ulation, van Gennep ( i 9 6 0 : lo f) categorized the  ceremonial 
rites de passage th a t m ark transitions from one social s ta te  to  another as divided 
into th ree types, which are often found together as different phases of the same 
ritual: rites of separation, transition  rites and rites of incorporation. T he period 
of transition  or suspension between the old sta tu s  and the  new is characterized by 
‘lim inal rite s’. This tim e is often passed in the wilderness or sim ply away from the 
m ain p a rt of society, where the partic ipants may wear non-standard  clothing, eat 
an unusual d iet, and generally act in ways not usually sanctioned in th a t  society. 
A fter th is period of ‘social d e a th ’, the in itia te  rejoins the m ass reborn  into a new 
r o l e . I n  the ancient Greek world this p a tte rn  has been divined, for example, 
in the background of the krypteia  a t S parta  and in aspects of the  ephebeia 
a t Athens; in bo th  cases young men spend tim e on the  m argin of the  c ity ’s 
te rrito ry  before joining the arm y as hoplites, while engaging in a  style of fighting 
th a t was not custom ary for c i t iz e n s .I n i t ia t io n  ritua l proper only survived into 
the historical period in the Doric am bit, bu t studies have dem onstrated  th a t 
echoes of adolescent in itiation  rituals may be found in aspects of social practice 
th roughout the Greek world. 3̂ In com plem entary fashion, various stories of m yth 
have been inspected for reflections of initiation rituals; the  legend of Theseus and 
the tale of the  A rgonauts, for example, have bo th  been in terp reted  in the  light 
of such ritu a ls .54 It has been claimed th a t there is com parative evidence from 
other cultures to  indicate th a t cross-dressing of in itia tes may som etim es play a 
part in the  coming-of-age ceremonies of bo th  boys and girls; th is style of dress 
has been seen as a m arker of the iim in a l’ s ta te  of the  in itiates. It will be useful 
to  review the relevant ethnographic data , because it constitu tes the  basis for the 
argum ent th a t Achilles’ cross-dressing is an echo of an adolescent in itia tion  rite. 
This theory  has gained wide currency, bu t it has not been explored in detail 
since C raw ley’s original article, and it is not easy to  find the supporting  d a ta  
assembled in one place.

The first step  in evaluating the claim th a t the m yth of Achilles on Scyros is 
the echo of an in itia to ry  practice is to work out ju s t how cross-dressing generally

5 '  S e e  T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  9 3 - 1 1 1 ,  1 5 2 ) .
5  ̂ V id a l - N a q u e t  { 1 9 8 6 :  1 0 6 - 2 8 ) .
53 E .g .  W in k le r  ( 1 9 9 0 b ) ,  C a la m e  ( 1 9 9 6 ,  e s p . 4 3 2 - 5 ) .  O n  h is t o r ic a l  i n i t i a t io n  r i t u a ls  in  C r e te  

a n d  S p a r ta ,  s e e  B u r k e r t  (1 9 8 5 :  2 6 1 - 3 ) .
T h e s e u s :  J e a n m a ir e  (1 9 3 9 :  2 2 7 - 3 8 3 )  a n d  D a c o s t a  (1 9 9 1 :  1 1 - 2 9 ) ;  A r g o n a u t s :  H u n te r  

(1 9 9 3 :  1 5 - 1 7 )  a n d  D a c o s t a  (1 9 9 1 :  9 0 - 1 0 6 ) ;  fo r  a  s u r v e y , s e e  D o w d e n  (1 9 9 2 :  1 0 2 - 1 8 ) .
55 F o r  t h e  c u r r e n c y  o f  t h i s  e x p la n a t io n  o f  A c h il l e s  a t  S c y r o s ,  s e e  OCD^ s .v .  ‘i n i t i a t i o n ’ [B r e m -  

m er].
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figures in  th e  typo logy  of in itia tio n  r ite s  in tra d itio n a l societies th ro u g h o u t th e  

w orld . C raw ley  h im self gives an  ad m irab ly  c lear exp o sitio n  of th e  theory :

As th is  seclusion of A chilles was, in  a  way, a  p re lim in ary  to  h is b e a r

ing  arm s a t  Troy, so th e  ‘in it ia t io n ’ of th e  savage boy  m ark s th e  end 

of boyhood , an d  ad m its  h im  to  th e  full r ig h ts  o f m an . T h e  can d i

d a te s  a re  secluded  in  specia l places, o ften  in  th e  d ep th s  of th e  forest, 

w here th e y  pass th e ir  tim e  of p ro b a tio n , o ften  ex ten d in g  to  weeks 

or m on ths , an d  undergo  th e  various te s ts  o r o p e ra tio n s  p resc ribed  

by cus tom , th e  m ost conspicuous of th e  la t te r  am ong  m any  peoples 

being  circum cision  or a  sim ilar m u tila tio n . (1893: 243)

T h e  following su rvey  will lay o u t th e  p a r tic u la rs  o f th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  evidence. 

O n ly  cases of bo y s’ in itia tio n  will be considered  a n d  only  th o se  re p o rts  of cross- 

d ressing  by th e  boys them selves, n o t th e ir  a d u lt  superv iso rs. I t is o ften  th e  case 

th a t  th e  m en in charge of th e  r itu a l dress as w om en, in o rd er to  ac t o u t a  d ram a , 

to  im p e rso n a te  a fem ale ghost or sp ir it, to  m im e sexual in te rcou rse , an d  so 

fo rth . T h ese  are n o t, in  m y opin ion , in te res tin g  para lle ls  for th e  p rac tice  w hereby 

novices them selves a re  supposed  to  w ear e lem ents of fem ale dress as a  sign of 

th e ir  lim inality . V lad im ir P ro p p , in th e  course of a  d iscussion  of in itia tio n , has 

c la im ed  on th e  co n tra ry  th a t:  ‘. . .  d e r O rg a n isa to r  des R itu s  verkleidet sich  als 

F rau . E r is t P rau -M ann . Von h ier fiih rt eine gerade L inie zu als F rau  verk le ideten  

G 5 t te rn  u n d  H elden (H erakles, A chilles) u n d  zum  H erm ap h ro d itism u s v ieler 

C o tte r  u n d  H elden ’. R a t h e r ,  for th e  pu rposes of a rg u m e n t I accep t L e itao ’s 

defin ition  of ‘in itia to ry  tra n sv e s tism ’ as ‘those  occasions on w hich adolescen t 

boys or young  m en a d o p ted  fem inine a t t i r e  in  pub lic  r i tu a l ’.^7 N o t being  an  

an th ro p o lo g is t, I c a n n o t g u aran tee  th a t  th e  following su rvey  is an y th in g  like 

exh au stiv e . N evertheless, desp ite  th e  u b iq u ity  of th e  cla im  th a t  ‘tran sv e s tism  is 

fam ilia r in  passage r ite s ’ (D ow den 1989: 65), I was un ab le  to  find an o th e r  sim ila r 

g a th e rin g  of th e  ev idence for th is  com m only  accep ted  claim . I d id  n o t m ake a 

sy s tem a tic  search th ro u g h  th e  vast e th n o g rap h ic  l i te ra tu re  on in itia tio n , w hich 

w ould b e  beyond  m y com petence an d  beyond  th e  scope of th is  w ork, b u t I d id  

follow up  each  an d  every  e th n o g rap h ic  c ita tio n  given in  su p p o r t of all assertions 

I cou ld  find of th e  ex istence of in itia to ry  tran sv e s tism .5®

5® P ropp  (1987: 133); em phasis present in th e  tran s la tio n  from th e  R ussian. T he exam ples 
from r itu a l and folktale adduced by Propp  (131-4) do not involve transvestism  on th e  p a r t of 
th e  youths concerned.

Leitao (1995: 137); it will eventually becom e clear, however, th a t  I do no t th in k  th a t  the  
category  in p ractice  serves a  useful descriptive purpose.

Even th e  in trep id  Versnel (1990b; 78, n 88 =  1993: 50, n 91) acknowledges th a t  ‘the  am ount 
of lite ra tu re  on in itia tion  is overwhelm ing’.
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We m ay firstly dism iss a few of the com m only-cited exam ples o f in itiatory  

transvestism  where no cross-dressing has actually been docum ented as part of 

the in itiation  ceremonies. It is natural in every culture that people should adorn  

them selves on im portant occasions; we are only interested in cases w here the  

boys’ ornam ents are such that they are read by the mem bers of th a t culture  

as fem inine. One spurious exam ple concerns the long-extinct A rio i soc iety  of 

Tahiti, whose exact nature is uncertain, but which is known to have had a com 

plex in itiatory hierarchy of seven grades . ^9 The would-be in itiate into this group  

exhibited his worthiness and his interest by displaying a frenzy of d ivine posses

sion. He ‘repaired to som e pubhc exhibition in a state of apparent derangem ent. 

He was dressed and adorned in the m ost fantastic m anner’. T h i s  garb m ight 

include gender-inappropriate item s, but that was not the defining feature of his 

outfit, and this is apparently not the m om ent for which in itiatory transvestism  is 

claim ed. T hat assertion derives from M iihlmann (1955: 4 3 -6 ), who tendentiously  

m isread the reports o f the early m issionaries who are our only source for the A r

ioi', none of them , however, said that they w itnessed ritual cross-dressing.®^ A 

com m only cited  w itness is Ellis (1831: 241), who merely says that an in itiand  

‘was then com m anded to  seize the cloth worn by the chief wom an present, and 

by this act he com pleted his in itia tio n .. . . ’ Ellis does not even say w hat the boy 

did w ith  the ‘clo th ’; in fact, the presum ption of cross-dressing m ay be due to  a 

sim ple linguistic m isunderstanding. The German and FVench scholars w ho cite 

this passage (M iihlm ann, Baum ann, Eliade) apparently understand ‘c lo th ’ as 

sim ply equivalent to ‘cloth ing’. Ellis, however, is probably referring to  a specific 

cloth, the ahu haio, that was ‘the badge of the society, only worn by its m em 

bers’.®̂  B oth  women and m en were members of the society, so this cloth  was a 

marker not of gender but of status and initiation. In any case, w ith  the A rio i 

one is dealing w ith  a case of induction into a selective society rather than  an 

age-class ritual, so this would not be a particularly com pelling parallel even if it 

were a true instance of ritual cross-dressing.

In the course of surveying the evidence for transvestism  in b oys’ in itiations

59 For th e  claim  o f ‘in itia tory  tran svestism ’ am ong the Arioi ,  see B u llough  and B ullough  
(1993: 17), E liade (1958: 26) and Baum ann (1955: 58). D ep en d in g  on w hose report one b elieves, 
th ey  were either ‘professional en tertainers’ (W illiam son 1939: 116), ‘a  p o litica l, warrior and  
plundering a sso c ia tio n ’ (van G ennep 1960: 83) or som e com bination  of the  two.

W illiam son  (1939: i i 8 ) .
A part from E llis, c ited  below , M iihlm ann (1955: 37f) a lso  quotes the d iaries o f  tw o Spanish  

m issionaries, w ho do not m ention  w om en’s clo th ing  or anyth in g  rem otely like it; the diaries m ay  
be con su lted  in C orney (1915: vol 2, 329f). Furtherm ore, the  P olynesian  parallels M iihlm ann  
adduces (1955: 77) are o f  m ale actors perform ing fem ale roles on the stage , and o f m en w ho  
sp en t their w hole lives as w om en, b oth  o f  which are entirely d istinct phenom ena.

W illiam son  (1939: 119).
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Eliade (1958; 26) says, ‘according to Wilhelm Schmidt and Paul Wirz, ritual 
transformation into women is practiced in New Guinea. And Haddon has found 

it in Torres Strait’. None of these Melanesian examples, however, are convincing 
illustrations of cross-dressing, if that is what Eliade intended them to be.®  ̂ A 
reference may have gone astray, for the ritual described by Wirz in the pages to 
which Eliade’s accompanying footnote refers is an initiation that entails ritual 
pederasty, serial rape, human sacrifice and cannibalism, but not t r a n s v e s t i s m .  

Among the other initiations conducted by the Marind people of Papua New 
Guinea and described in Wirz’s book there is one that does involve some inci
dental cross-dressing, but not on the part of the initiates th em se lv es .S ch m id t, 
on the other hand, describes a ritual in which it is not clear that the boys’ garb 
in question should be considered feminine. Schmidt, who was not a witness to 
the rite himself, merely says that, after the circumcision is performed, the boys 
wear a ‘Leibgiirtel’.®® Neither Schmidt nor his native informant, however, calls 
this a woman’s garment, and so it is unclear on what grounds it might be consid
ered female d r e s s . I t  is equally unclear how transvestism enters into Haddon’s 
report from the Torres Strait between Australia and Papua New Guinea. It is 
true that he repeatedly employs the quaint term ‘petticoats’ to denote the grass 
skirts that wore sometimes worn in ceremonial dances by the men of the Torres 
Strait islands. He also, however, expressly notes that, ‘this kind of petticoat was 
used by the men alone and only when dancing’ (1893: 136); so this particular 
kind of skirt was not in fact women’s garb. Even if we allow that skirts were

T h a t is certain ly  w hat Bullough and  B ullough (1993: 17, n 51), accepting  E liade’s au th o r
ity, took  him  to  mean.

W irz (1922: vol 1, p t 1, pp  43-8). It could be th a t  Eliade m istook for one of the  otherw ise 
exclusively m ale in itia te s  th e  ‘in vollem Schm uck prangende und von 01 und Farbe triefende 
Iw d g \  who is actually  a  m aiden of m arriageab le  age {Wirz 1922: vol 1, p t  1, p 40) and a  
sacrificial v ictim  (1922: vol 2, p t 3, p 43). It is also possible th a t  E liade m eant to  move on 
from  his preceding exam ples to  an o th er topic  entirely, viz. ritu a l pederasty. On th is reading, 
‘r itu a l transfo rm ation  in to  wom en’ does not m ean cross-dressing, bu t is code for boys adopting  
th e  passive hom osexual role. T h is is no t borne ou t by his o th er exam ples, so I will carry  on 
assum ing th a t  these la tte r  c ita tions of his were m eant like th e  ones th a t  precede it to  illu stra te  
r itu a l transvestism .

It is th e  a lready-in itia ted  men {Metoar)  w ho dress eis women; cf. W irz (1922: vol 2, p t 3, 
p 12) and  P ropp  (1987; 132). For a  sim ilar case of older m en acting  ou t th e  p a r t of women 
for th e  benefit of th e  novices from m ore recent e thnography  of P ap u a  New G uinea, see H erdt 
(1982: 343). T h is sam e collection of essays gives m any accounts of women cross-dressing and 
pan tom im ing  the  roles of men in female in itiations: H erd t (1982: 116, 2 i5 f, 224, 229, and 
esp. 231).

‘D ann  w ird jedem  ein Leibgiirtel angelegt, w ahrend die K naben bis dah in  liberhaup t nackt 
um hergelaufen sind. W enn die a m p u ta tio  p raep u tii vorgenom m en worden ist, w ird dieser G u rt 
auch sp a te r  nicht m ehr abgelegt. Die K leineren aber, die bloC gestochen worden sind, legen 
ihn sp a te r  doch oft w ieder ab, wenn die W unden vernarb t s in d ’ (1907: 1038).

T here  is a  an elem ent of transvestism  in th e  ritual, as a  girl appears dressed eis a  m an 
(1907: 1052), bu t there  is no cross-dressing on th e  pa rt of th e  boys th a t  is recognized by 
Schm idt as such; cf. B aum ann (1955: 228).
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generally worn by women in this culture, tha t is not relevant here, because it is 
the elders who wear the skirts, not the boys being initiated, who wear instead a 
string-like belt (1893: 141). We are not interested in evidence of elder members 
of a tribe cross-dressing in the context of pantomime dances, but for evidence 
of transvestism as a marker of the ‘liminality’ of the boys themselves. Given the 
strict separation of the sexes in most adolescent initiations, the roles of female 
characters, both human and supernatural, must be interpreted by male actors 
in female costume.®®

Brelich (1969: 72, n 60) adduces Elmberg’s description of the M ejbrat of 
Irian Jaya (Western New Guinea) as an example of initiatory cross-dressing. 
On this occasion Elmberg does, it is true, say that ‘In connection with male 
initiates transvestitism  is observed, as well as a hair-do im itating tha t of the 
full-grown women, [and] the manufacture of bark cloth (otherwise a typically 
female occupation) . . .  ’ (1959: 76f). Yet when we compare this quotation, which 
comes from a brief paragraph on the subject of initiation, with the same author’s 
subsequently published and much more detailed fifty-page account of Mejbrat 
initiation rites, the facts to support his earlier characterization are not forthcom
i n g . I n  his subsequent description of this and other Mejbrat initiation rites, 
Elmberg does speak of transvestism on the part of the adult men (1965: 121, 
125), but not on the part of the initiates themselves. In addition to observing 
ritual nudity (1965; 113, 118), Elmberg says tha t the novices wear ceremonial 
necklaces, armlets, cloth and so forth; yet it is clear from his earlier discussion 
of M ejbrat attire tha t these were not uncommon for men to wear on festive 
occasions (1955: lof). We are told, on the other hand, of ‘transvestite pranks’ 
th a t are a feature of M ejbrat death ritual and courtship (1955: 69f, 1965: 96). 
It seems tha t Elmberg gradually refined his understanding of M ejbrat initiatory 
ritual over the course of time; his later presentation (1965: 111-127), while men
tioning some women’s tasks performed by the novices, concentrates on the way 
their initiation ceremony enacted a symbolic death and rebirth, a pattern whose 
world-wide diffusion is indubitable.

There are a number of better-documented cases of initiatory transvestism in 
the ethnographic r e c o r d . B o y s  and girls both cross-dressed as part of their re-

S e e  B a u m a n n  (1 9 5 5 :  2 2 8 ) ;  fo r  t h e  c o r r e s p o n d in g  p h e n o m e n o n  in  f e m a le  in i t i a t io n s ,  s e e  
a b o v e ,  n  6 5 .

E lm b e r g  (1 9 6 5 :  9 2 - 1 4 2 ) ;  t h e r e  is  a ls o  n o  m e n t io n  o f  t r a n s v e s t i s m  in  E lm b e r g ’s  p r io r  a c c o u n t  
o f  t h e  s a m e  in i t i a t io n  (1 9 5 5 :  4 3 - 5 ) -  

7“ T h e  m o s t  u s e f u l  s o u r c e s  fo r  b ib l io g r a p h y  a r e  B a u m a n n  { 1 9 5 5 :  5 7 f )  a n d  J e n s e n  (1 9 3 3 :  p a s 
s im ) .  A m o n g  c la s s ic a l  s c h o la r s ,  B r e l ic h  (1 9 6 9 :  7 2 , n  6 0 )  t r e a t s  t h e  a n t h r o p o lo g ic a l  d a t a  in  s o m e  
d e t a i l .
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spective circumcision ceremonies among the Nandi of Kenya7  ̂ Hollis (1909: 52- 
7) reports that boys were dressed as girls during the preparatory stages of the 
rite, and for four days after their circumcision. At this point they exchanged 
the girls’ clothing for an elaborate headdress and the clothing of a fully-grown 
woman, donated by their mothers. During the ensuing months of convalescence 
the boys continued in this mode of dress while living apart from the rest of the 
community, observing various restrictions on diet and behavior, and receiving 
instruction from the elders who dwell with them. At the conclusion of this pe
riod, a feast is held and the boys trade their female garb for the weapons of a 
warrior. Again it is Hollis (1905: 298) who reports on another ritual, that of the 
Maasai. He says that, following their circumcision, boys wear women’s clothes 
until they have recovered, at which time they put on the accoutrements of a 
warrior; in this case there is apparently no long communal period of seclusion, 
recovery, and initiation. Raum (1967: 3o8f) records that among the Chagga of 
Kilimanjaro the novice wore his mother’s sheepskin dress while recuperating; 
this is another case in which the circumcised boy recovered at home, rather than 
with his age-group.

Most circumcision rituals that involve cross-dressing are infrequent events, 
like that of the Nandi, and are a collective act on the part of the whole commu
nity, unlike the Chagga, who circumcised boys in small groups. One group of the 
Sotho of South Africa, for example, are said by Endemann (1874: 37f) to have 
practiced an elaborate circumcision rite in which the boys lived away on the veld 
for three months. During this period they recovered from the surgery and were 
taught the secret lore of their tribe. Endemann also reports that during this 
period each boy exchanged his normal loincloth for one that resembled the sort 
usually worn by g i r l s . H e r e  too the girls cross-dressed symmetrically during 
their coming-of-age ritual, wearing boys’ clothes and carrying weapons; each sex 
was equally prohibited from encountering the other while in seclusion. Another 
report from South Africa concerns a different Sotho people; Eiselen (1932), or 
rather his informant, describes a two-stage initiation rite. Firstly a circumcision 
ritual was held; the boys lived away from the community on a mountainside for 
three months while recovering from the operation. Women and the uninitiated 
were prohibited from witnessing this first, very secret phase, in which the boys 
were taught the arcana of the initiation lodge. Later, after the initiates returned

Hollis (1909: 52-7); Bryk (1964: 113-27).
Endemann (1874: 37f); ‘Nach vollzogener Beschneidung wird die gewohnliche Bedeck- 

ung der Lenden, das kx^soa, nicht wieder angethan, sondern ein dem der Madchen ahnlicher 
Schurz.. . .  Nach Verlauf von drei Monaten ziehen die Beschnittenen, mit einem neuen kxesda 
angethan, nach Hause’. For a description of both of these garments, see ibid. p 18.
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hom e, a  secondary  p a r t o f th e  in itia tio n  was held , called  th e  boxwera, w hich 

was m ore public . Y et th e re  was one aspec t of even th is  cerem ony th a t  w as to  

be kep t from  th e  w om en an d  th e  u n in itia ted , an d  th is  was th e  g a th e rin g  from  

afa r o f th e  leaves from  w hich th e  sk irts  for th e  in itia te s  were p la ited . E ise len ’s 

in fo rm an t sa id  th a t  these  garm en ts  resem bled a  g ir l’s sk irt, b u t i t  is n o t clear 

w h e th e r  th is  tu rn  of p h rase  was used to  give to  a  E u ro p ean  som e idea of th e  

g a rm e n t, or w h e th e r th is  was a  ju d g m e n t w ith in  th e  co n tex t o f his own peo p le ’s 

sa rto r ia l usage. In  th is  secondary  phase  o f th e  in itia tio n  it was allow ed for the  

boys to  en co u n te r w om en, an d  th e y  a p p a ren tly  wore th e  boxwera sk ir ts  for the  

ensu ing  m o n th s th ey  sp e n t on th e  veld excep t w hile sleeping, w hen  lo inclo ths 
w ere w orn .’̂ ^

T h e re  a re  very  few rep o rts  of tran sv estism  in bo y s’ in itia tio n  r ite s  th a t  do 

n o t involve circum cision. N adel (1947: 242) claim s th a t  th e  M oro of th e  N uba  

m o u n ta in s  in  S u d an  held  a  dance th a t  m arked  an  en try  in to  ad u lth o o d , and  

a t  th is  dance  th e  young  m en ad o rned  them selves as girls. T h ere  a re  also two 

re levan t re p o r ts  from  tu rn -o f-th e -cen tu ry  G erm an  colonial C am eroon . M orgen 

re p o rte d  th a t  Ew ondo boys (M orgen’s ‘Y au n d e’) h ad  to  w ear a  so rt o f grass sk irt 

in th e  p e rio d  following th e  end  of th e ir  long in s tru c tio n  in  th e  bush  an d  u n til the  

feast th a t  was held  to  ce leb ra te  its  end.'^^ Q n th is  la t te r  occasion th e ir  ‘im itir te n  

w eiblichen T ra c h t’ w as to rn  from  th e  boys by th e  assem bled  w om en (M orgen 

1893: 52). A n o th er G erm an  soldier in  C am eroon , H ans D om inik , described  a very  

sim ila r scene am ong  th e  nearby  Bane.^^ A gain , a f te r  a  p e rio d  of iso lation  and  

in s tru c tio n , th e  boys assem ble: ‘Sie sind  ganz nack t, m it w eisser T h o n erd e  b em alt 

u n d  tra g e n  nach  W e ib e ra rt tro ck n e  B ananenbiischel um  die H iiften ’.’̂® A no ther 

scene is described  in  w hich th e  costum e is likewise to rn  from  th e  boys by the  

assem bled  w om en. A n in te res tin g  th in g  is th a t  in  b o th  cases th e  ‘tra n sv e s tism ’, 

if th a t  is w h a t it rea lly  w as, was n o t a p a r t  o f th e  ‘lim in a l’ tim e  sp e n t by th e  

novices a p a r t from  th e  com m unity , b u t was ra th e r  a  p a r t  o f th e  ce leb ra tio n  

th a t  a t te n d e d  th e ir  rejo in ing  it. T h is  is em phasized  in  D om in ik ’s accoun t, w here 

th e  grow n m en also w ear a  ‘w eiberartige  K o stiim ’ w hile d an c in g  a t  th e  festival 

an d  o th e r  eccen tric  g arb , th e  p o in t of w hich, we are  to ld , w as to  m ake people

■̂ 3 E is e l e n  (1 9 3 2 :  1 7 - 9 ) .
M o r g e n  (1 8 9 3 :  5 0 - 2 ) .  O n  t h e  n a m e  ‘Y a u n d e ’ fo r  t h e  E w o n d o , s e e  B ie b u y c k ,  K e U ih e r  a n d  

M c R a e  (1 9 9 6 :  8 3 ) .
75  B o t h  t h e  B a n e  a n d  t h e  E w o n d o  a r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  B e t s i  o r  n o r t h e r n  F a n g  d iv i s io n  o f  t h e  

B a n t u - s p e a k in g  F a n g - P a h o u in  c lu s t e r  in  C a m e r o o n :  B ie b u y c k ,  K e ll ih e r  a n d  M c R a e  (1 9 9 6 :  4 9 ,  
s .v ,  ‘B e t s i ’).

Q u o t e d  b y  S c h u r t z  (1 9 0 2 :  1 0 0 )  e v i d e n t l y  fr o m  D o m in ik  (1 9 0 1 :  1 6 4 );  I h a v e  n o t  b e e n  a b le  
t o  l o c a t e  a  c o p y  o f  t h e  la t t e r  t o  c h e c k  t h e  q u o t a t io n .  T h e  c o m b in a t io n  o f  g r a s s  ‘s k i r t s ’ a n d  
w h i t e  c la y  m a r k in g s  w ill  r e c u r  a m o n g  t h e  N d e m b u ;  s e e  b e lo w ,  p  2 3 0 .
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laughJ^ This sounds much more like carnivahstic cross-dressing than a marker of 

the boys’ status. I t  is not always clear where to draw the line between ceremonial, 

or merely festive, garb and ‘female’ a ttire  in  various cultures. The problem is 

pa rticu la rly  acute when evaluating the reports o f V ic to rian  travelers, who do not 

always document the basis for the ir evaluations o f male versus female a ttire . One 

suspects th a t Morgen and D om inik m ight have judged any sort o f grass sk irt to 

be self-evidently feminine a ttire , regardless o f how the partic ipants m ight have 

fe lt about it .  Also from  Cameroon comes another piece o f evidence cited by 

Brelich (1969: 72, n 60), which is not really relevant to the question: the report 

by N icol (1929: 105) th a t Bakoko novices wore the ir ha ir like women while in 

seclusion. Prom the perspective o f in itia to ry  clothing, the more significant datum  

is th a t these novices also spent the ir confinement completely nude. This is in  fact 

by far the most common and widespread proscription w ith  regard to  the dress 

o f boys during the period o f the ir in itia tio n  and seclusion, as Brelich himself 

acknowledged.

The in itia tio n  rites exh ib it a pattern, and some o f the aspects in  which they 

generally agree are such th a t they tend to exclude the possib ility  th a t the story 

o f Achilles on Scyros could have arisen from a connection w ith  such rituals. 

The firs t th ing  to  emerge from the evidence is the strong connection o f cross- 

dressing w ith  circumcision. A ll o f the well-reported cases in  which the boys 

undergo a period o f seclusion like Achilles on Scyros and are dressed as girls are 

not only in itia tio n  rites in  general, bu t are also more specifically circumcision 

r i t e s . Q u i t e  apart from  the absence o f circumcision in pagan antiqu ity, one must 

confront the problem o f Neoptolemus. The reason for the seclusion o f the novices 

in  the in itia tio n  rites described above is th a t the wound from circumcision takes 

much longer to heal in adolescents than in infants, anywhere from  six weeks 

to three months. D uring  th is tim e i t  is of course impossible for the boys to 

have sexual intercourse w ithou t enormous pain. In  the Ndembu r itu a l described 

below, even the parents o f the novices, as i f  in sympathy, are prohib ited from 

intercourse for the duration of the ir sons’ confinement, believing th a t to  break 

th is taboo would be to  delay the ir sons’ h e a l i n g . E v e n  i f  we postulate tha t 

the m yth  o f Achilles on Scyros evolved separately, even in a non-Greek m ilieu,

’’ ’’  S c h u r t z  ( 1 9 0 2 :  1 0 1 ) ,  q u o t in g  D o m i n i k  ( 1 9 0 1 ) ,

T h e  s t a n d a r d  F r e u d i a n  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  c i r c u m c is io n  in  i n i t i a t i o n  c e r e m o n ie s  is  t h a t  i t  

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  C c is t r a t io n  w i t h  w h i c h  t h e  f a t h e r  e n fo r c e s  t h e  in c e s t  t a b o o ;  t h e  r e p r e 

s e n t a t io n  o f  b o y s  eis g i r ls  eis t h e y  r e c o v e r  f r o m  t h e  o p e r a t io n  w o u ld  a g r e e  w i t h  t h i s  a c c o u n t :  

F r e u d  ( 1 9 4 6 :  1 9 7 ,  n  8 7 ) .  F o r  a  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  p s y c h o a n a l y t i c  a c c o u n t ,  s e e  B e t t l e h e i m  ( 1 9 6 2 ,  

e s p  1 9 - 2 3 ;  o n  t r a n s v e s t is m :  3 s f ,  1 1 1 - 3 ) ,  a g a i n s t  w h i c h  s e e  T u r n e r  ( 1 9 6 7 :  3 5 ) .

^9  T u r n e r  ( 1 9 6 7 :  5 ,  2 5 6 ) .
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fro m  t h a t  o f  th e  H o m eric  A ch illes, th e  fa th e r  o f  N e o p to le m u s  o n  S cy ro s , i t  is 

h a rd  to  im a g in e  t h a t  th e  tw o  s to r ie s  m e rg e d  u n d e r  th e s e  c ir c u m s ta n c e s . S u re ly  

if  a n y th in g  w as re m e m b e re d  o f  th e  ‘in i t ia t io n ’ o n  S cy ro s , i t  w o u ld  h av e  re n d e re d  

th e  n o tio n  o f  a  no v ice  fa th e r in g  a  ch ild  w h ile  in  sec lu s io n  a b s u rd . T h is  m a y  seem  

a  t r iv ia l  a n d  r a th e r  p e d a n tic  p o in t , b u t  i t  le a d s  im m e d ia te ly  to  a  m o re  g e n e ra l 

a n d  m u ch  m o re  s u b s ta n t ia l  o b je c tio n .

In  a ll o f  th e  re le v a n t cases  in  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  l i te r a tu r e ,  b o y  n o v ice s  w ho  

u n d e rg o  a  p e r io d  o f  sec lu s io n  a p a r t  fro m  th e  c o m m u n ity  a re  s t r ic t ly  e n jo in e d  

fro m  see in g  o r  m e e tin g  w ith  an y  w o m a n  d u r in g  th i s  p e r i o d . T h e  s e p a ra t io n  

o f  th e  sex es is a n  e sse n tia l f e a tu re  o f a d o le sc e n t in i t ia t io n  r i te s  in  t r a d i t io n a l  

c u ltu re s . In  so m e  cases  a n y  w o m an , o r in d e e d  a n y  u n in i t ia te d  m a n , w ho  h a p p e n s  

u p o n  th e  se c lu d e d  b o y s  is s u b je c t ,  a t  le a s t in  th e o ry , to  s u m m a ry  execution.® ^ 

T h is  p e r io d  o f  ‘s e c lu s io n ’ is th e re fo re  p r im a r i ly  a  sec lu s io n  fro m  w o m en  a n d  

s e c o n d a r ily  a  sec lu s io n  fro m  m e n  o u ts id e  th e  t r ib e ,  w h e re a s  in i t i a te d  a d u l t  m a les  

a re  u su a lly  free  to  co m e  a n d  go w h en  v is it in g  th e  ca m p . T h e  m o tiv e  b e h in d  

a d o le s c e n t in i t ia t io n  ce rem o n ie s  is to  s e p a ra te  th e  b o y s  fro m  h o m e  a n d  m o th e r  

a n d  to  in te g ra te  th e m , w h ile  in  sec lu s io n , in to  th e  c o m m u n ity  o f  men.®^ T o  th e  

e x te n t  t h a t  in i t ia t io n  is a  sy m b o h c  d e a th  a n d  re b i r th ,  i t  is a  r e b i r th  in to  a  p u re ly  

m a le  so c ie ty  t h a t  is a c c o m p lish e d  w ith o u t  th e  a id  o r  in te rv e n tio n  o f  w o m e n . *3

T h is  w ill p o se  a  se r io u s  p ro b le m  for a n y o n e  w ho  w ish es to  c o n n e c t th e  m y th  

o f  A ch ille s  w ith  in i t ia to r y  p ra c tic e s , for th e  h e ro  is a lw ay s in  a  v e ry  fem in in e  

e n v iro n m e n t o n  S cy ros , a n d  in d e e d  is sec lu d ed  a t  h is  m o th e r ’s b e h e s t  e n tire ly  

a m o n g  w o m en . T h e re  a re  o th e r ,  r e la te d  p ro b lem s; a  s u m m a ry  o f  so m e  o f  th e  

s im ila r i t ie s  a n d  d iffe ren ces b e tw een  th e  n a r r a t iv e  o f  A c h ille s ’ c ro s s -d re s s in g  a n d  

a  n a r r a t iv e  o f in i t ia t io n  m a y  b e  fo u n d  in  T a b le  5 .2 . S om e o f  th e s e  o b je c t io n s  

m ig h t b e  a c c o u n te d  fo r b y  th e  d is p a r it ie s  t h a t  s e p a r a te  th e  m y th ic a l  m o d e  o f 

d is c o u rse  fro m  th e  r i tu a l  m o d e , b u t  n o t, I th in k ,  a ll o f  t h e m . ® 4  I t  m a y  even

A c c o r d in g  t o  H o l l i s ,  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  N a n d i  is  a  p a r t ia l  e x c e p t i o n ,  s in c e  t h i s  p r o h ib it io n  
W0.S e a s e d  a f t e r  t h e  b o y s  r e c o v e r e d  fr o m  t h e ir  c ir c u m c is io n  a n d  a  w a s h in g  c e r e m o n y  w a s  h e ld  
( 1 9 0 9 :  5 6 ) ;  t h e y  c o n t in u e d  t o  w e a r  w o m e n ’s  c lo t h e s  for  s o m e  m o n t h s  a f te r w a r d .

C f. E is e l e n  { 1 9 3 2 :  1 1 ) . F o r  w o r ld w id e  s t a t i s t i c s  o n  t h e  s a m e - s e x  e x c lu s i v i t y  o f  a d o le s c e n t  
in i t i a t io n  r i t e s ,  s e e  S c h le g e l  a n d  B a r r y  (1 9 8 0 :  7 0 7 ) .

T h u s  G lu c k m a n  ( 1 9 4 9 ) .  L e i ta o ,  w h i le  th e  t h e s is  o f  h is  a r t i c le  is  m is g u id e d  ( s e e  b e lo w ,  
p  2 3 6 ) ,  p r o v id e s  g o o d  in fo r m a t io n  o n  th e  n a tu r e  o f  in i t i a t io n  c e r e m o n ie s  in  t h e  a n c ie n t  w o r ld  
a s  a  t r a n s i t io n  fr o m  t h e  p r iv a te ,  f e m a le  s p h e r e  t o  t h e  p u b l ic ,  m a le  w o r ld  (1 9 9 5 :  1 4 2 , 1 5 2 - 5 ) .

*3  T h is  f a c t  h a d  a lr e a d y  b e e n  n o t e d  b r ie f ly  b y  C a s a d io  (1 9 8 2 :  2 2 8 ) ,  w h o  w a s  a r g u in g ,  a g a in s t  
B r e lic h  (1 9 6 9 :  3 2 f ) ,  t h a t  a n c ie n t  m y s t e r y  c u l t s  c o u ld  n o t  h a v e  d e r iv e d  fr o m  t r ib a l  in i t i a t io n .  
H e  co n tr E iste d  t h e  u n iv e r s a l  p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  w o m e n  in  m y s t e r y  c u l t s  w i t h  t h e  s t r ic t  s e p a r a t io n  
o f  t h e  s e x e s  in  in i t i a t io n  r i t u a l  a m o n g  t r a d it io n a l  p e o p le s .

T h e  s c h o la r ly  l i t e r a t u r e  o n  th e  r e la t io n  o f  m y t h  t o  r i t u a l  i s  vcist; t w o  r e c e n t  d is c u s s io n s  
o f  t h e  p r o b le m  a s  i t  r e la t e s  t o  in i t i a t io n  r i t e s  in  t h e  a n c ie n t  M e d i t e r r a n e a n  a r e  b y  V e r s n e l  
{ 1 9 9 0 b  =  1 9 9 3 :  1 5 - 8 8 )  a n d  C a la m e  (1 9 9 6 :  1 5 - 6 0 ) .
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S i m i l a r i t i e s  b e t w e e n  t h e  S c y r o s  e p i s o d e  a n d  a n  i n i t i a t i o n :

At the end of a period of seclusion, Achilles, like the novices at the end 
of an initiation, puts aside women’s clothes and takes up the arms of a 
warrior.

D i f f e r e n c e s :

Novices are secluded in a community 
of peers and older men.

All women are absolutely prohibited 
from the rite.

The purpose is to bond men to men.

The boys’ bond with their mother is 
weakened.

The novice sometimes takes on a 
new name, which stays with him 
ever afterwards.

The wearing of one or two items of 
women’s clothing is not meant to de
ceive, and is often accompanied by 
other extravagant, but not feminine, 
forms of attire.

The initiation usually entails gruel
ing physical ordeals, among which 
circumcision and scarification figure 
prominently.

Achilles is secluded in a community 
of girls.

Deidamia is present in all versions, 
and in some (Polygnotus, Statius) 
there is a crowd of maidens around 
Achilles.

The purpose is to avoid Achilles 
joining the male community.

Achilles only stays on Scyros in obe
dience to his mother.

Achilles takes on a new name, which 
is only temporary.

Achilles takes on the clothing and 
full social role of a maiden.

Achilles suffers nothing but embar
rassment on Scyros.

Table 5.2; Comparison of some common practices in boys’ initiation ceremonies with 
the details of the myth of Achilles on Scyros.

seem like logic-chopping to raise this type of objection in a field where a mea
sure of speculation is inevitable; but cross-dressing is simply too widespread and 
multivalent a cultural practice for us to read it as an initiatory feature without 
some further contextual support. One could argue th a t the story of Thetis hid-
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ing her son from his peers and from the men of Greece among the maidens of 
Scyros is somehow an inversion of the ritual. On this argument, the figure of 
Achilles serves not as a model for the novice, but as a cautionary mythical figure 
who demonstrates to the novice the consequences of failing to break free of his 
m other’s authority. Such a claim would be difficult to prove or to refute, but one 
thing is clear: any attem pt to salvage a connection between the myth and the 
ritual must put a heavy burden on the meaning of cross-dressing, as it, apart 
from Achilles’ age, is the only point of agreement between the two. Yet, as we 
shall see, it is far from clear that what some ethnographers have called ‘ritual 
cross-dressing’ is generally understood as such by the participants.

The unfortunate fact is that most of the evidence for cross-dressing in boys’ 
initiation ceremonies is to be found in older works of ethnography which do not 
always provide the information one would wish for: the nature of the clothing 
in question, the criterion for adjudging it female, the precise circumstance of 
its wearing. Fortunately we do have a very thorough and careful description 
of a similar ritual from the pen of Victor Turner. Building on the earlier work 
of Gluckman (1949) and W hite (1953), he gives in The Forest of Symbols an 
extended account of Mukanda, a boys’ circumcision and initiation ritual prac
ticed by the Ndembu of northwestern Zambia. Turner’s evidence is not usually 
considered in association with claims of initiatory cross-dressing for the sim
ple reason tha t neither Gluckman, W hite nor Turner himself ever gave the name 
‘transvestism’ or anything like it to the practices they recorded. Yet the Ndembu 
evidence is much less ambiguous and more fully documented than the cases dis
cussed above, and also conforms very closely to the same typology. The grass 
kilt worn by Ndembu boys at the end of their ritual is precisely the kind of 
thing tha t in the older literature has been casually assumed to be an example of 
‘initiatory t r a n s v e s t i s m ’. The irony is tha t Turner is a scholar who, more than 
any other, is associated with expanding the use of van Gennep’s term ‘liminal’ 
as a behavioral category; yet, as we shall see, he did not make such judgments 
willy-nilly.®®

Mukanda is apparently an ideal illustration of a rite de passage, because it 
divides naturally into three phases, corresponding to van Gennep’s tripartite 
scheme: kwing’ija or ‘causing to enter’, kung’ula or ‘at the circumcision lodge’, 
and kwidisha or ‘to take outside or make public’.®'̂  A very rough outline of the

Cf. the grass skirts of the Ewondo, Bane and Sotho, above.
Cf. Versnel (1990b: 50-52, with bibliography, 8 if, n 110 =  1993: 60-62, with n 113), who 

is skeptical of Turner: ‘Nearly all (groups of) people, then, are marginal in some respect or 
another, or are potentially so, and so also are most situations’ (1990b: 54).

Turner (1967; 185-7).
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cerem ony an d  th e  changes in  a t t ir e  i t  en ta ils  is as follows: th e  novices g a th e r  w ith  

th e ir  fam ilies o u ts id e  th e ir  villages a t  a  cam p site  in  th e  bush. T h e  m o th e rs  will 

rem a in  here for th e  several m o n th s th a t  th e  r ite  la s ts , cooking for th e ir  sons, b u t 

never seeing th em ; th e y  only  co m m u n ica te  w ith  th e m  v ia  g roup  chan ts, to  w hich 

th e  novices resp o n d  in  unison. T h e  bo y s’ circum cision  lodge is the re fo re  b u ilt 

w ith in  ea rsh o t, b u t  no w om an or u n in itia te d  m an  is allowed to  approach . T h e  

boys a re  led to  th e  lodge by a  new  p a th  over w hich a  lin te l has been  erected ; 

th e y  th row  th e ir  old clo thes over th e  b eam  an d  w ill w ear th e m  no m ore as 

m en. T h ey  are  c ircum cised , an d  th e  subsequen t p e rio d  of recu p e ra tio n  m ay 

la s t an y th in g  from  tw o to  four m on ths; d u rin g  th is  p e rio d  th e  novices w ear no 

clothes.®* A fter th e y  have recovered, b u t before th e y  rejo in  th e ir  m o thers , th e  

ap p e a ran c e  of m asked  dancers m a rk s  th e  beg inn ing  of th e  end  of th e  period  

of seclusion; now th e  boys weave them selves a  g a rm en t, ca lled  fw efw eta , from  

th e  ro o ts  o f a  c e r ta in  tree . T u rn e r describes it  variously  as a  ‘s k ir t’ (241) an d  a 

‘g ird le ’; from  th e  p h o to g rap h  i t  a p p e a rs  to  be scan t bun d les  o f fiber hang ing  in  

bim ches from  th e  w a i s t . T u r n e r  does n o t suggest th a t  th is  ru d e  co n s tru c tio n  

had  any  p a r tic u la r  gender associa tions. T h en , a f te r  a  few weeks of in s tru c tio n  in 

eso terica , th e  kw idisha, w hich is rough ly  th e  r ite  o f in co rp o ra tio n  in  van G en n ep ’s 

te rm s, begins.

As p a r t  of th e  b o y s’ p rep a ra tio n s  for rea p p ea rin g  to  th e ir  m o th e rs  an d  re jo in 

ing th e  re s t of th e  com m unity  th e y  c o n s tru c t a  knee-leng th  sk irt o f stiff grass, 

th e  nkam bi. A gain , however, T u rn e r refra ins from  m aking  any  ju d g m e n ts  a b o u t 

th e  gender c o n n o ta tio n s  of th is  g a rm en t. In  fac t he generally  calls it a  k ilt in  

preference to  a  sk ir t,  as if to  dow nplay  its  p o te n tia l to  be in te rp re te d  as fem ale 

g a rb .9° T h e  boys dress up  in th e ir  k ilts , b u t th a t  is n o t th e  m ost d is tin c tiv e  fea

tu re  of th e ir  ap p earan ce ; th e y  are  also s p o tte d  an d  s tr ip e d  all over w ith  w hite  

clay. In  th is  s ta te  each boy is ca rrie d  on th e  shou lder o f an o th e r  b o y ’s g u ard ian , 

an d  th e y  go o u t to  m eet th e ir  m o th e rs  again . W hile  th e  novices a re  n o t so fully 

d isguised as to  ren d e r th e m  u n recogn izab le , som e p a r t o f th e  effect of th e  clay 

an d  th e  k ilts  an d  th e  fact th a t  each  novice re tu rn s  on th e  shou lders o f a  d ifferent 

b o y ’s g u a rd ia n  is to  m ark  th e ir  change in  s ta tu s  th ro u g h  d e fa m ilia riza tio n .9  ̂

A fter a  joyous reun ion , danc ing  an d  ce leb ra tio n , th e  boys go a t  daw n of th e  n ex t

T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  2 3 8 ) .
T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  p la t e  1 0 , b e t w e e n  p p  2 7 4  a n d  2 7 5 ) ;  a  d e t a i l  o f  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h  is  r e p r o d u c e d  

o n  t h e  c o v e r  o f  t h e  p a p e r b a c k  e d it io n .
9°  F o r  a  p h o t o g r a p h ,  s e e  T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  p la t e  1 1 , b e t w e e n  p p  2 7 4  a n d  2 7 5 ) .
9  ̂ T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  2 5 5 ) .  C o lo r in g  t h e  b o y s ’ b o d i e s  w i t h  c la y  o r  o c h e r  is  a  f r e q u e n t  p a r t  o f  

in i t i a t io n  r i te s ;  c f .  a b o v e ,  n  7 6 . F o r  a n o t h e r  e x a m p le ,  t o ld  in  t h e  f ir s t  p e r s o n ,  s e e  N e ls o n  
M a n d e la ’s  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  X h o s a  c i r c u m c is io n  c e r e m o n y  in  h is  a u t o b io g r a p h y  (1 9 9 4 :  2 2 - 7 ) .
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day to  a  river w here th ey  strip  naked and  w ash  th e  c lay  off; th eir  sup ervisor  

tak es th e  rolled-up  r itu al c lo th in g , th e  nkam hi and fw efw e ta , and  flings it all 

in to  th e  river. A fter further ritua ls th e  b oys dress in th e  new  c lo th in g  th a t has 

been  b ou gh t or m ade for them ; thu s a ttired  th ey  com p lete  th e  final cerem onies.

It w ill be clear from  th is  ou tlin e  th a t form s o f  a ttire  are an im p o rta n t m arker  

o f th e  d ifferent sta g es  in th e  N dem bu ritual; it is also clear th a t  to  red uce the  

sign ificance o f  th e  fw e fw e ta  and nkam hi to  cross-dressin g  w ould  be a d istortion . 

Turner returned  to  th is  top ic  in a  la ter work, and  he did  on th is  o ccasion  say  

so m eth in g  ab ou t th e  w ay th a t c lo th in g  cou ld  be a  m arker o f  th e  ‘lim in a l’ phase  

o f th e  r itual, never a llu d in g  to  th e  p o ss ib ility  th a t th e  k ilts  m igh t b e considered  

f e m in in e .R a t h e r ,  he asserted  th a t lim in a lity  is m arked, in  term s o f  a tt ir e , by  

nakedness or un iform ity  o f  c lo th in g  (1969; Q5f, 106, 108). H is p o in t w as th a t  

du ring  th e  tim e o f  iso la tion  old  d is tin c tio n s  o f  rank are su sp en d ed  and  n ew  ones  

are n eg o tia ted , and th a t un iform ity  o f dress or undress a ids th is  p rocess. T h is  

w ay o f  look in g  at th e  m atter  is su p p orted  by an  an ecd ote  re lated  by Turner. 

D uring  th e  ce lebration  o f M u kanda  th a t he a tten d ed , a  fierce controversy  broke 

ou t b etw een  th e  con servative leader o f th e  rite and som e o f  th e  a d u lts  w ho  

had been  ed u ca ted  a t a  m ission  school. T h ese  la tter  w an ted  to  put B erm uda  

sh orts on their  boys u nderneath  th e  grass k ilts , c la im in g  th a t it w ould  n ot be  

‘d e cen t’ to  d isp lay  th em  to  their m others as th ey  were. It is in terestin g  th a t  in 

th e  course o f th is  d isp u te  as Turner recou nts it th e  a ccu sa tion  th a t th e  k ilts  

m ight b e  fem in ine never surfaces; th e  concern  on th e  part o f  th e  C h ristian ized  

is over th e  b o y s’ p artia l nudity, and on th e  part o f  th e  tra d itio n a lis ts  it  is over 

th e  con servation  o f trad ition  and th e  enforcem en t o f u n iform ity  in d r e s s . 93

B a u m an n  (1955: 58) argues th a t in itia te s  are a ss im ila ted  to  th e  s ta tu s  o f 

w om en during th eir  lim in a l period , and he n o tes  th a t in  m an y B an tu  languages  

th e  w ord for in itia tes , m w ali, a lso m ean s ‘g ir l’. A ga in st th is  one m ay p u t T urner’s 

d iscu ssion  o f  th e  term  m w a d i (1967: 9 sf, 2 2 2 f), w h ich  is p resu m ab ly  a d ia lect 

variant o f  th e  sam e w ord, em ployed  am ong th e  B an tu -sp eak in g  N d em b u . A c-

9  ̂ L e i t a o  (1 9 9 5 :  i 3 7 f )  s a y s ,  ‘F o r  T u r n e r  . . .  t h e  b o y ’s  a d o p t io n  o f  f e m in in e  d r e s s  e x p r e s s e s  t h i s  
la c k  o f  d if f e r e n t ia t io n :  h e  is  n e i t h e r  m a s c u l in e  n o r  f e m in in e ,  b u t  a n d r o g y n o u s  . . .  T u r n e r  a n d  
C a la m e  s e e  t r a n s v e s t i s m  a s  e x p r e s s iv e  o f  a n d r o g y n y , a n  a b s e n c e  o f  s e x u a l  d i f f e r e n t ia t io n ’. T h is  
s e r io u s ly  m is r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  v ie w s  o f  b o t h  s c h o la r s ,  e s p e c i a l ly  T u r n e r , w h o  t o  m y  k n o w le d g e  
n e v e r  d is c u s s e s  t r a n s v e s t i s m  in  h is  w o r k s  o n  l im in a l i t y ,  a n d  c e r t a in ly  d o e s  n o t  d o  s o  in  t h e  
p a g e s  c i t e d  b y  L e i ta o .

93  T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  2 5 3 ) ;  h is  w ife ,  E d it h  T u r n e r  (1 9 8 7 ;  4 4 f ) ,  a ls o  r e c o u n t s  t h e  s a m e  s to r y , n e c 
e s s a r i ly  a t  s e c o n d  h a n d , b u t  w o r k in g  fr o m  h e r  la t e  h u s b a n d ’s  f ie ld  n o t e s  ( p r e fa c e ,  p . x ) .  S h e  
q u o t e s  t h e  h e a d  c ir c u m c is e r  a s  s a y in g ,  ‘P a n t s  a t  t h e  d a n c e  o f  t h e  s p o t t e d  b o y s ?  I m p o s s ib le ! ’ 
(p  45)1  w h ic h  is  a  t e l l in g  d e t a i l ,  fo r  i t  im p l ie s  t h a t  t h e  d e c o r a t io n  o f  w h i t e  c la y ,  n o t  t h e  k i l t s ,  
w a s  t h e  m o s t  d i s t in c t iv e  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  b o y s ’ a p p e a r a n c e  for  t h e  N d e m b u ,  g iv in g  t h e  d a n c e  i t s  
n a m e .

2 3 1



cording to  Turner, the  N dem bu likewise use the  word m wadi to  m ean either 
‘novice’ or ‘first wife’. Yet the  sam e word can also refer to  a chief being installed 
in his office. On th is basis, T urner argues th a t the  m ost general sem antic force 
of the  word is to  denote ‘a person undergoing an experience for the  first tim e’ 

(2 2 3 ). Thus the application  of the term  mwadi or mwali to  novices may not 
be prim arily  a token of gender. T urner’s native inform ants explained the fact 
th a t th is same word denoted ‘novices’ and ‘first wives’ by pointing out th a t 
‘the  novices were regarded as ‘m arried by the  lodge Instructo r, whose Ndem bu 
nam e . . .  m eans “husband of the  novices” .’9“* This gives an im portan t hint of 
the way th a t womanliness may be seen to  function in the context of boys’ in itia 
tions. To the ex ten t th a t the  novices are trea ted  as women, it is only in pointed 
con trast to  the  already in itia ted  adu lt men who are also present. W omanliness 
is a  relative judgm ent m ade abou t the  novices by men in a com pletely male 
ritual, from which all women have been banished. The in itia tes are at a point 
between boyhood and m anhood, and the  im perfect s ta te  of the ir m asculinity is 
em phasized by describing them  as women. As for real women, in the  milieu of 
the N dem bu circum cision lodge anything feminine was regarded as ‘inauspicious 
and po llu ting’ and even the  use of the  norm al word for ‘w om an’ was taboo. 
T he point of M ukanda  was extrem ely typical of boys’ in itia tion  rites: to  remove 
each boy from the  dom estic sphere, to  in tegrate him into the world of men, and 
to  create a sense of solidarity  am ong his peer g r o u p . W e  have come a long way 
indeed from Achilles, obedient to  his m other, hiding alone am id a crowd of girls.

In conclusion, the  N dem bu evidence suggests the  possibility th a t the ‘tran s
v estite ’ elem ent in boys’ in itia tion  rites has som etim es been overstated. The 
N dem bu wear kilts, bu t they  also pain t the ir bodies w ith w hite clay; the N andi 
boys who wear w om en’s ornam ents also wear an elaborate  headdress to which 
they  a ttach  the sm all birds th a t they have shot.9  ̂ The ‘fem ale’ elem ent of dress 
therefore may no t be the m ost distinctive and em phatic p a rt of the display of 
otherness on the  p a rt of the  novices. In some cases, it is not clear w hether the  
grass ‘sk irts’ worn by the  novices were really thought of as feminine a t all by 
the  actors in the  rite. T his in terp re ta tion  may be sim ply due to  the W estern 
presum ption th a t a sk irt is of its essence a prim arily feminine garm ent.9® The

94 T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  2 2 3 ) ;  t h e  in s t r u c t o r  s a y s  t o  h is  w a r d s ,  ‘I a m  y o u r  h u s b a n d ;  I h a v e  m a r r ie d
n o v ic e s .  I a m  y o u r  h u s b a n d ,  I w i l l  g u a r d  y o u  a n d  lo o k  a f t e r  y o u ’.

95  T u r n e r  (1 9 6 9 :  4 1  a n d  1 9 6 7 :  2 5 4 ) .
9 ® T u r n e r  (1 9 6 7 :  1 5 3 )  q u o t e s  G lu c k m a n  (1 9 4 9 :  1 4 5 ):  ‘t h e  b o y s  a r e  r i t u a l ly  s e p a r a t e d  fr o m

t h e ir  m o t h e r s  t o  b e  id e n t i f i e d  w i t h  th e ir  f a t h e r s ’.
97  H o l l i s  (1 9 0 9 :  5 6 ) .
9 ® T h e  a c c o u n t s  o f  M o r g e n  ( 1 8 9 3 ) ,  D o m in ik  (1 9 0 1 )  a n d  E is e le n  ( 1 9 3 2 )  a r e  p a r t ic u la r ly  s u s p e c t  

in  t h i s  r e g a r d .
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judgment of transvestism can very easily be an artifact resulting from the casual 
imposition of one interpretive frame regarding gender and dress upon a foreign 
set of cultural norms. When a bishop brings his ritual vestments to a dry cleaner 
and finds them encoded in minute detail as items of women’s apparel, it is a 
trivial parallel for what seems to have happened a number of times in colonial 
anthropology. More recent comparative anthropological work has focussed by 
contrast on practices that are demonstrably wide-spread and well-documented, 
such as the mandatory nudity tha t is a part of the seclusion of novices in so 
many initiation ceremonies.

Finally, the evidence that has been adduced from the South Pacific does not 
withstand scrutiny, so the few plausible examples of boys’ initiatory transvestism 
in the scholarship are from sub-Saharan A fr ic a .A d o le s c e n t initiation itself is 
a very widespread practice, but its modalities are patterned by culture, and to 
the extent th a t this particular pattern exists, it appears to be African. It may be 
tha t in some few African societies gender-inappropriate clothing has been one 
of the markers of a novice’s suspension outside the usual categories of existence, 
but to make a leap to the Greco-Roman world without substantial internal ev
idence of initiatory transvestism from ancient Greece itself would be a misuse 
of the comparative method. Furthermore, to single out discrete practices such 
as transvestism as indications of the initiatory paradigm was not the way van 
Gennep worked. The explanatory power of his model has derived from the fact 
th a t he described a functional typology and not a menu of transcultural sym
bols. Using his method, we may examine a ritual to see if it can be profitably 
analyzed as exhibiting a dynamic of marginalization and reabsorbtion in its own 
terms. No signifier, however, transcends culturally embedded systems of mean
ing to provide us with an immediately distinctive and self-evident transcultural 
sign of initiatory status. The purported evidence for ‘transvestism’ in the ini
tiation of adolescent boys has too often been abstracted from various cultures 
without reference to the particularities of ritual context. It would be most useful 
if someone trained in anthropology would investigate the comparative material 
more thoroughly than has been possible here.^°'

99 In  a  f o r t h c o m in g  b o o k ,  G lo r ia  P i n n e y  d is c u s s e s  t h e  n u d i t y  o f  a d o le s c e n t  G r e e k  b o y s  in  
t h i s  c o n t e x t .
lo o  \Y i t h in  A fr ic a  t h e  e x a m p le s  a r e  g e o g r a p h ic a l ly  a n d  l i n g u is t ic a l ly  d iv e r s e ,  h o w e v e r . T h e  

B a n t u - s p e a k in g  B e t s i  (E w o n d o  a n d  B a n e ) ,  N d e m b u , S o t h o  a n d  C h a g g a  l iv e  in  C a m e r o o n ,  
Z a m b ia , S o u t h  A f r ic a  a n d  T a n z a n ia  r e s p e c t iv e ly ;  t h e  N u b a  o f  s o u t h e r n  S u d a n  b e lo n g  t o  th e  
r e la t e d  K o r d o fa n ia n  la n g u a g e  g r o u p . T h e  N a n d i  a n d  M a a s a i  o f  K e n y a  a n d  T a n z a n ia  o n  t h e  
o t h e r  h a n d  s p e a k  la n g u a g e s  b e lo n g in g  t o  t h e  N i lo -S a h a r a n  fa m ily . T h is  in f o r m a t io n  c o m e s  fr o m  
t h e  t a b le  e n t i t l e d  ‘E t h n ic  a n d  I d e n t i t y  G r o u p s ’, w h ic h  is  A p p e n d ix  C  o f  M id d le t o n  (1 9 9 7 :  v o l

4 , 4 7 7 - 5 6 3 ) -
Calame (1996: 32-4), for example, whose interest in the initiatory background of archaic
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It is unlikely th a t there was ever a ‘transvestite’ element to adolescent ini
tiation in archaic Greece or its neighbors, and so to trace a connection from 
the myth of Achilles on Scyros to such a ritual requires a great deal of special 
pleading. How is it then that this theory took root so stubbornly?^°“ Initiation 
was first mentioned by Crawley, but his article (1893) was written before van 
Gennep’s book (1960; orig. Fr. pub, 1908), and so he did not account for the 
myth as a m atter of liminality. Rather, taking a cue from James Frazer, Crawley 
saw Thetis’ disguising of Achilles as belonging to a range of rituals designed to 
hide a child from evil spirits/°3 To his credit, Crawley acknowledged the con
nection between cross-dressing and circumcision, and tried to account for the 
specific details of the myth, such as Thetis’ involvement, in terms of the rit
ual. As Ftazer’s theory of disguises was gradually displaced by van Gennep’s 
account of initiation, Crawley’s hypothesis was adapted to the new climate by 
W. R. Halliday and Jane Harrison, who postulated somewhat arbitrarily that 
cross-dressing could be a sign of l i m i n a l i t y . T h i s  new idea was not, however, 
rigorously tested; and, furthermore, it was not recognized that the shift to this 
initiatory paradigm made it suddenly difficult to explain certain details of the 
myth, such as Thetis’ role, and the very feminine environment on Scyros. There 
are several aspccts to the mythology of Achilles’ early life tha t might repay study 
in the light of Greek social practice, especially the story of his fosterage and in
struction with Chiron in the wilds of Pelion, and the dedication of a lock of his 
hair to the god Sperchios.^°s The Scyros episode, however, is unlikely to have 
had anything to do with an initiation rite.

Greek lyric was originally  philological, has him self m ore recently undertaken  anthropological 
fieldwork in P ap u a  New Guinea, in o rder to  develop a b e tte r  understand ing  of the  claim s of 
com parative  anthropology.

Versnel (1990b: 80, n 102 =  1993: 56, n 105) notes th a t ‘[Crawley’s] views are generally 
accep ted ’.

Qf. FVazer (1966: aCsf).
T his sub tle  tran sfo rm ation  of C raw ley’s thesis was first effected in an  a rticle  by H alliday 

(1909-10), and quickly seconded by H arrison (1912: 505-7). Subsequently, E liade (1958: 109) 
prom oted th e  theory  to  g reat effect. On th e  history  of the  in itia to ry  paradigm  in general in 
classical scholarship th is century, see Versnel (1990b; 44-6  =  1993: 48-51)

At th e  S p a rtan  A pa to u ria  festival, boys dedicated  a  lock of their hair: B urkert (1985: 263). 
In th e  light of th e  old Irish  practice  o f fosterage and its im portance in Irish heroic m yth , it 
is in teresting  th a t  th e  tran s la to r of th e  A chilleid  in to  M iddle Irish insisten tly  and w ith  a 
repetitiousness th a t  is alm ost obsessive refers to  th e  rela tionsh ip  betw een C hiron and Achilles 
using th e  term inology of fosterage: O hA odha  (1979). C hiron is th e  foster-father (a ite ) , and 
Achilles is his fosterling {daltae)\ th e  sam e term s were also used in Irish to  describe th e  relation  
betw een teacher and  disciple. T he tran s la to r  som etim es m akes heavy w eather of understand ing  
certa in  elem ents of th e  L atin  poem , such as pagan cult practices; it is as if here he cam e at 
last upon an  aspect of S ta tiu s ’ sto ry  th a t  m ade excellent sense to  him  w ith in  his own cu ltu ra l 
context.
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5 . 2 . 2  C r o s s - d r e s s i n g  i n  A n c i e n t  M y t h  a n d  R i t u a l

Whereas a comprehensive discussion of the evidence th a t was presented in the 
foregoing section was not available elsewhere, there would be little point to 
recounting here in similar detail all of the episodes of transvestism in Greco- 
Roman myth, history and cult, since a thorough survey may be found in Marie 
Delcourt’s Hermaphrodite.^°^ The interest of this material for our purposes is to 
see whether the putative ritual origins of the myth of Achilles on Scyros might 
have left any other traces in ancient myth or cult. Indeed Delcourt herself is 
convinced, on the basis of her examination of the ancient evidence for cross- 
dressing, of ‘the conclusion that first and essentially we must see here a passage- 
rite, applied alike to boys and girls on entering the nubile group’ (1961: 5). This 
conclusion is based on the familiar supposition tha t the dressing of boys as girls 
‘is characteristic of initiations’. We saw in the foregoing section how equivocal 
the evidence for that is; a closer look at the ancient m aterial reveals nothing 
there to compel the conclusion either.

Delcourt (1961: 4) begins her search for traces of initiatory transvestism with 
the Ekdysia a t Phaistos, following the idea of Jeanmaire (1939: 442). Antoni
nus Liberalis, following Nicander, records the story of a Cretan woman whose 
husband would only agree to rear their child if it was a boy; when a girl was 
born, her mother raised her as a boy named Leucippos. At the point of being 
discovered, the mother prayed to Leto to change her daughter’s sex, and the 
prayer was granted. Liberalis says that the people of Phaistos called their feast 
Ekdysia, ‘in memory of the moment when the girl laid aside the peplos. It is 
the custom, before the nuptials, to lie down beside an image of Leucippos’. 
Delcourt guesses that the festival was originally ‘a collective ceremony . . .  in 
which boys wearing feminine clothes took them off and donned those of their 
own sex’ (1961: 5). The only evidence for this influential theory is tha t Leucip
pos, who was being raised and dressed as a boy, apparently took off a peplos, 
which adm ittedly does not make sense. The account given by Liberalis of the 
peplos is a bit confused, but this is not entirely surprising, given th a t he is con
densing the information he got from Nicander, who presumably took it in turn 
from a work on Cretan antiquities. W hat is certain amid this confusion is that

D elcourt 1961: C hap. 1, en titled  ‘T ransvestism  in P rivate  and Public  R ite s’, pp 1-16; to  
th is catalog  may be added the  accusation  m ade against bo th  G aius and E lagabalus th a t  they  
indulged in wearing wom en’s clothes; in bo th  cases political slander has p resum ably  m ade 
cap ita l ou t of some aspect of ritu a l practice: Suet. Calig. i6  and 52, SHA C om m . 5 (see below, 
n 136).

. .. Tif)v ^opxrjv’ExSuota xaXoGaiv, ^jiel t o v  ninXov i) jiail? £$eSu. v6ni(jiov 5’ ^oxlv 
Yoinoti; Tipotepov jiapaxXivao6ai Ttapa t o  ayaXy.ci t o O AeuxijcTtou. A nt. Lib. M et. 17.6.
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Liberalis was speaking of a girl (f) i:aL<;), not a boy, taking off a peplos, and so 
our source actually says nothing about cross-dressing. The mythical account of 
the sex-changer Leucippos may say tha t he wore a peplos, but it does not follow 
tha t the Cretan ritual must have been for cross-dressed boys.

Even if we insist that a feast called Ekdysia must have involved undressing, 
and transfer the detail of the peplos from myth to ritual, it still does not follow 
tha t the ritual was for boys. We are told tha t it was a custom to lie beside a 
statue of Leucippos before a wedding; perhaps it was a ritual for girls, who took 
off their peplos, and then lay in the temple of Leto before their marriage. This is 
a completely arbitrary hypothesis, but no more so than the cross-dressing the- 
ory.108 jjj advantage; the only thing tha t Liberalis tells us that
pertains directly to the ritual dromena, rather than the myth, has to do with a 
pre-nuptial rite. This datum  is hard to reconcile with the theory tha t the Ekdysia 
was an age-class initiation ritual. W hat is more, this connection with the institu
tion of marriage is helpfully confirmed for us by an outside source. Ovid’s story 
of Iphis {Met. 9.666-797) is also set in Phaistos and its plot is nearly identical, 
except for the names of the characters; like Antoninus Liberalis it is presumably 
bcised on Nicander’s Heteroeumena. The wedding of Iphis and Telethusa is ab
solutely central to Ovid’s version, tending to confirm that marriage was not an 
extraneous part of the Leucippos myth and its attendant ritual.

Even without transvestism, one may interpret the Leucippos myth as a token 
of the transformative power of ritual, as Graf (1993: 118) does. Forbes Irving pro
vides an account of the myth as ‘a metaphor for the growth of boys into m en’; he 
rejects the theory of a transvestite ritual at the Ekdysia.^°^ T hat baseless propo
sition has nevertheless been reiterated at some length in a recent article that 
provides a useful demonstration of the sacred cow that ‘initiatory transvestism ’ 
has become. Leitao (1995) supports his thesis by adducing some circumstan
tial evidence regarding Cretan ritual; he notes the existence of other adolescent 
ceremonies th a t were named after putting on and taking off c l o t h i n g . T h i s  
hardly seems surprising, given the importance of nude display for young Greek 
men, particularly in initiatory contexts. None of these other rites are connected 
with transvestism by our sources. Leitao begins his article by quoting promi-

108 rpjjg somewhat similarly named anakalypteria  or ‘unveiling of the bride’ was a regular 
part of the Greek wedding ceremony. See Oakley (1982) and for further bibliography on the 
anakalypteria, see Carson (1990: 163, n 55).

Forbes Irving (1990: 152-5) discusses the lack of evidence for cross-dressing; W illetts 
(1962: 175) argues that the festival was part of Cretan male initiation ritual, and he sim
ply assumes that it was the occasion for putting aside the garb of boyhood.

Thus also Burkert (1979: 29).
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nently most of Antoninus Liberalis’ account, but he silently omits the crucial, 
final sentence of the passage, which describes the actual ritual connected with 
the myth. The inconvenient fact that the myth of Leucippos and the feast of 
the Ekdysia are explicitly connected in our text with a ritual act—prospective 
spouses sleeping by a statue, not adolescent boys dressing as girls—is not even 
mentioned until the epilogue of the article, where the Greek of this inconvenient 
sentence may be found relegated to a f o o t n o t e . T h e  genuinely attested ritual 
attached to the myth is subordinated to the presumption of cross-dressing and 
it is even said to be ‘possibly unrelated’ (161, n 137) to the Leucippos story. 
The phantom phenomenon of initiatory transvestism carries more weight than 
the ancient testimony that contradicts it.

Delcourt’s next example of initiatory transvestism is a story told by Plutarch 
{Mul. Virt. 26) about the tyrant Aristodemus of Cumae; he is reported to have 
forced the boys there to wear gold jewelry and long hair while the girls were 
obliged to wear boys’ clothes and to cut their hair short. Delcourt imagines that 
this tale is a survival of a custom that was no longer understood, namely, of 
course, a transvestite initiation rite. Yet Plutarch speaks only of the boys’ long 
hair and gold ornaments, not of their clothing. Moreover, a t the sta rt of his 
tale, Plutarch tells a complicated story about how Aristodemus got the nick
name MaXaxo?; in the course of it he describes the fashion he shared with the 
young men of Cumae in wearing their hair long when they fought against the 
barbarians. If it is true, as Delcourt argues, that some misunderstood and gar
bled cultural detail has found its way into Plutarch’s account of Cumae, then it 
has to do with some local custom of hair-dressing that might have been thought 
effeminate, not with clothing.

Delcourt’s final example from ritual is more plausible. Of all the instances of 
transvestism in the ancient world there is only one tha t can be associated with a 
putative coming-of-age ceremony for adolescent boys: the Athenian Oschophoria, 
held at the time of the grape harvest. This feast involved the participation of 
epheboi in several ways. There was a procession from a certain shrine of Dionysus 
to the temple of Athena Skiras at Phalerum; this was led by two noble and 
wealthy boys of the Salaminioi genos.^^^ They carried grape-vines (6axoi) and 
were dressed as women. Another event was a foot-race between the adolescent 
boys of different t r i b e s .  There has been controversy over whether the feast was

L e i t a o  ( 1 9 9 5 :  i 3 o f ;  t h e  o m i t t e d  s e n t e n c e  m a y  b e  f o u n d  a t  1 6 1 ,  n  1 3 3 ) .  T h e  o m i s s i o n  i s  n o t  

i n d i c a t e d  b y  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a n  e l l i p s i s  in  t h e  G r e e k  t e x t ,  a l t h o u g h  a n o t h e r  p e r f e c t l y  r o u t i n e  

o m i s s i o n  i s  s o  m a r k e d .

P a r k e  ( 1 9 7 7 :  7 7 ) ,  S i m o n  ( 1 9 8 3 :  8 g f )  a n d  C a l a m e  ( 1 9 9 6 :  i 2 S f ,  1 4 3 - 8 ) .
“ 3  O n  t h e  r a c e ,  s e e  R u t h e r f o r d  a n d  I r v in e  ( 1 9 8 8 ) .
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primarily in honor of Athena Skiras, at whose shrine the festivities took place and 
with whose cult the Salaminioi are known to have been associated, or primarily 
in honor of Dionysus, invariably the god of the grape, and from whose shrine the 
procession began. Deubner and Simon have argued for Dionysus, while Parke 
has insisted on Athena. If we admit that Dionysus was among the recipients 
of cult, then the transvestism of the two boys might be explained within that 
context. The cult of the god who himself was often attired in garb of ambiguous 
gender did sometimes feature a disruption of normal gender assignments. 
This argument may derive some support from another attested aspect of the 
Oschophoria: the participation of women as deipnophoroi.^^^ It was irregular for 
respectable women to take part in public religious dinners, and so there was 
more bending of gender roles at this festival than just the boys’ unusual dress.

The case for initiatory transvestism has some plausibility, because this rit
ual is connected by Plutarch with the myth of Theseus’ Cretan voyage, which 
Jeanmaire had explained as an initiatory n a r ra t iv e .T h e s e u s  was said to have 
founded the rite on his return to Athens from Crete. The explanation of the boys’ 
transvestism was tha t they were dressed in memory of two of Theseus’ compan
ions. Plutarch says that, to better his odds, he brought five maidens and nine 
boys instead of the required seven of each, disguising two young men and teach
ing them  to act like g i r l s . G i v e n  Jeanm aire’s argument tha t Theseus’ Cretan 
adventure reflected a narrative of initiation, we finally seem to have here a nexus 
of myth, ritual, initiation and transvestism tha t might reflect their coimection 
in the deep structure of Greek s o c i e t y . C a l a m e ,  however, has recently revis
ited the evidence for both the myth and the cult and concludes tha t neither are 
likely candidates for initiatory narratives. He allows that Theseus’ voyage from 
Troezen to Athens has initiatory features, but insists th a t the Cretan adventure 
does not.^^° As for the ritual, Calame says:

Ce qu’il est possible d ’afRrmer pour I’instant, c’est qu’aussi bien 
les connotations civilisees impliquees par les nourritures cuites con- 
sommees aux Oschophories que la constellation des classes d ’age in-

D eubner (1932: 1 4 2 -7 ), S im on (1983: 9 0 -2 , esp  n 7), and Parke (1977: 79).
“ 5 T h u s Sim on (1983: 91); cf. H enrichs (1982: i5 8 f ) .

Parke (1977: 77f).
W e first m ust adm it the  p ossib ility  th a t p articipation  in w hat w as orig inally  an age- 

class ritual had becom e restricted  to  tw o aristocratic  boys. T h is sort o f  argum ent has been  
m ade before, e.g . regarding the g ir ls’ Brauronia; C alam e rightly d istin gu ish es these  cis ‘rites  
in itia tiq ues com pris au sens large’ (1996: 432).

P lu t. Thes. 2 3 .2 -3 .
' ^ 9  Jeanm aire (1939: 227-383); for a  b ibliography o f those w ho have adhered to  th is interpre

ta tio n , see C alam e (1996: 4 6 if , n 77).
C alam e (1996: 432-5 )-
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vitees a assiimer leur celebration exclut toute interpretation du rituel 
des Oschophories dans un sens initiatique/^"^

He goes on to note that the rite itself does not show any sign of van Gennep’s 
scheme, tha t Theseus is too old, and that his companions on the voyage to Crete 
show no signs of changing their status as a result of their experiences. In short, 
‘puisque moins encore que la legende, ces rites n ’adoptent ni le schema ni la 
fonction de I’initiation t r i b a l e . I t  is not vital for us to arrive here at a 
final answer to the question of whether the Oschophoria admits reflections of an 
initiation rite. Let us note rather that the Oschophoria has been an attractive 
candidate for an initiation rite in the past not because of the simple presence of 
cross-dressing, but because the myth and the ritual have been claimed to make 
sense together; by contrast there is no such evidence for Achilles on Scyros.

Delcourt then moves her investigation of initiatory transvestism from ritual to 
myth, to Hercules with Omphale, and inevitably, to Achilles on Scyros. Initiation 
rites could not, however, have affected the story of Hercules’ cross-dressing. In 
all versions of that tale, it belongs to the latter stage of the hero’s life, certainly 
not to his youth. Heracles is sold to Omphale as a slave to atone for the slaying 
of Iphitus, brother of lole, who provoked Deianeira’s murderous jealousy; thus 
the hero was no ephebe, but married and a father when he goes to Lydia.^^^ A 
comment tha t Delcourt makes at the conclusion of her survey is relevant in this 
context:

The constant link between transvestism and sexual union prevents 
our considering the exchange of garments as merely a passage-rite 
signifying no more than the final incorporation of young men into
complete manhood.

Delcourt finds th a t there is a common link in the ancient world between the 
various manifestations of cross-dressing in myth and ritual on the one hand 
and sexual union, by which she means heterosexual union, on the other; and 
this is a particularly prominent aspect of the myths of Hercules and Omphale 
and of Achilles and Deidamia. It was documented in the previous section how 
initiation rites in traditional cultures are almost always strictly separated by

C a l a m e  ( 1 9 9 6 :  3 3 9 ) .  T h i s  i s  a n  i m p l i c i t  r e t r a c t i o n  o f  h i s  p r io r  p o s i t i o n  o n  t h e  O s c h o p h o r i a ,  

a s  s t a t e d  in  p a s s i n g  i n  a n  e a r l i e r  w o r k  ( 1 9 9 7 :  1 4 6 ,  o r ig .  p u b .  1 9 7 7 ) .

C a l a m e  ( 1 9 9 6 :  4 4 8 ) ;  s e e  a l s o  p p  4 3 3 f ,  1 9 1 .
^^3 O n  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  a p p l y i n g  i n i t i a t o r y  p a r a d i g m s  t o  n o n - e p h e b i c  h e r o e s ,  s e e  V e r s n e l  

( 1 9 9 0 b :  5 6 f  =  1 9 9 3 :  6 9 - 7 1 ) .
^ “ 4  D e l c o u r t  ( 1 9 6 1 :  1 6 ) ;  i t a l i c s  i n  t h e  o r ig i n a l .
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gen d er /^ 5  W h ile  th ere  is o ften  a h om osexu a l, and esp ec ia lly  a p ed erastic  e lem en t 

to  th ese  r ituals, th ere  is no room  in th em  for h eterosexu a l re la tion s, w hich  w ould  

underm ine th e  w h o le  stru ctu re  o f  gender so lid arity  th a t  in itia tio n  rites a im  to  

e s t a b l i s h . T h e  en d  o f  in itia tio n  o ften  m arks th e  b eg in n in g  o f  a  b o y ’s sexu a l 

life and o f  h is freedom  to  m arry, so  r ites o f re in corp oration  o ften  take on  a 

h eterosexu a l asp ect; b u t th is  is q u ite  d is tin c t from  th e  str ic t sep ara tion  o f th e  

sexes th a t characterizes th e  ‘m arg in a l’ p eriod . T h e  fact th a t th e  ‘sec lu sio n ’ and  

tra n sv estism  o f  b o th  A ch illes and H ercules is in tertw in ed  w ith  rom an ce in d ica tes  

th a t th ey  do  in d eed  b e lon g  to  a sim ilar narrative typ o logy , and  th a t it is un lik ely  

to  have derived  from  in itia tio n . W e m ay also add th is  o b jec tio n  to  C a la m e’s 

ob servation  (1996: 433) th a t n either T h eseu s n o t A riad ne are th e  right age for 

in itia tion .

T h ere  is in  fact no p attern  th a t em erges from  th e  r itu a l u se o f cross-dressing  

in  th e  an cien t w orld . A s far as its  cu lt a sso c ia tio n s are concern ed , there is as 

m uch co n n ectio n  b etw een  tran svestism  and  th e  great m ile sto n es  o f m arriage and  

m ou rn in g  as th ere is w ith  com in g  to  m atu rity . For exam p le , there are several 

n otices  o f  brides dressin g  as m en  on th eir  w edd ing  night^^’̂ and  o f m en dressing  

as w om en w h ile  in  m o u r n i n g . E v e n  m ore com m on  are stor ies  o f  cross-dressing  

as a s tra ta g em , e ith er  m ilita ry ‘ ^9 or e r o tic .^3° A ccord in g  to  A rtem id oru s, it is n ot 

a bad th in g  to  dream  o f o n ese lf w earing w om en ’s c lo th es , provid ed  th a t it is in  

th e  co n tex t o f  fe stiv ity , and indeed  th ere are a num ber o f  carn iva listic  occasion s  

a tte s te d  on  w hich  m en  m igh t p u t on fem ale d ress .‘3  ̂ F ina lly , w e shou ld  m en tion  

th e  w ell-k now n case  o f  th e  gen d er-in d eterm in ate  dress o f  th e  eunuch p riests o f  

certa in  d iv in it ie s , such  as o f Cybele.^^a x h e  exch an ge o f  garb  betw een  m en  and  

w om en w as ev id en tly  a p ractice th a t occurred  in  a  w ide range o f c o n tex ts  in 

an tiqu ity , ju s t  a s it d oes in  m ost so c ie tie s . N eith er  com p ara tive  eth n ograp h y  nor

For a  s ta t is t ic a l  su rv ey  o f  w o r ld w id e  a d o le s c e n t in it ia t io n  r ite s , s e e  S ch leg e l a n d  B arry  
(1 9 8 0 ).

T h e  e x tr e m e  e x c e p t io n  th a t  p roves th e  ru le  o f  in it ia to r y  p r a c tic e  is th e  g a n g  ra p e  o f  
a  fe m a le  v ic t im ; th is  so rt o f  h e te r o se x u a l a c t iv it y  d o e s  serv e  to  b o n d  m en  to g e th e r  a n d  to  
d is ta n c e  th e  o th er  s e x  by  o b je c t ify in g  it; see  a b o v e  (p  2 2 2 , n  6 4 ) ,  an d  H erd t (1982: 9 ).

A t S p a rta : P lu t .  L yc .  15; a t K os: P lu t .  Q u a e s t .  Graec .  58 .
L y c ia n  m e n  d r ess  a s w o m e n  w h ile  in  m ou rn in g: [P lu t.] C o n s ,  a d  A po l l .  22  a n d  V al. 

M ax. 2 ,6 .1 3 .
'^9 S o ld ie rs  d ress  cis w o m en  to  s e t  an  am b u sh : P lu t .  Sol.  8; to  e sc a p e  c a p t iv ity :  H d t. 4 .1 5 6 .  
*3°  J u p ite r  WOOS C a llis to  d ressed  as D ian a: O v id , M et .  2 .4 0 1 -5 3 0 ;  L eu c ip p u s  w o o s  D a p h n e:  

P a u s. 8 .2 0 .2 .
*3 * For th e  cro ss -d r e ss in g  o f  kom Eists a fter  a  s y m p o s iu m , s ee  P h ilo s tr a tu s , I m a g i n e s  1 .2 , an d  

see  F V on tis i-D u crou x  a n d  L issa rra g u e  (1 9 9 0 ) a n d  P r ice  (1 9 9 0 ) o n  th e  ‘A n a c r e o n tic ’ v a ses . For 
a la ter  e x a m p le , s e e  th e  s to r y  o f  th e  p h ilo so p h e r  D e m e tr iu s , th e  o n ly  m a n  in  A le x a n d r ia  th a t  
refu sed  to  p u t o n  fem a le  a tt ir e  a t  th e  D io n y s ia : L u cian , Cal. 16.
‘3  ̂ T h e  c o n fu s io n  o f  fem a le  an d  sacred  ga rb  is lik e ly  to  b e  th e  o r ig in  o f  th e  s to r y  o f  th e  cro ss-  

d ressed  p r ie s t  o f  A th e n a  Ilia s  a t  Siris: S ch o l. ad  L yc. Alex.  9 8 4 -9 2 ,  w ith  B re m m er  (1 9 9 2 : 1 9 5 ), 
w h o  co n s id e r s  it a s an  e x a m p le  o f  in it ia to r y  tr a n sv e stism .
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what we know of the ancient world demonstrates any necessary or remarkable 
connection between transvestism and adolescent initiation.

5 .2 .3  C r o s s - d r e s s i n g  o n  S c y r o s

One conclusion resulting from the foregoing analysis of the ancient evidence is 
tha t cross-dressing was a multivalent activity in Greek culture, with no necessary 
connection to age-group initiation, if indeed it ever formed a part of tha t practice. 
In the previous section Carl Robert’s theory was adduced to explain the spread 
of the Achilles-myth as a by-product of the Athenian colonization of Scyros and 
its appropriation of the mythical past of th a t island. The combination of these 
results means that the myth according to which Achilles came to Scyros not as a 
conqueror but as a draft-dodger probably originated on tha t island, and probably 
did not have anything to do with initiation, even within the local Scyrian context. 
We have also seen that one of the contexts in which transvestism occurred in 
the ancient world was in ritual expressions of carnivalistic license. Given this 
combination of findings, it is interesting to note that, a t the beginning of this 
century, ritual transvestism was observed on Scyros itself, not in the context of 
an initiation, but at Carnival. I do not mean to suggest tha t the myth of Achilles 
necessarily arose out of this particular ritual setting, but it may be useful to point 
out an alternative to the usually accepted explanation of Achilles on Scyros, if 
only to give a further demonstration th a t a conclusion based on the initiatory 
paradigm is not inevitable.

J. C. Lawson, a fellow of the British School at Athens around the tu rn  of the 
century, happened to be on Scyros for Carnival and wrote an account of a display 
tha t he observed there, which he called a ‘beast-dance’ (Lawson 1899-1900). 
This ‘dance’ consisted of a man, called a y^poc;, dressing up in goat skins, with 
a multitude of sheep-bells around his waist, leaping about, frightening passers- 
by, and making as much noise as possible. Several years later this account was 
confirmed and elaborated by another fellow of the British School, R. M. Dawkins 
(1904-5), who added that this was often accompanied by a boy dressed
as a girl (the maid, or xopfXXa).^33 7̂ 11 this was apparently part of the social 
inversion tha t is a regular part of carnivals. Dawkins says th a t Monday, the 
first day of Lent (in the Orthodox calendar), was in fact called the day of the 
^£:TT)ji(piea(ifvoi, or disguised men, and on that day the shepherds came into town 
in their best clothes while the boys of the town dressed up as girls or as shepherds

133 T here was ano ther costum ed figure, who was identified, curiously enough, cis a  Frank 
(<i>pd(YXo<;)- T h is m ight indicate th a t  the  practice was of some antiquity , as th e  FVankish cru
sader kingdom s in the  Aegean had all fallen by the  fifteenth century.
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(1904-5 -  74)' If th e  A thenian colonists had happened upon an am using scene of 
social inversion such as th is a t Scyros, the legendary cradle of Neoptolemus, 

m ight they not have done precisely w hat the  emissaries of the  B ritish school 
did, and reported  the  curiosity back to  the m etropolis?

This inquiry has taken us far afield from the Achilleid\ it was necessary be
cause the erroneous notion th a t the story  of Achilles on Scyros as S ta tius tells 

it derives from in itia tion  ritua l has a tta ined  the s ta tu s  of received wisdom and 
is the  basis for m ost discussions of the m yth. It would have been impossible to  

analyze the  story  w ithout addressing the issue; bu t it may be th a t th is is to  ask 
the  wrong question; as Versnel has said, ‘origin is not to  be identified w ith m ean
ing ' . W h e t h e r  or not ritu a l transvestism  was practiced on prehistoric Scyros, 
and w hether its origin was in itia tory  or carnivalistic in n a tu re  is u ltim ately  a 
question th a t  has little  repercussion beyond the ethnography of the island of 
Scyros. The irony, as we shall see shortly, is th a t it has always been possible, 
long before the curren t vogue of ‘lim inality’ as a concept, to  in terp ret the m ean
ing of the  story of Achilles’ transvestism  in the light of in itia to ry  transform ation, 
and th is is precisely w hat S tatius himself does.

5 .2 . 4  I n i t i a t o r y  M o t i f s  in t h e  A c h i l l e i d

It has been a m a tte r of particu lar urgency to  lay to rest the  commonly accepted 
account of the origins of Achilles’ cross-dressing in adolescent in itiation  rites, be
cause the word ‘in itia tio n ’ will figure prom inently  in the  account of the  Achilleid  
th a t follows, b u t in a som ew hat different sense. S tatius lived in a world in which 
triba l age-class in itia tions were nearly as vestigial as they are in ours. Yet, even 
more th an  ours, the  R om an world was replete w ith opportun ities for personal 
in itia tion  into religious cults whose practices and teachings were available only 

to  the adept. Several of these cults m arked the in ternal transform ation  of the 
in itia te  and his place a p a rt from the everyday world by means of an  external 

show of clothing. Ju s t as the  m odern-day bishop’s ecclesiastical garb m arks its 
difference from every-day clothing in p a rt by blurring norm al d istinctions of 
gender, in the ancient world it was also possible for the clothing th a t m arked 
the separation of the  sacred from the  quotid ian  to  be construed as feminine. 
In the  case of th e  galli of Cybele and of the Dea Syria  th is was evidently quite 
intentional; bu t the  m ale worshipers of Isis wore a linen garm ent th a t apparen tly  
was not designed to  evoke fem ininity per se, bu t ra th e r pu rity  or even transcen- 

*34 Versnel (1993: 242, italics in original), quoted by Feeney (1998: 115).
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dence.^35 N everth eless, th is  sort o f  a ttire  cou ld  b e  slan d ered  as fem in in e by th e  

c u lt ’s en em ies. Josephu s, for exam p le , te lls  th e  sto ry  th a t C aligu la  used  to  m ock  

a certa in  cap ta in  o f  th e  guard, his even tu al assassin , C haerea, by in s in u atin g  

aga in st h im  th e  charge o f  effem inacy: ‘H e d id  th is  even  th ou gh  he w as n ot free 

from  it h im self, p u tt in g  on  w om en ’s c lo th in g  in  th e  r ites o f  certa in  m ysteries  

th a t he h im se lf organized , and d ev isin g  w igs to  w ear and m any o th er  w ays o f  

cou n terfe itin g  a fem in ine ap p earan ce’. ' 3® It is e ith er  th e  case  th a t th e  em p eror’s 

sartoria l flam boyance is b ein g  used  to  su p p ort charges o f p rivate b lasphem y, or 

th a t a  genu ine r itu al a c tiv ity  o f th e  em p eror’s has b een  d istorted  in to  a  private  

p erversion . ^37 E ith er  way, th e  link th a t cou ld  ea sily  b e m ad e b etw een  effem i

n a te  dress and  m ystery  religion  is w ell illu stra ted  by Jo sep h u s’ a c c u s a t i o n . i n  

th e  ligh t o f  th e  p o ten tia l con n ection  betw een  cross-dressing, or a t lea st gender- 

am biguous c lo th in g , and m ystery  cu lts  a t R om e, it is perhaps n ot surprising  th a t  

S ta tiu s  d ecided  to  present A ch illes, w h ile  dressed  as a  girl on  S cyros, en gaged  in  

cu lt a c tiv ity  w h ich  is described  in th e  language o f  in itia tio n .

To return  at last to  th e  tex t o f  th e  Achille id ,  w e find th e  a tm osp h ere  dense  

w ith  references to  m ystery  cu lt on th e  occasion  o f  th e  dan ce th a t D eid am ia , 

A ch illes, and their  com p an ion s perform  for th e  v is it in g  U ly sses  and  D iom ed es. 

T h is ep isod e w as d iscussed  earlier (S ection  4 .3 .2 ) from  th e  p o in t o f v iew  o f  

A ch ille s’ p ub lic  perform ance as a  w om an. W e saw  th en  th a t th e  lan gu age gave  

a sen se  th a t so m eth in g  private w as b ein g  revealed  th rough  a llu sion s to  various  

secret r itua ls. H ere is th e  scen e again:

. . .  n ite t an te a lias regina com esque  

P elides; qualis S icu lae sub rupibus A etn a e  

N aid as H en neas inter D ian a  feroxque  

P alla s e t  E lysii lu ceb a t sp on sa  tyranni. 

iam q ue m ovent gressus th iasisq u e Ism en ia  bu xu s  

sign a  d ed it , q u ater aera R heae, quater en th ea  pu lsant

*35 A c co r d in g  to  G r iffith s  (1 9 7 5 ) ad  A p u l. M et.  11 .10  (2 7 1 .1 5 ) ,  th e  Isa ic  w h ite  H nen g a r m en t  
h a d  its  o r ig in  in  th e  n o rm a l garb  o f  E g y p tia n  p r ie sts . In  a d d it io n  to  th e  n o rm a l w h ite  rob es  
w orn  b y  in it ia te s ,  A p u le iu s  (M et. 11 .2 4 ) «^lso sp e a k s  o f  tw e lv e  h ig h ly  o r n a te  ro b es  th a t  w ere  
p u t o n  L u c iu s  a fter  h is  in it ia t io n , o n  th e  o c ca s io n  w h en  h e  weis p u t o n  d isp la y  b e fo re  th e  
co n g r eg a t io n ; see  G r iffith s  (1 9 7 5 ) ad lo c  (2 8 5 .1 7 ) . O n  th e  o th er  h a n d , th er e  is o n e  g e n u in e ly  
c ro ss-d ressed  figu re in  th e  Isa ic  p ro cess io n  d e scr ib ed  by  A p u le iu s  (M e t .  1 1 .8 ) , w h o se  a tt ir e  is 
m o tiv a te d  by  th e a tr ic a l m Eisquerade, n o t by  r itual: G riffith s (1 9 7 5 ) ad  lo c  (2 7 2 .7 ) .
^36 , . .  xa'i TaOta ^ n p aaoev  auToq ou x  a7tr)XXaYH^vo<; x iv c o v  tEXETaic; tiuaxT)pt<ov, S(; a u to ?  

a u v i a t a T O ,  aToXdt; t E  ^ v 5 u 6 h e v o <; YUvaixEiouc; x a t  t iv c o v  TtEpiS^CEic; nXoxaniScov ^nivouv aX ka  t e  

67160a ^KixatatJieuaaCTGai STjXuTrjTa Tf)<; oij^Euc; eheXXev . . .  { A n t .  Jud.  1 9 .3 0 ).
*37 T u rca n  (1996: 8 9 ) a n d  G riffith s  (1 9 7 5 ) ad  A p u l. M et .  11 .9  (2 7 2 .1 8 )  c la im  th a t  C a lig u la  

w a s p o s s ib ly  d e v o te d  to  Isis.
' 3® T h is  c la im  h a s  a lso  so m e tim e s  b een  m a d e  by m o d ern  sch o lars: e .g . C u m o n t in  V o g lia n o  

an d  C u m o n t (1933: 2 5 7 ), a n d  T u rcan  (1959: 2 0 0 f) .
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terga manu variosque quater legere recursus. 
tunc thyrsos pariterque levant pariterque reponunt 
multiplicantque gradum, modo quo Curetes in actu 
quoque pii Samothraces eunt, nunc obvia versae 
pectine Amazonio, modo quo citat orbe Lacaenas 
Delia plaudentesque suis intorquet Amyclis. 
tunc vero, tunc praecipue manifestus Achilles 
nec servare vices nec bracchia iungere curat; 
tunc molles gressus, tunc aspernatur amictus 
plus solito rum pitque choros et plurima turbat. 
sic indignantem thyrsos acceptaque matris
tym pana iam tristes spectabant Penthea Thebae. (1.823-40)

The narrator alludes to the Elusinian story (1.824-6), to the Bacchic mysteries 
(827-30) and the cult of Cybele {aera Rheae, 828)^39 to the Curetes (831), 
to the Samothracian mysteries (832), to an otherwise unknown Amazon dance 
(S32f), and finally to a chorus of Spartan girls dancing for Artemis (833f). The 
scene goes on to end with a simile comparing Achilles’ ineptness at dancing to 
Pentheus’ rejection of Dionysiac religion (i.Ssgf).

The dances here seem at first quite an arbitrary collection of rituals deriving 
in part from poetic convention and in part from more obscure sources of antiquar
ian and religious lore. W hat impression was this passage designed to give? A first 
a ttem pt to answer the question could begin from the situation being described 
in the poem. Achilles is a boy dressed as a girl, and so perhaps Statius has put 
together the kind of dances in which cross-dressed or effeminate men might be 
seen or imagined to have taken part. This would explain the presence of Cybele, 
and perhaps even the Bacchic imagery, since Dionysus himself was sometimes an 
effeminate f i g u r e . I f  we stretch the definition of the term, the Amazons were 
cross-dressers of a sort, too.̂ ^*  ̂ Yet the references here, while they are rather

*39 The locus classicus for the assimilation o f elements (particularly musical instruments) from 
the Corybantes, the Cretan Curetes and the cult of Cybele into Dionysiac rites is the parodos 
of Euripides’ Bacchae, on which see Dodds (i960) ad 120-34 with Versnel (1990a: 180).

As Jameson (1993) argues, ‘asexuality’ may be a better characterization of Dionysus than 
‘effeminacy’. As for the connection between the Bacchic imagery and the possibility of ritual 
cross-dressing, see Henrichs (1982: 159): ‘In any case, ritual transvestism wcis never prominent 
in Dionysiac cult, and apart from the concept of the effeminate Dionysus, it has left no trace 
in the Dionysiac iconography of the Hellenistic or imperial period’. See Strabo (Geogr. 10.3.8) 
for a suggestion of transvestism by certain ‘Curetes’.

One could pursue this line of argument further, as it has been argued, for example, that 
in the dances for Artemis Korythalia at Sparta, the girls wore phalloi, and so they would 
constitute parallels for Achilles as a male interloper: Gallini (1963: 219). It has also been 
argued that the grotesque masks of old women found in the precinct of Artemis Orthia at 
Sparta were worn in transvestite dances there performed by men: Ephraim (1989: 9).
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specific, are not particularly organized around the theme of cross-dressing, so 
they cannot be explained purely on the basis tha t the poet wished to evoke a 
scene of ritually sanctioned transvestism. Literary convention may have played 
a role; certainly maenads and Amazons are a staple of poetic imagery. Yet there 
are other rites mentioned that are far from any literary convention; in particular, 
the Samothracian mysteries stand out as a piece of ‘real’ ritual introduced into 
the conventional world of mythological epic; this is apparently the first mention 
of the Samothracian mysteries in Latin v e r s e . Such an interpolation should 
come as no surprise from a poet who had described Adrastus, in the hymn that 
concludes Book i  of the Thebaid, as invoking Apollo in the name of Osiris, and 
even of M ithras, whose name is the last word of the book {Theb. 1.717-20), As 
Ahl (1986: 2856) says, ‘Statius is clearly trying to startle us with this reference to 
M ithra’. Indeed, the poet effects a startling connection between the world of the 
Thebaid and the religious milieu of its audience, integrating two indisputably 
ancient but non-Greek and initiatory gods into the epic framework. There is 
nothing quite so startling here, but still the Meya^oi © e o l  of Samothrace belong 
more to the world of Roman traders and travelers in the Aegean than to classical 
epic.^‘*3 One possible attraction of this particular piece of ‘realism’ is th a t it, like 
the Bacchic mysteries, like the rites of the Magna Mater, like the rites of the 
Curetes, and like the choruses of Spartan girls, was an initiation ceremony that 
may have involved d a n c i n g .  ^ 4 4

The one thing, then, that unites these dances is initiation; all of them, with 
the single exception of the obscure pectine Amazonio (833), are unambiguous 
indications of dramatized status transformations in the course of either mys
tery cult or puberty r i t e s . ^̂5 xhe scene is set with a simile tha t alludes to the

*4  ̂ It is also one o f  the very few occasions tha t the  cult is m entioned at all; cf. Juvenal (3 ,i4 4 f) ,  
S am o th ra cu m  . . .  aras.
‘43 T he true nam es o f  these gods seem  to  have been a part o f the  m ystery, and they  do  

not have a m ythology that has com e down to  us. T hey were often  assim ilated  to  the  Cabiri, 
from H erodotus (2 .51) onwards: see C ole (1984; 1 -4 ). On R om an interest in the  Sam othracian  
m ysteries, see L atte  (1960; 274) and C ole (1984: 8 7 -1 0 3 ).

Lobeck (1829: 1291-3) claim s, on the basis o f rather weak and equivocal ev idence, th a t the  
R om ans derived the dances o f the Salii from Sam othrace; cf. Servius (ad Aen.  2 .325 and 8 .285). 
Plutarch {N u m a  13.4) considers th is theory only to  reject it. B etter ev idence for dancing as 
part o f  the rites com es from a relief found on Sam othrace that show s a fem ale chorus: C onze  
( i8 6 0 : 62f); cf. Nock (1941: 579), Cole (1984: 29, 107 n 61) and Burkert (1993b: 185). A passage  
from Lucian that connects the rites w ith  the galli  o f the M agna M a te r  is quoted  below , p 273. 
‘“IS It is not provable, but it is h ighly likely that the A m azon dance wcis also m eant as an 

allusion to  m ystery rites for A rtem is, and that the reference has sim ply  becom e opaque to  us. 
C allim achus (H y m n  3 23 7 -4 7 ) described the estab lishm ent o f a sta tu e  and the  cu lt o f  A rtem is  
at E phesus by the A m azons. T h ey  danced in their armor and then danced in a circle, while  
their leader, a wom an nam ed H ippo, perform ed som e sort o f rite (-c^Xeoev . . .  lepov, 239). It 
is not sta ted  exp lic itly  here w hether or not H ippo herself participated  in the  dancing; then  
in the final lines o f  the  H ym n the p oet adds H ippo to  a list o f  m ore fam ous characters from
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Elusinian tale, and w hen the dancing starts, the steps are described by means 

of analogy w ith  b oth  kinds of ritual; m ystery and puberty in itiations. It is of 

great interest that Statius m ixes together two categories that we m ight other

wise have thought d istinct until brought together by m odern scholarship: on the  

one hand, rituals like those of the Curetes and the choruses of Spartan girls, 

which are artifacts o f age-group in itiations, and on the other, rituals like the  

Sam othracian, Bacchic and Elusinian m ysteries, which feature in itiations into 

cult groups. It is clear that the ancients understood m ystery religions as a 

category, and had words to describe the process of in itiation  {initiare, teX elv). 

It is not so certain that w hat anthropologists call secular in itiation  was under
stood  as such in the ancient w o r l d . ^̂ 7 \Ye tend to  think of the results obtained  

by m odern ethnography as being unavailable to ancient writers, but certain of 

its conclusions were evidently accessible by other m eans, since we m eet here w ith  

a broadly conceived sense of ‘in itiation ’. For Statius, at least, the ritual change 

in statu s accom panied by dancing and unusual clothing that characterized both  

private m ystery cu lt and public age-group in itiations m ade them  good illustra

tions of A ch illes’ change of statu s on Scyros, and so he grouped both  types of

myth who offended Artemis and were punished, Calydon, Agamemnon, and Orion (260-5). He 
admonishes everyone to  attend the goddess’ yearly dance, saying th a t Hippo’s refusal to dance 
in the circle around her altar did not go unpunished (o08  ̂ . . .  dxXauxel, 267). Callimachus 
clearly expected his audience to be familiar with the identity of this Amazon and his allusion 
to her crime against Artemis, but the story has been lost to us. Hyginus {Poet. astr. 2.18.2) 
offers an unconvincing identification of this Hippo with a certain Hippe, daughter of Chiron, 
who was turned into a  horse as a  consequence of an unexpected pregnancy. Bornmann (ad 
Callim. Hymn  3.266) accepts this account, but he allows th a t it does not explain her refusal 
to join in the dance. It is this refusal tha t makes it likely th a t S tatius w e is  alluding to the 
Callimachean myth, since is a  perfect parallel for Achilles, likewise a  gender-crossing reluctant 
dancer. S tatius goes on to compare Achilles to  Pentheus (1.839-40), a third cross-dresser who 
was reluctant to participate in the rites of a  god. The match of the comparanda in th a t simile 
is praised by S turt (1972: 836f); but Hippo, though not famous, is an even better fit for the 
situation, since Pentheus’ rejection of Dionysus was not related specifically to dancing alone. 
If we understood the story of cult dancing for Artemis tha t Callimachus was referring to, then 
S tatius’ pectine Amazonio  might become clearer.

It could be argued tha t the Curetes here are only meant to refer to  their mythical avatars 
who kept the infant Zeus safe with their dancing. It could even be said th a t Statius did not 
mean to distinguish them particularly from the Samothracian gods, if he understood these to 
be the Cabiri. T hat is what Nock (1941: 580) intends when in the course of discussing this 
S tatian passage, he says, ‘there was no little resemblance between the emotional ceremonies of 
the Corybantes, Curetes and Cabiri . . .  they were in the main minor deities, and they could 
easily be pu t in one category’. While it is true tha t the Samothracian gods were often identified 
with the Cabiri, and th a t the Curetes of Crete were often confounded with the Corybantes of 
Asia Minor on account of their noisy dancing and devotion to Rhea (see above, n 139), it is 
not normal to  find the Samothracian gods and the Cabiri on the one hand confounded with 
the Curetes and Corybantes on the other. Nevertheless, mistakes of this kind were sometimes 
made: see Nock (1941: 580, n 20), to which add Strabo (Geogr. 10.3.7).
'47 See Burkert (1987: 7-11) on the ancient terminology of initiation. TLL  7.11.1651.3-17, 

s.v. ‘initio’ lists some wider uses of initiare beyond the field of mystery cult, none of which are 
quite able to  carry the very broad sense of rite de passage.
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transition rite t o g e t h e r .

In the light of S tatius’ deliberate and careful construction of an association 
between Achilles’ situation on Scyros and initiation rites broadly conceived, the 
very likeness of his formulation to the scholarly consensus tha t sees the origins 
of this mythical episode in those very same rites begins to appear suspiciously 
coincidental. The mixture of transvestism, initiation and ritual is already present 
in the Achilleid, not because Statius was privy to a true account of the origins 
of the myth, but because of his need—the same need that has motivated later 
scholars—to make sense of the meaning of this strange episode of cross-dressing. 
It is not really very surprising that Scyros came to be interpreted as a threshold 
in Achilles’ life: the putting aside of the childish and unmanly aspects of life 
in favor of the life of a warrior and its accoutrements. This is attested by the 
fact that eighty percent of all surviving visual representations of Achilles’ life on 
Scyros depict the moment of that transition, the scene of Achilles’ unveiling by 
U l y s s e s . 4̂9 n  jg interesting that at the very beginning of the tradition Polyg- 
notus, according to Pausanias (1.22.6), had painted a genre scene of Achilles’ 
mode of life (Stattav), and that few subsequent artists chose (or were able) to 
follow his example. Such it seems weis the attraction of understanding and ex
plaining Scyros from the perspective of Achilles’ renunciation of unmanliness. 
These artists were not structuralists, but they understood instinctively th a t the 
moment when Achilles seized the weapons divided his biography into a time of 
life as a child and a ‘female’, that is, not a man, on the one hand, and his life 
as a man and a warrior on the other; they accordingly represented him at the 
critical moment of that transition. The myth of Achilles’ transvestism was thus 
envisioned from the perspective of his rejection of tha t part of his life and the 
spontaneous reassertion of his normative gender. This is not in the end very 
different from the account given by the ritualists of the way transvestism has 
been supposed to work in initiation rites. W hat advertises itself, therefore, as the 
result of modern scholarship and the application of the results of comparative 
anthropology to the ancient world turns out to embody an overly naive accep
tance of the ancient literary and artistic representation of the myth as a faithful 
reflection of the earlier tradition. Statius, however, and the countless storytellers

148 This connection is not inevitable: .. ancient mysteries still seem to form a special cate
gory: they are not puberty rites on a tribal level’ (Burkert 1987: 8).
'49 Unveiling: L IMC  s.v. ‘Achilleus’, nos. 105-175; other scenes: nos, 94-104, 176-181. Omit

ting Kossatz-Deissm ann’s ‘unsichere Darstellungen’ (nos. 182-185), this yields a ratio of 71 
representations of the unveiling to 17 of everything else on Scyros. Admittedly, this may also 
have been because it was an attractively dynamic scene and because the alternatives were 
more difficult, viz. to represent Achilles as a maiden and yet identifiably his heroic self.
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and artists who had handled the material before him had already thought about 
how to make sense of this strange Scyros-episode, and they decided tha t it was 
a narrative of transition and transformation into manhood, which is essentially 
what we mean by the tribal initiation of an adolescent boy.

W hat Statius adds is the element of ritual. He did not have privileged infor
mation regarding the supposed origins of the mythical Scyros episode in Greek 
initiation rituals for adolescents. T hat is not the reason he mentions such ritu
als in the Achilleid. Rather, Statius applies his own intelligence to the meaning 
of the myth. He illustrates Achilles’ social transformation and transition from 
childhood to manhood with reference to rituals whose transformative force his 
audience could appreciate. The adolescent initiation rites tha t Statius mentions 
include the armed dance of the Curetes for boys, and also the choral dances for 
Artemis at Sparta for girls. At the dramatic moment within the poem, the dance 
Achilles is performing with Deidamia and the others is of the kind associated with 
girls’ initiation, and his clumsiness at it is a sign of his true sex, which anticipates 
his successful entry into manhood that is to come. Achilles’ transformation into 
a warrior is comically adum brated by a description of his bungled transformation 
into a woman. The other rituals of transformation or status-dram atization that 
Statius adduces here arc from the mystery religions. These rites are not particu
lar to adolescents, but on the other hand they are securely associated with ritual 
cross-dressing, or at least with ambiguously gendered clothing. Taken together, 
the adolescent rites de passage and the mystery religions provide a comprehen
sive ritual model for the myth of the adolescent Achilles’ social transformation 
via transvestism. The common element that unites both types of ritual is the 
concept of ‘initiation’ in its broad sense, and the dance. As Lucian said, ‘There 
is scarcely an ancient mystery cult to be found without dancing in i t ’.̂ ^o

It is of course extremely common to find ancient authors explaining ritual 
with reference to certain mythical stories: this is normal aetiology. W hat Statius 
does here is more striking in that he is employing a mode of analysis associated 
with modern scholarship, but not by any means impossible for an ancient author: 
he explains the symbolic force of a myth with reference to a collection of ritual 
practices. This fact illustrates a danger in applying methods from anthropology 
th a t were developed for the analysis of pre-literate cultures to a culture tha t has 
a long and continuous tradition of self-conscious and sophisticated literary dis
course about its own religious practices. Statius gives two examples of adolescent 
initiation rituals taken from Crete and Sparta respectively; this is, if it is not

T sX ex y iv  d p x a t a v  ou8etitav S c m v  E u p e tv  a v E u  (Lucian Salt. 1 5 ) .  Cf. also Eur.
Bacch. 1 1 0 9 :  x o p o '^ '?  x p u c p a io u * ; .
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a coincidence, a sign of a clear consciousness tha t those were the places where 
such practices were most prominent and lasted longest. When explaining Classi
cal myth with reference to initiation rites, it must be remembered th a t the data 
may reflect prior analysis along these lines by ancient writers themselves. The 
simile at the end of the passage under discussion compares Achilles to Pentheus 
(83gf); and this is a reminder that the association of Achilles’ transvestism with 
initiatory ritual is not confined to this episode, but rather it was already demon
strated in the previous description of Achilles’ participation in the maenadic 
festival on Scyros. In the following section we shall take a close look at this rite 
to see how Statius further develops his own distinctive ideas about ‘initiatory 
transvestism ’.

5 .3  A c h il l e s  t h e  M a e n a d

T h e  m a e n a d i c  r i t e s  celebrated by the women of Scyros, during the course 
of which Achilles rapes Deidamia, comprise the most extensively described and 
dram atic episode in Achilles’ life as a young girl as it is imagined by Statius 
(1.592-660). Why is Achilles a maenad? Several influences might help to account 
for why Statius chose to imagine the cross-dressed Achilles on Scyros in a ritual 
context, and, more specifically, why he depicted his rape of Deidamia as taking 
place in the midst of a Bacchic festival. It is not the case, first of all, that 
Statius merely associated the worship of Bacchus with licentiousness and sexual 
promiscuity. As we shall see, the women worshipers of Scyros are very chaste, 
as cultic maenads were supposed to be.^®  ̂ There are a number of potential 
connections between transvestism and maenadism to consider:

Pantomime: According to Juvenal (7.82-7), Statius wrote a libretto called Agave 
for Paris, Domitian’s favorite actor. The dancer in pantomime imperson
ated female as well as male characters, and so the connection between 
cross-dressing and maenadism may have been inspired for Statius by Paris 
playing the female role of Agave. It is unlikely that Achilles dressing as a 
maenad was meant as an allusion to Paris’ performance, since Paris had 
been executed in a d  83, and Juvenal implies th a t having written for the 
pantomime is not something one would wish to advertise in any case.

Comedy: It is a commonplace in New Comedy for girls to get into trouble at reli
gious festivals, particularly those that take place at night, like the maenadic 

M aenads were not always represented chastely in a rt, however; see below (nn 191 and 197).
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festival on Scyros. In M enander’s Epitrepontes, for example, the heroine 
becomes pregnant at the Tauropolia, a pannychis for Artemis celebrated 
near Brauron.^®^ This plot device seems possible as a general influence 
on Statius, but it is not a very useful explanation of the specifics of his 
narrative. The problem in comedy was to get the maiden out of the house 
to someplace where she is vulnerable to seduction or rape, but Achilles 
by contrast is living in the same quarters as Deidamia, and so he hardly 
needs to await this o p p o r t u n i t y / ® ^  Aristophanes on several occasions has 
cross-dressed male characters in attendance at exclusively female rituals; 
but once again, those episodes are motivated by dram atic objectives that 
are not present here.

Roman History: Perhaps the most famous transvestite in Roman history was 
Clodius, who like Achilles scandalously violated rites reserved for women. 
This was not a very topical issue in S tatius’ day, and so a specific refer
ence to tha t event is not likely; moreover the connection made by Juvenal 
(6.314) between maenads and the celebrants of Bona Dea is merely polem
ical.

Roman Cult: One conspicuous group of effeminate dressers at Rome, if not out
right transvestites, comprised the galli of Cybele and the Dea Syria. The 
rites of these ecstatic cults had long been associated in myth and literature 
with Dionysus and m a e n a d i s m . ^ ® ^

None of these general considerations give a completely satisfying explanation 
of the motive behind depicting the cross-dressed Achilles as a maenad. A more 
complete answer may be found by examining the details of the episode as they 
relate both to literary representations of maenads and to Roman ritual.

Statius describes the scene of a maenadic ritual tha t had been a staple of 
literature since Euripides, but which was no longer very commonly practiced. It 
will be argued here tha t Statius, while working within the Euripidean literary 
tradition, also directs his presentation of this episode towards the so-called ritual 
‘maenads’ of his own day, i.e. the participants in the Bacchic mysteries, a very 
different sort of cult. In effect, he offers a revision of Pentheus’ transvestism in the 
Bacchae th a t serves as an alternative aetiology for Roman cult. The background 

^5^ Cf. G om m e and Sandbach ad Epit. 451.
^53 Cf. Pseudo-B ion 2, Bucolici Graeci (ed. Gow, O C T ), which breaks off as Achilles is disin

genuously inv iting  D eidam ia to  be his bed -partner.
'54 Cf. E ur. Bacch. ySf, td  t e  (joTpo? ( j i e Y “ ^ o (c ;  opyia KuP^Xa? S e t i i T E U c o v . . . ,  and  conversely the  

words o f A ttis , C atu ll. 63.69: ego m aenas . .  . ero?
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th a t will need to be described before embarking on this interpretation is therefore 
twofold: mythical maenads as represented in the art and literature of classical 
Greece, and their counterparts in the ritual of the period; and secondly the 
Bacchic mysteries of the Hellenistic and Roman world, which affected to share 
some common features with maenadism proper, but which were largely a distinct 
phenomenon.

5 . 3 . 1  M a e n a d i s m  i n  G r e e k  M y t h  a n d  C u l t

Statius designates with great specificity the precise type of Dionysiac ritual the 
women of Scyros are performing, and so we can compare his depiction of the rite 
with what we know of its dromena in myth and in cult:

Lucus Agenorei sublimis ad orgia Bacchi 
stabat et admissum caelo nemus; huius in umbra 
alternam  renovare piae trieterida matres 
consuerant scissumque pecus terraque revulsas
ferre trabes gratosque deo praestare furores. (1-593^7)

The word trieteris (595) is the vox propria for the central rite of m a e n a d i s m .  

Statius helpfully glosses it with the adjective altemam-, it was celebrated every 
other year (every third year or trieteris by inclusive counting). The influence of 
Euripides’ Bacchae on Statius’ description is made clear by the mention of rend
ing cattle (cf. Bacch. 734-6) and digging up trees (cf. Bacch. iio s f) . This rite, 
which belonged to Greek history as well as to myth, involved women traveling to 
the mountains every other winter to engage in ecstatic worship of Dionysus. Even 
in the Greek world maenadism was never u n i v e r s a l . T h e  trieteris was exclu
sive to women, a t least originally, and the participants wore distinctive garb. It 
was held in the mountains, with the worshipers organized into troops under the 
leadership of a chief maenad. The dancing and the physical effort required led 
to exhaustion and perhaps to an elevated mental state. Mythical maenads per
formed an act called cb[iocpaYia in the course of their rite; much remains obscure 
about the possible counterpart of this act in historical ritual. It is doubtful 
whether mountain-going maenadism of this type ever really existed in Italy; if 
it did, it did not survive the senatus consultum de Bacchanalibus of 186 BC.

'55 Cf. Eur. Bacch. i32f, . . .  TpLeTrjpiScov, and Verg. Aen. 4.302, trieterica  . . , orgia.
'56 Cf. Henrichs (1978: 153) on th e  scantiness of the  evidence.
' 5^ For a  m ore extensive sum m ary of m aenadic ritual, see Henrichs {1982: 143-7); ^he vexed 

question  of the  n a tu re  of the  co^iocpaYia, see Henrichs (1978: 147-2) and O bbink (1993: 68-72). 
On th e  ecsta tic  aspects of the  ritu a l, see B rem m er (1984) and Henrichs (1994: 51-6).
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Henrichs (1978) has sharply distinguished these real maenads of ritual from the 
maenads of myth, who loomed large in later Dionysiac iconography, due in part 
to the prestige lent by Euripides’ portrayal in the Bacchae. If Euripides may 
have represented certain aspects of ritual maenadism faithfully, the play is very 
far from being a documentary account of Greek r i t u a l . ^̂ 8 ^ h e  influence of the 
play was also surely felt in the elaboration of later rituals tha t aspired to the 
level of communion with the god for which Euripides had made maenads famous.

Another difficulty in interpreting the Bacchae with respect to ritual is that 
Euripides sometimes appears to employ the language of initiation and mystery 
cult, and this has been taken to mean that the Bacchae is not only a reflection 
of maenadic cult practice, but also of initiatory Dionysiac religion in Athens. 
Seaford is candid about the lack of evidence: ‘it must be immediately and frankly 
adm itted tha t we do not know much about the mysteries of Dionysus and that 
most of what we do know is from the Hellenistic and Roman period . . .  [we 
must] suppose a degree of continuity between the Dionysiac mysteries of the 
classical and later period’.F o r tu n a te ly ,  it is not necessary for our purposes to 
decide the extent to which the Bacchae was influenced by initiatory religion; it 
is only necessary to point out tha t it could have been interpreted in this way by 
a Roman audience. In S tatius’ day the only ‘maenads’ to be found in Italy were 
the participants in the Bacchic mysteries who styled themselves as such. Con
tem porary linguistic and ritual practice would have authorized them to read the 
opY i[a] . . .  a p p T ) T [ a ]  (47if), and T eX eid i; (74) in Euripides’ text in terms of mys
tery cult, whether or not tha t is what they had primarily meant in fifth-century 
A t h e n s . F o r  Roman and Hellenistic ‘maenads’ the language of initiation that 
is occasionally used by Euripides would have entitled them  to feel tha t they 
themselves were the inheritors of mythical maenadism, whether or not this was 
in fact true. There is little doubt th a t subsequent worship of Dionysus invoked

' 5® ‘In the  B acch ae  b oth  th e  “black” m aenadism  o f the T heban  w om en and th e  “w h ite” 
m aenadism  o f th e  m aenadic chorus from A sia  contain  elem ents that are derived from real c u lt’ 
(H enrichs 1978; 144). On th e  in tercontam ination  o f ritual and fictional m aenadism , see  ibid, 
12 lf.
'5 9  C ertain  in terp retation s o f th e  play put great stress on its in itia tory  features; thus Seaford 
(1996: 3 9 -4 4 ). T h is  in terpretive stra tegy  is not new; cf. B oyance (1966: 55f) and C oche de la 
Ferte (1980: 2 3 2 -5 0 ). On the  centrality  o f  D ionysiac ritual to  the  play, see the exchange betw een  
Seaford and S egal in the B ry n  M aw r C lassical R ev iew  {B M C R  95 .10 .20 , 98 .3 .10 , 98 .5 .26 , 
98 .7 .01 ), and th e  afterword to  the  second ed ition  o f  S egal’s book  on the  B acchae  (1997: 3 4 9 -  
93). Cf. also H enrichs (1982: 147): ‘In E urip ides’ B acchae  the non-m aenad ic, esoteric and 
private cu lt o f  D ion ysu s co ex ists  w ith  m aenadism ’.

Seaford (1981: 252). T h is position  has gained  som e strength  in recent years on  the  back 
of d iscussion  o f  the  ‘O rphic’ gold lam ellae; cf. G raf (1993: 23 9 -7 5 ) Burkert (1993a: 259f): 
‘We find ev idence for B acchic m ysteries from the six th  to  the  fourth cen tu ry’.

H enrichs (1982: 223 n 91): ‘. . .  m aenadic rites are never called  m y s te r ia  in classica l or 
H ellen istic  te x ts , a lthough  th ey  are occasion ally  said to  involve “in itia tion ” { te le te )'.
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the example of maenadism: ‘Certainly, the Dionysian mysteries preserved some 
features of the ancient orgy. Their liturgy incorporated the gestural, vestmental, 
emblematic, symposiac, even omophagic appearances of classical Maenadism: 
dances, rhythmic swaying of the body and prophecies . . .  drunkenness and mu
sic, garments of animal skins, the brandishing of staffs wreathed in ivy’/®“ The 
influence of Euripides can be felt throughout the recorded history of Greek mae
n a d i s m .  I t  is likely then that the example afforded by the Bacchae also affected 
the social construction of ‘maenads’ at Rome.

5 . 3 . 2  T h e  B a c c h i c  M y s t e r i e s  a t  R o m e

The literary background to Achilles’ maenadism as portrayed by Statius derives 
from Euripides, and thus, however obliquely, from the maenadism of the classi
cal period; but the nature of Dionysiac ritual was very different at Rome, and 
so in order to investigate the hypothesis that the depiction of maenads in the 
Achilleid might have been influenced by actual Roman cult, we must look to 
the Bacchic mysteries. Despite the fact that the mysteries appropriated much 
of the imagery of maenadism, there were also im portant discontinuities between 
the two. Maenadism itself was strictly limited to women, whereas the mysteries 
were open to the participation of both s e x e s . B i a n c h i  (1976: 13) points out 
that the shift from the outdoors to indoor telesteria was a major typological 
change. In fact, the entire nature of the ritual changed from tha t of an ecstatic 
and explosive riot to that of an escapist drinking club: ‘maenadism degener
ated into Dionysiac carnival and merrymaking’.̂ ®® Thus a second-century AD 

inscription from Physkos in Lokris records a group of ‘maenads’ who are merely 
members of a well-organized social club; the inscription uses maenadic language 
to describe the members of the club and their activities.^®® The same hierarchy 
is evident in another second-century inscription, this one from Italy. It was set 
up at Torre Nova near Tusculum to honor a woman from a well-known family, 
a consul’s wife, Pompeia Agrippinilla, and it records the names of four hundred 
initiates into the Dionysiac mysteries together with their ranks: ‘the old names 
for the maenads had become mere titles ...

Turcan (1996: 296). In fact, drunkenness was almost certainly not an aspect of mountain- 
going maenadism: Henrichs (1982: 145; 1984: 69).

Cf, Henrichs (1978: 122).
‘. .. the available evidence suggests very strongly that the sexual barriers separating male 

and female followers of Dionysus began to break down in the late cleissical period’: Henrichs 
(1984: 70).

Henrichs (1978: 155).
See Henrichs (1978: i55f).
Henrichs (1978: 156); on the inscription, see Vogliano and Cumont (1933).
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The first hterary notices we have of Dionysiac mysteries at Rome are from the 
events of 186 B C , but there is archaeological evidence that Bacchic cults already 
existed in Italy before that date/®® We have Livy’s account of the conspiracy 
(39.8-19) and an inscription has preserved the senatus consultum de Bacchanal- 
ibus which suppressed it [ILS 18). There are also some allusions to the crisis 
in Plautus. These accounts seem at first to give the impression tha t there was 
a vigorous cult of ecstatic worshipers of Bacchus throughout Italy. The anxiety 
generated at Rome by the idea of maenadism is striking, given what we know 
about the cult of Dionysus as it existed elsewhere. In the Hellenistic world the 
tendency had long been towards more sedate communities of mystery worship 
tha t were hierarchically organized and met regularly; while their rituals may 
have included music and dancing and such, they were not the ecstatic rites that 
the maenadism of the classical period had been. When the cult appears next at 
Rome, it is in the initiatory form common in the Hellenistic world, which may 
be because the Roman magistrates succeeded in suppressing the ecstatic form of 
worship, or, more likely, because tha t is what it had been all along. The Roman 
authorities were doubtless suspicious of organized religious structures beyond 
the control of the state, and their anti-Dionysiac propaganda was highly effec
tive; we see it reflected in Livy’s tale, and even in the hinted scandal and the 
‘popular fears’ of the cult that find expression in P l a u t u s . I n  fact, Gruen has 
suggested tha t the cult was never very dangerous and that the crisis was a mere 
pretext for the Roman senate to extend the reach of its powers in Italy, while 
Walsh has emphasized the dramatic and fictive nature of Livy’s narrative. 
Livy’s drama, involving ‘the son of a good family, his wicked step-father and his 
freed-woman mistress with a heart of gold’, is clearly derived from New Comedy 
or the Roman s t a g e . O n e  could take this a bit further and argue th a t not 
only is Livy’s account of the affair colored by literature, so too was the senate’s 
campaign itself. The substance of the charges made about the cult also derives 
from a dramatic source: Euripides’ Bacchae. The senate’s inherent suspicion of 
night-time worship and the mixing of the sexes, and its accusations of drunken
ness and sexual promiscuity are very similar to the concerns voiced by Pentheus 
when he returns to Thebes:

Sx8T)(io<; S>\ xfjoS’ ^Tuyx^vov )(9ov6<;.

B e a r d ,  N o r t h  a n d  P r ic e  (1 9 9 8 :  9 3 f ) .
G r u e n  (1 9 9 0 :  1 5 0 - 2 ) .
S e e  G r u e n  (1 9 9 0 :  3 4 - 7 8 )  w i t h  e x t e n s iv e  b ib lio g r a p h y  o n  t h e  e p is o d e ,  a n d  W a ls h  ( 1 9 9 6 )  o n  

L iv y ’s  v e r s io n .
' 7 '  W a ls h  (1 9 9 6 :  1 9 5 - 9 ) ;  q u o t a t io n :  B e a r d , N o r th  a n d  P r ic e  (1 9 9 8 :  9 2 ) .
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xXuw 8^ v e o x f ia  TrjvS’ d v a  titoXlv x a x d ,

Yuvaixa<; f][Jiv S w ^ax ’ ixkz'komivoLi 
TiXaaxaiai paxxELcxiaiv, 8^ 8aaxloi<; 

opeoL Godi^Eiv, Tov vewaxl Satfiova 

A iovuaov, oaxi? Saxi, xi[iWCTa<; xopoi?: 

kXt̂ PSk; 8̂ : Sidooic; ^ fa o ia iv  lax d v a i 

xpaxiipac;, dXXr)v 8 ’ dXXoa' eI? ^pT)[iiav 

Tixwaaouaav cOvaic; dpafvw v OTtTjpexeiv,

7i;p6(|)aaiv (j^v 8f) (iaivd8a<; G uoaxoou?, 

xf)v 8 ’ ’Acppo8txT]v 7tp6o6’ ayziv xoO B axxtou .

. . .  y u v a L ^ l  y a p

Stiou p6xpuo<; iv  8 a i:l

oOx Oyi^c; oOS^v Ixi Xi yu  xwv opYtcov. {Bacch.  215-25 , 260-2)

Compare an extract from Livy’s account of the activity of the Bacchants:

initia erant, quae primo paucis trad ita  sunt, dein volgari coepta per 
viros mulieresque. additae voluptates religioni vini et epularum, quo 
plurium animi illicerentur. cum vinum animos (movisset), et nox et 
mixti feminis mares, aetatis tenerae maioribus, discrimen omne pu- 
doris exstinxissent, corruptelae primum omnis generis fieri coeptae, 
cum ad id quisque quo natura pronioris libidinis esset paratam  volup- 
tatem  haberet. nec unum genus noxae stupra promiscua ingenuorum 
feminarumque erant, sed falsi testes, falsa signa testam entaque et in
dicia ex eadem officina exibant: venena indidem intestinaeque caedes, 
ita  ut ne corpora quidem interdum ad sepulturam exstarent. multa 
dolo, pleraque per vim audebantur. occulebat vim quod prae ululat- 
ibus tympanorumque et cymbalorum strepitu nulla vox quiritantium  
inter stupra et caedes exaudiri poterat. (Livy 39.8)

The Roman version is more exaggerated, with insinuations of magical practices 
and the addition of some quintessentially Roman fears about legitimacy and 
inheritance, but the picture is essentially s i m i l a r . T h i s  kind of accusation, 
though inspired by literature, did take hold in the Roman popular imagina- 
tion/'^^ The reason the charges were credible may not in fact be because truly 
ecstatic worship comparable to Greek maenadism was taking place in Italy, but 
rather because the Bacchic mysteries at this stage were open to both sexes and 
did involve the drinking of wine.

O r g i e s  o f  t h i s  k i n d  w e r e  H k e w is e  c i s c r ib e d  t o  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n s :  H e n r i c h s  ( 1 9 8 2 :  2 2 5 ,  n  1 0 4 ) .  

' ^ 3  C f .  G r u e n  ( 1 9 9 0 :  5 0 f ) ,  B e a r d ,  N o r t h  a n d  P r i c e  { 1 9 9 8 :  9 3 ,  n  7 7 ) .
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The Bacchanalian affair and the introduction some years earher of the cult 
of Magna M ater have been interpreted as a watershed in the development of 
the definition of the Roman religious sensibility against Greekness/^^ If the 
Roman senate was asserting its ability to regulate and control Greek cult and 
Greek culture, it was doing so in part by demonstrating its freedom to rewrite 
Greek literature as it saw fit. The Bacchae was revised from the perspective 
of Pentheus, considered not as an impious and feckless tyrant, but as a dutiful 
Roman m agistrate. The Bacchanalian affair itself, and not just Livy’s narrative 
of it, was carefully scripted:

Roman leaders built a carefully constructed scenario in 186. Sym
pathetic witnesses appeared, their characters scrutinized and their 
stories verified, their testimony then presented to the patres, who 
sanctioned firm consular action, without apparent dissent. Denun
ciation of the Bacchants came in virulent terms, stressing the alien 
features of the cult, alleging a combination of crimes, and stigmatiz
ing the movement as a coniuratio.^'^^

This is how the senate announced to the world the way it would handle the 
unauthorized arrival of cults from the East, which is, after all, the subject of 
the Bacchae. In Greece, the claims of religion might sometimes prevail over the 
objections of the secular authorities, but not at Rome. The denouement of the 
play was accordingly rewritten by the Roman senate in line with proper Roman 
sensibilities. The influence of Euripides on the Roman view of Dionysiac cult 
might be regarded as having been subliminal, except that the blatant theatrical
ity of Livy’s narrative, which in turn  is likely to reflect senatorial propaganda, 
suggests that, despite the sober language of the senatus consultum itself, the 
self-conscious manipulation of literary models was not beyond the capabilities 
of the s e n a t e . T h e  relevance of this to our inquiry is to show how im portant 
the Bacchae was as a document for the practice of Dionysiac religion at Rome. 
In fact, we shall see th a t Statius repeats this process of rewriting the role of 
Pentheus in the Bacchae, although for Statius he is not an allegory of the watch
ful and duteous Roman magistrate, but rather he represents the problematic

'7 4  G ru en  (1990: 5 -7 8 ) .
'75 G ru en  (1990: 7 7 ).
' 7® W a lsh  (1996: 2 0 0 f) ,  d ra w in g  o n  th e  m o d e l p r o p o sed  by W isem a n  (1994: 1 -2 2 ) ,  s u g g e s ts  

th a t  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  B a cc h a n a lia n  a ffa ir, or r a th er  th e  s e n a te ’s ap p ro v ed  v ers io n  o f  th o se  
ev e n ts , m ig h t h a v e  b e e n  d r a m a t iz e d  on  s ta g e  for th e  e d ifica t io n  o f  th e  p o p u lu s . A g a in s t  th is  
v ie w , s e e  F lo w er  (1 9 9 5 ) for th e  a r g u m e n t th a t  th e  fa b u la e  p r a e te x ta e  w ere  a  fe a tu re  o f  a r is to 
c ra t ic  c o m p e t it io n  a n d  p a tro n a g e  c lo se ly  lin k ed  w ith  sp ec if ic  m ilita r y  s u c c e s se s ,  a n d  th u s  an  
u n lik e ly  v e n u e  for th e  e x p r es s io n  o f  th e  s e n a te ’s c o rp o ra te  w ill.

2 5 6



s ta tu s  o f th e  m ale com pan ion  of th e  ‘m a en a d s’ in  th e  B acchic m ysteries .

F rom  th e  first cen tu ry  BC and  for several cen tu ries  th e re a fte r  th e re  is w ide

sp read  evidence of th e  B acchic m ysteries th ro u g h o u t th e  em pire, b u t  th e  n a tu re  

of its  p rac tice s  rem ains o b s c u r e . I t  is n o t necessary  to  a t te m p t h e re  a  com 

prehensive d escrip tio n  of th e  cu lt; th e re  is, how ever, an  asp ec t o f th e  m ysteries 

th a t  form s p a r t  of th e  c u ltu ra l background  ag a in s t w hich th e  A chille id  m igh t 

be read . T h e  iconography  associa ted  w ith  th e  B acchic m ysteries is varied . Some 

sym bols overlap  w ith  th e  general D ionysiac idiom : Silenoi an d  m aen ad s, th iaso i 

o f revelers, th e  th y rsu s, th e  to rch , th e  vine, d an c in g  an d  m usic. Som e, on th e  

o th e r  h an d , have been  in te rp re ted  as p e rta in in g  m ore specifically  to  th e  m ys

teries: rep resen ta tio n s  of th e  in fan t D ionysus, th e  basket o r cista  m ystica , th e  

egg. O ne d is tin c tiv e  sym bol of th e  cu lt was th e  liknon, a  w innow ing b ask e t in 

w hich e ith e r  th e  in fan t god or a phallu s was p laced , to g e th e r  w ith  f r u i t . T h e  

liknon  was also associa ted  w ith  D ionysus in n on -m ystical c o n t e x t s . too  

th e  phallu s  always h ad  a  p a r t  in th e  tra d itio n a l D ionysus cu lt, p a r tic u la rly  as 

ca rried  in procession.^®” T h e  com bination  of th e  tw o, how ever, is d is tin c tiv e , and  

th e  liknon  con ta in ing  a  phallus, e ith e r veiled or no t, was a p p a re n tly  a  un ique 

sym bol of th e  D ionysiac m ysteries, and  M atz  (1963) used it as a  litm u s te s t in 

ca tegoriz ing  ce rta in  of th e  m onum ents as belonging  to  m y stery  cult.*®^ T h is  po 

s itio n  w as critic ized  by Boyance (1966: 4 2 -4 ), w ho accused h im  of s ligh ting  the  

o th e r  asp ec ts  of th e  iconography an d  of ignoring  lite ra ry  accoun ts of th e  m y ste r

ies in  w hich th e  liknon  is n o t p rom inen t. N evertheless, M atz  does usefully  b ring  

to g e th e r  a  nu m b er of im ages of th e  unveiling of th e  liknon  w ith  p h a llu s  from  

Ita ly  an d  N o rth  A frica, th e  earlies t of w hich is th e  fam ous fresco in th e  V illa 

o f th e  M ysteries a t  P om peii (first cen tu ry  N ilsson (1953: 178) concluded

Turcan (1959: 195) liad warned of the difficulty in bringing together the  ev id en ce, scattered  
in tim e and place, in to  a coherent and universal picture; in a later work he n evertheless a ttem p ts  
ju st such a sp eculative account: Turcan (1996: 30 6 -1 2 ).

See N ilsson  (1957: 6 6 -9 8 ), w ho calls the liknon  ‘the  sign o f  the Bacchic m ysteries’ (95). 
^ 79  N ilsson  (1953: 177) a t one tim e w rote that, ‘earlier th e  liknon had no specia l religious  

sign ificance’; but he presum ably changed his m ind, as he later sketched at som e length  the  
ritual use o f th e  liknon  in C lassical A thens, particularly as associa ted  w ith  D ionysus and 
Sabazios (1957; 2 1 -3 0 ), concluding that ‘in the classical age the liknon w as not sacred in itse lf  
but like other profane im plem ents som etim es occurred in sacral u se’. T h e syncretism  o f the  
D ionysiac and E lusinan m ysteries, and D ionysus’ assim ilation  to  the  E lusinian  figure o f lacchus, 
yielded  V ergil’s fam ous designation  of the liknon  as the m y s tic a  vannus la cch i {G ear. 1.166): 
see Harrison (1903).

Cf. A thenaeus 6 22b -c .
‘Z usam m engehalten  wird die R eihe der 18 B ilder . . .  durch das M otiv  der E nth iillung des 

P h a llo s’: M atz (1963: 16). S tr ictly  speaking, som e o f th e  dep iction s in h is co llection  sim ply  
show a  liknon, veiled  or unveiled, and the process o f  veiling or unveiling m ust be inferred from  
those other pictures th a t do show  som eone doing it,

A com p lete list o f  the m onum ents M atz refers to  (not all o f  which in th e  end he convincingly  
relates to  the m ysteries) is found on pp 8 -9  o f  his m onograph; excellen t p lates illu strate nearly
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tha t ‘The culminating point of the Bacchic rites was the reveahng of the liknon 
with its contents’. This may or may not be true, but it does seem th a t this act 
was a significant part of the rite and something tha t set certain of the mysteries 
apart from other forms of Dionysiac worship.

There have been many attem pts to understand the meaning of this gesture. 
Cumont (1949: 251), connected it with the use of phalloi as grave markers, taking 
the liknon and phallus as symbols of generation and thus of the immortality that 
awaited the initiate. Nilsson, who put the most influential stamp on the interpre
tation of this material, essentially agreed (1957: 1 4 3 ) . Turcan (1996: 309) sim
ilarly says that the unveiling ‘revealed to the candidate the trium ph of life over 
death’. The ritual has been compared to a wedding by Merkelbach (1988: 113), 
who interprets the moment of unveiling as a symbol of the initiate’s introduction 
to the mysteries of sexual union. Zuntz (1963: i82f) expressed the view, which 
has not found much acceptance, tha t the fresco in the Villa of the Mysteries 
in particular depicts someone not revealing the phallus, but veiling it in order 
to protect it; he also questioned the assumption tha t these scenes necessarily 
represent an i n i t i a t i o n . T h e r e  does nevertheless appear to be a strong rela
tionship in these representations between the phallophoric liknon and one figure 
in particular, who is usually taken to be the initiand. Sometimes the liknon is 
held over the head of this figure; sometimes his or her head is turned away or 
the figure is bent a t the waist, or the head or entire body is v e i l e d . T h e r e  
seems to be some tru th  to M atz’ judgment (1963; 18): ‘Wesentlich ist, dafi die 
einzuweihende Person den Akt der Enthiillung nicht sehen darf’. Yet it is curi
ous tha t so many of the representations of the scene are keen to show us, the 
spectators, precisely tha t moment which the initiand is not allowed to see. The 
person in the picture is afraid or cishamed or terrified of what is about to be 
unveiled, and so turns away; or the head of the initiand has been veiled. Gen
erally those with their heads veiled are boys and those who are fully veiled are

a ll o f  th e m  (th e  p o o r  p ic tu re  o f  th e  V illa  o f  th e  M y ster ie s  fresco  is e x c u se d  by  its  freq u en t  
i llu s tr a t io n  e lsew h er e; s ee  H en d erso n , 1996: 2 3 7 -4 0  for th e  m o d ern  h is to r y  o f  th e  rep r o d u c tio n  
o f  th e  fr e sc o ). M o st  o f  th e  im p o r ta n t m o n u m e n ts  w ere  a lr e a d y  b rou gh t to g e th e r  b y  R o s to v tz e f f  
(1 9 2 7 ) ,  a n d  n e a r ly  a ll o f  th e m  are a lso  i l lu s tra ted  b y  N ils so n  (1 9 5 7 ).

O n  th e  B a cc h ic  m y ste r ie s  in  g en era l, s ee  N ils so n  (1957; a n d  on th e  R o m a n  m a ter ia l a lo n e , 
1953); o n  th e  g e n e ra t iv e  sy m b o lis m  o f  th e  p h a llu s , s ee  id e m  (1957: 1 4 2 ), c it in g  a n  a lle g o r y  o f  
la m b lic h u s  ( M y s t .  1 .1 1 ) .
‘ * 4  O n  th e  h is to r y  o f  in terp re tin g  th e  V il la  o f  th e  M y ster ie s , see  H en d erso n  (1 9 9 6 ) ,  e sp . 3 2 9 , 

n 29 o n  r itu a l is t  e x p la n a t io n s  o f  th e  fresco .
'*5  For th e  ty p o lo g y  o f  th e  sce n e s , see  M a tz  (1963: 1 9 -2 0 ) ;  l ikn on  over th e  h ead : M a tz  n o s . 4, 

6 , 7 , 9 , 10 , 11 , 13 , a n d  14; h ea d  tu rn ed  aw ay: n os. i  ( th e  fresco  from  th e  V il la  o f  th e  M y ster ie s )  
a n d  3; b o w e d  a t th e  w a ist: n os. 4 , 7 , and  14 h ea d  ve iled : n o s . 10, 11, 12, a n d  13. T h e se  d e ta ils  
c o m e  from  th e  co m m e n ta ry ; th e  d e ta ils  a re  n o t a lw a y s  d iscern ib le  in  th e  r ep r o d u c tio n s .
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women, while men simply turn their gaze away or are covered with a cloak. 
The people in the representations run away or protect themselves, while we are 
perm itted to gaze on the whole process. One way of looking at these pictures, 
then, is as instructional: they teach us how we ourselves should respond to the 
unveiling. They show the viewer something and at the same time show us that 
it is not to be looked at. Burkert (1987: 95f) may be closest to the tru th  when 
he points out th a t the im portant thing is not so much the identity of the banal 
objects themselves tha t the hierophant revealed, but the meaning with which 
the unveiling invested them.

The phallus may be a symbol of fertility or power or protection or emerging 
sexuality, but it is first and foremost a male symbol. This is one of the major 
discontinuities between the Bacchic mysteries at Rome and the maenadism of 
classical Greece, which was entirely ‘chose feminine’. T h e  question then arises 
of how the mysteries managed to reconcile the contradiction between this focus 
on male potency and the fact it traced part of its heritage and much of its imagery 
to a ritual tha t excluded men and in some sense even ‘empowered’ women, 
inasmuch as it released them temporarily from the confines of their olxot; and 
tioXk;. The problem of phallic imagery in the Bacchic mysteries is a distillation 
of the more general contradiction that existed between the congregation of men 
and women in the mysteries and the total exclusion of men from maenadism 
proper. I will argue tha t this is the problem with which Statius is engaged 
here. When the Roman poet took the figure of the transvestite Achilles and 
made him surreptitiously attend a trieteric maenadic rite, he clearly invited 
comparison with Pentheus, also cross-dressed as a maenad and secretly spying 
on precisely the same festival. By revising the outcome of the mythical story 
of the male intruder among the maenads, Statius attem pts to negotiate the 
disjunction between the mythical paradigm of maenadism and Roman ritual.

According to  M atz (1963: 18), nos. 2 and g are ‘K n ab en ’ w ith only their heads veiled; 
nos. 10 th rough  13 are entirely  veiled women; 4, 7 and 14 are m en bending  away, and in the 
first two of these th e  figure is covered w ith a  cloak. T he m ost notable  exception to th is p a tte rn  
of concealm ent is ‘th e  terrified w om an’ in the  V illa of the  M ysteries fresco, who appears to  be 
looking across th e  corner of th e  room  a t th e  phallus as it is unveiled. If we suppose th a t  the  
cloth billowing above her head was a  veil which had covered her head, th en  we m ay be m eant 
to  im agine th a t  she too  had been covered ju s t a  m om ent before.

G ernet (1953: 383), echoed by D etienne (1977: 216, n 138), and re ite ra ted  by Henrichs 
(1982: 147, 1984: 69, and 1994: 51), who adds th a t  ‘M ale m aenads in th e  ritu a l sense did not 
ex is t’ (1982: 147).
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5 .3 - 3  T h e  A c h i l l e i d  a s  A e t i o l o g y

When the participants in a Roman cult tha t had Httle historical connection with 
Greek maenadism went about wearing fawn-skins and carrying thyrsoi, they 
exhibited the impact of the tradition of Dionysiac imagery, a m ajor strand of 
which was embodied by the Bacchae.^^^ As an account of the arrival of Dionysus 
and his worship in Greece, one aspect of the play was aetiological, or a t the 
very least it could have been read in this way by a Roman audience. Pentheus 
too served this purpose, as an illustration of the rule tha t maenadism was for 
women only and of the price to be paid for infringing that rule.^®^ Pentheus’ 
fundamental crime was impiety, but the modality of his punishment illustrated 
the danger to men of violating the rites of maenadism. A Roman male worshiper 
of Bacchus was at a disadvantage vis a vis his female companion in tha t the 
quintessential Dionysiac text endorsed her attainm ent of the most elevated state 
of mind while the only man to join tha t number was torn limb from limb. S tatius’ 
text addresses this imbalance on the level of myth. His Achilles recapitulates the 
role of Pentheus as interloper, but rather than suffering violence at the hands of 
women, he inflicts it.

The exclusion of men from maenadism is an issue tha t Statius raises explic
itly:

lex procul ire mares; iterat praecepta verendus
ductor, inaccessumque viris edicitur antrum. (i-sgSf)

This stipulation shows a good understanding of the cult practices of maenadism, 
which is borne out by the text in other ways, too.^9° As we saw above, Statius 
uses the proper name for the rites, trieteris, and he understands tha t they only 
took place once every two years. These details are im portant, because they set the 
activity th a t follows in a specific ritual context, exactly parallel to the Bacchae. 
Otherwise, we might dismiss the rape tha t follows as simply inspired by the 
lechery of the satyrs who chase maenads in traditional Dionysiac iconography; 
in the trieteris, however, promiscuity did not f e a t u r e . S t a t i u s ’ most im portant

Tacitus (Ann. 11.31), for example, describes an elaborate reenactment of maenadism, 
heavily influenced by the Bacchae, tha t was put on by Messalina and Silius; cf. Henrichs 
(1978: 156-9).

Cadmus and Tiresias participate in the general worship of the god, but only Pentheus 
joins the maenads on Cithaeron: Henrichs (1984; Ggf, esp. n 3). The messengers spy on the 
maenads, but do not attem pt to join in.
‘9° Modern scholarship has not always been clear on this point: see Henrichs (1984), who 

corrects the erroneous view, shared by Dodds and others, th a t there was a male priest presiding 
over the rites of maenadism.
191 The sexual activity commonly attribu ted  to  maenads in art and myth Weis not a reality of 

cult; Henrichs (1994: 55) explains it as a ‘Konstrukt der antiken Mannergesellschaft’.
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source for the activity of these maenads of myth was of course Euripides:

consuerant scissumque pecus terraque revulsas
ferre trabes gratosque dec prestare furores. (i.5g6f)

These introductory words whet our expectations for maenadic violence on the 
model of the Bacchae, from which Statius draws this picture of the women of Scy- 
ros tearing up trees and rending cattle limb from limb; yet when we meet these 
maenads, they turn  out to be a much meeker group than Euripides’. They do 
share some superficial features in common with the maenads of myth: they wear 
fawn-skins {nebiida, 1.609), adorn themselves with ivy {hedera, 610) and carry a 
thyrsus (612, 648), but on this particular occasion there is none of the violence— 
female violence—that the Euripidean atmosphere portends. The Scyrian mae
nads shake their thyrsoi, clash cymbals and dance until they fall asleep, but they 
do nothing more. It might be argued that S tatius’ depiction of Dionysiac cult 
is unconsciously reflecting the disjunction of his sources: the violence of myth
ical maenads versus the calmer forms of ritual th a t he and his audience knew. 
Yet there are several details of the mise en scene tha t contradict each other so 
conspicuously that it seems more likely that the juxtaposition of mythical and 
Roman maenads was not merely accidental.

In the lines quoted above, the words inaccessumque viris edicitur antrum  
(599) refer to the prohibition on men attending the rite tha t is enforced by 
Lycomedes and is violated by the smirking Achilles {tacitus sibi risit, 602). The 
word antrum  is an appropriate description of the telesteria in which Roman 
mystery rites were held, including Bacchic rites. Caves are a common feature in 
Roman cults of Bacchus, and it has even been argued tha t the proper setting 
for the mysteries of Dionysus was in a simulated cave, a practice, however, that 
is better documented for other mystery r e l i g i o n s . I n  any case, antrum  is not 
an appropriate description for the setting of maenadism, which took place on a 
mountain, in the open air and often ranged for miles around. This is precisely the 
kind of setting described a few lines earlier: lucus . . .  sublimis . . .  et admissum  
caelo nemus. There is a clear tension in Statius’ account between the shady grove, 
explicitly said to be ‘reaching the sky’ and therefore open to it, and an enclosed 
c a v e . 9̂4 Bianchi (1976: 13) observed that the difference between mysteries and

‘9  ̂ E uripides h im self had also superim posed the m aenads o f  m yth  and the  m aenads o f  cu lt in 
th is way.
^ 93  T h e ev idence produced by B oyance (1961) for caves in the  B acchic m ysteries is diffuse and  

his conclusions should be balanced against the reservations expressed by Lavagne (1988: 47f). 
^ 94  D ilke (ad 599) points to  a  resolution of the difficulty by citing  several points a t which  

P ropertius uses th e  word an tru m  to  m ean a ‘rocky hollow ’, and notes an a llusion  in the Silvae
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maenadism was reflected in the contrast between ‘the secrecy of telesteria' on the 
one hand and the ‘exhausting courses across the mountains, by the light of many 
torches’ on the other. A related contradiction expresses itself in Statius’ account 
of the maenads’ distance away from the town. Traditional maenads left the city 
and went to the mountain; Pausanias reports that the thyads of Attica traveled 
as far as Mt. Parnassus to celebrate the trieteris with their fellow maenads from 
Delphi. 9̂® When Achilles rapes Deidamia, she is said to fill the grove and the 

mountain {montem, 645) with her cries, and so it would seem that Statius is 
adhering to the mountain expedition (6p£L|3aaia) of traditional maenadism. Yet 
we were given no information about a lengthy trip to the site of the ritual, so this 
detail comes as something of a surprise. Then, when Achilles speaks to Deidamia 
and tries to console her, he threatens to destroy her father’s realm if he should 
try to punish her for what has happened; and Achilles refers to ‘these walls’ of 
Scyros {haec . . .  moenia, 658f) as though they were near to hand. So, from this 
perspective, the maenads appear not to have traveled very far at all. This would 
correspond to the more urban setting of the Bacchic mysteries as compared with 
m a e n a d i s m . T o  sum up, Statius appears to be combining features of Dionysiac 
religion old and new; the setting of the ritual is in the open, yet in a cave; near 
the city, yet on the mountain; part belongs to the mythical world of the Bacchae, 
and part to contemporary practice.

Given that Achilles is here recapitulating the role of Pentheus, it is hard not 
to interpret the divergence in the fates of the two men as a significant matter. 
Pentheus comes to grief at the hands of women who act with a violence usually 
reserved to men; Achilles by contrast announces in a soliloquy his determination 
to act like a man (1.624-39), and he apparently succeeds, raping his foster-sister, 
Deidamia, while the other maenads are exhausted and asleep ( 6 4 0 - 4 ) . The  
balance of power and of violence in maenadism has been restored by Achilles 
to the male sex. In a parody of the empowerment of women that maenadism  
could, rightly or wrongly, be seen to represent, the other women misinterpret

(1.2.253) Propertius’ antrum. Even if th a t usage is an influence here, it does not affect the 
primary meaning of antrum, and its contrast with the rest of S tatius’ description still stands. 
For an entirely differing account of S tatius’ reference to  Propertius’ use of antrum, see Lavagne
(1 9 8 8 : 4 9 7 - 5 0 1 )-
'95 Paus. 10.4.3; cf. Henrichs (1978: 152-5).
*96 I f  we assume tha t the decoration of a room can be an indication of cult activity, we can 

name as examples the Villa of the Mysteries, which is just beyond the Herculaneum gate of 
Pompeii, and the Villa Farnesina, which is ju s t across the Tiber from Rome proper.
‘ 97 The fact th a t the other maenads are cisleep during the rape suggest th a t Deidamia was 

sleeping, too. This would pu t her at the end of a long tradition in Greek vase painting (echoed 
in Pompeian wall painting) of sleeping maenads who are approached or Eissaulted by satyrs 
while sleeping; on which see Osborne (1996: 72-6).
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D eidam ia’s cries as a signal for the m aenadic celebrations to  begin anew (646- 
8 ) ,  1 9 8  W hereas, in the  Bacchae, Pentheus among the  m aenads was deluded and 

unable to  make sense of the world before his eyes, it is the  m aenads of Scy- 
ros themselves who m isunderstand their situation , m arvelling a t the  figure of 
Achilles (603-6), bu t not divining the tru th  about him; hearing the  cries of Dei
dam ia, they  awaken and th ink  th a t she is calling them  back to  worship, ignorant 
of the violence she has suffered. S ta tiu s’ Achilles therefore rew rites the  ending 
of the Bacchae to  suit Rom an circum stance, ju s t as the  Rom an senate had done 

centuries before. W omen were prom inent in Dionysiac cult a t Rom e, bu t not 
to  the  exclusion of men; bo th  sexes mixed freely . ^ 9 9  There was no exclusively 

female Bacchic rite a t Rome, and accordingly S tatius projects back into the 
m ythical past a revised version of the Bacchae, providing a  precedent for the 
male worshiper of Dionysus who wished to  join his ‘m aenadic’ com panions in 
their revels.

S ta tiu s’ engagem ent w ith Euripides’ play is explicitly signalled in a simile 
som ewhat later, when Achilles, unwillingly dancing before Ulysses and Diomedes, 
is com pared to  Pentheus (i.S sgf). On the present occasion, however, there is 
another simile th a t also recalls the Bacchae, bu t in a different fashion. Achilles 
is an im posing sight in his fawn-skin and thyrsus, a m ixture of the warlike and 
the effeminate; and he is com pared not to  Pentheus, bu t to  the god himself:

tahs, ubi ad Thebas vultum que anim um que rem isit
Euhius et patrio  satiav it pectora luxu,
se rta  comis m itram que levat thyrsum que virentem
arm at et hostiles invisit fortior Indos. (1.615-8)

This passage should be considered together w ith its doublet, an earlier simile 
th a t likewise com pares Achilles to a god in the  process of moving from one place 
to  another and thus revealing a  different aspect of himself:

. . .  qualis Lycia venator Apollo 

cum  red it et saevis perm uta t p lectra pharetris. ( i .i6 5 f)

P a rt of the point of the Apollo-simile was to  illustra te  Achilles’ epicene appear
ance {plurima vultu /  m ater inest, i64f); and hkewise the Bacchus-simile exploits

*9® S ta tiu s leaves it for us to  decide w hether D eidam ia cries out o f  p leasure or terror. T he  
backward glance o f  th e  pursued m aenad on Greek pottery  m ay likew ise b e  read as expressing  
either in v ita tion  or anxiety: O sborne (1996: 73).
199 For exam ple, the  inscription se t up to honor A grippin illa  ind icates th a t she w as an im por

tant figure in th e  th iasos, but the h ighest ranking m em ber listed  am ong the  subscribers to  the  
sta tu e  is in fact a  m an, called  by the cult title  o f fjpox;, w hile the second rank w as held by a 
w om an, called th e  SaSoGxoq, or ‘torch-bearer’: Vogliano and C um ont (1933: 23 7 -4 0 )
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the god’s ambiguity to account for the successful blending of aggression and fem
ininity in Achilles’ looks. Statius illustrates the combination of male and female, 
toughness and beauty, adulthood and immaturity, by comparing the boy first 
with Apollo, who could be both hunter and poet, and secondly Bacchus, both a 
sybarite and a conquering hero; and the very combination of these two figures 
is telling. The two gods who were so often set in pointed contrast to each other 
are the joint comparanda for Achilles, and this itself is a token of the ephebic 
hero’s radical ambiguity.^°° In context of the Apollo-simile, the comparison with 
the god is apt because Achilles is a t that moment returning from the hunt to 
Chiron’s cave, where later on he will sing and play the lyre, thus demonstrating 
both features of Apollo’s nature, moving from hunter to artist, as described in 
the simile. The Bacchus-simile is no less apt, as S turt (1972: 83G) recognized. 
Achilles has hitherto been living a girl’s life on Scyros, but now his ‘vigorous 
wielding of the thyrsus’ adumbrates his intentions toward Deidamia and the vi
olence th a t he will shortly visit upon her. In short, the point of the simile is that 
even someone in effeminate dress like Bacchus is capable of effective violence. 
S tatius’ Apoilo-simile has a very close literary forbear in the Aeneid (4.143-49), 
a simile tha t compares Aeneas, setting out to hunt, with Apollo, returning from 
Lycia to Delos. The Bacchus-simile also has a literary source—not a in a simile, 
but in a general situation. Thebes, the thyrsus, the m itra and the garlands all are 
reminiscent of the Bacchae, and the dramatic situation described by the simile 
is precisely tha t of Euripides’ play, but in reverse. In the Bacchae, Dionysus is 
returning trium phantly from a campaign in Asia to his home in Thebes, whereas 
in S tatius’ simile Achilles is compared to Bacchus, about to leave the comforts of 
his Theban home for a m ilitary campaign in the East. The simile is an inversion 
of the dramatic situation of the Bacchae, which reflects the inversion Achilles 
himself is about to accomplish, turning the role of Pentheus from victim to con
queror. Statius compares Achilles here not to Pentheus, but to Bacchus himself, 
who, as the mysterious stranger, is the other disguised and effeminate character 
in the Bacchae, a much more auspicious role-model for the male worshiper of 
Dionysus than Pentheus.

As we have seen, the maenads of Scyros do not do much on this occasion to 
deserve their comparison to the maenads of myth; they tear up no trees, rend 
apart no animals, and practice no violence of any kind. If we accept tha t Achilles

a o o  P q j . Q jjg  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n  o f  D i o n y s u s  a n d  A p o l l o  a t  R o m e ,  s e e  Z a n k e r  ( 1 9 8 8 :  4 4 -  

6 5 )  o n  t h e  p r o p a g a n d a  o f  A n t o n y  a n d  O c t a v i a n .  O n  t h e  a m b i g u o u s  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  S t a t i u s ’ 

A c h i l l e s ,  s e e  R o s a t i  ( 1 9 9 2 :  2 3 6 - 4 1 ) .

T h e  e f f e m i n a c y  o f  B a c c h u s ’ d r e s s  w a s  n o t e d  e a r l i e r  b y  T h e t i s  ( A c h .  1 . 2 6 2 1 ) .
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is revising the role of Pentheus in the light of Roman cult, then we may take 
this reading of the episode still further. It is clear tha t the rape of Deidamia by 
Achilles stands in opposition to the dismemberment of Pentheus as an assertion 
of male mastery within the context of maenadism. We saw th a t one distinctive 
moment in a certain type of Bacchic rite at Rome was the unveiling of the phallus 
in the liknon, and it may be that the culminating moment of S tatius’ ritual 
was designed to evoke this particular act. Achilles, veiled in women’s clothing, 
finally attem pts to assert his masculinity; the unveiling of a phallus is in a sense 
the symbolic equivalent of a transvestite man carrying out a rape. In fact, we 
do find th a t the covering and unveiling of the phallus is closely related in the 
surviving representations of the act to the veiling of the initiates themselves. This 
is admittedly a speculative connection, since we have not yet seen the phallus 
to be an element that interests Statius in his characterization of Achilles. The 
next chapter will attem pt to give an account of some of the sexual imagery in 
the Achilleid, and we shall see that Statius uses the spear and the thyrsus as 
im portant markers of different modes of sexuality. Once it has been established 
tha t phallic images and humor play an important role in the Achilleid, it may 
seem less implausible that here too we should read Achilles’ phallic intervention 
in the maenadic trieteris as an aetiology, either comic or serious, for the unveiling 
of the phallus in the Bacchic mysteries at Rome.

An argument along similar lines was once made by Robert Turcan (1959) 
regarding an episode in Ovid’s Fasti (2.303-58). He claimed to see the Bacchic 
mysteries as the background to Faunus’ humiliating encounter with Hercules 
and Omphale. The Lydian queen and her slave enter a cave on Mt. Tmolos in 
a district sacred to Bacchus (313). Faunus spies Omphale from afar and sets 
his mind on having her. Inside the cave, the couple exchange clothing and go 
to sleep on separate beds, because they wish to remain pure for the Bacchic 
rites that they intend to perform in the morning (32gf). In general it seems 
plausible that some sort of Bacchic ritual is im portant for the understanding of 
this scene, even if the connection Turcan describes between caves and initiation 
into the Bacchic mysteries is not entirely beyond d o u b t . T h e  real problem with 
Turcan’s otherwise attractive theory was recognized by Fantham (1983: 196): the 
evidence that he tries to adduce for ritual transvestism in the worship of Dionysus 
is not c o n v i n c i n g . Does this then mean that there was no influence of Bacchic 
ritual on the depiction of the cross-dressed couple in the cave as they prepared to 
worship Dionysus? We may be able to put Turcan’s argument on a better footing

See above (n 193).
See also Henrichs (1982: 159).
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by rejecting the delusory notion tha t there was Hteral transvestism practiced in 
Bacchic cult a t Rome, and by reading the cross-dressing in Ovid’s text as a more 
subtle rendering of the symbolism of the rite. The reason Ovid introduces this 
story is to explain the ritual nudity practiced at the Lupercalia; he attributes to 
Faunus a hatred of all kinds of velamina (2.303) as a result of this episode. For 
when the god entered the cave at midnight, he recoiled from the couch where 
he felt the lion skin and sought instead the soft clothing of Omphale, which of 
course Hercules was now wearing. The god approached the other couch and its 
velamina . . .  mollia (343f) in a state of excitement:

Ascendit spondaque sibi propiore recumbit 
et tum idum  cornu durius inguen erat.

Interea tunicas ora subducit ab ima:
horrebant densis aspera crura pilis. {Fast. 2.345-8)

Faunus pulls back the velamen and the woman’s tunic to reveal a surprise un
derneath. The notably phallic figure here is Faunus himself and not the sleeping 
Hercules, but otherwise this scene is explicable as a symbolic narrative of the 
unveiling—or attem pted unveiling—of the phallus. Perhaps Turcan’s mistake 
was to assume tha t Hercules and Omphale were the figures who represented the 
Bacchic initiate. If we see Faunus instead as the prospective initiand, for whom 
the phallus is to be unveiled, then the episode becomes a parodic inversion of 
a successful initiation: the phallus is in the wrong place. The whole episode is 
a disaster for him, ending in his humiliation before the laughing crowd of hero, 
queen and slaves. If we see tha t Ovid had already figured the ritual unveiling 
of the phallus in the Bacchic rites as the exposure of a transvestite male, then 
S tatius’ variation of the trope follows easily. Whereas Faunus is a failed initiate, 
Achilles himself successfully enacts the founding moment of the ritual.

We began this section by wondering why Statius represents Achilles as a 
maenad. It is possible th a t Euripides might have done so in his Sxupioi, or, 
more plausibly, th a t he might have simply mentioned tha t Neoptolemus had 
been conceived, like many another child in the plot of an ancient drama, during 
a nighttime Dionysiac festival. In Euripides’ Ion, for example, Xuthus claims

See Fantham ( 1 9 8 3 :  1 9 6 - 8 )  for the similarities between O vid’s tale and the end of P lautus’ 
Casino, first suggested by F. Skutsch. It should be noted that in Plautus the humiliated senex 
who discovers a phallic male dressed as a bride in his bed ( 9 0 7 - 1 3 )  later attem pts to blame 
the Bacchants for his discomfiture and the loss of his cloak ( 9 7 8 - 8 1 ) .  It cannot be safely 
asserted, however, that Plautus was also punning on the nature of the same ritual, as the 
earliest surviving representation of the unveiling of the phallus is much later, in the Villa 
of the Mysteries (mid-first century B C ).  See MacCary ( 1 9 7 5 )  for an account of the Plautine 
allusion that refers it to a different purported cispect of Bacchic cult.
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to have fathered Ion during the course of maenadic r i t e s . A t  present, unfor
tunately, we have no way of knowing to what extent Statius may be following 
Euripides here. When examined in terms of Statius’ poem, however, the episode 
makes good sense. The focal point of the plot of the Achilleid as we have it is 
Achilles’ cross-dressed stay on Scyros, and the central event of th a t sojourn is 
the trieteris. The idea tha t gender identity is subject to lability is an im portant 
part of the conceptual world of Dionysiac religion, and so, since this part of the 
poem describes one young m an’s inversion of sex roles, maenadism is well-suited 
to being the ironic backdrop for Achilles’ symmetrically opposite gender inver
sion. Moreover, the aspects of this scene tha t correspond to Roman mystery 
cult should be compared with the other evocations of the Elusinian, Bacchic 
and Samothracian mysteries during Achilles’ stay on Scyros. In the next chap
ter we shall see that the cult of the Magna M ater is also evoked by Achilles’ 
transvestism. The various vestmental displays of otherness tha t such cults some
times occasioned, which could be caricatured as effeminate, are likely to have 
been one reason tha t Achilles’ transvestism was visualized by Statius in a cult 
setting. This is not to say, however, that cross-dressing was necessarily practiced 
as such in Bacchic mystery cult at Rome. Rather, in a general sense, the kind 
of personal transformation advertised by initiatory religions is accomplished by 
Achilles on Scyros: he enters a boy and leaves a man, while in between he spends 
most of his time dressed in unfamiliar clothing, performing ritual dances. The 
conceptual grid that the Achilleid offers us for understanding Achilles’ stay on 
Scyros configures it as a personal transformation, and even as an initiation; not 
the distant echo of a purported age-group rite from long ago, but a concrete 
process comprehsible to a contemporary Roman audience.

Eur. Ion 550-4; I owe this point to Professor Henrichs.
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C h a p t e r  S ix

RAPE, REPETITION, AND ROMANCE

‘ This is my favorite’, he said. He held the object toward me. I took 
it in my hand. It was a little bronze statue, helmeted, clothed to 
the foot in carved robe with the upper incised chiton or peplum. 
One hand was extended as if holding a staff or rod. ‘She is perfect’, 
he said, 'only she has lost her spear'. I did not say anything.

TATUE of Pallas Athena guards the shore of Scyros in the Achilleid ( Tritonia
custos /  litoris, i.6g6f), and Ulysses and Diomedes venerate the image 

upon landing on the island (i.Ggjf). It is a lucky omen: the presence of Ulysses’ 
patroness adumbrates success for his mission. This is not the first time, however, 
that we have seen the statue. It is to a shrine of Pallas on the beach, presumably 
this same one, th a t the procession of Deidamia and her sisters makes its way on 
the occasion of Achilles’ own arrival at the island (i.285f). This virgin goddess 
presides, not without irony, over the arousal of Achilles’ interest a t his first sight 
of Deidamia: Pallas, the virgin goddess who guards the kingdom’s boundary, will 
prove an ineffectual guardian of her m inistrant’s chastity.

On tha t occasion, the cult activity of Deidamia and her sisters is described 
by the poet:

Palladi litoreae celebrabat Scyros honorum 
forte diem, placidoque satae Lycomede sorores 
luce sacra patriis, quae rara licentia, muris 
exierant dare veris opes divaeque severas
fronde ligare comas et spargere floribus hastam. (1.285-9)

* H. D. ( 1 9 7 4 :  68f), italics in original; for bibliography on this passage, see Garber ( 1 9 9 7 :  s g f ) -  

The statuette is today in the collection of the Freud museum in London.

H.D., Tribute to Freud*

6 .1  A t h e n a ’s S p e a r



O n th is  festive sp ring  day, th e  girls relieve th e  severity  o f P a lla s ’ s te rn  s ta tu e  

by  ty ing  a  crow n of leaves to  its  head; th e y  also s trew  th e  s ta tu e , an d  m ore 

specifically  its  sp ear, w ith  flowers.^ T h a t d e ta il is n o t an  a rb it ra ry  piece of re

ligious color, for th e  im age of a  sp ear w hose ap p e a ran c e  an d  d ea d ly  purpose 

h as  been  so ftened  by vege ta tive  deco ration  has a  p a r tic u la r  resonance  w ith in  

th e  Achilleid. T h ro u g h o u t S ta tiu s ’ poem , th e  d is tin c tio n  betw een  m ale  an d  fe

m ale is expressed  by m eans of an  opposition  betw een  th e  sp e ar an d  th e  thy rsus.

W e have a lread y  exam ined  in d e ta il (above, p  181) one s tr ik in g  exam ple  in  Dei-

d a m ia ’s farewell speech to  Achilles. T here , a rgu ing  for a  ce r ta in  eq u a lity  betw een  

th e  sexes, she m ade a  com parison  betw een th e  th y rsu s  A chilles ca rried  on  Scyros 

an d  th e  deco ra tive  signa  th a t  are carried  by soldiers in  w artim e. T h e  likeness 

betw een  th em , an d  her arg u m en t, depends u p o n  seeing b o th  im p lem en ts  as va

rie ties of d eco ra ted  w eapons. T h e  th y rsu s an d  th e  sp e ar a re  th e  p ro p e r too ls of 

e ith e r  gender; th e y  are  m uch alike, and  y e t im p o rta n tly  d ifferent. T h e  id ea  th a t  

th e  qu in te ssen tia l im plem ent o f m aenad ism  co rresponds to  a  d ec o ra te d  sp e ar is 

a  com m onplace th a t  goes back a t  least as far as E urip ides.^  T h e  thyrso i are 

a  so rt of fem inine equivalen t to  th e  spears ca rried  by m en w ith in  th e  w orld of 

gender inversion an d  fem ale violence in th e  Bacchae.^  T h e  th y rsu s , w hich was 

m ade from  a  s ta lk  of g ian t fennel, would have been  a  less th a n  o p tim a l w eapon; 

th e  connection  is m etapho rica l. T h e  th y rsu s is o ften  rep resen ted  in  p o e try  as 

a so rt of sp e ar m anque; it is used as a  w eapon by m aenads an d  by th e  m y th i

cal legions of B acchus in his E a s te rn  cam paigns (cf. thyrso  bellante subactus /  

Ganges, Theb. i 2 . j 8 Y f ) ,  b u t is ju s t  as often  co n tra s te d  to  an d  ju x ta p o se d  w ith  

real w eaponry  as a  harm less toy  (cf. m olles thyrsos, Theb. 9.435).

O rig inally , th e  fennel s ta lk  was to p p e d  w ith  a  bunch  of ivy, w hile in  H el

len istic  an d  R om an  rep resen ta tio n s it was usually  cap p ed  w ith  a  p ine cone an d

w rap p ed  w ith  s tream ers  of ivy an d  vine leaves.^ S om etim es its  w eaponlike as

p ec t was m ade exp lic it by show ing it w ith  an  iron  tip .^  C a tu llu s  a lludes to  th is  

a sp ec t o f th e  sp e ar m e tap h o r w hen he says: tecta  quatiebant cuspide thyrsos

' A s Dilke po in ts ou t, M ozley m istranslates the phrase divaeque severa s  /  fro n d e  ligare  
com as  by taking com as  to  refer to  the  g irls’ own hair. In such a case, the phrase d iva e  . .  . fron de  
would have to  refer to  th e  olive ( ‘the  leaf o f  the god d ess’); yet th is is not a v ictory  nor a  funeral 
w reath, nor is the  o live a  plant Eissociated w ith  the  spring. It is a lso  m ore likely for th e  goddess  
than th e  girls to  have ‘grave tresses’. Thus, D ilke’s translation  is surely correct: th ey  ‘bind the  
austere locks o f  the goddess (i.e . o f her sta tu e) w ith  fo liage’.

“ Eg. Gupaov . . .  xiCTCTtvov peXo?, Eur. Bacch. 25.
3 T h e m aenads inflict w ounds on m en w ith  their thyrsoi: Bacch. 7 6 1 -4 . For m aenads throw 

ing the thyrsus ju st like a spear in Latin ep ic, cf. con iciu n t th yrsos non  haec in  m u n era  factos:  
O vid , M et. i i .2 7 f a n d  cf. 3.712.

4 D odds (1960) ad Eur. Bacch. 113 and 1054-5 .
5 D odds {1960) ad Eur. Bacch. 761-4 .
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(Catull. 64.256). The words tecta . . .  cuspide imply that the thyrsus is like a 
spear tha t has been rendered harmless by putting a knob on its tip.® This is a 
reference to the ivy bunch or pine cone on the thyrsus, and also perhaps to the 
practice of rehearsing with blunted weaponry.'^

Statius frequently exploits the paradoxical nature of the thyrsus as an ersatz 
weapon in the Thebaid. During the aristeia of Tydeus in Book 2, the hero in
sults the Thebans, taunting them for their unmanly association with Bacchus: 
nebridas et fragiles thyrsos portare putastis...  ? (2.664). Bacchus pleads with 
Jupiter to spare his Thebans, claiming they are ignorant of war: tim ent thyrsos 
nuptarum et proelia matrum. /  unde tubas Martemque pa ti... ? { j . i j i f ) .  An
other insult to Theban manliness comes from Parthenopaius, who contrasts the 
masculine occupations of his mother with the effeminacy of Theban men who 
worship Bacchus. Speaking for the Arcadians, he says, haud . . .  turpemque^ 
manu iactavimus hastam . . .  (g.ygsf). This last example shows how the thyrsus 
could be designated by a periphrasis such as turpis hasta.

Given tha t the thyrsus appears often in the Thebaid in taunts of unmanliness, 
it will be no surprise that it serves a similar purpose in the Achilleid, where 
Dionysiac themes are equally prominent and effeminacy a much more im portant 
issue. The thyrsus is often deployed as the representative of what is proper to 
women, in direct opposition to the weapons of masculinity. Achilles, for example, 
imagines Patroclus back in Thessaly exercising with the weapons he used to use, 
while he is on Scyros instead, shaking the thyrsus and spinning wool. When 
Ulysses sets out to Lycomedes’ palace with the girlish gifts that he will use to 
set his trap, we find th a t they are mostly implements of Bacchic cult, including 
imbelles thyrsos (1.714). In joking incomprehension, the slightly dim Diomedes 
then asks him, hisne gravem Priamo Phrygibusque armabts Achillem? (1.717). 
When the trap  is sprung, the girls go to play with the gifts laid out for them, 
including the teretes thyrsos (1.849); they ignore the real arma, thinking that 
they are for their father. Achilles, of course, picks up the spear and shield instead 
of the thyrsus and tympanum. The juxtaposition of these particular male and 
female implements highlights their similarity of form and difference of function.

The two-fold nature of the thyrsus as potential weapon and harmless toy 
for women is apparent in the simile th a t compares Achilles to the effeminate 
Bacchus transforming himself into a warrior as he sets out for India: thyrsumque

® Lee (1990) translates, Hhyrsi with covered spike’; but Goold (1983) heis ‘wands with ivy- 
covered tips’, which would downplay the weaponlike implications of tecta . .  . cuspide.

’’ See Coleman (1988) ad Silv. 4, pref. (29-30).
® K lotz’ emendation for the MSS turpique.
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virentem  /  armat (i.6 i7 f). Dilke (ad loc) explains th a t ‘Bacchus is regarded as 
converting his thyrsus into a spear by fitting it with an iron tip ’. Perhaps so, or 
it may be tha t Statius is thinking, Hke Catullus, th a t the thyrsus is already like 
a spear with its tip covered; if so, armat would mean to remove the pine cone 
or ivy bunch tha t blunts it. In either case, by changing an emblem of femininity 
into a paradigmatically male weapon, the transformation of Bacchus’ thyrsus 
into a spear reflects the god’s move from leisure to violence, and adumbrates the 
forthcoming transformation of Achilles into a warrior. The fearful instrum ent of 
Troy’s destruction will be discovered underneath the feminine decoration that 
covers it and conceals its deadly purpose.

In addition to the leaves or pine cone at its tip, another feature th a t distin
guishes the thyrsus from a simple staff consists of the ivy or vine leaves hanging 
from it and entwining the stem [redimitum missile, 1.612; pampineis . . .  thyrsis, 
1.634). This decorative aspect is relevant, I would argue, to the description of 
the ritual activity of Deidamia and her sisters at the shrine of Pallas. They ‘offer 
the riches of spring’, ‘bind the austere locks of the goddess (i.e. of her statue) 
with foliage’ (Dilke ad 288f), and bestrew her spear with flowers. This trans
formation and feminization of the warlike image of the goddess by decking it 
with foliage and flowers is suggestive of the thyrsus as a decorative and womanly 
spear. Compare Vergil’s description of the invention of the thyrsus by Daphnis: 
foliis lentas intexere mollibus hastas {Eel. 5.31).® If all that Statius meant to do 
by mentioning Athena’s spear was to name the statue by metonymy, he chose a 
slightly unusual attribute. The iconography associated much more distinctively 
with the goddess is her aegis and her h e l m e t . T h e  motivation behind this ap
parent association between the thyrsus and the transformation of A thena’s spear 
may be made clearer by examining another passage in the Achilleid.

When Thetis is trying to coax her son into a girl’s garment, she offers a series 
of mythological paradeigmata to support her case. The rhetoric of this speech was 
analyzed earlier (above. Section 4.2.2), and we saw tha t her strongest example 
was Hercules’ sojourn with Omphale:

cedamus, paulumque animos submitte viriles 
atque habitus dignare meos. si Lydia dura
pensa manu mollesque tulit Tirynthius hastas.. . .  (1.259-61)

9 C o le m a n  (1977: ad  lo c ) tr a n s la te s  th e  la tte r  p h rase  a s ‘la n g u id  s p e a r s ’; h e  n o te s  th a t  ‘fen n el 
is  n o t  s u p p le ’ an d  offers a  n u m b er  o f  p o ss ib le  e x p la n a t io n s  for th e  e p ith e t ,  su c h  as its  m o tio n  
an d  th e  o p t ic a l e ffec t o f  th e  iv y  strea m ers . G ia n t fen n el m a y  n o t b e  su p p le , b u t it  is  su r e ly  less  
rig id  th a n  w o o d .

P a lla s  id e n tified  w ith  h er aeg is: S ilv . 1 .1 .3 8 , 3 .1 .1 3 1 , T h eb . 2 .5 9 7 , i2 .6 o 6 f ,  A ch . 1.486; 
id en tifie d  w ith  her h e lm et: S ilv . 2 .2 .1 1 7 , T h eb. 2 .243; a eg is  a n d  h e lm et: A ch . 1 .299^
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Like th e  tu rp is hasta  of th e  Thebaid  (9 .796), an d  V ergil’s lentas . . .  hastas  

{Eel. 5.31), th e  th y rsu s  is identified  as a  varie ty  of spear. T h e  q u a lity  th a t  d is tin 

gu ishes it from  a  tru e  w eapon  is its  ‘so ftness’, p resu m ab ly  referring  b o th  to  its 

m a te r ia l su b stan ce  an d  its  w om anly  associa tions. T h e tis  says, an im os subm itte  

viriles, an d  th e n  refers to  th e  m ollis hasta  ca rried  by H eracles w hile d ressed  as 

a  w om an. I t is h a rd  to  im agine th a t  th e  phallic  hum or here  is un in ten tional.^^  

O ne m igh t o b je c t th a t  i t  w ould h ard ly  be in  T h e t is ’ in te re s t to  im ply  th a t ,  as 

a  w om an, A chilles’ hasta  m igh t becom e m ollis; y e t ea rlie r we saw  T h e tis  tang le  

herse lf in e x trica b ly  in p recisely  th is  k ind  of se lf-defeating  language. Seen in th is  

ligh t, th e  th y rsu s  is a  sym bol of A chilles’ tran sv e s tism  an d  com prom ised  m as

cu lin ity  in  th e  A ch ille id  n o t m erely  because it is a h idden  an d  veiled w eapon, 

b u t  also because it  can  s ta n d  as a  sym bol of th e  fem inine or, b e t te r ,  th e  non 

m asculine. O rn a m e n ted  a n d  o rn am en ta l, i t  serves no real pu rp o se , w hereas th e  

sp e a r  is a  p u re ly  fu n c tio n a l an d  phallic  o b jec t. T h e  th y rsu s  is a  sp e a r  in drag . 

W h en  A chilles chooses th e  sp ear in s tea d  of th e  th y rsu s , b o th  of w hich are laid  

o u t before h im  by U lysses, he chooses m ascu lin ity  in a  very  g rap h ic  way.

To r e tu rn  to  A th e n a ’s spear, it m ay  be c learer now w hy she is th e  ideal 

goddess to  p reside  over th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  of A chilles. A th e n a  herse lf is a  cross

dresser, o f course, w earing  her a rm o r an d  helm et; in th e  Iliad, she even p u ts  on 

Z eus’ ow n c h ito n .'^  W hile  th e  girls o f Scyros a re  ad o rn in g  an d  fem inizing th e  

s ta tu e  of P a llas , it is no coincidence th a t  T h e tis  is w ith in  sigh t, ju s t  dow n th e  

beach , sim u ltan eo u sly  ad o rn in g  an d  fe m in iz in g  A chilles. T h e  flowers w ith  w hich 

th e  girls b es trew  th e  sp e a r  of P a lla s ’ s ta tu e  tran sfo rm s it te m p o ra rily  in to  som e

th in g  like a  th y rsu s. O ne could  press fu rth e r  an  in te rp re ta t io n  of A th e n a ’s sp ear 

a s  th e  sym bol o f A th e n a ’s ‘m a s c u l in i t y ’. S tan d in g  in  th e  m id s t o f L ycom edes’ 

d au g h te rs , th e  s ta tu e  o f A th en a , if we consider it as a  re p re se n ta tio n  of a  p h a l

lic w om an, is a  reflection  of A chilles on  Scyros, o sten sib ly  fem ale, su rro u n d ed  

by  girls, y e t arm ed  an d  m asculine. I n  th e  n ex t section , we sha ll go beyond  th e  

th y rsu s  an d  th e  sp e a r  to  see how th is  k ind  of phallic  im agery  finds a  reflection  

in  A ch illes’ accoun t o f h im self on  Scyros.

** Cf. A dam s (1982: 1 9 -2 1 ), esp. p 19: ‘th e  frequency o f  ad  hoc m etaphors b o th  in Greek  
and L atin  show s that the  sexual sym bolism  o f  w eapons was in sta n tly  recognizable in ancient 
so c ie ty ’.

^vSOaa A io?, II. 5.736.
' 3  See P om eroy (1975: 4) on A thena  a.s th e  ‘archetype o f  the  ma.sculine w om an’.
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6 . 1 . 1  A c h i l l e s ’ C a s t r a t i o n  A n x i e t y

W hile d iscussing A chilles’ m aenad ism , we n o ted  th e  connection  be tw een  e x tra v 

ag an t dress an d  in itia to ry  religion a t  R om e, an d  sp e cu la ted  th a t  th is  m ay  have 

influenced th e  v arie ty  of cu lt se ttin g s  in  w hich S ta tiu s  places A chilles w hile  he is 

dressed  as a girl. M ore specifically, we a r tic u la te d  th e  possib ility  th a t  A chilles’ 

m aenad ism  m igh t have been  influenced by th e  exam ple o f th e  galli o f th e  M agna  

M a ter  an d  Dea Syria. C om pare  th e  syncre tic  accoun t given by L ucian  o f A ttis  

an d  th e  sp read  of th e  cu lt o f Cybele:

’Axtt)? 8e AuSot; fjv, itpw-co? Sfe xa opyta tot i<; 'P fr)v  ^8i8d^-

axo. x a l xa ^puye? x a l AuSol x a l Ea^oG paxe? tKixeXcouaiv, ’Ax- 

xEco Ttdvxa SjiaBov. wc; yctp |Jiv f] T s t]  gxe^iev, p tou dvSpT)L0U 

(XTtETtauoaxo, (iopcpfjv 8^ 0T)X̂ T)v 7^^£icj;axo x a l iad fjxa  YUvaLXT)LT)v ^veSu- 

a a x o —  (de S yr ia  Dea 1 5 )

N ot enough is know n a b o u t th e  S am o th rac ian  m ysteries for us to  u n d e rs ta n d  

q u ite  w hy L ucian  associa tes th em  in th is  way w ith  th e  w orship  of th e  M agna  

M a ter  an d  Dea Syria , b u t it is in te restin g  to  no te  th a t  S ta tiu s  m akes a  sim ilar 

associa tion . A t th e  dance perfo rm ed  for U lysses an d  D iom edes, th e  girls of Scyros 

p lay  th e  cym bals o f R hea  (ie. C ybele, 1.828) an d  are co m p ared  to  S a m o th ra 

cian  dancers (832). T h e  archaeological evidence ind ica tes th a t  th e  m y steries  a t 

S am o th race  m ay have involved a chorus of dancing  g i r l s , w h i l e  th e  lite ra ry  

evidence associa tes th e  r ite s  w ith  phallicism . H ero d o tu s  (2.51) an d  C allim achus 

(F  199 Pfeiffer) b o th  allude to  th e  presence of ith y p h a llic  herm s in  th e  cu lt, and  

it seem s th a t  two ithypha llic  s ta tu e s  played a p rom inen t role.^^ g y  describ ing  

th e  cross-dressed A chilles as a S am o th rac ian  dancer, S ta tiu s  is p e rh a p s  m ak 

ing a  hum orous allusion to  th e  secret phallic ism  of th e  cu lt. S im ilar, an d  even 

m ore ap p ro p ria te , is th e  connection  th e  p o e t im plies w ith  th e  galli o f C ybele, 

since A chilles has in  a  sense te m p o rarily  em ascu lated  h im self on Scyros. T h e  

m ost p ro m in en t g roup  of tra n sv e s tite  m ales a t  R om e w ere eunuch  p riests , who 

h ad  long been assim ila ted , on accoun t of th e ir  d rum s, ta m b o u rin es  an d  ec s ta tic  

w orship , to  th e  m aenads o f myth.^® Paradoxically , th e  rea l m aen ad s a t  R om e 

were m ale. C ould  th is  fact have influenced S ta tiu s  in his decision  to  p o r tra y  his 

cross-dressed hero  as a  m aenad?  P roceeding  from  th e  h y p o th esis  th a t  a  m an  

dressed  as a  w om an w hile ta k in g  p a r t  in ec s ta tic  rite s  as a  ‘m a e n a d ’ m igh t have 

rem inded  a  R om an  above all o f th e  galli, th e  a rg u m en t here is th a t  S ta tiu s  has 

' 4  F o r  t h e  f r i e z e  o f  d a n c i n g  g i r l s  f o u n d  t h e r e ,  s e e  a b o v e ,  p  2 4 5 ,  n  1 4 4 .

‘ 5 T h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  d e r i v e s  u l t i m a t e l y  f r o m  a  G n o s t i c  s o u r c e ,  q u o t e d  b y  B u r k e r t  { 1 9 9 3 b :  1 8 2 ) .

S e e  a b o v e ,  p  2 5 0 ,  n  1 5 4 .
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adap ted  a literary  model appropriate  to  the circum stance. L au le tta  (1993) has 
argued th a t not only are there  are echoes of C atullus 64 in the  Achilleid, which 
no one would deny, bu t also of C atullus 63. He freely acknowledges th a t  this is 
not a case of dem onstrable allusion, bu t of evanescent hints. This may be true, 
bu t the  case can be presented more forcefully th an  was done by L auletta .

In C atu llu s’ poem , A ttis comes to  his senses m om entarily, and before Cybele 
drives him  m ad once more he looks out across the  sea and  regrets all th a t he left 
behind a t home. The cross-dressed Achilles Ukewise takes a m om ent to  pause 
and reflect upon his situation  in the middle of his ecstatic worship of Bacchus. He 
too th inks regretfully of his hom eland and rebukes him self for the  dishonorable 
and unm anly course he has taken. In th is case we are dealing not so much 
w ith parallels on the level of language and vocabulary as w ith a sim ilarity  in 
the  d ram atic  s itua tion  and in rhetoric. W hile the o ther m aenads sleep off their 
exhaustion, Achilles delivers th is soliloquy;

haec secum: ‘Q uonam  tim idae com m enta parentis
usque feres? prim um que imbelli carcere perdes
florem anim i? non te la  licet M avortia dextra,
non trepidas agitare feras? ubi cam pus et amnes
Haemonii? quaerisne meos, Sperchie, na ta tu s
prom issasque comas? an  desertoris alum ni
nullus honos, Stygiasque procul iam  rap tus ad um bras
dicor, et o rbatus plangit m ea funera Chiron?
tu  nunc te la  m anu, nostros tu  dirigis arcus
nutritosque mihi scandis, Patrocle, iugales:
ast ego pam pineis diffundere bracchia thyrsis
et tenuare colus—pudet haec taedetque fateri—

iam  scio. (1.624-36)

The monologue of C atu llus’ A ttis likewise takes place during a brief pause in his 
wild ravings: rabie fera carens dum breve tem pus anim us est (57). He addresses 
his fatherland, patria o mea creatrix . . .  (50), and wonders in w hat direction 
it m ight lie: ubinam aut quibus locis te positam,, patria, reor? (55). Achilles ad
dresses his Thessalian hom eland, calling upon the river Sperchius (628), and 
he wonders where the fields and stream s of Thessaly are: ubi campus et amnes 
H aem onii?  A ttis com pares him self to  a runaway slave: ut erifugae fam uli ( s if ) ;  
Achilles calls himself a runaw ay foster-son: desertoris alumni. One m ajor dif
ference in the situations of the young men is th a t A ttis was a city-dweller who
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deplores the savage wilderness of the mountains and forests where he finds him
self, whereas for Achilles that sort of place is home. So Attis hates the snow 
and the wild animals whose lairs he approaches in his madness {ferarum . . .  op- 
erta adirem, 53f), while that is precisely what Achilles longs for: trepidas agitare 
feras.

Attis mentions the specifically urban pleasures tha t he misses, such as the 
forum and gymnasium (60), which would not apply to Achilles; but first he notes 
some more personal losses: his fatherland, possessions, friends and parents {pa- 
tria, bonis, amicis, genitoribus abero? 59). Achilles also laments his absence from 
his fatherland, and the other items in his soliloquy correspond to A ttis’ com
plaint, too. Achilles, like Attis, regrets the loss of his possessions: his weapons, 
his bows and his chariot {tela.. . ,  nostros . . .  arcus. . . ,  iugales). He imagines 
his friend Patroclus enjoying their use in his absence, just as Attis thinks of his 
friends [amicis) back home. Finally, corresponding to the parents {genitoribus) 
Attis remembers, Achilles thinks of his foster-father, imagining him as a bereaved 
parent: orbatus . . .  Chiron.

There are a few similarities in language between the two speeches; they are 
not significant enough to be compelling on their own, but taken together with 
the other parallels they have some interest. Achilles complains th a t he is wasting 
his primum . . .  florem animi on Scyros, which might be compared with A ttis’ 
ego gymnasi fu i flos, a similar kind of metaphor. The shame tha t they both 
express is couched in similar language, but this may simply be coincidence. Attis 
says, iam iam dolet quod egi, iam iamque paenitet (73); Achilles says, pudet haec 
taedetque fateri— /  iam scio (635f). These verbal similarities might be put down 
to chance, however, and this is why the argument as made by Lauletta is not 
very convincing. He attem pts to demonstrate the allusion in terms of this slight 
likeness of language, but tha t is not where the true correspondence lies. Not all 
allusion necessarily manifests itself in terms of vocabulary, and considering the 
difference in meter between the galliambics of Catullus 63 and the hexameters of 
the Achilleid, we have little right to expect that Statius should borrow phrases 
from Catullus. Rather, it is in the situations of the two characters and the 
rhetoric of their response to it where lies the connection whose presence was 
intuited by Lauletta.

Attis is perhaps the only other male maenad in Latin literature apart from 
Statius’ Achilles; he even makes the identification himself: ego maenas . . .  ero? 
(69). When Achilles pauses in the middle of his ‘frenzy’ to reflect upon his state 
and turns his thoughts to his home, he cannot but call to mind the pathetic solil-
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oquy  of A ttis . W e m igh t also refer to  A ttis  th e  ‘w o und’ of love for D eid am ia  th a t  

A chilles com plains o f {quonam  usque p rem es uren tia  pectus  /  vulnera?  638f). 

A t a  fu rth e r  ex trem e, we m igh t even associa te  w ith  A tt is ’ se lf-m u tila tio n  the  

reference liere to  A chilles’ p rom ised  lock of h a ir  th a t  he w as grow ing in  order 

to  c u t i t  off as an  offering to  th e  river S perch ius on his re tu rn  {prom issasque  

comas, 629; cf. H om . II. 23 .141-53). If th a t  seem s unlikely, co m p are  th e  conclu

sion of L u c ian ’s essay on  th e  S y rian  goddess. T h e  p seu d o -H ero d o tean  n a r ra to r  

describes th e  cus tom , in  w hich he claim s to  have p a r tic ip a te d  him self, o f ch ildren  

grow ing a  lock of h a ir  long, w hich is th e n  c u t off an d  d ed ica ted  to  th e  goddess 

in  her tem p le  a t  H ierapolis (de S yr ia  Dea  60). As S tephens an d  W in k ler com 

m en t (1995: 36of, n 6), ‘T h is  r ite  o f passage m igh t be reg a rd ed  as th e  o rd inary  

level o f d ed ica tin g  o n e ’s m an h o o d  to  th e  goddess, w hereas th e  galW s  a c t is an  

e x tra o rd in a ry  version of th e  sa m e’.

Be th a t  as i t  m ay, th is  connection  betw een  S ta tiu s  an d  C a tu llu s  can  be in te r

p re te d  in th e  c o n tex t o f th e  phallic  hum or in th e  A chilleid . T h e tis  in e p tly  offers 

to  her son th e  chance of ca rry in g  like H ercules th e  m ollis hasta  (621), and  of 

em u la tin g  th e  tran ssex u a l C aen is (1.624); an d  th e n  we find A chilles echoing th e  

rh e to ric  o f th e  recen tly  c a s tra te d  A ttis . T h e  difference is th a t  A ch illes’ u n m an n ed  

s ta te , unlike th a t  o f A ttis , is reversible. T h a t  is w h a t m akes th e  A ch ille id  es

sen tia lly  com edic, in  c o n tra s t to  C a tu llu s  63. T h e  h in ted  a ssim ila tio n  of Achilles 

to  a  eunuch  m ay in fac t have its  ro o ts  n o t only  in  C a tu llu s , b u t also  in New 

C om edy. T h e  s tra ta g e m  w hereby  a  young  m an  disguises h im self as an  u n th rea t-  

en ing  figure in  o rder to  gain  access to  h is beloved com es in  tw o closely re la ted  

form s. He m ay disguise h im self as a  girl, as in  M e n an d e r’s Androgynos, or he 

m ay disgu ise h im self as a  c a s tra to , as in  T erence’s E unuchus. In  T eren ce’s play, 

m uch am usem en t is h ad  from  th e  im p ro b ab le  fac t th a t  a  ‘eu n u c h ’ has  com m it

ted  a  ra p e  (cf. Eun. 653-8 ). If  we recall th a t  th is  p lay  was o rig ina lly  perfo rm ed  

in  161 BC for th e  M egalesian  gam es, th e  feast of th e  M agna M ater, th e n  th e  

ju x ta p o s it io n  of sacred  eunuchs an d  ro m an tic  pseudo-eunuchs m ay have a  long 

ped ig ree  on th e  R om an  stage. In  fac t, th e  ro m an tic  eunuch  from  com edy an d  

th e  relig ious gallus  seem  to  have been  com bined  in th is  w ay by a  G reek novel 

w hose p ap y ru s  fragm en ts  go by th e  nam e of lolaos. D odds m ade  th e  suggestion , 

w hich h as  been  generally  accep ted , th a t  th e  p a r t  o f th e  novel we have is a  scene 

w here a  young  m an  is ‘in it ia te d ’ in  o rd er to  ca rry  off th e  p a r t  o f a  gallus  well 

enough  to  gain  access to  a  w o m a n . S o  th e  exam ples from  New C om edy  an d  th e

D odds’ suggestion was reported by Parsons in Ox. Pap. vol. 42, p 35, n 1. On the lolaos, 
and on transvestite plots in antiquity, see Stephens and Winkler (1995: 358-74). W hat they 
call ‘this old p lot’, meaning the erotic stratagem  of a young man dressing as a woman, is a
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lo la o s  show  th a t S ta tiu s w as n ot a lon e in  co n n ectin g  tra n sv estism  as an erotic  

stra ta g em  w ith  p lay in g  th e  part o f a eunuch or even  a  gallus.  W h a t is d ifferent 

here is th a t th is  com ed ic role is ju x ta p o sed  in ter tex tu a lly  w ith  th e  trag ic  lam ent 

o f C a tu llu s’ A ttis .

W heresis A tt is ’ period  o f lu cid ity  en d s w hen  C y b e le  sen d s a lion  to  provoke 

him  to  m adness once m ore, A chilles, a t th e  cu lm in a tio n  o f h is sp eech , form s a res

o lu tio n  to  prove h im self a  m an: teque m a r e m — p u d e t  heu!— nec am o re  probabis?  

(639 ). T h e hero a c ts  im m ed ia te ly  on th is  decis ion , an d  h is a m o r  finds exp res

sion  in  th e  v io len t rape o f  D eid am ia  w hich follow s (6 4 0 -4 ) . T h u s th e  prob lem  o f  

A ch ille s’ am bivalent gender and  h is com p rom ised  p h a llic  p o te n c y  is ap parently  

reso lved  in sta n tly  by th e  expression  o f h is in n a te  cap acity , as a  m ale , for sexu a l 

v io len ce . Or is it? T h a t m om ent at w hich  A ch illes asserts h is m ascu lin ity  in 

th e  a c t o f  rape has a very  sign ificant O vid ian  ped igree , and  b efore we exam in e  

th a t scen e, w e m ust turn  first to  an earlier p o in t in th e  A chil le id  w here another  

O vid ian  rape form s th e  background to  S ta t iu s ’ narrative.

6 . 2  R e r e a d i n g  O v i d ’s  R a p e s

W h e n  T h e t i s  arrives in T h essa ly  at th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  A c h il le id  to  retrieve  

her son  from  C hiron’s care, it is n ot her first v is it  to  th e  p lace. S he has b een  

aw ay for som e tim e , bu t accord ing to  S ta tiu s, she w as or ig in a lly  responsib le  

for d elivering  A ch illes to  Chiron.^® N ot on ly  th a t, C h iro n ’s cave w as th e  s ite  o f  

her w ed d in g  to  P eleu s, as S ta tiu s m akes c lear . ^9 T h ere  w ere tw o  in com p atib le  

versions o f th e  un ion  o f  P eleu s and T h etis  in L atin  h exam eter  verse, on e as to ld  

by C atu llu s and th e  other by O vid . C atu llu s in  h is p o em  64 Wcis th e  first p o e t , so  

far as w e know , to  m ake th e  m atch  a love affair; P e leu s falls in  love w ith  T h etis  

and th eir  joy fu l u n ion  is san ctified  by a great g a th er in g  o f  m en  and  god s. Y et 

even  C atu llu s a lludes to  J u p iter ’s in terest in th e  m atter:

tu m  T h etid is  P eleu s in censu s fertur am ore,

tu m  T h e tis  h um anos non d esp ex it hym enaeos,

tu m  T h etid i p ater  ip se iugand um  P elea  sen sit. (C a t. 6 4 .1 9 -2 1 )

In th is  accou n t, T h e tis  m arries P eleu s w illingly , or a t lea st w ith o u t d isgu st {n on  

despex i t) ,  b u t th e  m en tion  o f Jup iter {p a te r  ip se )  rem inds us o f  th e  ta le  th a t

version of w hat G arber, in her m ore general survey, would call a  ‘tran sv estite  progress na rra tiv e ’ 
( 1 9 9 2 ; 6 7 - 7 7 ).

See above, p 116.
Ju s t outside of C hiron’s cave, the  place where each god sa t on th a t  fam ous occasion is 

still po in ted  ou t (log f). T h is was the  usual location; cf. i . i o i f  and logf; th e  only source which 
would place th e  wedding elsewhere is C atullus 64, on which see above, p 80, n 107.
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Thetis had to marry a mortal in order to eliminate the potential th a t she might 
bear a son who could be a rival to Zeus. As early as Homer (see above, p 122), 
Thetis complains tha t she was compelled to marry a mortal, and this unwilling
ness on the part of Thetis is an im portant aspect of the myth before Catullus. In 
fact, there was a long tradition in which Peleus attacked and raped Thetis, while 
she fought back and metamorphosed into various animals. This version of events 
is told by Ovid in the Metamorphoses ( n . 221-65), where there is no mention 
of the formal wedding. Thus Catullus and Ovid present what would seem to be 
diametrically opposed and contradictory accounts of the union between goddess 
and mortal.

This disagreement in the Latin tradition arose from a tension tha t was always, 
as far as we know, present in the myth. Images of the elaborate wedding of 
Peleus and Thetis and of Peleus wrestling with Thetis are both popular in Greek 
art from a very early period.^” Lesky (1956) claimed that the two motifs were 
distinct and of separate origin, but more recent work has emphasized th a t the 
two stories are not necessarily incompatible; as Gantz puts it, ‘there is no reason 
why such a hero [as Peleus] should not be asked to prove himself worthy of the 
gift [of Thetis]’ (1993: 229). Likewise March (1987; 11) says tha t ‘in literature this 
wrestling-match is taken to be an integral part of the Peleus/Thetis story and an 
established preliminary to their wedding from Pindar onw ards.. . . ’ Indeed both 
Pindar [Nem. 4.62-8) and Apollodorus {Bibl. 3.13.5) explicitly make the rape a 
preliminary to the wedding. As to the evidence from art, Boardman (1976: 4) 
says, ‘the same painters show equal familiarity with both episodes and we do not 
look for contradictory stories in the repertory of such a close-knit group as that 
of the black figure vase painters’. Nonetheless it is interesting tha t apparently 
no single vase depicts both events together. So it may be th a t even in Greek art 
a certain tension was felt between the story of rape and th a t of the wedding; 
but this did not make them  incompatible. Thetis in the Iliad complains th a t she 
was forced to marry Peleus, and she seems to live in the sea at th a t point, even 
though we also hear of Achilles’ life with his parents in Phthia, so perhaps this 
tension is very old indeed: see Gantz (1993; 229-31).

Catullus transforms this tradition by eliminating Thetis’ reluctance towards 
the match, thus making the rape superfluous; for him the wedding of Peleus and 
Thetis an example of the intimate commerce between gods and men in the golden 
age. This intervention made the rape and wedding stories incompatible, rather 
than complementary, versions of the myth. Accordingly, Ovid’s response was

Eg. the chest of Cypselus as described by Pausanias (5.18.5) for the struggle and the 
Frangois Krater and Erskine Dinos for the wedding; Gantz (1993: 229).
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to reassert the story of the rape and Thetis’ multiple metamorphoses, without 
making any attem pt to reconcile it with the wedding. This is how the m atter 
stood for Statius, for whom both Catullus 64 and the Metamorphoses were
im portant sources. On the surface, it would seem that he followed Catullus in
the Achilleid. Statius mentions the wedding and the attendance of the gods 
on Pelion, while there is no word of the rape. Nevertheless, we shall see that 
the Thessalian landscape as described by Statius is framed in terms of Ovid’s 
description of the area as the setting for the rape of Thetis. Here is Ovid’s 
description of the location of tha t event:

Est sinus Haemoniae curvos falcatus in arcus,
bracchia procurrunt: ubi, si foret altior unda,
portus erat; summis inductum est aequor harenis;
litus habet sohdum, quod nec vestigia servet
nec remoretur iter nec opertum pendeat alga;
myrtea silva subest bicoloribus obsita bacis.
est specus in medio, natura factus an arte,
ambiguum, magis arte tamen: quo saepe venire
frenato delphine sedens, Theti, nuda solebas. {Met. 11.229-37)

In the line just before these, Peleus is ordered by Jupiter to seek the ‘embraces’ of 
the Nereid {amplexus in virginis ire marinae, 228). As it turns out, this hint from 
Jupiter hides the key to the challenge the hero faces. Peleus at first tries to seize 
Thetis, but he is foiled when she transforms herself into new shapes. He prays 
for guidance and eventually Proteus comes to tell him what he must do: he must 
take hold of the Nereid and refuse to let go regardless of what metamorphoses 
she attem pts. Armed with this knowledge, Peleus holds on resolutely and finally 
succeeds in pinning Thetis down. In this light, it is interesting how Ovid describes 
the bay here; its arms run out into the sea, as if the land is attem pting to embrace 
the water, just as Peleus attem pts to hold the slippery and shifting water-goddess 
in his grasp.

Thetis swims towards Thessaly, and she arrives in three strokes of her legs 
and arms, much as Poseidon in the Iliad arrives at his destination after three 
mighty s t e p s . W h e n  she arrives, the landscape of Thessaly near Chiron’s cave

II. 13.20; thus Dilke (ad i.gg f), who is surely correct that gressus must refer to Thetis’ 
leg strokes, even though this seems to be a unique usage: TLL  6.2.2325.81, s.v. ‘gressus’. 
On women swimmers in antiquity, see Mehl in RE, suppl. 5.848.7-11 and 862.37-60. Martial 
describes an aquatic display put on in the amphitheater by a large group of ‘Nereids’, who 
moved in concert so as to describe various patterns in the water. Of their skill he says: aut 
docuit lusus hos Thetis aut d idicit {Spect. 26.8 =  30.8 Shackleton Bailey).
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is reminiscent of the site of her rape as described by Ovid. Ovid claimed that 
it was difficult to discern whether the cave {specus, 235) in which Peleus raped 
Thetis was either man-made or natural, as if it were a grotto in the garden 
of a tasteful Roman aristocrat. Statius explains one possible reason for this 
ambiguity, describing the cave in which Chiron lives;

domus ardua montem 
perforat et longo suspendit Pelion arcu;
pars exhausta manu, partem  sua ruperat aetas. (i.io6 -8 )

The half-and-half nature of this cave, part artificial and part man-made, reflects 
the combination of raw nature and human culture in the C entaur’s own body, 
but, as Dilke (ad 108) noted, it also owes something to the cave described by 
Ovid: natura factus an arte /  ambiguum (235f). Furthermore, the sea-floor is 
said by Statius to strike Thetis’ feet when she arrives in Thessaly (100); the 
inversion of the usual action, feet striking the ground, gives the impression that 
she reached the shore quickly, or even unexpectedly. This might be a reference 
to the extreme shallowness of the bay described by Ovid, whose water is spread 
thinly over the surface of the sand (summis inductum est aequor harenis, 231).

Another peculiarity of the place Ovid describes is tha t the sand is so firm 
tha t it retains no impression of footprints: litus habet solidum, quod nec vestigia 
servet (232). In a practical sense, this helps Peleus, since it it is implied tha t the 
hero may have gone ahead to lie in wait for Thetis in the cave where she comes 
to sleep. On a metaphorical level, it may be significant th a t Ovid is describing 
here an event in the history of the world th a t had become obscure, replaced by 
descriptions, such as Catullus 64, of the glorious wedding of Peleus and Thetis. 
The beach is the setting for an act whose vestigia had become effaced from 
history. This metaphorical reading is taken up again by Statius, whose beach 
does retain footprints;

laetantur montes et conubialia pandunt 
antra sinus lateque deae Sperchios abundat 
obvius et dulci vestigia circuit unda.
ilia nihil gavisa locis.. . .  (1.101-3)

The river Sperchius washes the feet of the goddess, which are designated by 
the metonymy of vestigia. On this beach, Thetis does leave her footprints, if 
only temporarily. Statius modifies Ovid’s description; this sand is not so firm 

Dilke (ad ggf) gives parallels for ferio used of stationary objects.
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tha t no impression is made on it by passers-by, but they will vanish quickly, 
washed away by the river. For Statius, the vestigia of Thetis’ rape are real, but 
evanescent. Thetis is preoccupied with Achilles, and this is the main reason that 
she takes no pleasure in the welcome she receives from the Thessalian landscape; 
but we might read a little more into the phrase ilia nihil gavisa locis (103). If 
this landscape was, as argued here, the site of her rape by Peleus as described 
by Ovid, then it is not surprising that she does not rejoice in her memories of 
the place.

Ovid’s description of the cave in which Thetis was raped is echoed by Statius 
in his description of Chiron’s cave. This cave is called conubialia . . .  antra 
( i . io if ) ,  which refers on one level to the formal wedding ceremony of Peleus 
and Thetis but, on another, the Ovidian epithet conubialia may refer to the 
r a p e . 3̂ We can see further relevance in this connection by looking in greater 
detail at S tatius’ description of that cave:

domus ardua montem 
perforat et longo suspendit Pelion arcu; 
pars exhausta manu, partem sua ruperat aetas. 
signa tam en divumque tori et quern quisque sacrarit 
accubitu genioque locum monstrantur; at intra 
Centauri stabula alta patent, non aequa nefandis 
fratribus: hie hominum nullos experta cruores 
spicula nec truncae bellis genialibus orni 
aut consanguineos fracti crateres in hostes,
sed pharetrae insontes et inania terga ferarum. (1.106-15)

The language of this description is strikingly violent, and it is appropriate to 
the act that, according to Ovid, happened in just such a cave. This cave pen
etrates the mountain {perforat, 107), which age has split apart {ruperat, 108). 
The peaceful decor of Chiron’s abode is described by means of a contrast with 
the sort of things the other Centaurs might hang on their walls. Obviously, the 
point of this is tha t Chiron is completely unlike his fellows; Homer calls him 
SLxaioxaxo!; Kcvxaupcov {II. 11.832). Yet it is interesting tha t Statius describes 
at such length what Chiron is not. The bloody and broken weapons and the 
shattered bowls lend a strangely violent tone to the description of Chiron’s cave, 
and they might even be read as symbols of spent sexual violence. The episode 
alluded to is the wedding feast of Pirithous and Hippodameia {genialibus, 113),

^ 3  B efo re  th is , th e  w ord co n u b ia lis  is  o n ly  fou n d  in  O v id  {H er . 6 .4 1 )  a n d  in  th e  T h eb a id  

(5 -1 1 2 )-
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and so this is another reference to an event where marriage and violence inter
sected. Chiron’s cave, overtly the location of the wedding of Peleus and Thetis, 
implicitly the location of the rape of Thetis by Peleus, is aptly connected with 
an event that combined a wedding and (attem pted) sexual violence.

Ovid reintroduced into Latin verse an episode whose vestigia had been ef
faced from the tradition. S tatius brings the two versions back together, but he 
does not juxtapose them chronologically, making the rape a preliminary to the 
wedding, as Pindar, for example, had done (above, p 278). Rather, the reconcili
ation is effected by openly adhering to one version and implicitly alluding to the 
other. In this way the famous story of the romance of Peleus and Thetis is found 
under examination to carry at its center an Ovidian tale of violent rape. So too 
for the upcoming tale of Achilles on Scyros. T hat amusing romantic interlude 
has at its center the act of rape with which Achilles begets Neoptolemus. The 
connection between the father’s act of rape and the son’s is far from coinciden
tal, as the language shows. In Ovid’s account, after Thetis has exhausted her 
transformations, Peleus finally overcomes her:

confessam am plectitur heros 
et po titur votis ingentique inplet Achille. {Met. ii.264f)

In the Achilleid, Achilles gains his bride and begets his own son in turn, taking 
advantage of the exhaustion of his maenadic companions:

vi po titur votis et toto pectore veros
admovet am plexus.. . .  (Ach. i.642f)

Like father, like son; they both get what they want and take it by force from an 
exhausted female: potitur votis. In fact, the rape of Deidamia is also described 
by Ovid; in the Ars Amatoria it is a paradigmatic moment at which the rhetoric 
of romance yields to the law of force. We now move on to examine Achilles’ act 
of rape as described by Ovid and as described by Statius.

6 . 2 . 1  S t a t i u s  a g a i n s t  O v i d

If the completed portion of the Achilleid has a climax, it is the moment at which 
Achilles rapes Deidamia. As we have seen, this event comes in the middle of the 
maenadic rites celebrated by the women of Scyros. Achilles delivers a monologue 
in which he thinks of Thessaly and expresses his regret for the shameful position 
he has taken. He concludes by resolving to prove himself a man by means of his 
love for Deidamia. He approaches his foster-sister, who is presumably asleep like
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the rest of the maenads, and he rapes her. W ith the loss of Euripides’ Exupioi 
and most of the Pseudo-Bion, Ovid’s is the only literary treatm ent of any length 
of the story of Achilles on Scyros th a t survives before Statius. Thus far, the 
outline of the Achilleid is entirely compatible with Ovid’s narrative in Book i 
of the Ars Amatoria except that Statius locates the rape outdoors, and not 
in a shared bedroom (^ rs  Am. 1.697). Like Statius, Ovid makes the rape of 
Deidamia the centerpiece of the episode. Indeed, the story is present in the Ars 
as an exemplum of the power and usefulness, when all else fails, of physical force. 
The moral is tha t the man should always take the initiative with a woman. 
After all, even as a woman protests against you, says Ovid, she does not want you 
to desist: pugnando vinci se tamen ilia volet ( 6 6 6 ) . Even physical force is not 
really unwelcome to women: vim licet appelles: grata est vis ista puellis (673). 
This argument might seem to run counter to the more subtle and rhetorical 
modes of seduction that the Ars advocates elsewhere, but the main point here 
is not so much that rape is a good thing, as tha t there are natural gender roles, 
and the m an’s role is always to be the aggressor, to press forward regardless of 
resistance: vir prior accedat, vir verba precantia dicat / excipiat blandas comiter 
ilia preces . . .  corrupit magnum nulla puella lovem  (7ogf, 714). The exemplum  
of Achilles on Scyros thus serves two related purposes in Ovid’s argument: it 
demonstrates tha t women like Deidamia want to be raped; and it proves that, 
however it may be concealed, masculinity will reveal itself through the aggression 
that is the natural expression of maleness. Here is Ovid’s description of the rape:

quid facis, Aeacide? non sunt tua munera lanae;
tu  titulos alia Palladis arte petes, 

quid tibi cum calathis? clipeo manus apta ferendo est: 
pensa quid in dextra, qua cadet Hector, habes?

Reice succinctos operoso stamine fusos: 
quassanda est ista Pelias hasta manu. 

forte erat in thalamo virgo regalis eodem;
haec ilium stupro comperit esse virum. 

viribus ilia quidem victa est (ita credere oportet),
sed voluit vinci viribus ilia tamen. {Ars Am. 1.691-700)

The narrator addresses the hero and urges him to reject the implements of wom
anhood. The contrast of calathus with clipeus and fusus with hasta may have

T h u s  H o llis  (1 9 7 7 ) a d  1 .7 0 5 -1 4 .
^ 5  T h is  id e a  o f  u n w illin g  w illin g n e ss  is  fo u n d  in th e  A c h i l l e id ,  w h en  T h e t is  is tr y in g  to  c o n v in ce  

A c h ille s , w h o  heis ju s t  se e n  D e id a m ia , to  im p er so n a te  a  g ir l. A c h ille s  is ‘w ill in g  to  b e  c o m p e lle d ’ 
{cog iqu e  v o l e n te m ,  1 .325 ); cf. J o rg e  (1990: 192).
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been the  inspiration for S tatius, who contrasts Bacchic im plem ents, ra th e r than  
wool-working tools, w ith male weaponry. The disadvantage of S ta tiu s’ approach 
is th a t  the  appara tus of Bacchic cult does not represent the quintessence of wom
anhood the  sam e way th a t spinning does, bu t its advantage is th a t there  is a 
much closer homology of form between the  thyrsus and hasta  and the tym panum  
and shield {orbem, 852; see 1.849-54, where the  four term s are jux taposed). In 

O vid’s account, despite the feminine camouflage, Achilles’ m asculinity  reveals 
itself irresistibly in the act of rape: haec ilium  stupro comperit esse virum; and 
th a t is th a t. In the  Achilleid, a  sim ilar plot unfolds, albeit in greater detail. As 
D eidam ia cries out, the  o ther m aenads take it for a signal to  begin the ir dance 

again, and  Achilles identifies him self to her (1.645-660). The n arra to r describes 
very briefly D eidam ia’s reaction and her decision to  keep her rape a secret from 
everyone except her nurse (662-71). The nurse helps to  conceal the  pregnancy, 
which is accounted for in the m a tte r of a few lines, and N eoptolem us is born. 
The n arra to r tu rns his gaze away from Scyros to  the approaching ship of Ulysses 
and Diomedes (1-675), ^nd th a t is th a t. I t seems th a t T h e tis ’ foolish a ttem p t to 
keep Achilles in girlish clothing has been shattered , ju s t as in the Ars Am atoria, 
by the  instincts th a t are na tu ra l to  his tru e  sex. The story  of Achilles on Scyros 
according to  S tatius does not end there, however.

W hen Ulysses arrives on Scyros, a t least nine m onths have passed since the 
rape, because Neoptolemus has been bo rn .“® Yet when we next see Achilles he 
is still cross-dressed, and apparently  no one else has discovered his tru e  sex. We 
m ight pass th is off' as a trivial detail, except th a t S tatius goes out of his way 

to  p u t Achilles on display, dressed as a girl, long after the rape. He could have 
merely depicted the hero succumbing to  Ulysses’ trap , bu t instead he shows him 
a ttend ing  a banquet as a girl and even perform ing a choral dance for the  benefit 
of the  visitors. These gratuitous and hum iliating scenes are vividly described, 
and the  poet had to  go to  some trouble to  contrive them . Even under norm al 
circum stances it would not have been usual to  pu t the daughters of a respectable 
house on display in th is m anner, and so S ta tius arranges it th a t Lycomedes is 
desperate  to  m arry off his daughters. Ovid dem onstrates en passant the  way 
Achilles was norm ally portrayed on Scyros: he spins and weaves, ju s t like Her
cules w ith Om phale. These are private occupations th a t typically take place in 
the w om en’s quarters of a house. V isual representations likewise show Achilles 
in the  female quarters, often spinning, often neghgent of his female disguise. 
We know of no identifiable precedent for th is kind of extended, public display

A nd perhaps far m ore tim e than  th a t: see above, p 103.
See above, p 187, n 67.
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of Achilles as a cross-dresser, and, since the most humiliating scenes come after 
his rape of Deidamia, the insult to the manhood of the hero is even stronger. 
One way of understanding this development, therefore, is as a rejection of the 
Ovidian notion that rape alone is a simple and effective statem ent of masculin
ity. Before attem pting an interpretation, however, it would be useful to know 
whether a Roman audience would have found it surprising tha t Achilles’ rape 
was such an ineffectual measure of male self-fashioning.

We have from the pen of Tertullian one example of an ancient reaction to the 
plot of the Achilleid. He does not mention Statius, but it will be clear nevertheless 
tha t he knew our poem, from which he took the Achilles on Scyros episode as 
an exemplum. Tertullian is a famous polemicist, and so one must be careful not 
to pretend his reaction is that of a naive reader, but it will be possible to isolate 
those elements of the exemplum that he undoubtedly took from Statius’ text. 
In a dense and allusive work, the de Pallio, Tertullian makes the argument at 
great length tha t there is nothing wrong with wearing the pallium  of the Greek 
philosopher rather than the Roman toga. In the fourth chapter, he anticipates 
the objection tha t might be put against him that the clothes might, as it were, 
unmake the man. He runs through exempla from myth that could be proposed in 
support of the assertion that unmanly dress leads to unmanly behavior: Achilles 
on Scyros, Hercules with Omphale, Sardanapallus, and so forth. He acknowledges 
that not all kinds of change in appearance are good, and tha t affectation in dress 
can be the result of vanity, pride, or, worse, effeminacy. His argument at this 
point is that only those changes which go against nature are ignoble. Here is 
the relevant passage, and, since the Latinity is idiosyncratic, a translation taken 
from the Ante-Nicene Fathers:

Habitum transferre ita  demum culpae prope est, si non consuetudo, 
sed natura m utetur. sat refert inter honorem temporis et religionem. 
det consuetudo fidem tempori, natura deo. naturam  itaque concussit 
Larissaeus heros in virginem mutando, ille ferarum medullis educa- 
tus (unde et nominis concilium, quandoquidem labiis vacuerat ab 
uberum gustu), ille apud rupicem et silvicolam et monstrum eru- 
ditorem scrupea schola eruditus. feras, si in puero, matris sollici- 
tudinem patiens; certe iam histriculus, certe iam virum alicui clan- 
culo functus adhuc sustinet stolam fundere, comam struere, cutem 
fingere, speculum consulere, collum demulcere, aurem quoque foratu 
effeminatus, quod illi apud Sigeum strongyla servat.

Plane postea miles est; necessitas enim reddidit sexum. de proe-
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lio sonuerat, nec arm a longe. ipsum, inquit, ferrum  virum  a ttra h it. 
ceterum , si post incentivum  quoque puellam  perseverasset, p o tu it et 

nubere. ecce itaque m utatio . m onstrum  equidem  geminum, de viro 
femina, mox de fem ina vir, quando neque verita.s negari debuisset 
neque fallacia confiteri. u terque habitus m utandi m alus, a lte r adver- 
sus natu ram , a lter contra salutem . {de Pallio  4.2)

T he transfer of dress approxim ates to  culpability ju s t in so far as it 
is not custom , bu t natu re , which suffers the change. T here is a wide 
enough difference between the honour due to tim e, and religion. Let 
C ustom  show fidelity to  Tim e, N ature  to  God. To N ature , accord
ingly, the Larissaean hero gave a shock by tu rn ing  into a virgin; he 

who had been reared on the m arrows of wild beasts (whence, too, was 
derived the  com position of his name, because he had been a stranger 
w ith his lips to  the  m aternal breast); he who had been reared by a 
rocky and w ood-haunting and m onstrous tra iner in a stony school.
You would bear patiently, if it were in a boy’s case, his m o th er’s so
licitude; bu t he a t all events was already be-haired, he a t all events 
had already secretly given proof of his m anhood to  some one, when 
he consents to  wear the flowing stole, to  dress his hair, to  cultivate 
his skin, to  consult the m irror, to  bedizen his neck; effem inated even 
as to  his ear by boring, whereof his bust a t Sigeum still re ta ins the 
trace.

P lain ly  afterw ards he tu rned  soldier: for necessity restored him  his 
sex. The clarion had sounded of ba ttle : nor were arm s far to  seek.
‘T he stee l’s self’, says (Homer), ‘a ttra c te th  the hero’. Else if, after 
th a t  incentive as well as before, he had persevered in his m aidenhood, 
he m ight w ithal have been married! Behold, accordingly, m utation!
A m onster, I call him ,—a double m onster: from m an to  woman; by 
and  by from woman to  man: whereas neither ought the  tru th  to  have 
been belied, nor the  deception confessed. Each fashion of changing 
was evil: the one opposed to  natu re , the o ther contrary  to  safety.

This is, it  should be clear, close to  being a resum e of the  plot of the  Achilleid.

Strangely, Geffcken (1909: 105-7) considered the question of T ertu llian ’s sources
here and  ruled out S tatius, preferring to  credit works of satire , particu larly  by

286



V arro , th a t  are convenien tly  lost.^® F o rtu n a te ly , th is  a rg u m e n t has been  refu ted  

in d e ta il by G erlo in  his com m en tary  on th e  de Pallio, w hich th o ro u g h ly  docu

m en ts  T e r tu llia n ’s dependence on th e  Achilleid .^^  We m ay th e re fo re  p roceed  to  

exam ine in d e ta il th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  th e  tw o tex ts .

T e rtu llian  begins by co n tra s tin g  A chilles’ h a rsh  upb rin g in g  w ith  h is w om anly 

seclusion on Scyros, a  c o n tra s t th a t  is fu n d am e n ta l to  th e  A chilleid . T h e  deta il 

th a t  he was nursed  on m edullis fe ra ru m  com es from  S ta tiu s  (2.100), an d  it  is 

encourag ing  to  no te  th a t  he exp lic itly  connects  th is  fact w ith  th e  etym ology  of 

A chilles’ nam e from  d-xELXo?, for th a t  w as precisely  th e  a rg u m e n t m ade  above 

(Section  3.1.1). He im plic itly  c red its  A ch illes’ arrival on Scyros to  his m o th e r’s 

w orry  {m a tris  so llic itu d in em ), an d  excuses h im  to  a  ce rta in  e x te n t for th a t .  W h a t 

T ertu llian  claim s is shocking, however, is th a t  A chilles con tinued  to  to le ra te  a c t

ing like a girl [su stin e t sto lam  fundere, e tc ) , long a f te r  he had  defin itely  ceased to  

be a  puer. He even con tinued  a fte r he had  s ta r te d  to  grow pub ic  hair^” an d  afte r 

he h ad  rap e d  D eidam ia  {virum  alicui clanculo fu n c tu s ) .  W e sha ll re tu rn  to  th e  

rap e  of D eidam ia in  a  m om ent, b u t th e  h a ir  o f A chilles is an  in te restin g  po in t. 

In  th e  Achilleid , w hen T h e tis  collects A chilles from  C h iro n ’s cave, th e  dow n on 

his cheeks is ju s t  a b o u t to  grow: necdum  p r im a  nova lanugine ve r titu r  aetas  

(1.163). Since th e n , however, a t  least n ine m o n th s  have passed  an d  p ro b ab ly  

m ore th a n  th a t .  T h e  bare-cheeked boy is sexually  m a tu re  by th e  tim e Ulysses 

arrives, an d  th a t  is why it is unforgivable th a t  he is s till p lay ing  th e  girl. T ertu l

lian  th e n  lists several cliches of fem ale b ehav io r in  w hich A chilles is im plica ted . 

A m ong these, care  of th e  h a ir  an d  relax ing  th e  neck are s tro n g ly  rem in iscen t of 

T h e tis ’ tran sfo rm a tio n  of A chilles in th e  A chilleid: inpexos certo dom a t ordine 

crines  (1.328) an d  colla rigen tia  m o llit (326). E v id en tly  th e  d e ta ils  of th a t  scene 

s tayed  in T e r tu llia n ’s im ag ina tion . F inally , T e rtu llian  refers to  a n  o b jec t o f som e

I do not understand  the  logic of Geffcken’s a rgum ent (1909: 106), which appears to  employ 
references to  S ta tiu s  to  prove th a t S ta tiu s wa.s no t  T ertu llian ’s source: ‘DaC bei Tertu llian  
S ta tiu s vorliegen sollte, ist m ir unwahrscheinlich; die A usm alungen z. B. der E inzelheiten seines 
Wechsels sind, wie neben S ta tiu s (325ff) auch Bion II 18 zeigt, a lexandrinischer K unst gelaufig. 
Die ganze Episode kann also schon in der satirischen Vorlage des K irchenvaters en thalten  
gewesen sein’. A footnote to these lines adds, ‘DaC S ta tiu s  326 colla rigentia  m ollit eine gewisse 
A hnlichkeit m it T ertu llians collum  demulcere ha t, kann nicht fiir T ertu llians A bhangigkeit von 
S ta tiu s entscheidend sein’. Gerlo (1940: 106, n 1) com m ents on Geffcken’s tendency to  look 
always to  Varro as T ertu llian ’s source.

Gerlo (1940) ad 4.2, passim , esp. p 106: ‘W at voIgt over Achilleus zijn rem iniscenties uit de 
na-hom erische sagen en hunne bewerkingen, zooals T ert. die m et zijn veelzijdige belezenheid 
heeft leeren kennen. Ik meen d a t hij hier vooral s teu n t op S ta tiu s’ Achilleis, cfr. infra  bij de 
afzonderlijke p laa tsen ’.

3° If histriculus  is the  correct reading here, it would m ean ‘ha iry -b o tto m ed ’, th is is the  (Greek) 
definition given by th e  glossary en try  cited by G erlo (1940: log) and by L-S s.v. ‘hystriculus’; 
it would evidently  be a punning com bination of a  dim inutive of hystrix  (Oapi?), ‘porcupine’, 
and cuius. Gerlo (1940: 109) poin ts ou t th e  difficulty th a t  th e  parallels c ited  for th is word in 
Latin  do not adm it the  sexual m eaning th a t  is evident here.
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kind (strongyla) at Cape Sigaeum that represented Achilles wearing an earring. 
The meaning of the word strongyla has been debated inconclusively (see Gerlo 

ad loo), but given Tertullian’s search for deliberately exotic vocabulary in the 
de Pallio  (cf. Heracles’ epithet of scytalosagittipelliger in the next paragraph), 
perhaps we should not put too much weight on its technical meaning, which is 
uncertain in any case. A more sober guide is Servius {auctus), who reports that: 
sane apud Sigeum Achillis statua fuisse dicitur, quae in lanna, id est in extima 
auris parte elenchum more femineo habuerit (ad Aen. 1.30). So this was a male 

statue, perhaps ‘in the round’ (axpoYYU '̂n) ■̂nd wearing an earring, at Cape 
Sigaeum near Troy, which in the age of Tertullian and Servius was identified as 
a representation of Achilles. Is it possible that this might have been an archaic 
kouros?3  ̂ Some of these statues wear necklaces and what appear, at least super
ficially, to be earrings. A statue of venerable antiquity at Cape Sigaeum in the 
Troad might logically have come to be identified in later antiquity as Achilles, 
particularly if the earring could be explained as a relic of his days on Scyros, an 
episode lately re-popularized by Statius.

Tertullian then turns to the discovery of Achilles by Ulysses. The sound of 
battle refers to the trumpet blast of Agyrtes in the Achilleid (i.Sysf). Achilles 
is ‘attracted’ to the weapons rather than the girlish gifts, a circumstance that 
Tertullian glosses with a witty Homeric tag: ipsum, inquit, ferrum  virum at- 
trahit.^^ Tertullian’s final comment on the events on Scyros displays a debt to 
the Achilleid, but in a subtle way. He says: ceterum, si post incentivum quoque 
puellam perseverasset, potuit et nubere. True, but where does this idea come 
from? We saw that Statius characterizes Lycomedes as desperate to marry his 
daughters and deluded into thinking that Ulysses and Diomedes might be good 
candidates as husbands. The king takes encouragement when he sees the force 
of Ulysses’ desire for one of his daughters, but misreads the character of his 
gaze as erotic. Tertullian appreciates the spectacle of Achilles as marriageable 
maiden that Lycomedes stages for his guests, and he extrapolates from that to 
the prospect of Achilles as bride for some poor unsuspecting groom. Tertullian 
concludes paradoxically by claiming that Achilles’ transformation from girl to 

man was as wrong as his earlier change from boy to girl.

3* T h is  h yp oth esis is suggested  by G loria P inney  in a forthcom ing book; she notes tha t while  
in so m e cases w h at appear to  be earrings are actu a lly  sty lized  representations o f  the  anatom y, 
n everth eless th ey  are o f th e  sam e shape as w om en ’s earrings. I am  grateful to  Professor P inney  
for g iv in g  m e a copy o f her chapter in advance o f publication .

3  ̂ ouToq Yap ^tpfXxETai avSpa olSripo?, Od. 16.294 and 19.13; T ertu llian ’s satiric use o f  this 
tag  w as surely influenced by Ju ven al’s parody (auxot; y “P avSpa xtvaiSo?, 9 .37).
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Tertullian knows the whole plot of the Achilleid  a t a level of com pleteness 
th a t could not have been gleaned from florilegia. He also shows evidence of having 
reflected on the poem , for he has three keen insights which have not been m atched 
even by m odern com m entators. He knows th a t the  discussion of Achilles’ d iet in 

Book 2  of the  Achilleid  is closely linked to  the  question of the  correct etymology 
for Achilles’ nam e, which is a m atte r of im plicit debate between the  hero and 
Ulysses (see above. Section S-i i)- He understands the hum or S ta tius injects into 
Lycomedes’ s itua tion  as the father of m any daughters and th a t in effect he offers 
Achilles, along w ith  the rest of his girls, as a poten tia l bride for Ulysses. Finally, 
he appreciates th a t  Achilles’ violation of the norm s of gender is excusable to  
some extent when he is simply following T h e tis’ suggestions; and this is the  way 
it was com m only explained.^3 The really shocking th ing for T ertullian in S ta tiu s’ 

depiction of the episode is th a t the  hero continued the charade long after T h e tis ’ 
departure , after the boy was left to  his own devices, after he had grown to sexual 
m aturity , and even after he has com m itted rape; T hetis cannot be blam ed for 
th is anymore. As Tertullian says, feras, si in puero, m atris sollicitudinem  patiens; 
certe iam  histriculus, certe iam  virum  alicui [scil. Deidamiae] clanculo functus  
adhuc sustinet stolam  fu n d e re .. . .  This is a vitally  im portan t point, for this is 
where S ta tius p a rts  com pany from Ovid.

In the  A rs Am atoria, Achilles on Scyros is an exemplum  of the inevitability  of 
the norm ative m apping of gender on sex; this Ovid, the praeceptor amoris, is an 
essentialist, even if the narra to r of the M etamorphoses is not. T here is a male role 
and a female role, and  even if you dress Achilles up in skirts, he is still Achilles, 
he is aggressive, and his m asculinity will come out. The rape of D eidam ia pu ts 
things back as they  should be, as they m ust be. S tatius follows Ovid up to  this 
point, bu t no further. Even after the rape, after the  b irth  of his son, after the  
arrival of the Greeks, Achilles rem ains the girl he was. His a tte m p t a t asserting 
his m anhood fails to  take effect, which comes, as T ertullian testifies, as quite  
a disconcerting surprise. I t m ight be argued th a t, if he w anted to  combine the 

O vidian rape of D eidam ia w ith the discovery of Achilles by Ulysses fam iliar from 

a rt, S ta tius was merely obliged to  keep Achilles in skirts until Ulysses’ arrival. 
T here is some tru th  to  this, bu t it will not do to  explain the  stru c tu re  of the 

Achilleid  as entirely  due to  external constraints. S tatius could well have w ritten  
a poem  in which Lycomedes becomes a party  to  the deception, or in which he is 
the only one who does not realize his foster-daughter is a boy. Instead, S tatius 
keeps Achilles’ m asculinity a secret from everyone except D eidam ia and her nurse

33 Eg. O vid , A rs  A m . 68gf: turpe, n isi hoc m a tr is  precibus trib u isse t, A ch illes  /  ve s te  v iru m  
longa d iss im u la tu s erat. See also above, p 170.
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{unam . . .  sociam, 66gf). It would have been simpler if the first time Ulysses 
laid eyes on Achilles were the moment of springing the trap, but the poet goes 
out of his way to put the cross-dressed Achilles on public display prior to that.^^ 

So S tatius’ decision to represent Achilles as a female, in public settings, af
ter his rape of Deidamia was remarkable. It was recognized as a very signifi
cant choice by at least one perceptive reader in antiquity. The rape had been 
described previously by Ovid, for whom the event was a decisive break with 
Achilles’ womanly ways. Given all these data, the most plausible conclusion 
is th a t Statius means to contradict one aspect of Ovid’s account. For Ovid, the 
rapist is the quintessentially male erotic role, once the rhetoric has been stripped 
away. Statius, however, implies that, however essential sexual violence may be 
to masculinity, it on its own is not enough. To become a man again, Achilles 
requires something more. In the Ars Amatoria, the act of rape clears the way 
for Achilles the Homeric hero; in the Achilleid there is still an obstacle or two in 
his way. Here is Richlin on the voice of Ovid as praeceptor in the Ars Amatoria:

His point is that pati—‘to suff'er’, ‘to be passive’, ‘to be penetrated 
sexually’—is pleasing to women, and this is the mark of the woman, 
as vis, ‘force’, is the mark of the man . . . .  When we want to know 
the gender of the adolescent hero dressed in women’s clothing, the 
signifier of his maleness is his ability to commit rape. (1992: 169)

For Statius as for Ovid, rape is the natural and proper course of action for 
Achilles; Deidamia wants to be raped; the outcome of the rape is happy for the 
couple; and rape is a problem in male self-fashioning, not female victimization. 
Nevertheless, there is one im portant difference in the Achilleid-, there, even after 
showing himself as a man to Deidamia, Achilles still lacks something. His wilful 
and deliberate assertion of his manhood {teque marem—pudet heu!— nec amove 
probabis? 1.639) fails, somehow, to take hold. Rape, tha t Ovidian signifier of 
maleness, has surprisingly limited repercussions in this world.

Can we identify a reason why Achilles’ attem pt to shake off his femininity 
fails so unexpectedly? The missing element might be discovered in the act of 
violence itself: vi potitur votis et toto pectore veros /  admovet amplexus (i.642f). 
These are veros . . .  amplexus with respect to the sisterly play th a t preceded 
this (cf. i.57 if), but the other point of comparison is Peleus, whose amplexus

34 It is this helplessness and the continuing humiliation of Achilles, even after the boy has 
declared to us that he does not want to be a girl anymore, that argues against naive readings 
of the Achilleid  eis a simple heroic progress narrative, eg. Arico (1996: 196): verrd progressiva- 
m ente m aturando la sua crescita, rivendicando a se stesso la gestione del proprio destino. . . .  
Achilles does progress from puer  to hero, but his path there is far from direct.
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(O v. M et. 11.228) of T h e tis  failed a t  first, b u t u ltim a te ly  succeeded: p o titu r  

vo tis  ingentique inp le t A chille {M et. 11.265). M ascu lin ity  proves as s lip p ery  for 

A chilles as T h e tis  h ad  for his fa ther. S ta tiu s  describes th e  ac t of ra p e  by m eans 

of an  allusion to  a  line in  th e  M etam orphoses  ju s t  as he is in  th e  process of 

tu rn in g  O v id ’s version of th a t  event in  th e  A rs  A m a to r ia  on its  h ead . T h is  is 

th e  p o in te r  to  w h a t is m issing in  A chilles’ a t te m p t to  prove h im self a  m an. His 

a t te m p t to  change his c ircum stances becom es an  em u la tio n  of his fa th e r ’s rap e  

of h is m o ther; an d  th is  is th e  first m om ent in th e  p o em  th a t  A chilles has done 

an y th in g  to  em u la te  his real fa th e r, Peleus. I t  is very  n early  in  fac t th e  first tim e 

th e  presence of Peleus is felt, even obliquely, in th e  Achilleid . T h e  q u es tio n  of 

P e leu s’ absence is an  im p o rta n t one, and in  th e  n ex t section  we will t r y  to  draw  

som e conclusions a b o u t th e  poem  as a w hole by m eans of a  co n sid era tio n  of th is  

s tra n g e  om ission.

6 . 2 . 2  I n  S e a r c h  o f  P e l e u s  

T h e  very  first lines o f th e  A chilleid  pose a  co n u n d ru m  of p a te rn ity :

M agnan im um  A eaciden fo rm id atam q u e T onan ti

p rogeniem  e t p a trio  v e tita m  succedere caelo,

diva, refer. (1 .1 -3 )

W hile exam in ing  th e  p roem , we no ted  in passing  th a t  Peleus is cu riously  absen t 

here (see above, p 51). T h e  H om eric-sty le p a tro n y m ic  an d  e p ith e t is p resen t 

in m a g n a n im u m  Aeaciden, an d  by c o n tra s t th e re  is a  so p h is tica te d  allusion  to  a 

recherche m y th  a b o u t th e  unfulfilled possib ility  th a t  J u p ite r  m igh t have fa thered  

th e  hero . T hese  two ways of des ignating  Achilles, as th e  g ran d so n  of A eacus and  

as th e  p o te n tia l son of Ju p ite r , p u t in to  relief th e  absence o f Peleus, w ho is of 

course p resen t in  th e  first line of th e  Iliad  in th e  p a tro n y m ic  nT)XT)id8£«. T h is 

m igh t seem  a  casua l om ission if i t  d id  n o t p refigure th e  a lm ost to ta l  absence 

of P eleus from  th e  poem . As we saw (above. Section  3.1.2), ea rlie r accoun ts 

in l i te ra tu re  an d  th e  v isual a r ts  of th e  early  ch ildhood  of A chilles e ith e r, like 

H om er, p ic tu red  him  as p a r t  of a m ore or less nuclear fam ily  of Peleus, T h e tis  

an d  A chilles, or, like A pollonius, saw Peleus as a  single fa th e r, ab an d o n ed  by 

his m erm aid  wife; left to  raise th e  child him self, he fosters h im  w ith  C h iron . In 

R om an  a r t  a f te r  S ta tiu s , on  th e  o th e r  hand , T h e tis  d o m in a te s  th e  young  life 

of A chilles (see above, p  116). T h e  m ost econom ical ex p lan a tio n  for th is  sh ift 

is th e  influence of th e  A chille id  itself. T h e  N ereid  is e x tra o rd in a rily  ac tive  in 

our version  of events; S ta tiu s  even m akes T h e tis  responsib le , co n tra ry  to  logic,
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for A chilles’ presence w ith Chiron (cf. 1 .650-2). Effectively, S tatius extends to 

A chilles’ childhood the interest that the Homeric T hetis takes in her son in the 

Iliad. Compare A pollonius’ T hetis, who wants nothing to  do w ith  her fam ily and 

only assists Peleus at Hera’s insistence. The absence of Peleus from A chilles’ 

childhood is unprecedented in Homer, A pollonius and the visual arts before 

Statius.
The m ost vivid  illustration of the m issing part in A chilles’ life com es from 

the m outh of the hero himself. W hen he introduces h im self to D eidam ia, he gives 

an account of his illustrious genealogy:

Ille ego— quid trepidas?— genitum  quem caerula m ater 

paene lov i silvis nivibusque inm isit alendum  

Thessalicis. nec ego hos cu ltus aut foeda subissem  

tegm ina, ni primo te visa in litore: cessi 

te propter, tibi pensa manu, tibi m ollia gesto  

tym pana, quid defies m agno nurus addita ponto?  

quid gem is ingentes caelo paritura nepotes?

‘Sed pater—  . . .  ’ (1 .650-7)

Achilles m entions his m other T hetis, Jupiter as his alm ost-father, his foster- 

father Chiron, his m aternal great-grandfather Oceanus, and finally Jupiter as 

his paternal g r e a t - g r a n d f a t h e r . 3  ̂ We discussed this passage earlier in relation to  

Homeric self-introductions, and saw how odd it was by the standards of heroic 

epic that A chilles om its to  m ention Peleus (above. Section 3.2.2). He alludes to  

Jupiter as his father’s grandfather, but that is as close as he com es. So when  

D eidam ia interrupts w ith  the objection in aposiopesis, sed pater!, there are two 

things she m ight m ean.3® W hat Achilles takes her to  m ean, and w hat all com 

m entators have taken her as m eaning is that her own father Lycom edes will

35 T his is R o sa ti’s in te rp re ta tio n  of the  lines, which is surely correct. M agno nurus addita  
ponto  has often been taken to  refer to  T hetis once again, bu t th a t  would be pointlessly  rep e t
itive; Achilles has moved on to  enum erate his m ore d istan t and even m ore awesome and ele
m ental ancestors. L-S give parallels from Ju s tin ia n ’s Digest of nurus  used to  m ean th e  wife of 
a grandson or great-g randson , in which case Achilles m eans Nereus, or m ore likely Oceanus, 
by m agno . . .  ponto. Dilke claim s th a t  Mozley is wrong to  take caelo paritura  nepotes as a 
reference to  Peleus’ descent from Ju p ite r , b u t his no te  (ad 656) does no t m ake sense. T he 
reference could no t be ‘still to  T h e tis’, since she weis not re la ted  to  Ju p ite r , and , since Ju p ite r 
did no t in fact m ate  w ith T h etis, it could not refer to  th a t possibility, e ither. For Senecan 
influence on these lines, see Fan tham  (1979: 458).
3® Dilke, following Jannaccone’s suggestion, says th a t th is is an  ‘aposiopesis spoken by 

Achilles as if it were an  objection  by D eidam ia’. T his is a  needlessly com plex solution to 
a  non-existent problem . T here  is no reeison why th is should not be a  m om entary  objection  
spoken by D eidam ia herself, and th a t  is how R osati takes it. It is hard  to  see how one could 
possibly know th a t  th is was not an  ob jection  spoken by D eidam ia, especially in an oral pe r
form ance of th e  poem. See above, p 180, n 50.
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be furious with her. W hat if, however, Achilles has misunderstood her in for
mulating his reply? The speech she interrupts is an account by Achilles of his 
own family tree, and so the interjection sed pater? might well be a query with 
regard to that. Perhaps Deidamia finds Achilles’ bizzare and periphrastic self
designation confusing and she simply wants to know who he is. She asks for the 
most important identifying fact, which Achilles has omitted: who is your father? 
Achilles, of course, understands her differently and goes on to reassure the girl 
about her father. The audience, however, who must be wondering by now what 
has happened to Peleus, still awaits reassurance.

All we know about Peleus from the Achilleid is the following. Neptune re
bukes Thetis for complaining about her marriage to a mortal {Pelea . . .  thala- 
mosque minores, 90). The people of Thessaly express their regret a t not con
tributing to the war effort, because Peleus is too old and Achilles is not yet old 
enough (1.438-40). Old enough or not, the Greeks at Aulis want Achilles, and 
fama  tells them that he is not in Chiron’s cave, nor in the house of his father, 
Peleus {patria . . .  Peleos aula, 1.507). Both the narrator of the Achilleid and 
Achilles himself omit to mention Peleus when giving an account of the hero’s 
descent. Is Peleus even mentioned as Achilles’ father before his transformation 
into a warrior? In passing, yes. When Thetis tries to get Achilles to put on a 
girl’s clothing, the boy resists, thinking of his father {genitor, 1.275) Chiron. 
It is Chiron who is the main concern, however, and Thetis assures her son that 
the Centaur will never know {nesciet hoc Chiron, 274). When Thetis pictures 
Achilles growing up in Chiron’s cave, she thinks of him measuring himself against 
his father’s spear {patri,a . . .  hasta, 1.41). The great spear did belong to Peleus, 
but it was given to him by Chiron, and so in a sense the adjective patria is 
doubly appropriate, for it had belonged both to his father and his foster-father. 
Chiron likewise refers to the patria omina (1.147) tha t he feels, as a father, with 
respect to Achilles.

When Achilles considers the shame he has brought upon himself on Scyros, 
he does not think of Peleus, but of Chiron, imagining him as a bereaved par
ent: orbatus plangit mea funera Chiron? (1.631). In even more direct language, 
Achilles describes his upbringing on Pelion by ille pater, Chiron (2.102). Achilles 
was with Chiron from before he could walk {reptantibus annis, 2.96), and he 
mentions no interruption of his stay there until Thetis comes to collect him, 
so in S tatius’ version Achilles has never lived with Peleus. This contradicts the

37 T hus R osati, correcting Dilke’s im probable notion th a t  prophecy was a  gift bestowed on 
Chiron by his father, Saturn . D ilke’s discom fort w ith the  n a tu ra l sense of th e  word patria  is a 
sign of how surprising  it is th a t  Chiron calls himself Achilles’ father.
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Iliad, where Achilles’ early years at Phthia are mentioned a number of times (see 
above, Section 3.1.2). Even Lycomedes is called by Achilles care pater (1.892). 
There is an im portant difference, however, when Achilles introduces himself— 
this time as a man—after discarding his disguise:

Me tibi, care pater—dubium dim itte pavorem—, 
me dedit alma Thetis: te pridem tan ta  manebat 
gloria; quaesitum Danais tu  mittis Achillem, 
gratior et magno, si fas dixisse, parente 
et dulci Chirone mihi. sed corda parumper 
hue adverte libens atque has bonus accipe voces:
Peleus te nato socerum et Thetis hospita iungunt
adlegantque suos utroque a sanguine divos. (1.892-9)

This speech serves much the same purpose as his introduction to Deidamia, but 
this time Peleus takes his rightful place in Achilles’ self-introduction. W hat has 
changed since then? When Achilles explained himself to Deidamia he was in the 
course of a failed attem pt to assert his masculinity on his own, emulating his fa
ther’s act of rape, without, however, acknowledging Peleus as his father, whereas 
at this point he claims his true patrimony and successfully reveals himself as a 
man.

It seems plausible to connect this new-found recognition of Peleus with the 
arrival of Ulysses and the discovery of Achilles. When Ulysses delivers his re
cruitm ent speech to Lycomedes’ household, designed to provoke Achilles into re
vealing himself, he says: tradunt arma patres, rapit inrevocata iuventus (1.791). 
The upcoming war is an opportunity for sons to take over from their fathers and 
to succeed them in valor. Then, when Ulysses is just about to spring his trap, 
he whispers a few words in Achilles’ ear:

‘Quid haeres? 
scimus’ ait, ‘tu  semiferi Chironis alumnus, 
tu  caeli pelagique nepos, te Dorica classis, 
te tu a  suspensis exspectat Graecia signis, 
ipsaque iam dubiis nutant tibi Pergama muris. 
heia, abrumpe moras! sine perfida palleat Ide, 
et iuvet haec audire patrem, pudeatque dolosam 
sic pro te timuisse Thetin’. (1.867-74)

The trum peter blows on his instrument and Achilles discards his disguise. This 
speech was surely not part of the standard version; the whole point of the trum-
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p e t b last is to  fool th e  d isguised A chilles in to  th in k in g  th a t  an  a t ta c k  is im 

m inen t, so th a t  he will tak e  hold  of th e  w eapons an d  b e tra y  h im self.3® S ta tiu s  

m akes A chilles’ tran sfo rm a tio n  as m uch a  p ro d u c t o f U lysses’ rh e to ric  as his 

clever tr ick .3  ̂ Indeed , his rec ru itin g  speech th e  prev ious n ig h t very  n early  d id  

th e  jo b  on its  own, excep t th a t  D eidam ia in te rvened  an d  to o k  A chilles away. 

U lysses addresses th e  hero  in a  m anner we have hea rd  before: C h iro n ’s fos

te rling , d escendan t of sky  an d  sea. T h e  difference is Peleus: iuve t haec audire 

patrem . For th e  first tim e in  th e  poem , A chilles is addressed  as th e  son of Peleus, 

an d  ju s t  a fte r  these  w ords, he begins his tran sfo rm a tio n  in to  a  m an; th is  tim e 

th e  tran sfo rm atio n  will b e  successful.

W hen A chilles goes on  to  say to  Lycom edes th a t  he is as d ea r to  him , si 

fa s  dixisse  (1.895), 8^ his g rea t fa th e r or sw eet C h iron , th e  language is telling . 

T h e  ep ith e t dulcis rem inds us of A chilles falling asleep on th e  C e n ta u r ’s b reast 

( i . i g s f ) ,  an d  however m uch respec t A chilles now expresses for Peleus, i t  is w ith  

C h iron  th a t  he was raised . Now Achilles says th a t  L ycom edes is even m ore d ea r 

to  h im  [gratior) th a n  they, w hich is f la tte ry  in  p a r t,  b u t th is  sen tim e n t also 

resona tes w ith  som eth ing  S ta tiu s  sa id  in th e  Silvae:

n a to s  genuisse necesse est, 

elegisse iuva t. tenero  sic b land  us Achilli 

sem ifer H aem onium  v in ceb a t P elea  C hiron, 

nec senior P eleus n a tu m  co m ita tu s  in a rm a

T roica, sed claro  P h o en ix  h ae reb a t alum no. {Silv. 2 .1 .87-91)

P eleus is an  exem plum  of a  fa th e r who was d isp laced  in his so n ’s h e a r t by  o th e r  

p a re n ta l figures, an d  th is  passage affords us insigh t in to  his absence from  th e  

Achilleid . T h e  p osition  of ‘fa th e r ’ in  A chilles’ life is un d er co n tin u a l nego tia tion ; 

th e  role is filled by C hiron , u su rp ed  by T h e tis , an d  th e n  filled by th e  unhero ic 

Lycom edes. D esp ite  A chilles’ fondness for th em , none of these  e rsa tz  fa th e rs  is 

an  ad e q u a te  s u b s titu te  for Peleus. T h is was a  very personal to p ic  for S ta tiu s , 

w ho was h im self childless, b u t who had  ad o p ted  an  in fan t slave as h is ow n son .4° 

W h en  he d ied , th e  p o e t expressed  his g rief for his ad o p ted  son in  em p h a tica lly  

p ro p rie ta ry  term s:

m eus ille, m eus. te llu re  caden tem  

3* T h u s  O v . M et.  1 3 .1 6 2 -7 0 ; cf. G a n tz  (1993: 58 1 ).
39 T h is  m a y  b e  a  ref le ct io n  o f  E u r ip id es ’ han dU ng o f  th e  scen e  in  h is  S c y r ia n s :  s e e  K o rte  

(1934: 9 ) an d  cf. F  in cer t. 88 0  N a u ck  an d  F  ad esp . 9 N a u ck  ( = F  6 8 3 a  N a u ck ^ ).
In a  fo r th co m in g  a r tic le  in  H e rm a th e n a ,  E la in e  F a n th a m  d isc u sse s  th e  r e la tio n s h ip  b e tw ee n  

C h iro n  in  th e  A c h ille id  a n d  th e  v a r io u s fo ster  p a ren ts  in  th e  S ilva e , in c lu d in g  S ta t iu s  h im s e lf
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aspexi a tq u e  u n c tu m  gen ita li ca rm ine fovi, 

poscen tem que novas trem u lis  u lu la tib u s  au ras

inseru i v itae , q u id  p lus tr ib u e re  p aren tes?  {Silv. 5-5-6g-72)

C om pare  C alchas, possessed by A pollo an d  equally  possessive of Achilles; m eus  

iste, m eus  (1.528). C alchas d isp u tes  T h e tis ’ r igh t, as a  m o th e r, to  have Achilles: 

quid au fers?  . . .  ei m ih i raptus abit! (528-35). T h e  hero  has a  fa th e r  w ho is 

ab sen t, a  m o th e r  w ho w an ts  to  tu rn  h im  in to  a  girl, a  fo ste r-fa ther w hom  he loves, 

b u t w ho is som ew hat less th a n  hum an , fellow G reeks w ho claim  his des tiny  as 

p a r t  o f th e irs , an d  a  secre t fam ily  a t  Scyros. T h is confusion an d  th e  consequent 

absence of a  p ro p e r fa th e r  figure is a  p rec ip ita tin g  c ircu m stan ce  of A chilles’ 

cross-dressing.

W hen  T h e tis  convinces A chilles to  go along w ith  her p lan , she u su rps, as we 

have seen (above, S ection  4.2.3), th e  role o f th e  R om an  fa th e r  an d  p resen ts her 

son to  th e  w orld in her own im age. P erh ap s  th e  p rob lem  A chilles has w hen he 

tr ie s  to  prove h im self a  m a n  w ith  h is rap e  of D eidam ia is th a t  th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  

w rough t by his m o th e r ca n n o t be undone by th e  boy him self, b u t can  only 

h ap p e n  w ith  th e  aid  of h is fa th e r, o r a  s u b s titu te  like Ulysses. I t is ce rta in ly  not 

a  coincidence, it seem s to  m e, th a t  P eleus begins to  p lay  a role in  th e  poem  only 

a fte r  A chilles has becom e a  m an:

M it t i tu r  H aem oniam , m agnis qui P elea  factis

im p lea t e t c lassem  com itesque in  p roe lia  posca t. ( i .g 2 i f )

P re su m ab ly  am ong  th ese  com ites  w ould figure P h o en ix , an o th e r  su rro g a te  fa

th e r. Is i t  p lausib le  to  ascribe  A chilles’ w ayw ardness an d  tran sv e s tism  to  lack 

of p ro p e r superv is ion  by a  norm al, h u m an  fa th e r?  C e rta in ly  th is  is w h a t allows 

T h e tis  free re in  w ith  th e  boy. To claim  th a t  A chilles lacks a  p ro p e r father-figure , 

w ho w ould p rovide h im  w ith  a  role m odel, m igh t sound  like a  m o d ern  concept 

app lied  an ach ro n istica lly  to  S ta tiu s ’ poem , b u t th e re  is in  fac t a  p receden t in 

anc ien t epic for a  s im ila r s itu a tio n .

N ea r th e  beg inn ing  o f th is  thesis, we no ted  th a t  th e  t i t le  o f th e  A chilleid , as 

a  second  epic, m ade it  seem  th a t  S ta tiu s  was challenging  H om er w ith  his own 

version  of som eth in g  like th e  O dyssey  (see above, p 23). In  a  genera l sense th is 

holds tru e , for th e  p o rtio n  of th e  epic th a t  we have is a  s to ry  of delays and  

d iversions. Y et we have n o t had  m uch cause to  look a t  th e  O dyssey  as a  m odel 

in  th e  course  of s tu d y in g  th e  d e ta ils  o f th e  Achilleid. T h ere  is one asp ec t of the  

p lo t o f H o m er’s second epic th a t  m ig h t b ea r  considera tion , how ever. T h e  Achilles 

describ ed  by S ta tiu s  is a  young m an  w ho has n o t ye t gone to  w ar. H e is far older

2 9 6



than Opheltes, but younger than Parthenopaeus, for example. He is an ephebe, 
but unUke a figure such as Hylas, he is destined to be a warrior. It is hard to think 
of parallels in ancient epic, Greek or Latin, for a boy at such an awkward and 
transitional age, with one major exception: Telemachus. Fatherless, with only his 
mother to guide him, struggling to find a sense of himself as a man, Telemachus 
has much in common with Achilles, and it is worth considering whether Statius 
might have been influenced by Homer’s portrayal.

Carolyn Higbie, in a recent study of Homeric patronymics, has claimed that, 
‘In the Odyssey, Telemakhos learns who he is, that is, in a Homeric sense, whose 
son he is, and he learns it in a number of ways’ (1995: 148). She documents 
Telemachus’ reluctance to identify himself as his father’s son. At one point he 
expresses doubt about his paternity:

toiyap iyCi xoi, ^eive, ^dX’ dtTpex^w? dyopeijaco.
[iT̂ TiQp (i^v t ’ i \ i i  <pr)oL ToO S[a(ievai, aOxdp Y£

oOx ol8’- ou yap nw tl? tov yovov auxoi; dv^yvco. (Od. 1.214-6)

This sort of evasion is unusual in the Homeric poems, because heroes identify 
themselves by means of their lineage: ‘when a warrior goes into battle or meets a 
stranger, whether in his own home or elsewhere, it is im portant tha t he identify 
himself with his name and that of his father or, very rarely, th a t of his grandfa
th er’. S t a t i u s ’ Achilles shows a similar reluctance to do just that. Telemachus, 
like the young Achilles, lacks a sense of his own destiny and is easily directed by 
others. He finally comes into his own, of course, when Ulysses arrives on Ithaca. 
There is a recognition scene, and father and son go into battle together. In the 
Achilleid it is Achilles who is in disguise, not Ulysses, and the Ithacan is not his 
father, but at least he belongs to the same masculine and heroic world as Peleus. 
And it is he who utters in Achilles’ ear the words which, as much as the trum pet 
blast, cause him to reveal his Homeric self: iuvet haec audire patrem  (1.873). 
Only then does Achilles identify himself to Lycomedes, for the first time in the 
poem, as the son of Peleus and only then does he successfully prove himself a 
man.

6 . 3  C o n c l u s i o n

W hen he set out to represent Achilles among the women of Scyros, Statius gave 
some thought to the circumstances and the deeper reasons th a t might have 

H i g b i e  ( 1 9 9 5 :  1 4 8 ) .

2 9 7



perm itted  such a s itua tion  to  arise. A young m an dom inated by his m other, 
w ith no proper supervision by his father, such a young m an, hke Telemachus, 
m ight be im posed upon. So S ta tius proceeded to  revise bo th  the  Homeric and 
the  A pollonian m odels of Achilles’ childhood, m aking T hetis the active party  
and Peleus an  absentee father, like Ulysses in the Odyssey, a to ta l reversal of the 

s itua tion  described by Apollonius. I t was already p a rt of the  trad itiona l story 
th a t  Achilles had only subm itted  to  the indignity of girlish clothing in order to 
please his m other. W hat S tatius added was to  depict T hetis as taking the  place of 
a  father, providing her ‘daugh ter’ a parodic inversion of m ale education. S tatius 

took a bare idea, th a t  Achilles stayed on Scyros to  please his m other, and gave 
it d ram atic  life. S ta tiu s stresses the  harshness of the p reparation  Chiron gave 
Achilles, which was also trad itional, bu t by m aking Pelion the only world th a t 
Achilles ever knew the  poet effects another subtle bu t no less im portan t change 

in the  m yth. No longer is Achilles’ home in the  royal hall of P h th ia , whence he 
spends a tem porary  sojourn w ith Chiron; Pelion is the  only home he has ever 
known. This change perm its S tatius to  depict the hero as com pletely prepared 
for a life of war, and  yet u tte rly  unprepared to  deal w ith hum an society. So when 
T hetis suggests th a t  her son dress as a girl in order to  gain access to  Deidamia, 
the boy does not really know any better. Never having mixed in hum an society 
as a  boy, it makes little  difference to  him  th a t he joins it as a girl. In this way, 
S ta tius lends Achilles’ acquiescence to  the plan dram atic  plausibility. Like the 
giant barbarian  slave who spoke perfect A ttic  Greek and whom Herodes A tticus 
kept as an am usem ent (see above, p 150, n 92), S ta tiu s’ Achilles is a pure child 
of raw n a tu re  who also possesses, in some ways, perfect culture. Yet he does lack 
one im portan t th ing, and th a t is a sense of him self as a Homeric hero, which is 
som ething th a t can only be had via one’s father. A lesson th a t  S ta tiu s took from 

Homer is the  sam e one th a t Joyce took in his Ulysses: the  developm ent of a boy 
into a m an can only happen w ith the help of the right kind of a father-figure, 
who need not necessarily be the boy’s biological father.

A t two points in the Achilleid does Achilles assert his own will. He declares 

his in tention  to  prove him self a  m an when he rapes Deidam ia, and  he responds 
to  Ulysses’ tales of war and glory, eventually seizing the  weapons th a t  make him 

a w arrior. B oth  of these are a ttem p ts  to  pu t his girlishness behind him  and to 
open up his Homeric destiny, bu t only one of them  succeeds. We analyzed the 

circum stances of Achilles’ failure to  prove him self a  m an through  rape and we 
concluded th a t S ta tius m eant th is as a  response to  Ovid. For Ovid, the  rape of 
Achilles by D eidam ia is a dem onstration  of the naturalness of norm ative gen-
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der assignments. For Statius, sexual violence may be a necessary condition of 
masculinity, but it is not sufficient on its own. Achilles, placed in a completely 
feminine milieu with imbellis Lycomedes and his daughters, is incapable of fig
uring out on his own how to become a man. It is only when the arrival of a 
Greek warship changes the atmosphere on Scyros and injects a male element 
into Achilles’ world that his fierce nature has something to respond to. For 
Statius as for any writer in antiquity, biology is destiny, but that destiny may be 
postponed, for it needs a suitable environment to develop. In words th a t would 
have been alien to Statius but may be descriptive nonetheless of one aspect of 
his project, gender is not only natural and inevitable (as the Ovidian praeceptor 
teaches), but it is also, to an extent, socially constructed.

The masculine destiny to which Achilles is called at the end of the completed 
portion of the Achilleid is figured as literary tradition. It is not just any glori
ous mythical future, but specifically the plot of the Iliad tha t beckons. Chiron 
recognizes this when he makes a prediction to Thetis:

non addo metum, sed vera fatebor; 
nescio quid magnum—nec me patria omina fallunt— 
vis festina parat tenuesque supervenit annos. (1.146-8)

W hat Chiron reads from omens and prophecy is what we know from Homer. 
The phrase nescio quid magnum  is a reference to Propertius’ famous character
ization of the Aeneid: nescio quid maius nascitur Iliade (2.34.66). Statius says 
magnum, not maius, because it is not something greater, it is the Iliad tha t is in 
preparation. As Barchiesi (1993: 344f) and Hinds (1993: 41-3) have shown, an
other mythological ‘prequel’ that alludes to this Propertian line is Heroides 12, 
the letter from Medea to Jason. In the dramatic frame of her letter, Medea is 
just about to embark upon the actions tha t constitute the plot of Euripides’, and 
presumably Ovid’s, tragedy. So when she says nescio quid certe mens mea maius 
agit, she refers to the higher genre of the ‘upcoming’ Euripidean tragedy; and 
perhaps Ovid’s too. The same ambiguity holds for Statius; does Chiron mean 
only the events of the Iliad? Propertius was referring to the production of a 
new epic, so maybe the Centaur is too. If we read Chiron’s prophetic remarks as 
referring not only to Homer, but also the future unfinished plot of the Achilleid, 
then it amounts to a statem ent of poetic intent. Statius is engaged in writing 
something new and, especially at this stage of its composition, nescio quid is 
an apt characterization of the Achilleid. It is not going to be maius . . .  Iliade 
perhaps, but nescio quid magnum  nonetheless. If this is true, it fits well with 
the sort of bold yet modest claim Statius makes at the end of the Thebaid: an
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epic th a t  was n o t p e rh a p s  b e t te r  th a n  V ergil’s, b u t every  b it  in  th e  sam e class: 

n o t m aius Iliade  b u t  m agnum  nonetheless.

T h e  k ind  of epic th a t  S ta tiu s  w as em barked  u p o n  has b een  variously  charac

te rized  in  recen t years, especially  as O v id ian  (eg. H inds, 1998), an d  as H ellenistic 

(eg. B arch iesi, 1996), an d  these  a re  im p o rta n t p o in ts  to  m ake, for we shou ld  rea l

ize th a t  S ta tiu s  m u st have seen h im self as an  ‘epic successor’ n o t on ly  to  Vergil, 

b u t also to  O vid, A po llon ius an d  H om er. I t  w ould be w rong, how ever, to  try  to  

reduce such a  d e lib e ra te ly  open-ended  w ork to  a  sim ple p o e tic  fo rm ula. In  con

fron ting  H om er’s p o r tra i t  o f A chilles, S ta tiu s  em ploys, as we have seen, a b road  

range  of p o e tic  m odels, b o th  G reek  an d  L atin . Such brico lage w as no t, however, 

th e  on ly  p o in t o f th e  work. T h e  A chille id  w as n o t ju s t  an  exercise in  w riting  

e ru d ite  m y tho log ica l p o e try ; d esp ite  being  on ly  one p a r t  o f a  w ork-in-progress, 

it does y ield  a co h eren t m eaning . I t  is a b o u t sons, m o thers , fo ste r-fa thers  and  

biological fa th e rs , m en  an d  an im als, m en  an d  gods, sex as pow er, gender as a 

cu ltu ra l co n s tru c tio n , an d  gender as in n a te  an d  essen tial. I t  is a b o u t a  w ild boy 

b ro u g h t up  in th e  d isa p p o in tm en t of lost im m o rta lity ; it is a b o u t h is first ex

perience of h u m an  cu ltu re  an d  his en coun te r w ith  th e  o d d  puzzles o f sex and  

gender; an d  it is a b o u t th e  em ergence, d esp ite  his confused fam ily  c ircum stances 

an d  lack of clear p a te rn a l gu idance, o f his in n a te  v ir tu e  an d  d es tin y  as an  epic 

hero.

T h e  ques tion  is inev itab le : as A chilles leaves Scyros, w h a t h ap p e n s  nex t?  

I t  w as suggested  above (p  102) th a t  th e re  was enough in c id en t in  th e  m y th  

th a t  S ta tiu s  cou ld  easily  have ta rr ie d  for tw elve books before even b ring ing  his 

hero  to  Troy. A lte rna tive ly , O v id ’s M etam orphoses  p rov ides a  m odel for how th e  

trag e d y  of th e  T ro ja n  W ar could  be dissolved in  com edy. O vid  accom plished  th is , 

how ever, by  se ttin g  th e  s to ry  in a  w ider fram e, an d  it is n o t c lea r th a t  S ta tiu s  

w ould have been  ab le  to  do  th e  sam e in  an  epic th a t  re s tr ic te d  itse lf  to  th e  span  

of A chilles’ life. P e rh ap s  th e n  his epic w ould have tak en  a  som ber tu rn ; b u t th is  

is n o t a  ques tion  we can  answ er on th e  basis of th e  ev idence we have, for th e  

sim ple reason  th a t  th e  p roem  is to o  e llip tica l an d  ironic. S ta tiu s  a p p a re n tly  did 

n o t w an t to  foreclose p o te n tia l so lu tions to  h is E rgdnzungspiel a t  th is  stage, and 

in  th e  first c h a p te r  i t  w as suggested  th a t  th is  k ind  of u n c e r ta in ty  cou ld  ac tua lly  

have been  an  asse t for a  w ork-in-progress by  a  p rofessional p o e t. So i t  w ould be 

m ore p ro d u c tiv e  to  consider th e  A chille id  as we have it ag a in s t th e  background  

of th e  Iliad  th a n  to  sp ecu la te  naively  a b o u t its  unfin ished  p o rtio n . A b e tte r  

q u es tio n  is: how do th e  events of th e  A ch ille id  m ake us look diff'erently a t  th e  

H om eric  A chilles? M ore specifically, does h is tim e  sp e n t as a  g irl an d  th e  d rastic
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humiliations to which Statius subjects him leave a trace in our minds when we 
turn to Homer?

A debate over a parallel question has taken place in recent years in discus
sions of the transvestite plots of Shakespearean comedy, which might clarify 
the issues at stake here. For example, at the end of As You Like It, Orlando’s 
mock courtship of Ganymede is redeemed as legitimate when the boy is revealed 
to have been Rosalind in disguise. Rosalind marries Orlando, life returns to 
normal, and normative gender roles are reestablished and reaffirmed. Greenblatt 
(1988: gof) claims that the qualities of the male identity conjured up by Rosalind, 
‘will not . . .  endure: they are bound up with exile, disguise, and freedom from 
ordinary constraint, and they will vanish . . .  when the play is done. W hat begins 
as a physiological necessity is reimagined as an improvisational self-fashioning 
tha t longs for self-effacement and reabsorbtion in the community’. One could 
apply a similar judgment to the AchilleAd\ for, in our case, we do not have to 
imagine what happens after leaving the forest of Arden, because we know from 
Homer that Achilles leaves behind girlish things when he leaves Scyros and joins 
the community of warriors. Yet even in Homer Achilles is a unique figure who in
terprets the heroic code according to his own lights. Garber (1992: 75 -7) contests 
G reenblatt’s interpretation of Rosalind’s reabsorbtion, pointing to the epilogue 
of the play. This speech is delivered in the character of Rosalind, but in its course 
the boy actor acknowledges his true sex (‘If I were a woman I would kiss as many 
of you as had beards tha t pleased me . . . ’), and teases the audience with the kind 
of transvestite humor and homosexual innuendo that was a part of Rosalind’s 
masquerade in the play as Ganymede. Garber suggests that, while Rosalind takes 
up her proper wifely role as the play ends, nevertheless a ‘supplement’ remains 
that does not vanish when the curtain comes down, namely the erotic charge 
that Ganymede has brought to the play. If we read the Achilleid in the light of 
its own epilogue, which is the Iliad, do our perceptions of the hero in either text 
change? Achilles’ stay on Scyros may be read as confirming the inevitability of 
gender assignment and the triumph of innate male virtue, and therefore as an 
amusing but unproblematic prelude to Homer. It might just as easily be read, 
by a small shift in emphasis, as a problematization of gender, which locates a 
large part of its formation in convention and circumstance rather than in nature. 
On this reading, it is an invitation to deconstruct the Iliadic hero by locating 
certain Homeric traits, such as his pride, his brutality, his excellence as a warrior, 
his sensitivity to humiliation, and his disdain for certain conventional limits on 
human behavior, in the details of his biography as well as in his inborn essence.
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D ebate about the Achilleid  has usually been cast in term s of the hypothetical 
fu ture progress of the poem; would it have been a continuing rom antic comedy 
or a recapitu la tion  of the  tragedy of the Iliad? W hat such debates may really 
be abou t, however, is the  proper function of literature . Does it confirm w hat we 
already know about m yth and life or does it provoke questions abou t them ?

This thesis began by asserting the claims of the  Achilleid  to  consideration as a 
coherent poetic docum ent. The guiding idea has been to  subject the completed 
portion  of the  epic to  a  close reading in order to  see if it can be trea ted  as 
som ething more th an  a fragm ent th a t was lying on the p o e t’s desk a t his death, 
an accidentally surviving rough draft. I hope to  have dem onstrated  th a t certain 
individual episodes repay very close scrutiny and, w hat is more, th a t  the shape 
of the  plot in the 1127 lines th a t we have was determ ined not by accident but 
by design. Pelion and Scyros function as opposite poles, too  little  culture and 
too  much, and our poem  is a  study  in how the  pre-Iliadic Achilles negotiates 
a p a th  between them , ending ju s t a t the point when the narrative of Achilles’ 
pre-w arrior existence is complete. This part of the epic, a t least, is a comedy, 
not only on account of its obvious hum or, which I hope this thesis has not 
com pletely obscured, bu t because Achilles does succeed in becom ing the man 
and hero th a t he m ust. As a prospectus of his current project, as a testam ent of 
the  p o e t’s ex traord inary  range, and as a dem onstration  of his continuing powers, 
the Achilleid, unfinished though it is, can only be judged a success.
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