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SUMMARY

This thesis is a literary study of the Achilleid of P. Papinius Statius, an un-
finished hexameter epic on the life of Achilles. It is, so far as I know, the first
full-length monograph on the poem in any language. For the sake of keeping the
amount of text manageable, and in order to maintain a focus on the mythical
biography of Achilles, I have excluded from detailed discussion the section of
the poem that describes the Greek fleet mustering against Troy at Aulis (1.397—
559). The first chapter of this thesis serves as an introduction; I describe the
shape of the poem and what we know of the circumstances of its composition.
My argument is that the portion of the epic that we have should not be consid-
ered as a ‘fragment’, but as a coherent and carefully designed sample of work
that was intended to demonstrate the nature of the poet’s work-in-progress. On
this basis the formal unity of the work may be appreciated. The next chapter
attempts to characterize the nature of this epic project by examining a number
of key passages, including two programmatic sections. The first of these is a
description of a song performed by Achilles himself, which is found to be based
on Hellenistic and Neoteric models, especially Apollonius and Catullus 64. The
other programmatic section is at the very beginning, where the poet describes
the scope of the Achilleid. This proem is heavily ironic, and it is misleading even
with respect to the part of the epic that we have; it would therefore be extremely
hazardous to attempt a reconstruction of the unwritten portion of the epic on
its basis. The rest of the second chapter consists of a further attempt to charac-
terize the epic with respect to its poetic forbears by examining a few passages
where intertextual relationships are of particular interest. The third chapter is
a study of the way Achilles is described by Statius as a marginal figure between
the animal world, as represented by his cave-dwelling surrogate father, Chiron,
and Olympus, which, as the poet often reminds us, would have been the boy’s
patrimony if Jupiter had been his father rather than Peleus. The fourth chapter
is a discussion of Statius’ representation of femininity. Not only does Achilles
violate gender norms by dressing as a girl, but Thetis, too, by usurping the role
of a father, participates in the gender burlesque which is one of the most 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; that claim is evaluated in the fifth chapter. We find
that, while this is unlikely, it is striking that Statius himself uses the imagery of
initiation and mystery cult to represent Achilles’ stay on that island as a kind
of personal transformation. The sixth and final chapter comprises an attempt 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 that 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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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

A preliminary point to make is that 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  THE COHERENCE OF THE ACHILLEID

HE ACHILLEID of Statius is a difficult poem to classify, and this has impeded
Tour understanding of it. The Ozford 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 that has become seriously mutilated 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, that Statius had recited the Achilleid
in something like its present form prior to his death. The distinction is important,
because it has led to a certain neglect of the formal symmetries of the work. The
usual presumption, which is almost certainly correct, is that 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 adjustment 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

* Wollheim (1987: 275), discussing spatial dislocation in the work of J.-A.-D. Ingres.
1 OCD? s.v. ‘Statius, Publius Papinius’ [Feeney].
2 Coleman (1988: xx).



that have been substantially destroyed in the course of their transmission, which
would include the epic on Domitian’s German campaigns, of which only four
lines survive,3 and on the other hand work that was apparently left unfinished
at the time of the poet’s death. Of this latter category we have two examples: the
fifth book of the Silvae and the Achilleid. These two works differ in important
respects, and so we should further subdivide his late work to distinguish between
material that had not yet left the poet’s hands at the time of his death and was
only published posthumously and on the other hand partially-completed work
that Statius had already polished and presented to the world in his lifetime.
The poems of Silvae 5 are generally held to have been published posthu-
mously and there are several reasons why this is very likely true: the prepon-
derance of epicedia among the poems in Book 5, the personal nature of several
of these, the internal inconsistencies in Silvae 5.3, which may indicate that it
was cobbled together from disparate elements in the poet’s Nachlafl, and the
very incomplete state of the final poem, an epicedion on his adoptive child.4
This last poem breaks off so abruptly it should be considered a fragment in the
less technical sense of the term, i.e. it was not damaged in transmission, but
its state of composition is so inchoate and its unity so impaired that it war-
rants the designation. As we shall see, this contrasts strongly with the Achilleid,
which, though incomplete, ends at a logical stopping-point and exhibits a great
deal of symmetry in its structure. It has sometimes been loosely assumed that,
because Silvae 5 and the Achilleid are both unfinished, they were published to-
gether, but this is improbable.5 First of all, it is strange that the manuscript
tradition of Silvae 5 and the Achilleid are so utterly divorced from each other
if they were originally published together as a posthumous compilation. More
importantly, there exist numerous references to the Achilleid in the Silvae. It
would be a pointless eccentricity for a professional poet to allude publicly to a
work whose nervous beginnings he was husbanding away in his study; we should
not project modern writerly narcissism back onto a professional Roman poet.
Would Statius, as a performer, have advertised his current project in front of
prospective patrons before he had a taste of it ready to declaim, should the invi-

tation be forthcoming? We know from Juvenal (7.82—7) that Statius gave public

3 On the fragment of the de bello Germanico, see Coleman (1988: xv—xvii).

4 See Coleman (1988: xxxi). There are also many lacunae in book five, but this is true of the
Silvae generally, so they are as likely to have been the result of the vagaries of transmission as
due to a lack of polish.

5 Feeney (OC’D3 s.v. ‘Statius, Publius Papinius’) says, in speaking of the Silvae: ‘... Book 5
(together with his unfinished second epic, the Achilleid) was published after his death...’,
which might be taken to imply that the two events were connected.
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recitations from the Thebaid; he did not say that he waited until the epic was
finished before doing so. There is nothing to prevent us imagining that in order
to seek out patronage and popular interest the Thebaid might have been recited
in partial form prior to its ultimate and definitive publication. It may be that
what we have in the text of the Achilleid is some such provisional script.
When 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 poet’s executor from his notebooks; it
was a part of Statius’ euvre 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
faal”

Elsewhere in Book 5 there is a scene that conjures up the image of Statius
performing the Achilleid in precisely the manner that Juvenal described for
the Thebaid. The poet congratulates the boy Crispinus on his appointment as

military 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

6 Novus meaning ‘young’ is not very common of persons, and hard to parallel in that sense
with proper names; cf. OLD s.v. 11a.

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

8 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.

15



not certain, but it seems quite plausible that Crispinus has already attended
a performance of the Achilleid; the flattery would be more tactful if the poet
were implicitly acknowledging a past occasion as the warrant to presume his
interest in the poet’s current work. The least awkward reading of these lines
is as a simple expression of regret that Crispinus, having graciously blessed
an early performance of the Achilleid with his presence, would be forced to
miss the subsequent installments. At the very minimum, this passage forces
the recognition that Statius could envision a public performance of part of the
Achilleid in the very near future.

Our most specific information about the composition of the Achilleid comes
from a passage in Book 4 of the Silvae, in which Statius congratulates Vibius
Maximus on the birth of a son, expresses his wishes for a speedy return to Rome

from Dalmatia and makes a subtle appeal for patronage:

torpor est nostris sine te Camenis,

tardius sueto venit ipse Thymbrae

rector et primis meus ecce metis
haeret Achilles.

quippe te fido monitore nostra
Thebais multa cruciata lima
temptat audaci fide Mantuanae
gaudia famae. (4.7.21-8)

In short, Statius wants money and material help, but his request is made very
politely, using the conventional and correct rhetoric of patronage.® As Coleman
(1988: ad 4.7.21) says, ‘sine te, originally a religious formula ... conventionally
expresses the poet’s need for the stimulus of inspiration or patronage’. We might
even say that the language of inspiration and poetic guidance was a socially
acceptable way of discussing the stimulus of patronage. In the second stanza
quoted here, Statius reminds Vibius of his support for the successful project of
the Thebaid, mentioning the fame that attends the poet and by extension his
patron. The previous stanza describes the difficulties that Statius is currently
having in becoming sufficiently inspired to make progress with the Achilleid. It
would be wrong to read this as a case of writers’ block in the light of modern
romantic notions about the creative process and the tortured artist. Statius was a
professional poet, and could ill afford to indulge in hysterical bouts of self-doubt.

9 On the forms that the material benefit of patronage could take, see White (1978: go—2);
and on the identity of Vibius Maximus, see idem (1973).
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Indeed, of all poets, Statius is one whose fecundity and speed of composition is
most clearly attested. In the context of an appeal for patronage it would be
naive to think that he was having serious compositional problems and that he
was counting on the poetic expertise of Vibius Maximus for help. We may be
sure that Statius was as grateful for Vibius’ material help in completing the
revision of the Thebaid as for his aesthetic judgment; tactfully, he mentions the
latter alone.

What is interesting is that Statius describes the state of the Achilleid in a
manner that is very consistent with the way we have it now. As Henderson has
noted, the metaphor for a chariot getting stuck while making the first turn on
the race-course is suspiciously apt for a poem that has stopped just after its first
book.*® For Vibius tc understand the references in this poem at all, he would
have to have known that Statius was working on a poem on the life of Achilles.
He might have known this before he left for Dalmatia; the other possibility is
that he had gotten a letter. Had Statius written to describe the details of his
working life and his daily grind? Or had he sent his prospective patron a copy
of his current work-in-progress? If Vibius had no specific knowledge about the
state of completion of the second book of the Achilleid, then he would have been
able to understand the metaphor of primis ... metis only in part. He could
infer that the new Achilles-poem was stalled at its beginning, but he might not
have been able to appreciate the witty and precise equivalence made between
the books of the epic and laps in a chariot-race. What is the force of the word
ecce (23)7 It could be an attempt to inject vividness into the metaphor by
expressing the suddenness of Achilles’ chariot wreck. Alternatively, it could be
an indication that Silvae 4.7 was the covering letter that accompanied a copy
of the Achilleid to Dalmatia. At minimum, what we have here is evidence that
Statius acknowledged, in a book of Silvae he himself published, the existence
of the text we have in something like the form we have it. This text is not a
‘fragment’, but a prospectus to patrons that was so well advanced that the poet
could envision performing it publicly.

The significance of the other point in the Silvae where Statius mentions the
Achilleid is harder to gauge, as he does so merely as a prelude to asking Marcellus
whether he should be so bold as to attempt an epic on the emperor’s exploits
(Silv. 4.4.87-100). It may be that the poet is genuinely sounding out his well-
connected addressee on the idea, or perhaps he is merely flattering him with 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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appeal to his literary-political judgment.** Even if the true agenda here concerns
imperial panegyric, Statius nevertheless takes the opportunity to advertise the
successful completion of the Thebaid and to inform his prospective patron of his
current project (Troia quidem magnusque mihi temptatur Achilles, 94).

The Achilleid has long been considered even by its admirers to be in an
unfortunately mutilated state. It is true that there is a great disparity between
the sweeping promises of the proem and the limited extent of the narrative.
Might this not have been part of the design? If the Achilleid as we have it was
a prospectus, designed to whet the taste of the public for the new epic and
to offer his patrons a sample of what they would be underwriting, then it was
surely designed to provoke one question and one question only: what happens
next? Only the poet knows the answer and only the generosity of patrons can
provide the necessary ‘inspiration’ to unlock the answer. On this argument, the
Achilleid is not a clumsy sketch towards an unrealized final product, but rather
it is already a carefully crafted lure of a poem, designed to pull the audience
in and to cause them to wonder, ‘where could it possibly go from here?’ The
history of critical response to the poem bears out the brilliant success Statius
has had in posing that question to the minds of modern scholars; one can only
hope that he was equally successful among his prospective patrons. Very little
criticism has been written about the Achilleid, and amid what little there is, there
has been a proliferation of diverging attempts to figure out what Statius would
have gone on to have written.*? It will sometimes be necessary to consider here
what the Achilleid as a whole might have looked like, particularly in discussing
the bold promises of the proem, but in general I will attempt to steer clear of
arguments regarding the ultimate shape of the epic, on the grounds that the
issue is hopelessly subjective, and that such debates merely play uncritically
into the hand of the professional poet who made a living in part by keeping his
audience wondering about precisely that question.

The most important result to take from the foregoing discussion is that the
Achilleid did not escape accidentally from Statius’ desktop; it had already taken
its first steps in the world and the inchoate portion was ready for public recitation
at the very least. Moreover, the Achilleid is not a rough sketch; rather, it is

Statius’ final masterpiece.*3 It was evidently designed to indicate the possibilities

11 See Coleman (1988) ad Silv. 4.4.87-100.

12 The divergence of critical opinion may be illustrated by comparing Koster (1979), who
argued that the epic would consist of a string of erotic encounters in thematic contrast to the
Iliad, versus Méheust (1971: xx), who argued that once Achilles got to Troy, ‘le héros ... ne
se serait pas révélé moins brutal que ses collegues de la Thébaide’. See Aricd (1996: 198f), the
most recent intervention in this reductive and stubbornly persistent debate.

13 In the past, positive evaluations of the Achilleid have often come at the expense of the
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of a longer, complete epic on Achilles, sufficient patronage permitting, and so it
is not unreasonable to presume that the text we have, while open-ended, also
has a structure that 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 treat 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 that the decisive closure of the Thebaid
is more the exception than the rule in Latin epic. As to the judgment that the
Achilleid is Statius’ 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 Statius’ recitals
from Juvenal and indeed from the Silvae passage quoted above (p 15).*4 In fact,
I shall try to elucidate the text where possible from the position of auditor as well
as that of reader; but that is not the aspect of Johnson’s article that is relevant

here. He notes a symmetry that mere ‘fragments’ are not meant to exhibit:

Whatever Statius 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.

4 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 something that must be
interpreted with the whole body..., as something whose rhetorical energies and visual and
verbal glories would only realize their potentialities in the actuality 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, at the point
when the boy is just 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 that
he was 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).*5 As the narrative of Achilles, who is
on his way to Aulis, disappears into his mother’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’ attempt 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 that the poem ends mid-book is not a sign of abruptness either;
whereas in the Thebaid it is Statius’ practice to use book end-points to effect
a change of scene, they do not necessarily bring major 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 that 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.*7 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, of 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).

16 OCD® s.v. ‘Statius, Publius Papinius’ [Feeney].

'7 On the fluidity of transitions in the Metamorphoses, see Quintilian (Inst. 4.1.77) and
Fowler (1989: 88-97).

20



Book 1 alone possesses. Indeed, any structure that 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) attempted to demonstrate examples of the lack of polish that
the usual account of the poem’s creation would necessarily ascribe to it; he says:
‘Statius’ 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 that 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
at Rome in its final form under the supervision of the poet himself. Furthermore,
the judgment that lines 1.663f 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 thédtre: 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 socits multumque faventibus at 2.91 may be in a sense
‘weak’, as Dilke charges, but this is a reflection of Statius’ characterization of
Ulysses, who speaks those words: the devious Ithacan is trying to assure Achilles
that he only has the boy’s best interests at heart; the amplification is weak be-
cause the rhetoric is designed to ring hollow. In conclusion, Dilke’s attempt to
demonstrate 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 THE ACHILLEID AND LITERARY HISTORY

IT 1S UNLIKELY 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

18 Cf. Marastoni’s apparatus for approval of the lines. Line 1.661, just two lines before, has
poor MS support and is universally thought spurious.
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literature. Walter 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 I.*9 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,

What heat in Cynders of extinguisht fiers?2° (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. 12.811f), 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 happy ending. In a manner
strikingly reminiscent of Ovid’s error, Raleigh alludes vaguely to his indiscretion
as a ‘myshapp’ (10) and an ‘error’ (338). This may not be a conscious echo, but
rather due to the similarity of their embarrassment. Raleigh 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 Tower.?* Despite 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.

19 While never published until the modern era, the poem was more than a sketch; the MS is
a fair copy, not a first draft: Latham (1951: 124). The short fragment of the beginning of the
‘12th book’ is in a different meter to the 11th book.

20 Latham (1951: 25-43); a version of the poem in modernized spelling may be found in
Oakeshott (1960: 176-203)

21 Qakeshott (1960: 41-51).
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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 that Ovid would de-
liver upon his return from exile.?? At 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 important part of his eceuvre. The claims of unity made by Barchiesi for
the Fasti are equally true of the Achilleid: questo torso ha 1 suoi diritti di essere
considerato come un testo.?3 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, like Homer, he was moving on to a second epic.
He would show his range by attempting 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 Vergilian 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 that the Iliad and
the Thebaid are both named after the besieged cities that 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 martial
subject matter 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 Statius’ 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 that is apparently how Claudian read the work, recasting it as a monument

to aporia. A primary model for the De Raptu Proserpinae (DRP) was Statius’

22 See Barchiesi (1994a: 265—9), who also considers Ovid’s claim ( Trist. 2.549) to have written
twelve books. On the appropriateness of the note on which the half-finished poem halts, see
ibid. p 276.

23 Barchiesi (1994a: 268): ‘Il mio punto di partenza & che questo & un testo che ha avuto una
sua normale circolazione, non disconosciuta da Ovidio; un testo che si appella a un pubblico,
la meta di un progetto, ma non un manoscritto rubato...’.

24 On the secondariness of the Odyssey in the career of ‘Homer’, see [Longinus|, Subl. 11-15.
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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 Statian model,
Claudian left his own poem incomplete. The possibility has not to my knowledge
been seriously considered that 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 project’.?5 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 that
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 1.246fF)

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

5 Hall (1969: 105), quoted with approval by Gruzelier (1993: xx). Cameron (1970: 465f)
argues that the poet’s death interrupted the composition.
26 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. What 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 at 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 that 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 again.?® This 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 that Claudian
meant his own work similarly as a prospectus to patrons, and that Florentinus
simply took up the bid, but that 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 that the previous version of De Raptu Proserpinae
had so dramatically abjured completion that 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.

27 Claudian certainly might have revised Book 1 when he added the rest of the poem.
28 DRP 2. pref. 49-52. On the identity of Florentinus, see Hall (1969: g4—105).
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Indeed the pathos of the original conception was not abandoned, merely post-
poned. The poem breaks off again in the third book, as Ceres searches frantically
for her daughter. Claudian did not forget about the abandoned tapestry. We see
it again on the occasion that Ceres returns to her empty house and runs through

it in a panic:

...semirutas confuso stamine telas
atque interceptas agnoscit pectinis artes.
divinus perit ille labor, spatiumque relictum

audax sacrilego supplebat aranea textu. (3.155-8)

The weaving that was described so beautifully when Proserpina was still working
on it, while it still had a teleology, now appears to be a mess of confused threads.
All workers have not been idle in the meantime, however. A bold vandal has
supplemented the original weaving at its margins 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 image of the loom, and he makes sure that we
do not mistake his resumption of the project for an attempt to complete it or
somehow to redeem the pathos of his original conception. Claudian’s prefaces
tell us that even an artist who is committed to producing an incomplete work,
given the proper patronage, will take it up—and drop it-—once again.

The attraction of the Achilleid as a model for the later poet may be imagined
on a number of levels. It may be that Claudian read the incompleteness of the
Achilleid as a symptom of a belatedness to epic that he felt himself to share. He
may have seen it as Statius’ serious response to the monumental and already-
closed nature of mythological epic discourse; Claudian may have seen himself as
emulating Statius’ principled ‘refusal’ to advance his poem to treat of the Trojan
War, remaining on the margins of the larger epic narrative like the spider on
Proserpina’s loom. If so, the later poet was reacting to an important element
in the Achilleid. Of course, we are not obliged to agree that the inevitability of
Homeric and Vergilian narrative was the cause of Statius’ failure to proceed, but
it will be useful to recognize from the outset that the ineluctable nature of epic
fate and the failure of any attempt substantially to rewrite it are central themes
in the Achilleid.

In a recent study of intertextuality and literary tradition, Hinds (1998) has
interpreted the Achilleid in a way that converges with Claudian’s approach. His
Allusion and Intertext has done a great deal to advance our understanding of

29 The source that suggests itself for the contrast between Proserpina’s weaving and the
spider’s is Ovid’s story of Minerva and Arachne: see Heslin (1998).
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the Achilleid, and it will be obvious that I am entirely in agreement with most
of what he says, especially regarding the programmatic Ovidian ambitions of
the poem. Because this justly influential book ends with a negative judgment of
the place of the Achilleid in literary history, however, it may be a useful way
of clarifying my own position if I distinguish it from Hinds’. He illustrates the
extensive allusion Statius deploys in the Achilleid to Ovid, particularly in the
Metamorphoses, and to Catullus, particularly in poem 64, and to other poets
such as Horace altogether outside the epic tradition; he argues further and cor-
rectly that this constitutes an attempt to generate and constitute retrospectively
an alternative epic tradition. Because this bid to realign the entire epic genre

was unsuccessful, he judges that the poem as a whole was not a success:

. this aspect of Statius’ own bid to write the tradition into his
poem has been, measured by its modern reception, a failure. Statius’
literary historiography in the unfinished Achilleid constructs a tradi-
tion in which Ovid’s Metamorphoses features front and centre. This
is a tendentious rereading of literary history by Statius — more obvi-
ously tendentious than his privileging of Catullus 64 — and evidently

it is one which has not become canonical. (1998: 142f)

There are several problems with this formulation: (1) it ignores works like Clau-
dian’s De Raptu Proserpinae, which did continue the literary tradition con-
structed by the Achilleid; (2) Statius’ epic poetry as a whole, including the
more obviously Vergilian Thebaid, has not been ‘canonical’ in the West for sev-
eral centuries, so it is not clear that one can extract the ‘failure’ of the Achilleid
to be understood by modern critics from the general failure of those critics to
come seriously to terms with Statius’ corpus as a whole; and most importantly,
(3) it reifies a kind of Statian ‘failure’ that the poet has already wittily troped
through the figure of Thetis. The plot of the poem as we have it is largely the
story of failure, the failure of Thetis to prevent her son from going to war, in fact,
to prevent him from entering the liad and joining the mainstream epic tradition.
We know this endeavor is destined to fail, the poet knows it, and most of all,
Thetis must know it.3° That fore-knowledge does not dissuade her or make her
attempt meaningless. I shall try to demonstrate below (Sections 4.1 and 4.2) that
Thetis is characterized as a failure in many ways; we should not confuse this with
the poet’s failure to overturn the inevitability of the Homeric and Vergilian epic
narratives. To suggest the latent and potential imminence of another epic tradi-

tion always already alongside and in competition with the dominant paradigm

30 Catullus’ Parcae told her all about it at her wedding: see below, Section 4.1.2.
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is a big job for a small poem; even had he completed it, Statius would hardly
have expected to supplant the Iliad with the Achilleid, but rather to supplement
it. To redeem the text of the Achilleid from the prejudgment of pathetic insuf-
ficiency or outright failure that its reception has determined for it, whether on
account of its apparent aporia and belatedness, as for Claudian, or on account
of the misunderstanding of critics and the resistance of Homeric-Vergilian epic
discourse to being rewritten, as for Hinds, it will be necessary to attempt an

interpretation grounded in more generous premises.

1.3 GOALS AND METHODS

THIS INTRODUCTION has tried to demonstrate that Statius’ Achilleid has an a
priori claim to be considered as a coherent poetic document. The remainder of
this thesis is mostly an attempt to bear out that hypothesis by subjecting the
poem, or at least certain passages of it, to a close reading. In the interest of keep-
ing the quantity of material manageable and of maintaining a focus on the story
of Achilles, I have largely and consciously ignored the episode of the Greek fleet
mustering at Aulis (1.397-559). Latin quotations are from the Achilleid unless
otherwise specified, and the text will be quoted according to Dilke’s edition, ex-
cept where noted. Close attention will be paid to rhetorical analysis of speeches,
where Statius’ skill in characterization is most evident. Particular stress will
be laid on interpreting the poem with respect to its literary traditions and the
Roman environment in which it would have been recited. By this I mean the
intertextual relationship of the Achilleid to other poems on the level of language,
especially but not exclusively in the epic tradition; and I also mean its relation on
the level of narrative to other versions of the story of Achilles’ childhood and the
events on Scyros. The details of these sometimes obscure myths as they might
have been told before Statius are often better preserved in the visual arts than in
surviving literature, and so, as we might expect from a poet with Statius’ visual
imagination and interest in the plastic arts, the necessary ‘texts’ to which we will
compare Statius’ narrative will not always be of a literary nature. The origins
of some of these Achilles-myths have been traced by scholars to roots in Greek
ritual, and a certain amount of comparative anthropology will be required to
evaluate these claims. Moreover, Statius himself will be seen to use the language
of ritual to account for certain elements in the myth, and this will necessitate
some discussion of Roman religion. Finally, much of the Achilleid is preoccu-
pied with matters of sex and gender, and accordingly, much of the present work,

especially in its latter half, will constitute an investigation of Statius’ 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 important 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 that inquiry will be
the way Statius constructs Achilles as a liminal figure, suspended between mas-
culinity 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. Chapter 6 is a consideration of masculinity and paternity as they are ar-
ticulated by the phallic humor and the sexual violence that 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. 12.816f). This expression of aemulatio and filiation is a blasphemy against
romantic notions of creative originality and equally against agonistic accounts
of poetic succession.3* Because, as we shall see, the Achilleid holds itself at a
certain ironic distance from Vergil, it may provide a more accessible approach to
Statius’ epic ceuvre, 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 the ‘pride’ and ‘self-confidence’ that Statius in fact displays at the end of the Thebaid,
see Hill (1989: 99). On the beginning of the Achilleid as a reflection on the end of the Thebaid,
see Hinds (1998: 91-6) and Barchiesi (1996: 50).
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of the Achilleid, Statius the epic narrator looks back upon the achievement of
his previous work in terms that are very far removed from modesty. He reminds
us that this is not his first epic venture, and says that Thebes knows this:

scit Dircaeus ager meque inter prisca parentum

nomina cumque suo numerant Amphione Thebae. (1.12f)

That is, ‘The territory around Dirce knows it, and Thebes counts me among the
names of its founding fathers, and in particular along with its own Amphion’.32
That latter Theban was famous for building the walls of the city with his brother
Zethus, moving huge boulders by the sound of his lyre alone.33 Statius is like
Amphion because he ‘constructed Thebes’ with his lyre, building the city in
the imagination of his audience of his previous epic, stone by stone, word by
word. Statius is not merely claiming to be ‘regarded as equal to the bards of old’
(Dilke ad loc), but equal to the heroic poets of myth, Amphion and Orpheus,
who could animate lifeless objects with 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 that one could construct the city of Dublin from the pages
of Ulysses. Such is the confidence in his own powers that Statius expresses at the
outset of the Achilleid; it will be up to the reader to judge whether that level of

self-assurance was justified.

32 Dilke’s suggestion (ad loc) that the -que of meque may be an example of its sense of
quoque is impossible. Fordyce (1961) ad Catull. 102.3 points out that the evidence for such a
construction is exceedingly dubious and that even in those doubtful cases the pronoun is always
in an emphatic position, which would not be the case here. Rather, scit is used absolutely,
referring back to the poet’s claims in the previous lines; the first -que, in meque, coordinates
the two clauses whose respective verbs are scit and numerant, and the second, in cumque,
coordinates the two prepositions, inter and cum, both of which depend on numerant, which
alone takes me as its object.

33 Cf. quo carmine muris / iusserit Amphion Tyrios accedere montes (Theb. 1.9f).
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CHAPTER TwoO

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
that that 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 PROGRAMMATIC PASSAGES

ENECA, who allowed himself the license of scoffing at mythological poetry
Swhile composing it too, at the beginning of the De Beneficiis launches an
attack on poetry as compared to philosophy. He complains that 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

truth (1.3.10). He concludes thus:

Istae vero ineptiae poetis relinquantur, quibus aures oblectare pro-

positum est et dulcem fabulam nectere. (1.4.5)

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

* The English translation is that of O hAodha (1979: 107).



passage of Seneca, he justifies the practice of mythography in a scene that de-
picts Achilles himself singing mythological poetry. This is an elaboration of the
moment in the Iliad (9.189) where the embassy to Achilles discovers the hero
in his tent, playing the lyre to console himself. In the Achilleid, the consolatory
power of music and poetry is also apparent, but the context is different. The
young hero is providing after-dinner entertainment for his preoccupied mother,
who is a guest at Chiron’s cave. The Centaur takes out the lyre, tests it and

hands it to his ward:

[Chiron] ... attonitae varia oblectamina nectens

elicit extremo chelyn et solantia curas

fila movet leviterque expertas pollice chordas

dat puero. (1.185-8)

The education given to Achilles by Chiron was a mythical paradigm for peda-
gogical excellence from Pindar onwards (Nem. 3.43-52), and Statius reminds us
that music was an important part of that education. Chiron teaching Achilles
to play the lyre was a very popular motif in Roman art, and Statius’ audience
would have recognized this intimate scene from such visual representations. In
the famous painting from the basilica of Herculaneum, Chiron plucks the strings
of the lyre for his pupil just as he does here.* The collocation of nectere and
oblectamen / oblectare used in both texts in the sense of composing poetry sug-
gests that Seneca and Statius may have been contributing to the same debate
about the utility and accuracy of mythological poetry. Statius redeems its use-
fulness by reminding us of the part it played in Achilles’ pedagogy, as well as by
re-emphasizing its consolatory power. The accuracy of the myths sung by the
poets is endorsed, moreover, by the implication that Chiron and Achilles stand
at the beginning of a continuous tradition of heroic poetry that goes back to
the time of the heroes themselves. Statius makes this metaphor of poetic ‘tradi-
tion’ concrete in the act of teacher handing the lyre to his pupil; he used similar
language when describing the patrimony of poetry he inherited from his own

teacher, his father:
sed decus hoc quodcumque lyrae primusque dedisti ... (Silv. 5.3.213)

Chiron’s instruction of Achilles represents one of the first stages in a tradition

that bound teacher to pupil and continued all the way down to Statius’ own day.

! The popularity of the episode in Roman art has been attributed to a sculpture group of
the scene that Pliny (NH 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: LIMC 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 xAéa dv3pd@v in Homer’s description of Achilles’

song:
™H) 8 Ye Buuov Eteprey, Gewde & dpa xhéa GvSpP@V. (9.189)

It would be interesting to know more about the content of the song in the lliad;
there is a potential conflict of interest in the circumstance that Achilles was at

the same time the subject of heroic poetry par ezcellence and a poet himself.

2 This phrase occurs again in the form immania semina laudum in a corrupted line of
the MSS of Ovid’s Heroides (9.83), in the midst of a passage rife with interpolations (see
Dorrie, 1971 in app. crit.). Merkel speculated that this hexameter was introduced to supply a
perceived lacuna between a pentameter and a hexameter that had been corrupted into another
pentameter. In that case, the putative interpolator was evidently put in mind of the Achilleid
by the cross-dressing in Ovid’s poem, since Deianeira is here remonstrating with Hercules
over his servitude to Omphale. Perhaps, however, the words immania semina laudum did
originally belong to Ovid’s text, and Statius is the imitator. One could eliminate some clear
interpolations and marry together two divorced half-lines (ante pedes dominae and immania
semina laudum), emending the whole passage in a way that makes very good sense:

A! quotiens, digitis dum torques stamina duris,

praevalidae fusos comminuere manus! 8o
ante pedes dominae t immania semina laudum [81-3]
factaque narrabas dissimulanda tibi: 84
scilicet . ..
[there follows an enumeration of Hercules’ deeds] (Her. 9.79-85)

The problem, and the likely reason this simple solution has not been conjectured before, is
the resulting metrical irregularity. Such an hiatus at the caesura after dominae is almost
unparalleled in Ovid: cf. in general Platnauer (1971: 57—9) and on hiatus in the Heroides,
Palmer (1898: 509f). One could try to patch this up by further conjecturing that an elided
monosyllable like tu or tam fell out of the text at the caesura, but there is in fact some chance
that the hiatus may be original. The only other parallel for such an hiatus in all of the Ovidian
corpus comes, coincidentally, from this same epistle, about fifty lines further down: forsitan
et pulsa 1 Aetolide Detanira (131). One could argue with Courtney (1965: 65f) that this
metrical anomaly points to the non-Ovidian authorship of this epistle or, as I would suggest,
that Deianira is deliberately evoking a mock-heroic tone by employing an Homeric-Vergilian
metrical effect in an incongruously elegiac context. For a similar example of a metrical anomaly
in this epistle used to defend rather than impeach its authenticity, see Barchiesi (1993: 340f).
The unsuitability of elegiac form to heroic content is precisely Deianira’s complaint: Hercules’
deeds, recounted in the proper context, are indeed worthy of praise; but not when narrated
by an emasculated hero, who sits at the feet of his mistress. If Statius knew the Heroides
passage in some such form as suggested here, either because it was Ovidian or because it
was already interpolated, then Achilles’ decision to begin his relation of the laudum / semina
with the labors of Hercules may also be indebted to Deianeira’s ironic taunt at her husband.
Elsewhere in the Achilleid Statius does allude to this passage: attrito pollice (Ach. 1.581) and
robusto ... pollice (Her. 9.78) both refer to the cross-dressed heroes’ attempts at spinning.
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At an absurd extreme the possibility exists of the poet/hero praising his own
exploits. In fact, Statius stops not far short of that point. He explores the subject

matter of Achilles’ verse in much greater detail than Homer:

. canit ille libens inmania laudum
semina: quot tumidae superarit iussa novercae
Amphitryoniades, crudum quo Bebryca caestu
obruerit Pollux, quanto circumdata nexu
ruperit Aegides Minoia bracchia tauri,
maternos in fine toros superisque gravatum

Pelion: hic 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 that
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.? 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 that her smile was forced.4 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 hic (194) implies that it
is the final part of Achilles’ recitation that 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
that the audience of Latin poetry remembers it, including its premonitions of
Achilles’ glory and death at Troy.5 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 As Elaine Fantham points out in a forthcoming article in Hermathena, Horace, Epode 13
is relevant here. In that poem Chiron sings to his young charge about his destiny, telling him
that the Parcae (line 15) have fated him to die at Troy. The consolatory power of music is also
important in that context.

4 (1.194) Not as Mozley, ‘Then Thetis relaxed her anxious countenance and smiled’, but as
Dilke (ad loc), ‘Then Thetis, though worried, mastered her face and smiled’.

5 On the reverberation of the song of the Parcae through the Achilleid, see Hinds (1998: 125~
8) and below, Sections 4.1.2 and 4.3.1.
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2.1.1 ANACHRONISM AND ECPHRASIS

When Apollonius turned his hand to the tradition of ecphrasis that 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
important 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 latter’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 named.” He made sure, however, that 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

6 The Aspis reportedly was criticized for inconsistent and implausible mythography, in that
Hephaestus was unlikely to make weapons for Heracles, his mother’s nemesis: Lamberton
(1988: 139).

7 Cf. Shapiro (1980: 282): ‘The central scene, the battle of the Taphian pirates with the sons
of Elektryon, is perhaps most Homeric. ... Its model is an excerpt from the city at war on the
shield of Achilles.... 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’.

8 See Malamud and McGuire (1993: 195-7) on the issue of the priority of the Argo in Valerius
Flaccus.
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to Crete as a past event. Weber (1983) demonstrated that the source for the
tension between these two events is to be found in Apollonius. When Jason se-
duces Medea in Book 3 of the Argonautica, he tells her the story of Theseus and
Ariadne (conveniently omitting to mention her abandonment, 3.997-1004), as if
it belonged to the distant past. This anachronism must have been all the more
blatant in the light of Callimachus’ Hecale, which evidently described Medea’s
attempt in her later years to poison the ephebic Theseus when he first arrived
at Athens to find his father.9 Catullus violates the distinction between ecphrasis
and frame that Apollonius was at such pains to respect on Jason’s cloak, and he
does so by replicating an anachronism found elsewhere in Apollonius’ text. By
the time Vergil approached his epic ecphrasis, therefore, the question of anachro-
nism was unavoidable. The shield of Aeneas completely violates the temporal
frame of the narrative, but the narrator explicitly justifies the disjunction by
explaining that Aeneas understood none of the Roman history represented on
the shield (8.730-1).

Statius returns the tradition of epic ecphrasis to Achilles. From Achilles’
shield to Achilles’ song, the topos comes full circle: from a work of art that was
interpreted as a poetic program to a programmatic poem that reflects a tradition
of described works of art. Here, as in the case of Jason’s cloak, Statius puts
together a set of mythological vignettes that carefully precede the action of the
narrative, and which respects their relative chronology; he puts Theseus’ voyage
to Crete after the Argonaut Pollux’ encounter with Amycus, thus restoring the
precedence of the Argo voyage. The major change Statius accomplishes is to
apply the tradition of ecphrasis not to a work of plastic art, but to a narrative. Of
course the epic ecphrasis had always been in some sense a way of talking about
poetry, perhaps even for Homer.*® Certainly the cloak of Jason and Catullus
64 both contain meta-poetic commentary, particularly on the question of the
connection between ‘verbal and visual means of communication’.** Furthermore,
as we shall see below (p 44), one episode in Achilles’ song calls to mind another
Statian ecphrasis: the shield of Theseus in Thebaid 12. Theseus carries into

battle a shield that has a representation of himself on it, so that his enemies

9 Apollonius’ solution to the incompatibilities between the story of Theseus and that of
the Argo was to note that Theseus would have joined the Argonauts, if he had been able;
unfortunately he was being detained with Pirithous in Hades at that time (1.101-3). The
implication that Theseus spent a lengthy period in the underworld ingeniously solves at a
stroke the problem of Theseus’ biography seeming simultaneously to predate and postdate
that of the Argonauts.

19 Achilles’ shield in the Iliad depicts an &owég, who has been seen as a figure for Homer,
but the authenticity of the line has been doubted; see Edwards ad Il. 18.604—6.

11 See Laird (1993); quotation: p 28.
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see the hero approaching twice (bis ... bisque, 12.673), once in life and once
in art. This mirror image of Theseus in his own shield seems to be a comment
on the mimetic power of art, corresponding perhaps to the scene on Jason’s
cloak in which Aphrodite sees a mirror image of herself in Ares’ shield.** The
issue of mimesis is raised by Achilles’ song too, in that the narrator 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’ within epic: to repeat it
verbatim, as in the tale of Ares and Aphrodite (Od. 8.266-366); to list key
points of the plot, as in the story of the wooden horse (8.499-520); or simply to
name the theme, as in the quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles (8.72-82).3
Statius enumerates Achilles’ themes in a particularly elliptical way; each story is
represented by an indirect question that 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 Theban history that
Statius suggests and rejects as topics in the proem of the Thebaid.*4 We shall now
see that these details serve to give strong indications as to the style and aesthetic
of Achilles’ narrative. The Homeric hero, as it turns out, is in sympathy with

certain very learned and distinctively Hellenistic notions of poetic composition.

2.1.2 ACHILLES, POETA DoOCTUS

The programmatic nature of Achilles’ song is evident in its very subject matter.
We have already noted its similarity to Catullus 64: both poems bring together
the wedding of Peleus and Thetis, the voyage of the Argo, and Theseus and the
Minotaur. The story of Pollux and Amycus was told by Apollonius (Argon. 2.1-
97) and by Theocritus in his hymn to the Dioscuri (22.27-134). Achilles, the
Homeric hero, takes up his lyre to perform a poem whose content, on its sur-
face, seems indebted particularly to Alexandrian and neoteric models: Apollo-
nius, Theocritus, Catullus. The details of Achilles’ song also owe something to

the precision, or even pedantry, of the Hellenistic age. Each of the first three

12 Argon. 1.742—6. The appropriation by Aphrodite of an instrument of war for erotic purposes
is also of course a comment on Apollonius’ appropriation of the Homeric shield as the model for
the cloak in which Jason seduces Hypsipyle. As Professor Barchiesi has pointed out (lecture,
delivered at Princeton, May 1, 1999), Statius also alludes to this collision of the erotic and the
military in the scene where Achilles catches sight of a reflection in a shield of himself dressed
as a girl (Ach. 1.864-7).

13 On the paradigmatic value of the songs of Demodocus for internal narratives in the epic
tradition, see Nelis (1992), esp. p 164 on their thematic connection with the ecphrastic ‘nar-
rative’ of Ares and Aphrodite on Jason’s cloak in the Argonautica.

4 Theb. 1.9-13: quo carmine, unde, quod ... opus, cui, and cur.
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episodes in Achilles’ narrative is designated by means of an indirect question
that focuses our attention on one small peculiarity of each myth. We shall see
that these details are not arbitrary; they were all matters of specific concern to
the Hellenistic poets. The four details that 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;
maternos ... 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 ... 1ussa, 1.189). The answer is of course twelve; but that number
does not appear until surprisingly late in the mythological record. Brommer
(1986: 5, 64, and 77f, n 82) attributed the origin of that particular quantity to
the prestige of the temple of Zeus at Olympia, which had a set of twelve metopes;
but the number 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 Pindar has been suggested to contain a reference to a ‘twelfth’
labor, but the papyrus only has a few letters of that word (8wd]éxato[v, 43), and
so the evidence is equivocal.*> 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 flood: Callimachus (F 23.19f 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 period.*” Stipulating the precise number of Hercules’

5 See Pavese (1968: 81—4); his argument for dwd]éxato[v, rather than 3]éxato[v (‘as a con-
clusive reference the tenth labor is surely less apt than the twelfth and last’, 81) seems to take
for granted what he then sets out to prove: that the concept of twelve Herculean labors existed
in nuce as early as Pindar.

16 Boardman (LIMC s.v. ‘Herakles’, p. 6), for instance, arrives at twelve labors by counting
what is really one episode as three ‘labors’: the Hesperides, the ‘Sea-clearing’ and holding up
heaven in substitution for Atlas (Eur. Herc. 394—407); on this see Brommer (1986: 61).

7 Thus P.T. Eden (1975: ad Verg. Aen. 8.291), for example: ‘... the selection of the canoni-
cal twelve from the great mass of adventures connected with him was probably the work of the
cataloging Alexandrians. ...’ Similarly, Pavese (1968: 83f), and Boardman (LIMC s.v. ‘Hera-
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labors for Eurystheus was a feature of Hellenistic mythography, and Statius’
Achilles shares that 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 Statius is alluding here to Apollonius, or rather to a Vergilian-Apollonian
intertextual nexus. Again the topic is introduced by means of an indirect ques-

‘... how Pollux with his glove smote down the

tion; Mozley translates it thus:
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 ... 7ussa and the third one by quanto ... nezu, 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 world.*® In 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 (iudvteg, cf. Hom. Il. 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 that served also as an offensive weapon.
Apollonius and Theocritus both specify quite clearly that the iudvteg used by
Pollux and Amycus were the hardened leather type familiar in the Hellenistic
world.*9 Apollonius further notes that it was Amycus who provided the ludvteg
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 that 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

cles’, p 15). The actual makeup of the canon of labors is first recounted in approximately its
familiar form by Diodorus (4.8-27).

18 See Poliakoff (1987: 68-79) for a clear overview of the subject.

19 Theocritus calls them stiff (otepeoic ... ludow, 22.108); Polyduces cuts Amycus (95-7)
and even manages to skin his forehead to the bone with a overhead chop (103-5), which implies
that the thongs were sharp as well: cf. Gow ad 22.80f. In Apollonius, when Amycus boasts of
his ability to make his opponents bleed, he is speaking of the thongs he has made, which are
of dry leather (fwoug ... dlaréag, 2.58f).

2° Thus Gow (1952: ad Theocr. 22.80f). According to Clement of Alexandria (Stromateis,
Book 1, Ch. 16, §76) and a scholiast on Plato (ad Laws 796a), there was a tradition that
Amycus was the inventor of the tudvrec.
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to choose between:

Ofxe ndpolbe mod&v dotoLg Exdtepbey ludvtag
Opolg, dlaréoug, nept 8’ oly’ Eoav EoxAndvec. (2.52f)

There is a slight pun on the two somewhat different senses of ®uéc. Not only are
these thongs made of ‘raw’ hide, they themselves are also ‘cruel’ for that 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 water it can become very soft once again.
Apollonius stipulates that the raw leather was dried to a crusty hardness, which
in ordinary leather-work is not a desirable outcome, and for this reason rawhide
that was not destined for tanning was normally cured by drying it in the shade.?*
This process gave the thongs encrusted ridges on their outside edges; this seems
to be the force of nepl. Untanned cowhide thongs are not always necessarily
hard, however, as is shown by Pausanias’ discussion of the difference between
the sharp thongs (iuag 6Z0c) in general use in his own day, and the softer gloves
used in the past: éx Boéog mufic ludvteg hentol (8.40.3). In this latter 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 complete rigidity, but which when moist is very soft. Pausanias seems to
mean that the cowhide used in the softer thongs was so raw that it had not even
been shade-cured, much less tanned; he is in any case describing an historical
artifact long since obsolete in his day, so his information on its manufacture is
probably speculative.

Apollonius, then, attributes the development of the horny leather thongs,
with their ability to cut, to the handiwork of Amycus. He describes them as
opovg, or both ‘raw’ and ‘cruel’ or ‘bloody’. The relevance of all this to Statius
will be clear if we look back at the words with which he describes the episode:
crudum quo Bebryca caestu | obruerit Polluz (1.19of). Statius characterizes
Achilles’ narrative as having a particular interest in the type of caestus used
by Pollux; he calls Amycus crudus, which has the same range of meanings as
Ouoéc. As if to emphasize the interest shared by Achilles and Apollonius in the
rawhide thongs used in this bout, Statius precisely reproduces the Greek pun in

Latin. As Dilke notes (ad 1gof), in addition to meaning ‘cruel’, crudus has the

21 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 moistness 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) that 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 iudvteg 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 ... caestu)?? the Trojans
formerly used to the Roman variety, weighted and spiked with metal, that 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 ogaipat, or padded boxing gloves, for practice.?3
The allusion here to Vergil’s crudo ... caestu and to Apollonius’ ipdvtag Huolc
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 important 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.

22 Servius recognizes the double meaning of crudus: aut crudeli, aut duro (ad Aen. 5.69).
23 Silv. 4, praef; see Frére (1940), and for a different interpretation see Coleman (1988: ad
loc).
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Achilles’ next subject is Theseus’ encounter with the Minotaur, and once
again the wording shows a concern with the practical and minute details of
the struggle; just as before, the kind of instruments used by the combatants
in their bout must be investigated at some length in order for the significance
of Achilles’ interest in these details to be appreciated. The indirect question
this time is: quanto circumdata nexu | ruperit Aegides Minoia bracchia tauri
(191f).?4 The stipulation that Theseus wrestled the Minotaur is again a late
development. The earliest visual representations of the scene, which was very
popular in classical Athenian vase-painting, show Theseus grappling with a man
who has the head of a bull, and dispatching him with his sword. In Roman
art, by contrast, the contest develops into a more equally matched bout, with
Theseus using a blunt club to finish off the monster. This shift in the iconography
from sword to club was not, I would argue, entirely due to ‘the assimilation of
his career to that of Heracles’, as P. E. Knox has it (1995: ad Ov. Her. 10.77).
The visual representations of Theseus’ club in Roman art show a much thinner
object than Heracles’ customary implement; Woodford identifies it as a pedum, or
a shepherd’s crook.?> 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 Heracles’ iconography (cf. Daszewski 1977: pl 68 and perhaps
pl 16), but these are the exception; in most instances the club is more of a
thin walking stick, in some pictures looking a bit like a golf club (cf. LIMC
s.v. ‘Minotauros’, nos. 58, 68, Daszewski 1977: pls. 32, 27).

The likely reason for this change in the iconography may be found in the ex-
istence of two slightly differing versions of the myth. The usual tale has Theseus
arriving in Athens after the yearly tribute to Minos has already been paid once
or twice; he resolves to stop it and volunteers himself to go to Crete. Yet there
was another version according to which Theseus sailed back to Crete together
with Minos from Athens; this was therefore both the first and the last time the

tribute was sent; perhaps according to this version it was never intended to be an

24 Lauletta (1993: 89, n 26) notes that the line ending here may be a reminiscence of the
phrase bracchia Tauro, which ends line 105 of Catullus 64, where the struggling Minotaur is
compared to a tree high on Mount Taurus shaking its branches (bracchia).

25 LIMC s.v. ‘Theseus’, p. 581; the labyrinth being a favorite motif in mosaics, there are
many illustrations of this weapon and its meagerness: Daszewski (1977: pls 24, 27, 28, 30, 31,
32, and others).

26 The club carried by Theseus in Heroides 10 is called a clava (77) and nodoso stipite (101),
which does not give us a clear idea of its stoutness; on this use of stipes, cf. Verg. Aen. 7.523f,
certamine agresti / stipitibus duris agitur, and on the pedum, Ecl. 5.88-go, sume pedum . .. for-
monsum paribus nodis atque aere.
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annual event.?? Plutarch (Thes. 17 = FrGrH 4 F 164) tells us that, according to
Hellanicus, the agreement was that the Athenian youths would be hand-picked
by Minos and would sail to Crete with him; they were to bear no weapons of war
(undev 6mhov Apifiov), and if the Minotaur should nevertheless be killed by one
of them, that 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 Minotaur 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 Minotaur 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 (Mwdtavpoy ... maiov nuypais
anéxtewev, Epit. 1.9). There are several mosaics that illustrate a pure wrestling
match such as Statius’ 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, attribute 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 that Theseus wrestled the Minotaur,
he also enumerates the number of holds that 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

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

28 LIMC s.v. ‘Minotauros’, no 56, and Daszewski (1977: pls 33a, 33b, 34a, 34b).
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treatment of the matter in Thebaid 12. In that passage Statius exercised his
imagination in some detail over the problem of how to grapple with an opponent
who has the body of a man and the head and horns of a bull.?® Once again, we
find ourselves discussing an epic ecphrasis, in this case the shield of Theseus,
and once again we are confronted with the potential for anachronism. In the
pseudo-Hesiodic Aspis, the appearance of Theseus on Heracles’ shield strains

chronological plausibility; in the Thebaid, Theseus appears on his own shield:

at procul ingenti Neptunius agmina Theseus
angustat clipeo, propriaeque exordia laudis

centum urbes umbone gerit centenaque Cretae
moenia, seque ipsum monstrosi ambagibus antri
hispida torquentem luctantis colla iuuenci
alternasque manus circum et nodosa ligantem
bracchia et abducto uitantem cornua uultu.

terror habet populos, cum saeptus imagine torva
ingreditur pugnas; bis Thesea bisque cruentas

caede videre manus? veteris reminiscitur actus

ipse tuens sociumque gregem metuendaque quondam
limina et absumpto pallentem Gnosida filo. (Theb. 12.665-76)

In this case, ecphrasis and framing narrative come very close indeed, with the
mature Theseus displaying a representation of his younger self. The collapse of
laudandus and laudator that threatened to happen when Achilles was singing
about his parents’ wedding has actually happened here. Not merely immania
laudum | semina, Theseus’ shield represents the beginnings of his own praise:
propriae ... ezordia laudis (666). There is some stress on the remarkable fact
that it is he himself (ipse, 675) who commemorates his former deeds.3°

The ecphrasis of Theseus’ shield gives enough detail for us to begin to imagine
the wrestling holds employed by the hero. The contorted word-order deliberately
reflects the intertwining and confusion of limbs on the shield, especially the
tmesis of circumligantem (670); but we can nevertheless make some sense of
Theseus’ tactics. The pair are head-by-head, since Theseus must protect his face
from the Minotaur’s horns (671). It could be that they are grappling face-to-face,

29 Statius seems to have had a connoisseur’s knowledge of wrestling. The Thebaid has another
vivid and detailed account of a match in which Tydeus defeats the much larger Agyllus. Statius’
description of that bout and the tactics of the combatants is detailed and sure: thus Poliakoff
(1987: 24 and 46).

39 Cf. Silius’ description of Hannibal’s shield (2.451f), on which he himself is depicted; but
that is a gift from the Spanish.
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arms entwined, with Theseus’ hands behind his opponent’ neck, pushing it down
(hispida torquentem luctantis colla iuuenci, 669);3* but the fact that Theseus is
also controlling the Minotaur’s hands (alternasque manus, 670) makes it unlikely.
Theseus is probably positioned behind the monster, controlling his opponent
and forcing him down, as he does in a number of the wrestling mosaics (above,
n 28). Theseus is twisting his opponent’s neck, so he may have his opponent
in a head-lock, or he may be applying a Nelson lever, with one or both arms
under the Minotaur’s armpits, and his hand behind the monster’s neck to force
down the head. Theseus is simultaneously controlling the arms and hands of the
Minotaur,3? which he seems to have twisted behind his back, ready to break
them, as he does in the Achilleid (1.192).33

It appears, therefore, that Statius gave some thought to the problems Theseus
would have faced in this unorthodox match, and that he may have been influ-
enced by representations of the scene in the visual arts, where it was particularly
popular in labyrinth-themed mosaics. This link with the plastic arts is evident
in the appearance of the scene on the shield of Theseus, where the doubling of
the hero and his representation flirts with anachronism in precisely the way the
song of Achilles does. Theseus’ ecphrastic Doppelginger also focusses our atten-
tion on the accuracy of poetic mimesis, in that the people are terrified equally
by the Theseus represented in Statius’ poem and the Theseus who is explicitly
a representation on the shield of the ‘real’ Theseus. In Statius’ description of
Achilles’ song, which is an ecphrastic representation not of a visual object but of
another poem, Achilles displays a kindred interest in the practical requirements
of wrestling an opponent with horns on his head, enumerating the holds Theseus
used (quanto ... neru). The importance of wrestling in traditional Greek edu-
cation returns us to the issue of the usefulness of mythological poetry. Poetry
is not merely an incidental part of Achilles’ paideia; it complements his more
active pursuits, teaching him valuable and even practical lessons, such how to
wrestle an opponent with an unusual advantage.

To sum up, Achilles’ song manifests the hero’s interest in the realia of life in
the heroic age and accords well with the rest of his education by Chiron; it also

appears to endorse certain poetic models. The general content of Achilles’ song

31 A cista-lid handle represents the pair grappling in this way: LIMC s.v. Minotauros, no 47.

32 alternasque manus circum et nodosa ligantem / bracchia (670f). Both Mozley and Lesueur
wrongly translate the accusative phrases as though they were instrumental, and therefore part
of Theseus’ and not the Minotaur’s anatomy: ‘... binding him fast with sinewy arms and grip
of either hand ...’ (Mozley).

33 Examples of arm-locks of the kind that Theseus might be employing are illustrated by Po-
liakoff (1987: 47, figs. 43 and 44); the intertwining of the arms in these holds would correspond
well to the word circumligantem.
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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 Peleus.3¢ This pro-
vides a unifying principle that these stories otherwise seem to lack; so it may be
that this is the implicit theme of Achilles’ song. It is an Argonautica, of a sort,
which would explain why Apollonius is such an important model for Statius
here. Accordingly, Achilles is devoted to Alexandrian literary models; this is
most obvious in the key details (quot ... ussa, quo ... caestu, quanto ... nezu,
maternos ... toros) that 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 xAéa dvdp@dv might be expected to
do so in purely Homeric fashion; but Statius upsets our expectations and at-
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 PROEM AND POEM

Turning now from Achilles’ poem to Statius’, we will look at the proem of the
Achilleid, which is its most thoroughly studied passage by far.35 I will have

frequent occasion to revert to these lines later on when discussing the particular

34 Statius, at least, considered Theseus to have been aboard the Argo: cf. Ach. 1.156f and
Theb. 5.431f.

35 The present discussion does not offer much beyond what has already been said about the
proem by Barchiesi (1996).
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themes of the epic that are adumbrated here, and so I will be brief, focusing for
the moment only on what these lines may say about the scope and program of
Statius’ projected epic. The seven lines at the beginning of the Achilleid pose a
conundrum of poetic affiliation that is not easy to solve; and perhaps it was not
meant to be solved definitively at this stage in the evolution of the composition.
It is not surprising, given the example of arma virumque, that the relation of
an epic poem to its genre, and to the Homeric poems in particular, should be
under negotiation at its opening; but in this case the overt mention of Homer
(cantu / Maeonio, 3f) brings the issue to the surface in a particularly stark
manner.3® There are several competing models of epic composition in contention

here, of which Homer is only one:

Magnanimum Aeaciden formidatamque Tonanti
progeniem et patrio vetitam succedere caelo,

diva, refer. quamquam acta viri multum inclita cantu
Maeonio (sed plura vacant), nos ire per omnem

(sic amor est) heroa velis Scyroque latentem
Dulichia proferre tuba nec in Hectore tracto

sistere, sed tota iuvenem deducere Troia. (1.1—7)

The subject of the poem is announced in the space of seven lines, which is, as
Barchiesi (1996: 47) points out, a canonical number, shared by the opening peri-
ods of the Iliad, Aeneid and Lucan’s Bellum Civile. In this case, however, there
are several strong pauses in the sense; most notably, the narrator interrupts the
exposition of his theme with parenthetical comments not once, but twice. As
it happens, none of the standard texts of the Achilleid punctuate these lines
correctly. Two phrases, sed plura vacant and sic amor est, are both detached
syntactically in equal measure from the rest of the sentence: they are pure paren-
theses. Yet editors have played down their impact; Dilke, for example, set off the
first phrase with round brackets and the second with dashes, as if varying the
punctuation might temper the halting effect of one interjection coming on the
heels of the other.37 The only place one can find these lines printed correctly is
in Barchiesi’s article on the interpretation of the proem (1996: 50); he silently

corrects the usual typographical evasion and punctuates the passage as above.

36 Thus Barchiesi (1996: 50).

37 The punctuation adopted by Méheust and Marastoni, on the other hand, is quite mislead-
ing if not simply ungrammatical; they only mark the second parenthesis as such, while putting
a comma before sed plura vacant and a colon after it. This implies that sed coordinates with
quamquam, but sed was not used in place of tamen in this period (see LHS 487); it would also
leave the sentence divided paratactically into two uncoordinated halves at the colon.
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Yet this is not a matter we should pass over without comment, for the discomfort
of editors with Statius’ syntax is a symptom of its very real strangeness. In the
rest of the Achilleid we shall see that Statius regularly uses aposiopesis, anaco-
luthon and parenthesis as verbal markers of direct speech for his characters; to
do so in his persona as narrator has a striking, almost colloquial, effect.

These pauses strike a Callimachean note; as Tarrant says, ‘One of Calli-
machus’ distinctive techniques is the parenthesis in the opening line of a poem,
which appears in several poems of various genres. . ..’38 Tarrant also documents
Callimachus’ use of multiple parenthesis, which Statius likewise employs here. In
epic, Statius’ introductory parentheses may recall the opening of Ovid’s Meta-
morphoses, which is interrupted by a parenthetical comment in its second line:
(nam vos mutastis et illa) (1.2). That is an apostrophe addressed to the Muses,
and belongs, as von Albrecht (1964: 172f) demonstrates, to a tradition of par-
enthetical invocations of the Muses going back to the Homeric catalog of ships
(Il. 2.485f). Like Ovid’s parenthesis,39 Statius’ comments here concern the form
of the work at hand, and although she is not named, I believe they are likewise
addressed to the poet’s Muse. The hymnic roots of such parenthetical comments
on the scope and nature of the work may be seen in the beginning of Callimachus’
hymn to Artemis: "Apteuw (00 y&p éhagpov deddvieaot habéobat) / Ouvéouev.
Callimachus, however, is not addressing the goddess, but is simply making an
aside to his audience; could Statius be doing the same in his two parentheses?
It is evidently assumed by most commentators that Statius is addressing no one
in particular in these parentheses, but his comments are much less insipid if
understood as a continuation of the poet’s discourse with the Muse rather than
directed towards the audience. The confession sic amor est is meaningless if ad-
dressed to us; we in the audience assume, unless told otherwise, that the poet is
doing what he wants to do. The first sentence is addressed to diva, and the third
(tu modo ... necte comas, 8-10) to Apollo; it is only natural that the whole of
the sentence in the middle, which is addressed to the muse, and is governed by
the second-person verb welis, should also be directed towards the Muse, paren-
theses and all. The poet asks the goddess to be favorable to his request that she
inspire (yet again) an epic about Achilles, which he acknowledges to have been
done already (sed plura vacant!), but which the poet has a heartfelt desire to
attempt nonetheless, and despite the reservations the Muse seems to have (sic
amor est!). It discursively constructs the Muse as reluctant, unwilling, in need

of reasons to permit the poet to pursue the goal he has set, justifications that

38 Tarrant (1998: 143); cf. Callim. Hymn 3.1, Epigr. 4.1, 56.1f and 61.1f.
39 Assuming that illa (1.2) is the correct reading: Anderson (1993: 108f).
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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 that case, however, he posed as the hum-
ble servant of the goddesses: unde iubetis / ire, deae? (1.3f); only after mooting
a series of hypothetical possibilities does he decide what the boundaries of his
poem will be (limes ... carminis esto, 1.16).4° 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:
quem 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.
Statius’ 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
that the project Statius has in mind is really worthwhile.4* Statius acknowledges
that Homer had already sung about Achilles, and stubbornly asks permission to
pursue that theme nevertheless (nos ire ... wvelis, 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 Statius’ 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 that 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

49 On Statius’ relation to his subject in the proem of the Thebaid, cf. Heinrich (1999: 168-71).
41 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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concrete response to Ovid’s question. The disjunction between elegy and epic is
framed by Ovid in terms of Callimachean and Iliadic verse: Callimachi numeris
non est dicendus Achilles, /| Cydippe non est oris, Homere, tui (381 f). As we
shall see, the proem of the Achilleid shows every intent of trying to bridge the
gap between Homer and Callimachus, if not metrically, then in terms of style
and content.4?

Another trope employed by Statius that is quite common in programmatic
and metapoetic passages outside of epic is to describe the poet as a part of
the poem and manipulating its action, claiming to do that which is described:
Statius says that he himself will ‘bring out’ Achilles and ‘lead him through’
Troy (proferre, deducere, 6f). Compare Propertius’ recusatio (2.1.17-19): quod
mihi si tantum, Maecenas, fata dedissent, / ut possem heroas ducere in arma
manus ...; and Juvenal’s denunciation of the kind of mythological poetry that
Statius is writing: securus licet Aenean Rutulumque ferocem | committas, nulli
grauis est percussus Achilles (1.163f). Statius in the Silvae uses the trope in a
more complimentary vein with reference to the exemplary achievements of Vergil
and Homer.43 The attribution to the epic poet of an active part in his creation
can be a genuinely intended heroization of the artist, as in the Silvae, or it can
be turned on it head to stigmatize the bombast of the genre, as for Juvenal
and, in a more subtle way, for Propertius. Either way, it belongs, like Statius’
colloquial bantering with his Muse, to a set of discourses that respond to epic
models, but normally belong firmly outside the genre. We shall see that this co-
opting of un-epic traditions is one of the strategies Statius employs throughout
the Achilles-poem that he writes in the margins of Homer’s.

The proem of the Achilleid displays several other prominent ‘Alexandrian’
attributes.44 First of all, the effort to distinguish between Homeric and extra-

42 Arico (1986, and see the more nuanced restatement of his argument in 1996) disagrees,
claiming that the elegiac and Hellenistic side of the Achilleid has been overemphasized by
scholars such as Tandoi (1985) and Rosati (1994). The problem is that this thesis requires
trivializing the part of the epic that we have as ‘una parentesi da dimenticare’ (1996: 198), in
favor of the unachieved Trojan remainder of the work, which Arico is confident would require
a drastic change in tone. The example of Ovid’s Metamorphoses should be enough, however,
to warn against the assumption that any epic treatment of the Trojan War must be necessarily
bound to a simple and predictable ‘heroic’ ethos.

43 Silv. 4.2.1—4. Coleman (1988: ad v 2) suggests, since the phrasing there takes the pe-
riphrastic form of [is] qui plus verb, that its origin derives in part by transference from similar
relative clauses at the beginning of epics, such as "Avdpa ... 8¢ (Od. 1.1), gpwtdv ... ol (Ar-
gon. 1.1f), virum ... qui (Aen. 1.1), etc. If this is so, then Statius is returning the trope to
its native home: the epic preface. The difference in the Achilleid is that Statius is referring to
himself, and doing so within an epic.

44 This is not to say that what Romans came to construe as ‘Alexandrian’ or ‘Callimachean’
must have been entirely accurate. These terms took on a life of their own in Roman polemic;
cf. Cameron (1995: 454f).
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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 that the metrical form of the first line has an ap-
propriately Alexandrian flavor. It is a four-word hexameter, which is a relatively
rare phenomenon;45 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.46 The first hymn of Callimachus and the first book of Apollonius’
Argonautica both have hexameters that 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.4” The phrase iuvenem deducere (7) is the voz 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 (Ecl. 6.3-5). As 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 that the
extant part of the Achilleid is a metamorphic tale of Achilles’ transformation

from wild boy to girl to young warrior.4®

45 For extensive statistics on the Greek hexameter, see Bassett (1919).

46 See Barchiesi (1996: 5of); he radically understates the frequency of such lines, however,
unless I have misunderstood his assertion that there only seem to be four parallels in Vergil. In
fact there are 25 in the Aeneid alone, and 33 in total: Ecl. 5.73, 8.34; Georg. 1.27, 1.470, 1.502,
3.550, 4.111, 4.336; Aen. 1.53, 1.80, 2.263, 2.549, 3.248, 3.328, 3.466, 3.517, 3.549, 4.542, 5.826,
6.483, 6.639, 7.576, 8.103, 8.158, 8.214, 8.263, 8.490, 9.767, 10.123, 10.749, 11.700, 11.870,
12.363. There are 35 instances in the Thebaid. Nevertheless, it is right to say that such hex-
ameters are relatively rare in absolute terms, and the appearance of one in the first line of the
poem must be taken as significant. In Latin verse, such hexameters commonly include long
Greek proper names, particularly patronymics (such as Aeacides here), and they often have a
distinctively Greek character: Thomas ad Georg. 1.470.

47 Koster (1979: 191-6); see also Hardie (1993: 63, n 8), Barchiesi (1996: 58f) and Hinds
(1998: 142, n 26).

48 The importance of the Metamorphoses as a global model for the Achilleid in deliberate
distinction from the more Vergilian Thebaid was pointed out by Fantham (1979: 457).
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The Ovidian epic model is implicit even in the first line of the Achilleid: it
begins with a patronymic designation of the hero that sounds grandiloquently
Homeric (magnanimum Aeaciden); but the source of the precise epithet mag-
nanumus turns out to be not so much Homer, but Ovid.49 In the judgment
of Achilles’ arms, Ulysses defends his delay in coming to Troy by implicating

Achilles’ tarrying at Scyros as a similar crimen:

Quid, quod me duri fugientem munera belli
arguit incepto serum accessisse labori
nec se magnanimo maladicere sentit Achilli?

si simulasse vocas crimen, simulavimus ambo ...  (Met. 13.296-9)

Ovid’s Ulysses manipulates competing mythic traditions to construct a rhetori-
cally useful paradox: the Homeric Achilles, magnanimus though he incontestably
was, was also the subject of another myth, 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 terms that have a Homeric flavor, but
which have already been rhetoricized ironically by Ovid; this poem will be no
naive attempt by Statius to replicate Homeric epos. The compositional strategy
implied by the phrase sed plura vacant might also be considered in the light of the
Metamorphoses. Statius professes his plans to cover some of the same material as
the Cypria and Aethiopis, before and after the Iliad, so a cyclic strategy might be
a real possibility here; but Statius proposes a different model, which envisions
a more direct encounter with the gaps in the Homeric text. The poet asserts
that he intends not to stay at the chronological margins of Achilles’ life, as the
cyclic poems did, but to run through its whole course (ire per omnem ... heroa,
4f) including the Trojan War and the events of the Iliad itself (Hectore tracto,
7). This way of approaching a canonical epic is not cyclic, but Ovidian. The
Metamorphoses subsumed 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 Trojan
war and of Aeneas’ biography that had not been told by Homer or Vergil.
Statius’ proem therefore opens up the possibility that the Achilleid will re-
vise our picture of the Homeric Achilles, as Ovid did for the Vergilian Aeneas,

by exploiting the tension between the canonical epic narrative and competing

49 The combination of patronymic and epithet Alaxidng peydbuuog is not found in Homer, but
that epithet and similar others are applied to Achilles, as in yeydfupog Axhiedg (Il. 23.168)
and IInketdn peydBupe (Il. 21.153). Perhaps the closest Homer comes is the three-word phrase
ueydhag gpévag Alaxidao (Il 9.184) noted by Barchiesi (1996: 49).

5° Thus Barchiesi (1996: 59).
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traditions about the life of the hero. Once again, the first line of the poem is in-
structive. In it Statius juxtaposes the quasi-Homeric patronymic with the story
that Jupiter had pursued Thetis until he was warned that she was destined to
bear a son greater than his father. This latter story lurks in the background
of the Homeric poems, but is never explicitly mentioned there.5* The Homeric
model is transformed in another way too. The direct object of & Hed in Homer
is quite specific: the ufjvic of Achilles, whereas the object of Statius’ diva, refer
is Achilles himself, in accordance with the poet’s stated intention to cover his
entire biography. The hero is named by reference to his grandfather, Aeacus,
and is also designated in a hypothetical way as the potential son of Jupiter. The
identification of Achilles by means of his grandfather and potential father in the
first line of the Achilleid highlights the absence of Achilles’ real father Peleus,
and of the patronymic that identifies him in Homer’s first line, IInkniddew.5* We
shall see that Peleus’ absence is an extremely important and conspicuous feature
of the plot; this is one of the most important signals the proem gives us about
the specific changes to the Homeric tale that the Achilleid has in store.

After the first seven lines addressed to the Muse, the poet turns to Apollo,
asking the god to grant new well-springs of inspiration and a new garland for
his head:

tu modo, si veterem digno deplevimus haustu,
da fontes mihi, Phoebe, novos ac fronde secunda
necte comas: neque enim Aonium nemus advena pulso

nec mea nunc primis augescunt tempora vittis. (1.8-11)

Hinds (1998: 96f) has pointed out that fronde secunda refers not only to the
position of the Achilleid as a second work within Statius’ ceuvre, but also as a
secondary treatment of the Achilles theme, following behind Homer’s. Secunda
could also be taken in the sense of ‘propitious’ (Dilke ad loc), and we will see this
word return with the same range of potential meanings when used subsequently
by Thetis (below, p 154). The poet takes the same confident tone with Apollo
that he used with the Muse, citing his past success as proof of his rights to
the sources of epic inspiration. He plays on the two possible ways we might

understand the reference to Beeotia (Aonium, 10).53 The obvious denotation

51 See Slatkin (1991).

52 See below, p 291. Barchiesi (1996: 48f) claims that Pelides would not sound right
(stonerebbe), given that there is an implicit parallel between Aeacus as a son of Jupiter and
Achilles as nearly a son of Jupiter. It seems to me, however, that the absence of Peleus is not
an accidental by-product, but rather a central aspect of the complex way Achilles’ patrimony
is designated in the first line of the poem.

53 See Dewar (1991) ad Theb. g.1.
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of Aonium memus is the home of the Muses on Mount Helicon; but Statius
immediately goes on to speak of his presence in the region around Thebes in the
sense of having composed the Thebaid (scit Dircaeus ager, 12). So Statius is an
old habitué of Beeotia in two senses: he knows both Mount Helicon and Thebes.

Barchiesi points out an intriguing possibility for the source of the connection
between Apollo and the phrase Aonium nemus.5¢ In his third book, Propertius
(3-3) revisits the scene of Ennius’ dream on Helicon and is about to drink from
the fount of the Hippocrene, when Apollo accosts him with a warning not to drink
the waters of epic, to stay away from martial themes (carminis heroi ... opus,
16), and to stick with lesser genres. He leads the poet to the cave of the Muses,

where Calliope repeats the warning:

nil tibi sit rauco praeconia classica cornu

flare nec Aonium tinguere Marte nemus. (Prop. 3.3.41f)

The notion of bloodying Mount Helicon with the gore of epic is not far removed
from Statius’ 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 something that Statius notes on several occasions
in that poem.55 So once again the project of epic is described in terms that are
borrowed from a recusatio, i.e. from a tradition hostile to martial epic, including
his own previous work. Statius thereby implicitly associates his own Thebaid
with the bombastic, reges et proelia, kind of epic that Propertius and Roman
‘Callimacheanism’ affected to disdain. This should bring home the rhetorical
quality of such judgments; if Vergil could go from quoting Callimachus to writing
the Aeneid, then why should Statius not be free to go in the other direction?
Statius’ previous drink from the fount of poetic inspiration, digno ... haustu,
calls to mind such expressions as Horace’s description of the Theban poet Pin-
dar’s elevated and inimitable style: Pindarici fontis qui non expalluit haustus. ..?
(Ep. 1.3.10).5% Yet the verb Statius uses is nothing short of bizarre. Depleo, which
means ‘to pour off excess liquid’, is utterly foreign to Latin verse, and indeed
to literary prose.57 It is used by Cato and Columella in agricultural contexts, of
olive oil production and phlebotomizing livestock; the term reeks of the barn-

yard. Statius deflates his own pretensions to epic fame by ironizing the apparatus

54 Barchiesi (1996: 54), following up Dilke’s reference (ad gf).

55 Theb. 7.282—9 and 628—31: on which see Barchiesi (1996: 52f).

56 Cf. Barchiesi (1996: 53f).

57 Scaliger conjectured deplete for deflete at Manil. 4.13, and this has been accepted by edi-
tors, including Housman. Doubt should remain, however; quite apart from its agricultural con-
notations, this would be the earliest recorded metaphorical use of the word, the next example
being a verse inscription from the end of the second century (TLL 5.3.574.24f = CIL 12.533).
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of poetic inspiration: the Pierian spring, the crown and the vittae of the mantic
vates. An important effect is to distance the Achilleid still further from the The-
baid, whose author played the vatic role of the mad poet in earnest.5® Just such
a figure is represented within the Achilleid by Calchas, who is the quintessen-
tial prophet of Apollo, raving, vitta-wearing, and possessed (1.514-37). It is no
coincidence that Calchas belongs to the military-epic world that 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 that characterizes
the poetics of the Thebaid?

The apostrophe to Phoebus is in itself a reminder of the darker potential in
the material of the epic; namely, that 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.59
The hero’s mortality is also implicit in the first line of the poem: Jupiter’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 that a complete Achilleid would have eschewed serious matters, 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 that ask Domitian’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 Statius’ relationship with the emperor. It is unnecessary
to attribute the change to biographical hypotheses, however; the Achilleid is such
a stylistic departure from the Thebaid that there is no reason to expect that 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

58 Cf. Hershkowitz (1995: 62—4).
59 See Apollod. Epit. 5. 4, with Frazer (1921) ad loc.
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very much out of place. As it happens, we find an entirely different and more

subtle compliment paid to Domitian. Statius says:

At tu, quem longe primum stupet Itala virtus
Graiaque, cui geminae florent vatumque ducumque
certatim laurus—olim dolet altera vinci—,

da veniam ac trepidum patere hoc sudare parumper
pulvere: te longo necdum fidente paratu

molimur magnusque tibi praeludit Achilles. (1.14—20)

Suetonius tells us that Domitian had been a literary youth, but that he had
firmly put such occupations aside when he became emperor; presumably he did
not wish to invite comparisons with Nero.6° Statius makes reference to Domi-
tian’s poetic activity, but he carefully relegates it to the past: the laurel of the
poet has been conquered long since (olim ... wvinci, 16) by the success of the
warrior. Nevertheless, the invocation of the emperor as a quondam poet gives
an indication of what kind of ideal reader the Achilleid projects for itself. Be-
cause of his former interest in poetry, Domitian will be sophisticated enough to
appreciate the kind of densely intertextual and ironic poem that Statius is now
writing.

It is quite a compliment to Domitian to say that an epic about Achilles is
nothing but a warm-up for the emperor, and that, although Statius does not
yet have enough confidence to write an epic that would adequately celebrate
Domitian’s exploits, in the meantime he will write a little poem about Achilles
that does nothing more ambitious than to challenge Homer’s [liad! In the prose
prefaces to the Silvae, Statius used similar metaphors from athletic training and
even the word praeludo to justify his publication of those occasional poems.%* So
Statius’ epics stand in the same relation of inferiority to the great hypothetical
epic about Domitian 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 that the Achilleid is described here
as a prelude, which is, in its incomplete state, all we have? It is possible, but

unprovable, that the Achilleid, which was at the very least going to be recited in

60 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 Domitian’s
literary career, see Coleman (1986).

61 Compare praeludit (20) with stilo remissiore praeluserit (Silv. 1, pref) and sudare . .. pul-
vere (17f) with ezercere, sphaeromachia, and palaris lusio (Silv. 4, pref).

62 For an interpretation that completely discounts the element of lusus in praeludit, cf. Aricd
(1996: 187, 206).
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incomplete form, was fitted with a specially-written ‘temporary’ 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
ultimate shape of the work.

This proem certainly gives away remarkably little of the plot beyond what
we have. Statius says that he will go through the entire life of the hero, bring
him out from hiding on Scyros with the help of Ulysses’ trumpet and that 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 that he will not stop there
(as Homer did, more or less); indeed it would be strange if Statius were to
attempt an extended description of that surpassingly famous scene after saying
plura vacant. Compare the table of contents, so to speak, at the beginning of
the Thebaid: in addition to a general statement 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 Ismenus, and the deaths of Parthenopaeus and Capaneus
(1-34-45)-

Little can be gleaned from the rest of Statius’ corpus that might hint at
the future direction of the epic. When Statius uses Achilles as a mythological
ezemplum in the Silvae, it is striking how often he refers to Achilles with respect
to his relationships with parental figures: Peleus, Thetis, Chiron and Phoenix.53
Even granted that this was the sort of detail that 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 that 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 that might unwittingly betray the provisional

character of the proem, and that is the word parumper. It is certainly true that

63 Silv. 2.1.88-91, 2.6.30f, 2.7.96, 3.2.96-8, 5.2.150f and 5.3.191—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 emperor.54
It is nevertheless strange that 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 matter how trivial, invite the term parumper? 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 that professes to withstand
comparison to the Iliad, and yet it talks about epic in a way that 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 importation of erotic
and elegiac elements into epic amount to a revitalization of the genre. It certainly
seems true that 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 style.®> Barchiesi 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 Statius’ 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 martial 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
Erganzungspiel 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
that the story of the Achilleid will be determined by the hero’s entire life, and
that he will follow it from beginning to end (ire per omnem ... heroa, 4f).
This goes quite against Aristotle’s observation in the Poetics that Homer rightly

64 Thus Aricd (1986: 2931).
65 Thus Rosati (1994: 7), and contra, Aricd (1996: 204)
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limited the scope of his plots to a manageable extent, unlike the cyclic poems,

which bristle with unrelated incident:

ol 3’ &Ahot mepl Eva motolot xal mepl Eva ypdvov xal piov mpagy Tok-

vuept), olov 6 t& Kinpia nowfoog xal thv uxpdv "Théda. (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 that will be a simple biography of one
man, and that will take its unity from that fact. A little earlier, Aristotle had

given a more specific warning against precisely this sort of project:

. oUtwg 3¢ xal mpdelg Evog moAhal eloty, €€ Gv plo ovdeulo yivetat
mpdgic. 310 mdvteg €olxaoly auapTdvew ool tév momtév “Hpaxhn(da
Ononida xal t& tolalta novjuata nenovixacty: olovtat ydp, énel elc

fv 6 “Hpoaxhiic, Eva xal tov ubbov elvat mpooixety. (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 P.136-40).%7 Aristotle and Horace attempted to codify in their
judgments the reasons why the cyclic epics were inferior to Homer. As Brink put
its

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

67 When molior 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
molire lyra: neque enim altior ulli / mens hausto de fonte venit (Theb. 4.35-8).
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cyclic poets promise (the whole story of) a memorable happening —
fortunam Priami ... et nobile bellum — after which the (unselective)
story will fall flat. Inability to select and dullness resulting, that was

Aristotle’s indictment of the cyclic epic. .. .58

This sort of diffuse plot and inability to select a theme from a mass of bio-
graphical incident is just what the words tota ... Troia (1.7) and ire per om-
nem ... heroa (1.4f) in Statius’ proem seem to threaten. It is as if the Achilleid
promises to emulate the most heavily criticized aspects of the beginnings of the
cyclic poems. Statius wrote an epic that took as its subject-matter material from
the Cypria and Aethiopis, and that confronted Homer under a banner reading
‘plura vacant’, and so as a necessary consequence he risked comparison with
the cyclic poems; what is striking is that the proem seems deliberately to have
courted this stigma.

Statius does not let us imagine for long that the Achilleid will really ignore
the lessons of ancient literary criticism. Statius does not, as it happens, run
through the whole life of the hero, even in that portion of his biography covered
by the extant poem. Achilles recounts the details of his boyhood on Pelion in
very summary fashion, and he omits what he does not remember, leaving us to
wonder, for example, how he came to Pelion in the first place. When the preface
ends, we do not begin at the beginning of the story, but rather, we are dropped
in medias Tes in classic epic style, into circumstances strongly reminiscent of
the beginning of the Aeneid. A goddess stares in anger at the fleet of a Trojan
prince; she resolves to sink it and goes to visit a god in order to bring about
a fatal storm. This Vergilian opening also has an Horatian element to it: the
Nereid Thetis reproduces the position of Nereus in the Horatian ode pastor cum
traheret (1.15), in which the old man reacts to Paris’ crossing by foreseeing
the whole of the Trojan War. Thetis’ prophecy (1.31-8) is a recapitulation of
the Horatian ode;% the genre-crossing from epic to lyric at this point serves to
connect Statius’ jump in medias res with Horace and perhaps by extension with
the strictures of the Ars Poetica. Far from being a straight-forward narrative of
Achilles’ life, the shape of the Achilleid turns out to be fairly complex. It begins
on the eve of a great change in the life of the hero, the last day of his stay with
Chiron; the boy goes to Scyros, and a certain length of time passes as the scene
shifts in the meantime to Aulis. We return to Scyros for the unveiling of the

hero, and, as he leaves the island, Achilles relates in retrospect the story of his

68 Brink (1970) ad Hor. Ars P. 136—9.
69 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 that the Achilleid will be purely about Achilles is likewise unful-
filled by the poem as we have it. The observation has been made that the poem
could just as well be called a Thetideid as Achilleid.7° 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 mortality and the dual springs of its plot are her
attempt 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 that 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 that 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

7° Koster (1979: 199), and contra, Aricod (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;
at the other extreme is Arico (1986 and 1996), who has insisted that 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 statement is correct: in the case of an incomplete
work, the proem takes on particular interest. The deduction, alas, does not nec-
essarily follow that we are authorized to take it as a useful and reliable guide
to the ultimate shape of the finished work. Convenient though that would be,
the divergence of scholarly opinion on this matter shows the danger of such an
inherently subjective procedure. Interpretations, therefore, that 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
that Statius himself knew in advance what his course would be.

It is not likely that the maddening vagueness of the proem is the result
of Statius’ inability to draw a clear picture, for the prefatory material of the
Thebaid gives a much more satisfactory idea of the overall plot of that epic. If
the Achilleid-proem raises more questions than it answers, it may be that 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 that it holds out
the prospect of a poem that 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
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Thebaid was Statius’ Vergilian epic, the Achilleid is his post-Vergilian project.
To see how this kind of composition works in practice, we need to read the poem
in the light of its sources. The next section will do just that, examining several
passages which are representative of the ways Statius handles the diverse poetic
and mythical traditions that he includes in this tantalizing foretaste of his most

unusual epic project.

2.2 STATIUS AND HIS SOURCES

THE PLOT of the Achilleid comprises three principal mythological stories: Ach-
illes’ childhood and education with Chiron on Mount Pelion, the first mustering
of the Greek fleet at Aulis, and Achilles’ stay on Scyros with the daughters of
Lycomedes. The question of what Statius’ sources were for these major episodes
can be more suitably dealt with 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 treated in Section 3.1 and 5.1 respectively, while the Aulis
episode is only indirectly concerned with Achilles’ biography and so lies beyond
the scope of this study. The present chapter does not concern the major sources
for the plot of the Achilleid; rather it collects together a few small but revealing
cases of Statian intertextuality. Most of these involve anomalies of chronology,
geography or meter that make the issues at stake particularly evident; we will
look first at a few programmatic allusions to Vergil.

Among the various models of epic composition 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 Statius’ prior work that the Achilleid proclaims for itself. The
reading habits of a lifetime die hard, however, and it is unlikely that the poet
could have purged the Aeneid from his consciousness, even if he had wanted
to. Statius’ rhetorical and programmatic invocation of Latin exemplars such as
Ovid and Catullus does not mean that he is genuinely obliged to banish Vergil
from his work; but it does suggest that here we might profitably examine the
intertextual relationship between Statius and Vergil in a way that might be less
dominated by the famous anxiety Statius is often held to express at the end of
the Thebaid.™

There is a brief instance that is exemplary, because it concerns a very famous
intertextual nexus. Aeneas attempts to explain his actions to Dido when he meets

her in the underworld, saying:

71 On Statius’ ‘anxiety’ vis-a-vis Vergil, see Williams (1986).
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invitus, regina, tuo de litore cessi. (Aen. 6.460)

The well-known problem is that 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:
invita, o regina, tuo de vertice cessi. (Cat. 66.39)

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 mother’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), and 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 (nthéxapoc or Béotpuyoc); Catullus
makes the lock feminine (invita), and Vergil turns the adjective masculine in
applying it to Aeneas (invitus). Barchiesi argues that 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 Statian 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
cesst € tanto nitida che Stazio si pud permettere di incuneare una forte pausa
di senso fra le due parole’. In one sense this is right, in that the allusion is
undeniable once someone has pointed it out, but in absolute terms there is no

way that one can call Statius’ allusion obvious. It is very well hidden, at least
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in comparison with its models: Statius’ version of the Catullan/Vergilian line
distributes a syntactically simple hexameter among three separate cola. The
enjambed first word completes the phrase of the previous line, and the last word
of the line begins a new grammatical unit, while the central part of the line is
a subordinate clause. The strong pause between the two words litore and cessi
also contributes in great measure to obscuring the origins of the phrase. Even
though the Achilleid has accumulated a number of commentaries, and Dilke in
particular was an assiduous collector of parallel passages, Barchiesi is the first
scholar to have noticed this allusion, and so the empirical evidence also suggests
that it is not immediately recognizable.

Surprisingly, one crucial part of the original template appears at first to be
missing in Statius’ imitation: the word invitus (-a). This is an odd omission,
given that the thrust of Achilles’ speech is that he put on the clothing of a
girl unwillingly. If we approach Statius’ line with the assumption that it is a
virtuoso transformation of its models, then another possible connection exists.
Dilke’s text, as printed above, is not objectionable and attested in the MSS, but
let us consider the possibility of a conjecture. Garrod printed tu visa (653) in
his OCT, on the apparently erroneous information that it was the reading of the
Eton MS.7? Dilke and most editors have preferred te visa (653); but because of
the elision we cannot know the quantity of the final syllable of visa. As Dilke
shows, there is a good parallel for nist with an ablative absolute in the Achilleid
(2.127f), and so one cannot object to the syntax of the text he prints, even if
nisi + subject and finite verb would be the more common construction. The
Etonensis is reported now to read tui visa, while the Puteaneus has te vias; the
others have te visa. Just because Garrod was mistaken in reading tu visa in
the Etonensis, this does not mean his text was necessarily wrong, but its status
changes to conjecture. If we allow that it is possible that tu visa was the original

reading, this opens up the possibility of another allusion to the Vergilian line:
tegmina, ni primo tu visa in litore: cessi (653)

As pronounced, the phrase tu vis’ in is a syllabic rearrangement of the other-
wise missing word: ¢nvitus. It may also be more than a coincidence that every
letter but the first of the Vergilian word regina may be found in proper order
in tegmina. Statius’ line is indebted to Vergil’s not in its clausula alone; it is a
subtle transformation of the entire line. Once again, the allusion is not trans-

parent; it is cunningly concealed. By dividing the words of the line among three

72 As pointed out in Marastoni’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 that is otherwise noteworthy for its transparency. Catullus’ line,
being part of a translation, presumably corresponded to something quite close
in Callimachus.”3 Vergil in turn reproduces Catullus’ line almost verbatim. By
contrast, Statius’ 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 fromn their heroic destinics; and both are offering
excuses for their unheroic behavior. The difference is that Aeneas is explaining
why he left, and Achilles why he stayed. One way to interpret Statius’ reference,
therefore, is as a testament to the growing subtlety required of a poet who wished
to participate in the same tradition as Catullus and Vergil. The irony is that
it is the successors of Vergil at Rome, and not those earlier Romans, including
Vergil, who had styled themselves after the Alexandrian poets, that 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, Statius’ 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 that 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 FOUR SIMILES AND A DIFFERENCE

In a chapter called ‘Two Similes and a Wedding’, Clausen (1987: 15—25) demon-
strates that 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:

73 A cautionary note has been sounded, however, by Bing (1997) regarding the presumption
that Calullus 66 was always a line-for-line translation of the Coma Berenices.
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olog &’ éx vnoio Huddeog eloy AndAwv
Afphov av’ Ryabénv e Khdpov, 7 dye TTubd
| Auxinv edpeiav énl Zdvbolo pofioi—

tolog dva TAnOHLY Sruou xiev ... (Argon. 1.307-10)

Vergil imitated 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 that this simile in Aeneid 4
looks back also to an earlier simile in Aeneid 1 that 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; illa pharetram

fert umero gradiensque deas supereminet omnis

(Latonae tacitum pertemptant 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 that the conjunction
of these similes is prophetic of the ill-fated nature of the union between Aeneas
and Dido, in that 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 that 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) that is obviously indebted to Homer’s description of

74 Servius ad Aen. 4.144.
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Nausicaa. Clausen (1987: 20f) demonstrates the points of contact between Vergil
and Apollonius and makes it certain that Vergil was imitating both Apollonius
and Homer. What 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 Statius’ poem he too is com-

pared to Apollo returning from Lycia, in a simile that alludes to Vergil:

...qualis Lycia venator Apollo

cum redit et saevis permutat plectra pharetris. (Ach. 1.165f)

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 that 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:

otn &’ "Apteuis elow xat’ obpea toyéatpa,

1) xatd Tnbyetov nepyuixetov i "Epluavbov,

tepnouévn xdmpotot xal Oxelng éAdgoiol:

Tf) 8¢ 0 Gua viugat, xobpal Awog alyldyolo,

dypovéuotr nailovat, yéynle 8¢ te ppéva Antd

ooy & Unep # ye xdpn Exet §d¢ Yétwna,

peld T dpryvddtn méleTan, xakal 8¢ te ndoat

Ac A vy’ dugpmdhotot peténpene mapbhévog Adung. (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 this case we have an early and extensive discussion of the problem. It
comes from Aulus Gellius, who attributes his information to no less a figure than
Valerius Probus. Probus is a shadowy figure in the history of ancient scholarship,
whose philological activity has been the subject of much speculation; whatever
his true impact, the fame of this scholar was so great that it later caused many
spurious treatises and pronouncements to pass under his name.

The fundamental difficulty in evaluating the work of Probus is that he had
an immense reputation in antiquity, yet the remaining evidence of his activity
is very meager. Aulus Gellius cites him as a great authority, grammaticum in-
lustrem, (1.15.18) and says, grammaticus inter suam aetatem praestanti scientia
fuit (4.7.1); he never invokes his name in order to disagree.”> Servius and Do-
natus cite him more often than any other ancient critic; for Macrobius, he was
uir perfectissimus (5.22.9). Unfortunately, we have received none of his genuine
work directly; but perhaps this is not surprising, since Suetonius’ vita implies
that Probus’ audience was limited, and that in his lifetime he only published
nimis pauca et exrigua de quibusdam minutis quaestiunculis, and that he left
behind non mediocrem siluam obseruationum sermonis antiqui.7®

The most controversial aspect of Probus’ career has been his designation
as the ‘Roman Aristarchus’. This claim derives from comments in the so-called
Anecdoton Parisinum which describe Probus as having been the homologue of
Aristarchus in his application to Latin authors of critical symbols such as the
obelus and asterisk.”7 This has encouraged some to attribute to Probus the
same kind of authority over the text of Vergil and other Latin authors that
Aristarchus had over Homer, and thus to speak of Proban editions of Vergil and
other poets.”® More sober judgments have revised downwards our estimates of
his influence,” and the debate has focused most recently on the absolute value
of Probus’ readings as reported by the scholia vis a vis the manuscript tradition
of Vergil .8 Since we are interested here more in Probus’ literary judgments than
in his contributions to textual criticism, let us move on quickly past these issues

to the evidence provided to us by Aulus Gellius.

75 Thus Holford-Strevens (1988: 120).

76 See Kaster (1995: 267-9).

77 Keil (1981: vol 7, pp 533-6). There is extensive bibliography and discussion of this docu-
ment by Jocelyn (1984, 1985a and 1985b), to which add the important reservation of Kaster
(1995: 247).

78 E.g. Leo (1912: 43).

79 See Reynolds and Wilson (1991: 27-9).

80 A polarizing issue; see Courtney (1981: 24-6). As Delvigo (1987: 16) points out, editors
are still divided: Geymonat tends to accept the indirect tradition much more than Mynors.
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Gellius represents himself proudly as having connections, albeit indirectly,
with the great Probus; on five occasions he claims to cite people who knew
him personally.8 The value of Gellius’ anecdotal information has sometimes
been discounted because of the claim that his relish for a good story makes him
an unreliable informant.®? It is true that vanity might make Gellius exaggerate
many things, including his closeness to a great scholar of the previous generation,
but this does not necessarily falsify the substance of his anecdotes. In fact, one
passage portrays Favorinus as debunking an attempt by one of his sectatores to
ascribe a vacuous opinion to Probus: ‘numquam’, inquit Favorinus, ‘quod equi-
dem scio, tam importuna tamque audaci argutia fuit noster Probus ...’ (3.1.6).
This episode indicates that the critic had already acquired such a reputation
that his authority was invoked willy-nilly; and this is precisely the misdemeanor
of which Gellius himself has been sometimes accused. Yet in a parallel episode
Gellius says he looked through the writings of Probus that he had collected in
order to refute someone’s claims to his authority (15.30). Gellius sheds light on
the oral and written traditions of Proban scholarship, of which he sees himself
a curator; thus he should be at least a good-faith informant.®3

Even if Gellius was reporting honestly the information he was given, there
is, of course, the possibility that he was misinformed. There is one test which
suggests that he was on track. In the apt phrase of Holford-Strevens, Gellius’
Probus possesses a ‘coherent quasi-personality’.84 In the few anecdotes we have,
the critic emerges as a Housmanesque curmudgeon who does not suffer fools
gladly, and who has a clever way with a put-down, whether his target be one
of his acquaintances (13.21.7—9) or Vergil himself (9.9.15). These two anecdotes
are also our only real glimpse of the critic’s aesthetic sensibility. The first pas-
sage (13.21.1—9) is a discussion of the correctness of the alternative i-stem and
consonant-stem endings of the third declension accusative. Probus shows him-
self to be ‘not ... entirely without taste’.85 His judgment is in fact remarkably
acute and free from pedantry: he declares that whichever form is more pleasing
to the ear is to be preferred, and supports his view with examples from Vergil

where he deems that the poet chose particular variants to produce musical effects

81 familiaris quidam 13.21.1, discipuli 9.9.12; cf. 1.15.18, 3.1.5, 6.7.1-3.

82 ‘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 committee meeting’, Jocelyn (1984: 465). On Gellius’ credibility, see Holford-Strevens
(1982).

83 Cf. Kaster (1995: 245f).

84 Holford-Strevens (1988: 120, n 31).

85 Holford-Strevens (1988: 53).
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appropriate to the context.36

It is well to bear in mind that Probus was able to appreciate the subtleties
of Vergil’s diction, since the other long anecdote Gellius relates shows him in a
more disapproving mood (9.9.12-17). He ridicules Vergil’s adaptation of Homer’s

Nausicaa-simile:

Et 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 Vergilium 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, tamquam si onus et sarcinam ...; ipse autem, imitari hoc
Yéynbe 8¢ te ppéva Antd volens gaudia fecerit pigra et levia et cunc-
tantia et quasi in summo pectore supernantia; nescire enim sese,
quid significaret aliud ‘pertemptant’; praeter ista omnia florem ipsius
totius loci Vergilium videri omisisse, quod hunc Homeri versum ex-
igue secutus sit: peid T’ dpryvddTn TéheTa, xahal d¢ te ndoat, quando
nulla maior cumulatiorque pulchritudinis laus dici potuerit, quam
quod una inter omnis pulchras excelleret, una facile et ex omnibus
nosceretur. (Gell. NA g9.9.12—17)

Homer compared Nausicaa at play to Artemis hunting (Od. 6.102—9); Vergil
adapted the simile to describe the appearance of Dido as Aeneas 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 apt 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:

86 The dubious claim that Probus had confirmed these readings in a manuscript corrected by
Vergil’s own hand may be Gellius’ invention, but the essence of the anecdote remains 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 that it is mere iconography;

3. Vergil misuses the word pertemptant; unfortunately, the reasoning here has

become nearly unintelligible;

4. he underplays the point of the simile, i.e. that 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.87
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 statement 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 at a shrine of Pallas:

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

quantum virides pelagi Venus addita Nymphas
obruit, aut 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 Statius’
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

87 For bibliography pro- and contra-Probus: Péschl (1966: 62-69); Austin (1971) ad
Aen. 1.498ff 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 that 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 that 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 that 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 pertemptant. 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 quast in summo pectore supernantia’. This seems an
unreasonably narrow definition of the word, but we may perhaps dimly see what
Probus was trying to get at by comparing the usage of Lucretius and Vergil
in the Georgics, 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’.®9 In 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.9° 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 may 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 that 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) that Venus exceeds the Nymphs in beauty and by the
same amount (quantum) that Diana is taller than the Naiads. Statius effects

the same comparison as Homer and Vergil, but by casting it strictly in terms

88 Lucr. 6.287 and Verg. Georg. 3.250.
89 Cic. De inv. 2.38, 2.68, 2.117, De Orat. 2.318, Epist. ad Quint. 1.4.5.
9° Theb. 2.369, 3.381, 5.446.
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of quantity, he avoids setting up a true simile and its Proban pitfalls. The last
lines of this passage, by explicitly refusing to compare Deidamia to Pallas on
account of the iconographical difficulty, call particular attention to the absence
of a simile here, to the importance of attending to the proper attributes of divine
comparanda, and thus to Statius’ deft reconciliation of the Vergilian model and
Probus’ criticism.

There is then the matter of how Statius would have known of Probus’ work.
There is no question that they were contemporaries. Probus’ reputation was al-
ready well enough established near the year 88 for Martial (3.2.12) to name him
as an example of an unforgiving critic. Moreover, a connection between the two
has already been postulated independently. Gellius cites a letter published by
Probus dedicated ad Marcellum.9* Coleman (1988: 135) has suggested the pos-
sibility that this is the same Vitorius Marcellus to whom Quintilian dedicated
the Institutio Oratoria, and to whom Statius addressed Book 4 of the Silvae.
The name Marcellus is very common, but this Vitorius Marcellus can be ar-
gued to have had a reason to be interested in the abstruse material on Punic
nomenclature that Probus was addressing to him, namely his friendship with a
certain Septimius Severus, whom Statius calls his condiscipulus (Silv. 4, pref),
and who was at least in part ethnically Punic.9? It thus seems reasonably likely
that Statius and Probus shared a patron in Vitorius Marcellus.

Statius had the opportunity to be acquainted with Valerius Probus, and it
seems that he was interested in his work on Vergil. Vergil had relied on Alexan-
drian scholarship when reading and interpreting Homer,93 so it only seems fair
that Vergil’s successors should follow his example and avail in turn of whatever
Vergilian exegesis was available to them. The exiguous remains of the early Latin
grammatici have hampered investigation of this possibility, but in principle there
is no reason why Statius should not have done to Vergil what Vergil had done to
Homer. The other opinions that are ascribed to Probus with some degree of plau-
sibility are generally much more fragmentary, and so provide difficult ground for
assessing his possible influence on Statius. For example, Servius preserves what
is probably a correct reading in Aeneid 10: [Haemonides] ... totus conlucens
veste atque insignibus albis (armis codd., Aen. 10.539). Whether or not this was
a conjecture of Probus, the information is useful to editors of Vergil.9¢ There

is more to Servius’ note: Probus vero insignibus albis dicit legendum, ut vestes

91 On Probus’ chronology see Kaster (1995: 242-5); on the ‘publication’ of the letter, see
ibid, p 269.

92 See Coleman (1988: 158f) on Septimius’ background.

93 Cf. Schlunk (1974).

94 On this crux, see Delvigo (1987: 62-8).
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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 that this is mere coincidence. If the connection between Probus
and Statius does go back to one of Servius’ sources, then it may be that 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 that we
saw demonstrated in his treatment 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 important thing is not simply that 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 that 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). What 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 that Aeneas is setting out for the hunt, whereas Statius’ 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 Statius’
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
pbuohne (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 that Statius has been held in the past to have been a
slavish imitator of Vergil; we see here that 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 MOVABLE FEAST

We have already seen that Catullus 64 is an important model for the song of
Achilles, and for the Achilleid as a whole. In this section, we follow another
Statian response to a perceived anomaly in one of his most important sources,
not because it was censured by a prominent ancient critic, but because its meter
and content are clearly of dubious correctness.95 In reviewing Ellis’ OCT of

Catullus, Housman scorned the ‘diction and metre’ of this line:96
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 that a passage in Statius’ Achilleid
may indicate that the later poet was familiar with the line as the MSS have it.

First I will treat 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 that this is the name of a town, not a region.9” Fordyce 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 This section has been published elsewhere (Heslin 1997), but it has been revised slightly
for inclusion here, because I have changed my mind regarding some of its ultimate conclusions
(see below, n 111).

96 Housman (1972: 627).

97 ¢, .. as shown partly by the omission of any preposition (Kraft), partly by being combined
with Crannon and Larissa, partly by the word coeunt which could scarcely apply to any place
larger than a town’: thus Ellis (1889) ad loc.
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the distinction that Pharsalus was the proper name of the town and that the
noun Pharsalia denoted only the general region around Pharsalus.?® On the
other hand, Ellis (1889: ad loc) claimed in his commentary that ‘Pharsalia is
the name both of a town and a district’. Kroll (1960: ad loc) concurs: ‘Pharsalia
fiir die Stadt brauchen Plin. Tac. Flor’. Who then is right—Ellis and Kroll, or
Fordyce and the dictionaries? The answer is that they all have oversimplified a
vexed question which has more to do with the disputed location of the epony-
mous battle than it does with what Catullus wrote. Fortunately we need not be
detained by the question of where precisely the battle occurred, for the simple
reason that Catullus was not alive when it took place.?9 The important thing is
that Catullus is the first Latin author to mention the place, and the only one
to do so before the date of the battle. Thus Catullus’ use of the name is id-
iosyncratic to us in any case and if Catullus is alone in using Pharsalia without
any possible reference to the battle there, there is no reason to suppose that he
should not be alone in meaning by the word the town itself.

We can further support this notion by taking a brief look at how the town
came to be designated in later sources. There is no definite example of anyone
calling the town itself Pharsalia, and it is often unclear whether authors are
referring to the town or to the battle.*°® Livy mentions the town frequently in
his narrative of the second Macedonian war, and always calls it Pharsalus. But,
as Bruére (1951) has argued, the Periochae and the auctores Liviani always
call the site of the battle between Caesar and Pompey Pharsalia. So it might
be presumed that Livy distinguished between the town of Pharsalus and the
battle-site, on the basis that the battle happened outside the town and ought
therefore to be loosely located in the general area of Pharsalia. Other writers
may have followed this policy, more or less, but there are not enough citations
which mention the town independently of the battle for us to be sure. It is
uncertain whether this distinction really existed after the battle, and if it did,
what importance was placed on it. But the important thing is that the distinction
between the town itself and its hinterland which the dictionaries make so much
of had no reason to exist when Catullus was writing, since the battle had yet to
take place. Indeed, his reference to this tiny town would have been much more

obscure in his time than it seems to us today.

98 The OLD’s metrical note on this passage appears mistakenly s.v. ‘Pharsalius’.

99 Catullus probably died in the late fifties BC: Wiseman (1985: 206). Here Pharsalia is a
learned variant for the Homeric Phthia; this is sufficient to warrant its appearance here. There
is no need to infer that Catullus must have written after 48 BC when the hamlet became
famous.

100 E.g. Plin. NH 6.216.7, Ov. Met. 15.823, Tac. Hist. 2.38.12 and Flor. 2.13.245.
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Since no Latin author besides Catullus mentions Pharsalus until the battle,
it would be wise to view all the usage posterior to 48 BC with suspicion, since it is
irredeemably influenced by the development of Pharsalia as the name of the bat-
tle. Nor does Greek provide much evidence of the supposed distinction whereby
Papoaia must indicate a district rather than the town. For example, in Euripi-
des’ Andromache the adjective (but not the noun) is used indifferently to denote
either the town (néAewg Papoaiiog, 16) or the territory (v ... Poapoatiog, 22).
One example where ®apoaiio does designate the town is suggestive. A scholion
to the Odyssey reads (ad Od. 4.9, ed. Dindorf), Mupudévwv mpott &otu] fiv
“Ouepog uev Phlav Aéyel, ol 8¢ vedtepol Papoariav. It is possible that the scho-
liast is referring to a model or models that Catullus might have followed.

Now I will move on to Housman’s second objection. The metrical difficulty
with Pharsaliam is that its second syllable should be long, just as it is in the
case of the adjective Pharsalia later in the same line. Either the letter 7 is
consonantal by synaeresis, or, more likely, the second a in Pharsaliamm must be
irregularly short. Ellis, Kroll and Quinn in their commentaries all accept the MS
reading, suppose that the second syllable is short, and defend this by reference
to the Alexandrian mannerism of repeating a word in the same line with two
different metrical values. Precedents may be found in Callimachus, Theocritus
and elsewhere.*®* Lucilius (F 355 Marx) and Martial (9.11) noted and criticized
this metrical laxity of the Greeks, using Homer’s inconsistency in the treatment
of the name of Ares as their example.

Theocritus was the champion of this conceit, and Catullus can be seen to have
followed his example in this matter. The end of Theocritus 18 has a different
word repeated in each line (49-53).*°* Then, the last hexameter (58) begins with
the words “Yunv & “Yuévaie, with the first upsilon long and the second short.
The wedding cry exists in many variants in many authors, but Catullus took
advantage of the metrical freedom of Theocritus in making a hexameter out of
Hymen o Hymenaee, Hymen ades o Hymenaee! in poem 62. The similarity of
form and similar metrical flexibility point to a Theocritean origin for Catullus’
refrain. Thus it is arguable that Catullus might elsewhere choose to employ this
device again, and this is the ground on which the MS reading of Pharsaliam in
64.37 is usually defended. It is even more likely if we consider that Theocritus

18, which contains two examples of the conceit, is Helen’s epithalamium, and

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

102 Tn a different but related device Theocritus avails himself of two different scansions of
xUnpg in line 51: ‘... Kinpwg 8¢, Hed Kinpig....” Munro (1908: ad Lucr. 4.1254) calls it a
‘crime’.
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that 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 On 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 Budé edition of Calpurnius Amat defends this by referring
to the image of the peace-bearing prince who ends civil war (1.58f). While it
is true that 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
context.’® Corydon 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 just grown
quiet at the mention of the name of Caesar. He then recalls that once before he
had noticed the wood become still in the midst of a storm, and at that 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 cannae.*®5 (Calp. Sic. 4.100f)

On this reading, it is clear that 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 that he too is a
god. Amyntas is simply supplying an example of a natural phenomenon from his
past; at that 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 explicitly.*°® Thus, the only possible conclusion is that we

103 Postgate (1905: 260): ‘this trio of cripples’.

124 More generally, such a precise reference to a specific and traumatic event in real history is
out of character in the world of Calpurnius’ bucolic poetry. One of the challenges of following in
Vergil’s footsteps is precisely to make events in that timeless world resonate in a political sense
for contemporary readers without violating generic decorum. While Pollio, Gallus and others
may exist in the Eclogues under their own names, Vergil’s treatment of the political upheaval
of his time is allusive and allegorical. Similarly, when Calpurnius does venture into the real
world, such as in describing a wooden amphitheater (7.23-34), the contemporary references
are vague and elusive, and in the case of the amphitheater he assimilates it to the traditional
bucolic antithesis of the big city and the countryside. Indeed, the seemingly endless controversy
over Calpurnius’ date, or even century, is a testament to his obliquity.

105 This is the text printed by Baehrens (1886); sonuerunt and Amat’s soluerunt are both
found in the MSS.

106 Amat explains how this putative allusion to civil war works: ‘... les sibila des roseaux
sont 'image des sifflements des spectres tués dans la plaine de Pharsale qui trouvent enfin
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must accept Heinsius’ emendation of Pharsaliae to Parrhasiae. Indeed, if, as
I am arguing, there is a specific connection between the metrical anomalies of
Catullus and Statius, no tenable parallel for the passage in Calpurnius remains,
and Pharsaliae is simply unmetrical.

In the Achilleid, Chiron is complaining to Thetis about the young Achilles’

rambunctious behavior:

nunc illum non Ossa capit, non Pelion ingens

Pharsaliaeve nives. (1.151f)

This is the reading of P, by far the best manuscript; the others have Thessaliaeve.
Most editors (e.g. Klotz, Dilke, Méheust, Rosati) have rightly preferred to let
the metrical irregularity stand here. Thessaliaeve is vague and colorless after the
mention of two specific places within Thessaly itself. It also renders repetitious
the phrase Thessala ... pinus (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 substituted to help the metre’. We do not, however, seem to have
a firm argument from poetic tradition to account for the metrical anomaly here
as we did with Catullus. Nevertheless, a look at the context of both reveals a
connection more than metrical between them. There is another striking thing
about Catullus’ line beside the quantity of Pharsaliam: it situates the wedding
of Peleus and Thetis explicitly in Pharsalus. This is extremely idiosyncratic;
the canonical account places the wedding generally on Mount Pelion, or more

specifically in Chiron’s cave there.*°7 The move is all the more striking in that

l’apaisement’ (p 111, n 91). She does not adduce any parallels for this striking metaphor.

107 In fact, all other literary evidence gives Pelion as the site of the wedding. For the numerous
sources, see Bloch in Roscher, s.v. ‘Peleus’, col. 1837.11-56, supplemented by R. Vollkommer
in LIMC, s.v. ‘Peleus’, p 251. Vollkommer, however, is mistaken in his claim that Pherekydes
(FrGrH 3 F 1), Phylarchos (FrGrH 81 F 81) and Euripides (Andr. 16-23) actually place the
wedding itself in the Thetideion near Pharsalus. Pherekydes and Euripides are rather following
a tradition in which the Thetideion received its name from the fact that Thetis and Peleus
lived there, or in nearby Phthia or Pharsalus, after they were married: see Jouan (1966: 68—
71). When Euripides is explicit about the site of the wedding, he places it in Chiron’s cave,
on Pelion (Iph. Aul. 704-7 and 1040). The only other sources for a wedding taking place at
a venue other than on Pelion are vase-paintings. Several of these, including the Frangois Vase
(LIMC s.v. ‘Peleus’, 212) and the Erskine Dinos (LIMC s.v. ‘Peleus’, 211) have very similar
representations of the scene, and Stesichoros has been proposed as their common literary
source: Stewart (1983). These vases show a procession of gods coming to the festivities; Peleus
and sometimes also Thetis await them at home. Despite the fact that the subject of these
paintings is often loosely termed the ‘wedding’ of Peleus and Thetis, this is unlikely; in the
Frangois Vase the couple are already in the same house, and Thetis is holding her veil away
from her face perhaps to signify her married state. We are actually seeing the énavAia of the day
after the marriage banquet: Simon and Hirmer (1981: 70). The Greek wedding ceremony took
place in the house of the bride’s father, and included a sacrifice, a meal, and the unveiling of the
bride as a married woman in the presence of the men. There was then a night-time procession
to the groom’s house where the couple went to bed. In the éravAio the following morning the
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it changes the setting from rustic to urban. Whatever 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 that 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 Statius’ 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
Thessaly.*°® Lucan quite rightly speaks of hills and plains around Pharsalus, not
mountains (colles and campis, 7.215f). It is true that elsewhere Statius speaks
in general of snowy Thessaly (niuibus ... Thessalicis, 1.651f), 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 niue? (1.476f). 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
nwualis / Haemoniae (Hor. Carm. 1.37.19f), 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 mountain valleys and not towns of the plain.

The thing that makes the phrase nunc illum non Ossa capit, non Pelion
ingens / Pharsaliaeve nives really striking is that 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. ‘Matrimonium’, vol 3, pp 1647-54). It is 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 Thetis’ 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 as the venue for the wedding, readers like Statius
who were familiar with it would surely have been struck by his departure from that tradition.
198 conubialia pandunt / antra (1.101f), domus ... Pelion arcu (1.106f) and lines 109f; on
the location of Thetis’ wedding, see below (Section 6.2).

199 See below, p 83.

110 Nisbet-Hubbard (1970) ad Hor. Carm. 1.37.19f.
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anomalous meter. These are flags to the reader of an otherwise subtle nexus.
Catullus 64 confused town with mountain by putting the wedding in Pharsalus
instead of on Pelion; so the Achilleid deliberately confuses town with mountain
by putting snow in Pharsalus instead of on Pelion and Ossa. The probability
that we are dealing with a gentle Statian wink at Catullus’ mythography is sup-
ported by the fact that these are the only two plausibly attested examples of the
anomalous scansion of Pharsalia and that Statius happens to use the word in con-
nection with the story of Achilles and not with, say, the nearby battle. If Statius
had learned nothing else from reading Lucan, he would have learned the word’s
proper quantity; and in fact he has no trouble with it elsewhere (Theb. 9.312,
and cf. the adjective Pharsalica at Silv. 2.7.66 and 113). Unless we accept that
Statius intends an allusion to Catullus 64.37, we are left to thank a remarkable
coincidence and to attribute Statius’ topography and scansion to carelessness or
perversity. As to the matter of Catullus’ metrical habits, it is not essential to our
purposes to decide whether Catullus’ line was corrupted very early, or whether
he actually wrote Pharsaliam coeunt, Pharsalia tecta frequentant. The metrical
anomaly does not seem to serve any purpose in the context the way it does in the
Achilleid, so it may be wrong to attribute it to Catullus.*** It is always possible
that a reader like Statius, when confronted with a corrupt MS, might have jus-
tified the error in the light of Catullus’ metrical practice elsewhere, just as some
modern editors have done. The Catullan tradition was very probably unreliable
even in Statius’ day. Aulus Gellius already complains about the circulation of
corrupt manuscripts of Catullus: libros scilicet de corruptis ezemplaribus factos
(6.20.6).

Barchiesi (1996: 48) has suggested that Chiron’s warning, nunc illum non
Ossa capit, non Pelion ingens, might bring to mind Pelion piled upon Ossa,
the Gigantomachy, and thus the first line of the poem with its reminder that
Achilles was nearly a threat to Jupiter’s hegemony. We saw that Statius based
his presentation of Thessalian geography on Lucan, who described the area as
the incubator of monstrosities. Lucan’s reputation for accuracy in matters of
astronomy and geography has been notoriously poor since Scaliger, because it
appears to be inconsistent in some of its details.**> Masters (1992) has shown
that some of these ‘errors’ are in fact closely related to the poet’s themes. For

example, when Lucan ‘confuses’ the positions of Pelion and Ossa, on Masters’

111 In an earlier version of this argument (1997), I stressed the evidence supporting the pos-
sibility that Catullus had written Pharsaliam, wrongly tending to assume that Statius would
necessarily have had access to a better copy of Catullus than we have.

112 See the Astronomical Appendix in Housman’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
attempt 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. Statius’ perverse
attribution of snow to Pharsalia rather than Pelion and Ossa might therefore be
considered a related manifestation of capricious Thessalian geography.

It is worth noting in this connection that 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 that its presence here is not a result
of Statius’ ignorance. Firstly, Statius in the Thebaid had indicated that Pholoe
was in Arcadia, not Thessaly; secondly Statius is alluding here to Lucan, who
had already made precisely the same claim.**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, that the Centaurs retreated to Arcadia
after their rout, where the name of Mount Pholoe would correspond with the
residence of Pholus.**4 Conversely, Lucan and Statius would rather move the
mountain to Thessaly than move the Centaurs to Arcadia. Masters (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-

113 Cf. Lucan 3.198, 6.386—98, 7.449, 827. Statius in the Thebaid never says in so many words
where Mount Pholoe is, but Adrastus selecting warriors in the Thebaid (10.228) is compared
to a horse-breeder on Mount Pholoe deciding which horse is suited to which purpose, including
the Olympic games. The mention here of Elis (Eleas ... palmas, 10.234) would seem to point
to the Peloponnese rather than Thessaly.
114 See Bond (1988) ad Eur. HF 364-74.
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sons for putting Pholoe in Thessaly in the Achilleid are less clear. It may be
simply a nod to Lucan, or it may be meant to remind us of Heracles, and that
most encounters between humans and Centaurs, even civilized and hospitable
ones like Pholus and Chiron, end badly. The next section continues this line of
enquiry into anomalies of geographical fact in the Achilleid and what they can
tell us about Statius’ use of his models. In this case, as with Pholoe, Statius
seems to have known perfectly well where certain places were located when he
wrote the Thebaid, and then strangely to have forgotten them when writing the
Achilleid.

2.2.3 EPIC GEOGRAPHY

Beside Pelion and Ossa, another classic example of unstable geography in an-
cient poetry is the wandering island of Delos. We will look now at the nature of
several islands described by Statius which appear to share with it a propensity
to wander about the Aegean. These islands have been cited in the past as exam-
ples of Statius’ carelessness or lack of interest in geography except as a source
of pretty-sounding names to ornament his verse.'*> The main problem is that
Statius appears to have thought mistakenly that Scyros was one of the Cycladic

islands.’*® Calchas visualizes Thetis seeking out Scyros among the Cyclades:

. video per Cycladas altas
attonitam et turpi quaerentem litora furto.

occidimus: placuit Lycomedis conscia tellus. (1.530-2)

When 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:

Tamque per Aegaeos ibat Laertia flexus

puppis et innumerae mutabant Cyclades auras:*

iam Paros Olearosque latent; iam raditur alta

Lemnos et a tergo decrescit Bacchica Naxos,

ante oculos crescente Samo; iam Delos opacat

aequor: ibi e celsa libant carchesia puppi

responsique fidem et uerum Calchanta precantur. (1.675-81)

@ oras Dilke

115 E.g. Kostlin (1875-6: 533), Klotz (19o2a: 300), and Jannaccone (ad 1.677).
116 Pliny explicitly excludes Scyros from both the Cyclades and the Sporades (NH 4.69), but
see also NH 4.72.
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Kiirschner (1907: 62f) discerned that 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 legimus 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.**7 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 Statius’ 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’.**9 That

is, this passage explicitly points out how fickle the winds in the central Aegean

117 Klotz (1902a: 300): ‘... qua re factum est ut quae apud priorem [poetam] recte atque
ordine procedunt, in Statio mera nomina sint: nulla enim situs regionisque ratio habita est’.
118 Servius auctus then gets muddled by the same difficulty, repeating Vergil’s mistake with
respect to the North wind: nam ad Thraciam aquilone nauigatur. Somewhat later, Servius
auctus gets it right: Africa venientibus auster secundus est, aquilo adversus (ad Aen. 5.2).
119 As Terzaghi (1956: 16) puts it, ‘col navigare attraverso alle Cicladi il vento si cambiava
spessissimo, secondo la posizione di ognuna delle tante isole, vicino a cui la nave passava’.
Rightly, the MS reading is also printed by Marastoni and Rosati.
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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 that Statius insists, as we have seen, that Scyros was there. Even
more improbably, Statius now adds two more islands to the list: Lemnos and
Samos. No wonder, then, that 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 ¥0pog, which might have been
confused with XxVpog. 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 that 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 that 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 important factor in Thetis’ choice of
hiding-place for her son.

Examining these two extenuating factors in turn, the first task is to compare
Statius’ discussion of Lemnos in the Thebaid and the Achilleid. That island has a
large place in Book g 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

129 Jannaccone (ad 1.677).

121 The full context (ad 2.477) is: ‘SCYRIA PUBES a Scyro insula, una de Cycladibus, in qua
Lycomedes fuit, pater Deidamiae: quam Achilles commendatus ibi a matre Thetide vitiat, unde
Pyrrhus natus est. quamuis alii volente Lycomede Deidamiam Achilli datam in matrimonium
dicunt’. The Achilleid is certainly the source of the version mentioned by Servius auctus in
which Achilles is sent to Scyros by Thetis, as opposed to the story told by alii.
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terra, nec illa Samo fama Deloue sonanti
peior et innumeris quas spumifer adsilit Aegon. (Theb. 5.49-56)

Statius alludes to the volcanic nature of the island and its consequent association
with Vulcan. He emphasizes its proximity to Thrace: Thraces arant contra; this
certainly proves that he knew it to be in the northern Aegean.*?? The statement
that Mount Athos casts its shadow on Lemnos derives from Apollonius, and
it accurately reflects the fact that Athos is the closest point (prozimus, 51) of
the Greek mainland to Lemnos, which lies roughly midway between it and Asia

Minor. Apollonius writes:

ot 8¢ vicoouévoloty "Abw dvétethe xohdvn
Opnuxin, 1) t6co0v dnbémpoh Afjuvov éoboav
dooov éc EvBLdy xev éUoTtolog OAxdc dvicaoat,

dxpotdty xopupf) oxidel xal éodypt Mupivng. (Argon. 1.601—4)

Myrine is a town on the west coast of Lemnos, and the notion that the shadow
of Athos reached that far apparently derives from a fragmentary text of Sopho-
cles.*?3 There is also the passage in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon where Clytemnestra
describes in some detail the route of her chain of signal-beacons; Lemnos is the
mid-Aegean link between Asia Minor and Mount Athos.*?4 The chorus does
not quite believe her first explanation, and asks for confirmation.*?5 It seems,
therefore, that there was a debate of considerable antiquity over the nearness of
Mount Athos and Lemnos; that Statius alludes to this complex tradition makes
it unlikely that he would simply forget some years later in the Achilleid that
Lemnos is in the northern Aegean, off the coast of Thrace and Chalcidice. Lem-
nos has migrated 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. It is much closer to the central Aegean than
Lemnos, but it is still unlikely that the sailors should see it before their eyes

(ante oculos crescente, 679) in the Cyclades.*?® So there are three islands out of

122 Compare Vergil’s description of Thrace, Aeneas’ first stop after Troy: terra procul uastis
colitur Mauortia campis / (Thraces arant) ... (Aen. 3.13—4).

123 Sophocles F 776 Pearson; on the matter of the shadow, see Pearson’s exhaustive note.
Cf. also Plin. NH 4.73.

124 See the footnote to Fraenkel’s note on Agam. 285.

125 For this reading of Agam. 317-19, see Goldhill (1986: g—10).

126 T 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
lacua (fuerant Naxosque relictae / et Paros et Clario Delos amata deo) ...’ (Ars Am. 2.79f).
For differing interpretations of Icarus’ trajectory, see Rudd (1988: 24) and Sharrock (1994: 158f
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, that these are not errors, but rather
an indication that, in the world of the mythical past that 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 (@ebye ... @ebye, xTA.: 70-105, passim); but Delos, then called Asteria,
moves down from Eubcea to the region of the Cyclades to meet and welcome

her:*27

al ugv técoa Aéyovtog dnétpeyov elv &AL vijool
Actepin puilbuorre, ob 8’ EdBoinfe xaties,
Kuxhddag douévn nepmyéog ... (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:*28

Aotepin Budeooa, ot uev nepl T dugl te vijool
xUxhov énoujoavto xal Gg yopov dugefdiovto ...
(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 that 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 halt’ (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

27 On the mobility of Delos, see Bing (1988: 91-143) and Barchiesi (1994b).
128 Cf. Plin. NH 4.65.
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a Pythian part. The division must have been apparent in some form to Calli-
machus, as he based his Hymn to Delos on the story of Leto’s search for a place
to give birth to Apollo, utilizing only the first half of the Homeric Hymn.*29 In
Callimachus, Leto’s desperate search is fully dramatized, and the goddess en-
treats place after place to give her rest; in the Homeric Hymn by contrast, the

narrator simply lists those places that were too afraid to receive her:

6oooug Kprjtn 17 évtog Exet xal dfjuog Abnvésv
vijobg T’ Alyivn vavoudkewrn ©' EbBola

Alyal ©’ Eipeotat te xal dyytdin Ilendpnfog
Opnixids v ABbwg xal IInkiov &xpo xdpnva
Opnixin e Xduog "Idng v’ dpea oxtbevta
Exbpog xal Pdxata xal Adtoxdvng dpog aind
“IuBpog T edxtipévn xal Afjuvog duiyfakdéecoa
Aéofog T’ Ryabén Mdxapog ESog Alohimvog

xal Xlog, ) vijowv hmapwtdtn elv &ALl xeitat,
naunohbelg € Mipag xal Kwpldxou dxpa xdpnva
xal Khdpog aiyAfecoa xal Aloayéng dpog aind
xal Lduog 08pnA) Muxding T’ ainewvd xdpnva
Mikntég e Kbwg te, méAig Mepbnwyv dvbpdnwy,
xal Kvidog ainewn xat Kdpnabog Rveudecoa
Nd&og 1’ 3¢ Ildpog ‘PAvaid te netpriecoa,
téooov En’ dilvouoa “ExnBohov ixeto Antd,

el tlg ol yatéwy viel Béro oixia BécbBoar.  (Hymn. Hom. Ap. 30-46)

The list slights the Peloponnese and other parts of Greece, enumerating only
places on the coast of the Aegean and its islands, where Delian Apollo would
generally have had greater cult significance, a deficiency that Callimachus’ hymn
makes good.*3° As West (1975: 161) says, ‘The catalog of places in 30—44, which
ends as a record of Leto’s wanderings, but begins as a survey of Apollo’s wor-
shipers, covers the Aegean and its shores, with particular emphasis on the east-
ern side; it does not look further west than Athens’. The list of places named is
as follows: Crete, Athens, Aegina, Euboea, Aegae (uncertain location), Eiresiae
(possibly an island in the Thermaic gulf, or Peiresiae), Peparethos (an island
off Thessaly), Mount Athos, Mount Pelion, Samothrace, Mount Ida, Scyros,
Phocaea and Autocane (both in Asia Minor opposite Lesbos), Imbros, Lemnos,

129 Thus Depew (1998: 155, n 2); cf. Bing (1988: g1).
139 On the differences between the catalog of the Homeric Hymn and Callimachus, see Bing
(1988: 115f).
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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 that 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 neighbor’.*3* 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, huc 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; hic spretae Myconosque humilisque Seriphos
et Lemnos non aequa viris atque hospita Delos

gentibus. (1.198-207)

The list Thetis makes of places that 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 Delos.*3* 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 huc illuc diuisa mente uolutat (200) recalls the Vergilian line
atque animum nunc huc 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

131 Miller (1986: 33f). On the organization of the catalog, cf. Baltes (1981: 25-8).
132 Here too Lemnos appears to be among the Cyclades, although this is merely implied by
its position in Thetis’ list between Seriphos and Delos.

90



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 that 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 that 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 (1.211). This
line may echo the similarly alliterative words of Aeneas when he reaches Delos:
huc feror: haec fessos tuto placidissima portu / accepit (Aen. 3.78f); and we shall
see that 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 hic ventos, hic anxia cogitat angues,

hic homines: tandem dubiae placet umbra, novisque

vix stetit in ramis et protinus arbor amatur. (1.212-16)

Thetis, as mother (matri), is compared to a bird close to laying her eggs (vi-
cino ... partu).*33 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 It is striking that 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’ attempt 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, go) and her son’s unequal birth (impar ... genus, 256).
The imperiled Achilles, who has himself just been compared to Apollo in a simile
(165f), will be trundled off to Scyros, where Thetis will attempt to have her son
reborn as a daughter. The birth of Achilles happened once as tragedy and will

repeat itself as farce.

133 ‘Prossima al parto’: Arico (1986: 2937); see also Mendelsohn (19go: 301f).
134 Leto gave birth on Delos while holding on to a palm tree (Hymn. Hom. Ap. 3.117, Cal-
lim. Hymn 4.209f).
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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 that will accrue to the island as a result of its service to
her:

... te longus honos aeternaque cingent
templa 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 admitte 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:

ARN el yap %’ é6éhoc Edog Eppevar viog éuolo
®olfouv Anélwvog, Béabat T Evi nlova vnév:
&A\hog 8’ o0 Tig oeld mob’ &detat, 00d¢ oe Aok,
0Ud’ ebBwy oé v’ Eoecbar Gtouat odt’ ebunhov,
0Ud¢ TPUYNV oloelg, odT’ dp puta upla PloELs.
al 8¢ x’ Anéhhwvog éxaépyou vnov Eynoba,
&vBpwmol toL mdvteg dywAoovs’ Exatéufog
év0dd’ dyelpduevol, xvion 3¢ tol donetog alel
dnuol dvatet, Booxfoelg 6’ ol xé o’ Exywot
XELpOG &m’ dAhotping, énel ol tot miop U1’ 0ldug.
(Hymn. Hom. Ap. 51-60).

Leto goes on from here to make a solemn promise to Delos that temples will be
built and that 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, that Scyros will
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remain among the Cyclades, is equally untrue, and at this point we return to the
question of Statius’ idiosyncratic geography. The position of Scyros, which Thetis
here guarantees will be fixed forever among the Cyclades, is explicitly contrasted
with instabili ... Delo (1.388). Delos, which had previously floated about the
seas, was rewarded for its services to Leto by becoming fixed permanently to the
ocean floor. As we have seen, Statius envisions Scyros throughout the Achilleid
as one of the Cyclades. The clear implication of this broken promise is that
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 later, having
been compelled to wander north as a result of its failure to carry out its part in
Thetis’ bargain. The ironic contrast with Delos, which ended its wanderings 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-birth of Achilles. The implication that Scyros was compelled
to wander from the region of Delos to the coast of Eubcea, where it is today,
is the symmetrical opposite to Callimachus’ assertion that Asteria/Delos was
summoned from Eubcea 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 later (Section 4.2) that Thetis’
mishandling of the mythological paradigm from the Homeric Hymn to Apollo
is quite typical of her rhetorical gestures in the epic. In retrospect, the strange
insistence by Statius that Scyros was one of the Cycladic islands proves to be
more than a simple error on the part of the poet. Bing (1988: 94-6) argues
that the birth of Apollo on Delos and his eventual supremacy over Ares marks
in a programmatic way the triumph of Callimachean poetics, and specifically
the rejection of martial epic.*35 Be that as it may, Thetis’ attempt to associate
Scyros with 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
among the Cyclades represent the ultimate triumph of the Homeric paradigm in
Achilles’ life, and the futility of Thetis’ intervention: it is the destiny of Scyros
itself and not Achilles’ destiny that is diverted in the end.

On this argument, the subsequent occasions in the Achilleid which imply
that Scyros and even Lemnos and Samos are among the Cyclades look back
to Thetis’ prophecy and suggest that in the mythical period of which Statius is
writing geographical position and relative prestige were still under negotiation: a

process in which Scyros came out a loser. There are a number of reasons Statius

135 Against this view, see Depew (1998: 173f).
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might possibly have wished to suggest that 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 Xunin, which
some identified as Scyros, others as the Cycladic Syros.*3¢ Another possible
source of confusion could have been the text of Catullus 64. It was suggested
above that Statius may have seen an already corrupt version of the following

passage:

deseritur Cieros; linquunt Pthiotica 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
Clieros, it was Meineke that 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 wedding-guests.*37 If 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 that Statius was simply following the needs of his
poem, or that 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 that 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.
That Statius was simply careless is one possible conclusion to an investigation
of apparent anomalies in his work; but if it is taken as a working hypothesis, we

are unlikely to discover anything new about it.

2.2.4 ACHILLES’ HEEL

The following discussion will necessarily have a different character from the
foregoing, since it describes Statius’ debt to a source that has disappeared and
is no longer identifiable. One of the things that the Achilleid is known for, if it

136 Schol. (ad loc) with Heubeck-Hoekstra.
137 Ellis (1889: ad loc) reservedly defends the reading Scyros.
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is known at all, is that the story of Achilles’ vulnerable heel appears in it for
the first time in ancient literature and art. Even though Statius’ references to
the myth are casual and brief, it would be strange to omit entirely to discuss
such a famous detail, and so I shall do so here. Three times Statius alludes to
Thetis’ attempt to make her son immortal by dipping him in the Styx. In the
first instance, Thetis is falsely reporting a dream to Chiron in which she says
that she has been reliving the experience of taking Achilles to the Styx and

submerging him in it:

. saepe ipsa—nefas!-—sub inania natum

Tartara et ad Stygios iterum fero mergere fontes. (1.122f)

The next reference comes as Thetis is addressing Achilles, and she supplies some
further details; we learn that the purpose of the trip was somehow to protect
her son and that she failed to complete the task:

. si progenitum Stygos amne severo

armavi—totumque utinam! ... (1.269f)

The incident is mentioned once more, with the more precise stipulation that
Thetis brought Achilles to the Styx to make his limbs impervious to weapons.
Statius reports it as part of the scuttlebutt among the Greek fleet at Aulis, as

though it were general knowledge among them:

... quemve alium Stygios tulerit secreta per amnes

Nereis et pulchros ferro praestruxerit artus? (1.480f)

The first thing to be said is that these must be allusions to a more complete
telling of the myth elsewhere; Statius’ remarks are not fully comprehensible on
their own; he does not even mention Achilles’ leg or ankle as the vulnerable
point.*38 Even if Statius had planned to tell the story in greater detail later in
the poem, these three elliptical references presuppose the ability of his audience
to appreciate the story at some level. All modern accounts are unanimous in
asserting that Statius was not the source for this myth, but that he merely
popularized an incident he had found elsewhere; and this is certainly true. It

is worth noting, however, that three separate allusions in the space of some

138 T use the terms heel, ankle, and lower leg interchangeably here, because in the version
Statius adheres to the important thing is that Achilles is vulnerable in the place covered by
Thetis’ hand, and there is no necessary connection of invulnerability with a special part of his
body. Representations of Achilles’ death tend to place an arrow in the ankle (talus) or even
the lower leg. Gantz (1993: 628) has suggested that we speak of Achilles’ ‘heel’ because that
is what the Romance reflexes of talus mean; see also Burgess (1995: 225f).
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four hundred lines constitute a very insistent series of references, which gives
cumulatively more and more specific hints as to the nature of Thetis’ trip to
the Styx. We might therefore guess that the source to which Statius is alluding
was obscure enough that not all of his audience might have been expected to
appreciate and understand it at first encounter.

If Statius’ source was so obscure that he needed to coax his audience towards
an appreciation of it, it is perhaps not surprising that no earlier reference to
Achilles’ ankle or to his partial invulnerability has survived. Kossatz-Diessman
(LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’ no. 12) reported that there was a Hellenistic gold ring in
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art which showed Thetis dipping Achilles in
the Styx, but the ring has since been appraised by the museum as inauthentic.*39
This leaves Statius as our earliest witness to the tradition, and even then we must
fill in the rest of the story, including the detail of Achilles’ ankle, from late sources
like Servius and Lactantius.*4° Given these humble beginnings, it is remarkable
how familiar the notion of Achilles’ vulnerable heel has become. The reason for
the wide diffusion of the story, apart from the popularity of the Achilleid itself
in late antiquity and the middle ages, was well analyzed by Young (1979).*4* He
pointed out that the ultimately ineffectual dipping of Achilles into the river of
death to preserve his life in this world was the perfect foil in Christian polemic
for baptism, which is the successful dipping of a Christian into the river of life to
preserve him in the next world. The implication that Achilles’ dipping in the Styx
was a sort of flawed pagan baptism was surely an extremely influential factor
in the propagation of the tale among Christians; Young quotes a passage from
Tertullian’s de anima that engages in this sort of polemic against the heretical

baptisms of a Samaritan gnostic named Menander Magus:

legimus quidem pleraque aquarum genera miranda. . .. plane Stygias
paludes poeta tradidit mortem diluentes, sed et Thetis filium planxit.
quamquam si et Menander in Stygem mergit, moriendum erit ni-
hilominus, ut ad Stygem venias, apud inferos enim dicitur.

(de anima 50.3)

139 Personal communication; also reported by Burgess (1995: 222, n 19).

149 Serv. ad Aen. 6.57, Lactantius ad Ach. 1.480.

141 [ am obliged to Jonathan Burgess for sending me a copy of this hard-to-find article, and
for discussing Achilles’ heel with me. I have naturally stressed those points relevant to my
argument where I disagree with Burgess, so I should note here that I agree with almost all
of the conclusions reached in his comprehensive article on the topic (1995); in particular, his
work has made it unnecessary to discuss here at any length the archaic Greek evidence for the
manner of Achilles’ death.
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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 that 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 that Statius would
hardly have hinted so heavily to his audience that 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 Statius’ 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) that Tertullian in
the de pallio was intimately familiar with Statius’ Achilleid, and his knowledge
of its plot is so complete that he could hardly have gained it indirectly or from a
florilegium, as Young suggests.*4® The similarity in diction between Tertullian’s
wn Stygem mergit and Statius’ ad Stygios iterum fero mergere fontes, admits the
possibility of borrowing, but they may both simply be using the natural Latin
expression. The fact that Tertullian refers to Achilles’ death in terms of Thetis’
mourning for him (sed et Thetis filium planzit) is probably indebted to Statius’
Thetis-centered view of Achilles’ mortality; Statius’ Thetis describes to Neptune
proleptically her mourning at Achilles’ tomb.*43 Burgess notes that 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)
that Statius is interested in expanding the religious ambit of epic to include
mystery cult and even ‘Eastern’ divinities like Mithras 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 Statius’ source, we are left with the plausible
guess of Carl Robert (1923: 67f and 1187) that some Hellenistic writer put the
story of Achilles’ vulnerable heel together from the various parts of the tradition

142 Young (1979: 16 and 25, n 49). His interpretation (1979: 25, n 48) of the references to
magical practices earlier in Thetis’ speech is also mistaken; her magicum sacrum (1.135) is
derived from the parallel deception of Vergil’s Dido (see below, Section 4.2), and the ignoti
divi (1.139) are the powers of the underworld so called apotropaically, not the ‘unknown gods’
of gnosticism.

143 Ach. 1.75f; and cf. Silv. 2.7.97: Peliden Thetis horruit cadentem.
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that were available in Achilles’ biography, but which previously had been un-
related.*#4 The notion that Thetis had tried to remedy the mortal state of the
infant Achilles by special techniques is present in Apollonius, who says that she
placed him in the hearth at night to burn away his mortal parts and anointed

him with ambrosia:

T uev yap Bpotéag aiel nepl odpxag Edatev

voxta di1& uéoony groyud mupde, fiuata 8 abte

duppoain xpleoxe tépev déuag, dppa mélorto

aBdvatog xal ol otuyepdv ypol Yiipag GAéAxol ... (Argon. 4.869-72)

This regimen was clearly invented by Apollonius, for its details were borrowed
from Demeter’s equally unsuccessful treatment of the infant Demophoon in the

Homeric Hymn:

-+ Anpitne
xeleox’ duPpoain Gg el Beol éxyeyadta,
7L xatanvelovoa xal év x6hnotov Eyovoa
voxtag 3¢ xpunteoxe mupog uével fite Sahov
A&Bpa @ihwv YovEW. .. (Hymn. Hom. Cer. 2.237-40)

Just like Demeter, Thetis is interrupted in her ministrations by the objections
of a foolish mortal; the goddess reacts angrily and the baby loses its chance
at immortality.*4> While Thetis is not exactly a model wife and mother in the
Argonautica nor by extension in the Achilleid (see below, pp 160-162), this inter-
vention by Apollonius was presumably an attempt to redeem the utter barbarity
attributed to Thetis in other versions, where she killed many of her own infant
children in the process of testing their mortality by throwing them in the fire
or in a pot of water. Peleus finally catches her performing the same test on
Achilles, and prevents her from killing him; she then flees her husband’s home,
never to return, just as she does in the Argonautica. Apollonius took several el-
ements, Thetis’ placing her child in the fire, her anger at Peleus, and her abrupt

144 The argument that the Styx-episode went back to the archaic period, surviving under-
ground in Greek ‘folk memory’, only to emerge once again in writers like Statius, Hyginus and
Fulgentius, has largely been abandoned; given the number of surviving Greek treatments of
Achilles’ life, the silence of our sources on the matter of the Styx is overwhelming: thus Young
(1979: 14).

145 The desire to attribute a great antiquity to this interesting myth as 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
Thetis’ 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.?46 Apollonius transforms death by
fire into thwarted salvation by fire, while the Styx-poet transformed death by
water into imperfect salvation by water.*47 This 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.4® The 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.

146 Death by fire: Lycophron 178f with Tzetzes ad loc; by water: Hesiod (Aegimius)
F 300 Merkelbach-West (OCT); the source for this latter Aegimius-testimonium (Schol. ad
Ap. Rhod. 4.816) mentions the existence of both fire- and water-versions; there are other scho-
lia of lesser relevance that mention Thetis’ destruction of her children: see Burgess (1995: 220,
0 A1)

147 Burgess (1995: 220, n 10) says that it can be ‘assumed’ that boiling water is meant,
but one can do so only on the basis of an equally arbitrary assumption that all of the pre-
Statian accounts of Achilles’ infancy are essentially similar and that differences among them
should be effaced as far as possible. Robert (1923: 67f) by contrast suggested that Thetis,
as a sea-goddess, was checking to see if her offspring could swim and survive in her native
element. Regardless of the temperature of the water, the same contrast and symmetry obtains
between harmful/beneficent fire on the one hand and harmful/beneficent water on the other.
The fact that Thetis dips Achilles in the waters of the Styx, which were ordinarily harmful
(cf. Hes. Theog. 775-806), merely extends the notion of an ordinarily harmful element being
put to ameliorative use: Burgess (1995: 224, n 27).

148 T acknowledge that the symmetry between these two literary versions is not perfect: one
speaks of making the infant immortal, the other of making him invulnerable. There is a differ-
ence between incomplete invulnerability and unachieved immortality, and Young was wrong
largely to have ignored it; but the decision to use that distinction as his primary interpretive
matrix greatly hampered Burgess’ investigation of this particular set of data (1995: 219—22).
The taxonomy that results from this approach is not very useful, as it merely separates the
Styx-version on the one hand from everything else on the other. The contrast between a malev-
olent and a benevolent Thetis or between fire and water is surely more fundamental than the
distinction between imperfect invulnerability and unachieved immortality, which is essentially
academic, as the upshot of both versions is the same: Achilles remains mortal.
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Homer does not mention Achilles’ heel or ankle, and it is uncertain how the
Aethiopis handled the episode of his death.*49 Much of the evidence connecting
Achilles’ death with an arrow to that part of his body comes from vase painting,
and it is unnecessary to explore the complexities of the evidence here, for it
has been analyzed thoroughly and convincingly by Burgess (1995: 224-37). It is
sufficient to note that the existence of versions of Achilles’ death which attribute
it to an arrow below the knee is more than amply accounted for without the
Styx-episode. One explanation that has been offered is the invulnerability not
of Achilles, but of his divinely-made armor, which required that he be killed by
finding a chink in it, just as Achilles does when he kills Hector, who is wearing

his old panoply (Il. 22.320-25).*5° Here are some of Burgess’ conclusions:

Paris with the help of Apollo, who probably merely guided his arrows,
killed Achilles by first immobilizing him with a lower leg wound. The
lower wound would have taken away from Achilles his greatest ad-
vantage, his swiftness. Such a wound may have been one of the only
wounds possible if Achilles was wearing invulnerable armor. ...if
Achilles wore invulnerable armor in the early tradition, then the mo-
tif of invulnerability ... [was] transferred from the armor to Achilles
himself. So the concept of Achilles’ imperfect invulnerability may not

have existed in early Greek myth, but the seeds of the story did.*5*

The important thing to note is that the image of a mortal arrow-wound in
Achilles’ lower leg could have persisted in art, particularly in the visual arts,
long past the point where the original reasons for it, such as those reconstructed
by Burgess, had been forgotten. It was apparently a detail that remained current
enough that the inventor of the Styx-episode could create a new aetiology for it.

Thetis’ dipping of Achilles in the Styx has a remarkable structural similarity
to Apollonius’ treatment of her intervention, since both attribute Thetis’ once-
destructive immersion of her child in a harmful element (fire/water) to altruistic
motives. Just as Apollonius modified the brutal picture of Thetis’ indifference to
her children by adding elements taken from the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, the
inventor of the Styx-episode achieved the same result by adding the notion that,

as a result of his mother’s intervention, Achilles was invulnerable save for his

149 Apollodorus (Epit. 5.4) records that Achilles died as a result of a wound to the ankle, and
this information may go back to a cyclic source.

15° When Hector kills Patroclus in Achilles’ armor, it is first removed by Apollo (Il. 16.788-
96). The theory of Achilles’ magical armor goes back to Paton (1912); see Burgess (1995: 231,
n 54) for subsequent bibliography.

151 Burgess (1995: 237). To the list of vases depicting Achilles’ death that Burgess discusses,
add the cup which has been argued by Brijder (1991: 430f) to show it also.
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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.>* The question
of which version came first cannot be decided, but it is arguable that the Styx-
episode was a response to, and even an ‘improvement’ on the Argonautica, in
that it adds a specific explanation for the arrow in Achilles’ death-scene. So
there is some circumstantial evidence to support Robert’s guess that the Styx-
episode had its origin in the Hellenistic period or at least at some time later than
Apollonius.*33 It is not necessary to go so far as Weitzmann (1959: 54-9), who
postulated the existence of an Hellenistic Achilleid.*5% The dipping of Achilles
in the Styx brings together Achilles’ birth and death in a way that 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
Lycophron.*55 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

152 Argon. 4.1645-82; see Young (1975: 13), who points out that according to one version
recorded by Apollodorus (Bibl. 1.9.26), Talos was killed with an arrow to his heel.

153 Accepted also by Burgess (1995: 222), who has his own theory, however, connecting the
origins of the Styx-episode with another Hellenistic innovation: the version of Achilles’ death
where he was killed, unarmed, in an ambush at the temple of Thymbraean Apollo.

154 ¢ chiefly on the evidence of the pictorial tradition in Greek monuments, we would surmise
that there must have existed also a Greek Achilleid after which Statius modeled his’ (54). Apart
from the presumption of Statius’ utter lack of originality, another problem with this argument
is that the ‘Greek monuments’ Weitzmann adduces are mostly located in Rome and post-date
Statius by several centuries (e.g. the Tensa Capitolina and the Capitoline well-head); these
were surely influenced by Statius’ Achilleid itself. Weitzmann is so sure that these cycles had
their origin in ‘ancient book illumination’ that he imagines that Statius’ poem could not have
inspired these works of art unless every single event depicted on them was narrated explicitly
by Statius; for a fuller, but insufficiently sceptical, consideration of his thesis, see Manacorda
(1971: 46-50). The post-fifth-century examples cited by Weitzmann do usefully demonstrate
how the Styx-episode became assimilated to baptismal iconography, thus contributing to the
continuing popularity of the story.

155 Lyc. Alex. 178f; even the number, six children burnt before Achilles is saved, is the same.
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Apollo chases Achilles around Troy, which causes him to trip, fall and be killed.
Discussion of Chennos has been polarized between those who have treated him as
a useful source who was in possession of reliable if obscure scholarly information
on myth,*56 and those who have emphasized that he was evidently a prankster
of considerable wit.*57 These two opinions are not mutually exclusive, however,
and in our case Chennos combines genuine but obscure information with his own
outrageous invention.'58 Another example may help to clarify Chennos’ method.
We know that the name Achilles took as a girl was a matter that had been dis-
cussed somewhere, for Suetonius (7%b. 70.3) tells us that the emperor Tiberius
used to quiz scholars on this question in order to test their erudition, but we do
not know where.?59 Apart from the name Pyrrha (Hyg. Fab. 96), our only other
evidence for the debate comes from Chennos, who gives a list of several names.
The names themselves include reasonable candidates, like Pyrrha, along with
patently absurd male names like Prometheus, which is perhaps a pun on the
‘fiery’ name Pyrrha. So Chennos had access to the debate over Achilles’ name
among the women, but rather than supplying us what we would like, viz. a list
of the names that were proposed in earnest in whatever sources Tiberius and
Chennos had access to, he gives us via Photius a list that combines elements of
the real debate with the amusing products of his own fantasy. The case is much
the same with the question of Achilles’ partial invulnerability. Let us hypothesize
that Chennos was aware of the same source as Statius for the story of Achilles’
dip in the Styx. Chennos went back to Apollonius’ point of departure, which
was Thetis’ serial murder of her children in the fire, and proposed a whimsical
way of transforming the story as an alternative to Apollonius’ solution and the
Styx-episode. Chennos did not redeem Thetis’ bloody-minded intentions, nor
did he foist the notion of invulnerability on Achilles, but he did connect Thetis’
treatment of Achilles as an infant with his heel and his eventual death, much as
the Styx-episode presumably did.

There is not much we can say in conclusion here about Statius’ use of his
model, because that model has not survived. Indeed, the foregoing reconstruc-
tion is obviously very speculative, but it serves to demonstrate how Statius might
have engaged with yet another Hellenistic source in the Achilleid. This chapter

began with an epigraph from the medieval Irish translator of the Achilleid.*®°

156 E.g. Tomberg (1968).

157 E.g. Winkler (19go0a: 144).

158 On Chennos’ reliability, see O’Hara (1996: 198-200).

159 See below, Section 3.1.1.

160 Watkins (1995: 375, n 1 and 513, n 6) has a few interesting comments on this version and
its elaboration of the theme of the boyhood deeds of Achilles.
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He was very concerned about the chronological plausibility of Statius’ epic, par-
ticularly with regard to generational succession. He was anticipating objections
to such chronological anomalies from his readers, who would have been familiar
with the conventions of Irish vernacular epic as well as versions of Latin epic
and the Trojan tales. The potential problem that the translator identifies and
anticipates is that Neoptolemus would have been too young to go to Troy as a
soldier, given that the war only lasted ten years and that he was begotten just
before Achilles set out. The Irish version points out, however, that 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), Statius leaves open the possibil-
ity that by the time the heroes arrive and meet Achilles, Neoptolemus may have
grown up considerably. The medieval translator was more astute in this regard
than Mozley, the Loeb translator, who calls Neoptolemus a ‘babe’ (1.952) at
the time of Achilles’ discovery and departure, even though the Latin is entirely
noncommittal about his age at this point.*¢*

The insertion of stretchable time-spans into the plot of the Achilleid was
not necessarily Statius’ ultimate answer to the chronological problem, however.
We have access to a piece of information that the medieval translator did not:
Proclus’ summary of the Cypria claims that the Greeks mustered at Aulis twice.
The first expedition goes awry when it lands in Mysia and attacks Telephus’
people in the mistaken belief that they are the Trojans. After this fiasco, the
troops must all reassemble at Aulis once again, where Achilles eventually heals
Telephus’ wound.*®? So there may in fact be plenty of time in the future for
Neoptolemus to grow up and for Statius to put off Achilles’ arrival at Troy, if
that is how the poet wished to shape his plot. Judging from the length of time
it takes the Seven to get to Thebes in the Thebaid, until even Jupiter grows
impatient with the delays (Theb. 7.14-20), such a strategy of narrative deferral
might have been congenial to Statius in the Achilleid too, which embodies such a
strong tension between the carefree present and the looming tragedy of the Iliad.
There is much that could yet happen between the end of Statius’ epic at we have
it and the beginning of Homer’s. The medieval Irish audience of the Achilleid
was expected to be alert to apparent inconcinnities in epic narrative. By paying

attention to a few such inconsistencies, this chapter has tried to shed light on

161 patum, 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.
162 Breslove (1943-4) 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.
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the general nature of Statius’ 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 matter, a mythological conundrum that we glanced at in passing

just above: Achilles’ name among men and among women.
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CHAPTER THREE

SEMIVIR, SEMIFER, SEMIDEUS

What 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 Urne-Buriall*

3.1 NAMING ACHILLES

IN A well-known passage in his biography of Tiberius, Suetonius relates that
the emperor had a taste for mythological minutiae, and that he used to quiz

scholars on points of difficulty:

Maxime tamen 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 mater Hecubae, quod Achilli nomen inter virgines fuisset, quod

Sirenes cantare sint solitae. (Ttb. 70.3)

From this we know that the name Achilles took among the women had already
become, if not yet a by-word for obscurity, at least a matter 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 tibi’ ait ‘nostri germanam, rector, Achillis—
nonne vides ut torva genas aequandaque fratri?—

tradimus.’ (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 Thetis’ 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 that she has
quite forgotten to change his name. So she abruptly changes the subject instead.
It is easy to imagine that someone reciting this passage out loud might pause
for dramatic and humorous effect at the end of lines 350 and 351, in order to
illustrate Thetis’ momentary embarrassment and to heighten our expectation
that 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 that 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 ultimately from

* ‘[Thetis] commendavit eum [Achillem] in insulam Scyron ad Lycomedem regem, quem ille
inter virgines filias habitu feminino servabat nomine mutato, nam virgines Pyrrham nomi-
narunt, quoniam capillis flavis fuit et Graece rufum nuppov dicitur’. (Hyg. Fab. 96). There is
also a Spanish mosaic depicting the Scyros episode in which one figure is labelled as ‘Pyrrha
filius Tetidis’ [sic] (LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’ no. 100).
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the pen of Ptolemaios Chennos, and must be at least in part the product of that
strange writer’s ingenuity; there is no reason to believe that he reports a genuine
tradition that was potentially known to Statius.?> The name Pyrrha seems to
have established itself as the leading candidate, if not the definitive answer to
Tiberius’ query. It is not hard to see why. The name has a fairly credible putative
origin in the color of Achilles’ hair, his avhiyv ... yobmv (Il. 23.141),3 and it
offers an aetiology for why it was that the son born to Achilles on Scyros was
given the name Pyrrhus before he was renamed Neoptolemus.

It is not easy to determine whether Statius, despite his overt reticence on the
subject, has made allowances for the possibility that his audience might have
approached his poem with the prior opinion that Achilles’ name on Scyros was
indeed Pyrrha. He does tell us as an afterthought that Achilles’ son was named
Pyrrhus (2.24), but not why. He also mentions Achilles’ hair several times (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 Achilles’ hair in a way that may point
to a discourse about it outside the Achilleid. Along with a passing reference
to Achilles’ flaventia tempora (1.611), Statius describes his hair color with the
phrase fulvo ... nitet coma gratior auro (1.162). Kiirschner (1907: 39, n 5) saw
that this is remarkably like Philostratus’ description of Achilles’ hair in the
Heroicus (19.5): TV u&v 3 x6unv dueiagi] adtd gnow elval xoal ypuoot Adiw.
The similarity of phrasing seems beyond coincidence. It is unlikely, however, that
Philostratus knew and alluded directly to Statius. There are no other points of

2 Photius records in the Bibliotheca (190) what he remembers of Chennos’ Kaine Historia;
this includes a number of names for Achilles among the women: Cercysera, Issa, Pyrrha, Aspe-
tus, and Prometheus. For a parallel example of Chennos combining genuine information with
his own whimsical inventions, see above, p 101. As Winkler (19goa: 144) put it, ‘he was obvi-
ously familiar with a vast range of scholarship and has no compunctions about sending it up’.
Several of the names are attributed by Chennos via Photius to the authority of the otherwise
unknown and possibly fictitious Aristonicus of Tarentum (FrGrH 57.1; cf. RE 2.964.48-55
s.v. ‘Aristonikos 16’ [Cohn]). The first thing that needs to be noted about this improbable
list is that the last two names are undoubtedly male. We may be afforded some dim light on
what Chennos was trying to do here by the information provided by Plutarch that Achilles
was worshiped at Epirus under the name Aspetus (Pyrrh. 1, and cf. Hesychius s.v. ‘"Aconetoc’).
Chennos was probably inventing his own answers to Tiberius’ question by appropriating ob-
scure cult names for Achilles, and whatever other means he could devise. Thus Prometheus
may have been a fanciful pun on the ‘fiery’ name Pyrrha. The motivations behind the other
names on this list are probably not recoverable, but Tomberg (1968: 118-20) makes an attempt
to reconstruct the possibilities of wordplay. For a review of the differing opinions of Chennos’
reliability, see O’Hara (1996: 198-200). Our case is typical of Chennos in that he is one of very
few ancient sources to give us the ‘genuine’ name Pyrrha, and yet it comes to us mixed in
with other names that are nonsensical. At any rate, Chennos should probably be dated to the
second sophistic (O’Hara, 1996: 198, n 36), and so does not predate Statius.

3 As Rose points out in his footnote to Hyg. Fab. 96, the success of this explanation depends
upon a certain flexibility regarding the distinction between the colors Eavbnév and nuppdv.
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contact between the two authors, and the Heroicus has an account of Achilles’
stay on Scyros that manifests no awareness of Statius’ version, and is entirely
at odds with the Achilleid.4 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 that both authors were imitating 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 Statius’ allusion has been lost. We
cannot penetrate Statius’ 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 ETYMOLOGIES FOR ACHILLES

Having successfully recruited Achilles and having then departed from Scyros in
his ship, Ulysses begins a grand peroration concerning the events that 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 that a more
congenial topic would be for Ulysses to recount the origins of the current conflict
with Troy, claiming that in this way he will be able to work up a suitable sense of
indignation: ede: libet tustas hinc sumere protinus iras (2.48).5 Ulysses responds
with a précis of events from the judgment of Paris onwards, putting the worst
possible spin on the abduction of Helen. What lends his account real brilliance
is that he draws his portrait of Paris in such a way that he comes dangerously
close to painting Achilles with the same brush. As ezempla 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 example, according to Philostratus, Achilles was never sent to Scyros to avoid the
Trojan War, but rather Peleus sent him there to attack the place in revenge for Lycomedes’
murder of Theseus (Heroicus 46.2).

5 This line is surely one of the funniest in the Achilleid. It is ironic, at the very least, that
Achilles chooses to discover the reasons behind the Trojan war only after he has embarked to
join it, and then he proleptically decides that the ira he shall derive therefrom will be iusta.
For an entirely different view of this line, see King (1987: 129).
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A womanly semivir who nevertheless manages to rape a woman of the household
in which he is a guest: does this description better suit Paris at Sparta or Achilles
at Scyros? Achilles is implicated even more strongly in the pointed rhetorical

question at the end of Ulysses’ speech:

quid si nunc aliquis patriis rapturus ab oris
Deidamian eat viduaque e sede revellat
attonitam et magni clamantem nomen Achillis? (2.81-3)

This hypothetical rapist certainly sounds just as much like another Achilles, who
raped Deidamia, and caused her to cry out in this fashion, than another Paris,
especially as Ulysses implies that Helen, like Deidamia, went along of her free
will (facili ... raptu, 2.69). Achilles responds naively, and does not see in this
crude provocation the ironic reflection of his own actions; he angrily grasps his
sword, ready to defend his bride’s honor (2.84-5). Ulysses is pleased to see how
well his manipulation of the hero has worked: tacuit contentus Ulizes (2.85). The
key to Ulysses’ speech is his picture of Paris the semivir who insinuates himself
among the women of another man’s household to rape one of his all-too-willing
daughters. Statius’ Ulysses knows the rhetorical uses of self-loathing; that is,
he knows that unseemly behavior is all the more repugnant when it is tinged
with the shame of seeing it or remembering it in oneself. He takes the shame and
anger that Achilles openly manifested when they began to discuss his effeminacy
at Scyros, and effectively redirects it at the figure of Paris.

Ulysses riles Achilles with the image of another man raping Deidamia as she
calls out his name. This is not the first occasion in the poem on which the name
of Achilles is shouted; the assembled Greek host at Aulis had clamored for the
presence of the absent hero on account of his high birth, his invulnerability, and
his harsh upbringing (1.476-82), and they dwelt lovingly on his name: nomen
Achillis amant (1.474). The shouting of that crowd set in motion the events that
would bring Achilles to Troy. Deidamia’s hypothetical shout for help likewise
calls into being Achilles’ famous epic anger. As Ulysses knows, voicing the name
has the power to conjure a hero. Achilles exists as a category, defined by his
potential and by his name, long before he arrives at Troy. As we shall see,
Statius makes explicit this relationship between Achilles’ name, his upbringing,
and his destiny.

There were many ancient etymologies mooted for the name of Achilles, but
they fall broadly into two groups, the first of which traces its inspiration to
Callimachus, the second to Euphorion; it will be argued here that Statius alludes

to both. Callimachus proposed a derivation from &yoc, ‘pain, distress’ that came
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to be popular in several different forms in antiquity. It is not known where
Callimachus propounded his theory, but its canonical formulation seems to have
been that ‘Achilles’ came from &yog IheGolv, or ‘distress to the Trojans’ (F 624
Pfeiffer). Variants of this included &yog idAkew, or ‘bringing distress’, and even
&yog AUew, or ‘relieving pain’, in reference to Achilles’ medical skills.® Against
this family of etymologies, Euphorion evidently proposed a derivation whose
tone may have been intended as whimsical. Fullest information is given in the

Etymologicum Magnum Auctum:

Axhelg] mopd to &yog ... 7} did TO R Oryelv yelkeor yihfig, 8 éott
TPOPTig BAwG Ydp 00 peTéoe ydhaxtog, GAAA puehols EAdpwy ETpdpn

e A

Omo Xelpwvog. 81t Ond Mupuddvev éxhidn, xabd gnow Edgopiwy:

"E¢ ®0inv ytholo xatvjie ndunay drnactog:
tobvexa Mupudéveg pv Ayhéa pnuigavto.”

The latter two lines may be translated as ‘Achilles returned to Phthia having
abstained entirely from eating fodder, and so the Myrmidons called him Achilles’.
This cryptic statement is explained by our sources as referring to Achilles’ return
to his father at Phthia from his fosterage with Chiron. The etymology would have
no point if the similarity between the notional word &-xthég and Ayukeds did not
correspond to some detail in the story of Achilles’ stay with Chiron. There was in
fact a tradition regarding the unusual food Achilles was given by Chiron to which
Euphorion was making reference. Achilles was not raised on common sustenance,
but on a strange diet, described here as the marrow of deer (uveloic éNdpwv).
For the moment it is sufficient to note that the infant Achilles was nourished
by Chiron with something other than milk, which, as Euphorion joked, meant
that he went without the usual ‘fodder’ (ytAég or yu\¥)) for young children. The
description of human nutriment as fodder points to Achilles’ incongruous wet-
nurse, the half-horse Chiron.

The conceit of these two lines is further elaborated in the phrase to un Guyeiv

xelheat yAfic. Not only was Achilles fed unusual food, he did not touch it with his

6 The most comprehensive listing of ancient etymologies is given by Fleischer in Roscher
s.v. ‘Achilles,’ 1.64.25-65. I was not successful in confirming in the sources listed by Fleischer
nor anywhere else the ancient etymology he reports from &yog Aaot. I did, however, find Palmer
(1963: 79) suggesting much the same thing (* Ax{-Aarog) on the basis of Mycenaean evidence.
Modern scholarship has found various derivations from &yog attractive; cf. LSJ and Chantraine
s.v. “Ayuhhels’ (1968: vol 1, p 150). Anciently, &yog idAAew is found e.g. in Eustathius ad . 1.1
(14.12-13), and &xog Abew in Etym. Magn. s.v. ¢ Ayxu\kels’. For each derivation only one source
has been cited here, but the scholia, lexica, and etymologica usually give several alternatives
each.

7 Etymologicum Magnum (Lasserre and Livadaras, eds.); Euphorion (F 62 v. Groningen).
Similar information and phrasing is found in the other sources; cf. v. Groningen (1977) ad loc.



lips (and was thus &-yethoc). The suggestion of v. Groningen (1977: ad loc) that
this formulation also goes back to Euphorion is likely, if we consider the allitera-
tion and the double etymology. The sense of the derivation has been obscured in
the Etymologicum, however, by a desire to juxtapose the two words yetheot and
¥A\fic. The problem is that &-yeiln, if it means anything at all, means ‘lipless’,
and eventually in fact the explanation reached this absurd extreme. Tzetzes or
his source combined this idea with the story of Thetis testing her children’s mor-
tality by pitching them in the fireplace to come up with the notion that in the
course of this treatment Achilles had had his lips burnt off.® The real point of
Euphorion’s derivation is shown more clearly by Apollodorus (Bibl. 3.13.6), who
says that Chiron named the boy Achilles because his lips had not touched the
breast: &t t& yeihn pasotoic od npoorveyxe. There might therefore be an allusion
to this etymological tradition in Apollonius; his Hera mentions to Thetis that
Achilles is being raised by Chiron and that he is going without her mother’s
milk: teol Aintovta ydhaxtoc (4.813). Euphorion’s etymological jeu may be re-
constructed thus: Achilles was raised from his birth by Chiron, and therefore his
lips (xethn) never touched his mother’s breast; instead Chiron nourished him on
a regime of offal which was a far cry from the usual diet of children, or even the
fodder of foals (yth6c). To use the word ‘fodder’ for the innards of wild animals
will have been ironic; Centaurs, as emblems of brutish nature, were conceived of
in myth as carnivores, and even eaters of raw meat, and this is consistent with
the way Chiron raised the young Achilles; but horses are herbivores, so the raw
meat diet of Centaurs is slightly paradoxical.9

Returning now to the Achilleid, after Ulysses has inflamed Achilles’ tus-
tas ... iras (2.48) with an account of the elopement of Paris and Helen, and
Diomedes has invited Achilles to tell them about his upbringing (2.86-93), we
are obliged with an account in the hero’s own words that occupies the remainder

of the poem (2.96-167). Achilles begins his narration thus:

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. (2.96-100)

8 Tzetzes ad Lycoph. Alez. 178. Cf. the story according to Ptolemaios Chennos that Achilles’
heel was burnt off (above, Section 2.2.4).

9 On the diet of Centaurs as an illogical reflection of their embodiment of ‘raw nature’, see
Kirk (1970: 161).
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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 3iya xowfic ythfic (ad
Lycoph. Alez. 178), and cibus recalls Euphorion’s yt\é¢ 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 yelAn 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 &-yAég or d-yelln, 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’ &yog IhieUow. 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.*?

1© The connection is noted in passing by Barchiesi (1996: 55).

11 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 etymology of the name of Chiron; so that poem may have been in part an inspiration
for Euphorion.

12 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 examination at the
beginning of Book 2 of the Achilleid is Dilke’s observation that the phrase imperiosus 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 important
distinction between them had already been articulated by Callimachus, as at-

tested by the following scholion:

Axhele yap dnd tob elvat &yog toig "Thelow Ayouv toic Tpwol xatd
pepwvuplay Ono yap Oelag mpovolag, bc Epn KoakNuoayog, éxAron

oVtwe.*3

Callimachus evidently foregrounded in his etymology the fact that Achilles was
given a name of wondrous foresight (feloc mpovolog). 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 mother’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 that 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 matter 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  ACHILLES AND CHIRON

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

at 2.72 is a figura etymologica, where imperiosus glosses dy#vwp. (Although his note is correct,
Dilke printed insidiosus for imperiosus in his text, a misprint subsequently corrected in the
errata.)

13 Anecdota Graeca (Ozoniensia) 4.403.27-29, ed. Cramer (1837). Eustathius (ad Il 1.1,
14.17-19) has similar wording, but without the attribution to Callimachus.
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his thesis.*4 The numerous representations of this scene may be divided into two
groups. In the first, Peleus alone is responsible for handing his infant son over to
the Centaur. In the second group Achilles is not an infant but a child, older and
able to walk on his own, and Thetis is also involved in the transfer of her child,
sometimes showing her grief at their parting. Friis Johansen pointed out that
the first group illustrates perfectly the state of affairs that must have obtained
according to the story of the birth of Achilles that is reported most fully by
Apollonius. In this version, which has parallels in many folk tales, the mermaid
Thetis, after spending a very short while with her mortal husband, is offended
by something he does and leaves for her home in the sea, never to be seen by him
again.'® So Peleus is left with 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 that Achilles was raised in his father’s palace (Il 18.57-60 = 18.438-41),
where his mother continued to spend time (Il 1.396, 1.414, 16.574); Thetis even
packed warm clothes for him to take to Troy (Il. 16.220—4). It is Phoenix, not
Chiron, whom Homer depicts as the boy’s guardian from infancy (Il 9.485-95).
Yet Homer did know something of the other tradition; he allows that Chiron had
taught medicine to Achilles (Il. 11.831f). Friis Johansen argues that the second
group of vases, in which Thetis actively participates 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 what is important for our
purposes is to take from it the possibility that these two competing traditions
were available for consideration by Statius.

With the extraordinary popularity in the visual arts at Rome of scenes
of Achilles educated by Chiron, the disjunction of these scenes with what is
found in Homer might well have struck the reader as curious.?” The disjunction
was also already present within the epic tradition, since Apollonius’ account
of Thetis’ utter abandonment of Peleus pointedly contradicts Homer. Valerius

Flaccus (1.255-9) imitated the scene in Apollonius (1.553-8) in which Chiron

4 Friis Johansen (1939), and subsequently Zindel (1974: 15), Kemp-Lindemann (1975: 8-17),
and Kossatz-Deissman (LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’, p 53).

5 On Thetis’ behavior see above, Section 2.2.4.

16 So Apollodorus states (Bibl. 3.13.6), and Euripides implies (IA 710). Mackie (1998: 329)
notes that Thetis’ abandonment of Peleus as recounted in Argonautica 4 leads directly to
Chiron raising Achilles as depicted in Argonautica 1: ‘Despite coming at opposite ends of the
epic, these episodes are closely connected because the separation of the parents leads to the
rearing of Achilles by Chiron. Thus, as far as the story of Achilles is concerned, the second
episode precedes the first and leads directly to it’.

17 LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’, nos. 50-91. Most frequently these scenes show Chiron instructing
Achilles in the lyre; they were evidently inspired by a much-admired sculpture group on display
in the Saepta Julia (LIMC 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, Statius would of necessity have to confront. Once again his
solution was novel. Given the Apollonian tradition in which Peleus was left with
sole responsibility for making decisions about his infant son’s upbringing, and
the Homeric tradition of a big, happy family at Phthia, Statius chose to invent
an entirely different scenario, in which Thetis 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 of the tale.

In relating to Ulysses and Diomedes the exploits of his early childhood,
Achilles makes it clear that his stay with Chiron extended back as far as he
can remember, even before he could walk.*® He disclaims knowledge of any-
thing more and refers them to his mother for further details of his early life.*9
When Thetis reproaches herself for having entrusted her son’s upbringing to the

Centaur, she says to herself:

quid enim cunabula parvo

Pelion et torvi commisimus 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

8 in teneris et adhuc reptantibus annis (2.96).

19 scit cetera mater (2.167), on which see above, p 20, n 15.

20 There is a difficulty with the syntax here. When committo means ‘to entrust’, as the
context seems to require, it naturally takes the dative of the person or thing to whom the trust
is given; the syntax here is reversed. Statius provides no parallel for this construction; in fact,
the verb is used in a very regular sense at 1.384-5: tellus, ... cui pignora ... commisimus
and again at 2.36: commisitque illis tam grandia furta latebris. There are two ways that the
sense here has been justified:

1. Jannaccone offers the possibility that the inversion is rhetorical; in her words ‘quivis
infans incunabilis mandaretur, at Achilli mandantur incunabula’. Statius does employ
this figure, for an example cf. Silv. 4.3.16-7: qui [Domitianus| reddit Capitolio Tonan-
tem / et Pacem propria domo reponit, with Coleman (1988) ad loc. Generally, though,
a rhetorical purpose can be divined for the inversion; above it is a compliment to the
emperor. In the present passage Thetis’ distraught monologue would be an odd place for
such a mannered flourish.

2. Dilke tentatively suggests that the word might mean simply ‘to connect’ and thus the
dative and accusative are interchangeable. That gives a very feeble sense to the phrase,
and the examples of this usage cited by the TLL s.v. ‘committo’ (3.1902.60-1903.32)
mean ‘to join’ in a very physical sense, especially in describing hybrid creatures like
Centaurs and such (3.1902.66-70).

Neither of these explanations are entirely satisfactory. There is, however, a parallel from Ovid’s
Fasti that comes nearer to our inverted usage: [Janus speaks| tempora commisi nascentia rebus
agendis (1.167), which Frazer translates, ‘I assigned the birthday of the year to business’. If
committo can thus mean ‘to assign, designate’, we may translate here: ‘Why did I designate
Pelion and the cave of its stern taskmaster as the cradle for my little boy?’
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alone. Yet in the earlier representations of Achilles’ transfer, Peleus is the primary
agent, sometimes accompanied by Thetis.?* So we may choose to read the plural
as a gesture of accommodation towards the pre-Statian story in which Peleus
was centrally important. 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 that 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 that 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 appears.?? The 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 that Peleus all but vanishes
from subsequent Roman art.?3 There are a number of Achilles-cycles in fourth-
century Roman art that all marginalize Peleus: the Capitoline well-head, the
tensa capitolina, and the silver plate from the Kaiseraugst hoard.?* Whereas 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.s.

What all of this means for our understanding of the Achilleid is that, in

21 The exception is a single vase (LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’ no. 39, ca. 520 BC) on which Thetis,
Chiron and the pre-adolescent Achilles are pictured without Peleus; Friis Johansen (1939: 181—
4) takes this vase as the starting point for his investigation of the group of vases with ‘Homeric’
versions of the myth.

22 The Roman depictions of Thetis handing Achilles to Chiron by herself are LIMC
s.v. ‘Achilleus’, nos. 46—9.

23 The only examples in Roman art of Peleus and the young Achilles depict Chiron holding
up the boy to his father as Peleus passes by on the Argo, as described by Apollonius and
Valerius Flaccus (see above, p 114), thus emphasizing the distance between the two (LIMC
s.v. ‘Peleus’, nos. 43 and 44).

24 LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’, nos. 2, 13, and 4. For a discussion of these cycles, see Guerrini
(1958-9), Manacorda (1971: 20—-26) and Delvoye (1984).

25 Kossatz-Deissmann (LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’, no. 46) has the improbable idea that the Capi-
toline well-head, on which Thetis alone carries Achilles to Chiron, should be referred to the
corresponding scene in the Orphic Argonautica, in which Peleus is similarly lacking. Because
the well-head contains a cycle of scenes from the early life of Achilles, including points where
it has very likely been influenced by the Achilleid (e.g. the dipping of Achilles in the Styx), it
is much more economical to suppose that inference from Statius is responsible here too
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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 that 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 THE FOoOD OF ACHILLES

One of the vases that 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 that prefer the
account of Apollodorus, who gives Achilles a diet of the innards of lions, boars
and bears, have seen it as a bear.?7 Statius’ description is slightly 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)

26 Friis Johansen (1939: 184-6) = LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’, no. 21.

27 [Xelpwv] ... adtdv Etpege omAdyyvols Aebviwy xal cudv dyplwv xal dpxtwyv WUeloiS . ..
(Apollod. Bibl. 3.13.6); it is not clear whether cuév dyplwv is better taken with onAdyyvoig or
uuehols. 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 this passage have thought the third animal on the vase to
resemble a wolf.?® Either way, the point for us is that this part of the Achilles
legend is not an invention of Statius. Nor does it end with him; the fourth-
century Achilles-cycle on the silver platter from Kaiseraugst has a very explicit
scene in which Chiron holds his right hand out towards the mouth of the tiny
Achilles, who has both of his hands outstretched to him. In his left hand, the
Centaur holds a lioness upside-down by the hind legs; bodies of a lion and a boar
lie on the ground.?9

D. S. Robertson in 1940 first drew attention to the word semianimis in line
100 as an indication of another ancient tradition preserved in the description
Statius gives us of Achilles’ diet. For whereas the idea of a baby nursed on meat
is a bit out of the ordinary, and the notion of a baby nursed on raw meat is a dis-
quieting prospect, a baby nursing on quivering, still breathing flesh is an entirely
disgusting image. Robertson (1940: 178) quite rightly compares Statius’ descrip-
tion of Tydeus digging into the brains of Melanippus in the Thebaid (8.751-66),
and points out that there too Statius revived a disturbing detail that had grown
obscure, but which he did not invent. Robertson, following Frazer, lists a number
of ethnographic parallels for the practice of eating the innards of animals raw in
order to acquire their power.3° He also argues that Pindar was alluding to the
same tradition when he describes the animals that the young Achilles brought
back to Chiron from the hunt as still panting.3*

More interesting for our purposes than the origin of this myth is the use to
which Statius puts it. It seems fair to say that semianimis was meant to shock
and disgust a Roman audience, for whom the eating of raw versus cooked meat
marked the division between animal and human as much as or more than it does
for us today. It serves to put a different complexion on life in Chiron’s cave from
the one we are given in Book 1. There we met an elderly and patient Centaur,

very much a gentleman and concerned for the comfort of his guest.3? In Book 2,

28 For the identification as a wolf, Robertson (1940: 177) cites Beazley (1939), an article I
have not been able to consult.

29 None of the scholars mentioned above had the opportunity to see this plate, which was
only discovered in 1961. It bears a picture of the unveiling of Achilles at Scyros in its center and
ten scenes from the childhood of Achilles around its rim: LIMC s.v. ‘Achilleus’, no. 4; there
is a full-length study of the piece by Manacorda (1971). There are a few passing references to
Achilles’ diet in ancient literature; see Roussel (1991: 95-8) and Pavlovskis (1965: 283).

39 Robertson (1940: 177-8) and Frazer ad Apollod. Bibl. 3.13.6. Twentieth-century cultural
anthropologists were not the first to see this symbolic meaning in Achilles’ diet; as much
had already been suggested by Libanius: fjv [tpogpnv] 6 Xelpwv fdet npdg dvdpelay adtd ouu-
Barovuévny (Laudationes 3.2).

3* Robertson (1940: 179—80). The text (cduata. ..dofuaivovia, Nem. 3.48-9) is not entirely
secure.

32 For example, in the phrase admonet antri (1.125), on which see Rosati (1992b: 267—70),
whether Chiron means to tell Thetis to mind her step or whether he is apologizing for the
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Achilles begins his story of his time with Chiron in a way that jars very strongly
with that cozy picture.33 We are forced to confront the fact that Chiron for
all his virtues is only half-human, and in the absence of any other parental or
nurturing figure, he is Achilles’ surrogate father (sic dabat ille pater, 2.102). The
resulting dehumanization is startling, even repulsive, but does not make Achilles,
who is only a child, an unsympathetic figure. Again, Diomedes’ father is a useful
point of comparison. When Tydeus was just on the point of transcending human
heroism and achieving immortality, he descended into the worst kind of sub-
human brutality. Thus, according to Statius, the superhuman and the subhuman
meet in the extremity of battle. In aiming for more-than-human glory, Tydeus
missed the mark by only a small margin and yet he failed utterly. Tydeus’ tragedy
repeats itself as comedy for Achilles. The upbringing that is designed to train
the greatest of heroes comes disturbingly close to producing a brutish animal.
Despite being raised by, respectively, a goddess and a half-brute Centaur, the
boy nevertheless finds a way to become human, and perhaps even to transcend
his humanity as the greatest of Greek heroes.

The foregoing discussion took Achilles’ word semianimis as the starting point
for an investigation of the hero’s contested and problematic humanity; but this is
not the only semi- compound found at the end of the Achilleid. Statius’ Ulysses
is very fond of words describing half-men. In the space of not very many lines he
uses three such words in speaking to Achilles: he calls Chiron semifer (1.868),
the Argonauts semidei (2.77), and Paris semivir (2.78). We saw that the word
semivir applies in its context as much to Achilles as to Paris. Achilles, on the
basis of his diet and his quasi-filial relationship with Chiron, may have a claim
to the epithet semifer, too. In the rest of this chapter we shall establish Achilles’
claim to the title of semideus; we shall also revisit the question of the young
Achilles’ likeness to a wild animal as he grows up in Chiron’s cave. Ulysses
knows that Achilles’ identity is under negotiation between the male and female,
and between the human, feral and divine; and he addresses the cross-dressed
hero accordingly: Quid haeres? ... tu semiferi Chironis alumnus, / tu caeli
pelagique nepos ... (1.867-9). As we shall now see, the humanity of Achilles is
a problematic issue for Statius right from the very first line of the Achilleid.

humbleness of his home, the point is to give Chiron a solicitousness that is not just human,
but even civilized.

33 Barchiesi (1996: 55) points out that this image also contrasts strongly with the picture
painted by Homer (Il. 9.485-91) of the baby Achilles spitting up his food as Phoenix holds
him on his lap.
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3.2 ACHILLES IN THE SUBJUNCTIVE MOOD

RETURNING FROM the end of the Achilleid to its very beginning, we may recall
that 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 lines 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 matter 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 at the beginning of the Thebaid. And yet there
is an important 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
formidatam ... progeniem is no one that 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.
Statius 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.34 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—900). In this case it is Gaia and Uranos that warn Zeus of
Metis’ destiny to bear clever children, including a son destined to be the king

34 There are some noteworthy divergences from this scheme. In Prometheus Bound (9o7-
27), it is Prometheus that knows the secret of Thetis’ destiny, a fact he has learned from his
mother Gaia. Gantz (1993: 160) relates the conflation of Themis and Gaia in this play to the
influence of the Pindaric version in which Themis is the messenger. In Apollonius’ Argonautica
(4.790-804) Zeus’ fear was not the only obstacle to his union with Thetis; the Nereid spurned
his advances in consideration of Hera’s feelings. According to Philodemus, this tradition had
its origins in Hesiod and the Cypria (F 2 Bernabé). Ovid (Met. 11.216-28) has Proteus make
a general announcement of Thetis’ fate.

120



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.35
This is an important 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 1.1f.) 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 Thetis’ 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.3°

35 Theog. goo; see Detienne and Vernant (1978: 57-92). On the near-eastern sources of the
myth of divine succession, cf. West (1966: 18-31) and Burkert (1992: 5-7).
36 of 00 11 / naldwv év peydpolot Yovi YéveTo xpelbviwy, / AN Eva maida téxev mavadplov

(Il. 24.538-40).
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West (1966: ad Theog. 889) points out that the similarities between Metis
and Thetis go beyond the fated greatness of their offspring. Thetis was a Nereid
and Metis an Oceanid, so both were associated with the sea; and both had the
ability to change their shape. A cosmological commentary on Alcman from a
fragmentary papyrus, in which Thetis is conceived of as the demiurge that put
order on the formless mass of the cosmos, reveals that she could be considered a
primal creative force along the lines of the personifications in Hesiod’s Theogony.
It does not make a great deal of difference to our purposes if the identification
of Thetis as a cosmic power was made by Alcman himself, or if it is the product
of the anonymous commentator’s allegoresis, as Most (1987) has argued.37 This
sort of allegorizing tradition around Thetis was represented at Rome by Annaeus
Cornutus ( Theol. Graec. 17), and it may be that it influenced Statius, for, as we
shall now see, he alludes to the very passage in Homer that contains our most

intriguing hint of the cosmological role of Thetis.

3.2.1 THE POWER OF THETIS

Thetis comes to us in two guises; she is a goddess so powerful that her potential
to overturn Jupiter’s hegemony must be neutralized, and on the other hand she
is a worried mother, helpless to protect her own son. In order to see how Statius
reconciles these two aspects in his portrait of the goddess, we shall begin by
examining what Slatkin (1991) has called ‘the power of Thetis’, as it appears
in the Iliad. For example, one possible allusion to this tradition comes when
Thetis visits Hephaestus to make her request for a replacement set of armor.
She begins by complaining that Zeus has sent her more misery than any other
goddess, in that she alone was compelled by him to marry a mortal (/. 18.428-
41). This passage is the only indication in Homer that Achilles’ parents were
anything other than happy together, and it seems plausible to seek its origin
in the tradition, otherwise absent in Homer, that Zeus needed to marry Thetis
to a mortal in order to ensure his continued sway in heaven. When Statius has
Neptune tell Thetis to stop complaining about her marriage to a mortal (1.90),
he may intend an allusion to this Homeric passage, since there is no place in the
Achilleid where Thetis explicitly makes such a complaint.3®

Another point in the Iliad where allusion is made to Thetis’ power is also

37 The Alcman commentary is F 5 Page (1962) and Davies (1991), and F 81 in Calame (1983);
Detienne and Vernant (1978: 133-62) and Slatkin (1991: 81-3, n 32) consider it as a token of
an ongoing tradition of Thetis’ cosmic power, while Calame (1983: 445—7) and Most (1987)
are more sceptical. The papyrus has been dated to the second century AD and its contents
somewhat earlier: Most (1987: 18, n g7).

38 See below, Section 4.1.2.
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the preface to a request. In Book 1, Achilles asks his mother to go to Zeus to ask
that the Trojans enjoy success during his absence from battle (/l. 1.393—412). He
directs Thetis to preface her supplication with a timely reminder of the occasion

she came to Zeus’ aid when he was in need:

ToANdxL Ydp oeo maTpog évi Ueydpoloty dxovoa
ebyouévng, 81" Epnobo xehawepél Kpoviwvt

oin év dbavdtolowy dewxéa Aotyov duivad,

onnéte pwv Euvdfioar "OAdumiot filehov dhhot,
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I often heard you in my father’s house telling with pride how you
alone among the immortals rescued the son of Kronos, lord of the
dark clouds, from a shaming plight, when other Olympian gods sought
to bind him fast — Hera and Poseidon and Pallas Athene. But you
came and released him from his bonds, goddess, quickly calling up
to wide Olympos the hundred-hander, called Briareos by the gods,
but Aigaion by all humans. He is yet stronger than his father, and
he took his seat beside the son of Kronos glorying in his splendor.
The blessed gods shrank in fear from him, and there was no more
binding. (trans. Hammond)

This is noteworthy for being apparently one of the few genuinely cosmological
passages in Homer, a poet who was relentlessly allegorized for hidden cosmology.
It will come as no surprise that Thetis’ role here occasioned comment in antig-
uity.39 In some mysterious way, the Nereid had the power to aid Zeus decisively
when he was confronted with a rebellion. Statius alludes to this incident when
he describes Thetis mulling over the different locations that come to mind as
potential hiding places for Achilles. She finally plumps for Scyros, which she had
happened to notice recently when she was sent to check on the bonds of the
hundred-hander:

39 See the bT-scholia ad Il. 1.399—406, Cornutus, Theol. Graec. 17, and for modern bibliog-
raphy Slatkin (1991: 61-2, n 6).
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inbelli nuper Lycomedis ab aula
virgineos coetus et litora persona ludo
audierat, duros laxantem Aegaeona nexus

missa sequi centumque dei numerare catenas. (1.207-10)

With its invocation of the Homeric hapaz, Alyaiwva (Il 1.404), and its talk of
binding, this passage is a clear reference to Thetis’ assistance to Zeus in the
Iliad. Yet the description of Aegaeon/Briareus in chains seems at first glance
to contradict the Homeric story that he came to Zeus’ assistance when sum-
moned by Thetis. The information given in the Aeneid (10.565-70) and Thebaid
(2.595-601) that Briareus was the chief enemy of the Olympian gods in the
Gigantomachy would seem to confound matters entirely. There are three appar-
ently incompatible roles for Briareus: the ally of Zeus and Thetis in the Iliad, the
active enemy of the Olympian gods in the Gigantomachy as described by Vergil
and Statius, and the confined prisoner of Thetis in the Achilleid. The nature of
Statius’ description, however, allows us to reconcile the conflicting data in two
very different, and not entirely compatible, ways.

The first method takes its cue from Statius’ word nuper (1.207), and would
distribute the conflicting accounts chronologically. The narrative of Briareus’
vicissitudes would begin with Hesiod’s description of how he was freed by Zeus
from the bonds in which he had been put by Uranus. The hundred-hander then
fought with the gods against the Titans, and returned peacefully to his home
under the earth when the fighting was done (Theog. 734-5). Then, as Homer
reports (Il. 1.396—406), Thetis summoned Briareus to the aid of Zeus once again
when the other Olympians tried to bind him. As Rosati (1992: 270f) rightly
saw, this happened long, long ago, before the Gigantomachy, and before the
imprisonment described in the Achilleid. In the meantime, Briareus turns against
Zeus for unknown reasons, and he fights with the Giants against the Olympians,
as described in the Aeneid (10.565-70) and Thebaid (2.595-601). This event
must have occurred relatively late in mythical time, approximately a generation
before the Trojan War, since the participation of Heracles in the Gigantomachy
was a condition of the Olympians’ success. Following the defeat of the Giants,
Briareus is imprisoned by Zeus. In the Achilleid, Thetis is sent to check on
his bonds (1.207-10), which reflects the more recent condition (nuper, 207) of
Briareus, erstwhile ally and current prisoner of Zeus. This is admittedly a lot to
deduce from the presence of a single adverb in Statius’ account. The advantage of

this complex and artificial chronological scheme is that it makes some sense out
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of the evident confusion regarding the allegiance of Briareus.4° It fails, however,
to connect Thetis’ role as a jailer in the Achilleid with her role as Briareus’
summoner in the Iliad, leaving the relationship between the Statian and Homeric
passages vague and coincidental. There is a better way to explain the apparent
contradiction between the two passages.

In the Iliad, Thetis summons Briareus, who stands by Zeus, apparently as an
ally and of his own free will, and they prevent the other gods from binding Zeus.
In Statius’ text, Briareus is bound as a prisoner, incapable of asserting his will,
and Thetis is his warden. This small but significant disjunction can be explained
by positing that Statius has tendentiously misread the text of Homer and its
description of Thetis’ role in the unbinding. Homer actually says that Thetis
‘came and released him [i.e. Zeus| from his bonds ... quickly calling up to wide
Olympus the hundred-hander’.4* By subsequently depicting Thetis as checking
on Briareus’ bonds, Statius encourages us to construe those words differently; he
seems to translate the Greek thus: Thetis ‘came and released him [i.e. Briareus]
from his bonds ... quickly calling up to wide Olympus the hundred-hander’.
It is certainly a strain on the syntax of the Greek to refer the pronoun tév at
Iliad 1.401 (quoted above, p 123) not to its antecedent, Zeus, but forward to the
éxatéyyepov of the following line; but it is not impossible.4* This tendentious
misreading of Thetis’ role in the Iliad gives Statius the license to depict her as
nothing but Jupiter’s turnkey. Briareus is Zeus’ prisoner even before the attempt
of the other gods to bind him, and he goes back to being a prisoner afterwards;
Thetis presumably leads him back to his cell.43 It is in this pseudo-Homeric

4° It may be possible to identify the source of this element of confusion. The cyclic Ti-
tanomachy, as we are told by a scholiast (ad Ap. Rhod. 1.1165¢c = Titanomachia F 3 Bernabé,
Davies), asserted that Aegaeon was an ally of the Titans. If true, this is a flat contradiction
of Hesiod’s tale, according to which he was an important ally of Zeus in the Titanomachy
(Theog. 617-63). When we later find Briareus fighting in the Gigantomachy against Zeus, this
seems to be a result of the confusion of Titanomachy and Gigantomachy that is common in
post-Archaic literature (cf. Vian 1952: 169-74, Gantz 1993: 44554, and West ad Theog. 617-
719). The change in Briareus from an ally to an opponent of Zeus may thus have resulted from
the contradiction that already existed in the archaic period between Hesiod and the cyclic
Titanomachy. For example, as Gantz (1993: 447) and Davies (1989: 14) both note, one scho-
liast (ad Ap. Rhod. Argon. 1.554) who mentions the Gigantomachy clearly meant the cyclic
Titanomachy instead. By postponing Briareus’ opposition to the gods from the Titanomachy
until the Gigantomachy, it thus becomes possible to accommodate his role as both an ally and
an opponent of Zeus by positing different occasions for each.

41 On the process of binding, see Slatkin (1991: 66—9).

42 Stanford (1950: vol 1, p Ixii) on the ‘attributive sense’ of the pronoun in Homer in which
it is ‘followed by a noun or adjective which defines it’ gives the example of %) puév ... anéfn
yAoauxdnig AORvn.

43 This reading is not without its problems, in that it does not explain why the Homeric
Briareus would be inclined to help Zeus while he is his captive. Statius’ version might, however,
be pedantically justified in a different respect. The other Olympians are only said to have
wanted to bind Zeus, not to have actually done so (Euvdfioar *OAduniol fBehov &Ahot, 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 that in the Iliadic passage
Thetis released Briareus, rather than Zeus, from his bonds. Thus Dilke (ad 209f)
says that Thetis ‘saved Zeus ... by releasing “the hundred-handed one”.” Rosati
(1994: 95, n 71) is doubtful about the allusion, but nevertheless reports that
‘Egeone-Briareo ... fu liberato da Tetide’. Homer actually says nothing at all
about Briareus being bound; but Statius wants us to think that that 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 that was bound, unless one is reading the Iliadic
passage through the distorting frame that Statius provides. If it seems improba-
ble that 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 that they live on the ocean floor (én’ Oxeavoio
Beuébhoic, 816); Briareus is even married to a daughter of Poseidon ( Theog. 815-
9).4¢ The Homeric A-scholion (ad Il. 1.404a), in a passage that Erbse assigns to
Aristonicus and whose substantive content Kirk (1985: ad Il. 1.403—4) attributes
to Aristarchus, tells us that Zenodotus subscribed to the view that the hundred-
hander lived in Tartarus (o Tdptapov edpdevta), against which the scholion,
and thus presumably Aristarchus, objected that Aegaeon was not a Titan but
a sea-creature (évdAiog dalpwv). 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 that Bri-
areus/Aegaeon was a sea-creature. In another passage of the Thebaid, Hypsipyle
personifies the Aegean sea as Aegaeon, by implication 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 Thetis unbind Zeus before he was actually bound? The answer of course is that
Homer has omitted an obvious intermediary step, but on the reading of Statius, the solution
is simpler: the only bonds that Thetis loosened were those of Briareus.

44 West (1966: ad Theog. 720-819) deems the first passage (734—5) an interpolation. According
to the scholion cited above (n 40), the cyclic Titanomachy also said that Aegaeon made his
dwelling in the sea.
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visit him. Statius therefore explicitly follows the tradition of Zenodotus, Cal-
limachus, and Vergil that Briareus was imprisoned in the underworld, and yet
on two occasions he uses the alternative name Aegaeon and apparently follows
the Aristarchan argument that Briareus was imprisoned in the sea. Statius thus
replicated in his own texts a similar ambiguity to that which is found in Hes-
iod. Moreover, his hint at the connection between Aegaeon and the Aegean also
suggests why it should have been Thetis who came to Zeus’ aid when he was
threatened by the other gods. On Statius’ argument, this was not because of
her cosmic power, but simply because Briareus/Aegaeon, as a sea-creature, was
imprisoned in the sea, and thus the circumstances required a marine divinity to
go fetch him.

Slatkin has argued that Homer alludes to stories about the power of Thetis
in order to add poignancy to the helplessness to which she is reduced by her
son’s mortality 