The Comedy of Parenting in Statius’ Achilleid

 In this paper I demonstrate that the fabula of Achilles’ and Deidamia’s illicit affair in Statius’ Achilleid bears marked affinities with the narratives of youthful, erotic indiscretion that may commonly be found in comedies. Many scholars (e.g. Koster 1979, Rosati 1992, and Heslin 2005) have identified discrete comedic elements in the Achilleid, but until now there has been no focused treatment of Statius’ pervasive and systematic appropriation of comedic topoi, themes, and plot structure in this poem. The comedic core of the Achilleid is most evident in the way that the Achilleid portrays the problems that beset Achilles’ parents and caretakers (and the young hero himself) as they deal with the consequences of Achilles’ rape of Deidamia and his other socially transgressive acts and impulses. To bring part of this comedic core to light, in the present paper I examine several comedically resonant passages from the Achilleid in tandem with parallel passages drawn from Terence’s Adelphoe, a play that I argue served as a model for part of the comedic subtext of the Achilleid.  As the result of this comparative reading, I delineate an essentially comedic process of characterization and plot resolution that is embedded deep within the outwardly epic text of the Achilleid.     

Both the Achilleid and the Adelphoe tell the stories of young men, Achilles and Aeschines, respectively, who transgress the boundaries of socially acceptable behavior in order to satisfy erotic desire. In both narratives their parents and caretakers attempt to prevent these transgressions by deploying parenting strategies that are all variations or distortions of a single, basic principle: A parent should be physically present with his or her son to instill in him the feeling of pudor, a reverence for lex, and metus for the consequences of transgressive behavior.  This network of physical parental presence, pudor, lex, and metus operates in both the Achilleid and the Adelphoe as an explicitly acknowledged touchstone for explaining why young men behave as they do. In the Adelphoe, Micio’s failure to mitigate his son Aeschines’ unlawful acts is couched in these terms (Adel. 46-77, 84-97). In the Achilleid, the ideas of parental presence, pudor, lex, and metus are cited at critical points in the narrative either to explain why Achilles behaves with restraint (e.g. Achill. I.274-277, I.310-312, II.150-153) or to signpost his transition into behavior that is socially out of bounds (e.g. Achill. I.127-129, I.564-566, I.598-602). Structural and thematic similarities between Chiron’s report of Achilles’ transgressive behavior to his mother Thetis (Achill. I.149-155) and one of Demea’s angry outbursts, wherein a collocation of pudor, lex, and metus occurs (Adel. 84-97), further underscore the thematic and allusive links between the Achilleid and the Adelphoe.  

Moving from thematic similarities to basic similarities in plot, both the Achilleid and the Adelphoe contain a narrative arc that begins with the sexual violation and impregnation of an unmarried, free-born girl by an unruly young man. The arc ends with an inter-familial negotiation that transforms the illicit union into a socially acceptable marriage.  I argue that Achilles’ plea to Lycomedes for Deidamia’s hand in marriage and a pardon (Achill. I.892-910) reenacts a comedic scene depicting the use of inter-familial negotiation as a substitute for punitive litigation, a type of scene well analyzed by Scafuro 1997.  Achilles rhetorically reconfigures Deidamia’s de jure rape into a de facto marriage and so offers Lycomedes a way to secure the future of his daughter and new grandson and to avoid the censure from the other Greeks that punishing Achilles and delaying his voyage to Aulis would entail (Achill. I.912-920). Lycomedes’ assent to Achilles’ proposal reintegrates the transgressor into society at the expense of just vengeance for his wrongs. Such reconciliation typifies the endings of many Greek and Roman comedies. In this way, the Achilleid achieves a measure of narrative closure by following a comedic paradigm, and Statius effectively stages a comedy in the midst of an epic poem.   
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