Dancing in Scyros: Women’s Rituals in Statius’ Achilleid



Statius’ Achilleid presents Achilles in the remote island of Scyros, wearing a dress, and confined in the company of young women. Scholars have read Achilles’ stint in Scyros as part of a larger narrative strategy dramatizing his transition from adolescent boy to adult warrior. In this paper, I shift the focus of analysis from Achilles to the rituals of the girls of Scyros and argue that female ritual activity is used to express and emphasize female agency and power. The performance of rituals, especially dances, serves as a marker of the power of the girls’ sexuality and desirability. Their association with the Amazons in this context also enhances their representation as resistant of traditional gender roles and hierarchies. The girls’ power, however, does not appear to threaten the essence of masculinity: Achilles is represented as a male through a repeated narrative focus on his tremendous physicality. Nevertheless, the girls’ ritual dance performance emerges as more than capable of manipulating and even thwarting the manifestation of Achilles’ bursting masculinity and by extension its successful correlation with martial prowess, an important indicator of true manliness.


I argue that in Statius, the girls’ power and agency are indicated through three main areas: the power of their beauty/sexuality to attract and potentially dominate men; their association with Amazons; and their performance of Bacchic rituals. 


Ritual activity in literature is often used as a marker of gender and Statius’ Achilleid is no exception: the girls are first presented as a group making offerings to Pallas. Thetis provides king Lycomedes with a description of the activities that will keep Achilles in his sex, thus arguing that gender is constructed through a repeated series of performative actions and not simply through biology. Indeed the poem repeatedly confirms this notion by pitting Achilles’ amazing, overwhelming physicality against the girls’ ritual performance and having the latter succeed in overpowering it every time.  The poem thus shows female ritual activity (aided by eros) as capable of containing (or at least delaying) even an overwhelming physicality such as Achilles’ and of obstructing the performance of gender.


The girls are themselves portrayed a doing their own gender-bending, in that they are consistently portrayed through references to the Amazons.  Amazons are the quintessential emblem of female power and thus underscore the girls’ agency through their participation in and performance of religious duties. The fact that the rites in which the girls engage are mostly bacchic further reinforces these themes, as maenadism routinely involves negation of social protocols regarding gender.

An analysis of these narrative strategies demonstrates that Statius puts to unique and interesting use what are considered traditional and rather typical motifs surrounding the activities of women, investing them with exceptional power and agency that appears capable of posing a real threat to the full articulation of masculinity.
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