Achilles Revealed (179) page 194 Wheeler

From the House of the Dioscuri Pompeii

This wall painting depicts the unmasking of the disguised Achilles by Diomedes and Odysseus on the island of Scyros in the Aegean Sea.

Achilles was sent by his mother, Thetis to the court of king Lycomedes of Scyros, disguised as a girl called Pyrrha.  Thetis did this because she knew that Achilles was fated to die young at the Trojan War.  Achilles had a relationship with the king’s daughter and she bore him a son called Neoptolemus or Pyrrhus.   Odysseus and Diomedes disguised as merchants pursued Achilles because they knew that the Greeks could not succeed without Achilles.  In order to establish Achilles’ identity Odysseus brought female ornaments for sale hid some weapons amongst them.  Achilles was instantly attracted to the weapons and in this way his true identity was revealed.

This painting captures the dramatic moment of revelation.  The incident takes place in front of the palace.  The composition almost appears to break out of its framework.  Diagonal lines focus attention of the faces of the central group.  The interlinked arms of Diomedes and Achilles to the right form one set, and to the left the spear held by Odysseus.  Another pair – the right leg of Achilles and the left leg of Odysseus draw the eye to the dominant glittering shield which betrayed Achilles’ identity.  Achilles right hand clutches a sword near the hilt and his left hand holds the shield, which rest on a casket.  Odysseus had a ‘caught you look on his face’. Note also the manner in which Diomedes and Odysseus grab Achilles arm at just that vital moment.  The face of Achilles is turned towards Diomedes.  He does not look too unhappy, also to be seen are a metal vase and a helmet to the front of the painting.

There is a marked contrast in the skin tone of the heroes.  Odysseus and Diomedes are bronzed from their outdoor lives as heroes.  Achilles’ skin is milky white, like a girl’s.  The arms of Diomedes and Odysseus have well developed muscles, whereas those of Achilles are not.  The leg of Achilles is badly painted and disproportionate to his size.

The left part of the Dioscuri painting is damaged.  It is thought that the mistress of Achilles appeared here.  On the right of the picture is perhaps a daughter of the king; she throws her arm above her head in consternation.  Behind this figure is a curtain.  In the background, at a higher level (steps visible) in the king himself two shield bearing attendants and a trumpeter.  The raised figures are on the steps of the palace and have just arrived.  The doors lead to the interior.

The painter balances the colours reddish brown, blue-green and white.  The drapes are well done, and occasional highlights suggest silk.  The figures are realistic, balance and dramatic and the entire painting shows great skill.  Beige and blue colours conduct the eye around the composition.

Wheeler’s comment…”the well known painting.. Displays Achilles with a gross and vigorous visage which suggests the portrayal of some ham-actor from the local stage, or even perhaps it is the patron himself in heroic character”

Achilles – brighter than other figures – dressed as a girl vivid white colours of robes

Diagonals of two spears highlight the action in the centre of the painting

He and other women are lighter skinned to link them together

Colour applied in an impressionistic way

Painter balances reddish brown, blue-green and white,

Drapes – well done, highlights suggests silk

Wheeler: characters have a vital spark – figures not portrayed as physically flawless.  Achilles depicted with ‘ a gross and vigorous visage’ It could be that the patron of the painting is the model for Achilles

Wheeler implying that although the painting is a product of a past age (classical Greece) it has new life breathed into it by the impressionistic style and by the form of the characters.  Achilles is not the perfect specimen of Greek art. Wheeler says the model for Achilles could have been a ham-actor or the patron himself.
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