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LINEAGE-BOASTING AND THE ROAD NOT TAKEN 

There are in the Iliad nine examples of individuals, either human or divine, who 
recount their ancestry in some detail. The overlap of situation, assertion and 
vocabulary among these nine examples seems to be sufficient to constitute a theme of 
lineage-boasting. 

Of the nine examples eight are evoked by a challenge of some sort, most usually a 
threat, a question, or an invitation; only in one case does the silent reproach of a dead 
victim evoke the boast. In all nine examples the response to the challenge involves an 
assertion of power largely based on ancestry and family connections, although in one 
case the assertion is more implicit than explicit, and in another case it is the putative 
family connections of the challenger that contribute to the respondent's assertion of 
power. In all nine examples the lineage is described from the top down: for the two 
examples involving divinities the two speakers are children of Kronos and so simply 
make up the second generation; the seven heroes who boast of their ancestry, both 
divine and human, belong to the eighth, sixth, fifth, fourth, fourth, third, and second 
generations. In all seven examples involving heroes somewhere in the report of 
ancestors there is emphasis not only on personal power but dominion over many 
peoples and/or great wealth. 

That similarities among the nine are sufficient to characterize them as a theme can 
be further shown by examination of them individually. But that such individual 
examination will also show the uniqueness of the situation and outcome of each may 
be more surprising, given the general tendency for examples of some common themes 
to stress regularity and normalcy. What such variety may mean can best be 
considered after both the similarities of constituent parts and the differences of 
outcomes are examined. 

In both of the two examples involving gods, the lineage-boast comes as a response 
to a challenge by Zeus. In Book 4 (37-49) Zeus somewhat grudgingly allows Hera to 
do as she wishes about destroying Troy but insists that he should equally have the 
right to destroy one of the cities she favours. In her response (4.50-67) Hera even more 
grudgingly admits his right, saying: 

i' 7rrp yap qOovEco TE Kat OVK el&) tarrTep'at, 
OVK avVco )00OVEOVU, E7TrL 7 roATOV (EpTrepoS ?aGCl. 

dAAa Xpr) KaC E'Lov OE/Ieval 7TOVOV OVK aTEAEUaTOV- 
KaL yap Eya) OedS eif, yeVos 8e foL EvOev O6Qev cVoi, 
Kat /IE 7TpeU3vrdrrvaT TEKETo Kpdvos ayKVAOtrrT7S, 
dalf>OTepov, yeveq Te KaC OVVEKa ar) r7apaKotTts 

KKArlat, av 8e tradT IIT' daOavdrotaLV dvdaaets. (4.55-61) 

Having thus asserted her power, she bids him send Athena down to engineer the 
Trojan treachery that will start the war up again and justify their defeat. No matter 
how formulaic Zeus' agreement (ovS' amrAO77ce 7TarLTp 6vSpw&v re OeOJV Te 4.68) may 
be, the fact remains that he does her bidding without question, thus acknowledging, 
if not her claim to power, at least the rightness of her demand. 

In Book 15, after Zeus sends Iris with a message to Poseidon on the battlefield 
ordering him to cease and desist from helping the Achaians, Poseidon answers her: 

co 7TrroT, 7t p' ayaOs 7rep 0 cUV V,rpoTAOV EiLTTEV, 
El ,1 O'LOTltLOV EOVTa L]/' aEKoVra KaOEE. 

Tpels yap T' EK Kpovov el/LEV a8EAObeol, oVs TEKErTO 'Pa, 
Zevs Kat EyoJ, pt'TaTos 8' 'Aitrqs, EvEpottv cvdcaucov. (15.185-8) 

1 



Having thus asserted his power, he goes on to describe the three spheres over which 
each was lord, while earth and Olympos were common to all. He then urges that Zeus 
confine his authority to his own third and his domination to his children who are 
obliged to heed him. What is the outcome? Does Zeus obey, as in the case of Hera? 
No, for fortunately Iris is there to remind Poseidon of Zeus' elder status, and 
Poseidon backs down, only salving his pride with a threat of what all the pro-Achaian 
gods will do if Zeus spares Troy. 

The two divine lineage-boasts end very differently. What of those of the heroes? 
Most complete, and with verbal echoes in two other boasts, is that of Glaukos in 
Book 6. Diomedes had asked: lrs SC cvt Eaat, ,eptaLe, KaraOV7)T(v a vOpcorWcov (123) 
and then threatened: 8va-rTvwv 86 re TE TaLESg LcW EV?EL advTrodC tv (127); both the 

question, although differently phrased, and the same threat are used by Achilles in his 
challenge of Asteropaios below. Glaukos, later echoed by Asteropaios, returns 
question for question: TvSe`r/j tLeyadOvle, TirT y7evev EpEEtVELS; and proceeds to 
indicate how well known it is: 

el ' EOeAELS Kal TaiTra Sa 7LTEval, o&p' " El86SS 

7jET'Ep'qv yEVE7V, TroAA,ol 8E tiv advSpes Laaatv (150-1) 

(These two lines are used later by Aeneas in response to Achilles' challenge.) The 
lineage follows, beginning from Aiolos' son Sisyphos and proceeding down through 
Glaukos, Bellerophon, and Hippolochos to the Glaukos who is speaking, with 
anecdotes by the way and various collaterals named, including two uncles, an aunt, 
and a cousin. The wealth and power specified was that of his grandfather Bellerophon. 
Glaukos' conclusion is also used later by Aeneas: 

TaVrT7S TOL yEVE7si re KaL atlaros eLvXo,iat elvat. (211) 

The result of the lineage-boast here is the discovery of ancestral guest-friendship 
between Diomedes and Glaukos, so the unexpected outcome of this battlefield 
confrontation is an exchange of gifts as sign of that friendship's renewal. 

Aeneas' lineage-boast (Book 20) is evoked not by a question about his identity but 
by Achilles' questioning his motives, his bravery, and his chances of continued divine 
help, ending with a threat: 

aAAa a' ycoy' dvaxtop4ruavra KeAEVWO 

es 7TArOvv levat, ir?8' aCvTtos 7araa' ELieto, 

7rptv Tt KaKOV 7TaOEEvl pPEXOEV TE V7e7TLOS9 Eyvw. (196-8) 

(These same three lines minus one word appear in Menelaos' counter-threat 
answering Euphorbos' demand in 17.30-2, and the positive command to stand up and 
fight appears in Idomeneus' counter challenge to Deiphobos in 13.448.) 

Aeneas' response begins with a refusal to be intimidated by words and a claim of 
equality with Achilles in having a goddess mother, but then starts his paternal lineage 
with Zeus, following through with Dardanos and his son Erichthonios whose great 
wealth, particularly in horses, merits ten lines of description. Erichthonios' son Tros 
had three sons, one of whom was Aeneas' great grandfather through a succession of 
single sons: Assarakos, Kapys, Anchises, Aeneas. But the collateral lines lend even 
more distinction to Aeneas' lineage, with one of his great grandfather's brothers, 
Ganymedes, serving wine to the gods and the other, Ilos, founding the Trojan royal 
line and begetting Laomedon, whose sons include not only Priam and three Trojan 
elders but also another divine favourite, Tithonos. Summing up, Aeneas uses the same 
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line with which Glaukos ended the account of his descent (20.241 = 6.211) and 
proceeds to issue his own challenge: 

dAKjS 8' Ov /1 E7TfrEaat a7T0rrppeELS tL fiLaTa 

7Trpv XaAKcJ ,LaXEaaaOat evavTrov' dJaAA' ye Odaarov 

yevaodJLeO' a)AArj,wv XaAK7'peaLV EyXEl?7tv. (256-8) 

The resulting clash between the two heroes is aborted by Poseidon, lest it end in the 
death of Aeneas, thus incurring the wrath of Zeus for whom the continuance of 
Dardanos' line is all-important. 

Asteropaios' account of his lineage (Book 21) is also revoked by Achilles, whose 
questions about the Paionian's identity contrast with his earlier recognition of 
Aeneas and whose threat echoes that of Diomedes in Book 6: 

nT rdOev els cvSpcWv, o IeEV ETArrl avtvrlos EAOeiv; 

SvarTjvwv 8e Te 7raiSeS ELCo) IYvet aCVTidoCoat. (150-1) 

Asteropaios, like Glaukos in Book 6, asks: 

HrTlAEtrq /tLEydOVteL, Tt'ri EVE?!V EpeetVEtS; (153) 

and proceeds, having answered the second question first, to recount his lineage from 
its source, as it were: the river Axios who begat Pelegon, who was his father. Then, 
just as this whole encounter is briefer than that between Achilles and Aeneas, so 
Asteropaios' return challenge takes up less than a line: 

vvv av-re /LaXcaLEOa, , atLSt/' 'AxtLAAv. (160) 

The following contest is an unusual one: Asteropaios throws both his spears at once, 
ambidextrously, hitting Achilles' shield without effect and grazing Achilles' arm so as 
to draw blood (surely the only wound that Homer allows that champion to suffer!); 
Achilles' single spear misses and penetrates the riverbank whence Asteropaios vainly 
attempts to pull it out for his own use as Achilles draws his sword and kills him. 

That Asteropaios' death at Achilles' hands follows hard on his boast of his potamic 
ancestry is to be expected, given the two heroes' respective reputations. More 
surprising is Achilles' lineage-boast in reaction to that death, vaunting the superiority 
of his line stemming from Kronos and Zeus over all rivers. From Zeus came Aiakos, 
and from Aiakos came Achilles' father Peleus who ruled over many Myrmidons. This 
lineage-boast does not simply outbrag that of Asteropaios; it is hybristic not only in 
its boast of power over rivers in general but also in its doubt of Skamandros' ability 
in particular to aid the fallen Asteropaios. In this way the lineage-boast of the river 
Axios' grandson Asteropaios serves to introduce the great river-fight of Book 21, 
evoking as it does Achilles' boast of superiority and Skamandros' infuriated demand 
that Achilles stop fouling his water with corpses. 

Idomeneus' lineage-boast (Book 13) comes as a result of a confrontation with 
Deiphobos. After Idomeneus slaughters Othryoneus and Asios, Deiphobos aims at 
him but misses and wounds Hypsenor, over whom he boasts that he has avenged 
Asios. Then Idomeneus, after killing Alkathoos, not only outdoes Deiphobos' boast 
by claiming a score of three to one, but goes on to challenge Deiphobos to stand up 
to him: 

SatLtodvt, aAAa Kal avrTo evav-rov laraa' ECJeio, (cp. 17.31; 20.197) 
6(opa l8 olos Zr]voS ydvos evOcS' lKdvw, 
os Trp&rov Mivwa TEKE Kpr-r iTrriovpov ' (13.448-50) 

He then carries the lineage down through Deukalion to himself, emphasizing his 
kingship over many men in broad Crete. The effect of such a challenge is different 



again from any other lineage-boast: Deiphobos indulges in another popular theme, 
that of internal debate. Here the question is whether he should accept the challenge 
or go and find a comrade. Since the challenge comes from a great grandson of Zeus, 
on the principle that discretion is the better part of valour Deiphobos goes to find 
Aeneas. 

The challenge to which Diomedes responds with his lineage-boast (Book 14) is 
Agamemnon's wish for advice: 

vvv 6' El1g os Tj7JaS y aiEvova IrvTwL evEITrroL, 
i5 vEos 7jE TraAdaos Lol 86 E, KEV aJI/evw E?'L (14.107-8) 

Because he is the youngest man present Diomedes asserts his right to be heard because 
of the distinction of his ancestry: Portheus of Pleuron and Kalydon had three sons, 
Agrios, Melas and Oineus; Oineus was the father of Diomedes' father Tydeus. To 
explain and document further his father's change of residence Diomedes mentions 
also his paternal grandfather, Adrestos of Argos about whose riches and power he 
also boasts. He then prefaces his advice thus: 

7rc OVK av E Yyvos YE KCaKOV Kat davdahKta (fdvrTE 

fiLvOov adLTLr7aLare 7TrecaaL/Evov, ov K ev) El7TW. (126-7) 

And this lineage-boast serves to justify the readiness of the Achaians to take the 
young warrior's bold advice. 

The ninth 'lineage-boast' is in some ways a parody of the other eight, since it comes 
in response to a challenge by a hero (Euphorbos) who is himself the subject of the 
boast and since it is recited by the subject's opponent (Menelaos) as he returns the 
challenge. Furthermore this second challenger characterizes the first by means of 
animal traits rather than in the terms of human ancestry. Thus in Book 17 
Euphorbos, standing over Patroklos' corpse, orders Menelaos to back off, threatening 
him and asserting his right to the body, since he had been the first to strike Patroklos 
(12-17). Menelaos responds: 

Zev 7raTep, ov Iev KaAov V7ITEplfOV EVXETaeacOal. 
ov' ov 7rap7aAtoS rdoaSov teLvoS OVTE AEOVTOS 

OVTre (VOS KaTrpou AodpOpovos, ov Te T7EyLaUTOS 

OV/LOS evL T7 rOeC9L Trepl uOeve'i AqeIEeatvE , 
oaaov HdvOov vLeS Eij/LieAatL OpovEovaUv. (19-23) 

He then boasts of how he killed Euphorbos' brother Hyperenor when he accused him 
of weakness as a warrior. His threat to Euphorbos ends with the three lines we have 
already heard Achilles use to Aeneas: 

LOs O8'VJ KaC aOv Eyo AVacw /LEVOS, el KE iLEV CvTra 
a-rrjr1s' dAA a' a cy' 'vaXOpr javra KeAeUo 
Es 7rA7rlOv Levat, pt7' davrtos larITa(' fLo, 

TrplV TL KaLKOV 7TraOEltv pEXOEv 6e TE Vrj 7tLOS yvO. (29-32) 

However odd the animal-characterization may be both as a lineage-boast and in the 
mouth of an opponent, these last lines demonstrate the relationship of this speech to 
the general theme and the skill with which the poet manipulates that theme for varied 
effect. This time the threat is carried out, and Menelaos kills this second son of 
Panthoos. In only one other lineage-boast situation is killing the outcome, that is, in 
Achilles' slaughter of Asteropaios, but there the killer is the first challenger while here 
he is the second challenger. 
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This survey of two divine and seven heroic lineage-boasts has demonstrated both 
their similarity and thematic nature and the variety of the situations in which they 
appear as well as their very different outcomes. It is this latter characteristic to which 
the second half of my title refers. For although the repetition of themes and type- 
scenes which vary only in length or emphasis is all very well in the case of those 
activities that imitate the daily round and emphasize the recurrence of ritual, the last 

thing any audience wants in a tale of conflict, adventure or intrigue is 'the mixture as 
before' or the same ploy repeated without variation. In Homer's use of this particular 
theme he seems to be very much aware of both its adaptability to a variety of 
situations involving challenges and its open-endedness. And to some extent the very 
origin of both this theme and others like it may be explained by the potential 
variousness of their application. Thus Homer, like any other story-teller, may find 
that in pursuing a particular combination of circumstances to one conclusion or result 
he not only automatically excludes other possible solutions or results but is also 
thwarted and frustrated in being debarred from other results or solutions. He is 

naturally tempted to repeat that particular combination of circumstances, perhaps 
again and again, in order to follow out the other possible solutions or results, that is, 
to explore 'the road(s) not taken'. And it may well be that Homer's audience, 
enjoying as it apparently did the repetition of 'daily-round' themes, took equal 
delight both in anticipating possible variations on more potentially diverse themes 
and in appraising the bard's skill in using available options and introducing roads 
'less travelled by'. 

Is it thus with the carrying off of women? So that if the carrying-off of Helen leads 
to war, one may still want to explore the possibilities of the refusal to return a carried- 
off Chryseis leading to a plague and of the carrying-off of Briseis to spark a quarrel 
between two men. Or there is the goddess-carrying-off-a-man theme: in general myth 
Eos and Aphrodite provide a variety of examples, but in the Iliad the theme must be 
congruent with the battle-scene and heroic dignity. Even so, once Homer has had 
Aphrodite successfully rescue her favourite Paris from death at Menelaos' hands, there 
is still the possibility of her less successfully carrying off her son, with the sly 
implication that her forte is not mother love. These obvious examples immediately 
leap to mind, but surely other themes of the non-habitual sort may be seen to lead to 
a variety of results. 

At least in the lineage-boast theme we have seen that the two divine examples have 
contrary conclusions or go in opposite directions. The seven heroic examples have 
equally diverse outcomes, exploring seven different roads or exits, all of which in their 
various ways put the lineage recounted to good use. In the Diomedes-Glaukos 
situation the friendly outcome is a direct result of the lineage-boast. For 
Achilles-Aeneas the lineage justifies divine intervention to prevent bloodshed. In the 
double boast of Asteropaios and Achilles the comparative weakness of river ancestry 
to that of Zeus explains Asteropaios' death and predicts both the river-battle and 
Achilles' eventual victory. Idomeneus' boast and threat to Aeneas justifies that hero's 
hesitation to join battle with a scion of Zeus. Diomedes' boast in council rather than 
battle explains and justifies one more about-face on the part of the hard-pressed 
Achaians. And Menelaos' boast of the Panthoids' animal spirits, though parodying 
the theme itself, sufficiently restores Menelaos' rather feckless reputation so that he 
can be instrumental in rescuing the body of Patroklos. All seven are different, so that 
the theme-nature of these examples does not obtrude itself to give attentive listeners 
or even close-reading students of Homer a feeling of repetitiveness. 

Afterword: that the lineage-boast not only operates variously in challenge- 
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situations but may also be fertile in quite other circumstances is suggested by 
Lykaon's plea in Book 21 and Achilles' response, where both weigh lineage in the 
balance with death: 

LwUvvvOdblOV 8E LE / Lrj7rTp 

yelvaTo Aao0dr6, OvyaT7rp "AArao yEpOVTrs, 
"AA7etW, os AEAEyeatL LXAo7rTooAXhoLtv advaacLTet, 

ITrjLaaov alr7TeLaav EXeoV E7TL ZaTVLevTt. 
TOV 8' EXE Ovya-rTpa HptlaLos, rroAAads )e Kal a,AAas 
TrS E 83v'uw yevo'LLeaOa, rav 

' 
cla/tW 8ELpoTO/lcr'UES. (21.84-89) 

And Achilles answers: 

aAAd, , o a, Oave Kai av' Tlrq OdAovpEal oTrws; 
Ka'TOave Kal HaTdpoKAos, O Trep aeo Tro oAAv da,Elivwv. 

ovX opadas olos Kal Ey,J KaAds TE fLeyas TE; 

7raTpos 3' Ei',L d(yaOolo, Oea 3e pE yelvara'o t7T7r7p' 
AA ' 7TL TOL Kal Eitol OavaToS Kal /iolpa KpaTrat-j (21.106-10) 

If a hero can face a human challenge by defining himself through lineage, it seems 

right and proper he should appeal to that same source of strength in the face of the 

final enemy. 

Bryn Mawr College MABEL L. LANG 
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