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LINEAGE-BOASTING AND THE ROAD NOT TAKEN

There are in the lliad 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 mep yap plovéw Te kal odx €ld damépoad,

olk aviw dlovéoud’, émel ) oAb péprepds éaau.

aAda xpn kai éuov Béuevar movov odk aréleaTov:

Kkai yap éyw Beds eip, yévos 8¢ wot évbev 60ev ool,

kal pe mpecfurdrny Téxero Kpdvos dyxuvloprirys,

AuddTepov, yeven Te kai olvexa o7 mapdKoLTLs

kékAnpai, ob 8¢ mdor per dfavdroiow dvdooes. (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 (098’ dmiflnoe marip dvdpav Te fedv 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:

& mémor, 1) p dyalds mep éww vmépomdov ey,

€l ' oudTiwov édvra Bin déwovra kabéfer.

Tpeis ydp 7 éx Kpdvov eluév adeddeol, obs Téxero ‘Péa,

Zebs kai éydy, Tpitatos 8 *Aidns, évéporow dvdaowy. (15.185-8)
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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: 7is 8¢ ov éoot, dpépiaTe, katabvyrdv dvlpddmwy (123)
and then threatened: dvorrjvwy &€ Te maibes éud uéver avricwow (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: Tvdeidn peydfuue, Tin yevenw épeeiveis; and proceeds to
indicate how well known it is:

€l 8 é0é)eis kai TadTa Sarjuevar, Spp’ €V €idis
NueTépny yevery, moAdoi 8€ ww dvdpes icaow (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:

. - v e Y .
TAUTNS TOL YEVENS TE KAL ALUATOS EUXOMOL ELVAL. (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:

NN e s , ,
4AAd ¢’ éywy’ dvaywpricavTa keAevw

és mAnObv tévar, und’ dvrios ioTac’ éueio,

mpiv Tu kakov Tabéew: pexfeév 8¢ Te vimos éyvw. (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:

dAkiis & ob u’ éméeaow dmoTpéfeis pepadTa

mpv xaAkd payécaabar évavriov: dAX dye Bdooov

yevaoued dAMjAwy yadkrpeow éyyelnow. (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:

;o » 2o e . Y I
7is molev eis avdpav, 6 uev érAns avrios éAfeiv;
SvoTrivwy 8€ Te maides éud uéver dvridwor. (150-1)

Asteropaios, like Glaukos in Book 6, asks:
ImAeldn peydBuue, Tin yeveny épeeives; (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,
Jjust as this whole encounter is briefer than that between Achilles and Aeneas, so
Asteropaios’ return challenge takes up less than a line:

viv aldre paxadueda, palduys’ AxiAred. (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:

Sawudvie, dAXG kai avTos évavtiov loTad” éueio, (cp. 17.31; 20.197)
8¢pa idn olos Zmrds ydvos évddd’ ixdvw,
os mpdTov Mivwa 1éxe Kpriry émiovpov- (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
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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:

viv & ein 6s T8¢ ¥’ duelvova uiTw éviemou,
1) véos M€ malawds: éuol O€ kev douévew €in- (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:

I . \ ooy ,
7@ oUK 4v ue y€vos ye kakov kai avdAxida pdvres

- " , 0 s v
wdbov ariprjoaire meaouévor, dv Kk éb elmw. (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:

Zed mdTep, o0 peév kadov VmépBiov edyerdachar.

007’ odv mapddAios Tdo00V wEvos odTe AéovTos

odTe auos kdmpov SAocppovos, ol Te uéyLaTos

Ouuos évi orifeaot mepi obévei PAepeaiver,

8ooov Ildvlov vies évpueliar dppovéovaw. (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:

. vy sy , . y
s Oy kal oov éyw AMow uévos, €l ké pev dvra
A p p
oT1ins* dAXa 0 éywy’ dvaxwpricavTa kelevw
és mAnfdv iévar, und’ dvrios ioTac’ éueio,
, \ T ) "
mpv TL kakov mabéew: pexbév 8¢ Te viimios éyvw. (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:

puwuvlddiov 8€ ue prTnp
yelvaro Aaobdn, Quydrnp "Arrao yépovros,
"AMrew, 0s Aeléyeaor phomTorépoaw avdooet,
ITj8acov aimjecoav éxwy émi Zatvidevre.
700 8 éxe Ouyarépa Ilplapos, moddas 8¢ kal dAAas:
Tiis 8¢ Svw yevdueoba, o 8 dudw SepoTouroers. (21.84-89)

And Achilles answers:

aAXd, pidos, Odve kai oV Tin dAodUpear odTws;

wdrlave kai I1dTpoklos, 8 mep aéo moAASY duelvawy.

ody opdas olos kai €y kaXds T€ péyas Te;

marpos &8 eip’ dyaboio, Beo. 8¢ pe yeivato wirnp:

AN ému Tou kai éuol BdvaTos kai poipa kpaTour: (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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