The Mēnis of Aeneas and the Dardanian Problem

Aeneas fits uncomfortably into the Iliad, which is perhaps why he eventually needed an epic of his own. His entry in the Trojan catalogue already presents problems for ancient readers: he is given command of the Dardanians, along with two sons of Antenor (2.819-23), and the question of who these Dardanians are is a live one in ancient Homeric scholarship. By the Hellenistic period, the terms “Dardanian” and “Trojan” are used more or less interchangeably, but in the Iliad itself they appear to be two distinct groups, representing different branches of the family tree, descended from two different sons of their legendary ancestor Tros. Their eponyms come from different ancestors, but they share both blood and marriage ties, as Aeneas himself makes clear in reciting both branches’ descent from Dardanus at Iliad 20.213-241. That this distinction was uncomfortable to Homer’s ancient readers is clear from a series of scholia on the Dardanian contingent. A papyrus commentary (P. Oxy. 1086) makes it clear, from an editorial judgment of Aristarchus at 2.819, that Homer makes a distinction that later authors do not, and that this is a problem. The Dardanians, therefore, have something of an identity crisis in ancient scholarship: their line is indistinct from the center of Trojan political power, and moreover, they are at odds with it.

This dynamic is explored in depth at Iliad 13.455-469.  Here, in Achillean fashion, Aeneas is avoiding the battle due to mēnis—that significant, highly charged word for wrath—at Priam’s lack of respect for him, but is once again stirred to fight by the loss of his beloved brother-in-law. The commentators pick up on the psychological potential of this scene, suggesting both personal and political reasons for Priam’s resentment of Aeneas: his popularity in Troy (ΣT ad 13.460) and his mother’s culpability for the entire war (Eustathius 942.15). These commentators, furthermore, are working with the foreknowledge that it is Aeneas’s line, not Priam’s, that will survive the war, and that it is Antenor, the Iliad’s leading proponent of peace, who will betray the city of Troy to the Greeks. In the light of this later tradition, it is particularly surprising that a b scholion on Iliad 2.822 suggests Antenor’s sons were placed in command beside Aeneas because someone, possibly Priam, was suspicious of him; surely, as sons of this father, they are the least qualified of the Trojans to keep an eye on the suspect. I argue rather that this scholion relies on the difference between the personal/political threat Aeneas poses to Priam and the military threat Antenor poses to Troy, and constructs Priam as a ruler who cares more about the former than the latter.  Aeneas is nonetheless tainted with treason in post-Iliadic traditions—a taint that arises from his unwillingness to participate in the war already in Iliad 13. 


The Dardanians are impossible, either geographically or ethnographically, to distinguish from the Trojans; therefore, I argue, the attempt is made to distinguish them politically. The potential for subversion common to both Antenor and Aeneas, the leaders of the Dardanian faction, arises from their opposition to this war—unforgivable from the point of view of the Trojan establishment and therefore good reason to treat this group of Trojans as something other than fully Trojan, despite their lineage. We see here a process in which genealogy is adapted to reflect politics—the same process, in fact, that recent scholarship has seen in the Greeks’ own perceptions of their heroic past. Yet ancient readers’ evident desire to see disunity among Homer’s Trojans suggests that creating factions out of family groups is one of the many traits that both Greeks and Trojans can share.
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