The Artist and the Doomed Youth: The Symbolism of Troilus in Virgil’s Aeneid


Centrally depicted on the Temple of Juno at Carthage (Aen. 1.466-93) is the unfortunate figure of Troilus, just a boy and no match for Achilles (infelix puer atque impar congressus Achilli 1.475), dragged by his own horses behind his empty chariot, his armor lost, his spear writing in the dust (versa puluis inscribitur hasta 1.478).  In this paper I shall argue that Virgil’s depiction of Troilus not only models and anticipates the recurrent figure of the doomed youth in the Aeneid, but also subtly prefigures later scenes of artistic anxiety and failure.  The two themes are paralleled and interwoven at other key moments in the epic: in the cases of Daedalus and Misenus, failure of artistic expression sets in poignant relief the pathos of youth perishing before its time, while the helplessness of Turnus’ final wavering moments is likened to nightmarish aphasia.  Youth’s bold but ill-fated endeavors offer, in the end, a compelling metaphor for the artist in his moments of doubt and despair.

 
Early illustrations of the story of Troilus on vases and other artwork show predominantly an unarmed youth, riding or exercising horses, ambushed, dragged to an altar and slaughtered by a fully armed Achilles (Gantz [1993] 599-600, Williams [1960] 146-47).  Scholarship on the Virgilian passage has hitherto focused principally on the ecphrastic frame, discussing Troilus himself only in passing (Stanley [1965] 275, Clay [1988] 204-205, Fowler [1991] 31, Putnam [1998] 250-51).  It is generally agreed, however, (pace Williams [1960] 145-47) that Virgil’s Troilus anticipates brave and ambitious young warriors such as Lausus (Stanley) or Turnus (Clay), who likewise prove ill matched with older and more powerful opponents.  Virgil’s Troilus, with his spear, his lost arms and his chariot, is a warrior foolish enough to have joined battle with Achilles, rather than an unarmed youth sacrificed at the altar.


As a gloss for the striking inscribitur, Servius suggests “torn apart” (dilaceratur).  This meaning is not elsewhere attested for scribo or inscribo: in the Plautine example quoted by Servius (corpus tuum virgis ulmeis inscribam), inscribere clearly means, as it does elsewhere, “to make a mark upon”, whether that mark is alphabetic, pictorial or symbolic.  The tragic hubris of youth is here exemplified by a glimpse of artistic failure embedded in the murals’ artistic triumph: Troilus, dragged to his death, scribbles inexpressively in the dust, a medium which, like the Sibyl’s leaves (Aen. 6.74-75) or the wind and the water (Catull. 70.3-4) is proverbially ephemeral (Cic. Fin. 5.50, Sen. Ep. 74.27).

Martial prowess and overweening artistic pride are explicitly joined in Book 6 in the person of the warrior-musician Misenus, who mindlessly challenges the gods in song and is drowned by Triton (Aen. 6.162-74).  Misenus is usually interpreted as a sacrificial victim (Otis [1964] 281), but he also fits the mould of Troilus, Euryalus, Pallas, Lausus and Camilla: he is over-confident, bravely but recklessly challenges those more powerful than himself and thus throws away his life.  The death of Misenus follows directly the story of another artist, Daedalus, who fails not out of hubris, but out of grief; twice he tries to depict the plight of Icarus in gold, and twice his hands fall (Aen. 6.30-33).  The scene -- the artist hesitating out of grief for the dying youth -- is richly evocative of artistic anxiety in general (Pöschl [1975], Putnam [1987] 174).  The final despair of Turnus, a youth whom Juno recognizes as doomed (Aen. 12.149 hunc iuvenem imparibus video concurrere fatis) is similarly likened not just to the physical paralysis of dreams, as in Homer (Il. 22.199), but also to loss of speech.  By linking faltering or failed expression to the tragic overreaching of the doomed youth, the poet not only lends to figures such as Turnus psychological and emotional depth; he also allows them to epitomize the plight of the artist struggling to reconcile great ambition with anxiety, hesitation and self-doubt.
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