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scenes from modern mythological handbooks like Robert Graves's The . 
Greek Mytlzs. 2 ~' Contrary to the times of the Second Sophistic, nowadays 
only few people know the Wad well enough to enjoy most of BeniofT's 
allusions. The allusive method may work best with people who have 
both the DVD of Troy and Fagles's translation of the Iliad at hand and so 
can trace the film back to its sources. But most people will coniine them
selves to doing what readers of Dictys and Dares have done through the 
centuries: enjoy the old story in its "true version" that tells us "what 
really happened" with a seasoning of "modern" rationalism. 

28 Robert Gra t.."'. Tltc Gn·ck Myths (1955; rpt. New York: Penguin, 1993). Benioff men
tions Graves as one uf his sources ("David Benioff's Epic Adaptation, TROY"). 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Viewing Troy: Authenticity, 
Criticism, Interpretation 

:- Jon Solomon 

When classicists view a film set in antiquity for the first time, their reac
tion to the film is never the same as that of the non-classically trained 
audience. The viewing process bypasses the usual modes of passive 
reception and sensual spectatorship that apply to the viewing of most 
contemporary Hollywood films and becomes by default an intellectual 
endcavor. 1 Because of the critical and pedagogical nature of their dis-
cipline. classicists approach the cinema with essentially the same mindset 

. < they apply to evaluating a colleague's article or even a student's term 
·paper. Classicists are on the lookout for a variety of irregularities, scan
ning a broad spectrum of signals that do not belong to the vision of the 
classical world they have honed during decades of study. research, and 
teaching. Did the Greeks reside in huts or tents outside Troy? Could 
Achilles have been blond? Is that an accurate portrayal of a sexual 
encounter between Achilles and Briseis? And wasn't Agamemnon killed 
in his bath at home by his wife Clytemnestra and not in Troy by Briseis? 

Academic concerns tend to dominate scholars' viewing experiences. 
For two or three hours we are responsible for knowing more about the 

1 Contemporary theorists recognize that arti stic illusi11n is not: unique to film viewing. 

Sec Richard Allen, "Representation . Illusion. and the Cinema," Cine/Ill! ]oumal, 3 2 ( 199 3 ), 

21- 48. ;md Murrny Smi th, "Film Spectatorship and the Institution ofl?iction," Tl1e ]oumal 

of !\eslllciicsawl £1rL riUcis111. 53 (1995). 113-127. 
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educated, sharply critical, and thoroughly experienced to the uneduc
ated, gullible, and youthful: sophisticated cinephiles are different from 
uneducated or casual movie-goers. 

Probing several points along the classical tradition in this way should 
help us broaden our perspective of spectatorship insofar as a film like 
Wolfgang Petersen's Troy is concerned. The primary purpose of produc
ing a commercial artistic project costing almost $200,000,000 is not to 
please either academics (least of all classicists) or film critics who like to 
think that their reading of the Iliad in college qualifies them as Homeric 
scholars. The primary purpose is to create a successful product. that is, 
a work popular enough to earn back the investment and many millions 
in profit. To accomplish that, the product has to inspire considerable 
initial interest; epics do not qualify for the status of "sleepers" whose 
reputation slowly spreads via word of mouth. The pre-release advertis
ing campaign of a blockbuster like Troy is itself a multi-million dollar 
project. The release itself involves another large investment when a film 
opens on as many as several thousand screens simultaneously. All who 
have large stakes in the outcome hope that television and newsprint 
critics will complement the enthusiasm generated among initial audi
ences viewing the film in theaters. In many instances there are also 
simultaneous and subsequent merchandising campaigns, all aimed at 
generating additional millions of dollars. Simultaneous sales usually 
include posters, books, toys, and other retail products; for the highest
profile releases there are tie-ins with fast-food franchises. After-market 
sales include DVDs, soundtrack CDs, and, in rare instances, theatrical 
re-releases. 10 Each of these is a multi-million dollar enterprise. 

This summary is not intended to be an amateur business primer for 
anyone interested in developing a Hollywood property based on an 
ancient text or narrative. It is intended to highlight how unimportant 
the classicist is in any part of the business of popular 1ilmmaking. As a 
result. while it is inevitable that classicists will analyze. criticize, and mak.e 
professional judgments about a film like Troy in the process of viewing 
the film, especially for the first time, it is important for us to put such 
analyses, criticisms, and judgments in perspective. Everyone is entitled 
to their opinion, and de gustilms I LOll est disputandum. But errors in authen
ticity, anachronisms, improprieties, and other faults, or the judgment 
that the filmmakers have failed to generate the same depiction of the 

10 GltJdialor was re-released in Argentina, Peru, Brazil. Germany, the Netherlands, and 

Taiwan in March. 2001. More than '>00,000 copic ·of tile UVJJ wert' sold in the United 

Kingdom in 2000. :-uqms..->ing lh' sale:; of any other film. 
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Trojan War that scholars have developed after years of research and 
thought, do not mean that the film is neither good nor successful. At the 
very least, such a conclusion is an unfair criticism of a commercial prod
uct that has not been designed to meet scholarly standards; in the 
extreme, it also reveals ignorance of the progress that scholarship in pop
ular culture has made in the past three or four decades. 

If classicists could transform themselves briefly into journalists, 
policemen, lawyers, or soldiers while viewing such well-received films 
as Cit:izell Kallc, Sidney Lumet's Serpico (19 73), Billy Wilder's Witness 
for the ProseclltiOil (1957), or Le,.vis Milestone's All Quiet 011 the Western 
Front (1930) , they would soon realize that no professional could watch 
a popular film without identifying numerous errors, inconsistencies, 
improprieties, and downright impossibilities in the depiction of what 
falls under the purview of their professional knowledge and experience. 
On the other hand, a filmmaker who pays painstaking attention to tech
nical detail, as Tyrone Guthrie did with his Oedipus Rex (19 57), does not 
necessarily create a great or successful film. By far the most influential 
sequence of Stanley Kubrick's Spartacus, hailed as "the thinking man's 
epic," was its most unhistorical moment, the rousing shouts of ''I'm 

Spartacus! "11 

Even if the approval of the academic guardians of classical antiquity 
were required for a film about the Trojan War, there would still remain 
a very wide range of what constitutes historical accuracy or authentic
ity. Homer's Iliad describes both Bronze-Age and Late-Geometric arti
facts and presents its story through a poetic vision, while the mound 
presently being excavated by teams from the universities of Tiibingen 
and Cincinnati at Hisarhk has been claimed recently to represent 
Homer's Troy vividly or not at allY If a iilm could have been made in 
the 18 70s, it would have been regarded as authentic if it reflected Heinrich 
Schliemann's Troy, but by only a few decades later it would have 
become inauthentic. The cinema was not yet invented, but there 
was an "authentic" opera of 1770, Paride ed Elena (Paris and Helen). Its 

11 Despite the fact that Spartacus was produced well over forty years ago, the 'Tm 
Spartacus" sn:ne :c:Uil reverberates, most recently in a Pepsi Cola commercial Hrst aired 

during the 2005 Academy Awards. Other example<> a re David Seltzer's Pwrclili11e (1988), 

Tom Hanks's 'flw t Tf1i11g You Do (1996), Frank ()'t."s /11 and Out (1997), Martin Campbell's 
Tire Mas/{ of Z<Jr-ro (1998), and perhaps Spike l.£c·s Malco/111 X (1992) . The scene was 

5poofecl in Terry Jones's Monty Pyt/wn's Ufe £!(Brian (1979). 
12 See Joachi m Latacz, Troy and Honr er: Towards n Sulutimr of mr 0/tl , 1!JSlay, tr. Kevin 

Windle and Ro. h Ireland (Oxford: Oxford Universi ly Pre: ·, 2004), and IJidcr Hertel. Troia: 

llrcl!iioloaie. G~·~cllicllte, Myt/ws (Munich: Beck, 2UlH). 
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composer and librettist, Christoph Willibald Gluck and Ranieri de' 
Calzabigi, portrayed Paris as a historically accurate Phrygian and Helen 
as ~ ~1istorically accurate Spartan, even to the point of changing their 
artistic style to conform to what they considered historical truth. Gluck 
explained his decision to do so in this way: 

I was obliged to find some variety of color, seeking it in the ditierent 
characters of the two nations of Phyrgia and Sparta, by contrasting the 
roughness and savagery of one with the delicacy and tenderness of the 
other. I believed that since singing in opera is nothing but a substitute for 
declamation, I must make Helen's music imitate the native ruggedness of 
that nation, and I thought that it would not be reprehensible if in order 
to capture this characteristic in the music, I descended now and then to 
create ~ coarse effect. I believed that I must vary my style in the pursuit of 
truth. 1

j 

If we go almost exactly one century further back, we come to John 
Dryden's rendition of Troilus and Cressida of 1679. In 1699 Dryden would 
publish his translation of Book 1 of the Iliad, but here he was retelling 
the tale told toward the end of antiquity by Dares and Diety , both of 
whom claimed to be eyewitnesses to the Trojan War. Dictys claimed to 
be a companion of the Cretan Idomeneus, while Dares has the same 
name as the Phrygian priest of Hephaestus mentioned at Iliad 5. 9-10. 
1~hroughout the medieval period in Europe, Dares and Dictys were con
Sidered to be more accurate in describing the Trojan War than Homer. 
Despite the reintroduction of Homer's text into Europe by Petrarch and 
Boccaccio in the middle of the fourteenth century, Dares and Dictys 
had already influenced Benoit de Sainte-More, who then invented the 
romance of Troilus and Bressida, soon to be renamed Cressida in the 
wake of Boccaccio's Filostrato. 

. The influence of the Troy tale as told by Dares and Dictys was pervas
IVe and long. Their versions were rendered into a variety of vernacular 
languages and lasting from the end of antiquity to Shakespeare and 
Dryden (and trickling on beyond them), so long in fact that it cannot be 
attributed merely to the medieval mindset. Even before the medieval 
period, the Second Sophistic produced several powerful anti-1-Iomeric 
exercises in rhetoric. The Heroiczts, for instance, attributed to Flavius 
Philostratus, derives its superior accuracy in relating actual events of 
the Trojan War fi:om the ghost of Protesilaus, who was the first Greek 

13 Quoted fr~m Patricia Howard, Gluck: flu Eiahtecut/1-Century Portrait ;11 Letters aiUI 
Documents (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 199 5 ), 9 8. 
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killed during the landing at Troy. In view of Petersen's film, it is particu
larly telling that the Heroicus features Protesilaus as an important and 
authentic source, for the landing at Troy was an event not represented 
in the Iliad; it is a major and ambitious sequence in Troy. Similarly, Dio 
Chrysostom in his eleventh ("Trojan") oration (11.95-96 and 123-24) 
anticipates Petersen's narrative transgressions by having Hector kill not 
Menelaus or Ajax, as does Petersen's, but Achilles and claiming also 
that the Greeks never did conquer Troy. 

Clearly, authenticity is an ephemeral aspect of knowledge, subject to 
change from one generation or chronological period to the next. For 
that reason alone authenticity is a poor criterion by which to judge 
either the validity or the quality of a film like Troy. And this does not 
even take into consideration the reports we have from people who have 
served as historical advisors to films set in antiquity, which inform us 
that film directors will follow an advisor's manual only insofar as it does 
not interfere with their artistic vision or their budgetary constrain ts. 14 

All this leaves classicists who view a film like Troy with several pos
sibilities of judgment which are less dependent on their expertise but 
which demand a measure of familiarity with film, its history, and its place 
in modern culture. But, once divorced from their classical training and 
methodology, many flounder. At professional colloquia and conferences 
and in private conversations one hears the tell-all cliches of the modern 
movie-goer even from the mouths of the educated elite: "It was boring." 
-"It was too long."- "So-and-So can't act."- "It's not like the book." 
None of these criticisms is any more useful than to say: "It was not 
authentic." They reveal more about the spectator than about the spec
tacle. Boredom is a passive experience of inactivity that comes from 
disengagement. Finding a film boring usually suggests that the viewer 
has failed to find the film's approach, voice, intent, rationale, or style. 
But it is always our task as scholars to understand an artist's intent. An 
additional misstep is to assume that the director of such a large-scale 
film is not an artist worthy of serious consideration or, worse, that a 
director, even one who has a body of work of highly regarded and artist
ically innovative or challenging films, has now made one that is utterly 
devoid of any artistic merit. Complaints about the length of a film are 
often a by-product of boredom. Conversely, the extremely successful Lord 

14 Cf. my disclls:,ion in Tlze fl11cient World i11 the Cine11111, 2nd edn (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2001), 29-32, and Kathleen M. Coleman, "The Pedant 
Goes to Hollywood: The Role of the Academic Consllltanl:," in Glndiaior: Fibn rllld History, 
ed. Martin M. Winkler (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004). 45-52. 
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of the Rings trilogy not only lasted for nearly nine hours but was also 
expanded on its DVD releases by several additional hours. William Wyler's 
Ben-Hur (1959) ran for nearly four hours but won a record number of 
Academy Awards and earned back several times its production costs. 

As for acting, spectators have unrealistic expectations if they want 
an actor to portray the Achilles or Hector they have envisioned for them
selves when they read the Iliad. For some viewers of Troy, Brad Pitt and 
Eric Bana did just that; for others they did not. For the latter group of 
viewers, Pitt or Bana "can't act." But there is no rational basis for that 
judgment. The task of the actor attempting to portray a legendary liter
ary character is different from that of the actor who portrays a contem
porary or more recent historical person, as when Anthony Hopkins 
portrays the title character of Oliver Stone's Nixon (1995) or Will Smith 
plays Muhammad Ali in Michael Mann's Ali (2001). Both actors were 
nominated for Academy Awards in the "Best Actor in a Leading Role" 
category. At the very least, the spectator should attempt to understand 
the characterization the actor was attempting to create and should also 
assume that the actor's performance was satisfying to the director. Of 
course there are film productions so flawed by personality clashes or 
fundamental artistic misconceptions that the innate problems of the 
project spill over into its screenplay and performances, but high-proiile 
releases are rarely so. 

In most instances the sole narrative requirement of a major Holly
wood release based on a work of literature is that the film tell a compel
ling story, not necessarily the original story and not a story fully 
appropriate to the text in every detail. A film is not even required to 
have the same theme as the original, nor should it be. Why not? Film is 
not only a different medium, it is also a different art form. It has different 
structural components and methods of organization, there are different 
economic and time-related production pressures, the end product is 
usually much sooner viewed than the original is read, and it is received 
by a very different type of audience and perceived in an emotional rather 
than an intellectual context. A producer, director, and screenwriter are 
artists who have worked in film, studied iilm, thought about film, and 
then read the original text and reacted to it as commercial artists 
responsible for an important project; they may also have seen previous 
film adaptations of their text. 15 They respond to all of this by developing 

15 For example, visual motifs from the prelude to the chariot race of Fred Niblo's version 
of Ben-Hur (1925) served as models for the same sequence in Wyler's version. Wyler had 
been one of Niblo's assistant directoc ;J t the chariot race. 
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their own cinematic version of the text, making their own artistic 
decisions. 

So a far more appropriate response to a film set in antiquity is to 
examine it with some of the same analytical tools with which one ap
proaches a work of ancient literature. Textual analysis is unnecessary 
in most instances, at least until the DVD appears with additional foot
age; at that point there are indeed textual matters to consider. But Joseph 
L. Mankiewicz' s Cleopatra ( 19 6 3) that we view today offers only about 
half of the footage originally shot for what its director had hoped would 
be two four-hour epics. Various drafts of a script also require textual 
analysis, but they, too, are only rarely available. 16 

I conclude with an examination of a single sequence in Troy. My goal 
is to attempt to offer an example of how we may appreciate a sequence 
which classicists would by nature and training automatically dismiss as 
un-Homeric. Instead, I consider Petersen's unique adaptation of the first 
book of Homer's Iliad as a positive, even avant-garde contribution to the 
tradition of the Trojan War rather than as an ill-conceived, poorly acted, 
poorly written, overly long, inauthentic rendition of one of the integral 
passages of the Iliad. The first book of the Iliad is such an integral part of 
the story that filmmakers would be hard pressed to explain its omission. 

Preceding Troy there were several films about the Trojan War. I here 
examine three of them: Robert Wise's Helen of Troy (1955), Marino 
Girolami's L'ira di Achille (Fury of Aclzilles, 1962), and John Kent 
Harrison's Helen of Troy (2003) for television. Wise's Helen of Troy, the 
first project of the twentieth century about the Iliad to be introduced 
into the popular culture after World War II, abbreviates Book 1 signi
ficantly.1 7 The narrator establishes the length of the siege of Troy: "As 
time went on they looted and raped the surrounding villages." (Petersen 
chose not to use a narrative voice-over, a cumbersome technique in a 
visual medium that inserts an additional layer between the story and 
the audience.) Then the Greek generals carouse in a tent, Agamemnon 
and Achilles quarrel over a nameless concubine, Achilles delivers an 
ultimatum, Agamemnon laughs at him, and Achilles calls Agamemnon 

16 I analyze the drafts of Gladiator in "Gladiator from Screenplay to Screen, " in Gladiator: 
Fi/111 a/1(1 History, 1-15. 
17 Earlier films like Giovanni Pastrone's La cruluta di Troia (1911), G\!org~..-s llnlol's Le 
jU!ICII!ellt de Paris (1922), Manfred Noa's Helma (1924) and La rc!Jina dl' SJHirla (1() 11) 

Wt'rC' nllHon-ll iadic john Erskine's novel The Private Ufr ofHelell ofTrou (1925), which 
Alexander Korda filmed two years later, takes place after the Trojan War has ended. Jean 
Giraudoux's drama TJa Guerre de Troie n'mm1 pas liw (Tire Trojan War Will Not Take Place, 
1935) converts Hector into a pacifist, as, to a certain extent, does Petersen 's f1lm. 
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