Why, it seems like only yesterday, or the day before, when our vast armada gathered, moored at
Aulis, freighted with slaughter, bound for Priam’s Troy.
- Homer1

The end of the eastern Mediterranean Bronze Age, in the twelfth century BCE, was one of history’s
most frightful turning points ... Altogether, the end of the Bronze Age was arguably the worst
disaster in ancient history, even more calamitous than the collapse of the western Roman Empire …
[T]he fall of [Troy] may have marked the beginning of the Catastrophe.
- Robert Drews2

Troy was, perhaps, a client state of the Hittite empire, which was one of the chief Near Eastern
powers at that time. This state was the cause of hostilities between Greeks and Hittites in the midthirteenth century BCE … [T]he true background to the historical Trojan War … can be adduced
from first-hand primary sources, the diplomatic archives of the Hittite empire … In short, the
essential facts of Homer’s story – the city, the location by the Dardanelles, the Greek expedition, the
war – were all true.
- Michael Wood3

1. On Myth and Pre-classical
History

W

olfgang Petersen’s 2004 Hollywood version of Homer, Troy, is the sword and sandal epic
kind of introduction to ancient legend. It was not a serious effort to reconstruct for a twentyfirst century world the tragic drama immortally penned by the poet 2,700 years ago. Rather, it
seems to have been an attempt to use the distant and epic appeal of the legend of Troy to entertain
an audience that flocked to films such as Titanic, Pearl Harbor and The Lord of the Rings. While this is
commercially understandable, it made the film merely an ephemeral piece of entertainment. Given
both the power of the legend and the realities of our time, Petersen could have made a much more
powerful piece of theatre.4
Both Eric Bana (Hector) and Brad Pitt (Achilles) are reported to have said that, in preparing to
play their heroic roles, they read The Iliad for the first time and were awed by Homer’s poetry. One
might hope that others who saw the movie were prompted to read The Iliad and were as stirred by it
as were the two actors.5 Having been so affected by the great poem of the storm of war, it would be
interesting to learn what Bana and Pitt thought of David Benioff ’s screenplay or Wolfgang Petersen’s
direction of Troy.
Petersen and his team seem to have taken pains with some things, but they neglected or made
a mess of others. Considerable efforts were made, for example, to have the sets for Sparta, Mycenae
and Troy look authentic. But for some unaccountable reason, as the Greek armada sails east for
Troy, the sun rises behind it. Indeed, it rises from the west throughout the film. Given that the
film had begun with a map showing Greece to the west of Troy, you’d have thought something as
elementary as this would have been taken into account.
Moreover, in legend, the siege of Troy lasted ten years. Petersen’s film has the action over and
done with in about three weeks, including a twelve-day pause for Hector’s funeral. It is not at all
apparent why. Less flagrant, but just as indicative of rather cavalier disregard for the realities behind
the ‘action’, Petersen has Troy’s main gate facing the sea. It didn’t. The famous main gate of Troy was
the Scaean Gate, which faced south – inland. There is no classical or archaeological evidence for a
major gate facing the sea.6
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Petersen and Benioff are just as capricious in deleting from their account of the Trojan War many
of the dramatic details that have been the subject of drama and opera for two and a half millennia.
The blood sacrifice by the Greek king Agamemnon of his own daughter, Iphigenia, at Aulis (so that
the Greek fleet might have a fair wind for Troy),7 the cutting of Polyxena’s throat on the tomb of
Achilles, the throwing of Hector’s little son, Astyanax, from the city walls by the victorious Greeks
– are all omitted. The audience is allowed to believe that Astyanax and his mother, Andromache,
escape. Menelaus and Agamemnon, the ‘bad guys’ are both killed (by Hector and Briseis, respectively),
contrary to the entire classical tradition.
Most melodramatically of all, Achilles, instead of being slain outside the city walls, runs through
Priam’s palace looking for Briseis amid the city’s sack. This seems almost a direct reproduction of the
scene in Titanic, in which Kate Winslett seeks desperately for Leonardo di Caprio as the ship fills with
water. It is an extravagant concession to juvenile sentimentality and a betrayal of the grim spirit of
Homer. What Petersen surrendered in crafting his film this way was the power of the great original
to seize people by their throats and compel them to feel that surge of pity and fear which Aristotle
believed was the purpose of tragic drama.8
Benioff ’s screenplay, unsurprisingly, has the same characteristics. It lacks gravity and caters
too much to a superficial and mawkish taste. Perhaps its finest moment is where it draws most
directly on Homer. The scene is that in which Priam comes to the Greek camp, kneels at the feet
of Achilles, kisses his hands, then says gravely, ‘I have endured what no-one on earth has ever done
before – I put to my lips the hands of the man who killed my son.’ Benioff here used the very words
from Robert Fagles’ acclaimed translation of The Iliad, Book XXIV, lines 590-91. In general, he
does nothing of the kind.9
Benioff innovated with characteristic effect in having Hector and Achilles, in particular,
consistently express scepticism about the gods. Whereas the gods are ever-present and active in The
Iliad, in Troy they are absent. Their cults are depicted as harmless and colourful features of civic life, but
they never intervene in response to invocations or blasphemies and are openly mocked by Achilles
without the hero suffering for it. What is not clear, however, is precisely what the writer was trying to
achieve by having the figures of legend exhibit this anachronistic scepticism.10
Hector, for example, is a model of good sense, but the underlying implications are only
feebly followed through. After leading the Trojans to victory on the first day of the war, he
counsels prudence on the second. ‘The Greeks underestimated us yesterday,’ he tells his father’s
war council. ‘We should not return the favour.’ But Priam’s court seer declares he has seen an
eagle soaring in the air with a snake clutched in its claws – a sign that Apollo will champion the
Trojans in battle against the Greeks. ‘Bird signs!’ Hector exclaims in exasperation. ‘You want to
plan a strategy based on bird signs?!’
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Was Benioff trying to make an anachronistic theological or philosophical point here? Or to
poke fun at the WMD intelligence shambles in the war against Saddam Hussein? Or to highlight the
tragic plight of Hector, caught up in a current he could not master and carried to his inevitable doom?
The screenplay as a whole is too insubstantial for one to work out which, if any, of these possibilities
was in Benioff ’s mind.
Had he wanted to challenge the delusions of ordinary people and their seers, he had a great
classical tradition on which to draw. He could, for example, have studied Euripides’ The Women of Troy,
written and performed 2,420 years ago. Set after the fall of Troy, this play was a sombre reflection on
the human catastrophe entailed in the sacking of cities. Its Athenian audience not only knew their
Homer far better than a modern audience, but their soldiers had just that year (416 BCE) sacked
Melos, killing its men and enslaving its women and children.
In Euripides, it is Hector’s mother, Hecuba, who gives voice to Euripides’ critique of the
ancient gods – Hector being dead by the time the play begins. For some reason, Hecuba is entirely
absent from Troy, as if Priam had been a widower. Yet she is a substantial figure in the classical
legends, who exclaims, after the fall of the city: ‘The man who finds his own wealth and security
a cause for pleasure is a fool. Those forces which govern our lives are as unpredictable as capering
idiots. Assured good fortune does not exist … O dearest friends, I see the cold abyss of truth …
Gods, gods, where are you? Why should I cry to the gods? We cried out to them before and not
one heeded us.’11
In such passages, Euripides, whom Aristotle called the most tragic of the great dramatists,12
foreshadowed the darker passages in Shakespeare, notably in Macbeth and King Lear. Benioff, by
contrast, throws in Hector’s lines about bird signs like a mocking schoolboy, then lapses back into
lines redolent more of Days of Our Lives than of Euripides or Shakespeare. Perhaps he simply was not
capable of doing better. In any case, he and Petersen, in seeking to merely entertain an immediate
public, sacrificed their chance to create something that would endure. After its run in the cinemas, the
film almost immediately faded away into obscurity.
Some thirty years ago, Michael Cacoyannis filmed Euripides’ play as The Trojan Women, starring
Katherine Hepburn as Hecuba, Vanessa Redgrave as Andromache and the young Irene Pappas as
Helen. That film was anything but ‘entertaining’. It was intended as a reflection on the horrors of war
and their tendency to lead to atrocities. Petersen, Benioff and their producers may well have decided
that a film à la Cacoyannis simply would not sell, but they themselves sold out much of the moral force
of the classical tradition.
Enough of Petersen and Benioff, though. As Troilus exclaims in Shakespeare’s war-weary take on
the legend of Troy, ‘I cannot fight upon this argument. It is too starved a subject for my sword.’13 Far
more stirring and far more worthy of attention is the legend behind the film and, even more, the reality
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behind the legend. Shift from Petersen to Homer and your gain in the graphic grasp of the face of
battle is immeasurable. Shift from Homer to history and you glimpse the very roots of Mediterranean
civilisation, centuries before the founding of Rome.
It is a testament to the enduring power of Homer’s writing that, even in the twentieth century,
he should have remained the benchmark against which writing about war was measured, neither
shrinking from its horror, nor denying its grim heroism. Ernst Junger’s extraordinary memoir of the
First World War, Storm of Steel, is a case in point. Both its warrior ethos and its unvarnished descriptions
of violent death strike one again and again as ‘Homeric’.
The very opening of the book takes the reader into a Homeric world – a world of clashing gods
(overwhelming forces) and murderous furies: ‘Full of awe and incredulity, we listened to the slow
grinding pulse of the front, a rhythm we were to become mightily familiar with over the years. The
white ball of a shrapnel shell melted far off, suffusing the grey December sky. The breath of battle blew
across to us, and we shuddered. Did we sense that almost all of us – some sooner, some later – were
to be consumed by it, on days when the dark rumbling yonder would crash over our heads like an
incessant thunder?’14
Not for nothing do even more recent books on war in our time evoke Homer. Two very recent
ones are Robert Kaplan’s Warrior Politics and Philip Bobbitt’s The Shield of Achilles. Both are concerned
that the twenty-first century world faces the possibility of a catastrophe redolent of the end of the
Bronze Age – civilisation under siege by marauding warriors intent on the sack of cities. ‘The ancientness
of future wars has three dimensions:’ Kaplan writes, ‘the character of the enemy, the methods used to
contain and destroy him, and the identity of those beating the war drums.’15
Kaplan argues that the world has entered an age of increasing anarchy in which murderous gangs
in West Africa, Russian or Albanian mafias, Latin American drug cartels, uprooted and religiously
deluded Muslim jihadists all pose threats to the peace and prosperity of the ‘walled city’ of the liberal
democracies. ‘Like Achilles and the ancient Greeks harassing Troy,’ he writes, ‘the thrill of violence
substitutes for the joys of domesticity and feasting.’ He even quotes Achilles’ words to Odysseus, from
Book XIX of The Iliad: ‘You talk of food? I have no taste for food – what I really crave is slaughter and
blood and the choking groans of men.’16
Bobbitt took his very title from Book XVIII of The Iliad – 162 lines of which he used as a long
epigraph to the book.17 These lines describe the astonishing shield wrought by Hephaestus for the
great warrior Achilles, a shield which depicted the entire Bronze Age world in miniature. Here were
the heavens, with the sun, moon and stars; the earth and sea; two cities, one at peace, with all the arts
of agriculture, law and civic life, and one under siege, Strife and Havoc spurring slaughter beneath the
city’s walls. All this was emblematic for Bobbitt in a book designed to help a contemporary readership
understand the nature of war and peace.
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‘This is the main point I wish my readers to bear in mind:’ Bobbitt writes, ‘war is a product as
well as a shaper of culture. Animals do not make war, even though they fight.A No less than a market
and the law courts, with which it is inextricably intertwined, war is a creative act of civilized man with
important consequences for the rest of human culture, which include the festivals of peace.’18 It is
those consequences Bobbitt sought to explicate in his book – written before 11 September 2001,
though not published until the following year.B
In his foreword to The Shield of Achilles, historian of war Michael Howard writes, ‘Bobbitt believes
that mankind could be facing a tragedy without precedent in its history. It is not clear that he is
wrong.’19 ‘We are entering a fearful time,’ Bobbitt himself writes at the end of his book, ‘a time that
will call on all our resources, moral as well as intellectual and material.’20 Both feared a cataclysm in
which world order would disintegrate under the impact of anarchic and terrorist assaults, including
the indiscriminate use of weapons of mass destruction.
This is not the place to explore Bobbitt’s thesis.C I mention it because, in a major study of war
and peace at the beginning of the twenty-first century, he saw fit to put the shield of Achilles right
into his title.21 My disappointment with Troy is that it was a missed opportunity to provide a mass
audience with a serious ‘thesis’ on the nature of war and peace. The shield of Achilles, like much
else, is entirely omitted from the film. Achilles has a shield, to be sure, but it has none of the features
described by Homer. I believe this is symptomatic of the fact that the film’s makers simply did not
have any but the flimsiest sense of the moral and historical significance of the legend of the Trojan
War – whatever awe Bana and Pitt may have felt when they read The Iliad.
Bobbitt’s book is significant for a second reason, also related to the Trojan War. For the
actual sack of Troy was a matter of history, not only of legend. And, as the epigraphs at the
beginning of this essay indicate, it stood at the beginning of a ‘tragedy without precedent’ in
human history up to that time – the devastation of the Bronze Age world by anarchic warriors
and sackers of cities. This history has only in the past century been reconstructed out of the
ruins of the deep past. Yet it is a gripping story – incomparably more dramatic than Wolfgang
Petersen makes it seem in his film.
Imagine, for a moment, that Petersen’s research team had had something other than a fancy dress
melodrama in mind. They might have recreated the world of the late Bronze Age – the last three
centuries of the second millennium BCE in more detail and at least hinted at the catastrophe that
overwhelmed it between 1220 and 1170 BCE.22 This is the context for the real Trojan War.23 Invoking
that real context could have had a powerful resonance in our time, whereas Petersen’s thin context
provided almost none.
A
B
C

See Essay 4 in Part I, ‘On the Origins of Warfare’.
See Essay 2 in Part III, ‘On Challenges Laid Down by the Islamists’.
See Essay 1 in Part III, ‘On Strategy in the Twenty-first Century World’.
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Troy as we call it, was a trading city on the western periphery of the Hittite Empire, known
to the Hittites as Taruisa, the leading city of a kingdom called Wilusa, whence the classical names
Troia/Troy and Ilios (Wilios)/Ilium.24 Diplomatic exchanges occurred between the great king of the
Hittites, in the centre of what is now Turkey, the great king of Ahhiyawa (the Hittite name for Achaea,
or Greece), the Pharoah in Egypt and lesser principalities – including Wilusa. It was a world of high
culture, with a history extending back many centuries.25
Within half a century, at the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the twelfth century
BCE, this whole world came crashing down. As Robert Drews puts it, ‘almost every significant city or
palace in the eastern Mediterranean world was destroyed, many of them never to be occupied again.’26
Literacy disappeared from much of this hitherto highly civilised region and a dark age ensued in which
much was forgotten or passed into legend. What Homer inherited was an oral tradition handed down
over half a millennium. He was the equivalent of a Saxon bard telling tales of the Roman conquest of
Britain.27
Only now, based on scientific and painstaking research, can we tell something like the true story
and see it in its dramatic and historical context. Some few of those who watched Petersen’s Troy will
have known of this richer context. Most viewers will not have and perhaps, for that reason, did not
miss it. One might wish, however, that Petersen had done more – as he could have done – to have
opened their eyes to the terrors and awesome depths of the past, so that they might have felt more
fully alive in our own time: the world of The Shield of Achilles.
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