
Ancient and Modern concepts of sex and sexuality

What I am addressing in this assessment is how sex and sexuality is presented in ancient historical films and whether or not it is realistic to how life would have been thousands of years earlier. The films I will be looking at are Troy, 300, Immortals and Agora. I will look at the comparison of these films to each other as well as to modern day thinking and relevance, there are a variety of methods to analyse these issues such as the films to historical facts and how they are portrayed, I will look at texts written by ancient historians as well as modern historians. Troy and 300 are battles that have been proved to have happened however the films are made to interest the viewer so the historical facts around them are stretched or ignored. The real city of Troy is now the northwest Turkey and Thermopylae is in Greece and due to its hot sulphur springs in mythology it is the entrance to Hades. Immortals is pure myth and Agora is a real story of a female mathematician called Hypatia. I want to show how masculinity, feminism and sex are depicted in these films, looking at them Troy, 300 and Immortals are stereotypical action films as there are clear heroes and clear villains with lots of violence which usually appeals to a male audience. Agora as an intellectual film would appeal more to an older audience, the issue with the villains in this film are that they are Christians who destroy the library of Alexandria and kill Hypatia. The difference with these villains in point of view because from their point of view they are destroying any works that are heresy and the killing of Hypatia is to kill a witch so in their view she is the villain. I am hoping to show that sexuality in the ancient times isn’t much different, whether in the films or real life to how life is now.  

Masculinity/Feminism
Masculinity is big aspect of any war film whether it be one described in this assessment or a more modern film, the difference is that more modern films tend to be truer to life because people could know more about the war such as Oliver Stone’s Platoon as he used his personal experience. In 300, Troy and Immortals they are based on myths and stories which some do have a bit of historical fact to them but each with a variety of different endings to it. Masculinity is rife throughout 300 this film may be the most masculine one that I will discuss. From being 7 years old young boys were taken from their homes and trained in the agoge which was specialised education and training programmes. Through most of the film there is bare skin whether it be Leonides stood naked in his room or all the warriors bare chested in the battles. The lighting extenuates Gerard Butler’s form whilst naked which shows how muscular he was[footnoteRef:11495] . How the lighting is done shows the audience how his strength is, not only physically but mentally as well, this is helped by the camera angles whether it is a longer shot or a close up on his face, the blue light in which is on him in that scene gives him a solemn and lonesome appearance and this gives the audience an understanding of how dire his situation is and a sense of anticipation as they know what is going to happen. During the battles the Spartans are not wearing armour only capes and leather to cover their groins, however in true historical sources they explain that the Spartans did actually wear full body armour. The lack of armour worn in the film shows the physique of the Spartans especially Gerard Butler, who, as the main character has a lot of close ups more so than the other characters. The motion of the shot is critical to this type of film especially slow-motion as it not only highlights the physique but also the skill of fighting and killing[footnoteRef:7892]. The main female presence is King Leonides’ wife Queen Gorgo, even though she has feminine beauty she also has a strong character and has the confidence to stand by herself and address the men. The most feminist character is Xerxes, even though he is the tyrant of the Persian army he still wears make up, piercing and over the top clothing which makes them look more effeminate. The Persians are sexually comfortable and have many orgies and Xerxes uses the orgies to tempt Ephialtes to become a traitor to Sparta and calls him a Persian. As King Leonides is seen as one of the most attractive men not only in a biological sense but he is a strong leader, Queen Gorgo is Spartans belief of the most beautiful women as Lena Headey is a very beautiful woman who has the traits of Spartan women, she is beautiful, has pale and flawless skin, soft curves and a strong personality, which is wanted in Sparta unlike Athens who want their women silent. The difference between 300 and the real Sparta is women were not allowed to have any say about wars and battles. Gorgo wants to help Leonides and the only way she can is by speaking to the politicians, Theron uses his power to rape Gorgo in order to get his support but then betrays her by saying she offered herself to him, in those few minutes she seems feminine and quiet until she gets her guards sword and impales him. Theron’s character was cowardly which in Sparta would have him exiled. Like 300, Wolfgang Petersen's Troy, masculinity is rife throughout it although slightly more subtle as the clothing is more to true to life and the costume designer Bob Ringwood did his research first. A difference between 300 and Troy is in 300 the Persians were classed as exotic and Xerxes had more feminine traits whereas the opposing armies in Troy were both masculine, especially Achilles portrayed by Brad Pitt and Hector portrayed by Eric Bana. In Brad Pitt’s first scene he is in a tent with two women and all three of them are naked, this could show his prowess because of his muscular form he is always battle ready, in a physical sense. The scene was dark with what looks like a single light illuminating his body, this could show that he was the dominant one due to the fact that he was not only the only male but because he had two women with him, he is what could be classed as a stereotypical man. Achilles loved the battle and wanted his name to go down in history as the greatest warrior there has ever been. Hector however was masculine in a different sense, he wanted peace and he only fought when he had to, he had an immense sense of control and his thinking was logical, instead of womanising like is shown with Achilles, he is shown to be a loving husband and father. In Troy feminism is a huge part of the storyline as well as Homer’s poem in the sense that it was a damsel in distress that started the ten-year war. Helen was trapped in a loveless marriage with Menelaus and when the Trojans came to make a peace treaty, she fell in love with Paris a Trojan prince, who took her back to Troy. Most of the film is then about the war and even though she is the cause it is a masculine film and poem. Helen is said to have been the most beautiful women who has ever graced the world as well as delicate and is a stereotypical Greek damsel who needs a man to rescue her and make her happy. Diane Kruger was a good choice for Helen because she has a beautiful appearance with a delicate and slender body, the clothing picked out for her would have right for that time and in those dresses the audience can see that she is elegant, and she truly is a princess of Troy. In the scenes where she is undressed it is understood why Paris was drawn to her. Even though Diane Kruger was a good choice for Helen but according to Homer no woman could equal her beauty as she ‘had a face that could launch a thousand ships’[footnoteRef:7202]. In this film no actress was beautiful enough to play Helen. Achilles at the start of the film seems to be a womaniser as he is asleep with two women. Briseis was a priestess and cousin of Hector and Paris, she got kidnapped and classed as spoils of war for Achilles, during the film he slowly starts to have feelings for as she does with him. Even though she is a priestess she is feisty and tries to kill Achilles, but he stops her, and they have sex then they start having more personal feelings other than physical. In Immortals Henry Cavill’s character Theseus is more like Hector as he is a caring man who has no wanting for war or glory. Theseus is a more unwilling hero who only wants to look after and care for his mother. The film is dark and uses low key lighting which makes it look more intense and dramatic for the audience, as a contrast Luke Evens as Zeus is usually in a bright light, so he stands out most on the screen, Zeus is a very temperamental character and forbids the Gods to aid mankind. As his human form played by John Hurt, he was Theseus’ mentor and wore dark robes but in his Godlike form he is bare chested or wears an armour of gold both of which shows his power as a leader as well as his physical strength. Theseus was unknowingly trained as a soldier by Zeus in his human form and in doing so gives the audience an automatic hero and as Henry Cavill has a great on-screen presence, he was the ideal actor for this role due to his physique of an archetypal Greek hero. Luke Evans portrayal of Zeus was a good effort but due to the fact that no matter what film or what actor the characteristics of Zeus don’t change there is little else anyone could do to improve the character however Luke Evans was a good choice because he has the look of a leader with an air of nobility then casting John Hurt as the same character but in a human form was good because of how well they contrast against each other. The feminine aspect of Immortals is the virgin oracle Phaedra, she organises an escape for herself, Theseus and Stavros. She uses the other priestesses to protect her identity. Theseus takes charge of what is done but Phaedra convinces Theseus to go and bury his mother because of one of her visions which shows she has some form of control over him. In complete contrast to the stereotypical ancient films: Agora is nothing like the three mentioned, it isn’t about a hero, the masculine sense of it comes from a woman Hypatia of Alexandria played by Rachel Weisz she is based on a real women thousands of years ago. Hypatia teaches, which is something only men did in those ages, she refuses to conform to what society believes women should and should not do. Hypatia refused to take a husband because she didn’t want anyone to have any sort of control over her. When she addresses her pupils, she classes all of them including herself as brothers. 300, Troy and Immortals are all very masculine films with barely any sense of feminism whereas in Agora there is more of a balance between the sexes. There are some brutal aspects of it as soon as religion invades the world. Her father's slave Davos leaves and joins Christianity and when he sees her again, he attempts to rape her. Hypatia turns down Orestes’ proposal because she wanted to do what women were not allowed to, to devote her life to science and if she marries her husband could stop that. Orestes becomes a prefect of Alexandria and converts to Christianity he regards Hypatia in the highest way and takes advice from her and he values her thoughts and trusts what she is saying. Orestes can be seen as masculine and feminine, masculine could be because he is in charge, he has other advisors to discuss things with, but he is happy taking advice from a woman whereas other men may see this as weakness and feminine. Even though women aren’t mentioned or seen anywhere near as much as the men they are still an important aspect of each film. Queen Gorgo is a confident woman with a strong personality who is trying to get help for her husband. Helen is the one who caused the Trojan war; however, the philosopher Gorgias argues the point in the Encomium of Helen that she was controlled by the Gods, so she was innocent of any wrongdoing but as the Gods weren’t in the films the fault lies with her and Paris. Phaedrus the oracle has given up her powers, or curse as she calls it, to be with Theseus and advises him to bury his mother and Hypatia I believe to be the most crucial woman because she will stand up for her rights to follow her passion of science. It is worth mentioning that like the men in these films the women too are beautiful. The ancient texts suggest the perfect women are like the ones in the films and are the same nowadays.  [11495:  Corrigan, 2012, pg54-55]  [7892:  Corrigan, 2012, pg 58-60]  [7202:  Homer, 1997] 


Sexual relations
In all these films the sex involved is heterosexual and this is understandable because they are action films and usually aimed at young men with the assumption of heterosexuality so, homosexual relations may not have appealed to that audience. The actors in 300, Troy and Immortals are good looking and well-built men who were very good for the characters needed but not if they were being realistic to the time period. In today's society warriors on film are supposed to be what is classed as true men in the sense of sexuality. In these films' actors like Gerard Butler and Michael Fassbender are near naked throughout, Brad Pitt and Henry Cavill are wearing more clothing, but they have scenes with no clothing and these types of films are bursting with masculinity and sexual interpretations. 300’s view on homosexuality is a vast contrast to reality and even something to be joked at when King Leonides classed other Greek cities as ‘boy lovers’, Pausanias said that Sparta and other military cities were favourable to homosexuality and bisexuality whereas in Persia and nearby empires it wasn’t[footnoteRef:17422]. There are contradictory sources that say Spartan warriors used sex as [footnoteRef:21993]bonding with each other as if making a closer relationship will make you fight harder to protect the fellow soldiers. However, Xenophon said the Spartans hated the thought of using any form of sex as a foundation for a base of an army instead of talent and strength[footnoteRef:23146]. These writings should be met with scepticism due to the fact that a lot of the works are either missing or contradict each other. In 300 any other form of sex makes it seem unmanly and Zack Snyder made all the Spartans to be as manly as possible and the Persians less so. The Persians has orgies with men and women, and it is considered normal even if there are people there with a physical disability, which in films is generally not shown. Zack Snyder is faithful to the comic he has based the film on but has had some backlash because it classes anything other than heterosexual sex as wrong and has a more Christianity views about sex. 300 is a sexual film and not just in the scenes with sex and nudity, the soldiers were cast in a romantic light and especially the lack of clothing and this highlights the male form. In an article 300 and The History of Sexuality compares the sex scene with King Leonides and Queen Gorgo to the thrusting of a spear and penetration of both[footnoteRef:23922]. The sexuality in the fighting is shown by slow motion camera angle, as the Spartans kill the camera angle shows the physique on the actor who isn’t wearing much. In Sparta pederasty was almost expected as a rite of passage to manhood. It is ironic that King Leonides classes other Greeks as boy lovers when the main city who engaged in it was Sparta, in this film it is not mentioned about it in Sparta, the closest to this type of relationship is with Stelios and Astinos, however, this was probably not meant to be because in the comics there is nothing in this area of Spartan society. If Zack Snyder had put this aspect of Spartan society into the film, it would ruin the beliefs that people would have about them and the film wouldn’t have been a success. Troy’s sex scenes only have heterosexual sex in it, such as Paris and Helen, Achilles and Briseis and lastly in Brad Pitt’s first scene him with two naked women. There is no mention of homosexual or bisexual sex and there isn’t any mention about how wrong they believe it is or any disdain about it. In the film Achilles and Patroclus are cousins and the love between them is clearly on a family basis, however, in the Iliad Homer describes them as having a close bond but he never classes them as lovers., Achilles is tender towards Patroclus but hostile to others. Phaedrus explains that they are lovers but only in a sexual way not in an intimate way[footnoteRef:29394]. In classical views it is portrayed as same sex love in Plato’s works but in Xenophon’s Symposium Socrates argues that they are not lovers but devoted friends and comrades, he compares them to Alexander the Great and Hephaestion as well as others, he states these bonds are normal in Greek society. Even though Homer didn’t write them as lovers, nowadays reading the Iliad would make people wonder whether it was a sexual relationship or just a close comrade. In my opinion the relationship between Achilles and Patroclus in the film doesn’t work because Patroclus wasn’t in Achilles’s army so shouldn’t have gone to the war, making him a close friend or faithful soldier would have been as believable as the film could be. It would have been a refreshing change for their relationship to be sexual, it would have brought more depth to the film and be a bit more faithful to the Iliad and the ancient Greek philosophers. The Iliad doesn’t identify Achilles and Patroclus’s relationship as pederastic it is only that of a mutual friendship. There is not a lot about sexuality in Immortals there is the virgin oracle and her three priestesses all of whom are beautiful as Stavros (Stephen Dorff) points out. Theseus does not seem to be sexually assertive like Achilles in Troy and King Leonides in 300. The only sexual scene is a heterosexual one with Theseus and the oracle Phaedra. Nothing is mentioned about any type of sexual intercourse. Tarsem Singh may have directed it that way so the focus was on the storyline as it is different to any other of these types of films. In all sections Agora is completely different and sex is another area which contrasts with the other films as the main character is a woman called Hypatia, in the film she had no interest in physical passion her true love was science. She turns down a suitor and gives him her menstrual cloths to show him the error of his attraction to her. The nudity of Hypatia is when she is stripped before the Christians murder her[footnoteRef:22826] and the only sexual act was of Davos’s attempt to rape her. The observation in these films about sexuality it heterosexual which does have a blaring problem because it shows that “real” men and “real” women are heterosexual which can anxiety about the feelings that people can have, a good way to fully analyse the public’s true feelings towards this aspect of the films is to have questionnaires and ask the public not just how they are reviewed.  [17422:  Plato, 2001]  [21993:  Lucas, 2015]  [23146:  Xenophon, 1998]  [23922:  Lucas, 2015]  [29394:  Plato, 2001]  [22826:  Paul, 2009, pg 229] 


Sexuality comparing ancient and modern
Sex and sexuality in[footnoteRef:1862]ancient and modern worlds have changed drastically and for the better in the aspect of pederasty, this is morally despicable as well as illegal. This practice, which in these days is a horrendous one to perform was a wide aspect over all ancient Greece, especially in Sparta. It was believed to be a part of the young boy's education in the agoge, this act was to ensure organisation in a military and social life[footnoteRef:1750], in some writings it says that it was not optional but there are many writings which contrast with each other. It has been written that these relationships only start at the beginning of puberty which is 11-12 years old[footnoteRef:27320]. Writings in some of Plato’s Republic makes the ages of the boys to their early teens, this is the age when men also start to court young girls as well in preparation for marriage. Enid Bloch argues that the teacher, who is in a position of power, is exploiting a helpless child for their own sexual pleasure and condemns Mark Golden’s who says we shouldn’t judge ancient Greek standards to a modern-day way of thinking and learn from them. Pederasty was mainly in military cities as it increased bonds between the warriors. Pederasty is man and boy act pederasty mean lust or love for boys. In ancient Greek there was no concept of homosexual, bisexual or heterosexual, men were classed as being attracted to both men and women and having a preference was seen as unusual. Sex between women wasn’t acknowledged and refused to believe it existed especially by some authors. Sappho was an ancient Greek female poet who was accused of having sex with her female pupils. A lot of Sappho’s work has been lost or destroyed but the ones that have survived are love poems between two women. There are still many discussions about Sappho and her sexual nature. Socially any form of sex and sexuality nowadays are seen to be normal and generally accepted, being homosexual or bisexual is nothing to be ashamed of and people are happy and comfortable with their sexuality, whereas 20 years ago people were bullied and ridiculed if it was found out and making people fearful to admit it. There are still problems with the acceptance of sexuality as some people are ignorant and refuse to accept the variety of sexualities there is. Due to the vast amount of research there it is helping people understand and society less ignorant. In Agora as religion is starting to take over that is the start of the cruelty towards homosexuality and bisexuality. In this sense the film 300 has Christianity tendencies. In Michel Foucault and Kenneth Dover’s works depicted pederasty as a relationship based on power however James Davidson makes the argument that it isn’t the case and says that the issue is modern day scholars over sexualises ‘Greek love’. Kenneth Dover wrote in his 1978 book Greek Homosexuality that the Athenians were obsessed with anal sex as an act of power over a young boy. James Davidson contradicts this by commenting that in Ancient Greece homosexual relations could have been based on love, but modern historians were unwilling to accept that and choosing to believe it was complete dominance.[footnoteRef:12622] When Troy was made there wasn’t anyone who would want to watch action film with the main actor as gay or bisexual whereas society’s way of thinking is changing it may soon be appropriate to have a suitable film like that. Having a gay or bisexual hero will be the next step of reality for the ancient Greek films whether it’s a mythology one or a historical film, I believe the best solution to help stop this cruelty and ignorance is to cast a hero as a gay or bisexual hero as it will show how ancient heroes were instead of how they are classed today. The public will have a better understanding of the ancient world. Even though pederasty was accepted I don’t think in films it should be portrayed yet.  [1862:  Bloch, 2001]  [1750:  Arthur-Katz, 1989]  [27320:  Cavanaugh, 2017]  [12622:  Davidson, 2016] 


All these films are flawed in some way, whether it be bad acting, bad script, not following the source it’s from or the characters don’t enthral the audience, a problem with some of them is the fact that they are not as close enough to the historical facts and the films would have been better for the audience as well as classists if they had stayed more to the facts. Starting with Immortals Tarsem Singh’s story felt like a new mixed version of old classics as it included the Titans escaping, Gods being killed and the hero of the film being a quiet and unassuming man unlike other heroes who are usually confident. It is a different take on the old myths. In my opinion the script was badly written, it could have had a lot of potential with new ideas and a good cast. Henry Cavill’s and Stephen Dorff’s performing wasn’t award winning in the slightest and the audience didn’t get enthralled with the story. The choice of actors was a good choice especially Henry Cavill as Greek heroes are usually good looking with a great physique, the ancient Greeks classed male beauty with a strong jawline and high cheek bones, which proves he was a good choice and Stephen Dorff also had the correct physique required for his part as a slave. Troy was based on Homer’s Iliad but is what I believe to be more realistic telling of the tale. A lot of source material was taken out as it would have needed to be at least a trilogy and a lot would of it would be boring on the big screen. As much as I loved the Gods in the book, I think it was a good idea to leave them out because many films have used the Gods and it would seem more believable as a real fight if they weren’t involved and only mentioned. As a viewer the script was good, the only problem I found with it was Patroclus as Achilles’s cousin as it was unnecessarily changed and would have worked better if they followed their relationship that was in the Iliad. Brad Pitt did a good performance as Achilles, he was as passionate and angry as would be expected with the death of Patroclus. The character of Patroclus seemed weak and pathetic in the script, so his death wasn’t a problem with the audience. Brad Pitt was the perfect actor to play a Greek hero or demigod and Achilles had some major flaws which are pride and petulance, and Brad Pitt acted these flaws as perfectly as possible. Eric Bana as Hector seemed the opposite personality wise to Achilles and the death of Hector was the one in the film which seemed the worst because he hated the war and only wanted peace unlike Achilles who relished in it. Zack Snyder’s 300 is faithful to the comic it was based on by Frank Miller and that is written about a genuine battle of Thermopylae but very loosely as aspects were greatly exaggerated from the historical facts. In the comic book Gorgo is barely mentioned but she is an important character in the film since it follows the comic near enough perfectly, I think the film is brilliant. The actors were picked well as they were built like the characters in the comic, Gerard Butler wasn’t just about muscular, but he had a strong presence about him which was bigger than any other characters from the other films. This was necessary because he needed to be due to nudity and the violence levels in it. In conclusion to Agora there isn’t a lot to say, the film was well acted, Rachel Weisz couldn’t have done a better performance she brought Hypatia back to life to show she was unique and didn’t need to marry to be strong and successful. In the film the Christians believed that raping her was acceptable, which at that time period was incorrect and the perpetrator was severely punished. In both films and reality Hypatia was murdered by Christians because she was educated and therefore classed as a witch. Even though the films are good to watch I believe the next generation of ancient films should be sexually closer to the truth. A problem with historical is that the public learn history from the films and believe that they are true, and some don’t realise how much the directors play with the truth and either take out what could be classed as boring or adding to make it more excited. 
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