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The Curious Case of the Epic History Film in the 21st Century.

INTRODUCTION: The Epic Film Genre.

The epic historical drama film genre has received a major boost in popularity within recent years following the  box office success of films such as Troy and Gladiator, released in 2004 and 2000 respectively, which has undoubtedly led the studios to produce similar films with the aim of repeating that success .

However since those initial successes, very few films in the same genre have been able to  come close to competing with, let alone matching, Troy or Gladiator in terms of profit. Furthermore, and particularly in comparison to Gladiator, in terms of the critical acclaim received, Alexander has been completely overshadowed. Over the last 15 years or so,  the average critical review rating, as well as the gross revenue, of these types of films has decayed significantly, to the point where the most recent example, which I am taking as the latest iteration of ‘Ben-Hur’, released in 2016, was reported to have lost up to $13 million, as well as being received incredibly poorly by both art and film critics as well as the American film-going audience.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  (McClintock, 2016).] 


The obvious questions that spring from this phenomenon, are firstly what was it about ‘Gladiator’, and, to a lesser extent, ‘Troy’, that caused them to be so well received, and secondly, why large numbers of skilled directors,  extremely talented actors, and typically very large amounts of capital investment, have, since those relatively early, in the current “film epoch”, conspicuously failed to establish the genre of the ancient historical epic in the popular film-going market.  

This essay will argue that the main issue with many of these ‘historical drama’ films comes down to a lack of coherent genre identity, and at times, an over-reliance on the often-questionable historical facts available, to provide a quality script, as well as a need to be clear what audience the film is intended to reach and what the purpose of the message might be. Particularly in cases where the cinematography itself is not sufficient to sustain the interest of the audience, and where often it would appear that the producers themselves have not identified their own true focus for the epic – relying instead on the fact that the name of the person, the subject of the film, and often used in the title arguably for precisely this reason,  is, in and of itself widely recognisable. If they are intended to be educational, then the facts must be identifiable and separable from any “artistic licence” which may be used to boost the entertainment factor. If on the other hand the purpose is to draw attention to an important epoch, person, or event, perhaps for further study, then the entertainment value may need to transcend raw history, but, at the same time, clearly focus on the take-away that the producer intends

One film stands out in particular when it comes to catastrophic under performance at the box office: the film Alexander, which was released in 2004. The film was promoted as historical drama based on the life of Alexander the Great, played by Colin Farrell and was announced by the studio in a blaze of optimism and fanfare, with a star-studded cast, under one of the world’s premier film directors, Oliver Stone, with a script that was based on Oxford historian Robin Fox Lane’s book ‘Alexander the Great’. On the face of it, the film potentially had the right ingredients to be a major success Unfortunately, however, in spite of having a budget of more than $155 million, its production was marred by a series of frankly absurdly ill-judged budgeting decisions.[footnoteRef:2] Furthermore, just as it was about to be released;  at a time when much media attention is typically being paid to the launch, often itself as a result of huge marketing spend, the film became the subject of  number of high profile controversies, many of which were surrounding the depiction of Hephaestion as highly effeminate, if not homosexual, with  similar implications for Alexander’s sexuality. This nearly caused a court action by a collection of Greek lawyers, while the depiction was held out by  the director, Oliver Stone, as the direct cause of the film’s poor performance in the domestic American market, and amongst Hollywood reviewers, claiming that it was due to “raging fundamentalism in morality” on the part of American movie goers.[footnoteRef:3] [2:   (Bowles, 2004.) ]  [3:  The Guardian (2005) 6th January] 


The film’s gross takings worldwide were around $167million, which for a budget of $155 million is well below expectation. However, although it did reasonably in Europe, it was seen as a massive flop in the US, netting less than $30 million in its first two weeks after release, and receiving many terrible reviews from the film critics, one in particular describing it as an “emotionally distant biopic that failed to illuminate Alexander’s life”. [footnoteRef:4] [4:   Rotten Tomatoes (2004). ] 


Certainly, when compared to similar biographical style epic films about more modern characters, such as ‘Patton’ produced by Francis Ford-Coppola starring George  C Scott (1970) or ‘Lincoln’ produced by Stephen Spielberg and starring Daniel Day-Lewis (2012), Colin Farrell’s portrayal of Alexander appeared far more one dimensional than that of those actors who portrayed either of George Patton or Abraham Lincoln. One of the major reasons behind this may be that for the most part, whilst we have available to us many more different sources of information and anecdotes about both the personalities of Patton and Lincoln, that could be, and were used by the film makers to ‘illuminate’ the life and personalities of both of these main characters, we have significantly less evidence; anecdotal or otherwise, to draw upon in the case of many of the great historical figures from antiquity. Quite apart from the fact that the passage of time means in some cases that the actual historical figure may have been romanticised or even demonised during the intervening years in accordance with the portrayers objectives, so that by now many non-academic observers may have a quite distinct idea of how they expect that character to “act in real life”.

HISTORICAL SOURCES and Their Translation into Film.

This is very much the case for Alexander the Great. In choosing to make such a film, directors must decide between using the medieval Alexander romances as source material (and considering that in Stone’s case he was attempting to make  a historically believable film, that he avoided this route was, in my view, a good decision on his part) or using material which is more historically and academically authoritative, such as Fox Lane’s  book. 

The vast majority of the information that we have about the life of Alexander and his conquests comes from Arrian, who interestingly enough specifically states that he used Ptolemies’ lost histories as the basis for his work. The latter is clearly an intended source for Oliver Stone, in that he tells the story from the perspective of Ptolemy  (the whole film is essentially a flashback of Ptolemy as he is dictating his memoirs to a slave).[footnoteRef:5] However, it is also clear that the film draws somewhat on Plutarch, who we must remember, was writing about Alexander at least one hundred years after the fall of both the Seleucid and the Macedonian empires, i.e. not from first-hand experience in any way, and moreover, he was providing a limited description which was intended to provide a direct comparison between Alexander’s life and that of the life of Julius Caesar. Though the actual comparison that Plutarch produced is lost to history, the biographies of both Alexander and Caesar have survived, and many have thought from the information we do possess, that his comparison would have been unfavourable to Alexander.   [5:  Saunders, (2007), p. 41, ] 


The question we must ask ourselves is then: why would the film maker choose to use Plutarch’s account, rather than Arrian’s; which is widely regarded as a much more reliable source, as the basis of the film, especially given the opening conceit that the film was modelled on the lost histories of Ptolemy that Arrian used to compile his best-known work The Anabasis of Alexander.[footnoteRef:6] The answer is probably that the tone of Plutarch’s work, by its very nature a moralistic work, purports to give far more insight into the character of Alexander, and his interactions with other people. If the intention of the film maker was to make a biographical work about Alexander, rather than an epic work about his conquest of the Persian empire, then choosing to use Plutarch’s work over Arrian’s would make some sense. However, as we shall see, though it looks like that may have been the decision that Stone made, if in fact it was, it may ultimately not have been a very good one.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Bosworth, (1988) pp. 13–14. ]  [7:  Wieber (2008),  p.154] 


In Plutarch, Alexander’s childhood is described in a manner which portrays him as being very much in the shadow of his father, and it implies further, that he was someone who in modern day terms would be regarded as a rebellious youth. However, crucially there is no development in Plutarch of how he emerged from what might be assumed to have been a reasonably recognisable adolescent stage, into the warrior king of historical tradition.[footnoteRef:8] This is because Plutarch is simply trying to develop a picture in order to give a summary of the personality of the entire of Alexander’s life and its place in History: His purpose, in the material which survives at least, was not to provide biographical detail.  Considering that in Plutarch we have without doubt the most concentrated, source for Alexander’s personal interactions in life (no matter how limited) it is hardly surprising that a film, which is declared by its makers to be setting out to be historically accurate, takes this single source as its foundation stone. However, the picture becomes further muddled in that the film is made by a team, not of analytical historians intent on identifying the veracity, or even credibility, of the picture drawn of Alexander’s character (as opposed to his place in history) but by filmmakers with an interest in “delivering” this history to a wider audience. A more critical approach to the source would have identified that while there may be good grounds for believing the historical events which Plutarch records (one hundred years is quite reasonably within handed down “living memory”) there is simply no real depth to the character portrayed and no analysis of how the events affected the man himself. Plutarch’s Life of Alexander is purely descriptive, as the analysis was to be done in the comparison between Julius Caesar and Alexander, which has been lost. And as we have implied above, that comparison itself may not have been completely unbiased and like most authors, Plutarch may well have been recording that slant on Alexander’s character with a particular perspective in mind. It should not surprise us then that the result of this mixed and ultimately somewhat diluted, approach to the delivery of the history has ended up with such an emotionally underdeveloped depiction of Alexander.  [8:  Plutarch, Life of Alexander] 


A further major criticism that, as both historians and film critics, we might have of the film is that it tried to cover the entire life of Alexander, at least on an end to end or “cradle to grave” basis. This is perhaps a sub-criticism of the first point in that the producers appeared not to realise that they simply didn’t have the authenticated or validated material to do so accurately.  However, in part it is perhaps also a criticism of their demonstration of their own supposed expertise: They were presumably trying to deliver a credible history to a new audience using the medium of film to make it more widely accessible, but arguably lost their way somewhat and instead delivered a mediocre film neither strong on the character of the supposed “star”, nor fully exploring the main incidents in the making of that key figures place in history, thus failing to engage the intended wider audience on any level. 

By comparison, films like Patton, and Lincoln sought only to cover the sections of those character’s lives that made them ‘ famous’, in other words: The film ‘Patton’ covered only the character that history tells us of during the epic events of World War II which made him famous; the audience neither knows, nor probably cares what made him the man he was. Nor does the film explore in any way whether history has treated him fairly.[footnoteRef:9] While ‘Lincoln’ focusses almost entirely on the Emancipation Debate, though in fact in this case there is a high level of character development, both of Lincoln himself, but also of the close supporting cast such as that of Thaddeus Stevens (Tommy Lee Jones).[footnoteRef:10] Both of these films left the audience in no doubt about what the producer intended to convey. Neither were true Biopics. In the case of Gladiator, a more successful film in the ancient epic genre, with an all-star cast including Russell Crowe, Oliver Reed and Richard Harris, was clearly not intended as a biopic; it did not even pretend to have a historically accurate figure as its main character, and although it did include several historical characters, most notably in the role of antagonists, it did not attempt, conceivably because the makers decided it would have been a mistake, to try and depict the entirety of their character’s life. Indeed, to have done so would have completely detracted from their purpose and undermined the creation of a coherent film.  [9:  Patton (1970)]  [10:  Lincoln (2012)] 


In fact, in Gladiator we see such a stark contrast with the film Alexander that it makes our point quite strongly: that, in attempting to depict the entirety of Alexander’s life, the film makers ended up cutting out, or severely condensing, very important parts of his campaigns. Most egregiously, virtually the entire of Alexander’s campaign against the Persians was condensed into the film’s depiction of the battle of Gaugamela, and that battle occurred in the middle of the film. It was this very battle that Alexander is most famous for, his conquest of the Persian empire, and it is done and dusted halfway through the film. As a result and from the perspective of the enjoyment of the film for its own sake,  this meant that the rest of the film has to rely on the for example his campaigns against Bessus, which we know (and for many people probably care) a lot less about, and the battle of Hydaspes, against the Indian King Porus, and with further padding from the depiction of Alexander’s personal relationships within his court, which as we have indicated above are even less well authenticated, with the inevitable consequence that it ends ‘not with a bang but a whimper!’

Again, if we compare Alexander to another biographical film about a famous and historically significant character, Lincoln, the latter only really covers the period immediately before, arguably, the most significant event in the protagonist’s life; the abolition of slavery, and his death, rather than seeking to portray his entire life. Apart from the fact that, from historical records we know far more about Lincoln’s personality than we know about Alexanders, unsurprisingly since it is much more recent history, the script-writers have also, in my view correctly, identified the crux of the story. If that results in audience members going away to research more of the biographical detail and history leading up to these events, then surely that is an added success factor, but in any event certainly does not detract from the overall historical impression left after watching the film. The film Lincoln performed far better than Alexander at the box-office, grossing roughly a $1million more than the latter did, and with about 1/3 of the budget. Furthermore, it is remembered by its audience as being far more historically relevant as well as more scholarly.[footnoteRef:11]

If we look more closely at Gladiator, the film that started the modern trend of historic epic films in Hollywood; and compare it to Alexander, there are several stark differences between how the films are structured. Most importantly Gladiator made no attempt to be historically accurate, in an academic sense. From the first battle scene multiple weapons were used that would never have been used in that way or at that time. The whole concept of a disgraced general falling to gladiator status, rather than just being summarily executed, is historically inaccurate and quite ludicrous. However, the plot of the film was independently good, irrespective of the setting, and, in part, that was enabled by the scripting of a non-historical main character that purely fictional and thus gave editorial licence both to the writers in creating him and to Russel Crowe the actor, who  could thus play him in his own style. That and the fact Commodus was portrayed in such an ahistorical way, tends to make me think that the best way to use the ancient world in film-making is to use it as a setting within which to make your own stories. In short the best way to use history in epic films, is ahistorically.

To that extent the only thing that was historical about the film Gladiator was that it was set in ancient Rome, and even then, in a period of ancient Rome that was not well known, and thus ripe for fictional development, and it either used fundamentally a-historic characters, or made up personalities for already existing historical characters. The overall effect was perhaps that it wasn’t pompous and did not take itself too seriously, but succeeded in sparking an interest in its audience which, through a different device, but as with Lincoln, could effectively make its audience want to go away and research the “truth” or at least history as we think we know it.

Similarly, when we look at the other film that started the Epic film craze of the early 2000s, Troy, it is also fundamentally not a historical film, being instead based upon the epic poem The Iliad; which can only with extreme charity be called a ‘historical document’, when in reality it is more properly considered a piece of surviving historical literature. Even so, presumably for reasons of dramatic effect, the film deviated radically from the script of that epic, for instance where, for reasons of poetic licence, Agamemnon dies during the film. Though it was not true to the epic, it did make for enjoyable cinema, and was not a very egregious abuse of history. [11:  Lincoln (2012) Box Office Mojo. ] 


ALEXANDER THE FILM: A LITANY OF ERRORS?

When most people think of Alexander, it is his feats as a great conqueror, a military genius, and in some cases a tyrant. None of these things are explored in an even limited fashion in the film. Instead, we get a very romantic image of Alexander as  more of a liberator rather than a tyrant, it very much portrays him in the style of an American hero, and looks at his action in the best possible light, and, in the case of his arrival in Persepolis, the best impossible light: In that scene, The Macedonians arrive in a palace courtyard adorned with palm trees with various scantily clad women. He then seemingly falls instantly falls in love with Roxana, and with a somewhat vacant expression in his eyes, promises not to hurt her or any of the women in the courtyard.[footnoteRef:12] Even more oddly, this is in stark contrast to the  reality and historically more authenticated portrayal of his arrival in Persepolis; where Alexander’s army engaged in an orgy of looting and violence, including setting the very palace depicted in the film on fire. Furthermore, it is odd that Alexander is so easily wooed by a pretty face, as from the sources we do have about his personal life, it seems that his primary vice was alcohol, and that he displayed significantly more restraint in pleasures of the body.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  (Alexander, 2004)]  [13:  Arrian, VII, 28
] 


This I think is symptomatic of the confusion of narrative that is prevalent throughout the film. It is trying to be all things to all men: a historically plausible account, a homage to Gladiator, a biography of Alexander’s life, and an epic film in the vein of Lord of the Rings, (which of course had seen such success in the previous three years having been released in 2001, 2002, and 2003). In trying to achieve so much, unfortunately the film  is unsuccessful in achieving any of these things.

The film Alexander also fell into an odd trap whereby the battle and action scenes had little explanation; the producer seemed to be expecting people going to see this movie to have a detailed prior knowledge of the period in which the action takes place. This in itself does  not sit well with the idea that he was trying to take the life of Alexander to a wider audience. Either that expectation or he simply failed to identify any device to contextualise the battles without it becoming more of an epic political and social history, rather than the ‘story of Alexander’ suggested by the title. During most of the scenes of the battle of Gaugamela, the troop movements and expressions are obscured by flying dust, and the lack of clear exposition. This latter, too seems strangely unnecessary, given the presence of a ’narrator’ in the film, who could have been used to provide more contextual explanation. The overall result is a set of action scenes, which, had they been exciting could have lifted the film considerably into more cinematographic glory, instead being stifled by a sense of utter confusion on the part of the observer, both as to what was actually taking place on set, or how it was positioned in the context of the film’s subject matter.[footnoteRef:14]

The scenes themselves jump from grand, sweeping wide angle shots, depicting formations of troops across the whole battle, characteristic of the Epic film genre, to close ups of individual characters, who are sometimes difficult to recognise in the confusion of the scenes, and especially in the Gaugamela battle, with the aforementioned dust. Perhaps this was meant to convey the idea of being more historically accurate, one of the challenges of battle is often reported as being the confusion of the battlefield, but it is precisely the removal of this aspect of the real thing that renders it more accessible when seeking to report it afterwards, whatever medium the reporter is choosing to deliver that report through. Nevertheless, it’s removal in a film seeking to be accurate may certainly leave it prey to the criticism that the battle scenes were too sterile and unrealistic. The camera shots jumping from one to the other, and the lack of what one might refer to as connectivity, are illustrative of the issues, not just with this film, but with any film which is relying on the gory nature of battle more generally. I would liken it to the difference in computer gaming found between the kind of “shoot ’em up” variety such as “Call of Duty” and the more strategic and thus analytically demanding variety such “Rome Total War” and Victoria 2. In video gaming it is crucial to be clear who your audience is in this regard and as people are able to be more discerning about their viewing preferences though use of the internet, it becomes more true in the cinema world too and simply nailing down an Academy award winning actor will no longer guarantee success [14:  (Alexander, 2004)] 


As hinted earlier, the film displayed a significant lack of human character development or even initial engagement with characters at all. Alexander seemingly changes very little during the entirety of his campaigns, or from one end of the film to the other. This may be regarded as hardly surprising since he doesn’t display a huge amount of character in the first place: it’s difficult to go anywhere when you have no idea where you have started. Nevertheless, it reduces the audience’s ability to believe in the character itself nor indeed in the action entailed in the film which surely could not but have impacted and helped form the characters of all those involved. Inevitably, it therefore detracts from the film as a whole.

It is perhaps not surprising that Alexander’s sexuality was so heavily focussed on by the film critics, and audience goers alike: The film’s first depiction of Alexander is him arguing with his mother about sexuality. Considering the old adage that the opening scene of the film often sets the scene for the rest of the film, it is not really surprising that this is what the main take away from the film was for much of the audience. The question is, was this intentional on the part of the producers, and if so why? It seems something of a departure from their avowed intent of producing a historically accurate Biopic (which was also to use the Epic method of delivery). Especially, given that historically, we have virtually no credible or authenticated information regarding his sexual identity, in this regard, albeit that there has throughout history been plenty of inuendo. Perhaps the producers were making a mistake in introducing the idea as a way of distinguishing the film as something new and avant-garde or forward thinking (in film), expecting it to appeal to a new generation of film-goers, but instead virtually scored an own-goal as a result of not identifying the audience that it might be expected to appeal to. 

Further, as we have indicated earlier, there appeared to be a positive decision on the part of the producers that the film should have as its goal the coverage of a long period, the whole of Alexander’s life. There was also an active decision to employ the services of an accredited and highly thought of historian,  yet the film seeks to cover an area of history where any detail regarding the character of many of the main protagonists, is only rarely covered in any of the available source material. With a few exceptions in Arrian’s Anabasis, the character and personality of Alexander goes unmentioned by the contemporary source materials. This would suggest a glaring lack of appreciation of the study and nature of history. Perhaps in the same way that some films rely too heavily on the engagement of a recognised star for box office sales, there may have been an expectation that the engagement of a historian had the capacity not merely to ensure authenticity, but in some way to make the historical facts available!

CONCLUSION

Fundamentally, the issue I felt like the film ran into was that the attempt to make a biopic about a famous historical figure whose personality we know nothing about, as well as attempting to cover his entire life; which is part of the reason why the film ended up with such a long run time, and the subsequent versions kept getting longer.  With newer versions of the film, initially cut the film down in size until the Final Unrated Cut was released by Oliver Stone, which focussed on trying to develop Alexanders relationship with other characters including his father and his wife Roxana.

What might have been more interesting, or at least more powerful, especially considering how the film ended; with Ptolemy admitting that Alexander was poisoned by his generals to spare themselves from him and any more conquests, would have been if they had chosen to portray Alexander as a power hungry megalomaniac, intent on securing power to shore up his own insecurities. This, one can see might have played well with the initial depiction of Alexander in the film, as an insecure child and would have allowed them to explore some of the more interesting aspects of Alexander’s life from a dramatic perspective, such as the burning of Persepolis and the siege of Tyre. Instead of which, his portrayal in the film is confused and without depth, which considering the film is supposed to be a biopic of his life, might make the audience wonder why such an apparently uninteresting character  would be chosen to make a film about in the first place, yet the events it portrays that might have provided a sound rationale for approaching the subject, as discussed above lacked context and were poorly delivered, perhaps in the false belief and expectation that this would be received as more “historically” accurate. In short, the film appears to set out to be both an Epic and also a Biopic, but in facts succeeds in realising neither with any degree of success and thus falls neatly between the two stools. Perhaps this sums up why the film did so poorly.
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