Heroes or sexual objects? The women of Troy (2004)
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Troy (2004), directed by Wolfgang Peterson, written by David Benioff, and starring Brad Pitt, Orlando Bloom, Peter O’Toole and Sean Bean, tells a very impious yet still engaging, version of the Trojan War. The film centres around the male characters and their actions, disregarding the women and blatantly excluding the divinities. Even Helen, the woman whose face set sail a thousand ships, only appears briefly within the film, and has few lines, appearing more to be a named extra than the cause of the Trojan War. At the end of the film, before the credits appear, it is declared that the film is “inspired by Homer’s ‘The Iliad’” which is easily apparent through the names of characters.[footnoteRef:1] However, with how much is missing or changed from the original work, it may as well be a different war, not the Trojan War. Benioff and Peterson were incredibly liberal with their creative freedom and while it gave them a commercial success, it was criticised for the “loose devotion to Homer’s original text” as quoted by Yohana Desta and further detailed by Carolyn Jess.[footnoteRef:2] The women of Troy tend to be depicted first as sexual objects through the male gaze, but the characters of Helen, Andromache and Briseis each have a scene or sequence of scenes where they can be classed as selfless or heroic. Thus, the feminist film theory will be used to explore the role of the women of Troy, whether they are sexual objects, selfless, heroic, or a mixture of them. [1:  Troy (2004) 2:33:10-2:33:14]  [2:  Desta, Y., (2019); Jess, C., (2005) p79] 

	To start off, in an interview Peterson said that Nicole Kidman, the original interest for the role of Helen, “‘is great but she’s a movie star,’” leading the interviewer to divulge that Peterson wanted an unknown actress to play Helen, supposedly to “play on the mythical aspect of the character.”[footnoteRef:3] While a newcomer might have been a good option for the mythical aspect, and for the fact that Helen appears rather little during the film compared to enormity of the Trojan War starting to get her back, casting Diane Kruger instead of a well-known actress, or even just a better-known actress, makes the film a bit more lacklustre. This is especially true when compared to the male line-up of Brad Pitt, Orlando Bloom, Sean Bean, Peter O’Toole, Eric Bana, and Brendon Gleeson. Right away this choice of cast emphasises the importance of the males within the film and signifying that the cast of women is not as important as the men. Helen’s face is supposed to be the one that sailed a thousand ships, and yet her character must settle with being played by a newcomer with very little experience instead of a more well-established actress. The Trojan War revolves around the action of Paris and Helen, although Paris’ line of “come with me” suggests that Helen was given a choice, one she had answered earlier when stating she was afraid of losing Paris, either by distance or by death (and as such was not as much a choice as a demand, for Paris knew Helen would follow him).[footnoteRef:4] This action, whether by choice or not, is the film’s reason for the outbreak of the Trojan War, and the impact of such an important scene is lessened by the unknown Diane Kruger. One could easily accept a thousand ships being sailed for a Helen played by Angelina Jolie, Cameron Diaz, or Nicole Kidman, but here the viewers would think ‘who is she’ when presented with Kruger and wonder why a more experienced actress was not chosen. [3:  Desta, Y., (2019)]  [4:  Troy (2004) 13:26-14:27] 

	The main women within the film (Helen – Diane Kruger; Briseis – Rose Byrne; Andromache – Saffron Burrows) do not have a huge presence within the film, although the biggest of them all is surprisingly Briseis, not Helen who inadvertently started the war. The women are typically categorised in three areas, servants, wives, and sexual relief, stereotypical roles for women in films and often derogatory. This is clearly a view of women through the male gaze, as Mulvey discusses, and later states that women “signifies male desire” and that “traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned as erotic object for characters and as erotic object for the spectator.”[footnoteRef:5] Within Troy, the sexualised women are erotic objects for both characters and spectators, for the naked women tend to appear in scenes alongside naked men. Achilles with two nameless women at the start, Helen with Paris, and later Briseis with Achilles.  [5:  Mulvey, L., (1999) p63] 

It is even more significant that Briseis becomes an erotic object, especially for Achilles, for in Briseis’ first scene, she was depicted wearing “virgin robes” and went to become an apostle at the temple to Apollo that Achilles desecrated. [footnoteRef:6] Additionally, not only is Achilles the hero of her enemies who desecrated her temple, but Briseis attempts to kill him in his sleep (and at the end of the film actually kills Agamemnon), showing that Briseis has courage and the ability to look after herself.[footnoteRef:7] For Briseis to willingly become a bed-warmer for Achilles, especially in the same scene where she attempts to kill him, is a contrast for how she is portrayed, despite being true to The Iliad. This act of Briseis’ firmly encapsulates the role of the women and the male gaze within the film, that their characters should be nothing more than an erotic object. While this attitude towards women likely would have been true at the time of the setting, the film being made in 2004 gave Benioff and Peterson chance to give the women bigger roles, especially considering their decision to remove the deities from the war when they have huge roles within the whole story of Homer’s Iliad. The film thus largely follows the old misogynistic way of thinking where a woman’s only virtue is her ability to be a wife and a mother, hence why the role of a mother in a film could be seen as derogatory or belittling of/to women despite it not truly being so. Additionally, all three of the main women have a heroic or selfless scene or sequence of scenes, whether they managed to succeed with their action or not. [6:  Troy (2004) 29:51-30:12, 44:01-46:43]  [7:  Ibid 1:31:36-1:33:04] 

	For Andromache, instead of saving herself and her son with Hector and ensuring the continuation of the Trojan royal family, she saved as many citizens as she could through the secret passageway Hector had showed her.[footnoteRef:8] Admittedly, saving the citizens is something her husband Hector had told her to do, but as he had been killed by Achilles almost two weeks prior, by modern standards she was under no obligation to follow through with Hector’s wishes.[footnoteRef:9] Andromache’s actions of saving as many civilians as possible could lead the Greeks towards the passageway through their determination to end the Trojans, essentially putting her and her baby’s lives on the line for the safety of the civilians. If the sequence of long shot scenes of Andromache leading the citizens out of the hidden tunnel and putting her life on the line for the safety of the masses is not heroic, then neither Achilles nor Hector should be named as heroes for they both did the same thing in earlier scenes.  [8:  Ibid 1:47:21-1:48:50, 2:24:00-2:24:43]  [9:  Ibid 1:48:39-1:48:50, 2:01:20-2:01:58] 

Briseis appears to have Stockholm Syndrome for she falls in love with Achilles, the hero of her enemies who desecrated the temple to Apollo she served at and held her as prisoner. Briseis goes from attempting to kill Achilles to willingly sleeping with her captor within the same scene, taken as a mix of a long shot with shot/reverse shots of close-ups of the faces of Achilles and Briseis, disregarding the virgin robes she once wore. It appears Achilles also has taken a liking, at the very least, to Briseis, although often spurns her cries to spare her family, especially after her cousin Hector killed Achille’s cousin Patroklos. Despite this, during the burning of the city of Troy, Briseis and Achilles’ scenes show them spending most of their time trying to find others, with Briseis even running toward the danger that the Trojan citizens run away from and Achilles shouting Briseis’ name.[footnoteRef:10] Briseis’ character truly sees the contrast of women; her functionality as an erotic object, her selflessness to save those she loves, and the ability to harm those who wish her harm. [10:  Ibid 2:19:20-2:30:41] 

	Helen also shows two of those qualities (selflessness and being a sexual object), although in lesser quantities. She is first seen as an erotic object for both characters and spectators, like Paris, where they sleep together yet again while celebrations happen downstairs, shown in consecutive shots and the continuity of time. In her selfless and potentially heroic sequence of shots, Helen attempts to give herself up to prevent the war going further, to be stopped by Paris’ brother Hector who made her understand that her selfless move would unfortunately not stop the war. Helen attempted to be a hero here, giving herself up to save the family who accepted her and took her in, but would have become a martyr instead because of Agamemnon’s ambition if Hector let her do as she chose. This reaffirms her statement in an earlier scene in the film, when she says “I’m not afraid of dying” to Paris when discussing the problem of Helen’s husband, Menelaus, in their relationship.[footnoteRef:11] “He will kill us both” she says of Menelaus, but when coupled with her later statement that she’s not afraid of dying, it gives the perception that she cares more about Paris’ life than her own.[footnoteRef:12] This shows when she attempts to give herself up to save Paris and the rest of the Trojans, even though King Priam of the Trojans had accepted her, and Paris had given her a new title of ‘Helen of Troy’ instead of ‘Helen of Sparta’. [11:  Ibid 13:26-13:40]  [12:  Ibid 13:18-13:20] 

However, this then brings the problem of ownership into Helen’s name. Although she is not formally known as Helen, Menelaus’ wife, or even just as Menelaus’ wife (as Curley’s Wife was named in Of Mice and Men),[footnoteRef:13] she is still treated as an object. While calling Helen ‘of Troy’ instead of ‘of Sparta’ does give the feeling that she is welcomed and accepted in Troy, it also renounces her individuality and makes it seem that she has to be belonging to a place (and thus a man, for she leaves Menelaus in Sparta to be with Paris in Troy). It was not Helen’s choice to be called ‘Helen of Troy’, (and one can assume it was also not her choice to be called ‘Helen of Sparta’) that was Paris’ decision to ‘correct’ his father in the scene where Priam asks, “of Sparta?” when Helen is introduced to him.[footnoteRef:14] It also reaffirms Paris’ ‘ownership’ of Helen, for in ancient Greece, most specifically Athens, most women had a kyrios, or a guardian (usually a father or a husband, but always the closest living male relative). Helen left her husband Menelaus for Paris, and with Paris’ renaming of Helen along with Priam’s acceptance of her, Menelaus’ death and Paris’ survival, it can be assumed that Paris and Helen would be wed and thus legally Paris would become Helen’s kyrios, if Troy has/had such a custom. While Helen’s treatment would likely be commonplace for the setting of the film, Peterson and Benioff could have made their Helen more independent and less reliant on men considering how many other changes were made in the film. [13:  Steinbeck, J., (1965)]  [14:  Troy (2004) 29:03-29:14] 

Thus, the role of the women in Troy is not completely set in stone. They are overtly shown off as erotic objects, yet subtly shown as heroes and selfless, as if trying to hide that aspect of the women. This may be in part due to how little the women appear on the screen, not wanting the film to appear too much in the male gaze with misogyny and sexism. But Troy appears to also be unwilling to solely present the women as selfless and heroes due to the original material of The Iliad. As such, the characters in Peterson and Benioff’s Troy can be suggested to be as ambiguous as who Peterson and Benioff want the viewers to cheer for. In conclusion, withdrawing away from women in Troy serves to protect both the original material of The Iliad and its inherent misogyny and the integrity of women and their slightly more feministic and selfless roles. This blend of misogyny and feminism would not be as easily possible if Troy were not such a masculine and androcentric film.
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