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              300: Man versus Nature or Man versus Monsters? 
The film 300 was released in 2006 and became an instantly recognisable format for its style, violence, pithy lines and overall panache. Many critics were to dislike it but it became an instantly recognisable piece of work and representation of the ancient world. However, the conclusion of this essay is that the film tells us more about the psychological trauma of the United States of America post 9/11 than it does about the fifth century BC Persian Greek War.
The film is based around the historical battle in the summer of 480BC. The combatants consisted of a various Greek army led by a small number of Spartans on one side against the army of King Xerses I of Persia. The Greeks lost this battle and also the battle of Artemisium taking place at the same time at sea and the Persians continued on their assault of Greece until defeated later that year at the battle Salamis, but not before they had captured and burned down Athens. The battle of Salamis was to become a sequel to the film 300, it was released in 2014 with the title Rise of an Empire. In 479BC the Persians were again defeated by a Spartan led Greek army at Plataea and the film 300 is set as a story told on the eve of the battle of Plataea.
The film 300 was heavily stylised. This is easily interpreted by the audience through the visualisation. The world is presented as if through the stylisation of a comic and this is intentional because the film is consciously based on the comic 300 which in turn was based on the 1962 film 300 Spartans. The visual stylisation enables a characterisation of the story of the battle of Thermopylae to occur. Miller the author of the 300 comic and Zack Snyder the director were quite clear that they intended the film to be an evocation of the battle of Thermopylae not a historically accurate portrayal. However, there are many elements of the film which are historically accurate. This explanation that their intention was evocation is explained in the commentary on the film which was released in conjunction with DVD in the 2-disc DVD release in 2006.
The first scene of the film occurs in a thunderstorm which has always been used as an allegory for nature, if not an angry nature. We see skulls, which we are soon to learn are the skulls of dead babies, babies which have been purposefully killed. Killed by their parents and the Spartan state represented by an elderly man with a beard, always a symbol of authority in popular modern culture. The rest of the film is perhaps a justification for this state sponsored infanticide. The ancient world is redolent with the sacrifice of children. The tophets of the Carthaginians bears witness to the regular sacrifice of first born babies to the god Baal to appease the gods and the story of Abraham about to sacrifice his son to God is testament to the ordinariness of child sacrifice
. But the Spartans were different. They didn’t sacrifice their children to appease angry gods, they killed their children for the better and more efficient running of the state
. The film could have chosen to ignore this truth about the Spartan state. It could be seen that the film chose to tackle the matter head on, but it seems that the film goes further, it justifies the infanticide. The product of the infanticide, the Spartan warriors is juxtaposed with Ephialtes. The original text as our historical source does not mention any disability of Ephialtes, he is merely a shepherd. The 1962 film does not show Ephialtes with a disability but he is shown as large, slightly ominous and tries to sexually assault the heroine of the film Ellas played by Diane Baker. Thereby, showing he is morally corrupt. The Ephialtes of the 300 version is far worse. He is a hunchback, his head, face and hands are deformed. But as well as being physically deformed he is morally deformed – he betrays the Spartans to the Persians because of his physical faults, because he cannot fight as a Spartan. And so, we learn in the film, one of the films morals is – the infanticide was correct or at least justifiable. Physical imperfection should not be tolerated. It produces creatures who are morally corrupt and cannot be a Spartiate, the Spartan citizen soldier who will fight for his city state. As the start to any film it should make us question the morality of what we are about to witness.
The first line of the film is “when the boy was born, he was inspected. If he had been misshaped or deformed he would have been discarded”. The film then pans back to the shot of the skulls of dead babies. The agoge, warrior training for a Spartan citizen is next introduced. Then there is the interesting line – “Tossed into the wild, left to test his wits and will against nature’s fury. It was his initiation, his time in the wild”. The Leonidas character as a young man fights the most common cultural symbol of a wicked wild, the wolf. The wolf in the film is stylised. And when Leonidas returns to Sparta he wears the wolf skin. He is the victor over a vicious and hostile nature. He is the king by this victory and the Spartan warriors kneel before him. In reality Leonidas was one of two kings as Spartan society had two kings in its constitution. This is perhaps not that unusual as Rome had two consuls who performed the function of king within the state even if elected by the senate. 

The film then moves on to the narration of Dilios and this narration is important as it is the first linkage or signifier of the Persian army as a non-human thing.
“Then as now a beast moves towards Sparta. Rapaciount and confident. Savouring the meal to come. This beast is made of men and horses. Swords and spears. An army of slaves, vast beyond imagining, heading to devour tiny Greece. Ready to snuff out the worlds one hope for reason and justice. A beast approaches, it was king Leonidas who provoked it.”
Here the film becomes explicit. It is not the Persians the Spartans are fighting. It is a beast. It is more and less than just men. This is how the Greeks would see those from outside Greece. Non-Greeks were barbaroi (barbarians) because the sound they made was ba-ba-ba when they spoke
 . The Persians in the film were clearly going to be “the other” but now they have become a beast. The film becomes a story of men fighting against the beast. Is this beast nature itself or a corruption of nature? To perhaps help us understand the point, we do not see the cast of monsters in the comic 300 first published in 1998 nor do we see the Persians appear as anything other than Persian. The same applies with the film 300 Spartans in 1962 which leads us to ask why and how has the Persian army become so transformed.
The following scene of the film highlights the wild gallop of the Persian embassy to Sparta. The hooves pound and tear up the ground as they move to the city and the ambassador rears his horse in the air as he demonstrates and shows the skulls of kings with their crowns still attached. Compared to this scene of savagery which is external, the audience moves to an internal domestic scene in contrast. King Leonidas is with his wife Queen Gorgo and their son in the same courtyard as we saw Leonidas being trained as a boy himself. The courtyard has one change. The spout of the water trough has changed from being plain to a wolfs head symbolising Leonidas’ victory over the beast of nature. It has been tamed and domesticated. Externally is the chaos and noise of the symbols of a hostile, dangerous and chaotic other, nature. Internally there is a domesticated and peaceful household. The contrast is clear. Then we see Leonidas go outside into the open away from the domestic to meet this force of nature noise and fury which has disturbed his city. And for this disturbance and threat to Sparta he has them killed.
The Persian messenger who is killed is clearly black
. This is strange. For whilst The Achaemenid Empire (c. 550–330 BC) included Egypt following its conquest in 525BC by King Cambyses II. Cambyses then went on to unsuccessfully conquer Kush in modern Sudan. The ambassador looks as if he might be of Sudanese or sub Saharan extraction and not Egyptian and certainly not Persian. This in itself might not be remarkably except the Persian characters throughout the film are portrayed by black actors with the exception of Xerces played by the Brazilian actor Rodrigo Junqueira dos Reis Santoro. In the Frank Miller comic 300 the characters are all clearly Persian and not represented as black.
The scene outside the city of Sparta shows the countryside around the city. Here we come to a repeated theme throughout the film on the way in which the environment which these people inhabit is depicted. We had earlier seen the young Leonidas fighting against the wolf. Then the environment was hostile and bleak. The film now shows us again the mountains which surround the city and valley of Lacedaemon. In reality to the west of it is mount Taygetus rising to 2407metres and to the east is mount Parnon which rises to 1935 metres. So, the film is correct to show the city of Sparta standing between mountains. But these are particularly dark, brooding hostile mountains. Between them we see our first site of Spartan farmed lands. This is always represented in the film by perfect wheat fields which are ready to be harvested. These fields are reminiscent of the dream scenes in Gladiator (2000 film) 
 which was directed by Ridley Scott who makes particular use of colour in his films to create ambiance which we see in 300 – Alien 1979, Blade Runner 1982, Black Rain 1989, The Martian 2015.If we accept that these scenes are intended to be mid-summer then fields with crops ready to be harvested is not that surprising. However, what we are shown is a world of contrasts. There is either a wild, hostile and bleak nature which the Spartans have to struggle against or a domesticated peaceful world of crops ready to be harvested or a happy cityscape in which the Spartans live. There are only two contrasts in which people inhabit. The two do not blend into each other as in reality. There are just sharp dividing lines as if the world is a comic. Based on the comic 300 by Frank Miller this might be understandable but the film creates a vision of conflict with nature which is not apparent in the original comic drawings. 
In order to visit the ephors in the film he has to climb the mountain which is bleak, dark and dangerous. Historically the five ephors of Sparta were elected each year by the Spartiate citizens and represented the will of the citizens. They would have been in the city not on the top of a mountain and difficult to meet. What do we as an audience make of these ephors. They are shown as deformed and corrupted both physically and morally. Described in the film by the character Delios as “priests to the old gods. In-bred swine. More creature than man.”. After Leonidas leaves the ephors the audience sees them being bribed by another Persian. A large black man who has the laughter of a “baddy” in the sense that the protagonists of films are “goodies and baddies”. Again, we note the Persian is of black appearance.
When Leonidas marches his force of 300 north they encounter a village which has been raided and torched. They initially do not see any of the inhabitants. Leonidas comes across footprints and says “but these footprints….”. The audience is shown a picture of a footprint on the ground which is large and appears to indicate talons were there would be toes. Again, we come across the image that the Persians are not men, they are something extraordinary, they are beasts. The enemy of the Spartans is not other men but some warped and perverted force of nature. The surviving child says “It is quiet now. They came with beasts from the blackness”. When the audience see the dead villagers, they are nailed to a tree, a symbolic image of death upon a tree repeated in other stories whether it is Christ upon the crucifix 
 or Odin upon the tree Yggdrasil 
. It may be that we are seeing is the perversion of nature in the form of a tree with the pinning of dead bodies on it. Or this reflects the story of Christ and Odin in their deaths are a sacrifice for the world and the film makes us conscious that Leonidas is sacrificing himself and his 300 men for Greece and freedom. This scene is important because it is not based on any historical basis, nor is it represented in the 1962 film 300 Spartans or the 300 comic. Therefore, we can presume that it is important to the new narrative which this film introduces. It reinforces the concept through the film that the antagonists are beasts.
The film moves onto the scene of the destruction of the Persian fleet by a storm. The inference is that nature, described as Zeus, producing the thunderbolts and storm can be a good thing because it is on the side of our hero in the film – Leonidas. So destructive nature is not necessarily on the side of evil and wrong. Rather what the film appears to be saying is that there can be a perverted deformed side to nature which is wrong. This is what the Spartans are fighting against. The films underlying theme is therefore not man versus nature but man versus monsters.
The emissary who visits the Spartans and loses his arm again is black. This is unusual because the third Persian that we see is black and this cannot be coincidence. Following this scene, Ephialtes introduces himself to Leonidas and is described as a monster by Captain Artemis. The film, as with the comic by Frank Miller, has created a new element to the story of Thermopylae by making Ephialtes a monster. As the audience we appreciate that Ephialtes is a monster not just because of his apparent physical deformities but his colouration. His skin has a green tinge in this scene, however the green tinge does not remain in later shots in the film. (This is always a short cut in iconography in film to represent a monster. The film uses a super imposition chroma technique which makes the use of colour more striking. The use of colour has always been in the tool box of the film director as listed in some notable films by Ridley Scott.) In the lexicon of film, green skin means the monster whether it is with the Hulk film in 2003, the Incredible Hulk 2008 or the orcs in the Lord of the Rings trilogy, The Fellowship of the Ring 2001, The Two Towers 2002, The Return of the King 2003. Ephialtes in 300 is reminiscent of the orcs for which we read non-human monsters in the film trilogy of the works of JR Tolkien.  This cinematic linkage is expounded in the next scene we see. In the background to the advancing Persian army is the Persian camp. At that distance animals or birds fly over it which must be monstrous in size reminding us of the flying Nazgul in the Lord of the Rings trilogy.
To compound the impression that men (Spartans) are fighting non-men (Persians) the film rarely shows the face of the ordinary Persian soldier. They are just large numbers of slaves, certainly not free men and robbed of their individuality. They just become extras to die in the film. The audience next meets Xerces, described in the film as a god-king. Huge, monstrous, covered in gold chains and piercings, wearing make-up and having a gold colour which is later explained in the sequel film Rise of an Empire. Described by Snyder as being a huge homosexual which was the most frightening thing to a young adult male audience 
.  
The attack of the Immortals shows them as being masked and when a mask is removed of the Immortal fighting the character Dilios it is a monster which is revealed, scarred and with a wide mouth which seem to hold tusks. Amongst the Immortals is a chained monster, huge and brutal, scarred and inhuman appearing twelve feet tall which is released to kill Leonidas. In the film the attack next day has a “war rhino”. Clearly rhinoceroses were not used as weapons in the ancient world or at any point. However, the 2018 film Black Panther included “war rhinos” perhaps due to the influence of 300
. Xerces employs a mutated executioner with deformed hands and arms which are like some lobster mutation to execute his failed generals. Who again is a black figure. None of these above points are contained in the comic 300. Clearly the use of black, in the sense of coming from Africa, figures is not historically correct. Are they used to increase the sense of other from the white Spartans or are they used in the multicultural sense in which the 2018 BBC series Troy Fall of a City used black actors for Achilles 
 and Zeus
, to show black people in the ancient world as in a positive light? I suspect that it is the former rather than the later as the film depicts the Persian army as very much being “the other” and enemy rather than Achilles who is a flawed hero but still a hero. 

This is followed by monstrous elephants. Clearly not to scale without getting into which type of elephants were used for warfare in the ancient world which has caused much debate between the smaller African Oasis elephant, Indian elephants and African Bush elephants. The Achaemenid Persian Empire never deployed elephants until its last battle in a desperate attempt to halt the advance of Alexander the Great; and these were Indian elephants at the battle of Gaugamela in 331BC where 15 elephants were used by the Persians 
. Not the monstrous 100-foot beasts we see in the film. They are then followed by what one could consider as “normal Persians” but amongst them are strange shambling men that are fully covered and have two-foot-long claws for hands. The audience has entered a world of monsters and beasts.
The film then moves into the surreal with our visual experience of the Persian camp of Xerces. The audience hears music and sees a goat headed man playing a musical instrument. This is not a minor background point as the camera lingers on this image for three seconds which with cinematography is a long time on a camera shot. With the cacophony of strange images, the audience has seen leading up to this point the audience views this as quite normal rather than as absurd and comic which in isolation it becomes. The audience is left wondering, is the devil part of the musical performers in the tent of Xerces, were goat headed musicians a “thing” in Persian courts? The imagery is inexplicable. The tent of Xerces includes amputee women and women with facial markings as part of a licentious image which is portrayed including deformity. The audience also gets to see Ephialtes with no clothes on apart from a loin cloth. The hump on his back appears more clearly and we as the audience know we are viewing a monster. A monster which is like the Hunchback of Notre Dame. Not the friendly Walt Disney film version of 1996 
 but the Charles Laughton as Quasimodo the monster from the cathedral 
. The Ephialtes of 300 looks remarkably like the Charles Laughton Quasimodo. It is unlikely that this is coincidence.  
The film 300 is influenced by Herodotus in providing the motivation of the Spartans against the Persians. Herodotus in his History which records the Persian Wars relates that the Greeks were motivated by concepts of freedom under the law 
. In the film 300 Queen Gorgo says to King Leonidas when he is pondering what to do after visiting the Ephors “Ask yourself what a free man would do.” According to Herodotus the Persians were slaves who were motivated by the whip and we see this imagery repeated throughout the film 
. At the battle of Platea in the year after the battle of Thermopylae the Greek participants all swore an oath to fight to the death for freedom 
. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that this theme throughout the film was very accurate and not a piece of Hollywood propaganda expounding the American dream. Was this fortunate happenstance on behalf of the film? Probably not as other details in the film are remarkably accurate such as the depiction of the great push the “othismos” in the film 
.  In the film, on the dawn of the day in which they die King Leonidas in the film says to his men that they are on the dawn of an age of freedom.
Therefore, certain elements are realistic in the film. Certain elements are wrong such as the Spartans not wearing breast plates. But these are just minor points in regard menagerie of monsters portrayed in the Persian army. According to Hans van Wees the tactics at Thermopylae would have contained elements of warfare similar to the Homeric period as well as the more structured hoplite formation we see in the film. So, the fighting outside of the hoplite formation which the film 300 portrayed and was criticised as being historically incorrect may well have been correct.
In viewing the film, it appears that certain elements are wildly incorporated that would not have formed part of the historical battle let alone the world. This is contrasted with efforts to retain authenticity or at least veracity to the report which Herodotus produced on the Persian Wars. For example, the use of Delios the narrator appearing at the battle of Plataea 479BC where the Spartans achieve their vengeance on the Persians. The Delios character is based on Aristodemus one of the two Spartan survivors of the battle of Thermopylae who went onto fight and die at Plataea. This quest for vengeance narrated by Delios is reported by Herodotus when he tells us King Cleorotus sought vengeance for the death of King Leonidas and the 300 at the battle of Plataea 
. 

Therefore, given there is confusion created when we try to logically understand the film it is appropriate to find a tool to help us to understand it. Jonathan Culler outlines the different tools available to us in literary theory – Marxism, New Criticism, Psychoanalysis, New Historicism, Feminism, post-colonial theory, gay and lesbian studies
. However, none of these tools helps us completely with the dilemmas we have considered in the film but a feminist critique of 300 and Rise of an Empire would explore interesting themes in the two films which this essay does not have space to explore. 
A useful tool may be a post structuralist approach where the use of the signifier helps to explain what we are considering
. Terry Eagleton tells us that “each sign is in a chain of meaning”
. Therefore, we need to understand the film 300 as a series of signifiers building to a meaning. The series of natural forces or perversions of nature or “monsters” leads us to the devil in the camp of Xerces. Leonidas fights off more than just men he fights off monsters. We need to follow this chain of signifiers to why the film transforms a historical battle to men fighting monsters. This was noted by Ephraim Lytle, assistant professor of Hellenistic History at the University of Toronto “300 selectively idealizes Spartan society in a "problematic and disturbing" fashion, as well as portraying the "hundred nations of the Persians" as monsters and non-Spartan Greeks as weak”
. 
Herodotus places the Persian army of Xerces that crossed the Hellespont as consisting of five million men. The film 300 provides as equally fantastical a story. This fantastical story of sacrifice with a Nietzschean quality of “ubermensch”
 rather than the more passive Christian tradition of martyrdom was to inspire the ancient world from Plataea in the following year to Antiochus the Greats defence of Thermopylae in 191BC against the Romans and later. However, Antiochus perhaps failed to live up to his self-given title in both losing this and other battles and also running away with his cavalry to leave his infantry to die at Thermopylae in 191BC unlike Leonidas. This inspiration runs through to today so that a film studio was willing to invest sixty-five million dollars in making a film on the subject. As Terry Eagleton says “Homer is re interpreted by each age with its own concerns”
. The same can be said of Leonidas and the 300 at Thermopylae. 
A psycho-analytical approach may be helpful in regard to understanding what is taking place in the film once we have followed the films signifiers. There are three basic stories in literature and film follows literature in its story telling. These three themes are man v man, man v nature, man v society to which can be added two sub themes man v technology, man v God. The story of the battle of Thermopylae should be a story of man v man and this is what the 1962 film the 300 Spartans and Frank Millers 300 gives us. The 2006 film 300 gives us a story which is man v a mutated nature or in other words man versus monsters. Is this because it becomes a greater more challenging battle than just against other men. To an audience in 2006 the steady slaughter of Persians by Greeks over a three-day battle may not have appeared that riveting, especially as we know the outcome already. In changing the storyline so that the “enemy” becomes various representations of a nature gone wrong then the film has the ability to become more visually engaging. Whilst the fight scenes are graphic and powerfully filmed the audience’s attention is maintained by introducing a range of exotic monstrous enemies. 
It is worthwhile also reflecting on near contempory Greek thought on the battle of Thermopylae. Herodotus was writing in his History of the Persian Wars when some of his contempories had been witnesses of the war. Greek thought from Athens of Herodotus has been more available to the modern world than Greek thought from Sparta. Whilst Athens and Sparta found it difficult to understand each other they had both fought in this war. Athens had been burned down by the Persians in the time between the battles of Thermopylae and Salamis in revenge the Athenian victory the ten years earlier at the battle of Marathon 490BC. For the Athenians their symbol of victory over the Persians was their rebuilt temple of the Parthenon. The friezes on the temple showed Greeks or Athenians at war. But not against men but centaurs which represented symbols of a dangerous and troubled external “other”, these half men half beasts were a product of a transforming and mutating nature. The Athenian men are also shown fighting Amazons. To the Athenians the concept of women who fought was a completely repugnant and perverse concept
. To the near contempories to the Persian Wars in Athens these battles are represented as a war against beasts and perverse nature even though the Greeks knew that the Persians were a cultured and learned people because many Greeks had worked in the Persian world and its courts.  
As we see in Ancient Greek art the human form was represented as the ideal and the form of the gods. There were exceptions such as represented in the statue the Nike of SamoThrace which depicts a woman with wings
. But primarily the Greeks represented themselves as human and their gods as human. Whilst the Near Eastern world which the Persian Empire inherited showed its figures of gods and guardians in non-human form. For example, the Ancient Egyptian god Horus with the body of a man and head of a hawk
.Therefore, the films evocation of a world of men fighting for freedom and other noble causes against a horde of monsters may not be that far from how the Greeks themselves conceptualised his conflict. The film 300 with its absurdities and impossibilities may well reflect how the Greeks of the fifth century BC felt about the Persian Wars. Independent and free Greek men fighting against an army of tyranny and monsters.
However, I do not consider that this in itself explains why a film in 2006 received funding and support to make this particular film. In considering the signifiers in the film we have seen how the trail leads us to the concept that these Spartans were fighting monsters. The analogy of the modern west versus modern Iran led the Iranian government to protest how the Persian Empire of the fifth century BC is depicted. Modern Iran considers itself to be the heir of this Persian Achaemenid past.
 Certainly, there has been tension and conflict between the United States of America which produced this film and modern Iran. Yet I do not consider that this U.S.A. versus Iran motif is the hidden message in the film. Rather, it is possible the film is assuaging guilt in regard to the second Gulf War. The release date of the film follows a tumultuous period in modern history commencing with the attack on the Twin Towers on 11th September 2001 in New York. To be followed by the invasion of Afghanistan in late 2001 and the invasion of Iraq in 2003. By 2006 it was clear that the justification for the Iraq War, weapons of mass destruction, had been a false premise. By 2006 the President of the United States of America’s popularity was moving from very high
 to very low
. Osama Bin Laden leader of the Al Quida group had not been caught and a collective guilt and trauma was settling on the participants of the second Gulf War. The majority of deaths in Iraq had been civilian and a credible figure for 2006 was the loss of 650,000 lives
.
The context helps us to interpret the signifiers in the film. The Spartans representing the foundations of western culture, fighting for freedom are fighting monsters. The audience need not feel any guilt about the death of the monster. That is the purpose of the monster, to be a creature which can be killed and not provoke any guilt. Whilst I would not suggest that the producers, director or author were consciously making a film to salve the modern wests conscious about the wars in the middle east but we need to appreciate that psychoanalysis theory will tell us that the unconscious story is the important one. If each age reinterprets Homer. Then each age will reinterpret the battle of Thermopylae. The unconscious story is that the peoples of the ancient Near East were monsters and therefore we do not need to mourn their death. The use of black actors throughout the film to represent leaders of the Persian Empire under Xerces therefore takes on a sinister tone rather than the inclusive tone of the BBC Troy Fall of a City. The film 300 is therefore more illuminating about an unconscious post Iraq War guilt and an American view of “the other” than the battle of Thermopylae regardless of how convoluted the path through the film took us to reach this conclusion. 
The Director of the film was to defend it by saying it was merely "a graphic novel movie about a bunch of guys…stomping the snot out of each other"
. However, we have seen the film introduces two new elements from the comic book 300 or the previous film 300 Spartans that are consistent throughout the film. The use of the monster imagery and the black person who is marginalised in the United States of America
. This is not a minor amendment to the earlier work and occurs at a time when the United States was deeply troubled. Troubled by its wars in the middle east which led to a film depicting the historical antecedents of that world as being both monstrous and “other” in the form of black actors.  
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