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Troy (Wolfgang Petersen, 2004) 

 
In 1964 there was a production of Troilus and Cressida in which John Shrapnel was Ulysses. 

In 1968 there was another production of Troilus and Cressida, in which John Shrapnel was 

Patroclus. Now here’s this movie, in which John Shrapnel is Nestor. 

 They may have felt they had to have Shrapnel in their epic because he looks so good in 

togas and tunics – if you stare fixedly without blinking you’ll see him in Gladiator. Once 

you’re in one epic, they feel they have to have you for the next one. It’s self-perpetuating, like 

Finlay Currie in Quo Vadis? and Ben-Hur. 

 Shrapnel has very little to do as Nestor in Troy, except sit around being wise. Shakespeare 

gives Nestor some very good lines; Troy none. In fact it gives very few people good lines. 

“Clunkers” are what I’ve seen some lines in it described as, which is fair comment. “If we 

leave now, we lose all credibility – if the Trojans can beat us so easily, how long before the 

Hittites invade?” is my favourite. But a true professional can make clunkers sound 

convincing, and Troy is as full of professionals as it is of clunkers. Peter O’Toole is Priam 

(here pronounced “Pree-yam”), and by this point in his career he knows that if you open your 

blue eyes wide and speak with great deliberation no-one will ask for more. 

 

 
 

 Others take it a bit further, and really appear to believe in what they’re doing. The three 

ladies who play Helen, Andromache and Briseis get truly involved: in this tale, after all, the 

women suffer a lot more than the men do: the men get a kick out of dying and making others 

die, but the women can only look on and weep (although this version, being twenty-first 

century, has to have one of them get a bit more assertive; we’re in the age of Kill Bill, after 

all). The excellent actors Brian Cox and Brendan Gleeson have a great time as Mean 

Agamemnon and his Apoplectic Brother Menelaus (here pronounced “Mene-lah-os”). Now 

did Gleeson get the part because a similarly-structured Irish actor, Nial MacGinnis, played 

Menelaus in the forgotten 1956 film Helen of Troy? Do producers’ memories go back that far 

– or did they just watch the video, and catch from it the idea that only Irishmen ever played 

Menelaus? 

 Eric Bana, an artist hitherto unknown to me (he’s in Black Hawk Down) creates a highly 

credible Nice-Guy Hector. 
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 This next bit may be blasphemous; but I thought the best performance was by Brad Pitt as 

Achilles – as this is the Iliad, computer-generated, his is the biggest role. He’s not only put on 

much heroic poundage since Thelma and Louise, but he never feels it necessary to reveal his 

six-pack, which must be still more impressive now than it was then – more heavily embossed. 

He’s too big a star now to flash; and in any case, the teenage parasite he played in Thelma … 

needed to flash; Achilles doesn’t. Look at the way he dispatches the Champion of the Army 

of Julian Glover in the first scene (Glover, too, has put on some poundage, though not of the 

heroic sort). Pitt / Achilles doesn’t even have to Size Up The Enemy: intuition tells him at 

once what to do, and he does it, fast, without losing breath. 

 

 
 

 Now comes the issue the movie ducks: if this really were a Film of Our Time, surely 

Achilles would be revealed as what we all secretly know him to be – a bisexual, equally keen 

on Petting with Patrolcus (“Patróclus” as we pronounced him; “Pátroclus” as he is here) as on 

Bouncing with Briseis (or with Polyxena, the off-stage girlfriend Shakespeare gives him)? 

Here, he’s Patroclus’ cousin and military mentor – but you’d have to be more than just that to 

react to his death in the way Achilles does. I read the Iliad a few months ago – it was boring 

for the first part (the Odyssey’s much more fun), and only picked up at Patroclus’ death. 

 Shakespeare was, as ever, bolder than we cowardly P.C. people are now: Patroclus is, in 

his script, “… thought to be Achilles’ male varlet” – “Male varlet, you rogue, what’s that?” – 

“Why, his masculine whore!” But whether or not because the several hundred million dollars 
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the film must have cost, and thus needed to recoup, precluded making Brad Ac/Dc for fear of 

alienating middle America, this Achilles is an exclusively macho man; seen in bed early on 

with two Greek doxies (unwakably asleep, so total is the satisfaction that he’s given them) 

and able to win not just the body but also the heart of the chaste Briseis, here a priestess of 

Apollo, taken on the first day’s fighting. 

 The first day’s fighting is, incidentally, a huge rip-off of the first half-hour of Saving 

Private Ryan; and the Britten, Shostakovich and Vaughan Williams estates should be alerted 

to how much of the film’s music is from the War Requiem, Shostakovich’s Fifth, and the 

Tallis Fantasia. 

 

 
 

 

 This failure of nerve in the matter of 

gender-ambivalence aside (and it’s not his 

responsibility), Pitt is, I think, terrific: 

intense, controllably violent, naturally 

physical, charismatic without effort like all 

the best charismatics are, and able to convey 

non-macho emotions should the situation 

demand. 

 

 Others fare less well. Paris as Wimp, 

running to his big brother’s knee when he 

seems to have lost the fight, won’t do, despite 

his unanaesthetised composure as Helen 

stitches up the wound in his leg afterwards. 

Yes, he’s very good with a bow and arrow – 

but then they cast Orlando Bloom in the part 

knowing he’d be supernaturally good with a 

bow and arrow. 

 

 

 
 

 Sean Bean, complete with Sheffield accent, has a good old go in the smallish role of 

Odysseus – after all, if they do the sequel, he’ll have the lead! But I fear you can’t believe 

anyone would fall for that Wooden Horse idea. Putting it in a film only shows how dumb and 

thus unempathisable-with the Trojans must have been to be taken in by it. “Burn it!” says 

Paris to Priam. “Burn it? Why, Prince, it’s a gift to the gods,” says Trevor Eve, in his only line 

in the movie. If only they had. This bit is got over rather fast, as if it’s a large crack in need of 

hasty papering. 
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 The myth is a mite compressed: the siege of Troy appears to last about two months, 

instead of Homer’s ten years. Hector kills Menelaus on impulse half-way through; we have no 

Pyrrhus, so Agamemnon kills Priam (with a mean spear-thrust in the back) and then Briseis 

kills him. There’s no Hecuba, and no Cassandra (what a role that might have been for Jennifer 

Aniston!), and no references to Iphigenia or Clytemnestra – with Agamemnon dead at Troy 

there’d be nothing for her to do anyway. 

 There’s one reference to The Snake and Eagle Wreathed In Fight. Pity we don’t see them. 

There’s no Laocoön, no sons, and no Sea-beast. 

 There are also no gods: they’re worshipped, and referred to – but the action never 

switches to Olympus. This produces one huge problem. Thetis (Julie Christie) has one scene 

with Achilles, her son; but we never learn that she’s divine, or that she dipped him in the 

stream by the heel, and so on. Therefore, when Wimp Paris, avoiding face-to-face 

confrontation, gets him in that part of his anatomy with an arrow fired when his back is 

turned, we don’t understand why it’s such a disaster for him: the Achilles the movie has 

created so far would pull the arrow out, run after Paris, and disembowel him. For this Achilles 

to be slain by this Paris is a sad anti-climax. In the Iliad, we protest, Achilles doesn’t die at 

all, and there’s no need for him to die here. In the Iliad, he is the unstoppable bringer of death. 

 In these days of covert US global imperialism, there has to be a Hidden Agenda (though I 

don’t recall any Helens being ravished to Afghanistan or Iraq) – here it’s Agamemnon’s 

Hidden Agenda. He’s only pretending to support his brother – really his aim is to extend 

Mycenaean Hegemony over the whole Aegean. 

 As Troy burns, Paris meets a young chap leading (not carrying) an elderly father out of 

the wreckage – yes, it’s Aeneas, a character hitherto unknown to us (he’s played by some 

person from EastEnders). Paris advises him to go far away, and carry on the Trojan tradition 

by founding a new city! The script stops just short of having Aeneas say, “Great idea – what 

shall I call it?” Yet another chance for a sequel there. Jennifer could be Dido. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

      “Don’t worry – we’ll computer- 

      generate the other 999 ships later.” 

 

 The CGI is as awe-inspiring as ever, with impossible shots soaring across beaches and 

over thousands of digitised soldiers charging at one another up hills, dragging ships up the 

sand, and so on. But I remember the good old days of Spartacus, when you got goose-pimples 

because you knew you really were staring at thousands of real soldiers charging at one 

another up hills, and so on. 

 Not quite in the league of Gladiator, then – no-one suffers here to the extent that Russell 

Crowe does there, or has so much chance to revenge themselves. But it’ll do until they make 
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the Odyssey with Bean in the lead, Laura Linney as Penelope, Keira Knightley as Kalypso, 

and John Rhys Davies as Polyphemus. 


