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That's what literature is. It's the people who went before us, 
tapping out messages from the past, from beyond the grave, 
trying to tell us about life and death! Listen to them! 

 
Connie Willis, Passage, 2001 
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ABSTRACT 
 

The use of mythology seems to be a recurring occurrence on contemporary authors, who 

are going back to the classics and are writing new narratives challenging the social system 

of the period they were written in. The American writer Madeline Miller has become one 

of the most acclaimed authors to put this technique into practice, in her debut novel The 

Song of Achilles (2011). In her rewriting of the Homer’s Iliad, Miller narrates the story 

of the Trojan War through Patroclus’ point of view, focusing on the discriminative values 

in the original text, which are still perpetuated in our society. The aim of this dissertation 

is to analyse through Carl Jung’s theory, the way in which Achilles, Patroclus and Briseis 

are portrayed in Homer’s poem and in Miller’s novel, contrasting them with Simone De 

Beauvoir’s theory on Gender Studies and Lynne Segal’s research on Masculinity, among 

others. Ultimately, the analysis would demonstrate if Miller is successful in her task of 

honouring Homer’s most-well known poem, while differing on the patriarchal values 

infused in the Greek poet’s society, shifting them to send a message of acceptance and 

inclusiveness.  

Keywords: The Song of Achilles, Madeline Miller, Iliad, Homer, Mythological retelling, 
Gender Studies, Comparative Literature 
 
El uso de la mitología entre autores contemporáneos se ha convertido en una ocurrencia 

recurrente entre estos, quienes están volviendo a los clásicos y los están utilizando para 

crear nuevas narrativas, con las que poner en duda el sistema social del periodo en que 

fueron escritas. Madeline Miller, escritora americana, se ha convertido en una de las 

escritoras referentes en el uso de esta práctica con su obra, La canción de Aquiles (2011), 

su versión de la Ilíada, donde narra la historia de la guerra de Troya a través del punto de 

vista de Patroclo, centrándose en los valores discriminatorios del texto original que son 

perpetuados en la sociedad actual. En esta tesis, se pretende analizar la manera en que 

Aquiles, Patroclo y Briseida son retratados por Homero en su poema, y por Miller en su 

novela, utilizando la teoría de Carl Jung y contrastándola con la teoría en estudios de 

género de Simone de Beauvoir y el estudio de Lynne Segal en masculinidad, entre otros, 

con el propósito de demostrar si Miller es capaz de honrar el poema más famoso de 

Homero, a la vez que discrepa con los valores patriarcales presentes en la sociedad griega 

del poeta, intercambiándolos para mandar un mensaje de aceptación y inclusión. 

Palabras clave: La canción de Aquiles, Madeline Miller, la Ilíada, Homero, X, 
Estudios de Género, Literatura Comparativa    



“NAME A HERO WHO WAS HAPPY” 

III 
 

 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

First and foremost, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my mentor and 

supervisor, Dr Maricel Oró, who not only guided and helped me over the course of this 

dissertation, but believed in me when I did not believe in myself.  

To my family and friends, who checked on me when I disappeared for weeks while I was 

reading and writing these pages. Especially to Cecília and Anna, who were always there 

for me when I needed an outsider’s perspective to help me improve my writing.  

I could not have done it without all of you, thank you.  

  



“NAME A HERO WHO WAS HAPPY” 

IV 
 

OUTLINE 
 

Abstract  .......................................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgements …………………………………………………………………... iii 

1. INTRODUCTION: The Relationship between Mythology and Literature ...... 1 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW: Approaching Mythology and Gender Studies ....... 3 

2.1. Mythology: Going back to the myth .................................................................. 3 

2.2. Gender Roles and Mythological Characters ......................................................... 7 

2.3. The Iliad by Homer ................................................................................................ 12 

2.3.1. The importance of Homer and The Iliad in the history of Literature ......... 12 

2.3.2. Characters ................................................................................................... 16 

2.4. Madeline Miller ...................................................................................................... 18 

3. ANALYSIS: Unravelling Madeline Miller’s Writing ....................................... 22 

3.1. Patroclus: The voice behind the story .................................................................. 22 

3.2. Gender Roles and Sexuality in Miller’s interpretation of Achilles and 

Patroclus ............................................................................................................................... 28 

3.3. Briseis and the Feminist Approach ...................................................................... 35 

4. CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................................... 39 

5. REFERENCES ..................................................................................................... 42 

5.2. Primary Sources ..................................................................................................... 42 

5.3. Secondary Sources ................................................................................................. 42 



“NAME A HERO WHO WAS HAPPY” 

1 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION: The Relationship between Mythology and Literature 

Mythology has always been present in literature over the course of history, however, it 

seems to have gained prominence in the last few decades. The number of authors who are 

going back to the myths to write new interpretations of the old stories keeps increasing, 

making them more approachable for a younger audience, who might have found them too 

intimidating in their original version. Personally, I have been one of those readers who 

has immersed herself into the old stories through these narratives, and I always assumed 

that these new versions were created to be accessible for younger audiences or for those 

who were no experts in the classics. Although this was true, once I grew up and I started 

studying the original version of those stories, I realized that these adaptations seemed to 

be aspiring to a bigger purpose.  

As a woman, I am used to reading stories and watching movies in which the female 

characters are hardly present or are constantly used as a plot-point for the male character’s 

evolution. Myths are no exception. Nonetheless, when looking into these new narratives, 

I saw how they differed from the norm, since the authors were changing certain aspects 

in their narratives, small alterations here and there, to make their stories their own for 

one, but to infuse them with new perspectives and modified characters. Women do not 

only become main characters in these new narratives, but the violence and abuse inflicted 

to them are acknowledged and consequently punished. Some authors go a bit further, and 

they tackle other discriminative factors, such as slavery, racism and homophobia. Among 

these authors, we encounter well-known authors such as Margaret Atwood, Angela 

Carter, Rick Riordan, Neil Gaiman and the author of the novel which this paper is based 

on, Madeline Miller.  

The Song of Achilles (2011) is Miller’s debut novel, which has been considered a 

Bestseller by the New York Times and won the 2012 Orange Prize in Fiction. The story 

is based on Greek Mythology, Homer’s Iliad to be exact, and tells the story of the Trojan 

War from the perspective of Achilles’ closest friend and companion, Patroclus. 

Moreover, the narration is a bit more extended than Homer’s original work, as it deals 

with the lives of the two boys from their childhood until their deaths, which is not shown 

in the poem. However, what it seems to have caught the attention of so many readers, and 

has gained their adoration, are not the similarities founded in both works, but the way in 

which Miller’s novel differs from the Iliad. She opted with a romantic approach to 
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Achilles and Patroclus’ relationship, inspired by Plato and other scholars’ interpretation 

of Homer’s poem. At the same time, by giving a more important role to the main female 

characters from the original story, Briseis and the goddess Thetis, and assigning the 

narrator role to Patroclus, whose role in the original work is not that prominent, Miller is 

able to craft a new interpretation of his identity which she uses to send a message to her 

readers. As she explained in many interviews, she wanted to bring awareness to the unfair 

treatment of women and slaves in Ancient Greece, while incorporating diversity, queer 

inclusiveness and flexible representation of gender roles in her work. 

Therefore, the main question this paper aims to answer is the following one; Are 

contemporary authors going back to mythology to adapt old stories to modern values, and 

if this is the case, is The Song of Achilles (2011) by Madeline Miller a good example on 

how to succeed in this task? 

In order to answer the question, this paper will focus on analysing Miller’s work from a 

Gender Studies approach. To start with, some background knowledge regarding the main 

elements of this study will be disclosed: first of all, what myths are and why they have 

become essential for literature over the course of history, affecting our society and its 

values. Secondly, background theory on gender studies and feminism through Simone de 

Beauvoir’s work and Lynne Segal’s research on masculinity, among other studies, and 

the influence they have had in modern rewritings of classical stories. Thirdly, an approach 

to Homer and the Homeric Question, and the essential knowledge regarding his poem the 

Iliad, needed to comprehend its comparisons with Miller’s version. Finally, an 

introduction to the American author Madeline Miller and her novel The Song of Achilles 

(2011), focusing on her writing techniques and ideologies and how they are presented in 

her work. Afterwards, an analysis will be executed about the main characters of the novel 

--Achilles, Patroclus and Briseis—, applying the theories previously disclosed in order to 

demonstrate whether Miller is able to incorporate new values based on gender equality, 

feminism, the spectrum of masculinity and femininity and queer inclusiveness. 

Furthermore, Patroclus’ role as the narrator would be taken into account as well, 

observing how this change in perspective is used to incorporate these modern values into 

an epic narrative. Finally, some conclusions will be reached on how Miller’s novel, 

narrated through the voice of a boy who did not fit any of the Ancient Greece patterns of 

masculinity and challenged all social norms, takes the most famous western narrative and 

tries to create a morally adapted version, and if she successes.   
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW: Approaching Mythology and Gender Studies 

2.1. Mythology: Going back to the myth  

Thomas Mann (1936) once argued, that a myth could be defined as the foundation of life. 

A pattern that has been set, and societies have followed and reproduced unconsciously 

over the course of history. Following Mann’s theory, the myth has become the timeless 

founder of story-telling as history has evolved and new stories have come into existence. 

However, there are multiple definitions for the term ‘myth’. Sigmund Freud (1901) saw 

myths as the projection of psychology onto the external world, Albert Cook as a 

‘technique for handling the unknown” (Cook, 1980, P.164). Robert Graves preferred the 

idea that myths were created to justify the existing social system and to offer a “dramatic 

shorthand record of such matters as invasions, migrations, dynastic changes, admission 

of foreign cults, and social reforms” (Graves, 1968, p.5). For T.S. Elliot myths are useful 

in order to impose on the anarchy of modern life (Elliot, 1975), and Marina Warner finds 

in the myth the opportunity to create new meanings and patters, revolving an ongoing 

potency to write and re-write (Warner, 2010). The list of remarkably well-known authors 

who have contributed with their own definition of myth may as well be endless, but they 

all seem to have a shared vision, myth and story-telling go hand in hand. They agree that 

mythology has shaped the way stories are told, providing new narratives that will 

challenge the social system of the period they were written in. Consequently, the number 

of contemporary authors who are nowadays taking mythology and shaping it into new 

narratives to appeal the new audiences of this new social system is increasing 

considerably, keeping mythology as an element of our past, present and, most surely, 

future.   

As it is accurately explained by Mohamed and Gamila (2019), these new narrative “does 

not only heighten the popularity of mythology, but also contributes in popularizing those 

certain works of literature”, which may be a departing point to understand why a large 

number of contemporary authors seem to be going back to the myth when creating new 

stories nowadays. In terms of the story, “it is found that the relatability of the universal 

themes and dilemmas represented in mythologies -of all kinds- mirror the ones that are 

most represented in modern literature” (Mohammed & Gamila, 2019, p.1). This belief 

facilitates contemporary authors to mix myths and modern literature into a re-telling, that 

would probably possess the wide range of recognition of the mythological element. 

Moreover, it also adds on the deconstruction of patriarchal conventions that the 
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contemporary authors can contribute with. Essentially, that is the great aspect of stories, 

“no matter who is telling it, we know there’s another narrative that deserves to be heard. 

And then another. […] They challenged our thinking and understanding of what we 

thought was the ‘truth’” (Crozier, 1985, p.144). However, it also allows to analyse those 

truths and try to shape them into new meanings that reinforce the values with which 

society is imbued nowadays.  

The work of the Swiss phycologist Carl Jung on mythology, may be useful in order to 

understand how these values, which encompass all the patriarchal conventions that have 

been dictating our society from the beginning of times, may lie in his theory that all myths 

share a collective unconscious trait, ‘archetypes’ (Jung, 1936). But first, in order to 

process his theory on archetypes, there is a need to comprehend the bigger picture from 

which they are part of, Jung’s expansion of Freud’s theories on the human mind and its 

conscious, the collective unconscious.   

The collective unconscious is a part of the psyche which, unlike the personal unconscious, 
does not owe its existence to personal experience and, consequently, is not a personal 
acquisition. […] The contents of the collective unconscious have never been in 
consciousness, and therefore have never been individually acquired, but owe their 
existence exclusively to heredity. […] Whereas the personal unconscious consists for the 
most part of complexes, the content of the collective unconscious is made up essentially 
of archetypes (Jung, 1936, p.99) 

Jung defines archetypes as behaviours which appear in our conscious minds in form of 

recurring ideas and images, as well as storylines, symbols and relationships. They shape 

“our most powerful thinking, initiating science and philosophy as well as mythology and 

religion” (Sellers, 2001, p.4). Jung (1959) based his theory not only on Freud’s work but 

also on Schopenhauer’s writings. The latter had an idea of an ultimate unity of existence, 

which he considers outside space and time, he believed that such categories were forced 

on reality by the constraints of human thoughts and languages. According to Jung, then, 

archetypes derive from this ultimate unity and consequently, they remain facets of the 

same reality even if they may be shaped by consciousness into opposing concepts (Sellers, 

2001). Therefore, archetypes are repeatedly influencing mythology in the sense that 

‘identical motifs’ keep appearing again and again as new myths are being written over 

time. Following Jung’s theory of the archetype, thus, the reason for the repeated use of 

the myth when portraying the values previously mentioned, may be explained by the fact 

that these values are part of the identical motifs that keep on appearing. Jung’s explains 
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it better, as he defines the archetypes as “deposits of the constantly repeated experiences 

of humanity” and considers that myths “behave empirically like agents that tend towards 

the repetition of these same experiences” (Jung, 1959, p.68). In other words, it makes 

sense that we keep on finding similar elements in new narratives of old myths. At the 

same time, though, it also makes sense that the values are adapted and shaped into modern 

perspectives, as our experiences may be similar to those explained in the old stories, but 

our reception and especially, our reaction is quite different to the one expected on 

Homer’s times, the main representative of the western myths and whose work would be 

discussed on this paper. 

Addressing social values, Warner’s (2010) and Barthes’ (1973) views come to an 

agreement on how myths operate as a window onto “human culture in its historical and 

social context” (Sellers, 2001, p.7), since myths allow the reader to find a sense of its 

experience and give an insight into the values behind our understandings. Furthermore, 

both writers also defend that the essence of a myth is, in a way, immutable and as readers 

and scholars, the impute should be put into scrutinising each myth in order to “loosen its 

negative strangleholds, sew new variations into its weave, and jettison those myths that 

cannot be satisfactorily altered” (Sellers, 2001, p.7) as any new narrative should be treated 

with the same authenticity as those of antiquity.  

The author of the main work that would be analysed on this paper, Madeline Miller, had 

different reasons for going back to the myth. An early-on reader of the ancient Greece 

myths, and a scholar of Greek and Latin later on, she also studied in the Dramaturgy 

department at Yale University’s School of Drama. It was in Yale, where she learned the 

art of adapting classical texts into modern narratives. As a result, she spent ten years 

crafting the retelling of Homer’s classical work, The Iliad. 

I have loved ancient Greece since I was five and my mother began reading me the Greek 
myths.  I was enthralled: by the larger-than-life gods, the epic adventures, and most 
particularly by the stories of the Trojan War, with its noble and deeply flawed 
heroes.  “Sing, goddess, of the terrible rage of Achilles,” begins the Iliad.  The words 
resonated in me, lingering long after my mother had closed the book and turned out the 
light. (Miller, 2012)1 

 
1 Statement located in Madeline Miller’s official webpage, www.madelinemiller.com/ 
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According to Miller’s statements on different interviews, it was not the war nor its main 

characters what inspired Miller to create The Song of Achilles (2011), but her need to give 

a voice to Patroclus, who is a minor character on The Iliad, but whose death meant so 

much to Achilles and affected the event of the Trojan War drastically. His character is 

hardly present on Homer’s work, but he still described him as compassionate and loyal. 

Someone who was courageous and had a gentle heart, attributes that were not associated 

with male characters on classical works, who as Miller explains, were “the strong-men, 

the clever diplomats, the unbending leaders, the devoted sons”. What she wanted with 

Patroclus’ character, was to find ways in which “other kinds of heroism might exist 

alongside those types” (Miller, 2012).2 

Furthermore, by writing about Patroclus, she had to give a voice to other characters as 

well. She wanted to work on Achille’s complexity, and its relationship with Patroclus. 

Create a new narrative for the female characters, mainly the goddess Thetis and Briseis, 

characters who were treated badly in Homer’s work due to the values of its time. She 

wanted to take a story which she cared for deeply, and give it a new perspective by 

working on the social values of the time and the current ones. However, Miller’s 

background, her research and her vision of Homer’s work and her own, would be 

discussed in depth on a future section of this paper. 

The aim of this paper is to analyse Miller’s narrative on her version of The Iliad (c. VIII 

BC), The Song of Achilles (2011), focusing on observing if she is able to deconstruct the 

patriarchal conventions behind the social values of the time, that seemed to be present on 

Homer’s original work and most myths. The main focus of analysis will be put into the 

construction of the characters. Homer’s version finds a variety of characters that follow 

Jung’s theory on the archetypes, they are based on a set of behaviours that rely on the 

patriarchal conventions that surrounded Homer’s historical period. In other words, the 

original work is packed with misogyny, gratuitous violence and an overall rejection 

towards the values which Miller promises to respect in her work. Miller’s writing of the 

same characters tries to differ from this original work and shape them into more 

 
2 Statement located in Madeline Miller’s official webpage, www.madelinemiller.com/ 
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humanised versions of themselves. Maintaining the experiences narrated by Homer, but 

altering the meaning behind them. 

2.2. Gender Roles and Mythological Characters 
“One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” (de Beauvoir, 2011, p.293) has become 

one of feminist writer, Simone de Beauvoir, most well-known statements. However, it is 

important to comprehend the context behind her statement to fully absorb its meaning. 

De Beauvoir saw the concept of the female gender as a ‘product’ created by the influence 

of a patriarchal society, “No biological, psychical or economic destiny defines the figure 

that the human female takes on in society; it is civilization as a whole that elaborates this 

intermediary product between the male and the eunuch that is called feminine”  (de 

Beauvoir, 2011, p.293). Consequently, De Beauvoir was one of the first women to start 

researching about the connection of gender, sex and the feminist theory, trying to help 

women all over the world to achieve a better knowledge of themselves and their rights.  

But most importantly, one of the first to put this connection into words in her book, The 

Second Sex (1949), a recollection of all biological, psychoanalytical and philosophical 

point of views regarding the subject that have been ‘accepted’ from the beginning of 

times. Her work has been refuted and misinterpreted multiple times, since she was 

challenging a social structured based on putting male dominance at the top and women at 

the bottom and trying to find an equal ground.  

 The essentialist French author claimed that Biology was not enough “to give an answer 

to the question that is before us: why is woman the Other3”. For de Beauvoir, sex and 

gender are not equals, while the first is inevitable, the latter is acquired and constructed 

by the culture and values imbued into the individuals of a society. Consequently, since in 

the long history of humanity, society has been dominated by male supremacy, “those who 

made and complied the laws, being men, favoured their own sex, and the jurisconsults 

have turned the laws into principles” (de la Barre, as quoted in de Beauvoir, 2011, p.11), 

keeping women in a subordinate condition which was “willed in heaven and profitable 

on earth” (de Beauvoir, 2001, p.11). The Greek civilization in which most classic Greek 

poets lived, Homer included, is considered one of the earliest societies in “which a 

 
3 The Other was a concept borrowed from E. Levinas essay, “Time and the Other”, which de Beauvoir 
used to explain the position that women confront in male-based humanity, in which the man is the one 
defining women in relation to himself, not as autonomous beings. “He is the Subject; he is the Absolute. 
She is the Other.” (de Beauvoir, 2011, p.6) 
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patriarchal social system, rooted in notions of female inferiority, was constructed and 

validated” (Akca and Gunes, 2009, p.1). Starting with Hesiod’s Theogeny, the goddess 

Pandora is –as Eve is in the Genesis –, the sinner who is at fault for the suffering of 

humanity, due to her opening the jar which realised the evils of old age, sickness and 

poverty into the world. Pandora becomes the first, but definitely not the last, to represent 

“the damnable race of woman, a plague which men must live with” (Hesiod, 1959, p.29). 

 De Beauvoir quotes Poulain de la Barre, a seventeenth-century feminist, in her work, and 

she states that “all that has been written about women by men should be suspect, for the 

men are at once judge and party" (2011, p.11). Thus, Beauvoir, as other feminists and 

writers have done after de Beauvoir’s legacy, have gone back and revised classic works 

written by male authors. In their revision and re-writing of these classical texts, more 

contemporary authors have applied a feminist or gender studies approach. Greek 

mythology is included into this ‘revision’ since, as it was previously addressed, the Greek 

society is considered one of the most patriarchal and anthropocentric towards women and 

femininity. Greek philosophers were, in part, at fault due to their philosophies regarding 

gender. Aristotle, for example, thought that men “should regard the female nature as 

afflicted with a natural defectiveness” (Quoted in de Beauvoir, 2011, p.5), Plato saw men 

as superior beings to women, “as regards the sexes, the male is by nature superior and the 

female inferior, the male ruler and the female subject" (Plato, 1254b, p.13-144). Their 

theories, as the ones developed by other philosophers, influenced the construction of 

gender roles and gender stereotypes for the Greek society, while enslaving women into a 

subordinated position that would be perpetuated for centuries on end. As it has already 

been established in this paper, a myth is based on the principles of its author’s society, it 

holds its values and traditions and tries to preach them to its readers, and the new 

generation of readers as well, in other words, “myths are narratives that are transmitted 

from generation to generation with the aim of creating a sense of community within a 

specific society” (Oró and Mina, 2018, p.109). History is proof of the success of this 

influence, but it is also proof of the great need of ‘revising’ these stories with a 

contemporary, and most importantly, feminist approach. 

Fortunately, well-known feminist writers such as Mary Shelley, Angela Carter, Lorna 

Crozier, Margaret Atwood, or the author of the main work of this paper, Madeline Miller, 

 
4 As found in Brian Calvert, Plato and the Equality of Women (1975) 
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have already been working on the “need to redefine a patriarchal and anthropocentric 

vision of the world which clearly affects its organization” by “re-inscrib[ing] such myths 

by imagining new option for man/woman and human-being/natural-world relationships” 

(Oró and Mina, 2018, p.107). In other words, while mythology shapes literature, modern 

literature is also shaping mythology with modern perceptions. 

These women, along with male writers, of course, are creating new narratives of well-

known myths through a feminist perspective, “we know there’s another narrative that 

serves to be heard. And then another. […] They challenge our thinking and understanding 

of what we thought was the ‘truth’”, explains Crozier (2012, 1445), one of the authors 

mentioned above, about their path towards Gender Redefinition in myths. Atwood, for 

example, was able to deconstruct the concept of gender in her work The Penelopiad 

(2005), by giving a voice and control to Penelope instead of Odysseus while rewriting 

Homer’s Odyssey. Observing the work with Jung’s theory of the archetypes in mind, 

Penelope was associated with a submissive and faithful role in Homer’s work, but the 

Penelope from Atwood’s narrative challenges the “power relations present in The 

Odyssey; which glorified male figures and silenced female figures” (Mohamed and 

Gamila, 2019, p.4), thus, shaping the archetype. However, Jung’s theory on the collective 

unconscious comes into play, as well. Since the values and social conventions are 

‘images’ originated from our own minds, they cannot disappear completely if society 

does not change with it, which reflects the daily struggles of most real women in our 

modern society. “Sometimes it’s hard to know whether the whispering is coming from 

others or from the inside of your own head” (Atwood, 2018, p.23), Mohamed and Gamila 

(2019) attribute the whispers with the conventions of a patriarchal society, “which might 

eventually make them sound like a second nature” (Mohamed and Gamila, 2019, p.3). In 

Atwood’s Penelope, the character still presents doubts regarding her position as a 

“liberated” woman, who has detached herself from her archetype, but her re-writing 

represents a necessary step towards the ‘elimination’ of the stereotypical concepts of 

masculinity and femininity, even if it is a slow one, by portraying them as “discursive 

constructs of myths, traditional beliefs, practices, conventional patterns and norms” 

(Irshad and Banerji, 2013, p.36-37). 

 
5 In an interview with Elizabeth Philips, “Seeing Distance: Lorna Crozier’s Art of Paradox”. 
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Nonetheless, with the redefinition of the female gender found in myths in the rising, 

masculinity was put into a new perspective as well. However, studies on the male gender 

are fewer, and need to be treated more carefully, since it can turn into ‘men being victims 

of feminism’ really quickly by the male gaze. To give an example, as Raewyn Connell 

explains in her foreword to the third edition (2007) of Lynne Segal’s Slow Motion: 

Changing Masculinities, Changing Men (1990), during the 1990s there was a rising 

interest in the male gender among both, scholars and society. For scholars, research was 

showing how the economy and social factors were creating a mutability in the notion of 

masculinity, it was becoming more complex and showing “images of ‘softer’ aspects of 

‘masculinity, whether in the form of the ‘new man’ […], alongside more positive backing 

for notions of new, more engaged fathering” (Connell, quoted in Segal 2007, p.18). Lynne 

Segal research focuses on the ‘popular culture’ –among other matters regarding 

masculinity—, and its influence in society, since most people regarded the development 

as a ‘crisis’, in which men were the victims and in disadvantaged in relation to women. 

In Real Boys (2000), the psychiatrist William Pollack states that this ‘crisis’ is due to the 

‘rigid, now outmoded, codes of traditional manhood’ (Segal, 2007, p.19) which boys are 

still trying to conform, while the psychologist Christina Hoff Sommers contradicts him 

in her work The War Against Boys (2000), stating that boys are being ‘feminized’ by the 

modern currents of our culture. (Segal, 2007). In general, masculinity studies evoked an 

apprehensive response from all fronts, men and society seem to use them to go against 

women6, and feminists were worried “that those who helped promote the theoretical shift 

from Women’s to Gender Studies were encouraging men to occupy the institutional space 

they had fought so hard to create […], threatening its evolving women-centred outlook 

and epistemology” (Segal, 2007, p.20).  

The male characters of Homer’s poem, which amounts to more than 90% of them, are 

also shaped following an archetype. According to Christopher Ransom, who has 

researched on masculinity in the Iliad, in the poet’s narrative “childishness and 

effeminacy are often referred to in order to define masculine identity” (Ransom, 2011, 

p.36). This is portrayed in the way in which the characters are defined and the dialects 

are worded when men do not behave according to traditional gender roles; Whereas 

 
6 It was believed that these studies were taking away all progress made towards women’s liberation of the 
patriarchal conventions and could go against the fight for women’s rights. See Lynne Segal work on 
Masculinity, Slow Motion: Changing Masculinity, and on Feminism, Is the Future Female? (1984), for 
more information. 
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Odysseus compares his men with women and children when they want to go back home 

(Homer, Il. book II), Achilles compares Patroclus with a little girl who cries for her 

mother when the latter is crying for his fellow soldiers (B. XVII). Paris’s character is 

presented with constant descriptions following ‘feminine’ beauty standards during the 

poem, and consequently, he is associated with cowardice. Similarly, in book II, 

Amphimachus wears gold to the battlefield, material associated with women, and is killed 

violently soon after, “thus, the effeminised male, characterised by his feminine dress, is 

brought down by the ‘proper hero’, and the effeminate symbolically succumbs to the 

masculine” (Ransom, 2011, p.45).  

Nonetheless, the most obvious contrast between ‘masculinity’ and the ‘effeminate’ man 

is represented by the two Trojan brothers, Hector represents the “actualised masculine 

hero, motivated by shame, duty and the avoidance of criticism” while Paris is punished 

for “choosing glamour over gravity, pleasure over duty, unable to reinforce the masculine 

boundaries needed in order to realise a true epic masculine identity” (Ransom, 2011, 

p.56).  

Furthermore, along with gender, homosexuality is another factor in both Ancient Greece 

and the work analysed in this paper. K.J. Dover covered this subject in his book Greek 

Homosexuality (1978), in which he explains the concept of homosexuality for the Greek 

civilization and how it was perceived in old works, such as Homer’s Iliad. To start with, 

it is important to specify that homosexuality referred to relationships between two (or 

more) men, as “all Greek art, literature and archival material, with the exception of a little 

poetry surviving only in fragments and citations, was the work of males, and the evidence 

bearing upon female sexuality of any kind is exiguous” (Dover, 1978, p.2) and that they 

did not use labels as ‘homosexual’ or ‘heterosexual’, even if they knew that “each 

individual could differ in their sexual preferences” (Dover, 1978, p.2). They differentiated 

between Eros, “the divine personification of heterosexual and homosexual passion” 

(Dover, 1978, p.6), and Philia, a more general expression of love. It could be romantic 

but it was also used for family and friendship. Nonetheless, these two were exchangeable 

for some poets, Homer among them. Achilles and Patroclus are said to have shared both 

bonds by some historians, Dover as well, even if Homer does not mention anything that 

could be read as ‘Eros’ in her narrative. However, Miller decided to explore this 

relationship in her work, going as far as making it one of the main focus of the story, 



“NAME A HERO WHO WAS HAPPY” 

12 
 

which justifies that one of the aims of this paper is to analyse and compare their 

relationship in both works.  

Miller’s views regarding the main subjects surrounding gender studies and sexuality are 

quite adamant. Mythology is packed with stories in which the main character is a male 

hero and women are hardly present. However, in the rare case in which they have a more 

remarkable role, they are normally regarded as ‘unknowable’ or as witches, framing them 

as evil or denying them of a voice to tell their stories. Miller wants to create stories in 

which female characters or ‘forgotten’ second characters, such as Patroclus, are given the 

opportunity to get their own autonomy to tell their version of the classical stories. Thus, 

this paper aims to explore Madeline Miller’s work with a Gender Studies approach, 

paying attention to the construction of her ‘re-shaped’ characters by applying feminist 

theory learnt through de Beauvoir –and other female writers mentioned— and 

‘masculinity’ theory as explained by Segal –among other studies—.  Homer’s characters 

were heavily based on the patriarchally structured society of the poet, which implies the 

gender inequality and the reception towards ‘effeminate’ men and homosexuality in it. 

My main interest is to observe if Miller’s version of the Homeric characters differ from 

the ‘archetyped’ original ones, due to her views regarding gender equality, feminism and 

queer representation, and how Homer’s poem is perceived when these changes are 

incorporated to the epic narrative.  

2.3.The Iliad by Homer 
2.3.1. The importance of Homer and The Iliad in the history of Literature 

Before Shakespeare, Homer was the pioneer poet. Considered “the most poetic and first 

of the tragic poets” (607a2-3) by the Greek philosopher Plato, he is believed to be the 

author of classic texts such as The Iliad and The Odyssey, among others. However, there 

is no factual proof of Homer’s existence nor of his partaking on writing the widely famous 

works that are attributed to his person. Nonetheless, the mystery surrounding the poet and 

the influence of his work in the history of literature is undeniable.  

Starting with Homer as a person and poet, back in 1783, Nietzsche wondered, “where 

does the good man live? Why did he remain so long incognito? Apropos, can’t you get 

me a silhouette of him?” (Nietzsche, 2016, p.155), trying to grasp answers for the 

questions which have composed one of the greatest mysteries of literature. Tradition has 

created a popular image of the poet Homer, “a venerable blind singer who, surrounded 
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with an enormous prestige, traverse in an itinerant matter the cities of Greece, reciting in 

front of a large public the deeds of the warriors who gave their lives in the walls of Troy” 

(Martínez, 2016, p.10 [translated from Spanish]). But the term popular does not mean 

real, and over time, scholars needed to know more. They needed to go further on the 

poet’s life and work, and analysing the latter, it was hypothesized that he might have been 

blind due to a reference found on Hymns to Apollo, ‘a blind man who lives in Chios’ (I, 

172). Moreover, it was believed that he might have lived in Chios or Smyrna, since the 

dialect of the cities was the Kunstsprache, the ‘language of the arts’ which was used to 

write The Iliad and The Odyssey. Another estimated fact was the time he was alive, which 

is generally believed to be during the VIII b.C. since the structure of his poems and the 

objects found in them could not be older than 750 b.C. However, all these facts were 

Vitae Homeri narrations –Homer’s lives—, “fictional details fundamentally based on 

anecdotal passages combined with attempts to justify elements that were, in principle, 

contradictory.” (Martínez, 2016, p.12). The Vitae Homeri were the detonator for the 

Homeric Question to arise; the scholars needed to find answers for these multiple 

contradictions around Homer’s life, which put in doubt the very existence of the poet and 

the veracity of his work. Starting with the Library of Alexandria in the III century b.C., it 

has been left to rest and brought up with new discoveries and perspectives persistently, 

until recent times. Friedrich August Wolf, was the German philosopher who gave the 

concept its name and who raised one of the main arguments regarding the mystery in his 

work Prolegomena to Homer (1795). Wolf thought that both, The Iliad and The Odyssey, 

were written as shorter poems by different authors. The argumentative inconsistencies 

along with the repetition of epithets, verses and even scenes found in the works, only 

managed to support Wolf’s theory.  

It will not be until the 1920-1930s with the American scholar Milman Parry that a more 

concrete contribution will be made, and would rise Homer as a “silhouette, who now 

reappears as a master, and at the same time, the heir of an epic oral poetry tradition which 

remounted to many past generations” (Martínez, 2016, p.19). Parry was able to give a 

new perspective to the characteristics that defined the poet’s works through his theory on 

Oral Tradition.  Parry conducted “a detailed investigation of the Greek epic tradition from 

its smallest to largest components (from formulae to type-scenes to larger themes)” 

(Reece, 2019, p.115), which justified the ‘betrayal’ of their tradition of oral composition 

and transmission, when the words were put down in paper. Parry’s theory brought up the 
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idea of a poet who was able to improvise hexameter verses surrounding a mythological 

topic individually. Going forward, Bernard Knox (1990) was able to reinforce the idea of 

Homer as the individual author through the characteristics of his writing style. Among 

these characteristics, it is his use of silences and the simile that stands out; Many admire 

Homer for his capacity of writing complex characters, especially Ulysses, who is 

considered one of the best Homeric characters for his role main role in The Odyssey and 

his secondary, but essential, role in The Iliad. In fact, some scholars such as Martínez 

(2016) and Knox (1990), bring awareness to book IX of the Iliad, in which Ulysses had 

to deliver Agamemnon’s message of ‘forgiveness’ to Achilles –a message that although 

assuring the golden hero the return of all these treasures, does not carry an apology but a 

demand of submission (dmethéto)—, Ulysses kept quiet and managed to salvage the 

situation (Homer, Il. IX 115-161, 260-299). The small detail adds another layer to the 

complex character that so many writers, such as Joyce, Borges, Sophocles or Virgil 

among others, have tried to evoke in their pages, which Homer managed to do with just 

a well-placed silence (Martínez, 2016). Homer’s similes are also well-known for his 

capacity to evoke emotion by comparing epic characters and episodes with daily life 

situations and real people. To give an example, in book XV, when Apollo demolishes the 

Achaean’s wall, Homer compares it with a kid demolishing sandcastle at the beach (362-

364). In book XVII, when Patroclus is killed and Menelaus runs to cover his body, he is 

compared with a first-time mother cow who has just lost her baby calf, “braced like a 

mother cow lowing over a calf, her first-born, first labour-pangs she'd felt. So the red-

haired captain bestrode Patroclus now, shielding his corpse with spear and round buckler, 

burning to kill off any man who met him face-to-face” (Homer, Il. XVII, 5-9), a 

comparison which may seem out-of-place the first time you read it, but it manages to 

evoke a deeper sympathy towards these god-like characters that seem more human-like 

when they are made vulnerable. (Martínez, 2016) 

Martin L. West wrote a preface in Latin as the editor of The Iliad for the Bibliotheca 

Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana (1998-2000), in which he considered 

the work the unius munus fuit maximi poetae, the work of a unique and greatest poet. His 

contribution meant the consolidation of Homer as a real poet and the attribution of The 

Odyssey and The Iliad to his authority in the eyes of society and history. Nowadays, 

twenty years after West words, research is still being made and studies are still being 

written, re-written and re-interpreted about the Greek poet and its work. Whereas it is a 
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safe guess to say that new discoveries will be made in the future, it is also undeniable the 

influence of Homer on literature along history, as still nowadays, stories are being written 

based on his work. This paper deals with one of these new narratives of his work, as 

previously mentioned, The Song of Achilles (2011) by Madeline Miller. However, in 

order to comprehend Miller’s work, there is a need to go back to the original words by 

Homer which were the inspiration for the story, his poem The Iliad: 

Homer’s play starts with a confrontation between our main hero, Achilles, and 

Agamemnon over Chryseis. Agamemnon refuses to give the girl, whom he has taken as 

a war ‘trophy’, back to her father, which causes a plague created by the god Apollo that 

ends with the life of a great number of Achaeans. Achilles forces Agamemnon to return 

the girl, and at the same time, embarrasses him in front of all his men by calling him 

selfish and full of pride, doubting his leadership skills. Consequently, Agamemnon gives 

the girl back but takes Briseis, Achille’s war ‘trophy.  Achilles’ is furious and refuses to 

fight for Agamemnon and the Achaeans, going as far as asking his mother, the goddess 

Thetis to plead for the victory of the Trojans to the god Zeus. Zeus agrees to the plead 

and the army of the Achaeans falls swiftly into despair, precipitating Patroclus, Achilles’ 

companion and closest friend, death by Hector’s hand. Patroclus’ death is induced by his 

compassion, when feeling sorrow for his companions, decides to fight in Achilles’ name 

borrowing the hero’s armour and weapons. This episode will generate the return of 

Achilles to the Trojan war under the purpose of avenging his friend, and will end up with 

Hector’s death and his body being mutilated and dragged by the golden hero and his 

horses. The poem comes to an end with Hector’s father Priam, King of Troy, entering the 

enemy's camp without being seen, and asking Achilles’ for his son’s body back to give 

him the funeral he deserves. In the final scenes, Achilles accepts the request while having 

the conversation where Achilles “raising awareness on the suffering, his human condition 

will be restored. Looking into the old eyes of the king Priam, the hero recognises himself 

in them, and what he sees is not a beast or a god, but a being thoroughly human.” 

(Martínez, 2016, p.50 [translated from Spanish]) 

Homer’s work has survived thousands of years, and it will probably survive a thousand 

more. Although there were other important literary texts during Homer’s period of time, 

and after, according to Lowe, “Homer was the unattainable summit of the cultural canon, 

casting an enveloping shadow over all literary production” (Lowe, 2000, p.103). The 
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Illiad is still considered a model of how a narrative should be done along with its 

companion, The Odyssey, creating what Lowe (2000) calls “distinct narrative key 

signatures” (p.103) which all Western classical narratives were required to incorporate. 

Homer’s use of silence and the similes are an example of these key signature together 

with his clever management of time. The Illiad was “the articulation of a vast story, in a 

very long text, through a narrative universe” which managed to achieve a “gamelike 

closure”. (Lowe, 2000, p.104). It was through time, along with the use of direct speech, 

which gave the characters’ inner life a voice avoiding ‘extensive narratorial use of indirect 

discourse and psychological commentary’ (Lowe, 2000, p.104) that Homer managed to 

create a unique narration that would be remembered and repeated for centuries. 

Furthermore, its plot has been the main element to be carried out again and again along 

the history of literature. Homer’s story about heroes and gods, where war and honour go 

hand by hand, in which “the glory of those heroes goes together with their fighting skills, 

their courage and their audacity in a suicidal battle and the flow of their bronze weapons” 

(García, 2009, p.27-28 [translation from Spanish]), offers the values that most readers 

seem to feel attracted to when reading a story. However, Homer’s work went further, and 

created a piece more human and vulnerable which ends up creating a memorable work. 

The last book, in which Priam and Achilles get together and the former gives Hector’s 

body back to his father as both of them share their sorrow and admiration, is the best 

example of it. The episode reflects on the humanity of these characters, as well as the 

triumph of compassion, “it is the recognition of submission and pain, the finitude of the 

human condition. This proof of victory, perhaps fleeting and ephemeral, of humanity 

above cruelty and destruction is, without a doubt, the invention of the great poet Homer” 

(García, 2009, p.38) 

2.3.2. Characters 
 

Characters are indeed key elements in both versions of the story, Homer’s and Miller’s. 

It is through the characters that the authors are able to guide a rich narration entangled 

with adventure, philosophical and moral teachings. Since these teachings are a portrayal 

of the values of each author’s period, and personal ideology, it is essential to learn some 

basic information about the original version of the main characters, in order to appreciate 

the differences with Miller’s characters further on in the analysis part of this paper. 
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Achilles 

The greatest of all Greek warriors and most reputed male character from the Classical 

Greeks to nowadays, Achilles is the son of the goddess Thetis and the human Peleus, 

holding an unquestioned status as ‘the best of the Achaeans’. “We are reminded of his 

absolute supremacy throughout the poem, even during those long stretches for which he 

is absent from the battlefield” (Hornblower et alii, 2012, p.6). Despite being human, he 

has been gifted with such beauty and grace, that he is often compared with the gods. He 

is destined to be remembered for centuries and have songs written in his name, but 

consequently, he is doomed to die at a young age during the Trojan war. Achilles values 

honour and pride above all else, as it is seen repeatedly during the poem, which makes 

him childish and selfish, “the essence of the aristocratic ideal, the paragon of male beauty, 

courage and patrician manners” (Knox, 1990, p.63). Furthermore, he can be hateful and 

become extremely cruel and blind with rage when provoked by Patroclus’ death. 

Nonetheless, he shows signs of compassion and a gentle heart, especially when 

confronted with Priam’s grief, “he ceases to be godlike Achilles and becomes a human 

being in the whole sense of the word” (Knox, 1990, p.60) 

Patroclus 

Son of Menoetius, he is Achilles’s friend and companion. He is a secondary character, 

“but his fateful decision to try to save the Greeks by dressing in Achilles’ armour sets in 

motion the final act of the story” (Miller, 20127). Considered the kindest warrior by most 

characters, he is the noblest of the characters, despite being a really good fighter. He 

sacrificed his life for his men when confronted with an unjust situation, always trying to 

be merciful and just. Agamemnon himself considered him the best of the Achaeans, “Our 

best Achaean’s dead. Patroclus, a stunning loss to all our armies” (Homer, Il. XVII, 775-

776), and Briseis mourned his death, as the one was always kind. His knowledge of 

medicine and his close relationship with Achilles are the main elements of relevance for 

his character on Homer’s work. 

Briseis 

Daughter of Breiseus of Lyrnessus, she is Achille’s war ‘price’ and concubine. She has 

the smallest role of the four characters in the poem. However, she is essential for the 

 
7 Information obtained from Miller’s official webpage; madelinemiller.com 
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progress of the story, since she is the cause of Achilles refusal to fight in the Trojan war 

until Agamemnon returns her to him.  

The figure of the Greek poet, along with his work, has become one of the greatest pieces 

of literature in the history of humankind, influencing the development of the discipline 

and still being undeniably relevant. Consequently, it is essential to acquire some 

background knowledge of the Iliad, and his author, to grasp full comprehension of 

Miller’s re-writing and its analysis. Her version of Homer’s story is quite similar, but the 

essence of her characters is quite different to the one created by the poet, as it will be 

shown in the analysis part of this paper. However, it is crucial to learn about the original 

characters and their story in the poem created by Homer, in order to comprehend the 

reasons and importance behind Miller’s changes in her work when a Gender Studies 

approach is applied.  

2.4. Madeline Miller 

As it has already been pointed out in the previous sections, Madeline Miller’s debut novel, 

The Song of Achilles (2011) offers a combination of classical nostalgia, a revision on 

gender studies and a love story for the ages, wrapped up in an Orange Prize winner 

retelling of Homer’s Iliad, which was also considered a New York Times bestseller. 

Born in Boston, Massachusetts, and raised between New York City and Philadelphia, 

Miller was a student at Brown University and at the University of Chicago, along with 

her time at the previously mentioned Dramaturgy department at Yale University’s School 

of Drama. Mythology has always been present in Miller’s life; during her childhood with 

her mother reading her the classics as bed-time stories, at high school when her 

fascination for these stories drove her to ask her Latin professor to give her more reading 

material. It was still a constant in her life when she went to university and got her 

Bachelor’s Degree and her Master’s Degree in Classics.8 However, the inspiration for her 

novel did not stroked her until a close friend asked her to direct Shakespeare’s play 

Troilus and Cressida (1609), which was a loosed version of Homer’s Iliad. In a panel 

dedicated to her novel in The Center of Fiction9, Miller explained how she found herself 

 
8 Information obtained from Miller’s official webpage; madelinemiller.com  
9 A non-profit literary organization from the U.S. in which literary events take place regularly.  
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drawn towards the story before and after directing the play, especially to Patroclus 

character: 

“It really was always Patroclus from the beginning. Part of what I loved about him was 
the fact that he was a little bit mysterious, that there isn’t very much in the Iliad about 
Patroclus. You see how important he is to Achilles because of Achilles intense grief 
when Patroclus dies. But other than that, you just get little mentions here and there, but 
they are very tantalizing.” (Transcription of Miller’s panel for The Center of Fiction, 
2012) 

Moreover, she develops her answer a bit further, pointing out to Patroclus’ ‘gentle’ nature, 

which should have been considered a bad quality following Greek standards but, against 

all odds, is admired by most characters in Homer’s poem. Furthermore, Patroclus’ nature 

is a strong contrast to Achilles’ characterization of the greatest warrior, who is ferocious 

and beautiful. For Miller, their interactions in the Iliad were a glimpse into how profound 

their bond must have been. However, her work differs from the original version in a 

couple of details; as she explains in an interview that can be found in her official webpage. 

The relationship between Achilles and Patroclus in her novel is born out of friendship, 

but evolves into a romantic bond as they leave childhood behind. She jokes that the idea 

was stolen from Plato, which is actually a bit true. The idea of a romantic relationship 

between these two characters has always been pondered. Going back to Homer’s text, 

some scholars already interpreted the poet’s work as romantic, despite the lack of explicit 

content. Notwithstanding, it was Plato’s interpretation of their romantic relationship in 

Symposium (c. 385BC) and Aeschylus’ fragment from his lost tragedy, in which ‘frequent 

kisses’ are mentioned between the pair of lovers, which solidified Achilles and 

Patroclus’s relationship as one of the main subjects for debate in both classical and 

modern theories. 

Nonetheless, when dealing with a romantic relationship between two male characters set 

in a Greek myth, Miller had to take certain aspects into account. On the one hand, for 

Miller it was important to portray a healthy relationship between two men, a message of 

hope and love in a time and society when homophobia is still at the order of the day. As 

Miller explains in this respect, “I was deeply moved by the love between these two 

characters—whose respect and affection for each other, despite the horrors around them, 

model the kind of relationship we all can aspire to” (Miller, 2012, 1). On the other hand, 

the author wanted to erase all possibilities of connecting their relationship with the 
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Eromenos/Erastes ‘relationship’ exhibited in Archaic and Classical periods. As William 

A. Percy states in his work Pederasty and Pedagogy in Archaic Greece (1996), it was 

common for adult males (erastes) to get in romantic or sexual relationships with young 

boys (eromenos); “in his early twenties the young aristocratic lover (erastes) took a teen-

aged youth, the eromenos or beloved, to bond with and train before going on at about age 

thirty to matrimony and fatherhood” (Percy, 1996, p.1). The reason behind Miller’s 

refusal to create a story that could be connected with this type of relationship is that 

nowadays, this relationship will be accurately referred to as pederasty. Still, it has been 

debated if Achilles and Patroclus’s relationship could have fit into the defining 

characteristics that composed this type of relationships. Homer is the only one who could 

have answered this mystery, but as Miller explains in her panel for The Center of Fiction, 

there are more signs against than in favour of this idea as, for instance, the fact that when 

Homer wrote the Iliad, this concept was still non-existent10. Furthermore, both characters 

did not fit into the characteristics that defined each part of the relationship because 

“Achilles is the powerful one, he is the warrior, he is the strong one. He has to be lover11, 

he is the established guy, he is the oldest. But wait a minute, he is the most beautiful, so 

he has to be the younger one” (Transcription of Miller’s panel for The Center of Fiction, 

2012). In this quote, Miller points out how even the Athens constantly debated on how to 

assign each position and still, were unable to settle on an unanimous final decision. Thus, 

Percy agrees with Miller on how inconsistent this theory is when applied to Achilles and 

Patroclus’s relationship since “face with the Homeric portrait, classical Greeks had a 

problem deciding which one must have been the older. Some assigned the role of teacher-

lover to Achilles, others to Patroclus, imagining the essential difference in age required 

for pederastic liaisons of their own time” (Percy, 1996, p.39).  

Hence, Miller wanted to write about the relationship that Homer created in his poem, in 

which both characters are equals at an emotional level, even when Patroclus has no status 

and Achilles is considered almost a God among men. Along with her inclusive queer 

message, Miller’s novel also reflects on her position in the feminist movement. In a recent 

interview for her newest book Circe (2018), she explained how one of the reasons that 

 
10 It was introduced around the 5th century by Athens social norms.  
11 Another term to refer to the erastes. Eromenos were also referred to as Beloved. 



“NAME A HERO WHO WAS HAPPY” 

21 
 

motivated her to write her novels was the reactions of female students to the misogynistic 

values behind each myth. 

“There were all these sexist tropes. I remember being so frustrated by the flatness of 
Circe’s portrait and how she goes from being a powerful goddess, who turns men into 
pigs, to kneeling at Odysseus’s feet. It was so much to do with anxiety about women’s 
power, and how women have to be tamed” (Miller for iNews, 2019) 

Once she realised that she could “go back to Homer and change the original” (Miller), 

she decided to focus her novels on the ‘silenced voices’ from the Original works. It was 

the case in The Song of Achilles (2011) with Patroclus and it is the case with Circe (2018), 

in which the narrator is the goddess Circe from Homer’s Odyssey. Although it has been 

with her novel Circe that she has obtained international recognition for writing a feminist 

retelling of a classic, and rightfully so, The Song of Achilles (2011) is a reflection of 

gender equality and feminism as well. As it has already been mentioned, and would be 

further explored in the analysis of such book, gender roles are challenged by the main 

male characters of Miller’s novel, Achilles and Patroclus, but also by the female 

characters who were denied relevance in Homer’s original work, Briseis and the Goddess 

Thetis. Not only that, but Miller goes a step further with Thetis’ character and portrays 

these really human conflicts into the Gods, being Thetis the main representation of it in 

the book. Miller wanted to honour how terrifying and un-natural the Gods were, instead 

of falling into the comical side which has lately been featured in mythological retellings, 

at the same time, Miller intended to maintain a drop of humanity that would allow the 

reader to resonate and empathize with them.  

All in all, Madeline Miller wanted to create a new narrative for one of her favourite 

classics. She wanted to honour Homer and the poem who has endured generation after 

generation of new interpretations and revisions, but remain truthful to her ideology by 

incorporating a new approach based on gender studies, and queer inclusiveness.  
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3. ANALYSIS: Unravelling Madeline Miller’s Writing 

3.1. Patroclus: The voice behind the story 

The narrator in each one of Madeline Miller’s stories becomes a really relevant aspect for 

the American author, as it will be conductor between her message and the reader’s 

comprehension of it. Miller is not only trying to tell a new version of a renowned story, 

but she also wants the reader to gain a moral knowledge from it. She has stated in many 

interviews how difficult it is for her to find the right tone to tell her stories, due to this 

sense of responsibility to give back to those who were wronged by the ideologies 

encounter in the original text. Thus, it does not matter for her how many years she has to 

spend looking for it, the narrator is her guiding light when writing such important stories 

and she fully commits in her search for the adequate voice. For instance, it took Miller 

ten years to write The Song of Achilles (2011), and part of the reason her writing process 

was extended, was precisely for her indefatigable search for Patroclus’ voice. She even 

deleted five years’ worth of work in favour of a new version of the novel, in which the 

voice of the character she cared for so deeply felt more honest, as she states in an 

interview “I had found Patroclus' story, but I was still shaping his way of speaking, and I 

was relying too much on the diction of epic literature” (Miller, 2016). In addition, his 

personality and purpose in the novel were more in tone with the message she wanted to 

transmit: “I see Patroclus as a character who is dragged into the world of epic because he 

loves Achilles, not because it is his natural place. I wanted him to be shaped instead by 

the world of ancient lyric poetry, the poetry of love, friendship, internal emotion, daily 

life” (Miller, 2016) Consequently, with her decision of giving Patroclus the role of the 

narrator in The Song of Achilles (2011), she encompassed the main message behind each 

one of her works, allowing the voice of the ones who had been silenced be heard and tell 

their stories, namely, women, slaves and queer characters who were, apparently, 

unimportant for the old poets. 

“In writing this novel, I thought a lot about personal responsibility.  Patroclus is not an 
epic person; the way Achilles is.  He’s an “ordinary” man.  But he has more power than 
he thinks, and the moments where he reaches out to others and offers what he sees as 
his very modest assistance have huge positive ramifications”. (Miller, 2011) 

In addition, Patroclus’ perspective as the observer of the story and composer of the 

narrative, brings an awareness, a truth, towards the problematic aspects presented in the 

culture and traditions of Ancient Greece. Their perspective on gender roles and slavery 
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being the most concerning ones.  As it is seen in Homer’s work, slavery was accepted and 

perpetuated by the Greeks, mainly because they took the common men and women from 

the land they conquered as hand laboured for agricultural and domestic servitude. This 

practice was accepted and regarded as necessary by many well-known writers and 

philosophers, Aristotle being the most notable. (Roberts, 2007). Most female slaves, and 

some male slaves, end up being bed companions for their masters, which is related to the 

ideologies the Ancient Greece society had of gender roles. Contrary to our distinction 

between gender and sex, for the Greeks, both terms were strictly the same. Moreover, 

while our contemporary views of masculinity and femininity have expanded to a wide 

spectrum of behaviours and social norms, that was not the case for the ancient society. 

Their views on masculinity, especially, were narrowminded to “not only the physical 

form of a stereotypical Homeric hero, but also the mental traits — strength, physical skill, 

courage” (London, 2019), which could become a problem for those men who did not fit 

those standards. Patroclus is one of those men, whose feelings and attributes were more 

aligned with those of women according to femininity standards. As de Beauvoir (1949) 

mentioned and discussed in her work, Greek philosophers portrayed a realistic vision of 

the old biological conventions that ruled the Greek society. The male sex was regarded 

as superior while the female sex was equal to an animal that had to be dominated, no 

matter if the woman in question was free or a slave, their rights were scant and hardly 

respected. In the Iliad, these ideologies are recognizable in the way all female characters 

are treated by men and by the admonishment Patroclus’ is exposed to by those who see 

him as not masculine enough. Miller is able to use Patroclus’ perspective to show a 

realistic new interpretation of the already existent events and characters from Homer’s 

poem, taking a step further and infusing her narrative with a critic towards the ancient 

Greek ideologies that would be frown upon by contemporary standards. Patroclus is 

presented as a clever and morally driven man in the Iliad, which works in favour for 

Miller, as she can use Homer’s descriptions to have a ‘neutral’ and ‘keen’ narrator in her 

novel, whose ability to see through the intentions and true nature of most characters brings 

a whole new meaning to the classic. Moreover, even after Patroclus dies, he prevails as 

the narrator of the story. He watches, as a ghost, over his loved ones, Achilles and Briseis, 

until both of them leave the land of the living as well. His position as an omnipresent 

being brings a realistic interpretation of the final moments narrated in Homer’s poem, and 

what comes after in Miller’s interpretation –Achilles and Briseis’ death and the fall of 

Troy—.    
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Notwithstanding, while he is still alive, one of Patroclus’ earliest interventions with the 

original work takes place with his opinion regarding King Peleus, Achilles’ father. He 

frowns over the old man’s decision of raping the Goddess Thetis, even if it was instructed 

by the gods, and it plants a seed of doubt over the apparent well-known kindness of the 

King of Phthia. Although Patroclus’ appreciates Peleus kindness for giving him and other 

exiled boys shelter, he sees the gains behind this ‘selfless’ act, “here is where I tasted the 

full truth of Peleus’ kindness: well-trained and indebted, we would one day make him a 

fine army” (Miller, 2012, p.23). Similarly, Patroclus’ perception of other important 

characters plays a very important role in the new perspective of the classical text. For 

example, he is aware of Odysseus strategical –and sometimes manipulative— mind, “I 

should have known that Odysseus would not come with tawdry blackmail as his only 

coin. The stories named him polutrops, the man of many turnings.” (Miller, 2012, p.155). 

His capacity of observation constructs Miller’s Patroclus as one of the few Homeric 

characters who is able to read Odysseus, “it almost made me want to like him. But I had 

seen his smiles too often now” (Miller, 2012, p.163), who is “renowned as a master 

strategist and as the most clever and ingenious of the Greek kings and warriors” (Prophet, 

2012, p.24). Although Odysseus is not the cruellest nor the most judgemental character 

in the Iliad, he is still really manipulative and cool headed when it comes to his own gain. 

In Miller’s novel, he shares those traits with his original counterpart. As Patroclus is able 

to see these traits from early on in the story, he points out to certain behaviours from the 

king of Ithaca in his narration that would be morally questionable; the most obvious 

examples being Odysseus remarks about Patroclus’ and Achilles’ relationship, his 

acceptance towards the treatment received by the female slaves and the bloodbaths during 

the raids. Nonetheless, Patroclus and Odysseus share a bond based on mutual respect and 

admiration for the other, which is sealed with their last interaction, Patroclus already a 

ghost and asking for his help as a last respect, which Miller rewrites in the following 

terms, “Our peace is in your head” (Miller, 2012, p.345), emphasizing the evolution of 

Odysseus character over the length of the story. Odysseus tries and fails to do good on 

his promise, but in his words there is proof of how his perspective of the Greek 

conventions/ideologies he had always followed has changed. While in his early 

apparitions he frowned upon Patroclus’ for his ‘weak’ demeanour and the ‘shameful’ 

relationship with Achilles, his last words about Patroclus are full of respect and 

admiration for the boy and he compares the strength and love of their relationship with 

the one he shares with his wife. Patroclus’ narration confirms the honesty behind 
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Odysseus’ words, reassuring the reader of the authenticity of his evolution12, which 

results in a bittersweet goodbye for these two heroes.  

“Let it be remembered I tried.” 
“I remember.”  

                                   (Miller, 2012, p.348) 

In a more general sense, Patroclus’ perception in matters such as female slavery, domestic 

and sexual abuse and the consequences of war become a fundamental aspect of the novel. 

Although these topics will be dealt with in detail further on, it is essential to establish 

some basic differences between Patroclus’ view of them –which could be considered the 

author’s modern ideology— and Homer’s view of them in the Iliad. From early on in the 

novel, when Patroclus’ childhood is narrated, he is already aware of the commonly 

accepted mistreatment towards women in his society. Her mother is physically abused by 

his father, and ignored and laughed at by everyone else due to a mental illness which is 

not named in the story. Consequently, Patroclus’ is fairly quick to detect when similar 

treatments are inflicted into other characters, especially women. His ‘explanation’ of 

Achilles’ parents ‘union’ show how against he is of the vision his society has of women. 

He defines the encounter between his parents as ‘the story of Thetis’ ravishment’ (Miller, 

2012, p.18). To ‘ravish’ someone, is a synonym for raping someone, according to the 

Cambridge Dictionary, an act frowned upon by Patroclus no matter the situation, 

something no other male character in both Miller’s novel and Homer’s poem, is able to 

do. Not even Achilles. While the latter has no interest in the female sex due to his 

sexuality and his relationship with Patroclus, he does not object when others take 

advantage of female slaves or war ‘trophies’. On the contrary, while Patroclus does, in 

fact, feel attraction towards different women during the story, he is clearly uneasy and 

against the sexual violence inflicted on women so common of his culture. He reflects on 

it in different occasions during the novel; with Thetis’s rape, as mentioned above, with 

“those serving girls with their lowered eyes and obedience” (Miller, 2012, p.56) whose 

only use was to be “spear-wives and bed slaves” (Miller, 2012, p.214). He even tries to 

help them in different occasions, which is seen as a weakness by other male characters, 

by asking Achilles to take them as his war trophies and avoid the other soldiers to abuse 

them.  

 
12 An evolution that Miller keeps polishing on her next novel Circe (2018) 
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At night they served in other ways, and I cringed at the cries that reached even our 

corner of the camp. I tried not to think of their burnt villages and dead fathers, but it was 

difficult to banish. The raids were stamped on every one of the girls’ faces, large smears 

of grief that kept their eyes as wobbling and sloppy as the buckets that swung into their 

legs. And bruises too, from fists or elbows, and sometimes perfect circles—spear butts, 

to the forehead or temple. I could barely watch these girls as they stumbled into camp 

to be parcelled off. I sent Achilles out to ask for them, to seek as many as he could 

(Miller, 2012, p.218-19). 

Patroclus’ attachment towards these girls is already present on Homer’s original work, he 

presents himself in a much gentle manner towards them and Briseis’ is devastated by his 

death, “So now I mourn your death-I will never stop. You were always kind." (Homer, Il. 

XIX, 55-56). However, whereas he was good and sweet to them in Homer’s poem, he 

still did not go a step further to help these girls, In Miller’s novel he does take that step, 

as it comes across in the quote above, these girls were being brutally abused through 

physical and sexual violence and the trauma of having been taken away from their 

families by force, after watching them die at the hands of the same men who now expected 

their services. As it has been previously established following the theories on gender and 

feminism of renowned authors such as de Beauvoir (1949) and Ransom (2011), among 

others, the Greek society was shaped by strictly conventional patterns and norms, in 

which women were degraded and objectified by the same male figures who have been 

glorified through centuries. It is through her narrator, Patroclus, that Miller intends to 

shine a light into this unfair discrimination towards the female characters who were 

created to be plot-points in the heroes’ stories.  

Another important subject in Patroclus’ narration is his vision of the war. In Homer’s 

Iliad, all men are presented as ruthless soldiers, whose honour and glory are the final 

achievement, no matter the cost. In Miller’s version, war and especially the aftermath are 

approached from the perspective of someone who is not a soldier nor he wants to be one. 

He is confronted about his lack of fighting skills in repeated occasions, but when he is 

presented with the opportunity of learning such skills by Chiron, he refuses. Opting for 

learning medicine, a skill that seems fitting for someone who lives to help everyone. 

Nonetheless, towards the end of the novel, when he goes to fight in Achilles’ name, he is 

consumed by the ‘adrenaline’ of the fight and he proofs how he was actually a decent 

fighter, which accentuates the importance of his decision of not fighting until that 
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moment. Patroclus’ refusal to become a soldier is not based on his lack of fighting skills 

but on his loathing for it. For Patroclus, a man who has been exiled and does not possess 

a title nor needs to defend his honour and his kingdom, war means only one thing, death. 

He is aware of the ravages occasioned by the war, he mourned his fellow soldiers as he 

mourned the fallen Trojans and the innocent lives lost in the early raids, “no man is worth 

more than another, wherever he is from” (Miller, 2012, p.283). It is his sorrow towards 

his dying companions, when Achilles refuses to fight, which evokes in him the need to 

convince Achilles through any method to resume the war. Moreover, it is the same feeling 

which ends up forcing him into battle as ‘Achilles’, and ends up claiming his life.  

When Odysseus is trying to convince Pyrrhus, Achilles’ son, of engraving Patroclus’ 

name in his shared grave with Achilles, he pronounces the following words in reference 

to Patroclus, “Some men gain glory after they die, while others fade. What is admired in 

one generation is abhorred in another” (Miller, 2012, p.147). The message these words 

carry perfectly encompasses the importance of having Patroclus as the narrator of this 

story, because “most of us aren’t Achilles—but we can still be Patroclus.  What does it 

mean to try to be an ethical person in a violent world?” (Miller, 2011)13. Nonetheless, 

history is always changing, and while in Homer’s time, it was the god-like heroes and the 

best-skilled fighters who were remembered and adored, nowadays, it is those who 

prevailed noble and in touch with their moral sense, the ones who are admired. That is 

the reason why the sensitivity conveyed through Patroclus’ narrative, allows the reader 

to question the roles attributed to the different characters in the story according to their 

gender. All of them had certain behaviours and social norms they were supposed to 

performed because of who they were and who they loved. But Patroclus defied the 

ideologies that had been perpetuated by his society for centuries, daring to break the 

standards that a man had to respect to be respected in return. It is through his sensitivity 

towards other characters, towards imposed gender roles which he considers unfair, 

towards the unfair treatment that women experiences by men that he changed the 

perspective of Homer’s poem. By daring to fall in love with another man and not being 

ashamed of it in a society in which such relationships were ridiculed and threatened; by 

desiring and trying to fight for what de Beauvoir (1949) would qualify as equality among 

all beings; by having a more humanistic view of his own society and believing that all 

 
13 Information obtained from Miller’s official webpage; madelinemiller.com 
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ideologies could be changed for the better, Patroclus narration becomes a glimmer of 

hope for all those readers that may feel identified with the characters who are not the 

heroes. All those characters who have always been the victims but that modern narratives 

are giving them a voice to revendicate their rights. 

3.2. Gender Roles and Sexuality in Miller’s interpretation of Achilles and Patroclus 

Homer’s Iliad starts with the following words, “Rage-Goddess. sing the rage of Peleus' 

son Achilles, murderous. Doomed. That cost the Achaeans countless losses, hurling down 

to the House of Death so many sturdy souls” (Homer, Il. I, 1), which clearly points out to 

a story about war and gods. A story in which the relationship between two characters, the 

boy who is considered the main protagonist of the story, and his friends, his therapon14, 

who is hardly present in the story but ends up unleashing the climax of the classical text 

with his death is described. With Patroclus’ death, Achilles rage is unleashed, and the 

‘prophecy’ promise in the very first lines of Homer’s poem come into effect. Evoking an 

inevitable curiosity in most readers, regarding the great depth of the relationship between 

these two boys, which was able to change the course of a ten years war. James N. 

Davidson, in his book The Greeks and Greek Love (2007) identifies their relationship as 

“central to the plot of the Iliad (…)” and being ”by far the most emotionally intense in 

the poem, and the climax of the Iliad is engineered around it” (Davidson, 2007, p.256-7).  

As it has been previously mentioned, Madeline Miller agrees with this statement, and her 

novel is a validation of it. However, although the main message of Homer’s story prevails, 

her version contains a few alterations on the portrayal of Achilles’ and Patroclus’ 

characterization and their relationship. To begin with, as it has been analysed above, 

Miller wanted to stay far away from any possibility to compare the relationship portrayed 

in her story with the commonly known Erastes and Eromenos pedophilic relationships. 

One of the techniques used to achieve her goal, was to established a closer age-gap 

between the two boys15, among other smaller details.  And that is how we found them in 

the beginning of her story and of this analysis, as childhood best friends whose union 

would change their paths forever.  

 
14 “A brother-in-arms sworn to a prince by blood oaths and love” (Miller, 2012, p.35). 
15 There are no clear evidences of any of the boys’ ages in Homer’s Iliad, Patroclus is believed to be older 
due to a few mentions of facial hair in contrast to Achilles’ shaved face. Moreover, Patroclus seems slightly 
older in the famous art work Achilles Binding Patroclus’ Wound by the Sosias Painter (c.500 BC) 
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Despite their relationship being the central point of Miller’s story, it is the rich evolution 

of both characters what has set in stone her novel as one of the most well-known 

rewritings of the Iliad, and a brilliant piece of fiction. Contrary to Homer’s decision of 

starting his poem with both characters already grown up and about to immerse themselves 

into the Trojan war, Miller goes back in time and sets the beginning of her story with both 

of them as children. Her clever decision, allows the reader to get to know them in more 

depth and enhances the evolution of both characters during the story: 

“Homer’s Achilles is clearly the model for the tragic hero of the Sophoclean stage; his 
stubbornness, passionate devotion to an ideal image of self is the same force that drives 
Antigone, Oedipus, Ajax and Philoctetes to the fulfilment of their destinies. Homer’s 
Achilles is also, for archaic Greek society, the essence of the aristocratic ideal, the 
paragon of male beauty, courage and patrician manners” (Knox, 1990, p.63) 

Notwithstanding, Miller’s Achilles is a bit more complex. Although he is still considered 

Aristos Achaion16 by most characters –and even himself—, Miller develops a more 

complex personality with small strokes of historical data about the epic hero, constructing 

Achilles’ image beyond the war and the glory which consume his character in Homer’s 

poem. This is how Patroclus introduces the character in the novel: “I learned that he was 

not so dignified as he looked. Beneath his poise and stillness was another face, full of 

mischief and faceted like a gem, […] He was like a flame himself. […] I stopped watching 

for ridicule, the scorpion’s tail hidden in his words. He said what he meant; he was 

puzzled if you did not. Some people might have mistaken this for simplicity. But is it not 

a sort of genius to cut always to the heart?” (Miller, 2012, p.41). Patroclus’ words when 

he starts developing a kindship towards Achilles, can be read as an awareness of the true 

nature of the boy, Achilles, who has been promised to be the greatest of the Greeks. 

Despite not always being objective, Patroclus’ narrates from that point onwards; thus, in 

Patroclus’s narrative, Achilles his best attributes but also his deepest flaws are described. 

Similarly to the case of the Iliad, during the war, Achilles is presented as a man who has 

lost his sense of right and wrong in his obsession with the war and his honour, becoming 

especially selfish and childish when the latter is threatened by Agamemnon. Even 

Patroclus, who has been benevolent and patient with him during all their lives together, 

starts realising of the shift in his attitude, “He is giving a show, I know, of grace, of 

tolerance, and my teeth clench at the calmness in his tone. He likes this image of himself, 

the wronged young man, stoically accepting the theft of his prize, a martyrdom for the 

 
16 “The best of the Achaeans”. 
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whole camp to see” (Miller, 2012, p.273), and he does not recognise the boy who holds 

his heart in the men who chooses his hubris17 over everything and everyone else. 

“I watch him leave. My stomach feels burned to cinders; my palms ache where my nails 
have cut into them. I do not know this man, I think. He is no one I have ever seen before. 
My rage towards him is hot as blood. I will never forgive him. I imagine tearing down 
our tent, smashing the lyre, stabbing myself in the stomach and bleeding to death. I want 
to see his face broken with grief and regret. I want to shatter the cold mask of stone that 
has slipped down over the boy I knew.” (Miller, 2012, p.274) 

The words above are pronounced by Patroclus’ when Achilles allows Agamemnon to 

take Briseis away from them as a punishment for Achilles’ condescending behaviour. 

Patroclus rushes into pleas for Achilles’ intervention, as it is clearly implied that the girl 

will be raped and abused by the X king. But Achilles refuses. His refusal to help Briseis 

along with the long years he stands aside from the war as a protest for Agamemnon 

offense, enact a resentment towards him in most men. When he dies, many do not weep 

for him as they still hold him and his pride accountable of the death of many of his fellow 

companions, Patroclus’ among the fallen. The Achilles of these pages is quite different 

from the one described during the rest of the novel, “he is lost in Agamemnon and 

Odysseus’ wily double meanings, their lies and games of power. They have confounded 

him, tied him to a stake and baited him” (Miller, 2012, p.299). But even if Patroclus’ is 

able to forgive his actions and justified them, they cannot be disregarded from a modern 

perspective. The Achilles who is present during most of Miller’s novel, is closer to 

Segal’s canon on new masculinity, he is playful and “guileless, full of mischief, but 

without malice” (Miller, 2012, p.299). He treats everyone with respect and as equals, not 

holding his titles above their heads. He is not afraid of being gentle and shows his 

vulnerability over matters that are important for him, his insecurities regarding his worth 

as Patroclus’ beloved, his doubts in his capacity of becoming a Hero, his uneasiness 

towards Thetis’ offer of becoming a God. The lack of embarrassment in dressing as a girl 

or being confronted about it18, as well as his ferocity protecting Patroclus and their 

relationship even when it could endanger his reputation. But the Achilles who is presented 

during the length of the Trojan War is closer to the ideologies behind Homer’s poem, and 

consequently, of the patriarchal concepts of toxic masculinity and the abuse of power by 

 
17 “Our word for arrogance that scrapes the stars, for violence and towering rage as ugly as the gods.” 
(Miller, 2012, p.280) 
18 Which is quite striking since in their society, “people reserved their ugliest names for men who acted like 
women; lives were lost over such insults” (Miller, 2012, p.154). 
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the male gender. Christopher McClean states in his article, based on Segal’s theory on 

Masculinity (1990), that “For men, two things seem to go inextricably together—the 

desire for power and the fear of failure” (McClean, 1997, p.83) and how when they are 

confronted with a situation where they may lose control of their power, “emotional 

numbness or indifference is a powerful weapon—it allows a person to inflict pain on 

others without being affected or swayed.” (McClean, 1997, p.87). Achilles behaviour 

during the war seems to fit McClean, among other scholars, criteria in how masculinity 

can affect men as “no boy escapes the knowledge of the severities of ‘manliness’ in our 

society, and those who feel they have not achieved it live with lingering self-doubt, self-

diminishment’ (French, 1991, p.578).  

Following Carl Jung’s theory on the Archetypes, the Achilles from Homer’s poem is 

clearly registered as The Hero19. His Hero’s journey has been written before he was even 

born, he has a ‘tangent’ prize –symbolized by ‘winning’ Briseis and the death of his 

enemy, Hector—, but most important than love, wealth or even his life, his greatest prize 

is the fulfilled promise of honour and glory, of songs written about him. Nonetheless, in 

Homer’s Iliad, his love for Patroclus is still his greatest weakness, the only ‘unselfish’ 

aspect of his Hero façade. Miller’s version of the epic hero ends up not being a totally re-

invented version of Homer’s character, as previously assumed. Instead, she re-writes 

Homer’s Achilles by filling the small gasps with a narrator who has fully comprehension 

of the hero’s identity, if not his exact thoughts, attaining a character who is expanded 

outside Jung’s archetype of the Hero. The essence behind Miller’s character is the one 

created by Homer in his poem, but in this modern version, he is presented as a human 

being from whom greatness is expected and whose role is already delineated during the 

development story. 

The culture of masculinity and having clear-out gender roles bears a negative impact in 

Patroclus as well, as it has already been mentioned a few pages back. However, it is 

beneficial for this analysis to discuss some specific topics about the narrator of Miller’s 

story. Contrary to Achilles, Patroclus faced the consequences of not fitting the 

masculinity standards of his time, from early on in his childhood. As McClean states, 

“Masculinity is often most clearly defined in terms of what it is not—what it is afraid of 

 
19 Defined by the Webster Dictionary as “a mythological or legendary figure often of divine 
descent endowed with great strength or ability”. 
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being—and what men most definitely are not is women. Men are men because they don’t 

cry, don’t feel, and don’t need” (McClean, 1997, p,84); thus, what we find in the story is 

that Patroclus does not fit with the proper behaviour expected from a masculine man, --

none of the male characters does, but he is the most obvious one--.  The male characters 

around him are aware of his difference and they are not shy on letting him know, starting 

with his father20: “I became a disappointment: small, slight. I was not fast. I was not 

strong. I could not sing” (Miller, 2012, p.1). Simultaneously, his exile is the result of him 

killing a boy by accident. The unfortunate circumstances took place when a noble’s son 

called him a coward, “your father thinks you are. I heard him tell my father so” (Miller, 

2012, p.16), and Patroclus’ pushed him too hard and the boy fell into a land of rocks and 

grass, splitting his head open. Once again, it is a cutting remark based on the toxicity of 

masculinity, which ends up evoking an aggressive response from a male character. 

Except, Patroclus’ reaction to these events becomes the pivotal reason for his evolution 

during the story and his contraposition with the rest of male characters. It is clear, that 

Miller used the lack of information regarding his character as a blank canvas in which she 

could insert the idea of New Masculinity seen in Segal’s work, even if it was not 

intentional. Her version of his character is the voice of reason among the customs of the 

ancient Greece, the one who frowns upon the misogynistic conventions of his culture and 

tries to help all those who are affected by them. His character is the epithet of courage 

and self-sacrifice. He is the moral compass who lets himself be guided by his heard and 

his compassion when all the other male characters are being guided by their eagerness of 

power and glory. A fact that is acknowledge by most characters in both Homer’s poem 

and Miller’s novel21. But at the end of the day, Patroclus’ cannot save everyone nor can 

he change the laws established by his gods. He struggles during the whole novel with the 

helplessness and sorrow of having to watch how his fellow soldiers are killed, women 

keep getting kidnapped and raped (by his own friends) and innocent people keep losing 

 
20 Some examples: “My own father watches with envy. […] He turns to me. ‘That is what a son should be’” 
(Miller, 2012, p.3). “My father had spent his life scrabbling to keep his kingdom, and would not risk losing 
it over such a son as me.” (Miller, 2012, p.17). “I understood, now, the disgust in my father’s eyes. His 
moron son, confessing all. I recalled how his jaw had hardened as I spoke. He does not deserve to be a 
king.” (Miller, 2012, p.48).  
21 “Our best Achaean’s dead. Patroclus, a stunning loss to all our armies!” (Il. 17: 775-6) are Agamemnon 
words in the face of his death in the classical poem. In Miller’s novel, it is portrayed in the form of a 
prophecy, “the best of the Myrmidons will die before two years have passed” (Miller, 2012, p. 250) and in 
Briseis’ grieving words, “He was worth ten of you. Ten! And you sent him to his death!” (Miller, 2012, 
p.323). 
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their lives in a war based on pride. The British professor Oliver Taplin said that “the 

epithet ἐνηής (kind) is especially his” in reference to Homer’s Patroclus, which seems 

extremely appropriate for Miller’s version of the character as well. As in the end, it is that 

compassion that sends Patroclus to his death.  

“And the last image I see is of Hector, leaning seriously over me, twisting his spear 
inside me as if he is stirring a pot. The last thing I think is: Achilles.” (Miller, 2012, 
p.319) 

It is oddly fitting for his character how even in death he is thinking on the well-being of 

other characters, in humanity as a whole really, since his main concern has always been 

how many people would have to die for the war to be over. Nonetheless, in his last 

moments he is a bit selfish and he reserves them especially for Achilles, spending them 

in regret and anguish, as he realises that it would be Hector who kills him. He recognizes 

the consequences of Hector killing him, because he knows the prophecy, “Hector’s death 

will be first. This is all I am given to know” (Miller, 2012, p.160), and then Achilles will 

fall. He understands the bittersweet irony of being him, who has spent years begging 

Achilles to not kill the Trojan hero, who is the catalyst of Hector’s death, and 

consequently, Achilles’s death. Whereas he was at fault of those deaths in Homer’s Iliad 

or in Miller’s The Song of Achilles (2011), or was just another play orchestrated by the 

gods22 impossible to intervene with, Patroclus blames himself for succumbing to the 

temptation of war and the darkest parts of himself who lust over the feeling of ‘finally’ 

fit into Achilles world of blood and ashes: 

“Perhaps it was the armour, moulding me. Perhaps it was the years of watching him. 
But the position my shoulder found was not the old wobbling awkwardness. It was 
higher, stronger, a perfect balance. And then, before I could think about what I did, I 
threw—a long straight spiral into the breast of a Trojan. […] I am relentless, unerring, 
skirting buckles and bronze to tear flesh that spills red like the jagged puncture of a 
wineskin. From my days in the white tent I know every frailty they have. It is so easy.” 
(Miller, 2012, p.312-14) 

Without doubt, in these few pages before his death when he is fighting in Achilles’s name, 

Miller presents her darkest version of Patroclus, his aristeia23. However, while he is 

fighting Trojan soldiers his mind is set in a clear goal, “We have lost ten years, and so 

 
22 In the Iliad, “Zeus who marshals the thunderheads replied, […] This powerful Hector will never quit the 
fighting, not till swift Achilles rises beside the ships that day they battle against the high stems, pinned in 
the fatal straits and grappling for the body of Patroclus” (Il. VIII, 541-550) 
 
23 The representation of a hero’s finest moment of bravery. (Russell, 2018) 
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many more men, and Achilles will die, because of them. No more.” (Miller, 2012, p.316). 

Although it is not excuse for these actions, this contraposition between his desire of 

fighting to end the war, and Achilles (or most soldiers) hunger for the war in itself, it 

seems reasonable that a character who has come to despite war24 and what it would mean 

for the person he loves the most, would react in such manner when confronted with such 

an extreme situation. It ends up being almost poetic how both main characters’ darkest 

moments are instigated by the fear of losing each other, in Patroclus’ case, and the grief 

of already having lost him, for Achilles. 

“He has a tender heart. An admirable quality, surely. […] May I give you some advice? 
If you are truly his friend, you will help him leave this soft heart behind. He’s going to 
Troy to kill men, not rescue them. […] He is a weapon, a killer. Do not forget it. You 
can use a spear as a walking stick, but that will not change its nature.” (Miller, 2012, p. 
195) 

The relationship between these two characters clearly becomes the driving force of the 

novel. They are quite different from the start, whereas one is a prince and expected to be 

“the best the gods have ever made” (Miller, 2012, p.196), the other hold no titles nor 

worth in the eyes of those who value the conventional ideologies of what a man should 

be. But against all odds, they bring up the best version of each other when they are 

together. Their relationship feels realistic in an epic story that nowadays would be 

considered fantasy, because it is full of ups and downs. Both of them get angry at each 

other and let their insecurities get the best of them from time to time, but they remain 

faithful to the truest version of their companion, as the only person who fully knowns 

them is the other. The novel offers an inside on homosexual relationships in the Greek 

society, in which “a man often took a wife before his beard was fully fledged” (Miller, 

2012, p.55) and was not expected to keep a male companion once he came of age. Achilles 

and Patroclus’ refused to participate in such traditions –although Achilles does secretly 

marry princess Deidameia and lays twice with her, deceived by Thetis—, and are teased 

by the other men. Odysseus, though, is the only one to strike a clear reaction with his 

words, “One tent’s enough, I hope? I’ve heard that you prefer to share. Rooms and 

bedrolls both, they say. […] here is no need for shame— it’s a common enough thing 

among boys. Though you’re not really boys any longer” (Miller, 2012, p.165), making 

 
24 Until that moment, he did not want to fight in any occasion. Furthermore, the days he is forced to go into 
battle, he does not actually fight at all; “I did not kill anyone, or even attempt to. At the end of the morning 
hours and hours of nauseating chaos, my eyes were sun-blind and my hand ached with gripping my spear 
–though I had used it more often to lean on than threaten” (Miller, 2012, p.226) 
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them feel exposed and realising how it could affect Achilles’ reputation. Nonetheless, 

when Odysseus suggest that they leave their relationship behind, or at least a secret, 

during the war, which Patroclus’ is willing to do if Achilles wishes to, the latter promptly 

refuses, “I have given enough to them. I will not give them this.” (Miller, 2012, p.166). 

Over the course of the story, both characters repeatedly prove the love they share for the 

other, enhancing how it becomes the driving force for their actions and decisions. 

“’Name one hero who was happy.’ I considered. Heracles went mad and killed his 
family; Theseus lost his bride and father; Jason’s children and new wife were murdered 
by his old; Bellerophon killed the Chimera but was crippled by the fall from Pegasus’ 
back.  ‘You can’t.’ He was sitting up now, leaning forward. ‘I can’t.’ ‘I know. They 
never let you be famous and happy.’ He lifted an eyebrow. ‘I’ll tell you a secret.’ ‘Tell 
me.’ I loved it when he was like this. ‘m going to be the first.’ He took my palm and 
held it to his. ‘Swear it.’ ‘Why me?’ ‘Because you’re the reason. Swear it.’ ‘I swear it’.” 
(Miller, 2012, p.98) 

 

3.3. Briseis and the Feminist Approach  
In a great number of interviews, Miller has mentioned her position inside the Feminist 

Movement. She considers herself a feminist, and desires to bring her feminist views into 

the stories she writes, with the purpose of giving a voice to all those characters who have 

been silenced by history. In an interview she did last summer with Cannel 4 News, she 

explained how among these silenced characters, women take the first place of importance 

for her, wanting to ‘challenge’ the classics, as for them, they were not important nor 

impressive enough for the Epic genre. Although it is in her second novel, Circe (2018) 

where Miller’s feminist approach in her writing is clearer –the novel was written during 

a moment in which the Me Too movement and the Feminist Strikes were rising 

considerably—, in The Song of Achilles (2011), her prose already displays her alignment 

with the ideologies of feminist authors such as Simone de Beauvoir, Lynne Segal or 

Angela Carter, which have been previously discussed. In the same interview, she 

mentions how one of the most important changes from Homer’s poems to her version of 

them consists on the elimination of rape as a plot-point to motivate the hero and evoke an 

evolution for his character. If her female characters are forced to experience such 

atrocities for the sake of historical accuracy, she wants to show their healing process, and 

all the aspects outside the incident that compose their identities. She will not allow their 

stories to only be based on their sexual assault, but she will neither smooth nor erase these 

scenes either. As she explains, some male translators have been obscuring or even erasing 

this type of scenes from the classics and she does not agree with these changes. Miller 
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thinks that, as a society, we have to sit with the uncomfortable moments and acknowledge 

them; only then, we will be able to learn from them, and have the capacity of honour the 

classics while teaching future generations what is wrong with them. She praises Emily 

Wilson’s translation of Homer’s Odyssey (2017), in which Wilson accomplishes to do 

exactly that with her work. Coincidentally, it is the first time that the poem has been 

translated by a woman. 

In The Song of Achilles (2011), having a male narrator may come across as a bit tricky 

from a feminist approach, since it seems to be trying to preach a message about women’s 

rights without a woman’s leading voice, but it is not the case in Miller’s work. Patroclus 

shows an alignment with these women and the injustice of his society, forming a strong 

relationship with most female characters in the novel, which allows the reader to observe 

the situation of these women in an environment designed by men, for men. His vision 

becomes a powerful narrative technique, as having a man fighting for women’s rights in 

such a conventional society becomes a historical act of bravery. During the story, there 

are different moments in which having him as a narrator allows the reader to understand 

the unspoken rules of the Greek society, “they might permit a king to burn their fields, or 

rape their daughters, as long as payment was made. But you did not touch a man’s son” 

(Miller, 2012, p.17) is an example of these scenes. Miller goes a step further, and uses 

these moments to show Patroclus’ disdain towards these ideologies, sending a clear 

message to the reader: This is historically accurate, but it is not morally acceptable. 

Furthermore, he does not agree with the way female slaves are treated, refusing to lay 

with any of them and disliking how all the other men do not seem to care how they are 

forcing them. As the story proceeds and Achilles’ starts gaining bed slaves from the raids, 

Patroclus’ see an opportunity to help these girls, asking Achilles’ to take them as prices 

so he can give them a ‘better life’25. It is one of these girls, the very first one, who better 

portrays the feminist undertones of the novel, Briseis.  

In Homer’s poem, Briseis appears in few scenes and only speaks in one of them, despite 

being considered the symbol of Achilles’ pride and the one who unleashed Achilles anger 

towards Agamemnon and his retreat from war. In Miller’s version, her role is quite 

similar, she is one of the ‘war prices’ taken from the raids after the Achaeans slaughtered 

her people. In the novel, she also represents Achilles’ pride and is the cause for his retreat 

from the war, however, her role is not limited to these two aspects. Moreover, her 

 
25 They are saved from sexual abuse and violence, but at the end of the day, they are still slaves.  
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personality is quite different, as Miller rewrites it giving her character more depth and a 

higher number of scenes, which allows the character to have enough background to 

evolve along the story During the first scenes she is present, she is extremely afraid, as it 

is expected: 

“Her gaze flickered from the blade to me. I thought of frightened dogs I had seen, backed 
small and sharp into corners. […] She flinched as if expecting a blow. I saw the fear in 
her eyes, of rape and worse.” (Miller, 2012, p.215-16) 

Patroclus resorts to kissing Achilles in front of her in order to gain her trust, proving to 

her that she is safe. She will not be touched. From that point onwards, Briseis starts 

forming a friendship with him, being the only man she seems to trust and appreciate. They 

learn from each other, teaching the other their native language and sharing their 

knowledge on medicine and herbs. As the war goes on, Briseis fall in love with Patroclus’, 

and while respecting his relationship with Achilles, she offers him to be his wife and have 

a child together, “she had offered my all of it, herself and the child and Achilles too” 

(Miller, 2012, p.254). Although Patroclus’ declines her offer, he always thinks of her as 

his greatest friend, the one he would have loved if his heart did not belong to Achilles. 

Patroclus’ and Briseis’ friendship remain strong during the rest of the story, even after 

Patroclus’ has died. She aches for the caring boy she loved and blames Achilles –who she 

had respectfully ignored until that moment—, for his death, “Do you think you are the 

only one who loved him? […] He was worth ten of you. Ten! And you sent him to his 

death! […] You have never deserved him. […] I hope that Hector kills you” (Miller, 2012, 

p.323-34). The last times she appears in the novel, narrated by Patroclus who is looking 

after her as a ghost, Pyrrhus tries to rape her to “teach [her] what it meant to lie to Aristos 

Achaion” (Miller, 2012, p.343). He does not like Briseis’ truths about his father’s 

relationship with Patroclus, a commoner without title in the eyes of the young boy, and 

when she manages to escape by hurting him, he ends up striking her with a spear in her 

back. As she dies in front of the eyes of a powerless Patroclus’, who cannot help her 

beloved friend, he can only hope that “her gods are kinder than ours, and she will find 

rest. I would give my life again to make it so” (Miller, 2012, p.344).  

Briseis most important role in Miller’s version, same as in the Iliad, evokes from being 

seen by all other characters as a symbol for Achilles’ honour, “to violate her is a violation 

of Achilles’ himself, the gravest insult to his honour (Miller, 2012, p.277). The fact that 

she is seen as a symbol and a price, instead of as a human being by most men, in both 

stories, is already proof enough of how women were seen as inferior beings. Briseis 
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represents all those women who were enslaved, but she also represents the collateral 

damages of war. The epic stories narrate the glory and the fall of heroes, the strength of 

each army and the kinship created among these men. But what about the common people? 

The victims of the heroes and their quests? Miller tries to answer these questions through 

Patroclus’ narration and his horrified reactions towards these injustices, but it is Briseis 

who actually suffers the consequences in her own flesh, being not only a woman, but a 

woman who is a slave. Women are thought from early on, how to behave to please men, 

but it is shocking how they are also taught how to behave as slaves: “It turned out that 

she did know a little Greek. A few words that her father had picked up and taught her 

when he heard the army was coming. Mercy was one. Yes and please and what do you 

want? A father, teaching his daughter how to be a slave” (Miller, 2012, p.217). During 

the story, more slave girls are brought to the campsite as gifts for the soldiers. Patroclus’ 

and Achilles’ request as many of them as they are able to, trying to help these girls avoid 

the horrible destiny of a bed slave. However, it is Briseis who takes care of these girls 

and is in charge of teaching them Greek and make them feel safe. Creating a sisterhood 

where these women could help each other in the worst episode of their lives.    

While Patroclus’ is the only man who treats her as a human being, all the others keep 

using her as an object. They use her as a bargaining chip to gain power or prove a point, 

especially Agamemnon and Achilles. Agamemnon refers to her as ‘Achilles’ war prize’ 

in all occasions, and Achilles does not doubt in ‘sacrificing’ her for the downfall of the 

other man, as Patroclus explains: “He knows you will not resist bedding her, and this will 

be your downfall. She is his, won through fair service. The men will turn on you if you 

violate her, and the gods as well” (Miller, 2012, p.276). This point of the story also shows 

Patroclus’ first and only betrayal to Achilles, as he helps Briseis by taking a blood oath 

in front of Agamemnon and warns him of Achilles’ plans in exchange of Briseis 

protection.  

Briseis, along Patroclus, brings an awareness to the reader of these new interpretation of 

Homer’s epic poem. Through her, Miller shows the horrors that women experienced at 

the hand of men who are not hold accountant of their actions. The classics have given us, 

as a society, uncountable stories and lessons. Most of them are still influencing not only 

literature but history nowadays, but not all is good. Many traditions and ideologies from 

those times have been perpetuated as centuries have passed, creating an idea that later on 

was enhanced by the influenced of history and religion into an already patriarchal society, 
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that women are inferior to men and should be treated as so by society. Nowadays, we 

refer to these ideas as patriarchal conventions and our society is considered a patriarchal 

one, because women are still fighting for the same rights that Briseis or many other female 

characters in literature fight for. The right to be equal to men, to not be disregarded as 

inferior or used by those in power, to have control over their own body, to be free. To 

live in a world in which a man could not take advantage of them and be praised, while 

the woman is hold guilty for the assault. Sadly, there is still a long road to undertake 

towards that kind of world. However, writers like Margaret Atwood, Angela Carter or 

Madeline Miller are paving the way with their stories, going back to the texts that started 

these conventions and rewriting them. Giving a voice to all those women who were 

abused and denied their rights in any way, to speak up and teach a modern audience that 

even the most appreciated classical author could make mistakes.   

4. CONCLUSIONS 

At the beginning of the 2000s, Madeline Miller embraced the challenge of writing a new 

version of the renowned Greek poet Homer’s poem, the Iliad. She took an epic story and 

crafted an intimate and lyrical narrative. As it has been proven in the length of this paper, 

Miller’s main objective was to write a story in which modern conventions were reflected. 

Although it started with a small idea, returning the interpretation of Achilles and Patroclus 

bond as a romantic relationship to the spotlight, it promptly spread into something greater. 

As many authors before her, such as Angela Carter or Margaret Atwood among others, 

she realised that when going back to mythology, most of the dilemmas dealt with in those 

myths, were a mirror of the ones our society is facing nowadays through modern 

narratives. This presented an opportunity for her, as she could go a bit further with her 

initial idea, and challenge the ideologies of the original work with a new approach to the 

same quandaries. While Homer’s characters were heavily infused with the patriarchal 

conventions imposed by the poet’s society, Miller’s consciousness on the social injustices 

of those times, and the ones surrounding the present-day feminist and queer movement, 

originated a new perspective of the classical characters.  

Testing Miller’s promise, the aim of this paper has been to analyse her novel The Song of 

Achilles (2011) from a gender studies approach, focusing on the portrayal of femininity 

and masculinity in her characters. Nonetheless, it was also important to gain background 

knowledge on mythology and the theories originated from it, as well as the main elements 
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that consolidated the original story as one of the oldest and most well-known works of 

western literature. In order to do so, the focus of the analysis has been put into Carl Jung’s 

theory (1936) on the unconscious mind and archetypes, which has procured a solid base 

for the identity of the original characters and the ideologies reflected on them. At the same 

time, his theory has been contrasted with the theory on gender roles of the French feminist 

author, Simone de Beauvoir (1949) and Lynne Segal’s approach to masculinity in her 

work Slow Motion (1990), among other studies. Through this analysis it has been shown 

how Miller uses Achilles and Patroclus’ characters as main representatives of the 

spectrum of masculinity and femininity in the novel. Achilles, who is well-known as the 

best of the Greeks, whose beauty and strength become his main traits in Homer’s work, 

is presented in a softer manner. Miller gives the reader an Achilles who is driven by his 

pride, as Homer’s original version, but also by his sense of duty and his unconditional 

love for Patroclus. He does not stand for the cruelty inflicted to slaves nor his society’s 

values on how a man should behave and who should he love. Moreover, he is remorseful 

when he acts badly, as seen in the episodes of Briseis’ kidnapping and his conversation 

with Peleus, but Miller does not take away his responsibility when he is at fault, forcing 

him and the reader to confront his actions and how they go against the moral values that 

should always be respected, even if those established by his society differ from them.   

Miller’s decision of having Patroclus as the narrator of the story proves to be a 

masterstroke. His character is, without a doubt, the one who differs the most from the 

conventional masculinity traits. He already was considered gentle in Homer’s poem, a 

trait that was not common for men in the Ancient Society, an attribute explored through 

his narration of all events in Miller’s novel, being the moral compass for other characters, 

but most importantly, for the readers. He is the best of the Achaeans, the one who explains 

the traditions and values of his society, and why they should not be perpetuated, 

acknowledging the original poem while inserting a reprimand towards the problematic 

aspects that still today, centuries later, are displayed in our society. The main elements 

which are portrayed with different values are the treatment of women, especially those 

who were slaves, the consequences of war and homosexuality. War is not glorified in any 

instance of the novel, moreover, Patroclus’ narration is always centred in how it changes 

all man while claiming an uncountable number of deaths. Agamemnon and Achilles’ are 

examples of the effects that war can have in a man, especially Achilles, whose attitude 

and behaviour experience a shocking evolution as he spirals into the madness of those 
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years. Through his relationship with Briseis’ character, who represents both the 

consequences of war for the innocent and the treatment of female slaves, Patroclus shows 

the reader the inequality and unfairness between genders that has always existed. 

Narrating the horrible violence women had to endure in the hand of men, not shying away 

from the details nor making any excuses for the abusers. He is sending a clear message 

for all those who read the story, these values and behaviours were not morally acceptable 

then, and they are not accepted now. Similarly, his relationship with Achilles gains the 

main focused of attention in the story, as the message is akin. Although Patroclus may 

feel ‘ashamed’ of their relationship at the beginning of the war, it is always from the 

protective responsibility he feels towards Achilles and his image. In this case, the 

responsibility of sharing a message of queer acceptance and inclusiveness, relays on both 

men. While Patroclus is no shy in demonstrating his love for Achilles and sacrificing 

everything for him, even his life, it is the latter who fights the harder for their relationship 

to be respected by the other men. He refuses to keep Patroclus away or act as if they were 

close friends for the public eye, clarifying in more than one occasion that all his strength 

and reason to keep fighting is his need to protect and love Patroclus until his last day. 

“He is half my soul, as the poets say” (Miller, 2012, p.284) 

Society’s perception of social norms such as gender equality and women’s rights is 

always changing, and it has certainly evolved since the publication of The Song of 

Achilles a decade ago. Miller’s narrative differs from the ideologies of our current society 

in some aspects; some readers do not think that she gave her female characters enough 

credit to be considered a feminist text, while others do not agree with her humanised 

interpretations of Homer’s characters, claiming that new narratives should enhance their 

dubious behaviour instead of redeeming them.  

“In prose as clean and spare as the driving poetry of Homer, Miller captures the intensity 

and devotion of adolescent friendship and lets us believe in these long-dead boys for 

whom sea nymphs and centaurs are not legend but lived reality. In doing so, she will 

make their names known to yet another generation, deepening and enriching a tale that 

has been told for 3,000 years.” (Russell, 2012) 

Even for a scholar of Greek literature, Miller approaches these classical works to a new 

readership with an astonishing dexterity. Through her new perspective, she deals with 

most of the more concerning historical issues of society while emphasising the human 

traits of the Epic characters behind Homer’s most famous works. 
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