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Abstract 

Homeric epics have been a continued object of interest across the ages, and it is no different 

today. Retellings of Greek myths with a focus on the female characters are especially popular 

with the modern reader. Authors Natalie Haynes and Madeline Miller are two of many who, 

through their contemporary novels A Thousand Ships (2019) and Circe (2018), have put the 

focal point on female characters. In this essay, I analyse five motifs from these novels and 

compare their use in The Iliad and The Odyssey, with the way in which Haynes and Miller 

participate in Hélène Cixous’ concept of écriture feminine (women’s writing). Drawing on 

Cixous, I argue that Haynes and Miller repurpose the Homeric epic by rejecting the 

phallogocentric model that the motifs previously have been associated with. I show how these 

modern novelists, by using a narrative with a female focal point, enable female characters in 

Greek myth to reclaim their bodies and have their story told. 
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1. Introduction 

Homer’s epics, The Iliad and The Odyssey, have been objects of interest and analysis across the 

ages. While some authors choose to analyse the epics themselves, others choose to evaluate and 

continue stories or explore characters in more depth. Works such as Euripides’ The Trojan 

Women, Virgil’s Aeneid, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses all explore and portray characters or the 

aftermath of events occurring in The Iliad and The Odyssey. A popular genre of contemporary 

fiction is the retelling, or reimagination, of Greek mythology. Myths still hold relevance, as they 

“remain true for us because they excavate the very extremes of human experience” (Higgins). 

Even now, millennia later, we seek out the wonders of Greek mythology and ancient times and 

connect them to our reality. 

Two authors who have crossed the bridge into the past are Natalie Haynes and 

Madeline Miller. Through two of their novels, they have established a way for readers to go 

into the minds of female characters from Greek myth. Haynes and Miller, in their books A 

Thousand Ships (2019) and Circe (2018), attract modern readers to classics. In Circe, Miller 

wanted “her [Circe] to be the center of the story. I wanted it to be an epic story about a woman’s 

life” (Nicolaou). She achieves this by giving the witch Circe, most known for being the one 

who turned Odysseus’ men into pigs, an autobiography. It tells her life from her birth, and the 

challenges and choices she faces. Haynes, in A Thousand Ships, centres her novel on chapters 

all telling stories from an all-female perspective. Elizabeth Lowry comments in her review of 

the book that A Thousand Ships provides a “bold choral retelling of The Iliad that’s panoramic 

and playful yet makes a serious comment on war and its true cost”. 

How do Haynes and Miller repurpose the Homeric epic? How are the female 

narratives reclaiming women’s bodies? This essay aims to answer these questions with the help 

of the theory of women’s writing (écriture feminine), developed by Hélène Cixous. To 

complement Cixous, concepts such as focalisation, revisionist mythmaking (Alicia Ostriker), 

and feminist revisionism (Adrienne Rich) will be used as well. Cixous’ argument has its focus 

on the importance of women writing about other women: “Woman must write her self: must 

write about women and bring women to writing […] Woman must put herself into the text – as 

into the world and into history – by her own movement” (875). Cixous claims that patriarchal 

tendencies are encoded in our language, that the form of words we choose stems from the 

phallogocentric tradition. By taking linguistic elements and analysing how they have been 

enforcing the patriarchy, Cixous claims that woman writers can learn to depart from the 

phallogocentric. To break tradition and have women freed from a space of silence, they must 
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reclaim their voice, which starts with reclaiming their bodies. This essay intends to use Cixous’ 

theory to analyse motifs related to gender and the phallogocentric model and study how Haynes 

and Miller depart from what they represent in the Homeric epic. The discussion will be limited 

to a comparison to The Iliad and The Odyssey. The choice of conducting a comparison to only 

The Iliad and The Odyssey stems from the assumption that the average person is most familiar 

with values and stories from these two Homeric poems. While previous research has been done 

on A Thousand Ships and Circe, it mostly concerns themes instead of motifs. By applying 

Cixous’ concept to motifs rather than themes, one can examine another layer of Haynes’ and 

Miller’s novels. 

This essay will analyse Circe and A Thousand Ships in three sections (sections 3, 

4, and 5): firstly, an analysis of motifs from Circe, with a comparison to The Odyssey. Secondly, 

an analysis of motifs from A Thousand Ships, with a comparison to The Iliad. Thirdly, to 

combine the analyses of both books, a comparison and application of the theories will be made 

in the fifth section. The fifth section will also question how they do or do not challenge the 

Homeric epic and its purpose. The aim of this essay is to explore how these modern novels 

challenge the Homeric epic in terms of female characterisation, as well as generate knowledge 

regarding how narrative and alternative use of linguistic elements bring liberation to female 

characters. 

 

2. Background 

2.1 Women’s Writing, Revisionist Mythmaking and Feminist 

Revisionism 

Hélène Cixous, born 1937, is a “French feminist critic and theorist, novelist and playwright” 

(“Hélène Cixous”). She has been active in producing analyses of female writing and narrative 

and how women could go about creating new female discourses, mainly by creating space in 

literary theory through writing. Cixous emphasises the physical drives in the contrast between 

male and female and the need for women to reclaim their sexuality and bodies. In her essay 

“The Laugh of the Medusa,” Cixous encourages women to write, to challenge the “speech 

which has been governed by the phallus” (881). Consequently, women confirm other women. 

Cixous talks about écriture feminine – women’s writing – and the concept has its roots in the 

idea that the new must break away from the old. The goal is to amplify women’s voices in 

literary theory by rejecting the phallogocentric, and with her release from confinement, women 
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will keep returning; “As subject for history, woman always occurs simultaneously in several 

places. […] personal history blends together with the history of all women” (Cixous 882). She 

claims that by censoring the female body and her sexuality, you are in turn censoring her speech 

and writing (Cixous 880). Cixous discusses that women have not had a space within the literary 

genre and theory or have been subjected to the phallogocentric way of writing, phallocentric 

meaning “having the male, or male sexual feelings or activity, as the main subject of interest” 

(“Phallocentric”). Writing of women by women for women will break a tradition of masculine 

writing that has aimed to restrain women which, has made women anti-narcissists (Cixous 878). 

The phallogocentric-coded language that has been constructed by the patriarchy is encoded 

within the very words used in literature. Cixous observes that “the true texts of women” are 

what have been silenced, even her very words (877). As previously mentioned, patriarchy is 

encoded in our language, and the forms of words reflect that. By reclaiming a word or motif 

and using it in a different (female) context, one is participating in women’s writing. Cixous 

claims that this is what will liberate women from all over history, which is why I have in this 

essay chosen motifs that are related to gender and gender identity. Motifs that are associated 

with gender have often been defined by the phallogocentric model. Women’s writing is to take 

these motifs – the very words that have restricted her – and transform them into something that 

women can proudly define themselves with. 

It is important to note that Cixous says that there is no possibility to define a 

writing practice that is feminine, which, however, does not rule out its existence. Women’s 

writing is the act of resisting the phallogocentric model, introducing female agency into 

literature and linguistic elements. Through fiction, one can accomplish this with revisionism. 

Re-vision is to enter an old text (such as The Iliad and The Odyssey) with a new perspective at 

hand, to put on your critical-thinking-glasses, and review what was said and presented. For 

women, this has been an act of survival rather than an assessment of cultural history, as 

Adrienne Rich puts it (18). To break the tradition of a phallogocentric language that has had a 

hold on women writers, they need to use language and words that depart from the previous 

model. Women writers can do this through revisionist mythmaking. When an author uses an 

already established figure or story, such as Circe from The Odyssey, they have the opportunity 

and potential to carve out an alternative story for her. Alicia Ostriker notes that by doing this, it 

can “[satisfy] the thirst of the individual poet but ultimately making cultural change possible” 

(72). Applying Ostriker’s and Rich’s theories of mythmaking and revisionism to Cixous’ ideas, 

it could be assumed that a way to practice women’s writing is to use feminist revisionism and 

revisionist mythmaking. Taking myth and its language and images, altering them to uplift 
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women rather than silencing them, as well as giving them new perspective, and having women 

write about other women, is to resist the phallogocentric model. I have chosen the motifs witch, 

pig, phallic symbols, hero, and muse because of their gender-related context, which I will more 

explicitly explore in later sections. The words themselves are gendered, which makes them 

excellent focal points for Haynes’ and Miller’s rewritings.  

 

2.2 Fascination with Adaptation of Greek Myth 

The rich tapestry of ancient Greek myth is a concept that authors keep seeking out, adapting it 

to present time while still including the tragedy and almost melancholic feeling Homeric epic 

provides. Why are authors intent on keeping that part of history alive, and why is there a demand 

for it? When examining adaptations and considering what they do differently, it is necessary to 

understand the process of adapting. This section will explore the continued fascination with 

Greek myth and explain how the concept of adaptation is relevant to this essay. 

In an interview with M. Daryl, when asked about the reason why Greek myths 

remain culturally significant, Natalie Haynes says that it is because “we see ourselves reflected 

in them, with a clarity that beguiles us”. She claims that myths operate as mirrors and presents 

the theory that they can “reflect the times in which they are read or viewed as much as the time 

in which they were created” (Haynes “Interview with an Author: Natalie Haynes”). The 

continued interest in Greek mythology throughout the millennia seems to adhere to this notion. 

From retelling Homeric verse into prose, bringing it to life through Renaissance art, and 

referencing characters or stories in other works of fiction to today’s fascination of contributing 

new light to forgotten characters. Irina Ana Drobot highlights that myths can be used for various 

purposes because of their universal nature. They can be fitted and used in many different 

contexts, applying actions or feelings to personal experiences (Drobot 44). Furthermore, by 

retelling myth, one can view the perspective of a marginalised character and understand the 

story from their point of view. The demand to have these stories retold and kept relevant is 

because of the point-of-reference issues from thousands of years ago still exist today. Madeline 

Miller, when asked about the challenges of reimagining myth in an interview, claims that “there 

is no such thing as a definitive myth. By nature, myths are changeable, interpreted and 

reinterpreted anew with each generation” (Miller “Author Q&A: Madeline Miller). By taking 

a marginalised character who faces problems still relevant today, authors can carve out an 

alternative interpretation. 
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Then, are Circe and A Thousand Ships adaptations? What were Haynes and 

Miller’s intentions when crafting their books? Linda Hutcheon defines adaptation from three 

perspectives, which are interrelated: 1) a transposition of (in this case) genre of a recognisable 

work, 2) “(re-)interpretation and (re-)creation” (8) and 3) “intertextual engagement with the 

adapted work” (8). Hutcheon discusses, in line with what Drobot claims regarding the 

fascination and relevance of Greek myth, that we desire adaptations because of the repetition 

of what we already know, but also because of the changes it may bring (9). In the case of A 

Thousand Ships and Circe, Haynes and Miller seem to have the goal of bringing stories from 

The Iliad and The Odyssey to a modern audience. They do not do this for the reason of 

overshadowing, but to bring elements into question. Hutcheon describes this form of adaptation 

as “repetition, but repetition without replication” (7). Haynes and Miller take the narrative and 

alter it to provide commentary and encourage readers to question something that has been 

familiar to them. That being so, intertextuality is unavoidable when discussing adaptation in 

literature, as Hutcheon’s definitions of adaptation indicate. While Haynes and Miller highlight 

that there is no need for previous knowledge regarding Greek mythology when reading their 

books, it will increase enjoyment and critical thinking if one has at least some prior knowledge. 

Since Haynes and Miller both aim to produce novels that challenge the Homeric epics, it is 

essential that the reader be aware of this goal and where it stems from. Keeping in mind that 

Greek myth is still considered relevant, it does not seem surprising that A Thousand Ships and 

Circe was positively received across media. Both books were shortlisted for the Women’s Prize 

for Fiction, A Thousand Ships in 2020 and Circe in 2019, with reviews such as “Circe is […] a 

romp, an airy delight, a novel to be gobbled greedily in a single setting” (Preston) and “It [A 

Thousand Ships] tells in lively fashion gripping tales of bravery, treachery and revenge” 

(Memmott). 

 

2.3 The Iliad and The Odyssey 

This essay uses The Iliad and The Odyssey, translated by E. V. Rieu, which was later revised by 

his son, D. C. H. Rieu, and Peter Jones. The Rieu translation of The Odyssey was published in 

1946 and was the first in the series of Penguin Classics. According to his son, the goal of Rieu 

was to publish a classic such as The Odyssey that would appeal to the average reader. He did 

not want readers to struggle with the language and made it available by translating it into 

modern English (The Odyssey vii). The need to revise his Odyssey came from the same vision: 

making the classic available to the modern reader. Rieu’s The Iliad was revised and updated by 
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Peter Jones, with the help of D. C. H. Rieu. Jones completed a more thorough revision and 

added adjustments similar to what D. C. H. Rieu did in The Odyssey. The reason for the revision 

of The Iliad is also in line with D. C. H. Rieu, who says that “popular translations must move 

with the times” (The Iliad vii). The reasoning for revision is similar to what Haynes and Miller 

want with their novels: to be available to the average reader and give them a taste of classical 

stories. The choices made for the revised translation is to make it as authentic as possible. Rieu 

decided not to use some parts from Homer, such as courtesy, which is added to make the revision 

as close to the original as possible. Translations might be considered adaptations and go in line 

with Hutcheon’s first perspective of what an adaptation is: a transposition of the genre of a 

recognisable work. While Rieu changed some things and D. C. H. Rieu and Jones continued 

that practice, they still worked from the standpoint of making the translation authentic and 

simultaneously available to the average modern reader. The continued updating of translations 

of Homer’s epics further implies the relevance that Greek myth have today. Making translations 

available to the modern reader could be connected to making myths available to modern readers 

as well, like Haynes and Miller do in A Thousand Ships and Circe. 

 

3. Circe by Madeline Miller 

In this section, I will explore the novel Circe by Madeline Miller. I will look at the chosen 

motifs in more depth and compare them to The Odyssey. The motifs used in the analysis of 

Circe will be witch, the phallic symbol, and pig. A look into the chosen translation of the name 

‘Circe’ will also be discussed. I have chosen these three motifs because of their correlation to 

sexual elements and their association with gender. Other motifs I considered were the 

relationship between gods/goddesses and mortals/immortals, as well as the general topic of 

epics as a genre. I chose to omit these motifs because I found the previous three to be more 

relevant to the Cixous-based reading I have done on the book and because of their association 

with gender. I also believe that the three motifs I have chosen are the ones differing the most 

from The Odyssey, which would serve for an interesting analysis and discussion. Historically, 

they have been used and perceived differently, which would be an interesting aspect to consider. 

 

3.1 Circe – The Witch of Aiaia 

Circe is a well-known mythological character. She is most known for her part in Odysseus’ 

journey as an evil sorceress and seductress turned guide. She first appears in Book 10 of The 

Odyssey, when Odysseus’ men arrive at her house on Aiaia. Circe invites them inside, feeds 



7 

 

them, and, with the help of her magic drugs, turns them into pigs and drives them into the 

pigsties. After an encounter with Odysseus, who was advised by Hermes to eat the herb moly 

to avoid the drug’s effect, Circe yields. She invites him to her bed, and Odysseus stays on her 

island for a year. Circe later aids Odysseus with warning and advice as he prepares to journey 

home to Ithaca (The Odyssey 130-160, Books 10-12). Miller turns Circe into the main character, 

and the reader follows her from her birth to her exile, along on her journey of self-discovery. 

Miller thereby lets Circe tell her own story, and Odysseus is merely a part of the story. 

The name ‘Circe’ (also known as Kirke) is a derivation of the Greek verb kirkoô, 

which is often translated as “to secure with rings” or “hoop around”, which is a reference to 

magic and its binding powers (“Kirke”). Miller, herself a classicist, uses another translation, 

hawk, where Kirke is derived from the Greek word kirkos, which translates into hawk or falcon: 

“[they] named me Hawk, Circe, for my yellow eyes, and the strange, thin sound of my crying” 

(4). The sound of her crying is a reference to what is later revealed to be her human-like voice. 

Discussing the origin of the name ‘Circe’ in The Odyssey, Judith Yarnall writes that it is more 

likely that the meaning of hawk is what Homer envisioned (28). Kirkos has a secondary 

meaning, circle; however, Homer would normally use kuklos instead (Yarnall 28). Yarnall also 

brings up the association with Circe’s brother Aietes (or, as Miller spells his name, Aeëtes). 

Aietes is derived from the Greek word for eagle, aietos (Yarnall 28). All in all, it does appear 

that the decision to use hawk instead of hoop around is because of a preferred translation. If not 

linguistic, it might be a tactical choice to use hawk for the association that birds have with 

freedom, which Miller obliges her Circe. 

 A witch is a woman who independently practise magic. The Cambridge 

Dictionary defines witch as “a woman who is believed to have magical powers and who uses 

them to harm or help other people”. Homer embraces the part of the definition that highlights 

to harm other people. In Rieu’s translation of Homer, the word evil is often referred to in the 

early encounters with Circe. Hermes gifts Odysseus the antidote that will make him “immune 

from evil” and he further describes how Circe works her “black magic” (The Odyssey 132, 

Book 10, lines 288-289). Her actions are described as actions taken because of her having “evil 

in her heart” (The Odyssey 133, Book 10, line 315). Circe is practicing pharmakeia, which 

makes her a pharmakis, the Greek word for witch. The word pharmakeia comes from the Greek 

word for herbs, pharmakon, and refers to the use of herbs to create drugs, potions, and charms. 

This was not limited to a physician’s craft only but also included magic, witchcraft and poison 

(“Herbs, Various”). Famously, in The Odyssey, Circe uses herbs to drug Odysseus’ men. 

Odysseus also mentions that the beasts roaming the perimeters of Circe’s house have been 
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bewitched by magic drugs (The Odyssey 130, Book 10, line 211). From the get-go, Circe is 

described as an evil sorceress with evil intentions, sentencing innocent men to their fate to live 

as pigs in her pigsty for the rest of their lives. She surrounds herself with bewitched animals 

and aims to trick Odysseus into her bed to rob him of both courage and manhood. Her power is 

a malevolent threat and something Odysseus needs divine interference to conquer. 

Miller’s Circe is given some more grace. Miller takes the word witch and fills it 

out. She uses the term pharmaka to describe the use of powerful herbs, and it is initially 

something that the members of Circe’s father Helios’ court are afraid of. Circe’s grandmother, 

Tethys, a Titan goddess, immediately reacts angrily at the mere mention of it from Circe, 

ordering her to “never […] speak of that wickedness again” (Miller 39). Through Circe’s 

discovery of her own powers, after she transforms the human Glaucos into a god and the nymph 

Scylla into a monster, she comes to the realisation that she could have the upper hand over those 

who have oppressed her. Up until this stage, Miller’s Circe has been seen as lesser. She is not 

as powerful or as beautiful as her siblings. She is tormented because of the sound of her voice 

and the plainness of her looks. She is not believed when she confesses her act of turning Scylla 

into a monster, as someone such as her would not be granted such power. 

Miller’s Circe possesses traits that are rare among the titans, nymphs, and gods of 

Helios’ halls: empathy and a fascination for mortals. Miller obliges Circe with a background, 

context to her life and power, and what has become of her. Her fascination with the lives of 

mortals becomes a vital approach to her powers and exile, as she now needs to do the work 

herself to develop. As she sees Glaucos create things with his hands instead of with power, such 

as fire, Circe reflects on the work carried out in front of her: “it was still one of my favourite 

things to watch, that simple, mortal miracle of flint and tinder” (Miller 34). When asked about 

what makes a witch, Circe answers, “I have come to believe that it is mostly will”, something 

which is clearly shown throughout her endurance and dedication to learning witchcraft early in 

the book (Miller 293). Endurance and will are similarly things she values and respects, and they 

too are tools that mortals have taught her. While no information is provided as to how the Circe 

in The Odyssey has obtained her powers, Miller’s Circe is on a journey of development and 

shows willpower. In order to continue discussing the concept of witch, it is also important to 

note the sexual connotations it has. By doing so, I also connect to the other motifs I focus on, 

pig and phallic symbols. 

 There are underlying sexual aspects to Circe and her sorcery in both Circe and 

The Odyssey, but they are presented differently. For instance, female dominance is illustrated 

with her staff, which Circe uses to herd her newly transformed pigs, as a phallic symbol. In The 
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Odyssey, she herds the pigs (men), which Yarnall describes as an improper use of phallic powers 

(12). This is further illustrated by the language used in The Odyssey, which puts Circe’s long 

stick against Odysseus’ sword, his sword being the proper use of phallic powers. The sword 

presents a limit to her and an opponent she would not be able to defeat with the improper use 

of phallic symbols. Hermes gives the herb moly to Odysseus and predicts that “when Circe 

strikes you with her long stick, you must draw your sword from your side […]. She will shrink 

from you in terror and invite you to her bed” (The Odyssey 132, Book 10, lines 295-297). He 

warns Odysseus to keep Circe under an oath so that he is not robbed of his manhood, further 

implying sexual connotations. Odysseus does this, and as Hermes told him, Circe is undone 

before his sword. While the continued relationship between Circe and Odysseus is respectful in 

both Circe and The Odyssey, Homer chooses to portray a Circe who acts submissively, bursting 

into tears at the first sign of opposition. In Circe, she is still using a herding staff; however, 

Circe’s encounter with Odysseus is altered. Hermes has still warned Odysseus and provided 

him with moly; yet Odysseus is hesitant. He chooses not to drink Circe’s wine, but instead to 

speak with her and discuss a common truce. He never raises his sword, and Circe never 

threatens him or comes undone before him. Similarly to The Odyssey, though, they do become 

lovers, and she swears an oath to not harm him or his men. The only reference to Odysseus’ 

sword is the line: “He did not draw his sword, but his hand rested on the hilt” (Miller 177). The 

encounter is one of mutual respect. A few pages later, Miller gives Circe the opportunity to 

criticise The Odyssey by commenting on their encounter: “I was not surprised by the portrait of 

myself: the proud witch undone before the hero’s sword, kneeling and begging for mercy. 

Humbling women seems to me a chief pastime of poets. As if there can be no story unless we 

crawl and weep” (181). 

 Furthermore, there are sexual connotations to the way in which Circe turns the 

intruding men into: pigs. Pig, as an informal noun, is “a person who is unpleasant and difficult 

to deal with” (“Pig”) and has further associations with men acting disrespectfully against 

women. As previously discussed, a reason for Circe’s actions in The Odyssey is not provided 

other than that of her evil heart. It seems like as soon as someone uninvited steps foot on her 

island, she, out of spite, transforms them into something humiliating. Why is she doing this? 

Miller answers that question by providing Circe with background and context. A while into her 

exile, Circe is visited by, for the first time, a mortal crew of lost sailors. In her excitement, Circe 

invites them into her house and feeds them, desperate for company. As soon as the men realise 

that she is a woman, alone, they sexually assault her, and would have killed her if she had been 

a mortal woman. As punishment, she transforms them into pigs (Miller 162-165). By giving 
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Circe a reason for her behaviour, Miller gives significance to pig. Odysseus even asks Circe, 

‘Why pigs?’ (Miller 172). Although she does not give him a clear answer, she provides an 

explanation to the reader by stating that what she would say to the turned crew would be that 

they should appreciate the characteristics of a pig: they are hard to catch, not easily knocked 

over, independent, and clever beasts. She concludes that “the truth is, men make terrible pigs” 

(Miller 172). This could be interpreted as that just as the men underestimate the advantages of 

being pigs, so they also underestimated Circe, a woman. While the modern take on using the 

pig as a metaphor for a perverted man might not have been what Homer intended, it gives Circe 

a reason for her actions. It shows her from a different point of view – that she is not simply 

villainous but a woman with depth and reason.  

 

4. A Thousand Ships by Natalie Haynes 

In this section, I explore the novel A Thousand Ships by Natalie Haynes by taking a closer look 

at the chosen motifs muse and hero and comparing them to their use in The Iliad. These motifs 

have been chosen because of their association with gender and how the definition of hero can 

be questioned. Other motifs I considered were nymphs, the relationship between 

gods/goddesses, mortals/immortals, and also the general topic of epic as a genre. I chose to omit 

these motifs, however, partly because of a lack of space but also because muse and hero 

provided for such a fruitful analysis and discussion of Haynes’ novel in terms of Cixous’ theory 

of women’s writing. 

 

4.1 The Muse of Epic Poetry 

The The Iliad starts, with the invocation of a goddess: “Anger – sing, goddess, the anger of 

Achilles son of Peleus” (The Iliad 4, Book 1, line 1). A Thousand Ships starts similarly: “Sing, 

Muse, he says, and the edge in his voice makes it clear that this is not a request” (Haynes 1). 

Haynes presents an inverted invocation of the muse. Whereas the poet in The Iliad is invoking 

inspiration from the muse; in A Thousand Ships, it is the muse who is reflecting upon the poet’s 

request, or, as she views it, his demand. What is a muse? A modern definition is that a muse is 

“a person, or an imaginary being or force that gives someone ideas and helps them to write, 

paint, or make music” (“muse, noun”). More specifically, within Greek and Roman epics and 

stories, a muse is “one of the nine goddesses who were believed to give encouragement in 

different areas of literature, art, and music” (“muse, noun”). They bestow upon the mortal poet 

the events he must recite and the gracefulness of doing so.  
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The first chapter of A Thousand Ships is titled “Calliope,” immediately giving a 

name to the previously unnamed goddess. Calliope, Greek for ‘beautiful-voiced’, was the muse 

of epic poetry (“Kalliope”). She is, most likely, the goddess being invoked in The Iliad. While 

the muses are not mentioned by name, they are invoked multiple times throughout The Iliad. 

Homer asks for specific details and acknowledges that they are the ones who know best. He 

calls upon them with the invocation “Tell me now, you Muses that live on Olympus, […] [that] 

are present everywhere and know everything” (The Iliad 34, Book 2, lines 484-85). They aid 

Homer in his epic, providing information about important characters in the Trojan War. Haynes’ 

muse is in line with how Homer describes them, as all-knowing and everywhere, however, A 

Thousand Ships handles the presence of the muse differently. Although A Thousand Ships stays 

true to the stylistic choice of the Iliadic epic of invoking the muse, the novel notably does this 

from her point of view. Calliope receives the opportunity to comment on the poet and the 

situation she is in. The poet is frustrated with the song that the muse is giving him, but Calliope 

is determined to sing it. Whereas the poet is never named, he is described as an old, blind man 

who has been rewarded for his poetry in the past (Haynes 2 & 267). It is assumed that the poet 

is Homer, as his poetry in The Iliad involved Achilles, Hector, and Patroclus (Haynes 108). The 

mention of his blindness, which is a famous trait of Homer, is also a clue. Calliope is tired of 

being asked to sing the same sort of epics about war, conflict, and journeys, as she is more 

interested in giving the poet an epic about the consequences of war, mainly about the women 

affected. 

In A Thousand Ships, the dynamic between poet and muse is conceptualised, and 

while it is from the muse that the poet draws inspiration, it is in the end up to the poet to tell the 

story she provides him with. This is shown in Homer’s epics; however, in A Thousand Ships 

Haynes switches the focalisation onto the muse instead. The song that Calliope sings upon 

invocation is what the novel becomes, although the poet is not convinced that it is what he 

wants for his story. For Calliope, this is not an issue. She says that “if the poet refuses the song 

I have offered him, I will take it away and leave him silent”, which could be interpreted as an 

explanation as to why Homer did not tell more of the women in his epics (Haynes 339). As seen 

in The Iliad, Homer is more interested in gaining songs about battles and their heroes. Upon 

invocation, Homer asks the muses to list who was the first of the Trojans to face Agamemnon, 

the first of the Greeks to take “a blood-stained set of armour from the enemy,” the Greek 

commanders and leaders, their rank, the names of captains, and their ships (The Iliad Book 2, 

lines 484-94, Book 11, lines 219-20, Book 14, lines 508-10). He does not ask her for anything 

else, other than the request to sing to him of the anger of Achilles. Calliope promises that the 
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story of the women in the Trojan War will be told, which they have been, through Haynes and 

other authors such as Euripides and Ovid. Though, the focal point and focus in A Thousand 

Ships are on Calliope; it is her story that is being told. While Homer does claim his inspiration 

came from the Muses, it is still his epic. Haynes picks the muse up, questions the authorisation 

of all the male poets across time, and appears to give Calliope her own female epic. Haynes’ 

muse is tired of being the muse of someone who does not appreciate the song she is giving him. 

Even if the poet gives credit to the muse, it is not because he feels like he serves the muse, but 

because the muse serves him (Haynes 108). Homer never thanks the muse for listing the long 

list of captains and their ships for him, even when he acknowledges that he could never do it 

himself (The Iliad 34, Book 2, line 488-94). Haynes gives Calliope the opportunity to freely 

comment on the audacity the male poets have had regarding her songs, bitterly noting that the 

lack of female representation stems from “too many men telling stories of men to each other” 

(Haynes 176). It is thus not just the inverted invocation of the muse; it is also inverted epic 

storytelling. Calliope comments on values and representation in The Iliad, such as what it means 

to be a hero, which brings me to the next part of this section. 

 

4.2 A Hero of The Iliad 

One of the most famous parts of The Iliad is its heroes and their deeds; the courage of Achilles 

and Hector, the might of Ajax and Agamemnon. What makes these characters heroes? Firstly, 

one needs to define what a hero is. The concept of what a hero is has changed over time, and 

the modern definition is “someone who does something brave or good that people respect or 

admire them for” (“hero”). An ancient Greek, however, hero had characteristics such as being 

of noble birth and having divine favour, a drive for glory, and a murderous spree (Willett), 

which does not directly align with the modern perspective of heroism. Haynes, through 

Calliope, critiques what it is to be a hero by telling the story of Oenone, a mountain nymph who 

was married to Paris before he left her to claim Helen. After the war ended and Helen returned 

to Menelaus, Paris approached Oenone, who, during their time apart had carried and given birth 

to their son. He is dying and begs her to save his life. She confronts him about his choices and 

concludes that he came back to her for no one but himself and refuses to help him (Haynes 167-

75). In the next chapter, the poet seems to dislike having to write about characters who appear 

and then disappear, as Oenone has only one chapter in the book (and is not mentioned in The 

Iliad). Calliope wants to teach him a lesson to make him question what makes an actual hero. 

She compares Oenone to Menelaus, stating that whereas Menelaus “loses his wife [and] stirs 
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up an army to bring her back to him, costing countless lives […] – Oenone loses her husband 

and she raises their son”. She importantly asks, “Which of those is the more heroic act?” 

(Haynes 177). Calliope is here trying to make the poet understand that there are more ways than 

one to be commended as a hero, and that not only men can be heroes. Even if the definition of 

a hero she is using is a modern one, it still resonates with something worth questioning. 

Menelaus is what an Iliadic hero is, even if his role in the epic is rather insignificant. Calliope 

seems to emphasise that merciless killing and claiming something he considers his own are 

what an Iliadic hero ought to be. When putting Menelaus and Oenone against each other, she is 

effectively putting the classical hero against the modern one, and a male hero against a female 

one. 

 The question of what a hero is reoccurs throughout A Thousand Ships. Briseis, a 

woman whose family was slaughtered by Achilles, who later claimed her as his prize, discusses 

the qualities of heroism with Patroclus, a close friend of Achilles. The conversation is 

particularly about Achilles, who is proclaimed hero for the massacres he is performing. In The 

Iliad, Briseis does not directly condemn Achilles’ actions; she laments them. But in Haynes’ 

rewriting, she does condemn them: “And your friend should hope the bards treat him so kindly. 

Many men would see no glory in the murder of an old man and his wife. Perhaps they will sing 

of his senseless cruelty and lack of honour” (Haynes 93). Furthermore, she challenges Patroclus 

to question if killing is the only measure of greatness, which further conceptualises heroic 

values in The Iliad (Haynes 93). While this is a small detail, it is important to note that in 

Haynes’ novel, her own opinions are being voiced, while in The Iliad only her grief occurs. 

Briseis makes a comment about how Achilles is perceived by those who are affected by his 

‘heroic’ deeds. Patroclus replies that “they will call him the greatest hero who ever lived” 

(Haynes 93), which is true in The Iliad. However, even there, the actions of heroes are called 

into question, and Briseis also comments on her own grief over the loss of her family at the 

hands of Achilles. At Patroclus funeral, she cries, “such is my life, an endless chain of disaster” 

and recites who has died because of Achilles (The Iliad 345, Book 19, lines 290-300). This 

gives the reader an opportunity to reflect on how such renowned heroes’ actions impact other 

people in the story. This is what Haynes aims to do in A Thousand Ships, enabling the reader to 

both think about what heroism is as well as find it within themselves, which is something she 

mentions in her afterword: “I hope that at the end of this book, my attempt to write an epic, 

readers might feel that heroism is something that can reside in all of us” (345). 
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5. To Challenge an Epic 

In this section, I return to Hélène Cixous, Alicia Ostriker and Adrienne Rich in my discussion 

of the motifs analysed above. I will discuss how language can be used to reclaim female 

narrative and explore if Cixous’ notion of écriture feminine is a viable way to approach Homeric 

epics in contemporary novels. I will look closer at Circe and A Thousand Ships to see if these 

novels challenge the Homeric epic. 

 

5.1 Resisting the Phallogocentric Model 

Hélène Cixous’ concept of women’s writing has its basis in the act of resisting the 

phallogocentric model. Cixous observes that “it is by writing, from and toward women, and by 

taking up the challenge of speech which has been governed by the phallus, that women will 

confirm women in a place other than that which is reserved in and by the symbolic, that is, in a 

place other than silence. Women should break out of the snare of silence.” (881). The 

phallogocentric model, or the idea that the phallus is encoded in our language, is what has 

governed literature throughout time. A way to resist the tradition is to employ revisionist 

mythmaking, which is what Haynes and Miller have done in their novels. Alicia Ostriker states 

that for women, the core of revisionist mythmaking “lies in the challenge to and correction of 

gender stereotypes embodied in myth” (73), which one could assume is the act of women’s 

writing. Haynes and Miller are partaking in mythmaking since they take known myths and 

revise them, additionally making it feminist by including critique and questions regarding 

gender. They incorporate what Cixous wants to change about the very form of words through 

the motifs and their reinterpretation. Is the path Haynes and Miller take what is appropriate 

when revising classics such as The Iliad and The Odyssey? Here I will look at the motifs 

discussed above. 

 Circe is perceived differently in Circe and The Odyssey and is a character 

returning to a modern audience. She might be someone Cixous would fit into the role of a 

woman returning “from the heath where witches are kept alive” (877). She is a witch, entering 

the modern interpretation of what a witch is. Cixous describes that to have women reclaim their 

narrative, writing, and language, they need to reclaim their bodies and sexuality as well. They 

need to do this because the phallogocentric tradition has driven women away from writing “as 

violently as from their bodies” (Cixous 875). Female sexuality and female writing go hand in 

hand, as one cannot be reclaimed without the other. The story of Circe and the motifs 

surrounding her (her witchcraft, the phallic symbols, and the transformation of pigs) are all 



15 

 

associated with sexual elements. The language of The Odyssey heavily contains patriarchal 

themes. Circe is presented as the evil seductress, one for Odysseus to put into submission. There 

is an obsession with her body, her sexuality – that is linked to Odysseus’ aim to establish control 

over her. The way in which Circe is described in The Odyssey is precisely what Cixous is 

against, as it confiscates female narrative and her body, “[turning it] into the uncanny stranger 

on display” (880). Odysseus is the one seemingly in control of Circe and her body. As Circe is 

written from Circe’s perspective, in first-person narrative, Miller’s text gives Circe the chance 

to return to her own body, making her story her own, thus participating in women’s writing. 

Cixous is strict about the fact that a woman must write herself to be liberated (875). As Circe is 

describing herself and her journey, the discourse becomes a way to reclaim the sexual 

connotations of the motifs associated with her. With Circe’s explanation of why she uses her 

magic to turn men into pigs, she is breaking away from the phallogocentric model, as it gives 

her reason. When Circe is giving her version of the first encounter with Odysseus, she is 

retaking her power and image, which have been reduced to a woman giving way to a man. What 

Miller does effectively is participating in women’s writing through feminist revisionism. The 

motifs discussed are transformed into something that will appeal to the modern audience and 

something Circe proudly can define herself with. This is what Cixous means with women’s 

writing: to represent what has been suppressed through language that deflects from the phallus. 

This might especially be shown in the phallic symbols, as Miller chooses not to give them any 

power over Circe, while in The Odyssey, it is her wrong way of using them that takes away 

Circe’s power.  

 The motifs of muse and hero have also been observed in A Thousand Ships. A 

Homeric hero is often associated with a kind of toxic masculinity and deeds that today would 

not be qualified as heroic. Haynes conceptualises what heroism is in The Iliad and she then uses 

Calliope to challenge that definition. She problematises the Iliadic heroes and presents 

alternatives to them, such as Oenone. She takes characters who have already started to morally 

challenge heroes and continues the practice, such as Briseis. Through female speech and by 

emphasising two characters who both oppose the classical hero figure, Haynes participates in 

women’s writing. This can be connected to Cixous thoughts of simply having women seize the 

occasion to speak and speak up. Briseis is one of the few who may encourage readers of The 

Iliad to question the concept of the Homeric hero, and Haynes continues this practice in A 

Thousand Ships. Calliope further emphasises this by comparing Menelaus and Oenone. Haynes 

revisionism of heroes and heroism concerns what is suitable for the modern reader and 

highlights the questioning of the motif, as well as removing the phallogocentric tradition heavily 
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implied on the Greek hero. Continually, Calliope herself is a prime example of how women 

have been presented in history: “a luxury for man […] the poet’s muse” (Rich 19). Haynes 

switch of focalisation from the poet to the muse is Calliope’s refusal to be the luxury of the 

poet. Her body and mind are liberated by alternating how the muse is perceived and written. 

Cixous says that it is through poetry that the suppressed (women) have been able to survive 

(879-880), so to take the muse of epic poetry and give her a voice and space seems only fitting. 

In The Iliad, the very motif of muse is one that Homer can invoke upon will, and the muse will 

comply. Haynes alters it to make Calliope her own muse and not somebody else’s. This is what 

Cixous indicates by taking a motif or form of word that has been used according to the 

phallogocentric model and transforming it into something that women (Calliope) can be proud 

to define themselves as. Calliope is not shy about reminding the poet who oversees the epic that 

is being produced. While the Homeric epics are purely Homeric and Calliope is used as a tool, 

A Thousand Ships is the epic of Calliope. Calliope sings her epic about women and the struggles 

of war, which might only be possible through a woman. Cixous claims the writing of women 

has “the element which never stops resonating […] that element is the song: first music from 

the first voice of love which is alive in every woman” (881). While Cixous’ thoughts on what 

might be considered women’s writing might be an old-fashioned take today, I believe it 

resonates with Calliope’s role in both The Iliad and A Thousand Ships. 

 What both novels have in common, then, is that they strive to challenge gender 

norms that have been established through Homeric epics. The importance of breaking away 

from the old is what a contemporary novel brings. Haynes and Miller use modern concepts and 

modern definitions of motifs to appeal to a modern audience. Not only are female mythical 

characters coming back to life, but she is also doing so on her own terms. Haynes and Miller 

are using revisionist mythmaking as a means of correction. Ostriker, in line with what Cixous 

says is the heart of women’s writing, claims that revisionist mythmaking by women is an act of 

survival. Historic images, or in this essay, motifs, are changed to represent what it is that women 

find “divine and demonic in themselves” (Ostriker 73). In her article “The Thieves of Language: 

Women Poets and Revisionist Mythmaking,” Ostriker uses the same concepts as Cixous is 

explaining in her essay. Women’s writing challenges what is embodied in language and myth, 

through “hit-and-run attacks on familiar images and the social and literary conventions 

supporting them” (Ostriker 73-74). This is precisely what Haynes and Miller do, with a method 

to reach out to as many as possible: a contemporary novel with language fit for the modern 

reader. 
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It seems the most efficient way to resist the phallogocentric model and repurpose 

the Homeric epic is through the act of women’s writing, with concepts incorporated from 

revisionist mythmaking and feminist revisionism. Haynes and Miller appear to have 

successfully brought nuanced motifs to the Homeric epic. By analysing motifs from new, 

contemporary retellings of Greek mythology and comparing them to the way in which they 

have been used in the past, it is possible to make cultural change in the way in which language 

is used. While keeping the wonders of Homeric epic alive, Haynes and Miller have 

simultaneously brought female narrative fourth. It gives women a chance to see themselves in 

The Iliad and The Odyssey and gives female characters from the past the opportunity to return 

and be written by women instead of men. Even if they have indeed been written before (by 

Euripides, Virgil, and Ovid), they have been done so by men who, consciously or unconsciously, 

have used the phallogocentric tradition. 

 

6. Conclusion 

In this essay, I have analysed motifs from the novels A Thousand Ships by Natalie Haynes and 

Circe by Madeline Miller and compared them to their counterparts in The Iliad and The 

Odyssey. The motifs that have been analysed are hero, muse, witch, the phallic symbol, and pig. 

The aim was to assess how Haynes and Miller repurpose the Homeric epic and how female 

narrative is used to reclaim women’s bodies. In my discussion on the motifs, I have mainly 

drawn on Hélène Cixous’s concept of women’s writing to explore how Haynes and Miller resist 

the phallogocentric model. To complement Cixous, ideas from Alicia Ostriker and Adrienne 

Rich have been used as well. This study has found that Haynes and Miller use alternative 

definitions than that of Homer for the motifs that participate in women’s writing, thus avoiding 

a continued practice of the phallogocentric tradition. By switching the focalisation to the female 

characters, they are reclaiming female narrative, consequently having female characters reclaim 

their voices and bodies. The result of this study suggests that through participation in women’s 

writing and nuanced motifs, Haynes and Miller successfully repurposed the Homeric epic and 

reclaimed female narrative in Greek myth. The analysis shed new light on how women’s writing 

can be used to include nuanced perspectives on Homeric epics. Furthermore, this study provides 

groundwork for future research into retellings of Greek myths in contemporary novels and how 

they can appropriately repurpose the Homeric epic and include female narrative. 

The scope of this study was limited in terms of the number of motifs, as only five 

motifs were included. Despite this, this study offers more insight into how women’s writing can 
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be used to bring female characters and narratives to a modern audience, exploring more of what 

Greek myth has to offer. I believe that future studies should include more motifs to analyse as 

well as work about Greek myth by other authors than Homer. As contemporary retellings of 

Greek myth (about female characters especially) are increasing in interest among readers, it 

seems like a relevant subject to continue research on. A final note: A Thousand Ships and Circe 

are good examples of how women can reclaim their place in history and in Homeric epics. They 

raise questions and continue a discussion about how women can and should be represented in 

Greek myth. 
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