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THE ENDURING POWER OF
MADELINE MILLER’S THE SONG
OF ACHILLES

In  the  vast  landscape  of  modern
literature, few novels have captured the
collective  imagination  quite  l ike
Madel ine  Mi l ler  The  Song  of
Achilles.  Since its publication in 2011,
this  retelling  of  Homer’s  I l iad  has

transcended its status as a debut novel
to become a cultural phenomenon. It has
been praised by critics, adored by book
clubs,  and  d iscovered  by  a  new
generation of readers on platforms like
TikTok  and  BookTok.  The  book’s
enduring  appeal  lies  not  merely  in  its
mythological  source  material,  but  in
Miller’s  ability  to  transform an ancient
epic into a deeply human, intimate, and
heartbreaking  story  of  love,  fate,  and
glory.
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The Core of the
Story: Love in
the Shadow of
War
At its heart, Madeline Miller The Song
of Achilles is not a war story, but a love
story.  It  is  narrated  by  Patroclus,  a
young,  awkward,  and  unremarkable
prince  who  is  exiled  from  his  own
kingdom after  accidentally  causing the
death of another boy. Sent to the court
of King Peleus in Phthia, Patroclus is an
outcast—until  he catches the attention
of  the  king’s  son,  Achilles.  Achilles  is

everything  Patroclus  is  not:  golden,
swi f t ,  d iv ine ,  and  dest ined  for
unmatched  glory.  What  begins  as  a
companionship  of  convenience  soon
blossoms  into  a  profound  and  all-
consuming  bond.
Mil ler  masterful ly  develops  this
relationship  over  the  first  half  of  the
novel, allowing the reader to witness the
quiet,  tender  moments  that  define  their
connection.  They  learn  together,  grow
together, and eventually become lovers.
The novel explores the nuances of their
partnership: Patroclus’s humility grounds
Achil les’s  pride,  while  Achil les’s
unwavering  devotion  gives  Patroclus  a
sense  of  purpose  and  belonging.  This
slow-burn  romance  is  the  emotional
backbone  of  the  book,  making  the
inevitable  tragedy  that  follows  all  the
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more devastating.

Reimagining
Myth for a
Modern Audience
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  r e m a r k a b l e
achievements of Madeline Miller The
Song of Achilles is its ability to make
ancient  mythology feel  immediate  and
relevant. Miller does not simply retell the
events of the Iliad; she reinvents them.
She  breathes  life  into  characters  who
have existed for millennia as archetypes,
turning them into people we recognize.
Her  Achilles  is  not  just  a  demigod
warrior;  he  is  a  young  man  caught

between his mother’s prophecy and his
own desires. Her Patroclus is not just a
loyal companion; he is a gentle soul who
learns to be brave for the one he loves.
Miller  also  expands  the  world  of  the
myth, introducing figures like Chiron the
centaur, who mentors both boys in the
arts  of  medicine,  music,  and  warfare.
The scenes on Mount Pelion are some of
the  most  idyllic  in  the  novel,  offering  a
brief  respite  before  the  storm  of  the
Trojan War. The author’s deep research
into  Greek  mythology  is  evident  on
every  page,  yet  she  wears  th is
knowledge  lightly.  She  never  lectures
the reader; instead, she weaves the lore
seamlessly  into  the  narrative,  allowing
the story to speak for itself.
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The Trojan War:
Glory, Brutality,
and Futility
The  second  half  of  the  novel  shifts
dramatically  from pastoral  romance  to
epic tragedy. When Helen of  Sparta is
taken to Troy, the Greek kings are bound
by oath to retrieve her. Achilles, driven
by the promise of eternal glory (kleos),
decides  to  join  the  war.  Patroclus,
unwilling to be left behind, follows him.
The  portrayal  of  the  Trojan  War  in
Madeline Miller The Song of Achilles
is  unflinching.  Miller  refuses  to
romanticize the violence. The battles are
brutal,  the camps are squalid, and the

heroes are often petty, cruel, or both.
Achilles  himself  becomes  increasingly
consumed by his own legend. He is the
best warrior alive, but this gift comes at
a terrible price. His rage, his pride, and
his  single-minded  pursuit  of  honor
alienate him from Patroclus and from his
own humanity. The novel uses the war
as  a  backdrop  to  explore  deeper
questions about the nature of glory. Is it
worth  dying young to  be  remembered
forever? Is being the best worth losing
everything  you  love?  These  are  the
questions that haunt the narrative and
give it its philosophical weight.
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The Fall: A
Tragedy Foretold

and Felt
No discussion of Madeline Miller The
Song of Achilles  is  complete without
confronting its  devastating climax.  The
death of Patroclus at the hands of Hector
is  one  of  the  most  famously  tragic
moments in all of Western literature, and
Miller handles it with extraordinary skill.
She does not shy away from the horror
of the moment, nor from the profound
grief  that  overwhelms  Achilles.  The
scene  is  rendered  with  such  visceral
power that it is nearly impossible to read
without tears.

What  follows  is  the  story  of  Achilles’s
rampage,  his  desecration  of  Hector’s
body,  and  his  eventual  reconciliation
with King Priam. Miller’s Achilles is not a
hero in this section; he is a broken man
driven  by  grief  and  rage,  capable  of
terrible  cruelty.  Yet,  the  author  never
loses  s ight  of  h is  humanity.  We
understand his pain, even as we recoil
from his actions. This moral complexity
is one of the novel's greatest strengths.
It  refuses to offer easy answers,  instead
leaving the reader to sit with the messy,
painful reality of love and loss.

Writing Style and
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Narrative Voice
Miller’s prose in Madeline Miller The
Song of Achilles is often described as
lyrical,  but  the  word  does  not  quite
capture  its  power.  Her  sentences  are
precise,  evocative,  and  emotionally
charged.  She  has  a  gift  for  finding  the
perfect detail to illuminate a character’s
inner  world.  Consider  the  way  she
describes  Patroclus’s  first  impression  of
Achilles: “He was like a god, but more
beautiful.  He  was  like  a  flame,  but
warmer.” The language is simple, yet it
carries immense weight.
The choice of first-person narration from
Patroclus’s  perspective  is  crucial.  It
allows the reader to experience the story
from within, seeing Achilles through the

eyes  of  someone  who  loves  h im
unconditionally. This creates a profound
intimacy,  but  it  also  creates  dramatic
irony. We know the myth; we know what
is  coming.  Patroclus  does  not,  or  he
refuses  to  believe  it.  This  tension
between  what  the  reader  knows  and
what  the  narrator  hopes  for  is  what
makes the novel so gripping.

Major Themes:
Fate, Mortality,
and the Cost of
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Love
Madeline Miller The Song of Achilles
is  rich with thematic depth.  The novel
explores the tension between fate and
free will. Achilles is told from birth that
he will either live a long, quiet, forgotten
life, or a short, glorious, immortal one.
His entire existence is a struggle against
this prophecy. He chooses glory, but he
does so with the desperate hope that he
can somehow have both love and fame.
The  novel  suggests  that  th is  i s
impossible;  the  cost  of  greatness  is
everything else.
Another central theme is mortality. The
gods in the novel are immortal, but they
are also cold, distant, and often cruel. It
is  the  mortals—Patroclus,  Achilles,

Hector, Priam—who love, suffer, and feel
deeply. Miller seems to argue that it is
precisely  our  mortality  that  gives  our
love and our actions meaning. The song
of Achilles,  as Patroclus imagines it,  is
not about the battles he won, but about
the life he lived and the person he loved.
The  theme  of  legacy  is  also  woven
throughout the text. What do we leave
behind  when  we  die?  Achi l les  is
obsessed with his reputation, his place in
the songs of men. Patroclus, in contrast,
cares less about being remembered and
more about being present. In the end, it
is  Patroclus  who  tells  the  story,  who
ensures that Achilles is remembered not
just  as  a  warrior,  but  as  a  man.  The
novel  itself  becomes  the  song  of
Achilles—a  testament  to  the  power  of
storytelling to preserve love across the
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ages.

Why This Novel
Resonates Today
The  success  of  Madeline  Miller  The
Song of Achilles can be attributed to
its timeless themes, but also to its ability
to speak to contemporary readers. In an
age  where  identity,  belonging,  and
acceptance  are  central  cultural
conversations,  the  love  story  between
Achilles and Patroclus feels both radical
and  natura l .  Mi l ler  wr i tes  thei r
relationship  with  such  tenderness  and
authenticity  that  it  never  feels  like  a
statement or an agenda; it simply feels
like truth.

Moreover, the novel’s exploration of the
cost of war and the emptiness of glory
resonates in a world still grappling with
conflict  and  violence.  Achilles  is  a
cautionary  tale  about  the  dangers  of
unchecked  pride  and  the  pursuit  of
honor  at  the  expense  of  humanity.
Patroclus, with his quiet strength and his
capacity  for  compassion,  offers  an
alternative vision of heroism—one based
on love, loyalty, and sacrifice.
The  novel  also  taps  into  a  broader
cultural  fascination  with  retellings  and
reinterpretations  of  classical  myths.
Readers are drawn to the idea of taking
old stories and giving them new voices.
Miller paved the way for authors like Pat
Barker  (The  Silence  of  the  Girls)  and
Natalie Haynes (A Thousand Ships), who
have since explored the Trojan War from
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the perspectives of its silenced women.
Miller’s  contribution  was  to  center  a
relationship  that  had  often  been
marginalized  or  ignored  in  traditional
scholarship,  giving  it  the  dignity  and
depth it deserved.

Legacy and
Influence
Since its release, Madeline Miller The
Song of Achilles  has sold millions of
copies  wor ldwide  and  has  been
translated into dozens of  languages.  It
has won numerous awards, including the
Orange  Prize  for  Fiction  (now  the
Women’s  Pr ize  for  F ic t ion) .  I t s
resurgence in popularity on social media
platforms  has  introduced  it  to  a  new

generation of readers who are hungry for
emotionally resonant, beautifully written
stories about love and loss.
Miller  herself  has  become  a  beloved
figure in the literary world, known for her
meticulous research and her passionate
advocacy  for  classical  literature.  Her
follow-up  novel,  Circe,  was  also  a
massive success, further cementing her
reputation as a master of mythological
retelling.  However,  for  many  readers,
Madeline Miller The Song of Achilles
remains  her  most  powerful  work—the
book that broke their hearts and refused
to let go.

Key themes: Love, fate,
mortality, glory, and the cost of
greatness.
Narrative style: First-person,
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intimate, lyrical, and emotionally
direct.
Cultural impact: Revived interest
in Greek mythology and inspired a
wave of feminist and queer
retellings.
Emotional weight: Widely
regarded as one of the most
heartbreaking love stories in
modern fiction.

Conclusion: Why
This Story
Endures
In  the  final  pages  of  Madeline  Miller
The Song of Achilles, Patroclus reflects

on his life and his love. He speaks of the
song that will be sung of Achilles, a song
of glory and of grief. But the song that
Miller has given us is not just about a
great  warrior;  it  is  about  a  love  so
profound that it refuses to be silenced by
death itself. The novel ends on a note of
quiet,  hard-won  hope,  suggesting  that
love—true love—can transcend even the
bleakest of fates.
Years after reading it, the story lingers. It
lingers  in  the  ache  of  its  final  chapters,
in the beauty of its quiet moments, and
in the enduring question it poses: What
would  you  sacrifice  for  the  person  you
love? Miller’s achievement is to make us
care so deeply that we feel every ounce
of  that  sacrifice.  Madeline  Miller  The
Song  of  Achilles  is  more  than  a
retelling; it is a reminder of why we tell
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stories  in  the  first  place—to  preserve
love, to honor loss,  and to find meaning

in the brief, beautiful, and tragic span of
a human life.


