
ENGLISH: RANSOM 
 
Ransom is a novel of fathers and sons. What is being revealed about the pressures of both 
parenting and growing up? 
 
 
David Malouf explores throughout his novel Ransom the important, yet inevitably complex, role of 
family – particularly pertaining to fathers and sons. In focussing upon certain aspects of family, 
Malouf reveals that there are a number of difficulties that these roles present, such as the burdens 
that it produces, as well as the indescribable grief it can cause. However, Malouf concurrently 
suggests that being a parent and a child are not only positions full of pressure, but that they can be 
full of great joy, in addition to a common bond between men and bring people together. 
 
It is suggested throughout Ransom that in being a son or a father entails certain obligations, often 
unpleasant. Neoptolemus epitomises this idea, as Malouf even goes so far as to state that it is a 
burden, to be son to the Great Achilles. For Neoptolemus, he is expected to follow in the footsteps 
of his father, and to also become a formidable warrior; as such, the botch he has made of things in 
killing Priam causes him nothing but crushing disappointment, heartsickness, despondency. Malouf 
demonstrates how Neoptolemus’ first thoughts here are to asks for Achilles’ forgiveness – ‘Pardon 
me, father’ – thus further reinforcing the notion that this role presents itself to Neoptolemus as little 
but a weight upon his shoulders. Another example of the burdens of family is King Menoetius’ tragic 
duty, bringing his son, Patroclus, to another kingdom as an outcast seeking asylum. In order to 
permit Patroclus to be readmitted to the companionship of men, and assure his future, Menoetius 
must leave him. Malouf uses language to portray how difficult the task is for Menoetius– ‘in a voice 
still hollow’ and ‘this unhappy man’ – to show that this act is a burden, indicating that he only 
continues because of his love for the boy. 
 
Furthermore, Malouf indicates that the most unimaginable grief occurs as a result of familial loss. 
This is true for a number of characters in the novel – most notably, for Somax as a father and 
Achilles as a son. Somax’s grief at his children’s death is depicted intimately throughout the novel 
by Malouf; through the emotions of his words – It leaves a gap you can’t ignore, it’s there, always – 
but also through his actions - Somax, a constant chatterer, falls silent and stares off into the 
distance when he thinks of his son’s death. Even Priam, who has lost many sons, wonders whether 
to lose a son, really did mean the same for him as it did for Somax, whose memory is so present 
and raw. Achilles too has suffered a loss of his father, though it is a loss through distance rather 
than death. In seeing Priam, he is reminded of his father and is overcome with tenderness; Achilles, 
a man who until then felt nothing and hollow, is made tenderly vulnerably as a result of the sacred 
bond. This grief for his father causes Achilles to weep – and the interjection by Malouf of ‘what tricks 
the heart can play!’ demonstrates the confusion felt by Achilles, as in yearning so for his father he 
comes to imagine things. Whilst Achilles’ grief may not be comparable to that of Somax, Malouf 
suggests that it is equally important, as it allows Achilles to become in touch with his emotions once 
more. 
 
Nonetheless, despite the great pressures comprising the roles of father and son, Malouf 
demonstrates that there are a number of positives to be found in this position. For the main 
characters of this novel, it is their roles as fathers that unite them – in particular Achilles and Priam. 
Priam is driven in part to complete this journey for his son, and it is in going to Achilles as a father, 
rather than as a king, that facilitates the ransom. Priam calls upon Achilles’ own memories of his son  
- the evocation of the boy…has touched a sore spot – and in reminding Achilles of their common 
bonds of fatherhood – ‘think of your son…would you not do for him what I do…?’ and even ‘would 
your father…not do the same for you?’, Malouf intimates that fatherhood is what is most human and 
thus a common bond of humanity, uniting even the most implacable of enemies.   
 
Ultimately, Malouf suggests to his reader that families can create burdens unlike any other, causing 
grief as they do so. Yet he also reminds the reader that it is fatherhood that can bond men, inviting 
those who are enemies to join together and rejoice in the sacred bond. In doing this, Malouf  



indicates that families, in particular the roles of fathers and sons, are indeed the most intricate and 
complex of concepts, as they drive his novel Ransom. 


