
ENGLISH: RANSOM 
 
“What creatures we are, eh, sir?” What does Malouf suggest about the nature of humanity in 
“Ransom”? 
 
 
Illuminating the human experience is at the core of Homer’s The Iliad. In his re-imagining of Book 24 
of the epic poem, David Malouf also examines human abilities, the experiences that indelibly link 
men, and whether it is possible to ‘reconnect’ with one’s humanity – the capacity for compassion, 
empathy and control over powerful emotions. The novel revolves around King Priam of Troy’s 
journey into the Greek encampment, which is not merely a physical venture but a spiritual one. 
Malouf allows Priam and his readers an expanded view of the world through his forming of a 
profound connection with the carter Somax. The villager’s propensity for storytelling, and later the 
exchange between Priam and the Greek warrior Achilles, reveal the universality of grief and loss. 
Malouf suggests through the extreme emotion which consumes Achilles as a result of this grief that 
‘humanity’ may need to be regained. Priam and Achilles reconnect with their humanity through 
transformative moments of iconoclasm and acceptance of their mortality. 
 
Undertaking the “unimaginable” and new is the catalyst for the opening up of Priam’s world, beyond 
the “royal sphere”, illustrating the capacity of humanity to learn from new experiences. Priam is 
aware that going to Achilles, “stripped of all glittering distractions and disguises” is “unprecedented” 
but in stepping out of his “kingly role”, he is shown by Malouf to develop as an individual by gaining 
a new perspective on the world. When, encouraged by Somax, Priam “dangles his feet in a cold 
stream” and observes the natural world, it is a very liberating experience. For most of his life the 
king has been the “fountainhead of all that keeps Troy civil” and now “the symbolic centre” of a city 
on the brink of ruin. However Priam is humbled by the recognition that the “confused and confusing 
realm” of the “actual and immediate” has no need for his “kingly role” to function. The connection he 
forges with Somax further instills in Priam a humbling but freeing sense that there is a vibrant world 
beyond the palace walls. In listening to the “spinner of tales”, Priam feels as though he is “peering 
through a crack in a door” to understand a facet of the world he has never before considered, the 
life of the “lowly” villager. Malouf suggests through these perhaps ‘quotidian’ epiphanies that 
humans have an inherent capability to continue learning from the world around them.  
 
The more embittering aspects of mortal life, death and the resultant grief, are portrayed in Ransom 
as unavoidable facets of the human condition that are shared by all men, regardless of their status. 
Somax and King Priam are at opposite ends of the social spectrum, and as they have “both been 
blessed with sons”, both also know what it is to lose them. The carter’s “prattling” reveals to Priam 
that although the man is a “villager like many others”, he also is profoundly affected by grief. The 
visceral description of the death of Somax’s son when “something burst in his innards” highlights a 
father’s love so poignant that Priam physically responds to it by weeping. In response, Priam 
evaluates his own relationship with his sons, reflecting that because it was on a more “symbolic 
level” he “has been spared” such unassuaged grief. In hearing Somax’s tale of “knocking [his] son 
down.. then [hugging] his fist,” Priam recalls his own paternal love. The “pain and pleasure” of 
humanity is, Malouf suggests, universal. 
 
When constrained by certain roles or identities, individuals may need to be restored to a fuller 
understanding of their humanity. This is achieved in Ransom by Malouf’s depiction of the 
transformative exchange between Priam and Achilles. Priam beseeches his son’s killer “not as a 
king, but as a father”, and in doing so, activates the bonds in Achilles that connect him to other 
mortals, such as his desire to honour the father whom he has loved from afar for the past nine 
years. From the opening of the novel Achilles is depicted as in the grips of a “self-consuming rage” 
that “wastes his spirit in despair.” However Priam’s supplication “man-to-man” is the “break that is 
needed” to overcome the crippling cycle of rage and grief that has led Achilles to the brink of mental 
exhaustion and near-moral corruption since the death of his “soulmate” Patroclus. Achilles’ moment 
of iconoclasm comes when he sits by the Trojan prince Hector’s corpse and considers “unheroic 
thoughts.” Like Priam, the ransom allows Achilles “to break free of the obligation of always being the  



hero.” By responding to the king’s supplication with compassion and empathy, Achilles 
demonstrates that he is still capable of humane conduct and is morally saved in the eyes of his 
fellow mortals. The honourable exchange between the two men demonstrates that moving beyond a 
restricting identity is what is required to re-establish humanity. 
 
In confronting their mortality, the characters in Ransom resign themselves to their natures as mortal, 
fallible men who must “go on” in the face of death. The flash forward to the future offers a glimpse of 
Priam’s death, a brutal, “botched” slaughter at the hands of Achilles’ son Neoptolemus. However in 
the vision Priam is unafraid; the “blood is still warm in his wrist” and he has immortalized himself 
through the “lasting act” of ransom. As Neoptolemus must live with his “raw shame”, fated to live 
with the consequences of his actions, Priam will live with the lessons he has learnt through the 
connections he forms with Somax and Achilles: lessons about the strength of the human spirit 
despite profound grief, and the indelible connections he shares with other men because he is a 
father and also desires to uphold the honour and reputation of his family. Through these concerns 
which shed light on the nature of the human condition, Malouf argues that men have the ability to 
learn, grieve and reconnect with humanity, abilities which will be preserved through storytelling by 
men such as Somax, the “spinner of tales.”  
 


