
 
How does Malouf explore the different experiences of loss presented throughout the novel? 
 

 
Malouf explores through the experiences of his characters how loss can destruct the psyche, 
inducing an unsettling madness. In Part I, Achilles’ grief for Patroclus brings about a self-consuming 
rage – even a subsequent loss of self.  Malouf balances this type of loss with Priam’s loss in Part II; 
his mad grief over Hector becomes a catalyst for change, allowing him to once more gain his self.  
In fact both individuals’ grief is also for their family – Priam for Hector, Hecuba, his children and his 
kingdom; Achilles for Thetis, Peleus, Neoptolemus and Patroclus.  Both have reached an impasse, 
a stalemate, induced by their deep losses. The imagery of Priam’s formal grief is contrasted once 
again with Somax’s quiet but crushing sense of deprivation. Priam comes to a realisation of this by 
listening to Somax’s poignant descriptions of his own sense of connection to his offspring and the 
pain accompanied by their deaths. 
 
In Part I the reader meets a Greek hero, having lost a loved one, suffering from extreme grief. This 
loved one was more than a friend but the one whom he had needed “before he could become fully 
himself”, almost stepping into the gap left by the spirit of his mother, Thetis. Such a loss not only 
affects him emotionally but literally leaves an emptiness in his soul; the departure of one “mated” 
with him cannot so easily be ignored. Even the quarrels they share before Patroclus’ death were 
“torment to him”. If his inner harmony could be so disturbed by the very movements of Patroclus’ 
soul, then the departure of this soul would essentially induce a rupture in Achilles’ own. This deep 
sense of loss was expressed physically; Achilles, a grown man, “wept without restraint”, “pouring 
fistfuls of dust over his head”. Such a raw and self-diminishing gesture was an expression of his 
despair. Malouf demonstrates that loss is not easily surmountable psychologically: Achilles insists 
on speaking to Patroclus and swearing to avenge him, even though Patroclus’ spirit had by that 
point clearly descended to Hades. Loss is capable of inducing an irrational madness, which in 
Achilles is perhaps exacerbated by his immortal qualities, the result of his dual heritage. This 
madness is epitomised in Achilles’ treatment of Hector’s corpse. “Like a man obeying the needs of 
some other, darker, agency”, Achilles drags the body out in the dust before the walls of Troy. His 
actions are as if controlled by an evil spirit, for they are not in accordance with what might be termed 
the “true Achilles”. His Myrmidons, who themselves have lost the leader they used to know, cannot 
explain such contrary behaviour, which “breaks daily every rule they have been taught to live by”, 
unless they presuppose madness. His torment and rage is self-consuming. After having finishing his 
daily depredations, he returns as “fouled with dust as the thing – bloody and unrecognisable – that 
he trails from his axle-bar”. This metaphor parallels Achilles’ dishonourable behaviour as also being 
a dishonour to himself. It crushes his soul and “he returns like a man who has climbed out of his 
grave”. His attempt to consume his grief is in vain and only serves to harm himself – he reaches a 
stalemate, unable to achieve the cathartic release he seeks. His attempts to attain an emotional 
release only entrench his loss of self. This particular loss begins with the murder of Hector, who, 
wearing his own armour, mirrors Achilles’ own future heroic death, which he has not yet fully 
accepted. His “spirit [sets] off on its own downward path”, and returns “obdurate”, “unmoved, 
unmoving”. He has lost his basic humanity and sense of self, and in his outrageous acts he is trying 
to prove to himself that there is “a living man at the centre of it”. Achilles’ loss is compounded by the 
loss of his mother’s calming spirit and his entry into the “rough world of men”. His yearning for his 
mother’s element, “shifting and insubstantial”, contributes to his inner turmoil. Even within the world 
of men, he has difficulty choosing between his heroic battlefield death and “the cattle pace of a 
farmer’s life”. Another factor is his geographical separation from his father Peleus and his son 
Neoptolemus. He thinks back with fondness to his son’s assumed mannish “swagger” and “brow”, 
but is wracked by his inability to be a father, to do simple things such as noting “how far a son has 
grown since last year’s notch on a doorjamb”. Moreover he is tormented by foreknowledge of his 
son’s abhorrent actions towards Priam which will be done in an attempt to avenge Achilles himself.  
Totally isolated, Achilles cannot be the father figure Neoptolemus needs. Such an existingly 
conflicted character is thrown entirely off balance by the loss of part of himself, Patroclus. In 
Achilles, Malouf demonstrates that personal loss can be hugely destructive towards the self. 



Achilles’ grief and loss are balanced in Part II by Priam’s loss. Malouf explicitly parallels the two men 
in his narrative, writing that “here for eleven nights another man has been wrestling with dark 
thoughts as he lies sleepless on his couch”. This grief is not shallow, in spite of Priam’s formal 
relationship with his princely offspring; he, too, is the sleepless bereaved father – even if he is very 
careful to abide by the necessary forms and do “what he feels is proper to his grief”. His grief has an 
additional traumatic dimension thanks to his personal witness of Achilles’ act of desecration; upon 
seeing it, he, rushing down to the Scaean Gates, howls with “pain and desolation”, fouling “his head 
with excrement, that filth his crown”, not only mourning his loss of Hector but what he believes he 
has lost in terms of personal agency due to the manipulation of him, an “ancient doll”, by the gods. 
Malouf cleverly mirrors Achilles’ similar actions after Patroclus’ death. Both Achilles and Priam are 
consumed by grief for a loved one having died violently and awaiting an emotional release.  Priam 
too comes from a background of feeling like he had lost his child self, Podarces, down the road to 
slavery, a life that he has lived “if only in a ghostly way”. Priam’s grief is for his eldest son Hector 
and also results in a madness. However this madness is of the positive kind – it helps Priam 
achieve seismic change. This change is possible because his mad grief is not destructive but allows 
him to look beyond the existing parameters of his own existence.  Sometimes this kind of madness 
is necessary, even if it may arouse significant opposition. Hecuba strongly opposes Priam’s idea of 
relying on “chance” and taking an unprecedented moral step, imploring him to imagine the 
“randomness, the violence” that would result. This narrow mindset, while apparently reasoned, 
might have prevented Priam and Achilles from both taking on the “lighter bond of being simply a 
man”, from proving that they are “men, children of the gods, not ravening beasts”. This final imagery 
underscores Malouf’s belief that Priam’s insanity was a positive and meaningful transformation, and 
this insanity of course, was induced by grief (although the illuminating intervention of the goddess 
Iris is not to be overlooked). 
 
Priam’s reaction to his losses is contrasted by Malouf with Somax’s. While the male bloodline of 
both will be stymied, it is Somax’s sense of loss which is more touching.  He feels a real connection 
with his offspring – his granddaughter is “all that that’s left of [his] own blood”. Yet tragically, his 
name will not live on through genealogy; the importance of the male bloodline is constantly 
underscored in the narrative by references to individuals in relation to their father – Orchilus (as yet 
unrevealed), son of Polyctor; Somax, son of Astrogon; Podarces, son of Laomedon. Still he clings 
onto this final direct offspring – he describes how his worry for her is “in our nature” as “we’re tied 
that way, all of us”, gesturing to the heart to indicate he is talking about bonds of love. The loss of 
his sons even heightens his love and affection for this girl.  Somax has a philosophy of stoically 
approaching life, of going on and not just allowing oneself to “lie down and die”, no matter what our 
losses might be – even if his heart is already “near broke”. The loss of his son who had died lifting a 
wagon “leaves a gap [he] can’t ignore”, especially given how far he had come, “so strong and likely 
to last it out”.  The loss is all the more painful because it should never have happened.  The memory 
of his son is so raw and personal, so such a degree does he recall the particularities of his son’s 
“cursing” and “singing as he washed out in the yard on his way to the girls”. Priam observes all this 
and “wonders if the phrase he had taken up so easily, that he knew what it was to lose a son, really 
did mean the same for him as it did for the driver.”  Priam’s sense of loss is not quite so deep, not 
quite so personal. The conception of his sons was “personal enough”, especially in the rush of 
affection for his wives, but from this moment on his relationship to his sons is part of “that dreamlike 
play before the gods”. Such relationships are representational.  His sons are important of course, 
they are his “aggressive purchase on the future”, but he does not share with same personal 
connection. He has no memory of Isus, Dius or Troilus “as a three-year-old wiping the milk from his 
mouth, or sweating and racked with fever” or knocked to the ground in an act he would later regret 
(as Somax does). Somax is connected with his sons by an affectionate and even a violent intimacy.  
Priam upon perceiving this man’s experience of loss, is forced to reflect on his own relationship with 
his sons.  He admits he has been deprived of these human occasions, but asks himself whether his 
loss would have been greater if had had them in the first place. He asks himself whether he 
wouldn’t “have suffered twenty times over” if at each funeral ceremony he was confronted with such 
memories.  Had Priam had to suffer that, his mad grief might have become self-consuming and 
destructive.  The two men have starkly differing experiences of loss; Somax’s is visceral and heart-
breaking, in spite of his groundedness; Priam’s is sincere but not emotionally devastating. 



War is the primary agent of loss throughout Ransom. Priam’s grief and Achilles’ grief are for men 
lost in the heat of war.  Priam’s loss of self is caused by the brutal senselessness of war.  Malouf 
presents a vision of war during the first sack of Troy; the taunting victors “toss handfuls of crusts into 
the crowd” for a moment of savage amusement in an outrageous abuse of power; Priam becoming 
one of those “snivelling barefoot brats”. War makes him “indistinguishable” – he loses all vestiges of 
his royal dignity. Achilles’ loss of his dignity is instituted by the trauma of war, whose men, for all 
their doubts, mechanically, “without passion, but also without pity” follow their leader’s example in 
plunging their swords into Hector’s corpse. War is cruel and dehumanising, and Achilles only 
achieves emotional release when he accepts that he and Hector have finished “their part in the long 
war”. War tears apart men who in many ways are similar and ought to sympathise with each other 
for their future heroic deaths. They lose their humanity. On most days in Troy, the “stillness is 
broken by the shrieks of some wife or mother” who realises her loss in a recent bout of fighting.  
Even the civilians, especially those in the world of women which holds so much concern for the 
gaining and passing of life, are affected by loss within the walls of their city. Beyond the walls of the 
city, the landscape, one of “utter devastation” has lost its fecundity due to war. “Wheatfields and 
groves of ancient olives” had been laid waste to; nature has lost out, and so has the history of Troy, 
as Priam is perhaps reminded of how this is once where his civilisation found its sustenance. War 
leads to innocent families losing all they have; in Part V Priam sees the remains of a burnt village; 
“half a dozen ragged infants, big-eyed and pot-bellied, come out to stare at them.” This imagery 
presents lives that have been devastated through the loss of their livelihoods and families. War’s 
indiscriminate destruction of the environment, of people, of civilisation means that the individuals 
who hold these very things dear will experience deep and irreversible loss. 
 
Malouf explores the different aspects of loss by referring to the experiences of characters and what 
kind of effect it has on them.  Especially in Priam and Achilles, their war-induced losses have lasting 
consequences, above all to their inner selves. Priam’s mad grief is inspired and constructive 
however, while Achilles’ reduces him personally. However this might not have been possible for 
Priam had his grief been as deep as Somax’s for his own children – he doubts whether he would 
have had the strength to go on. Through these experiences, Malouf makes known loss’ potential to 
deeply disturb and even devastate. 


