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CHRIS MACKIE 

Editor’s note: This is the edited transcript 
of a lecture given by Professor Mackie at 
the ‘Iliad 24 and Malouf’s Ransom’ seminar 
held by La Trobe in the City at the State 
Library of Victoria in June 2013.

I liad 24 is a book I’ve read any number of times 
with Greek students and then any number 
of times with students of Classical Studies 

in English. The incredible thing about Homer 
is the way that you can continue to work on him 
throughout a lifetime and still things keep coming 
out at you. Somebody once said to me, how would 
you define a Classic? And I said, well, I suppose a 
Classic is something that you can read and explore 
and still things keep coming out at you, and still you 
can read it and just get a lot from it. Classical music 
has something similar. One of the things I usually 
talk to students about in an emphatic kind of way 
is the Greek interest in symmetry and the fact that 
Iliad 24 has such a fundamental connection with 
Iliad 1.

Book 1 of the Iliad is concerned with social 
breakdown, a dispute and division and conflict, so 
remember the first word of the Iliad is mênis which 
means wrath, and you do get this sense of social 
breakdown taking place at the beginning. I might 
say social breakdown is also the theme of the other 
Homeric poem, the Odyssey. It probably seems quite 
striking in some ways that the dispute in Book 1 is 
over two young girls who are prizes of war, Briseis 
and Chryseis, although what is of course more 
important is that these young girls represent prizes—
the Greek language has the word geras. They are 
material prizes to the princes, and of course Achilles 
and Agamemnon fight over them and the stage is 
then set for a dispute that runs through pretty much 
the whole of the poem. Book 24 puts the kind of 
coping stone on that—we move from this social 
breakdown and the division of conflict, to unity. We 
move to social cohesion between enemies. We move 
to reconciliation and harmony. And so I think if 
you’re studying Book 24 in any capacity, try to read 
1 and 24 together. Even better, if you can, read the 
whole poem. It is a very Greek way to end a poem, 
with that sense of harmony and reconciliation and 

peace. Those of you who have read Homer’s Odyssey 
or Greek tragedy, will know that there is always that 
tendency to end with maybe a deus ex machina, a god 
who comes down and creates a peaceful situation 
at the end. If you know the Odyssey, you’ll know 
that the house, the island of Ithaca, is in turmoil 
and then finally you see the three generations of 
the men in the family, Telemachus, Odysseus and 
Laertes together, unified: Athena has come down 
and created peace on the island. The Iliad and the 
Odyssey both end in this sort of spirit of peace and 
quiet and calm and I think in David’s book, you get 
that sense very strongly.

Just by way of a contrast, Vergil’s Aeneid ends with 
Turnus, the champion, the anti-hero if you like, of 
the Aeneid being killed in a particularly violent way. 
I suppose being killed is always fairly violent in that 
heroic situation, but it’s a very, very dark and grim 
end to a poem, and that’s a million miles from the 
way that the Iliad and the Odyssey end; so it’s worth 
thinking about Vergil in that context.

But just before I start talking about Iliad 24 itself, 
here’s a bit of the context for the book. There is 
what I call a chain of death that runs through the 
Iliad, perhaps starting with Sarpedon in Book 16, 
Sarpedon is a Lycian king from the south of what 
is now Turkey. He’s the son of Zeus and therefore a 
very important figure in the poem and his death is 
kind of highlighted for that, because Zeus of course 
doesn’t want his son to die. It reveals so much about 
the way that the divine order operates in the poem. 
He is killed by Patroclus. Book 16 is an absolutely 
crucial book in an epic poem that’s full of crucial 
books, as then Hector kills Patroclus in Book 22. The 
chain of death is very interesting in a way because 
it goes beyond the Iliad: as we know, Achilles kills 
Hector and then Paris is going to kill Achilles, and 
then Philoctetes is going to kill Paris, and then Troy 
is going to fall. So it’s almost like this foretold chain 
of death, right up to the end of Troy.

Achilles returns to the fighting in Book 20 and he’s 
present in that fighting context until Book 22, with 
the death of Hector, then effectively that is the end 
of the fighting in the Iliad. And it’s often said that 
when Achilles comes back onto the battlefield, no 
other Greek gets a mention, because he dominates 
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the narrative of the poem, he dominates the fighting. 
The Homeric narrative was once described to me 
as being like a camera, and if that’s the case, that 
camera is totally fixed on Achilles for those books.

And then immediately from the death of Hector in 
Book 22, the theme of the mutilation of the body 
takes over, when Achilles turns the body over and 
starts mutilating it as a furious response to the 
death of Patroclus, his second in command, his 
great friend, his blood brother, whatever you want 
to think of that relationship as being. It’s a second 
kind of mênis, a second kind of wrath in the poem. 
The first wrath I suppose is the fury at Agamemnon 
for being treated so badly in Book 1 and then the 
second wrath is the fury at Hector and the desire 
to mutilate his body in the most ferocious way. 
And I still meet people occasionally who think that 
Achilles is the most appalling individual because of 
the monstrosity of what he does in those books.

Of course the gods won’t allow Hector’s body to 
be mutilated and a key figure here is Apollo about 
whom I’ll say a bit more in a minute. We’re now into 
beginning of Book 24 where Apollo takes offence at 
the terrible way that Achilles is treating the body 
of Hector. Apollo raises this as a subject among 
the gods and the gods then arrange a spectacular 
ransom, a spectacular reconciliation for the poem. 
It’s a ransom scene where as you know, the body 
of Hector is going to be given back to the Trojan 
king Priam and he’s going to pay for that if you like, 
with gold and jewels and all those things that Troy 
is supposed to be so full of.

I’m going to talk about the gods a little bit because 
the gods are very prominent in this book, most of 
all Zeus in a kind of background way, but Zeus also 
constructs this whole narrative. First of all Thetis 
goes to Olympus to get her instructions from Zeus, 
and then to her son Achilles. She’s already visited 
her son in the poem, but she visits him in a very 
crucial kind of way in Book 24. So Thetis is terribly 
important as an intermediary between the human 
world and Mount Olympus; and Iris, who goes to 
Priam, is also an important figure; and Hermes, 
who comes as the guide figure to take Priam to 

Achilles.

So Priam takes the treasures down to Achilles, 
down through this world which he’s probably never 
seen since the Greeks arrived there ten years ago. 
Achilles and Priam engage and they eat together: 
a very important fact. Remember that at the 
beginning, at about line 128, Thetis says to Achilles, 
you don’t have long to live, so for that little time you 
have, go back into life. Take on again the things of 
life because you’re about to die. And the Greek is 
very specific. It means death is around the corner 
for Achilles, and that’s the way to think about it 
in the Homeric text, that this guy is just about to 
die and Moira, ‘Fate’ and Thanatos, ‘Death’, are 
right beside him. Then Priam and Achilles eat, and 
Achilles sleeps with Briseis beside him. So within 
the course of Book 24, Achilles moves from being a 
kind of monster to re-entering to life in the human 
world, and those symbols of life – eating, drinking, 
sleeping are very important.

As they eat Priam is called Dardanides ‘ descendant 
of Dardanus’, the king who created the City of Troy; 
so it’s almost like Achilles is looking not just at Priam 
the king, who has suffered terribly ( just as Achilles 
has just recently suffered) but also looking across 
the whole life of the city from its very foundation 
on Mount Ida by Dardanus, through those five or 
six generations through to Priam of course, who’s 
going to be the last king of Troy. So those references 
to Priam as son of Dardanus are very important 
in that context. Similarly Priam’s herald is called 
Idaeus—a very important name in David’s book—
that name comes from Mount Ida, which is the 
mountain behind Troy. I’m involved in a project 
at Gallipoli and I urge any of you who go to that 
part of the world to visit Mount Ida. In Homer’s text 
Mount Ida is just up the road, but in practice it’s a 
hell of a long way away. But, then, Homer is an epic 
poet, not a geographer.

Priam on his chariot and Idaeus on his cart come 
back with the body and you get this amazing scene 
of Cassandra welcoming them back and they 
complete the funeral for Hector at the end of the 
poem. So the Iliad ends with a funeral and I think 
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that’s very important. I’ll say a bit more in a moment. 
And it ends with the word hippodamoio which means 
‘breaker of horses’, referring to Hector.*

Let me just say a few words about the gods. Early 
in Book 24 Apollo condemns Achilles’ conduct: he 
offends the dumb earth, asking how could we gods 
put up with this? I’ve always been fascinated by 
the idea that the battlefield at Troy is like a cosmic 
theatre space, because people are always watching 
things. There is a lovely reference at the beginning 
of Book 13 to Poseidon sitting up on the mountain 
at Samothrace; Zeus is on Olympus watching the 
fighting; the Trojans are up on the walls; Achilles is 
on his ship. Everybody’s watching things. It’s almost 
like this Trojan battlefield is a theatre space, and 
Apollo has been watching this and he’s appalled at 
Achilles’ conduct. And of course there are whole 
plays, like Antigone, written on the treatment of a 
body: it’s not a good thing to mutilate a body in the 
Greek religious context .

Of course the fact that Apollo says something 
about it is what you’d expect because Apollo is 
the principal supporter of Troy, and if you look at 
the gods who support the Greeks and Trojans, it’s 
very uneven because Athena and Poseidon and 
Hera—three heavy gods—are very much on the 
Greek side and moving towards the destruction of 
this city. On the Trojan side, you don’t have that 
grouping of powerful gods, but you do have Apollo, 
a magnificent god and the champion of Troy, 
who happens to be an archer and I think that’s 
very important, because in some ways the Trojan 
champion, if you put Hector in brackets, is Paris. 
He’s very much an archer. So I’ve argued elsewhere 
that I think archery is very important in the essence 
of Troy in various sorts of ways.

Apollo is god of Troy and that in itself is interesting, 
because the German philosopher Hegel once 
described Apollo as the most Greek of the gods, but 
in the Iliad, he’s on the Trojan side. In the classical 
period he’s also a god associated with moderation, 
restraint and limit. And that is precisely why he is 
offended: the fact that this guy’s wrath has broken 
all bounds, and he gets himself into an argument 

with Hera straight away over whether Achilles 
should be doing this or not. It’s very important that 
Apollo and Achilles hate one another. The Odyssey 
and the Aeneid too are linked to the idea that the 
epic hero encounters the divine opposition of a 
key god; it’s Apollo and Achilles in the Iliad, it’s 
Odysseus and Poseidon in the Odyssey, it’s Juno and 
Aeneas in the Aeneid. So one of the things that the 
hero has to do is overcome that divine hatred. It’s 
also a commonplace in Greek mythology for the 
hero to resemble the god that hates him, and it’s 
been pointed out by Greg Nagy among many others 
that Achilles is very like Apollo. Nagy explores this 
through the language of the text. But there are some 
pretty obvious examples, including the fact that 
Apollo and Achilles both play the lyre, and they 
both play the lyre within the poem. So you’ve got 
this idea of Apollo hating the hero of the poem, who 
is somebody who resembles him. 

I can think of no more tragic divine figure than 
Thetis in Book 24, and she engages with Achilles 
throughout the poem so when we see her come to 
Achilles in Book 24, if we’ve read the poem carefully 
ourselves, we’re also conscious that the same thing 
happened in Book 18, and the same thing happened 
in Book 1, and there are other references to the fact 
that she’s told Achilles certain things. So in other 
words, Achilles is the only male figure on the Greek 
side who’s never really separated from his mother. 
And psychologically, this is very interesting, because 
all of those guys on the Greek camp are obviously 
by definition away from their mothers and away 
from their wives and away from everybody else. But 
Achilles’ mother is there and she comes to him at 
crisis moments in his life: when he’s in a rage in Book 
1 at the way Agamemnon’s been treating him, and 
in Book 18 when Patroclus has been killed and he’s 
in this terrible state of grief. And then Book 24, when 
she knows, having been told by Zeus what’s going 
to happen, she’s there in the garb of mourning—
she knows he’s about to die. And she tells him to 
conduct the ransom, but she doesn’t tell him who is 
going to undertake that ransom. The fact that the 
king of Troy himself has come to do the ransom, to 
come to make the offering and exchange the body, 
knocks Achilles off his feet. She also doesn’t tell him 
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how to conduct the ransom, and he does so with the 
most amazing compassion, even altruism. 

Thetis is a very interesting and important figure, 
and a very tragic figure, because she’s going to lose 
her son, who is very young. Homer doesn’t talk in 
years, but he’s going to die very young and she’s 
going to mourn forever. The Greeks, and probably 
the Iliad most of all, engaged with the question of 
what is the good and bad of being human? One 
good thing is that we suffer loss and we grieve and 
then we die, and in that mourning and death is a 
healing process. But not for Thetis. She’s going to 
have to live forever, having lost her son as a young 
man.

Hermes is also an important and interesting figure 
and those of you who are interested in the gods 
in Iliad 24 should very much focus on Hermes, 
because Iliad 24 is really all about Hermes and 
what he represents. He is fundamentally the god 
of exchange—in Rome he’s called Mercury, as 
in commerce—he’s associated with reciprocity and 
exchange, which of course ransom is. Remember 
the Iliad is pre-money. There’s no money in the 
Iliad, because money hasn’t been invented yet in 
the Greek world. It’s a very materialist world—
remember those captive princesses in Book 1: the 
word used to describe that kind of a gift is geras. So 
it’s a world where relationships are often expressed 
in material terms, and not just relationships but 
achievements too.

So, reciprocity takes on many forms in the Iliad, 
and it’s a really important part of the way that the 
whole system operates. Bear in mind that there is 
no ‘Greece’, but a whole lot of different city states 
called poleis and this is a pan-Hellenic expedition, 
not based on groups of families or obvious chains 
of command or anything like that. So reciprocity 
(you give me one thing, I’ll give you back something 
else) is very important and it’s expressed materially. 
We still operate on the basis of reciprocity in lots 
of things we do, and you wouldn’t be friends for 
very long with somebody who didn’t reciprocate 
your good will—or cups of coffee! But here in the 
Greek world of Homer it’s really much more bound 

up in material objects, and Hermes is a key part 
of that. Hermes is often thought of as the god of 
boundaries, and borders. The word herm means a 
pile of rocks originally, but it’s a marker of areas. 
Hermes is a very kindly god; he’s a god, who, almost 
exclusively in the early Greek world does kindly 
things to humans. And this is a book of kindness 
and ultimately compassion and altruism. Hermes is 
a key part of that by facilitating what actually goes 
on. And that banter and goodwill that he has with 
Priam is fascinating: as Priam’s on his way to get 
the body back, and Hermes engages with him as a 
kind of trickster figure, which is one of the things 
Hermes is.

So, put all that together, Hermes is a kind of a 
natural guide, an escort, a herald, somebody who’s 
probably a direct contrast to Dionysus. Hermes 
represents the boundaries and borders that exist 
and Dionysus goes through them. He’s also a god 
who’s really associated with darkness, and especially 
the movement of people in darkness. If you reduce 
everything that Hermes is, the idea of movement is 
really critical: he’s a god who is busy. He’s a god also 
of busy-ness and he’s a god also of business from the 
moment of his birth. Some of you might know the 
Homeric Hymn to Hermes, where he’s born, and he’s 
just a little baby, and he whips out of the cave and 
starts stealing his brother Apollo’s cattle! And he 
comes down to Priam at that critical moment when 
the darkness falls (line 349 ff.): when Priam reaches 
the tomb of Ilius, when he reaches the river, this is 
a landmark, where he goes from the known to the 
unknown, the moment where he’s in most danger.

Now I’d like to discuss Homer as a really radical 
poet, doing something really quite different. What 
we have in Iliad 24 is a quest narrative, and it’s often 
said that Greek mythology is particularly interested 
in quest narratives, because it’s interested in heroes 
and the human form. This is very much a quest 
narrative: for the most part people don’t move 
around very much in the Iliad. You’ve got a very 
sedentary hero for twenty-odd books, who explodes 
back onto the battlefield and then he’s sitting down 
again at the end of the poem. You might think of the 
Odyssey as one long quest, or a series of quests. 
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It’s important in Iliad 24 that we get this sense of a 
quest, with the movement down from the heights of 
Troy to the camp of Achilles. Quest narratives are 
usually conducted by young men. It’s a kind of rite of 
passage and you probably know many of them, such 
as Perseus and the Gorgon, Jason and the Golden 
Fleece, Bellerophon and the Chimera, Heracles and 
his labours, Theseus in the labyrinth confronting the 
Minotaur. This is the kind of mythical background 
that Homer was immersed in, the classic quest with 
the man against the monster. It does seem to me 
that Homer turns all this on its head. He comes to us 
with this kind of narrative in his mind, but he gives 
it a human form, because there are no monsters in 
the Iliad. The monsters have disappeared. They’re 
part of a world which used to exist but doesn’t 
exist any more. And even the Odyssey, where there 
are so many monsters, like Polyphemus and the 
Laestrygonians, they’re part of a narrative that 
Odysseus is telling from Books 9 to 12, so you might 
want to argue that in both monsters have entered 
the oral discourse, they entered the world of myth, 
but they don’t exist. Jasper Griffin wrote on the 
way that the Iliad and the Odyssey might well be 
distinguished in antiquity from all those other epic 
poems that we know existed, but we don’t know very 
much about; Homer is distinctly different in keeping 
the monsters away. Even Chiron the Centaur who 
taught Achilles is referred to, but pretty much put 
aside in the Iliad. You can’t really imagine a half 
man, half horse, wandering down the beach at 
Troy in a poem like the Iliad. That’s what you get 
in Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica, but Homer 
doesn’t operate like that. So somebody like Achilles 
can only get his heroic status, his kleos, by killing 
men on the battlefield. I think what Homer does, 
is to create a monster out of a man; the monsters 
have disappeared, but the capacity of humans to act 
like monsters is still with us. And don’t forget this is 
a genocide narrative, and the whole story of Troy 
is really a catalogue of horrors perpetrated by the 
Greeks on the Trojans.

I think another way that Homer turns this quest 
narrative on its head is by having two very old men 
undertake the quest to find two young men. And 
when you’re reading through the Iliad 24, look at 

the emphasis on age. Priam of course is meant to 
go back generations. He can remember when the 
Amazons came and fought at Troy. He’s, you know, 
old as Methuselah, and the herald Idaeus who goes 
with him is described as an ‘older man’. It doesn’t 
necessarily mean that he’s older than Priam—I don’t 
think anyone’s older than Priam, but he’s an elderly 
man, while Hermes is a very young guy with a little 
bit of first growth on the beard. It’s often been said 
that the old man figure is really the central figure 
in Iliad 24 because of course Achilles is thinking of 
his father, Peleus, at the same time, so age is key 
in turning Achilles from the monster to the most 
incredibly compassionate and altruistic figure that 
you can imagine in a poem like this. He asks Priam 
‘how long do you need to conduct the funeral for 
your son?’ and Priam says, well, ‘we need twelve 
days’, and Achilles says, ‘Okay, I will hold up the 
fighting for you to conduct the funeral for your son’. 
Within this one book Achilles moves from being 
the monster to being the most compassionate and 
Homeric heroes are not known for their altruism.

And don’t forget too that Hector’s quest, if you want 
to call it that, in Book 22, the quest of a young man, 
a warrior, with armour, in the bright light of day, 
fails. Priam’s quest, two books later, an old man, a 
frail man, a grieving man, very vulnerable, even 
though he’s had the word of the god, still vulnerable, 
still afraid, no armour, is successful. One unsuccessful 
quest leads to another successful quest. Why is 
the second one successful? Because of his purity 
of heart, but most of all the support of the gods, 
because Athena plays that crucial role in destroying 
Hector. Despite the fact that he is everything that 
Athena should admire, her hatred for Troy is such 
that she destroys him as well. The second quest is an 
old man who loves his son, and some argue that this 
whole pattern is the conquest of hate by love, and 
that desire to be reunited with his son overcomes 
everything in its path.

It’s also been argued that this whole book is a 
symbolic catabasis, a journey to the Underworld, 
and Hermes is a crucial figure in that because 
that’s what Hermes does. He’s a psychopomp, he 
takes the souls down to the Underworld. In other 

Iris | Journal of the Classical Association of Victoria | New Series | Volume 26 | 2013 



14 15

words, Priam is doing something like what the great 
heroes do. Theseus goes to the Underworld. Aeneas 
in Aeneid 6 goes to the Underworld. But ‘catabasis’ 
just means descent: cata is ‘down’ and baino is ‘to go’, 
so you go down and then come back. It wouldn’t 
surprise me at all if Homer’s audience is thinking 
in these terms, as there are any number of Greek 
myths that have this pattern—probably the classic 
one is Theseus’ descent into the Labyrinth to get to 
kill the Minotaur and then come back.

There’s also the importance of coming together in 
a social way. Don’t forget that the end of Iliad 24 
is a funeral, where people come together, and as 
a consequence of Priam’s journey the community 
comes together to deal with the suffering that 
they all feel for the death of Hector, not just Priam 
himself. The funeral pyre itself anticipates the 
burning of Troy, and there are references all the way 
through the Iliad to the burning of Troy. It’s called 
the Iliad because the Greek word for Troy is Ilios, so 
in some ways the emphasis is on the destruction of 
the city more than it is on the destruction of the hero 
Achilles, although you could say that they are both 
fundamentally linked because soon after the death 
of Achilles will come the death of Troy.

I mentioned that the whole Trojan saga is a genocide 
narrative, and underlying Book 24 is that distinction 
between Achilles and Agamemnon. Agamemnon 
was the guy who beat away the old man who came 
and pleaded with him for his daughter in Book 1, 
and now Priam comes down to Achilles in Book 
24 and acts in a totally different kind of way and 
gives the body back. But with the death of Achilles 
is going to come the return of Agamemnon to smash 
this city to pieces and that is precisely what he does 
in the subsequent epic poems that take this story up.
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