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DAVID MALOUF 

I ’m going to talk about how I came to write 
Ransom and I suppose what it is to be a writer, 
rather than a scholar, when you come to dealing 

with a great work like the Iliad.

In the afterword to Ransom, I tell briefly of my first 
encounter with the Troy story, on a rainy afternoon, 
at the West End State School in Brisbane, in early 
1944, when I was probably about 10.  Brisbane at 
that time was a city largely occupied by foreign 
troops – some of them American, some of them 
English, some of them Dutch – and was sandbagged 
and blacked out against air raids.  It was something 
like the local front line.  That at least was how we 
saw it, and certainly how I saw it, in what was still 
an undecided war.

In a poem I wrote some time in the early ‘70s, I 
tried to present how deeply I had internalised the 
business of that story I heard, the business of Troy, 
and made it part of my own situation and fears.  The 
point was at the moment, the thing that shocked me 
most about it, was not only the story of that city 
which was under siege, which seemed to be like our 
city, but that the teacher who was reading the story 
didn’t ever get to the end of it.  She left it hanging, 

so that you didn’t know what was going to happen to 
that city in the end.  I didn’t know of course at that 
time, that Homer’s poem too, ends before the end.
And so the equivalent of those two things was – 
here was an unfinished story about a city that was 
threatened and might fall to invaders, and I was 
living in that city and I didn’t know what the end of 
that story was either.

I want now to go on to what that war is in the 
Iliad.  I’m very interested that Chris used that word 
‘genocidal’ because that’s where I want to begin.

Total war and genocide we tend to think of as 
modern concepts.  Of course they’re not.  Very early 
in the Iliad, Menelaus, Helen’s deserted husband, 
captures a rich Trojan called Adrestus, and is 
tempted to accept a ransom from him and spare his 
life.  His brother, Agamemnon, is absolutely furious 
and this is what he says to Menelaus:

“Did the Trojans treat you so handsomely when they were your 
guests?  No, we are not going to leave a single one of them alive, 
down to the babies in their mothers’ wombs, not even they must 
live.  The whole people must be wiped from existence and none 
be left to remember them and shed a tear.”

All one would say about that is, that it is somebody 
on the other side, a Greek, and that is Homer, who 
writes the story of the loss of those people almost as 
if he was one of their own, and one of the interesting 
things to me about the poem is that if we didn’t 
know that Homer was writing on the Greek side, 
you might very well think he is so even-handed 
in the poem, so willing to enter the lives and the 
culture and the significance of people on both sides, 
that he might very well be a surviving Trojan who 
has written this poem and told the story of those 
people.

Only Achilles in the Iliad takes a more extreme 
position than Agamemnon.  At one point he says 
to Patroclus, ‘how happy I should be if not a Trojan 
got away live, not one’ and then he says: ‘and not 
an Argive either, and we too alone survive to pull 
down Troy’s diadem of towers single handed’, and 
that line is so shocking that I think Chris would tell 
us that there are Greek commentators who like to 
believe that those lines are added later, because they 
in fact show Achilles in such a really terrible light.
The Iliad has two great themes.  One is the 
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splendours and miseries of what it is to be human 
and mortal.  Heroic glory and possible fame, but 
also an early death.  To be one of those, that is, 
who have, as Achilles tells Priam, sorrow woven 
in the very pattern of our lives.  Violent death in 
all its forms is examined in the Iliad in a warrior 
class for whom because of the spiritual demands 
it makes on them, extinction in battle surpasses 
every other human experience.  This is the warrior 
ethos, but not all the characters belong to that 
class.  Thousands of average and inferior troops 
are slaughtered, their deaths, as far as the poem is 
concerned, are mentioned but are not recorded in 
any personal way.

There are women too, who are traded like cattle, 
or worry and grieve, and if they survive, are 
carried off like Hecuba, Cassandra and Hector’s 
wife Andromache as spoils of war.  Heroes in their 
dozens are named and their deaths described in 
shocking anatomical detail.  But fewer than a 
score of them emerge as characters.  Agamemnon 
and Menelaus, old Nestor Achilles and Patroclus, 
Odysseus, the two Ajaxes and Diomedes among the 
Greeks, Hector, Paris, Glaucus, Sarpedon, Aeneas 
among the Trojans. These are leaders and men who 
lead as Odysseus tells us ‘are duty bound to stand 
unflinchingly and to kill or die’.

The hero has chosen war as the context for what 
necessity demands of him, a death.  ‘There were 
many times at home’, Achilles tells those who come 
to tempt him back into battle, ‘when I had no higher 
ambition than to marry some suitable girl of my 
own class and enjoy the fortune my father Peleus 
had made.  But destiny has left me two courses on 
my journey to the grave.  If I stay here’, he means in 
Troy, ‘and play my part in the siege of Troy, there 
is no homecoming for me though I shall win eternal 
fame.  If I go home to my country, I shall be spared 
an early death, but my name will be lost.’  He chooses 
fame, of course, but later, in the afterlife, in his bitter 
understanding at last of what living actually was, 
he tells Odysseus who visits him there ‘better to 
work the soil as a serf on hire to some impoverished 
landless peasant, than to be a king among the dead’, 
but that is in another poem.

The second great theme of the work is what Simone 
Weil calls ‘the greatest calamity the human race can 
experience, the destruction that is, of that noblest 
and most complex of human achievements, that 
embodiment of cooperation and neighbourliness, of 
order and art and industry and the law, a city.  Troy, 
standing at the beginning of all Western history, 
not before those remote beginnings, is emblematic 
of every city in every war in every century since 
Homer created the great song of mourning for 
individual loss and the destruction of many-towered 
holy Illium’.

Troy, as Homer presents it, is a highly civilised city, 
perhaps even over-civilised.  Priam complains, 
in Book 24, of the effeminacy of some of his sons.  
Heroes of the dance, he calls them, who win your 
laurels on the ballroom floor.  Troy is a city on the 
edge of decadence, with a strongly feminine, as well 
as aggressively masculine, side.  A city of refinement 
and grace.  Hector, the defender of Troy, is a warrior 
of the highest order but a reluctant one.  He fights 
when he must, he does his duty, we see him in battle 
so we know how fierce he can be, but we also see him 
in Book 6, in a tender domestic scene with his wife 
Andromache and his baby son, and the moment is 
touched with gentle humour.

Helen, speaking of Hector, very near the end of the 
poem, remembers the kindness of his heart and his 
great courtesy to her.  He is a very different sort of 
warrior from Achilles, though equally brutal on 
the field, more highly evolved, more chivalrous, 
more knightly, and we see the same sort of quality 
of courtesy in Priam, in the kindly affection with 
which he calls Helen to sit beside him in Book 3.

Troy is a city.  There is something earthier and closer 
to nature, something more rustic and ruder about 
the Greeks.  They are farmers as well as warriors.  
The towns they come from, compared with Troy, 
are small.  This too colours the encounter between 
Priam and Achilles as I wanted to recreate it.  In 
choosing Book 24, the last book of the Iliad, I was 
taking up a book that already moves on from the 
rest of the poem to something absolutely new.
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It’s no longer an illustration of the various forms 
of courage or bravado within the warrior class, or 
the terrible forms the killing and individual death 
can take.  It’s not a confrontation between warriors 
at all, but between a warrior already in crisis, we 
might say a warrior who has called into question 
by violating it, the whole warrior code, and is 
himself in a state of personal breakdown, and an old 
warrior who comes to him bearing the possibility of 
reconciliation and peace, but also in supplication for 
the return of his son’s body.  An appeal not to the 
younger warrior’s honour and the maintenance of 
the code, or to manly force, but to his recognition 
and acceptance in the face of mortality, of their 
shared humanity, and of the proper honours that 
should be accorded, both to those who are stricken 
with grief, and also to the dead.

What epic has broken through to at this point in 
the Iliad, is the possibility of what will later be a 
new literary form, or so it seems to me, and that is, 
tragedy, which has been inherent in the poem and 
its creation of Achilles as a divided and therefore 
flawed and tragic hero from the start.

So what the material offered as I saw it, was a 
confrontation in purely human terms, between 
two unlikely characters – a young man in his 
prime, a warrior hero, a warrior hero divided and 
very nearly destroyed by his own nature, by pride, 
wrath, defiance, excessive grief, and a whole series 
of events that have brought to crisis a disorder in 
him that must in some way be cured, healed – and 
an old man who offers him outside the normal 
context of battle and the code he lives by, the chance 
to reconsider and think anew, to act not just as a 
warrior concerned with his reputation as hero, but 
in a humbler and more human way, as a son and 
father, faced  by a father who has come on his son’s 
business. Priam is offering Achilles the chance to 
redefine himself, not as exemplary hero, not in 
terms of warriorship at all, but as an individual and 
ordinary man. What these two figures share is grief.  
Overriding the question between them of what is 
appropriate to the warrior life and the warrior code, 
is the larger question of mortality, of death, and 
not as an event against which a warrior’s courage, 

honour, defiance of fate, is to be measured, but as a 
condition that is the fate of all.  Men, equally, under 
the same condition, that is vital to an old man, who 
is beyond the celebration of his maleness in battle, 
but also to a young man in his prime.

My task was to present all the elements of this 
meeting, to see in it a point of historical change, in 
a culture and its consciousness, in our wider human 
consciousness, around questions of life’s behaviour 
and meaning, and to make the major part of the 
book a preparation for this, so that we get to see 
from inside, in terms of our contemporary notions 
of psychology and behaviour, who these two 
characters are, and what on each side they bring as 
a back story to the encounter.

I thought of the book as having something like 
the structure of a classical French play, with one 
difference from the pure shape of such a drama as 

Racine, say, might have seen it, in that I wanted the 
middle section, Priam’s journey with Somax to the 
Greek camp, to be a kind of extended pastorale, and 
to be comic in tone.  The education into real life and 
the commonness of things, of an old man, a king at 
the hands of a kind of Bronze Age Sancho Panza, 
an interlude that is in the manner of Cervantes, in 
which Priam learns some of the things he will need 
to bring to his meeting with Achilles, and which 
he himself must understand and present if he is to 
succeed in his quest.

To do that, I had to break the classical mould and let 
Somax into a text that would normally exclude such 
a character, to allow him a voice and a major role 
there. Though this is not entirely to go against the 
grain of Homer’s poem.  It is true he, Homer that is, 
never does in the poem go outside the range of his 
heroic cast, but he does again and again, refer to the 
world they come from, everyday ordinary reality, 
which is represented in my book by Somax.  This 
is in the really quite extraordinary other life that is 
presented in Homer’s poem, in the similes.

Athenian scholars in the 4th century BC and a lot of 
later critics in the 18th century, in Europe, 
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took Homer to task for the inappropriateness to 
epic dignity of these similes. But for most modern 
readers, today, these have always provided some 
of the Iliad’s best passages, and places where the 
reader, the modern reader, was most able to connect 
with the poem and with Homer’s world, and to enter 
the poem in some kind of sympathetic way.

Sharply observed and down to earth, these small 
life studies in the poem establish, amid so much 
striving and so much angry strife, what the norm 
might be, and offer a critique typical of Homer’s 
complex and contradictory view of the warrior’s cult 
of death.  At the most unlikely moments, the poem 
shifts perspective to take in a world of farming, 
or herding, or hunting, the raising of crops and 
vines, of seafaring and weather watching, or more 
surprisingly, in a simile like this, an honest woman 
balancing the wool against the weights, to make 
sure of the meagre pittance she is earning for her 
children, or another simile.  Or a little girl trotting 
at her mother’s side, and begging to be carried, 
plucking her skirt and looking up with straining 
eyes until at last she takes her in her arms.  Or yet 
another, a boy at the seaside, playing childish games 
with the sand, building a castle to amuse himself 
and then with his hands and feet, destroying the 
whole work, just for fun.

This is like the shield that Hephaestus makes for 
Achilles, which shows two cities, one beleaguered 
like Troy, by an army, the other a scene of weddings, 
banquets, wise men sitting in judgment, fields with 
hired reapers and herds of sheep and cattle, and at 
last a dancing floor, with youths and marriageable 
maidens, hand in hand, dancing.  Two visions of 
warriors at their deadly business, obsessed with the 
inevitability of death, and to balance this, the daily-
ness of life.

So bringing Somax into the possibility of the book 
I wanted to write, was breaking the mould, but it 
was also simply allowing a character in, who, in 
Homer’s poem, is represented by activities of a life 
that Somax himself might have lived.
But there was another way in which I needed to 
break the mould.  Part of what Priam discovers 

in his catch-up education, is how curious, how 
crowded and various, the world is.  And the value 
in all of that, of what is by all the rules, unnecessary, 
but interesting for its own sake. Just in itself, and 
because it is there.

What Priam is discovering in himself is a quality he 
has never until now found any use for – curiosity, 
the capacity to observe, an eye for detail, and the 
primitive, even childish pleasure, this offers.  All 
this is new to him, and beyond the world of epic and 
of classical drama too, it is new to literature.  The 
power and truth of the unnecessary detail is part of 
the great discovery that Shakespearean drama gave 
us, and which later became the special characteristic 
and pleasure of the novel, what Nabokov calls, lovely 
irrelevancy.  Small details, observations, situations, 
events, that have no relevance to the art of the 
thing, but may somehow embody the moments of 
its greatest truth.

The question that rose for me now, was how I might 
go about retelling in a contemporary way, a story 
that is so deeply embodied in an earlier and very 
different culture.  Of dealing with a moral order and 
feelings, attitudes, convictions, that for a modern 
reader, are not only unfamiliar, but in some ways 
incomprehensible.  What the writer relies on in fact, 
is story-telling itself, on what as readers or listeners 
we are happy to give up when we enter the other 
world of being, where we find ourselves by some 
leap of the imagination, in another world, another 
time, another skin.  

This largely depends on the story-teller’s capacity 
to bring off an ancient and somehow consoling and 
very healing trick.  Part of that trick has to do with 
the conventions of story-telling itself, with style 
and form, but with what we call tone of voice.  The 
writer’s ability to charm the reader into accepting 
for as long as the charm works and the story lasts, 
whatever the teller asks him to accept.  

The rest has to do with the story-teller’s tact, in not 
pushing the listener or reader too far, in playing on 
the notion that people in the past, in other places 
and other times, had natures pretty much like our 
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own, but called by different names the forces they 
believed themselves to be ruled by or in conflict 
with, saw the world and what we call human nature 
itself, as differently constructed, which only means  
constructed under different terms.

A good deal of Ransom is taken up with the telling 
of stories.  Somax for example, is a born story-teller, 
telling at last the story, though few believe him, that 
we have just read, of how he accompanied King 
Priam to Achilles’ camp.  He is seen at best as a 
stealer of other men’s tales, and of other men’s lives.  
Priam too, has a story to tell, a secret one, long 
hoarded out of a kind of shame.  The story of his 
earlier unknown life as the small boy Podarces and 
the moment of salvation or substitution that gave 
him his name, Priam, or the price paid, the ransom.  
He in turn finds himself wonderfully taken in on his 
journey with Somax, by the carter’s stories, that are 
about just the sort of everyday things that Priam 
knows nothing of, but with are richly illuminating 
to him, since they raise questions he is forced to 
ask himself about his own life and feelings.  He 
also realises that, though that is in another sense, 
they are mere prattle, like so much else that is to 
be discovered out here.  The sound of birds, the 
sound that water makes, the rustling of leaves.  
They’re a companionable way of passing time, 
filling the silence.  But lively, engaging, interesting, 
and appealing in him to something that he has not 
discovered until now, curiosity.  Curiosity about 
others, curiosity about the world.

One of the aims of Ransom is to restore to readers 
the pleasure of plain story-telling.  The pleasure 
of giving oneself up to the childlike joy of being 
taken out of oneself, out of one’s own body and 
its limitations, the bondage of time and causality, 
if only for an hour or two, into a place where time 
is elastic and can, in a single phrase, by a simple 
change of tense, step back days or years, centuries 
even.  But also leap forward in a way that seems 
magically liberating and even healing to us.

Story-telling remains, simple art that it is, one of 
our earliest and oldest diversions and the practice 
of it is one of our oldest, noblest, callings. What 

astonishes me is that the Iliad, standing as it does 
at the very beginning of Western literature, and 
in some ways in the next twenty-seven centuries, 
never really surpassed, is perhaps, at least on the 
classical side of our double heritage – and the other 
one is represented I suppose by the Bible – the most 
inclusive, the most powerful and appealing story we 
know.  It is also one of the most original.  

I just want to finish up quickly on a subject that 
Chris took up, and that is Homer’s representation 
of the gods.  One of the things that I find most 
extraordinary in the Iliad is that the gods are almost 
always presented in an almost comic way.  Their 
quarrelling is of course horrible because of the 
effects it’s going to have on humans, but the actual 
confrontations, obviously, are often between say, 
Athena and Aphrodite, or Artemis and Aphrodite, 
comic and almost satirical, and that’s the place 
where comedy exists most strongly in the whole 
poem.

When I say I’m surprised by that, it is because we’re 
not dealing here with a work that is produced very 
late in the culture, like the plays of Euripides for 
example.  Euripides is extremely sceptical it seems 
to me, about the gods, and often presents them in a 
satirical, or at least questioning, kind of way.  This 
is a poem which begins the culture, rather than 
comes to a late moment in the culture, and that 
the gods should be treated in that kind of way in 
this opening work of the whole literature, and this 
opening statement of what the culture is, seems to 
me to be one of the most extraordinarily original 
and challenging things in the poem.  

You know, I’m very impressed when I look at the 
three dramatists we actually have the works of.  
You know, Euripides, Aeschylus, Sophocles and 
Euripides, by how far Euripides has moved on from 
the other two, and represents a kind of late, almost 
decadent, almost in Greek terms, post-modern take 
on the whole thing.  But it seems to me that that’s 
already inherent right back there in the beginning 
in Homer.
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