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Start Here

Hi! I’m Lisa, Founder of Lisa’s Study Guides 
and English tutor with over 10 years of 
experience. I also achieved a study score that 
placed me in the top 2% of my VCE English 
cohort. Interesting fact - Ransom has existed 
in the VCAA English study design for several 
years now - first as a Text Response, then 
as a Comparative text (paired with the film, 
Invictus). Of course, this pairing will change 
with time, but what hasn’t changed is the text’s 
popularity as it’s studied by students all the 
way from middle-school, through to Year 12.

Luckily for you (although I’m sure some of 
you will disagree), Ransom is an excellent 
text to study. While some aspects of the 
text are initially challenging (what’s Malouf 
talking about on the first page? “The sea has 
many voices”, “A membrane stretched to a 
fine transparency” – Malouf, can you please 
interpret this for us in plain English?) once you 
familiarise yourself with the plot, you’ll find that 
there is so much you can dig into, whether 
it be themes, literary devices, or even just a 
range of fantastic quotes to use. 

If you’re anything like me, a book (like Ransom) 
that is initially taxing to read can transform 
into a text that is truly interesting to pull apart 
once you get to its analysis. No matter how 
many times you read over this novel, you’ll 
always discover new bits of information that 
will help you with your study. This could be a 
new intriguing quote that you’ve never seen 
anyone use in their essays, or it could be better 
understanding of Ancient Greeks’ views and 
values. 

To do well in this text, you’ll need to move 
beyond just theme and character analysis. 
Since Ransom is based off The Iliad, the best 

students will ensure they demonstrate an 
appreciation of the context in their essays. 
Take this excerpt from our #2 high-scoring 
essay later in this study guide: “Immediately 
following the ransom, “on the twelfth [day] 
the war would resume,” and the result of the 
war is unambiguous: Troy is predestined to 
“become just another long, windswept hilltop, 
its towers reduced to rubble.” Priam’s actions, 
as powerful as they may be, are still unable to 
free himself, his family and his city from this 
fate.” This writer has intertwined the discussion 
of fate into his essay; the belief that Ancient 
Greek’s could not change or escape their 
destinies and thus demonstrating a deeper 
understanding of the text beyond the plot.  

Moreover, Ransom is so beautifully written 
that you absolutely need to discuss Malouf’s 
literary techniques (personifications, 
metaphors, and imageries). In doing so, you’ll 
lift your English writing game onto a whole 
new level. If you’re unfamiliar with literary 
techniques, don’t worry. That’s why we’re here. 
We’ll cover these through this study guide. I’m 
also confident the sample essays I’ve included 
will direct you towards better writing, and 
hopefully that A+. 

All the best, and let’s get started!
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Because this is a sample, we’re going 
to skip some pages and show you 
bits of the best content from our 

Ransom - A Killer Text Guide!
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Plot, Analysis, Important 
Passages and Quotes

CHAPTER I
PLOT

Achilles, the greatest warrior of the Greeks stands next to the sea while reminiscing of the past. After his 
mother’s death he had ‘entered the rough world of men’ [pg 6] where wars and battles prevail. Every 
morning, he feels the need to ‘tramp to shore’ [pg 10] since he is haunted by the death of his ‘soulmate and 
companion’ Patroclus, and his raging hatred towards Hector, killer of Patroclus and thus, the ‘implacable 
enemy.’

When Achilles was a child, his cousin Patroclus, came to live with the young Achilles since the former had 
killed the son of a high official of the royal court due to a ‘quarrel over a game of knucklebones’ [pg 11]. In 
need of an asylum, Patroclus came to live with Achilles’ family. As the years passed, the pair grew closer to 
the extent where Achilles believes that ‘he had mated with Patroclus’ [pg 15].

When the tide of the battle was against the Greeks, Patroclus disguises himself in Achilles’ armour in order to 
instill fear in the Trojans and cause them to return to the safety of their walls, thus providing temporary relief 
for the Greeks. In his last act for his closest friend, Patroclus is killed in battle*. The death of Patroclus left 
Achilles with an overwhelming sense of loss and also burning animosity. Achilles whispers that he will join 
Patroclus soon, but firstly, he has to avenge Patroclus’ killer, Hector.

Hector, the son of Trojan king Priam and leader of the Trojan army, wore Achilles armour as a sign of triumph 
and disrespect for the Greeks. In a dramatic battle between Hector and himself, Achilles was successful in 
killing his enemy. Achilles’ Myrmidons then stripped Hector of his armour and ‘without pity…plunged their 
swords into Hector’s unprotected flesh’ [pg 24]. For Achilles however, this was not enough. Still fuelled by his 
pain, Achilles ties Hector’s body to a chariot and drags it ‘up and down under the walls of Troy’ [pg 26] as the 
dead warrior’s royal family devastatingly watches on. Achilles feels like ‘dead man…feeling nothing’ [pg 26], 
unable to seal the void left by his beloved friend.

The next day, Achilles is furious to find Hector’s body ‘smoothly sealed and the torn flesh made whole again.’ 
His men cannot bear to look at him as he drives the chariot with Hector’s body along the walls of the Trojans 
once again. Afterwards he quickly falls asleep, into ‘oblivion’ [pg 35] as he struggles with his shame and guilt 
of his actions. He is ‘waiting for a break…something new and unimaginable’ in his life.

ANALYSIS

The human side

Along with the conflict between Greece and Troy, Ransom also delves into the consequences of those 
affected by the war. As the greatest warrior of all Greeks, Achilles has lived his life as a fighter. Nevertheless, 



Lisa’s Study Guides ©A Killer Text Guide - Ransom

his pathway in life has led him to believe that ‘such a life is death to the warrior spirit’ means to 
metaphorically lose what it means to ‘live’ when one experiences bloodshed in each war. Growing 
up surrounded in ‘the rough world of men’ [pg 6], Achilles develops traits of aggression, cruelty and 
vengefulness in order to become an implacable man of war. As a consequence, Achilles only knows how to 
deal with Patroclus’ death with a fighter’s mindset. Instead of grieving openly, ‘he never permit[s] himself to 
betray to others what he [feels]’ [pg 5] thus detaching himself from the natural human process of grieving. 
In order to deal with his friend’s tragic ending, Achilles ‘soul chang[es] colour’ as drags Hector’s body for 
eleven days without any sense of regret or remorse and thus, is ‘death to his human spirit’ since he had no 
longer ‘a living man’ [pg 27]. He faces Patroclus’ death with the same warrior traits of aggression, cruelty and 
vengefulness, depriving himself of any ability to humanely mourn his close friend’s death.

Furthermore, Achilles grieves for his mother in the opening passages of Ransom. During this time of loss, his 
mother symbolises Achilles’ need to be nurtured. The imagery of the sea surface as a ‘belly’ and ‘a membrane 
stretched to a fine transparency’  [pg 3] represents his mother’s pregnancy where he ‘had hung curled in 
a dream of pre-existance’ for ‘nine changes of the moon’ – or in other words, nine months of pregnancy. 
Achilles is characterised as a foetus, for his position is ‘chin down, shoulders hunched’ as though he is inside 
a womb. Although Achilles is a fighter, he hides the fact that he wishes to be ‘rocked and comforted’ by his 
mother, thus demonstrating that even beneath the surface of a cold-hearted warrior, the current of human 
emotions can cripple a man’s confident veneer.

Life and death

Ransom explores life as a continuum, where life and death meet day after day as time ticks on. It is shown 
that life is transitional, since ‘the reflection of a face, a tree in a leaf…holds nothing, and itself cannot be held’ 
[pg 4]. This illustrates that although someone or something may exist during a certain amount of time, as 
time continues, these existences eventually fade away. The symbol of waves shown to be an ‘endless’ life 
cycle where new life ‘kick up, [and] gather[s]’ [pg 6] then reaches death as the waves ‘collapse.’ Although 
we may experience some time on earth, this cycle of life and death will continue, whether or not anyone is 
‘here…to observe it.’

IMPORTANT PASSAGES

‘The sea has many voices…a hero’s death out there in full sunlight under the gaze of gods and men, for 
which the hardened self, the hardened body, had daily to be exercised and prepared.’ [pg 3 – 6]

‘From this moment on he could conceive of nothing in life he must live that Patroclus would not share in and 
approve…As in a different way, but through the same agency and in the same moment, he had been mated 
with Patroclus.’ [pg 14 – 15]

‘Of course he knew only too well what Patroclus intended by his brooding presence…But first he had 
Patroclus’ killer to deal with, in a last encounter out there under the walls of Troy.’ [pg 17- 21]

‘Achilles too staggered a moment…That would assuage his grief, and be so convincing to the witnesses of 
this barbaric spectacle that he too might believe there was a living man at the centre of it, and that man 
himself.’ [pg 24 – 27]

‘He will sleep now…Meanwhile, day after day, he rages, shames himself, calls silently on a spirit that does not 
answer, and sleeps.’ [pg 35 – 36]
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‘One day, he knows, he will go back to it.’

‘But for the whole of his life he has been drawn, in his other nature, to his mother’s element.’

‘To what accepts, in a moment of stillness, the reflection of a face, a tree in leaf, but holds nothing, and itself 
cannot be held.’

‘He had grieved. But silently, never permitting himself to betray to others what he felt.’ [pg 5]

‘Days, weeks, season after season.’ [pg 8]

‘…the young man he is resists, and it is the buried rage of that resistance that drives him out each morning to 
tramp the shore. Not quite alone. With his ghosts.’ [pg 10]

‘From this moment on he could conceive of nothing in the life he must live that Patroclus would not share in 
and approve.’ [pg 14]

‘As in a different way, but through the same agency and in the same moment, he had been mated with 
Patroclus.’ [pg 15]

‘There were tears in his eyes.’ [pg 18]

‘He fet his soul change colour.’ [pg 24]

‘Still he felt nothing.’ [pg 27]

‘…a kind of envy for how free the creature is of a self-consciousness that at times makes us strange to 
ourselves and darkly divided.’ [pg 31]

‘But it is never enough. That is what he feels. That is what torments him.’ [pg 33]

‘He is waiting for the break.’ [pg 35]

‘Meanwhile, day after day, he rages, shames himself, calls silently on a spirit that does not answer, and sleeps.’ 
[pg 36]

CHAPTER II

PLOT

Eleven days after Hector’s death, king Priam grieves in his city of Troy. The city is at the breach of ruins since 
he can only provide ‘weak protection’ [pg 40] due to his old age. He believes that he is the target of the 
gods’ mockery since he has lost the heir to his throne. Priam then envisions the goddess Iris, who informs 
Priam that it is not mockery, but chance since the events are ‘not the way they must be, but the way they 
have turned out’ [pg 46]. Amazed by the fact that chance is a factor in the events that have occurred in his 
life, he then sees himself dressed as plain man in a plain cart, with an unfamiliar man who draws two coal-
black mules. Inside the cart is an abundance of gold. He realises that the gods have provided him the vision 
to create a plan to save Hector’s body from Achilles’ hostile forces. Resolute, he heads to his wife, Hecuba to 
share the plan.

Inside her sitting room, Hecuba suffers from a cold and is deprived of sleep. His wife is distraught that she 
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Because this is a sample, we’re going 
to skip some pages and show you 
bits of the best content from our 

Ransom - A Killer Text Guide!
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5 Types of Essay Prompts

In LSG’s How To Write A Killer Text Response, we explore the 5 different types of essay prompts. It is part 
of the THINK and EXECUTE rule which ensures that you’ll answer the prompt properly (say goodbye 
to your issues of going off-topic!). Knowing the 5 types of essay prompts will help you understand how 
you need to approach an essay topic, which essay structure to adopt, certain aspects of the prompt that 
require your attention so that you can fulfil the VCAA criteria. While this THINK and EXECUTE rule is 
not explored in detail in this text guide, you can learn more by reading LSG’s How To Write A Killer Text 
Response.

#1  Theme-based prompt

THINK 

With a theme-based prompt (revenge, grief), your essay will understandably revolve around themes. 
Remember that themes are often interconnected – that is, your understanding of one theme is only 
possible through the exploration of other themes.

For this prompt, if I decide to agree that ‘revenge is not the answer to grief’, it’s important that I also offer 
what the answer should or could be. An essay that just focuses on 3 paragraphs proving that revenge is 
not the answer to grief seems too one-sided and doesn’t fully answer the prompt. In my essay, I’ll choose 
forgiveness as a better response to grief. 

PLAN

Step 1: Highlight key words

‘Ransom suggests that revenge is not the answer to grief.’

‘Ransom suggests that revenge is not the answer to grief.’

NOTE: While the planning of essays is not explored in detail in this text 

guide (including highlighting key words, finding synonyms, and organising 

paragraphs using my own unique version of TEEL), you can learn more by 

reading LSG’s How To Write A Killer Text Response. In this study guide, I’ve 

based my paragraphs off the widely-known TEEL structure. If you’ve already 

read How To Write A Killer Text Response, you should still be able to see how 

I use my personal TEEEEL structure in the following essays).
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Step 2: Find synonyms

‘Ransom suggests that revenge is not the answer to grief.’

Step 3: Organise your paragraphs

Original keyword Synonyms

Suggests Argues, explores

Revenge Vengence, immoral, rage

Not the answer Inadequate, problematic

Grief Suffering, pain

Contention
Malouf argues that forgiveness, rather than revenge, constitutes a better answer to grief.

Body paragraph 1 Body paragraph 2 Body paragraph 3

Topic 
sentence 
(main 
argument) 

From early on in 
the novel, grief is 
demonstrated to 
have deeply personal 
and emotional 
consequences. 
demonstrated to 
have deeply personal 
and emotional 
consequences.

On the other hand, 
Malouf juxtaposes 
this with the act of 
forgiveness, which 
is illustrated in a 
number of ways to 
be the more humane 
response to grief.

In addition to this, 
Malouf explores the 
cathartic potential 
of forgiveness in 
the longer term, 
especially in its 
capacity to ultimately 
liberate people from 
grief.

Example
Achilles’ experience 
with grief

Achilles forgiving 
Hector/Priam

Somax forgiving 
Beauty

The effect 
forgiveness for 
Achilles

The effect of 
forgiveness for 
Somax
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Evidence 

“Patroclus’ killer”

“implacable enemy”

“himself like a dead 
man[, f]eeling nothing”

“their only explanation 
is that he is mad”

“overcome with 
tenderness for this old 
man and his trembling 
frailty”

“have brought [his 
son] back”

“sobbing”

“no notion of what 
she’d done”

“freed itself and fallen 
away”

“part in the long war 
is at an end”

“smoky poison”

“the worst happens, 
and there, it’s done”

Linking 
sentence

All in all, revenge is 
demonstrated to be 
an inadequate and 
problematic response 
to grief, given its highly 
personal and emotional 
nature.

Still, this is in stark 
contrast to the 
suppressed emotion 
and bloodthirsty 
desire for vengeance 
exhibited by Achilles 
earlier in the novel, 
and Malouf therefore 
presents forgiveness 
as a more appropriate 
and a more humane 
response to grief.

Thus, in both cases 
Malouf demonstrates 
that grief is not 
best quelled by 
retribution—rather, 
he illustrates 
the potential of 
forgiveness to be 
the most cathartic 
answer that creates 
the most personal 
solace in the face of 
loss.

SAMPLE ESSAY

High-scoring response

‘Ransom suggests that revenge is not the answer to grief.’ 

Set in the tumultuous period of the Trojan War, Malouf’s Ransom explores the nature of grief and loss, 
in particular the range of responses that personal loss can engender (1). While revenge is depicted as 
atavistic and primal, it is in equal parts also shown to be burdensome and fruitless, unable to free anyone 
from their grief. Rather, Malouf highlights the importance of humanity and compassion in times of loss, 
particularly expressed through forgiveness. He demonstrates that, not only is forgiveness the most

NOTE: The following essays in the 5 Types of Essay Prompts are all A-grade. 

However, lower-response essays have their own strengths and weaknesses 

that are explored in the annotations. These annotations aim to help you see 

what is done well in an essay, and also what could be improved further. Any 

errors in grammar or spelling have remained unedited.
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human—and also the most humane—course of action, but it can also have a liberating and 
cathartic effect where revenge cannot. Thus, Malouf argues that forgiveness, rather than 
revenge, constitutes a better answer to grief.

 ANNOTATIONS

(1)   Use the opening sentence to introduce the text and the central
 questions of the prompt. For a theme-based topic like this, it’s definitely
 also worth trying to define some of the bigger thematic terms that
 appear e.g. “grief” defined as “personal loss” here.

(2)  Finish the introduction by explicitly stating your contention.

From early on in the novel, grief is demonstrated to have deeply personal and emotional consequences. 

Malouf begins with an extensive profile of Achilles’ character following the death of Patroclus, in which 

he highlights his response to the loss of his dear friend. On the one hand, the descriptions of Hector as 

“Patroclus’ killer” and as his “implacable enemy” suggest that Achilles is unable to see beyond his grief; 

that is, in his mind, Hector is nothing else but his mortal nemesis. However, the recounting of Hector’s 

death is also particularly poignant to this end—as his comrades repeatedly stab Hector’s corpse, Achilles 

watches, “himself like a dead man[, f]eeling nothing.” Through this, Achilles is characterised as a hard-

hearted, almost mechanical seeker of vengeance, and Malouf suggests that this is an unhealthy and 

problematic manner of dealing with grief (3). This is perhaps best exemplified by his course of action 

following Hector’s death, as his grief drives him to desecrate Hector’s body to the extent where his own 

men question the integrity of his actions: “their only explanation is that he is mad.” Not only has revenge 

failed to exhaust or quell his grief, but it has largely compromised Achilles’ humanity and trapped him in 

a vortex of immoral and unhealthy behaviour. All in all, revenge is demonstrated to be an inadequate and 

problematic response to grief, given its highly personal and emotional nature. 

 ANNOTATIONS

(3)   ‘Zoom out’ and go back to those thematic questions even within
 paragraphs (rather than just at the end) – this makes sure the essay is
 grounded.

On the other hand, Malouf juxtaposes this with the act of forgiveness, which is illustrated in a number of 

ways to be the more humane response to grief. For Achilles, there is a direct contrast between his rage and 

his mercy, particularly as the novel wears on, when he yields Hector’s corpse to Priam. The humanity of 

this interaction is underscored through Malouf’s focus on Achilles’ state of mind—readers are shown that 

he confuses Priam with his own father, and is thus “overcome with tenderness for this old man and his 
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to skip some pages and show you 
bits of the best content from our 

Ransom - A Killer Text Guide!
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Lower-scoring response

‘Ransom suggests that revenge is not the answer to grief.’ 

The ancient world of Homer’s The Iliad is re-entered and ingeniously re-invented in David Malouf’s 
immensingly moving novel ‘Ransom’. The well-known (1) protagonist, Achilles, clearly demonstrates how 
revenge does not resolve grief, yet Malouf also exhibits the idea that revenge is merely part of being 
human. Furthermore, apart from revenge not being the answer to grief, Malouf also suggests that there is 
no real answer to grief. Thus (2), from suggesting that revenge is not the answer to grief, Malouf is able to 
explore the qualities that denote human nature (3).

 ANNOTATIONS

(1)   Be careful of ‘filler’ words that don’t add much value to your essay. In
 this case, how is the fact that Achilles is ‘well-known’ relevant? If it
 doesn’t add meaning to your essay, leave it out.

(2)  The signposting in this introduction such as ‘furthermore’ and ‘thus’
 nicely lay out logic and structure of rest of the essay. 

(3)  Specifically mentioning the author’s name when writing your argument
 is an excellent way to ensure you incorporate their views and values.

In Part I, the idea that revenge is not a resolution to grief is clearly established (4). As a consequence 
of Patroclus’ death, Achilles is consumed by revenge and grief. Although without success, Achilles 
desecrates Hector’s body out of mere revenge and a need to erase his grief. Achilles is controlled by 
crazed rage and continues this for eleven days and nights, ‘but it is never enough. That is what he feels. 
That is what torments him.’ Evidently, eleven straight days of revenge is still not enough to remove 
one’s grief. Moreover, near the last pages of the novel, we are reminded again that revenge does not 
resolve grief through Neoptolemus’ ‘botched’ killing of Priam (5), out of revenge for his father’s death, 
though ultimately resulting in ‘crushing disappointment; heartsickness, animal sadness, despondency.’ 
And further emphasising the pointless nature of revenge, Malouf states that ‘for him [Neoptolemus] the 
misery of this moment will last forever… the raw shame of it will be with him now till his last breath.’ As a 
result, Malouf does not fail to demonstrate why revenge is not the answer to grief, but he also reveals the 
mere humanity of revenge.

 ANNOTATIONS

(4)   A clear and straightforward topic sentence. However, to improve this
 sentence one step further, this student could have incorporated Malouf’s
 views and values. Even a specific mention of the author in the topic
 sentence can help the student to tick off this criterion.
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