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Book 24 of Homer's /liad resolves the epic’s central moral crisis not through victory in battle but
through an encounter between two grieving men. Priam, king of Troy and father of Hector, enters the
Achaean camp to ransom his son’s body from Achilles. Achilles, who killed Hector in revenge for
Patroclus and then desecrated the corpse, is confronted by the suffering of a father whose loss
mirrors the grief that Achilles’s own father, Peleus, will eventually experience. The meeting does not
end the Trojan War, erase hostility, or transform either man into a pacifist. Its importance lies in a
narrower and more profound achievement: rage is interrupted long enough for shared mortality, ritual
obligation, and compassion to re-enter the heroic world.

The scene is powerful because Priam and Achilles remain unequal in military power yet become
emotionally comparable through grief, an effect that depends on the epic’s traditional language of
supplication, honor, and social identity (Nagler, 1974; Redfield, 1994). Priam comes as a king but
must act as a suppliant. Achilles remains the greatest Achaean warrior but is forced to see himself
again as a son, a mourner, and a mortal. Homer therefore uses the meeting to revise the meaning of
heroism. Strength is no longer defined only by killing, honor, and victory; it also includes restraint,
recognition, and the ability to restore social and sacred order after anger has exceeded its proper
limits (Homer, 1990; MacLeod, 1982; Wilson, 2002).

Priam’s Decision

Priam’s journey begins with divine instruction. Zeus decides that Hector’s body must be returned and
sends Iris to tell Priam to carry a ransom to Achilles. Iris assures him that Hermes will guide and
protect him. Priam does not respond by abandoning his identity as king. He uses royal wealth to
assemble the ransom and gives orders concerning the journey. What changes is the form of authority
he must use. Troy’s political and military power cannot compel Achilles to surrender Hector. Priam
must appeal through vulnerability, age, fatherhood, and sacred supplication.

Hecuba’s response is fear rather than confidence. Her reaction is entirely reasonable. Achilles has
killed Hector and other Trojan sons, and his treatment of Hector’s corpse has shown that grief has
made him capable of extreme violence. Hecuba therefore tries to stop Priam from entering the camp
of the man she sees as savage and unpredictable.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1


https://academic-master.com/grief-reconciliation-and-heroic-transformation-in-priam-and-achilles/

@ ’ACADEMIC

Priam refuses her conclusion but not her ritual wisdom. When Hecuba advises him to pray to Zeus and
ask for a favorable sign, he accepts. He performs a libation and receives the omen of an eagle. This
detail matters because it complicates the idea that Priam simply dismisses his wife. He rejects her
judgment about whether he should go, yet accepts the religious act through which the household
confirms divine support.

His decision also marks a transformation in grief. Earlier, Priam’s suffering is expressed through
lament, helplessness, and the collapse of royal dignity. The journey converts grief into purposeful
action. He cannot restore Hector to life, defeat Achilles, or reverse the war, but he can recover the
body and make burial possible. In this sense, Priam’s courage is not battlefield courage. It is the
willingness to become vulnerable before the person he has the strongest reason to hate.

Hermes'’s role reinforces the exceptional nature of the mission. Disquised as a young man, he guides
Priam past the Achaean guards, puts sentries to sleep, and brings him safely to Achilles’s shelter.
Priam’s bravery remains real, but divine protection makes the encounter possible. Homer thereby
frames the meeting as something larger than a private negotiation. The restoration of burial rites is
part of the moral order endorsed by the gods.

Supplication and Grief

Priam’s entrance into Achilles’s shelter is among the most dramatic reversals in the epic. He
approaches the warrior who killed Hector, clasps his knees, and kisses the hands responsible for the
deaths of his sons. The gesture is shocking because it overturns normal relations of rank and enmity.
Priam does not speak first as a ruler bargaining with another ruler. He appears as a suppliant placing
himself physically under Achilles’s power.

The central appeal is simple: Priam tells Achilles to remember his own father. This is not an argument
that Priam and Peleus suffer in exactly the same way. Peleus still believes Achilles alive, while Priam
has already lost Hector. The comparison works because Achilles knows that his own death is
approaching and that Peleus will eventually experience the same kind of irreparable grief he now sees
before him.

Priam’s most radical act is his willingness to make the comparison personal. He presents himself not
merely as Hector’s father but as a father who has done what no one should have to do: kiss the hands
of his child’s killer. His language forces Achilles to see Hector as more than the warrior who killed
Patroclus. Hector becomes a son whose absence has devastated an old man.

Achilles’s initial response is not a formal greeting. He weeps. Priam weeps for Hector; Achilles grieves
for Patroclus and then for Peleus. The two men do not mourn the same person, but grief creates a
temporary emotional equality between them. Their tears do not eliminate political or military conflict.
They reveal that suffering crosses the distinction between Greek and Trojan.
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This moment is the opposite of Achilles’s earlier treatment of Hector’s corpse. In dragging the body,
Achilles attempts to extend revenge beyond death. He tries to make the enemy’s humiliation
continue even after Hector can no longer experience it. Priam’s presence breaks that logic because
the continuing punishment falls not on Hector but on the living people who love him.

After the shared lament, Achilles raises Priam and offers practical care. He orders Hector’s body
prepared, accepts the ransom, provides food, and arranges a place for Priam to sleep. Hospitality
returns inside a space that had been dominated by rage. Yet Achilles is not suddenly calm in every
respect. He warns Priam not to provoke him and has servants prepare Hector’s body out of Priam’s
sight, fearing that the father’s reaction might reignite violence. Compassion exists alongside
instability.

Achilles Transformed

The encounter changes Achilles most clearly by forcing him to recognize the universality of grief.
Before Priam arrives, Achilles’s suffering has become morally isolating. Patroclus’s death appears to
him as a loss so absolute that ordinary limits no longer seem binding. He kills Hector, refuses
immediate burial, abuses the corpse, and organizes his life around vengeance. Priam’s grief
demonstrates that Achilles is not the only person whose world has been destroyed by war.

Hector is rehumanized through Priam. To Achilles, Hector had become primarily the killer of Patroclus.
To Priam, he is a son, protector, and central figure in the household and city. The meeting does not
ask Achilles to deny what Hector did in battle. It asks him to recognize that the same man can be an
enemy to one person and beloved to another.

Achilles’s speech about Zeus's two jars deepens this recognition. Human beings receive varying
mixtures of good and suffering, and no amount of heroic excellence protects them from mortality.
Achilles applies this tragic vision to Priam and Peleus. Both men have received great blessings, and
both are also condemned to profound loss. The lesson is not that suffering is fair. It is that suffering
belongs to mortal life and cannot be permanently mastered through revenge.

Achilles also learns the limits of retaliation. His abuse of Hector’s body has not restored Patroclus,
reduced his own grief, or altered the outcome of the war. It has merely prolonged suffering and
violated funeral custom. By returning the corpse, Achilles accepts that grief does not authorize
endless punishment.

The ransom therefore has moral meaning beyond economic exchange. Achilles accepts the gifts, but
Priam’s supplication turns the transaction into an act of recognition. Achilles agrees to a period of
truce long enough for Hector’s funeral. He again participates in reciprocal social obligations that his
wrath had suspended.

Food becomes another symbol of this return. Achilles encourages Priam to eat and invokes Niobe,
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who mourned her children but eventually took food. The comparison is severe, yet its meaning is
practical: mourning does not remove the body’s need to continue living. Achilles himself had moved
toward a death-centered existence after Patroclus’s loss. Sharing food with Priam represents a
temporary return to ordinary human necessity.

His transformation remains incomplete, which makes it more convincing. Achilles does not renounce
warfare, forgive every enemy, or decide that honor no longer matters. The fighting will resume after
Hector’s funeral. What changes is his moral proportion. He distinguishes killing in battle from
degrading the dead, grief from limitless vengeance, and heroic strength from uncontrolled rage.

Heroic Self-Knowledge

Priam’s appeal also changes how Achilles sees himself. Throughout much of the epic, Achilles
understands his identity through honor, reputation, martial excellence, and his bond with Patroclus.
Priam forces him to imagine himself from Peleus’s perspective. Achilles becomes not only the greatest
warrior at Troy but also an absent son whose death will devastate an aging father.

This recognition gives his heroic choice a new emotional dimension. Achilles already knows that
remaining at Troy means a short life with great glory. Priam’s presence reveals who will bear the cost
of that choice. Heroic fame is not an isolated achievement; it produces grief in those who love the
hero.

Achilles also discovers that he is still capable of pity. After killing Hector and abusing the corpse, he
has appeared almost beyond ordinary human feeling. Yet he can respond to Priam’s suffering, protect
him, feed him, and return Hector. Compassion has not disappeared. It has been buried beneath
anger.

At the same time, Achilles recognizes that his anger remains dangerous. His warning to Priam and his
decision to keep the preparation of Hector’s body out of sight reveal self-awareness. He knows that
compassion has not made him emotionally safe. This is important because moral growth in the /liad
does not require total personality change. Achilles becomes more humanly responsive while
remaining the same extraordinary and volatile warrior.

He also confronts the difference between honor and excess. His original conflict with Agamemnon
concerns public honor and the treatment of a warrior’s status. After Patroclus dies, however, Achilles
extends that logic into unbounded revenge. Priam’s arrival helps restore limits. The return of Hector is
not a surrender of Achilles’s honor; it is evidence that restraint can itself be honorable.

Priam undergoes a parallel transformation. He moves from devastated king to active suppliant, using
vulnerability rather than force. His heroism lies in crossing the enemy camp, touching Achilles, and
speaking to him as another father. He does not excuse Hector’s death or cease grieving. Instead, he
creates the conditions under which burial and mourning can proceed.
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Limits of Reconciliation

The final scene should not be mistaken for permanent peace. Achilles and Priam remain enemies.
Hector remains dead. Patroclus remains dead. Troy remains destined for destruction. The truce exists
only long enough for funeral rites. This limitation gives the reconciliation its seriousness.

Neither man needs to erase the war or agree about justice in order to stop one form of cruelty. They
establish a narrow but meaningful moral agreement: the dead deserve burial, grief deserves
recognition, and even enemies remain subject to shared human limits.

This is why Book 24 is a fitting conclusion to the //iad. The epic begins with Achilles’s wrath and ends
not with the fall of Troy or the death of Achilles but with Hector’s funeral. Homer closes on ritual
restoration rather than military triumph. The final achievement is the recovery of order after rage.

Priam’s courage makes this recovery possible, while Achilles’s response gives it moral force. Each
man sees beyond the identity that war has assigned the other. Priam sees not only Hector’s killer but
a son who will also be mourned. Achilles sees not only the king of Troy but a father whose suffering
resembles what awaits Peleus.

The meeting therefore transforms heroic identity without abolishing it. Priam remains king; Achilles
remains warrior. What changes is the understanding of what greatness can include. In the final
movement of the epic, heroism means not only the ability to dominate an enemy but also the ability
to stop, recognize another person’s grief, restore the body of the dead, and accept that no victory can
conquer mortality.
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