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Birth

• divine ancestry

• prophesied birth

• exposure or attempted murder of the infant hero

• display of unusual power or gifts at an early age

• the hero has a divine benefactor (e.g. Athena) or divine antagonist (e.g. Hera)

Departure

• separation from family

• call to adventure, refusal of the call

• discovery of a sacred artifact or talisman

Initiation

• apprenticeship or training (connect to ODYSSEY requires planning and preparation)
• mentor figure

• trials, sufferings, or isolation

• temptation
• various rites-of-passage

Return (or Triumph over Death)

• descent to/return from the underworld

• slaying of a monster
• self-sacrifice

• epiphany (the hero learns things about himself and the world around him -- connect to   

  ODYSSEY expands existing knowledge; may be internal or external)

• deification or immortality


Note that several additional resources are included to facilitate further study of the hero: 

• A Hero’s Quest Lexicon (R) 

• A Hero’s Quest/Hero Survey (R)
• Hero’s Quest Comparison Sheets (R).

Teacher Resource





The Hero’s Quest








A number of classical mythology scholars (most famously Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces) have identified certain � that occur almost universally in ancient heroic myths across cultures. The � of the hero (from Greek heros, “demi-god”) is as old as literature itself, and is useful not only as an introduction to the � of protagonist, but also as a method of helping students to identify personally with the characters they meet in their reading. The hero -- male or female -- represents all of us, and the ODYSSEY that he/she undergoes mirrors the ODYSSEY of life itself from birth to death, and the opportunities for self-discovery and growth (see “epiphany” stage below) that occur in between.


Despite the many unreal, fantastic, and larger-than-life events that occur in myths, such as regular encounters with gods and monsters, students should be aware of the many real-life implications of the Hero’s Quest, such as the transition from childhood to adulthood, from ignorance to knowledge, from selfishness to selflessness, and so on. 


Above all, the hero or heroine seeks to overcome death in one way or another, e.g. by becoming a god or goddess (Psyche), winning immortal fame (Gilgamesh), self-sacrifice (Christ), descending to and returning from the underworld (Odysseus), the slaying of a monster (Heracles), or various other means. Our mortality represents the limit of human existence, and the most common characteristic of the hero/heroine is the crossing of boundaries which ordinary humans are unable to breach.


Below is a list of general stages and sub stages in the Hero’s Quest, drawn from Campbell and other sources. Whenever possible, students should be encouraged to look for these � in their reading, not only in mythology, but in other readings such as The Hobbit  andTreasure Island -- keeping in mind, of course, that the � may not occur in the same order, and that only some of them may apply to a given protagonist.
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