Saratoga Library English Conversation Club
Heroes and the Hero’s Journey
July 23, 2026

This past weekend, movie director Christopher Nolan just released his
new film, The Odyssey. This work and another epic poem called The
Iliad (ill-ee-ad) have long been credited to Greek poet Homer (ho-mer),
probably in the 700's B.C.E. However, many scholars debate who Homer
actually was, if he wrote these two epic poems, and if he even actually
existed.

Nonetheless, these poems are about the dramatic adventures and
struggles of brave warriors and heroes. The Iliad is set during the Trojan
War—a very long war conducted by the Greeks against the city of Troy.
The epic is an amazing tale of heroes and heroines, gods and
goddesses.

The central character of The Odyssey is Odysseus (oh-DIS-ee-uhs) the
warrior king of Ithaca. Today we will discuss this poem and the ideas of
“hero” and “myths”. First, discuss the warmup questions and review the
vocabulary.

Homer, bust by an unknown artist.
Warmup Questions © Bruno Bernier/Fotolia

1. What does the idea of “hero” mean to you?
2. Who are some of your heroes?

Vocabulary Preview: Read these words and match them to their meanings.

1. arduous (AHR-dyOO-uhs) A) fierce, wild, untamed, or extremely cruel and violent

2. catastrophic (kat-uh-STROF-ik) B) doing something unwillingly, with hesitation or resistance

3. compassionate C) a person admired for their courage, outstanding

(kuhm-PASH-uh-nit) achievements, or noble qualities (heroine refers to a female)

4. creature (KREE-cher) D) a long wandering or voyage marked by many challenges

5. epic (EP-ik) E) causing sudden, widespread damage, ruin, or suffering

6. hero /[ heroine F) feeling or showing deep sympathy and a desire to help others

(HEER-oh [ HEHR-oh-in) who are hurting

7. myth /mythical (mith /MITH-  G) a mythological spirit of nature imagined as a beautiful young

uh-kahl) woman living in rivers, woods, or trees.

8. nymph (nimf) H) a long poem or story about legendary heroes, or something
that is grand and impressive in scale

9. odyssey (AH-dis-ee) 1) aliving being, especially an animal, that is distinct from

humans or plants.
10.reluctantly (ri-LUK-tuhnt-lee) J) causing extreme fear, dread, or intense fright

11. savage (SAV-ij) K) grueling, difficult, challenging; requiring great exertion;
laborious

12. terrifying L) a traditional, ancient story about gods or heroes, and anything

(TEHR-uh-fye-ing) based on a worldview that explains a practice, belief, or natural
phenomenon

ANSWERS:1-K; 2-E;3-F; 4-1;5-H;6-C;,7-L;8-G;9-D;10-B;11-A; 12 -
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Dialog Practice with Vocabulary Words

Sam: Tom claimed he and Lily faced a savage beast in the deep woods. He said it was absolutely
terrifying.

Tess: He told me too. He made it seem like he had an epic battle straight out of an ancient myth!
Andi: They both acted like a brave hero and heroine.

Sam: | asked him what creature gave them such an arduous encounter.

Tess: | did too, but he was reluctant to tell me.

Andi: Honestly, | think they have been reading too many adventure stories of heroic odysseys.

The Odyssey: A Hero’s Journey

The Odyssey is an ancient Greek adventure story about a clever soldier named Odysseus who spends
ten long years trying to get home after the Trojan War. The following is a brief summary of some of the
struggles and challenges Odysseus had to overcome to reclaim his throne.

Odysseus’s adventure begins right after he helps the Greeks win the war against Troy. He has already
fought in that war for 10 years and longs to return to his island kingdom in the lonian Sea called Ithaca
(pronounced ITH-uh-kuh). Throughout his long journey, Odysseus must use his sharp wits and courage
to keep his crew alive.

Part One: Troubles at Home
Meanwhile, his family and the people of his kingdom, do not know what has happened to him. Most
everyone thinks Odysseus is dead. Over 100 greedy, rude and vulgar men, called “suitors”, have taken
over his palace. They are eating all his food and spending his
money.

These men demand that Odysseus’s loyal wife, Penelope,
choose one of them to marry. Penelope and her teenage son,
Telemachus, are helpless to stop them. Guided by the goddess
Athena, Telemachus leaves Ithaca to search for news of his
missing father.

Part Two: Odysseus’s Journey and Monster Encounters

The story shifts to Odysseus, who is trapped on an island by the
lonely nymph Calypso (kah-LIP-soh). He has been her captive for
almost seven years. The gods order Calypso to release him which
she reluctantly does.

However, the only way he can leave is by building a raft. To test
him, the god Zeus ordered that Odysseus must return home
using only a handbuilt raft. Immediately after leaving Calypso's
island on his raft, Odysseus faced a catastrophic storm sent by _ , _

i . K Poseidon. National Archaeological Museum of
his bitter enemy, the sea gOd Poseidon. Athens. Photo taken by Ricardo André Frantz,

2006A [TFila:nn>AMAN Pncaidnn inalans&MAN PacaidanTl
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Odysseus would have drowned, but he was saved by a compassionate sea goddess who gave him an
immortal veil for protection. He managed to swim for days until he finally reached the safety of an
island called Scheria (SKEER-ee-uh).

He is welcomed by the people of Scheria, and they treat him as an honored guest. In return, Odysseus
reveals his name and tells them about all the adventures he has had since leaving Troy many years
before with 12 ships and many of his soldiers.

One of the stories he tells them is
his adventure on the island of the
Cyclopes (pronounced sy-KLOH-
peez), a group of one-eyed

savage giants. As Odysseus and his
men explore the island, a cyclops
(SY-klops) named Polyphemus
(pol-uh-FEE-muhs) traps them
inside a cave by rolling a huge

| stone across the entrance.

P : S ?’% b & ‘
Odysseus and Polyphemus (1896) by Arnold Bocklin: Odysseus and his crew escape the Po|yphemus, a son of the sea god

Cyclops Polyphemus. Poseidon, kills and eats several of

Odysseus's men. The survivors
almost give up all hope of escaping, but Odysseus comes up with a plan. He starts to talk to
Polyphemus and tells him his name is Outis which means "Nobody".

Then Odysseus offers him some wine and after drinking it, the Polyphemus falls asleep. Odysseus and
his men take a wooden stake, ignite it, and drive it into Polyphemus’s eye, blinding him. Odysseus and
his men escape and run to their ships and set sail.

While they escape, Polyphemus cries in pain, and the other Cyclopes ask him what is wrong. He cries,
"Nobody has blinded me!" The Cyclopes think Polyphemus has gone mad so they do not help him.
Odysseus and his crew are then able to escape in a hurry.

However, in a moment of ego and arrogance, Odysseus shouts his real name back to Polyphemus and
now the Cyclops know who it is. Odysseus wanted the monster to know exactly who defeated him so he
could claim the glory and boast of his cleverness. This backfires because now Polyphemus prays to
Poseidon, his father, to take revenge on Odysseus.

This foolish act of pride leads to many other misadventures that Odysseus must endure. Eventually, all
his men are killed during the long, arduous journey back home. He is the only survivor. After hearing
the story of Odysseus's adventures, the people of Scheria generously give him a ship to finally return to
Ithaca.
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Part 3. The Return to Ithaca

In Ithaca, the goddess Athena appears before Odysseus
and disguises him as a beggar so the dangerous suitors
will not recognize him. Athena reunites Odysseus with
his son Telemachus. With the help of his son and a loyal
servant, they sneak into the palace.

Penelope declares an archery contest: she will marry
whoever can string Odysseus's old giant bow and shoot
an arrow through twelve lined up axe handles. Only the
beggar successfully does it. Odysseus then reveals his
true identity, defeats the wicked suitors, and proudly
reclaims his family and his kingdom.

Discussion Questions Penelope encounters the returned Odysseus posing as a

beggar. From a muralin the Macellum of Pompeii by Miguel Hermoso Cuesta, 2018.
1. If yOU were IOSt at s€a for ten years’ What WOUId yOU httpg//gcommons.wikimedia.crglwiki/Fi\e:Fresco_MaceI|um_Pompeya_oG_(cropped_to_scene).j
miss the most about your home? P

What would keep you motivated to keep trying to go back home?
Why do you think loyalty was so important to Odysseus and Penelope? How do people show loyalty
to each other today?

4. Homer created a new type of hero who used tricks and brains instead of just muscles. Who is a
modern fictional hero (from a movie, book, or comic) who fits this description?

5. What is the difference between physical strength and mental intelligence?

6. Which do you think is more important - physical strength and mental intelligence- if any? Did
Odysseus need both to get home?

7. Inthe story, monsters represent dangerous temptations or obstacles. What are some modern
"monsters" or temptations that get in the way of a person's life goals?

8. Why do you think ancient cultures used oral storytelling and poetry instead of writing stories down?

9. The godsin The Odyssey control the weather and the main character's fate. Do you think Odysseus
is completely responsible for his own choices, or are the gods controlling everything?

10. The word "odyssey" is used in modern English to describe any long, difficult journey. Do you think
every person goes through their own odyssey?

11. Penelope had to wait 20 years for her husband to return, defending her home from aggressive
suitors. In what ways is Penelope just as heroic as Odysseus, even though she never left Ithaca?

12. Imagine you are on a boat in the middle of the ocean. How do you feel? (Scared, excited, sad?)

A Side Note: Did you see the World Cup Final Game?
Did you see the World Cup Final Game on Sunday, July 19?7 Was it exciting?

To learn more about Greek culture and myths, register for this online art talk:
Gods and Monsters: An Art Talk, Tuesday, July 28, 2026 . 7:00PM — 8:00PM Pacific
RSVP required: https://sccl.bibliocommons.com/events/6g9b3sasgie64afdoiebicbos
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