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The Hero's Journey
By Jessica McBirney
2017

Joseph Campbell was an American mythologist, writer, and lecturer. His book The Hero with a Thousand
Faces explores the common journey that heroes from different works of literature take. In this
informational text, Jessica McBirney further discusses this common structure of storytelling that Campbell
identified. As you read, take notes on the different parts of the Hero’s Journey.
[1]

When we follow a good story, we tend to follow
the journey a character makes from beginning to
end. We can’t wait to find out what happens next.
It’s a page-turner; there are obstacles at every
1
stage and crucial choices that characters have to
make in order to overcome these obstacles.
Eventually, we pick up another story. We have an
appetite for stories. There are so many for us to
choose from — in libraries, in bookshops, and on
our screens — and each story seems new and
exciting.
"Leaving Hobbiton" by Jeff Hitchcock is licensed under CC BY 2.0

Well, in fact, oftentimes this is not true. We are
led to believe these stories are new even though
a lot of them follow a simple formula. When we stop to think about it, many of these stories have more
similarities than we might think.
In the 1940s, the writer and professor, Joseph Campbell, noticed that a lot of his favorite stories shared
a similar structure. He decided to write about it in his book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Today, this
story structure is popularly known as “The Hero’s Journey.” Stories that use this structure loosely follow
a similar series of general events, otherwise known as plot points.
The hero is the main character in the story. He or she sets off on an adventure, or quest, to accomplish
a specific goal. Below are just a few of the steps all heroes face in the “Hero’s Journey” story plot.
Popular stories like The Hobbit and The Hunger Games follow this structure.

The Ordinary World
[5]

The story usually opens with the hero’s normal life: their ordinary world. This “world” can include their
home and family life, their job, their personal history, and more. The author does this to introduce
their hero and explain certain things about their personality and actions.
In the ordinary world, the hero often feels uncomfortable in some way. There is something they don’t
like about their normal life, something that causes them stress or discomfort. Others in the ordinary
world might think the hero is odd in some way.
1.

Crucial (adjective): of great importance

1

Call to Adventure
According to Campbell’s formula, something will then occur that disrupts our hero’s life in the ordinary
world and causes them to face a decision. It could be an event, a discovery, an added danger, or
something new from within the hero. It requires the hero to do something; they are the only person
who can fulfill this call or accomplish this goal. The call to adventure provides a first look into what
Campbell calls “a new world,” one very different from the ordinary world.

Refusing the Call
The hero may not immediately accept their call to adventure. They might be afraid of entering the new
world or of the tasks they have to do. If this is the case, they will initially refuse to accept the call. If the
hero initially refuses their call to adventure, bad things usually begin to occur.

Crossing the Threshold
In some stories, before the hero accepts the call to adventure, they meet with a mentor. This person
will be a mature person who has experienced the new world before. The mentor offers advice that
convinces the hero to accept the call and enter the new world.
[10]

“Crossing the threshold” happens when the hero finally accepts the call to adventure and enters the
new world. The new world is very different from their ordinary world. It has unfamiliar rules and values
that the hero must navigate.

Tests, Allies, and Enemies
In the new world, the hero faces a variety of tests and obstacles. Sometimes the hero is successful and
sometimes they fail. All the tests serve to make the hero stronger and more determined to accomplish
their goal. The hero encounters other people during his journey. They usually have at least one ally,
someone who travels with them and supports them in the mission. Together they may encounter
other helpful people.

The Ordeal

2

According to Campbell’s formula, midway through the story, the hero will face their hardest test yet, a
test that will make them confront their greatest fear or insecurity. This often includes a brush with
death. The hero overcomes this test, or escapes death, and finds new hope as they push towards their
ultimate challenge or goal.

2.

Ordeal (noun): a severe trial or experience

2

The Supreme Ordeal
At the climax of the story — the most intense, exciting or important point of the story — the hero faces
one final test, which is often their absolute greatest challenge. Campbell calls this plot point the
“Supreme Ordeal.” The hero is close to being able to return to the ordinary world, but they must
overcome this final test to return. This is the moment where the hero accomplishes their goal; their
quest has succeeded.
3

During the “Supreme Ordeal,” the hero will tend to experience a lot of turmoil. Maybe they face death
again, or have to make a great sacrifice. They defeat the internal and external conflicts they have been
facing throughout the story.

Reward and the Journey Home
[15]

After they’ve accomplished their mission, the hero collects some type of reward from their journey.
Usually this is a physical reward, anything ranging from treasure, a prince or princess, to even the
rulership of a kingdom.
The hero returns, with this reward, home to their ordinary world. Because of all they have experienced
and accomplished, they are changed from the beginning of the story. The story may or may not have a
happy ending, but a lot of the tension or discontent they felt has now been resolved because of what
they accomplished on their journey.

Where can we find The Hero’s Journey formula?
Campbell’s Hero’s Journey structure shows up all over literature, no matter the genre. The Hero’s
Journey stories are so compelling because we like to see heroic characters overcoming great obstacles;
we admire these heroes and hope to be like them. You don’t have to be a character in a book to be a
hero in your own life.
Now that you are familiar with the Hero’s Journey story structure. Let’s try it out on the two popular
hero stories mentioned earlier, The Hobbit and The Hunger Games. A warning for those readers who
haven’t read these books, the examples carry spoilers!

3.

Turmoil (noun): a state of great disturbance or uncertainty

3

The Hobbit
In J.R.R. Tolkien’s fantasy novel, The Hobbit, the hero is the Bilbo Baggins. Bilbo’s “Ordinary World” is his
hobbit hole in Bag End in the Shire. At first glance, Bilbo Baggins seems to be the most comfortable
4
hobbit in all of Hobbiton. However, after hearing the dwarves' song, a part of Bilbo begins to long for
adventure. His “Call To Adventure” comes when the wizard, Gandalf, approaches him and asks if he
wants to go on an adventure. Bilbo, at first, refuses to go with Gandalf on the adventure (“Refusing the
call”). Gandalf puts a sign on Bilbo’s door and a band of dwarves come to his house and eat all his food.
This is extremely unnerving for Bilbo (bad things happening after refusing the call). Gandalf serves as
Bilbo’s “Mentor” throughout the story. Bilbo agrees to go with the dwarves to try and reclaim the
treasure from a place called Lonely Mountain (“Crossing the Threshold”), and they begin their journey.
One of Bilbo’s “Tests” is his encounter with the trolls in the woods. When they capture the dwarves, he
must rescue his friends. The elves (“Allies”) in Rivendell take care of Bilbo and the other dwarves and
prepare them for the journey ahead. They will also face various “Enemies” who want to prevent them
from finishing their goal. Bilbo’s “Ordeal” is his journey to the heart of the goblin mountain and his
encounter with Gollum, a twisted character, who he must outwit to save his own life. His “Supreme
Ordeal” is when he participates in ‘the Battle of Five Armies,’ and his side succeeds. Bilbo’s “Reward” is
his share of the dwarves’ treasure from the mountain.

4.

a member of an imaginary race similar to humans, of a small size and with hairy feet

4

The Hunger Games
[20]

5

In Suzanne Collins’ dystopian novel, The Hunger Games, the main hero is Katniss Everdeen. Her
“Ordinary World” is in District 12, an impoverished region in the fictional country of Panem where she
lives with her mother and little sister, Prim. She struggles to support her family, often hunting illegally
to keep them fed, but poverty is not the only stress in her life. Every year, children between the ages 12
to 18 face the ‘reaping’: a ceremony that chooses participants for the Hunger Games, a contest where
those participants must fight to the death. In the beginning of The Hunger Games, Katniss experiences
her “Call to Adventure” while on a hunting trip with her childhood friend, Gale. He talks about running
away, leaving District 12 to live in the woods. Katniss dismisses Gale's suggestion to run away because
they both have families to take care of (“Refusing the Call). After refusing to run away, she attends the
reaping ceremony. Out of the hundreds of entries, her little sister's name is chosen, which forces
Katniss to volunteer in her sister's place in order to save Prim's life. Bad things have happened after
Katniss “refused the call,” which leads to her “Crossing the Threshold” and participating in the Hunger
Games. Haymitch Abernathy is her “Mentor” figure, a former victor of the Hunger Games from District
12. He advises Katniss and the other District 12 champion, Peeta, on how to survive the Hunger Games.
The Gamemakers test Katniss and the other tributes on their skills, and their score usually determines
how well they will do in the game (“Tests”). Katniss encounters allies and enemies both in and out of
the arena. Cinna, her stylist and only friend in the Capitol, encourages Katniss and helps her win over
the audience in her interviews. Peeta and Haymitch also work to help Katniss survive (“Allies”). Many of
Katniss' competitors resent her and see her as a challenge (“Enemies”), but others, like the character
Rue, create an alliance with Katniss. For the participants, the game itself is an ordeal; it forces them to
kill or be killed. But for Katniss, the “Ordeal” occurs when Rue is killed. Rue's death forces Katniss to
confront the injustice of the Hunger Games. Shortly after, Katniss is motivated to defy the Capitol by
making sure she and Peeta survive. “The Supreme Ordeal” arrives at the end of the game, the
Gamemakers announce that only one tribute may win, despite their earlier rule change that declared
two could survive. Rather than attack each other, Katniss and Peeta agree to eat poisonous berries.
They are stopped by the Gamemakers before they can do so, but their willingness to sacrifice their own
lives instead of killing each other saves them. Survivors of the Hunger Games receive money and fame
(“Reward”), though at a terrible cost.
As you can see, both The Hobbit and The Hunger Games follow Campbell’s formula for “The Hero’s
Journey”. So the next time you read a book, or watch a movie, check to see if it follows the formula and
ask yourself: is this story really new?

“The Hero's Journey” by Jessica McBirney. Copyright © 2017 by CommonLit, Inc. This text is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.

5.

relating to an imagined place or state in which everything is unpleasant or bad
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.
1.

PART A: Which sentence best expresses the central idea of the text?
A.
B.
C.
D.

2.

PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A.
B.
C.
D.

3.

“There are so many for us to choose from — in libraries, in bookshops, and on
our screens — and each story seems new and exciting.” (Paragraph 1)
“Popular stories like ‘The Hobbit’ and ‘The Hunger Games’ follow this structure.”
(Paragraph 4)
“Campbell’s Hero’s Journey structure shows up all over literature, no matter the
genre.” (Paragraph 17)
“So the next time you read a book, or watch a movie, check to see if it follows
the formula and ask yourself: is this story really new?” (Paragraph 21)

Which of the following describes the author’s main purpose in the text?
A.
B.
C.
D.

4.

While different genres of literature exist, all of them follow the Hero’s Journey.
When authors are writing novels, they intentionally adhere to the Hero’s
Journey.
The Hero’s Journey establishes the structure of a story that countless stories
follow.
The Hero’s Journey is a helpful outline for author’s to follow when writing.

to encourage authors to move away from the structure of the Hero’s Journey
to show how common the structure of the Hero’s Journey is in literature
to prove that essentially every story follows the Hero’s Journey
to help readers understand how Campbell came to identify the Hero’s Journey

Which statement describes how the author develops their analysis of the Hero’s Journey?
A.
B.
C.
D.

The author describes the structure of the Hero’s Journey and then explores how
it translates to popular books.
The author discusses the Hero’s Journey as Campbell describes it and then
shows how it has changed over time.
The author describes what the Hero’s Journey is and then discusses the pros
and cons of following such a structure.
The author discusses Campbell’s discovery of the Hero’s Journey and then
explores how the structure of stories has changed since then.
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5.

How does the author’s discussion of “The Hobbit” and “The Hunger Games” contribute to
the development of ideas in the text? Cite evidence from the text in your response.

7

Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.
1.

McBirney asserts that the Hero’s Journey structure can be found across genres. What is
another book or movie that follows the Hero’s Journey? Describe how your chosen book or
movie fills the requirements for the Hero’s Journey.

2.

In the text, the author claims that the Hero’s Journey requires a main character who is the
hero. Do you think any main character can be the hero? Why or why not? What makes an
ideal fictional hero for you? Who is your favorite fictional hero and why?

3.

McBirney claims that the Hero’s Journey is so popular because people aspire to be like the
hero and can relate to them. How do stories help us understand our world? Can we learn
lessons that apply to our world from stories that follow the Hero’s Journey? Explain.

8

Name:

Class:

Excerpt from The Odyssey: The Sirens
By Homer
8th Century BCE

Homer is the name that has been assigned by the ancient Greeks to the author of The Iliad and The
Odyssey, as much of what we know about his life is considered to be legend. The Odyssey is an epic poem
about a Greek hero named Odysseus, also known as Ulysses in Roman myths, and his 10-year journey home
after the fall of Troy. In this excerpt, Ulysses encounters the Sirens while at sea. As you read, take notes on
what obstacles Ulysses encounters and how he overcomes them.
[1]

“‘O friends, oh ever partners of my woes,
1
Attend while I what Heaven foredooms disclose.
Hear all! Fate hangs o’er all; on you it lies
To live or perish! to be safe, be wise!

[5]

“‘In flowery meads the sportive Sirens play,
4
5
Touch the soft lyre, and tine the vocal lay;
6
Me, me alone, with fetters firmly bound,
The gods allow to hear the dangerous sound.
Hear and obey; if freedom I demand,
Be every fetter strain’d, be added band to band.’

[10]

2

3

7

[15]

[20]

[25]

“While yet I speak the winged galley flies,
"The sirens and Odysseus - John Waterhouse" by Nick Morieson is
And lo! the Siren shores like mists arise.
licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0.
Sunk were at once the winds; the air above,
And waves below, at once forgot to move;
Some demon calm’d the air and smooth’d the deep,
Hush’d the loud winds, and charm’d the waves to sleep.
Now every sail we furl, each oar we ply;
Lash’d by the stroke, the frothy waters fly.
8
The ductile wax with busy hands I mould,
9
And cleft in fragments, and the fragments roll’d;
The aerial region now grew warm with day,
The wax dissolved beneath the burning ray;
Then every ear I barr’d against the strain,
And from access of frenzy lock’d the brain.
Now round the masts my mates the fetters roll’d,
And bound me limb by limb with fold on fold.
Then bending to the stroke, the active train
Plunge all at once their oars, and cleave the main.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

destines
a meadow
playful
a stringed instrument, like a harp
a sharp point
a chain or manacle used to restrain a prisoner
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[30]

[35]

[40]

[45]

[50]

“While to the shore the rapid vessel flies,
10
Our swift approach the Siren choir descries;
11
Celestial music warbles from their tongue,
12
And thus the sweet deluders tune the song:
“‘Oh stay, O pride of Greece! Ulysses, stay!
Oh cease thy course, and listen to our lay!
Blest is the man ordain’d our voice to hear,
The song instructs the soul, and charms the ear.
13
Approach! thy soul shall into raptures rise!
Approach! and learn new wisdom from the wise!
We know whate’er the kings of mighty name
Achieved at Ilion in the field of fame;
Whate’er beneath the sun’s bright journey lies.
Oh stay, and learn new wisdom from the wise!’
“Thus the sweet charmers warbled o’er the main;
My soul takes wing to meet the heavenly strain;
I give the sign, and struggle to be free;
Swift row my mates, and shoot along the sea;
New chains they add, and rapid urge the way,
Till, dying off, the distant sounds decay;
Then scudding swiftly from the dangerous ground,
The deafen’d ear unlock’d, the chains unbound.

The Odyssey by Homer (8th Century BCE) is in the public domain.

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

a long, low ship
capable of being bent or pulled into different shapes
split, divided
to catch sight of
Celestial (adjective): belonging or relating to heaven
Delude (verb): to deceive someone
Rapture (noun): a feeling of intense pleasure or joy
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.
1.

PART A: Read line 15 from the passage from The Odyssey: “Some demon calm’d the air and
smooth’d the deep.” What does the line describe?
A.
B.
C.
D.

2.

PART B: Which evidence from the passage provides the best clue about the meaning of the
line?
A.
B.
C.
D.

3.

“And lo! The Siren shores like mists arise.” (Line 12)
“Sunk were at once the winds; the air above” (Line 13)
“Lash’d by the stroke, the frothy waters fly.” (Line 18)
“Plunge all at once their oars, and cleave the main.” (Line 28)

PART A: Which sentence states a theme of the passage from The Odyssey?
A.
B.
C.
D.

4.

The ship seems to be in danger.
Ulysses is enchanted by the Sirens.
The weather has suddenly changed.
Ulysses thinks he can see the Sirens.

Pleasure is temporary, but knowledge is eternal.
Beautiful appearances can disguise evil intentions.
In difficult situations, people must learn to cooperate.
Even the greatest leaders can sometimes make mistakes.

PART B: Which evidence from the passage most strongly supports the answer in Part A?
A.
B.
C.
D.

“Celestial music warbles from their tongue, / And thus the sweet deluders tune
the song” (Lines 31-32)
“‘Approach! thy soul shall into raptures rise! / Approach! and learn new wisdom
from the wise!’” (Lines 37-38)
“‘We know whate’er the kings of mighty name / Achieved at Ilion in the field of
fame’” (Lines 39-40)
“Then scudding swiftly from the dangerous ground, / The defean’d ear unlock’d,
the chains unbound.” (Lines 49-50)
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.
1.

What traits does Ulysses possess that align with how you view a hero? In what ways could
Ulysses’ actions be seen as heroic in this passage? How does Ulysses’ character compare to
modern day heroes you know?

2.

How does Ulysses exhibit good leadership skills in this passage? What traits do you think
are necessary for a leader to possess? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience,
and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

3.

Why do you think Ulysses wanted to hear the Sirens’ song even though he knew it was a
risk? Is it ever worth taking a risk to have a new experience? Why or why not? Cite evidence
from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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Ithaka
BY C. P. CAVAFY
TRANSLATED BY EDMUND KEELEY
As you set out for Ithaka
hope your road is a long one,
full of adventure, full of discovery.
Laistrygonians, Cyclops,
angry Poseidon—don’t be afraid of them:
you’ll never find things like that on your way
as long as you keep your thoughts raised high,
as long as a rare excitement
stirs your spirit and your body.
Laistrygonians, Cyclops,
wild Poseidon—you won’t encounter them
unless you bring them along inside your soul,
unless your soul sets them up in front of you.
Hope your road is a long one.
May there be many summer mornings when,
with what pleasure, what joy,
you enter harbors you’re seeing for the first time;
may you stop at Phoenician trading stations
to buy fine things,
mother of pearl and coral, amber and ebony,
sensual perfume of every kind—
as many sensual perfumes as you can;
and may you visit many Egyptian cities
to learn and go on learning from their scholars.
Keep Ithaka always in your mind.
Arriving there is what you’re destined for.
But don’t hurry the journey at all.
Better if it lasts for years,
so you’re old by the time you reach the island,
wealthy with all you’ve gained on the way,
not expecting Ithaka to make you rich.
Ithaka gave you the marvelous journey.
Without her you wouldn't have set out.
She has nothing left to give you now.
And if you find her poor, Ithaka won’t have fooled you.
Wise as you will have become, so full of experience,
you’ll have understood by then what these Ithakas mean.

C. P. Cavafy, "The City" from C.P. Cavafy: Collected Poems. Translated by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard.
Translation Copyright © 1975, 1992 by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard. Reproduced with permission of
Princeton University Press.

13

Connecting Device to Meaning
“Ithaka” by Constantine Cavafy
Using the annotation guide below, record your insights and observations to the poem “Ithaka,” a poem by Constantine
Cavafy based on the ancient epic The Odyssey by Homer.
Activity 1—Vocabulary: List all words unknown to you, and then define them with more accessible synonyms. Next, go
back through the poem and read the text with the synonyms in place to deepen your comprehension. (Save the
mythological terms for the fourth activity.)
Word

Part of
Speech

Definition

Synonym

Activity 2—Connotative Diction: Determine the meanings of words or phrases with figurative or connotative meanings
used in the text. Do the words bring to mind positive or negative feelings? What more specific emotions do the words
suggest?
Positive

Negative
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Activity Three—Objective Summary: Write an objective summary of the poem.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
Activity Four—Literary Devices: Identify the allusions in the poem. Using an online resource or mythology collection,
write an explanation of these allusions in the right hand margin.
Allusion

Explanation of Allusion

Laestrygonians
Cyclops
Poseidon
Ithaka
Activity Five—Point of View: What types of pronouns do you see? What is the point of view that the author employs?
Using the tone resource, determine what the speaker’s attitude toward the subject seems to be.

Activity Six—Symbolism: What does the city of Ithaka seem to symbolize in this poem?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Tone Words

1

Tone is the speaker’s attitude toward the subject of a text and is revealed through the author’s word choice,
organization, choice of detail, and sentence structure. The tone of a text impacts meaning. Your understanding of the
text, how you feel about the text, and how the text impacts you are all related to the tone.
The following are sample tone words, which can be used to describe the tone of a text.
Positive Tone












Eager, zealous
Imaginative, fanciful, whimsical
Humorous, playful, comical
Respectful, admiring, approving
Sincere
Powerful, confident
Complimentary, proud
Calm, tranquil, peaceful
Sentimental, nostalgic, wistful
Excited, exuberant, exhilarated
Happy, joyful, giddy, contented

Neutral Tone











Conversational, informal
Matter-of-fact
Reflective
Impartial, objective, indifferent
Scholarly, instructive
Practical, pragmatic
Subdued, restrained, low-key
Serious, formal, solemn
Uncertain
Straightforward, direct, candid

Negative Tone















Accusatory, pointed
Cynical, bitter, biting, sharp
Satirical, critical
Condescending, arrogant, haughty
Contemptuous, scornful
Sarcastic, ironic, mocking, wry
Silly, childish
Sad, depressed, melancholy
Angry, indignant, harsh
Fearful, panicked, anxious
Demanding, insistent, urgent
Skeptical, dubious, questioning
Pretentious, pompous

1

Adapted from
http://www.mhasd.k12.wi.us/cms/lib04/WI01001388/Centricity/Domain/123/Huge_list_of_tone_words_with_definitions.pdf
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The Truth About Being a Hero
Karl Marlantes on what makes men heroes—in their own hearts and in
the eyes of others
By
KARL MARLANTES
August 20, 2011

In 1968, at age 23, Karl Marlantes shipped off to Vietnam as a second lieutenant in charge of 40
Marines—an experience he later drew on for his novel "Matterhorn." In this excerpt from his
forthcoming memoir, "What It Is Like to Go to War," he reflects on the motives and transcendent
moments of heroism.
We all want to be special, to stand out; there's nothing wrong with this. The irony is that every
human being is special to start with, because we're unique to start with. But we then go through
some sort of boot camp from the age of zero to about 18 where we learn everything we can about
how not to be unique.
This spawns an unconscious desire to prove yourself special, but now it's special in the eyes of
your peers and it comes out in the form of being better than or having power over someone else.
In the military I could exercise the power of being automatically respected because of the medals
on my chest, not because I had done anything right at the moment to earn that respect. This is
pretty nice. It's also a psychological trap that can stop one's growth and allow one to get away
with just plain bad behavior.
Looking even deeper, I realize now that I also had very mixed feelings about some of the medals
on my chest. I knew many Marines had done brave deeds that no one saw and for which they got
no medals at all. I was having a very hard time carrying those medals and didn't have the insight
or maturity to know what to do with my combination of guilt and pride.
A young G.I. dashes across an open area under enemy fire in Vietnam in 1967. ASSOCIATED PRESS

The best words I've ever heard on the subject of medals come from a fellow lieutenant who'd
been my company executive officer when I first arrived in Vietnam. The company came under
mortar attack. Tom—all names given here are pseudonyms—then a platoon commander, had
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found a relatively safe defensive position for himself, but he stood up, exposed to the exploding
shells, in order to get a compass bearing on where the shells were being fired from. He then
called in and adjusted counterbattery fire, which got the company out of trouble. He was
awarded the Bronze Star. When I heard the news and congratulated him, he said, "A lot of
people have done a lot more and gotten a lot less, and a lot of people have done a lot less and
gotten a lot more."
Medals are all mixed up with hierarchy, politics and even job descriptions. What is considered
normal activity for an infantry grunt, and therefore not worthy of a medal, is likely to be viewed
as extraordinary for someone who does the same thing but isn't a grunt, so he gets a medal and
maybe an article in Stars and Stripes.
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Summary Chart for “The Truth About Being a Hero” by Karl Marlantes
In column one, write a brief summary of the article. In column two, identify each claim or point made in the order it is made. In column three, identify the
central ideas or thematic topics addressed in the text; then, write a thematic statement for the piece.

Summary

Claims

Thematic Topics/
Thematic Statement
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“AN ANCIENT GESTURE”
By Edna St. Vincent Millay
I thought, as I wiped my eyes on the corner of my apron:
Penelope did this too.
And more than once: you can't keep weaving all day
And undoing it all through the night;
Your arms get tired, and the back of your neck gets tight;
And along towards morning, when you think it will never be light,
And your husband has been gone, and you don't know where, for years.
Suddenly you burst into tears;
There is simply nothing else to do.
And I thought, as I wiped my eyes on the corner of my apron:
This is an ancient gesture, authentic, antique,
In the very best tradition, classic, Greek;
Ulysses did this too.
But only as a gesture,—a gesture which implied
To the assembled throng that he was much too moved to speak.
He learned it from Penelope...
Penelope, who really cried.
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“Ancient Gesture”Text Dependent Questions
1. Does this poem make you feel more or less sympathetic to Penelope than the
“Odyssey” did? Explain
2. (a) What is the “ancient gesture”?
(b) According to the speaker, what caused Penelope to employ this gesture?
(c) What might have caused the speaker to make a similar gesture?
3. (a) According to the speaker, who else made this ancient gesture?
(b) How did this gesture differ from Penelope’s?
(c) What do the different qualities of their gestures show about these
characters?
4. (a) What questions about the speaker are left unanswered?
(b) What effect do these unanswered questions create?
5. What advice do you think Penelope would give to the speaker of this poem?
Explain.
6. How are the expressions of emotions different in these two texts?
Write an extended response essay about the following question:
How do the depictions of grief in The Odyssey and “An Ancient Gesture” develop a
universal theme? How does Millay use the story of Penelope and Odysseus to convey
a modern theme?
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Paired Poetry: Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “An Ancient Gesture”
After the two read-alouds, complete the remainder of the TP-CASTT organizer for “An Ancient Gesture.”

Title: Before reading the poem, make a prediction about what the poem is about based on the title.

T
Paraphrase: Translate the poem into your own words. Look for complete thoughts and look up unfamiliar

P

words.

Connotation: What words or phrases stick out to you? Look for patterns and figurative language, imagery,

C

and sound elements.

Attitude/Tone: Notice the speaker’s attitude toward the subject of the poem. This is the author’s tone.

A
Shifts: As you look for patterns, also look for contrasts or shifts/changes in poem. Look for changes in

S

language, attitude, setting/imagery, mood, punctuation, other literary devices.

Title: Examine the title again. What does it mean now that you’ve read the poem? Did the meaning of the

T

title change?

Theme: State what the poem is about (subject) and what the poet is trying to say about subject (theme).

T
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Ulysses and the Sirens by John William Waterhouse
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Contrasting Points of View
Activity 1: Warm Up--Examining a Visual Text
Using the OPTIC1 strategy below, examine the details of the John William Waterhouse’s Ulysses and the Sirens (1891).
O is for Overview. Describe the main subject of the painting.

O
P is for Parts. What parts, elements or details of the painting seem important?

P
T is for Title. What information does the title add to the painting?

T
I is for Interrelationships. What connections or relationships can be made between the words in the title and the
individual parts of the painting?

I
C is for Conclusion. What conclusion(s) can be drawn about the meaning of the painting as a whole? Summarize the
message in one or two sentences.

C
1

Adapted from Pauk, W. (2000). How to study in college (7th ed.). Houghton Mifflin Company: Boston.
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Siren Song
BY MARGARET ATWOOD

This is the one song everyone
would like to learn: the song
that is irresistible:
the song that forces men
to leap overboard in squadrons
even though they see the beached skulls
the song nobody knows
because anyone who has heard it
is dead, and the others can't remember.
Shall I tell you the secret
and if I do, will you get me
out of this bird suit?
I don't enjoy it here
squatting on this island
looking picturesque and mythical
with these two feathery maniacs,
I don't enjoy singing
this trio, fatal and valuable.
I will tell the secret to you,
to you, only to you.
Come closer. This song
is a cry for help: Help me!
Only you, only you can,
you are unique
at last. Alas
it is a boring song
but it works every time.
Margaret Atwood, “Siren Song” from Selected Poems 1965-1975. Copyright © 1974, 1976 by Margaret Atwood.
Reprinted with the permission of the author and Houghton Mifflin Company.
Source: Poetry (February 1974).

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poem/21988
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Answer the following questions using textual evidence from the poem.
1.

In the first stanza, what song does the speaker say everyone wants to learn?

2.

What does this song have the power to do?

3.

Why do you think the speaker’s compliment in line 24 is so effective?

4.

How does the speaker feel about her song and its secret? Which details in the
poem support your answer?

5.

What does the contemporary Siren say to flatter and lure the listener?

6.

Who is the intended audience?

7.

How does Atwood use events and ideas of The Odyssey in “Siren Song”?

8.

How does the order of events in the poem develop surprise for the reader?

26

Activity 6: Reading a Modern Versions--“Siren Song” by Margaret Atwood
Using the TP-CASTT strategy below, analyze the poem “Siren Song” by Margaret Atwood.

Description
Title

Consider the title and make a
prediction about what the
poem is about.

Paraphrase

Put the poem into your own
words. Make sure you tell
what is happening at the
beginning, middle, and end.
Tell what is really happening,
not what the poet is
figuratively saying.

Connotation

Look at the poem beyond the
actual events. Look for
figurative language, imagery,
etc.

Attitude
(Tone)

What is the speaker’s tone? Is
there more than one attitude
or tone in different parts of
the poem?

Shifts

Are there any changes in the
speaker or attitude? Look for
key words, time change,
punctuation.

Title again

Look at the title again. Why is
the title important to the
poem?

Theme

What is the theme about?
What is the poet saying about
the subject? What message is
the poet trying to send?

Notes
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Summary Chart for “The Truth About Being a Hero” by Karl Marlantes
In column one, write a brief summary of the article. In column two, identify each claim or point made in the order it is made. In column three, identify the
central ideas or thematic topics addressed in the text; then, write a thematic statement for the piece.

Summary

Claims

Thematic Topics/
Thematic Statement
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Opinion
OP-ED CONTRIBUTOR

Back From War, but Not Really Home
By Caroline Alexander


Nov. 7, 2009
Holderness, N.H.
WASHED onto the shores of his island home, after 10 years’ absence in a foreign war
and 10 years of hard travel in foreign lands, Odysseus, literature’s most famous veteran,
stares around him: “But now brilliant Odysseus awoke from sleep in his own fatherland,
and he did not know it,/having been long away.” Additionally, the goddess Athena has
cast an obscuring mist over all the familiar landmarks, making “everything look
otherwise/than it was.” “Ah me,” groans Odysseus, “what are the people whose land I
have come to this time?”
That sense of dislocation has been shared by veterans returning from the field of war
since Homer conjured Odysseus’ inauspicious return some 2,800 years ago. Its vexing
power was underscored on Thursday, when a military psychiatrist who had been
treating the mental scars of soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan went on a
shooting rampage at an Army base in Texas.
Who is the veteran, and how does he stand in relation to his native land and people?
This question remains relevant to those marching in parades this week for Veterans Day
in the United States and Armistice Day in Europe, as well as to the ever-diminishing
number of spectators who applaud them. In theory, Veterans Day celebrates an event as
starkly unambiguous as victory survival. In practice, Nov. 11 is clouded with ambiguous
symbolism, and has become our most awkward holiday.
The great theme of “The Odyssey” the return of the war veteran to his home is the only
surviving, and undoubtedly the greatest, epic example of what was evidently a popular
theme in ancient times. Another poem, now lost, “Nostoi,” or “Returns,” was an epic of
uncertain authorship that was said to have encompassed five books and traced the
homecomings of veterans of the Trojan War like the Greek commander in chief,
Agamemnon; his brother, Menelaus; the aged counselor Nestor, the priest Calchas, the
hero Diomedes and even Achilles’ son, Neoptolemos.
The Greek word nostos, meaning “return home,” is the root of our English “nostalgia”
(along with algos “pain” or “sorrow”). The content and character of “Nostoi” is now
impossible to gauge; all we know of it comes from a late, possibly fifth-century A.D.
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summary and stray fragments. Some of the most famous of these traditional veterans’
stories, however, have survived in later, non-epic works.
Aeschylus’ towering tragedy “Agamemnon,” staged in 458 B.C., centers on the king’s
return from Troy to his palace in Argos, where he is murdered in his bath by his wife,
Clytemnestra. Virgil’s “Aeneid” famously relates the travails of the heroic Trojan veteran
Aeneas, who, following the destruction of his city by the Greek victors, must make a new
home in some other, foreign land.
But it is “The Odyssey” that most directly probes the theme of the war veteran’s return.
Threaded through this fairytale saga, amid its historic touchstones, are remarkable
scenes addressing aspects of the war veteran’s experience that are disconcertingly
familiar to our own age. Odysseus returns home to a place he does not recognize, and
then finds his homestead overrun with young men who have no experience of war.
Throughout his long voyage back, he has reacted to each stranger with elaborate
caginess, concocting stories about who he is and what he has seen and done the real war
he keeps to himself.

Image Credit...Jason Fulford

Midway through the epic, Odysseus relates to a spellbound audience how, in order to
obtain guidance for the voyage ahead, it was necessary to descend to Hades. There,
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among the thronging souls of men and women dead and past, he confronted his
comrades of the war Agamemnon, Achilles, Patroclus, Antilochus and Ajax robust
heroes of epic tales now reduced to unhappy shades who haunt his story.
Similarly, while Odysseus is lost at sea, his son, Telemachus, embarks on a voyage of discovery,
also seeking out his father’s former comrades, but those who lived to return. First of these is old
Nestor, a veteran of many campaigns, now at home in sandy Pylos. No mortal man could “tell
the whole of it,” says Nestor of the years at Troy, where “all who were our best were killed.” In
Sparta, Menelaus, whose wife, Helen, was the cause of the war, is haunted by the losses: “I wish
I lived in my house with only a third part of all/these goods, and that the men were alive who
died in those days/in wide Troy land.”

Odysseus’ own memories are more potent. Amongst the kindly Phaiakians, who give
him hospitality toward the end of his hard voyage, he listens to the court poet sing of the
Trojan War’s “famous actions/of men on that venture.” Odysseus, taking his mantle in
his hands, “drew it over his head and veiled his fine features/shamed for the tears
running down his face.”
And most significantly, epic tradition hints at the dilemmas of military commemoration.
In “The Iliad,” Achilles must choose between kleos or nostos glory or a safe return home.
By dying at Troy, Achilles was assured of undying fame as the greatest of all heroes. His
choice reflects an uneasy awareness that it is far easier to honor the dead soldier than
the soldier who returns. Time-tested and time-honored, the commemoration rites we
observe each Memorial Day the parades and speeches and graveside prayers and
offerings represent a satisfying formula of remembrance by the living for the dead that
was already referred to as “ancient custom” by Thucydides in the fifth century B.C.
The commemoration of the veteran the survivor who did not fall on the field of war is
less starkly defined. The returned soldier, it is hoped, will grow old and die among us,
like Nestor, in whose time “two generations of mortal men had perished.” In our own
times, the generation born in the optimistic aftermath of World War II has already
encountered veterans of both world wars, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, the
Persian Gulf war and our wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and still has several decades of
martial possibilities in reserve. As the earlier of those wars recede into the past, their old
soldiers fade away; and thus, commemorative rites for the veteran by definition, the
survivor also tend to end, perversely, at graves.
How to commemorate the living veteran? Again, some guidance can be found in epic,
the crucible of heroic mores. Old Nestor, the iconographic veteran, is a teller of many
tales of the many battles he once waged. “In my time I have dealt with better men
than/you are, and never once did they disregard me,” he tells the entire Greek army in
“The Iliad.” “I fought single-handed, yet against such men no one/could do battle.”
Although he is a somewhat comic figure, his speeches are deadly earnest; Old Nestor
knows that his is the only voice to keep memory of such past campaigns alive.
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One suspects such lengthy recitations are rare today. Rarer still is the respectful
audience enjoyed by Nestor; impatience with such reminiscences began well before our
age. “Menelaus bold/waxed garrulous, and sacked a hundred Troys/’Twixt noon and
supper,” wrote Rupert Brooke, cynically, during the years leading up to a later Great
War.
Today, veterans’ tales are more likely to be safeguarded in books and replicated in
movies than self-narrated to a respectful throng. Detailed knowledge of the experience
in which a veteran’s memories were forged is thus made common. To learn these stories
is both civilian duty and commemoration. Death on the field and the voyage home both
are epic.
Caroline Alexander is the author of “The Endurance,” “The Bounty” and, most recently, “The
War That Killed Achilles: The True Story of Homer’s ‘Iliad’ and the Trojan War.”
A version of this article appears in print on Nov. 8, 2009, Section WK, Page 9 of the New York
edition with the headline: Back from War, but Not Really Home.
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Summary Chart for “Back From War, but Not Really Home” by Caroline Alexander
In column one, write a brief summary of the article. In column two, identify each claim or point made in the order it is made. In column three, identify the
central ideas or thematic topics addressed in the text; then, write a thematic

Summary

Claims

Thematic Topics/
Thematic Statement
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