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What is a Hero?

• “In ancient Greek tradition, heroes were humans, male or 
female, of the remote past, endowed with superhuman 
abilities, descended from the gods themselves…No matter how 
many immortals you will find in a family tree, the intrusion of 
even a single mortal will make all successive descendants 
mortal. Mortality, not immortality, is the dominant gene.” - 
Gregory Nagy, The Ancient Greek Hero in 24 Hours



What is a Hero?

• Someone who is willing to die for glory (kleos) 

• Someone who is unseasonal 

• Someone who displays extreme behavior, positive and 
negative 

• Someone who is antagonistic 



What is a Hero?

• In the words of Achilles:  

• My mother Thetis, goddess with silver steps, tells me that |411 I 
carry the burden of two different fated ways leading to the 
final moment of death. |412 If I stay here and fight at the walls of 
the city of the Trojans, then my safe homecoming [nostos] will 
be destroyed for me, but I will have a glory [kleos] that is 
imperishable. |414 Whereas if I go back home, returning to the 
dear land of my forefathers, |415 then it is my glory 
[kleos],  genuine as it is, that will be destroyed for me, but my 
life force will then |416 last me a long time, and the final moment 
of death will not be swift in catching up with me. 

Iliad IX 410-416



What is a Hero?

• Achilles is the main hero of the Iliad, which tells the story of 
the Greeks’ battle against the Trojans 

• Odysseus is the main hero of the Odyssey, which tells the 
story of Odysseus’ return from Troy 

• Odysseus goal is nostos, or homecoming 

• Nostos etymology is a “return to light and life” (Douglas 
Frame)



Heroes & Timeliness

• The word hero comes from the word for Hera, the goddess of 
seasonality, she who makes everything happen in a timely way 

• Hora in Greek means season, seasonality, the right time 

• Our word for hour comes from this Greek word 

• Paradox: Heroes are “unseasonal,” they often act against 
divine timing



Time in Greek Myth

• Nagy: Ancient Greece was a song culture, where the song or 
story was as real as events in “real life.” 

• For Achilles the infinite time of a song was just as real as the 
finite time of his life.  

• Mircea Eliade: mythical narratives take place not in historical 
time but “in that time” (in illo tempore) where “that” time is a 
primordial “first” time that is repeated every time a sacred 
narrative is told 

• Nagy: myth is a “speech act” which makes things happen 
through words



Reflection: Experiences of Sacred Narratives 



Memory & the Muse

• 527 I totally recall [ me-mnē-mai ] how this was done - it 
happened a long time ago, it is not something new - |
recalling exactly how it was. I will tell it in your company - 
since you are all near and dear .From: Iliad IX 527-528 



Memory & the Muse
• [1] That man, tell me O Muse the song of that man, that 

versatile man, who in very many ways veered from his path and 
wandered off far and wide, after he had destroyed the sacred 
citadel of Troy. Many different cities of many different people 
did he see, getting to know different ways of thinking. Many 
were the pains he suffered in his heart while crossing the sea 
struggling to merit the saving of his own life and his own 
homecoming [nostos] as well as the homecoming of his 
comrades… 

• …Starting from any single point of departure, O goddess, 
daughter of Zeus, tell me, as you have told those who came 
before me. 

• From the opening lines of the Odyssey (trans. Nagy & friends)



Muses

• Generally thought to be the daughters of Zeus & the goddess 
of Memory (Mnemosyne, a Titan) in Hesiod 

• Could also be nymphs, water goddesses of springs, or early 
goddesses associated with Gaia (mother earth)



The Mahabharata

• “It was at the snake sacrifice of the magnanimous royal sage 
Janamejaya, in the presence of this king of kings who was 
Pariksit’s son, that I heard the various, highly auspicious 
multivalent narratives belonging to the Mahabharata— which 
were articulated originally by Krishnadvaipayana— related 
again by Vaisampayana, in just the way in which they had 
occurred.” 1.1.8- 10ab translated by Shubha Pathak



Deep Listening

• Kleos is not just “glory,” it is “that which is heard.” 

• Nagy: “The Narrator is saying here that he does not have to 
know anything: all he has to do is to ‘hear the kleos’. Since 
the goddesses of memory were there when the heroic 
actions happened, and since they saw and heard everything, 
they know everything. The Narrator needs to know nothing; 
he needs to experience nothing. To repeat, all he has to do is 
to ‘hear the kleos’ from the goddesses of memory and then to 
narrate what he is hearing to those who are listening to him.”



Reflection: Deep Listening
• “One day as I was deeply 

concentrated on the pages of 
Omar Khayyam's Rubaiyat, I 
suddenly beheld the walls of its 
outer meanings crumble away, 
and the vast inner fortress of 
golden spiritual treasures stood 
open to my gaze. 

• As I worked on the spiritual 
interpretation of the Rubaiyat, it 
took me into an endless labyrinth 
of truth, until I was rapturously 
lost in wonderment.” 

• - Paramhansa Yogananda, The 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khaiyyam



Remembering

• To “remember” in ancient Greek song culture is to re-live an 
experience, including even the heroes of the remote past, of a 
“heroic age” 

• Writing did not become widespread in Greece until around the 
5th century BCE



Chandogya Upanishad (8th 
Century BCE)

• Memory is from the Self…Memory is more than space (akasha, 
the medium of hearing). Accordingly, even were many men 
assembled, not being possessed of Memory, neither would 
they hear anyone at all, or think, nor recognize, but if 
possessed of Memory they would hear or think or recognize. 

• Quoted in the essay “Recollection, Indian and Platonic,” by 
Ananda Commaraswamy in his Metaphysics


