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Throughout history, what constitutes a hero has changed drastically. The person that classical culture would have anointed as a hero would not have worked with the same figure the medieval culture would have chosen, just as the figure that medieval children thought of as a hero would not coincide as well with the children of modern society. The values medieval society used to create their legends also differ widely from those of modern society. As values shifted, so did the heroes the legends told of. A hero is a person who possesses qualities and values admirable or inspiring to their respective society.
In Ancient Greece, the values were heavily based around their gods and religion. The ideals were based around strength, cunning, and courage, while still maintaining religious ideas. In Ancient Greek society, “a hero was a man who lived and died as a mortal but who nevertheless was rendered immortal by his superhuman strength, courage, character, or ability” (Mades). This shows that the Ancient Greeks viewed people who possessed their values of strength, courage, and cunning as heroes.

Ancient Greek values can be seen in heroes of the literature throughout their time period. In The Odyssey by Homer, Odysseus and his accompanying travelers are trapped inside the Cyclops lair.  To the average person, the situation would seem hopeless, but Odysseus is shown to be greater than a common man. “Odysseus frees himself and his companions by a clever ruse” (“Odyssey” Masterpieces). This shows that Odysseus possessed a main value of his society: cleverness. By giving him this attribute, Homer further cemented his position as a hero.
Ancient Greek values can be witnessed in further actions of Odysseus as well. As he sails on, he comes upon the island belonging to Circe, a sorceress. He sends men out, but only 1 returns. While this would have undoubtedly made him worried, he goes by himself to negotiate 

with Circe, showing great courage. This show of Greek values helps to show how Odysseus is above the status of just a normal man, due to his ability to maintain the Ancient Greek ideals. 

In Anglo-Saxon society, the values were heavily based around power, wealth, and fame. The epic Beowulf provides a hero who becomes such by satisfying all 3 of these main qualities. Beowulf shows himself to be a hero to this culture many times by use of these 3 values. Directly before his fight against Grendel, he shows confidence in his power by stating,
“When it comes to fighting, I count myself as dangerous any day as Grendel. So it won’t be a cutting edge I’ll wield to mow him down, easily as I might…No weapons, therefore, for either this night: unarmed he shall face me if he dares” (Heaney 47).
 By vowing to not use weapons, he shows that his power exceeds that of the common man, who would not have hesitated to take a sword against a monster such as Grendel. This display of power brings Beowulf into the realm of heroism by showing an exceptional use of Anglo-Saxon societal values.


The values of wealth and fame are also satisfied well by the actions and statements of Beowulf, providing again for his status as an Anglo-Saxon hero. Beowulf’s wealth is ever-present in the gifts given to him upon Grendel’s defeat: “[He was presented] with a gold standard as a victory gift, an embroidered banner; also breast-mail and a helmet” (Heaney 69). Beowulf’s fame can be witnessed after he returns from killing Grendel’s mother: “In he came then…to address Hrothgar…his glory was secure” (Heaney 113). These two events show yet again Beowulf’s adherence to Anglo-Saxon Values.

While the Anglo-Saxon culture could whole-heartedly accept Beowulf as a hero, Ancient Greek culture could not do so without questioning. Throughout the epic poem, Beowulf is not portrayed as cunning or clever. Strength and courage are displayed in his character, but only due to the similarity of that portion of Anglo-Saxon values. In a similar situation to Beowulf’s lack of cleverness, Odysseus lacks wealth, and, at times, power. In fact, much of Odysseus’s actions can be done only because of gifts of others, such as Hermes’ gift of knowledge about the antidote to Circe’s spell. This would not have been taken as heroic to the Anglo-Saxons, whereas the Greek saw it as favoring by the gods, and thus, proving Odysseus a hero. This shows that Odysseus could not have been accepted as a hero in Anglo-Saxon culture, just as Beowulf would not have been accepted in the Ancient Greek culture.

J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings series produces an entirely different and more modern strand of heroes, set apart by an entirely different set of values. The heroes in the series show incredible courage, dedication, and self-sacrifice that set them above a common person. Gandalf, for instance, is a pillar of dedication throughout the stories, even through seemingly impossible situations. In Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring, Gandalf stands before the Balrog, separating him from the rest of his companions. The Balrog, being a giant monster, could have surely killed any and all of the group, but Gandalf stood firm, stating merely, “You cannot pass” (Tolkien Fellowship 370). This shows extreme dedication, especially so because of Gandalf’s lack of any physical strength or prowess, and because of his consistent description as an old man throughout The Fellowship of the Ring. Gandalf’s unwavering dedication shows that one does not need physical power to become a hero.

Frodo, also from The Lord of the Rings, shows yet another differing kind of hero. While very small, and also very weak, his display of discipline and self-sacrifice makes him a hero to his society. In Tolkien’s The Two Towers, Frodo displays courage and self-sacrifice by stating, “I am commanded to go to the land of Mordor, and therefore I shall go,” (273) despite Gollum’s constant attempts to persuade him to turn back. Frodo has no real advantage over any of the enemies, yet he goes against hordes of them single-handedly merely because he was assigned a duty, and is viewed as a hero because of it. This, yet again, shows how heroism is defined by Frodo’s societal values.

Frodo and Gandalf could not have been interchanged with Beowulf or Odysseus for their respective cultures, due to value differences. They do not possess any great power or even wealth that would have made them accessible to the Anglo-Saxons, and nor do they possess the cunning so valuable to the Ancient Greeks. As Ralph C. Wood said in “Traveling the one road”, 

“[The characters of The Lord of the Rings] are not tragic and death-defying warriors like Ajax or Achilles or Beowulf, they are frail and comic foot soldiers like us. The Nine Walkers - four hobbits, two men, an elf, a dwarf and a wizard - constitute a company not of the noble but of the ordinary.”

The Greeks could not have accepted such an ordinary band of men as heroes, as can be seen by the godly interactions of all of their heroic men. The Anglo-Saxons also could not have accepted such ordinary men, especially in the light of such extraordinary actions by Beowulf. In the same vein as Wood, Mary McNamara states in “Lord of Literature”, 

“It speaks to us because we’re all little guys, we’re all hobbits…And how Frodo wins is not the normal power definition, not by some superhero power or might or even magic.”
This shows that modern heroes have an essence of normality, a relation to the common man, very unlike that of the Anglo-Saxons’ or Ancient Greeks’ definitions of a hero. It shows that the heroes of all time periods are defined by their society’s values, not by specific values that transcend and apply to all heroes.


Heroes are defined by displaying exceptional use of their society’s values. Just as Beowulf and Odysseus display their societal values, so do more modern heroes such as Frodo and Gandalf. These values, however, differ according to each society, resulting in a very different definition of heroism to each. The fact that Anglo-Saxons or Ancient Greeks would not have accepted Frodo or Gandalf, who can easily be considered heroes by modern society, as heroes, but rather as regular, common people shows that societal values are the main quality defining a hero. Although values have changed quite a bit over history, the actual core of developing heroes remains the same. The basis of this core is still every culture’s values, and nothing more.
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