The World of the Hero
by P.L. Travers
This excerpt from and article published in Parabola (1:1 (1976) 42-47.) is a good introduction to the hero theme and the importance of heroes in our literature.

Wherever there are human beings, there are myths or stories. And no matter where on the globe they arise, these myths have a startling likeness to one another. The selfsame themes seem to emerge. We go to the myths not so much for what they mean as for our own meaning. Who am I? Why am I here? How can I live in accordance with reality?
Now, this problem of meaning can literally overwhelm us, particularly nowadays when there are no rituals, no rites of passage as the ancients called them, to help us make the transition from one stage of life to the next. One moment we’re children and a moment later, as it seems, we are adolescents, and then grownups, facing alone our existence and all the dubiousness of things. And yet, perhaps not so alone as we imagine. The myths have something to say here.
Who is the hero (of the myth or story)? Could it be that first and foremost the hero is one who is willing to set out, take the first step, shoulder something? Perhaps the hero is one who puts his or her foot upon a path not knowing what they may expect from life but in some way feeling in their bones that life expects something from them. And so they have to leave home, or safety, or their own conditioned way of thinking and feeling, and put themselves naked, at the service of whatever necessity arises: a dragon to be slain, a Gorgon beheaded, fire brought down from heaven. All the tasks are different, but if you examine closely the myths, you will see that fundamentally the quest is always the same.
Looked at from the point of view of the story, the hero’s work is to rescue a beleaguered maiden from an unspeakable fate, to gather up some horded treasure after slaying a seven-headed serpent, or to fetch a cup of water from the Water of Life from the well at the world’s end; all of these asking no less than all. But what do they mean essentially? Perhaps the myths are telling us that these endeavors are not so much voyages of discovery as of rediscovery; that the hero is seeking not for something new, but for something old, a treasure that was lost and has to be found, one’s own self, one’s identity. And by finding this, by achieving this, the hero takes part in the one task, the essential mythical requirement: the reinstatement of a fallen world. It is a long and perilous journey back from the nadir to the zenith, from lying amid the husks and the swine to eating the fatted calf.
The hero has a human heart, and therefore, a dimension of vulnerability and the possibility of failing. This is the story of Achilles, Ulysses, Lancelot, David, Peter. It is through their human failings and their human triumphs that heroes serve their purpose, which is to make themselves a channel for the gods to come down to human beings. In the process of discovering their own identity, they become for us, mythologically, the mediating or reconciling element and indeed the pattern.
But is this enough? Perhaps if we could really listen to what the myths are telling us, we would hear what I myself heard myself saying not so long ago: "Everybody has to be the hero of one story: his or her own." If it is true, what an awesome undertaking! All those dragons--give them whatever name you will; those journeys to our own dark underworld, all those imprisoned princesses to be rescued. One would shrink from the obligation if the alternative was not also so awesome. Not to be the hero of one’s own story--could one agree to that?
