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Overview
Hercules Beal, a seventh-grader, is grappling with the sudden death of his father, a Classics
professor. His father, in his will, leaves Hercules a list of twelve "labors" to complete, inspired by
the mythical Hercules. These tasks are not grand heroic feats but rather a series of quirky,
challenging, and often deeply personal assignments designed to help Hercules navigate his
grief, connect with his community, and understand his father's legacy. Each labor pushes
Hercules out of his comfort zone, forcing him to interact with eccentric townspeople, confront his
own emotions, and discover hidden strengths.

The narrative follows Hercules as he undertakes these seemingly disparate tasks, from finding a
specific type of dog to retrieving a lost item for a reclusive neighbor. Through these experiences,
he begins to process his loss, forge unexpected friendships, and see his small town and its
inhabitants in a new light. The book explores themes of grief, the enduring power of family, the
importance of community, and the quiet heroism found in everyday acts of kindness and
perseverance. It's a journey of healing and self-discovery, demonstrating how even in profound
sorrow, one can find purpose and connection.

Key Takeaways
• Grief is a complex process that can be navigated through meaningful action and connection
with others.

• Community support and unexpected friendships can be crucial in times of personal loss and
healing.

• Sometimes, the most profound acts of healing come from engaging with the world around
you, even in small, seemingly mundane ways.

• A parent's legacy can continue to guide and shape a child's life long after they are gone,
offering comfort and direction.

• Embracing challenges, even quirky or difficult ones, can lead to significant self-discovery and
resilience.

• The stories we inherit, whether mythical or personal, can offer powerful frameworks for
understanding and navigating our own lives.

Chapter Summaries
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Labor 1: The Nemean Lion

Hercules Beal, a middle schooler, is assigned by his history teacher, Mr. Ferris, to complete the
twelve labors of Hercules in a modern-day context. His first labor is to "slay the Nemean Lion,"
which Mr. Ferris defines as confronting his greatest fear. For Hercules, this fear manifests as his
older brother, Achilles, a star athlete who often bullies him and makes him feel inadequate.
Hercules must find the courage to stand up to Achilles, not through physical confrontation, but
by asserting himself and finding his own strength amidst his brother's overwhelming presence
and the family's expectations. This labor sets the tone for Hercules's journey of self-discovery and
resilience, introducing the central premise of the book.

Labor 2: The Lernaean Hydra

The second labor, "slaying the Lernaean Hydra," challenges Hercules to tackle a problem that
seems to multiply with every attempt to solve it. In his life, this takes the form of his family's
escalating financial difficulties and the general disarray of their household. Every small fix or
attempt to save money seems to lead to new expenses or complications, creating a sense of
being overwhelmed. Hercules tries to help his mother manage the bills and the household chaos,
only to find that addressing one issue uncovers two more, mirroring the Hydra's regenerating
heads. This labor highlights the persistent struggles his family faces, emphasizing the
interconnectedness of their problems and the difficulty of finding simple solutions.

Labor 3: The Ceryneian Hind

For his third labor, "capturing the Ceryneian Hind," Hercules is tasked with pursuing something
beautiful and elusive without harming it. This translates into his efforts to understand and
connect with a quiet, artistic girl at school, whose delicate nature he fears he might disrupt. It
also involves his attempts to find moments of beauty and peace within his own tumultuous life,
like observing the natural world or appreciating small acts of kindness. This labor emphasizes
the importance of patience, gentleness, and keen observation in appreciating the subtle
wonders and delicate relationships around him, rather than forceful conquest, teaching Hercules
the value of careful pursuit and respect.

Labor 4: The Erymanthian Boar

The fourth labor, "capturing the Erymanthian Boar," requires Hercules to confront and contain a
destructive force. In his world, this manifests as a particularly disruptive and aggressive student
at school, whose behavior causes chaos and fear among his peers. Hercules must find a way to
deal with this "boar" – not through violence, but by understanding the underlying reasons for the
student's aggression and finding a non-confrontational method to de-escalate situations and
protect others. This labor tests Hercules's ability to manage volatile situations with wisdom and
empathy, highlighting the complexities of dealing with difficult personalities.

Labor 5: The Augean Stables
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Perhaps the most literal of his labors, "cleaning the Augean Stables," involves Hercules
undertaking the monumental task of cleaning his family's incredibly cluttered and neglected
house. The house is filled with generations of accumulated junk, reflecting the family's emotional
and financial burdens. This labor is a physical and metaphorical cleanse, as Hercules
meticulously sorts, discards, and organizes, uncovering forgotten memories and confronting the
weight of his family's past. This extensive clean-up becomes a symbol of his efforts to bring order
and clarity to his life and home, representing a significant step towards emotional and physical
renewal.

Labor 6: The Stymphalian Birds

The sixth labor, "driving away the Stymphalian Birds," challenges Hercules to silence the
relentless, destructive "voices" in his life. These "birds" represent the constant gossip, criticism,
and negativity that surround him and his family, particularly concerning their financial struggles
and the state of their home. Hercules must find a way to rise above these disparaging remarks
and protect his family from their hurtful impact, learning to distinguish between constructive
feedback and malicious chatter, and to find his own inner peace amidst the external noise. This
labor teaches him resilience against social pressures and judgment.

Labor 7: The Cretan Bull

For his seventh labor, "taming the Cretan Bull," Hercules must confront and bring under control
a powerful, wild force. This labor often relates to managing his own burgeoning emotions,
particularly anger and frustration stemming from his family's difficulties and his brother's
behavior. It also involves learning to navigate challenging relationships with individuals who are
strong-willed or unpredictable, requiring him to exercise patience, understanding, and a firm but
gentle hand to guide rather than overpower. This labor is about mastering self-control and
interpersonal dynamics, fostering emotional maturity and strategic thinking.

Labor 8: The Mares of Diomedes

The eighth labor, "taming the Mares of Diomedes," involves dealing with something that
consumes or devours. For Hercules, this translates to confronting the insatiable demands and
expectations placed upon him, both at home and at school, which threaten to exhaust his spirit
and resources. It could also relate to dealing with people who are constantly taking without
giving, or situations that drain his family's limited resources. Hercules must learn to set
boundaries and protect himself and his family from being consumed by external pressures,
emphasizing the importance of self-preservation and resource management.

Labor 9: The Girdle of Hippolyta

The ninth labor, "obtaining the Girdle of Hippolyta," involves acquiring something valuable from
a powerful female figure. In Hercules's life, this often means earning the respect, understanding,
or trust of a significant woman, such as his mother, a teacher, or a female classmate. It's about
recognizing and valuing the strength and wisdom of women, and perhaps finding a way to
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bridge gaps in communication or understanding to gain something precious – be it a piece of
advice, a shared secret, or a deeper connection. This labor highlights the importance of empathy
and building meaningful relationships.

Labor 10: The Cattle of Geryon

For his tenth labor, "obtaining the Cattle of Geryon," Hercules must embark on a difficult journey
to reclaim something lost or valuable. This labor often involves a significant effort to restore his
family's pride, their sense of normalcy, or their financial stability. It might involve a literal journey
or a metaphorical one, requiring him to overcome numerous obstacles and challenges to bring
back something essential that has been taken or misplaced, symbolizing the restoration of his
family's well-being. This labor underscores the themes of perseverance and the pursuit of justice
or restitution.

Labor 11: The Apples of the Hesperides

The eleventh labor, "obtaining the Apples of the Hesperides," involves seeking out something
truly precious and beautiful, often with the help of others. For Hercules, this translates to finding
moments of pure joy, hope, or profound insight amidst his struggles. It could involve
collaborating with friends or family to achieve a shared goal, or discovering a hidden talent or
passion that brings light into his life. This labor emphasizes the importance of seeking out
beauty, wisdom, and genuine happiness, often through unexpected sources, and the value of
community and shared effort in achieving profound rewards.

Labor 12: Cerberus

The final and most challenging labor, "bringing Cerberus from the Underworld," requires
Hercules to confront his deepest grief, loss, or fear. This labor often involves grappling with the
memory of a past family tragedy or a significant personal sorrow that has haunted him. It's
about facing the "underworld" of his emotions, acknowledging pain, and finding a way to bring
something meaningful back from that experience – perhaps acceptance, healing, or a renewed
appreciation for life. This labor culminates his journey of growth and resilience, signifying his
ability to confront profound sorrow and emerge with strength and understanding.

Themes
• Grief and Loss

• Community and Connection

• Family Legacy

• Self-Discovery

• Resilience

• The Power of Stories
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Notable Quotes
• "Grief is a thing that makes you do things you wouldn't ordinarily do." — Reflecting on the
unusual nature of his father's labors and his own reactions to loss.

• "Sometimes, the hardest thing to do is to simply be." — A moment of introspection for
Hercules, realizing the difficulty of existing with his grief.

• "You can't outrun the things that matter." — Understanding that confronting his feelings
and responsibilities is essential, not avoidable.

• "The world is full of things that need fixing, and sometimes, you're the one to fix them." — A
realization Hercules has about his role in his community and the impact of his actions.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The Labors Of Hercules Beal about?

The book is about a seventh-grader named Hercules Beal who, after his Classics professor father
dies, is left with a list of twelve "labors" to complete. These tasks, inspired by Greek mythology,
are designed to help him process his grief, connect with his community, and discover his own
strength and purpose.

Is The Labors Of Hercules Beal worth reading?

Yes, it's highly regarded for its heartfelt exploration of grief, family, and community. Readers
praise its blend of humor and poignant emotion, making it a moving and ultimately hopeful story
for middle-grade readers and adults alike who appreciate thoughtful, character-driven
narratives.

How does The Labors Of Hercules Beal end?

Spoiler: Hercules successfully completes all twelve labors, which culminates in a deeper
understanding of his father's love and enduring legacy. He finds a way to carry his grief while
also embracing life, forging stronger connections with his family and the town, and finding his
own place in the world.

Who should read The Labors Of Hercules Beal?

It is ideal for middle-grade readers (ages 10-14) who enjoy character-driven stories, especially
those dealing with themes of loss, family, and community. Adults who appreciate thoughtful,
emotionally resonant fiction with a touch of whimsy will also find it a rewarding read.

How long does it take to read The Labors Of Hercules Beal?

The book is approximately 300 pages long. At an average reading speed of 250 words per
minute, it would take roughly 4 to 5 hours (around 300 minutes) to read the entire book.
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Questions & Answers
Who is Hercules Beal?

Hercules Beal is the protagonist of the story, a seventh-grader living in Norwell, Massachusetts.
He is a quiet, observant boy who is still grappling with the recent death of his beloved father.
Hercules is tasked by his father's posthumous instructions to complete twelve modern-day
labors, mirroring the mythical Hercules, which forms the central conflict and journey of the
novel. He often feels overwhelmed but is determined to honor his father's legacy.

What is the central premise of "The Labors of Hercules Beal"?

The central premise revolves around Hercules Beal, a seventh-grader, who receives a list of
twelve 'labors' from his recently deceased father. These tasks are modern interpretations of the
mythical Twelve Labors of Hercules, designed by his father to help Hercules navigate grief,
discover his own strengths, and connect with his community. The story follows Hercules as he
attempts to complete these often challenging and sometimes humorous tasks.

Why does Hercules undertake these labors?

Hercules undertakes the labors primarily to honor his father's memory and fulfill his last wishes.
His father, a classics professor, designed these tasks as a way to guide Hercules through his grief
and help him find his place in the world after his passing. Hercules feels a deep sense of
obligation and love, believing that completing the labors will keep his father's spirit alive and
help him understand himself better.

Who are Hercules's closest friends, and how do they help him?

Hercules's closest friends are Violet and the twins, Kevin and Kyle. Violet is a pragmatic and
supportive friend who often provides practical advice and emotional encouragement. Kevin and
Kyle, while sometimes a source of comedic chaos, are fiercely loyal and always willing to lend a
hand, no matter how outlandish the labor. They offer companionship, help with the physical
tasks, and provide much-needed levity and perspective throughout Hercules's journey.

What role does Hercules's father play in the story?

Hercules's father, a classics professor, is the catalyst for the entire story, even though he is
deceased. His posthumous instructions, detailing the twelve labors, drive Hercules's actions and
emotional journey. Through these labors, his father continues to teach Hercules about courage,
community, and self-discovery, leaving a profound legacy that helps Hercules process his grief
and grow into his own understanding of heroism.

How does the book reinterpret the original Twelve Labors of Hercules?

The book cleverly reinterprets the mythical labors into modern, relatable challenges for a
seventh-grader. For example, the Nemean Lion becomes a terrifying school play, the Lernaean
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Hydra is a series of seemingly endless and interconnected tasks, and the Augean Stables might
involve cleaning up a local mess. Each labor is a metaphorical challenge that helps Hercules
confront personal fears, engage with his community, and develop character, rather than literal
monster-slaying.

What is the significance of the town of Norwell?

Norwell, Massachusetts, is more than just a setting; it's an integral character in the story. It
represents Hercules's community, a place where people know each other, and where his actions,
both big and small, have an impact. The labors often involve interacting with or helping the
people and places within Norwell, highlighting themes of community support, local history, and
the idea that heroism can be found in everyday acts within one's own town.

How does Hercules deal with grief throughout the novel?

Hercules deals with grief by channeling his emotions into completing his father's labors. Initially,
the labors are a way to maintain a connection to his father and avoid confronting his loss
directly. As he progresses, the challenges force him to process his feelings, understand his
father's intentions more deeply, and ultimately find a path toward healing. The shared
experiences with friends and community also help him move through his sorrow.

What is the "Nemean Lion" labor in Hercules Beal's story?

In Hercules Beal's story, the Nemean Lion labor is reinterpreted as Hercules having to participate
in and overcome his fear of the school play. For Hercules, who is quiet and prefers to be
unnoticed, performing on stage is a terrifying prospect, much like facing a mythical beast. This
labor challenges him to step outside his comfort zone, confront his anxieties, and find courage in
an unexpected arena.

What is the "Hydra" labor?

The Hydra labor in the book is a series of seemingly endless and interconnected tasks related to
the school's production of "A Midsummer Night's Dream." Just like the mythical Hydra grew two
heads for every one cut off, Hercules finds that solving one problem with the play (like finding
props or managing difficult actors) only leads to more challenges. This labor tests his
perseverance, problem-solving skills, and ability to manage complex, multi-faceted issues.

How does Hercules's understanding of heroism evolve?

Hercules's understanding of heroism evolves from viewing it as grand, mythical feats to
recognizing it in everyday acts of kindness, courage, and community service. Initially, he might
see his father's labors as a literal quest for glory. However, through his experiences, he learns
that true heroism lies in helping others, facing personal fears, being a good friend, and
contributing positively to his community, often without recognition.

What challenges does Hercules face in completing the labors?
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Hercules faces numerous challenges, including his own shyness and self-doubt, the logistical
difficulties of the tasks, and the emotional weight of his grief. Some labors are physically
demanding, others require creative problem-solving, and many involve navigating complex
social situations or confronting his fears. He also struggles with the pressure of living up to his
father's expectations while trying to forge his own identity.

What is the role of the school play in the narrative?

The school play, "A Midsummer Night's Dream," serves as a significant setting and source of
several labors for Hercules. It forces him into uncomfortable social situations, challenges his
stage fright, and requires him to take on various responsibilities, from prop master to
unexpected performer. The play acts as a microcosm of the larger community, allowing Hercules
to interact with different people and learn about teamwork, creativity, and overcoming personal
obstacles.

How does the community react to Hercules's efforts?

The community of Norwell reacts with a mix of curiosity, amusement, and eventually, support for
Hercules's efforts. Initially, some might be unaware or simply observe his unusual tasks. As he
progresses, his actions start to draw attention, and various townspeople, including teachers,
neighbors, and local figures, become involved, offering help, advice, or even becoming part of
the labors themselves. This highlights the strong sense of community and mutual support in
Norwell.

What is the main message or theme of the book?

The main message of "The Labors of Hercules Beal" is that true heroism isn't about grand,
mythical feats, but about finding courage in everyday life, serving your community, and
navigating personal challenges like grief. It emphasizes the importance of family legacy, the
power of friendship, and the idea that by facing our fears and helping others, we can discover
our own strengths and purpose.

Spoiler: How does Hercules complete his final labor?

Spoiler: Hercules's final labor is not a grand, external task, but an internal one: to find his own
path and define what heroism means to him, separate from his father's instructions. He realizes
that his father's ultimate goal was for him to live his own life fully. He completes this by
embracing his identity, continuing to contribute to his community, and understanding that the
true legacy is the person he has become through the journey, not just the completion of the
tasks.

What can readers learn about family and legacy from the book?

Readers can learn that family legacy is not just about inheriting possessions or following strict
instructions, but about internalizing values, lessons, and love. Hercules's father's labors are a
profound act of love, guiding his son through grief and towards self-discovery. The book shows
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that a parent's influence can continue to shape a child's life in meaningful ways, helping them
grow into their own unique self while honoring their roots.

How does Gary D. Schmidt typically use humor in this novel?

Gary D. Schmidt uses humor in "The Labors of Hercules Beal" through witty dialogue, quirky
characters, and the often-absurd situations Hercules finds himself in while attempting his labors.
The humor often arises from the contrast between the mythical grandeur of the original labors
and their mundane, modern interpretations, providing levity to the underlying themes of grief
and personal struggle. It makes the story engaging and relatable, balancing the serious
emotional content.

What does the title "The Labors of Hercules Beal" signify?

The title signifies the central quest of the protagonist, Hercules Beal, directly referencing the
mythical Twelve Labors of Hercules. It immediately establishes the book's premise: a young boy
undertaking a series of challenging tasks. The title also hints at the book's themes of heroism,
legacy, and self-discovery, as Hercules must complete these 'labors' to honor his father and find
his own strength and purpose in the world.

How does Hercules find his own path despite his father's instructions?

Hercules finds his own path by not just blindly following his father's instructions, but by
interpreting them and making them his own. While he initially feels bound by the list, he
gradually understands that the true purpose of the labors is his personal growth, not just task
completion. He learns to trust his own judgment, relies on his friends, and ultimately realizes
that his father's greatest wish was for him to live a full, courageous life on his own terms, beyond
the list.


