
When The Odyssey begins, Odysseus has
already been travelling for 20 years: 10
years of participation in the great war
against Troy and another 10 because
Poseidon has scattered his ships over the
seven seas. Athena and her uncle Poseidon
had been on opposing sides in the Trojan
War, where each supported a different
party. Athena outwitted her uncle at the
11th hour with her idea of the ‘Trojan
Horse’. In the opening words of The
Odyssey, Athena manages, with a great
deal of difficulty, and only thanks to the
fact that Poseidon is away travelling, to 
persuade the other Gods to lift the barriers
on Odysseus’s home-coming. 

Home for Odysseus is the island of Ithaca,
where his exemplarily loyal wife Penelope
and their son Telemachus, now a young
man of 20, yearn for his return. When he
left the island, Odysseus advised his wife to
re-marry if he did not come back, hence the
crowd of suitors in Ithaca all clamouring for
the hand of Queen Penelope. Using a series
of tricks, she has managed to put off any

new wedding, but she will not be able to
hold out much longer. 

Meanwhile, the suitors are working their
way through the family's fortune.
Telemachus, who is powerless to stand up
to them at home, decides, on Athena's
advice, to break away and go to find his
father. He is accompanied on his travels by
Athena, disguised as Odysseus' good friend
Mentor. In the end, Odysseus returns to
Ithaca before his son and, together with
Telemachus and Mentor, puts an end to the
tyranny of the suitors.

The bulk of The Odyssey recounts the jour-
neys of Telemachus and Odysseus, in an
ingenious manner involving flashbacks and
parallel cuts. However, for me it is Athena
who is the real protagonist of the Odyssey.
While Odysseus, as Poseidon's victim, is 
primarily occupied with a succession of
perilous, sometimes crazy but usually 
heroic, adventures that will gradually bring
him closer to his home and faithful spouse,
and while his son Telemachus only has to

make a rather risk-free journey to the
peaceful Peloponnese, and fails to achieve
any specific results there, Athena 
undertakes an ambitious and compelling
reconciliation with her father Zeus and a
fight to the bitter end with her angry uncle
Poseidon. Athena is the real heroine of The
Odyssey, precisely because she brings
about her heroic reconciliation not in the
role of protagonist but in the role of helper
and coach to the house of Odysseus.

To achieve this, she assumes the form of
Mentor, whom we therefore re-encounter
three times: as himself, standing up to the
carousing suitors in the public assembly
(book two); as an incarnation of Athena,
accompanying and helping Telemachus on
his long journey (books five, six and seven);
and again, as an incarnation of Athena,
telling Odysseus how and when to fight
and, most notably, how and when to stop
fighting and let peace return to his island
(books 22 and 24).

For humans The Odyssey tells the story of
Odysseus’ return but, for the Gods, the
Odyssey recounts the victory of Pallas
Athena, the Goddess of female intelligence
and the arts, and a personal coach, over
destructive male forces of nature 
personified by Poseidon.

Background and definitions:
Mentor and Kocs
When considering the distinction between
mentor and coach, it is interesting to look
at the original meanings of both words:

Mentor is introduced in Homer's Odyssey as
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an old friend of the family. The goddess
Pallas Athena assumes his form as a dis-
guise in order to help Odysseus and his son.
Both Mentor and Athena have wide experi-
ence and knowledge of the situation, and
advise and assist Telemachus and
Odysseus. A typical example of Mentor's
mentoring style can be found in book 22:
'Come hither, friend, and stand by me, and
I will show thee a thing'.

Coach, on the other hand, is defined in the
dictionary as a ‘large, closed, horse-drawn
carriage with four wheels which conveys
highly regarded individuals from where
they were to where they want to be’. The
coach is therefore a vehicle, a way of 
getting from A to B, rather than a person
who contributes knowledge or experience
and gives instructions. 

In my view, this is the main difference
between a mentor and a coach: one is a
more experienced professional who 
contributes his or her own expertise; the
other is an instrument in the coachee's
learning who is not necessarily familiar with
or experienced in the coachee's field of
work. The word ‘coach’ comes from the
name of the Hungarian village Kocs, where
a distinctive carriage was produced in the
15th century. 

For me, the history of the word symbolises
a gradual shift of emphasis in our society:
From craftsmanship (Kocs’ carriages);to
industrial production (railway carriages,
motorised coaches); to knowledge-
intensive services (from 1830 'coach' was
Oxford University slang for a tutor who 
‘carries’ the student through the examina-
tion process); to emotionally intelligent
services (20th century: executive 
coaching).

If we go back to the origins of these words,
the coach is a ‘vehicle’ for getting from A to
B, or a sort of 'umbrella' term or a 
container with the coachee as the 
contained within a dyadic relationship. A
coach does not contribute any knowledge
him- or herself, but promotes and develops
the knowledge of the coachee. A mentor,
on the other hand, is an 'experience
expert': an experienced professional who
contributes his or her own experience to
the mentoring relationship. 

Modern trends in coaching and
mentoring
The role of mentor is enjoying increasing
popularity in many organisations, which are
keen to work with mentors for the 
purposes of work-related learning and the 
supervision of professionals. In the role of
coach, which was previously reserved for
external consultants and managers nearing
retirement, we are seeing more and more
internal coaches who are specially trained
for the job.

Coaching is now a widely-used instrument

for facilitating organisational renewal from
within. In translating age-old traditions to
new interventions, three important trends
stand out:

From remedial to developmental. The 
negative stigma that used to attach to
managers who needed a coach for their
professional development now appears to
have been replaced by a positive status,
associated with the fact that the manager
is evidently important enough to the
organisation to merit the investment in
coaching.

From sectarian to integrative. Most training
courses for coaches, but also handbooks
and scholarly articles, have been developed
on the basis of a single guiding approach.
As a result, they are often at odds with
coaches who tackle things differently. After
the ongoing integration within 
psychotherapy in the past decades, as in
the combination of cognitive and 
behavioural therapy to produce CBT
(Cognitive Behaviour Therapy) and the
emergence of integrative therapy, the time
seems to have come to practise the 
discipline of coaching from an integrative 
perspective.

From quackery to expertise. This is perhaps
the slowest development of the three,
because it is being hampered by the
heightened popularity of coaching and the
quickly increasing numbers of coaches. The
profession of coach is still little protected,

although more and more coaches now
work to a sound and transparent code of
conduct, submit to regular and profession-
al supervision and have participated in a
recognised process of accreditation. For
example, my own organisation, the
Ashridge Business School, is presently 
finishing an internal programme that has
put all of its executive coaches through an
intensive accreditation process.

Finally, I would like to return to The
Odyssey as I believe it should be studied by
coaches if only for the fact that our own
coaching processes can be a real odyssey
for our clients. They are usually full of unex-
pected encounters with demons, similar to
the prototypes in The Odyssey, such as the
primitive cannibal Polyphemus, the 
devouring monster Scylla, the monstrous
whirlpool Charybdis, the tempting Sirens
and the enchantresses Circe and Calypso.
Moreover, in the appearance of
Athena/Mentor, The Odyssey shows how
coachees will take their coach with them
outside the sessions. 

The many Greek gods and demons help us
to consider and study our clients' inner
demons and ambivalences. Athena 
personifies very well the concept of a
‘guardian angel’, which in coaching can 
initially be personified by the coach and
later, hopefully, fully internalised by the
coachee.
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