The Hero’ Journey

We still have elements of the epic today.  One of the reasons films like Star Wars, The Matrix, Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings are so popular is that they follow the epic format.  When you view these films, see if you can identify the common elements.  The outline below comes from Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces.
	I: Departure                                      Star Wars                                    The Matrix

	The call to adventure
	Princess Leia's message
	"Follow the white rabbit"

	Refusal of the call
	Must help with the harvest
	Neo won't climb out window

	Supernatural aid
	Obi-wan rescues Luke from sandpeople
	Trinity extracts the "bug" from Neo

	Crossing the first threshold
	Escaping Tatooine
	Agents capture Neo

	The belly of the whale
	Trash compactor
	Torture room

	II: Initiation 

	The road of trials
	Lightsaber practice
	Sparring with Morpheus

	The meeting with the goddess
	Princess Leia
	Trinity

	Temptation away from the true path1
	Luke is tempted by the Dark Side
	Cypher (the failed messiah) is tempted by the world of comfortable illusions

	Atonement with the Father
	Darth and Luke reconcile
	Neo rescues and comes to agree (that he's The One) with his father-figure, Morpheus

	Apotheosis (becoming god-like)
	Luke becomes a Jedi
	Neo becomes The One

	The ultimate boon
	Death Star destroyed
	Humanity's salvation now within reach

	III: Return 

	Refusal of the return
	"Luke, come on!" Luke wants to stay to avenge Obi-Wan
	Neo fights agent instead of running

	The magic flight
	Millennium Falcon
	"Jacking in"

	Rescue from without
	Han saves Luke from Darth
	Trinity saves Neo from agents

	Crossing the return threshold
	Millennium Falcon destroys pursuing TIE fighters
	Neo fights agent Smith

	Master of the two worlds
	Victory ceremony
	Neo's declares victory over machines in final phone call

	Freedom to live
	Rebellion is victorious over Empire
	Humans are victorious over machines

	Common Mythic Elements 

	Two Worlds (mundane and special)
	Planetside vs. The Death Star
	Reality vs. The Matrix

	The Mentor
	Obi-Wan Kenobi
	Morpheus

	The Oracle
	Yoda
	The Oracle

	The Prophecy
	Luke will overthrow the Emperor
	Morpheus will find (and Trinity will fall for) "The One"

	Wearing
Enemy's Skin
	Luke and Han wear stormtrooper outfits
	Neo jumps into agent's skin

	Shapeshifter (the Hero isn't sure if he can trust this character)
	Han Solo
	Cypher

	Animal familiar
	R2-D2, Chewbacca
	N/A

	Chasing a lone animal into the enchanted wood (and the animal gets away)
	The Millennium Falcon follows a lone TIE fighter into range of the Death Star
	Neo "follows the white rabbit" to the nightclub where he meets Trinity


Elements of Epic Poetry and Tragedy

·      begins with an argument/invokes a muse/asks the “epic question” to which the narrative is the answer

·      generally performed ceremonially; certainly written in a formal style apart from ordinary speech

·      serious subject / actions of hero often determine the fate of a nation.

·      central figure is often God-like in description.  He is the hero of a “great nation” with cosmic importance (Rome is heaven on earth) 

·      Often has tragic elements or stories within larger story (Dido in Aeneid)

·      setting covers multiple areas and may involve a good deal of travel 

·      action involves battle and superhuman deeds (trials for hero/state)

·      supernatural beings take an interest, and sometimes even a part 

·      begins “in media res” (in the middle of things)

Aristotle’s points on tragedy (from his Poetics)

1. A tragedy must be an imitation of life in the form of a serious story that is complete in itself—narrow in focus (as opposed to the epic form).  Drama is the best vehicle for tragedy because it shows rather than tells.  History shows what happened, tragedy shows what may happen.

2. A good tragedy will evoke pity and fear in the viewer causing a catharsis—a purging or purification of emotions.  We feel better after having gone through such extreme emotions. 

3. A tragedy will usually have a central tragic character (hero) who “falls” due to a “tragic flaw”.  The flaw is often pride, but really the Greeks interpreted the flaw is simply being human—we are not gods. 

4. The hero is better than we are, but not perfect (thus the flaw).  Change in character happens once the flaw is fully realized.  The hero needs to know what he did wrong and see the consequences of his actions (or fate).  

Questions

· Why do you think the tragic hero needs to be “above” everyone in society?

· Do we have cathartic entertainment today (movies that are both good and sad)?

· Can you name any real life tragic people?  Their action need to be the cause of their downfall. 

Campbell’s Hero points

Gilgamesh begins the tale at home as the restless king. 

Then he meets his helper Enkidu and the two of them go off on their adventure to the forest to defeat Humbaba

Gilgamesh crosses the Threshold of Adventure to seek the answer to immortality. 

While in the underworld/other world Gilgamesh passes many tests before he meets Utnapishtim and his wife (more helpers) who help him find the magical flower of everlasting life. 

Gilgamesh loses the magic plant in his Peak Experience to the trickster snake who steals immortality for itself. 

Gilgamesh returns home with the boon, the understanding that immortality is reserved for the gods and that he is human. He will experience death and he realizes that he must live his life and enjoy it. So he writes down his tale to spread the word to his people. 

Gilgamesh has struggled to bring us back something from the other side; knowledge and the realization that we are not gods. We are mortal and we will inevitably die.
