Joseph Campbell, Star Wars, and the Hero Quest
One very specialized definition of "hero" that scholars often use is the one provided by Joseph Campbell, a researcher who spent his career collecting and interpreting myths from around the world. Campbell studied thousands of myths and legends throughout his life, and, in his major book The Hero With a Thousand Faces (1949), he set out to prove that all human myths were connected to each other by certain universal themes and symbols. Campbell relied heavily on the work of Carl Jung, who believed that all members of the human species participated in a "collective unconscious"--or a set of symbols and "archetypes" that we inherited from our earliest human ancestors. When we encounter these archetypes in our lives, Jung argued, we respond to them for reasons that we do not fully understand. We are stirred by memories that are not ours individually, but belong to our entire species. 

For Joseph Campbell, the archetype upon which all mythology was based was the archetype of the hero. For Campbell, the hero is not just somebody who represents the strengths of a culture. A Campbell Ian hero is someone who undertakes a journey on behalf of his culture. Usually, this journey is into an underworld, or a land of death, into which the hero must descend in order to retrieve an "elixir"--some special potion or mixture with the ability to heal his culture. The following diagram and explanation comes from paged 245-246 of The Hero With a Thousand Faces:  

The mythological hero, setting forth from his common day hut or castle, is lured, carried away, or else voluntary proceeds, to the threshold of adventure. There he encounters a shadow presence that guards the passage. The hero may defeat or conciliate this power and go alive into the kingdom of the dark (brother-battle, dragon battle; offering, charm) or be slain by the opposition and descend in death (dismemberment, crucifixion). Beyond the threshold, then, the hero journeys through a world of unfamiliar yet strangely intimate forces, some of which severely threaten him (tests), some of which give magical aid (helpers). When he arrives at the nadir of the mythological round, he undergoes a supreme ordeal and gains his reward. The triumph may be represented as the hero's sexual union with the goddess-mother of the world (sacred marriage), his recognition by the father-creator (father atonement), his own divination (apotheosis), or again--if the powers have remained unfriendly to him--his theft of the boon he came to gain (bride-theft, fire theft); intrinsically it is an expansion of consciousness and therewith of being (illumination, transfiguration, freedom). The final work is that of the return. If the powers have blessed the hero, he now sets forth under their protection (emissary); if not, he flees and is pursued (transformation flight, obstacle flight). At the return threshold the transcendental powers must remain behind; the hero re-emerges from the kingdom of dread (return, resurrection. The bon that he brings restores the world (elixir).

 In the 1970's. a young film director named George Lucas (click here for an interview with Lucas) became fascinated with Campbell's research and set out to recreate the hero journey as a science-fiction movie. The result was the movie Star Wars, which may very well be the most popular movie of all time. To a mythologist like Campbell, the popularity of Star Wars (and its sequels) owes less to its spectacular special effects than to its use of mythic symbols and archetypes that are hundreds of thousands of years old and are part of every human being's psychological makeup.  

The original Star Wars movie (now called Episode IV: A New Hope) follows the hero quest pattern quite closely. Consider the following chronology: 

1. A young hero (Luke Skywalker) receives a call to adventure when, in cleaning a newly purchased droid (R2-D2) he discovers a distress call from a beautiful princess. 

2. The hero encounters an older, wiser man (Obi-Wan Kenobi) to serve as his mentor/teacher as he prepares to cross into a world of adventure. 

3. The hero and the mentor go to a holding place (Mos Eisley) in which they encounter all kinds of strange and wonderful creatures and make the final preparations for the adventure. 

4. The hero travels to a land associated with death (the Death Star) and crosses into a world of adventure. Though the mentor accompanies him part of the way, they become separated and the hero must finish the journey alone. 

5. While in the land of death, the hero rescues the Princess and, in the process, retrieves the sacred plans to the Death Star (the elixir) that will help his people with their mission (to destroy the battle station). 

6. The hero returns with the elixir, but is perused by the forces of evil. 

7. When the hero finally returns to the culture, the elixir that he has brought with him (the secret plans) allows the people to destroy the Death Star (symbolically speaking, to overcome death). 

In a very real sense, then, the movie Star Wars is the narrative grandchild of The Epic of Gilgamesh. Joseph Campbell studied Gilgamesh, and thousands of other myths, and came up with a certain pattern for the hero quest. George Lucas read the works of Joseph Campbell and created the movie Star Wars. As you read Gilgamesh, and other mythological works, this semester, just see if you don't recognize certain patterns, themes, and symbols that you recognize from the movies. 

