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• Joseph Campbell, The Hero With, The Hero With A Thousand Faces (2004 ed.) 
• Preface to the 2004 Edition 
• In the heroic journey – life is measured by depth and not by linear time  
• Borrowing the term monomyth, a word Campbell identifies as being coined by James 

Joyce, Campbell puts forth the ancient idea that the mysterious energy for inspirations, 
revelations, and actions in heroic studies worldwide is also universally found in human 
beings 
° It is the hypothesis that the individual can still prompt, prick, and prod the whole of 

humankind into more evolution 
° The idea is that by transforming the personal psyche, the surrounding culture, the life 

of the family, then other matters can be transformed too 
• With regard to the heroic, so much is unpredictable 

° But there are two matters, above all, about which a person can be certain – struggle 
on the journey is a given, but there will also be splendor 

° The hero is guided to live more soulfully, and in full spirit and compassion 
• There is a great price to be paid to live in such an attitude of wholeness, for it 

means one must abandon the unconscious way of life, including, for the fool, 
some of one’s former self-indulgent foolishness 

• But, having found this truer way of life to be “of high cost and yet priceless,” the 
former fool lives free and claims his father’s reward 

• Meanwhile, others go out and falsely seek the heroic insight 
° In seeking to avoid all peril, discomfort, and “all love that might ever cause us 

heartache,” these false seekers find and bring to themselves only the empty 
assets of self-delusion and an aversion to real life 

• Two of the oldest themes of stories are cultures at the edge of utter corruption and the 
world at the edge of utter destruction 
° In these stories, there are always tales of redemption 

• The mythic tale unfolds in response to that single igniting question 
° For Odysseus it was, how do I find home again 

• The question at the beginning of a story grants the seeker a bar to measure against, to see 
which directions to take are most profitable in order to find one’s own answers 
° Nothing contributes so much to tranquilizing the mind as a steady purpose – a point 

on which the soul may fix its eye 
° In mythic tales, the soul poses the question, and all things are measured against the 

soul’s interest 
° More often than not in mythos, the answers come only from a hard labor that is kept 

to day after day 
• Therefore, if one is seeking gold, one must go where the gold is and suffer 

through the travail to get there, and then use all of one’s brawn and wits to mine 
for it, and to recognize it when one sees it  

• Obstacles and preformed ogres rise up regularly – they confound and injure the 
hero 
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• But the seeker finds, at many different levels, a multitude of responses to that 
single question posed at the beginning – responses that increase their life-giving 
capacities 

• Along the journey, one either forgets one’s spiritual commitment and is thereby 
blown farther from true home, or else one becomes, in those moments, more 
determined to fulfill the question, to become more expansive  
° This makes the hero more durable, expanding; this hero is often the one who 

manages to call to the soul for support and correction of trajectory 
• The soul will answer and aim the person towards the best results that can 

be managed at the moment 
° The complications that thwart the hero are called complexes 

• Complexes are to be met, confronted, evaded, amplified, transformed, contained, 
or triumphed over  

• Complexes often appear as something we long for or are easily seduced by, but 
which is poisonous to us at its core 

• An Archetype is a representation of the irrepresentable – a shard of something so 
enormous that the greater thing cannot be apprehended by the mundane mind 

• The quest has been understood as one undertaken in order to feel alive again, to 
remember and to keep what is holy in life 
° It is a journey to find a truer selfhood, one that cannot be easily corrupted by the outer 

world or by time 
° The impulse of the journey fulfills a longing to unearth and reveal one’s greatest and 

deepest shadows and gifts 
• Prologue: The Monomyth  
• In the absence of general mythology, each of us has his/her private, unrecognized, 

rudimentary, yet secretly potent pantheon of dreams 
• The unconscious sends all sorts of vapors, odd beings, terrors, and deluding images up 

into the mind – under our neat consciousness goes the dangerous caves of our 
unconscious  
° The lure, the promise, the terror of the subconscious is the destruction of the world 

that we have built and in which we live and then the wonderful reconstruction of a 
bolder, cleaner, more spacious, and fully human life 

• The purpose of a rite of passage is to conduct people across difficult thresholds of 
transformation that demand a change in the patterns not only of conscious but also of 
unconscious life  
° At the rite of passage, the mind is radically cut away from the attitudes, attachments, 

and life patterns of the stage being left behind 
° It has always been the prime function of myth and rite to supply the symbols that 

carry the human spirit forward, in counteraction to those constant human fantasies 
that tend to tie it back 

° Apparently there is something in these initiatory images so necessary to the psyche 
that if they are not supplied from without, through myth and ritual, they will have to 
be announced again, through dream, from within 
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• We enact these rites (either inwardly or outwardly) to avoid stasis, to continue 
developing 

• Traditional rites of passage used to teach the individual to die to the past and be reborn to 
the future 
° By the sacrilege of the refusal of the rite, however, the individual cut himself as a unit 

off from the larger unit of the whole community 
• The figure of the tyrant-monster begins the mythology 

° Wherever the tyrant-monster sets his hand there is a cry for the redeeming hero, 
whose blow, whose existence will liberate the land 

° The hero is the man of self-achieved submission – but submission to what 
• The schism in the soul, in the society, will not be resolved by any scheme of 

return to the good old days, or by programs guaranteed to render an ideal 
projected future, or even by the most realistic, hardheaded work to weld together 
again the deteriorating elements 

• No, only birth can conquer death – the birth not of the old thing again but of 
something new 

• Within the soul there must be a continuous recurrence of birth 
• The first step of the journey, detachment or withdrawal consists in a radical transfer of 

emphasis from the external to the internal world 
° This is a retreat from the desperations of the waste land to the peace of the everlasting 

realm that is within – this realm within is the unconscious 
• If only a portion of this inner unconscious could be dredged up into the light of 

day, we should experience a marvelous expansion of our powers, a vivid renewal 
of life 

• Moreover, if we could dredge up something forgotten not only by ourselves but 
by our whole generation or our entire civilization, we should become indeed the 
boon bringer, the culture hero of the day 
° We would be a personage of not only local but of world-historical moment 

° In short, the first work of the hero is to retreat from the world scene of secondary 
effects to those causal zones of the psyche where the difficulties really reside 
• There, in that unconscious, the hero first encounters difficulties that must be 

eradicated 
• The hero must break through the inner world to find the undistorted, direct 

representations of the archetypal images 
° The archetypes to be discovered and assimilated are precisely those that have 

inspired, throughout the annals of human culture, the basic images of ritual, 
mythology, and vision 

° Dream is the personalized myth 
• In the dream the forms are quirked by the peculiar troubles of the dreamer, 

whereas in myth the problems and solutions shown are directly valid for all 
mankind 

• The hero, therefore, is the man or woman who has been able to battle past his/her 
personal and local historical limitations  
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° Hence the hero knows the sources of rebirth and can share them with a languishing 
society 

° The hero has died as a modern man; but as eternal man – perfected, unspecific, 
universal man – he/she has been reborn 

• The hero’s second solemn task and deed, therefore, is to return to us, transfigured, and 
teach the lesson he or she has learned of renewed life 

• But the hero must first sort herself out, only then is she ready to go sort out the world  
• At the midpoint of the journey the hero encounters the dark-wood 
• The hero sometimes needs only a little bit extra in order to succeed – as Theseus needed 

only a skein of thread to trail behind him to help him navigate through the labyrinth  
• The artist is dedicated to the morals not of his time but of his art, full of the faith that the 

truth, as he finds it, shall make us free 
• The hero need not risk the adventure alone, for the heroes of all time have gone before 

her/him and left a path to follow 
° We go as far as they have cleared, and then clear a little bit more ourselves  

• The happy ending is justly scorned for the world only ends in one way: death, 
disintegration  

• Pity is the feeling which arrests the mind in the presence of whatever is grave and 
constant in human suffering and unites it with the human sufferer 

• Terror is the feeling which arrests the mind in the presence of whatsoever is grave and 
constant in human sufferings and unites it with the secret cause 

• Tragic Catharsis corresponds to an earlier ritual of purifying the community from the 
taints and poisons of the past year, the old contagion of sin and death 

• Modern literature is devoted, in great measure, to a courageous, open-eyed observation of 
the sickeningly broken figurations that abound before us, around us, and within  

• The happy ending of the fairy-tale, and the divine comedy of the soul, is to be read, not as 
a contradiction, but as a transcendence of the universal tragedy of man 
° The objective world remains what it was, but, because of a shift of emphasis within 

the subject, it is beheld as though transformed  
• The passage of the mythological hero is fundamentally inward – into depths where 

obscure resistances are overcome, and long lost forgotten powers are revivified  
• The standard path of the mythological adventure takes the form: separation – initiation – 

return  
° A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural 

wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero 
comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his 
fellow man 

• Remember the underworld wherein all things are revealed to the hero, especially burdens 
to come and how to endure them 

• The path of the hero involves a separation from the world, a penetration to some source 
of power, and a life-enhancing return 

• A more fleshed-out version of the heroic journey is as follows 
° 1) The call to adventure 
° 2) Refusal of the call 
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° 3) Supernatural aid 
° 4) The Crossing of the first threshold  
° 5) Passage into the realm of night  
° 6) The stage of trials and victories of initiation 

• Including: the road of trials, meeting with the goddess, woman as temptress, 
atonement with the father, apotheosis, the ultimate boon 

° 7) The return and reintegration with society 
• Within the return stage there is also: the refusal of the return, the magic flight, 

rescue from without, crossing of the return threshold, master of the two worlds, 
freedom (including bestowing the ultimate boon) 

• The composite hero of the monomyth is a personage of exceptional gifts 
° Frequently she/he is honored by her/his society, but also frequently unrecognized or 

disdained 
° The hero, and/or the world in which she finds herself suffers from a symbolical 

deficiency  
° Typically, the hero of the fairy-tale achieves a domestic, microcosmic triumph; but 

the hero of myth achieves a world-historical, macrocosmic triumph (regenerating 
society as a whole) 

• The hero appears on the scene according to the needs of her/his society 
• In the “cosmogonic” moment, the great vision of the creation and destruction of the 

world is vouchsafed as revelation to the successful hero 
° It represents the idea that the hero’s perilous journey is a labor not of attainment but 

of re-attainment, not discovery but re-discovery  
° The great deed of the supreme hero is to come to knowledge of this ultimate 

revelation and make it known 
• Because, finally, the All is everywhere, and anywhere may become the seat of power, any 

blade of grass may assume, in myth, the figure of the savior and conduct the questing 
warrior into the sanctum sanctorum of his own heart 

• The highest quality of the hero is not her virtue, but her insight, which helps transcend all 
dualities and brings everything into unity 
° Virtue helps pave the way by quieting the self-centered ego but it is not the highest 

quality 
• While the moralist would be filled with indignation and the tragic poet with pity and 

terror, mythology breaks the whole of life into a vast, horrendous divine comedy 
° Its Olympian laugh is not escapist in the least, but hard, with the hardness of life itself 

• Chapter 1 – Departure 
• The Call to Adventure  
• There are many ways in which the call to adventure can begin – one is a blunder, 

apparently the merest chance, that suddenly reveals an unsuspected world 
° From there, the individual is drawn into a relationship with forces that are not 

thoroughly understand 
• Campbell suggests the idea that blunders are not chance but are the result of 

repressed desires 
° The call awakens the self 
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° The call ushers in a mystery of transfiguration – it brings about a rite, or a moment, or 
spiritual passage, which, when complete, amounts to a dying and rebirth 
• The familiar life horizon will be outgrown: the old concepts, ideals, and emotional 

patterns no longer fit – the time for the passing of the threshold is at hand 
• The herald or announcer of the adventure, therefore, is often dark, loathly, or terrifying, 

judged evil by the world 
° The herald as a beast that can represent both the unknown fecundity within ourselves 

or a veiled mysterious figure (the unknown) 
° The herald appears to announce the adventure when the hero is spiritually ready in 

his/her psyche 
• The moment the hero is ready, the proper herald automatically appears 

• That which has to be faced by the departing hero is somehow already profoundly familiar 
to the unconscious (though unknown, surprising, and even frightening to the conscious 
personality) 
° And what formerly was meaningful may become strangely emptied of value 

• The Call to Adventure signifies that destiny has summoned the hero and transferred his 
spiritual center of gravity from within the pale of his society to a zone unknown 
° This fateful region of both treasure and danger may be variously represented: as a 

distant land, a forest, a kingdom underground, beneath the waves, above the sky, a 
profound dream scape 
• It is always a place of strangely fluid and polymorphous beings, unimaginable 

torrents, superhuman deeds, and impossible delight 
° The hero can go forth of his own volition to accomplish the adventure, or he may be 

carried or sent abroad by some benign or malignant agent, or the adventure may begin 
as a mere blunder 

• Refusal of the Call 
• The dull case of the unanswered call is easy to account for since it is always possible to 

turn the ear to other interests  
° Either from walled-in boredom, hard work, or “culture” the subject loses the power of 

significant affirmative action and becomes a victim to be saved 
• This character’s flowering world becomes a wasteland of dry stones and her life 

feels meaningless  
° All she can do is create new problems for herself and await the gradual 

approach of his disintegration  
° In Proverbs: Because I have called, and ye refused…I also will laugh at your 

calamity; I will mock when your fear cometh; when your fear cometh as 
desolation, and your destruction cometh as a whirlwind; when distress and 
anguish cometh upon you 

° Often the call is refused because of a fear of the future 
• Not all who hesitate are lost 

° The psyche has many secrets in reserve; and these are not disclosed unless required 
° So it is that sometimes the predicament following an obstinate refusal of the call 

proves to be the occasion of a providential revelation of some unsuspected principal 
of release 
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• If the personality is able to absorb and integrate the new forces presented to it, there will 
be experienced an almost super-human degree of self-consciousness and masterful 
control 

• The sole problem is what the machinery of the miracle is to be 
° There is a solution, always, to the disintegration and the machinery of that solution is 

central to the story 
° For those who have not refused the call, the first encounter of the hero-journey is with 

a protective figure who provides the adventurer with amulets against the dragon 
forces he is about to encounter 

° This benignant role of the wisdom-giver is the first helper to the hero 
° The hero who has come under the protection of the Cosmic Mother cannot be harmed  
° What such a figure represents is the benign, protecting power of destiny  

• It is a reassurance – a promise that the peace of Paradise, which was known first 
within the mother womb, is not to be lost 

• Though omnipotence may seem to be endangered by the threshold passages and 
life awakenings, protective power is always and ever present within the sanctuary 
of the heart and even immanent within, or just behind, the unfamiliar features of 
the world  

• One has to only know and trust, and the ageless guardians will appear 
• Having responded to the call and continuing to follow courageously as the 

consequences unfold, the hero finds all the forces of the unconscious at his side 
• And in so far as the hero’s act coincides with that for which his society itself is 

ready, he seems to ride on the great rhythm of the historical process 
° Napoleon: I feel myself driven towards an end that I do not know. As soon as 

I shall have reached it, as soon as I shall become unnecessary, an atom will 
suffice to shatter me. Till then, not all the forces of mankind can do anything 
against me. 

° The supernatural helper is generally masculine 
° The hero to whom such a helper appears is typically one who has answered the call – 

the call, in fact, was the first announcement of the approach of the initiatory priest 
• But even to those who apparently have hardened their hearts the supernatural 

guardian may appear – even the hero who tarries may get help 
° Then, without the cooperation of the hero’s self-conscious will, her destiny will fulfill 

itself  
• Crossing the Threshold  
• With the personifications of his destiny to guide and aid him, the hero goes forward in his 

adventure until he come to the “threshold guardian” at the entrance to the zone of 
magnified powers 
° Beyond these threshold guardians is darkness, the unknown, and danger  

• The usual person is more than content, often proud, to remain within the indicated 
bounds 
° Popular belief gives this person every reason to fear stepping out into the 

unexplored 
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° The folk mythologies populate every desert place outside the normal traffic of 
the village with deceitful, dangerous presences  

• The regions of the unknown (desert, jungle, deep sea, alien land) are free fields for the 
projection of unconscious content 
° The Arcadian god Pan is the best known Classical example of this dangerous 

presence dwelling just beyond the protected zone of the village boundary 
° The emotion instilled in human beings who by accident adventured into this domain 

was “panic,” fear, a sudden, groundless flight 
• Any trifling cause then – the break of a twig, the flutter of a leaf – would flood the 

mind with imagined danger 
° Depending on his temperament, the ogre can destroy you or bestow great things on 

you 
• Wisdom, the wisdom of Omphalos, the World navel is the ogre’s to bestow 

° For the crossing of the threshold is the first step into the sacred zone of the 
universal source 

• Pan was benign to those who paid him worship 
• One had better not challenge the watcher of the established bounds – and yet it is only by 

advancing beyond those bounds, provoking the destructive other aspect of the same 
power, that the individual passes, either alive or in death, into a new zone of experience  
° You must defeat the threshold guardian for it to dispense its magic  

• The adventure is always and everywhere a passage beyond the veil of the known into the 
unknown 
° The powers that watch at the boundary are dangerous; to deal with them is risky – yet 

for anyone with competence and courage, the danger fades 
• But the overbold adventurer beyond his depths may be shamelessly undone 

° Such demons – at once dangers and bestowers of magic power – every hero must 
encounter who steps an inch outside the walls of his/her tradition  

• The Belly of the Whale 
• The idea that the passage of the magical threshold is a transit into a sphere of rebirth is 

symbolized in the worldwide womb image of the belly of the whale 
° The hero, instead of conquering or conciliating the power of the threshold, is 

swallowed into the unknown, and would appear to have died 
• The Irish hero Fionn mac Cumhaill was swallowed by a monster of indefinite 

form 
• The little German girl, Red Ridinghood, was swallowed by a wolf 

• The passage of the threshold is a form of self-annihilation 
° But here, instead of passing outward, beyond the confines of the visible world, the 

hero goes inward, to be born again 
° The devotee, at the moment of entry into a temple undergoes a metamorphosis 

• His/her secular character remains without; he sheds it as a snake sheds its skin 
• Once inside he may be said to have died to time and returned to the world womb 
• The mere fact that anyone can physically walk past the temple guardians does not 

invalidate their significance (the threshold guardians): for if the intruder is 
incapable of encompassing the sanctuary then he has effectually remained without  
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° No creature can attain a higher grade of nature without ceasing to exist 
• Indeed the physical body of the hero may be actually slain, dismembered, and 

scattered over the land or sea 
• The hero in the hierarchic state (where every person enacts their role) / or in the merchant 

empire (wherein each person is out for him-/herself) 
• Initiation 
• The Road of Trials 
• Once having traversed the threshold, the hero moves in a dream landscape of curiously 

fluid, ambiguous forms, where she must survive a succession of trials 
° The hero is covertly aided by the advice, amulets, and secret agents of the 

supernatural helper whom she met before her entrance into the region 
° The most difficult stages of the adventure now begin, when the depths of the 

underworld with their remarkable manifestations open before her 
° If the hero is sufficiently skillful she can soothe the monsters back to sleep with 

offerings 
• And so it happens that if anyone – in whatever society – undertakes for himself the 

perilous journey into the darkness by descending, either intentionally or unintentionally, 
into the crooked lanes of his own spiritual labyrinth, he soon finds himself in a landscape 
of symbolical figures (any one of which may swallow him) 

• In the vocabulary of the mystics, this is the second stage of the Way, that of the 
“purification of the self,” when the senses are “cleansed and humbled” and the energies 
and interests “concentrated upon transcendental things” 
° This is the process of dissolving, transcending, or transmuting the infantile images of 

our personal past 
• The hero, whether god or goddess, man or woman, the figure in a myth or the dreamer in 

a dream, discovers and assimilates her opposite (her own suspected self) either by 
swallowing it or by being swallowed 
° One by one the resistances are broken 
° The hero must put aside pride, virtue, beauty, and life, and bow or submit to the 

absolutely intolerable  
• Then the hero finds that she and her opposite are not differing species, but one 

flesh 
• The question during these trials becomes can the ego put itself to death  

• The original departure into the land of trials represented only the beginning of the long 
and really perilous path of initiation  
° Dragons have now to be slain and surprising barriers passed – again, again, and again 

• There will be a multitude of preliminary victories, unretainable ecstasies, and 
momentary glimpses of the wonderful land 

• The Meeting with the Goddess  
• The ultimate adventure, when all the barriers and ogres have been overcome, is 

commonly represented as a mystical marriage of the triumphant hero-soul with the Queen 
Goddess of the World 
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° For she is the incarnation of the promise of perfection; the soul’s assurance that, at the 
conclusion of its exile in a world of organized inadequacies, the bliss that once was 
known will be known again 

° She is the comforting, the nourishing, the good 
• The mythological figure of the Universal Mother imputes to the cosmos the 

feminine attributes of the first, nourishing and protecting presence  
° She is the world creatrix, ever mother, ever virgin – she encompasses the 

encompassing, nourishes the nourishing, and is the life of everything that lives 
° She is the womb and the tomb; she unites good and bad 

• On the good and the bad –  
° The devotee is expected to contemplate the two with equal equanimity  

• Through this exercise the devotee’s spirit is purged of its infantile, inappropriate 
sentimentalities and resentments 

• Then the devotee’s mind is opened to the inscrutable presence which exists, not 
primarily as good and bad with respect to her childlike human convenience, but as 
the law and image of the nature of being  

• The Goddess of the World simultaneously has the terrible and the benign in her 
° She was the cosmic power, the totality of the universe, the harmonization of all the 

pairs of opposites, combining wonderfully the terror of absolute destruction with an 
impersonal yet motherly reassurance  
• As change, as the river of time, the fluidity of life, the Goddess at once creates, 

preserves, and destroys  
° To fully behold the goddess would be a terrible accident for any person not spiritually 

prepared 
• Woman, in the picture language of mythology, represents the totality of what can be 

known 
° The hero is the one who comes to know 
° If the hero can match the import of the goddess, then the two, the knower and the 

known, will be released from every limitation 
• Without battles, without fierce conflict, this cannot be won 

° Further, the goddess requires that the hero be of “gentle heart” 
• The meeting with the goddess (who is incarnate in every woman of myth) is the final test 

of the talent of the hero to win the boon of love, which is itself enjoyed as the encasement 
of eternity  

• Woman as Temptress 
° The mystical marriage with the queen goddess of the world represents the hero’s total 

mastery of life 
• The woman is life, the hero is knower and master 
• And the testings of the hero, which were preliminary to his ultimate experience 

and deed, were symbolical of those crises of realization by means of which his 
consciousness came to be amplified and made capable of enduring the full 
possession of the mother-destroyer 
° With this the hero knows that he and the father are one – he is in the father’s 

place 
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• Every failure to cope with a life situation must be laid, in the end, to a restriction of 
consciousness 

• The whole sense of the ubiquitous myth of the hero’s passage is that it shall serve as a 
general pattern for men and women, wherever they may stand along the scale  
° Therefore it is formulated in the broadest terms  
° The individual only has to discover his/her own position with reference to this general 

human formula, and let it then assist him/her past the restricting walls 
• Who are the hero’s ogres? – those are the reflections of the unsolved enigmas of 

the hero’s own humanity 
• In myth we see that there is no place so remote as to be free from temptation 

° Generally we refuse to admit within ourselves the fullness of that pushing, self-
protective, malodorous, carnivorous, lecherous fever which is the very nature of the 
organic cell 
• Rather we tend to perfume, whitewash, reinterpret, imagine that all the flaws are 

the fault of something extrinsic  
• When it suddenly dawns on us, or is forced to our attention, that everything we 

think or do is necessarily tainted by the flesh – then, not uncommonly, there is a 
sudden revulsion experience: life, the acts of life, the organs of life, woman in 
particular as the great symbol of life, become intolerable to the pure, pure, pure 
soul 
° Woman, above all, becomes the symbol no longer of victory but of defeat 
° No longer can the hero rest in innocence with the goddess of the flesh: for she 

is become the queen of sin 
• The devil is there to pester all those who have their faces looking zionward 
• Atonement with the Father 
• When the roles of life are assumed by the improperly initiated, chaos supervenes 
• When the child outgrows the popular idyll of the mother breast and turns to face the 

world of specialized adult action, it passes, spiritually, into the sphere of the father 
° The father becomes, for his son, the sign of the future task, and for his daughter, of 

the future husband 
• The traditional idea of initiation combines an introduction of the candidate into the 

techniques, duties, and prerogatives of his vocation with a radical readjustment of his 
emotional relationship to the parental images 

• There is the sun door, through whom one may pass from the infantile illusions of “good” 
and “evil” to an experience of the majesty of cosmic law, purged of hope and fear, and at 
peace in the understanding of the revelation of being 
° The grace that pours into the universe through the sun door is the same as the energy 

of the bolt that annihilates and is ititself indestructible 
° The delusion shattering light of the imperishable is the same as the light that creates  

• Many initial initiation rites involve the death and rebirth of the boy or the symbolic 
killing of the primal father   

• The paradox of creation, the coming of the forms of time out of eternity, is the germinal 
secret of the father – it can never be quite explained 
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° Therefore in every system of theology there is an umbilical point, an Achilles tendon 
which the finger of the mother has touched, and where the possibility of perfect 
knowledge has been impaired 

° The problem of the hero is to pierce herself (and therewith her world) precisely 
through that point: to shatter and annihilate that key knot of her limited existence  
• The hero transcends life with its peculiar blind spot and for a moment rises to a 

glimpse of the source – the hero beholds the face of the father and understands 
° Atoning for the destructive half of life that comes from the father is terrible, yet it is 

essential 
• The hero, because of his perseverance, earns the revelation 
• For the son who has grown really to know the father, the agonies of the ordeal are readily 

borne 
° The world is no longer a vale of tears but a bliss-yielding, perpetual manifestation of 

the Presence  
• Apotheosis 
• Avalokiteshvara, who made a vow before entering the void that he would bring all 

creatures without exception to enlightenment  
° This is the divine state that the mortal hero attains when she has gone beyond the last 

terrors of ignorance  
° Pain and pleasure do not enclose this hero, she encloses them – and with profound 

repose’ 
° Since this godlike state is what all of us may achieve, its presence, its image, and 

merely naming it helps 
° This pause on the threshold of Nirvana by Avalokiteshvara, this resolution to forego 

until the end of time (which never ends) immersion in the untroubled pool of eternity, 
represents a realization that the distinction between eternity and time is only apparent  
• What is understood is that time and eternity are two aspects of the same 

experience-whole  
• The bodhisattva renounces Nirvana  

• At the conclusion of the hero-task, at the moment when the wall of Paradise is dissolved, 
the divine form is found and recollected, and wisdom regained  

• As the original intruder into the paradise of the infant with its mother, the father is the 
archetypal enemy 
° Hence, throughout life all enemies are symbolical to the unconscious of the father  
° Hence too the irresistible impulse to make war, to the destroy the father  

• The zealot, instead of clearing his own heart, tries to clear the world 
• The dear, protecting mother of our body could not defend us from the Great Father 

Serpent; the mortal, tangible body that she gave us was delivered into his frightening 
power 
° But death was not the end – new life, new birth, new knowledge of existence was 

given us 
° We are taken from the mother, chewed into fragments and assimilated to the world-

annihilating body of the ogre for whom all the precious forms and beings are only the 
courses of a feast – but then, miraculously reborn, we are more than we were  
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• We go forth as knowers to whom all men are brothers 
• In both the meeting with the goddess and the atonement with the father – in both cases it 

is found that the hero herself is that which she had come to find 
• Right before his attaining enlightenment, the Buddha was tempted 

° The Buddha beheld the last projected fantasies of his primitive physical will to live 
like other human beings – the will to live according to the normal motives of desire 
and hostility, in a delusory ambient of phenomenal causes, ends, and means 
• Having surpassed the delusions of his formerly self-assertive, self-defensive, self-

concerned ego, he knows without and within the same repose 
• He rises, returns to them, and dwells with them as an ego-less center, through 

which the principle of emptiness is made manifest in its own simplicity 
• The departure from the world is regarded not as a fault, but as the first step into 

that noble path at the remotest turn of which illumination is to be won concerning 
the deep emptiness of the universal round  

• The plants, rocks, fire, water, all are alive. They watch us and see our needs. They see 
when we have nothing to protect us, and it is then that they reveal themselves and speak 
to us. 

• The Ultimate Boon 
• The ease with which the adventure is here accomplished signifies that the hero is a 

superior man or woman, a born king or queen   
• The psyche is initially directed by anxieties for the integrity of the body, fantasies of 

restitution, a silent, deep requirement for indestructability and protection against the 
“bad” forces from within and without 
° These always remain as determining factors of the adult 

• The ineffable teaching of the beatitude beyond imagination comes to us clothed, 
necessarily, in figures reminiscent of the imagined beatitude of infancy – hence the 
deceptive childishness of the tales  

• The gods and goddesses then are to be understood as embodiments and custodians of the 
elixir of the Imperishable Being but not themselves the Ultimate in its primary state 
° What the hero seeks through his intercourse with them is therefore not finally 

themselves, but their grace, the power of their sustaining substance  
° We don’t seek the deities themselves but the ultimate boon they possess  

• This is the elixir quest 
° Sometimes the gods are over-severe, overcautious, in which case the hero must trick 

them of their treasure  
• The guardians, the gate-keepers – you must win/earn their permission to pass and then 

they will help you on your way 
• Sometimes the irony is that the hero has the chance to ask the deity for the ultimate boon 

of perfect illumination, but will instead waste that moment and seek some petty personal 
award or power from the deity 

• The agony of breaking through personal limitations is the agony of spiritual growth 
° Art, literature, myth and cult, philosophy, and ascetic disciplines are instruments to 

help the individual past her limiting horizons into spheres of ever-expanding 
realization 
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• Then finally the mind breaks the bounding sphere of the cosmos to a realization 
transcending all experiences of form – all symbolizations, all divinities: a 
realization of the ineluctable void 

• The Buddha’s victory over temptation beneath the Bo Tree is the classic oriental 
example of this deed 
° With the sword of his mind he pierced the bubble of the universe – and 

shattered it into naught 
• Winning the boon by ruse or trickery is okay – artful cleverness is okay, but not luck 
• Chapter 3 - Return 
• When the hero-quest has been accomplished, through penetration to the source, or 

through the grace of some male or female, human or animal, the adventurer must still 
return with her life-transmuting trophy 
° The hero now begins the labor of bringing the boon back into the kingdom of 

humanity where the boon may renew the community  
• After their great awakening, some heroes on their return realize that the world they return 

to is debased and they do not want to go back to it in such a condition  
• The Magic Flight 
• If the hero in her triumph wins the blessing of the goddess or the god and is then 

explicitly commissioned to return to the world with some elixir for the restoration of 
society, the final stage of her adventure will be supported by all the powers of her 
supernatural patron 
° On the other hand, if the trophy has been obtained against the opposition of its 

guardian, or if the hero’s wish to return to the world has been resented by the gods or 
demons, then the last stage of the mythological round becomes a lively, often comic, 
pursuit 

• The flight is the favorite episode of the folktale where it is developed under many lively 
forms 
° Once you steal something from the gods, they will try to prevent your flight home 
° A popular variety of the magic flight is that in which objects are left behind to speak 

for the fugitive and thus delay pursuit 
• Sometimes magic is used to confuse the would-be pursuer and give the hero more 

time to escape  
• The toll required for the hero to escape and return home is not always slight  

• What makes an open relationship between the worlds of gods and mortals impossible is 
always some slight but critical symptom of human frailty  

• Rescue From Without 
• The hero may have to be brought back from her supernatural venture by assistance from 

without – the world may have to come get her 
° So far as one remains alive, life will call – society is jealous of those who remain 

away from it; society will come knocking on the door 
• The final crisis of the round, to which the whole miraculous excursion has been but a 

prelude, is the paradoxical, supremely difficult threshold crossing of the hero’s return 
from the mystic realm into the land of common day 
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° The hero (whether rescued from without, driven from within, or gently carried along 
by the guiding divinities) has yet to re-enter with her boon 
• She has yet to confront society with her ego-shattering, life-redeeming elixir, and 

take the return blow of a society at a loss to comprehend the hero’s deeds and gift 
• The Crossing of the Return Threshold 
• The two worlds, the divine and human, can be pictured only as distinct from each other – 

different as life and death, day and knight 
° The hero adventures out of the land we know and into darkness 

• There she accomplishes her adventure, or is simply lost to us, imprisoned, or 
endangered 
° And her return is described as a coming back out of that yonder zone 
° Nevertheless, the two worlds are actually one –  

• The realm of the gods is a forgotten dimension of the world we know 
• And the exploration of that world, either willingly or unwillingly, is 

the whole deed of the hero 
• The values and distinctions that in normal life seem important disappear with the 

terrifying assimilation of the self into what formerly was only otherness 
° The fearfulness of this loss of personal individuation can be the whole burden of the 

transcendental experience for unqualified souls  
• The boon brought from the transcendent deep becomes quickly rationalized into 

nonentity (or society incorporates it and again expands to the brink of decay) – and from 
here the need becomes great for another hero to refresh the word 

• How to teach again, however, what has been taught correctly and incorrectly learned a 
thousand times, throughout the millenniums of mankind’s prudent folly?  
° This is the hero’s ultimate difficult task 

• Plus, how to communicate to people who insist on the exclusive evidence of their 
senses the message of the all generating-void 

° Many failures occur here at this life-affirmative threshold, and attest to its difficulty 
• Another question that must be confronted is, now that the hero has gone on the 

transformative adventure and received a boon from the gods (with their support or 
without it) – why would the hero wish to return to the fallen and decaying world of every 
day, why leave the supernatural realm 
° To complete her adventure the hero must return and survive an impact with this old, 

unredeemed world 
• It is a requirement of the hero to knit together the two worlds 

° For not everyone has a destiny, only the hero 
• Master of the Two Worlds  
• Freedom to pass back and forth across the world division – from the perspective of the 

apparitions of time to that of the causal deep and back – not contaminating the principles 
of the one with the other, yet permitting the mind to know the one by virtue of the other – 
is the talent of the master  
° The masterly passage, back and forth, across the world threshold is something only 

the hero can achieve 
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• The cosmic dancer, declares Nietzsche, does not rest heavily in a single spot, but gaily, 
lightly, turns and leaps from one position to another  

• Here is the whole myth in a moment: Jesus, the guide, the way, the vision, and the 
companion of the return 
° The disciples are his initiates, not themselves masters of the mystery, yet introduced 

to the full experience of the paradox of the two worlds in one 
• Peter was so frightened he babbled  

• These stories are what concern us 
° These stories that are so widely distributed over the world, attached to various heroes 

in various lands  
° So universal that the question of whether this or that local carrier of the universal 

theme may or may not have been a historical, living person, can be of only secondary 
moment 
• The stressing of this historical element will lead to confusion; it will simply 

obfuscate the picture, the message 
• For the master – not his personal fate, but the fate of mankind, of life as a whole, the 

atom and all the solar systems, has been opened to him  
° The master is, the cosmic person 

• Symbols are only the vehicles of communication – they must not be mistaken for the final 
term, the tenor, of their reference 
° No matter how attractive or impressive they may seem, they remain but convenient 

means, accommodated to the understanding  
• The individual, through prolonged psychological disciplines, gives up completely all 

attachment to his personal limitations, idiosyncrasies, hopes and fears, no longer resists 
the self-annihilation that is prerequisite to rebirth in the realization of truth – and so the 
individual becomes ripe at last, for the at-one-ment 
° Having died to her personal ego, she arose again established in the Self 
° Her personal ambitions being totally dissolved, she no longer tries to live but 

willingly relaxes to whatever may come to pass in her  
° She becomes, that is to say, an anonymity  

• Freedom to Live 
• What, now, is the result of the miraculous passage and return? 
• A realization of the inevitable guilt of life may so sicken the heart  

° One may refuse to go on with it 
° On the other hand, like the rest of us, one may invent a false, finally, unjustified 

image of oneself as an exceptional phenomenon  
• Here the excuse is that you are not as guilty as others, but justified in the 

inevitable sinning because one represents good 
• The purpose of myth is to dispel the need for this type of ignorance by putting one 

in touch with the universal  
• Even as a person casts off worn-out clothes and puts on others that are new – so the 

embodied self casts off worn-out bodies and enters into others that are new 
• Man in the world of action loses his centering in the principle of eternity; he is anxious 

for the outcome of his deeds 
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• The hero does not mistake the apparent changelessness in time for the permanence of 
Being, nor is she fearful of the next moment as destroying the permanent with its change  
° Nothing retains its own form, but Nature, the greater re-newer, Nature ever makes up 

forms from forms 
• Chapter – The Keys 
• The adventure can be summarized in the following diagram 

 
 

 
 
• The mythological hero, setting forth from his common-day hut or castle, is lured, carried, 

or else voluntarily proceeds to the threshold of adventure  
° There he encounters a shadow presence that guards the passage 

• The hero my defeat or conciliate this power and go alive into the kingdom of the 
dark (brother-battle, dragon-battle, offering, charm) 

• Or the hero may be slain by this opponent and descend into the underworld  
° 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, the hero 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 divinization (apotheosis) 

•  Or, if the powers have remained unfriendly to the hero, he steals the boon he 
came there to receive (bride-theft, fire-theft) 
° The boon is intrinsically an expansion of consciousness and therewith of 

being (illumination, transfiguration, freedom) 
• The final work is that of the return 
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° If the powers have blessed the hero – he now sets forth under their protection 
(emissary) 

° If they powers have not blessed the hero, 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 boon that the hero brings, restores the world elixir 

• The changes on the simple scale of the monomyth defy description 
° Many tales isolate and greatly enlarge upon one or two of the typical elements of the 

full cycle (test motif, flight motif, abduction of the bride, etc.) 
• The outlines of myths and tales are subjected to damage and obscuration 

° Archaic traits are generally eliminated or subdued 
° Imported materials are revised to fit the local landscape, custom, or belief 
° Furthermore, in the innumerable retellings of a traditional story, accidental or 

intentional dislocations are inevitable 
• To account for elements that have become, for one reason or another, 

meaningless, secondary interpretations are invented, often with considerable skill 
• In the later stages of mythologies, the key images hide like needles in great haystacks of 

secondary anecdote and rationalization  
° For when a civilization has passed from a mythological to a secular point of view, the 

older images are no longer felt or quite approved 
° In Hellenistic Greece and Imperial Rome, the ancient gods were reduced to mere 

civic patrons, household pets, and literary favorites 
° Uncomprehended inherited themes were rationalized and reinterpreted to suit 

contemporary ends 
• Wherever the poetry of myth is interpreted as biography, history, or science, it is killed  

° Furthermore, it is never difficult to demonstrate that as science and history, 
mythology is absurd 
• When a civilization begins to reinterpret its mythology in this way, the life goes 

out of it – temples become museums 
• To bring the images back to life, one has to seek, not interesting applications to 

modern affairs, but illuminating hints from the inspired past 
° When these are found, vast areas of half-dead iconography disclose again their 

permanently human meaning  
• Mythological symbols have to be followed through all their implications before they open 

out the full system of correspondences through which they represent, by analogy, the 
millennial adventure of the soul  

• A clown figure working in continuous opposition to the well-wishing creator very often 
appears in myth and folk tale, as accounting for the ills and difficulties of existence  

• Then the myths of creation give way to legend, which gives way to prehistory, and the 
dim details get sharper until the stories are brought all the way down to common daylight 
of recorded time  

• Part II – The Cosmogonic Cycle  
• Emanations 
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• From Psychology to Metaphysics 
• It is difficult for the modern intellectual to concede that the symbolism of mythology has 

a psychological significance  
° With the discovery that the patterns and logic of fairy tale correspond to those of 

dream, the long discredited chimeras of archaic man have returned dramatically to the 
foreground of modern consciousness 
• According to this view it appears that through the wonder tales – which pretend to 

describe the lives of the legendary heroes, the powers of the divinities of nature, 
the spirits of the dead, and the totem ancestors of the group – symbolic expression 
is given to the unconscious desires, fears, and tensions that underlie the conscious 
patterns of human behavior  
° Exhibited here stand the hidden processes of the enigma Homo sapiens 

• Myths are not completely comparable to dreams – their figures originate from the same 
sources – the unconscious wells of fantasy – and their grammar is the same, but myths 
are not the spontaneous products of sleep 
° On the contrary, their patterns are occasionally controlled 
° They are the language for the communication of traditional wisdom  
° The youth have been educated, and the aged rendered wise through the study, 

experience, and understanding of their effective initiatory forms 
• For myths actually touch and bring into play the vital energies of the whole 

human psyche  
• But myth is the penultimate – the ultimate is openness, that void, or being the 

categories, into which the mind must plunge alone and be dissolved 
° Myths are mere symbols to move and awaken the mind 
° Myth is the revelation of a plenum of silence within and around every atom of 

existence  
° Myth is a directing of the mind and heart, by means of profoundly informed 

figurations, to the ultimate mystery which fills and surrounds all existences  
° As in dreams, in myth, the images range from the sublime to the ridiculous 

• The mind is not permitted to rest with its normal evaluation, but is continually 
insulted and shocked out of the assurance that now, at last, it has understood 

° On the heroic adventure, the hero will sound many profundities  
° The adventure of the hero represents the moment in her life when she achieved 

illumination – that nuclear moment when, while still alive, she found and opened the 
road to the light beyond the dark 

° The hero is first and foremost the waker of her own soul 
• The makers of legends have seldom been content to regard the hero as a mere human who 

broke past the horizons that limited their fellows and returned with such boons as any 
person with equal faith and courage might have found 
° Instead they tend to endow the hero with extraordinary powers from the moment of 

birth, or even conception 
• The whole hero-life is shown to have been a pageant of marvels, with the great 

central adventure as its culmination  
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• This accords with the view that hero-hood is predestined rather than simply 
achieved 

° The hero then is a symbol to be contemplated, rather than an example to be literally 
followed  

• With the progress of the heroic cycle, there came a period when the work to be done was 
no longer proto- or super-human – it was the labor specifically of man 
° This became the labor of controlling the passions, exploring the arts, elaborating the 

state and its institutions  
• The deeds of the hero will be proportionate to the depth of her prior descent  

° If the deeds of an actual historical figure proclaim him to have been a hero, the 
builders of his legend will invent for him appropriate adventures in depth 
• These will be pictured as journeys into miraculous realms, and are to be 

interpreted as symbolic 
• Or they will be presented as descents into the night-sea of the psyche, of the 

realms or aspects of man’s destiny that are made manifest in the respective lives 
there  

• The child of destiny has to face a long period of obscurity 
° This is a time of extreme danger, impediment, or disgrace – the hero is thrown inward 

to her own depths or outward to the unknown 
• Either way, what she touches is a darkness unexplored 
• This is a zone of unsuspected presences, benign as well as malevolent 
• The myths agree that an extraordinary capacity is required to face and survive 

each experience  
° The infancies abound in anecdotes of precocious strength, cleverness, and 

wisdom 
• The conclusion of the childhood cycle is the return or recognition of the hero, when, after 

the long period of obscurity, her true character is revealed 
° This event may precipitate a considerable crisis – for it amounts to an emergence of 

powers hitherto excluded from human life 
° Yet after a moment of apparent havoc, the creative value of the new factor comes to 

view, and the world takes shape again in unsuspected glory 
• The hero paroxysm – where the hero’s powers emerge due to a wild outburst  
• The elementary deeds of the hero are those of clearing the outlying regions of monsters 

left over from primeval times 
• The hero on her travels must keep out-smarting threats   

° The hero is always performing deeds 
• The mythlogical hero is the champion not of things become but of things becoming – the 

dragon to be slain by her is precisely the monster of the status quo 
° From obscurity the hero emerges – but the enemy is great and conspicuous in the seat 

of power 
° The enemy is proud and therein resides its doom 
° The hero-deed is the continuous shattering of the crystallizations of the moment 

• The tests imposed are difficult beyond measure  
° Nevertheless, when a fit candidate appears, no task in the world is beyond her skill 
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• Barriers, getters, chasms, fronts of every kind dissolve before the authoritative 
presence of the hero 

• The hero is a man who Nietzsche described as “a wheel rolling itself” 
• The hero of action is the agent of the cycle, continuing into the living moment the 

impulse that first moved the world  
• The supreme hero, however, is not the one who merely continues the dynamics of the 

cosmogonic round 
° But the hero is the one who re-opens the eye – so that through all the comings and 

goings, delights and agonies of the world panorama, the One presence will be seen 
again 

• When a mortal mistakes his earthly praise for signs of his own divinity, believing all 
proceeds from him – it brings destruction from the gods 

• When the upholding idea of community is lost, and force is all that binds it, then the 
emperor becomes a tyrant, a usurper from whom the world must be saved – enter the hero 
° The wise hero understands he is not separate from the tyrannical father but one with 

him 
• The legends of the redeemer describe the period of desolation as caused by a moral fault 

on the part of man (Adam in the garden) 
° The god who is the creator becomes the destroyer  

• The hero of yesterday becomes the tyrant of tomorrow unless he crucifies himself today 
• From the point of view of the present there is such a recklessness in this deliverance of 

the future that it appears to be nihilistic  
• The Hero as saint, as world-renouncer 

° The hero renounces the world and endures privation in order to be free from ego and 
become worthy of becoming one with the imperishable  

• Needless to say, the hero would be no hero if death held for her any terror – the first 
condition is reconciliation with the grave  
° The hero can, for a certain time, resist death and postpone her fate, but death is 

inevitable  
° The hero slays great demons but walks away mortally wounded  

• The soul goes to the underworld to digest and assimilate the whole meaning of its past 
life – when the lesson has been learned, it returns to the world  

• As the created form of the individual must dissolve, so that of the universe also  
• There is no final system for the interpretation of myths, and there will never be any such 

thing  
• The wily god will never disclose, even to the skillful questioner, the whole content of his 

wisdom 
° He will reply only to the question put to him – and what he discloses will be great or 

trivial, according to the question asked  
• Myth has shown itself to be as amenable as life itself to the obsessions and requirements 

of the individual, the race, the age  
• In her life-form, the individual is necessarily only a fraction and a distortion of the total 

image of a human 
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° The human is always limited as either male or female, youth or adult, or aged, 
specialized by trade, etc. – the human cannot be all 

• The tribal ceremonies of birth, initiation, marriage, burial, installation, and so forth, serve 
to translate the individual’s life-crises and life-deeds into classic, impersonal forms – they 
disclose the hero to herself 

• From the standpoint of the social unit, the broken-off individual is simply nothing – 
waste  
° Rites of initiation and installation, then, teach the lesson of the essential oneness of 

the individual and the group 
° Rituals are not meant to control nature, but to control the harsh things in the 

individual, to prepare the individual to endure  
° The rites all prepare the community to endure  

• The exile is considered cut-off – but the exile is also essential because that is the first step 
of the quest  

• A new world means there is a fundamentally different hero-need for the hero to perform, 
something new the world needs out of her 

• For early humans, the animal kingdom were the primary manifestations of what was alien 
– the source at once of danger, and of sustenance 
° The great human problem was to become linked psychologically to the task of 

sharing the wilderness with these beings 
° Now, not the animal world, not the plant world, but man himself is the crucial 

mystery 
• Man is the alien presence with whom the forces of egoism must come to terms, 

through whom the god is to be crucified and resurrected, and in whose image 
society is to be reformed  

 

 

 

 


