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«y,

'm not trying to copy Nature. I'm trying to find the principles she’s using”
— R. Buckminster Fuller

A book goes out like a wave rolling over the surface of the sea. Ideas radiate from
the author’s mind and collide with other minds, triggering new waves that return
to the author. These generate further thoughts and emanations, and so it goes. The
concepts described in The Writer’s Journey have radiated and are now echoing back
interesting challenges and criticisms as well as sympathetic vibrations. This is my
report on the waves that have washed back over me from publication of the book,
and on the new waves I send back in response.

In this book I described the set of concepts known as “The Hero’s Journey,”
drawn from the depth psychology of Carl G. Jung and the mythic studies of Joseph
Campbell. I tried to relate those ideas to contemporary storytelling, hoping to
create a writer’s guide to these valuable gifts from our innermost selves and our
most distant past. I came looking for the design principles of storytelling, but on
the road I found something more: a set of principles for living. I came to believe that
the Hero’s Journey is nothing less than a handbook for life, a complete instruction
manual in the art of being human.

The Hero’s Journey is not an invention, but an observation. It is a recogni-
tion of a beautiful design, a set of principles that govern the conduct of life and the
world of storytelling the way physics and chemistry govern the physical world. It’s
difficult to avoid the sensation that the Hero’s Journey exists somewhere, somehow,
as an eternal reality, a Platonic ideal form, a divine model. From this model, infinite
and highly varied copies can be produced, each resonating with the essential spirit of

the form.

xiii



THE WRITER'S JOURNEY ~ THIRD EDITION

Christopher Vogler

The Hero's Journey is a pattern that seems to extend in many dimensions,
describing more than one reality. It accurately describes, among other things, the
process of making a journey, the necessary working parts of a story, the joys and
despairs of being a writer, and the passage of a soul through life.

A book that explores such a pattern naturally partakes of this multi—-dimen-
sional quality. The Writer’s Journey was intended as a practical guidebook for writers,
but can also be read as a guide to the life lessons that have been carefully built into
the stories of all times. Some people have even used it as a kind of travel guide,
predicting the inevitable ups and downs of making a physical journey.

A certain number of people say the book has affected them on a level that
may have nothing to do with the business of telling a story or writing a script. In
the description of the Hero’s Journey they might have picked up some insight about
their own lives, some useful metaphor or way of looking at things, some language
or principle that defines their problem and suggests a way out of it. They recognize
their own problems in the ordeals of the mythic and literary heroes, and are reassured
by the stories that give them abundant, time-tested strategies for survival, success,
and happiness.

Other people find validation of their own observations in the book. From
time to time I meet people who know the Hero’s Journey well although they may
never have heard it called by that name. When they read about it or hear it described,
they experience the pleasurable shock of recognition as the patterns resonate with
what they've seen in stories and in their own lives. I had the same reaction when I
first encountered these concepts in Campbell's book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, and
heard him speak about them with passion. Campbell himself felt it when he first heard
his mentor, Heinrich Zimmer, speak about mythology. In Zimmer he recognized a
shared attitude about myths — that they are not abstract theories or the quaint beliefs

of ancient peoples, but practical models for understanding how to live.

A PRACTICAL GUIDE

The original intent of this book was to make an accessible, down-to-earth writing
manual from these high-flying mythic elements. In that practical spirit, I am gratified
to hear from so many readers that the book can be a useful writing guide. Professional
writers as well as novices and students report that it has been an effective design

tool, validating their instincts and providing new concepts and principles to apply to
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their stories. Movie and television executives, producers, and directors have told me
the book influenced their projects and helped them solve story problems. Novelists,
playwrights, actors, and writing teachers have put the ideas to use in their work.

Happily, the book has won acceptance as one of the standard Hollywood
guidebooks for the screenwriting craft. Spy magazine called it “the new industry Bi-
ble.” Through the various international editions (UK., German, French, Portuguese,
Italian, Icelandic, etc.) it has radiated to greater Hollywood, the world community
of storytellers. Filmmakers and students from many countries have reported their
interest in the Hero’s Journey idea and their appreciation for the book as a practical
guide for designing and troubleshooting stories.

The Writer’s Journey, meanwhile, has been put to work in many ways, not only by
writers in many forms and genres, but by teachers, psychologists, advertising executives,
prison counselors, video game designers, and scholars of myth and pop culture.

I am convinced the principles of the Hero’s Journey have had a deep influ-
ence over the shaping of stories in the past and will reach even deeper in the future
as more storytellers become consciously aware of them. Joseph Campbell’s great
accomplishment was to articulate clearly something that had been there all along
— the life principles embedded in the structure of stories. He wrote down the un-
written rules of storytelling, and that seems to be stimulating authors to challenge,
test, and embellish the Hero’s Journey. I see signs that writers are playing with the
ideas and even introducing “Campbellian” language and terms into their dramas.

The conscious awareness of its patterns may be a mixed blessing, for it’s easy
to generate thoughtless clichés and stereotypes from this matrix. The self-conscious,
heavy-handed use of this model can be boring and predictable. But if writers absorb
its ideas and re-create them with fresh insights and surprising combinations, they can

make amazing new forms and original designs from the ancient, immutable parts.
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QUESTIONS AND CRITICISMS

“It takes a great enemy to make a great airplane”

— Air Force saying

Inevitably, aspects of the book have been questioned or criticized. I welcome this
as a sign the ideas are worthy of argument. I'm sure I've learned more from the
challenges than from the positive feedback. Writing a book may be, as the historian
Paul Johnson says, “the only way to study a subject systematically, purposefully
and retentively” Harvesting the response, both positive and negative, is part of
that study.

Since the book came out in 1993 I have continued to work in the story end
of the movie business, at Disney, Fox, and Paramount. I've had the chance to try out
the Hero’s Journey concepts with the big toys. I saw where it works but also where
my understanding of it fell short and needed to be adjusted. My beliefs about what
makes a good story were tested in the toughest arenas on earth — Hollywood story
conferences and the world marketplace — and I hope my understanding has grown
from the objections, doubts, and questions of my esteemed colleagues, and from the
reaction of the audience.

At the same time, I kept up a schedule of lecturing about The Writer’s Journey
that took me far afield from the literal, geographic bounds of Hollywood, into the
greater-world Hollywood, the international film community. I had the fortune to see
how the ideas of the Hero’s Journey unfold in cultures different from the one I grew
up in, as I traveled to Barcelona, Maui, Berlin, Rome, London, Sydney, and so on.

Local tastes and thinking challenged many facets of the Hero's Journey idea
severely. Each culture has a unique orientation to the Hero's Journey, with something
in each local character resisting some terms, defining them differently, or giving them
different emphasis. My theoretical framework has been shaken from every angle, and
I think is the richer for it.

A FORM, NOT A FORMULA

First, I must address a significant objection about the whole idea of The Writer’s

Journey — the suspicion of artists and critics that it is formulaic, leading to stale
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repetition. We come to a great divide in theory and practice about these principles.
Some professional writers don't like the idea of analyzing tl'}e Creative process
at all, and urge students to ignore all books and teachers and “Just do it.” Some
artists make the choice to avoid systematic thinking, rejecting all principles, ideals,
schools of thought, theories, patterns, and designs. For them, art is an entirely
intuitive process that can never be mastered by rules of thumb and should not be
reduced to formula. And they aren’t wrong. At the core of every artist is a sacred
place where all the rules are set aside or deliberately forgotten, and nothing matters
but the instinctive choices of the heart and soul of the artist.

But even that is a principle, and those who say they reject principles and
theories can't avoid subscribing to a few of them: Avoid formula, distrust order and
pattern, resist logic and tradition.

Artists who operate on the principle of rejecting all form are themselves
dependent on form. The freshness and excitement of their work comes from its
contrast to the pervasiveness of formulas and patterns in the culture. However,
these artists run the risk of reaching a limited audience because most people
can't relate to totally unconventional art. By definition it doesn't intersect with
commonly held patterns of experience. Their work might only be appreciated by
other artists, a small part of the community in any time or place. A certain amount
of form is necessary to reach a wide audience. People expect it and enjoy it, so long
as it’s varied by some innovative combination or arrangement and doesn't fall into a
completely predictable formula.

At the other extreme are the big Hollywood studios who use conventional
patterns to appeal to the broadest cross-section of the public. At the Disney studios,
I saw the application of simple story principles, such as making the main character a
“fish out of water,” that became tests of a story’s power to appeal to a mass audience.
The minds guiding Disney at that time believed that there were proper questions to
ask of a story and its characters: Does it have conflict? Does it have a theme? Is it
about something that can be expressed as a well-known statement of folk wisdom
like “Don't judge a book by its cover” or “Love conquers all”? Does it present the
story as a series of broad movements or acts, allowing audiences to orient and pace
themselves in the narrative? Does it take viewers someplace they've never been, or
make them see familiar places in new ways? Do the characters have relevant back-

stories and plausible motivations to make them relatable to the audience? Do they
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pass through realistic stages of emotional reaction and growth (character arcs)?
And so on.

Studios have to use design principles and apply some kind of standards to
evaluating and developing stories, if only because they produce so many of them.
The average studio or division in Hollywood has bought and is developing one
hundred fifty to two hundred stories at a time. They must spend more resources
evaluating thousands of potential projects submitted by agents each year. To handle
the large number of stories, some of the techniques of mass production, such as
standardization, have to be employed. But they should be employed sparingly and

with great sensitivity for the needs of the particular story.

STANDARD LANGUAGE

A most important tool is a standardized language that makes possible the thousands
of communications necessary to tell so many stories. No one dictates this language,
but it becomes part of everyone’s education in the unwritten rules of the business.
Newcomers quickly learn the lingo, concepts, and assumptions that have been passed
down by generations of storytellers and filmmakers. This provides everyone with a
shorthand for the rapid communication of story ideas.

Meanwhile new terms and concepts are always being created to reflect chang-
ing conditions. Junior studio executives listen carefully for signs of insight, philoso-
phy, or ordering principle from their bosses. People take their lead from the leader.
Any terms of art, any aphorisms or rules of thumb are seized upon and passed
down, becoming part of the corporate culture of that studio and the general knowl-
edge of the industry. It’s especially true when those bits of received wisdom lead to
successful, popular entertainments.

The Hero's Journey language is clearly becoming part of the storytelling
common knowledge and its principles have been used consciously to create hugely
popular films. But there is danger in this self-awareness. Overreliance on traditional
language or the latest buzzwords can lead to thoughtless, cookie-cutter products.
Lazy, superficial use of Hero’s Journey terms, taking this metaphorical system too
literally, or arbitrarily imposing its forms on every story can be stultifying. It should
be used as a form, not a formula, a reference point and a source of inspiration, not a

dictatorial mandate.
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CULTURAL IMPERIALISM

Another of the dangers of standardized language and methods is that local differ-
ences, the very things that add zest and spice to journeys to faraway places, will get
hammered into blandness by the machinery of mass production. Artists around the
world are on guard against “cultural imperialism,” the aggressive export of Hollywood
storytelling techniques and the squeezing out of local accents. American values and
the cultural assumptions of Western society threaten to smother the unique flavors
of other cultures. Many observers have remarked that American culture is becoming
world culture, and what a loss it would be if the only flavorings available were sugar,
salt, mustard, and ketchup.

This problem is much on the minds of European storytellers as many coun-
tries with distinct cultures are drawn into a union. They are striving to create sto-
ries that are somewhat universal, that can travel beyond their national borders, for
local audiences may not be numerous enough to support the always-growing cost
of production. They are up against intensely competitive American companies that
aggressively courts the world market. Many are studying and applying American
techniques, but they also worry that their unique regional traditions will be lost.

Is the Hero’s Journey an instrument of cultural imperialism? It could be, if
naively interpreted, blindly copied, or unquestioningly adopted. But it can also be
a useful tool for the storyteller in any culture, if adapted thoughtfully to reflect the
unique, inimitable qualities of the local geography, climate, and péople.

I found that artists in Australia were acutely conscious of cultural imperial-
ism, perhaps because that country’s people have had to struggle to create their own
society. They have forged something distinct from England, independent of America
and Asia, influenced by all of them but uniquely Australian, and humming with the
mysterious energy of the land and the Aboriginal people. They pointed out to me
hidden cultural assumptions in my understanding of the Hero’s Journey. While it is
universal and timeless, and its workings can be found in every culture on earth, a West-
ern or American reading of it may carry subtle biases. One instance is the Hollywood
preference for happy endings and tidy resolutions, the tendency to show admirable,
virtuous heroes overcoming evil by individual effort. My Australian teachers helped
me see that such elements might make good stories for the world market but may
not reflect the views of all cultures. They made me aware of what assumptions were

being carried by Hollywood-style films, and of what was not being expressed.
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In my travels I learned that Australia, Canada, and many countries in Europe
subsidize their local filmmakers, in part to help preserve and celebrate local dif-
ferences. Each region, department, or state operates as a small-scale movie studio,
developing scripts, putting artists to work, and producing feature films and television
shows. For America, I like to imagine a version of a decentralized Hollywood in
which every state in the Union functions like a movie studio, evaluating the stories
of its citizens and advancing money to produce regional films that represent and

enhance the culture of the locality while supporting the local artists.

HEROPHOBIC CULTURES

Here and there in my travels I learned that some cultures are not entirely comfortable
with the term “hero” to begin with. Australia and Germany are two cultures that
seem slightly “herophobic.”

The Australians distrust appeals to heroic virtue because such concepts have
been used to lure generations of young Australian males into fighting Britain’s bat-
tles. Australians have their heroes, of course, but they tend to be unassuming and
self-effacing, and will remain reluctant for much longer than heroes in other cultures.
Like most heroes, they resist calls to adventure but continue demurring and may
never be comfortable with the hero mantle. In Australian culture it’s unseemly to seek
out leadership or the limelight, and anyone who does is a “tall poppy,” quickly cut
down. The most admirable hero is one who denies his heroic role as long as possible
and who, like Mad Max, avoids accepting responsibility for anyone but himself.

German culture seems ambivalent about the term “hero.” The hero has a long
tradition of veneration in Germany, but two World Wars and the legacy of Hitler and
the Nazis have tainted the concept. Nazism and German militarism manipulated
and distorted the powerful symbols of the hero myth, invoking its passions to en-
slave, dehumanize, and destroy. Like any archetypal system, like any philosophy or
creed, the heroic form can be warped and used with great effect for ill intention.

In the post-Hitler period the idea of hero has been given a rest as the cul-
ture re-evaluates itself. Dispassionate, cold-blooded anti-heroes are more in keeping
with the current German spirit. A tone of unsentimental realism is more popular at
present, although there will always be a strain of romanticism and love of fantasy.
Germans can enjoy imaginative hero tales from other cultures but don’t seem com-

fortable with home-grown romantic heroes for the time being,
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THE HERO AS WARRIOR

More generally, the Hero’s Journey has been criticized as an embodiment of a male-
dominated warrior culture. Critics say it is a propaganda device invented to encourage
young males to enlist in armies, a myth that glorifies death and foolish self-sacrifice.
There is some truth in this charge, for many heroes of legend and story are warriors
and the patterns of the Hero’s Journey have certainly been used for propaganda and
recruitment. However, to condemn and dismiss these patterns because they can be
put to military use is shortsighted and narrow-minded. The warrior is only one
of the faces of the hero, who can also be pacifist, mother, pilgrim, fool, wan-
derer, hermit, inventor, nurse, savior, artist, lunatic, lover, clown, king, victim,
slave, worker, rebel, adventurer, tragic failure, coward, saint, monster, etc. The

many creative possibilities of the form far outweigh its potential for abuse.

GENDER PROBLEMS

The Hero’s Journey is sometimes critiqued as a masculine theory, cooked up by
men to enforce their dominance, and with little relevance to the unique and quite
different journey of womanhood. There may be some masculine bias built into the
description of the hero cycle since many of its theoreticians have been male, and I
freely admit it: I'm a man and can't help seeing the world through the filter of my
gender. Yet I have tried to acknowledge and explore the ways in which the woman'’s
journey is different from the man’s.

I believe that much of the journey is the same for all humans, since we share
many realities of birth, growth, and decay, but clearly being a woman imposes dis-
tinct cycles, thythms, pressures, and needs. There may be a real difference in the
form of men’s and women’s journeys. Men’s journeys may be in some sense more
linear, proceeding from one outward goal to the next, while women’s journeys may
spin or spiral inward and outward. The spiral may be a more accurate analogue for
the woman's journey than a straight line or a simple circle. Another possible model
might be a series of concentric rings, with the woman making a journey inward
towards the center and then expanding out again. The masculine need to go out and
overcome obstacles, to achieve, conquer, and possess, may be replaced in the woman’s
journey by the drives to preserve the family and the species, make a home, grapple

with emotions, come to accord, or cultivate beauty.
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Good work has been done by women to articulate these differences, and I
recommend books such as Merlin Stone’s When God Was a Woman, Clarissa Pinkola
Estes’ Women Who Run with the Wolves, Jean Shinoda Bolen's Goddesses in Everywoman,
Maureen Murdock’s The Heroine’s Journey, and The Woman's Dictionary of Myth and
Symbols as starting points for a more balanced understanding of the male and
female aspects of the Hero’s Journey. (Note to men: If in doubt on this point,

consult the nearest woman.)

THE COMPUTER CHALLENGE

Shortly after the first edition of this book came out, a few people (threshold
guardians) jumped up to say the technology of the Hero’s Journey is already ob-
solete, thanks to the advent of the computer and its possibilities of interactivity
and nonlinear narrative. According to this batch of critics, the ancient ideas of the
Journey are hopelessly mired in the conventions of beginning, middle, and end, of
cause and effect, of one event after another. The new wave, they said, would dethrone
the old linear storyteller, empowering people to tell their own stories in any sequence
they chose, leaping from point to point, weaving stories more like spider webs than
linear strings of events.

It’s true that exciting new possibilities are created by computers and the non-
linear thinking they encourage. However, there will always be pleasure in “Tell me
a story.” People will always enjoy going into a story trance and allowing themselves
to be led through a tale by a masterful story weaver. It’s fun to drive a car, but it can
also be fun to be driven, and as passengers we might see more sights than if we were
forced to concentrate on choosing what happens next.

Interactivity has always been with us — we all make many nonlinear hypertext
links in our own minds even as we listen to a linear story. In fact, the Hero's Journey
lends itself extremely well to the wotld of computer games and interactive experi-
ences. The thousands of variations on the paradigm, worked out over the centuries,

offer endless branches from which infinite webs of story can be built.

THE CYNIC’S RESPONSE

Another of my deep cultural assumptions that was challenged as I traveled is the idea

that one person can make a difference, that heroes are needed to make change, and
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that change is generally a good thing. I encountered artists from Eastern Europe
who pointed out that in their cultures, there is deep cynicism about heroic efforts
to change the world. The world is as it is, any efforts to change it are a foolish
waste of time, and any so-called heroes who try to change it are doomed to fail.
This point of view is not necessarily an antithesis of the Hero’s Journey — the
pattern is flexible enough to embrace the cynical or pragmatic philosophies, and
many of its principles are still operative in stories that reflect them. However, I
must acknowledge that not every person or culture sees the model as optimistically

as I do, and they might be right.

BUT WHAT ABOUT ...

It’s exciting to see that there is no end to what can be learned from the Hero's Journey
concepts. I find surprising and delightful turns of the path every time I pick up a
new story, and life itself keeps teaching new angles.

My understanding of the Shadow archetype, for example, continues to evolve.
I have been impressed all over again by the power of this pattern, especially as it
operates within the individual as a repository for unexpressed feelings and desires.
It is a force that accumulates when you fail to honor your gifts, follow the call of
your muses, or live up to your principles and ideals. It has great but subtle power,
operating on deep levels to communicate with you, perhaps sabotaging your efforts,
upsetting your balance until you realize the message these events bring — that you
must express your creativity, your true nature, or die. A car accident a few years ago
taught me the rebellious power of the Shadow, showed me that I was distracted, out
of harmony, heading for even greater disasters if I didn't find a way to express my
personal creative side.

Occasional puzzled looks on the faces of students taught me that I hadn't com-
pletely thought through some aspects of the pattern. Some people were confused by
the various turning points and ordeals of the model, particularly by the distinction
between the midpoint, which I call the Ordeal, and the climax of the second act,
which I call The Road Back. Trying to explain this led me to a new realization. Each
act is like a movement of a symphony, with its own beginning, middle, and end, and
with its own climax (the highest point of tension) coming just before the ending of

the act. These act climaxes are the major turning points on the circular diagram:
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Beginning and Endin,
(climax of Act Three gt 8
and of entire story)

The Road Back First Threshold
(climax of (climax of
Act Two, Act One)

Part Two)

Otrdeal
(climax of Act Two,
Part One)

Lecturing in Rome, I came upon a further development of this idea, an
alternate way of graphing the Hero’s Journey: not as a circle, but as a diamond. I was
explaining that each act sends the hero on a certain track with a specific aim or goal,
and that the climaxes of each act change the hero’s direction, assigning a new goal.
The hero’s first act goal, for instance, might be to seek treasure, but after meeting a
potential lover at the first threshold crossing, the goal might change to pursuing that
love. If the ordeal at the midpoint has the villain capturing the hero and lover, the
goal in the next movement could become trying to escape. And if the villain kills the
lover at The Road Back, the new goal of the final movement might be to get revenge.
The original objective might be achieved as well, or there might be some overall goal
(to learn self-reliance or come to terms with past failures, for example) that continues
to be served in all movements as the hero pursues changing superficial goals.

To illustrate this concept I drew the hero’s goals in each movement as straight
lines, vectors of intention, rather than curves. Straightening out the curves of the
circle created sharp, 90-degree turns at the quarter points and revealed the drastic
changes that may occur in the hero’s objectives. Each straight line represents the
hero’s aim in that act — to escape the constraints of the ordinary wotld, to survive
in a strange land, to win the boon and escape the strange land, to return home safely

with something to share that revives the world.
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Act Three Act One
Act Two Act Two
Part Two Part One

I was amused to realize I had just drawn a baseball diamond (in reverse.) I've often
felt that the layout of game-playing fields produces patterns that overlap with the
design of the Hero’s Journey. Baseball can be read as another metaphor of life, with
the base runner as the hero making his way around the stages of the journey.

Perhaps the best way to explore the endless possibilities of the Hero’s
Journey is to apply it to a number of films or stories. To that end Michael Wiese
Productions has prepared a book and CD-ROM entitled Myth in the Movies. These
examine a large number of popular movies through the lens of the Hero’s Journey.
It's a way to test the idea and see for yourself if it’s valid and useful. One can see
how it operates in a general way and how it transforms in specific cases. And from
the comparison of many examples and from the interesting exceptions, one can
find more of the principles, values, and relationships that give the craftsperson
command of the form.

At the end of this second edition I have added a few new elements in
a section called “Looking Back at the Journey” Here I have used the tools of
mythology and the Hero’s Journey to analyze some key films, including Titanic,
The Lion King, Pulp Fiction, The Full Monty, and the Star Wars saga. I hope these will
demonstrate some of the ways that the mythic principles continue to be explored

in popular entertainment.
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Unlike the stories of heroes, which eventually come to an end, the journey
to understand and articulate these ideas is truly endless. Although certain human
conditions will never change, new situations are always arising, and the Hero’s
Journey will adapt to reflect them. New waves will roll out, and so it will go, on

and on forever.
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