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 Abstract 

The purpose of this essay is to examine the Shakespeare tragic heroes’ paths according to 

Joseph Campbell’s theory of monomyth.  

Joseph Campbell has examined plenty of myths and stories in his famous book, a Hero 

with a Thousand Faces. His monomyth theory implies that almost all the myths and stories being 

narrated in different cultures and languages follow a regular cycle of adventure that the 

protagonist or hero goes through. Campbell believes this cycle has been the base of our stories 

since it is deep-rooted in the human psyche. Consciously or unconsciously, most of the writers 

and narrators bring this cycle into their stories. Campbell has considered three stages for the hero 

in this cycle: departure, initiation, and return. 

Shakespeare has created his style in writing tragedy with its specific characteristics. He 

has given the spotlight to the tragic hero instead of the plot, which is the main difference between 

his style and classic tragedies’. Shakespeare’s tragic heroes go through the same phases of 

adventure which Campbell has established. Nevertheless, since tragedy is about a tragic hero’s 

downfall, the hero fails to fulfill Campbell’s monomyth cycle. In this essay, three of 

Shakespeare’s tragedies have been analyzed, and it is demonstrated that the tragic hero’s 

downfall occurs in the initiation stage, in the “atonement with the father” phase. This phase is 

where the hero encounters his biggest fear, and for a tragic hero, the biggest fear is the cause of 

his downfall.   

Macbeth is a tragic hero known for his ambition which brings his destruction. In the 

“atonement with the father” stage, he faces the consequences of his crimes. Hamlet encounters 
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Claudius and takes his father’s revenge in the “atonement with the father” stage. Othello realizes 

his mistake in trusting Iago and murdering Desdemona in the same phase as well. 
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   Introduction 

Shakespeare was born in the small market town of Stratford-on-Avon in April 1564. By 

1592 he was an actor and a famous playwright in London. Shakespeare was a prolific writer 

during the Elizabethan and Jacobean ages of British theatre (“William Shakespeare Biography”). 

He rarely is the inventor of his plays' plots, but instead, he mainly has taken the ideas from other 

stories narrated in history, novels, and poems (Greenblatt, Stephen, and Meyer Howard Abrams 

550-554). However, he was intelligent enough to dig deeper into the characters' minds and reveal 

their most fundamental, primary human desires and fears. 

Shakespearean tragedy is referred to a tragedy written by Shakespeare himself or by 

someone else but according to Shakespeare's style. Shakespeare has his specific style of writing 

tragedy that distinguishes it from other types of tragedy. Shakespeare tragedies have nine 

elements in common:  

• Tragic hero: the protagonist who has a tragic flaw, and fate acts against him. 

• Good/ evil: a struggle exists between good and evil; it could be an inner conflict 

for the hero or an outward conflict. 

• Hamartia: the tragic hero's flaw. 

• Tragic waste: the downfall of the good character and the villain at the end of the 

play.  

• External conflict: an external tension occurs in the path of the tragic hero, whether 

by someone or by the plot. 

• Internal conflict: a struggle inside the tragic hero's mind. 
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• Catharsis: the release of the audience's emotion by empathizing with the tragic 

hero. 

• Supernatural elements: Shakespeare brings supernatural characters and incidents 

to his tragedies. 

• Absence of poetic justice: the tragic end affects everyone in the play, the "good 

character" and the "bad character." 

• Comic relief: Shakespeare creates some character in his tragedies to bring humor 

to the audience (Rafiq). 

Joseph Campbell explains his comparative theory in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 

published in 1949 for the first time. He believes that almost all the stories and myths existing in 

the world are the "one, shape-shifting yet marvelously constant story"(3). Campbell describes 

myth as: "spontaneous productions of the psyche, and each bear within it, undamaged, the germ 

power of its source” (3). Myths are dreams but having a universal form, and dreams are 

personalized myths. Both of them represent a symbolic pattern of the human psyche. 

Every myth or story is about the main character going through a chain of incidents that 

shape the story. Campbell names this "shape-shifting" series of occurrences in all the stories a 

"monomyth" and the main character, the "mythological hero” (3). The adventure of the 

mythological hero is demonstrated outward, but in fact, it is inward: "obscure resistances are 

overcome, and long lost, forgotten powers are revivified, to be made available for the 

transfiguration of the world” (Campbell 27). 

The hero initiates an adventure, he goes through some challenging trials and gains help 

from supernatural aids, and evil dragons try to defeat him. If the hero succeeds in his trials, he 
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achieves an ultimate power. Done with his quest, he is ready to go back to his fellow men with a 

new insight on life, to share his achieved wisdom with them. 

Campbell has defined the formula "the nuclear unit of the monomyth" (28): separation, 

initiation, and return. The hero usually passes these phases during his journey: 

The first great stage, departure or separation, is composed of: 

• The Call to Adventure 

• Refusal of the Call 

• Supernatural Aid 

• The Crossing of the First Threshold 

• The Belly of the Whale 

The initiation stage is consist of: 

• The Road of Trials 

• The Meeting with the Goddess 

• Woman as the Temptress 

• Atonement with the Father 

• Apotheosis 

• The Ultimate Boon 

The return phase is consist of: 

• Refusal of the Return 

• The Magic Flight 

• Rescue from Without 



Jafari 9 
 
 

 

• The Crossing of the Return Threshold 

• Master of the Two Worlds 

• Freedom to Live  

A successful hero unlocks the flow of life into the body of the world. This flow can be 

something physical, like food or a supply of energy, or spiritual, like knowledge or wisdom. 

One of the essential differences between a Shakespearean tragedy and a Greek tragedy is 

that Shakespeare has emphasized the tragic hero rather than the tragic action. Furthermore, In 

Shakespearean tragedy, the tragic hero fails mainly due to his hamartia, not fate. In 

Shakespearean tragedy, the gods' decision or fate is not as firm as in Greek tragedy, making the 

tragic hero in Shakespearean tragedies the person responsible for his downfall. Also, 

Shakespeare has set a conflict inward and outward for the tragic hero, which he should encounter 

and solve (Rafiq).  

On the other hand, in Campbell's monomyth theory, the hero is the central part of the 

cycle. What pushes the hero to initiate an adventure is mainly an unconscious desire or fear, 

which can be compared to the hamartia of a tragic hero. Also, the trials that the hero encounters 

are embodiments of his most profound complexes and unsolved infantile fears, which coincides 

with the Shakespearean tragic hero's flaw and the conflicts he faces.  

In Campbell's theory, a fortunate hero fulfills the monomyth cycle. Nevertheless, in a 

tragedy, the hero fails eventually, and there is no return to everyday life for him. In 

Shakespearean tragedy, there is an "absence of poetic justice," which means the villain and the 

innocent character fail together (Rafiq). 
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This essay is also compared and contrasted to two other main essays with the similar 

subject. One is "Research Paper on Woman as Temptress and Supernatural Aid in Macbeth” in 

which the writer acknowledges that the tragic hero fails to fulfill Campbell’s monomyth cycle. 

The other essay is “Hamlet as a Hero’s Journey, a Mythological Interpretation” in which the 

writer believes the tragic hero complete the monomyth cycle fully. 

This essay focuses on the Shakespearean tragic hero's adventure in the course of the 

monomyth analyzed by Campbell. According to Campbell's theory of monomyth, some of the 

Shakespeare tragedies (Macbeth, Hamlet, and Othello) are examined in this essay to demonstrate 

that a Shakespearean tragic hero fails in the "Atonement with the Father" stage of monomyth due 

to the nature of tragedy.     
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The Hero’s Journey in the Tragedy of Macbeth 

                                               Departure 

           The Call to Adventure 

 Macbeth is called to his tragic adventure when the witches appear. They call Macbeth 

the thane of Glamis, the thane of Cawdor, and the future king (Macbeth 1.3). It is a supernatural 

incident that does not happen in everyday life. Also, witches are signs of bad omens, and a clever 

person should avoid them. However, since they bring good news and engaging titles for 

Macbeth, his mind gets obsessed with them. Macbeth's obsession with the witches' revelations is 

a sign of his tragic flaw: his ambition.  

As soon as the witches disappear, Ross and Angus come, and Ross calls Macbeth the 

thane of Cawdor (Macbeth 1.3). Witnessing that the witches' prophecy came true, Macbeth 

cannot stop thinking about becoming the future king. His mind is captivated by the position to 

the level that he fantasizes about murdering Duncan. 

   Refusal of the Call 

In this stage, the hero becomes doubtful about initiating the adventure. The hero can have 

plenty of reasons for that, depending on the nature of the story (Campbell 54). 

In this part of the tragedy, Macbeth is doubtful about his scheme for murdering Duncan. 

He counts why it is not fair to murder the king: he is a just king. Also, Macbeth is Duncan's 

subject and should protect him. Furthermore, Duncan is Macbeth's guest, and as a guest he has 

some rights, including being safe in his host's house. Also, Macbeth thinks about the 

consequences of this crime. Assassinating the king is not a trivial crime, and if he is caught, there 
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will be tremendous consequences for this (Macbeth 1.6 1-25). After all, Macbeth's ambition is 

powerful enough to suppress his morality.  

On the other hand, Lady Macbeth is another strong force who pushes Macbeth toward his 

tragic adventure. She tries to control Macbeth by belittling him and encouraging him toward 

murdering Duncan (Macbeth 1.6).  

  Supernatural Aid 

In the hero's adventure, there are always some aids that facilitate the adventure for the 

hero (Campbell 63). In a tragic story, however, the aid is adverse since it helps the destruction 

coming faster.  

In Macbeth's tragedy, some supernatural incidents expedite the journey for him. First and 

foremost, the witches are the supernatural incident who reveals Macbeth's future and ignite his 

ambition.  

Furthermore, Lady Macbeth is a solid villain in this play. Without her, Macbeth could be 

so hesitant about murdering Duncan that maybe he would not do it. Lady Macbeth calls the evil 

spirits to "thicken her blood” (Macbeth 1.4 33). This devilry is a force that empowers her to 

make Macbeth assault toward kingship. 

                    The Crossing of the First Threshold 

In this stage, the hero takes the first step out of the ordinary world to the unknown world 

(Campbell 71). By “crossing the first threshold”, he is obligated to proceed with the journey.  

Macbeth takes his step toward his tragic world by murdering Duncan (Macbeth 2.2). As 

soon as the murder is done, there is no way back to everyday life for him. The murder of the king 
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is a preliminary step for Macbeth toward his subsequent murders. Furthermore, the owl 

screaming, the crickets crying, and Macbeth hearing a voice crying, "Sleep no more, Macbeth 

does murder sleep" are all harbingers of the ominous adventure ahead (Macbeth 2.2 35). 

Macbeth's celerity in his murders contrasts with Hamlet's hesitation, though Hamlet is rightful to 

avenge his father's death, and Macbeth does not have the right to murder the innocent king. 

In an essay with the topic: "Research Paper on Woman as Temptress and Supernatural 

Aid in Macbeth," it is discussed that "Macbeth's ascension to the position of thane of Cawdor" is 

the hero's crossing the first threshold (Wowessay.com); Nevertheless, Campbell describes this 

stage as a passage with no return. In this essay, Duncan's murder is considered the "cross" since 

it is a specific deed that cannot be undone.   

                The Belly of the Whale 

“The belly of the whale” is a metaphor for rebirth. The hero goes through some 

significant changes. The old personality and qualities die in him, and he gains new abilities and 

features (Campbell 83).   

“The belly of the whale” in a tragic story changes the character of the tragic hero toward 

his downfall, and he is not similar to the person known at the beginning of the story anymore. 

His flaw and its negative consequences overshadow the hero's good side of the character. 

After murdering the king, now Macbeth's soul is contaminated. Macbeth is no longer the 

brave Macbeth introduced at the beginning of the play. The murder he has committed, changes 

him to a power usurper. The new Macbeth is filled with fear of the consequences of his crime to 

the level that it brings him paranoia toward others.  
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                                                      Initiation 

The Road of Trials 

In “the road of trials”, the hero encounters several tests which challenge his cleverness 

and determination. These hurdles change the hero into a more powerful, intelligent person. With 

all the challenges in this stage, he achieves purification of his senses (Campbell 89). However, in 

Macbeth's tragedy, the tragic hero faces the consequences of his flaw in “the road of trials”. 

Since he initiated this adventure because of a flaw, the road is facing the consequences. In a 

tragedy, the hero fails in passing the trials and recognizing his allies from his enemies, and 

eventually, he goes toward his doom. 

Macbeth knows that thinking of facing no consequences after assassinating the king is a 

bit too simplistic. Macbeth shows that he sincerely believes in justice in the world and the 

punishment coming after committing crimes (Macbeth 1.6 1-25). However, his ignited ambition 

does not allow him to think logically. 

Macbeth's crime does not end by murdering the king. Like a chain, it brings his 

subsequent murders. Macbeth murders the two guards sleeping in Duncan's room though they 

were innocent in Act 2, Scene 2. 

Macbeth feels exceptionally insecure about his new position as a king since he gained it 

by treachery. As a result, his following scheme is murdering Banquo and his son, Fleance. When 

the servants fail to murder Fleance, it becomes evident to the audience that Macbeth will be in 

trouble (Macbeth 3.3). After killing Banquo, Macbeth's anxiety shifts toward Macduff, soon after 

the coronation feast. In fear of losing his position and power, Macbeth becomes paranoid about 

the people around him. 
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After Macbeth's ambition, the witches' aberration is the other force bringing his downfall. 

The witches are the enemies in the appearance of an ally to Macbeth. For instance, the witches 

talk about Macbeth's future, it is like he will never lose his power, and nobody can defeat him. 

These misleading prophecies make Macbeth overconfident to the level that he thinks he will not 

lose his power (Macbeth 3.5). 

Macbeth's other mistake is that he follows his thoughts without thinking well about their 

consequences. If he thought more carefully about his decisions and their outcomes, he would not 

end up in misery. He confesses that he will do whatever comes to his mind immediately. This 

decision leads him to more murders. 

Macbeth orders his subjects to murder Macduff's family though they are innocent. The 

murderers kill Macduff's wife, children, and servants savagely. 

As the play goes on, Macbeth gets madder with his insecurity. Though Macbeth knows 

the prophecies of the witches, he is terrified. He compares his life to the “yellowing leaf in 

autumn” (Macbeth 5.3 25). 

The other challenge Macbeth is facing is the war coming to happen. Macbeth tries to be 

confident by reminding himself of the witches' revelation:" Macbeth shall never vanquished be 

until Great Birnam Wood to high Dunsinane Hill Shall come against him” (Macbeth 4.1 95-98). 

The next trial for Macbeth here is that his soldiers are not loyal to him by heart. Everyone 

is scared of Macbeth, and nobody supports him in his castle. Eventually, Macbeth accepts his 

destiny by confessing that he sees life as “a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets 

his hour upon the stage and then is heard no more. It is a tale Told by an idiot, full of sound and 

fury, signifying nothing” (Macbeth 5.5 24-28).  
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 The Meeting with the Goddess 

In the land of the unknown, the hero meets the goddess. Meeting her is a reward for the 

hero's trials and overcomes (Campbell 100).  

One of the advantages that Macbeth has in the play over other characters is meeting the 

witches and knowing the future. This encounter should be considered a reward, but this is not a 

reward in the real sense since the witches misled Macbeth by their prophecies. The meeting with 

the goddess happens when the hero is in the center of the unknown land, as Macbeth is "in blood 

stepped in so far” (Macbeth 3.3 142-144) and he feels the need for the witches' supernatural 

power. 

The significant assumed reward of the witches is their warning regarding Macduff. 

Macbeth is already worried about his absence. After the meeting with the witches, he gets 

frenzied and decides to slaughter Macduff's family. Besides, the witches try to give him some 

comfort about his future by telling him that no one born from a woman can kill him, and he loses 

his power when Birnam Woods walk to Dunsinane. These are all misleads from the dark powers 

to push Macbeth toward his downfall (Macbeth 4.1).  

If meeting with the goddess, the hero is rewarded. Macbeth as a tragic hero, does not 

receive an actual reward. In this tragedy, “the meeting with the goddess” gives the tragic hero 

wrong information. 
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                                                     Woman as the Temptress 

The temptress who comes to allure the hero has one aim: she does not want the hero to 

succeed. The “woman as a temptress” comes to distract the hero from his goal. Metaphorically, 

the temptress is not necessarily a woman or a person. It can be any temptation coming to the 

hero's mind (Campbell 111). 

In Macbeth's tragedy, Lady Macbeth acts as the temptress. Except for Macbeth's flaw, 

which is his ambition, other forces bring his downfall closer. Lady Macbeth is one of the major 

ones. She has the same ambition as Macbeth, and she is even more determined than Macbeth.  

Lady Macbeth knows well how to control Macbeth's mind. She pushes Macbeth 

insistently to murder Duncan. Macbeth seemed doubtful about murdering Duncan since he was 

worried about the consequences. However, Lady Macbeth told him that Duncan would never 

leave their castle and tonight is a night “Which shall to all our nights and days to come Give 

solely sovereign sway and masterdom” (Macbeth 1.5 60-61). Lady Macbeth is a strong force 

upon Macbeth for murdering the king. Lady Macbeth's most substantial presence is around the 

time when Macbeth murders Duncan. It seems her force is necessary for Macbeth to assassinate 

the king. 

Also, during the coronation feast, Lady Macbeth does her best to help Macbeth behave 

rationally. When she sees that Macbeth's situation is not getting better, she asks the guests to 

leave, and she tries to control Macbeth's thoughts and feelings (Macbeth 3.4 121-124).  

However, she does not remain as solid as she is in the first acts. She ends up losing her 

mind and having sleepwalked because of feeling guilty. Eventually, she commits suicide 

(Macbeth 5.5).  
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The tragic hero is an unfortunate hero who fails to recognize what is right and wrong. So 

the “woman as a temptress” in Macbeth's tragedy succeeds in bringing misery for the hero. 

Macbeth succumbs to the temptations of Lady Macbeth. 

                 Atonement with the Father 

According to Campbell, the hero confronts a father figure who is his most significant fear 

in this phase. The hero must reconcile and resolve the problems with the father figure. However, 

the "father" does not need to be a person necessarily. It can be an inner conflict or fear that holds 

the hero's full potential back and weakens him. 

Encountering the "father," the hero changes characteristically and becomes a new person 

with more minor conflicts. This phase is a burdensome confrontation, and the hero needs aid to 

survive and pass. Usually, the goddess' elixir comes to help the hero in this phase (Campbell 

116).  

In Macbeth's tragedy, the hero's biggest fear is losing his usurped power. After Macbeth 

murders Duncan, his life changes into chaos since he is insecure in his position. Even before 

murdering Duncan, he says that he wishes his deed does not have any consequences; however, 

Macbeth knows that there is justice in this world for crimes like that, and he is scared of the 

consequences (Macbeth 1.7 1-25). Additionally, Macbeth fears that the witches' prophecy comes 

true, and Banquo's descendants become future kings. So Macbeth's "father figure" is his fear of 

losing the power he gained by murdering Duncan.  

It is remarked by Tarek Abdelghany in a presentation on "Macbeth as a Tragic Hero" that 

encountering Banquo's ghost at the dinner table is the “atonement with the father” stage for 

Macbeth (Prezi.com). As analyzed in this essay, seeing the ghost troubles Macbeth's peace of 
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mind. However, it is assumed that “atonement with the father” is the most challenging incident 

happening to the hero. As a result, though Banquo's ghost causes anxiety in Macbeth, it is not 

intense enough to be "the father." Macbeth faces his fear in Act 5 of the play. He gets prepared 

for this stage of his journey as Caithness describes him: "Great Dunsinane he strongly fortifies" 

and "for certain, he cannot buckle his distempered cause Within the belt of rule” (Macbeth 5.2 

15). 

In the final act, Macbeth's fear is apparent though he is trying to deny it. In order to make 

himself feel less anxious, he reminds himself of the witches' sentences. Somehow, he thinks 

Birnam Wood will never walk, and there is no man out there who was not born of a woman. 

Furthermore, Macbeth admits that he feels this coming battle will guarantee his power or 

take it off him. Also, the hero needs the help of the goddess or support to encounter the most 

challenging stage of the journey. Nevertheless, Macbeth loses everyone. The witches have 

betrayed him, and Lady Macbeth, who is his only support, has died. The tragic hero is going to 

face his biggest fear abandoned and hopelessly.  

Finally, Macbeth reveals what he feels inside. For him, life has become chaos, full of 

noise but meaningless (Macbeth 5.5 17-28). With such discouragement, he is going to encounter 

the symbolic father. After this, a messenger informs Macbeth that Birnam Wood is walking 

toward them, which frightens Macbeth. When he faces Macduff for battle, he tells Macbeth that 

he was "ripped untimely" from his mother's womb. Macbeth loses his confidence and learns that 

the witches misled him. Nevertheless, he fights like a real warrior till Macduff kills him 

(Macbeth 5.8).  
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At the end of the play, Macbeth has changed. He learns that he should not have trusted 

the witches in the first place. He interpreted their sentences in the wrong way, and they have 

given him false hope. 

In the essay mentioned before (Research Paper on Woman as Temptress and Supernatural 

Aid in Macbeth), the writer also acknowledges that the tragic hero fails to fulfill the monomyth 

cycle completely: "as Macbeth is killed in this duel and beheaded; there is no Return from the 

Threshold or Apotheosis, where the main character achieves their quest and moves on to a divine 

state." As analyzed, the tragic hero is an unfortunate hero due to his hamartia and misfortune. 

In a comparable article from an unknown writer, Macbeth’s journey has been analyzed. 

The writer believes “belly of the whale” stage is a location in the play (“Extension Task 

Exemplar”). He/she considers Macbeth’s castle the “belly of the whale” since all the remarkable 

incidents happen there in this play. The writer regards “When the king enters the belly of the 

whale, the natural world seems to disappear. Upon Duncan’s arrival, Lady Macbeth declares, 

“The raven himself is hoarse, that croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan””. The fact that the writer 

considers “belly of the whale” a place of change is interesting and divergent from the position of 

this essay. 

Moreover, the writer’s analysis of the whole hero’s journey comply with this essay since 

he/she agrees that Macbeth does not succeed to proceed with the journey’s stages after 

“atonement with the father”: “Macbeth never experiences an Atonement with the Father, neither 

will he Cross the Return Threshold, or find the Freedom to Live. Instead of reaching the 

Freedom to Live, or perhaps in Macbeth’s case it would be the freedom to rule” (“Extension 

Task Exemplar”). 
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    The Hero’s Journey in the Tragedy of Hamlet 

                                                                      Departure 

                     The Call to Adventure 

Hamlet is called to begin his adventure when he encounters his father's ghost, wandering 

around the castle pale and sad after the midnights (Hamlet 1.4-5).  

Hamlet is already disappointed in his mother since she forgot her dead husband so fast 

and remarried her brother-in-law. When he learns that his father was murdered, his melancholy 

changes to wrath. However, the king's ghost asks him not to harm Gertrude and only take 

revenge on Claudius (Hamlet 1.5). Claudius is a traitor who usurped the crown and allured 

Gertrude to marriage. 

Refusal of the Call 

Though Hamlet is expected to begin his adventure soon after meeting his father's ghost 

and taking his oath for vengeance, he hesitates for a long time. The subsequent severe reaction 

that Hamlet shows is arranging the performance to see Claudius' reaction. Since seeing his 

father's ghost, Hamlet's mental health is declining dramatically, so he does many strange deeds 

that prove his disturbed mind. For instance, Hamlet confesses to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

that he feels Denmark is like a prison (Hamlet 2.2) and he is suffering from having nightmares. 

Later, Hamlet blames himself for his indecisiveness and hesitation. However, he is not sure yet if 

the ghost he met is a devil spirit or his father's real ghost because of his mental issue.  

This delay puts Hamlet's mind under such pressure that he questions life. Hamlet declares 

that he is unsure if living is superior to death, and death can end suffering in his famous 
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soliloquy (Hamlet 3.1 57-70). He is so disappointed about life and his mother's betrayal of his 

father that he encourages Ophelia to go to a convent and not give birth to a child since he/she 

will be a sinner (Hamlet 3.1).  

Nevertheless, he asks Horatio to watch his uncle's reaction when the play is being 

performed to ensure that Claudius is guilty and the ghost was a real thing, not something made 

by his disturbed mind or a devil spirit (Hamlet 3.2). 

Supernatural Aid      

The “supernatural aid” is a protecting power that works on the hero's side. The hero feels 

its protection during his journey. The “supernatural aid” is a shield against the ogres that the hero 

will face. 

In Hamlet's tragedy, the presence of the “supernatural aid” is not strong. The only help 

and encouragement which Hamlet receives from something supernatural is the appearance of his 

father's ghost when Hamlet is at the peak of his discussion with Gertrude (Hamlet 3.4). The 

ghost comes to remind Hamlet of his purpose. 

In this tragedy, the hero does not have much help from the outside. Seeing his father's 

ghost is not a positive incident for Hamlet from the beginning of the play. 

             The Crossing of the First Threshold 

Hamlet crosses the first threshold when he arranges the performance, and it is played in 

front of everyone, including Claudius and Gertrude. Hamlet asks Horatio to watch Claudius's 

reaction to the play. When the poison is poured into the player king's ear in the play, Claudius 



Jafari 23 
 
 

 

cannot keep watching it, and he leaves the room, which shows his anger and fear from 

remembering his crime. Horatio also approves of Claudius' reaction as a sign of his guilt.  

Witnessing Claudius' reaction is the first threshold since there is no way back to Hamlet's 

everyday life. He knows well now that Claudius murdered his father, and it is Hamlet's turn to 

avenge his father's death. Claudius' reaction is an end to Hamlet's uncertainty and indecisiveness. 

In the essay written by George Koupatadze, "Hamlet as a Hero's Journey, a Mythological 

Interpretation," the writer has analyzed this tragedy by applying Campbell's monomyth theory; 

he refers to Hamlet's travel to England as his crossing of the threshold. The writer assumes this 

stage as a "crossing" in the physical, outward life. However, this stage should be a mental stage 

for the hero, meaning that the hero cannot mentally go back to the ordinary world. This stage 

does not need to be a physical stage necessarily.   

Also, in an assignment written by an unknown author with a similar topic, it is declared 

that Hamlet crosses the "first threshold" by murdering Polonius since it is an action done by 

Hamlet, and he has to face the consequences which he should encounter Laertes 

(Expertsminds.com). However, in this essay, "crossing the first threshold" has been considered a 

metaphorical stage in the hero's mind. Hamlet crosses the first threshold when he cannot return 

to the peaceful state of mind he had before knowing the truth about Claudius and the king's 

death. 
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                                                            The Belly of the Whale 

This stage is a farewell to the known and ordinary life and opens to a metamorphosis in 

an unknown world full of ogres and trials. The hero is going to change characteristically because 

of the things that are going to happen. Usually, in this stage, the hero needs to say farewell to 

some of his older habits and beliefs. Instead, he will become equipped with new beliefs and 

abilities that he needs for beginning his adventure (Campbell 83).  

After Hamlet becomes sure about Claudius' crime, he needs to end his indecisiveness and lack of 

determination. Now he has all the evidence he needed before, and there is no excuse for not 

taking action. As a result, Hamlet tries to kill Claudius after the theatre performance. 

Nevertheless, he finds Claudius praying, and he does not want Claudius to go to heaven, which is 

why he did not kill him (Hamlet 3.3).  

Since this story is tragic, the hero fails at the end. The failure does not happen only in one 

stage, but rather it happens on different levels gradually. Hamlet does not fulfill "the belly of the 

whale" stage. He should be transformed, but he is not changed enough. He deals with his flaw till 

the end of the play, and his flaw makes his mind more disturbed.  

                                                                     Initiation 

           The Road of Trials 

In this stage, the hero is going to encounter some trials. Some allies will help him pass 

the trials and some enemies who will hinder the hero's progress. The hero needs to solve all of 

them and become more sophisticated by the new abilities and knowledge. These trials can be 
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super challenging and put the hero's life in danger. However, he receives some supernatural aids 

and amulets to be protected (Campbell 89).  

Nevertheless, in a tragedy, the process is different. The hero is here to have a tragic end. 

So the trials are more arduous than usual, and the tragic hero is not strong and equipped enough 

against them. More importantly, the hero's flaw makes everything super burdensome for him. 

Hamlet enters the road of trials after the theatre performance. His first reaction is attempting to 

kill Claudius. Hamlet does not kill Claudius while praying (Hamlet 3.3 74-97). 

On the other hand, since Claudius feels sinful, he cannot pray. Claudius feels his sin is so 

tremendous that there is no forgiveness in the heavens for such a crime. Considering Claudius' 

fear of Hamlet, he plans to send Hamlet to England to feel secure (Hamlet 4.3). 

The next challenging moment that Hamlet faces is talking to Gertrude about how he 

feels. After a long time, Hamlet is revealing his disturbing thoughts to his mother. In the 

beginning, Gertrude refuses what Hamlet says, but later she cries and asks Hamlet to stop since 

he is pointing at her guilt like a dagger. Meanwhile, Hamlet sees his father's ghost in the 

chamber, asking him to expedite the revenge. However, Gertrude gets shocked, and she says that 

Hamlet is talking to the air, which is a sign of Hamlet's declining mental health. During his 

igneous conversation with Gertrude, Hamlet kills Polonius by mistake. However, he is so 

frenzied that he is not fully aware of his crime (Hamlet 3.4 23-25).  

When Gertrude lets Claudius know about Hamlet's deed, Claudius feels unsafe. Insisting 

more than before, he needs to get rid of Hamlet. Now that Hamlet has murdered Polonius, 

Claudius has a strong reason for Gertrude to send Hamlet away. 



Jafari 26 
 
 

 

The next challenge Hamlet faces being sent to England. If he wants to take revenge, he 

should do his best to stop the king's decision. Nonetheless, he does not resist strongly and 

accepts to leave. Seeing Fortinbras' army on his way, Hamlet judges himself as a weak person. 

He decides to go back and take his father's revenge. However, again Hamlet wastes his time in 

the graveyard postponing his mission (Hamlet 5.1). Now he must be more wrathful than before 

since he found out about Claudius' plan for killing Hamlet in England. Nevertheless, still, he is 

hesitant, and he does not do anything immediately.  

On “the road of trials”, Hamlet knows his real friends and traitors around him. Horatio is 

Hamlet's loyal friend, and he stays truthful to Hamlet till the end of the play. He is the one who 

Hamlet fully trusts and asks to tell everyone what happened and stop the rumors after the whole 

family's tragic death. On the other hand, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern betray Hamlet and work 

for Claudius. Eventually, they reap what they sow.  

The aim of the trials is the hero's upgrade in life and achieving transcendence. The 

obstacles that Hamlet faces changes him. If his philosophy on life is compared in two different 

play points, his change is recognizable. In his famous soliloquy, Hamlet has a serious question 

about the meaning of life and the function of the world. If life is better than death, though, it is 

full of difficulties and unhappiness. However, at the end of the play, Hamlet believes God 

controls everything, and if something is going to happen, it will happen, and we need to follow 

the flow of life. In the famous soliloquy, Hamlet sounds doubtful, but it seems that he has found 

his answer and is confident (Hamlet 5.2 204-210).  

Nevertheless, the play is a tragic story, and the transcendence does not happen fully for 

the hero. The tragic hero changes, but it is not strong enough to change his destiny.    
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   The Meeting with the Goddess 

According to Campbell, the goddess is a female figure or female energy whom the hero 

meets. Her presence helps the hero become more powerful or more equipped by the charms and 

amulets the goddess gives him. She is here to facilitate the hero's journey in the middle of trials 

when the hero needs some help more than any time in his adventure. However, the hero should 

notice the goddess, appreciate her help, and presence and use the charms given to him (Campbell 

100).  

In the tragedy of Hamlet, Ophelia could be the tragic hero's goddess. Nevertheless, 

Hamlet rejects Ophelia and her love. When the play begins, the audience knows that there was a 

romantic relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia. There were some presents and letters given 

to Ophelia by Hamlet. However, after the king's death and Hamlet's encounter with the king's 

ghost, his mental health is waning. Hamlet rejecting Ophelia is the reflection of his disturbed 

mind. Hamlet is projecting the anger and distrust he is holding toward his mother to all women, 

including Ophelia. Furthermore, the chaotic situation in Hamlet's life drags him toward 

depression and mental obsession. His depression makes him refuse to live and reject love which 

is the zenith of life.  

In this tragedy, Hamlet is companionless. The only friend he has whom he can trust is 

Horatio. Though Ophelia does not have a powerful and independent personality, she could be a 

confidant for Hamlet and make his life livelier by her love and presence. However, the tragic 

hero rejects the goddess and her help in this play. 

In the essay written by Koupatadze on the same subject, the writer mentions: "meeting 

with the goddess" is a part of the "road of trials" in the hero's adventure. Nevertheless, as 
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Campbell separates this stage from the "road of trials," in this essay, also this section is 

considered separate. In fact, "meeting with the goddess" is a kind of reward for the hero's 

endeavors and heroic deeds done in the "road of trials."   

                    Woman as the Temptress 

According to Campbell, the archetype of the temptress comes in the stories as an alluring 

woman for destruction and distraction (111). This archetype has adverse effects on the hero and 

the success of his journey. A fortunate hero recognizes the distraction and avoids it. However, an 

unfortunate hero may fall into her trap.  

In Hamlet's tragedy, Gertrude can be this archetype. The destruction she causes does not 

happen in a moment in the play. Gertrude is not a temptress who comes in a moment and leaves. 

Her destruction begins when she marries Claudius. Her immediate and incestuous marriage 

causes this tragedy for Hamlet.  

At the beginning of the play, Hamlet is unhappy about Gertrude's quick marriage to 

Claudius, and he makes a joke about it to Horatio: "I pray thee, do not mock me, a fellow 

student. I think it was to see my mother's wedding" (Hamlet 1.2 176). Later, when he hears the 

story from the king's ghost, he loses his mind by realizing that Claudius seduced her mother for 

marriage. Gertrude should be blamed for what she did, and she is partly responsible for Hamlet's 

tragic story, though the dead king's ghost asked Hamlet to leave her mother out of this treachery 

(Hamlet 1.5). 

The disastrous effect of Gertrude's betrayal to the dead-king is tremendous on Hamlet's 

life to the degree that he cannot trust other women and their love. The skepticism he has toward 

his mother becomes projected on Ophelia and her relationship with Hamlet. Though Ophelia is a 
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passive and innocent girl and does not seem to be able to do evil deeds, Hamlet does not love her 

anymore and rejects her. He also expresses his disbelief of women as:" I have heard of your 

paintings too, well enough. God has given you one face and you make yourselves another. You 

jig and amble, and you lisp, you nickname God's creatures and make your wantonness your 

ignorance. Go to, I'll no more on't. It hath made me mad. I say we will have no more marriages" 

(Hamlet 3.5 146-149). 

Gertrude does not confess her crime to Hamlet. In the entire play, we never know to what 

level she is involved in the murder of the king and how her relationship with Claudius began. 

However, Gertrude could alleviate Hamlet's confusion and anger by revealing what happened 

between her and Claudius and the dead king, but she does not. Instead, she agrees with sending 

Hamlet to England.  

Since this is a tragic story, the temptress's effect is more constant and evident than an 

ordinary adventure. In this tragedy, the temptress causes trials and obstacles for the tragic hero. 

            Atonement with the Father 

The father archetype holds the ultimate power. It is a figure or a situation which the hero 

is afraid of the most, and he tries to avoid confronting it all his life. Facing the father figure is an 

excellent chance for the hero to face his biggest fear, understand it, and dissolve it. If the hero 

can do this horrid task, he achieves transcendence. The hero needs the highest amulets, charms, 

and powers to be able to pass it (Campbell 116). 

For Hamlet, the most intimidating situation is confronting Claudius and taking his father's 

revenge. This incident is the ogre Hamlet avoids in the entire play unconsciously. After all, 

influenced by his overthinking and hesitation, Hamlet does not plan to face Claudius. On the 
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other hand, Claudius is more clever and cunning than Hamlet in that he schemes for Hamlet's 

death before Hamlet creates any plan for murdering Claudius. 

Hamlet faces the father figure unplanned. He accepts Laertes' fencing challenge, and 

Claudius has planned to kill Hamlet with the poisonous sword and the poisonous wine. When the 

plan does not work according to Claudius's thought, Hamlet learning the sword he holds is 

poisonous, uses the opportunity and wounds Claudius (Hamlet 5.2 317). Furthermore, that is 

how Hamlet avenges his father's death. As it is evident, Hamlet's hesitation and indecisiveness 

do not become solved until the play ends. The tragic hero does not face the father figure with an 

arranged plan and confidence. The revenge of the murdered king is taken by fortune.  

Consequently, the atonement with the father happens in Hamlet's tragedy, but not 

entirely. The revenge would be taken if Claudius confessed his crime and Hamlet as a prince 

could execute Claudius. However, due to the tragic hero's flaw, it does not happen. 

In Koupatadze's essay, Hamlet succeeds to atone with the father by killing Claudius, and 

he succeeds in achieving the ultimate boon by taking his father's revenge. Nevertheless, it is 

assumed in this play that a tragic hero fails to transcend spiritually or mentally. Though avenging 

his father's murder was Hamlet's ultimate goal, it is not a literal victory for him since the ultimate 

boon, according to Campbell, happens when the hero achieves a holy and purified self. Hamlet's 

character change through the play; however, the changes are not remarkable to the level that 

Hamlet attain proper purification. 

Furthermore, Koupatadze considers Hamlet's fencing challenge with Laertes as Hamlet's 

biggest fear in the play. Laertes wants to murder Hamlet and take his father's revenge; however, 
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Laertes is not Hamlet's biggest fear. His fencing with Laertes can be counted as an obstacle, but 

it is not remarkable enough to be Hamlet's "father figure."  

Also, Hamlet manages to kill Claudius in the final moments, but it all happens by 

accident. Before killing Claudius, Hamlet does not expect what happens on that day.  

A tragic play is about a tragic hero's downfall. If we consider the tragic hero a character 

who fulfills all of Campbell's stages of the monomyth, then we are implying that the hero is a 

victorious character, and it is in contrast to the nature of tragedy. Koupatadze believes Hamlet 

achieves transcendence and the "ultimate boon"; nevertheless, achieving "apotheosis" is not 

possible for a tragic hero since he has a tragic flaw and unfortunate fate.    
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   The Hero’s Journey in the Tragedy of Othello 

      Departure 

       The call to Adventure 

In this stage, the hero is being summoned to an adventure. The adventure for Othello is 

not only an adventure outward about wondering if his wife is faithful or unfaithful. Instead, it is 

combined with adventures inward into his deepest fears.  

Othello's adventure into his tragic downfall begins when Iago poisons his mind with his 

sly sentences about Cassio and Desdemona. Iago with great adroitness, takes Othello's mind into 

a fraudulent path of thoughts around Cassio and Desdemona's personalities. First, Iago shows 

wonder about Cassio and Desdemona knowing each other from before (Othello 3.3 102). 

Secondly, he hesitates to answer Othello's questions about them directly and openly, which 

irritates Othello. Then Iago begins talking about Cassio in a way that he looks insincere. After 

making enough distrust toward Cassio in Othello's mind, Iago begins talking about Desdemona. 

He mentions that Desdemona betrayed her father by marrying Othello. Also, she reveals her 

rebellious nature by marrying someone distant from the men of her country. According to Iago, it 

is common for people in Venice to do wrong in secret and hide their truth. Eventually, Iago turns 

the conversation toward Othello by mentioning the importance of reputation, meaning that 

Othello should be careful about his wife since her unfaithfulness brings a bad reputation for 

Othello (Othello 3.3 160-168).  

Soon after these conversations with Iago, Othello's jealousy begins. After Iago leaves 

him, Othello reveals his troubled mind: "(aside) why did I marry? This honest creature doubtless 

sees and knows more, much more, than he unfolds” (Othello 3.3 249) 



Jafari 33 
 
 

 

Furthermore, Othello acknowledges his insecurity by saying that maybe Desdemona is 

unfaithful because he is black and old. Eventually, Othello is being called to an adventure. In this 

adventure, he is going to face his flaw and the consequences of it.  

Refusal of the Call 

In this phase, the hero is doubtful about starting the adventure. The reason for the refusal 

is various depending on the nature of the story. Othello is reluctant to begin the adventure 

following his jealousy and insecurity, but his restless thoughts and Iago's temptations do not 

allow him to be in peace.   

Othello goes forth and back in his suspicion. In the beginning, it seems that Othello has a 

linear way of thinking as he says if he suspects something, he looks for proof. If he does not find 

proof, then there is no suspicion (Othello 3.3 184-187). However, as the story goes further, his 

suspicion grows bigger. At one moment, he believes that Desdemona is honest and faithful to 

him, and there is no reason for him to be doubtful about her faithfulness. Later, he thinks Iago is 

honest and trustworthy. These troubled thoughts put Othello under massive pressure. After all, 

Iago mentions that Cassio talked sexually about Desdemona in his dream (Othello 3.3 420-435). 

Hearing this makes Othello furious though this is not a shred of solid evidence. 

Nevertheless, along with the lost handkerchief of Desdemona's which was seen in 

Cassio's hand, it is an acceptable proof of unfaithfulness to Othello. Furthermore, Desdemona's 

insistence on Othello forgiving Cassio encourages Othello to assume it as a sign of her love for 

Cassio. Othello's quickness in judging and initiating revenge is similar to Macbeth's speed 

toward his intentions. However, both tragic heroes differ from indecisive Hamlet.    
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                                            The Crossing of the First Threshold 

Crossing the first threshold is getting out of the comfort zone and stepping into the 

unknown world where going back to the ordinary world sounds impossible (Campbell 71). 

Othello's crossing the threshold occurs when he feels sure about Desdemona's unfaithfulness. 

Othello also asks Iago to plan to kill Cassio as soon as possible. All the love he had for 

Desdemona has changed to vengeance, and he has lost his trust in Cassio. Othello kneels and 

swears that he will take revenge on both of them. He also approves of Iago's devotion which is 

his biggest mistake. He also assigns Iago as his lieutenant (Othello 3.3 462-487). 

In Act 3, Scene 4, Othello shows his jealousy of Desdemona for the first time. Othello's 

attitude to Desdemona has changed completely. However, Desdemona, being naïve in nature, is 

confused by Othello's behavior. She mentions to Cassio, "My lord is not my lord, nor should I 

know him Were he in favor as in humor altered” (Othello 3.4 113) 

The Belly of the Whale 

The belly of the whale is a metaphor referring to the dramatic change that happens to the 

hero and his character. In Othello's tragic story, the hero changes tremendously in character. At 

the beginning of the play, Othello is a well-respected general in Venice. His excellent manners 

are evident when Brabantio attacks him by saying that he has tricked Desdemona to marry her. 

However, Othello remains respectful and answers Brabantio's accusations with respect (Othello 

1.3 63-67). 

Furthermore, he behaves Desdemona with tremendous respect. Also, the Venetian 

government trusts him enough to assign him as the political command of Cyprus. However, at 

the end of the story, Othello's character has changed entirely due to his insecurities and Iago's 
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deceptions. Othello treats Desdemona disrespectfully multiple times, calling her an "impudent 

strumpet" and striking her in front of Lodovico, shocking him with this behavior (Othello 4.1 

215-218). Othello also has schemed to murder his trustworthy friend, Cassio. 

                                             Initiation 

                                  The Road of Trials 

As the title suggests, the hero faces several challenges caused by his flaw in the road of 

trials. The hero needs the help and guidance of some allies, and he needs to distinguish his foes 

and avoid them to pass this stage (Campbell 89). 

However, in a tragic story, the hero fails to pass the challenges because of his hamartia. 

Eventually, he faces the consequences of these unfortunate incidents by a tragic downfall. 

Othello causes his tragic end by committing several mistakes. First and foremost, trusting 

Iago is Othello's most crucial mistake. This mistake occurs since Othello is an honest man with a 

linear way of thinking. 

On the other hand, Iago is a psychopath acting in front of everyone in the play. Nobody 

sees Iago's true self. Even his wife, Emilia, does not know him well and falls into his trap 

regarding the handkerchief stealing issue. Othello is not the only victim of his. He fools almost 

everyone in the play to different degrees. However, his primary victim is Othello now, since 

Othello has chosen Cassio as his right hand though Iago expected to be chosen as Othello's 

lieutenant (Othello 1.1 8-34). Also, Iago assumes that Othello and Cassio both have had an affair 

with Emilia (Othello 1.3 323-324). Besides, Iago despises Othello since he is a Moor and he 

shows it by calling Othello a "Barbary horse" and "old black ram".  
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Secondly, Othello's most essential flaw is his insecurity which drags him into this 

tragedy. Though at the beginning of the play, Othello sounds confident and logical, but when the 

actual test occurs he fails. With the inadequate rambling of Iago's, his trust toward Desdemona 

and Cassio becomes contaminated. He remarks that maybe Desdemona is unfaithful because he 

is black and an outsider, not from a noble family indicating he is aware of his assumed inferiority 

to Desdemona. 

Moreover, Othello has a black-and-white way of judgment, which may be related to his 

career as a warrior. He does not investigate Desdemona and Cassio through other people, and he 

does not ask the accused people themselves. After assuming that they have been unfaithful to 

him, he decides to take revenge by murdering them both. Othello's character is contrasting 

Hamlet's character in terms of their reaction to life challenges. Othello does not take his time to 

explore more to find the truth. On the other hand, it is evident to Hamlet that his uncle is guilty, 

but he waits too long to react.  

Additionally, Othello misinterprets Cassio and Desdemona's conversations several times. 

He assumes Desdemona's insistence on Cassio a proof of her care for Cassio. Othello is also 

duped by seeing the handkerchief, his love token, in Cassio's hand. More than that, he 

misinterprets Cassio's sentences and body gestures when he talks about Bianca to Iago in Act 4, 

Scene 1. 

As it is mentioned, Othello fails in his trials one after another. Besides, he is not clever 

enough to distinguish between his allies and enemies. Iago is Othello's first and foremost enemy 

who should be blamed for this tragedy. Nevertheless, Othello trusts him more than anyone in the 

story. Besides, Othello ignores his true friends in the story, he quickly loses his trust in the 
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amazing woman he has. Othello also loses his trustworthy friend, Cassio, over the fabricated 

fight. Emilia is another character whom Othello could trust and listen to, but he does not. Emilia 

talks to Othello about Desdemona's honesty (Othello 4.2 2, 4-5), but Othello's mind is so tainted 

that he does not believe her.   

               The Meeting with the Goddess 

In this stage, the hero meets a person who gives him some amulets to pass the tests. In 

this tragic story, the hero does not receive much help. His mind is also contaminated with distrust 

that he refuses to accept any help from his allies. 

The only positive incident that happens and can be an “aid from a goddess” in this play is 

Emilia's approval of Desdemona's innocence in Act 4, Scene 2. Emilia declares that she has 

never seen Desdemona doing anything wrong that questions her faithfulness to Othello.  

Othello does not accept Emilia's ratification of Desdemona's decency. If he listened and believed 

the woman who is the closest to Desdemona in the play, he would not have this tragic end. 

Nonetheless, he fails in accepting the gift of the goddess.  

                Woman as the Temptress 

This archetype is a person or a temptation which does not allow the hero to achieve 

transcendence in the journey. When fathomed by the hero, it causes revulsion since the whole 

time it was prohibiting him from salvation (Campbell 111).  

In Othello's tragic adventure, Iago can be the biggest temptress though he is a male 

character. Iago as the villain of the story, has a more substantial presence than Othello 
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throughout the play. This tragic story revolves around him and his scheme for revenge from 

Othello by ruining his peace in life.  

Othello chooses Cassio over him, though Iago believes Cassio is not a real warrior and is 

better in theory, not practice. Also, he announces that he does not want to quit since he can take 

advantage of his position: "We cannot all be masters, nor all masters cannot be truly followed" 

and "I would not be Iago. In following him, I follow but myself. Heaven is my judge, not I for 

love and duty, but seeming so, for my peculiar end" (Othello 1.1 60-62). Furthermore, Iago's 

hatred toward Othello and Cassio is related to his paranoid mind that he assumes Emilia has had 

affairs with Othello and Cassio.  

Iago schemes a nefarious plan to destroy Othello's marriage and peace of mind. Before 

doing so, he needs to gain Othello's trust and he does it gradually by multiple deceits. Firstly, 

Othello is a simple-minded man who already trusts Iago to some level. However, Iago needs to 

make this trust stronger. He does it by warning Othello, as a foreigner, about the habits of 

Venetians, Desdemona, and Cassio and their assumed unfaithfulness to Othello. Later, Iago 

relates these warnings to his love and devotion to Othello: "I humbly do beseech you of your 

pardon For too much loving you” (Othello 3.3 217). Iago also encourages Othello's trust by 

calling him a trustworthy man who needs to be careful. 

Furthermore, Iago gains Othello's faith by doing some favors for Othello though they are 

necessary for his scheme. Favors like talking to Cassio and letting Othello witness how he talks 

about Desdemona (though he is talking about Bianca in Act 4, Scene 1). Besides, Iago is ready to 

murder Cassio for Othello, which sounds devoted. Othello remarks this as a sign of a real friend 

who should be learned from. Iago's devilish plans make Othello's peace changed to jealousy. The 
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best way to describe Iago is Othello says about him: "I look down towards his feet, but that is a 

fable. If that thou best a devil, I cannot kill thee"(Othello 5.2 299-300). 

     Atonement with the Father 

The father archetype is the most intimidating figure to encounter because the hero has 

projected all his fears upon the father archetype. In this stage, the hero should put his ego at a 

vital risk since he is supposed to abandon his superego and id (Campbell 116). In Othello's 

tragedy, the tragic hero's immense fear is losing his reputation. Reputation is the most crucial 

asset Othello holds, and he does everything to protect it. When he suspects Desdemona's 

unfaithfulness, his only agony is not losing his wife. Instead, he loses his reputation and feels 

humiliated in front of the people aware of this alleged affair.  

Reputation is essential for Othello since it is one of the few things Othello has to be 

proud of. He is a Moor in Venice who is famous for his talent. He does not come from a royal 

and wealthy background, and he does not look like Venetians. All these facts about his life make 

him feel inferior to the people around him, including Desdemona, who is younger than Othello 

and comes from a high-status family. 

Iago knows very well that Othello cares about his image as a man and the fact that 

Desdemona's assumed betrayal contaminates this image, and as a result, he mentions that 

reputation is the most valuable thing we have and losing it makes us poor (Othello 3.3 160-168). 

That is the reason why Othello becomes furious with the slightest signs of unfaithfulness. It 

seems that losing Desdemona, sending her away, or even murdering her is not as unbearable as 

losing his reputation and feeling shame by having a wife having an affair with someone. 
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The "father" is instead the inner fears and insecurities of the hero projected outward. 

Othello does not notice that his insecurity torments him. Instead, he is projecting his fear of 

rejection and loss on Desdemona. The tragic hero fails to understand his "father figure" or his 

biggest fear. Eventually, his innocent wife is being sacrificed due to Othello's tragic flaw. 

Lodovico witnessing the tragic end, take Othello's position off and assign Cassio as the 

head of Cyprus. Othello confesses his mistake and calls himself "one that loved not wisely, but 

too well” (Othello 5.2 360-361). Then he ends his life by stabbing himself.  

As it is examined, another Shakespeare's tragic hero fails to fulfill his monomyth cycle. 

Like Macbeth and Hamlet, Othello succumbs during the initiation stage of the journey, which 

makes it a tragedy. Othello's fear can be compared to King Lear's insecurity which is the fear of 

rejection and abandonment.  

       Conclusion  

Joseph Campbell's theory of monomyth applies to Shakespeare's plays as well. However, 

in this essay, three of Shakespeare's tragedies have been examined. Joseph Campbell believed 

that the cycle demonstrated in his monomyth theory has a deep root in the human psyche. 

Almost all the stories and myths follow this pattern differently since they root in the writer's 

creative power and psyche.  

Nevertheless, since tragedy is a story of the protagonist's downfall due to his 

imperfection and tragic flaw, the tragic hero fails to wholly proceed with the monomyth cycle. 

As a result, the tragic hero has an adventure ahead; however, he experiences the stages of 

Campbell's monomyth differently, according to what the nature of tragedy implores. 
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In Macbeth's tragedy, the protagonist is a victorious warrior who is doing his service to 

his lord bravely. However, his ambition brings a different path to his life. Macbeth is being 

called to a tragic adventure by the witches. He begins his journey by murdering Duncan due to 

his ambition, and the witches' temptations, and Lady Macbeth's insistence. Eventually, the fear of 

the consequences of the murder and losing the usurped power causes him to lose his mind. The 

intense feeling of insecurity makes him commit several murders and take innocent lives. Finally, 

he realizes that he should not have believed the dark powers, and he should encounter the 

consequences of his wrong deeds. As a hero, he changes from a brave, respected warrior to a 

tyrant whom everyone detests. Macbeth's journey ends at the hands of Macduff at the end of the 

play when he has faced his biggest fear which is losing his power. Macbeth as a tragic hero 

follows the stages of the monomyth. However, he succumbs to the most challenging stage, which 

is the atonement with the father. The tragic hero does not succeed to the stage where he receives 

the ultimate boon and transcendence since he has committed some significant mistakes and 

crimes. 

  In the tragedy of Hamlet, the protagonist is mourning for his dead father. Also, he is 

unhappy with his mother's quick marriage to his uncle. Hamlet is called to initiate his journey by 

realizing that his uncle has murdered his father, confessed by the dead king's ghost. However, he 

lingers to initiate the call because of his indecisiveness and lack of determination which are his 

significant flaws. Unlike Macbeth and Othello, who are very quick in following their intention, 

Hamlet wastes his time doing his responsibility as a son of a murdered king. His meticulous 

mind and fear put him under such pressure that he almost loses his mind, becomes depressed, 

and considers committing suicide instead of doing what he is assigned to. Besides, due to his 

mistakes on his way of adventure, innocent people like Ophelia suffer. The tragic hero feels an 
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essential distrust toward women due to his mother's betrayal, and he cannot accept love and life 

anymore. Hamlet hesitates for such a long time that Claudius schemes for his death quicker than 

Hamlet. Finally, he manages to kill Claudius in an unplanned situation, but he also loses 

Gertrude, and he dies himself. As a tragic hero, Hamlet fails gradually, and finally, he dies in the 

stage of atonement with the father. There is no remarkable reward for the tragic hero in his 

adventure since he yields in the stage of encountering the father. 

In the tragedy of Othello, the protagonist is enjoying his life with his beautiful, noble 

wife and new titles in Venice. Othello's tragic adventure begins when he doubts Desdemona's 

faithfulness caused by the temptations of the villain character, Iago. By Iago's psychopathic 

schemes for revenge, Othello's happiness and love change to jealousy and hatred. Othello makes 

a great mistake by trusting the villain and the villain successfully awakens the deep insecurities 

in Othello's character. By Iago's manipulation, Othello ends up losing his trust and peace. He 

also loses the love of his life, Desdemona, and his trustworthy friend, Cassio.  

Furthermore, the pressure of jealousy and insecurity drives him to smother innocent 

Desdemona. Othello is an alone hero in his journey as he feels alone as an outsider in Venice. 

Eventually, he realizes his mistake too late to compensate. To show his disappointment and 

immense regret, Othello kills himself after the peak of his journey, where he realizes his 

misjudgment about Iago and Desdemona. As a result of his half-done journey, Othello changes 

in character. He was once a respectful, appreciated man in Venice, but he has lost his respect due 

to his great mistake, and he is also guilty of taking an innocent's life. The hero falls in character 

in a tragic cycle of the monomyth instead of proceeding toward transcendence. 
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In this essay, the focus is on the structure, and the process of the hero's adventure 

explained by Joseph Campbell in some of Shakespeare's tragedies. As it is fully described and 

analyzed by Campbell in his book a Hero with a Thousand Faces, every protagonist faces a 

cycle of adventure, an established pattern in storytelling. However, the focus of this essay is on 

Shakespeare's tragic hero's journey, which assumingly has a different path from other heroes in 

other genres. As analyzed, a tragic hero does not succeed in passing his tests and eventually fails 

in the most challenging stage of the hero's adventure determined by Campbell, which 

is Atonement with the Father. The tragic hero fails to meet his most tremendous fear.   
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