The Monomyth

Derived from FitzRoy Somerset, Lord Raglan’s book The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth and Drama (1936)
The monomyth is the plot of a thousand fairy tales, legends, ballads, and folktales, and the substructure of innumerable works of civilized art: operas, plays, novels, short stories, films, and TV dramas.


The specific plot of the monomyth may vary from time to time and place to place, but the pattern is very much the same.  According to Lord Raglan, a typical version might run something like this:

1. The hero’s mother is a royal virgin.

2. His father is a king, and

3. Often a near relative of his mother, but

4. The circumstances of his conception are unusual, and

5. He is also reputed to be the son of a god.

6. At birth an attempt is made, usually by his father or his maternal grandfather to kill him, but

7. He is spirited away, and

8. Reared by foster-parents in a far country.

9. We are told nothing of his childhood, but

10. On reaching manhood he returns or goes to his future kingdom.

11. After a victory over the king and/or giant, dragon, or wild beast,

12. He marries a princess, often the daughter of his predecessor, and

13. Becomes a king.

14. For a time he reigns uneventfully, and

15. Prescribes laws, but

16. Later, he loses favor with the gods, and/or his subjects, and

17. Is driven from the throne and city, and after which

18. He meets with a mysterious death,

19. Often at the top of a hill.

20. His children, if any, do not succeed him.

21. His body is not buried, but nevertheless

22. He has one or more holy sepulchres.

According to Lord Raglan, on a scale of these 22 points, Oedipus scores 21; Theseus, 20; Romulus, 18; Hercules, 17; Perseus, 18; Jason, 15; Siegfried, 11; King Arthur, 19; and Robin Hood, 13; and Jewish, Japanese, African, and Celtic heroes make scores ranging from 9 -18.  We have here, accordingly, not merely a catalog of heroic traits but an archetypal plot, a motif of circumstances so frequently encountered that it becomes coextensive with heroic story and drama.

How would a modern hero measure against the Raglan scale?  Marshall Fishwick, in his book The Hero: American Style, selects the most recent heroic American President, John F. Kennedy, to demonstrate how modern examples may continue to fit the ancient mold:

His father was called to royal court (as Ambassador to the court of Saint James) and the son was educated by (presumably) wise men (at Harvard).  Then he went off to fight an evil dragon (the Japanese Navy) and after a bloody fracas (PT 109) triumphed and returned to marry the beautiful princess (Jackie).  Having inherited his father’s kingdom (politics), he fought and defeated a second contender (Nixon) before taking over as ruler (President).  For a time he reigned smoothly and prescribed laws.  Then he suddenly lost favor (Bay of Pigs), tried to rally his people, and died a sudden and mysterious death (Did Oswald really shoot Kennedy?)  Amid great mourning (the first worldwide televised funeral) he was buried on a sacred hillside (Arlington).  Now he has many shrines (a cultural center, airport, library, highway, and space launching site).

