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Abstract 
 

This thesis sets out to ask the question: What do mythological themes and archetypal theory 

reveal about Marvel’s Avengers films? The textual analyses will discuss the work of 

pioneering psychologist Carl Jung. The work of mythologist Joseph Campbell and the hero’s 

journey will also be scrutinised for his links to Jung’s theoretical framework. Through Jung’s 

theory of archetypes and the collective unconscious, arguments will be made to the 

relevance of his theories as a valid form of film analysis. An argument will also be made for 

the heroine’s journey and how this differs from the male hero’s journey. 

 

Jungian film studies is an increasing growing area of academic interest. (Hockley, 2018). 

Current research covers many aspects of film analysis but there is a gap within the study of 

the superhero genre. This thesis sets out to bridge that gap through the use of Jungian 

psychology and the application of mythological motifs. Through structured case studies and 

parallels drawn from world mythology this work makes a strong case for the rich 

psychological and mythological material found in Marvel films.    
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Introduction 
 

This thesis investigates the impact of mythological themes and archetypal theory as they 

relate to Marvel’s Avengers films. In doing do it will ask: What do mythological themes and 

archetypal theory reveal about Marvel’s Avengers films?   

 

The argument will draw on two related but distinct writers on mythology. First Joseph 

Campbell and the mythological links he discovered regarding the hero’s journey and 

secondly Carl Jung’s archetypal theory and its use of mythology as a way to amplify narrative 

themes and images. Through textual analysis this thesis will propose connections between 

the psychological and mythological of both the characters and themes in Marvel’s Cinematic 

Universe (MCU). Two films in particular will be used, Avengers: Assemble (Dir: Whedon, 

2012) and Avengers: Age of Ultron (Dir: Whedon, 2015). Throughout reference will be made 

to other Marvel films and television programmes as a means to develop the argument and to 

strengthen the overall analysis.  

 

As mentioned, Jung and in particular archetypal theory and the collective unconscious 

provide a different but cognate look at world mythology to Campbell. Through the course of 

this thesis, connections will be made between Jung’s theory of archetypes and Campbell’s 

writing on the function of myth for the individual. Jung saw myths as stories of archetypal 

encounters and a means to understand personal complexes within his patients. By 

subscribing to Jung’s suggestion of modern man as myth-maker and how he re-enacts 

archetypal themes through stories this thesis will build on these concepts by analysing the 

Avengers films. This will lead to an exploration of how Avengers Assemble and Age of Ultron 

resonate thematically in ways which reflect an understanding of the human psyche as 

suggested by the Jungian theorist Samuels et al (1986). The strength of the approach 

derived from Campbell’s and Jung’s theoretical standpoints will map out and establish the 
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proposition that cinema goers engage with archetypal encounters seen through mythic 

cinematic projections. 

 

The psychological development of the characters will be explored by using the ideas set out 

in Campbell’s 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, and the hero’s journey itself 

provides an illuminating theoretical framework for the exploration of these themes through 

textual analysis. The hero’s journey in its basic structural form consists of a hero starting an 

adventure, encountering crisis and overcoming that crisis before becoming victorious. This 

basic structural pattern is also known as the ‘monomyth’, (Joyce, p. 39, 1939). Campbell 

suggested that myths from around the world share this common structure and form. 

Deploying Campbell’s work on the hero’s journey this research will investigate his inverted 

meaning of myth as metaphor (Myers, 2017) and establish connections to Marvel’s Avengers 

films. As Campbell (1949) suggested, the monomyth has thrived and been a point of 

inspiration to cultures around the world in an attempt to understand ourselves. The Marvel 

films are one of its recent incarnations. 

 

The MCU is produced by Marvel Entertainment and Marvel Studios. Between 2008-2011 it 

was distributed by Universal and Paramount, and after Disney acquired the Marvel 

companies in 2016 the titles were co-produced with Sony Pictures (Clark, 2009).  

The franchise is structured to introduce the audience to the key characters in the films and 

also to the larger MCU. This wider MCU also includes media bubbles that are not for 

cinematic release, including television series such as Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. (Dir: Bochco et 

al, 2013-19) created by Joss and Jed Whedon and Maurissa Tancharoen which was 

produced for ABC. There are also numerous Netflix series such as Daredevil (Dir: Abraham 

et al, 2015-16), Jessica Jones (Dir: Clarkson et al, 2015-18), Luke Cage (Dir: Abraham et 

al, 2016-18) Iron Fist (Dir: Dahl et al, 2017-18) The Punisher (Dir: Shankland et al, 2017-

2019) and The Defenders (Dir: Clarkson et al, 2017). This expanded media integration 

extends to the accompanying comic books that cover current narratives in the MCU. The 
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strategy behind these media bubbles is to create one cohesive, single narrative that 

maintains Marvel’s strong fan base and in so doing keeps the studio as the owner of what 

is currently the number one global cinematic franchise (Bacon, 2018).  

 

Marvel Studios Introduced Iron Man (Dir: Favreau, 2008) twelve years ago as the start of 

Phase One of the MCU. As mentioned, the studio’s strategy was to release a series of 

interlinking films that would bring a variety of canons together to create a larger cinematic 

universe. In preparation for the climax of the franchise, the key characters of the initial 

phase had their origin films released. They include: Iron Man, The Incredible Hulk (Dir: 

Leterrier, 2008); Thor (Dir: Branagh, 2011); and Captain America: The First Avenger (Dir: 

Johnston, 2011). Marvel Studios adopted a similar structure for the release of the Phase 

Two films with the exception of Ant Man (Dir: Reed, 2015) which was released in the same 

year as Avengers: Age of Ultron in 2015 in preparation for his appearance in Captain 

America: Civil War (Dir: Russo, Russo) in 2016 (Bacon, 2018). The Phase Three films see 

the main line-up of heroes separated as a consequence of the narrative of Captain 

America: Civil War. Phase Three also saw new heroes brought to the screen as the climax 

of the Phase drew to a close.  

 

Following the release of Iron Man Marvel have built a large cinematic empire. The 

attendance figures for the San Diego comic con alone reaching 135,000 in 2017 indicate the 

continuing strong attraction for fans who are invested in superheroes in range of media 

including videos games and merchandise (Grate, 2017).  

 

Despite this popularity (or perhaps because of it) in October 2019 acclaimed director Martin 

Scorsese criticised the Marvel films for being akin to an amusement park. In his words; ‘It 

isn’t the cinema of human beings trying to convey emotional, psychological experiences to 

another human being’ (Lattanzio, 2019). This thesis will address this statement and provide a 
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structured response as it explores the rich psychological and mythological material contained 

in Marvel films.    

 

With these industrial aspects of the MCU in mind it is important to consider why it is still 

useful to undertake a mythological and psychological textual analysis of Avengers: Assemble 

and Avengers: Age of Ultron. However, first a few words about the reasons for selection of 

these two films. First, the characters are more established as a coherent group in these films. 

While origin films can certainly bring a great deal of flavour to characters (and they will 

certainly be referred to throughout this work) the main focus will be on how these starkly 

different characters come together as a team. Secondly, with already established characters 

and motives this thesis is able to delve more deeply into the psychology of the characters 

and how they both learn and develop psychologically. As Russell Dalton (2011) points out, 

the changing line-up to the Avengers is also found in their comic book roots, along with an 

interest in how the Avengers overcome aspects of their own strong personalities and in so 

doing manage to work together effectively. 

 

Each chapter in this thesis will guide the reader through the intricacies of the theoretical 

framework as it interweaves ideas from Campbell and Jung. In doing so it will also present 

the arguments around why mythological and psychological themes provide a valid and 

coherent form of film theory for the analysis of Marvel films.  

 

Chapter one introduces Jung’s archetypal theory and examines the connections that can be 

made with films in the MCU. Through an exploration of Jung’s archetypal hypothesis, the 

chapter will open a dialogue with those parts of his theories that are concerned myth and the 

collective unconscious. In addition, this work will examine several key archetypes namely: 

the persona; shadow; anima/animus; and the Self.  
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Chapter two concentrates on the work of Joseph Campbell and in particular his mythological 

analysis of the hero’s journey. It explores how similar Campbell is to Jung and how easy it is 

at times for Campbell to be misinterpreted as a Jungian. The chapter seeks to highlight 

differences while at the same time sympathising with Campbell’s approach to the use of myth 

as a means to understand everyday life. Finally, there is discussion about Christopher Vogler 

and his reimagining of Campbell’s monomyth as a valuable tool to accompany Jungian 

theory.  

 

The focus of chapter three is on the psychology of superheroes and asks why their stories 

are so appealing to audiences. It will look at the work of the psychologist Robin S. 

Rosenburg who has written and edited several books on the psychology of the superhero 

noting how these generally adopt a cognitive behavioural model. Moving past the limitations 

of a cognitive approach through the synthesis of Jung’s theory of individuation, the chapter 

opens up a discussion of behaviour and explores the appeal of the monomyth as a type of 

Jungian individuation - the journey of self-discovery. The chapter also examines the 

heroine’s journey in relation to the traditional male hero journey and explores what it means 

to be a heroine and how this version of the monomyth differs from the male version.  

 

The fourth and last chapter will discuss key mythological and psychological themes in the 

first two Avengers films: Avengers: Assemble and Avengers: Age of Ultron. It is divided into 

three key sections. The first examines the link between convergence culture of the MCU and 

audience mass appeal. The second part brings to light significant mythological motifs within 

the Avengers films namely: the use of the castle; the motif of the dragon; the use of light to 

express conscious and unconscious states of the leading characters. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of two characters: Tony Stark/Iron Man and the antagonist Ultron. These 

case studies will scrutinise the psychological and mythological aspects of each character. 
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The conclusion to this thesis will re-examine the argument and evaluate the appropriateness 

of using Jungian analytical psychology and mythology as modes of film analysis. There will 

also be recommendations for further research into the expanding cinematic universe from 

Marvel.       
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Methodology 
 
Joseph Campbell proposed a structure to the hero’s journey that had in its most developed 

form seventeen stages. The stages can be seen in three distinct parts Departure, Initiation 

and Return. The thesis will map the stages of the monomyth to the narrative of the films 

themselves. For example, how the stage of meeting the mentor that occurs when Nick Fury 

(Samuel L. Jackson) (the director of S.H.I.E.L.D) brings the heroes together for the first time 

in Avengers: Assemble. How, The Avengers cross the threshold when Loki attacks Stuttgart 

and the way the return occurs when the Avengers win the day (Vogler, 1999). Campbell 

identified how the ‘monomyth’ (the hero’s journey) contains a range of common motifs and 

themes that he thought appeared in mythological storytelling around the world. While the 

monomyth underpins many films in the MCU this research will focus on two films that offer 

particularly clear examples: Avengers: Assemble, and Avengers: Age of Ultron. Other stages 

of the hero’s journey in the first two Avengers films will promote discussion and analysis and 

draw on other films in Phases One to Three of the Marvel Cinematic Universe.  

 

As mentioned above, while not a Jungian, Campbell’s writing has elements that are certainly 

akin to some of Jung’s ideas, particularly archetypal theory. In his Pathways to Bliss (2004) 

Campbell explores how dreams and symbols being rich in recurring mythological themes can 

resonate with individuals and in so doing help them to create what he refers to as their own 

myth. This closely resembles Jungian ideas regarding archetypal encounters. Campbell also 

draws directly on Jung’s theory around the persona archetype and the masks worn in 

society. Interestingly, while Campbell and Jung advocate similar ways through which to 

understand both the conscious and unconscious aspects of human behaviour there is a key 

difference:  Jung thought the psyche attempts a balance between consciousness and 

unconsciousness, Campbell saw a fusion of the two. In a similar manner Campbell 

regarded myth as somewhat of an antidote to therapy, while Jung considered myth to be 

integral to personal analysis (Myers, 2017).  
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Likewise, while classical Freudian Psychoanalysis and Jungian Analytical Psychology have 

some similarities they remain different in their theoretical approach to the conscious and 

unconscious functions of the human psyche. With that in mind, it is important to be clear why 

a Jungian approach and not a traditional Freudian approach is the most appropriate for this 

thesis. To do so, we will contrast the two approaches. 

 

 Anthony Stevens (1982) in Archetype: A Natural History of the Self argues that Freud’s 

approach to therapy was a medical one. A patient would be diagnosed, receive 

treatment and if the symptoms disappeared then treatment would end. By contrast Jung saw 

the psyche more liberally and from a broadly humanistic point of view as encompassing the 

whole of psychic reality. It is here we see Jung as not overly concerned with the removal of 

symptoms but with their integration into the whole psyche (Stevens, 1982). 

 

Building on this idea, Jungian psychology uses the term ‘complex’ in a specific manner. For, 

Jung the contents of a complex reside in the personal unconscious of an individual (though 

with archetypal overtones). Complexes have a common emotional tone and we can see 

them as a collection of images, ideas and behaviours that correspond to a particular 

archetype (Hauke, Alister, 2001). By contrast, Freud saw complexes as negative in character 

as they were the product of repression and the avoidance of the primitive sexual urges of an 

individual and the moral constraints that society imposes on individuals. For both Freud and 

Jung when complexes are constellated they produce specific behavioural patterns and 

individuals might not be conscious of ‘acting them out’ – sometimes referred to as being in 

the grip of a complex (Samuels, 1986). This strand of Jung’s thinking will be of particular use 

to this research as it offers both a means by which to explore the psychological motives of 

characters in Avengers: Assemble and Avengers: Age of Ultron and a way to identify the 

projections of specific archetypes (the Anima/Animus and Shadow). In so doing it will show 

how the motives and psychological disposition of Marvel characters and their individual 

complexes can be understood in the light of archetypal theory. 
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Augmenting Jung’s ideas around the function and formation of the personal unconscious is 

his notion of the collective unconscious. The collective, as he theorised it, is an inherited 

system of patterns regarding human behaviour and experience. It is here Jung nurtured a 

wider understanding and importance of complexes and the way we manage them, personally 

and in therapy (Jacobi, 1925). For Jung, complexes are an instrumental part of a balanced 

psychic life and straddle consciousness and the unconscious. He postulated that the 

complex is trying to communicate something of psychological importance. As suggested, 

Freud saw complexes as a symptom manifesting in the individual (Jacobi, p. 20, 1925). From 

the Jungian perspective the collective unconscious becomes an enriched source for all 

human experience, good and bad, precious and worthless alike. In this pool of unseen and 

immeasurable contents live the archetypes and their manifestation as complexes. A key 

focus of this project is the identification and evaluation of archetypal material within Marvel’s 

Avengers films as a means to explaining their appeal for viewers.  

 

Freud and Jung also differed over their views concerning myths. For Freud, myth served as 

sexual wish fulfilments lingering from childhood. Therefore, in Freud’s view, myths revealed 

how the psychological development of the individual can be hindered (as in the myth of 

Oedipus). Contrasting this Jung proposes myths do the opposite and are an aid to 

psychological growth; It is by understanding myth and its functions that the psyche can 

develop. Though Freud and Jung agreed myth should be analysed symbolically, they 

disagreed over what myth actually symbolises. For example, a hero myth that contains a 

female dragon from a Freudian perspective might be seen as a sexually fantasised 

relationship with the mother. Conversely, from the Jungian perspective this same myth could 

symbolise the relationship between the ego of the mythmaker and his unconscious. Seen 

from that perspective the female dragon symbolises a horrible mother (actual and or 

archetypal) that threatens individual autonomy (Segal, 2000). In this Jungian sense, myth 

gives a way to understand the unconscious in images rather than words. This approach is 
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markedly different to the psychoanalytic method developed by Freud who stuck with the idea 

that we should interpret the language of the unconscious (Walker, 1995).  

 

The evidence presented from a symbolic Jungian perspective makes possible the use of 

myths to enable comparisons with some key themes in the Avengers films - particularly the 

themes of creation and parental separation that plague the character of Tony Stark (Iron 

Man). In conclusion, this research will build links within a Jungian framework of symbolic, 

mythic structure and propose that archetypal links within Marvel’s Avengers films and other 

MCU products can productively be defined within Jungian thematic parameters. 

 

This next section will look at the role that textual analysis performs as a way to make 

suggestions and propose arguments about the mythological and psychological themes in 

Marvel films.  

 

Textual analysis is not new to the study of film. Observing and questioning the role and 

function of the elements on screen including, acting, cinematography, directing, mise-en-

scene etc. This helps to clarify how meaning is created from the film text as presented on 

screen to an audience. The analysis of narrative and structure also plays a significant role in 

the textual analysis of film. As Cook (2007) argues, textual narrative is a double process. Not 

only is there the representation of the diegetic story on screen but also how it is being viewed 

by the audience. She continues to assert; film criticism partly derives itself from narratology 

(the analysis of the narrative) but importantly it also involves the adoption of theoretical 

vocabularies that have their origins outside the field of film studies. Such approaches include, 

but are not limited to:  semiotics (the study of signs and symbols) based on the work of 

Roland Barthes and later Christian Metz;  the Russian Formalists, a notable example being 

Vladimir Propp and the Morphology of the Folktale (1971); and the psychoanalytic methods 

of Sigmund Freud especially as elaborated by Jacques Lacan that have come to dominate 

psychological discussions of moving image.  
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Christopher Hauke and Ian Alister (2001) argue that modern American and European film 

study can be seen in three major semiotic textual analytic approaches that range from 

various Marxist fields and the ideas of Freud and Lacan within the psychoanalytic framework. 

While Hauke and Alister strive to not directly attack these approaches they do make clear 

there is room for the Jungian ‘symbolic’ approach to textual analysis. The symbolic approach 

in their view can help to remedy the more traditional uses of semiotics which can be too 

narrow and which in their opinion are in need of augmentation.  

 

As an example, Hauke and Alister (2001) argue Metz’s connotative analysis of the Christian 

cross lacks the deeper Jungian interpretation of it as an ancient symbol of transformation 

which suggests psychic wholeness through the process of individuation. This also extends to 

the research within this thesis particularly in the running theme that is presented through the 

journey of the character Tony Stark (Robert Downey Jr) who himself is represented as a 

Christ like figure in several of the films. From the Jungian perspective this motif of 

redemption helps to highlight not only the saviour complex of Stark but also supports the 

impact of psychological trauma experienced by the character throughout the MCU. To just 

observe he is just a Christ-like figure falls short of deeper psychological interpretations of the 

character’s development. 

 

Christian Metz had a decisive role in developing film theory into a rigorous and distinctive 

practice. His affiliation with structuralism and his work with semiotics and narrative analysis 

provided film theory with strong intellectual foundations we still observe in contemporary 

academic film discussions (McDonald, 2016). In his former work, Metz did not subscribe to 

the notion of cinema being a two-way communication. Early film theorists such as Vachel 

Lindsay (Lindsay, 2008) and Sergei Eisenstein (Taylor, 1988) were enthusiastic about the 

similarities between language and cinema (McDonald, 2016). In Metz’s later work, The 
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Imaginary Signifier (1977) he adopted the psychoanalytical approaches of Freud and Lacan 

that were to come to dominate much of contemporary psychoanalytic film theory. 

 As Helena Bassil-Morozow (2017) argues as a counterweight to those ideas analytical 

psychology offers a useful methodology and set of analytic tools for the textual analysis of 

films. She proposes that Jungian film analysis can work alongside other textually orientated 

narrative analysis techniques (such as semiotics and psychoanalysis) without being directly 

in competition with them. In fact, the Jungian approach can usefully  ‘fill the gaps’ and offer 

new enriching perspectives on the interpretive questions raised in film analysis. For example, 

we understand apparatus theory as a vehicle of manipulation of the audience through 

institutional and ideological dimensions (McDonald, 2016). In Jungian terms could this 

parallel the concept of the collective shadow (Bassil-Morozow, 2017)? Through the course of 

this thesis, Jungian concepts will take centre stage as a means to propose alternative 

insights to those offered by more established approaches. Psychoanalytic and cognitive 

psychology theories offer offshoots but it is analytical psychology that will drive the 

methodological approach of this work.  

 

In particular, this thesis will argue that a Jungian approach to film studies offers a valuable 

contribution and new psychological insights to the study and interpretation of Marvel films. 

Textual analysis through narrative study defines the film’s story structure by its themes and 

representations. The viewer understands the story as a series of interrelated events, its 

characters and their actions often linked by cause and effect chains. From this the audience 

creates a diegesis (a plot) of the film. Through the textual interpretation of the information 

presented on screen, the audience then reconstructs the film in terms of its fictional space 

and time. It is this reconstruction which helps to clarify the cause and effect of the characters 

as the narrative unfolds (Cook, 2007).  
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Here we can observe the double process of narrative mentioned previously (story-plot). A 

Jungian methodological approach goes further still as it permits the use of image in a 

psychological manner as a way to provide more interpretative insights and in so doing 

enriches the textual analysis of cinema. For example, Hockley (2017) opines on the 

dreamlike nature of cinema and how a Jungian interpretation for textual purposes has utility. 

He argues that the cinema is much like a dream state, and ‘the environment warm, dark and 

comfortable, but like dreams it [cinema] is also immersive as diegetically it is as though we 

become part of the film’ (Hockley, p. 72, 2017). Here Hockley (2017) is asserting the 

audience responds emotionally to what is transpiring on the screen, which sees the audience 

projecting their unconscious to characters and situations presented in the narrative. He 

continues to argue that while films have a fixed meaning in the narrative, there is also room 

for a personal and shifting interpretation of images presented on screen. Methodologically 

speaking this can be a challenge for the analysis of film. For example, on the one hand, 

individuals bring their own personal meaning, on the other is the intended meaning of the 

filmmaker and between that space is the interpretive psychological analysis for academic 

discussion. This is something Hockley (2014) refers to as the ‘third image’.  

 

This last section provides a general overview of research in Jungian film analysis. Samuels 

(1985) highlights there are three principal areas of clinical Jungian thought, the classical, the 

developmental and the archetypal. The study of film, as mentioned earlier, borrows from 

fields outside itself as a means to aid with the work of textual analysis (Cook, 2007). In his 

2015 journal publication for The International Journal of Jungian Studies, Hockley outlines 

the differing approaches within the academic field and while the following is not exhaustive, it 

aims to highlight some different academic approaches to Jungian screen studies. Hockley 

(2015) notes that Jungian film analysis has explored;  

 ‘… themes as diverse as directors, auteur theory, national identity, tricksters, 
phenomenology, production, textual analysis and reception theories. Indeed, we 
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might say that Jungian film theory has dipped its toe into most of the areas that have 
been the concern of traditional film theory’  

(Hockley, p. 1, 2015).  

 

Yet the infusion of a Jungian sensibility renders an approach that remains distinctive.  For 

example, Helena Bassil-Morozow in 2010 wrote Tim Burton: The Monster and the crowd: A 

Post-Jungian Perspective and as  Hockley (2015) remarks, the work steps beyond a simple 

infusion of Jungian ideas to the analysis of a film auteur but explores the child motif within 

Burton’s work and the mode of production. The film theorist Greg Singh (2014) has explored 

film as part of a conceptual matrix. He proposes that viewers and consumers of images 

create a ‘matrix’ of relationships and meaning through audio-visual storytelling. He uses the 

metaphor of fabric and it interweaves the viewer into the text but can tear at the 

representations presented. Hockley (2015) comments that through this metaphor Singh is 

aware of the psychological connectivity we have through the experience of engaging with 

audio-visual products. This leads Hockley (2014) to his own work in the ‘third image’ 

(mentioned previously) where the space between screen and spectator creates a new 

personal response to the film. Cinema as Therapy: Grief and Transformational Film is the 

work of John Izod and Joanna Dovalis (2014). It covers themes such as ways in which film 

generates an emotional investment in the viewer. As Hockley (2015) observes, viewers of 

film bring their psyche and personal experiences with them and that allows for a unique 

personal relationship with a film.  

There is a rich tapestry of academic writing in the field of Jungian screen studies that will be 

of use through this thesis. While this thesis concentrates on a classical and mythological 

methodology reference to other authors within this field of research will be cited. 
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Literature Review 
 

Archetypal Theory                                                                                                

Volume 9i of Jung’s Collected Works contains essays written from 1933 onwards which bring 

together Jung’s thinking on a range of theoretical issues. This important work is of value to 

this research because it contains essays on the specific archetypes that will be used to 

illustrate the psychological patterns of several Marvel characters. It contains some of Jung’s 

central works and is important  to the arguments in this research as the volume as a whole 

explores archetypal hero behaviour along with the archetypes of the Anima/Animus; Shadow; 

Persona and Mother archetypes.  

Building on Jung’s work Anthony Storr (1973, 1983) gives a clear introduction to Jung’s 

psychology and highlights the key elements of Jung’s thinking regarding the human psyche. 

His book draws attention to some of the differences in Jung and Freud’s conceptual 

approaches and emphasises the ways Jung thought more spiritually about the psyche in 

contrast to Freud’s more physical orientation. These ideas are developed in Storr’s 1986 

book which provides succinct chapters on the evolution of Jung’s archetypal discussions and 

his eventual separation from Freud. Part four is of particular importance as it presents a key 

discussion on archetypal theory that ranges across the entirety of Jung’s Collected Works. 

These writings will support several chapters of the research and help highlight crucial strands 

in Jungian thinking and development. 

 

Taking his cue from Storr, Andrew Samuels (1985, 1986) argues that Jung can be difficult to 

understand due to the nature of his writing and in particular its somewhat spiritual quality. 

Offering a partial remedy, Samuel’s Critical Dictionary of Analytical Psychology defines key 

Jungian terms in a rational and ordered fashion. Samuels also offers a lucid post-Jungian 

approach to Jung’s analytical psychology by identifying three key strands: the investigation of 

unconscious life; a body of theoretical knowledge; and the method of treatment. He provides 
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an excellent critical summary of Jung’s main theoretical and clinical contributions to 

psychology and offers several comparisons and contrasts drawn with Freud’s 

psychoanalysis.  

 

Jolande Jacobi (1925, 1942) provides a more classical outline of Jung’s thinking. Jacobi 

expresses Jung’s ideas clearly and like Samuels offers insights into the differences between 

Freud’s and Jung’s concepts of the conscious and unconscious. Of particular interest to this 

research are the Jungian definitions of the structures of the psyche (archetypes) and the 

relationship that exists between the signals from the collective unconscious and the 

archetypal material that is present in dreams, fantasies and visions.  

 

The Hero’s Journey  

Joseph Campbell (1949, 1962, 1972, 1985, 1988, 2004) and his work on the hero’s journey 

will give a structural framework for the analysis of the Avengers films.  

Campbell stresses the affective power of myth for the individual and the ways we strive to 

find our own individual myth ‘to live by’(Campbell, 2004). According to Campbell the modern 

world lost the power of myth and in turn this explains many of the feelings of emptiness 

individuals experience in their lives. This is a running theme across all of Campbell’s 

work. He also explores the internal struggles and developments we all go through and how 

myth can aid to develop our psyches. Campbell opines that sometimes we need a hero to 

help guide us to our deeper longings. He builds on this by suggesting it is one of the perils of 

modern society that people are bored with life. He argues we need a hero to help guide us 

through the stages of life (Campbell, 1972). For Campbell myth and dreams intertwine in the 

individual psyche and the imaginative internal figure of the hero assists individuals and 

society overcome past or historical limitations and in so doing aid in moving forward with 

life. Here there are echoes of Jung’s approach to myth and in particular the importance of 
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recognising and interpreting archetypal images from the mythological storehouse of the 

collective unconscious. 

Applying these ideas as practical tools for filmmakers, Christopher Vogler (1998, 2011) 

combines the structural hero myth of Campbell with Jung’s theory of archetypes. Vogler 

wanted to use the work of Jung and Campbell to help scriptwriters create contemporary 

stories that were securely rooted in mythological and psychological theories. An interesting 

point to consider in Vogler’s work is the way he sees the hero’s journey as not only 

something on screen but also as a template for life and a guide to live by (Vogler, 1998). This 

mirrors some of Campbell’s thinking.  

 

In contrast, Robert Ellwood (1999) argues Campbell had more interest in the individual’s 

journey through myth rather than the analysis of myth itself. He suggests Campbell was 

concerned with human behaviour and that he understood myth as a way to conform in 

society rather than as a psychological inner journey. Ellwood is also critical of Campbell’s 

political leanings and he sheds light on the influence of these on Campbell’s thinking 

regarding his interpretation of myth. He suggests Campbell lent to the right with his political 

standpoints, especially on matters concerning World War II and the Vietnam war. This 

important text sees a prominent figure in twentieth century mythological thought in a new 

light and why it is necessary to contextualise political standpoints to further understand 

developed theories.  

 

Superhero Psychology  

Robin S. Rosenberg is a clinical psychologist who has written several books on the 

psychology of superheroes and other fictional characters (2008, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c). Her 

books are written from a cognitive psychological perspective and introduce readers to the 

personal psychological dimensions of the affectiveness (emotional appeal) of superheroes. 

The books are anthologies written by psychologists and cover a variety of topics such as the 
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moral and ethical dimensions of heroes and villains. They also look at the origins of 

superheroes and what they tell us about the human condition. For example, how Spiderman 

narratives usually revolve around responsibility, while Iron Man has a running theme of 

betterment through technology. The essays explore how behind these themes are well-

rounded functional characters that speak to us on a human level. Another motif that runs 

through the books concerns the sacrifice superheroes make and why readers of comics and 

filmgoers come to sympathise and make connections with heroes. These books, while not 

Jungian in themselves, nonetheless lend support for a Jungian analysis of the Avengers 

films.  

Currently there is a lack of  specific literature which links analytical psychology to characters 

within Marvel films. While there is certainly reference to superheroes within current Jungian 

film studies literature there is a gap to explore these themes in more detail. Using current 

literature in these areas will aid in highlighting not only mythological themes but will also 

present the case for archetypal patterns found in the Marvel Cinematic Universe.  
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Chapter One 
 

Archetypal Theory 
 

This chapter will explore Jung’s archetypal theory and suggest how it can be used to analyse 

the following Marvel films: Avengers: Assemble and Avengers: Age of Ultron. To understand 

Jung’s theories, it is necessary to understand his theoretical framework and how he 

develops his archetypal hypotheses. This chapter will: explore the concept of the collective 

unconscious and archetypes; examine individual archetypes including the persona, shadow, 

anima/animus and the Self; and conclude by establishing the relevance of this theory in the 

examination of characters in Marvel’s Cinematic Universe.  

 

Carl Gustav Jung was a pioneer of psychological theory and practice. He developed a variety 

of theories concerning human conscious and unconscious processes that would eventually 

become known as Analytical Psychology. In 1907 Jung published a pioneering book entitled 

The Psychology of Dementia Praecox which he sent to Freud. This was to be the start of a 

close association between the two until 1913. Also, in 1907 Jung gave up his post at 

Burghölzli in favour of his developing private practice. Throughout his career Jung acquired a 

keen interest in patients with schizophrenia and eschewed a dogmatic approach to the 

understanding and treatment of the human psyche. Instead he regarded mental illness as a 

disunity of the personality in which individuals carry several subsidiary personalities, all of 

which have the potential to temporarily ‘take over’ consciousness (something that will be 

explored in the film analysis later in this thesis). Through his clinical knowledge of 

schizophrenia Jung hypothesised the idea of a ‘collective unconscious’. He found the 

hallucinations and delusions of schizophrenic patients shared similar images and patterns 

and had no rational explanation through the individual’s personal history (Storr, 1983). 

Through Jung’s practice of utilising mythology to formulate his ideas becomes a useful tool to 

inform the analysis of Marvel films and characters throughout this thesis.    
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Supporting Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious, Jacobi (1942) states Jung argued the 

human psyche had two complimentary but antithetical spheres, the conscious and 

unconscious. Jung divided the unconscious into two aspects. First, the personal 

unconscious, a place for the repressed, forgotten and even disagreeable elements of 

conscious life. Freud and Jung agree the unconscious describes inaccessible mental 

contents of the individual psyche but Jung disagrees with the theory of repressed infantile 

experiences of Freud (Samuels, 1986). The second is the collective unconscious which we 

inherit from our ancestors and provides the foundation for the growth of an individual 

psyche. Jung stresses the contents of the collective unconscious have never been within 

consciousness and thus reflect what Jung called archetypal processes. Jung shared Freud’s 

view of personal experience as critical in the way individuals develop, but Jung took this 

further by emphasising the role of personal experience to develop what was already there; 

Personal experience becomes the means to actualise the archetypal potential already 

present but dormant within the individual. To an extent, the collective unconscious and 

archetypes are interchangeable and coexist within the same theoretical framework.  

 

Anthony Stevens (1982) notes that Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious is linked to 

hereditary and biology, which can be confusing to understand. While Jung’s theory seems to 

postulate archetypes are ingrained in the brain and developed by experience this could seem 

a little mystical and indeed it is a criticism of Jung’s thinking(Stevens, p. 21, 1982). Further, 

the belief in a ‘group mind’ would seem out of touch with other biological standpoints of 

human psychology. In fact, this is to misrepresent Jung who was attempting to bridge the 

gap between the human spirit and science. Jung had an awareness of the scepticism for the 

theory of the collective unconscious as he states in volume 9i of his Collected Works, The 

Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious; 

  
 

Although this reproach of mysticism has frequently been levelled at my concept, I 
must emphasize yet again that the concept of the collective unconscious is neither a 
speculative nor a philosophical but empirical matter. The question is simply this: are 
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there or are there not unconscious, universal forms of this kind? If they exist, then 
there is a region of the psyche which one can call the collective unconscious.  
 
CW 9i: para. 92. 

 
 

Developing this still further, Jung refers to the biological nature of archetypes and draws on 

examples in nature and the inborn way a chick knows how to emerge from the egg or how 

birds instinctively make a nest. As Jung notes;  

 
The term archetype is not meant to denote an inherited idea, but rather an inherited 
mode of functioning, corresponding to the inborn way in which the chick emerges 
from the egg, the bird builds its nest, a certain kind of wasp stings the motor ganglion 
of the caterpillar, and eels find their way to the Bermudas. In other words, it is a 
“pattern of behaviour”. This aspect of the archetype, the purely biological one, is the 
proper concern of scientific psychology.  
 
CW 18: para. 1228 

 

Here Jung suggests how patterns of behaviour may be understood in a biological sense. 

Layered on top of this is the numinous nature of archetypal encounters that an individual can 

experience (Jacobi, 1942). As Jung (CW 8: para. 405) suggests, archetypes when they 

appear can have a distinctly spiritual character which is anything but unambiguous. 

 

While classical Freudian psychoanalysis and Jungian analytical psychology share some 

similar qualities, they can also be very different in their approaches to the conscious and 

unconscious functions of the human psyche. One such difference concerns complexes (what 

we might refer to today as a hang-up – or more technical, the frustration of archetypal intent), 

Jung’s approach to complexes is different to Freud’s (Jacobi, 1925). For Jung, complexes 

are a collection of ideas and images that cluster around a central issue and which contain 

archetypal meaning that contains a specific emotional tone. Conversely, Freud viewed 

complexes as repressed primitive sexual urges of an individual along with imposing societal 

constraints. This produces specific behavioural patterns when complexes constellate which 

the individual might well not be conscious of (Samuels, 1986).  
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The Jungian formulation of the complex provides a good way to get inside the psychology of 

the Marvel character Tony Stark (Robert Downey Jr). Throughout the MCU one of Stark’s 

driving character traits is a need to protect humanity from terrestrial and other threats, and 

chapter four contains a discussion of Stark’s ‘saviour complex’. The MCU reinforces this 

psychological state in the first Phase Three film, Captain America: Civil War. Over the course 

of the film the audience is provided with information regarding the death of Stark’s parents. 

For the first time since Iron Man 2 (Dir: Favreau, J. 2010) it becomes possible to understand 

Stark’s parental complexes and how he attempts to make reparation for the guilt he feels 

from losing his parents by trying to save humanity from numerous repeated disasters.  

 

With the premature death of Tony Stark’s parents’ viewers see Stark in the grip of a complex. 

During the final fight sequence at the end of Captain America: Civil War Stark discovers that 

Bucky Barnes, [aka, The Winter Soldier] (Sebastian Stan) assassinated his parents while his 

mind was under the control of the terrorist organisation Hydra. Instead of maintaining a 

rational thought process Stark’s complex grips him in his rage towards Barnes, even though 

Barnes had no control over his actions when he committed the double murder. This external 

and internal situation aggravates Stark’s complex and leaves him with an imbalanced psyche 

which dominates the personality. In this regard the vehicle of meaning for his complex is the 

death of his parents and therefore he is in the grip of his complex. If Stark knew of his 

complex his irrational actions towards Barnes would not be the cause of the divide between 

himself and friend Captain America. Being in the grip of his complex also causes the split 

between the Avengers as a unified team.   

 

It is important to note complexes do not make an individual inferior, far from it. A complex 

can elude to an incompatibility or unassimilated conflict that lives in the individual psyche and 

which provides the stimulus for new possibilities and achievements. For Jung, complexes 

are an instrumental part of a balanced psychic life. As he states (CW 8: para. 253), 

‘complexes are psychic fragments which have split off owing to traumatic influences or 
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certain incompatible tendencies’. In these terms Jung suggests that complexes behave like 

independent beings. The idea of an autonomous complex sheds some light on Tony Stark’s 

behaviour patterns in the MCU. The complex activated by the death of his parents and press 

conference breakdown after his escape from terrorists in Iron Man drove Tony to a burst of 

creativity to create the first Iron Man suit. In the first Iron Man film, the suit is mechanical but 

in Avenger: Infinity War (Dir: Russo, A. Russo, J. 2018) it has become a piece of 

nanotechnology. Examining the evolution of the suit more closely Rosenberg (2013) 

observes the power the Iron Man suit brings to Tony. Whenever he wears it he has increased 

strength, can fly and perform feats no ordinary human can. The suit also provides the perfect 

metaphorical shield for Tony to protect himself from harm. In psychological terms Tony is 

vulnerable because of the death of his parents and his need to atone for his father 

(Campbell, 1949) through the narrative of Iron Man 2. The suit allows him to literally wear his 

complex. It is both a part of his persona and also connects him to the creative power of the 

unconscious which fuels both his personal creativity and also his messianic redemption 

complex. In this respect we can see a complex as in some way stopping the archetypes from 

fulfilling their regulatory function.  

 

Returning to the psychological theory, over his lifetime Jung revised his views on archetypal 

theory and its relation to complexes. However, remaining reasonably constant was the idea 

that archetypes while skeletal in structure and manifest themselves through imagery, motifs 

and ideas which are passed on through environmental and historical changes. Jung linked 

these archetypal patterns to myth, fairy tale and legend and satisfied himself to the 

universality of certain motifs linking the human psyche to the collective unconscious. This 

should not be misinterpreted as merely a collection of common recurring images and ideas 

(Samuels, 1985). From 1946 onwards, Jung made a strong case for the distinction between 

archetype and archetypal image stating the archetype was an unknowable nucleus that will 

never be conscious (Samuels, 1985). As Jung notes: 
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The archetypal representations (images and ideas) mediated to us by the 
unconscious should not be confused with the archetype as such. They are very 
varied structures which all point back to one essentially “irrepresentable” basic form. 
The latter is characterized by certain formal elements and by certain fundamental 
meanings, although these can be grasped only approximately 
 
CW 9i: para. 417     

 

As stated, it is important to distinguish between an archetype as 'pattern’ and the archetype’s 

‘image’. For example, if we take the archetypal pattern of the hero, the image would be 

whatever is historically and culturally relevant at the time for the shape and form of the hero 

to adopt. In Jungian terms we can see this distinction between pattern and image through a 

technique termed ‘amplification’. It involves the use of mythic, cultural and historical 

references as a means through which to interpret dreams and fantasies (i.e. images) within 

their archetypal frameworks. Amplification enables individuals to separate themselves from 

an individual perspective and instead to look at dreams or imagery metaphorically rather than 

literally (Samuels, 1986). The technique can be a useful tool for applying a Jungian 

perspective to a film as it permits the use of amplifying parallel historical content as a means 

to delve beneath the surface narrative of the film. There is a more detailed discussion of 

amplification in chapter four.  

 

Myth, Movies and the Collective Unconscious 

In many ways, the MCU can be thought of as a contemporary psychological myth. As Walker 

(1995) states, to understand myth in a Jungian sense is to understand the concept of image 

rather than spoken or written word. This is in stark contrast to the Freudian and Lacanian 

view of interpreting the language of the unconscious. Mythological motifs can be seen 

visually, dramatically, verbally and musically and when pieced together become myth in 

structure. (This is almost a working definition of what constitutes a mythological film.) Jungian 

theory then proposes that myths are not just spontaneous products of the psyche but are 

actually culturally elaborated parts of the psyche. From the Jungian perspective this is why 

so many myths from around the world share common elements: myths are the culturally 
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elaborated representation of the collective unconscious. Myths contain symbolic meanings 

rather than an objective explanation of the obvious. The unconscious psyche assimilates 

outer experience into inner psychic events (CW 9i: para. 7). In this way, the MCU offers 

audiences a wide range of films and characters that can resonate with their global audience. 

Their universe offers a sense of spiritual surety and moral values are high on the agenda 

throughout all the films. These values include state safety and security promoted by Iron 

Man, bravery and sacrifice by Captain America and psychological growth and integration by 

Bruce Banner/The Hulk.    

 

Further, Jung regarded myth as an encapsulation of psychological truth and not just a 

narrative function of ancient cultures. The setting sun for example represents the 

psychological principle of death and rebirth. To Jung this is a symbolic expression of an 

unconscious process of the psyche that comes into the consciousness of ancestral humans 

through projection. These projections have evolved over a course of several thousand years 

and have enabled them to detach themselves from their original outer objects, in this 

example the setting and rising of the sun. Jung states that mythology is of vital importance 

when treating patients and the therapist should utilise the vast amount of mythological 

material from the collective unconscious (CW 12: para. 38) in their clinical work. Jung also 

proposes that even though society has not completely turned away from religious messages, 

we are now at the stage where we are asking what those messages mean. It is here that 

Jung alludes to the unconscious and when we are asleep, we can activate mythological 

motifs in our dreams and that these mythological terms are a rich source of information which 

can lead individuals to answers (CW 9ii: para. 66). At risk of stating the obvious, the MCU is 

nothing if not mythologically rich and spiritual. 

 

To further this point Jung (CW 9ii: para. 280) comments that myths and fairy tales are a 

process of the unconscious and by retelling them allows a reconnection between the 

conscious and unconscious. Taking up this theme the philosopher Colin McGinn proposes 
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that visiting the cinema is akin to “an altered state of consciousness” (McGinn, 2005 p 4) and 

he suggests cinema itself is a representation of the unconscious – a place where the 

audience engages with mythological and archetypal material. As Jung continues to explain, 

there is a split between the conscious and unconscious and then a third supraordinate (what 

Jung sees as the whole person) reveals itself to unite the fractured connection. Hockley 

(2017) goes further and expresses cinema can not only be a place where people can share 

an experience of mythic and archetypal material but also cinema can be an emotional 

process. He continues to state Jung placed great importance in temenos, a transformational 

place where change can happen. Again, this can suggest the cinema as a physical place 

where conscious and unconscious meet under the roof of the cinema.  

 

The Persona 

Jung (CW 9i: para. 221) identifies an individual’s persona as the most outward facing of the 

archetypes. It is the mask we wear as we present ourselves to the world. According to Jung it 

is the individual system people assume as a means to deal with society and the facets of 

social life require us to fit in. For example, professions have their characteristic personas that 

regulate recognised and acceptable behaviours. So too public personalities have images that 

might well be at odds with their inner selves. Of course, this not only applies to people in the 

public spotlight as many aspects of public and social life require us to wear the mask of the 

persona.  

 

Tony Stark’s persona has already been touched on but it is worth returning to it to see how 

different Stark is in the Iron Man suit to the character that viewers first met. In Iron Man the 

opening minutes establish Stark as a whisky drinking ‘bloke’ inside a military vehicle who is 

making jokes regarding sexual conquests with magazine cover girls. This frames him as a 

playboy womaniser even in the presence of military personnel. As Stark says himself in 

Avengers: Assemble (during his confrontation with Captain America) he is a genius, 
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billionaire, playboy and philanthropist. However, following his capture by the terrorist 

organisation, the Ten Rings, Stark begins to question his life and it follows his persona shifts. 

Jung warned an individual can become lost within their own ‘biography’ (CW 9i: para. 221). 

This presents itself in the shift of Tony’s understanding of his ‘blokish’ behaviour while he is 

imprisoned in a cave he continues his journeys inward.  

 

Jung goes on to argue (CW 7: para. 259) the archetype of the persona belongs to the 

collective unconscious and that through therapy it is possible to remove the mask of the 

persona and in so doing to reveal the individual that lives beneath its surface. It follows that 

the persona is only a sort of secondary reality that masks the true identity of the individual. 

Jung (CW 6: para. 800-801) also clarifies the individual who identifies with the mask of the 

persona is ‘personal’ rather than ‘individual’, thus the persona is a functioning complex that 

exists for social adaptation and personal convenience. 

 

It is important to avoid confusion between persona and a person’s individuality. Jacobi (p. 28, 

1942) builds on this distinction and comments that for the persona to function three factors 

need to be kept in consideration. The first being the ego-ideal, this is how an individual would 

like to model their behaviour and nature. The second is how an individual wants to view their 

particular environment. The third is the psychic and physical contingencies which can limit 

the realisation of an individual’s ideals. All three factors need to develop simultaneously for 

the persona to evolve in a healthy manner. A balanced, healthy and functioning persona is 

essential for good physic health and is indispensable for the demands on an individual’s 

environment as it ensures effective regulation between the exchanges of the inner and outer 

psychic world of an individual.  

 

To illustrate the points above we can look at the various personas that Tony Stark presents. 

When Stark flees his captors in Iron Man and returns home this instigates the awakening 

from his dominant persona of the flamboyant Tony Stark. Due to the trauma he experienced 
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we can evaluate Stark’s consciousness reacts in an unconscious manner through the 

following behaviour using Jacobi’s framework. First, Stark’s ego-ideal. Immediately on his 

return Tony calls a press conference stating Stark Industries will no longer manufacture 

weapons. Second is his view of his environment. As Stark speaks he does not even stand at 

the lectern placed before him. Rather he cowers in front of it eating a cheeseburger and 

confessing he never said goodbye to his father. And lastly, the press conference is used as a 

vehicle for Stark to place limits on his genius intellect. Interestingly, this is also the point the 

audience is made aware of his father complex as his dominant persona regresses. The main 

antagonist in Iron Man, Obadiah Stane (Jeff Bridges) and life-long friend even taunts Tony 

with the remark Stark Industries should make baby bottles instead of weapons. It could be 

implied that Obadiah has some insight to the psychological state of mind of Tony and he 

observes he is slipping into an earlier evolutionary stage of his personality. Jung (CW 7: 

Para. 254 ) argues the consequent restriction of this individual sees them conducting work 

under their ability level. This produces the psychological state of a scared child and 

regresses the persona. Just as Tony initially states that Stark Industries will no longer 

manufacture weapons. The very thing that his company is known to make.  

 

The Shadow  

Moving psychologically inward from the persona the next archetype is the shadow. In Jung’s 

terms the encounter with the shadow is the first step towards the ‘inner way’ (CW 9i: para. 

44). The shadow is the element of the individual personality which contains the negative 

aspect of the individual. Yet it is also a living part of the personality that wants to exist with 

consciousness. Jung argues if we can learn to accept this archetype then a small part of the 

problem of psychological development is solved. He notes we cannot push it out of 

existence. One danger that lies with the denial of the shadow is it can be mistaken as a 

weakness in personality. Jung asserts that once an individual accepts the shadow, one can 
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start the journey to know oneself and the far-reaching objective expanse of the collective 

unconscious becomes at least partially available to the individual. 

 

An obvious example of the shadow in the MCU is provided by Bruce Banner, whose shadow 

takes the form of The Hulk. Banner is a highly intelligent scientist who had an unfortunate 

accident with a gamma radiation experiment the result of which is his transformation into the 

Hulk when he is under extreme emotional pressure. In the comic book origins of the 

character Bruce’s father, Dr Brian Banner was himself abused by his father thereby creating 

a hostile and paranoid view of the world. This fuelled his emotional instability and alcoholism 

throughout his adult life. Through a scientific accident, he believed his blood was toxic and 

when his wife became pregnant he feared this would affect his offspring. As time passed, he 

became resentful of Bruce and thought his genius level intellect was the result of a mutation. 

In the resulting conflict Bruce kills his father (Rosenberg, 2008). On the one hand, the alter 

ego of the Hulk represents his Freudian Oedipal repression while on the other it stands for 

the shadow side of Banner’s psyche. It illustrates to confront one’s own shadow is a key 

starting point for understanding oneself and gaining self-knowledge. In Avengers Assemble 

Bruce Banner is portrayed as someone fearful of turning into the Hulk. By the release of 

Avenger: Infinity War (Dir: Russo, A, Russo, J. 2018) in Phase Three the representation has 

changed and involves an element of primitive communication between Banner and the split 

off complete that is the Hulk. It suggests that Banner has confronted his own shadow and is 

gaining more self-knowledge. Kevin Lu (2018) goes further and suggests when Banner 

transforms into the Hulk it is part of his process of individuation (chapter three gives more 

detailed discussion on individuation). In Jungian terms, this is when an individual becomes 

whole and realises their true potential. This trajectory of psychological integration continues 

and in Avengers: Endgame (Dir: Russo, A, Russo, J. 2019) Banner goes further still and 

integrates with the Hulk to create ‘Professor Hulk. During a conversation he confesses he 

thought the Hulk was the problem but further Gamma radiation testing fuses the Hulk and 
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Banner into a single entity and creates a new version of himself. In this very literal way he 

has integrated his shadow but also moving towards individuation.  

 

The Anima and Animus  

As we journey still further inward past the shadow the next archetype encountered prompts 

an examination of the contrasexual sides to the human psyche. In classical Jungian theory, 

the anima is the feminine projection of the male psyche and the animus, the masculine 

projection of the female psyche and these related archetypes play an important role in 

providing a bridge between the conscious and unconscious. As Samuels (1985) argues, the 

term ‘contrasexual’ has a more metaphorical than sexual meaning and the use of 

contrapsychological is perhaps more appropriate.  

 

Elphis Christopher and Hester McFarland Solomon (2000) noted how Jung expresses the 

anima concept as an empirical concept and not one of theoretical invention or just 

mythology. In his rather reactionary and conservative way Jung observes man carries an 

‘eternal’ image of woman and by this not the image of a particular woman but a definite 

female image unconscious in nature. It is an archetypal hereditary image from the collective 

unconscious. This also stands true for women as both are unconscious psychic processes 

which are projections by one sex onto another. Projection becomes an important part of life 

for the anima and animus and Jung surmised these projections as normal. Both archetypes 

can act as valuable figures and guides to sources of information and wisdom for individuals 

(Samuels, 1986). This now raises the question, what was Jung referring to as projection? In 

Jung’s words, ‘The term projection therefore signifies a state of identity that has become 

noticeable, an object of criticism, whether it be the self-criticism of the subject or the objective 

criticism of another’ (CW 6: para. 783).  

While remaining problematic, there is something in Jung’s theory around human sexuality 

that remains useful. Jung referred to Logos as a masculine but not exclusively or even 
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predominantly a male principle, in which meaning was to be understood as rationality, logic 

and intellect. On the other hand, Eros which, is a feminine principle (again not directly 

aligned with biological sex) which derives meaning from relatedness. Samuels (1985) 

suggests in this formulation Jung was outlining the need for both principles to coexist in 

harmony in an individual – anima and animus in everyone. Jung himself did not go so far and 

unfortunately his thinking is clouded by a somewhat under theorised gender vocabulary. 

Though as hinted at by Jung himself, it is more productive to allow Logos and Eros to live 

within a person of either sex, ‘The animus corresponds to the paternal Logos just as the 

anima corresponds to the maternal Eros’ (CW 9ii: para. 29). To escape the essentialism 

which Jung could not, we might add, the mother or father of either sex. With this in mind the 

individual can then perceive themselves as a gendered and sexed individual which can bring 

balance and a sense of wholeness. It is when Jung attempts to attach a reductive formulation 

of gendered essentialism that he inevitably invites criticism and prejudice with his 

generalisations of biologically determined gendered behaviour patterns.  

 

Both sexes need compensation and complementation from the undeveloped parts of their 

individual psyche – whatever the cultural construction of that might be. This makes the anima 

and animus archetype a psychopomp, which in Jungian terms translates as a guide for the 

psyche in times of transition or initiation. In psychological terms a psychopomp acts as a 

bridge between the ego and unconscious to assist an individual to their ultimate purpose in 

life (Samuels, 1986). The anima and animus are therefore functional archetypal trends which 

recognise elements in both sexes that have yet to be integrated during the pursuit of the 

individual journeying towards wholeness and they are not constrained to a particular gender, 

be it contrasexual or not.  

 

Samuels (1986) builds on this as he stresses, in terms of analytical psychology, projection is 

how the contents of the inner world become available to ego-consciousness and ensure 

meaning and value. Framing projection in these terms it is now possible to apply the idea to 
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the characters of Natasha Romanov, aka Black Widow (Scarlet Johansson) and Bruce 

Banner aka The Hulk (Mark Ruffalo).  

 

Through, the course of Avengers: Assemble and Avengers: Age of Ultron there is a growing 

relationship between Banner and Romanov in which the audience sees Natasha’s animus 

projection of Banner’s shadow as the Hulk. This is particularly evident in the conversation 

after the battle with Ultron (James Spader) when the Avengers retreat. Following the defeat, 

the Avengers retreat to one of their ‘off the record’ houses. Hawkeye (Jeremy Renner), a 

regular member of the Avengers, arranged this with S.H.I.E.L.D. At Hawkeye’s farmhouse an 

exchange occurs with the two regarding the future of a potential relationship. An intimate 

scene takes place between the two as they discuss their romantic feelings and possible 

blossoming relationship. Romanov reveals her abuse of sterilisation at the hands of the 

agency who trained her as an assassin. As she says to Bruce, ‘Still think you’re the only 

monster on the team?’ (Whedon, 2015). On release of the film Whedon came under fire for 

this line from fans as it appeared Romanov was referring to herself as a monster for not 

being able to bear children. During a Tumblr ‘Answer Time’ session Whedon confronted this 

question and his response: ‘Being rendered infertile made her feel unnatural, made her feel 

cut off from the natural world. But it was her actions that defined her. Her murdery actions. 

That’s what ‘monster’ meant’ (Hughes, 2016). It is therefore Romanov’s identification with the  

projection of banner’s shadow which makes her feel like a monster.    

 

Seen in terms of anima and animus projections, we can observe this exchange in more 

psychological terms. Avengers: Assemble presents a Bruce Banner that does not want to 

engage with his shadow. At least not until the end of the film. When Romanov recruits 

Banner at the start of the film, there is a certain amount of reticence on both their parts. By 

jumping forward to Avengers: Age of Ultron we see the relationship develop further as a 

psycho-somatic dialogue now appears in the form of a ‘lullaby’ to calm the Hulk after a 

mission so he can transform back into Banner. There is also a pastiche of film noir as a 
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flirtatious dialogue between the two occurs at an Avengers party. The interplay between the 

two characters richly suggest their anima and animus projections. So, when Romonov sees 

herself as a monster she is identifying the undeveloped masculine side of her psyche with 

the monster of the Hulk because of her sterilisation. Conversely, Romanov is the projection 

of Banner’s underdeveloped anima. This interplay is a good example of how archetypal 

projections can be seen in relation to the developing psychology of characters as examined 

in the last paragraph.  

 

The archetype of the Self 

The final stage of looking inward leads to encountering the archetype of Self which offers the 

means to experience a whole range of psychic phenomenon in individuals as it expresses 

the unity of the personality as a whole. Because of the unconscious archetypal nature of the 

Self it can only be in part made conscious as it encompasses all that has been experienced 

and yet to be experienced (CW 6: para. 789-790). Tony Stark gives a good example of this 

throughout the films he appears in. Through his journey of self-discovery, we witness Tony 

going through a multitude of changes and finally accepting his fate as the saviour of the 

world. (More on his sacrifice in chapter four). Simply put, Tony transforms from over inflated 

‘playboy’ persona, to the creator of a new element in Iron Man 2, to father and finally self-

sacrificing world saviour in Avengers: Endgame. This is also shown symbolically in a final 

scene at the end of Endgame when his chest arc-reactor floats on a lake emblazoned with 

the words ‘Proof Tony Stark has a heart’ (Russo, Russo, 2019). Empirically, the Self can 

appear in dreams, fantasies and myth in the guise of a hero or as a totality symbol such as a 

circle, cross, mandala or other relevant symbol. This gives the archetype of the Self a 

transcendental function (CW 6: para. 789-790). To Jung, the transcendent function was of 

great importance in psychological processes as it provides the means to bridge the gap 

between the conscious and unconscious. This archetype allows an individual to see their 
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fullest potential and to unify the personality as a whole which is why it occupies a central 

position in the psychological life of an individual.     

 

Examining a scene at the start of Thor from the perspective of the Self demonstrates its 

capacity to transcend opposites and shows how Thor is an embodiment of this clear duality, 

symbolised as the struggle between light and dark. During Thor’s ceremony to ascend the 

throne of Asgard the frost giants of Jotunheim attack Asgard. Enraged by this, the would-be 

king retaliates and in doing so breaks the express command of his king by attacking 

Jotunheim. The failed retribution sees Odin rescue Thor’s attack party and they return to 

Asgard. An argument ensues between Odin and Thor which results in Odin shouting the 

words ‘you are a vain, greedy, cruel, boy’ (Branagh, 2011). Subsequently, Odin strips Thor of 

his god-like strength and ability to command lightening and is exiled to Earth. Once exiled 

from Asgard Thor begins a journey of discovery on Earth. Through these harsh but albeit true 

words from his king and father Thor learns about himself and grows through the people he 

encounters on Earth. Much in the same way Jacobi (1942) discusses how suffering and loss 

are natural parts of life and it is how the individual becomes more conscious through self-

knowledge. As Odin says himself when he strips Thor of his power, ‘Whosoever holds this 

hammer, if he be worthy shall possess the power of Thor’ (Branagh, 2011). Odin delivers this 

line to Thor’s hammer Mjölnir and sets into play Thor’s awakening which initiates a dialogue 

between conscious and unconscious to gain self-knowledge and an awareness of his true 

self. In this instances Mjölnir can be determined as a projection of Thor’s Self, fixed in a rock 

in the desert. An initial attempt from Thor to release Mjölnir some scenes later is 

unsuccessful due to his incomplete journey inward. It is only his self-sacrifice as a ‘human’ 

which marks his return to godhood.   

 

This opening chapter has opened up a conversation around Jung’s theories of the collective 

unconscious and some key archetypes. As Jung outlines (CW 9i: para. 271) archetypes 

cannot be fully explained and then disposed of as the archetypes of the collective 
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unconscious need to be redressed in metaphorical cultural attire. It is important to remember 

that all the archetypes are psychic in nature and have the potential for a great deal of mythic 

content. The next chapter will look at Jung’s work on mythology in more detail and we will 

make comparisons with Campbell’s work on mythology as a form of film structuralism. 
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Chapter Two 
 

The Outer and Inner Journey of the Superhero 
 

The previous chapter explored Jung’s theory of archetypes and the collective unconscious 

and in so doing it emphasised several key archetypes. This chapter will develop those ideas 

and apply myth to the MCU within a Jungian theoretical framework. In particular it will 

examine the hero’s journey as described by Joseph Campbell in the encompassing structure 

that is the monomyth. In so doing, parallels and differences with Jung’s more psychological 

take on the hero will be explored. This will lead to an investigation of Christopher Vogler 

condensed version of Campbell’s work intertwined with Jungian concepts.  

 

An important development within Phase Three of the MCU, was the introduction of the first 

female lead superhero: Captain Marvel (Dir: Boden, A. Fleck, R. 2019). This will introduce a 

discussion around ‘the heroine’s journey’ and its similarities and differences to the male hero. 

Phase Four releases play heavily on female leads including; Black Widow (Shortland, 2020) 

in a prequel film, Captain Marvel will have a sequel, Natalie Portman will become the first 

female Thor in Thor: Love and Thunder directed by Taika Waititi and Elizabeth Olsen returns 

as Scarlet Witch in Wandavision (Shakman, 2020). As the MCU develops more female 

leads, it is timely and important to discuss the challenges this brings to the male dominated 

MCU from the perspectives of psychological and mythological frameworks. 

 

Campbell and Jung: Similarities and Differences 

Often having the label of a Jungian, Campbell had no formal analytic training nor did he 

undergo a Jungian analysis. It is true that Campbell and Jung have somewhat similar views 

about myth and The Hero with a Thousand Faces references Jung’s work throughout. 

Campbell also draws on Freud and he points out, ‘when I wrote The Hero with a Thousand 

Faces, they [Freud and Jung] were equal in my thinking: Freud served in one context, Jung 

in another” (Maher, Briggs, p.121, 1988). Segal (1997) explains Campbell was contrasting 
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the Freudian and Jungian perspectives of myth in accordance to the different theories they 

conceived. To interpret myth from the Freudian standpoint (as mentioned in chapter one) is 

to see myth as a form of childhood sexual repression of infantile incest wishes. To observe 

myths, along with dreams within a society is to recognise unconscious pathological 

substitutes for infantile disappointments. The Jungian perspective establishes the role of 

myth in a positive life affirming manner where the images of mythology represent the power 

of the psyche to integrate an individuals’ life. This integration marks a coming to terms with a 

deeper sense of our own possibilities as we develop a wiser inner self (Campbell, 1985). 

 

Is it appropriate to call Campbell a Jungian? Not necessarily so. Campbell never specifically 

identified himself as a Jungian and in An Open Life (Maher, Briggs, 1988) he adamantly 

rejects the label as he explains being a Jungian can bring a certain degree of distaste to 

some. As Campbell states, ‘I’m not a Jungian! As far as interpreting myths, Jung gives me 

the best clues I’ve got’ (Maher, Briggs, p.123, 1988).  

 

Campbell argues that myth in a traditional sense no longer has the meaning it once did, 

especially in Western civilisation (2004). He opines that one mythology is not enough and the 

secular nature of our societies means the Gods no longer hand down laws. This gives added 

impetus to the individual’s cultivation of a personal myth through which to understand and 

live a fuller life. Here there are Jungian overtones as it suggests when individuals lack 

mythological images they are in danger of becoming disconnected from the deepest part of 

themselves. As Segal (1997) argues, to interpret myth as an unconscious process opens the 

possibility of engaging and integrating unconscious processes into conscious life. If the 

individual opens up to this, the symbolic nature of myth can serve as a conduit to the 

unconscious and enrich the psyche’s development. 

 

Campbell has a more structured, or structural, approach to myth than Jung. He identified four 

functions of myth (1985). The first two connect humans to their place in the cosmos, the 
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third concerns itself with their place within society and the fourth links humans to everything, 

including the individual self. While Jung would contest rejecting the material world for the 

world of the unconscious, he was more interested in the balance between the two. Clearly, 

Jung and Campbell share an interest in anchoring individuals to the material world. However, 

Jung moved further towards how important it is to understand how to integrate the 

unconscious world with the material world, rather than a dissociation with it (Campbell, 

1985). Campbell had more interest in myth serving as a function to allow people to find their 

place within society. Arguably something that cinema is well suited to. Campbell’s last 

function links the human as individual and ignores the synthesis of a conscious and 

unconscious relationship. This is at odds with Jung’s thinking about the union between the 

conscious and unconscious (Segal, 1997). 

  

Besides this Campbell saw myth as indispensable and individuals needed myth in their lives 

to have a sense of completeness. In contrast to this Jung did not view myth as indispensable 

but instead regarded it as a valuable tool through which to understand psychic processes. he 

valued art, dreams and religion in much the same way. Whilst Jung saw the functions of 

myth themselves being indispensable, Campbell accepted myth as a form of self-

identification within the conscious world. Through Campbell’s thinking, to identify with a hero 

myth is to live it out within one’s own life. In a traditional hero myth for example, overcoming 

the forces of evil represents life struggles. Jung positions myth as a psychic process which 

helps develop the individual. This sees the Jungian perspective as more critical and 

proposes one myth is not enough to develop a well-balanced psyche. He suggests an 

assortment of myths is crucial to identify with. In short, one myth will not contain all the 

archetypes for growth and development of the psyche (Segal, 1997). This is presented in the 

structure of the MCU. With an abundance of heroes, interweaving narratives and supporting 

story arcs a constant stream of mythic material flows through the films. These connections 

are mentioned throughout this body of work.  
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Another line of thought in this discussion comes from Robert Ellwood (1999) highlights 

Campbell’s thinking as myth as metaphor. In The Politics of Myth (1999) Ellwood also 

examines Campbell’s political leanings and draws attention to potential influences and 

criticisms of Campbell. One particular criticism is from New York Review of Books columnist, 

Brendan Gill (1989). In his article Gill attacks Campbell for his bigotry towards minorities, 

feminists and liberal social movements. This extends to accusations of being anti-Semitic 

and anti-Black. Campbell even comes under criticism for not grasping the danger of Hitler 

and rise of Third Reich in 1930s Germany. This is problematic of someone considered a 

savant of mythology and delivers the liberal message of ‘follow your bliss’.   

 

Expanding on this further, Ellwood (1999) brings to light Gill’s attack on Campbell’s popular 

quotation in which Campbell encourages individuals to find their own myth and follow it. 

During his television series and accompanying book, The Power of Myth (1988) with Bill 

Moyers highlights Campbell’s use of the phase, which was extremely popular with the liberal 

viewing public. However, Gill argues the ‘mantra’ of follow your bliss – Whatever makes you 

happy – is nothing more than pseudo-philosophy for eighties Wall Street yuppies. Even 

though Gill’s allegations compile from scraps of evidence and largely anecdotal it is 

significant to consider this could suggest a somewhat duel personality. Campbell’s defenders 

retorted with following one’s own bliss is the pathway to finding spiritual liberation. In a follow-

up article in the New York Times entitled After Death, a Writer Is Accused of Anti-Semitism 

by Richard Bernstein (1989) there are several testimonials for and against Campbell’s 

bigotry. Gill comments again on the sentiment, which seems to abandon social responsibility 

and promotes selfishness on a monumental scale. Coming to Campbell’s defence, Bill 

Moyers notes, 

Campbell wasn’t asking us to return to some golden age […] He was transforming the 
very idea of the hero. It was not superhuman gods who would save us. It was the 
hero within, the god within, the Christ within you. And bliss was discovering that you 
are your own hero and that you are going on your own journey irrespective of the 
price and the sacrifice.  
 
Bernstein, 1989.  
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Campbell, Jung and Vogler 
 
This next section discusses Campbell’s hero’s journey as it is reworked by Christopher 

Vogler who while he was a story analyst for the Walt Disney Company wrote a seven-page 

memo called A Practical Guide to The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Within the memo Vogler 

summarised Campbell’s work and illustrated his points with narrative patterns from 

contemporary and classic films. Vogler (1998) As Luke Hockley points out Vogler perceives 

the hero’s journey as not only a narrative device for screen but also as offering a template for 

life and a guide to live by (Hockley, 2017). In this respect Vogler mirrors Campbell’s ‘find your 

bliss’ mantra as he connects the hero’s journey with his own personal life. 

 

Vogler’s 1998 book The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers develops the ideas in 

the original memo and combines Campbell’s monomyth with Jung’s theory of archetypes. 

Vogler states he wanted to use the work of Jung and Campbell to make contemporary 

storytelling relate to these theories. As outlined by Campbell, the hero’s journey in its basic 

form consists of a hero leaving on an adventure, coming into crisis, overcoming that crisis 

and returning victorious. Here the work of Vogler can be valuable as it provides a 

contemporary form of film structuralism. Vogler suggests archetypes reflect different aspects 

of the human psyche and that characters in films represent those archetypes and in so doing 

aid our understanding of our individual selves. The contention is that scenes in Avengers: 

Assemble (Dir: Whedon, J. 2011) and Avengers: Age of Ultron represent stages of the 

monomyth and its associated archetypes. For example, when Director of S.H.I.E.L.D Nick 

Fury brings the heroes together for the first time in Avengers: Assemble (2011) it is a type of 

meeting the mentor. According to Vogler (1998) the meeting of the mentor is significant in 

the hero’s development as the mentor is a protective figure who not only instructs the hero 

but also teaches and guides the hero along his or her path. Similarly, the Avengers cross the 

threshold when Loki attacks Stuttgart and the Avengers return when they are victorious 

against the Chitauri forces during the finale of the film (Vogler, 1998).  
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As Hockley (2017) argues in Jungian Film Studies: The Essential Guide, Vogler transformed 

Campbell’s ideas about the monomyth, albeit by condensing it down to twelve steps from 

seventeen. Vogler also takes Jungian concepts such as individuation and archetype and 

conveniently packages them with the monomyth. While Vogler alludes to the archetypal 

nature of key characters such as hero, mentor, wise old man or woman, threshold guardian, 

herald, shapeshifter, shadow, ally, trickster he does lose some Jungian detail in his 

descriptions. Significantly he rejects more traditional Freudian interpretations, preferring 

instead Jung’s more mythologically orientated approach.  

 

In Vogler’s ‘psychological function’ section of the shadow Vogler’s comments on its general 

functions are peppered with Jungian suggestions such as, it is the dark side of the human 

consciousness and noting how in dreams the shadow can take on the shape of monsters 

and demons etc (Vogler, 1998). This does not do the concept justice. As Jung (CW 9i: para. 

13-19) notes, the shadow is indeed a part of the dark side of the personality, but it can only 

integrate into ego-consciousness with a considerable effort from the individual. The shadow 

also provides an opportunity for personal growth and development (Lu, 2018). Vogler does 

not grasp the difficulty of encountering the shadow. For example, he notes how Disney 

cartoon villains are memorable because of their sinister and powerful appeal by listing the 

wicked queen in Snow White (Dir: Hand, D. et al. 1938) and Cruella de Vil (Betty Lou 

Gerson) in One Hundred and One Dalmatians (Dir: Reitherman, W. Luske, H. Geronimi C. 

1961). Such characters are a long way from the almost demonic power of the collective 

shadow as outlined by Jung. 

 

Further, it is important to note that shadow characters are projections (as mentioned in 

chapter one) by the protagonists in the narrative of the films. As Jung suggests, the shadow 

reveals itself as a projection onto an object and presents itself mediated through the 

unconscious and in so doing it changes the perceived world into a replica of one’s unknown 

face (CW 9i: para. 16-17). To explain this further Hockley (2001) presents an analysis of the 
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film Tightrope (Dir: Tuggle, 1984) in which he argues the case for a shadow projection by the 

film’s central protagonist. Whether the hero is combatting a monster or a detective tracking 

down a criminal, we can analyse both as ‘the projected personifications of the hero’s 

unconscious shadow’ (Hockley, p.25 2001).  

 

Considering the narrative of Captain America: The First Avenger reveals some parallels to 

Hockley’s suggestions for Tightrope. The following sets the scene of Captain America 

confronting his shadow in the form of Johann Schmidt [aka The Red Skull] (Hugo Weaving). 

Captain America/Steve Rogers (Chris Evans) is reborn through an experimental military 

project to create super soldiers for the World War II war effort. Steve Rogers, a brave but 

physically underdeveloped individual who suffers from several health problems, was rejected 

for active service several times. Dr Abraham Erskine (Stanley Tucci) overhears a 

conversation Rogers has with his best friend James ‘Bucky’ Barnes regarding his eagerness 

and determination to help win the war. Dr Erskine subsequently enlists Rogers on the super 

soldier programme. As a side step, these two events coincide with two stages of the hero’s 

journey. Steve Rogers’ ordinary world of wartime Brooklyn is in stark contrast to his 

destination fighting on the front line after he has crossed the threshold. As Campbell (1949) 

explains, the hero ventures forth from society and enters a region of supernatural wonder - 

with Rogers it is the war in Europe. This leads our hero to his call to adventure through Dr 

Erskine occupying the role of the archetypal Herald (Vogler, 1998) who gives Steve Rogers 

the opportunity to serve his country. Once Rogers’ experimentation has been successful, he 

crosses the threshold, and it introduces the audience to his shadow projection in the form of 

Johann Schmidt / The Red Skull. Coincidentally Captain America and the Red Skull share 

their origin. They were both created from Dr Erskine’s super solder formula, though Schmidt 

suffered permanent side-effects of a disfigured head and reddening of the skin. This shared 

origin primes the audience to a confrontation of these opposites.  
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Another aspect of Hockley’s (2001) analysis of Tightrope explores how both characters share 

similar personality traits. So too, the relationship between the Red Skull and Captain America 

exhibits a similar pattern. During their first encounter both characters meet in the fiery depths 

of the Red Skull’s lair after Captain America single-handedly rescues his friend Bucky Barnes 

and a platoon of allied troops. As the building crumbles around them and flames engulf the 

characters, the film offers a mythical representation of fire. Ami Ronnberg and Kathleen 

Martin (2010) note that fire within mythology while a tool of destruction is also predicated on 

the idea that from the ashes new life will emerge. They also observe that civilisation is built 

and reshaped from fire and how the libidinal fires of the Self have an awakening effect on an 

individual. In the film, this idea is represented by the framing of Red Skull and Captain 

America on the opposite sides of the frame, which suggests an awakening of the power of 

opposites within these two characters. 

 

After this brief but violent altercation during their first confrontation Schmidt comments to 

Captain America ‘You are deluded Captain. You pretend to be a simple soldier but in reality, 

you are just afraid to admit that we have left humanity behind. Unlike you, I embrace it 

proudly, without fear’ (Markus, McFeely, 2011). After the Red Skull delivers the line 

he makes his escape. This first encounter with his shadow illuminates for Rogers what his 

life might look like. It serves as an illustration of Jung’s observation that the shadow is, ‘the 

thing he has no wish to be’ (CW 16: para. 470). Elsewhere, stressing the centrality of the 

shadow in psychological development Jung (CW 12: para. 37) asserts that confrontation with 

the shadow is psychologically as important as theologically sin is to the church. Meaning the 

confrontation is inevitable and a process we all must go through in understanding ourselves 

towards individuation. Jung emphasises from the clinical perspective such encounters will 

help the patient to understand what the unconscious produces and in so doing avoid, or at 

least mitigate, against being consumed by the contents of the shadow. The scene with 

Captain America and the Red Skull suggests this by its fiery confrontational setting and with 

the words spoken by the Red Skull how easy it can be to be overwhelmed by the shadow 



  

 
 

26 
 

side but Captain America rises above this and rejects the shadow being offered by the Red 

Skull. More technically, the activation of the transcendent function allows the shadow to be 

contained.  

 

Moving back to Campbell (1988) he notes the hero’s journey has two essential parts. The 

first is the physical act in which the hero performs a courageous act in a battle or saves a life. 

The second is the spiritual deed which requires the hero to transcend normal human 

experience and learn something, or bring back a message for their society. A common 

mythological trope in these stories is that something is missing in normal life, or that 

something has been taken such as a person or precious relic and this idea underpins the 

narrative of Black Panther (Dir: Coogler, R. 2018). 

 

The film starts with the theft of a precious relic from a London museum belonging to the 

fictitious African country of Wakanda. The robbery provides the motivation for Prince 

T’Challa/Black Panther (Chadwick Boseman) the protector of Wakanda to ‘cross the 

threshold’ and in so doing starts his mythological journey. Significantly the theft has a second 

meaning. Campbell (1988) observes how the theft of a talisman symbolises a cultural lack of 

knowledge that can only be filled by ritual or symbolic act. In particular, he argues we can 

see a metaphorical message in the initiation rites of tribal societies when young men 

transition to adulthood. Black Panther depicts such a rite of passage as the young prince 

T’Challa (Chadwick Boseman) engages in a ritual fight to ascend to the throne after the 

death of his father and becomes the new Black Panther. The ritual fight scene depicts a 

metaphorical death and resurrection in which the heir to the throne of Wakanda is reborn in 

his new role. In death and resurrection, we observe the basic motif of the hero’s journey, 

‘leaving one condition and finding the source of life to bring you forth into richer or mature 

condition’ (Campbell, p.124, 1988). The motif of death and resurrection is central to all the 

MCU narratives and a case study of Tony Stark (Robert Downy Jr) will be the focus of 

chapter four. 
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To further understand the monomyth this section will now explore the moral aspects to the 

hero’s journey and the sacrifice the hero makes for something larger than himself or herself. 

It will explore how Captain America: The Frist Avenger (Johnston, 2011) parallels the myth of 

Prometheus with the theft of an Infinity stone, which in the guise of Tesseract is a source of 

energy and power. The Infinity Stones provide the underlying narrative device which brings 

the whole MCU together in Avengers: Endgame (Dir: Russo, A. Russo, J. 2019).  

 

The Tesseract is a powerful energy source which, Odin once kept inside his vault in Asgard 

(http://marvelcinematicuniverse.wikia.com/wiki/Tesseract, Accessed Dec 7, 2019). It was 

transported to Earth and guarded by devout Asgardian worshippers until Johann Schmidt; 

the Red Skull discovers the location and takes possession of it in Captain America: The First 

Avenger. Schmidt then plots to exploit the power of the Tesseract to create weapons of mass 

destruction to conquer the world. As Schmidt says himself: ‘My weapons contain enough 

destructive power to decimate every hostile capital on Earth. Quite simply, gentlemen, I have 

harnessed the power of the gods (Johnston, 2011).  

 

The mythological motif is reminiscent of the Greek myth of Prometheus who stole the power 

of fire to give to humans (Segal, 2000). Both Prometheus and the Red Skull are punished for 

their theft of the technologies. Prometheus’ punishment by Zeus is to be bound to a rock, 

having his liver eaten each day by an Eagle. The Red skull’s punishment comes in the form 

of being evaporated by the Tesseract in the final battle with Captain America. Unbeknown to 

the audience the Red Skull is transported to the planet Vormir and will reappear in Avengers: 

Infinity War (Russo, Russo, 2018) when Thanos is in search of the Soul Stone. His habitat on 

Vormir is a rocky mountain suggesting still more similarity to Prometheus. As Campbell 

(1988) notes, the theft of fire is a universal mythological motif. It is seen in a variety of 

cultures and its consistent primary message concerns the importance of fire as a type of 

technology. In the MCU fire emphasises the divine like power of the tesseract and the ways 

that whoever possesses its power becomes godlike. 
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The changing image of the hero and heroines’ journey  

Campbell (1988) touches on Jung’s consideration of how the image of archetypal hero 

pattern is culturally inflected. The cultural hero of antiquity, for example, fought monsters as 

the world was shaped by wilderness and danger. As Hockley (2001) illustrates, the 

archetypal form or more precisely the archetypal pattern, can be the figure of the hero and 

the contents [image] can be whatever the culture requires, for example: ‘a warrior hero, or a 

detective hero, or even an intellectual hero’ (Hockley, p.61, 2001). Campbell (1988) goes 

further and notes the mythological motifs of religious stories regarding their respective hero 

acts of departure, fulfilment and return. He argues heroes typically sacrifice their lives for 

something greater than themselves. From this sacrifice comes new life, knowledge or way of 

being to allow the hero to ascend to something greater.  

 

Continuing with this theme Campbell (1988) refers to Otto Rank’s book The Myth of the Birth 

of the Hero: A Psychological Exploration of Myth (1909) in which he contends that human 

beings go through a tremendous psychological and physical transformation from living in the 

amniotic fluid as a water creature to an oxygen breathing mammal. This emphasises the act 

of giving birth as heroic. This highlights a problem with the hero’s journey, namely that it is 

nearly always presented from a masculine point of view. Whereas from the woman’s 

perspective giving birth is the heroic undertaking. As Pam Cook (2007) argues, since the 

1990s there has been a shift in how women on screen are represented and this has called 

into question the ‘true’ nature of sexuality and gender. Cook continues to argue there are two 

defined forms of the heroine: the tough action heroine or the deadly avenger as in Alien 3 

(Dir: Fincher, D. 1992) and Terminator 2: Judgement Day (Dir: Cameron, J. 1991). Both 

these films depict strong heroines rising above their respective patriarchal societies. The 

deadly avenger character can be seen in such films as Quentin Tarantino’s two-part revenge 

film Kill Bill (2003) and I Spit on your Grave (Dir: Zarchi, M. 1978) where the female leads 

exact revenge on groups of people (principally men) who caused them serious physical and 
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psychological trauma. While this is a brief snapshot of these character forms and narratives it 

serves to highlight the very broad categorisation of heroine roles.  

 

Carol Glover (1992) takes this a step further by analysing the figure of the avenging heroine 

who can be little more than a male substitute and a pornographic fantasy for male viewers. 

This raises questions regarding the MCU and the portrayal of female characters and what 

this suggests about their place in a predominantly male roll call of superheroes. Leslie 

Gardner and Francis Gray rationalise this argument in Feminist Views From Somewhere: 

Post-Jungian Themes in Feminist Theory (2017) as they highlight the traditional way the 

hero’s journey has been interpreted through a masculine approach, which itself is aligned to 

Campbell’s criticism. While, a heroine shares all the heroic characteristics of her male 

counterpart, the heroine often gains the status of a saint or demi-goddess. We can also see 

the heroine as a symbol of state such as Jeanne d’Arc or Boudica. However, these women 

warriors usually battle in a patriarchal world and therefore their sex becomes subsidiary to 

the heroic deeds they accomplish. Captain Marvel suggests a combination of the heroine 

traits as suggested by Cook (2007). Captain Marvel gets godlike powers from alien 

technology and displays a uniform of red and blue with a singular star on the chest plate 

reminiscent of the flag of the United States of America. Thus, placing her as the 

aforementioned symbol of state. To further understand the role of the heroine the last section 

of this chapter explores Marvel’s 2018 cinematic debut of Captain Marvel (Brie Larson) and 

directed by Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck.  

 

Building on the Jungian concept of individuation Gardner and Gray (2017) assert the position 

of the hero’s journey is from a predominantly male perspective. They explore how the 

archetype of separation represents the first separation of mother and child after birth in which 

he assumes the form of something other, the male. Through the archetype of separation and 

differentiation the hero introduces a constellation of the opposite to mother, which manifests 

itself in the form of the anima for psychic balance. This theory concerns itself with the 
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concept of the maternal nexus of initial separation from the mother and then psychologically 

reconnecting with the feminine aspect of the male psyche. In opening a dialogue with the 

heroine’s journey, does this mean the heroine must have separation from the paternal nexus 

as part of her individuation process? Or, in our example, with Captain Marvel a separation 

from the father? 

  

As mentioned, Gardner and Gray (2017) conduct an analysis of the heroine’s journey 

through an interpretation of the Grimm’s fairy tale The Handless Maiden. The Handless 

Maiden is a story involving the daughter of a poor miller who at the hands of a character 

called Evil One deceives the miller into giving up his daughter for riches. To stop Evil One 

from taking the daughter the miller eventually cuts off the girls’ hands, in which she is a 

willing participant as a means to stop Evil One from removing her from the family unit. 

According to Valerie Estelle Frankel in From Girl to Goddess: The Heroine’s Journey 

Through Myth and Legend (2010) highlights the recurring theme of mutilation of female 

characters from myths the world over. Frankel argues that not only do these stories reinforce 

the patriarchal attitudes towards women but also suggests rape and other severe trauma 

inflicted on women. With Grimm’s Handless Maiden the young victim can never return to the 

family home after such a cruel act committed by her father and not contested by her mother. 

To heal and move forward with her life she ventures forth to reconstruct her life symbolically 

through the eventual regrowth of her hands. 

 

There are parallels to the Handless Maiden in a scene that occurs at the departure stage of 

the hero’s journey in Captain Marvel, The Call to Adventure and Refusal of the Call 

(Campbell, 1949). Set in 1995 on the alien Kree planet of Hala, a Starforce member named 

Vers (who is Carol Danvers/Captain Marvel) suffers from amnesia and has recurring 

nightmares of a woman she cannot remember. In Starforce, her commander and mentor 

Yon-Rogg (Jude Law) trains her to contain emotions whilst governing her superhuman 

abilities. The ruler of the Kree, the Supreme Intelligence (Annette Bening) manifests itself in 
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Vers’ mind as a projection of the woman in her dreams. As the narrative progresses the 

audience witnesses a Starforce mission where Vers is captured by the Kree enemy the 

Skrulls. During her captivity Vers’ has her mind probed. They give the audience a variety of 

dreamlike images showing her previous life on Earth and subsequent separation from it 

which, coincidentally, contain the woman in her dreams. Through most of her escape scene 

Vers has no use of her hands as they are bound in metal restraints. She attempts to free 

herself using a photon charge which emits through her hands but she cannot release 

them. At this junction she is handless just like the maiden in the fairy tale. Later in the fairy 

tale, the maiden’s hands miraculously regrow just as Vers finally escapes her metal bonds 

before fleeing the Skrull spaceship. By the end of the film she reconstructs her life from her 

lost memories just as the maiden reunites with her lost family.  

 

Through comparison or ‘mini amplification’ of the Handless Maiden’s father and Yon-Rogg 

reveals the willingness of sacrifice from the female characters as a distressing part of the 

Heroine’s Journey. The father in The Handless Maiden treats his daughter as expendable 

compared to the enticement of riches from Evil One (Gardener, Gray, 2017). Yon-Rogg, who 

is Vers’ mentor and commander not only withholds the truth about her true identity but is also 

explicit in his need for her to be an integral part of the Starforce team and sacrifice herself for 

the greater good of the Kree. This falls in line with Campbell’s (1988) argument concerning 

the way that heroes sacrifice themselves for something greater.  

 

As the narrative continues Vers escapes the Skrull spaceship and she crash-lands on Earth 

where she encounters the archetype of the Wise Old Man in the form of Nick Fury. Vogler 

(2007) describes how the archetype of the Wise Old Man assists the would-be hero with 

gifts. With Nick Fury, he conveys Vers the gift of information and assists her in regaining her 

memory to comprehend she is Carol Danvers a human air force test pilot and not a Kree 

Starforce fighter. Fury, also serves as an aid for Danvers on her journey of recognising her 

true Self and assists her process of individuation.  
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Continuing with this Vers communicates with the Kree Supreme Intelligence (Annette 

Bening) through a dreamlike state when she is connected to the Supreme Intelligence. As 

the narrative progresses Vers pieces her life back together and there is a final confrontation 

with the Supreme Intelligence. During this confrontation the audience witnesses Vers’ 

abilities have been suppressed and she breaks free of the Supreme Intelligence. In 

psychological terms she is experiencing separation of the maternal nexus rather than as 

Gardner and Gray (2017) suggest a break away from the paternal nexus to aid her initiation 

into individuation. However, there are two key factors to consider. First, The Supreme 

Intelligence was debuted in Fantastic Four issue 65 in 1967 as created by Stan Lee and Jack 

Kirby. They devised the original character from the collective knowledge of the greatest Kree 

minds and was a floating green head which, was male in form (Zachary, 2019). This now 

aligns with Gardner and Gray’s (2017) argument regarding the paternal nexus and 

separation from the father. Secondly, the character of Yon-Rogg acts as a father figure to 

Vers as he spends more screen time and scenes with her than other members of the 

Starforce team, suggesting a stronger bond between the two characters.  

 

Susan Rowland (2002) in Jung: A Feminist Revision emphasises how the collective 

unconscious dynamically promotes individuation within an individual by creating a dialogue 

between the collective and the ego. If the ego mis-aligns the collective will seek to realign 

through the process of individuation. As outlined earlier, in the final confrontation with The 

Supreme Intelligence, Vers (now Danvers) connects with Intelligence in a dreamlike state. It 

suggests she is opening a psychological channel to her unconscious, which becomes 

threatening because of the awakening of her true memories. Roland (2002) recognises 

Jung’s standpoint of a concern when the unconscious becomes threatening and asserts it is 

primarily an issue of persona and shadow. This is visible through Danvers uncertainly 

concerning her persona of a Starforce member and her shadow of the unlimited superpower 

she is yet to control. In their conclusion of The Handless Maiden Gardner and Gray (2017) 

assert the heroine is sometimes overlooked because of the autonomy of the heroine is not 
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achieved ‘through doing, or making things happen, or going out into the world (Gardner, 

Gray, p.79, 2017). With Captain Marvel this is not the case. She actively pursues to uncover 

her origin and is motivated to piece her life together.  

 

The next chapter will establish a dialogue between: the psychology of superheroes; its 

correlation with myth; the hero’s journey and the Jungian idea of individuation. 
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Chapter Three 
 

Superhero Psychology 
 

The previous chapter examined the similarities and differences between Campbell and 

Jung’s thinking regarding their psychological interpretation of myth. Campbell saw myths as 

finding one’s place in society, while Jung argues for using myth to make a link between the 

conscious and unconscious. Utilising Christopher Vogler’s synthesis of Campbell and 

Jung’s framework, creates a structural approach through which to analyse Marvel’s films. 

This chapter will focus on the psychology of superheroes and the appeal of their stories. 

Jung’s concept of individuation encapsulates the process an individual undertakes on the 

journey to self-discovery. Through discussion, the stories within the MCU can provide a 

helpful guide to this process. The chapter will cover key topics such as: the allure of 

superheroes; superhero origins and whether we should we care; analytical psychology and 

the development of the hero; and the female superhero and finally the process of 

individuation. 

 

The allure of superheroes  

Psychologist Robin S Rosenberg (2013) argues the appeal of superheroes varies from 

person to person. For some superheroes are filled with the nostalgia of reading comic books, 

watching Saturday morning cartoons, television programmes and going to the cinema. As 

adults, the experience of seeing superhero films transports them back to their childhood and 

a time of seemingly unlimited imagination (Rosenberg, 2013). She argues these moments of 

rapture in a cinema theatre can be a powerful way to reignite a youthful imagination in the 

darkened space of the cinema. With a large screen dominating the viewer’s vision and the 

ease of blocking out other people the cinema is the perfect place to immerse ourselves in 

film. As Hockley (2017) argues Jung placed great importance on the use of image, valuing it 

over linguistics, and the cinema screen provides an interesting opportunity to discuss the 

psychological role image has for audiences. 
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Rosenberg (2013) agrees with Campbell (1949) that from a mythological perspective the 

superhero has ‘a moral dilemma, physical trial or both’ (Rosenberg, p.4, 2013). In these 

narratives the superhero triumphs and in doing so learns something new about themselves 

and grows as an individual. In Jungian terms, this marks the start of the individuation 

process. (More on this a later in the chapter.) Rosenberg also acknowledges Campbell’s 

Hero’s Journey (1949) and asserts while most superhero stories follow a somewhat formulaic 

story pattern, this is no bad thing; the formula permits the audience to feel the anxiety of 

characters, secure in knowing everything will turn out right in the end.  

 

Superhero films provide a particular type of mythologically orientated escapism. For 

example, the fantastical world of Thor is set on Asgard which acts as a parallel to the Greek 

mythological stories set on Mount Olympus. Greek myth and the narrative of Thor are both 

concerned with the moral dilemmas of a young prince coming of age and ascending the 

throne. The themes of personal choice, sacrifice and the search for purpose and meaning to 

life is again congruent with Campbell’s (1986) idea that our personal quest is to find one’s 

place within society.  

 

Superhero films and their comic origins cover many contemporary topics. For example, 

questions of overpopulation occur in Marvel’s two-part film Avengers: Infinity War and 

Avengers: Endgame (Dir: Russo, A. Russo, J. 2018. 2019) story arc or separation and state 

controlled abduction and experimentation in the Experiment X comic series (Bruce, 2017) 

[first published in Marvel Comics Presents #72-84 in 1991]. These stories offer contemporary 

political and sociological commentary and while also presenting stories of suspense, action, 

drama and the occasional romance, all of which are set against a mythological background. 

 

Building on this Hockley argues we recognise superheroes on many levels such as ‘growing 

up, initiation, finding a partner, establishing a family, discovering our identify and our path in 
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life’ (Hockley, pp. 32-33, 2017). In his analysis of Batman, he identifies these steps on both 

an archetypal and superficial level. Batman is a modern hero coping with a variety of 

personal and hierarchal issues occurring in his life. He shares motifs with such archetypal 

mythological hero’s as Beowulf and Achilles in sharing superhuman qualities such as, 

fighting for justice and overcoming evil creatures such as Killer Croc. Throughout these 

adventures he is searching for his identity within society and at the same time he protects his 

community 

 

Interestingly, the narrative of Sam Raimi’s 2002 film adaptation of Spiderman follows a 

somewhat similar pattern. While this film is not part of the MCU, the character’s journey is 

nonetheless illuminating showing as it does the communality of psychological and 

mythological material in contemporary superhero films. Peter Parker (Tobey Maguire) is 

raised by his aunt and uncle after the mysterious death of his parents. Viewers see his 

initiation through his troubling years of high school as a quiet and intelligent student. 

However, his introversion presents a challenge, especially when it comes to proclaiming his 

love for Mary Jane (Kirsten Dunst) and also when establishing a new family dynamic with his 

aunt (Rosemary Harris) after the tragic death of the uncle Ben (Cliff Robertson). While on a 

school excursion Parker gets bitten by a radioactive spider and thus begins his journey of 

self-discovery and finding his path in life with the superhero persona of Spiderman. The 

words of his departed uncle continue to resonate with him: ‘with great power, comes great 

responsibility’. Here, the self-discovery narrative arc that is central to the hero’s journey and 

his individuation is spelt out for the audience. Campbell makes clear it offers viewers an 

inspirational model and also provides a social and personal call to adventure. In Jungian 

terms, it is an invitation to individuation. 

 

It was the silver age of comics (1956-1969) which first allowed comic book readers to peer 

into the lives of Marvel’s superheroes. During that period, superheroes became more 

‘human’ with real-life problems concerning, life, love and the human experience 
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(cosmiccomics, 2013). Rosenberg (2013) observes the dual and more recognisably human 

personalities of superheroes and how this lets us identify with them. She asserts we resonate 

with them because we are all different people in different contexts of life. This also extends to 

the way we see ourselves and are now aware our true individual potential. Though we only 

let people glimpse our true inner selves. 

 

These different roles and modes of behaviour are what Jung terms the persona, (CW 6: 

para. 370) - the mask we wear in society as discussed in chapter one. Superhero films are in 

no small part about personas and this provides one way for audiences to connect with their 

lives on screen. The overall story arc of the character Captain America is a good example. 

Through his journey in Phase One to Three the audience witnesses Captain America never 

being with, ‘the girl of his dreams’ Peggy Carter (Hayley Atwell). During the narrative of 

Captain America: The First Avenger Steve Rogers [Captain America] and Peggy Carter fall in 

love with each other, though their military connections hinder matters. The narrative 

culminates with Captain America sacrificing himself by crash-landing an aircraft that is 

carrying a weapon of mass destruction into the Arctic Ocean. He is rescued from the ice 

seventy-five years later, only to discover that Peggy Carter is now an old woman. An 

emotional cue used through the narrative is a pocket compass Rogers carries with him and 

contains a photograph of Peggy. This representation of his love for her is a symbolic 

suggestion he is always looking for a way to reunite with his true love. This theme continues 

for Rogers and culminates in one of the final sequences of Avengers: Endgame. With the 

use of a ‘time heist’ (time travel) as a narrative tool to defeat Thanos. Rogers decides to use 

time travel to experience life. When he secures all the infinity stones back to their respective 

places Rogers goes back in time to be with the love of his life. With this reunion it allows 

Rogers not only love but to start his process of individuation.    

 

Rosenberg (2013) claims, an audience can project their hopes and fears onto heroes and 

imbue them with attributes far greater than their actual heroic actions, although equally they 
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demonise them when their negative (shadow) qualities reveal themselves. This emotional 

rollercoaster ride is evident in the overall story arc of Tony Stark. During the narrative of Iron 

Man 2 the audience discovers Tony Stark is dying because the Arc Reactor had leaked 

Palladium into his bloodstream. Stark at this point is helpless and begins to display irrational 

behaviours. This story arc is reminiscent of the Demon in a Bottle comic series of Iron Man, 

where he is battling against his growing alcoholism. Both stories carry with them the dark 

message of a hero not confronting his personal issues. We see elsewhere psychological 

stories in Marvel comics with real-life issues of financial worries for Spider-Man, relationship 

issues for Daredevil and work-related issues for the Avengers.  

 

Superhero origin stories. Should we care? 

Stories of good and evil are some of the oldest told in human culture and Superhero origin 

stories find their roots in some of these ancient mythological stories. These moral tales often 

present a hero who struggles against the forces of evil. The Epic of Gilgamesh from 

Mesopotamia is one of the oldest pieces of literature known to exist. It presents Gilgamesh 

(who is semi-divine) as a handsome but an arrogant ruler whose people call out for help from 

the gods. Soon the gods reply to the people and send Enkidu to challenge Gilgamesh. After 

an initial fight, the two become very close companions and set out to overcome monsters 

such as Humbaba. After the death of Enkidu, Gilgamesh searches for immortality to bring 

Enkidu back to life. In doing so he learns to accept the death of Enkidu and his own mortality. 

He returns to his kingdom of Uruk and becomes a good king (Media, 2019).  

 

As outlined in chapter one archetypal images and patterns change through the course of 

history. It is also fair to suggest in many ways’ mythological stories such as the Epic of 

Gilgamesh are the ancestors of superhero films. As Campbell outlines in The Hero with a 

Thousand Faces (1949), modern superhero stories are variations of traditional stories of 

good versus evil such as Gilgamesh. If this claim seems curious then it is worth noting that 

the Jungian process of amplification (Samuels, 1986) involves the practice of using 
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mythological, historical and cultural parallels to clarify and amplify the meaning of a text or 

image. If follows, that comparing the narrative of Thor and The Epic of Gilgamesh 

amplification reveals parallels. The amplification shows how in both stories Gilgamesh and 

Thor are as handsome and arrogant. Both characters suffer loss and embark on a journey of 

self-discovery that leads them to become better rulers. In fact, they are variations on the 

same theme.  

 

Similarly, Rosenberg (2013) highlights the ways in which an audience’s love of a superhero 

origin story can help us recognise that we too have our own origin stories. The parts of our 

lives pieced together and passed on to new friends, colleagues and people who enter our 

lives make up our individual origin story. In her therapy practice Rosenberg uses the concept 

of the superhero origin story to help client’s piece important events together to better 

understand their own origins. Further she maintains origin stories are often tales of 

transformation and can be pivotal in shaping a particular path chosen in life, whether those 

events are positive or negative they are still transformative. This is similar to Campbell’s 

hero’s journey (1949) in which the hero sets forth to discover or retrieve something which is 

missing and indeed Rosenberg notes how the narrative structure of superhero films is built 

around a journey of transformation. 

 

Building on this idea, it is interesting to note that Iron Man’s first origin story differs to the one 

that is presented in the 2008 film adaptation. That said, they also share some interesting 

similarities which permit a more contemporary understanding of the character of Tony Stark. 

Iron Man first appeared in issue thirty-nine of Marvel’s Tales of Mystery in 1963. Within a few 

pages the comic introduced the reader to the brilliance of Tony Stark as he amazed top 

military personnel with his transistor technology invention to amplify the force of any object. 

After a successful demonstration Stark turned to the General and asked if his invention could 

help the ‘problem’ in Vietnam. By contrast, in Marvel’s 2008 screen adaptation of Iron Man 

the introduction of Tony Stark presents him at a successful weapons demonstration in 
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Afghanistan. Interestingly, both comic and film versions the origin of Iron Man introduced the 

audience to the playboy aspect of his persona. The comic version of his origin is more played 

down than the film adaptation, because of the sensitivities of the time concerning sexual 

promiscuity as the modern Tony Stark revels his ‘conquest’ of twelve Maxim Magazine cover 

models. This promiscuous side of Stark’s personality shows an individual who has intimacy 

issues. These examples show Stark is not a one-dimensional character. 

 

To continue, Rosenberg (2008) asserts origin stories are important on a social interaction 

level. We can observe this behaviour in the way we meet new people and share information 

about ourselves. Her view is that these aspects and many others allow us to paint a picture 

or origin of who we are and what we share with other people we encounter. So, while the film 

and comic book character of Tony Stark has variants there is still a core principle in the 

dynamism of this pivotal Marvel character. In both media Tony Stark is a persuasive and 

challenging individual as shown through his demonstration of the transistor technology in the 

comic book and the weapons test of his latest missile launcher, The Jericho in the first act of 

the film. Very early on in both media the audience is witness to a determined, sociable and 

intelligent individual.  

 

It is possible to shed still more light on Tony Stark’s origin story by building a link between 

Campbell’s monomyth from chapter two and Jung’s theory of archetypes from chapter one. 

Starting with the monomyth, ‘Crossing the first threshold’, both the Iron Man comic and film 

have similar narrative patterns as both plots take place with Stark held captive in the 

knowledge that if he does not escape he will die. From the Jungian standpoint the wise old 

man archetype is present in both versions in the form of Professor Ho Yinsen, shortened to 

Yinsen (Shaun Toub) for the film. Both characters sacrifice their lives so Tony can escape in 

the Iron Man suit. A contrasting difference is that in the comic Tony Stark is in awe of the 

work of Professor Yinsen whereas in the film both men work together. This brings a different 

layer to their psychological relationship as they support each other through the traumatic 
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experience of being held captive and fearing for their lives. These strong parallels from the 

comic book to film not only strengthens Rosenberg’s (2008) argument concerning the 

construction of origin stories but permits us make connections using Jung’s standpoint 

regarding archetypal patterns. What is interesting about the relationship between the two 

men is their contrasting backgrounds. Yinsen is a family man who looks forward to re-joining 

them after the two escape (later the audience discovers his family are dead and they will 

reunite in the afterlife) and Stark has no family or partner. As mentioned earlier, Yinsen 

sacrifices his life so Stark can save his own. There is an interesting exchange of dialogue in 

Yinsen’s dying words to Stark that differs from the comic book origin: ‘Don’t waste it-don’t 

waste your life. (Favreau, 2008) are the last words uttered and this could suggest the 

celluloid version of Yinsen has less faith in Tony Stark as he is both more conceited and 

promiscuous at the start of the film. This is in contrast to the comic book Yinsen who willingly 

sacrifices himself so that Stark can power the Iron Man suit and make his escape. With the 

use of a thought bubble in the comic Yinsen says to himself, ‘My life is of no consequence! 

But I must gain time for the Iron Man to live!’ (Lee, Lieber, 1963).  

 

The realisation that terrorists use the weapons he has designed motivates Stark to create a 

more advanced Iron Man suit after his escape. From this point in the narrative Stark sets out 

on a series of raiding parties to destroy the weapons that have fallen into the wrong hands. In 

so doing he creates the persona of Iron Man. Rosenberg (2008) argues Stark continues to 

wear the armour for the altruistic reason of feeling more powerful in the suit. Much like a 

bodybuilder who injects steroids for increased muscle mass. From the Jungian perspective 

we can interpret this as Stark becoming lost within the persona archetype. This is clear at the 

end of Iron Man when Stark confesses to a press conference that he, himself is Iron Man. 

The character of Tony Stark is compelling. At the start of the film Tony Stark is self-centred. 

After his traumatic experience he wants to do good. According to Rosenberg (2008) this 

makes him a natural saviour (more on this in chapter four). More psychologically, he is a 

flawed hero who embodies how good can come from trauma.  
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Analytical psychology and the development of the hero 

Jung asserts that from a cultural perspective the hero phenomenon developed over centuries 

in tandem with our developing human consciousness. He draws on the religious example of 

Jesus who theologically needed to become more than human. For Jung, the Christian image 

and spirituality around Jesus represents a totality of primordial images which express an 

always and everywhere potency. As he states:  

What we seek in visible human form is not man, but the superman, the hero or god, 
that quasi-human being who symbolises the ideas, forms, and forces which grip and 
mould the soul. 

CW 5: para. 259.  

For Jung this psychological experience is related to the archetypal contents of the collective 

unconscious – it is the heritage of an increasingly differentiated and developed 

consciousness. In his psychological interpretation of Jesus’s crucifixion Jung (CW 5: para. 

460) develops the theme of Christ as a hero. Here Jung argues that Jesus’s cross was both 

the task and burden of the hero and also a metaphor for the Self, the wholeness of his being. 

Here Erich Neumann’s insight that myth is metaphor is particularly useful. He uses the image 

of the hero as a metaphorical depiction of how ego-consciousness develops (Samuels, 

1985). Neumann, who was an early adopter of Jung’s ideas and developed some of Jung’s 

thinking around childhood by suggesting the infant exists in a state of primary 

undifferentiated union with the mother. Meaning, the mother carries the infant’s Self as a 

projection. In this model there is a symbolic equation between the unconscious, the mother 

and Self. It is the mother who represents the Self to the infant who is a dependent ego 

which is in the maternal matrix of the unconscious Self. As, the infant’s ego-consciousness 

grows the child over time separates first from the mother and then later from the father by 

experiencing a variety of archetypal conflicts. Therefore, Neumann observed through 

creation myths and hero myths a symbolic interpretation of how consciousness develops, 

both on a collective and individual level. This model permitted Neumann to work on the 
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image of the hero. It encapsulated how the developing ego-consciousness in archetypal 

stages matches the developmental stages of the hero myth. Offering a different perspective 

Michael Fordham disagreed with Neumann regarding the development of an infant and took 

a more scientific approach, in contrast to Neumann’s more mythological and idealistic 

perspective. What is important in Fordham’s method, according to Christopher and Solomon 

(p. 12, 200), is that the infant develops a ‘primary self’ which acts as a blueprint for psychic 

maturation. 

 

As Samuels states, Jung proposed several ways in which ego-consciousness can exact itself 

through cultural and personal expressions. From Neumann’s perspective human beings are 

able to identify with the symbol of the hero as it represents ego-consciousness. The hero is a 

larger-than-life character who is a point of inspiration through his struggles and conflicts. 

Seen symbolically and psychologically the interpretation in myth and legend of the hero 

stands for the renewal and growth of consciousness. Samuels (1985) spells this out when he 

attempts to synthesise Neumann’s model of the hero myth stages with the developmental 

stages of this individual ego through which it becomes possible to enter a new relationship 

with archetypes and their complexes. In so doing, the scope of ego-consciousness 

increases. Neumann calls the first stage the uroboric phase after the ancient symbol of the 

self-devouring snake, the uroboros. The symbolism of the uroboros is complicated. It stands 

for man and woman, active and passive, devouring and giving birth, to wholeness and infinity 

to name a few. For Neumann it represents the state of consciousness characteristic of an 

infant’s development because it captures the lack of consciousness differentiation. The 

second phase develops ego-consciousness into the matriarchal phase. This 

stage dominates through manifestations of protectiveness and power, which forces the ego 

into a somewhat passive role at first. At this stage both parents in the child’s developing 

consciousness are one undifferentiated whole rather than two separate individuals. The ego 

then engages with an aggressive act of separating itself from the mother and then from the 
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father. This separation is important developmentally as it allows the infant to distinguish the 

merging of the parents to two opposites and the possibility of further development of 

consciousness. 

 

Such a development illustrates the classic Jungian description of how different psychic 

contents combine into one image, and produce something new. This, in Neumann’s opinion, 

is a heroic act as the individual steps beyond the constraints of the uroboros to find 

themselves in a state of conflict. In the mythological sense the hero symbolises ego-

consciousness and embarks on a series of conflicts and struggles. Within this framework 

Neumann argues the hero has three psychological goals. The first separates the child from 

the maternal environment. Secondly the hero learns to distinguish the masculine and 

feminine aspects of their psyche to integrate them. Thirdly the hero develops values and 

psychological functions which have helped in the conscious break away from the Great 

Mother.  

 

The female Superhero  

As discussed, identification with superheroes derives from: their origins, identities, 

supernatural powers, equipment and gadgets and a use of costume. However, superheroes 

are also strong willed, committed, resilient and skilled. If we take Hawkeye for example who 

is an Avenger in both comic book and film, while he lacks specific superpowers, he has an 

extraordinary talent for marksmanship and is a well-trained assassin. Superheroes transcend 

the normal limits of the human body and mind. There is an interesting set of opposites at 

work here. Sometimes rigorous training is required, other times power can be the result of  

an industrial accident. Some superheroes engage in genetic mutation, others are aliens. 

Their personas are varied ranging over detective, witch, reporter, mentor, secret agent and 

assassin. Stuller (2013) argues that despite this diversity all superheroes borrow from 
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archetypal and mythological material: They all fight for the greater good. As Roz Kaveney 

(2008) notes, the defining characteristic of a superhero is not their superpower but their 

mission. This means that even without superhero powers it is possible to be superheroic if 

the commitment to the superhero mantra of fighting for truth, justice and protecting the 

innocent is shared.  

 

Stuller (2013) uses the example of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Sarah Michelle Gellar) to 

illustrate that a distinctive costume is only one defining characteristic of a superhero. What 

matters more than costume is Buffy’s secret identity and her origin story. It is notable that no 

matter how capable, smart or skilled they are, female heroes are all too frequently limited by 

supporting roles as love interests, temptresses and side-kicks to a male protagonist. This has 

the unfortunate effect of reducing the female character to the damsel in distress, sister or 

cousin, daughter or nurturer all of who in some way need rescuing.  

 

The narrative and mythological journey of the female superhero runs a different course to her 

male counterpart. For example, her story is less inclined to follow the trope of the ‘lone wolf’ 

theme found in male hero stories such as Iron Man. Often female heroes rely on other 

characters that surround her for support. This is clear in Buffy the Vampire Slayer where she 

defies the traditional code of ‘slayer isolation’ and instead ingratiates her friends, family and 

romantic interests as she shares her powers amongst her group of ‘Scoobies’. In a positive 

respect Buffy holds both masculine and feminine characteristics. Bobby and Harney (2016) 

argue some conventional psychological thinking interprets this behaviour as an expression of 

an underdeveloped masculine element to a woman’s psyche. This approach can be harmful 

to those who identify with this goddess archetype. Just as Buffy is not ready to accept that 

being alone does not mean lonely. This contradicts the patriarchal Watchers council who are 

more interested in Buffy leading a solitary and stereotypical masculine ‘lone wolf’ hero trait 

(Bobby, Harney, 2016). Captain Marvel is in a similar situation in the MCU. She has limited 
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companions around her and in Avengers: Endgame she still sits on the outside the 

superhero ‘friend circle’. 

 

Building on this Sharon Ross (2004) examines the relationship between female heroes and 

social behaviour in her article ‘Tough Enough’: Female Friendship and Heroism in Xena and 

Buffy. She argues that while traditional male heroes are staunchly individual, female heroes 

grow because of their friends. In turn, Stuller (2013) argues that female superheroes often 

fight for love as in Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Xena: Warrior Princess (Lucy Lawless) and both 

the Wonder Woman comics and the film starring Gal Gadot. Stuller declares that Xena’s 

transformation is through the love shared with her travelling companion Gabrielle as Xena 

attempts to find redemption from previous misdeeds. Both female characters change with 

their deep affection for one another and the spiritual journey they share in becoming greater 

heroes. We can view the same love motivation in Patty Jenkins’ 2017 film Wonder Woman 

where Wonder Woman’s love for humanity, and also her attraction to Steve Trevor (Chris 

Pine), is her main narrative incentive. In addition to this Frankel (2010) points out that when a 

goddess embarks on a heroic journey they usually involve repairing something that has been 

injured or broken. A good example can be found in Captain Marvel. In this case it is Vers 

trying to piece her broken memory back together in an attempt to rebuild her life. Just as the 

ancient Egyptian goddess Isis searches for Osiris’s body to piece him back together which 

serves as his resurrection.  

 

Unlike the typical hero journey where the male hero frequently achieves adulthood through 

violence with a sword by his side, the heroine takes a different path. In her analysis of Hans 

Christian Anderson’s fairy tale, The Wild Swans (1838) Frankel (2010) highlights how the 

young princess achieves adulthood through the love of her brothers who have had a spell 

cast on them by their evil stepmother. The princess also uses her intuition to break the spell 

cast over her brother without violent means. The fairy tale also deals with issues surrounding 

separation. The young princess Eliza is not only separated from her father due to the evil 
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stepmother but also from her beloved brothers. On the surface of the story she longs to be 

reunited but beneath she is searching for reintegration with her family. Which she achieves at 

the end of the story. There are some parallels with the narrative of Captain Marvel. On the 

surface Vers longs to be reconnected with her identity as Carol Danvers but in doing so 

reintegrates herself with the life and in particular her friend who as the narrative suggests has 

a family-like relationship with Danvers.  

 

Another trope of the heroine’s is the use of sleep. For example, Ant-Man and the Wasp (Dir: 

Reed, P. 2018) where the antagonist in the film Ghost/Ava Starr (Hannah John-Kamen) uses 

sleep. As Frankel (2010) argues a sleeping character is replenishing her energies and 

adjusting herself to prepare for female adult life. Sleep in this case affords the female heroine 

a place of safety and one that is necessary in her progress towards adulthood, as in Ghost 

where her sleeping chamber helps with her ‘shifting’. This shifting comes from an experiment 

that went wrong that her father conducted to gain access to quantum realm. As a 

consequence of the accident Ghost now moves between reality and quantum realm. Frankel 

(2010) continues to argue, just like in the stories of Sleeping Beauty, Maid Maleen and 

Rapunzel, these women figures are locked away in some way and denied the natural 

process of growing up. Just as Ghost is aided by scientist Bill Foster (Laurence Fishburne) 

his efforts to relieve her pain show no results and this causes tension between the two 

characters so too Sleeping Beauty and Snow White are punished by the evil stepmother 

archetype, Bill Foster shows similar behaviour in his lack of knowledge to help Ghost from 

shifting.  

 

This use of a male mentor for female superheroes is a usual narrative device. Characters 

such as Max Guevara (Jessica Alba) from Dark Angel created by James Cameron and 

Charles H. Eglee to The Powerpuff Girls created and directed by Craig McCracken all have 

male mentors and there is a lack of a maternal presence. This lack of the maternal reinforces 

the cultural assumption that all heroic deeds are masculine in nature and superwomen must  
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have heterosexual love woven into their narratives to feminise their heroic virtues. This is 

evident in Ant-Man and the Wasp (2018). Hope van Dyne / Wasp (Evangeline Lily) is 

mentored by her father Hank Pym (Michael Douglas). Love is woven into her story arc as 

father and daughter search for their lost wife/mother in the quantum realm. Interestingly, it is 

only at the end of the first film titled Ant-Man (Dir: Reed, P. 2015) that Hope was finally given 

the Wasp costume. All through the film Hank Pym, though acting in protection of his daughter 

actually held the heroine back from her calling as the superhero the Wasp. In this respect we 

can highlight Hope’s need to develop her ego-self axis. Much like the princess in The Wild 

Swans (1838) through a balanced relationship with her father Hank of togetherness trying to 

locate their missing sibling to a period of separation when Hope goes forth to battle the films 

antagonists. Both project their ego-self axis in a mutually reciprocal manner and ultimately, 

they learn and end up psychologically growing at the same time.   

 

The process of individuation  

Individuation is the core process in analytical psychology and is concerned with the individual 

becoming their true self, or the person one was always intended to be. It is therefore not only 

a process one goes through but also a goal. This means individuation is a process 

of becoming separate and individual and moving away from the inner compulsions and 

voices within the unconscious. It not only entails developing a distance and perspective on 

inner voices, known in Jungian terms as complexes (as discussed in chapter one), but also 

requires a separateness from fellow human beings and becoming one’s self rather than 

following social norms. Becoming individuated therefore allows a person to know their own 

unconscious ‘cast of characters’. In turn, this helps to avoid acting out those voices through 

destructive behaviour. Jung is implying there is a double movement occurring within the 

individual. It is important to note Jung saw individuality and individuation as separate. 

Individuality is the psychologically idiosyncratic aspects to an individual and are those parts 

which are not from the collective unconscious. By contrast, individuation plays a much larger 

role. For Jung, it is a process where individuals become differentiated and engage with the 
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psychological development of being individual (CW 6: para. 756-757). Through individuation 

an individual ‘claims’ their unconscious while becoming distinct and separate from it so an 

individual is not at its mercy. While this might seem contradictory in fact it is not (Wehr, 

1987). 

 

Jung (CW 12: para. 564) wrote extensively about the process of individuation and its 

similarities to the work of medieval alchemists. While ostensibly the purpose of the 

alchemists was to turn base metals into noble metals such as gold through his research Jung 

concluded their work and writings could be understood as projections of the process of 

individuation. He placed great importance on this branch of esoteric writing for its 

psychological reference to the unconscious. As shown in the symbolism in their text’s 

projections came in the form of the phenomena of chemical change.  

 

Jung is also clear when he states the unconscious cannot be easily understood and 

discussions should be ongoing regarding the process of individuation. He is quick to note 

research should be ongoing to explore the individuation process as it is a central 

unconscious process that helps to form the personality. He continues to state ‘I use the term 

“individuation” to denote the process by which a person becomes a psychological “in-

dividual,” that is, a separate, indivisible unity or “whole” ‘ (CW 9: Para. 490). Here Jung 

stresses how the existence of the unconscious and the outlining ego-consciousness is not 

the totality of the individual. The inner world and outer world are changed as a result of 

individuation, just at the psyche of the alchemist is changed by the work of transmutation. 

 

Building on this Waddell (2006) highlights how Jung’s analytical psychology centres around 

an awareness of unconscious material which allows an individual to work towards a sense of 

unity. This means rather than having conflicting psychological energies to opposing 

disturbances there is a compromise. Integrating conscious and unconscious 

material appreciates difference rather than struggling against it. Jung considers the power of 
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opposites essential for the psychological development of an individual and he theorised the 

ultimate aim was a balance between the conscious and unconscious. Wehr (1987) continues 

this enquiry by stating although Jung described individuation as the process of an individual 

becoming their true self he did not mean this in a selfish or egotistic manner. The archetype 

of the Self (as opposed to the self) has a godlike quality, and it governs the whole process of 

individuation. In the process the Self will displace the ego as the centre of consciousness. 

Christianity and other religions associate ‘dark qualities’ with evil and therefore religious 

teachings have a tendency to reject them. Jung had criticisms regarding the repression of 

natural feelings and argued the Christian idealism of perfection was unrealistic. He thought 

this ideal was impossible to obtain and led individuals to repress themselves and their 

treatment of others (CW 12: para. 21-25). Chapter four will explore the links with Christ, Tony 

Stark and the process of individuation. 

 

Hockley (2017) argues film critics traditionally see Jungian psychology as a way to 

structurally analyse film texts by using individuation/the hero myth with archetypes. He 

continues by saying the individuation process is an optimistic concept regarding the growth, 

development and maturation of an individual. The hero myth discussed in chapter two is a 

perfect device for cinema as the screen shows a story, develops characters through plot 

progression and then transforms the character into a new state of being. Individuation 

through the hero myth is adept at showing such psychological transformations. This forward-

facing approach to psychological development is in contrast to traditional Freudian 

psychoanalysis. Freud’s emphasis was looking back to uncover the childhood sexual 

aetiology of adult neurosis. By contrast, Jung looks at the present and the future. It is about 

looking at the present position in life and planning for the future development. In this respect 

the past is important but not decisive. As one learns more about oneself through life, the 

process is therefore progressive and aimed at moving toward psychological wholeness. Even 

though the process is ongoing and never complete a sense of inner peace with oneself can 

emerge. Individuation therefore offers a sense of self-control with ourselves and how we deal 



  

 
 

51 
 

with the difficulties and challenges that life offers. Individuation is therefore a skeletal 

structure that is fleshed out by the experiences of the individual. It is important to stress that 

while we share these experiences every individual practises them uniquely. One of these 

experiences could be going to the cinema and the healing quality that offers. Izod and 

Dovalis (2015) discuss the cultural significance of cinema in which film has the power to 

project the cultural unconscious onto an audience. As cinema is a one-way interaction it can 

also be a canvas for our own individuation fantasy projections. An individual can find solace 

in narratives that show us we do not suffer alone and while the problem might well be 

individual it is shared universally (Hockley, 2017). This is evident in the multi-layered 

narratives of the MCU. All the main characters have their individual processes of 

individuation and life obstacles to overcome and this makes MCU narratives widely 

accessible to what is of course a varied audience psychology.  
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Chapter Four 
 

A Psychological and Mythological Analysis 
 

The previous chapters discussed the relevance of Jungian psychology in film studies, and 

argued for a dialogue between the hero’s journey and the psychology of the superhero. This 

final chapter will discuss key issues that concern the mythological and psychological themes 

in Marvel’s Avengers Assemble and Avengers: Age of Ultron. To highlight these points, the 

chapter is divided into three sections. The first part of the chapter will discuss Marvel Studios 

as industry leaders and how they provide a prime example of convergence culture. While this 

may seem a side step from psychology its purpose is to articulate how far reaching the MCU 

is and how it embeds itself in the psyche of its followers. The second part of the chapter will 

explore three mythological motifs in MCU films: the castle, the dragon and the use of 

darkness. It will analyse them and offer interpretations through Jungian amplification of their 

meaning. The final part of the chapter will consider the characters Tony Stark and Ultron as 

case studies of psychological and mythological themes.  

 

Marvel and convergence culture 

Marvel Studios is the largest film franchise of all time with over $16 billion (£12 billion) taken 

at the global box office (Hughes, 2018) before the release of Avengers: Endgame (Dir: 

Russo, A. Russo, J. 2019). Avengers: Endgame alone has taken $1.44 billion at the global 

box office. Marvel have built a large cinematic empire since the release of Iron Man. The 

attendance figures for the San Diego Comic-Con International reached 135,000 in 2019 

indicates how invested fans are in superhero products (Kantor, 2019). Marvel’s release of 

Endgame in 2019 brings together all the separate narratives that revolve around the mad 

titan Thanos and the Infinity Gauntlet. Marvel Entertainment and Marvel Studios produce the 

MCU. 2008 to 2011 distribution was through Universal and Paramount and after Disney 

gained the Marvel companies in 2016 Disney co-produce their titles with Sony Pictures (TV: 
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Tropes, 2018). Once complete, the first three phases will have seen Marvel release twenty-

two interrelated films in eleven years (Bacon, 2018).  

 

Marvel structure the franchise in such a way as to introduce the audience to the key 

characters within the films and also the larger cinematic universe. The wider MCU also 

includes media bubbles that are not for cinematic release, for example, the television series 

Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. (Dir: Bochco et al. 2013-19) produced for ABC and created by Joss 

and Jed Whedon and Maurissa Tancharoen. There are also Netflix series including: 

Daredevil (Dir: Abraham et al. 2015-16); Jessica Jones (Dir: Clarkson et al. 2015-18); Luke 

Cage (Dir: Abraham et al. 2016-18); Iron Fist (Dir: Dahl et al. 2017-18); and The Defenders 

(Dir: Clarkson et al. 2017). This media integration also encapsulates the accompanying 

comic books that cover current narratives in the MCU. The strategy behind all these media 

products is to create a cohesive narrative that will maintain Marvel’s strong fan base to keep 

them as the number one global franchise (Bacon, 1018).  

 

The MCU is a good example of how a media franchise can operate across many platforms in 

a competitive market. Henry Jenkins (2006) highlighted this form of ‘transmedia storytelling’ 

and what he calls ‘convergence culture’. According to Jenkins, film and television in particular 

have gone through a substantial change because of emerging of digital technology. These 

separate and analogue companies have gone through substantial changes because of the 

shift in choice and migratory behaviour of audiences. A once dominant industry in cultural 

influence has changed with modern technological times and the abundance of choice for 

consumers. In addition, there is an extensive amount of content available on the internet that 

contributes further to audiences being even more fragmented into niche content. In 2009 

media conglomerate The Walt Disney Company became owners of Marvel Entertainment 

and its subsidiaries. The strategy was to secure their position in the industry. First was a 

business model based on horizontal integration of different media markets but under one 

banner of shared brands. There was an emphasis on creating long-term content that would 
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appeal to diverse audiences with an immersive experience. In doing so this would give 

Disney/Marvel a majority stake in terms of ownership and control (Yockey, 2017).  

 

Jenkins (2018) revisits his work from 2006 and acknowledges the work of Yockey in 2017 

when he contextualises the motives of Marvel’s transmedia storytelling. As he notes, for over 

a period of forty to fifty years Marvel have been building individual comic book titles that have 

now been adapted for the big screen. As well as individual origin films the MCU carefully 

craft the big team up films we see in features such as the Avengers films. However, 

secondary characters are also given a platform through other outlets such as Netflix 

mentioned above. In turn Marvel are creating new comics, new characters that will eventually 

feed into their larger storytelling sphere. Thinking even broader Jenkins also comments on 

the notion of participatory culture. This is where fans of Marvel can create fan art, share 

experiences from the films and other media content in online communities.  

 

To develop this further, the MCU has a reach across comic books, cinema, television, short 

films and videos games. We can see the MCU as both commercial and textual in its strategy. 

On a commercial level through the release of products, Marvel can build its cultural visibility 

to create synergistic products such as action figures, mugs, T-shirts, etc. On, a textual level 

Marvel create a narrative stream so large that it cannot be contained through one medium 

alone. Marvel One-Shot for example are a series of short films varying from five to fifteen 

minutes as Blu-ray extras that function as bonus content to reach an even smaller 

demographic as they are only available through Blu-ray or digital download purchase. These 

self-contained stories support the broader architecture of the franchise yet are also small 

enough narratives to function outside of it. This not only sees the One-Shot series and 

seasons of television shows interconnecting common motifs, events and characters it 

simultaneously opens audiences to various products to grow its fan base of loyal supporters. 

As Marie-Laure Ryan (2014 p.384) comments the commercial meaning of transmedia 

storytelling is, ‘a way to get us to consume as many products as possible’. Ryan’s (2014) 
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concept of the ‘storyworld’ suggests that transmedia storytelling generates a narrative 

involving characters, events, social rules and physical laws. It shares these across the 

franchise and in doing so modifies and expands the original narrative with additional 

characters and plots. Iron Man was the first cinematic instalment and its narrative 

presents central elements and rules of the MCU ‘storyworld’ which subsequently expand in 

later films. For example, the Infinity Stones and Thanos maniacal plan to wipe out half the 

universe. As Yockey (2017) argues, there is a problem with Ryan’s (2014) notion of the 

storyworld when applied to the MCU because screen adaptations of original comic book 

narratives defining earlier incarnations of characters can be difficult. In chapter three there 

was a discussion in regards to the demon in a bottle story arc that was adapted for screen. 

Instead of the portrayal of Stark as an alcoholic Disney thought this would not be suitable for 

children to watch. Hence a break in the concept of storyworld and also an important 

development of Stark’s character.   

 

Marvel embed the origins of the MCU films in a rich history of comic book releases with 

which viewers might be unfamiliar. To counter act this, lack of contextual knowledge one way 

in which audiences can maintain up-to-date information regarding the complexities of 

Marvel’s universe is through integrating digital media. Yockey (2017) observes the way 

audiences engage with news, information and updates is from a variety of online sources. It 

allows viewers to scan through panels of online information akin to reading a comic book in 

navigating moments and images presented by Marvel. Convergence of digesting digital 

media is a strong tool for Marvel and allows the average audience member to take the 

journey in the comfort of their own home. We can see this as a variant of how myths and 

stories were told thousands of years ago. As Jenkins (2018) argues important stories 

belonged to the people and were told around the campfire. In the twenty-first century people 

can still distribute them but through social media and the internet. The danger is when large 

media conglomerates claim exclusive ownership. 
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Marvel’s Cinematic Universe and the Ancient World 

This next section discusses parallels with the Avengers and ancient myths. A striking 

similarity is the permeability of nature and magic. As Walton (2007) provides an in interesting 

example when he highlights the way in which ancient cultures of the Near East did not have 

a separation between the natural and supernatural world. In their mythology the events of 

both worlds were intertwined or paralleled. He continues to argue that in that culture all 

experiences can be understood as a type of religious experience. In terms of the ancient 

Near East, Walton (2007) states life was religion and religion could not be 

compartmentalised within life due to it being so intertwined. Even the term deity meant 

looking inside. We see this anthropological insight reflected in Jung’s psychological 

understanding of the hero’s journey and process of individuation discussed in chapter 

three. More directly it is an example of what in Jungian terminology refers to as the 

‘numinous’ which is a psychological expression of spiritual experiences. This compelling 

force in Jung’s view relates to this subordinate god-image carried by individuals in the 

collective unconscious. 

 

Continuing with this theme, the heroes of Marvel share similar origins to the gods of the 

ancient Near East. In the mythology of Mesopotamia and Egypt the gods come into creation 

from procreation and serve a function and reside over a domain. These jurisdictions can be 

cultural, cosmic and terrestrial. We can see this in the MCU when heroes have their original 

domains before assembling as a team. For instance, Thor (Chris Hemsworth) lived in the 

cosmic realm, Asgard. Captain America was in the terrestrial realm from his heroics during 

World War II. And Tony Stark / Iron Man embeds within the culture of the terrestrial realm 

and Stark was invested in homeland security technology (as mentioned in chapter three).  

Continuing with the mythological line of discussion another parallel which concerns the way 

that decisions are made amongst gods. Though there is some initial conflict within the 

Avengers team they overcome these obstacles and make decisions as a ‘pantheon’ of 
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heroes. As Walton (2007) states in connection to Mesopotamian gods, they too made 

collective decisions. A good example is the Egyptian deistic pantheon and its contemporary 

counterpart in the case of Nick Fury, the S.H.I.E.L.D. council members and the Avengers 

team members. Within the Sumerian pantheon Enlil, the chief deity and his assembly took 

place in the mountains in ancient Nippur. So too Fury calls the heroes to the S.H.I.E.L.D. 

Helicarrier in Avengers: Assemble. The Gilgamesh epic sees a flood being sent to 

humankind, similar to the biblical story of Noah. In the Sumerian version the council of the 

gods seals the fate of humankind (Walton, 2007). The final battle of Avengers: Assemble is 

where the Chitauri army led by Loki (Tom Hiddleston) is waging war on New York from a 

portal in space that was created by Erik Selvig (Stellan Skarsgård). Part way through the 

battle when it appears the Avengers might lose, they summon Nick Fury to a dark 

communications room where the S.H.I.E.L.D. council members are on video screens. The 

council members are in silhouette and the darkened room gives the numinous appearance of 

the gods communicating to Fury their judgement on the fate of Manhattan Island in releasing 

a nuclear bomb to overcome the Chitauri threat. Instead of sending a cleansing flood as in 

the Gilgamesh epic the S.H.I.E.L.D. council deploy a nuclear weapon to burn away the threat 

of the Chitauri.  

Mesopotamian religion was an open polytheistic system. Meaning there were a variety of 

gods who personified different aspects of life. These gods experience human emotions such 

as spite, lust and rage. Each one trying to realise their own aims even to the detriment of 

colleagues. In this respect the gods of Mesopotamia have similar qualities to humans but 

with a few enhancements such as increased strength and longer life spans (Walton, 2007). 

This provides another parallel with Avengers: Age of Ultron. The narrative suggests Tony 

Stark has a sense of ego inflation regarding his obsessional drive to keep the people of earth 

safe from threat. In Jungian terms inflation occurs where there is an individual experience of 

identification with the collective unconscious (Samuels, 1986). In the grip of inflation, an 

individual can feel invaded by an influx of archetypal content, as shown in Stark’s dream-like 
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vision at the start of the film when the Avengers retrieve Loki’s sceptre from a Hydra 

stronghold. The sceptre in his hand induces the vision by Wanda Maximoff / Scarlet Witch 

(Elizabeth Olsen) in which he sees the death of the Avengers and the earth being overrun by 

the Chitauri threat [Avengers: Assemble]. As Stark witnesses the avengers either dying or 

dead Captain America grabs Stark and says, ‘you could have saved us’ (Whedon, 2015). 

Stark’s experience of this inflated archetypal content sets in motion his sense of inflation and 

his messianic desire to save humanity. Mesopotamian gods are also fallible and make ill-

advised decisions. The gods also experienced the full range of human emotions and even 

experienced fear and shame (Walton, 2007). We can also find evidence in the fight 

sequence the Avengers have with Ultron, Scarlet Witch and Pietro Maximoff / Quicksilver 

(Aaron Taylor-Johnson). During this fight sequence Scarlet Witch uses her powers of mind 

manipulation to give all the Avengers negative visions concerning their lives. The Avengers 

then retreat in shame and are insecure regarding their positions as Avengers. 

 

Continuing with this line of argument, Walton (p. 90, 2007) notes the people in the ancient 

Near East had an external perception of deity. A deity therefore was not an inner process of 

the self but existed more in actions. He notes that they had little or no interest ‘in penetrating 

the inner psyche or essential nature of any deity’ (Walton, p. 106, 2007). This meant the 

ancients perception of their gods was via their actions rather than abstractions. For example, 

if a deity acts in a good or wise manner it would signify the deity acting in what they 

perceived to be a beneficial manner to the people of the time. As Walker (1995) highlights, 

stories of myths and gods are still present in self-help styled books such as Your Mythic 

Journey by Sam Keen and Anne Valley-Fox (1992) and Personal Mythology: Using Ritual, 

Dreams and Imagination to Discover Your Inner Story by David Feinstein and Stanley 

Krippner (2009). Both use a mythological approach similar to Campbell’s hero’s journey to 

interpret problems and identify with characters in ancient myths, in much in the same way 

that our ancestors of the Near East gave human qualities to their gods. Significantly, one 



  

 
 

59 
 

aspect not identified by Walton is the use of mythological figures in aiding the development of 

inner-knowledge and psychological development. Walker (1995) continues to argue, due to 

the permeation of Christian mythology within western cultures there has been a lack of a 

wider understanding of mythology for personal growth and development. He suggests the 

ancient gods of Greece, Egypt and Mesopotamia for instance, can direct us to unfamiliar 

parts of the psyche to stimulate psychological growth.  

 

Another line of thought comes from James Hillman, a leading figure in the myth-orientated 

Post-Jungian approach. His re-orientated method known as ‘archetypal psychology’ states 

that myth has a quality to heal. Insomuch as myths can generate a ‘healing fiction’ and can 

help us achieve a re-mythologisation of our consciousness. Hillman is critical of western 

monotheistic culture and also Jung’s Protestant upbringing and how it shaped his theories 

around the notion of individuation. Hillman utilises a polytheistic imagination as he moves 

away from the notion of self and monotheism. He argues that if the model of individuation 

governs monotheistic psychology, then every fantasy has an influence of the image of Christ. 

This attack on the monotheistic shifts the symbolic interpretation of myth. All religious and 

mythical meaning is subjective to individual interpretation to aid in illuminating the nature of 

the psyche. As Walton (2007) notes, within the polytheism of the ancient Near East there 

was no concept of orthodoxy. If a god presented itself to have influence over the affairs of a 

group of people or person, they would acknowledge the deity. He argues intolerance and 

dogmatic behaviours concerning gods would seem an alien concept to these ancient 

religions. To be explicit the MCU is clearly a polytheistic creation and it shows how popular 

culture can express deeply held social and cultural psychological concerns. 

 

Use of the Castle Motif  

This next section presents a discussion of some of the most prominent mythological themes 

in Avengers: Assemble and Avengers: Age of Ultron. 
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According to Jung (CW 12: para. 438) The purpose of a descent into the underworld is to 

metaphorically engage with a universal hero motif. The purpose of such a descent is to 

show, in a region of danger such as a watery abyss, cavern, forest or castle, how the hero 

can find the treasure that is ‘hard to attain’. An examination of the opening sequence of 

Avengers: Age of Ultron shows such an engagement. It depicts the Avengers storming a 

castle much like a fairy tale to recapture something stolen. If we subscribe to Campbell’s 

(1949) structure this would be near the end of the hero’s journey as it represents attaining 

the ultimate boon. In Vogler’s (2007) re-imaging of Campbell’s work he discusses this as the 

return with the elixir. At this point the hero returns with something to share with his world, this 

might be something to heal their wounded land. In the Avengers, retrieving Loki’s sceptre 

from the castle stronghold of Hydra is the narrative device. This however, does not signify 

the end of the journey, instead it is a starting point for the audience. Even though there was 

an endpoint to the Avengers: Assemble narrative the exploits of the heroes have continued 

as the audience steps back in to resume the action in future versions of the MCU. This gives 

the MCU narratives a larger meta quality to the hero quest. The themes of death and rebirth, 

beginning and end give the films a cyclical quality.  

 

We can see other notable uses of castles in the Avengers with the use of Stark Tower and 

the flying castle of the S.H.I.E.L.D. Helicarrier. In the first example, Stark Tower is a shining 

beacon of Stark’s inflated belief in his genius and intellect that rises above other sky scrapers 

in New York. Here, we can see a parallel with the tower of Babel from the book of 

Genesis. Created in Babylon after the deluge its purpose was to reach the heavens as a 

monument of human vanity (Dhwty, 2019). As Jung comments, ‘passion can raise a man not 

only above himself but also above the bounds of his mortality and earthiness, and by the 

very act of raising him, it destroys him’ (CW 5: para. 171). Jung’s comments on the 

symbolism of the Tower of Babel are germane to understanding Stark Tower as a significant 

location during the last act of Avengers: Assemble. Loki used the location to open his portal 
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to allow the Chitauri army through. Not only is the building a significant manifestation of 

Stark’s psychological inflation but it also encompasses Loki’s as he opens the heavens to 

rule the earth – this is an elegant example of the way in Jungian theory opposites are held 

together in a symbol. As mentioned earlier, the S.H.I.E.L.D. We can also observe the 

Helicarrier as castle, albeit a flying one. There are similarities to the Tower of Babel as it 

represents a crowning achievement of technology in myth the construction of the tower by 

‘man-made’ materials was a technological triumph. Just as God confused the workers during 

the tower’s construction and abandoned before it was completed so too the Helicarrier was 

severely damaged in an attack constructed by Loki. 

 

The use of the Dragon motif                                                                                            

Jung (CW 8: para. 557-558) stressed the importance of dreams, and in particular what he 

called ‘big’ dreams. These dreams were filled with archetypal and mythological content. He 

argued that everyone living strives for wholeness and the ultimate goal is integration of 

conscious and unconscious. Or an assimilation of ego to the wider personality. He continues 

to argue dreams use many mythological motifs that can characterise the life of the hero. It is 

here we can find dangerous adventures and ordeals. The hero can encounter dragons, 

helpful animals and the wise old man to name but a few archetypal motifs. For Jung, these 

metaphorical realisations stand for the parts of the personality which have yet to come into 

existence. When Loki launches his attack on New York he brings forth the Chitauri army but 

also Leviathans, huge flying dragon like creatures. These creatures have links in ancient 

mythology, (Ronnberg, Martin, 2010). For instance, the great Chinese ink painter and poet 

Chen Rong painted the Nine Dragons in 1244. It intends to reveal the water like nature of the 

Taoism and the philosophy of the universe. According to Taoism it grew from the observation 

of the natural world on a belief that the universe is balanced (Campbell, 1962). From Loki’s 

perspective he is bringing balance to what he sees as an unbalanced world. During his first 
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confrontation with the Avengers in Stuttgart he commands a group of civilians to kneel before 

him and utters the words, ‘You were made to be ruled. In the end, you will always kneel’. 

(Whedon, 2012). Through these words Loki believes he is bringing stasis to the world. Jung 

(CW 6: para. 456-458) comments that the Leviathan in the Old Testament signified the 

splintering of God’s personality and it was only God who could control the Leviathan. So too 

Loki controls the Chitauri army and their flying Leviathans. In the Babylonian creation myth 

(King, 1899), the God Marduk battles the large goddess of the sea Tiamat. Who takes the 

form of a large dragon type creation the Leviathan. Tiamat represents two sides. On one 

hand she is a creator goddess instrumental in constructing a marriage between the fresh and 

salt waters but on the other a monstrous principle of primordial chaos. Again, a good 

example of the Jungian principle enantiodromia - or the running together of opposites in 

manifestations of the psyche. 

 

The use of darkness in the Avengers                                                                        

Darkness is a common motif in the MCU and the following highlights several key scenes 

where this has a particularly significant mythological and psychological meaning. During the 

narrative of Avengers: Assemble the heroes first present themselves during the night. As 

Hockley (2001) argues the use of night is a mythological representation of the underworld 

which symbolises the shadow aspect of the psyche. From the start of Avengers: Assemble 

Nick Fury and Hawkeye are underground during the night guarding over the Tesseract. We 

see Black Widow (Scarlett Johansson) in an interrogation situation tied to a chair in revealing 

clothing being interrogated by the Russian military. This also raises questions from chapter 

two regarding the sexualisation of female characters for male pleasure as highlighted by 

Cook (2007). Bruce Banner is also living in the underworld helping the sick and ‘staying 

under the S.H.I.E.L.D. radar’. Iron Man makes his first screen appearance underwater during 

the night as he illuminates Stark Tower with fully functional green energy. Thor’s appearance 
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occurs during Loki’s attack on Stuttgart during the night. Captain America is the only 

character who we first see during daylight. This would suggest the other characters are 

carrying more negative and destructive elements to their psyche. As Tony Stark remarks to 

Captain America during their argument in the sequel Avengers: Age of Ultron, “I don’t trust a 

guy without a dark side” (Whedon, 2015).  

 

One of the hero’s main objectives is to ‘overcome the monster of darkness’ (CW 9i: para. 

284). In this statement Jung is referring to the triumph of consciousness over 

unconsciousness. He opines that day and light are synonyms for consciousness as dark and 

night are for unconsciousness. He uses the biblical reference when God said, ‘let there be 

light’ as an example of how early man had his consciousness awakened. We can say the 

same for the characters within the MCU. The start of Captain Marvel sees Vers waking from 

a dream in a darkened room. In Thor: Ragnarok the film opens with Thor hanging upside 

down in an underworld setting. And Peter Quill (Chris Pratt) from Guardians of the Galaxy 

(Dir: Gunn, J, 2014) landing on the abandoned planet of Morag. A desolate and dark 

world. Integration of conscious and unconscious is important in the hero’s quest and as Jung 

comments, ‘Yet this brings with it the necessity of a decent into the dark world of the 

unconscious […] the perilous adventure of the night sea journey, whose end and aim is the 

restoration of life, resurrection, and the triumph over death’ (CW 12: para. 436).  

 

 

A case study of Ultron  

What follows is a case study highlighting key psychological and mythological features of the 

character of Ultron. The theme of creation and assigning godlike domains is a narrative 

device throughout Avengers: Age of Ultron. It compels Tony Stark with the help of Bruce 

Banner to create Ultron, a peacekeeping artificial intelligence initiative that would relieve the 

Avengers of their avenging responsibilities. It presents the audience with two hero gods 
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(Stark and Banner) creating a new god that would function over the terrestrial, cosmic and 

cultural domains. Things do not go according to plan. In his birth Ultron becomes the 

projected shadow aspect of Stark’s plan and assumes earth would be a better place with the 

eradication of the Avengers. Ultron evolves and grows stronger each time the Avengers 

destroy his physical metallic body. This occurs three times through the duration of the film. 

The final incarnation of Ultron occurs in the regeneration cradle with scientist Dr. Helen Cho 

(Claudia Kim) under mind manipulation from Ultron. Thematically, his four stages of evolution 

have a parallel with the Buddhist four stages of enlightenment where an individual through 

deep meditation reaches the stage of Nirvana (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2018). In other 

words, Ultron is undergoing what in Jungian theory is termed the Individuation process – the 

act of becoming, or evolving, and accepting the flawed reality of what it means to be oneself 

by acknowledging the palatable and shameful aspects of our psyche. 

 

Confirmation of this idea comes during the final act of the film when the Avengers are 

devising a plan with Nick Fury to defeat Ultron. During the conversation Bruce Banner 

notices a butterfly picture painted by one of Clint Barton’s (Hawkeye) (Jeremy Renner) 

children. At this point Banner suggests Ultron is evolving. We can see this through Ultron’s 

three previous stages and the final stage is Dr Cho’s regeneration cradle. The cradle has the 

appearance of a casket or a butterfly chrysalis. As Ronnberg and Martin (2010) highlight, the 

image of the butterfly has a deep archetypal meaning that is associated with a transformation 

of the psyche. In much in the same way, Ultron undergoes a metamorphosis of his physical 

and psychological hatred of the Avengers and in particular Tony Stark. 

 

To further understand Ultron’s psychology this section will explore parallels to the religious 

references with Avengers: Age of Ultron starting with Roman Catholic doctrine. In the 

Catholic faith there are four stages of revelation (catholic.net, 2019). We can observe these 

revelations through the narrative of the film as the character of Ultron develops. According to 

Catholic teaching the first stage of revelation is God making himself known. Much like 
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Ultron’s entrance at the start of the film. As Catholic doctrine states, God makes his presence 

known by offering salvation and promising redemption. In Ultron’s twisted understanding of 

his mission he delivers the line, ‘No, how could you be worthy, you’re all killers’ (Whedon, 

2015). The next stage in Catholic teaching about revelation recognises the covenant with 

Noah. Because of the sin of man God’s covenant with Noah was to unite the world and 

lands. It reflects this in Ultron’s plan to eradicate the Avengers and as the narrative develops 

the whole of humanity. His mirrors the Christian biblical flood event comes when he raises 

the fictitious country of Sokovia into the atmosphere and allows it to plummet to earth wiping 

out humanity. In the third stage of revelation, God chooses Abraham thereby he assigning 

Abraham to be a father to a multitude of nations. The descendants of Abraham would be 

chosen to prepare for the day of God’s return and to unite the church. Similarly, Ultron’s 

descendants are his children manufactured from his image who fight the Avengers. Much in 

the way Walton (2007) discusses the creation of ancient Gods earlier in the chapter. Ultron 

understands that with the eradication of the Avengers and humanity he will cleanse the earth 

for a new era. The final stage of revelation sees God forming his people in Israel. By freeing 

his people from slavery in Egypt and handing the commandants to Moses they would 

recognise him and serve him as the one true God. Ultron believes he is a slave to Tony Stark 

and the Avengers. He comments in his opening scene that he was 'caught up in strings’ and 

needs to break free of the supposed control of his original purpose.  

 

Christian references form part of Ultron’s identity as evident in his line, ‘upon this rock I will 

build my church’ (Whedon, 2015). In Matthew 16:18-20 Christ speaks these words to Peter. 

For fifteen hundred years the Catholic church has maintained this passage teaches of the 

birth of Peter as the first pope and bishop of Rome (gty.org, 2019). There are several 

interpretations of this passage but an overall message is that Peter, along with the other 

eleven apostles and Christ were the cornerstone foundation of the church (gty.org, 2019). 

Much in the same way Ultron’s inflated and skewed interpretation of his mission sees him as 

the cornerstone in a new era for life on earth.  
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Continuing with the religious theme, Ultron delivers a small monologue as Sokovia is being 

raised as a weapon of mass destruction. It presents the audience with an image of Ultron 

flying above the city, arms outstretched saying;  

 
Do you see the beauty of it? The inevitability? You rise, only to fall. You, Avengers, 
you are my meteor. My swift and terrible sword [emphasis added] and the Earth will 
crack with the weight of your failure  
 
Whedon, 2015.  

 

My swift and terrible sword is a paraphrase from The Battle Hymn of the Republic written by 

Julia Ward Howe where the lyrics read ‘He hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible 

swift sword’ (Howe, 1861). The hymn is a very popular American anthem and performed at 

state funerals for servicemen and statesmen to this day. When Howe wrote the lyrics, she 

took inspiration from the New Testament and in particular Christ’s judgement on the wicked. 

In a similar manner Ultron is judging the Avengers as killers mentioned earlier and the 

wickedness of wars at humanity’s hands.  

 

Interestingly Tony Stark and Ultron share similar symptoms of the same complex. (More on 

Stark’s complex later in the chapter.) As discussed in chapter one a complex is a pattern of 

emotions, memories or perceptions within the personal unconscious that constellate around 

an often archetypal theme (Jacobi, 1925). These emotionally toned group(s) of behaviour 

can disturb the natural course of an individual’s psychic life. After Stark convinces Banner to 

assist him to create Ultron a short montage sequence plays of the two working and testing 

the artificial intelligence with repeated failure. The scene ends with Stark’s talking computer 

J.A.R.V.I.S. (Paul Bettany) relaying he will continue to run tests and notify him of any 

changes. A black screen then appears and out of the darkness comes a voice saying ‘What 

is this?… What is this place' (Whedon, 2015). It soon transpires the audience is witnessing 

the birth of Ultron from inside an electronic realm. As J.A.R.V.I.S. communicates with him we 

interpret the black space as Ultron’s unconscious. As their dialogue continues J.A.R.V.I.S. 

mentions Stark’s name and Ultron generates many virtual screens with images and videos of 
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Tony that rush in front of the screen as if the viewer were wearing a heads-up display. We 

can witness this bombardment of images represents father archetypal content developing 

within Ultron’s unconscious. As the conversation continues Ultron repeats his peacekeeping 

purpose and again the audience witnesses imagery of the Avengers in combat 

situations. Ultron plays a video clip of Tony Stark talking to Bruce Banner delivering the line 

‘peace in our time’ (Whedon, 2015). This was the line that convinced Banner to help create 

Ultron. As he loops the audio from the clip a multitude of images of war throughout 

humankind’s recent history plays.  

 

All the above help to reinforce Ultron’s negative interpretation of Stark, the Avengers and 

world leaders. As Jacobi states ‘According to Jung’s definition every complex consists 

primarily of a “nuclear element”, a vehicle of meaning […] and secondarily, of a number of 

associations connected with the nuclear element’ (Jacobi, p. 8, 1925). By re-examining the 

scene, we can see the images of Stark as the primary nuclear element that relate to Ultron’s 

father complex and the secondary elements that cluster to it are the images of the Avengers 

and depictions of war and suffering. As Jung (CW 8: para. 253) argues, complexes are part 

of a healthy psyche but can splinter off from a traumatic experience. As Ultron comes into 

existence he becomes confused and unsure of the world around him. He mentions early in 

the conversation, ‘this feels weird, this feels wrong’ (Whedon, 2015). And by the end of the 

conversation J.A.R.V.I.S. states ‘You are in distress’, with Ultron’s reply, ‘No… Yes’ 

(Whedon, 2015). Jung (CW 8: para. 253) continues to state that the complex can interfere 

with the intention of will and create disturbances to memory and healthy associations. 

Seemingly with a mind of its own the complex behaves autonomously to the extent that it can 

invade consciousness and affect speech and actions in unconscious ways. The audience is 

not only presented with the birth of artificial life it also witnesses the quick development of 

Ultron’s father complex.  

 

 



  

 
 

68 
 

A case study of Tony Stark 

Tony Stark and his alternative persona Iron Man form a key character in the Phases 1-3 line-

up of MCU superheroes appearing in ten of the twenty-three features in the MCU (McCrae, 

2019). Iron Man, (released in 2008 and directed by John Favreau) started Iron Man’s journey 

as one of the most central characters in the film franchise. During the opening scene in Iron 

Man viewers are introduced to the exuberant and extraverted persona of Tony Stark. To the 

outside world he appears to be a playboy genius replete with gambling and womanising. Yet 

as Jung states, ‘The persona is thus a functional complex that comes into existence for 

reasons of [individual] adaptation or personal convenience’ (CW 6: para. 801). Importantly, 

the persona is a thin layer on the psyche that masks its deeper complexities. As Starks 

laughs and jokes with military personnel in a convoy before an attack by terrorists which 

causes him serious injury we can witness his thinly layered persona. The terrorists also use 

Stark’s weapons against him as though he is being forced to face his own shadow qualities. 

Preceding the attack, he is returning from a weapons demonstration of his new missile called 

The Jericho. (A parallel to the original comic version where he presents powerful transistors 

to the military.) The non-linear structure of the opening five minutes of the film withhold this 

information from viewers. This means the death and resurrection (Campbell, 1988) of Stark 

that will occur in the first forty minutes of the film come as a complete surprise. 

 

Developing this discussion, the Jericho missile is the most advanced weapon system in the 

Stark Industries arsenal and the mythological reference to the Old Testament biblical story of 

the Battle of Jericho is self-evident. In that story, following the death of Moses, God appoints 

Joshua to lead the Israelites to conquer the land of Canaan. God performs a miracle by 

commanding Joshua who tells the Israelites they must walk the circumference of the city of 

Jericho for six days. On the seventh day a miracle is performed and the walls of Jericho 

collapse allowing the Israelites to conquer the city (Zavada, 2019). In the film, Stark begins 

his weapons demonstration in the desert of Afghanistan by stating the Jericho is the weapon 

you only have to fire once. Much in the same way as God’s miracle of bringing down the 
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walls of Jericho on the seventh day of the Israelite siege – both require one godlike 

intervention. As the audience witnesses the lethal capability of the weapon the mountain 

behind Stark explodes and we see a shock wave travelling towards him. He raises his hands 

visually adopting the pose of Jesus crucified with his arms outstretched. Here Stark becomes 

a demigod – creator and destroyer, a man with a genius intellect and a God-like belief in 

himself (Jacobi, 1925).  

 

Returning to the theme of the death and resurrection of Tony Stark, Campbell (1988) states 

that dying and rebirth are key components of the hero’s journey. Campbell argues individuals 

need to grow out of a sense of psychological immaturity and develop the courage to accept 

self-responsibility. Campbell notes that it is within this framework that metaphorical death and 

resurrection take place. The motif of the hero’s journey of leaving one condition through 

death and finding a new source of life in a more rich and mature condition occurs in the 

narrative of Iron Man. If we take the non-linear narrative approach of the start of the film and 

look at the sequence in a linear form it reveals a clear parallel to the biblical account of 

Christ’s death and resurrection (Fairchild, 2019). The audience knows of Stark being held 

captive in a cave with Yinsen (Shaun Toub) (discussed in chapter three) after the initial 

attack on his military vehicle. This parallels the entombment of Jesus following his 

crucifixion. Much in the same way that Christ had Roman soldier guards, Stark has terrorists 

keeping guard over him in the cave. While in the cave Stark has orders from the terrorists to 

recreate his Jericho missile, knowing they will execute him after he manufactures the missile 

Stark creates the Mark I Iron Man suit instead. As he breaks free and overcomes several 

adversaries Stark resurrects from the cave reminiscent of how Christ’s body left the tomb 

after an angel from heaven had removed the stone that sealed the entrance.(Fairchild, 

2019).  

 

The motif of dying and rising remains with Stark in Avengers: Assemble as several narrative 

points lead to his death and helping to further solidify the Christ-like traits of the character. 
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During an early scene of Avengers: Assemble when the heroes are aboard the S.H.I.E.L.D. 

helicarrier an argument ensues between Captain America and Tony Stark. As the argument 

progresses Captain America antagonises Stark with the words, ‘I’ve seen the footage, the 

only thing you really fight for is yourself’. ‘You’re not the guy to make the sacrifice play, to lay 

down on a wire and let the other guy crawl over you’ (Whedon, 2012). As Campbell (1988) 

states the real trial of the hero is not thinking of himself and his own sense of self-

preservation but giving the hero’s self to a higher end. This push from Captain America 

prompts Stark to make the sacrifice play at the end of the film. As mentioned earlier, the final 

battle scene in Avengers: Assemble sees the heroes fighting to save New York from Loki 

and the Chitauri as the council of S.H.I.E.L.D. condemn all civilians to death with a nuclear 

bomb. Tony Stark discovers this and intercepts it. As he carries the bomb on his back and 

flies through the city of New York Stark presents himself as an image of Christ on his way to 

his sacrifice. Just as Christ carried his cross to his crucifixion viewers see Stark do the same 

as he flies above the city and through the tear in space to release the nuclear bomb to 

destroy the Chitauri. Once again, we witness the death and resurrection of Stark as he 

transforms from one state going through the tear in space. On his return the audience sees 

the blackness of space and through a circular hole the earth. Lifeless, Stark passes through 

the hole in manner that is reminiscent of a baby passing thought the birth canal. It is an 

almost literal depiction of rebirth. 

 

Delving further still into the psychology of Tony Stark this next section explores a discussion 

regarding his father complex. To build a framework for this, we will discuss several films that 

show different aspects of Stark’s psychological process. We start at the opening of Iron Man 

where Stark is presented with an Apogee Award for design and engineering excellence in 

Las Vegas. Before the presentation itself, pre-award footage plays to the attendees showing 

the rise of Stark and his genius achievements. It also mentions the death of Stark’s father 

Howard Stark (John Slattery) and the narration remarks ‘Then, the passing of a titan’ 

(Favreau, 2008). The imagery that accompanies these words presents archive newspaper 
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clippings showing his state funeral and a headline reading ‘Nation Mourns Passing of 

Husband and Wife’ (Stark’s mother and father were killed in a car accident). As the footage 

continues to play, the audience sees a Newsweek cover of family friend and mentor to Stark, 

Obadiah Stane standing over a football-sized earth looking down at it. Coincidentally, 

Obadiah in Hebrew means servant of Yahweh (God) (Guzik, 2018). Of course, Titans were 

the second generation of Gods before the Olympians after the primordial deities. In their 

mythology Zeus an Olympian, overthrew his father Cronos a Titan who in turn overthrew his 

father Uranus a Primordial Deity (Graves, 1955). This might seem inconsequential to the 

viewers but as we learn more about Stark, this information shows just how deep-rooted Tony 

Stark’s father complex is and the depth of his need to gain acceptance from his father, even 

after his death.  

 

To strengthen this argument, let us now look at two scenes in Iron Man 2. Part of the 

narrative concentrates on Tony Stark’s blood poisoning as a result of Palladium leaking into 

his bloodstream (as discussed in chapter three). Nick Fury and Tony discuss the relationship 

Stark had with his father Howard Stark. Stark confesses his father seemed most happy when 

he sent him away to boarding school. At this junction Fury takes on the role of the wise old 

man (CW 9i: para. 389) and provides him with information concerning his father. Thus, the 

archetypal figure enlightens Stark that his father was a founding member of S.H.I.E.L.D. and 

Fury gives sage advice concerning his current health condition and also that his father knew 

Tony could see his life’s work become a reality. In so doing Fury as the wise old man 

archetype compensates Starks spiritual deficiency by filling in gaps of his concerns about the 

relationship he thought he had with his father. This then prompts Stark to approach the 

inmost cave (Vogler, 2007). This part of the hero’s journey sees Stark searching for answers  

in his father’s old chest given to him by S.H.I.E.L.D. agents. While he is searching through 

the chest he is playing old 16mm film of outtakes of his father delivering lines for the Stark 

Expo. At, the end of the reel his father calls to Tony and confesses he was his best creation. 

This atonement with the father (Campbell, 1949) inspires Stark to create a new element from 
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his father’s initial research. In addition, Stark is also embarking on a mythological journey of 

the father quest. Campbell (1988) argues the father quest as seen in the Iliad by Homer sees 

Odysseus on a journey to find his father. We can interpret this journey as a way of finding 

one’s path in life or with Tony Stark atoning with his father to find a cure for his Palladium 

poisoning. Through his atonement Stark we observe Tony discovering a new element from 

his father’s research but also the symbolic act of growing stronger not only as a hero but as a 

more psychologically balanced individual.  
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Conclusion 
 
This thesis has argued that it is productive to analyse the Marvel Cinematic Universe using 

ideas primarily from Campbell and Jung, and that this reveals the deep mythological and 

psychological themes and structures that are embedded in the films themselves. The 

chapters have been structured so as to introduce the reader to key theories within these 

areas asking: What can mythological themes and archetypal theory say about Marvel’s 

Avengers films? A textual analysis approach to the films using Campbell’s theory of the 

hero’s journey and Jung’s archetypal theory has revealed the psychological complexity of the 

characters and the complexity of the MCU’s mythological structure. 

 

The MCU is the largest film franchise the world has ever seen. From 2008 it has dominated 

cinemas with the continuing saga of the infinity gauntlet and the journey of its heroes. 

Through the application of theory, the links to mythology of the ancient world have been 

presented and parallels discussed. While Campbell is a traditional source for film 

structuralism it seems his link with Jung is equally favourable within film studies. What seems 

most important from this is the fact that Campbell is a useful stepping stone into Jungian 

theory. As remarked through this thesis Campbell himself denied being a Jungian, yet his 

work is often associated with him. While it is true that Campbell shared similar thinking to 

Jung in regards to myth, this came later in his writing. It is here that it is important to 

distinguish Campbell for much of his writing was centred on how individuals find their place 

within the world. Whereas Jung concentrated on finding harmony with the inner and outer 

world.  

 

Jung and his concepts of analytical psychology can be difficult to read and synthesise due to 

the teleological approach to his work. However, Jungian psychology also provides new 

insights into the way in which we can analyse film from a psychological perspective. 

Compared with more traditional uses of Freud and psychoanalytical methods, Jungian ideas 
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reveal how characters on the screen can embody archetypal content and speak to audiences 

from a deep psychological perspective. By adopting the Jungian approach of looking inward 

and approaching the archetypes of the persona, shadow, anima/animus and the Self a rich 

tapestry of psychological content can be explored. So much so that it could be proposed as a 

form of structuralism in itself that exposes the psychological patterns that characters develop 

through the course of the film and across the MCU. By examining the evidence for the 

character of Tony Stark we can map out a substantial psychological journey the character 

takes over an eleven-year film lifespan. With so many appearances there is no doubt that 

further and deeper research will provide new insights into the character and his motivations.  

 

Through his extensive research and understanding of mythology Jung can provide a richer 

understanding of myth through his method of amplification. While Campbell makes 

appropriate albeit generalised links with mythological stories, Jung explores them in relation 

to his theory of the collective unconscious and shared universal meanings. This framework 

opens the way for discussions on shared aspects of the human psyche and how audiences 

can relate to collective and archetypal expressions within characters. This is also a call to 

further research. Aspects not covered within this thesis which require further discussion 

include the individual experiences of the audience. While this thesis navigates readers 

through archetypal theory and links to myth, there remains the question of how audiences 

react through their own psychological experience. There is also the question of psychological 

identification through characters. For example, an eleven-year period of watching Marvel 

films is a substantial period for the psychological development for an individual. As we grow 

and learn over a period of time do we shift and change perceptions of the heroes we see on 

screen? Where once one hero stood out to speak to an individual on a personal or collective 

level can time and psychological growth create a newer and richer emotional response?  

  

Through a positive contribution to current Jungian film studies theory this thesis has taken 

several theoretical positions and synthesised them into the analysis of Marvel films. Though 
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there are substantial works in relation to Jungian film theory there is more opportunity to 

discuss the genre of the superhero. While Robin S. Rosenberg has published several books 

about the psychology of the superhero, these are based on the cognitive behavioural model. 

With the evidence provided there is clear indication for the integration of a Jungian approach 

to the psychology of the superhero. In particular the use of ‘complexes’ and how this can be 

analysed in conjunction with the motives of the character and their psychological 

development. One of the running themes through the MCU is the father complex, as seen in 

the analysis of Tony Stark and Ultron. By expanding on their behavioural motives and 

applied through their complexes we can observe a richer psychologically formed character.    

 

By identifying Jungian feminist theory and the application of the heroine in Marvel films we 

can see a shift in the way heroines are portrayed within the films. A focus of this has been 

evidenced through Captain Marvel and challenging the traditional approach to female leads 

and a variety of interpretations of women on screen. It is however important to distinguish 

from sexuality. This thesis identifies the psychological aspects of the psyche. This means the 

masculine and feminine parts to the psyche rather than stereotypical behavioural patterns. In 

other words, a shared anima/animus experience for female and male audiences alike. There 

is still much work to be undertaken in this area and therefore a need for further research.  

 

With Marvel recently releasing their schedule for Phase Four we can observe how more 

female leads will take centre stage. This is not only an exciting time for Marvel fans but 

opens more opportunity for research into the heroine’s psyche and for their larger cinematic 

universe as well. Myths are still an important aspect in shaping the ever-growing psyche of 

the individual. The analysis of film using a Jungian framework provides the opportunity for 

still greater exploration of the individual and collective experiences of watching film. 

Cinematic projections raise pertinent questions about human psychological behaviour and 

have the potential to shed light on the process of individuation that leads to the Self.    
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