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Abstract: Dan Brown published five novels whose protagonist is Professor Robert Langdon. The 
novels, which belong to the mystery thriller genre and whose constant theme is conspiracies, are: 
Angels & Demons (2000), The Da Vinci Code (2003), The Lost Symbol (2009), Inferno (2013), 
and Origin (2017). Three of these books—The Da Vinci Code (2006), Angels & Demons (2009), 
and Inferno (2016)—have been adapted into motion pictures by director Ron Howard. In 2022, 
Amazon Prime released a 10-episode mini-series based on The Lost Symbol. Widely popular and 
commonly considered a beach read, Dan Brown’s novels, as well as their adaptations, fit in the 
frames of, postulated by Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence, the American monomyth. 
This article demonstrates how the American monomyth manifests itself in Dan Brown’s novels 
and their adaptations, and what psychically resonant themes can be found in the seemingly 
trivial and farfetched adventures of Robert Langdon.
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Over the course of seventeen years, Dan Brown published five novels whose 
protagonist is Professor Robert Langdon. The novels, which belong to the mystery 
thriller genre and whose constant theme are conspiracies, are: Angels & Demons 
(2000), The Da Vinci Code (2003), The Lost Symbol (2009), Inferno (2013), and 
Origin (2017). The books have sold approximately 200 million copies worldwide 
(Dan Brown) and The Da Vinci Code alone spent 136 weeks on NYT bestseller 
list (Wyatt), and it has been translated into 51 languages (BBC News). Three of 
these books—The Da Vinci Code (2006), Angels & Demons (2009), and Inferno 
(2016)—have been adapted by director Ron Howard into motion pictures with Tom 
Hanks portraying the protagonist. The films grossed 1.5 billion dollars with The 
Da Vinci Code taking in half of this sum (“The Da Vinci Code”). In 2021, Peacock 
and Amazon Prime streaming services released a 10-episode mini-series based on 
The Lost Symbol where Professor Langdon is played by Ashley Zukerman (“Prime 
Video: Dan Brown’s the Lost Symbol—Season 1”).
	 Widely popular and commonly considered a beach read, Dan Brown’s 
novels, as well as their adaptations, belong to those artifacts of American popular 
culture which seem to be “too trivial to cause harm, yet capable of effecting 
good” (Jewett and Lawrence 4); they “can help our [American] citizens gain self-
identity and true creativity” (Jewett and Lawrence 4). Robert Jewett and John 
Shelton Lawrence, the authors of The American Monomyth (1977), would consider 
such claim to be the “bubble-gum fallacy argument” (4), which they define as: 
“the ascription of trivial, diversionary qualities to popular entertainments while 
denying their mythical aspects and formative influences” (249). In their book, 
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Jewett and Lawrence demonstrate that seemingly trivial popular culture texts 
frequently feature psychically resonant themes. In this article, I demonstrate 
how the American monomyth manifests itself in Dan Brown’s novels and their 
adaptations, and what psychically resonant themes can be found in the seemingly 
trivial and farfetched adventures of Robert Langdon.

The American Monomyth in the Twentieth Century

In The American Monomyth, Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence, proposed 
a concept of the monomyth, whose impress can be found in countless artifacts 
of American popular culture (xx). In order to demonstrate the existence of the 
American monomyth in American popular culture, Jewett and Lawrence, in their 
book, analyze such American artifacts as: Star Trek TV series, Playboy magazine, 
the film Death Wish, and other popular texts. The authors conclude (among other 
things) that not “every item in popular culture is monomythic since some do, 
in fact, transcend conventional formulas. But such inventions do not negate the 
dominant conventions nor detract from the mythical coherence that holds disparate 
materials together. The prevalence of the American monomyth remains in spite of 
exceptions” (xxi).
	 The American monomyth, according to Jewett and Lawrence, is the single 
story which Americans deeply believe in and rewrite it with new characters and 
new settings (xv). Born out of tales of redemption, the story reiterates the formula 
presented below:

A community in a harmonious paradise is threatened by evil: normal in-
stitutions fail to contend with this threat: a selfless superhero emerges to 
renounce [sexual] temptations and carry out the redemptive task: aided by 
fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its paradisal condition: 
the superhero then recedes into obscurity. (xx)

An example of a text built around such a structure, out of a number analyzed 
in The American Monomyth, is the 1975 film, Jaws (dir. Steven Spielberg). In 
the film, a malevolent (evil) shark threatens a paradisical community of Amity 
Island—a summer resort in New England. Normal institutions, represented in 
the movie by the character of the town’s mayor, Larry Vaughn, fail to contend 
with the threat as the mayor decides to reopen the beach, even though the shark 
threat is evident. Three selfless superheroes (Brody—a police chief, Hooper—a 
marine biologist, and Quint–a professional shark hunter) emerge and carry out the 
redemptive task (Quint, the shark hunter is devoured by the beast) of killing the 
shark. At no point do they yield to any temptations (be it sexual or in the form of 
compliance to bureaucratic restrictions). After their decisive victory, the heroes 
paddle into obscurity, i.e., towards Amity Island, whose paradisical condition they 
have restored but the movie ends before we see them reaching the shore.
	 Already in Jaws, one can notice that the seemingly simple structure of 
the American monomyth formula is open to variations, which is the case not with 
any concept of a monomyth. In the concepts of monomyths proposed by Joseph 
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Campbell and Lord Raglan, there are multiple variations to certain elements, which 
pose a problem in determining whether a particular text expresses the monomyth. 
One such element in the American monomyth is the matter of sexual renunciation 
which, as Jewett and Lawrence claim, “must be renounced by superheroes to gain 
redemptive powers” because of “the psychic readiness of the American audience 
to welcome redemption as long as it is combined with a suitable measure of sexual 
renunciation” (15, 57). This may have been true in 1977 in the examples of, among 
many provided by Jewett and Lawrence, Star Trek the original series, Superman 
comic books, and the movie Death Wish. However, in the 2009 Star Trek movie, 
Captain Kirk’s sexuality is emphasized and the viewer knows that Kirk is sexually 
active, although, it must be noted that during a particular mission Kirk abstains 
from sex. Another example of a seeming divergence from the requirements of 
the American monomyth can be found in the 2021 Action Comics #1035 issue, in 
which there is a clear indication of Superman/Clark Kent and Lois Lane spending 
the night together (Johnson 21-22). 

Both examples above for the monomythical texts which diverge from 
the basic structure of the American monomyth are the twenty first century 
texts, however, similar variations can be observed already in the decade which 
followed the publication of The American Monomyth. One such example of the 
post-1977 prevalence of the American monomyth is the 1986 Aliens movie. The 
movie, although it fits the frames of the monomythical structure, does open a few 
questions concerning the elements of the American monomyth. In Aliens, a space 
colony on the moon LV-426 is threatened by a monstruous and deadly race of 
aliens. The corporation owning the colony sends a squad of elite marines to deal 
with the threat—they all die. The marines are joined by Ellen Ripley, played by 
Sigourney Weaver, who serves as a consultant as she had encountered the aliens 
before. Ripley survives, she saves a little girl Newt, and kills all the aliens. She 
is selfless as she is willing to risk her life for the girl, and she renounces sex even 
though there is a growing attraction between her and Corporal Hicks. Ripley is 
guided by fate, which manifests itself in Ripley’s maternal instinct towards Newt, 
or in the form of Bishop the android, as well as in few lucky coincidences. In 
the final scene, we see Ripley, Hicks, and Newt in a state of hibernation as they 
drift off into space hoping to return to their home planet, hence, they recede into 
obscurity.
	 While, structurally, Aliens follows the pattern described by Jewett and 
Lawrence, certain elements and motifs in the film pose questions about the 
universality of the American monomyth formula and the understanding of the 
concept’s components, i.e. the mythemes out of which the mythical tale is built. 
First, there is the question of “harmonious paradise.” The LV-426 colony is a 
community of miners who live on a distant moon, where one encounters only 
rocks, thunderstorms and darkness—hardly an idyllic environment. Second is 
the matter of sexual renunciation, which is present in the 1986 Aliens, however, 
already in the 1992 sequel, Alien 3 (dir. David Fincher), Ripley is involved in a 
sexual intercourse with Dr. Jonathan Clemens. Jewett and Lawrence see female 
heroines as ones who use manipulation (intellect) rather than violence to perform 
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their redemptive task (106-124); Ripley uses both violence and manipulation, 
although, given the amount of explosions and shots fired in Aliens, it is safe to 
say that violence is Ripley’s weapon of choice (or necessity). Finally, there is no 
restoration of the community to its “paradisical” condition, the colony is wiped out 
in order to kill all the aliens, however, the overall goal of preventing aliens from 
coming to Earth is achieved… that is until the sequels.
	 The Alien movie franchise hints that an evolution of the American 
monomyth takes place, in the sense that while the American mythical tales retain 
the basic structure of the monomyth, certain progression of their mythemes can be 
observed. This evolution has been observed by Jewett and Lawrence, who in their 
2002 The Myth of the American Superhero notice, as they call it, “the distortions 
of the monomyth” (358) in the texts such as: Matrix (1999), Armageddon (1998), 
and Air Force One (1997). Nevertheless, the book is merely an update on the 
catalogue of the popular culture artifacts (The Myth 400), which reaffirms the 
authors’ observations on the prevalence of the American monomyth in the late 
twentieth century.

Let us now analyze the artifacts which came into existence after the 
publication of The Myth of the American Superhero i.e., the adventures of Robert 
Langdon. The aim of the analysis is to determine how the American monomyth 
manifests itself in the stories of Professor Langdon, and what variations to the 
mythemes of the American monomyth can be observed in the said stories.

Robert Langdon Adventures and the American Monomyth

In one of his Web Exclusives on YouTube, John Oliver, in a humorous manner, 
describes Robert Langdon as a brilliant, Harvard educated, renowned symbologist 
(which is not a real job), who “fucks” (LastWeekTonight [@LastWeekTonight] 
00:00–08:46). While Oliver’s succinct description captures the essence of the 
character of Robert Langdon, he gets one element wrong… Langdon does not 
“fuck”… for the most part. In Dan Brown’s novels, there is only one mention 
of Langdon having a sexual intercourse; it is in Angels & Demons the novel, but 
the night spent together with Vittoria Vetra takes place only after the mission is 
complete and the redemption is achieved (566-569). Langdon definitely does not 
get involved in sexual activities when his character is portrayed in the films by 
Tom Hanks, who has not done a sex scene since 1994 Forrest Gump with the 
exception of a quirky one in the 2007 Charlie Wilson’s War. The only element 
of temptation, which might distract the hero from the mission at hand occurs in 
Inferno the film, where there is a scene in which Langdon forgets his quest for a 
while when reminiscing his affair with Elisabeth Sinskey (1:31:54–1:35:41); there 
is no element of sex in the scene but there is a momentary loss of focus and, 
potentially, a desire to abandon the quest. Apart from the American monomyth’s 
requirement for the hero to be sexually abstinent, in the case of Ron Howard’s films, 
there may be one more factor. It seems that the mytheme of sexual renunciation is 
the result of not only the fact that Inferno the film is an adaptation of the novel in 
which sex is absent; the other reason for that is the fact that the actor portraying 
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Langdon is Tom Hanks, who on a number of occasions has been referred to as 
“America’s dad” (“The 2010s Was When Tom Hanks Became America’s Dad”) 
and is not considered an onscreen lover in the likeness of, for example, Brad Pitt. 
Though it must be noted that in the case of the films starring Hanks as Robert 
Langdon, the mytheme of sexual renunciation is tied to audience’s expectations 
towards the actor. There are no such expectations towards Ashley Zuckerman who 
plays Langdon in 2021 The Lost Symbol the mini-series, in which Langdon spends 
a night with Katherine Salomon, his former girlfriend (Episode 8, 22:07–31:34) 
while the mission is still in progress.
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Table 1. Occurrence of the mytheme of sexual renunciation in the stories of Robert Langdon.

For the most part, Langdon can be viewed as a prototypical superhero of 
the monomyth, one whom Jewett and Lawrence identify as “an outsider, either 
in fact or in attitude” who rarely originates in the community he is called to 
redeem (The American Monomyth 154). Langdon lives and works in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, yet his adventures take place in Italy, France, Switzerland, Spain, 
Turkey, Scotland, England and Washington D.C.. He is, as mentioned above, in 
most cases, sexually abstinent, since in the monomyth “redemptive obligations 
cannot be integrated with normal sexual responsibilities” (The American Monomyth 
154), although in certain reiterations of his character Langdon does not refrain 
from sexual temptations. Langdon’s superpower is his intellect, his knowledge, 
his eidetic memory and ability to solve anagrams, therefore, he carries out the 
redemptive task through manipulation rather than violence, although the element 
of violence is ever present in Langdon stories.

Langdon may not be entirely selfless, e.g. in Angels & Demons the novel, 
he admits he has not revealed certain information as he wanted to finish his research 
and be the first one to publish on the subject (201-202). He is also not so noble; 
in the film he cowardly points to Vetra as the one who stole Galileo’s manuscript 
from the Vatican Archives (38:23–39:00). Langdon can be cowardly, clumsy and 
constantly confused. Rather than “emerge” as a superhero, he is drawn, usually 
against his own volition, into his adventures by CERN and the Vatican in Angels 
& Demons, by the Priory of Sion in The Da Vinci Code, by Mal’akh in The Lost 
Symbol, by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Consortium in Inferno, 
and by Winston—an Artificial Intelligence program in Origin. Actually, in Inferno, 
Langdon struggles with temporary amnesia, which makes him more of a tool in 
the hands of Sienna Brooks and the Provost rather than the hero who performs the 
redemptive task. Nevertheless, when facing an evil threat, Langdon rises up to the 
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occasion and, often risking his own life, he performs the redemptive task simply 
because it is the right thing to do. In Inferno the novel, there is a fragment which 
expresses it most poignantly when Langdon ponders on the meaning of a quote 
by Dante: “The darkest places in hell are reserved for those who maintain their 
neutrality in times of moral crisis. For Langdon, the meaning of these words had 
never felt so clear: In dangerous times, there is no sin greater than inaction” (729-
730). He is also aided by fate.
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Table 2. Occurrence of the mytheme of the emergence of the superhero in the stories of Robert 
Langdon.

	 Regardless of his personal traits and the motivation to act, Langdon is called 
for to help various communities whose harmonious paradise is threatened by evil. 
There are two problems concerning this particular mytheme of evil threatening a 
community: the first one is to determine what community exactly is threatened and 
in what way it is paradisical, and the second problem is where the evil comes from. 
In Angels & Demons, the community is the Vatican, which symbolizes all organized 
religion (though Catholic Church in particular), and CERN research facility, which 
symbolizes all science. The threat to the church is emphasized in the film, while in 
the book, the concern of CERN’s and thus science’s reputation is highlighted. In 
The Da Vinci Code, both the novel and the film, the community is either the Priory 
of Sion who guard the secret of the Holy Grail or it is Christendom, which might 
collapse if the secret is revealed. In The Lost Symbol, both the novel and the TV 
series, there is a threat to the national security of the USA and to the whole world. 
The whole mankind is also threatened by the plague in Inferno, both the novel 
and the film, while in Origin, once again the conflict between religion and science 
renders these two worlds as threatened communities. Whether these communities 
represent “harmonious paradise” is questionable; after all each community 
mentioned above have had its share of problems, controversies, scandals, and even 
crimes. A more apt description of these communities would be “the world as we 
know it,” as what they have in common is that they live their daily lives unaware 
of the evil lurking in the shadows. 

The element of evil in Langdon stories is where the main alteration to 
the American monomyth concept can be found. It is so, due to the introduction of 
secret societies and conspiracies. Dan Brown was not the first author to write about 
them but he certainly popularized the theme. The significance of these conspiracies 
is that, while in the original American monomyth concept the evil threat always 
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comes from the outside of the paradisical community, in Langdon stories, the evil 
resides hidden among the community it threatens. The tool of the evil may be “the 
other,” e.g. the Albino in The Da Vinci Code, a mysterious Mal’akh in The Lost 
Symbol or a middle eastern Hassassin in Angels & Demons, but “the other” merely 
serve—or in the case of The Lost Symbol in fact are—those who live within the 
community that is threatened. Moreover, the secret societies featured in Langdon 
stories seem to run the world, be it with good or evil intentions. The Freemasons 
in The Lost Symbol may want to usher the new Enlightenment and the Camerlengo 
in Angels & Demons may want to save his Church and the one true faith, the fact 
that they operate in the shadows and are surrounded by mystery renders them a 
threat. Even though the Langdon stories feature a number of secret societies which 
we know by their names, such as: the Illuminati, the Priory of Sion, Opus Dei, 
the Consortium, the Leviathan Group, or the Palmerian Church, in the end, it is 
the nameless and mysterious “they” who decide the fate of humanity and “their” 
ethics is questionable. The Hassassin in Angels & Demons the film refers to those 
nameless “them” when he says, “You know, when they call me... and they all call 
me... it is so important to them that I know that what they ask is the Lord’s will. 
Or Allah’s, or Yahweh’s” (01:45:57-01:46:10). Similarly, in The Lost Symbol the 
TV series, in Episode 1, the guard working at the Capitol in Washington D.C. says: 
“I did two tours in the desert. I’m still waiting for someone to tell me why. They 
like their secrets.” to which Langdon replies, “Yes, they do” (00:33:57-00:34:15). 
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Table 3. Occurrence of the mytheme of idyllic community threatened by evil in the stories of 
Robert Langdon.

“They” invoke a crisis, which is a requirement of the American monomyth 
(an evil threat), and since in the Langdon stories the crises occur as a result of 
conspiracies by secret societies, no wonder that institutions, which operate 
according to their standard scenarios and limited knowledge, fail and an expert in 
a field, i.e. the hero is called for. In Angels & Demons, the Swiss Guard and the 
Italian Gendarmerie are helpless, in The Da Vinci Code it is the Interpol and the 
French Police, and in Origin the Spanish police and Guardia Real fail. In The Lost 

1	 The question mark in „+/?” in Table 3 indicates that while the mytheme of evil threat is present, 
there is ambiguity as to which community is threatened and how idyllic the community was 
before the threat.
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Symbol, CIA is as helpful as it is helpless; similarly, in Inferno, the WHO tries 
to be helpful but ultimately, in all these stories, it is Langdon who carries out the 
redemptive task. There is one more institution which fails in Langdon stories—the 
media. Journalist’s need for the first page story and their focus on sensationalism, 
which pose a threat to the success of Langdon’s quests is a somewhat constant 
theme in Langdon stories. For example, in Origin, one reads that Guardia Real’s 
Commander, Diego Garza no longer recognizes the world in which “the terms 
“conspiracy theory” and “well respected” seem mutually exclusive” (168) and yet 
“[f]ake news now carries as much weight as real news” (172).

A doubt in the effectiveness and the good will and the efficiency of official 
institutions is expressed on a number of occasions in the Langdon stories. In fact, 
in those stories, to do the right thing frequently means breaking the rules. For 
example, in The Lost Symbol the TV series, Director Sato is able to help Langdon 
only when opposing their supervisors at CIA, and in Angels & Demons the film, 
Langdon tells a couple of Italian policemen to “show him how real cops act” 
(1:25:55–01:26:11), i.e. not to follow orders from their superiors and help Langdon 
instead. Also, in Inferno the film, the Provost claims that he and his mysterious 
organization, the Consortium, “are not the government. [They] get things done.” 
(00:35:29–00:35:32). Collectively, Langdon stories enhance the fear of powerful 
secret societies and diminish the value of official institutions. 
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Table 4. Occurrence of the mytheme of failed institutions in the stories of Robert Langdon.

When it comes to the mytheme of fate in Langdon stories, the issue is 
complex. According to Jewett and Lawrence, in the American Protestant literary 
tradition, which played a role in shaping the monomyth, the fate basically equals 
Providence (The American Monomyth 107-108). The idea that Langdon is aided by 
divine intervention is a somewhat constant theme, especially in Angels & Demons, 
The Da Vinci Code, and Origin, in which the theme of science versus religion 
is present. The best example of such understood fate is in Angels & Demons the 
film, where in the final scenes cardinal Strauss tells Langdon that he thanks God 
for sending Langdon to protect his Church. To Langdon’s expression of disbelief 
that it was God who sent him, Strauss replies, “Oh, my son...of course he did” 
(2:09:41–2:09:58). However, since faith is a gift that Langdon is yet to receive 
(Angels & Demons 00:26:04–00:27:07), it would make more sense to look at the 
concept of fate as one described by Joseph Campbell, from whose work Jewett 
and Lawrence derived their concept of the American monomyth (The American 
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Monomyth xix-xx). Campbell describes fate, or as he refers to it, the Supernatural 
Aid as 

a protective figure…. What such a figure represents is the benign, protect-
ing power of destiny. The fantasy is a reassurance—a promise… [of] that 
the peace of Paradise…; that… protective power is always and ever present 
within the sanctuary of the heart and even immanent within, or just behind, 
the unfamiliar features of the world. One has only to know and trust, and 
the ageless guardians will appear. (The Hero 63, 66)

In the case of Langdon adventures, those guardians are, first and foremost, women: 
Vittoria Vetra in Angels & Demons, Sophie Neveu in The Da Vinci Code, Katherine 
Solomon and Inoue Sato in The Lost Symbol, Sienna Brooks and Elizabeth 
Sinskey in Inferno, and Ambra Vidal in Origin. Without their courage, wit, and 
determination, the hero would have been lost and his quest would fail. Apart from 
women, the Langdon stories are full of miraculous escapes, last minute revelations 
and other “coincidences” which push the hero forward. One such example is in 
Angels & Demons the film, when Langdon look at his watch to check the time 
and, while looking downwards, he happens to notice a bas-relief which is clue 
that Langdon uses to solve another puzzle (00:54:14–00:54:32). Another hint that 
fate guides Langdon can be found in Inferno the novel, in which the Provost, who 
to some extent is the mastermind in the story, runs his operations from aboard 
Mendacium. The name of his yacht is also the name of an ancient, Roman deity of 
mischief—a Roman equivalent of the Nordic mythology’s Loki.
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Table 5. Occurrence of the mytheme of fate in the stories of Robert Langdon.

	 Guided by fate, Langdon is on his path to deliver redemption through 
violence or manipulation. For the most part, in the novels, films, and the TV series 
in question, redemption is achieved through manipulation, i.e. Langdon solving 
puzzles. However, due to a violent threat on the part of different assassins, there 
is a great deal of violence in Langdon stories. For example, in Angels & Demons 
the novel, Vittoria Vetra is the one who actually kills the Hassassin (445). There 
is one instance, however, in which there is no redemption. In Inferno the novel, 
the virus created by Bertrand Zobrist is released and, in the result 1/3 of world’s 
population becomes sterile, which was Zobrist’s solution to overpopulation, which 
he had seen as a threat to the community of Earth. In the film, however, Langdon 
and Sinskey manage to contain the virus and prevent the plague from spreading.  
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Table 6. Occurrence of the mytheme of redemption in the stories of Robert Langdon.

	 In each of his five adventures (except the one in Inferno the novel), Langdon 
is able to avert the crisis and deliver the “decisive victory [which] restores the 
community to its paradisal condition.” Once again, a number of questions arises 
when this particular mytheme is analyzed: how paradisical are the communities 
which Langdon tries to save and are they restored? and which communities are 
those? In Angels & Demons the church survives, but its reputation as well as 
CERN’s reputation are damaged. In The Da Vinci Code, the decision to reveal the 
truth about the Holy Grail is left to Sophie—the last living descendant of Jesus 
Christ and Mary Magdalene. In The Lost Symbol, the secret portal to wisdom 
and unlimited power turns out to be a nineteenth century copy of King James 
Bible, and Freemasons decide not to reveal its true meaning just yet. Inferno the 
novel and Inferno the film offer two different endings, both dubious about the final 
outcome—in the book, 1/3 of people are made sterile, which promises to stop 
overpopulation; in the film, the spread of the sterilization virus is prevented but the 
problem of overpopulation remains. Nevertheless, in the tradition of the American 
monomyth, each of the Langdon stories carries a message of hope. For example, 
in Angels & Demons the film, unlike in the book, Langdon manages to save the 
last of the preferritti who is elected pope and who chooses the name Luke—after 
St. Luke, who is said to have been a physician, which according to Vittoria Vetra, 
sends “quite a message… science and faith all in one” to which Cardinal Strauss 
replies: “[t]he world is in need of both” (2:09:02–2:09:25). Similar message is 
expressed by Dan Brown at the end of Origin when Langdon visits the church of 
Sagrada Família, where he is “surrounded by people of all faiths, colors, languages, 
and cultures, everyone staring heavenward with a shared sense of wonder” (456) 
and united by hope for a better future. The communities in Langdon stories may 
not be restored to some paradisical condition, but they are restored to their former 
condition, with promises of a better tomorrow.
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Table 7. Occurrence of the mytheme of victory and restoration in the stories of Robert Langdon.

	 Does Langdon recede into obscurity? Not exactly. We assume he returns 
to Cambridge, which is hinted in Inferno the film, and actually presented only 
in The Lost Symbol the TV series, but other Langdon narratives offer different 
endings to his adventures. In the final scenes of Angels & Demons, in the book, 
he spends a night of lovemaking with Vetra in a hotel in Rome, and in the film, 
he is there right next to the newly elected pope. In The Da Vinci Code, both the 
novel and the film, he returns to Paris, in The Lost Symbol the novel, he is at the 
top of the Washington monument in D.C., and in Origin he is in Barcelona. One 
common theme about the ending to Langdon’s adventures, apart from reverting 
crisis (except in Inferno the novel) is that Langdon ends up enriched in one way or 
another. By discovering the secrets behind conspiracies, the Professor gains new 
knowledge and gets ever closer to the TRUTH. He gets to kneel at the final resting 
place of Mary Magdalene in The Da Vinci Code, both the novel and the film; he is 
given the Galileo’s manuscript, which will allow him to finish one of his books in 
Angels & Demons the film (in the book it is destroyed); in The Lost Symbol, both 
the novel and the film, he becomes open to ideas transcending what today’s science 
can explain, and in Inferno he gets his beloved Mickey-Mouse watch back.
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Table 8. Occurrence of the mytheme of receding into obscurity in the stories of Robert Langdon.

2	 The question mark in „+/?” and „+/?” in Table 7 indicates that while the mytheme of decisive 
victory is either present or absent, it is impossible to determine whether the community will be 
restored to its paradisical condition.
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Conclusions

When looked at as a case study, the remediated stories of Robert Langdon’s  
adventures follow the structure of the American monomyth formula. Apart from 
the examples provided so far, there is yet another mythological device through 
which the monomyth reveals itself—binary oppositions. In his The Structural 
Study of Myth, Claude Lévi-Strauss sees myth as part of human speech which 
has to be told to be understood (430). As such, myth, which is built of linguistic 
constituent units on a sentence level (431), reveals its meaning when the constituent 
units are extrapolated and corelated in binary oppositions (431-432), which, in 
turn, reflect cultural patterns. In Langdon stories, such binary oppositions can be 
found in the mythemes of sexual renunciation and fate. Contrary to Langdon’s 
sexual abstinence, the Hassassin in Angels & Demons the novel is a highly sexual 
creature, who treats violent and debauched sexual intercourses as a reward for his 
work (44-45), thus the, required by the monomyth, sexual segmentation of the 
hero is emphasized. Similarly, the villains in Langdon stories believe that they 
are guided by fate, as in the case of Admiral Luis Avila—Langdon’s antagonist 
in Origin—who sees fate as “a cruel and unpredictable mistress, and yet there 
seemed an eerie equilibrium about her now. The same fate that had torn out his 
soul in the Cathedral of Seville had now granted him a second life—a fresh start” 
(212). In the end, Avila dies and fails to carry out his mission and it is Langdon 
who can be viewed as an agent of the monomythic fate.

Not only do the adventures of Robert Langdon follow the structure 
of the American monomyth, but they also alter or perhaps even enrich the 
monomyth’s mythemes, and adapt the monomyth to the interests and sensitivities 
of contemporary American culture. For example, Langdon stories consistently 
feature themes which are major topics of discussion in the modern world: religion 
versus science, artificial insemination and artificial intelligence, noetic science, 
transhumanism, gay rights, overpopulation and pandemics, and, naturally, more-
or-less secret societies and organizations, e.g. Opus Dei. These stories also feature 
a constant theme of a promise of a better world thanks to scientific breakthrough.
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Table 9. The mythemes of the stories of Robert Langdon.

Langdon stories, when juxtaposed, present an altered, perhaps even distorted, but, 
in my mind, updated to contemporary realities and expectations, version of the 
monomythic structure in which: 

An innocent/ignorant/unaware community is threatened by an evil conspir-
acy involving a secret society which operates in the shadows; the plot is car-
ried out by ‘the other,’ who serves as a tool: due to a conspiracy normal in-
stitutions fail to contend with the threat: a not-so-selfless and not-so-super 
hero emerges to (for the most part) renounce [sexual] temptations and carry 
out the redemptive task by manipulation and violence: aided by various in-
carnations of fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its former 
condition filled with a hope of a better future: the superhero then receives 
his reward and recedes into obscurity… until his/her next adventure.
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There is yet another aspect of the American monomyth, found in Robert 
Langdon stories, as well as in other artifacts of contemporary popular culture, 
which is worth pondering—the monomyth’s impact on its readers. Jewett and 
Lawrence warn against the danger of the monomyth being imprinted in America’s 
mass unconscious; in their The American Monomyth, they make a series of 
comments on the destructive impact of the monomyth: 

the American monomyth is an escapist fantasy. It encourages passivity on 
the part of the general public and unwise concentrations of power in os-
tensible redeemers. It betrays the ideals of democratic responsibility and 
denies the reliance on human intelligence that is basic to the democratic 
hope. (210-211)

Monomythic drama has the character of a tranquilizer, exchanging the sense 
of communal alarm and obligation for a fantasy of Edenic resolution achiev-
able only by superhumans. (213)
[T]he achievement of redemption through destruction or manipulation 
sidesteps procreative and companionate dimensions that usually accom-
pany the attainment of realistic goals. Monomythic heroism is marked by 
nullification rather than creation. (218)

The American monomyth offers vigilantism without lawlessness, sexual re-
pression without resultant perversion, and moral infallibility without the 
use of intellect.… The monomythic hero… offers a form of leadership with-
out paying the price of political relations or responding to the preferences 
of the majority. (196)

the American monomyth rejects democratic values at a number of crucial 
points. It conveys a pessimism about democratic institutions and public re-
sponsibilities, a messianic expectation that society can be redeemed by a 
single stroke, and an impatience with constitutional processes.… So skillful, 
so eloquent and moving are its materials that they are probably the most 
effective sources of the erosion of democratic credibility today. (215-216).

The adventures of Robert Langdon, whether in the novels, the films, and the TV series, 
sustain the prevalence of the American monomyth and its corrosive impact on the 
American society. Other texts of American popular culture do too… frequently, in the 
films that we watch and the books that we read, we will find the themes of an evil threat 
which resides within a community it threatens. The evil is secret, it conspires and it 
infiltrates our institutions rendering them unable or unwilling to contain the threat. 
Therefore all hope for redemption is laid in an extraordinary individual, who through 
combination of manipulation and violence might contain the threat.  
	 If Jewett and Lawrence’s warning against the destructive impact 
the monomyth has on American mass consciousness, or rather the collective 
unconscious, is valid, as it seems to be, then is it any wonder that in 2016, a fairly 
large portion of Americans chose to put their fate into the hands of an individual, 
who presented himself as the only one who could fix America (i.e., the hero), 
promised to drain the swamp (i.e., fix the ineffective institutions), and build the 
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wall (i.e., prevent evil from entering the harmonious paradise that is the USA)? 
And is it any wonder that in 2020, when the power was being taken away from 
the said individual, some Americans fueled by the QAnon conspiracy theories, 
believed in the conspiracy of stolen elections, which led some of them to storm 
the symbol of democratic institutions that is the Capitol in Washington D.C.? Is it 
possible to view the events of January 6th 2020 as a manifestation of the destructive 
power of the American monomyth? 

An attempt to point to a link between The Da Vinci Code or John Wick 
and Donald Trump and the “QAnon shaman” (Mangan) might sound like one 
of the fantastic theories propagated by, for example, Alex Jones. Perhaps when 
postulating such link one should, much like Professor Langdon himself, chide 
oneself for “conjuring phantoms out of thin air” (Brown, Origin 312). On the other 
hand, “sometimes a change of perspective is all it takes to see the light” (Brown, 
The Lost Symbol 729). 
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