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According to Michael Kaminski,  

Star Wars has undoubtedly become one of the prime mythologies of the twentieth century, 

a tale so well known that it is studied in university courses alongside Shakespeare and 

Dostoevsky. ... Anthropological studies not just of twentieth century culture and 

entertainment, but of modern folklore, must place Star Wars and its five sequels and empire 

of spin-offs at or near the top of the list of important works.1   

 Kaminski, however, contests this admission of Campbellian influence on Lucas, at 

least for the creation of 1977’s Star Wars, and he does so for several reasons.  One of his 

theses is that the connection was unintentional, unconscious and thus somewhat accidental.   

 Firstly, Kaminski notes that there are occasions when Lucas distanced his script 

writing from Campbell.  For instance, in a BBC interview of 1999 Lucas claims that “I was 

going along on my own story, I was trying to write whatever I felt.  And then I would go back 

once I’d written a script, I would go back and check it against the classic model of the hero’s 

journey and that sort of thing to see if I had gone off the deep end, and simply by following 

my own inspiration, the thing that intrigued me most is that it was very close to the model.”
2
  

Nevertheless, there are several things that Kaminski should be more careful about here.  

Notably, this is not a claim about ‘unconscious’ mimicking at all, but an admission that Lucas 

had read about the ‘hero myth’ and wanted to follow it, at least broadly; that his own script 

was deliberately checked against this form of myth (Lucas does not say here whether he 

would have changed the script had he found significant deviation, but the implication is that 

the myth forms as something of a narrative touchstone).  Also, this interview dates from 1999, 

and, as we will see below, Kaminski has been making the point that Lucas’ later reflections 

are unreliable guides. “[B]y following my own inspiration” is equally a way of sounding more 

original and creative than being a mimicker.  Finally, while Lucas does not tend to name his 

mythic sources in earlier interviews there is no reason to assume that Campbell’s work is not 

among them, unnamed perhaps, again, in order to emphasise Lucas’ own creativity in writing 

Star Wars.  Kaminski’s argument is a speculative one built on silence – there is simply no 

direct evidence to contest Lucas’ appeal to Campbell, among others.   
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 Secondly, Kaminski argues that initially Star Wars “was viewed as a fun and exciting 

adventure film, with a positive and spiritual message – but not anything particularly deep and 

history-making beyond being a current hit.”
3
  Star Wars was initially conceived from ‘pulp’ 

science-fiction materials.   

While the media, in the 80s and 90s, would expound primarily upon the film’s ties to King 

Arthur and The Odyssey, Star Wars’ origins are rooted in quite the opposite, in comic 

books and pulp science fiction, the ‘trash’ of literature.  Trying to move away from Hidden 

Fortress, he dressed the simplistic plot with an assortment of elements from science fiction, 

in time culling everything from comic book writers Alex Raymond and Jack Kirby to 

science fiction sages E.E. Smith and Isaac Asimov, peppered with cinematic influences of 

everything from John Ford’s The Searchers to Nazi propaganda milestone Triumph of the 

Will and infused with the constant action and thrill-ride plotting of the 1930s serials.
4
   

 Yet such an argument seems to have succumbed to the common, but deeply 

problematic and unsustainable, separation of ‘pulp’ or ‘fantasy and adventure’ genres and the 

mythological.  There is a disturbingly real logical problem with the use of only in Kaminski’s 

naive argument that Lucas “Intended [Star Wars] only as a thrilling adventure to stimulate the 

imagination of young people”.
5
   

 Thirdly, Kaminski reasons that Lucas picked up motifs from the likes of Campbell 

largely unconsciously.  When related to the previous argument this means that Kaminski’s 

Lucas intended to construct a ‘pulp’ narrative, but had unconsciously assumed many elements 

from older mythic traditions.  Lucas’ eclecticism involves the absorption of “myths and fairy 

tales, especially in later drafts”.
6
  Does this unwitting absorption also include the more 

scholarly reflections on myths?  Here Kaminski’s arguments are particularly unclear.  On the 

one hand he wants to link Star Wars to sources of populist entertainment and deny more 

intellectual sources.  On the other hand, he does note Lucas’ study of anthropology, including 

myths, for two years at college.
7
  Quite bizarrely this leads to the claim that Lucas’ reading of 

scholastic literature (and this seems to contradict his claim that Lucas was not interested in the 

scholarly materials, but read pulp sci-fi materials) was “more of a personal curiosity.”
8
  What 

makes this a peculiar argument is that Kaminski speaks about the unconscious absorption of 

mythic materials while denying that the same thing happened with Lucas’ reading of the 

‘rules’ provided by myth scholars of the time.   
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 Even so, the very notion of a collective unconscious works up to a point, but makes no 

sense of Lucas’ admission of a conscious hunt for a plot that reflects his passion for many of 

the texts that themselves embody mythic materials; and it underplays the connections he 

makes between Star Wars and his interest in mythological materials, whether as a child 

watching Flash Gordon and westerns, or as a college student reading anthropological and 

cultural studies.  Most disastrously for his argument, Kaminski himself cites without comment 

elsewhere in his book even most disastrously Lucas’ claim that “About the time I was doing 

the third draft I read the Hero with a Thousand Faces, and I started to realize I was following 

those rules unconsciously.  So I said, I’ll make it fit more into that classic mold.”
9
  For a start, 

this admits that Lucas had indeed read Campbell before completing the final version of the 

script.  Moreover, while it does suggest an unconscious following of the ‘rules’ of mythic 

story-telling, it also makes explicit the notion that Lucas then followed and edited the script 

when it did not “fit ... into that classic mold.”   

 Fourthly, it was only later, Kaminski argues, that connections between Star Wars and 

myths began to appear.  Kaminski believes that Lucas did not adapt the Star Wars script with 

Campbell in mind, and that the appeal to the scholar’s work on mythologies only comes later.  

“Word of Lucas’ interest in fairy tales and mythology got out and soon the film’s perception 

began to change.”
10

  Kaminski questions the way the scripts developed without reference to 

‘high culture’ or scholarly literature, and that the references to those works only comes later 

as Lucas and fans attempt to make Star Wars sound more culturally and intellectually 

significant than it really is.  This, according to Kaminski, was largely the work of “the 

intelligentsia”, comparing it to the classical Homeric myths in Ulysses and The Odyssey.
11

  

Only after it became successful was the “fairy-tale-like aspect ... pushed to the forefront”.  Yet 

this is a strange thing to argue, when Lucas had clearly made an explicit and quite conscious 

fairy-tale reference with the opening text “A long time ago...” in the fourth-draft summary of 

1 January 1976.
12

  If Kaminski is merely speaking of Lucas’ intentions then that is one thing 

(Lucas sought to entertain, pure and simple – although that has been contested above); but if 

the argument is that the later myth-theorising on Star Wars is peculiar and inappropriate, 

since it is actually just an entertaining piece, then this falls into a sort of genetic fallacy – 

because Lucas’ sources are those of popular entertainment (and this claim itself has been 

contested above) his work cannot of mythological significance – and it does not take seriously 

Kaminski’s own argument about Lucas’ unconscious influences.   
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 Fifthly, and finally, Kaminski claims that Lucas himself bought into this 

intellectualisation of his stories, ‘using’ Campbell’s name in order to give “him proper 

scholastic backing for his ‘mythic’ B-movie”.  However, this is an odd argument given that 

Lucas is quite happy to admit the ‘pulp’ inspiration for much of the concept of Star Wars; 

never felt the same need to make grand self-justifying claims for his ‘fun’ movie American 

Graffiti; and as Biskind notes, “Lucas wanted to be taken seriously as an artist, be paid the 

kind of attention the critics lavished on Coppola and Scorsese.”
13

  Perhaps most damingly, 

Kaminski has failed to note Lucas’ reference to the fairy tale and myth in his interview 

American Film interview with Stephen Zito, published in April 1977 before the cinematic 

release of Star Wars on 25
th

 May.   

 Whether Lucas’ use of mythological ‘motifs’ and ‘principles’ was conscious or not 

(and Kaminski’s arguments are unfortunately logically impoverished and eccentric, as well as 

evidentially weak), not only scholars of myth but Campbell himself have acclaimed overlaps, 

and thus a mythological substructure to Lucas’ cinematic vision.  After the release of Return 

of the Jedi Lucas and Campbell became friends.  When Lucas showed Campbell the movies at 

his home, the myth-critic positively and generously remarked “I thought real art stopped with 

Picasso, Joyce and Mann.  Now I know it hasn’t.”
14

   

Later, after I did Jedi, someone gave me a tape of one of his lectures, and I was just blown 

away by it.  He was much more powerful as a speaker than he was as a writer.  Shortly 

thereafter, we became friends.  I met him, and we were friends for a period until his death.  

In that time, he was a mentor.  He was an amazing scholar and an amazing person, and I 

was privileged to be around him.  That was later on, in my so-called ‘hiatus period.’
15
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