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The Hero Maximus Decimus Meridius


The term hero can mean many things to many people.  However, to fit the true archetypical mold of a hero or heroine, an individual must possess certain traits, overcome great obstacles and undergo a journey or quest.  According to author Tami Cowden, at their core, every well-defined hero can be placed into one of eight archetypes.  She categorizes these eight primary archetypes of the hero character as:  the bad boy, the best friend, the charmer, the lost soul, the professor, the swashbuckler, and the warrior (Cowden).  The movie the Gladiator depicts the character of Maximus Decimus Meridius as a warrior hero.  "The warrior is a noble champion, he acts with honor.  This man is the reluctant rescuer or knight in shining armor" (Cowden).  Maximus is a fictional character that served as a beloved general in the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius' army.  Another author, Joseph Campbell, traces the story of the hero's journey and transformation; and although most of his work focuses primarily on heroes of mythology, the character of Maximus fits into Campbell's theories as well.  Maximus' life as a selfless, dutiful warrior paints him as the primordial hero in the movie the Gladiator. 
Campbell defines three stages in the hero's journey as the departure, the initiation and the return.  In a journal article on the hero's journey, William Hart writes, "the hero begins [his] journey in the everyday world surrounded by things familiar.... there comes a time, however, when the hero will leave [his] everyday world" (Hart).  Maximus' everyday world as a general, a husband and a father ends when he is cast into slavery as a gladiator.  Also included in the departure phase is the call to adventure.  Campbell said, "that destiny has summoned the hero and transferred his spiritual center of gravity from the pale of his society to a zone unknown" (Campbell 58); in Maximus' case, this destiny is the desire to avenge the death of his wife and son.  Drawing from Cowden's description of the warrior hero as a reluctant rescuer, Maximus turns his angst and pain from the loss of his family into strength, becomes the ultimate gladiator, and frees the Roman people from the evil grasp of Commodus.  The departure stage of journey requires the hero to leave behind all that is known and begin the path of achieving his honor.

The next stage of the hero's journey is the initiation.  The initiation that Maximus undergoes in relation to Campbell's theories is the road of trials and the supreme ordeals.  Maximus' road of trials is the numerous pain and torture he endures in the gladiator battles.  According to Campbell, at the end of the road of trials is the supreme ordeal; Hart states that the supreme ordeal could end with, "... the hero taking a prize from the gods" (Hart).  Maximus' supreme ordeal is the final battle in the Coliseum with Commodus, which went beyond the physical realm and into one of battling for the people and his honor.  Although Commodus is not a deity, he is the supreme law of the land for the Romans.  It was unheard of for a gladiator to challenge the emperor before his people, which is exactly what Maximus did in the final battle.  Maximus fought Commodus for the ultimate prizes, the future of Rome according to the wishes of Marcus Aurelius, and to take vengeance for his family.  Fitting with the adventure of the hero, Maximus undergoes his supreme ordeal and gains his reward (246).

The final stage of the journey is the hero's return.  Maximus' journey did not strictly follow any of Campbell's phases of refusing the return, crossing the return threshold or becoming a master of both worlds.  Instead, the end of this hero's journey results in his death.  However, Campbell did say that "the hero would be no hero if death held for him any terror; the first condition of is reconciliation with the grave (356).  Maximus remains alive long enough to give the orders for the new Roman government before he slips into the sacred afterlife reserved for heroes.


Campbell's book also includes the Cosmogonic Cycle of the hero.  This section offers more insight of the warrior hero that is not readily depicted in the stages of the hero's journey.  For example, Campbell states, "the mythological hero is the champion not of things become but of things becoming" (337), which in Maximus' case he was a famous warrior prior to his quest, but his perseverance and the crowd's faith in him overthrowing Commodus, keep his hero status until the very end of the movie.  In addition, Commodus, "the enemy is great and conspicuous in the seat of power...because he turns to his own advantage the authority of his position" (337).  This statement is affirmed when Commodus, as the emperor of Rome, tries to pit Maximus against unfair battles against multiple warriors and beasts, and in the end secretly stabs him before their dual.  Another statement by Campbell that "the hero blessed by the father returns to represent the father among men" (347) proves accurate in the movie because although Maximus is not Marcus Aurelius' biological son, he revered him in such a light and chose him as an heir (prior to his death and Commodus' trickery).  When Maximus was in the ring fighting for the rights of the Roman people, he fought for the dying wishes of his "father."

Maximus Decimus Meridius encompasses the characteristics to fit the archetype of a warrior hero.  His pledge to his mentor, his word, his honor, and his family forced him on a journey he was reluctant to undertake, but his selflessness carried him to the pinnacle of hero status.  Studying the mold of a warrior hero, the stages of the hero's journey and the cosmogonic cycle, it is evident Maximus developed throughout the movie the Gladiator into a recognizable hero.
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