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Universal Hero: The Quest of Vril Dox II 
By Rachel Parsons 
 Comic book superheroes are excellent 

modern day examples of the way our society 

perpetuates the story of the hero’s quest. Icons like 

Superman and Batman are easily recognized around 

the world, bearing the moniker of “hero” with honor 

and integrity. Just as comic books express the 

idealistic, perfect hero that everyone wishes was real, 

they can also show us less glamorous “heroes” whose 

claim to such a title might seem dubious at best. In 

the universe of DC Comics alone, there is a wealth of 

morally gray heroes that don’t quite shine like the 

Man of Steel. One such character is Vril Dox II, also known as Brainiac 2, the son of 

Superman’s nemesis. Though Brainiac 2 might seem an unlikely hero and definitely straddles the 

moral fence, his story is nonetheless a good example of the hero’s quest as it is described by 

Joseph Campbell, in his book The Hero With A Thousand Faces. 

 After outsmarting his tyrannical father, Brainiac, Vril Dox, an alien from the planet Colu, 

finds himself a prisoner of war in the intergalactic prison Starlag. Vril answers the call to 

adventure by gathering a small band of followers to help him break out of the prison. After their 

grand escape from prison, Vril takes his unwilling band of escapees to his home planet to 

overthrow the Computer Tyrants, who have kept the Coluan people enslaved and were 

responsible for sending Vril to Starlag. In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Campbell brings up 
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the story of the Princess and the Frog. This story features an unusual heroine, a spoiled princess 

who kills the frog who helps her, but is rewarded for this when the frog turns into a handsome 

prince. The princess did one thing right to earn herself such a prize; she answered the call to 

adventure. Similarly, Vril Dox often does things that can seem downright evil to his companions, 

but these actions always seem to have positive results. Despite his questionable motives and 

methods, Vril is answering the call of adventure, and so he is rewarded with success in his 

endeavors. 

 His companions, who are usually trying to find some way to get out of being involved in 

Vril’s schemes and trying to refuse the call to adventure, usually suffer as a result. Their lack of 

faith in their leader gets them into various difficult situations, which Vril inevitably rescues them 

from, though they rarely give him credit for it. Campbell writes, “The myths and folktales of the 

whole world make clear that the refusal is essentially a refusal to give up what one take’s to be 

one’s own best interest” (Campbell, 49).  It certainly seems that those who lack faith in Vril’s 

abilities as a leader and want out of the adventure are attempting to save their own hides.  

 Much as King Arthur was aided by the 

mysterious sorcerer, Merlin, Vril Dox has his own 

advisor, a shape shifting alien who is known only as 

the Durlan. The Durlan is Vril’s only true friend and 

the only other being that Vril trusts. He acts as Vril’s 

conscience and guides Vril to make the right choices, 

balancing out Vril’s more destructive tendencies as a 

voice of reason. Unfortunately for Vril, the Durlan 

disappears, leaving Vril to his own devices; but even after he loses his companion, the Durlan 
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still has an influence on Vril, and his teachings help Vril to become more of a hero than a villain. 

“What such a figure represents,” writes Campbell, “is the benign, protecting power of destiny” 

(Campbell, 59). The Durlan is the only person who really believes Vril and pushes him to be a 

good person and to do good things, and so he shows Vril the path to his destiny as a hero. 

 While escaping from Starlag is Vril’s call to adventure, he crosses the first threshold 

when he embarks on an ambitious quest to establish an intergalactic police force for hire, much 

like schoolyard bullies who charge their classmates money for the privilege of being protected 

from any other bullies. He calls this team the Licensed 

Extra-Governmental Interstellar Operatives Network (or 

L.E.G.I.O.N.). For this plan to work, Vril and his reluctant 

team must build up their reputation by taking various 

difficult foes. Vril meets with the vicious killer, Lobo, whose 

strength and thirst for blood are nearly unmatchable. Vril 

outsmarts Lobo in order to force Lobo, who has a 

surprisingly strict moral code, to join his team. With Lobo’s 

help, Vril manages to overthrow an influential drug lord on the planet Cairn, gaining his team a 

strong connection with a powerful planet. This is similar to the stories of the “half-men” that 

Campbell brings up in The Hero with a Thousand Faces. By winning a “fight” or matching of 

wits against the mysterious and dangerous Lobo, Vril gains a powerful ally.   

 Interestingly, Vril actually dies only a few issues into the series. His teammate Stealth, a 

young woman of unknown origin, temporarily loses her mind and sexually assaults and kills Vril 

while the rest of the team is drugged unconscious and unable to intervene. When it is discovered 

that Vril is dead, the team leaps into action and arranges to clone Vril, somehow restoring Vril’s 
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body and mind completely, though the process takes quite a 

while. Campbell discusses a similar concept, the apparent death 

and rebirth of the hero, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces. 

“This popular motif,” he says, “gives emphasis to the lesson 

that that passage of the threshold is a form of self-annihilation” 

(Campbell, 77). He goes on to say that instead of going on past 

the physical world when the hero dies, he “goes inward, to be 

born again.” When Vril is cloned, he is very literally born again.  

 After he is reborn, Vril moves to the next part of his 

journey. In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Campbell labels this part of the journey “The Road 

of Trials.” Vril is now faced with new difficulties and obstacles to overcome, some of which are 

mental and some of which are physical. The first is the loss of his mentor, the Durlan. Without 

his only friend, Vril must learn to be his own conscience and distinguish right from wrong 

without a guide. In addition to this, he discovers that Stealth, who attacked and killed him, is 

now pregnant with Vril’s child. As he is dealing with these things, Vril continues his quest, 

coercing another powerful being to join his team through trickery and defeating another villain 

known as Dagon-Ra. This is really only the beginning of Vril’s journey. As Campbell writes, 

“The original departure into the land of trials represented only the beginning of the long and 

really perilous path of initiatory conquest and moments of illumination” (Campbell, 90).  

 It is fair to say that Stealth, though she is far inferior to Vril in terms of intelligence, has a 

major impact on Vril’s journey and is in many ways his equal. There is an almost constant 

struggle between them, and due to her assault on him, Vril is a little intimidated by Stealth, 

though she has long since regained her senses and Vril never speaks as much out loud. The child 



P a r s o n s  | 5 

 

that Stealth carries is now a source of contention between them, and Stealth holds the baby over 

Vril’s head, claiming that she will not allow him to be involved with the child because, in her 

eyes, he is incapable of being a proper father. Similarly, Vril deems Stealth an unfit mother, 

locking them in an unending battle. Stealth’s power over Vril, in addition to her unusual heritage 

and physiology, make her comparable to the “Queen Goddess” that Campbell speaks of in The 

Hero with a Thousand Faces. Stealth’s powerful “universal mother” position is lent credibility 

when her heritage and true form are revealed during the birth of her child. 

 Campbell writes that “The woman is life, the hero its knower and master” (Campbell, 

101). This is in reference to the “marriage” of the hero to the goddess. Campbell goes on to say: 

“The testings of the hero, which were preliminary to his ultimate experience and deed, 

were symbolical of those crises of realization by means of which his consciousness came 

to be amplified and made capable of enduring the full possession of the mother-destroyer, 

his inevitable bride. With that he knows that he and the father are one; he is in the 

father’s place” (Campbell, 101). 

This passage alone very properly sums up Vril’s connection to Stealth and their subsequent child. 

While the two are not quite lovers, their child, a son named Lyrl, binds them together and forces 

them to work together and rely on one another. This connection between them makes them both 

stronger, in that they have a mutual goal, the wellbeing of their son. 

 Lyrl, Vril’s son, develops an intelligence surpassing Vril’s 

own and rivaling Vril’s father, Brainiac. Father and son become 

locked in struggle when Lyrl takes over control of Vril’s team, 

forcing Vril to go on the run. While on the run from Lyrl, Vril and 

Stealth grow closer to one another, striking a balance between them 
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and a stronger alliance than they shared before, further strengthening the “marriage” of Vril, the 

father, to Stealth, the mother, uniting the two halves of a whole. Campbell talks of the 

Bodhisattva, an androgynous deity, and the wonders associated with this figure, the first of 

which is the combination of the two, male and female, combined in one. Vril both defeats and 

saves his son by remembering that Lyrl is not just his own child, but is also the child of Stealth, 

and shares her unique biology. By realizing that Lyrl represents both male and female, Vril is 

able to devise a plan to affect Lyrl’s maternal biology to reduce Lyrl’s overly developed 

intelligence to that of a normal child and render him harmless. 

 

Once Vril has come to this point, he is easily able to overcome Lyrl and achieve his goal 

of recovering both his team and his son. “The ease with which the adventure […] is 

accomplished,” Campbell writes, “signifies that the hero is a superior man, a born king” 

(Campbell, 148). With this goal accomplished, Vril can now move on and establish a more stable, 

content life for himself.  

“When the hero-quest has been accomplished, through penetration to the source, or 

through the grace of some male or female human or animal personification, the 

adventurer still must return with his life-transmuting trophy” (Campbell, 167). 
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Though Vril has now achieved his goal of saving his son, his next journey, akin to the journey of 

return that Campbell writes of, is to finally find his way to a place that he is comfortable in. At 

first, Vril is guilty of refusal of the return. 

 Instead of returning immediately to his duties with his 

team, Vril decides to retire with Stealth and Lyrl, and the 

three take up residence on a remote planet where they are not 

likely to be disturbed. In this way, Vril is purposefully 

ignoring his greater purpose, which is to bring a semblance of 

order to a chaotic universe, because he no longer feels that he 

is fit for the position. However, this refusal of the call 

ultimately results in more trouble for Vril. Years later, when 

his son is grown, Vril returns to his position of leader of his 

intergalactic police, but the damage has already been done. He is faced with a new threat and is 

once more deposed and forced on the run by a new villain known as Starro. 

 Starro causes Vril to have to embark on “The Flight,” which Campbell describes as the 

final stage of the hero’s adventure (Campbell, 170). During this flight, Vril ultimately outsmarts 

and overcomes his opponent, and through doing so, he is drawn back into the public universe 

that he had once sought to escape from, which is similar to the concept of the hero’s “rescue 

from without” that Campbell describes. “This brings us to the final crisis of the round,” 

Campbell writes, “to which the whole miraculous excursion has been but a prelude – that namely, 

of the paradoxical, supremely difficult threshold-crossing of the hero’s return from the mystic 

realm into the land of the common day” (Campbell, 186). 
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 Vril finally returns to his place as leader of his team after a trying process of return. He 

has witnessed his son’s maturity and seen Lyrl’s intelligence appropriately restored to him. As 

Campbell writes, the hero “has been blessed with a vision transcending the scope of normal 

human destiny, and amounting to a glimpse of the essential nature of the cosmos” (Campbell, 

201). Now that he has been enlightened and transformed, he is free to live his life out. He is once 

again united with the goddess, in the form of a new lover, to replace Stealth, who has been killed, 

and he is possessed of all the skills and powers his adventures have gained him. He has truly 

become the master of the universe, which he traverses at will, and has transcended into a superior 

state. 
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