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GENRE AND THEME OF THE PRINCESS BRIDE 

The Princess Bride is a romantic comedy within a fantasy adventure.  It is set during a medieval 
time era in the English countryside and opens immediately to the romance between Buttercup 
and Westley.  He will set off on an adventure to rescue his true love, but it is not until we meet 
the trio Vizzini, Inigo, and Fezzik that the comedic tones really begin to flow throughout the 
story.  The core theme of this script is that true love can conquer any obstacle.  Westley sums up 
this central idea quite nicely when he tells Buttercup: “Death cannot stop true love.” 
 

 
THE HERO’S JOURNEY 
The protagonist of the story is Westley, who begins as a farm boy in service to Buttercup.  He is 
also referred to as the Man in Black or the Dread Pirate Roberts after he is presumed dead. 
  This story has a rather unusual structure in that some of the phases of the Hero’s Journey 
are not present, or they are interestingly intercut between the two worlds (the modern world and 
the storybook countryside).  For the moment I will focus on the fantasy world, which is the 
larger part of the story.  Here, the Normal World is identified as the farm where Buttercup lives 
and Westley works.  The romance between Buttercup and Westley is realized, and it ends quite 
suddenly when we learn in a voiceover that Westley was “murdered.” 
 At the Call to Action, Westley does not actually appear on screen.  (He does not appear 
again until the Crossing of the First Threshold.)  Buttercup is taking her daily ride through the 
country when she happens upon Vizzini, Inigo, and Fezzik.  They kidnap her, and off-screen, 
presumably, Westley discovers this and sets off to intercept them. 
 The way that this script is structured, prodding us immediately into the action of the 
story, neither the Refusal of the Call nor the Meeting with the Mentor occurs, for Westley does 
not hesitate in going after Buttercup (unless he faced this fear off-camera, which is doubtful in 
looking at his characterization), and there is no wise figure that leads him on his journey.  
Instead, we are catapulted into the Crossing of the First Threshold as the trio climb up the Cliffs 
of Insanity with Buttercup in tow.  Westley follows after them, struggling upward until he at last 
reaches the top, directing us once more straight into the next leg of the Journey: the Variety of 
Tests. 
 Inigo, having been ordered to stay behind to kill Westley (or here referred to as the Man 
in Black), engages him in the hero’s first test.  They participate in a sword duel, “one of the 
greatest sword fights in modern movies,” as Goldman claims.  After defeating Inigo, though not 
killing him, he moves on to the second test against Fezzik the giant.  To be “civilized” about it, 
they fight hand-to-hand, Westley clumsily subduing the giant by strangling him.  The final test is 
one of wits against Vizzini.  Westley outsmarts the tiny Sicilian man in a deadly drinking game, 
his immunity to the poison in the cups saving his life and allowing him to rescue Buttercup. 
 But Prince Humperdinck is not far behind, and Westley (his identity now revealed to 
Buttercup) and his love must plunge into the Fire Swamp, beginning the sequence of events of 
the Supreme Ordeal.  This phase of the Journey works almost like another series of Tests.  They 
must brave the flame spurts, Lightning Sands, and the R.O.U.S.’s (Rodents of Unusual Size).  
Though the hero is not mortally wounded in any way, he leaves the swamp rather beaten up.   
  



Stephonika W. Kaye 
Story & Theme Script Analysis - 9.29.08 
 
 Westley reaches his Ultimate Reward; he and Buttercup have made it out of the swamp, 
and it seems that they might finally be able to relax in each other’s company.  Yet the Road Back 
is a rather short affair, Prince Humperdinck coming down upon them as soon as they exit, taking 
Buttercup back with him and his men capturing Westley. 
 After a short time, Westley comes to his Metaphoric Death.  He is hooked up to The 
Machine, and Humperdinck uses it to kill him.  As Inigo and Fezzik later come to rescue him, 
they take him to Miracle Max and learn that he is only “mostly” dead.  Max gives them a miracle 
pill to Resurrect him.  Westley, Inigo, and Fezzik then break into the castle to save Buttercup and 
enact revenge upon the “six-fingered man,” and Westley afterward Returns to the Ordinary 
World with his Elixir: Buttercup. 
 In relation to the story outside of the story, the Mentor figure can be identified as the 
grandfather, and the Call to Action occurs when the Kid opens his present: the book.  At first he 
Refuses, but the mentor persuades him to let him read it to him. 
 
 
SYMBOLISM 
The rope that Westley uses to climb the Cliffs of Insanity represents a lifeline.  When it is 
revoked from him, it is suspected he will die, and when it is restored to him, he is assured safety.   
Inigo relates Westley’s Death Scream to “the sound of ultimate suffering” indicating the 
scream’s representation to us clearly.  The scream symbolizes the possible death of true love. 
Moments later, Inigo uses his sword as if it were a compass, asking his late father to point the 
way to the Man in Black.   
 
 
METAPHOR    
Westley’s black clothes contrast from the lighter garments he wore in the beginning, suggesting 
a change not only in appearance but also in personality and skill.  Additionally, by wearing a 
mask he has disassociated himself to his former identity in that he no longer feels true love for 
him is possible (his resentment expressed in his argument with Buttercup).  When the Kid opens 
his gift (the book), this also “opens” up the story about to be told. 
 
 
MOTIF 
The concept of revenge is seen continually throughout this script.  Not only does Inigo constantly 
speak of his wish to enact revenge on the “six-fingered man,” his short “Prepare to die” speech 
said countless times throughout, but Westley’s pirate ship is also named “Revenge.”  The older 
generation in this story seems to relate a concept of disorder.  Each of these characters is 
impaired, inept, or seemingly crazy (the king, clergyman, and Miracle Max and his wife 
respectively), but most of these characters help to propel the love story forward.  Perhaps this 
shows that love can be chaotic (just as Westley’s wish for true love is a wearying struggle).  As 
constructed by the elements of the script, the number five seems to indicate a form of pain.  
Buttercup has spent five long years without Westley; on the eve of the country’s five-hundredth 
anniversary, Buttercup must marry Humperdinck; and the highest setting on The Machine is 
fifty, which is the setting that ultimately kills Westley—mostly. 
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LEITMOTIF 
Westley’s continual use of the phrase “As you wish” actually means “I love you.”  It is the 
repeated affirmation of their true love, and it is this key that leads Buttercup to the realization 
that the Man in Black is truly Westley.  The reappearances of horses, whether Buttercup is taking 
her daily ride or Fezzik is announcing such animals as their getaway vehicle, are representations 
of freedom.  The scene in which Buttercup is presented to the people of Florin is shown twice, 
both only a little different.  However, in either scene Buttercup expresses distress at the thought 
of having lost her true love. 


