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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF TRAGIC CHARACTERS
IN DAN BRAUN’S DA VINCHI CODE

Dilshoda Amonova
Bukhara State University

Abstract. This study explores the reinterpretation of the tragic heroes in Dan
Brown’s The Da Vinchi Code through a psychological and literary lens. Unlike
classical tragic heroes, which centers on fate and downfall, Brown presents inner
moral and emotional struggle. The research analyzes the complex psychological
states of four major characters — Leagh Teabing, Silas, Robert Langdon, and
Sophie Neveu — each of whom embodies modern tragic heroes. The analysis
focuses on how the author constructs novel with tragic elements through moral
dilemmas, emotional tensions. These findings emphasize that characters’ tragic
nature comes from the motive of the truth and justice within morally ambigious
world. The study contributes to modern literary criticism by linking modern
conflicts with classical notions of tragedy.

Keywords: Dan Brown, The Da Vinchi Code, Tragic hero, Semi-tragic hero,
Psychological analysis, Faith, Reason, classical tragic hero

The issue of tragic heroes has long been theoretical problem in the literary
studies. Aristotle, in his “Poetics™ describes tragic hero as “ a person with his own
mistakes, (hamartia), meets with misfortune and inspire compassion, sympathy and
fear in the readers (Aristotle,1990). Hegel interprets tragic situation as
“incompatible conflict of two truths”, emphasizing contradiction in which two
realities cannot be reconciled (Hegel, 1968). In the modern literary sphere, Arthur
Miller highlights that tragic situation can happen in the life of the ordinary people,
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asserting it is not limited to classical nobilities(Arthur Miller, 1949). These
viewpoints demonstrate the evolution of tragic hero concept and how it is
interpreted in the contemporary literary works.

In the XXI century American novels, tragic heroes are appearing in new
scope and setting connected to religious, cultural, digital and scientific secrets. In
Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code(2003) main story is driven by characters torn
between the pursuit of knowledge and the urge to dominate powerful secrets.
Robert Langdon is portrayed as a main character committed to uncovering secrets
with the help of science, reasoning and logic. In contrast, Sir Leigh Teabing and
other antagonistic characters strive to control over knowledge and power,
eventually putting themselves and the people around them in danger. Silas, loyal
monk, represents another tragic character. His blind loyalty causes his own
downfall. Moreover, Sophie Neveu and other supporting characters intensify
tension through their courage and moral choices in the novel.

The concept of tragic hero has long been studied since ancient times in the
literature and interpreted differently by various scholars. In his seminal work,
Poetics, Aristotle identified tragic hero as a noble figure who faces downfall due to
hamartia — personal error.

In the view of George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, tragic traits do not arise
from only person’s fault, but from “clash of two realities”.(Hegel,1968) For
instance, in Antigone the sense of family duty conflicts with the authority of state
law. Main characters represents fully tragic heroes, but secondary characters

possess partially tragic traits (semi-tragic).
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Friedrich Schiller viewed tragic traits as “spiritual elevation of humanity
through great suffering” (Friedrich Schiller, 1879. According to him, even minor
characters represent tragic elements , although not to the same extent as main
tragic hero. This idea later contributed to the development of the notion of “semi-
tragic hero”.

The 20" century well-known writer and playwright Arthur Miller, in his
famous essay “The Tragedy and the Common Man”, wrote: “Tragic figures are not
limited to kings and nobles; an ordinary person can also be a tragic hero, for he
too has the right to defend his own dignity”. (Arthur Miller, 1949) Miller’s
character Willy Loman from Death of Salesman does not fully fit the traditional
Avristotelian model, but he is interpreted as a modern, semi-tragic hero.

The researchers of the 20™ and 21 centuries (such as Raymond Williams,
Terry Eaglton and others) have contributed to the development the notion of
“semi-tragic hero”. They define such characters as those who, even if they do not
die, but face constant sufferings, experience moral, emotional, physical struggles
or whose downfall is caused by not only personal but also social, political forces.
For example, Jay Gatsby (The Great Gatsby) and Ophelia (Hamlet) are interpreted
as ‘“semi-tragic heroes”.

If we focus on the tragic heroes in the Da Vinchi Code, Leigh Teabing can
be seen as a clear example of it.

In the book Leigh Teabing is described as a scholar who has devoted his life
to the science, truth, idea of uncovering history. He thinks that revelation of The

Holy Grail’s secret as human’s obligation. Over time his strong belief and
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determination transform from a philosophical ideal into destructive obsession. In
this sense he is depicted as a character with deep psychological inner conflict.

“My friends, I realize I am but a guest on this journey, and I am honored as
such. And yet, as someone who has spent his life in search of the Grail, | feel it is
my duty to warn you that you are about to step onto a path from which there is no
return, regardless of the dangers involved.”(Dan Brown,2003)

This line directly confirms that he speaks as if only he understands the true
path, hinting at the inner flaw that will lead to his downfall.

“Sometimes to find the truth, one must break the rules.” (Dan Brown,2003)

Here, Teabing begins to justify unethical behavior in the name of truth. This
is the point where his moral reasoning starts to erode. This started as a pursuit of
wisdom, then it turns into an obsession that makes him lose value of emphathy and
justice — a clear sign of the tragic hero’s inner corruption.

“I was only trying to do what was right. I wanted to serve the truth.” (Dan
Brown,2003)

In the climax, Teabing tries to defend what he has done, and doing so, he
faces a painful awareness of how far his obsession has taken him. He finally
understands the damage caused by his own actions, but the realization comes too
late for him to make things right. This moment defines that tragic hero’s downfall
arises not from evil, but from a misguided virtue. Dan Brown paints him as a
deeply complex character, whose intelligence and pride lead to his own
destruction. Through teabing, the timeless struggle between faith and reason,

morality and knowledge is brought to its most tragic point.
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Anotherr example of the tragic heroes in The Da Vinci Code(2003) is Silas.
He is described as a secretive religious organization. He is completely devoted to
his religious misson.

“The hulking albino named Silas crossed the street and disappeared into the
shadows.” The Da Vinci Code(2003).

This introduces Silas as a physically intimidating figure, instantly avoiding
from those around him. His albinism (a genetic condition that leaves skin and hair
unnaturally white) and imposing presence highlight his alienation from society and
it contributes to his tragic flaw.

“Each breath you take is a sin. No shadow will be safe again. For you will
be hunted by angels.” (Dan Brown,2003)

He always shows an extreme religious devotion. He considers that his
violent acts are divinely justified, reflecting his deep fanatism. His sense of right
and wrong becomes distorted by the conviction that he is fulfilling God’s purpose
— central element of his tragic weakness.

“He slipped a cilice around his thigh, the metal spikes pressing painfully
against his skin. Pain cleansed sin.”. (Dan Brown,2003). From this line we can
conclude that he considers pain can cleanse him of sin. His extreme practices
reflect psychological self-punishment and and demonstrate how his obsession with
faith and redemption drives him to harm both himself and others. Silas’s death at
the end represents the concreate fulfillment of tragic fate. But he believes that he
completes a holy mission. He never realizes that he was manioulated by Teabing
and that his actions were based on deception. Silas is completely damaged and

internally torn character with complicated psychological world. Tragic element
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lies not only in the death of his character, but also in his misguided faith and deep
emotional wounds.

This tragic character represents several literary motifs that reinforce his
tragic aspect and and moral complexity. This also helps to show novel’s boroader
themes of faith, guilt and redemption. In the novel, Silas is appeared with pain.
His acts of self-punishment and wearing of cilice symbolize his belief that
suffering can clean humankind from sin. This motif comes from the ancient
Christian idea that redemption comes from sacrifice, but in Silas’s case in becomes
misguided by fanatism. Moreover, in the intial parts of novel, from his childhood,
he is described emotionally and physically isolated, rejected by society. His
loneliness forces him towards extreme beliefs.

The line “The white ghost, the devil’s child — those were the names they
gave him” (Dan Brown,2003) showcases the foundation of Silas’s psychological
sufferings. Children around hime gave cruel names to him like “white ghost”,
“devil’s child” making him as something unnatural or cursed. Such kind of social
isolation makes his identity and becomes childhood and lifelong wound in his soul.
Rejected by the world, Silas tries to find solace in religion. Silas considers religion
is only refuge for him- a way to avoid cruelty of humankind. Dan Brown uses
isolation motif to illustrate how trauma and alienation can change pensonality and
spirituality.

Next example of tragic hero in the novel is Jacques Sauniere. He is depicted
as a man burdened by a profound secret and overwhelming sense of duty. His
position of guardian of the mystery of the Holy Grail causes him isolation, guilt

and a sense of failure. On a psychological ground, he represents the struggle
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between loyalty to his secret, affection to the granddaughter Sophie, and the
despair of knowing he cannot completely share the truth with her. Sauniere’s
tragic flaw lies in his excessive obsession to guarding the secret and his failure to
balance it with his personal connections, particularly with Sophie. His need to
deceive and conceal the truth — despite his protective intentions — ultimately leads
to his own destruction,

“I must pass on the secret”. (Dan Brown,2003)

This line indicates his recognition of the burden he carries.

Even though Sauniere has powerful rights as guardian, he ultimately
becomes vulnerable and defeated. His physical collapse in the Louvre ( in the
Prologue) marks a turning point in his fate — transforming him from a protector
into a victim. Sauniere’s recognition is understated: he understands that his mission
must continue beyond him, to Sophie and Langdon. Yet this awareness is tragic, as
it comes only in his final moments, when he accepts that he will not be ab;e to
fulfill his mission himself. The reader experiences pity for Sauniere’s sacrifice and
fear of what secret cost, His downfall and death evoke emotional release which is
tragic element.

In this point Robert Langdon va Sophie Neveu are analyzed as semi-tragic
heroes who experience psychological and moral difficulties but do not die or face
complete ruin. They embody the modern version of Aristotle’s tragic hero.

Robert Langdon represent the modern semi-tragic hero — a man of logic and
faith in reason. His tragic trait is internal, not external. He does not fall from power
or status but faces a deep spiritual and moral conflict. At the end, Langdon begins

to see that faith requires humility, not proof — bittersweet realization.
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“Faith,,, is a gift I have yet to receive”. (Dan Brown,2003)

This line exposes Langdon’s inner void he realizes religion intellectually but
not emotionally. His flaw lies in knowing too much and feeling too little,
reflecting the modern condition of a man alienated by knowledge. Langdon does
not die but he suffers intellectually and spiritually. In contrast to classical tragic
heroes where downfall ends in death, Langdon tragic feature is psychological and
existential. He lives on, but with a deeper awareness of humanity’s limitations.
His “survival” is not “triumph” but a kind of burden — the knowledge that truth is
infinite and incomplete.

Like Oedipus(classical tragic hero), Langdon pursuits hidden truth and
punished by what he uncovers. But unlike him, he remains alive.

Sophie Neveu, in the novel, first appears as a French cryptologist and
granddaughter of Jacques Sauniere, the curator of the Louvre. As plot unfolds, her
identity is opened from the mystery, she is a descendent of the bloodline of Jesus
Christ. This discovery transforms her from an ordinary individual into the living
symbol of the sacred feminine, making her both a mythic and tragic figure.
Sophie’s personality is deeply influenced by experiences of loss, betrayal, and
suppressed identity. She grew up knowing that her parents died in the car accident.
Later she distanced herself from her grandfather after misreading one of the Prior’s
rituals’s as something immoral. These traumas leaves lasting emotional wounds:
she lost faith in her family, and heritage. Emotional misjudgement,
misinterpretation of her lovely grandfather’s actions lead to years of isolation from
him and inner conflict. When she uncovers entire true lineage, yet this revelation

opens her mind to a deeper sense of spiritual awareness. Then she comes to
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recognize who she truly is finds it in her heart to forgive her grandfather. She
reaches a deep understanding, but this insight arrives too late for them to be
reunited. Because at that time her grandfather was not present.

Unlike traditional tragic heroes who die or face literal downfall, her tragic
features unfold on emotional and spiritual level. She does not die but she loses
trust, sense of connection. She learns the truth and finds peace, but her
reconciliation comes after the death of her grandfather — too late for closure. This
is tragic element of this character. Sophie Neveu also fits semi-tragic hero of
modern literature , since she does not die, but experiences self-discovery, in
another words, she survives — but with emotional scars from her childhood that
shape her forever.

In Dan Brown’s the Da Vinchi Code, the concept of the tragic hero shifts
from the classical focus on fate and downfall to a modern investigation of inner,
psychological, and ethical conflict. Each of Dan Brown’s central figures - Leigh
Teabing, Silas, Robert Langdon, and Sophie Neveu — embodies a unique form of
tragic heroes. Teabing’s intellect becomes corrupted by obsession, Silas’s faith
turns into self-destruction, Langdon’s reason isolates him from spiritual
understanding, and Sophie’s emotional loss leads to painfull self-realization. Some
of these heroes do not perish because of density, but suffer from the contradictions
between truth and belief, intellect and emotion. Thus Da Vinchi Code portrays

modern versions of tragic heroes.
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