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"What do you mean? There aren't any dragons in my living room, dragons are extinct, dragons aren't real. . ."  
 
 "Look out of the window. . . Look into the mirror. . ."  
 
The artist who works from the center of being will find archetypal images and release them into consciousness. The first 
science fiction writer to do so was Mary Shelley. She let Frankenstein's monster loose. Nobody has been able to shut him 
out again, either. There he is, sitting in the corner of our lovely modern glass and plastic living room, right in the tubular 
steel contour chair, big as life and twice as ugly. Edgar Rice Burroughs did it, though with infinitely less power and 
originality--Tarzan is a true myth-figure, though not a particularly relevant one to modern ethical / emotional dilemmas, as 
Frankenstein's monster is. Capek did it, largely by naming something (a very important aspect of archetypizing: "Robots," 
he called them. They have walked among us ever since. Tolkien did it; he found a ring, a ring which we keep trying to lose.  
 
Scholars can have great fun, and can strengthen the effect of such figures, by showing their relationship to other 
manifestations of the archetype in myth, legend, dogma and art. 2)  These linkages can be highly illuminating: 
Frankenstein's monster is related to the Golem; to Jesus; to Prometheus. Tarzan is a direct descendant of the 
Wolfchild/Noble Savage on one side, and every child's fantasy of the Orphan-of-High-Estate on the other The robot may be 
seen as the modern ego's fear of the body, after the crippling division of "mind" and "body," "ghost" and "machine," 
enforced by post-Renaissance mechanistic thought. In The Time Machine there is one of the great visions of the End, an 
archetype of eschatology comparable to any religious vision of the day of judgment. In Nightfall there is the fundamental 
opposition of dark and light, playing on the fear of darkness that we share with our cousins the great apes. Through Philip 
K. Dick's work one can follow an exploration of the ancient themes of identity and alienation, and the sense of the 
fragmentation of the ego. In Stanislaw Lem's works there seems to be a similarly complex and subtle exploration of the 
archetypal Other, the alien. 
 
 Such myths, symbols, images do not disappear under the scrutiny of the intellect, nor does an ethical, or aesthetic, or even 
religious examination of them make them shrink and vanish. On the contrary: the more you look, the more there they are. 
And the more you think, the more they mean.  
 
On this level, science fiction deserves the title of a modern mythology.  
 
Most science fiction doesn't, of course, and never will; There are never very many artists around. No doubt we'll continue 
most of the time to get rewarmed leftovers from Babylon and Northrop Frye served up by earnest snobs, and hordes of 
brawny Gerbilmen ground out by hacks. But there will be mythmakers, too. Even now--who knows--the next Mary Shelley 
may be lying quietly in her tower-top room, just waiting for a thunderstorm.  
 
 
Notes  
 
1. This schema is reproduced in Freudian psychology, where the myth or symbol is considered to be a disguise, and the 
raising into consciousness of unconscious contents leads to a progressive emptying or draining dry of the unconscious; in 
contrast to the schema followed by Jung and others, where the emphasis is on the irreducibility of symbol, and the 
compensatory, mutually creative relationship between the conscious and the unconscious.  
 
2. Note that a manifestation is all we ever get; the archetype itself is beyond the reach of reason, art, or even madness. It is 
not a thing, an object, but is rather, Jung guessed, a psychic modality, a function comparable to a function/limitation such as 
the visual range of the human eye, which, by limiting our perception of electromagnetic vibrations to a certain range, 
enables us to see. The archetypes "do not in any sense represent things as they are in themselves, but rather the forms in 
which things can be perceived and conceived." They are "a priori structural forms of the stuff of consciousness" (]ung: 
Memories, Dreams, Reflections, p. 347).  
 
 
-from The Language of the Night: Essays on Fantasy and Science Fiction, by Ursula K. LeGuin (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1989)  
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The poet Rilke looked at a statue of Apollo about fifty years ago, and Apollo spoke to him. "You must change your life," he 
said. When the genuine myth rises into consciousness, that is always its message. You must change your life.  
 
The way of art, after all, is neither to cut adrift from the emotions, the senses, the body, etc., and sail off into the void of 
pure meaning, nor to blind the mind's eye and wallow in irrational, amoral meaninglessness--but to keep open the tenuous, 
difficult, essential connections between the two extremes. To connect. To connect the idea with value, sensation with 
intuition, cortex with cerebellum.  
 
The true myth is precisely one of these connections.  
 
Like all artists, we science fiction writers are trying to make and use such a connection or bridge between the conscious and 
the unconscious-so that our readers can make the journey too. If the only tool we use is the intellect, we will produce only 
lifeless copies or parodies of the archetypes that live in our own deeper mind and in the great works of art and mythology. 
If we abandon intellect, we're likely to submerge our own personality and talent in a stew of mindless submyths, themselves 
coarse, feeble parodies of their archetypal origins. The only way to the truly collective, to the image that is alive and 
meaningful in all of us, seems to be through the truly personal. Not the impersonality of pure reason; not the impersonality 
of "the masses," but the irreducibly personal--the self. To reach the others, artists go into the self. Using reason, they 
deliberately enter the irrational. The farther they go into the self, the closer they come to the other.  
 
If this seems a paradox it is only because our culture overvalues abstraction and extroversion. Pain, for instance, can work 
the same way. Nothing is more personal, more unshareable, than pain; the worst thing about suffering is that you suffer 
alone. Yet those who have not suffered, or will not admit that they suffer, are those who are cut off in cold isolation from 
their fellow men. Pain, the loneliest experience, gives rise to sympathy, to love: the bridge between self and other, the 
means of communion. So with art. The artist who goes inward most deeply--and it is a painful journey--is the artist who 
touches us most closely, speaks to us most clearly.  
 
Of all the great psychologists, Jung best explains this process, by stressing the existence, not of an isolated "id," but a 
"collective unconscious." He reminds us that the region of the mind/body that lies beyond the narrow, brightly lit domain of 
consciousness is very much the same in all of us. This does not imply a devaluing of consciousness or of reason. The 
achievement of individual consciousness, which Jung calls "differentiation," is to him a great achievement, civilization's 
highest achievement, the hope of our future. But the tree grows only from deep roots. 
 
 So it would seem that true myth arises only in the process of connecting the conscious and the unconscious realms. I won't 
find a living archetype in my bookcase or my television set. I will find it only in myself: in that core of individuality lying 
in the heart of the common darkness. Only the individual can get up and go to the window, and draw back the curtains, and 
look out into the dark.  
 
Sometimes it takes considerable courage to do that. When you open curtains you don't know what may be out there in the 
night. Maybe starlight; maybe dragons; maybe the secret police. Maybe the grace of God; maybe the horror of death. 
They're all there. For of us.  
 
Writers who draw not upon the words and thoughts of others but upon their own thoughts and their own deep being will 
inevitably hit upon common material. The more original the work, the more imperiously recognizable it will be. "Yes, of 
course!" say I, the reader recognizing myself, my dreams, my nightmares. The characters, figures, images, motifs, plots, 
events of the story may be obvious parallels, even seemingly reproductions, of the material  of myth and legend. There will 
be--openly in fantasy, covertly in naturalism--dragons, heroes, quests, objects of power, voyages at night and under sea, and 
so forth. In narrative, as in painting, certain familiar patterns will become visible.  
 
This again is no paradox, if Jung is right, and we all have the same kind of dragons in our psyche, just as we all have the 
same kind of heart and lungs in our body. It does imply that nobody can invent an archetype by taking thought, any more 
than we can invent a new organ in our body. But this is no loss; rather a gain. It means that we can communicate, that 
alienation isn't the final human condition, since there is a vast common ground on which we can meet, not only rationally, 
but aesthetically, intuitively, emotionally.  
 
A dragon, not a dragon cleverly copied or mass-produced, but a creature of evil who crawls up, threatening and 
inexplicable, out of the artist's own unconscious, is alive: terribly alive. It frightens little children, and the artist, and the rest 
of us. It frightens us because it is part of us, and the artist forces us to admit it. We have met the enemy, as Pogo remarked, 
and he is us.  
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There is a more self-conscious form of thievery which is both more destructive and more self-destructive. In many college 
English courses the words "myth" and "symbol" are given a tremendous charge of significance. You just ain't no good 
unless you can see a symbol hiding, like a scared gerbil, under every page. And in many creative writing courses the little 
beasts multiply, the place swarms with them. What does this Mean? What does that Symbolize? What is the Underlying 
Mythos? Kids come lurching out of such courses with a brain full of gerbils. And they sit down and write a lot of empty 
pomposity, under the impression that that's how Melville did it. (In fact, part of the time, he did: a good deal of Melville is 
pompously self-conscious.)   
 
Even when they begin to realize that art is not something produced for critics, but for other human beings, some of them 
retain the overintellectualizing bent. They still do not realize that a symbol is not a sign of something known, but an 
indicator of something not known and not expressible otherwise than symbolically. They mistake symbol (living meaning) 
for allegory (dead equivalence). So they use mythology in an arrogant fashion, rationalizing it, condescending to it. They 
take plots and characters from it, not in the healthily furtive fashion of the literary sneak thief, but in a posturing, showy 
way. Such use of myth does real disservice to the original, by trivializing it, and no good at all to the story. The shallowness 
of its origin is often betrayed either by an elaborate vocabulary and ostentatiously cryptic style, or by a kind of jocose, 
chatty discomfort in the tone. Watch me up here on Olympus, you peasants, being fresh with Aphrodite. Look at me 
juggling symbols, folks! We sophisticates, we know how to handle these old archetypes.  
 
But Zeus always gets 'em. ZAP!  
 
So far I have been talking as if all mythologies the writer might use were dead--that is, not believed in with some degree of 
emotion, other than aesthetic appreciation, by the writer and his community. Of course, this is far from being the case. It's 
easy to get fresh with Aphrodite. Who believes in some old Greek goddess, anyhow? But there are living mythologies, after 
all. Consider the Virgin Mary; or the State.  
 
For an example of the use in science fiction of a living religious mythos one may turn to the work of Cordwainer Smith, 
whose Christian beliefs are evident, I think, all through his work, in such motifs as the savior, the martyr, rebirth, the 
"underpeople." Whether or not one is a Christian, one may admire wholeheartedly the strength and passion given the works 
by the author's living belief. In general, however, I think the critics' search for Christian themes in science fiction is sterile 
and misleading. For the majority of science fiction writers, the themes of Christianity are dead signs, not living symbols, 
and those who use them do so all too often in order to get an easy emotional charge without working for it. They take a free 
ride on the crucifix, just as many now cash in cynically on the current occultist fad. The difference between this sort of 
thing and the genuine, naive mysticism of an Arthur Clarke, struggling to express his own, living symbol of rebirth, is all 
the difference in the world.  
 
Beyond and beneath the great living mythologies of religion and power there is another region into which science fiction 
enters. I would call it the area of Submyth: by which I mean those images, figures and motifs which have no religious 
resonance and no intellectual or aesthetic value, but which are vigorously alive and powerful, so that they cannot be 
dismissed as mere stereotypes. They are shared by all of us; they are genuinely collective. Superman is a submyth. His 
father was Nietzsche and his mother was a funnybook, and he is alive and well in the mind of every ten year old--and 
millions of others. Other science-fictional submyths are the blond heroes of sword and sorcery, with their unusual weapons; 
insane or self-deifying computers; mad scientists; benevolent dictators; detectives who find out who done it; capitalists who 
buy and sell galaxies; brave starship captains and/or troopers; evil aliens; good aliens; and every pointy-breasted brainless 
young woman who was ever rescued from monsters, lectured to, patronized or, in recent years, raped, by one of the 
aforementioned heroes.  
 
It hurts to call these creatures mythological. It is a noble word, and they are so grotty. But they are alive, in books, 
magazines, pictures, movies, advertising, and our own minds. Their roots are the roots of myth, are in our unconscious--that 
vast dim region of the psyche and perhaps beyond the psyche, which Jung called "collective" because it is similar in all of 
us, just as our bodies are basically similar. The vigor comes from there, and so they cannot be dismissed as unimportant. 
Not when they can help motivate a world movement such as fascism! But neither can they furnish materials useful to art. 
They have no element of the true myth except its emotive, irrational "thereness." Writers who deliberately submit to them 
have forfeited the right to call their work science fiction; they're just pop cultists cashing in.  
 
True myth may serve for thousands of years as an inexhaustible source of intellectual speculation, religious joy, ethical 
inquiry and artistic renewal. The real mystery is not destroyed by reason. The fake one is. You look at it and it vanishes. 
You look at the Blond Hero--really look--and he turns into a gerbil. But you look at Apollo, and he looks back at you.  
 



1 

Myth and Archetype in Science Fiction 
Ursula LeGuin 

 
  
"Science fiction is the mythology of the modern world." It's a good slogan, and a useful one when you're faced with people 
ignorant and contemptuous of science fiction, for it makes them stop and think. But like all slogans it's a half-truth, and 
when used carelessly, as a whole truth, can cause all kinds of confusion.  
 
Where care must be taken is with that complex word "mythology." What is a myth? 
 
 "Myth is an attempt to explain, in rational terms, facts not yet rationally understood." That is the definition provided by the 
reductive, scientistic mentality of the first half of the twentieth century and still accepted by many. According to this 
definition, the god Apollo "is merely" an inadequate effort made by primitive minds to explain and systematize the nature 
and behavior of the Sun. As soon as the Sun is rationally understood to be a ball of fire much larger than the Earth, and its 
behavior has been described by a system of scientific laws, the old mythological pseudoexplanation is left empty. The fiery 
horses and the golden chariot vanish, the god is dethroned, and his exploits remain only a pretty tale for children. 
According to this view, the advance of science is a progressive draining dry of the content of mythology. 1) And, in so far 
as the content of myth is rational and the function of myth is explanatory, this definition is suitable.  
 
However, the rational and explanatory is only one function of the myth. Myth is an expression of one of the several ways 
the human being, body/psyche, perceives, understands and relates to the world. Like science, it is a product of a basic 
human mode of apprehension. To pretend that it can be replaced by abstract or quantitative cognition is to assert that the 
human being is, potentially or ideally, a creature of pure reason, a disembodied Mind. It might, indeed, be nice if we were 
all little bubbles of pure reason floating on the stream of time; but we aren't. We are rational beings, but we are also sensual, 
emotional, appetitive, ethical beings, driven by needs and reaching out for satisfactions which the intellect alone cannot 
provide. Where these other modes of being and doing are inadequate, the intellect should prevail. Where the intellect fails, 
and must always fail, unless we become disembodied bubbles, then one of the other modes must take over. The myth, 
mythological insight, is one of these. Supremely effective in its area of function, it needs no replacement. Only the schizoid 
arrogance of modern scientism pretends that it ought to be replaced, and that pretension is pretty easily deflated.  
 
For example, does our scientific understanding of the nature and behavior of the Sun explain (let alone explain away) 
Apollo's remarkable sex life, or his role as the god of music and of the divine harmony? No, it has nothing whatever to do 
with all that; it has nothing to do with sex, or music, or harmony, or divinity; nor as science, did it ever pretend to--only 
scientism made the claim. Apollo is not the Sun, and never was. The Sun, in fact, "is merely" one of the names of Apollo.  
 
Reductionism cuts both ways, after all.  
 
So long, then, as we don't claim either that the science in science fiction replaces the "old, false" mythologies, or that the 
fiction in science fiction is a mere attempt to explain what science hasn't yet got around to explaining, we can use the 
slogan. Science fiction is the mythology of the modern world--or one of its mythologies--even though it is a highly 
intellectual form of art, and mythology is a nonintellectual mode of apprehension. For science fiction does use the 
mythmaking faculty to apprehend the world we live in, a world profoundly shaped and changed by science and technology, 
and its originality is that it uses the myth making faculty on new material.  
 
But there's another catch to look out for. The presence of mythic material in a story does not mean that the myth making 
faculty is being used. Here is a science fiction story: its plot is modeled directly upon that of an ancient myth, or there are 
characters in it modeled upon certain gods or heroes of legend. Is it, therefore, a myth? Not necessarily; in fact, probably 
not. No mythmaking is involved: just theft.  
 
Theft is an integral function of a healthy literature. It's much easier to steal a good plot from some old book than to invent 
one. Anyhow, after you've sweated to invent an original plot, it very often turns out to be a perfect parallel to one of the old 
stories (more on this curious fact later). And since there are beautiful and powerful stories all through world legendry, and 
since stories need retelling from generation to generation, why not steal them? I'm certainly not the one to condemn the 
practice; parts of my first novel were lifted wholesale from the Norse mythos (Brisingamen, Freya's necklace, and episodes 
in the life of Odin). My version isn't a patch on the original, of course, but I think I did the gods of Asgard no harm, and 
they did my book some good. This sort of pilfering goes on all the time, and produces many pleasant works of art, though it 
does not lead to any truly new creations or cognitions.  
 


