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Two experiences in my life have made me truly happy: the first was square dancing with 

Diana on Saturday nights back in Utah in an old pioneer social hall with our friends on the stage 

playing the music, with Alan Wardle calling the figures, and that last, late night waltz bringing 

the evening’s dancing to an end.  And the second, was reading books for years to my kids out 

loud at night before bed.  I was truly happy then, because they were the times when I thought I 

knew what I was doing, did them tolerably well and in the company of people I loved. 

I’m going to be speaking about the second—reading to my kids at night.  And more 

particularly, the experience of reading Ursula LeGuin’s Earthsea Trilogy out loud to them 

several times as they grew up over the years.  In fact, I keep reading those books: The Wizard of 

Earthsea, The Tombs of Atuan and The Farthest Shore.  I read them not only for the quality of 

the imaginative world LeGuin created, or the emotional richness of its compelling characters, or 

the underlying philosophical and moral message—which is profound, timely and important.  I 

also read them to my children back in the day because, of the scores and scores of books we 

experienced together at bedtime, Ursula LeGuin’s were the most beautiful to the ear.  Each 

sentence was written as if by a poet who knew and savoured the power of the spoken word.   

For those of us who don’t know about Ursula LeGuin, here’s some background that may 

be helpful.  She died a year ago at the age of 88, after an extraordinary sixty-years of writing 50 

books spanning science fiction and fantasy, poetry, criticism, short stories and a translation of the

Tao Te Ching.  After winning dozens of prestigious literature awards, in 2000, the Library of 

Congress decreed her a “Living Legend.”  Writers, spanning generations, from Margaret Atwood
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to Neil Gaiman, Michael Chabon to Stephen King describe LeGuin as a “one of the great writers 

of the 20th century, a radical, a trailblazer, the greatest science fiction writer.”  Gaiman said that 

“Harry Potter couldn’t have existed without the Earthsea Trilogy. [LeGuin’s] was the original, 

the finest, the best.” 

Her father was Alfred Kroeber, the first professor appointed to the department of 

anthropology at the University of California.  Growing up, LeGuin said, you have to understand: 

ours was a weird household, where we were completely middle-class Americans, but the doors 
and windows were always wide open to other ways of living.  And that was, I think, the most 
unusual thing in my upbringing…A consciousness that ‘we may live this way, but it’s not the 
only way to live.’  And that opened my doors and windows to imagining other societies, other 
planets…and different futures.”

And so, LeGuin began to explore alternative worlds, fantastical ones, out of an interest in 

the liberating possibilities of the human imagination.  “Imaginative fiction,” she said, “trains 

people to be aware that there are other ways to do things, other ways to be.  We must be trained 

to imagine.”  Her training included not only growing up in a multi-culturally rich household, 

with a renowned anthropologist parent, but also her own intense studies in world literature, 

Jungian depth psychology, feminism, Taoism and political economy.   

As a result, her work has an emotional, cultural and philosophical depth that was 

exceedingly rare in the literary genres she chose for her work as a writer.  LeGuin began to write 

professionally in the late 50s and early 60s, while also raising a household of children. Her 

ground-breaking novels of the 1960s, delved imaginatively into issues of gender roles, anarchism

versus capitalism, race, cultural relativism, fate and freedom. I’ll never forget the experiences of 

reading The Left Hand of Darkness, The Lathe of Heaven, and The Dispossessed, as well as the 

Earthsea Trilogy for the first time.  And to be honest, those books kind of ruined my subsequent 

attempts to visit Tolkein’s Middle Earth and CS Lewis Narnia and others in sci fi and fantasy 
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genres. LeGuin wrote at a time when science fiction was a genre dominated by male authors that 

featured violent sagas of virile spacemen.  Fantasy literature was in the grips of medieval theme 

park Arthurian knights and Manichean struggles between good and evil, in which morality’s 

shades of grey were reduced to one black and one white.

Now let’s talk about Earthsea.  It was first mapped out by LeGuin on a large sheet of 

butcher’s paper with crayons in a house full of young children.  (Let’s look at the map.)  Earthsea

is an archipelago, about 1000 miles wide from north to south and west to east, dense with islands

at the centre and sparser at the edges.  It’s a very human world with class hierarchies, inter-island

trade, local politics and conflict, abuse, and addictions.

It’s no utopia, but it’s also a world full of magic, wizardry and dragons—dragons as old, 

dangerous and wise as mythic sages.  Magic, as practiced by the wizards of Earthsea, is rooted 

and informed by an ethical, Gaia-like view of nature, where the elements, seas, seasons, land 

forms and living things are balanced in equilibrium—an intimately interdependent organism; one

part cannot be changed without influencing another.  The greater the wizard, the slower they are 

to call upon magic’s power, knowing that an intemperate, or careless spell will cascade for ill 

through the fabric of being, upsetting that delicate equilibrium.  

The main character of the Earthsea Trilogy is the copper-brown coloured wizard named 

Ged.  He, like all who would be wizards, learn their craft in a school located on the island of 

Roke near the centre of the archipelago.  The Wizard of Earthsea, the first book of the series, 

tells the story of Ged’s perilous growth from village youth—“wild, a thriving weed, a tall, quick 

boy, loud and proud”—to a brash student on Roke prone to offense and hungry for the power of 

magery who, because of a wild act of prideful daring, sets loose a malignant power that threatens

to consume him and wreak havoc in the world.  
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The tale’s climax, set in the far southeastern  reaches of the archipelago, is not a magic 

wand shootout, but a “high-risk enactment of a process Carl Jung called “individuation,” in 

which the warring parts of the psyche integrate into a wiser, stronger whole.” (David Mitchell)  

Says Ursula LeGuin: “In serious fantasy, the real battle is moral or internal… To do good, heroes

must know or learn that the ‘axis of evil’ is within them.”  If we remember growing up, we’ll 

recognize something of ourselves in Ged’s portrait, identify with his youthful failings, his quest 

for reparation and wholeness, and grow to care deeply for his fate.

The second book of Earthsea, finds Ged year’s later in the Kargad Lands of the northeast

—think of the Vikings of yore, and you get a picture of the Kargish people. Unlike the rest of 

Eathsea, Kargad is a war-like theocracy serviced by the arcane rituals of a priest-caste; one of 

whom is the young woman Arha.  Ged is in search of a treasure, whose existence was revealed to

him by a dragon.  Its recovery from the Tombs of Atuan, dearly sought, may lead to ushering in 

an era of peace through the island world of Earthsea.  

The real heart of the story, however, is the choice Ged places before the young priestess: 

continue serving the nameless, grim gods of the tomb, or walk away from them into the light, 

recover her true name and the uncertainties of a life of freedom.  It’s possible, but the choice is 

costly: it would mean admitting a young life wasted on serving false gods and following Ged out

of the tombs into a world she has never really known. (As I read this tale to my young children 

decades ago, did I wonder with rising dread: had I been serving false gods?  Had been I lost in 

the labyrinth of the tombs and leading my family astray?  Was I living mine own life, or just 

repeating patterns of belief and ritual laid down by the religious culture into which I was born? 

Which brings us to the third book, The Farthest Shore, first published in 1972.  Ged has 

become Archmage of Earthsea, conversant with dragons—both as adversary and ally, and master
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of the school for wizards on Roke.  A young prince from Enlad to the north has come bearing ill 

tidings—magic is draining out of the land: wizards and bards are forgetting the words and 

meanings of their work, craft and lore.  Worse still, they’re falling prey to indifference, not even 

caring.  And worse even yet, whole towns and islands are saying that magic never existed at all

—it was mere trickery, and that the wisdom of Earthsea, rooted in the vision of the 

interdependent equilibrium of all things, is a lie meant to keep people enthralled to the wizards of

the archipelago.  

This report confirms Ged’s own knowledge and forebodings: for five years this malaise 

has been spreading like a plague.  Ged meets with the Masters of Roke and decides to set out on 

a quest to discover the cause of this slow-motion disaster and restore magic and health back into 

the world, and he takes the young prince Arren with him. 

What follows is an epic, three-month quest that takes Ged and Arren south and west from

Roke to the Islands of Wathort, Lorbanery and the South Reach, and then to the farthest shores 

of the West Reach, and land’s end on the westernmost beach of fabled Selidor, where, finally, 

Ged and Arren step over the low stone wall and descend into the land of the dead and beyond.

I’ve struggled with how much to reveal about this book; I certainly don’t want or intend 

to spoil your own reading.  Rather, I want to encourage you to read it and the other books in this 

series.  But there are a couple of things I can and will say in the time remaining.

First, rather than a glorious adventure—after all, the older and young man journey over 

land and seas, there are dragons, a malign wizard, drug induced, hallucinatory trips, and great 

deeds of magic—in fact, much of Ged and Arren’s journey is long, slow and sad.  LeGuin has 

taken the structure of a heroic quest narrative and given us one of the great portraits of existential

dread and melancholy. 

5



Magic, lore and skillful craft are draining out of Earthsea due to the gnawing, all-too-

human fear of aging and death, and the power of one man and those who would listen and serve 

him, who falsely hold out the gift of tricking death and achieving the power of immortality.  And

what’s fascinating, and terrifying here, is that those most susceptible to the offer of deathless life 

are those who wield the greatest power of word, spell, governance and craft. Who wants to let go

of power?  Who wants the vigour of youth and health to wane?  Who wants to age and die?  Who

wouldn’t give up something dear for the elixir of agelessness?  But once sipped from that cup, 

we learn that the heroes, makers, mages and mighty of Earthsea let loose a slow cascading 

infection of life-sapping woe.  

For example, on close inspection, Ged and Arren discover the market in Wathort Town, 

once fabled for the quality of its goods and fairness of its prices, now purveys ill-made wares, 

gaudy trinkets and tampered weights and measures; the loom works of Lorbanery, famed for the 

legendary splendour of their vividly hued, finely woven silk, lay idle with weavers blaming 

outsiders for their woes and declaiming “nothing goes right anymore.  Aye, aye, aye…the luck’s 

run out.”

Shortly thereafter, the youthful prince Arren tells Ged, “They complain about bad times, 

but they don’t know when the bad times began; they say the work’s shoddy, but they don’t 

improve it….It’s as if they had no lines and distinctions and colors clear in their heads.  

Everything’s the same to them; everything’s grey.  What is it they’re missing?...Joy in life…

They’ve lost craft and pride; it’s all joylessness and waste.”

Soon though, as they sail listlessly through the South Reaches, even Arren, who’d leapt at

the chance to serve Ged, succumbs to the same horrible nothingness that’s infecting others. It’s 

nearly unbearable to read.  Even when Ged is grievously wounded, Arren can barely work up the
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mental stamina to keep him alive. (and you want to shake him and yell out: Do something!)  But 

the love Arren felt at his first meeting with Ged has drained from him; and the face of the wizard 

who once inspired his passion and loyalty?  “His face was lined and old in the cold, shadowless 

light.  Arren looking at him saw a man with no power left in him, no wizardry, no strength, not 

even youth, nothing…Arren looked at him with the clear eyes of despair and saw nothing.”

Later, abject in his apology, Arren is questioned by Ged about what he was thinking in 

those days of despair.  “It was the horror of death,” said the young man,  “that reality was 

empty…and without meaning…Saying the truth aloud was unendurable.” But Ged presses him, 

gently, saying, “to refuse death is to refuse life.”  And then the wizard continues with words I 

can hardly forget, words I read out loud, years ago, to my own children: 

“Listen to me, Arren.  You will die.  You will not live forever.  Nor will any one or anything.  

Nothing is immortal.  But only to us is it given to know that we must die.  And that is a great gift:

the gift of selfhood.  For we have only what we know we must lose, what we are willing to 

lose….That selfhood which is our torment, and our treasure, and out humanity, does not endure. 

It changes; it is gone, a wave on the sea.  Would you have the sea grow still and the tides cease, 

to save one wave, to save yourself? Would you give up the craft of your hands, and the passions 

of your heart, and the light of sunrise and sunset, to buy safety for yourself—safety forever?  

As much as Ged is a central character in The Farthest Shore, from first to last, he changes

the least.  His character, insights and values are set and implacable.  He knows why “the luck as 

run out” and why everything’s gone grey to those who listen to the Dark Lord and his fools-gold 

promise of immortality.  “There are two that make one,” he says to Arren on the eve of the last 

leg of their sea journey and fateful descent into the land of the dead; “there is the world and the 

shadow, the light and the dark.  The poles of the Balance.  Life…and death…. And with them all 

is reborn, the flower of the apple tree, [and] the light of the stars.”  
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It is the young man Arren who changes, who grows; and as I read to my kids, I saw that 

The Farthest Shore is most truly his story. At the outset of their journey, Arren thought he had 

entered adulthood by offering his service to Ged.  But no, it wasn’t in that act.  Rather, step-by-

awful-difficult-step, he learns just how hard the journey of life can be, how adulthood is a state 

that unfolds constantly in fear, wisdom, angst, boredom, grief, love and joy.  How sometimes the

most heroic journey of all is the one that no one else will ever see.

One more thing I need to say, briefly.  The Farthest Shore is also a timely, cautionary 

tale.  It’s the story of how one person, fixated on power, could warp and nearly destroy a world.  

Fed by his own terror, Cob—the Dark Lord—preys upon others’ fear of change, aging and death,

by claiming that time could stand still—and thus he makes his minions masters.  He denies that 

the earth has anything to teach us: that there is no such thing as Balance, Equilibrium or 

interdependence.  Fearing change, rejecting limits, defying nature, he enlistd powerful allies, 

while others—great and humble—flocked to his apocalyptic standard, thus losing all sense of 

shame, historic ties and loyalties and sense of measure, modesty and moderation.  The Farthest 

Shore may have been written over forty years ago, but its message—political and cultural—reads

as though ripped from today’s headlines. 

In closing, The Farthest Shore is a superb creation, along with the companion volumes of

The Wizard of Earthsea and The Tombs of Atuan.  For those of us who haven’t read them, or The

Left Hand of Darkness, The Dispossessed, The Lathe of Heaven and others in the library of 

Ursula K. LeGuin, I nearly envy you, and what will be the rush of discovering and reading these 

books for the first time.  I commend them to you for their calm authority, emotional and cultural 

richness and philosophical depth.  And last, and perhaps most of all, for their beauty to the ear 

when read aloud—to oneself, one’s partner, or to children before going to bed, children growing 
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like weeds toward adulthood in a world that, hopefully, will welcome them.  May we do our part,

all within our power, to see that it will be so.  A good way to begin may be to open the cover of a

book, and turn to page one, and start reading…

“In the Court of the Fountain the sun of March shone through young leaves of ash and elm, and 

water leapt and fell through shadow and clear light.  About the roofless court stood four high 

walls of stone….”
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