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 When I set out to write my critical paper, I chose a subject I had already read deeply in—

and cared deeply about—the Earthsea books by Ursula K. Le Guin. I was already closely re-

reading this children’s fantasy series, which mattered to me for a number of reasons: it is 

beautifully written, I admire Le Guin’s career and oeuvre, and writing my own fantasy novel 

intended primarily for children has comprised a significant portion of my creative work while at 

Antioch. I had also, the year before, read a copy of Le Guin’s translation of the Tao Te Ching 

and found myself returning to it again and again. Immersed in both this text and the Earthsea 

novels, I found synchronicities, parallels, and areas of clear overlap. I came to suspect that Le 

Guin had leaned on the Tao Te Ching when constructing her fantasy world. I decided to explore 

the resonance between the two texts in my research paper.  

 While close reading both Le Guin’s Tao Te Ching and the Earthsea novel The Farthest 

Shore, I also scoured JSTOR for articles that mentioned both Le Guin and Taoism. They were 

many. I started reading, orienting myself to the scholarly conversation. One essay reviewed the 

politics of anarchism in her novels. Another criticized Le Guin for translating from Chinese, 

which she didn’t speak. When I read an article reviewing recent scholarship about Le Guin, I 

started to realize that a high level of scholarly attention was already directed at her work. I also 

discovered that Taoism’s influence on Le Guin was an open secret. My original insight—that the 

Tao Te Ching influenced the Earthsea books—was already well-established scholarly fact. The 

task of adding to this scholarly conversation was intimidating. 
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 I needed to re-conceptualize the essay and narrow my focus. I realized I had never been 

particularly interested in demonstrating Taoism’s precise influence on Le Guin. That might be a 

good task for literary scholars, but my deep work is as a fiction writer. I needed to bring that 

training and passion to bear on my essay. I saw that my essay could focus on how Le Guin had 

used her lifelong love for and engagement with the Tao Te Ching to help build the world of 

Earthsea. The craft term “worldbuilding,” which comes from genre fiction, could provide a fresh 

and personally exciting approach to this material. 

 I resumed my research with new zeal. It turned out that Le Guin had spoken extensively 

about the work required to create fantasy worlds, so I read dozens of interviews, her craft book, 

two collections of her essays, and a long essay she wrote shortly after the publication of the 

novel I was focusing on. As I began drafting this new version of the essay, I realized that I 

needed to study the broader history of “worldbuilding,” too. I read more articles and traced the 

idea to its roots in Coleridge and Tolkein. I found new ways to approach the Earthsea texts, 

revealing Le Guin’s conscious placement of herself within a tradition of fantasists. I also listened 

to podcasts on which fantasy writers discussed worldbuilding and creative writing pedagogy—

two of which I ended up citing in the essay. Once I applied myself to this research not just as a 

scholar but also as a curious creative writer, I found it easier and more delightful to write.  

 As I worked to conclude the essay, however, I kept finding new directions for the essay 

to go. The essay largely circled around death and the need to accept one’s mortality, but it itself 

refused to end. Luckily, I had time on my side. I focused on revising what I already had. 

Working to straighten out my terminology, I consulted two non-Le Guin references—a 

Dictionary of Taoism, and the new Norton Anthology of World Religions: Daoism. The second 

captured my attention. Its remarks on Le Guin’s translation of the Tao Te Ching were interesting, 
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revealing some of her blind spots. Even more interesting were the ancient texts and traditions it 

illuminated. I started reading in it before bed. One night, I read about a movement in Taoism 

called the Great Clarity, which advocated using an alchemical pill to defeat death but usually 

resulted in mercury poisoning. With a shock, I realized that Le Guin had used many details of 

this practice to create a mad wizard character in the late Earthsea novella “The Finder.” This 

discovery confirmed my thesis. Furthermore, it was a genuinely fresh scholarly insight of exactly 

the sort I had been seeking. I wrote it out and was delighted to find—it perfectly concluded my 

essay. 

 


