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INTRODUCTION:

THE ETERNAL
ECHO OF MYTH IN
STORYTELLING

From the earliest
campfire tales to the
most ambitious novels
of the twenty-first
century, mythology has
served as the bedrock
of human storytelling.
When we ask, what is
mythology in
literature, we are not
merely inquiring about
ancient gods and
fantastical monsters.
We are exploring a
complex, dynamic, and
deeply symbolic
language that writers

have used for millennia
to explore the most
profound questions of
existence. Mythology in
literature is the
deliberate or organic
incorporation of
mythological

narratives, figures,
archetypes, and
themes into written
works. It is a bridge
between the sacred
past and the creative
present, allowing
authors to tap into a
shared reservoir of
human experience,
fear, hope, and
wonder. This article will
delve into the
definition, purpose,
forms, and enduring
significance of
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mythology within the

literary tradition,
demonstrating why this
ancient wellspring

continues to nourish
modern storytelling.

DEFINING
MYTHOLOGY IN
LITERATURE

At its core, mythology
is a collection of
traditional stories,
often involving
supernatural beings,
ancestors, or heroes,
that a particular
culture considers
sacred or foundational.
These stories explain
the origins of the

world, natural
phenomena, human
customs, and the

relationship between
the mortal and the
divine. When these
narratives enter the
realm of literature,
they wundergo a
transformation. What
is mythology in

literature if not a tool
for resonance and
depth? It is the use of
these ancient story
patterns to imbue a
work with layers of
meaning that
transcend the
immediate plot.

The
Origins of
Mythologi
cal
Storytelli

ng

Long before the written

word, mythology
existed as oral
tradition. Bards,

priests, and elders
passed down tales of
creation, heroic deeds,
and cosmic battles.

2 What Is Mythology In Literature 2023-02-07



What Is Mythology In Literature 3

These stories were not
just entertainment;
they were the
operating system of a
culture, encoding its
laws, values, and
understanding of the
universe. As
civilizations developed
writing—from the
cuneiform tablets of
Mesopotamia to the
hieroglyphs of
Egypt—these myths
were recorded. Works
like the Epic of
Gilgamesh and
Homer's Iliad and
Odyssey represent
some of the earliest
intersections of
mythology and
literature, setting a
template that would
influence writers for
thousands of years.

Key

Character
Istics of
Mytholog
y in
Literary
Works

Identifying mythology
in literature involves
recognizing several key
characteristics. First,
there is the presence
of archetypal
characters such as
the hero, the trickster,
the wise old man, the
mother goddess, and
the shadowy villain.
Second, there is a
focus on universal
themes like creation,
death, rebirth, the
quest for immortality,
the struggle between
good and evil, and the



nature of fate. Third,
mythological literature

often employs a
symbolic or
allegorical mode,

where events and
characters represent
broader philosophical
or spiritual concepts.
Finally, there is a sense
of timelessness and
otherworldliness,
where the rules of
ordinary reality are
suspended to explore
deeper truths.

THE PURPOSE AND
FUNCTION OF
MYTHOLOGY IN
LITERATURE

Writers do not simply
copy ancient myths
into their books. They
adapt, subvert, and
reimagine them for
new audiences and
new purposes.
Understanding what is
mythology in
literature requires
understanding its

functional roles within
a text.

Explainin
g the
Unexplain
able

One of the oldest
functions of myth is to
provide explanations
for natural and
existential mysteries.
In literature, this
function persists,
though it often
becomes more
psychological or
philosophical. A writer
might use a
mythological

framework to explore
the origins of human
consciousness, the
nature of evil, or the
reason for suffering.
For example, Mary
Shelley's Frankenstein
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is often read as a
modern Prometheus
myth, exploring the
consequences of
overreaching ambition
and the creation of
life—a distinctly
modern retelling of an
ancient concern.

Preservin
g Cultural
ldentity
and
Values

Literature that draws
upon mythology serves
as a vessel for cultural
memory. When an
author like Chinua
Achebe in Things Fall
Apart weaves Igbo
mythology into the
narrative, or when a
writer like N. Scott
Momaday incorporates

Kiowa legends, they
are preserving and
transmitting cultural
identity. This function
is particularly powerful
in postcolonial and
indigenous literatures,
where mythology
becomes an act of
resistance and
reclamation. What is
mythology in
literature in this
context? It is a
declaration of identity,
a living archive of a
people's worldview.

Providing
Archetyp
al
Patterns
for



Storytelli
ng

The most pervasive
function of mythology
in literature is arguably
its provision of
archetypal patterns.
The hero's journey, as
outlined by Joseph
Campbell in The Hero
with a Thousand Faces,
is a mythological
template that appears
in countless stories,
from The Odyssey to
Star Wars. This
pattern—departure,
initiation, return—gives
writers a powerful
structure for crafting
narratives of personal

growth and
transformation. By
using these
mythological bones,

authors can create
stories that resonate
on a deep, instinctual
level with readers.

TYPES OF
MYTHOLOGICAL
REFERENCES IN
LITERATURE

Mythology appears in
literature in several
distinct forms, each
serving a different
artistic purpose.
Recognizing these
forms enriches our
understanding of what
is mythology in
literature.

Direct
Retellings
of
Ancient
Myths

Some works of
literature are explicit
retellings or

adaptations of specific
myths. These can be
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faithful translations,
like Emily Wilson's
celebrated translation
of The Odyssey, or
imaginative
reimaginings, like
Madeline Miller's Circe
or Pat Barker's The
Silence of the Girls.
These works give new
voice to ancient
characters, often from
a marginalized
perspective, or update
the story for a
contemporary
audience. They are
direct engagements
with the mythological
tradition.

Allusions
and
Referenc
es

More subtle than a full
retelling is the

mythological allusion.
A writer might name a
character after a
mythological figure,
reference a myth in a
single line of dialogue,
or structure a scene to
echo a famous myth.
For instance, T.S.
Eliot's The Waste Land
is dense with allusions
to Grail mythology,
Ovid, and the
Upanishads. James
Joyce's Ulysses uses
Homer's Odyssey as a
structural parallel for a
single day in Dublin.
These allusions add
layers of meaning and
reward the attentive
reader.

Modern
Mythopoe
Ia

Some writers do not
borrow from existing



MYTHOROGY IN but
instead create their
own. This practice is
known as mythopoeia,
or myth-making. J.R.R.
Tolkien is the most
famous example,
having constructed an
entire mythology for
Middle-earth, complete
with creation stories,
pantheons of Valar,
heroic lineages, and
epic conflicts. His goal
was to create a
mythology for England,
and his work
demonstrates that
what is mythology in
literature can be an
act of original creation,
not just recycling.
Other examples
include the Cthulhu
Mythos of H.P.
Lovecraft and the
intricate cosmologies
in the works of Ursula
K. Le Guin.

EXAMPLES OF

LITERATURE
ACROSS CULTURES

Mythology is a global
phenomenon, and its
presence in literature
reflects this diversity. A
comprehensive view of
what is mythology in
literature must
consider examples
from around the world.

Greek
and
Roman
Mytholog
y in
Western
Literature

The myths of ancient
Greece and Rome form
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the backbone of
Western literary
tradition. From Dante's
Divine Comedy, where
Virgil guides him
through Hell, to
Shakespeare's
frequent allusions to
classical gods, to the
Romantic poets like
Keats and Shelley who
used figures like
Hyperion and
Prometheus, classical
mythology is woven
into the fabric of
Western letters. Even
in contemporary works,
such as Rick Riordan's
Percy Jackson series,
these myths are
revitalized for young
readers. The enduring
appeal lies in their
dramatic conflicts,
flawed heroes, and
profound meditations
on fate, hubris, and
justice.

Norse
Mytholog
y in
Fantasy
and Epic
Poetry

Norse mythology, with
its stark, cold aesthetic
and themes of fate,
valor, and inevitable
doom (Ragnardk), has
deeply influenced
literature. The Poetic
Edda and Prose Edda
are foundational texts
of medieval Icelandic
literature. In the
modern era, J.R.R.
Tolkien was heavily
influenced by Norse
myths, particularly in
his depiction of
dwarves, elves, and
the heroic ethos. More



recently, Neil Gaiman's
Norse Mythology
provides a
contemporary retelling,
while authors like
Joanne Harris explore
Norse themes in novels
like The Gospel of Loki.
This mythology lends
itself to epic, fate-
driven narratives.

Hindu
Mytholog
y in
Indian
and
World
Literature

Hindu mythology, with
its vast pantheon,
cyclical view of time,
and rich philosophical

10

underpinnings, has
produced some of the
world's greatest epic
literature, including the
Ramayana and the
Mahabharata. These
epics have been retold
and reinterpreted
countless times, both
in India and globally.
Authors like R.K.
Narayan, Chitra
Banerjee Divakaruni,
and Amish Tripathi
have brought Hindu
mythological themes to
international
audiences. The
concepts of dharma
(duty), karma (action
and consequence), and
the avatar (divine
incarnation) provide
powerful thematic
frameworks for
exploring complex
moral questions in
literature.
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|nd|genOU dominant Western

S and

Folk

Mythologi

€S

Literature from
indigenous cultures
around the world
frequently draws on
local mythologies that
are deeply connected
to the land, animals,
and ancestral spirits.
The works of authors
like Louise Erdrich
(Ojibwe), Leslie
Marmon Silko (Laguna
Pueblo), and Witi
Ihimaera (Maori) are
rich with mythological
elements that are

integral to their
storytelling. These
mythologies offer

alternative worldviews
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paradigms.
Understanding what is

mythology in
literature in this
context means

recognizing the living,
spiritual dimension of
these stories, which
are often inseparable
from cultural survival
and environmental
stewardship.

HOW MYTHOLOGY
ENHANCES
LITERARY THEMES
AND SYMBOLISM

Mythology is not just
decoration in literature;
it actively enhances
the thematic and
symbolic depth of a
work. Writers choose
mythological elements
because they carry
immense weight and
resonance.
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Heroic

mythological structure
in literature. It provides
a clear arc for

J ourn eyn?cter development

and th

Monom
h

The monomyth, or
hero's journey, is
perhaps the most
recognizable

thematic
ploration. A hero
ves their ordinary
worl crosses a
ﬁho into a
supernatural realm,
faces trials, achieves a
boon, and returns
transformed. This
structure allows writers
to explore themes of
courage, sacrifice,
identity,
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