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Making Myths Before Our Eyes

Fantasy fiction has always been something
more than adventures with magic. This genre breaks the path into an
inner world where people are tested by great forces.

I believe fantasy authors of all stripes are
trying to do the deep work of creating new mythologies. The eminent
late mythology scholar Joseph Campbell stated often that we live in
an age with inadequate mythology. In his televised talks with Bill
Moyers, he said, “The old-time religion belongs to another age,
another people, another set of human values, another universe.”

He continued to explain that the
psychological support offered by old myths and religions no longer
functions for people of today. Furthermore, no new mythological
forms are present to aid people in the rational and spiritual
processing of their lives.

The profusion of fantasy literature in all of
its forms represents attempts to fill this void with updated
mythological systems. Collectively authors and readers are
exploring their imaginations and seeking to construct new guide
posts that illustrate the challenges and stages of their lives.

For example, we live in an age suffering from
vast ecological damage. Some old religions speak of end times and
apocalypse, but waiting around for everything to collapse is not
exactly functional.

The reality of this condition is at the heart
of J.R.R. Tolkien’s masterpiece “The Lord of the Rings.” Saruman’s
devastation of a forest to feed his industrial fires creates a
mythological landscape for the industrial revolution and its
attendant war machine. The same goes for Sauron in his Mordor,
which is a pitted and blasted place where armies huddle in the
rocky volcanic fume.

But a small band of courageous players
confront this horror against all odds. In the end, the evil power
of Sauron consumes itself. It cannot sustain itself. This story
informs us of this truth and offers a psychological template for
coping with life in this reality. The consumptive madness of a
war-driven and industrial society cannot continue forever. Its evil
can be recognized, resisted, and hopefully outlived.

According to Campbell, mythologies are “a
systematized organization of fantasies in relation to the values of
a given social order. So that mythologies always derive from
specific environments.”

Therefore I ask: What mythologies are being created
from our society?

An example that offers mythological support
to the people of today is the film “The Matrix,” written and
produced by the Wachowski Brothers. In this techno fantasy, Neo is
offered the choice to take the blue pill or the red pill. Blue
delivers the bliss of the manufactured reality of modern society
without thought or question. The red pill breaks him free from the
machine-ruled Matrix but leads to a grim reality of privation and
always being hunted. But at least those people who take the red
pill are aware of reality. Their thoughts are their own. Their
feelings are their own. They do not smile at lies and accept an
illusion that saps the energy of their lives directly from their
bodies.

These feelings reflect the perceptions of
those of us who at least partially see the deceptions of our
so-called civilization. To take the red pill means to break through
the façade of what we are told is the normal state of existence. We
cease to see the world as normal and right. We see its flaws and
absurdities and realize that the system has not been designed for
the maintenance or advancement of human happiness or
well-being.

This level of awareness forever separates the
person from the larger visible culture. It strips away the comfort
of accepting conditions and events as described by the news media.
It shreds the ability to share in the group think that delivers the
sense of belonging to a tribe.

In this aspect, modern fantasy fiction and
its better-educated cousin science fiction have taken on the role
of social critic. Stories are used to expose the problems.
Narratives build sympathy within the reader for characters
undergoing plights of injustice. Readers gain through this
experience the inspiration to withstand daily battles between good
and evil and go forward with hope.

R.A. Salvatore’s popular Dark Elf Trilogy
presents a memorable and popular example of literature exploring
social ills through the fantasy. The broad strokes enabled by this
form of story telling allow political and social conditions to be
made painfully clear. I’m particularly fond of the cruel matriarchy
depicted in the trilogy. It’s not that I think that women would be
evil if given mastery of society. Rather, I admired how the story
showed the injustice and suffering that naturally follow
gender-determined authority. And the main character in this story
sustains his compassion and ethics despite constantly being
encouraged to be otherwise. That is a good myth to live by because
it shows a hero who heeds the call of his true nature and morality.
He does not allow a corrupt society to teach him that cruelty is
correct.

All artists including fantasy authors are
doing the work of projecting society upon the psyche and provoking
us to imagine our best selves or confront are worst inclinations.
Although it’s nearly impossible to snip a sound byte from the
writings of Carl Jung, I find this quote by that extraordinary
thinker very illuminating:

“Therein lies the social significance of art:
it is constantly at work educating the spirit of the age, conjuring
up the forms in







































cover.jpg





