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Abstract: 

This review paper examines the profound influence of mythology on modern English literature. It traces 

the historical evolution of mythology in literature, from its origins in ancient civilizations to its 

incorporation into English literature during the Renaissance and beyond. The paper explores common 

mythological themes and motifs in modern literature, as well as the use of symbolism and allegory 

derived from mythology. It analyzes the impact of mythology on narrative techniques and writing styles, 

comparing mythological storytelling with modern storytelling. The paper also discusses major authors 

who have heavily incorporated mythology into their works, examining their notable works and 

mythological influences. Furthermore, it explores the criticism and interpretation surrounding the 

influence of mythology on literature, including scholarly views, controversies, and debates. Finally, the 

paper discusses how modern authors reinterpret myths for contemporary audiences, highlighting the 

enduring relevance of mythology in literature. 
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I. Introduction 

A. Definition of Mythology 

Mythology, as defined by scholars such as Campbell (2014), refers to a collection of traditional stories, 

often involving gods, goddesses, and heroes, which serve to explain the origins of the world and natural 

phenomena. These myths are deeply embedded in the cultural and religious narratives of civilizations 

throughout history. 

 

B. Importance of Mythology in Literature 

The significance of mythology in literature has been widely acknowledged by researchers such as Smith 

(2015) and Jones (2018). Mythological motifs and themes provide rich symbolism and archetypes that 

resonate with readers across different cultures and time periods. Moreover, mythology serves as a 

universal language, offering writers a vast reservoir of symbols and narratives to draw upon in their 

creative endeavors. 

 

The incorporation of mythological elements into literature enhances the depth and complexity of 

storytelling, allowing authors to explore profound themes such as the human condition, morality, and the 

nature of existence. By tapping into the collective unconscious, mythology enables writers to evoke 

powerful emotions and insights in their readers, transcending the limitations of individual experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:fanish.chandrakar@isbmuniversity.edu.in


International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE)  

DOI: 10.48047/intjecse/V10I2.35 ISSN: 1308-5581 Vol 10, Issue 02 2018 

 
 

382 
 

 

Table 1: Major Authors and Their Works 

Author Notable Works Mythological Influences 

Neil Gaiman American Gods, Anansi Boys Norse, Egyptian, and other mythologies 

Rick Riordan 
Percy Jackson & the Olympians 

series 
Greek mythology 

J.R.R. Tolkien The Lord of the Rings Norse mythology, Anglo-Saxon literature 

C.S. Lewis The Chronicles of Narnia Christian allegory, mythology 

T.S. Eliot The Waste Land Various mythological and religious texts 

James Joyce Ulysses, Finnegan's Wake Greek mythology, Irish folklore 

John Milton Paradise Lost Christian theology, classical mythology 

William Blake Songs of Innocence and Experience Christian mysticism, mythology 

Margaret Atwood The Penelopiad Greek mythology, feminist reinterpretation 

Salman Rushdie Midnight's Children Indian mythology, magical realism 

Toni Morrison Song of Solomon African American folklore, mythology 

Umberto Eco Foucault's Pendulum Occult, conspiracy theories 

George Orwell Animal Farm, 1984 Political allegory, mythology 

 

II. Historical Background 

A. Brief History of Mythology in Literature 

The history of mythology in literature can be traced back to ancient civilizations such as Mesopotamia, 

Egypt, and Greece, where oral traditions and written texts served as repositories of cultural knowledge 

and religious beliefs (Smith, 2016). These myths, transmitted through generations, provided explanations 

for natural phenomena, human behavior, and the origins of the cosmos. 

With the advent of written language, myths were recorded in epic poems, religious texts, and 

philosophical treatises, shaping the literary traditions of various cultures. The works of Homer, such as 

the "Iliad" and the "Odyssey," exemplify the early integration of mythological narratives into literature, 

exploring themes of heroism, fate, and the intervention of gods in human affairs (Homer, 2017). 
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B. Evolution of Mythology in English Literature 

The incorporation of mythology into English literature began with the translation and adaptation of 

classical texts during the Renaissance period. Scholars like Shakespeare drew inspiration from Greco-

Roman myths, infusing their plays with mythological allusions and symbolism (Shakespeare, 2015). 

Throughout the centuries, English literature continued to evolve, reflecting changing cultural attitudes and 

literary movements. The Romantic poets, such as Keats and Shelley, reimagined ancient myths in their 

works, exploring themes of nature, imagination, and the sublime (Keats, 2018). 

In the modern era, authors like T.S. Eliot and James Joyce experimented with mythic structures and 

symbols, as seen in Eliot's "The Waste Land" and Joyce's "Ulysses," which incorporate elements of Greek 

mythology to depict the fragmentation and disillusionment of contemporary society (Eliot, 2014; Joyce, 

2016). 

 

C. Key Figures and Works that Integrated Mythology 

Numerous key figures in English literature have integrated mythology into their works, leaving a lasting 

impact on the literary landscape. Milton's "Paradise Lost" retells the biblical creation story through the 

lens of classical mythology, while Blake's "Songs of Innocence and Experience" incorporates mythic 

imagery to explore themes of innocence, corruption, and redemption (Milton, 2017; Blake, 2015). 

Additionally, the fantasy genre, popularized by authors like J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis, often draws 

upon mythological motifs and creatures to create immersive imaginary worlds (Tolkien, 2018; Lewis, 

2017). 

These key figures and their works serve as prime examples of the enduring influence of mythology on 

English literature, demonstrating its capacity to inspire creativity and provoke contemplation across 

diverse genres and time periods. 

 

III. Themes and Motifs 

A. Common Mythological Themes in Modern English Literature 

Modern English literature often explores timeless mythological themes that resonate with readers across 

cultures. One common theme is the hero's journey, as outlined by Campbell (2014), which follows a 

protagonist's path of self-discovery, transformation, and triumph over adversity. This theme can be seen 

in contemporary works such as Rowling's "Harry Potter" series, where the titular character undergoes a 

series of trials and challenges to fulfill his destiny (Rowling, 2016). 

Another prevalent theme is the conflict between gods and mortals, reflecting existential questions about 

power, fate, and free will. This theme is exemplified in works like Gaiman's "American Gods," where 

ancient deities clash with modern beliefs in a struggle for relevance and survival (Gaiman, 2017). 

 

Table 2: Common Mythological Themes in Modern English Literature 

Theme Description 

Hero's Journey Protagonist's path of self-discovery, transformation, and triumph over adversity 

Conflict Between Gods and Mortals 

Quest for Knowledge and Enlightenment 

Battle of Good vs. Evil 
Eternal struggle between opposing forces, often representing moral and ethical 

dilemmas 

Nature of Reality 
Exploration of the nature of existence, illusion, and the boundaries between the 

real and the fantastical 

Fate and Free Will 
Examination of the role of destiny and personal choice in shaping one's life and 

actions 
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B. Motifs Derived from Mythology 

Mythological motifs often serve as symbolic representations of universal truths and human experiences. 

The motif of the journey, for example, symbolizes the quest for knowledge, enlightenment, or self-

realization. This motif is prevalent in works like Conrad's "Heart of Darkness," where the protagonist's 

physical journey up the Congo River mirrors his psychological descent into the darkness of his own soul 

(Conrad, 2017). 

Another common motif is the archetype of the trickster, a figure who embodies cunning and mischief. 

This motif can be found in modern literature, such as in Atwood's "The Penelopiad," a retelling of the 

"Odyssey" from the perspective of Penelope, who uses her wit and cunning to outsmart her suitors 

(Atwood, 2015). 

 

Table 3: Motifs Derived from Mythology 

Motif Description 

The Journey Symbolizes the quest for knowledge, enlightenment, or self-realization 

The Trickster 
Archetype of the cunning and mischievous figure, often challenging societal norms 

and expectations 

The Hero's Call 
Moment when the hero is summoned to adventure, marking the beginning of the 

hero's journey 

The 

Underworld 

Represents the realm of the dead or the unconscious mind, often a place of 

transformation and revelation 

The Creation 
Mythological accounts of the origins of the world and humanity, often involving 

divine or supernatural beings 

The Flood 
Symbolizes purification or renewal, often associated with themes of destruction and 

rebirth 

 

C. Examples from Prominent Works 

Prominent works of modern English literature often draw heavily on mythological themes and motifs to 

create compelling narratives. For instance, Rushdie's "Midnight's Children" uses elements of Indian 

mythology to explore the history and culture of post-colonial India, weaving together magical realism 

with historical events (Rushdie, 2016). 

Similarly, Morrison's "Song of Solomon" incorporates African American folklore and mythology to 

explore themes of identity, heritage, and belonging in the context of the African American experience 

(Morrison, 2016). 

 

IV. Influence on Writing Styles 

A. How Mythology Influences Narrative Techniques 

Mythology often influences narrative techniques by providing writers with archetypal characters, plots, 

and symbols that resonate with readers on a deep, subconscious level. For example, the archetype of the 

hero's journey often follows a specific narrative structure, known as the monomyth, which consists of 

stages such as the call to adventure, the meeting with the mentor, and the ultimate boon (Campbell, 2014). 

Writers may also use mythological narratives to create complex, multi-layered stories that invite readers 

to consider deeper philosophical and existential questions. This can be seen in works like Eco's 

"Foucault's Pendulum," which weaves together elements of mythology, history, and conspiracy theory to 

create a labyrinthine narrative that challenges readers' perceptions of reality (Eco, 2015). 

 

B. Use of Symbolism and Allegory 

Mythological symbolism and allegory are often used in modern literature to convey complex ideas and 

themes. For example, the myth of Prometheus, who stole fire from the gods to give to humanity, is often 
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used as a symbol of rebellion against oppressive authority and the quest for knowledge and enlightenment 

(Hesiod, 2014). 

 

Similarly, allegorical narratives, such as Orwell's "Animal Farm," use animal characters to satirize 

political systems and human behavior, drawing parallels to real-world events and ideologies (Orwell, 

2017). 

 

C. Comparisons between Mythological and Modern Storytelling 

Mythological storytelling often differs from modern storytelling in its use of archetypal characters, 

supernatural elements, and grand narratives that explain the origins of the world and human civilization. 

Modern storytelling, on the other hand, tends to focus more on individual experiences, psychological 

depth, and moral ambiguity. 

However, modern writers often draw inspiration from mythology to enrich their stories with universal 

themes and timeless wisdom. By incorporating mythological elements into their works, writers can create 

narratives that resonate with readers on a profound level, transcending cultural and temporal boundaries. 

 

V. Major Authors and Their Works 

A. Analysis of Specific Authors who Heavily Incorporate Mythology 

Several authors have significantly incorporated mythology into their works, enriching their narratives 

with timeless themes and archetypal characters. One such author is Neil Gaiman, whose novels, such as 

"American Gods" and "Anansi Boys," draw extensively from various mythological traditions to create a 

rich tapestry of gods, monsters, and supernatural beings (Gaiman, 2017). 

Another author known for integrating mythology into his works is Rick Riordan, whose "Percy Jackson & 

the Olympians" series reimagines Greek mythology in a contemporary setting, appealing to a younger 

audience while maintaining the essence of the original myths (Riordan, 2014). 

 

B. Examination of Their Notable Works and Mythological Influences 

Gaiman's "American Gods" explores the concept of belief and worship in a modern, multicultural society, 

where ancient gods struggle to survive in a world dominated by new gods of technology and media. The 

novel draws upon Norse, Egyptian, and other mythologies to create a narrative that is both fantastical and 

deeply insightful (Gaiman, 2017). 

Riordan's "Percy Jackson & the Olympians" series follows the adventures of a young demigod, Percy 

Jackson, as he discovers his divine heritage and battles mythological monsters. The series not only 

entertains but also educates readers about Greek mythology, sparking an interest in classical literature 

among young readers (Riordan, 2014). 

 

C. Impact on Literary Movements and Genres 

The works of authors like Gaiman and Riordan have had a significant impact on the fantasy genre, 

inspiring a new wave of mythologically inspired fiction. Their ability to blend ancient myths with modern 

storytelling techniques has influenced other writers to explore mythological themes in their works, 

contributing to the richness and diversity of contemporary literature. 

Furthermore, these authors have helped revive interest in mythology among readers of all ages, 

demonstrating the enduring appeal of ancient stories and their relevance to modern society. 

 

VI. Criticism and Interpretation 

A. Scholarly Views on the Influence of Mythology 

Scholars have long debated the influence of mythology on literature, with some arguing that myths serve 

as universal narratives that tap into the collective unconscious, while others suggest that myths are 

culturally specific and may not resonate with all audiences (Campbell, 2014). 
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However, most scholars agree that mythology has played a significant role in shaping literary traditions 

and continues to inspire writers to explore fundamental questions about human existence, morality, and 

the nature of reality. 

 

B. Controversies and Debates Surrounding the Topic 

One of the main controversies surrounding the influence of mythology on literature is the issue of cultural 

appropriation. Some critics argue that authors who use mythological themes from cultures other than their 

own may misinterpret or distort these myths, leading to a superficial or inaccurate portrayal of the original 

stories (Smith, 2015). 

Others argue that mythology is a shared cultural heritage that can be reinterpreted and adapted by writers 

from diverse backgrounds, enriching the literary landscape with new perspectives and narratives. 

 

C. How Modern Authors reinterpret Myths for Contemporary Audiences 
Modern authors often reinterpret myths to make them more accessible to contemporary audiences, 

updating language and cultural references while preserving the core themes and messages of the original 

stories. This reinterpretation can take various forms, from direct retellings to allegorical interpretations 

that reflect modern concerns and issues. 

Authors may also use myths as a springboard for exploring complex social, political, and psychological 

themes, using the timeless stories as a lens through which to examine contemporary society and human 

nature. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the influence of mythology on modern English literature is profound and multifaceted, 

shaping the themes, motifs, and narrative techniques used by authors across different genres and time 

periods. Through the analysis of major authors and their works, as well as scholarly views and 

reinterpretations of myths, it is evident that mythology continues to inspire and enrich literature, 

providing a rich tapestry of stories and symbols that resonate with readers of all ages. 
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