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ABSTRACT 
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Master’s Thesis 
Tampere University 
Master’s Degree Programme in English Language and Literature  
May 2026 

 

In this thesis I examine through an ecocritical lens the different ways the forest is portrayed as a 

space of terror and as a place of pleasure in Robert Holdstock’s Mythago Wood (1984) and Ursula 

K. Le Guin’s The Word for World is Forest (1972). This duality is linked to two opposing models 

of relating to nature: ecophobia, which is an irrational fear and hatred towards it, and biophilia, 

which is a feeling of affection and affinity for it. Additionally, I utilize theories of place and space 

to analyse the spatial dimension of the forest’s significance. 

The forest as a place is often viewed as chaotic and the opposite of civilization. This perception 

holds associations of both freedom and danger, which again connect to biophilia and ecophobia. 

The forest has a substantial presence in both texts, both as a setting and as a device for 

discussing questions of colonialism and ecological ethics. While both texts have previously been 

analysed from an ecocritical perspective, neither has been examined specifically as a 

representation of the forest and its metaphorical aspects.  

The state of the environmental movement at the time of writing and current ecological 

concerns are apparent in both narratives, though these themes are more overt in The Word for 

World is Forest. Both biophilic and ecophobic attitudes are represented with varying degrees of 

nuance. I conclude that colonial exploitation intersects with environmental destruction in these 

narratives, highlighting a general theme of the necessity of the human population to work on 

discarding its anthropocentric structures and ecophobic attitudes. 

Keywords: forest, ecocriticism, fantasy, science fiction, Ursula K. Le Guin, Robert Holdstock  

The originality of this thesis has been checked using the Turnitin OriginalityCheck service. 
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Tässä Pro gradu -tutkielmassa tutkin ekokriittisen linssin läpi millä eri tavoilla metsä esitetään 

Robert Holdstockin Alkumetsä-romaanissa (1984) ja Ursula K. Le Guinin Maailma, vihreä metsä 

-pienoisromaanissa (1972) kauhun tilana ja mielihyvän paikkana. Tämä kaksinaisuus linkittyy 

kahteen vastakkaiseen tapaan suhtautua luontoon: ekofobiaan, joka on perusteetonta pelkoa ja 

vihaa sitä kohtaan ja biofiliaan, joka taas on siihen kohdistuvaa mieltymyksen ja läheisyyden 

tunnetta. Lisäksi hyödynnän paikan ja tilan teorioita analysoidessani metsän merkityksen 

spatiaalisia ulottuvuuksia. 

Paikkana metsä nähdään usein kaoottisena ja sivilisaation vastakohtana. Tähän 

näkemykseen sisältyy mielleyhtymiä sekä vapaudesta että vaarasta, jotka jälleen nivoutuvat 

biofiliaan ja ekofobiaan. Metsä on merkittävässä osassa molemmissa teoksissa, sekä 

tapahtumapaikkana että kolonialismiin ja ekologiseen etiikkaan liittyvien kysymysten 

käsittelykeinona. Vaikka kumpaakin tekstiä on aiemmin analysoitu ekokriittisestä näkökulmasta 

kumpaakaan ei ole tutkittu nimenomaisesti metsän ja sen metaforisten ulottuvuuksien 

kuvauksena. 

Ympäristöliikkeen tila kirjoittamishetkellä ja ajankohtaiset ympäristöhuolet näkyvät selkeästi 

kummassakin narratiivissa, vaikkakin nämä teemat ovat ilmeisempiä Le Guinin teoksessa. Sekä 

biofiliset että ekofobiset asenteet ovat esillä vaihtelevissa määrin monitahoisina. Johtopäätökseni 

on, että näissä narratiiveissa kolonialistinen hyväksikäyttö risteää ympäristön tuhoamisen 

kanssa, korostaen yleistä teemaa siitä, että ihmiskunnan on välttämätöntä pyrkiä eroon 

ihmiskeskeisistä rakenteistaan ja ekofobisista asenteistaan. 

Avainsanat: metsä, ekokritiikki, fantasia, tieteiskirjallisuus, Ursula K. Le Guin, Robert Holdstock   
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1. Introduction 

 

Dread to think what would happen if these woods were destroyed, and yet they 

cannot survive for ever. (Mythago Wood 44) 

 

“I don’t know what ‘human nature’ is. Maybe leaving descriptions of what we 

wipe out is part of human nature” (The Word for World is Forest 71) 

 

The forest is a recurring motif throughout human history, featuring in mythology as well 

as in all other kinds of fiction. In this thesis I explore the ways in which forests are used 

in two works of speculative fiction to illustrate both biophilia, the love and affinity 

humans have towards nature and its opposite, ecophobia, a fear and dislike of the natural 

world. The two texts analysed are The Word for World is Forest by Ursula K. Le Guin 

and Mythago Wood by Robert Holdstock.  I am examining these through an ecocritical 

lens in order to discover the ways the forest is used as a synecdoche for all nature. 

Additionally, I refer to theories of place and space to provide spatial context and 

postcolonial criticism to aid in historicizing the issues uncovered. 

The forest is an archetypal setting, a mythoscape by its own right. It is a symbol of 

symbolism (Harrison 183) and therefore an excellent location for discussing questions of 

human psychology and ethics. The forest has often been seen as an antithesis of sorts to 

human civilization (Harrison 1). There is a clear border between the two spheres of 

civilized, human space and the natural space of the forest. Yi-fu Tuan describes this 

divide: “Every cultivated field is wrested out of nature, which will encroach upon the 

field and destroy it but for ceaseless human effort. Generally speaking, every human-

made boundary on the earth's surface — garden hedge, city wall, or radar ‘fence’— is an 

attempt to keep inimical forces at bay” (Landscapes 6). This connects to another reason 

humans need the forest; it serves as a contrast that defines our dwelling place. The outside 
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domain where there is both freedom and danger, the threat of violence and the promise 

of ecstasy, is needed for us to have the inside where we are fenced in but also kept safe 

(Harrison 243). Accordingly, connection to nature and thus the forest can also be 

idealized: “The pastoral clearly addressed temporal and spatial structural processes as 

destructive and disharmonious: progress inescapably creating distance from nature” 

(Andersen Ch. 2). The notion of the necessity of the forest for human mental wellbeing 

connects to this, though there have also been numerous studies proving that there is a 

scientific basis for this longing (Karjalainen, et al. 2). 

Different religions have held various views on the spiritual connotations of forests, 

but a significant number have been convinced of their power. For example, Greeks and 

Romans linked their gods and goddesses to sacred trees and groves (Eden 109). Before 

Christianity arrived, trees and groves were worshipped all through the British Isles, which 

has been proven by such details as the connection between cutting down sacred trees and 

conversion in contemporary accounts (Eden 109-110). The Judeo-Christian conception 

in turn is unexpectedly complex as it “combines connotations of trial and danger with 

freedom, redemption and purity, meanings that, in varying degrees, it still has” (Garrard 

61)1. The forest may not be safe, but it is powerful, its significance embedded in human 

cultures and psychic life. 

As previously stated, the nature of human connection to the environment is not static 

or universal. According to Tuan, during the Upper Palaeolithic period humans’ 

relationship to nature turned from harmonious to more antagonistic and anxious 

(Landscapes 47). This development continued among settled societies, for in the Middle 

Ages the woods were seen primarily as frightening (Landscapes 81). Still, even then the 

                                                 

1 Garrard uses the word “wilderness” here, but in western discourse wilderness is often synonymous with 

forest (Parker 8). 
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association that humans had with forests was not simply one of avoidance and fear. 

Forests were also viewed as a source of bounty (81). During the twentieth century 

increased urbanization has distanced us even further from nature. The way we relate to 

the forest has turned from material to immaterial. As Elizabeth Parker states, the fear 

modern humans have of nature, and forests in particular, is mostly irrational (2). 

Nevertheless, it lingers on, conscious or unconscious. A contrasting emotion has also 

developed. Now we view forests “as things of beauty that lift our spirit. Forests are to be 

protected, and we humans feel sorrow when they are diminished” (Tuan, Romantic 83). 

This sorrow has echoes of the pastoral, but it is more complex: “[F]orests loom all the 

larger in the popular imagination because they are increasingly destroyed”, Parker argues 

(12). As their presence in our daily lives diminishes, their symbolic value is enhanced. 

Our connection to the forest has transformed, but it remains strong. 

Some significant research has been done on forests in fiction and also on forests as 

settings for horror. Forests in science fiction or fantasy literature have been given less 

attention. In her brief overview of the significance of forests and trees in fantasy, 

Weronika Łaszkiewicz concludes that “[t]he forests of fantasy fiction are usually 

dangerous liminal spaces in which heroes may encounter something fantastic and 

marvelous, or undergo a painful yet necessary metamorphosis which will reestablish not 

only their identity, but also their relationship with their community and the world” (54). 

Alexander Sergeant has examined forests in fantasy movies through a psychoanalytic lens 

arguing that the “bad” forests make humans face how small they are in the universe and 

realize how unknowable the world can be, while the “good” forests provide a safe and 

nurturing environment where we can playfully work through negative emotions (101-

103). Here again is the dichotomy of the forest, though he splits it into two separate forests 

whilst both qualities can be present in a singular one. 
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In these texts the forest is prominent not only as the setting used but as a tool for 

examining biophilic and ecophobic attitudes and a synecdoche for the natural world. 

Additionally, both narratives take place in time periods removed from the time of their 

writing, taking advance of this temporal displacement to explore current themes at a 

remove. Le Guin sets her story in the future and Holdstock his in the past, but both are 

also in their own way detached from our world in place as well as in time. In The Word 

for World is Forest humans have moved on to other planets, while the travel in Mythago 

Wood takes the characters somewhere between this plane of consciousness and another, 

supranatural and more primal one. 

Le Guin’s novella has received a substantial amount of academic attention over the 

years; it has been studied as a depiction of colonial issues as well as a discussion on 

morality (Savi 2021, Ornelas 2024). David Barnhill compares the novella with James 

Cameron’s Avatar (2011) arguing that both are representations of utopic societies, while 

Søren Baggesen in his comparison of the novella with James Tiptree Jr’s “We who Stole 

the Dream “(1987) concludes that Le Guin’s utopia is almost as pessimistic as Tiptree’s 

dystopia. Carol Hovanec does focus on the way nature is presented in the narrative but 

specifically on how this depiction functions as a reflection of American values (1989). 

The titular forest has thus not received much attention, even though it is very much 

present in the story. Similarly, Mythago Wood has mostly not been discussed from an 

ecocritical perspective.  Existing analysis is more concerned with the Jungian symbolism 

and the ways narrative and mythology interact in the novel. Mónika Rusvai’s article does 

take an ecocritical stance but is again focused on arguing the concept of mythagos as 

redefining what is human and not especially interested in the forest itself.  

In chapter two I establish the forest through ecocritical theory as a Gothic space, 

particularly suited for the exploration of both biophilia and ecophobia. I also explain the 
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social and historical background of the times my primary texts were written, particularly 

regarding the environmental movement, in order to historically contextualize their 

themes. In the following two chapters I concentrate on individual analysis of each of the 

texts, showing the meanings the forest takes on in their narratives. The forest in these 

texts is depicted as frightening but also precious. It is essential to humans, as a 

representative of the whole natural world and as a mirror of the self. The forest is utilized 

to show the effects of colonialism and to appeal for environmental conservation. 

Ultimately, I argue that in these texts the forest functions as an idealized object of 

biophilia as well as a monstrous entity embodying pure ecophobia and that both of these 

contrasting qualities intersect with issues of colonialism and environmentalism to 

demonstrate the necessity of discarding anthropocentric attitudes.  
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2. Existing with the Forest: Exploitation, Conservation and Emotion 

 

“To log a forest doesn’t, after all, mean to make a desert – except perhaps from 

the point of view of a squirrel.” (The Word for World is Forest 48) 

 

How humans view the forest has varied over the last few millennia and across different 

cultures. In the latter half of 20th century, especially in the West, there was a particularly 

significant shift in attitudes towards nature as not only a resource but something 

inherently valuable. These two text were written and published amid that change. Ursula 

K. Le Guin began writing The Word for World is Forest in the winter of 1968 (Le Guin 

xi) and the novel Mythago Wood was published in 1984. In this chapter I briefly 

conceptualize the forest as a space before demonstrating the ways colonial exploitation 

has historically intersected with ecological devastation and how the environmental 

movement developed in conjunction with these effects. By covering how ecocritical 

readings have evolved from bucolic admiration of nature into recognizing the horror of 

ecological catastrophes I move on to exploring the forest’s potential for inciting fear and 

wonder. Thus, I argue that it is essential to metaphorically take “the point of view of a 

squirrel” in order to examine the effects ecophobia and biophilia can have (and have 

already had) on the global environment and how these issues are treated in the texts this 

thesis examines. 

 

Place and Space 

Everything happens somewhere; “place” and “space” are two ways of seeing and 

experiencing that somewhere. There is no definition of space that all theorists accept 

(Gladwin 30). Perhaps Elizabeth DeLoughrey and George Handley put it best in their 

“Introduction” to Postcolonial Ecologies: Literatures of the Environment: “Place has 
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infinite meanings and morphologies: it might be defined geographically, in terms of the 

expansion of empire; environmentally, in terms of wilderness or urban settings; 

genealogically, in linking communal ancestry to land; as well as phenomenologically, 

connecting body to place” (4). Tim Cresswell maintains that in addition to a concrete 

location, “place is also a way of seeing, knowing, and understanding the world” (26). 

According to Tuan, space and place can only be defined in relation to one another: we 

observe one from the other and thus place is static and safe, while space allows movement 

and freedom but threatens as well (Space 6). A place is always stable. To a small child 

the mother is a place; even though she moves she is constant in the child’s experience of 

the world (Space 29). Cresswell challenges Tuan’s notion of place as always safe and 

argues that places can equally well be evil and harmful to exist in (56-57). Nonetheless 

his definition relies on familiarity just as Tuan’s does; a place may not be good, but it 

must be known. As places are familiar and typically manmade, the forest falls more easily 

into the category of “space”. 

The classification of something as either “place” or “space” is not fixed. “Space 

is transformed into place as it acquires definition and meaning” (Tuan, Space 136). Places 

are mostly created organically. A farm is cleared from the forest and is obviously a place 

to all who encounter it, but as the surrounding forest is cut down to make more clearings 

the distinction is lost and rituals are required to maintain the distinctness of the various 

places (Tuan, Space 166). Similarly, places may cease to exist altogether. One example 

of this is people losing their sense of place as a consequence of ecological disasters 

(Gladwin 5). Another is humans actively unmaking a place, which is made possible by it 

being socially constructed in the first place (Cresswell 48-49). When something turns 

from familiar to unfamiliar, a bond made with it breaks.  
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The experience of perceiving space varies greatly between individuals and is 

contingent on various factors that influence us. Ken Hiltner writes that “what we see when 

we look at a forest or a mountain is, to some extent, culturally constructed” (xv). 

Furthermore, “sensory perception is a matter of perspective” (Westphal 136) and thus the 

image of a forest can evoke completely different emotions in different contexts. In 

addition to larger cultural influences, what constitutes a “place” to a particular individual 

depends on their previous personal experiences of “place” (Buell 73). Derek Gladwin 

posits that space as a social construct reaches beyond the physical and into the realm of 

ideas and concepts (16). He further develops this notion by connecting it to spatial justice: 

We can to a large extent make, shape, and construct the real and imagined 

geographies in our lives. Spaces are not only inert or unchangeably ‘real’ or 

material monoliths in our lives; rather, they are also perceived or ‘imagined’ 

socially. Injustices occur when those in positions of power produce space in 

limited and limiting ways, serving the interests of the privileged few instead of the 

collective (30) 

 

These spatial injustices can be a result of colonialism, but they can equally occur in the 

home countries of those who are committing the exploitative acts that cause them. 

 

A History of Exploitation 

Since both The Word for World is Forest and Mythago Wood were written decades ago 

when the environmental movement was at a completely different stage than it is now, the 

historical context of their writing is relevant to any discussion of their ecological themes. 

The preceding history of ecological conservation and the way it interweaves with 

exploitation provides a foundation for these later developments. While it is often said that 

the environmental movement, especially in the United States, began in 1962 with the 

publication of Silent Spring by Rachel Carson (Garrard 1), its beginnings lay much further 

in history. Certainly, it also developed in different ways and at different rates in different 
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countries, but since the two texts I am examining are British and American, I mostly 

concentrate on those two.  

How, where and why environmentalism in the modern sense began can be 

debated. According to Greg Barton its beginnings had more to do with utilitarian 

conservation of resources and only later was predominately influenced by Romantic 

ideals (163-164). On the other hand, Chad Montrie holds the opinion that in the US 

environmentalism grew from the wish of the working people to preserve nature that 

benefited their mental wellbeing. John McNeil asserts that the movement began to gain 

traction in the 1960s because enough people were finally sufficiently economically secure 

to be able to concern themselves with matters such as the environment and so the 

economic growth that was causing the ecological crisis caused its antithesis as well (337). 

Inarguably romanticism and pragmatism have both contributed to the history of the 

movement. Literature, both fictional and scientific, has influenced the views of those in 

positions of power as well as civil activists. As Gladwin expresses it, “the way we 

perceive, narrate, and value both real and imaginative spaces influences the way we 

identify our physical and creative relationships to environments” (50). Sometimes this 

influencing has been intentional, sometimes not, but the way nature is written about 

generally reveals the ways it is thought about in a society. 

In Britain the first echoes of environmentalist thought can be traced as far back as 

the 16th century. Already in 1543 the “Acte for the Preservacion of Woodes” was 

concerned with deforestation, albeit only from the concern of securing the production of 

sufficient timber and firewood (McRae 412). In the 16th century wood was in high 

demand by metal industries as well as building, especially shipbuilding (Merchant Ch. 

2). Carolyn Merchant sees clear parallels between the timber crisis of the sixteenth 

century, brought on by early modern industry, and our modern ecological issues (Ch. 2). 
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Interestingly in Britain at least the notion of conserving nature for environmental reasons, 

instead of simply productive ones, can be traced to colonial roots. One possible beginning 

to pinpoint for environmentalism is the 1855 Forest Charter in British India (Barton 163). 

While at first conservation might appear to run counter to the colonisers’ tendency to 

exploit, one must consider another defining feature of imperialism. Its paternalistic 

interference, an attitude of superior knowledge and supreme right, allowed for radical 

action to be taken (Barton 37). The Victorians were well aware of what deforestation 

could mean, not only the lack of essential timber it would lead to but threats of soil 

erosion, flooding and other catastrophes concerned their minds and let to government 

intervention (Barton 28). The actions they took to prevent such calamities spread as wide 

as the British Empire did and thus had a global effect on the development of 

environmentalism. The Empire covered a quarter of the world’s landmasses by 1936, and 

one fourth of that was forest (Barton 1). 

While much of what is now the United States was once a part of the British 

Empire, the way the ecological movement evolved there is usually not considered as a 

continuation of the Empire’s acts of exploitation and conservation. Indeed, the US has 

often been seen as a central place for the history of environmentalism, even if the 

foundations were laid elsewhere. Montrie challenges the consensus on Silent Spring being 

the starting point even there and instead posits that a yearning for finding solace in nature 

grew in tandem with urbanization and led to conservation efforts that were well 

established by the 1940s (Introduction). Until the middle of 1960s environmentalism was 

focused on protecting the pure nature of wilderness from industrial development and other 

forms of modern civilization epitomized by its antithesis, the polluted city (Kirk 13). The 

passing of the Wilderness Act in 1964 led to a radical change, turning attention to the 
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protection of the urban spaces where the activists themselves actually were located and 

of the environment as a whole (Kirk 14).  

The realization that humans were endangering the environment at a global scale 

was instrumental in the rising popularity of the ecological movement. Only in the 1960’s 

did scientists truly begin to accept the possibility, but by the 1980s it was already an 

established fact that the effects of fossil fuel emissions and deforestation combined to 

alter the atmosphere and led to changes in Earth’s climate (M. Williams Ch. 13). Neither 

the accumulation of greenhouse gasses nor the annihilation of forest peoples or 

ecosystems could stop the later part of the 20th century from being “a great age of 

deforestation” (McNeil 236). The environmental movement was rising in the USA in the 

1970s (Murphy, “The Non-Alibi of” 264) when The Word for World is Forest was 

published. In 1972 the global activism and concern for the environment led to Declaration 

of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, which was mostly 

concerned with the risks human activities posed to the welfare of humanity and 

minimalizing those (DeLoughrey and Handley 17). In the next ten years the argument for 

environmental protection evolved and when the UN established the World Charter for 

Nature in 1982, it included the idea that nature has value “regardless of its worth to man” 

(DeLoughrey and Handley 18). The first part of Mythago Wood was published in 1981, 

placing it right at the time of this shift in official public attitudes. Patrick Murphy states 

that the two main threats to the environment after the Second World War have been the 

substantial growth of the human population, which has already been especially 

devastating to forests, and the potential for nuclear war. He goes on to add that even 

without nuclear weapons U.S. warfare has contaminated the world. (Ecocritical 

Explorations, 171)  
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In the 60s and 70s the imperialistic connotations of the Vietnam War raised 

concerns about U.S. colonialism. Colonialism in turn is intimately connected to the 

exploitation of natural reserves, as well as of people. While neither of the texts discussed 

in this thesis are postcolonial by definition, they both engage with themes of colonialism 

and its effects on nature. Colonial powers often made changes in local economies without 

giving any consideration to the environmental impact they had (McNeil 347). This fact 

cannot be ignored even if they also led conservation efforts in some locales. Related to 

colonial questions is the way Native Americans became a symbol for the environmental 

movement in the 1960s, as their reverence for the Earth as a mother was idealized by the 

white activists and contrasted with Judeo-Christian ideas of domination over nature 

(Merchant Ch. 1). Postcolonial criticism has given much attention to this phenomenon of 

identifying Native Americans with nature, but it should also be considered from an 

ecocritical perspective (Corstorphine 122). This idealisation links to the earlier notions of 

“noble savages” and like them was not necessarily well founded, as Greg Garrard points 

out that “[t]he relationship between animistic beliefs and environmentally sustainable 

dwelling is rarely questioned in historical, literary or ecocritical contexts, despite very 

mixed historical and anthropological evidence” (132). Postcolonial critics are sometimes 

wary of ecocritical theories which they feel prioritize the plight of nature at the expense 

of human suffering (DeLoughrey and Handley 21). DeLoughrey and Handley argue that 

this conflict is unnecessary as the two concerns are intimately connected and letting go 

of anthropocentrism is necessary for creating a sustainable future (25). Thus, ecocriticism 

is central to postcolonial questions as well. 

 

Ecocriticism 
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The term Ecocriticism was first used in the 1970s (Hiltner 1) but the ideas it encompasses 

can be found much further back in time. DeLoughrey and Handley do not only challenge 

the prominent view of Carson’s previously mentioned text as the originator of 

ecocriticism but point out the long history of ecological thought back to “ancient thinkers, 

indigenous and non-Western traditions, and from foundational sacred texts of the major 

world religions” (15). On the other hand, the origins of its current form may be easier to 

identify as: “Richard Grove dates the birth of modern ecocriticism to around the discovery 

and description of tropical islands such as Mauritius and Tahiti” (Andersen Ch. 3).  

While there are many differing definitions of the field with varying foci, they all 

share a central interest of analysing texts as representations of the natural world. Garrard 

writes that “the widest definition of the subject of ecocriticism is the study of the 

relationship of the human and the non-human, throughout human cultural history and 

entailing critical analysis of the term ‘human’ itself” (5). This naturally encompasses a 

wide range of approaches, disciplines and areas of interest. The second wave of 

environmental criticism is more interested in current environmental crises and scenes of 

destruction than the bucolic idyls the first wave favoured (Hiltner 131). Current 

ecocritical theory accepts that we are presently living in the Anthropocene.  This is an era 

that Gladwin describes as “the industrialised ‘age of the human’ (1784–present)” and 

which according to him “acknowledges human capacity to create significant geophysical 

change of the Earth, but without elevating the human as the primary concern” (6). There 

are many different schools and variants of ecocriticism, but the central idea is that texts 

are approached with the environment as the focus and emphasising the responsibility 

humans have towards nature (Parker 29). For a long time, ecocriticism focused on 

favourable depictions of nature and ignored monstrous ones, but for example monster 

movies can both provide insight into the general sentiments on environmental issues and 
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directly shape them (Alaimo 279-280). Therefore, there is a demand for both attitudes to 

be examined and acknowledged. 

 

Biophilia and Ecophobia 

A popular term in ecocriticism is biophilia, “a deep, pervasive, ubiquitous, all-embracing 

affinity with life” (Nelson 225). This love of life translates to a love of nature and thus 

relates to the ways characters experience positive emotions in connection to the forest. 

Biophilia can also be connected to the previously discussed theories of place. Gladwin 

approaches it from this angle and posits that “[t]he notion of biophilia deepens the 

understanding of topophilia2 by addressing how people come to love the organisms in a 

place as much as the actual place itself” (33). Thus, the attachment humans have to a 

place can be harnessed and expanded on for environmental causes. It can also be a cause 

of solastalgia, a condition described by Gladwin as people experiencing grief and 

displacement over losing a place that they continue to live in but that has been so greatly 

altered that they feel exiled in it (42). Like nostalgia, solastalgia requires previous positive 

emotions associated to the place that was “lost.” 

In contrast to the positive associations of biophilia, ecophobia involves the darker 

impulses of humans. Consequently, it is equally as useful a concept for examining how 

characters relate to the natural world. Simon Estok defines ecophobia as “an irrational 

and groundless hatred (often fear) of the natural world that is as present and subtle in our 

daily lives and literature as homophobia and racism and sexism” (10). Ecophobia is a 

main component of the all the various anxieties forests provoke in humans. 

                                                 

2 The love of a place. 
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Ecophobia is fear and fear of nature lends itself naturally to fiction about it. Our 

fear is also recursive: the forest is portrayed as frightening because we see it as such, but 

we see it as such because we have been exposed to so many stories where it is (Parker 

13).  Similarly, we are afraid of the forest because there are monsters in it, but we imagine 

there are monsters there because we are afraid. The monsters “simultaneously inspire and 

reflect ecophobic anxieties” (Parker 139). 

 

The Terrors of the Forest 

The forest has always held the potential for horror. As Parker asserts: “The Deep Dark 

Woods are to be found throughout the centuries and in innumerable genres” (1). There 

are differences between British and American attitudes towards the forest, but much of 

American fear of the forest is a legacy of the European colonists and their fears (Parker 

7). Kevin Corstorphine declares that for the setters looking for a paradise on earth “this 

wilderness becomes a source of both idealism and anxiety” (120). Both of these attitudes 

are apparent in characters discussed in the next chapter. Parker has formulated a list of 

seven reasons the forest is perceived as frightening: 

1. The forest is against civilisation. 

2. The forest is associated with the past. 

3. The forest is a landscape of trial. 

4. The forest is a setting in which we are lost. 

5. The forest is a consuming threat. 

6. The forest is a site of the human unconscious. 

7. The forest is an antichristian space. (47) 

 

All these reasons can be found at least in some capacity in the two texts this thesis is 

discussing. Even if the fear of the forest is not the main theme of either, the potential for 

horror is certainly present. 

Fictional works exploring horror themes in connection to nature can be divided 

into two categories: eco-horror and ecoGothic. The difference between ecoGothic and 
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eco-horror appears to be one of tone, or perhaps intention. Eco-horror is the more 

established of the two (Parker 34). While the forest as a setting is inherently more Gothic 

than horror (Parker 20), elements of eco-horror can also occur in narratives set in it. 

Therefore, it is relevant to define what is meant by the term in this context. In eco-horror 

nature rises in vengeance against human victims, who may or may not deserve their fate 

(Parker 35). Eco-horror is more straightforward whereas ecoGothic leaves room for 

ambiguity. Gladwin argues that “[w]e can trace apocalyptic fears related to catastrophe 

back to an emergent industrialised society in the nineteenth century (part of the 

Anthropocene), when people, perhaps for the first time, could comprehend the human 

capacity to destroy the planet” (198). These catastrophes are ripe for exploration of eco-

horror, with its more violent and aggressive monstrosity, while Gothic horror is less 

explosive in nature. 

EcoGothic is a relatively new and less clearly defined term, and it is still unclear 

whether it is a genre, a mode, an approach or something else. Parker argues that it is both 

a critical framework and a genre of fiction, preferring to define it as a “flavoured mode” 

(20). Nevertheless, it is a useful lens through which to view these texts. Given the 

obsession Gothic literature has with all varieties of fear, reading texts through a Gothic 

lens allows us to understand how authors represented the fears and anxieties society at 

the time of their writing had about nature (Hillard 689). EcoGothic could be seen as the 

next wave of ecocriticism (Parker 25), and it might be exactly what ecocriticism needs to 

refocus itself (694). The foreboding forest in traditional Gothic narratives was long 

ignored (Kröger 16), but in ecoGothic readings it is allowed to take the centre stage. As 

an opposite of civilization, of the familiar and safe, the forest may be the first entirely 

alien space we encounter. It “frightens by its vastness, its breadth and the size of its 

towering trees being beyond the scale of a child's experience. It is haunted by dangerous 



 

17 

 

beasts. It is the place of abandonment— a dark, chaotic nonworld in which one feels 

utterly lost” (Tuan, Landscapes 20). The Gothic forest is also often a kind of antithesis of 

the Christian Eden, “a twisted or inverse version of idyllic and ordered Nature” (Parker 

65), frightening in its subversion of the pleasant discovery the explorers anticipate. It is 

then no wonder that these fears linger on and find form in fiction.  

Even the horror of the forest is not always a negative quality. Stacy Alaimo posits 

that even when nature is depicted as monstrous in fiction, the impulse behind such 

creations may spring from “an identificatory desire to see nature not as pathetically 

damaged but as vigorously alive” (293). Humans want to be in awe of nature. There is a 

point where environmentalism and horror fiction can meet, an intersection of ecophobia 

and biophilia. The two texts analysed in the following chapters manage to connect both 

of these impulses and through that comment on the multifaceted variety of the human 

experience.  
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3. The World as a Forest 

 

“There’s nothing to kill on Rendlep. No trees, no people. There were trees and 

people, but now there are only the dreams of them.” (The Word for World is Forest 

108) 

 

In The Word for World is Forest (henceforth Forest), a science fiction novella written by 

Ursula K. Le Guin, the fear of the forest and the joy of the forest work in tandem to 

illustrate the horror of colonialism, both its violations of human rights and its destruction 

of the natural world, as well as  the possibility of peaceful coexistence.  Forest takes place 

in the future of our world, on a planet called Athshe, renamed “World 41” or “New Tahiti” 

by invading humans. The natural reserves of Earth have been depleted, and it has been 

reduced to a “desert of cement” (4). The landmasses of Athshe are completely covered 

by forest, providing ample resources for the colonists, here called Terrans, to plunder. 

There are already human beings living on the planet, but because of their physical and 

cultural differences, most of the Terrans do not consider the Athsheans fully human. This 

dehumanization of the native population highlights the colonialist themes even further, 

as it reflects the real historical attitudes that led to Indigenous peoples being legally 

classified not as humans, but as fauna (DeLoughrey and Handley 12)3. Denying the 

humanity of others makes it easier to exploit them like the rest of nature.  

Human rights were very much a current topic in the US at the time Forest was 

written, for example the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that ended segregation and prohibited 

discrimination based on such features as race was still very recent, and as a text it is 

profoundly connected to those issues as well as others. The novella was first published in 

1972 in the anthology Again, Dangerous Visions and then as a separate book in 1976, but 

                                                 

3 In Australia this was the case until 1967, a year before Le Guin began writing this novella. 
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Le Guin began to work on it already in 1968. As Melina Pereira Savi notes, in this book 

Le Guin responds to the environmental concerns of her time, which I discussed in the 

previous chapter, by showing a likely outcome of continuing the current anthropocentric 

course of exploiting Earth’s resources (537). This is something that science fiction as a 

genre is uniquely suited for, being particularly concerned with extrapolation: “Rather than 

providing the alibi of fantasy, extrapolation emphasizes that the present and the future are 

interconnected – what we do now will be reflected in the future, and therefore, we have 

no alibi for avoiding addressing the results of our actions today” (Murphy, “The Non-

Alibi” 263). This focus on current issues holds the risk of turning the narrative into a 

sermon, something that the author is well aware of, admitting in her introduction to the 

novella to being unable to completely resist “the lure of the pulpit” (xi-xii). The text does 

occasionally lack a moral middle ground, but I would argue that the sharpness of contrasts 

between the different focalizing characters is essential to the narrative.  

The manner in which the story is told from the perspective of three extremely 

distinct characters, two Terrans and one Athshean, provides a nuanced and multifaceted 

view of the forest and conflicts within it. The otherness of a place can be reduced by 

bridging the distance between it and the observer with the introduction of multiple 

viewpoints, both exogenic and endogenic (Westphal 130). This benefits the novella by 

making Athshe appear multidimensional and thus more like an extant location to the 

reader. In addition to this, Le Guin utilizes this multifocalization to show how differently 

the forest, and by extension all life, can be viewed. The protagonists and the antagonist 

embody all the major attitudes of previous and contemporary Americans towards the 

environment: “Their composite reactions to New Tahiti mirror the American ecological 

experience which has ranged from rapture to fear of coexistence” (Hovanec 85). The 

attitudes these characters have towards nature in general, and the forest in particular, are 
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intermeshed with their worldviews and approaches to human interactions as well. The 

novella demonstrates the futility of ecophobia and the necessity of coexistence through 

the use of the forest as a representation of the macrocosmos. 

 

Colonizing the Forest 

The first chapter of the book establishes the exploitative mindset of the colonizers and 

introduces the global forest as a perceived threat. The focaliser here is the Terran Captain 

Don Davidson, who as Le Guin herself admits in her introduction, is “purely evil” (xii) 

and thus easily the main antagonist of the story. He provides the reader with an inside 

look into the ongoing exploitation and is its most radical proponent. There are no 

redeeming qualities to him, he is not loyal or disciplined or kind to anyone. He does not 

even appear to have any higher goals to influence his actions. As Hovanec notes, 

Davidson reminds the reader of puritans, explorers and industrialists (87). He is the 

archetypical colonizer, only out for his own gain and his own pleasure, justifying his 

actions with obviously flawed excuses. According to him, wood is “a really necessary 

luxury on Earth” (Forest 5l). He appears either to be completely blind to this oxymoron 

or simply does not care that it makes no sense. The needs of Earth are so far above the 

needs of any other planet that there even luxury, by definition something beyond essential, 

becomes essential in comparison. It is also important to note that to Davidson Earth means 

exclusively the population of humans living on the planet, not other animals, or plants or 

ecosystems (4). He does not mind the destroyed nature there anymore than he does on 

Athshe. The forest has no value to him as it is, only as a provider of goods and 

entertainment in the form of killing something, animals or humans. 

In Davidson’s narrative the forest surrounding him is most often just “dark,” 

sometimes black and once grey. He thinks early on that “men were here now to end the 
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darkness” (5). This has echoes of the “Dark Continent” that Europeans labelled Africa, 

both to portray the place as a titillating mystery to explore and to justify their colonial 

endeavours with its supposedly primitive character (Opio Dokotum 34). Consequently, 

Davidson’s recurring use of the word “dark” recalls imagery of earlier colonizers and 

explorers as well as simply reflecting his views of the natural world. He directly 

references environmental devastation in Africa when he declares that “[w]e’ll get on 

better without creechies4 here, just like we get on better without gorillas in Africa” (Forest 

9). To him there is no inherent value in preserving species or ecosystems. He sees no 

beauty in the forest, nothing worthwhile except as a resource to exploit. If the forest ever 

has a colour in Davidson’s eyes, it is only in contrast to something even worse. When the 

colonisers’ camp is destroyed and lies in blackened ruins, then the forest is green, but 

only to show that it was not harmed by the fire. This emphasises the fact that this 

destruction was not caused by the Terrans and thus affected them for once. When 

Davidson futilely turns a machine gun on what is left of his camp, he “shot holes in the 

green leaves of the forest, strafed the burned bones and cold bodies of his men and the 

wrecked machinery and the rotting white stumps” (15). Here the stumps are clearly 

likened to dead bodies, decaying like flesh and white like bones. The bodies in turn are 

likened to destroyed machines, both lying in broken heaps in the ground, useless and 

irreparable. The leaves are green, a sign of life and healthy growth, in stark opposition to 

all this death. Davidson does not view this as a positive sign of life, rather to him the 

forest is mocking the destruction of all that he values by still being alive.  

Davidson is shown to be afraid of the forest as well as dislike it, even when he 

covers that fear with bravado. This is an example of ecophobia. Ecophobia can be viewed 

                                                 

4 “Creechies” is what most Terrans call the Athsheans. 
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as “a condition that allows humanity to do bad things to the natural world” (Estok 11) and 

Davidson is portrayed as extremely willing to performs such acts. Since ecophobia is at 

least partly learned (Estok 23) it might be argued that he is only a product of his culture, 

but as we see later, he is an extremist even within it. While Forest is not quite eco-horror, 

from Davidson’s point of view, the way the Athsheans revolt against the colonists very 

much fits that genre. He sees them as animals, denying that what they are doing to them 

is slavery, because “[s]laves are humans. When you raise cows, you call that slavery?” 

(Forest 7). Thus, to him their uprising is nature suddenly and horrifically attacking 

humans. Eco-horror’s heyday was in the 1970’s (Parker 20) so the natural world rising 

against humanity is a narrative that readers at the time would have very likely been 

familiar with, and perhaps even been used to empathising with the plight of the human 

characters in it. When his group crash their helicopter, it is described that “[t]rees leaned 

hugely out of the night and caught the machine” (Forest 104). The trees on Athshe are 

not sentient in this way, but the personification shows how they appear to him as 

monstrous and malevolent. The humans are tiny compared to the vastness of the trees. 

The forest reaches out and grabs them, while they are completely helpless against it, even 

with all their technology. In another narrative readers might feel this horror with him, but 

the way his character has been established as an antagonist precludes any sympathy. His 

fear does not render him relatable, on the contrary, it makes him unlikable. 

Davidson’s fear of the unknown is one of the defining features of his character 

and both a cause and a symptom of his ecophobia. When he looks at this planet of forests, 

it confuses him. He only sees “[a] dark huddle and jumble and tangle of trees, endless, 

meaningless” (5). “Jumble,” “tangle” and “huddle” are phonologically similar, and the 

repetitive pattern causes them to almost lose their meaning, creating an effect where the 

words themselves form a sort of mesh of sounds that underscores the content of the 
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description, i.e. the confusing lack of familiar signifiers that renders the forest 

meaningless to him. He is unable to comprehend any structure to the forest, and lacking 

structure is a critical fault in his eyes. Order creates meaning, and meaning in turn is 

essential for value. There is no value in meaningless things, only a threat to his way of 

living and perceiving the world. Thus, they should be destroyed, so that they cannot 

continue to challenge him and his views. What he does value is demonstrated by his 

actions when orders are given from Earth to cease logging. He continues anyway, 

justifying his disobedience with a need to keep his underlings occupied. He acknowledges 

that it is physically demanding work that serves no real purpose: “No use cutting trees 

just for the hell of it; it was hard work. Might as well burn them” (99). So, instead of 

thinking of some other, more useful or less gruelling diversion, he decides to focus their 

energy on being as efficient at destruction as possible. To the ultimate coloniser, 

annihilation holds an inherent value, it is a valid and worthwhile use of one’s time even 

when there is no tangible reward. His behaviour is also a reaction to his fear of the forest, 

a way of making the forest serve his purposes and conform to the role he wants to allocate 

it. He displays the absurdity of using ecophobia to justify one’s actions. 

Davidson is a cautionary example in addition to being an antagonist. In the end 

the forest is black to him and in this text the forest is synonymous with nature. Therefore, 

he perceives the natural world as a void out of which nothing useful, and thus worth of 

noticing, could ever come. He has utterly given himself over to ecophobia, having lost 

any semblance of control he ever had over the situation. He ends up alone and in exile in 

the nature he dislikes and distrusts. His fate is an example of the extremes ecophobia can 

drive someone to and how unfulfilling and destructive the results of such actions are. His 

narrative arc emphasizes the need to form a more nuanced and far less hostile relationship 

with nature. 
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At One with the Forest 

If Davidson embodies ecophobia, the Athshean Selver is his mirror image of pure 

biophilia. He is one with the forest, both in the practical sense of living in harmonious 

coexistence with it and in a spiritual kinship sense. As a native of Athshe he is human, 

but not human like the Terrans. He is not relegated to the suffering exemplar of 

subjugation, instead he is a driving force of the plot moving forward. He not only leads 

the first attack against Davidson’s camp but the main assault on the Terran city. He 

inspires masses of people who have never been personally victimised by the colonizers 

to fight to drive them away: “They had come because they followed Selver, because they 

were driven by an evil dream and only Selver could teach them how to master it” (76). 

Dreams are very real to Athsheans and learning how to control one’s dreams is crucial, 

so these people need him on a tangible level. This shared dream can be read as a societal 

trauma, a ripple effect of colonial violence and destruction of their habitat. Selver is 

symbolically nature (Hovanec 90) and here nature does not passively submit but rises in 

opposition to injustices done to it. 

The contrast between Selver’s gaze and Davidson’s is highlighted by the way the 

reader is introduced to Selver’s character through the stark difference in the depiction of 

the forest in their chapters. Chapter two begins with “All the colours of rust and sunset, 

brown-reds and pale greens, changed ceaselessly in the long leaves as the wind blew” 

(Forest 17). The change in focalisation is not explicitly signposted, but it does not need 

to be, it is evident from these first words, since from Davidson’s point of view the forest 

never has these dimensions and shifting hues of colour. This portrayal of colours then 

develops into a description of the forest as a whole: 

No way was clear, no light unbroken, in the forest. Into wind, water, sunlight, 

starlight, there always entered leaf and branch, bole and root, the shadowy, the 
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complex. Little paths ran under the branches, around the boles, over the roots: they 

did not go straight, but yielded to every obstacle, devious as nerves. (17) 

 

The complexity of the landscape depicted in this passage is at the heart of Selver’s 

relationship with the forest. Unlike Davidson, he is not intimidated by the lack of clarity 

it presents but embraces it instead. The words run into each other, the alliteration of 

“wind” and “water,” the repetition of compound words with -light and the whole long list 

of features with commas and “and” used haphazardly throughout creating an effect of 

meandering stream of thought. This all mirrors the manner in which these elements flow 

together in his mind. The paths follow the flow of the forests, just as the light does. He, 

and by extension all Athsheans, live with the forest, not in opposition to it. The way the 

paths are likened to nerves in the simile at the end of this passage shows how Athsheans 

view the forest as analogous to a single living entity, not so distinct from humans and 

other animals. In the Athshean language the word for “world” is the same as the one for 

“forest” (48). As David Barnhill puts it: “The Athsheans and the nonhumans organisms 

interacted as subjects sharing the same community” (481). This formation of a single 

whole, the humans and the forest creating a cohesive system that in turn is their world, is 

the core of all Athshean beliefs and values. This is exhibited clearly in the way all 

Athshean imagery is related to the forest (Hovanec 89). Their conception of themselves 

as a part of the world they live in is fundamentally different to ours: “But to the Athsheans 

soil, ground, earth was not that to which the dead return and by which the living live: the 

substance of their world was not earth, but forest. Terran man was clay, red dust. Athshean 

man was branch and root” (Forest 60). This illustrates the deep connection they feel 

towards trees. This connection goes so far that an old man compares himself directly to 

one: “I’m an old hollow tree, only the roots live” (32). The word for root has a deep 

metaphysical meaning to the Athsheans, so using this metaphor he is essentially saying 

that his existence has become more spiritual than physical in his old age.  
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In Forest these metaphorical roots are posited as a mostly invisible but vital 

component of human existence, corresponding to how essential physical roots are to the 

existence of a forest.  This is how Athsheans perceive them, their view encompassing 

both the material and metaphorical dimension. Similar to the conflation of “forest” and 

“world,” in their language “root” and “dream” are the same word (68). This connects to 

the way Athsheans are capable of dreaming while awake and of controlling their dreams. 

Dreaming is a central part of their culture and way of being. They pity and fear the Terrans 

who only dream while asleep, or under the influence of narcotics: “They have left their 

roots behind them, perhaps, in this other forest from which they came, this forest with no 

trees” (30). Here “roots” can be read both as the Athshean word referring to dreams and 

in the more common metaphorical sense of tradition or family. The reference to a forest 

without trees also exemplifies the conflation of the two in Athshean thinking, a world is 

a forest even without trees, the thing that inarguably makes a forest. The Terrans are 

doubly cut off; from their natural environment and culture, as well as from their dreams, 

their source of spiritual wellbeing. As Selver’s friend Lyubov (who is at this point either 

dying or already dead and a dream of Selver’s) implores him to stop killing humans, he 

tells him that “You must go back… to your own…to your roots” (79). Selver should go 

back to his own dreams, those that were not poisoned by the invaders and would thus be 

able to heal him instead of harming him. People are nurtured by their dreams, as a tree is 

nurtured by its roots. The forest cannot exist without a functioning root system, and 

neither can humans. As there is no distinction between forest and world in Athshean, this 

also implies a similarity between humans and trees, since both are part of the forest and 

dependent on their roots. 

Another example of the text connecting Athsheans to the forest is the way they 

feel themselves akin to trees. They have a clan system based on different species of them 
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that governs such things as who one is supposed to marry or not. Selver is “of the Ash” 

and his “marriage-clans” are Holly, Apple and Birch (18). The connection between 

humans and trees is apparent when Selver dreams of his dead wife:  

They all lay broken and uprooted. He picked up a silvery branch of one and a little 

blood ran out of the broken end. No, not here, not again. Thele, he said: O Thele, 

come to me before your death. But she did not come. Only her death was there, 

the broken birchtree, the opened door. (25)  

 

He does not dream of her dead body, he does not need to. To him the tree is the same as 

her, the bleeding branch no different to a cut-off body part. The way “the broken 

birchtree” and “her death” stand parallel in the structure of the sentence makes this 

evident to the reader. Given the information about marriage-clans, it can be assumed that 

hers was Birch, which strengthens the association even more. The “open door” is a less 

obvious part of this metaphor, but it can signify the passing on of her spirit. Even though 

Selver pleads for her to come to him, she does not. She has moved on, only her death is 

left, only her body. The door is open, but not for him to walk through. It is an emblem of 

separation rather than connection. There is yet another point in the text where trees and 

humans are conflated. Selver attempts to explain the severity of the situation to other 

Athsheans: “They have killed us by ones, now they will kill us as they kill the trees, by 

hundreds, and hundreds, and hundreds” (22). This depicts the Terrans as equally 

murderous towards humans as they are towards the forest, using the word “kill” for both 

humans and trees to highlight the perceived similarity. In the Athshean worldview 

industrial logging is as inconceivable as murder is. To them the forest is a living organism 

as well as a place they live in.  

The concept of the forest as a “place” is central to the themes of the novella, as 

there is a radical difference in the Terran and Athshean conceptions of what constates 

place. Unlike the Terrans or indeed modern humans, the Athsheans have no fear of the 

forest. On the contrary, they feel “a little uneasy under the bare open sky” (86). This is 
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logical within the narrative: if the colonists fear the strangeness of the woodlands, a 

people who have lived their whole lives in a forest should fear the oddness of plains. For 

them the forest is a place, in fact before the Terrans’ arrival, it was the only place. The 

forest represents safety, the familiar, home. These are defining features of place by Tuans 

definition but the forest’s status as a place in Athshean life fits equally well to Cresswell’s, 

as the forest provides the framework through which they make the world meaningful and 

understandable to themselves (26-27). To the colonists the forest is a space, something to 

conquer and devoid of any inherent meaning, an attitude that Davidson exemplifies. In 

order to transform “space” into what they could experience as “place” they essentially 

destroy it. 

The destruction of the planet is intimately connected to the injustices done to its 

inhabitants. These spatial injustices of violence the colonists commit demonstrate how 

“Terrans mark Athshean bodies as expendable in the same ways that they mark larger 

communities and swaths of land as expendable” (Ornelas 6). The horror of this assault on 

multiple fronts is only heightened by how deeply the Athsheans are intertwined with the 

nature surrounding them. The logging is not only destruction added to the murder of their 

friends and family, it is murder as well. Thus, the narrative establishes the inevitability of 

them rising against the colonists in violent retaliation.  

The insurgence is led by and personified in the character of Selver, who has been 

forced to alter the framework of his world, in Athshean terms “to become a god.” Selver 

is “a god that knows death, a god that kills and is not himself reborn” (Forest 24). Not 

being reborn himself might relate to him being, for this reason, outside the natural cycle 

of life. Additionally, this implies that normally rebirth is possible, perhaps as a concept 

of an afterlife. A less spiritual but still philosophical interpretation is that those who 

followed him in the rebellion can forget that killing other humans is something that they 
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are capable of doing, or at least put the violence behind them, as a necessary evil. They 

can be “reborn” and continue their normal lives. Selver as “a god” has transformed 

permanently. He is not ostracized but is set apart from others in his community. Even 

after undergoing the fundamental change of learning to kill other humans, he is still not 

completely like the Terrans, he finds comfort only below the trees. His godhood is 

portrayed as a sacrifice, but principally a necessary one. 

Uncertainty over the irrevocability of the change that Selver brought to his people 

is a main theme of the final part of the text. The novella ends with Selver saying: “Maybe 

after I die people will be as they were before I was born, and before you came. But I do 

not think they will” (113). The way the Athsheans have been altered by their encounters 

with the colonists parallels the way those colonists have altered the forest, and thus the 

world of Athshe. At least one island will never recover from the erosion caused by their 

logging efforts, mirroring the permanent change Selver underwent. Le Guin deliberately 

does not answer the question of a larger scale recovery, letting Selver’s uncertainty stand 

not only for the people, but also for the forest, as humans are alike to trees in this text. In 

his last confrontation with Davidson Selver calls it a meeting of gods and says: “We bring 

each other such gifts as gods bring. You gave me a gift, the killing of one’s kind, murder. 

Now, as well as I can, I give you my people’s gift, which is not killing. I think we each 

find each other’s gift heavy to bear” (107). This attempt to offer Davidson a chance at 

redemption illustrates the desire Selver still holds to retain as much of his pacifistic 

culture as he can. It cannot be construed as an example of any kind of a peaceful 

coexistence but at least suggests a wish to move towards that again.   

 

Admiring the Forest 
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The possibility of such a coexistence with the natural world and with other humans is a 

central theme in the text. If Davidson was completely opposed to coexistence between 

Terrans and Athsheans and Selver forced into opposing it, Dr. Raj Lyubov actively seeks 

to live in harmony, both with nature and with other humans. He is the other Terran 

character that functions as a focalizer in the text, an anthropologist, on the planet to 

document and observe. He is also occasionally asked to advice the Terrans on their 

dealings with the Athsheans. He has a nominal military rank of captain, but he is not truly 

part of the army and prefers to be addressed as Doctor. In clear contrast to Davidson, 

Lyubov sees the colours of the forest, the “infinitely various green of leaves” (60). He 

might not be able to perceive all the shades that Selver’s trained eye can, but he does see. 

He is not blinded by hatred or by fear. In Hovanec’s opinion Lyubov is a romantic, passive 

idealist who does not do anything significant in the end (88). I contend that he is integral 

to the events of the narrative. His friendship with Selver and the help Lyubov gave him 

before the events of the novella directly contributed to Selver being able to lead the revolt 

against the Terrans. In addition to this, Lyubov provides information to Earth and the 

League of Worlds, which is a factor in their decision to leave Athshe to recover in 

complete isolation for a time. Lyubov does certainly have a romantic view of the planet 

and its people. It is no coincidence that the colonisers call Athshe “New Tahiti”. From 

the 18th century onwards, Tahiti was viewed as the archetypal tropical island, not only a 

utopia but a perfect combination of a real and imagined place. As such it was an eutopia, 

“an existing, happy place that can serve as a philosophical inspiration and societal model, 

contrasted with a utopia – a non-existent, narrated and fictionalized world” (Andersen 

Ch. 2). This idea of “a paradise on Earth” is echoed in Davidson calling the planet “Eden.” 

a term that European colonial settlers have often used as well. Lyubov has found his 

paradise in the planet and its inhabitants. He has fallen into the trap of idealizing the 
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“noble savages,”5 but he at least attempts to be open to correction. He wishes to 

understand, even though, according to Selver, he never completely can.  

This willingness is also demonstrated in his attitude towards the forest. Lyubov 

represents the ability that humans have to learn to appreciate and wish to protect the 

forest. Like Davidson, he was initially made anxious by it. He too saw it as confusing, 

describing the “endless crowd and incoherence of trunks, branches, leaves in the perpetual 

greenish or brownish twilight” (60). There is already a significant difference to 

Davidson’s view here; the forest is not dark and black, there is a hint of light and colour.  

It is not yet Selver’s perception of “[a]ll the colours of rust and sunset” (17), or even how 

he himself grows to see the forest later, but as a starting point it is considerably more 

positive than Davidson’s. The key difference is that he did not let this initial unease define 

his relationship with the forest. In the end he has grown to like the forest so much that he 

is “completely at home under the trees, more so perhaps than anywhere else” (60). He 

has, in this sense at least, become an Athshean himself. In this Lyubov displays a 

contrasting side of humans, our ability and willingness to adapt, both in attitude and in 

action. If the Terrans changed Athshe and Athsheans, they in turn changed Lyubov. This 

change is represented as far more positive, giving the character focus and drive that he 

was lacking before. While in the text he is mostly employed as a foil for Davidson, in this 

instance his character works to add dimension to Selver’s. They are both forced into 

action by the same circumstances but the price they pay for it is different, Selver loses his 

peace of mind while Lyubov loses his life.  

                                                 

5 Terry Jay Ellingson defines the common idea of “the “Noble Savage” as “a mythic personification of 

natural goodness by a romantic glorification of savage life” (1). 
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After his death in the uprising, Lyubov continues to appear in Selver’s dreams, 

serving as a witness and commentator to his actions. His presence is painful to Selver, 

unlike that of his dead wife. Selver claims this is because he is unable to understand 

Lyubov, like he is unable to understand any of the non-Athshean humans. I argue that he 

is a manifestation of Selver’s unconscious. In a quiet moment this “ghost” tells Selver: “I 

am like you” (87). The text does not elaborate on this point, but it is evident that this 

refers to the way they both have changed, meeting somewhere in the middle of Terran 

and Athshean. Seeing Lyubov makes Selver sad because he is a reminder of how he has 

been altered. Lyubov is a symbol of what happened to him and his world. His presence 

lingers as a sign of how the forest will never be the same. 

 

The Forest as a World 

In this novella, the forest is everything. If Selver is nature and nature is forest, then he is 

also the personification of all that Davidson hates and Lyubov admires. The forest is the 

whole world for Selver, an enemy to be tamed for Davidson and for Lyubov something 

precious and exotic to be preserved. None of them completely understand it, but only 

Davidson lets that keep him from appreciating it.  

Davidson is framed as the main antagonist chiefly because of his inability to see 

complexities, or when he is aware of them, his tendency to react with fear. Which in his 

case always mutates into hatred and often leads to violence. The forest is too complicated 

for him, too full of different elements all entangled together. The theme of colour is also 

relevant here once more. Davidson refuses to see the different hues of the forest, insisting 

on his own monochromatic vision. This reflects the way he views everything: there is 

only his opinion and the wrong ones. This is sharply contrasted with Selver. At the end 

of the novella, when he meets with people from outside his world for the last time, he 
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naturally sits under a tree: “The light beneath the great tree was soft, complex with 

shadows” (110). There is no colour here, but different hues of shadow bring the same 

variety and complexity. This description of the light as gentle and multifaceted mirrors 

the discussion they are having about the future of his planet and his people, which is 

fraught with complicated issues of the consequences of decolonial violence and their 

place in the intergalactic network of humans. Selver is comfortable with complexity, as 

he is comfortable underneath the forest canopy.  

In the text the forest is often linked to the Athsheans who live in it, both by 

themselves and by others. Davidson’s chapters are full of descriptions of the forest that 

could read as either ecoGothic or eco-horror. His function as an antagonist strips them of 

these tones for the reader, but the imagery clearly illustrates his uneasiness. The first 

chapter ends in a description of “the deep-folded, many-streamed, many-leaved forests in 

the dusk” (16). As previously noted, Davidson often describes the forest as black. In this 

passage the word “dusk” suggests both the oncoming night and the dim lightning already 

present. In the following chapter Selver is the focalizer, providing a diametrically 

opposite attitude towards the forest to Davidson’s. In this chapter we first learn of the 

previously discussed connections between tree and human. The Athsheans directly 

associate themselves with the trees and like trees, there are many more of them than 

Terrans on the planet. This sheds new light to the previous quote. The number of 

Athsheans waiting in the forest for the night to fall is similar to the number of rivers and 

leaves and equally sinister to those who view the world as Davidson does. It is a common 

concept in eco-horror, this idea of the forest beginning to fight back, except unlike in 

stories of eco-horror, here the narrative is firmly established to be on the side of the forest.  

The narrative depicts the Athsheans recovering their planet and their freedom but 

focuses on the way this action has altered them, rather than any triumphant celebration of 



 

34 

 

the accomplishment. The text implies that these changes may be irrevocable. In the case 

of the ruined Dump Island and of Selver, they certainly are. E. Ornelas argues that this 

means the Athsheans as a society will continue to be violent after the revolt is over and 

therefore Le Guin is condemning decolonial violence as a solution to colonial oppression 

(2). However, the various discussions characters have on the subject suggest that the text 

is interested in exploring different dimensions of the topic, not committing to one stance. 

The narrative simply does not shirk away from the fact that violence affects the ones who 

commit it as well. Selver’s reasons for his actions are portrayed in an entirely sympathetic 

light and his learning how to kill other humans is presented as a tragedy, but a necessary 

one. An elder Athshean man, Coro Mena, tells Selver of a dream he had of him before 

they met: “You were walking on a path, and behind you the young trees grew up, oak and 

birch, willow and holly, fir and pine, alder, elm, white-flowering ash, all the roof and 

walls of the world, forever renewed” (33). Since many of these tree species are 

specifically mentioned to be associated with clans, as well the established general 

connection between humans and trees, they can be read as referring to people. Trees are 

also stated here to be what actually makes a world, they define its dimensions, its “roof” 

and “walls.” The trees grow up again in the wake of Selver’s movement, his actions. As 

a prophetic dream this therefore implies that his sacrifice will lead to a restoration for all 

of Athshe. The cost of it is not acknowledged in order to moralise, but to discuss change, 

which is a core theme of the novella. While Ornelas, coming from an Indigenous 

perspective, is concerned about the changes being a condemnation of decolonial violence, 

they lead Hovanec to suggest that Le Guin means to say that coexistence with nature will 

not last (90). This is not supported by the narrative; to the Athsheans coexistence comes 

organically and the Terrans are shown to be able to learn. The text acknowledges 

ecophobia and the fear humans commonly have of the forest, but the text presents this 
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neither as immutable nor damning. Early on in the narrative, Selver speaks with Coro 

Mena, who endeavours to help him, “‘The world is always new,’ said Coro Mena, 

‘however old its roots’” (Forest 22). The assertion that the world is “always new” 

introduces the idea of it changing. The word “root” does not appear here to be directly 

connected to its other meaning of “dream” but is used more generally as a metaphor for 

tradition or history. It has been established that Athsheans view the world as a forest and 

humans as trees. Thus, Coro Mena’s statement can be read as an acknowledgement that 

even though previous events will continue to affect the present, it is never static and can 

always alter and be altered. This applies equally to the humans and to the forest. 

Forest is a novel that entwines the personal with the political and highlights how 

the two cannot be easily separated. Timothy Clark states that even in fiction specifically 

concerned with climate change, readers tend to be more interested in the personal lives of 

characters than the environmental issues being raised. He goes on to suggest that it might 

be more effective to have a disjunction between the two sides of the story, either 

contrasting personal happiness with ecological failure, or vice versa. (178) Forest 

achieves this contrast to a high degree. Even if both Lyubov and Selver succeed in their 

endeavours, neither of them retains any personal satisfaction. Lyubov is dead, killed by 

those he strove to save. Selver lives on, but he has lost most things that made his life 

worth living and it is implied he can never be at peace with the actions he felt compelled 

to take. Furthermore, the text avoids giving attention to depictions of any of the 

characters’ unfortunate ends and hence affording their misery too much weight in the 

narrative. Thus, the reader is allowed to focus on the fate of the planet and the triumph of 

it being saved, not overshadowed by the characters’ fortunes.   

Forest examines how ecophobia contributes to the destruction of the natural world 

and what is required for a peaceful coexistence with it and with other humans. It employs 
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the focalising characters’ perceptions of the forest to show how they relate to nature as a 

whole as well as to the complexities of human existence. As a narrative it recognises that 

change can be either a positive or a negative force in the life of humans and other living 

beings. In the character of Lyubov, it shows the positive aspects of being willing to 

embrace new ideas and evolve, starkly contrasted with Davidson’s blindly ecophobic 

stubbornness. Selver’s transformation is driven by the alterations in his environment that 

he has had no control over and in his tragedy the negative aspects of change are apparent. 

In the next chapter change is again a central theme, as there the forest itself becomes a 

vehicle for transformation. The forest gains a metaphysical quality that provides a new 

dimension to the intersection of colonialism and environmental exploitation, as well as a 

tool for examining ecophobia and biophilia through a forest that is more of an active 

presence in the narrative.   
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4. The Forest of the Mind: Transmuting Ecophobia through Mythology 

 

It was a world of mind and earth, a realm outside of real laws of space and time, 

a giant world, with room enough for a thousand such girls, each the product of a 

human mind, drawn from the towns and villages around the estate where Ryhope 

Wood grew. (Mythago Wood 213). 

 

In this chapter I examine how the two aspects of the forest, dread and delight, function as 

an exploration of the self in Robert Holdstock’s Mythago Wood. A novelette consisting 

mostly of the first part of the text was published in 1981 in The Magazine of Fantasy and 

Science Fiction and the complete novel in 1984. The novel is an exploration of 

mythology; of the ways humans use stories and are shaped by them. It is a narrative of 

obsession but also of self-discovery. According to Paul Kincaid “it is now consistently 

counted among the most important and influential fantasy novels of the last century” (79). 

Additionally, it begins the so called Mythago Cycle of loosely interconnected texts, which 

some of the secondary sources also take into account, but I am focusing my analysis on 

this first novel exclusively. The basic premise of the novel, and the series as a whole, is 

that there is an ancient forest somewhere in Herefordshire in which the legends and myths 

stored in the unconscious of nearby humans come to life as so called mythagos. These 

most often resemble humans, but can also be animals, places, buildings or anything else 

relevant to the story they spring from. 

Holdstock’s choice of setting the narrative somewhat back in history allows him 

to make use of nostalgia that bygone times can evoke. The novel is mostly set at the time 

right after the Second World War, but parts of it take place before that, during the 

protagonist’s childhood. The interwar period was awash with ideas of finding 

quintessential Englishness in idealised pastoral myths (Kincaid 51-52). Those who grew 

up in Britain in the years immediately following the Second World War (born between 
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1943-1955) have a “memory” of the war even if they were not yet born when it ended, 

the culture was so suffused with its effects and a nostalgia for it (Eley 818-19). Holdstock 

was born in 1948 and thus he and many of his readers would have shared this experience 

at the time of the novel’s publication. Both brothers are returning from the war, and their 

experiences and probable trauma colour the way they react to violence and conflict 

throughout the novel.  

Right from the first pages the mystery of the titular Mythago Wood is established, 

as the novel opens with a prologue in the form of a cryptic but desperate letter depicting 

events within it. To the locals Ryhope Wood is just a forest, but a strangely unalterable 

one: “It was just ‘the wood’, and people skirted it, or used the tracks around the edge, but 

never thought about its interior. It was ‘the wood’. It had always been there. It was a fact 

of life. Life went on around it” (Mythago Wood 76). This immutable presence of the forest 

in the day-to-day life of the local populace is a reflection of the ancient character of the 

wood that I will address later in this chapter. The quote also demonstrates the reluctance 

everyone but the Huxleys appear to feel towards entering Ryhope or interacting with it in 

any manner. The wood is usually unwelcoming, surrounded by a “mossy fence that 

seemed to guard the ghostwood from the mortal land outside” (204). Moss growing on 

the fence evokes both its age and a certain degree of neglect. “Ghostwood” is a term that 

is occasionally used of Ryhope as well as another similar forest in France, though it is 

inaccurate as mythagos are corporeal manifestations of cultural memory, not incorporeal 

echoes of the deceased. Its usage here functions to emphasize the distinction between the 

mythological landscape inside the fence and the normal world. The use of “mortal” 

obviously contrasts with ghosts, who presumably are immortal to some degree, but it also 

calls to mind the boundary between the immortal land of Faerie and the mortal world, 

that is often crossed in folktales. After this more symbolic border there are both natural 
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and supernatural defences to stop anyone unwanted entering the forest. The mysteries of 

the Wood are penetrated by the three Huxleys6: Steven, the narrator, his older brother 

Christian and their father George. All three men fall in love with versions of the mythago, 

Guiwenneth and all of them have complicated and often extremely antagonistic 

relationships with each other. It is significant that the novel is narrated by Steven, the 

choice heightens the effect of his dread of the forest intermingling with a fascination with 

it. Additionally, this limited view is an effective strategy for exposition, as the reader 

learns about Ryhope Wood and its metaphysical nature along with him. The only times 

anyone else is allowed a direct voice is through the writings of his friend Harry and his 

father George, which are sparsely but effectively used to provide information that Steven 

lacks as well as to occasionally contradict his impressions of events. Christian never gets 

a point of view of his own, as he is primarily relegated to the role of the villain and 

consequently his relationship to the forest is only relevant where it conflicts with 

Steven’s. In the beginning it is a fascination nearing obsession, which later turns into a 

resentment that leads to destruction. Guiwenneth as an embodiment and avatar of the 

forest has no direct voice either, her endogenic perspective would provide too much 

insight into the wood that the narrative aims to observe from an exogenic one. 

The choice of a forest as the setting of mythology coming to life has its roots in 

the tradition of enchanted forests. The enchanted wood provides endless opportunities to 

tell fantastical stories and has been used for that for centuries (Senior 13). Right from the 

start of the novel the forest is as much metaphysical as it is physical. It is a metaphor of 

human experiences and emotions but additionally produces physical manifestations of 

                                                 

6 As Paul Kincaid points out the name Huxley is likely significant and inspired by T.H. Huxley, a noted 

Darwinist and a teacher to H.G. Wells, whose novel The Time Machine is connected to much of Holdstock’s 

work (6). 
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those same metaphors (Senior 23). Ryhope Wood exposes our primal emotions and 

transforms them into narratives we can take part in. This allows for both metaphorical 

and actual examination of the ecophobic and biophilic impulses of the characters and how 

beneficial embracing the latter has potential to be. 

 

The Sensory Forest 

Ryhope Wood is an intense sensory landscape and the manner in which characters 

observe it with different senses provides information about their relationship to the forest. 

After his return, Steven views the forest as dark and forbidding while looking at it from 

the outside. His narration mentions “the gloom of the pungent pinewoods” (Mythago 

Wood 18), “the gloom of the dense stand of oak woodland” (18), “the tangle of brush, 

tree and gloom” (23) and later Guiwenneth vanishes “into the gloom” (113) when she 

goes back to the forest.  Harry also remarks on the “gloomy aspect” of the forest (129). 

The recurring word “gloom” evokes both the visual aspect of darkness and an oppressive 

or melancholic atmosphere. So, the forest is introduced as frightening and uninviting, a 

Gothic setting at the doorstep of the relative safety of home. While the wood is often 

described as dark from the outside, it apparently grows even darker when penetrated a 

little further (57). However, this darkness starts to ebb and flow with the different zones 

in the forest. Once they pass the first defensive barrier, Steven notes that “[t]he gloom 

lifted suddenly” (205), signalling a shift in both lightning and ambiance. Conversely, 

when they near Christian, whose very presence spoils the forest, it is once more an 

“endless twilight” filled with “an appalling gloom” (250). Guiwenneth, as a mythago and 

so part of the Wood, recalls no darkness or gloom in her account of an event from her 

childhood: “I remember the sunlight, among the trees. It was blinding” (173). To her 

character the forest is fundamentally safe and familiar. Hence for her it is a “place,” not 
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the threatening unknown of “space” that it is to Steven. Through her experience the 

narrative indicates a biophilic attitude towards the forest that is possible also for humans 

to assume.  

The sounds of the forest appear to have less of a narrative weight than its silences, 

which are expressly pointed out by Steven’s narration, demonstrating how much of an 

effect they have on him. There are several different varieties of silence as well. As a child 

both Steven and Christian were scared off by the forest’s “gloomy silence, and the loud, 

sudden sounds that disturbed it” (46). His description of the silence as “gloomy” echoes 

the visual gloom he assigns the wood later in life. At this point in his life, he is still 

unwelcome in the forest, so it turns him away with a frightening silence, emphasized by 

startling sounds. After the forest takes over Oak Lodge the area around the house is 

“strangely quiet, uncannily still” (164). This is a waiting silence; the forest has made its 

move and is waiting for either Christian or Steven to make theirs. On the fourth day inside 

the forest “[t]he silence of the wood enveloped us totally” (209) but here it feels less 

ominous. The sounds of the forest are less clearly defined than its silences: “In the 

darkness around us there was a stealthy sound, clear and unnerving against the perpetual 

rush of the Sticklebrook” (211). The way the sound is described as existing in the 

surrounding darkness emphasises its sourceless and indeterminable nature, since its 

originator is hidden from sight in the dark and impossible to locate by ear. There is an 

apparent contradiction with it being both “stealthy” and “clear”, which adds to its 

unsettling nature. It is never made clear what this sound is, so it may be the forest itself, 

or Stevens’s paranoia, or only an animal moving close by. When he enters the forest, he 

remarks that “the shrill September bird-sound of the forest edge was replaced, here, by a 

more sporadic, mournful song” (57). The sounds the birds make at the edge where the 

forest appears more ordinary is “shrill”, which has unpleasant connotations of being noisy 
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rather than melodic. Further in it becomes a “song”, something immediately more 

pleasing and attuned to the human ear. It is unclear whether this means an actual change 

in the wildlife around him, or an alteration in the metaphysical makeup of his 

surroundings. Near the end, when Steven has reached the Ice Age part of the forest, the 

soundscape is vividly described: “The woodland rustled and whispered in the white 

stillness. Animals scampered within earshot, but were never visible. Black birds 

screeched and circled above the bare branches” (299). The environment has been distilled 

by snow into black and white, a world of contrasts. The harsh noise implied by the use of 

“screeched” contrast with the softness of “rustled” and “whispered”, adding to the 

dichotomy. 

In addition to visual and auditive cues, the character of the forest is revealed by 

olfactory ones, which have a reach that extends to the world outside it, maintaining its 

presence even there. The scent of the wood clings to people as well as to the house. 

George, and his study, smell of the forest. Steven recalls “the smell of wood and compost 

that the old man had trudged in through the glass-pannelled doors after his week long 

sorties into the deep woodlands. The forest had spread into the room as if my father could 

not bear to be away from the rank undergrowth and the cool, moist oak glades, even when 

making token acknowledgement of his family” (Mythago Wood 17). While “rank” could 

here be taken to refer to the density of the vegetation, given that this passage is concerned 

with the olfactory dimension of the forest and the word is later explicitly used to describe 

a smell, combined with the word “compost” it establishes the unpleasant nature of this 

odour. “Compost” also adds another dimension to the description, conjuring images of 

organic decomposition which suggest that the boundary between the “place” of the house 

and the “space” of the forest is already crumbling. The forest is not yet physically present 

in the room but this olfactory representation of it is already inescapable.  
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Steven’s narration indicates his belief that his father does not wish to be separated 

from the forest, and George was indeed obsessively fascinated with it, but it is later 

established that the connection to the forest may be unbreakable once it is fully formed. 

When Steven first returns from the war Christian already has that odour: “hint of 

woodland and grass” (20), which is not yet indicated to be unpleasant. This scent could 

also be a lingering effect of his proximity to Guiwenneth, since she is only recently dead 

at this point. When Christian comes back from the forest for the first time the smell is 

much more noticeable as he “reeked of sweat and vegetation, as if he had spent the days 

away buried in a compost” (39). The odour is stronger because he is now more tied to the 

forest and it is now noticeably unpleasant to Steven, again indicated by the comparison 

to “compost” as well as the choice of the verb “reeked.” The smell of the forest signifies 

a connection to it, becoming a part of it. Odours characterise a place and help us to 

remember and identify it (Tuan, Space 11). George, Christian and Guiwenneth in turn are 

all described with the same scent. A key difference is that the smell of the wood in the 

house is erotic and exiting when it comes from Guiwenneth, which I will discuss in more 

detail later. She is a representation of all the good the forest can offer, an enticing and 

wild creature that Steven instantly desires. The scent of the forest is rarely mentioned 

once the characters have ventured inside, but it remains significant: “In one place the 

wood itself changed subtly, becoming darker, more pungent” (234). Here an olfactory 

dimension is added to the previously established pairing of darkness and dread. All these 

combined function as a vibrant indicator of a change in atmosphere between different 

parts of the forest. 

The nature of the forest is ever changing, providing experiences of pleasure as 

well as terror. As Steven and Harry push further into the forest, it occasionally becomes 

less frightening. The riverbank is described as feeling “open, a delightful site for a camp” 



 

44 

 

(208) in stark contrast to the oppressive gloom of earlier. At times, Steven seems torn 

between dread and admiration. The trees form “an eerie, silent tunnel,” which can readily 

be perceived as a setting for horror, but the same location is also “a gloriously-lit 

underworld” (213). “Underworld” would once again fit with the horror themes, but it 

being “gloriously-lit” is more reminiscent of a Romantic admiration of nature than any 

terror of it.  As Marek Oziewicz notes in his essay on the sublime in the novel: “In many 

cases the Romantic natural sublime of interacting with superhuman presence blends with 

the Burkean and Kantian sublime of experiencing ‘delightful horror’” (103). This 

experience of awe can also be seen in Steven’s relationship with the mythagos, especially 

Guiwenneth, but most of the others fascinate him as well. The forest is Gothic and 

sublime, its sensory landscape forming a complex tapestry of experiences that 

demonstrate both the ecophobic terrors it holds and the potential for pleasure a more 

biophilic attitude might offer.  

 

Guiwenneth as an Avatar of the Forest 

The most prominent example of the positive experiences the forest can provide is Steven’s 

relationship with Guiwenneth. She is the woman at the heart of the story but lacks agency 

of her own. She is a personification of the forest, its human-shaped representative. Her 

presence creates and escalates the conflicts the three Huxley men have with one another. 

The two brothers both claim to love her, though at least Christian’s obsession turns very 

dark and far from romantic. George desires her more as a symbol, the female nature to be 

conquered by a scientific mind, echoing the imagery used by early scientists of the 16th 

century, particularly Francis Bacon’s gendered phrasings about the relationship between 

the male academic and feminine nature (Matolcsy 42). Bacon has been called “the father 

of modern science” and advocated for investigating nature’s secrets in a manner 
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reminiscent of the way witches were tortured in order to get them to give up theirs 

(Merchant Ch.7). George longs for knowledge and feels himself entitled to it, and to her. 

The question of who owns Guiwenneth is repeated throughout the narrative and 

can be viewed as allegorical of the debate of the ethics of owning land and nature. There 

are again echoes of Bacon here, since he is credited with creating “a total program 

advocating the control of nature for human benefit” (Merchant Ch. 7). Only men venture 

into the forest in the novel, and their sojourns are depicted as physically demanding and 

dangerous, coded as only suitable for males. The only female Huxley is the mother and 

wife who always stays at home and dies tragically outside the main narrative. The main 

representation of the forest is a capable woman, but one who still ends up as little more 

than a lure and plot device for the development of the male character’s arc. This is a 

manifestation of what Lawrence Buell calls a “double paradox of ‘nature’ having been 

andocentrically constructed as a domain for males, in contradistinction to female-coded 

domestic space, yet at the same time symbolically coded as female – an arena of potential 

domination analogous to the female body” (109). Christian does not care if she is happy, 

only about having her. But Steven’s claims of ownership are often as selfish as his 

brother’s. He made her, so she is his. When Christian comes to forcefully take her with 

him Steven argues: “She is not yours, Chris. She is my mythago” (190), clearly claiming 

her as the creation of his mind and thus his property. Steven’s later attempt to give her 

agency by saying “[p]erhaps she belongs to neither of us” (191) lacks weight given his 

recent assertions of ownership. After he has gone through his own trials in the forest, he 

declares that “I don’t intend to own her, or possess her. I just love her” (273). He has 

learned to value her for her own sake, not as a possession. Given the allegorical 

relationship between her and nature, this also illustrates that he now understands the 

inherent value of the natural world, without the need to own or profit from it.  
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As previously discussed, scent is an indicator of a connection to the wood and thus 

its presence and the lack thereof signal changes in Guiwenneth. Her smell precedes her 

to the house and is deeply enticing to Steven, who describes it as “neither earthy, nor 

female, but – if you can imagine this bizarre combination – something that was a little of 

both” (86). The way this “pungent smell of woodland female” (86) is described makes 

clear the erotic and sexual nature of this new character. In his narration of one of their 

early encounters, he calls her scent “a woodland, animal aroma that was startlingly 

unpleasant, yet strangely erotic” and wants her to have a bath (107). This mixture of 

“unpleasant” and attractive mirrors his attitude towards the forest. Washing away an 

“animal aroma” is reminiscent of colonialist endeavours to remove the “barbarism” of 

Indigenous people they view as not quite human. While living with Steven in the house 

her forest scent disappears and according to him she “seemed slightly uncomfortable with 

this” and “took every opportunity to squeeze the sap of leaves and plants on her skin” 

(165). Her discomfort does not appear to be severe enough that it would force her to return 

to the wood but is something she does seek to rectify when she has the opportunity. She 

is prepared to give up an essential part of herself to stay with him. This loss of her 

connection to the forest could be read as a sign that it would be possible to separate her 

completely from it but given the pain that she experiences when venturing too far from 

“the mother wood7” (167) it is more likely a form of nonviolent subjugation. Even though 

Guiwenneth appears willing, there is always the question of the extent of her agency, 

knowing that she is not fully human and may have been explicitly formed to satisfy 

Steven’s wishes. Whether she is a creation of Steven’s mind or produced by the wood to 

lure him in as Kincaid theorizes (66), she may be unable to leave him.  In any case, her 

                                                 

7 Once more, nature is described as feminine here. 
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domestication can be seen as an analogy of colonialism, or of taking over and taming the 

female nature for the male needs of industry and capitalism. 

The fascination all the Huxley men have with Guiwenneth mirrors their attitudes 

towards the forest. To George she is only an extension of a long-standing obsession and 

desire to conquer by knowing. He is the scientist and never uses the word love. Christian 

is passionate but selfish, he does not care what damage he causes to either the forest or 

the woman he claims to love, as long as he has what he wants.  Steven admits that a large 

part of his interest in Guiwenneth is based on her alienness and wonders if it is the same 

for her (155). While Guiwenneth is not exactly monstrous, she is not human and his 

attraction to her has hints of the Gothic as well. Sometimes monsters are alluring as well 

as frightening and, in those cases, “the term ecoGothic as opposed to eco-horror, is suited 

– for it incorporates that tinge of desire that can accompany terror” (Parker 138). There 

are always different forms of every mythago, as one myth has many versions that may 

exist in the forest at the same time, but in different zones of time. It is unclear whether all 

the men created their own Guiwenneths, but at least two of her manifest during the novel. 

As a manifestation of the forest Guiwenneth functions as its sympathetic 

representative, an appealing example of the pleasures of biophilia.  Equally as important 

is her role as a metaphor for the traditionally male pursuit of dominion over nature. She 

is less cultured than Steven, her legend being that of a “Celtic Princess”, a warrior who 

served as a symbol for the resistance against occupying Romans (115). This directly 

connects her to colonial issues as well as to the forest. European cultures associated nature 

with the ‘barbarian’ and the feminine, both conferring an irrationality that they used as a 

justification for colonialism (Plumwood 52-53). Guiwenneth is to an extend all these 

things and thus both George and Christian feel entitled to claim her as their property. Like 

the forest, she exists only in relation to their wishes and is allowed none of her own.  
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Time and Distance 

Mythagos such as Guiwenneth are creatures out of time, except when safely inside their 

own zones of the forest where its passage does not function in the normal way. Time and 

distance interact in unique ways in Ryhope Wood, a sign of its nature as a metaphysical 

as well as a physical location, capable of offering profound spiritual experiences. 

Christian’s aging while he was away in the forest is the clearest example of the distortion 

of time. When he returns to claim Guiwenneth his beard is greying and to Steven his body 

looks to be in late middle age (Mythago Wood 185). He explicitly confirms this difference 

in the passing of time as he says to Steven,” I would have liked to have known you during 

the last fifteen years” (191) when only a year has done by in the world outside of the 

forest (186). George also notes this phenomenon in his diary: “I have been more than five 

weeks in the deep woodland, but only a fortnight or so has passed at home… no doubt 

the effect --which I am led to believe is an effect of ‘relativity’-- is more pronounced the 

closer to the heartwoods one journeys” (199). As demonstrated by the alterations in 

Christian’s physical appearance, this passage of time cannot be dismissed as only 

psychological, while it took place in the metaphysical space of the forest it is still a part 

of the physical reality of the outside world as well. In the beginning of this chapter, I 

referenced the way that the border between Ryhope and the rest of the world is described 

in terms reminiscent of the one dividing Faerie from our world. This distortion of time 

reinforces that connection, as the faster passage of time is one of Fairylands most common 

features in folklore around the world (Briggs 123). This association adds to the fantastic 

and liminal nature of the forest. The further inside it one travels, the greater the disparity, 

because of the proximity to the core of the forest that is the source of its metaphysical 

properties. 
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Travel through the forest is also travel through time. Steven’s narration notes this: 

“[W]e had moved beyond the mediaeval wood, now, and were stepping into a more 

primitive forest” (249). The “two zones of woodland” are clearly apparent. First, they 

entered “a wide, bright glade” and then moved on to “a darker, heavier feel. The smell 

was more rank and cloying, like rotting leaves and dung. The sound of birdlife was more 

muted” (249). Once more, the transition between the zones is marked by various sensory 

cues. The lightning changes, sounds are muted and the scents turn unpleasant. When 

Harry describes Ryhope as “[a] hundred forests in one” (206) he is overtly only 

commenting on the unusual mixture of trees, but his expression suggests the manifold 

composition of Ryhope as well. Everything from vegetation to weather patterns can 

change between one part of the forest and the next. Stefan Ekman coined the term 

mythotope to describe these different zones in Ryhope: “Just as the biotic and abiotic 

components of a biotope are suited to the particular needs of given plants and animals, a 

mythotope contains components that meet the requirements of given myths and legends” 

(48). He also divides the forest int two parts: the edges of the forest that are unchanging 

and thus can be mapped by George are the permanent forest, in contrast to the 

multifarious forest further inside, that changes its composition depending on the 

mythological time period it reflects (47).  The journey to the centre of the forest is also a 

journey backward in time and memory (P. Williams 26). As Tuan writes, when explorers 

look for the beginning of a river, such as the grand search for the source of the Nile, it is 

not only a beginning place but a beginning time that they are looking for: “‘Center’ means 

also ‘origin’ and carries a sense of starting point and beginning.” (Space 126). Ryhope 

Wood is a literal manifestation of this idea as when Steven and Harry traverse the forest, 

they move through layers of time towards a place where everything began.  
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Both time and distance work by narrative logic in the forest, because everything 

is a part of a story there: ”I wrote, unaware that the story contained the seeds of the final 

conflict that was still so far away in time, and woodland” (Mythago Wood 224). The seed 

metaphor connects plants and storytelling, which reflects the link between the forest and 

its many narratives. The conflation of distance in time with distance in “woodland” 

bolsters the argument that in the forest these two are the same. It is also a clear example 

of the way that Steven has entered a mythical narrative and lost at least some of his free 

will in the process: “We had come too far inwards; we had journeyed too far back into 

the hidden memories of man” (290). Here the myths are completely unrecognisable to 

Steven’s and Harry’s modern memory. They do still have these “hidden memories”, and 

their unconscious minds are perhaps responsible for creating this mythotope that is so 

foreign to them, weaving them into its legend. 

 The forest exists for both brothers as a legend long before they venture inside. 

George told “stories of the ancient forestlands beyond the house, the primary woodland 

of oak, ash, beech and the like, in whose dark interior (he once said) wild boar could still 

be heard, and smelled, and tacked by their spoor” (Mythago Wood 17).  Already in their 

earliest memories the forest is a multisensory landscape, brought to life in their 

imagination with the tangible depiction of “heard,” “smelled” and “tacked.” Moreover, 

these stories formed a myth of Ryhope Wood in their minds. Some of the forest was likely 

created from their imaginings of the Wood, creating an invisible feedback loop of 

narrative. When the brothers are still children, they set a small ship on the stream that 

goes through Ryhope. Steven imagined wonderful adventures for it, as he later reflects: 

“The mind’s journey was what that voyage was about” (Mythago Wood 72). It could be 

argued that that all of Steven’s narrative arc is about the mind’s journey; indeed Paul 

Williams claims that “the entire wood-world outside the protagonist is actually a 
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projection of their own mind and the purpose of the journey is a confrontation with the 

self” (22). Given the fact that there are two other human characters who experience the 

forest with him, this claim should be relegated to the realm of metaphor. The landscape 

surrounding them must exist on a physical level, since they are able to interact with it and 

its inhabitants without Steven even being present.  The forest is a place where anything 

could happen, somewhere where legends are made. The ship takes six weeks to reappear, 

though it should have been less than a day. The boys envision a natural explanation, but 

their father sees this as evidence of the time distortion in the wood (Mythago Wood 73). 

Time not only works differently in Ryhope, but there are also suggestions that it 

is in some sense unaffected by its passage. The forest cannot be photographed; it is 

immune to time and thus modern technology (Kincaid 22). Christian explains to Steven: 

“This is primary oak woodland8, Steve, untouched forest from a time when all of the 

country was covered with deciduous forest of oak and ash and elder and rowan and 

hawthorn” (23). The oft repeated primacy of the forest is a sign of it being outside time 

(Kincaid 40). It being “untouched” refers to the lack of human interference having kept 

it in its original state, a piece of living history. The forest is even antagonistic towards 

measuring time as Harry’s watch breaks upon entering it (Kincaid 41). It is unclear 

whether this is due to some kind of active act of the forest or simply an effect of its 

timeless aura but given the way it is later depicted actively interacting with objects and 

characters belonging to the outside world, it is certainly capable of acting to further its 

interests in various ways.  

                                                 

8 The recurring oak motif is interesting but outside the scope of this thesis. Throughout the novel the forest 

is referred to as an oakwood but like is evident in this quote a multitude of different tree species grow there. 

The house the Huxleys live in is called Oak Lodge and when the forest invades it a giant oak tree grows 

through George’s study. There are probably symbolical connotations here with oak being associated with 

Zeus/Jupiter (Eden 110) and a sacred tree for many pre-Christian tribes in Europe. 
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The Forest as an Entity 

By depicting the forest in Mythago Wood as if it is a single living creature, Holdstock 

both heightens its potential for terror and suggests that it is in actuality sentient and hence 

capable of affecting the narrative.  Both Christian and Steven feel “the presence of the 

wood, the gentle breathing of the trees” (58). A simple location cannot be a presence; the 

word implies a character. Nor do trees breathe in a way that humans are normally able to 

sense, so the breathing again suggests a creature of some description. This experience of 

the forest breathing is not restricted to the Huxleys, Harry also writes that: “[t]he whole 

wood breathes and sights” (206).  

As noted previously, the forest can easily be seen as a Gothic landscape and this 

is doubly true in the case of Ryhope Wood, which is also able to serve as the monster in 

the narrative.  A clear example of the Gothic horror of the forest setting is the sequence 

where Steven returns to his camp near the edge and finds it has been demolished by some 

creature:  

I noticed how silent the forest was, as if holding its breath and watching. Every 

hair on my body stood on end, and my heartbeat was so powerful that I thought 

my chest would burst. I stood by the ruined tent for just a second or two and the 

panic hit me, making my head spin and the forest seem to lean towards me. I fled 

from the glade, crashing into the sopping undergrowth between two thick oak 

trunks. I ran through the gloom for several yards before realizing that I was 

running away from the woodland edge. (62-63) 

 

The idea of the forest breathing, or in this case “holding its breath”, reoccurs here with 

the added visual dimension of it also “watching.” Another repeated element is the 

“gloom” that Steven’s early descriptions of the forest so often attach to it. The forest leans 

towards him, which could be a symptom of his admitted panic but given the nature of this 

forest, could also be literal. His reaction could be seen as natural fear of the silence 

suggesting the presence of a dangerous animal, but it is framed as the forest itself scaring 
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him by behaving the way a threatening entity would. Stevens’s panic is disproportionate 

to the threat he is experiencing and as discussed earlier, silence appears to be something 

the wood does, not a reaction by any independent wildlife. This depiction of the forest 

takes on the characteristics of a monster, instead of simply being a place where they 

reside.  

The monstrous presence of Ryhope is not only physical, it also operates on a 

supernatural level. According to Steven the forest “had reached its dark, psychic tendrils” 

to some rooms of the house (77). Here the tendrils are still only a metaphor, representing 

the haunting sense that something has slithered into the safe place of home and began to 

influence it. Seen from the plane the forest is “looking almost organic, a single entity, 

breathing and shifting relentlessly beneath the unwelcome aerial gaze” (99). Once more 

the forest is breathing, emphasizing that it is alive in a way that a simple group of trees 

would not be. It is also “shifting” under the humans’ “unwelcome gaze,” which conveys 

the sense that it is made uncomfortable by their scrutiny and thus can experience at least 

rudimentary emotions. In a photograph taken during that flight “winding tendrils of 

energy” are “reaching toward the plane, to encompass the unwelcome vehicle…to reject 

it” (129). Now the tendrils are visible, though apparently made of energy and not matter. 

The image of them reaching out to the airplane calls to mind the tentacled monstrosities 

of H.P. Lovecraft, whose horrific creatures were only the outward representations of an 

unknowable and uncaring universe (Ringel 271). Here the forest takes on a similarly alien 

aspect. By the addition of these scientifically unexplainable appendages to Ryhope’s 

physical presence the narrative confirms its existence as supernatural entity. 

The way Ryhope’s invasion of Oak Lodge is portrayed continues this 

development of its nature as creature with agency.  

The oakwood had come to the study, bursting up through the floors, and winding 

and twisting across the walls and ceiling. The desk was shattered, cabinets broken 
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and pierced by the gnarled fingers of the new growth. Whether it was one tree or 

more I couldn’t tell; perhaps it was no normal tree at all, but, an extension of the 

forest designed to engulf those flimsy structures that had been made by man. (142) 

 

The language chosen underscores the forest’s active role in this. It has “come to the 

study,” implying that it has travelled from one point to another, rather than simply 

passively grown larger. The branches are described as “fingers,” emphasising the 

anthropomorphic qualities of the tree. It is clearly alive and terrifying. Steven as the 

narrator wonders whether it is “a normal tree” but given the previous description it 

obviously cannot be. The way the forest forces itself in is again reminiscent of Lovecraft, 

whose writing often features the horror of the outside entering the interior (Fisher 16). 

This forest is a creature of eco-horror, the natural world reaching explosively into the 

human realm in attack. The Wood is a something outside of human understanding and 

comprehension, pressing into the familiar and safe place of home. It is has transformed 

the house from “place” into “space”, a reversal of the usual process of humans making a 

place out of a space.  

The forest’s presence in the house is portrayed as more nuanced when it has 

settled: “I found Guiwenneth in the cage of oak, the deserted study where the wildwoods 

grew. She was curled up in in the embrace of the thickest trunk, which forked as it 

sprouted from below the floor, and formed a cradle for her. She stirred as I stepped into 

the cold, gloomy room” (167). Steven perceives the room as gloomy, exactly like the 

forest it has become a part of, but his experience is in stark contrast with Guiwenneth’s. 

She is embraced and cradled by the tree, both words evoking a sense of being nurtured 

and given comfort. Steven, in turn, is portrayed as feeling unwelcome: “The branches, 

with their broad leaves, quivered and trembled, even when I was still. They were aware 

of me, unhappy with my presence in the room” (167). The independent movement of the 

branches reinforces the conception of them as mobile in a way that trees normally never 



 

55 

 

are. Steven describes the tree as “unhappy”, indicating his impression of the forest as 

something capable of experiencing emotion. According to Kincaid the wood takes over 

Oak Lodge to protect Guiwenneth (40). I argue that the wood is still portrayed as 

malevolent here. While the language used of its interactions with her is positive, in 

Steven’s narration it only gains a positive quality once he joins Guiwenneth and they are 

both “embraced by our friend, the oak” (169). Only by accepting the avatar of the forest 

does he too gain its approval and cease being viewed as the enemy. Ryhope invades the 

house because it is possessive of her and Steven gains its “friendship” by demonstrating 

that he is willing to interact with the forest for her sake. 

While it evidently has some agency, the extent to which the forest is an active 

participant in the events of the novel is unclear. Kincaid is convinced that “Ryhope Wood 

itself plays an active part. It is the wood that manipulates Steven into entering the wood 

to challenge Christian’s depredations” (73). Additionally, Paul Williams argues that 

during the narrative the forest’s agency supersedes the humans’ and decentralises them 

(24). I see no clear support for either in the text. Undeniably the forest edges nearer and 

nearer to the house until it finally claims part of it for itself, but this does not prove that 

it is actively seeking Steven’s help and could not just be a reaching out towards a part of 

it, Guiwenneth, who has been living there for a while. Guiwenneth may have been created 

by Ryhope as a lure instead of forming organically as a response to Steven’s unconscious 

(Kincaid 66) but again there is no real evidence to support that reading. The forest may 

or may not have an agenda of its own, but that is not made clear in the narrative, unlike 

the fact that it is alive as an entity in itself and is sentient to some extent. The human 

characters do appear to lose their agency in the process of being absorbed into 

mythological roles, but it does not follow that the forest is ultimately any more in control 
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of the events than they are. It is an instrument of their alterations, not necessarily their 

instigator. 

 

Changed by the Forest 

As an entity, one of Ryhope Wood’s main functions in the narrative is to be a place and 

a vehicle of transformation. It transforms ancestral memories and forest debris into living, 

breathing creatures. It transforms the humans who enter it, often outwardly but more 

importantly, always on the inside. Kincaid asserts that all the Huxleys become mythagos 

(60). This is certainly a possible reading, but only in George’s case an absolute truth, 

since he has physically died in the outer world and only exists as a mythago manifestation 

of himself inside the forest. Christian has gone too deep into the forest and can no longer 

leave (Mythago Wood 190). The text is ambiguous on whether he is physically unable to 

do so, like a mythago (as Guiwenneth earlier demonstrated) or has just been changed too 

much by the experience to live in the outside world. When he begins to suddenly 

understand the language of a storyteller from prehistoric times, Steven states “I could not 

have known, then, what a devastating change had occurred in me” (222). This change 

could be Steven becoming a mythago, as Kincaid claims he does, but it may only be a 

cementing of his connection to the myth he is absorbed in. “I had become a part of the 

legend myself” (268), he later realizes. Harry’s diary entry appears to support this 

interpretation, as it states that it is “continually fascinating to think that Steven has become 

a myth character himself! He is the mythago realm’s mythago” (283-284). Nowhere does 

the text however state that this has in actuality transformed Steven from a human into 

something else, only that he has begun to play the part of a mythical character. The forest 

transforms everyone who enters it (Kincaid 4), but the exact nature of this transformation 

is not always evident. 
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The two brothers are presented as opposing forces in the struggle for survival that 

the forest is undergoing: they are two halves of a myth that has overtaken their lives. 

Cristian is named “an alien thing” and is destroying the forest (Mythago Wood 268, 309), 

while Steven is “the bright side of the alien” (269) on a quest to save it. He is the 

environmentalist, the conserver against the colonist. When Christian is killed, “[t]he 

destruction and decay would cease henceforth” (312). To save the forest, Steven must kill 

his brother and in the end the myth appears to force Steven’s hand in this, as he is the 

unwilling instigator of his death. Urscumug tells Steven that Guiwenneth will return 

(316). The forest will be reborn with her. This could be read as environmentalism 

protecting and restoring nature or simply the cycle of the seasons. 

The only recurring monster in the forest turns out to be no monster at all, 

subverting the traditional narrative of evil lurking in the Deep Dark Woods. In life George 

Huxley is presented as an antagonist, a malignant or at least uncaring presence in his sons’ 

lives. After his death he lives on as a mythago, Urscumug, the original monster that 

appears to be hunting them. Like all mythagos, there are different versions of it. When 

humans learned to clear the forest with fire the forest became a frightening thing to them:  

The wood was desperate and determined to keep its mastery of the land. Man and 

his fire had been determined that it should not. The beasts of that primal woodland 

had become dark forces, dark gods; the wood itself would have been seen to be 

sentient, creating ghosts and banshees to send against the puny human invader. 

Stories of the Urscumug, the forest guardian, had become associated with the fear 

of strangers, new invaders, speaking other languages, bringing other skills. (271-

272)  

 

This passage suggests that the forest became sentient because it was viewed as such by 

humans, a logical continuation of the fact that it reacts to human thought by creating 

mythagos. At the same time the phrasing gives it and the humans equal amounts of agency 

in the conflict. The Urscumug is first portrayed as unrelentingly monstrous in the novel, 

but here its myth is given context and an older layer of positive associations. It has 
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transformed, as myths are shown to do all over this narrative. The protector 

metamorphosed into an invader by the fear humans have of the unknown. Michael 

Williams writes that “[w]ith fire humans accomplished the first great ecological 

transformation of the earth” (Ch. 2). This wielding of fire by humans caused the forest 

trauma that is manifested at the heart of the wood, where an eternal fire burns. It is 

described as “a zone of charred and skeletal trunks, their blackened branches like the 

stiffened limbs of fire victims” (302) and to make the connection even clearer the text 

makes note of “a blackened tree stump that looked uncannily like a human figure, arms 

raised to its head” (317).  These similes linking trees and dead bodies underline the horror 

of the scene, but they also remind the reader of mythagos, who are as much a part of the 

forest as trees are, but more capable of expressing pain in ways detectable to humans. The 

forest’s suffering is shown as human here, in order to incite a more acute emotional 

response from the reader. Despite the horrific imagery, this is also Lavondyss, a place of 

rebirth. Forest fires are not only devastating, but they are also often renewing and 

necessary for the wellbeing of the vegetation. This absolute fear of fire is as much a 

human invention as the use of it is. Ryhope always reflects the unconscious of the human 

characters, and Steven as the narrator is also limited by his preconceptions of what fire 

means to the forest. He is thus unable to see the hope beyond the horror, at least until it 

its explicitly pointed out to him by the promise of Guiwenneth’s return. Before that can 

happen, George saves Steven, or at least his mythago form saves him: “When he — as all 

things in the realm — had come to need me, he had rediscovered compassion” (316). 

Urscumug9 and Steven are both outsiders and nonetheless are shown to be beneficial to 

the forest. The difference between their arcs and Christian’s is that their fascination with 

                                                 

9 And George as well, whatever of him is left inside the mythago form. 
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Ryhope eventually turned towards biophilia rather than the ecophobia implied by his 

destructive actions.  

 

What the Forest Does 

The dual nature of the forest is central to the character of Ryhope Wood. Oziewicz points 

out that “[s]trong odors, silence, darkness, and a sense of dread are also components of 

the Romantic ‘natural sublime’” and goes on to posit that in the novel “the wood is the 

supreme sublime personification” that this requires (102). The forest is undeniably 

Gothic, but it is also Romantic. Guiwenneth is the obvious representative of the enticing 

forest. Her appeal is not only sexual, she is also a piece of history and myth, a mystery 

that the Huxley men must learn more of. The Wood itself has a similar effect, even if it 

is more subtle. George was obsessed with it even before he ever met Guiwenneth. The 

stories he tells of it to his sons whet their interest and as adults the more they learn, the 

more they appear to want to know. Steven must, as a modern man, leave his reality behind 

“in order to pursue his desires and dreams into the not quite human world of mythology 

and primeval forest” (Kincaid 58). He is on a quest on multiple levels, though his first 

reason is a more selfish desire to regain the woman he loves, he ultimately ends up helping 

and appreciating the forest for its own sake. 

While the forest is often portrayed as a source of terror in the text, it is also implied 

to be deeply necessary for humans. Forests in fantasy teach readers to appreciate them, to 

fear them but to ultimately want to ensure their survival (Łaszkiewicz 56). As Kincaid 

notes, the idea of “the importance of landscape, and particularly of ancient woodland, as 

a way of getting to the heart of what makes us human” is central to the novel (76) and it 

underscores the importance of nature, especially the forest, for our mental wellbeing. The 

distortions of time and space inside Ryhope serve to turn it into a metaphysical mirror of 
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not only the protagonist’s mind but the collective unconscious of humankind. Steven and 

Harry are both looking for something that they imagine is external but is in truth internal. 

Harry leaves in the end to find something he believes the forest to contain. He has 

difficulties describing it but calls it “[a] place like heaven. Maybe heaven itself” and when 

Steven asks him about coming there to find heaven he amends, “[t]o find peace” (Mythago 

Wood 294).  While the narrative posits the search for peace is Harry’s quest, Steven 

appears to be the one who reaches it. He conquers his ecophobic reservations and accepts 

his role in the myth. The colonialist undertones of exploitation the relationship the other 

two Huxley men have with the forest, portrayed via their treatment of Guiwenneth, are 

finally absent in him. Indeed, he has explicitly become a conservationist, fighting his 

brother for the forest’s sake. Tuan writes that “[p]lace is pause in movement” (138) and 

Steven ends his story as stationary figure, patiently waiting for Guiwenneth’s return. His 

transformation is mirrored by the forest, which has changed from a Gothic space of 

unknown dread into a safe place-home. The monstrous characteristics of Ryhope are not 

negated but are contextualized as expressions of nature’s defences against the destructive 

powers of humans.   
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5. Conclusion 

 

I longed to be able to reach deeper into the forest, but it was a wish that was 

constantly denied to me. (Mythago Wood 93) 

 

The forest is everywhere. It is both a reality in our physical lives and a symbol in our 

unconscious minds. In The Word for World is Forest and Mythago Wood it is essentially 

the whole world. In Forest it covers all the land, except where colonising humans have 

cut it down, so that to the native population there is no difference between world and 

forest. While a large part of the action of Mythago Wood takes place nominally outside 

of the forest, it still continually looms over the characters. The forest in these two texts is 

a synecdoche for the whole natural world. It is especially suitable for that purpose given 

its rich history of being associated with many opposing qualities, such as freedom and 

danger or asceticism and sensual delight. In fantasy the forest is often a liminal space, 

employed either as a locale to safely experiment outside of the ordinary world or a setting 

for transformation and realizing one’s insignificance in the universe. In the second chapter 

I referred to the seven reasons the forest is frightening. All these factors can equally be 

viewed as reasons it is enchanting (Parker 47). The converse side of its wildness is always 

autonomy. The trials it offers may be terrible but traditionally passing a trial earns one a 

reward. The two sides of the forest; dread and delight, correspond with the concepts of 

ecophobia and biophilia, thus comprising the complete spectre of human coexistence with 

nature.  

Environmental concerns are present in both texts. The themes of ecological 

conservation and destruction are more overt in Forest, where the colonists are causing an 

acute crisis in the ecosystem of the world. Their domination of nature is reflected in their 

attitudes toward the native humans of the planet. They are killing the trees, which is to 
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the Athsheans the same as killing humans. This has happened on Earth as well. Both the 

Indigenous peoples of a land and its nature were seen as radically different from, and 

consequently lesser than, the colonizers themselves, with no acknowledged communality 

between the colonizer and the colonized (Plumwood 54). In Mythago Wood there is a 

concern of history being erased by erasing the forest. As the wood itself is both a real 

place and a metaphysical one, the threat to it is equally twofold. The trees may be cut 

down by the machine of humanity’s industrial progress, or the spiritual essence of the 

wood can be poisoned by Christian’s presence. Deforestation has the potential to lead to 

a catastrophic loss both on an ecological and on a psychological level. 

In the 1970s and 80s the fear of a global ecological catastrophe was growing 

increasingly prominent. In Forest it has already happened, while Mythago Wood is set in 

a time when most of Earth’s population was not even aware of the threat of the damage 

done to the global environment and what consequences it could have. There is another 

crisis in the background of the novel, though, the World War that significantly affected 

the life of the protagonist. War can cause solastalgia as well as a natural disaster can. In 

Forest the destruction that leads to solastalgia is caused by both colonial exploitation of 

the environment and colonial violence towards the native population, which is in essence 

a form of warfare. Val Plumwood suggests that the interaction between at least some 

groups of humans and the non-human natural world could be viewed as colonisation (52). 

My analysis supports this idea as the concepts of colonisation and environmental 

exploitation clearly intersect in these texts. The landscape of Ryhope Wood is corrupted 

by an outsider, but it is Christian’s humanity that makes him alien to the forest, not the 

place of his birth.  

Typically, when the forest is viewed as a “place”, it is welcoming, perhaps a 

pastoral idyl of peaceful and orderly nature to take a stroll in, or somewhere where we 
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can “return to” in an idealized coexistence with ‘mother nature’ that likely never existed 

as we imagine it. As a “space” it is a terrifying unknown, a Gothic setting of childhood 

fears.  Both forests in these texts are often described as dark by characters that feel uneasy 

in them. Humans fear the dark, the things that could be hiding in it, both real and 

imagined. As visual animals it frightens us when we cannot see and we imagine horrors 

in the dark (Tuan, Romantic 12). There is also another side to the unfamiliarity of the 

forest: the forest is sublime. To Steven and to Lyubov, outsiders wandering in, it provokes 

awe before it gives comfort. They learn to appreciate it through a sense of dread that 

morphs into delight, whereas native residents, like Selver or Guiwenneth, appear to only 

find wonder, with no tinge of fear. 

In both texts the forest has the potential to offer spiritual experiences. What 

happens inside may be frightening but ultimately it will be to the human characters’ 

benefit. In the forest they come to face to face with fundamental questions about 

themselves and find at least some answers to those. The forest is not just a place where 

trees grow, it is a symbol and a metaphor. 

There are examples of personification in each forest. In Forest the trees are likened 

to humans in Athshean culture, showing their connection to the natural world around 

them. In Mythago Wood the mythagos are human avatars of the forest, an embodiment of 

the bond of human psyche and the woods. Both texts also use similes and metaphors to 

liken dead trees to dead bodies. This is used for evoking horror, as is the case with the 

imagery of burned trees looking like corpses of people, or to represent emotion, such as 

Selver’s vision of his dead wife as a cut down birch. All these instances rely on the 

understanding that there is something similar in trees and humans, a connection we 

silently acknowledge. 
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The forest is seen as an entity in both narratives, but only in Mythago Wood is it 

actually depicted as having agency of its own. Still, even there it appears to be mainly 

restricted to working through humans or human-shaped avatars. It has no voice. In Forest 

it needs Athsheans to defend it from colonial destruction and in Mythago Wood it is 

dependant on Steven to fulfil his role in the myth and rid it of Christian’s decaying 

influence. Thus, in both narratives it is presented as necessary for human characters to 

kill other humans to preserve the forest. This directly opposes an anthropocentric view of 

the world, which could not conceive of prioritising nature over humanity. In addition to 

anthropocentrism, ecophobia is something that humans can and should learn to overcome. 

As Estok declares: “To reduce and reverse anthropogenic climate change, it is imperative 

to interpret ecophobia as an obsolete adaptive strategy for survival” (24). These texts 

demonstrate the fallacies of an anthropocentric worldview and challenge the dichotomy 

of biophilia and ecophobia. They present the forest as frightening, but not because it 

threatens humans. The forest challenges our perceived hegemony. Ultimately, the 

ecoGothic of the forest is equally as much fascination as it is fear. It demonstrates the 

manifold reasons for the necessity of striving towards human coexistence with nature.  
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Matolcsy, Kálmán. “Masks in the Forest: The Dynamics of Surface and Depth in the 

Mythago Cycle” The Mythic Fantasy of Robert Holdstock: Critical Essays on 

the Fiction. Edited by Donald E. Morse and Kálmán Matolcsy. McFarland & 
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