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THE TOMBS
OF AT UAN

—

Earthsea Cycle 02: Tombs of Atuan is the second book in Ursula K. Le Guin's acclaimed Earthsea
series. Published in 1971, this novel delves deeper into the rich tapestry of Earthsea, a world where
magic, destiny, and the balance of nature play crucial roles in shaping the lives of its inhabitants. The
story revolves around Tenar, a young girl destined to become the High Priestess of the Tombs of
Atuan, and Ged, the powerful wizard who seeks to reclaim his lost identity. This article will explore the
themes, characters, and the significance of the setting in "Tombs of Atuan," offering insights into why

this novel remains a beloved classic in fantasy literature.

Overview of the Earthsea Series

The Earthsea series consists of several novels and stories centered around the fictional archipelago of



Earthsea. Each book explores themes of balance, power, and the journey of self-discovery. The series

is known for its rich world-building, philosophical depth, and the exploration of human nature.

Key Books in the Earthsea Series

1. A Wizard of Earthsea (1968) - The first book introduces Ged, a young boy with innate magical talent
who struggles with pride and identity.

2. Tombs of Atuan (1971) - The second installment shifts focus to Tenar, a priestess, and her
encounter with Ged.

3. The Farthest Shore (1972) - The final book in the original trilogy follows Ged and a young prince as
they confront the darkness threatening Earthsea.

4. Tehanu (1990) - A sequel that revisits the characters years later, exploring themes of gender and
power.

5. The Other Wind (2001) - The concluding book that ties together various threads from the series and

expands on its themes.

Plot Summary of Tombs of Atuan

"Tombs of Atuan" begins with Tenar, a young girl who is chosen as the reincarnation of the High
Priestess of the Nameless Ones. The Tombs, a sacred site, hold the spirits of ancient beings and
serve as a place of worship and sacrifice. Tenar's life is dictated by her role, stripped of her previous

identity and forced to conform to the strictures of her duties.

The arrival of Ged, a wizard seeking a powerful artifact hidden within the Tombs, disrupts Tenar's life.
As they interact, both characters undergo significant transformations. Ged's quest for redemption and

Tenar's struggle for autonomy create a rich narrative that intertwines their fates.



Major Characters

- Tenar: The protagonist, a young priestess who grapples with her identity and the expectations placed
upon her by the Tombs.

- Ged: Also known as Sparrowhawk, he is a powerful wizard who seeks to reclaim his true self and
confront the darkness in his life.

- The Nameless Ones: The ancient deities worshipped in the Tombs, representing the power of the
unknown and the sacrifices made in their name.

- The Old Priestess: A mentor figure to Tenar, embodying the traditions and expectations of the

priesthood, but also representing the oppressive nature of her role.

Themes in Tombs of Atuan

"Tombs of Atuan" is rich with themes that resonate throughout the narrative. Understanding these

themes is essential to grasping the depth of Le Guin's work.

Identity and Transformation

One of the central themes of the novel is the struggle for identity. Tenar's journey from being a
nameless priestess to discovering her individuality parallels Ged's quest for redemption. Both
characters experience profound transformations, leading to a deeper understanding of themselves and

the world around them.

Power and Sacrifice

The novel explores the dynamics of power, particularly how it can dictate one’s life choices. Tenar's

role as High Priestess is both a source of power and a burden. The sacrifices made by her and others



in the name of the Nameless Ones highlight the often harsh realities of power dynamics in society.

The Balance of Light and Dark

Le Guin frequently examines the balance between light and darkness, both literally and metaphorically.
Ged's struggle with his darker self and Tenar's confrontation with her fears symbolize the universal
battle between opposing forces. The resolution of these conflicts points toward the importance of

understanding and embracing all aspects of oneself.

The Setting of the Tombs of Atuan

The setting plays a crucial role in shaping the narrative and characters in "Tombs of Atuan." The
Tombs themselves are a labyrinthine structure filled with mystery and danger, representing both a

physical and psychological barrier for Tenar.

Symbolism of the Tombs

- Isolation: The Tombs serve as a prison for Tenar, limiting her interactions with the outside world and
reinforcing her sense of duty over personal desire.

- Mystery: The dark and ancient aura of the Tombs symbolizes the unknown aspects of life, both
frightening and alluring.

- Tradition vs. Change: The Tombs represent the weight of tradition that Tenar must navigate,

highlighting the tension between her responsibilities and her longing for freedom.



Critical Reception and Legacy

"Tombs of Atuan" has been praised for its lyrical prose, complex characters, and thought-provoking
themes. Critics often highlight Le Guin's ability to weave philosophical questions into an engaging

narrative, making it accessible to both young adult and adult readers.

Impact on Fantasy Literature

Ursula K. Le Guin's Earthsea series has had a lasting impact on the fantasy genre. "Tombs of Atuan,’
in particular, is noted for its strong female protagonist and exploration of gender roles, paving the way

for future authors to create multifaceted characters and narratives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Earthsea Cycle 02: Tombs of Atuan stands as a significant work in fantasy literature,
offering readers a compelling exploration of identity, power, and the intricate balance of life. Through
the journey of Tenar and Ged, Ursula K. Le Guin invites us to reflect on our own paths and the
choices we make. As readers engage with the themes and characters, they are reminded of the
universal truths that resonate across time and culture, solidifying "Tombs of Atuan" as a timeless

classic.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Tombs of Atuan' in the Earthsea Cycle?

The main theme of 'Tombs of Atuan' revolves around identity and the struggle between personal

freedom and societal expectations, as the protagonist, Tenar, navigates her role as the high priestess



while seeking her own identity.

Who is the protagonist of 'Tombs of Atuan' and what is her
significance?

The protagonist is Tenar, who is significant because she represents the conflict between tradition and

self-discovery, showcasing a journey from being a vessel of the old ways to finding her own path.

How does 'Tombs of Atuan' connect to the broader Earthsea Cycle?

"Tombs of Atuan' connects to the Earthsea Cycle by expanding the world-building and exploring the
themes of magic, balance, and the consequences of power, while also introducing new characters and

settings that enrich the series.

What role does Ged play in 'Tombs of Atuan'?

Ged, also known as Sparrowhawk, plays the role of a mentor and catalyst for Tenar's transformation,

challenging her beliefs and encouraging her to break free from the constraints of her upbringing.

What symbolism is present in 'Tombs of Atuan'?

Symbolism in 'Tombs of Atuan' includes the tombs themselves, which represent both death and the
past, and the journey through them symbolizes Tenar's confrontation with her own fears and the

legacy of her culture.

How does Le Guin's writing style in 'Tombs of Atuan' contribute to the
story?

Le Guin's lyrical and poetic writing style enhances the mystical and atmospheric quality of 'Tombs of
Atuan', allowing readers to immerse themselves in the rich cultural landscapes and emotional depth of

the characters.



What impact did 'Tombs of Atuan' have on the fantasy genre?

"Tombs of Atuan' had a significant impact on the fantasy genre by presenting a strong, complex female
protagonist and exploring themes of power, autonomy, and the importance of personal choice,

influencing later works in speculative fiction.
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Underwater Photographer Shoots Stars of 'Avatar: The Way of Water...
Mar 21, 2024 - An underwater photographer has shot a series of images featuring the stars of
Avatar: The Way of Water to raise funds to help conserve the world’s oceans.

Avatar Stars in Underwater Photos To Raise Conservation Funds
Mar 21, 2024 - Actors Zoe Saldana, Sigourney Weaver, and Kate Winslet are all stars of the 2022 hit
film Avatar: The Way of Water. Recently, they posed for photographer Christy Lee Rogers ...

Avatar' stars make a splash: Zoe Saldana, Sigourney Weaver, and ...
Mar 22, 2024 - This time they teamed up for an underwater photoshoot in the name of ocean
conservation. Prints from the photoshoot — shot by photographer Christy Lee Rogers and ...

Avatar: The Way of Water/Gallery | Avatar Wiki | Fandom
Media related to the production and release of Avatar: The Way of Water. EDITORS: Do not post
movie screenshots here. A collection of movie still frames without a documentary purpose is ...
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Avatar 2 - The Way Of Water Photoshoots - Brett Stanley
Join Hannah Mermaid, Lana Chromium, and myself on the 4th & 5th February at The Underwater
Studio in Long Beach, CA, for a once-in-a-lifetime “Avatar 2” themed underwater photoshoot!

Avatar Stars Dive into Art for Ocean Conservation
Apr 3, 2024 - James Cameron, the film’s producer, director, and writer, has long been a passionate
advocate for ocean conservation. Recognizing Rogers’ unique talent for capturing ...

Stars Of “Avatar: The Way Of Water” Featured In New Art Raising ...
Mar 8, 2024 - Zoe Saldana, Sigourney Weaver, and Kate Winslet are featured in new underwater art

that celebrates Avatar: The Way of Water, shot by Christy Lee Rogers to raise funds for ...

Avatar: The Way of Water (2022) - Movie stills and photos
A gallery of 100+ Avatar: The Way of Water (2022) publicity stills and other photos. Featuring Sam

Worthington, James Cameron, Sigourney Weaver, Zoe Saldafia and others.

Avatar: The Way of Water Pictures - Avatar: The Way of Water ...
16 May 2023... 37 pictures of Avatar: The Way of Water. Recent pictures. Hot! View the latest
Avatar: The Way of Water pictures. Large photo gallery featuring Avatar: The Way of Water ...

‘Avatar: The Way Of Water’ Movie Stills - Photo Gallery
May 9, 2022 - Spider (Jack Champion) and Kiri (L-R): Spider and Kiri in 20th Century Studios’
AVATAR: THE WAY OF WATER. Photo courtesy of 20th Century Studios. © 2022 20th ...

Explore the enchanting world of the Earthsea Cycle 02: Tombs of Atuan. Unveil its secrets and
themes. Discover how this classic tale captivates readers!
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