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“DRAWING ON A LIFETIME OF EXPLORATIONS
THROUGH MYTHS AND THEIR LANDSCAPES,
THE GLOBAL MYTHS EXTENDS ALEXANDER
ELIOT’S MARVELOUS BODY OF WORK, FULL
OF WISDOM AND DELIGHT.”

—from the Introduction by Jonathan Young

What do Greek myths and ancient Navaho tales have in
common? What thread of golden knowledge runs through
time and space from feudal Japan to Cleopatra’s Egypt?
What do the gods of India and of Greece, the sages of
China and the shamans of the American Southwest have
to tell us about death and sex, folly and wisdom, danger
and heroism? What deep and eternally pulsing vein of life-
giving vision has been tapped by poets and philosophers
throughout history the world over? Alexander Eliot leads
us on a journey through myths and legends that transcend
mere interpretation by academics and so-called authorities
in their magical power to touch our most profound emo-
tions, stir our imaginations, liberate our energies and
expand our very beings. It is a new landmark work by the

most important seminal thinker and writer since Joseph
Campbell.

“A consummate storyteller reveals important contempo-
rary ecological messages held within these stories.”
—Library Journal

ALEXANDER ELIOT is the grandson of Harvard’s Charles
W. Eliot and cousin of T. S. Eliot. A Guggenheim Fellow, a
Japan Foundation Senior Fellow, a world traveler and lecturer,
he has established his eminence as an explorer and interpreter of
myths in his acclaimed books Earth Air Fire & Water and The
Universal Myths, the latter available in a Meridian edition. He
currently lives in Venice, California.



“Eliot leads his readers on a journey, weaving a
personal narrative into stories that originate from the
sources he calls the ‘four winds’ of myth—primitive,
pagan, sacred, and scientific. He shows how each
strand is crucial to the world and to our understanding
of knowledge, imagination, and compassion.

He presents the concept of the ‘mythosphere’ as the
global interrelationship of myths. The stories them-
selves, beautiful retellings of unfamiliar tales, crop up
like gifts amidst his ruminations about the presence
and purpose of myth in our lives. In another section,
“The Labyrinthine Ways,” Eliot deals with the construc-
tion of knowledge, entwining myths with psychology,
history, philosophy, and science. Stylistically, he drifts
between telling stories and delivering historical and
cultural tidbits from what we traditionally think of as
academic disciplines.

In the two final sections, discussion centers on imag-
ination and compassion. He acknowledges Nobel
prize-winning chemist Herschbach’s words that ‘it
can only do humankind good to become more aware
that along with the dolphins and other incredible crea-
tures, we really belong to a much wider universe of
the mind.””

—Patricia Austin,
School Library Journal
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Introduction
BY JONATHAN YOUNG, PH.D.

Curator, Joseph Campbell Archives & Library
Pacifica Graduate Institute

ythology allows us to reconnect with a
Mdimension beyond ordinary time. The

ancient narratives provide a stage upon
which the great cosmic forces can be seen in human
form acting out their vital dramas. The stories re-
veal that, despite their powers, the mythic charac-
ters need each other. We also learn that the
interdependence of gods and goddesses extends to
mortals. We have a crucial role to play in the un-
folding of the sagas.

Not since Joseph Campbell’s observations on the
power of myth have we been given such a compel-
ling collection of mythic tales. Drawing on a life-
time of explorations through the myths and their
landscapes, this book extends Alexander Eliot’s
marvelous body of work with a series of memo-
rable stories from around the world.

Mythology continually shows us how to align
our energies and attention with the forces of the
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10 - Introduction

natural world. Eliot assists the reader in this focus-
ing by providing an unforgettable sense of place
for each tale, which takes us beyond our particular
locales to situate our concerns in the larger world
community. Also notable are the animals and trees
as active members of the mythic ensemble of play-
ers. There are constant reminders that we, too, are
animal beings and part of nature, not mere observ-
ers. A timeless ecological awareness permeates the
mythic worldview.

As in Joseph Campbell’s writings, this expansive
work draws on a vast spectrum of mythic sources
from all continents. As parallels and variations in
the tales are recounted, we learn to see the meta-
phors. Then we can open to an appreciation of the
significance underlying every part of the natural
and social environment. It becomes clear that the
material world has meanings beyond itself.

Every feature of each story is necessary to the
whole. The brief appearance of what may seem like
an inconsequential maidservant may end up being
the turning event of the story. This helps us to
enlarge our perceptions to embrace many aspects
of life which might be overlooked by a conscious-
ness that is all too socialized. The psychological
counterpart is an acknowledgement of the many
aspects of an individual personality. The least val-
ued attribute may come to the rescue on some fate-
ful day when that very quality is required.

Alexander Eliot is a master storyteller who
evokes the vitality of the immortal characters. The
reader feels the presence of the deities of old. In
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each section, we can see why Joseph Campbell
praised the enchantment of Eliot’s retelling of age-
old stories. Reflections on the tales and insights
drawn from decades of scholarship are woven
throughout the work. These personal moments are
full of wisdom and delight.

In a time of individual and societal troubles,
when there is less certainty about familiar guide-
posts, we may do well to reach back for the timeless
wisdom of ancient stories. Every large event, per-
sonal or shared, takes us into unfamiliar territory.
Mythology helps us to face the best moments and
the worst. The gift of mythic vision is that it pro-
vides us with maps. We do not have to start from
scratch. Bits of guidance have been left behind by
those who traveled this way before.

By seeing the global quality of the mythic tales,
Alexander Eliot joins such writers as Joseph Camp-
bell and Mircea Eliade in celebrating the common
ground that is shared by all humanity. Seeing the
great similarities in the world’s key teaching stories
reveals that living on a shared globe in human form
is a kindred experience for all peoples.

Receptive reading of mythology can open up our
perceptions of reality so that a vast web of intercon-
nections becomes evident. In this amazing collec-
tion, we find out how to live on this earth. The
soul of the planet speaks to us through the mythic
imagination.

—Santa Barbara, California
October 1992






Preface
BY TAITETSU UNNO

Jill Ker Conway Professor of Religion
Smith College

lexander Eliot’s new work is no catalogue
Aof world myths such as undertaken by Eli-
ade or even Campbell, nor is it a doctrinaire
pronouncement in the manner of Freud and Jung;
rather, he urges each of us to plunge deep into the
mythosphere, our own and the world’s, and be-
come mythshapers ourselves. In his words: “Sim-
ply adding mythic treasure to one’s personal store
of knowledge does not in itself suffice. We must
also imagine our way into myth, as best we can,
like actors in a play. If we’re not prepared to make
that effort, how can we ever fulfill our own roles
in the universal drama?” (p. 143). How can we be-
come truly human? How can we truly cherish this
life on earth and everything within it?
In retelling stories from his own boyhood, the
ancient Greeks, Native Americans, and Taoist
adepts, among others, the author opens the Way,
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14 - Preface

so that the reader too may follow his or her own
path to the mythosphere. Myth is a liberating con-
sciousness, and because Eliot speaks from the heart
of that experience, the choice of his words and the
turn of his phrases have in themselves a mythic
quality. One is drawn into reading this book at one
sitting; the palpable feel of the mythosphere cannot
be denied.

Global mythology is especially relevant to our
society today, where multiculturalism has become
a nasty word in different ways for different people.
Although it began with high hopes where we
“value all people and all people are valued,” it has
created more anger, division and mutual exclusiv-
ism than anything we have known in recent his-
tory. If we can break through the artificial-
~constructs that separate people, cultures, races and
religions, the differences highlighted by multicul-
turalism take on great significance, liberating us
from provincialism, enriching our lives, expanding
our horizons. Eliot makes this point succinctly:
“Sometimes our faiths set us cruelly at odds with
one another, true. However, their extreme diver-
sity spells freedom for the human spirit” (p. 62).

This freedom enables Eliot to find the proper
niche for art, science, poetry and metaphysics as
meaningful, liberating endeavors. Without clashing
and denying each other, they celebrate the human
spirit containing and contained in the mythosphere.
The “Tathagata-garbha” or “Buddha-matrix” in-
voked by Mahayana Buddhists has a twofold mean-
ing: each of us is the matrix or womb from which



