
These paragraphs are excerpts from the classic fantasy novel A Wizard of Earthsea, by Ursula Le 
Guin, first published in 1968. What ideas about words and language do you find in this text? 
How do they compare with ideas you have learned in this course and linguistics?  
(Hint: concepts of arbitrariness, language change, reference, and truth conditions). 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
No one knows a man’s true name but himself and his namer. He may choose at length to tell it to 
his brother, or his wife, or his friend, yet even those few will never use it where any third person 
may hear it. In front of other people they will, like other people, call him by his use-name, his 
nickname - such a name as Sparrowhawk, and Vetch, and Ogion which means “fir-cone”. If plain 
men hide their true name from all but a few they love and trust utterly, so much more must 
wizardly men, being more dangerous, and more endangered. Who knows a man’s name, holds 
that man’s life in his keeping. 
 
Ged sighed sometimes, but he did not complain [at magic school]. He saw that in this dusty and 
fathomless matter of learning the true name of every place, thing, and being, the power he 
wanted lay like a jewel at the bottom of a dry well. For magic consists in this, the true naming of 
a thing. So Kurremkarmerruk had said to them, once, their first night in the Tower; he never 
repeated it, but Ged did not forget his words. “Many a mage of great power,” he had said, “has 
spent his whole life to find out the name of one single thing - one single lost or hidden name. 
And still the lists are not finished. Nor will they be, till world’s end. Listen, and you will see 
why. In the world under the sun, and in the other world that has no sun, there is much that has 
nothing to do with men and men’s speech, and there are powers beyond our power. But magic, 
true magic, is worked only by those beings who speak the Hardic tongue of Earthsea, or the Old 
Speech from which it grew. 
“That is the language dragons speak, and the language Segoy spoke who made the islands of the 
world, and the language of our lays and songs, spells, enchantments, and invocations. Its words 
lie hidden and changed among our Hardic words. We call the foam on waves sukien: that word is 
made from two words of the Old Speech, suk, feather, and inien, the sea. Feather of the sea, is 
foam. But you cannot charm the foam calling it sukien; you must use its own true name in the 
Old Speech, which is essa. Any witch knows a few of these words in the Old Speech, and a mage 
knows many. But there are many more, and some have been lost over the ages, and some have 
been hidden, and some are known only to dragons and to the Old Powers of Earth, and some are 
known to no living creature; and no man could learn them all. For there is no end to that 
language. 

“Here is the reason. The sea’s name is inien, well and good. But what we call the Inmost Sea has 
its own name also in the Old Speech. Since no thing can have two true names, inien can mean 
only ‘all the sea except the Inmost Sea.’ And of course it does not mean even that, for there are 
seas and bays and straits beyond counting that bear names of their own. So if some 
Mage-Seamaster were mad enough to try to lay a spell of storm or calm over all the ocean, his 
spell must say not only that word inien, but the name of every stretch and bit and part of the sea 
through all the Archipelago and all the Outer Reaches and beyond to where names cease. Thus, 
that which gives us the power to work magic, sets the limits of that power. A mage can control 
only what is near him, what he can name exactly and wholly. And this is well. If it were not so, 
the wickedness of the powerful or the folly of the wise would long ago have sought to change 



what cannot be changed, and Equilibrium would fail. The unbalanced sea would overwhelm the 
islands where we perilously dwell, and in the old silence all voices and all names would be lost.” 

Ged meets a dragon: 
“You are a very young wizard,” the dragon said, “I did not know men came so young into their 
power.” He spoke, as did Ged, in the Old Speech, for that is the tongue of dragons still. Although 
the use of the Old Speech binds a man to truth, this is not so with dragons. It is their own 
language, and they can lie in it, twisting the true words to false ends, catching the unwary hearer 
in a maze of mirrorwords each of which reflects the truth and none of which leads anywhere. So 
Ged had been warned often, and when the dragon spoke he listened with an untrustful ear, all his 
doubts ready. 

 
 


