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THIRTEEN’s American Masters Presents the 

Exclusive U.S. Broadcast Premiere of Worlds of 

Ursula K. Le Guin, the First Documentary on the 

Renowned Writer, August 2 on PBS 

 
Features intimate conversations with the author, and new interviews with  

Neil Gaiman, Margaret Atwood, Michael Chabon and David Mitchell 

 
This year marks the 50th anniversary of Le Guin’s seminal novel 

“The Left Hand of Darkness” 

 
Best known for her science fiction and “Earthsea” fantasy series, celebrated and beloved author 

Ursula Kroeber Le Guin (1929–2018) wrote 21 novels, 11 volumes of short stories, four 

collections of essays, 12 children’s books, six volumes of poetry and four of translation during her 

life. American Masters presents the first documentary film exploring the remarkable life and 

legacy of the prolific and versatile author: Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin, premiering 

nationwide Friday, August 2 at 9 p.m. on PBS (check local listings), pbs.org/americanmasters 

and the PBS Video app.  

Produced with Le Guin’s participation over the course of a decade, American Masters 

– Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin tells the intimate coming-of-age story of the Portland, 

Oregon, housewife and mother of three who forever transformed American literature by bringing 

science fiction into the literary mainstream. Through her influential work, Le Guin opened doors 



for generations of younger writers like Neil Gaiman, Margaret Atwood, Michael Chabon and 

David Mitchell — all of whom appear in the film — to explore fantastic elements in their writing.  

The film explores the personal and professional life of the notoriously private author 

through revealing conversations with Le Guin as well as her family, friends and the generations 

of renowned writers she influenced. Visually rich, Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin illustrates 

the dramatic real-world settings that shaped Le Guin’s invented places using lush original 

animations over her own readings of her work to provide a firsthand experience of her fantastic 

worlds. 

American Masters – Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin begins with Le Guin’s early 

struggle to get published in the overwhelmingly male and realism-dominated climate of the early 

1960s. Her first major breakthrough came with the young adult novel “A Wizard of Earthsea,” set 

in a magical archipelago inhabited by wizards and dragons. Along with groundbreaking novels 

like “The Left Hand of Darkness” and “The Dispossessed,” “Earthsea” crowned Le Guin as the 

queen of science fiction by the end of the decade. But as a woman and a genre writer, she still 

faced marginalization that hobbled her career until the last decade of her life, when she won the 

National Book Foundation’s lifetime achievement award and became the second living author to 

have their work anthologized by the Library of Congress.  

The film dives into Le Guin’s childhood, steeped in the myths and stories of Native 

Americans she heard growing up in Berkeley, California, as the daughter of prominent 19th 

century anthropologist Alfred Kroeber and writer Theodora Kroeber, author of the influential 

book “Ishi in Two Worlds.” This deep childhood understanding of cultural relativism infused her 

work with a unique perspective; her otherworldly societies are all in some way reflections of our 

own.  

 At the heart of the film is Le Guin’s intimate journey of self-discovery as she comes into 

her own as a major feminist author. “What I was doing was being a woman pretending to think 

like a man,” she says, reflecting on why her early novels put men at the center of the action. But 

as second-wave feminism crashed into the science fiction world in the 1970s, Le Guin recognized 

her own internalized notions about heroism and power. Initially defensive, she found truth in the 

criticisms of her work. When revisiting the realm of “Earthsea,” she turned her gaze to its 

women, instead of powerful male wizards. The result was a transformation that echoed 

throughout the rest of her oeuvre. By embracing her own identity and learning to write as a 

woman, she eventually rose to the height of her literary power. Working across many genres, Le 

Guin received numerous honors, including the National Book Award, Hugo Award, Nebula 

Award, PEN-Malamud, and she was voted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters. 

Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin had its world premiere at the Sheffield Documentary 

Festival and has shown internationally at dozens of festivals, garnering numerous awards. 

Launched in 1986 on PBS, American Masters has earned 28 Emmy Awards — 

including 10 for Outstanding Non-Fiction Series and five for Outstanding Non-Fiction Special — 

14 Peabodys, an Oscar, three Grammys, two Producers Guild Awards, and many other honors. 

To further explore the lives and works of masters past and present, American Masters offers 



streaming video of select films, outtakes, filmmaker interviews, the American Masters Podcast, 

educational resources and more. The series is available for streaming simultaneously on all 

station-branded PBS platforms, including PBS.org and the PBS Video App, which is available on 

iOS, Android, Roku, Apple TV, Amazon Fire TV and Chromecast. PBS station members can view 

episodes via Passport (contact your local PBS station for details). American Masters is a 

production of THIRTEEN PRODUCTIONS LLC for WNET and also seen on the WORLD 

channel. 

American Masters – Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin is a production of Arwen Curry 

in association with the Center for Independent Documentary and THIRTEEN’s American 

Masters for WNET. The film is directed by Arwen Curry, who is also a co-producer with Jason 

Andrew Cohn and Camille Servan-Schreiber. Michael Kantor is American Masters series 

executive producer. 

Major support for American Masters – Worlds of Ursula K. Le Guin is provided, 

in part, by the National Endowment for the Humanities, bringing you the stories that define us. 

Additional support for is provided by: California Humanities, Berkeley Film Foundation, Alex 

Borstein, Kent Rasmussen & Celia Ramsay, Paul D. Jarman, Mary Kay Kare, and others. 

Major support for American Masters is provided by AARP. Additional support is 

provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, Rosalind P. Walter, Seton Melvin, Judith 

and Burton Resnick, The Blanche & Irving Laurie Foundation, Vital Projects Fund, Cheryl and 

Philip Milstein Family, The Philip and Janice Levin Foundation, Ellen and James S. Marcus, The 

André and Elizabeth Kertész Foundation, and public television viewers. 

 

Websites: http://pbs.org/americanmasters, http://facebook.com/americanmasters, 

@PBSAmerMasters, http://youtube.com/AmericanMastersPBS, 

http://instagram.com/pbsamericanmasters, #AmericanMastersPBS 

 

About WNET 

WNET is America’s flagship PBS station: parent company of New York’s THIRTEEN and WLIW21 
and operator of NJTV, the statewide public media network in New Jersey. Through its new ALL ARTS 
multi-platform initiative, its broadcast channels, three cable services (THIRTEEN PBSKids, Create 
and World) and online streaming sites, WNET brings quality arts, education and public affairs 
programming to more than five million viewers each month. WNET produces and presents a wide 
range of acclaimed PBS series, including Nature, Great Performances, American Masters, 
PBS NewsHour Weekend, and the nightly interview program Amanpour and Company. In 
addition, WNET produces numerous documentaries, children’s programs, and local news and 
cultural offerings, as well as multi-platform initiatives addressing poverty and climate. Through 
THIRTEEN Passport and WLIW Passport, station members can stream new and archival 
THIRTEEN, WLIW and PBS programming anytime, anywhere. 
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