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Abstract
In many cultures of the historical past, scorpions have been portrayed as a mighty symbol repre-
senting the themes of danger, anomaly, and inherent human frailty. This paper analyses the ways 
in which scorpions are depicted in ancient and modern literary works–poetry and fiction–examin-
ing their transition from mythological tradition to modern literary writings. Scorpions, which are 
venomous in nature, are portrayed as guarding spirits in Egyptian and other Mythologies. This 
paper underscores the pluralistic portrayals of scorpions as a literary symbol, voicing fear, mor-
alistic thoughts, and existential concerns. By converging diverse literary portrayals of scorpions, 
this article articulates intricate reflections on sociocultural complexities and the intersection of 
belief systems and the interpretation of cultural meaning.
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Introduction
	 Scorpions are always portrayed as strong metaphorical images representing 
menace, resilience, and transcendent awakening. In various cultures and in 
the historical past, creatures were depicted as representing human sentiments 
and socio-cultural issues in a number of literary narratives. Scorpions are 
considered a guarding spirit in many mythological writings and continue to 
remain a part of the human experience.
	 The venomous creature’s literary portrayal and presence have long 
been debated by erudites. Many studies have not crossed the socio-cultural 
constraints, for example, the Egyptian goddess Serket, the famous tale of the 
scorpion and the frog, where the scorpion becomes a metaphorical symbol. 
The literary texts are very perceptive and different from each other, but there 
is still something that remains unanswered: how the meaning of the venomous 
creature kept changing over time in different literary genres. There are hardly 
any narratives that yoke mythic archetypes as modern scholars’ debate societal 
beliefs, human fear, and ecological distress. This study aims to address this 
research gap.

Scorpion in Mythology and Folklore
	 In many literary works and mythologies, scorpions are portrayed as 
guardian spirits as well as demonic entities.  Goddess Serket in ancient 
Egyptian mythology is portrayed with a scorpion on her head, which serves 
as a shield against deadly creatures and a protector of the deceased. Wilkinson 
notes that Serket’s iconography “often depicted the goddess cradling a 
scorpion against her forehead, its tail arched in readiness—not as a threat, 
but as a sacred promise of protection against venomous forces” (145). The 
scorpion’s metaphorical identity is evident in the divergence between danger 
and protective presence in the literary work.
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	 The scorpion-men of the Epic of Gilgamesh in 
Mesopotamian mythology, though frightening, were 
wise and watched over the gates of the sun. According 
to Dalley, the scorpion-men were “terrifying hybrids 
whose ‘heads touch the vault of heaven’ while 
their tails scrape the underworld, embodying the 
Mesopotamian cosmos in a single dreadful form” 
(95). Their contrasting nature signifies the conflict 
between human wisdom and instinctive behavior, a 
concept found in subsequent literary representations.

The Scorpion in Fables and Moral Allegories
	 The appearance of the scorpion in the fable 
The Scorpion and the Frog has been passed down 
in diverse versions among different cultures. In 
the fable, the scorpion asks the frog to take it to 
the other side of the river, promising not to sting 
it, but on the way, the scorpion fails to keep the 
promise, and both of them are doomed to perish. 
When the scorpion is asked for the reason, it says: 
“It is in my nature” (Perry 345). In the conclusion 
of Perry’s Scorpion fable Aesopica, we can witness 
ancient scribes debating. The most tainted line, It 
is my nature, ” fails to be moralistic, but it sounds 
like uncertainty from the world. What matters here 
is not the betrayal but Perry’s investigation of how 
the story has transformed over centuries, where the 
frog lives in some narrations, the scorpion hesitates 
in others, but the sting remains in all.  The fable is 
a parabolic narrative depicting innate evil, betrayal, 
and unavoidable pernicious impulses.
	 The story has been retold in many literary texts and 
genres, including Orson Welles’s film Mr. Arkadin 
(1955) and John Steinbeck’s East of Eden (1952). 
These works emphasize the themes of foreordained 
fate and ethical decay. In Benson’s biography, one 
can see how Steinbeck in East of Eden has struggled 
with the scorpion fable’s moralistic implications.  
In another instance, the author’s narrative momentum 
is evident, where in the end, the scorpion drowns with 
its victim. This incident is not a climax, but it is “the 
oldest story we keep retelling: that cruelty needs no 
reason beyond its own nature” (Benson 210). In such 
narratives or fables, scorpions are closely related to 
both inevitability and human disposition.

Scorpion in Poetry
	 The scorpion was mostly represented as a symbol 
of suffering, traditional beliefs, and the conflict 
between past practices and modern consciousness 
in many poems. Nissim Ezekiel’s Night of the 
Scorpion (1965) is a notable example where the 
scorpion serves as a driving force to understand both 
cultural practices and human fragility. The poem 
narrates the scorpion-stung night when the narrator’s 
mother insists that the villagers carry out the rituals 
to “Paralyze the Evil One” (Ezekiel 23). Villagers’ 
chants and prayers portray ingrained superstitions:
	 “May the poison purify your flesh
	 of desire, and your spirit of ambition”

(Ezekiel 24).
	 Ezekiel looks into these myths and compares it 
with his father’s perspective-
	 “he poured a little paraffin 
 	 upon the bitten toe and put a match to it” (24)
emphasizing the apprehension between myth and 
science. The scorpion sting reveals the differences in 
human attitude towards sufferings.
	 Similarly, in The Waste Land, T.S. Eliot 
references the “scorpion-tailed” beast from the 
Book of Revelation, evoking apocalyptic dread. In 
portrayal of these venomous creatures-
	  “And still she cried, and still the world pursues 
	  ‘Jug Jug’ to dirty ears” (Eliot 55). 
	 Eliot resurrects Revelation’s tormenting scorpions 
(9:10) only to plant them in the bomb craters of 
postwar Europe, their biblical wrath now curdled 
into modern despair. The poem expresses both 
physical agony and withering spiritual deterioration, 
synchronizing with the main idea of disenchantment.
	 In contrast, Pablo Neruda’s scorpion is worshiped 
with ironic exaltation:
	 “You are a jewel, a terrible drop 
	 of dark amber, death’s 
	 living thorn.” (Neruda 112)
	 The Scorpion in this poem portrays both beauty 
and danger, underscoring the dichotomy of existence 
through its venomous nature, thereby creating an 
incongruous image. While many poets fear the 
scorpion sting, Neruda is entranced by its perilous 
beauty.
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	 This is not symbolism; it is seduction. The 
scorpion becomes a dark muse, embodying the same 
tension as a storm cloud lit by the sunset: ruin and 
radiance, inseparable.

The Scorpion in Modern and Postmodern  
Fiction
	 In recent literary works, scorpions have been 
depicted as influential and significant. Haruki 
Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore, is one such example 
where a character in the poem dreams encountering 
a scorpion, manifesting guilt and latent fears- “the 
scorpion moved slowly up my body like a creeping 
thought I couldn’t suppress.” (Murakami 276)
	 Murakami’s portrayal of scorpion’s scrawling 
slowly over the physic of Kafka is frightful. The 
scorpion’s poison symbolizes inner suffering, 
overshadowing the difference between reality and 
mental apparition.
	 Similarly, in the same way Barbara Kingsolver’s 
The Poisonwood Bible, scorpions serve as a 
presaging of colonial atrocities and environmental 
degradation: “scorpions fell from the thatch like 
accusatory punctuation” (Kingsolver 89), suggesting 
the dangers awaiting the Congo and the intrusion of 
colonists affecting the morals. Scorpions highlight 
the novel’s critique of cultural marginalization and 
ecological deterioration.

Conclusion
	 Scorpions have prevailed as powerful literary 
symbols, representing themes of menace, paradoxical 
and ontological conflict, from historical times to 
the present. Nissim Ezeliel’s Night of the Scorpion 
describes how a scorpion sting can express different 
cultural undertones emphasizing traditional lore 
over rational thoughts. The scorpion’s portrayal, 
whether as a bad omen, cruelty, or a symbol binding 
elegance with fear, its literary representation unveils 
existential angst and philosophical investigation. 
Through this analysis we can understand how 
literature uses nature to reflect the realities of human 
life. This paper demonstrates that the scorpion in all 
these works, is not a static image but it is an adaptive 
and persistent symbol that portrays transformation in 
cultural perspectives and at the same time it retaining 
a constitutive tension between danger and protection. 

It also underscores how symbolic elements transform 
over time, sustaining their association with core 
human apprehensions and fostering a broader 
framework for comparative analysis.
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