
Ray Bradbury Dark They Were And Golden Eyed 1

Ray Bradbury Dark They Were And
Golden Eyed

Ray Bradbury Dark
They Were And Golden
Eyed

Downloaded from
template-dev.mobaptist.org

by Riley & Giovanna

RAY BRADBURY DARK THEY
WERE AND GOLDEN EYED: A
MASTERPIECE OF ALIEN
TRANSFORMATION

In  the  vast  landscape  of  science  fiction
literature,  few  stories  capture  the
haunting beauty of  transformation and
alienation  as  effectively  as  Ray
Bradbury’s  classic  short  story,  “Dark

They  Were,  and  Golden-Eyed.”
Originally published under the title “The
Naming  of  Names”  in  1949,  this  tale
remains one of Bradbury’s most potent
explorations  of  identity,  environment,
and the inexorable pull of a new world.
Through lyrical prose and psychological
depth,  Bradbury  invites  readers  to
witness a family—and eventually a whole
colony—becoming something other than
human.  This  article  delves  into  the
narrative,  themes,  symbolism,  and
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lasting  legacy  of  Ray  Bradbury’s
“Dark  They  Were,  and  Golden-
Eyed,”  offering  a  comprehensive
analysis  for  students,  fans,  and casual
readers alike.

The Story’s
Setting and
Premise
The  story  begins  with  the  Bittering
family—Harry,  his  wife  Cora,  and their
children—arriving on Mars as part of a
fledgling Earth colony. They are refugees
from  a  war-ravaged  Earth,  seeking  a
fresh start among the rusty sands and
strange,  deep  violet  skies.  However,

Harry  Bittering  immediately  feels  a
profound unease. He notices the Martian
atmosphere,  the  subtle  chill,  and  the
remnants of a long-dead civilization. The
family settles into an abandoned stone
villa that once belonged to Martians, and
Harry becomes obsessed with returning
to  Ear th .  Yet  as  days  pass ,  the
environment begins to work on them in
ways  both  subtle  and  terrifying.  Their
appearance changes: their skin darkens,
their  eyes  acquire  a  golden  tint,  and
their  speech patterns shift.  Slowly,  the
Bitterings forget their Earthly past, adopt
Martian customs, and ultimately become
the very Martians they once feared. The
story culminates in the arrival of a rocket
from Earth, but the newcomers discover
only  “Martians”  who  seem  to  have
emerged from the ancient ruins.
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This narrative arc—of humans becoming
the  alien—is  the  central  conceit  that
makes  “Dark  They  Were,  and
Golden-Eyed” so memorable. Bradbury
uses the Martian setting not merely as a
backdrop  but  as  an  active  agent  of
change.  The  planet’s  soil,  air,  and
abandoned  artifacts  are  not  passive;
they reshape the colonists’ biology and
psyche. It is a cautionary tale about the
loss of identity and the power of place,
told  with  Bradbury’s  trademark  poetic
melancholy.

Themes of

Transformation
and Identity
The  most  prominent  theme  in  Ray
Bradbury’s  “Dark  They  Were,  and
Golden-Eyed”  is  the  inevitability  of
transformation.  Harry  Bittering  resists
desperately.  He  builds  a  rocket  to  fly
back  to  Ear th ,  but  the  Mar t ian
environment thwarts him at every turn.
His tools oxidize, his crops grow strange
purple fruit, and his own body begins to
change.  Bradbury  portrays  this
transformation  as  both  biological  and
cultural.  The  colonists  start  using
Martian  names,  forget  English  words,
and adopt the graceful, quiet demeanor
of the original Martians. The process is
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gradual  and  a lmost  seduct ive ,
suggesting that any being, if placed long
enough  in  a  new  environment,  will
eventually adapt to the point of erasure
of the original self.
This theme resonates deeply in a world
of  migration,  diaspora,  and  cultural
assimilation. Bradbury asks: what does it
mean to be human? Is identity tied to
biology,  memory,  or  p lace?  The
colonists’  eventual  transformation
implies  that  there  is  no  fixed  human
essence; we are mutable, shaped by our
surroundings.  The story’s  title  itself  —
“Dark They Were, and Golden-Eyed”
— emphasizes the visual marker of that
change,  a  physical  sign  of  an  interior
erosion.

The
Psychological Arc
of Harry Bittering
Harry Bittering serves as the protagonist
and the reader’s surrogate for anxiety.
From the moment he steps onto Martian
soil,  he  feels  “something”  wrong.
Bradbury writes: “His wife, Cora, was not
disturbed.  She  l iked  the  Martian
summer.  But  Harry  was  uneasy.”  This
unease drives the plot. Harry is the last
to  resist  transformation,  clinging  to
memories of Earth—the green grass, the
familiar smells, the English language. Yet
his  resistance  is  futile.  Bradbury
masterfully  shows  how  even  Harry’s
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thoughts  are  colonized:  he  begins  to
think  in  Martian  terms,  to  admire  the
gold-flecked  eyes  of  his  wife,  and
eventually to forget his own name. By
the story’s end, he has not only changed
physically  but  has  also  forgotten  his
Earthly  past  entirely.  His  final
acceptance is both tragic and serene: “I
am a Martian.”
This  psychological  journey  mirrors  the
stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining,
depression,  and  finally  acceptance.
Harry’s obsession with returning to Earth
is  a  form of  denial.  His  failed  rocket-
building  is  bargaining.  His  eventual
resignation  is  acceptance.  Bradbury’s
genius  lies  in  making  this  internal
conflict  feel  mythical  and  universal.
Every reader can relate to the fear of
losing  oneself,  whether  through aging,

relocation, or cultural change.

Symbolism and
Imagery in the
Story
Bradbury’s  prose  is  rich  with  symbols
that  reinforce  the  story’s  themes.  The
abandoned Martian villas represent the
fate that awaits the colonists. They are
empty shells, but they contain the spirit
of  a  vanished  race.  The  fact  that  the
Bitterings move into one of these villas
foreshadows  their  own  absorption  into
that vanished race. The fruit that grows
f r o m  E a r t h  s e e d s  b u t  t u r n s
strange—plump, wine-colored, tasting of
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Martian soil—symbolizes  the corruption
of the familiar into the alien. Even the
names  of  characters  hold  significance:
“Bittering” suggests bitterness, the sour
taste  of  resistance.  “Dark  They  Were,
and Golden-Eyed” directly refers to the
physical transformation, but also hints at
the  darkness  of  forgetting  and  the
golden  quality  of  a  new  awareness.
Water, or its lack, also plays a symbolic
role.  The Martian canals,  long dry,  are
mentioned  repeatedly.  When  the
colonists find a hidden spring, they drink
and feel a change—a ritualistic rebirth.
Bradbury uses these symbols to create a
dreamlike  atmosphere  where  reality
blurs.  The  story  feels  like  a  myth,  a
parable about the human condition.

Bradbury’s Style
and Literary
Techniques
Ray  Bradbury’s  writing  in  this  story
exemplifies  his  characteristic  blend  of
poetic  lyricism  and  psychological
tension.  He  uses  short,  rhythmic
sentences to build  a sense of  unease:
“The wind blew. The canals were empty.
The air was thin.” The dialogue is sparse
but  loaded.  Bradbury  also  employs
repetition  to  emphasize  the  relentless
march of change. The phrase “dark they
were, and golden-eyed” echoes through
the  story  as  a  refrain,  anchoring  the
transformation in the reader’s mind. His
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use of sensory details—the taste of the
fruit,  the  color  of  the  sky,  the  feel  of
Martian dust—immerses the reader fully.
The story is not about science but about
emotion;  it  is  a  psychological  horror
story disguised as science fiction.
Another technique is the gradual erosion
of  language.  Early  in  the  story,  Harry
insists  on  English  names  for  their
property:  “We’ll  call  it  the  Bittering
place.” Later, the children naturally start
using Martian names like “Limon” for a
hill.  Bradbury  shows  how  language
shapes reality; when the Martian names
take over, so does the Martian identity.
This linguistic  shift  is  one of  the most
p o w e r f u l  t o o l s  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,
demonstrat ing  Bradbury’s  deep
understanding  of  how  culture  and
cognition  intertwine.

Critical
Reception and
Legacy
Since  its  publication,  “Dark  They
Were,  and  Golden-Eyed”  has  been
anthologized  numerous  times  and  is
considered  a  classic  of  science  fiction.
Cr i t i cs  p ra i se  i t s  subt le ty  and
psychological  depth. Unlike many alien
invasion stories of the 1950s, Bradbury’s
tale  does  not  feature  conflict  with  an
external  enemy;  the  enemy  is  within,
and  the  change  i s  g radua l  and
inevitable. The story has been adapted
into  radio  dramas,  television  episodes
(including  an  episode  of  the  classic



8

8 Ray Bradbury Dark They Were And Golden Eyed 2023-10-15

series “The Ray Bradbury Theatre”), and
a children’s book adaptation. Its themes
have  been  discussed  in  academic
contexts  regarding  colonial ism,
posthumanism,  and  environmental
determinism.
The story also stands out as an example
of  Bradbury’s  broader  concern  with
nostalgia and the loss of the past. Many
of his works, from Fahrenheit 451 to The
Martian Chronicles, explore how memory
shapes humanity. In this tale, memory is
the  first  casualty  of  transformation.  The
story warns against the romanticism of
starting anew; one cannot simply drop
roots  in  a  strange  soil  without  being
changed  by  it.  This  message  remains
relevant  in  an  era  of  global  migration
and climate change.

Connection to
Ray Bradbury’s
Larger Body of
Work
“Dark They Were, and Golden-Eyed”
is  often grouped with Bradbury’s other
Martian stories, collected in The Martian
Chronicles. However, it was not originally
included  in  that  1950  fix-up  novel;  it
appeared later  in the 1970s expanded
editions.  Stil l,  it  shares  the  same
melancholic tone and thematic concerns.
The Mars of Bradbury is not the Mars of
science—rocky,  barren,  cold—but  a
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poetic Mars, a canvas for human fears
and desires. Like other Bradbury stories,
this  one  uses  a  fantastical  setting  to
examine real human emotions: the fear
of  the  unknown,  the  pain  of  leaving
home, and the seductiveness of a new
identity.  Bradbury’s  treatment  of  the
colonizers becoming the colonized is a
subtle twist on the “going native” trope,
but here it is not a conscious choice but
an environmental inevitability.

Why This Story
Endures
Readers return to “Dark They Were,
and Golden-Eyed” because it touches
on something primal. It is a story about
how places can claim us.  Anyone who

has moved to a new country or region
understands the slow creep of change:
the accent, the habits, the way your skin
feels  different  in  a  new  climate.
Bradbury  magnifies  this  experience to  a
cosmic  scale.  The  story  also  asks
uncomfortable  quest ions  about
humanity’s place in the universe. If we
colonize  other  worlds,  will  we  remain
human? Or  will  we become something
else—something  perhaps  better,  but
different?  The  story  offers  no  easy
answers;  i t  s imply  presents  the
transformation  as  a  natural,  beautiful,
and terrifying process.
Furthermore,  the  story’s  economy  of
language makes it accessible to a wide
audience.  Bradbury  does  not  need  a
thousand pages to build a world; he does
i t  in  a  few  thousand  words.  The
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characters are archetypal yet real. The
suspense  builds  quietly,  without
explosions or chase scenes. It is a quiet
horror, the horror of forgetfulness. This
subtlety is what elevates the story from
mere genre fiction to literature.

Teaching and
Discussion Points
In  classrooms  and  book  clubs,  “Dark
They Were, and Golden-Eyed” sparks
rich discussion. Educators often use it to
explore themes of identity, colonialism,
and  environmental  influence.  Students
can debate: Are the colonists victims or
participants?  Is  their  transformation  a
loss or a gain? The story also lends itself
to comparative analysis with works like

H.G.  Wells’  The  War  of  the  Worlds
(where Martians are invaders) or Ursula
Le  Guin’s  The  Left  Hand  of  Darkness
(where  cultural  adaptation  is  central).
Bradbury’s  story  asks  us  to  consider
what we would become if we left Earth
forever—and  whether  we  could  ever
truly go back.

Conclusion
Ray Bradbury’s “Dark They Were, and
Golden-Eyed”  remains  a  luminous
example  of  science  fiction  as  a  vehicle
for  deep  human  insight.  Through  its
haunting depiction of a family’s gradual
metamorphosis into Martians, the story
explores  the  power  of  environment  to
reshape identity, the pain of letting go,
and the bittersweet beauty of becoming
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something new. Bradbury’s lyrical prose,
rich  symbolism,  and  psychological
nuance make this short story a timeless
classic. Whether you are a longtime fan
or a first-time reader, the tale lingers like
a  whisper  from a  distant,  golden-eyed
world—reminding us that sometimes, the
greatest voyages are not to new planets,

but into our own capacity for change. In
an  age  where  displacement  and
adaptation  define  much  of  the  human
experience,  the  story’s  relevance  only
grows stronger.  Read it,  and you may
never  look  at  a  foreign landscape the
same way again.


