
Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Talents
“In order to rise
From its own ashes
A phoenix
First
Must
Burn.”

WHAT ARE ITS ADAPTATIONS?

Damian Duffy and illustrator John Jennings, the Hugo 
Award-winning duo behind Parable of the Sower: A 
Graphic Novel Adaptation, are currently working on an 
adaptation of Parable of the Talents.

GO DEEPER:

• For more on Parable of the Talents, consider listening to the podcast Octavia’s Parables. Co-
hosts Toshi Reagon and adrienne maree brown read the Earthseed books chapter by chapter, 
applying their own experiences as artists and activists along the way.

• ‘Octavia Tried to Tell Us’, a series of free webinars launched by Afrofuturist author Tananarive 
Due and author/theologian Monica Coleman in 2020, looks at the lessons of the Earthseed series 
and other Butler books. View the archives here.

WHAT ARE SOME INTERESTING FACTS ABOUT PARABLE OF THE TALENTS?

• In a 2000 interview with Locus, Butler stated that she was working on a possible third book in the series. She stated it would focus on characters who fulf ill 
Earthseed’s destiny to, as Lauren Olamina said, “take root among the stars.”

• In a 1998 speech at MIT, she shared this quote from Parable of the Talents, and related it to the Monica Lewinsky and Bill Clinton scandal: “Beware! All too often, we 
say what we hear others say. We see what we are permitted to see. Much worse, we see what we’re told that we see. Repetition and pride are the keys to this.”

• In Butler’s archives at the Huntington Library it is possible to see a manuscript for Earthseed: The Books of the Living, the f ictional religious text in which Lauren 
compiled her writings on the Earthseed faith.

• In Butler’s journals, it’s revealed that she saw Lauren as an aspirational, heightened version of herself, and that Lauren’s diary entries and Earthseed writings were 
modeled after the author’s own diaries.

“As I tried to write Talents, as I wrote those 150 pages over and over again, I was trying to write only Olamina’s story. 
Then, in late 1996, my mother had a stroke. After three weeks, she died.

“This was a difficult time. My mother was widowed shortly after I was born, and I was an only child. We had always been 
close. Not surprisingly, I did no novel writing all the while she was dying and for some time afterwards. I didn’t get back 
to the novel until around January 1997. By then, somehow, the novel had changed.

“Olamina’s story had become also her daughter’s story, and it wasn’t a happy mother-daughter story. My mother and I 
had had a quite good relationship. I don’t know why her passing somehow inspired the situation between Olamina and 
her daughter. Whatever was going on with me, the story began to live more and move. In a sense, it was my mother’s 
last gift to me.” —From a 1997 interview with Charles H. Rowell

WHAT DID BUTLER HAVE TO SAY ABOUT PARABLE OF THE TALENTS?

Photo credit: Patti Perret, photograph of Octavia E. Butler seated 
by her bookcase, 1986. The Huntington Library, Art Collections, 
and Botanical Gardens.

WHAT IS IT?

Octavia E. Butler’s 11th novel, Parable of the Talents, originally published in 1998 by Seven Stories Press. 

WHAT’S THE SYNOPSIS?

This follow-up to Butler’s 1993 novel Parable of the Sower picks 
up five years after the previous book. Told through journal entries 
from the point of view of three members of Lauren Olamina’s 
family, the story explores the evolution of the Earthseed religion. 

In 2032, much of America is under the thrall of President Andrew 
Steele Jarret, a Christian fundamentalist pledging to ‘Make 
America Great Again.’ Slavery and violent religious ‘cleansing’ has 
become the norm. 

When the Earthseed community of Acorn is attacked by Jarrett’s 
followers, Lauren is separated from her young daughter Larkin 
Olamina. The novel follows Lauren and Larkin’s diverging paths, 
showing the growth of the Earthseed faith, and the complex 
weight for Lauren of living as a prophet. 

WHAT KIND OF RECEPTION DID THE BOOK RECEIVE?

• Parable of the Talents won the 2000 Nebula Award for Best Novel.  
  This was Butler’s second Nebula.
• From 2016 onwards, numerous Butler scholars and writers
  highlighted the uncanny similarities between Parable of the      
  Talents’ Andrew Steele Jarret and President Trump.

IS IT PART OF A SERIES?

Parable of the Talents was preceded by Parable 
of the Sower. Butler had intended to write a third 
novel, The Parable of the Trickster. However, she 
reportedly struggled with writer’s block and health 
issues while writing this f inal Earthseed novel, and 
did not complete it before her death. 

Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents can 
today be purchased individually, or as a set.

https://www.amazon.com/Parable-Talents-Octavia-Butler-ebook/dp/B008HALPHC/ref=sr_1_1?tag=portalistsite-20
https://www.amazon.com/Earthseed-Complete-Octavia-Butler-ebook/dp/B072NZBPFG/ref=sr_1_1?tag=portalistsite-20
https://theportalist.com/parable-of-the-sower-infographic
https://www.newyorker.com/books/second-read/octavia-butlers-prescient-vision-of-a-zealot-elected-to-make-america-great-again
https://www.wired.com/2016/12/geeks-guide-gerry-canavan/
http://www.locusmag.com/2000/Issues/06/Butler.html
https://web.mit.edu/m-i-t/articles/butler_talk_index.html
https://octaviatried.com/webinars/
https://www.readingoctavia.com/

