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i.  Summary

Inspired by J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, epic fantasy was established as a
commercially viable subgenre in 1977 with the publication of Terry Brooks’ The
Sword of Shannara and Stephen R. Donaldson’s The Chronicles of Thomas
Covenant, the Unbeliever. While enormously successful in commercial terms, epic
fantasy has faced persistent critical neglect. This thesis begins to redress this neglect
by exploring the critical potential of epic fantasy. To that end, this thesis tells the
story of epic fantasy, from its origins in The Lord of the Rings, to its establishment in
the 1970s, to its status today as a successful and sophisticated subgenre. It traces both
variations and continuities in narrative and theme as the subgenre develops, with a
particular focus on the relationship between fantasy and reality, or, more specifically,
the fantastic and mimetic narrative modes. Rather than attempt to survey the entire
subgenre, this thesis instead focuses on a small number of some of the most well-
known examples, in order to more thoroughly explore the different approaches taken
by each author as they write into an established commercial subgenre. In part, the
approaches taken in this thesis have developed in response to two of the major
assumptions about epic fantasy: that it is escapist and that it is formulaic. So, the
assumption that fantasy texts are inherently escapist, and that ‘realism’ thus equals
relevance, led to a desire to explore the complex relationship between fantasy and
reality in epic fantasy. And, the assumption that genre fiction is by definition
formulaic led to a desire to explore the ways in which epic fantasists have worked
within the narrow boundaries of generic expectations in order to produce something

unique.



Along with analyses of The Lord of the Rings, Sword of Shannara, and The
Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, this thesis examines three other epic fantasies:
David Eddings’ The Belgariad, Robert Jordan’s The Wheel of Time, and Robin
Hobb’s The Farseer Trilogy. These texts have deliberately been chosen because they
share a large number of generic features, which are themselves some of the most
recognisable of the subgenre. However, this thesis demonstrates that even within the
generic, some might say formulaic, strictures of one of the most common models of
epic fantasy, there is room for significant creative expression. Furthermore, there is
also a continuity in the subgenre that goes beyond the generic narrative features:
certain themes have been consistently prominent in epic fantasy since its very
beginnings, themes such as the fear of death and the desire for immortality, the
responsibilities of power, the immutability of fate, and the role of stories in our lives
and world. While the generic features of epic fantasy may tie the subgenre together at
the surface level, it is these underlying thematic threads which truly tell the story of
epic fantasy. Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates that epic fantasy is capable of great
narrative and thematic sophistication, and is thus deserving of further critical

attention.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The story of epic fantasy is one of enormous commercial success coupled with
persistent critical neglect. The subgenre has been consistently popular since its
beginnings in 1977, when Terry Brooks’ The Sword of Shannara became the “first
modern fantasy to appear on the New York Times bestseller list” (Clute and
Holmberg 142). Over three decades later, epic fantasy continues to attract an
enormous readership: the last six books in Robert Jordan’s The Wheel of Time series,
for example, debuted at number one on the New York Times hardcover bestseller list.
Yet, despite the success, epic fantasy receives “little attention in the mainstream
press” (M. Morrison), with one 2003 commentator calling them the “list of
bestsellers whom most people have never heard of” (“Fantasy-the Final Frontier”).
This lack of general coverage likely results from the perception that readers of epic
fantasy are an immature minority, not representative of the general public. However,
the sales figures do not support the notion that epic fantasy is read only by a “sad
fanbase of obsessives”: epic fantasy titles frequently sell hundreds of thousands of
copies, and “you do not achieve those figures if your only readers belong to a
minority cult” (“Fantasy-the Final Frontier”). As one commentator pointed out in
2010, there simply “aren’t enough lonely geeks to account for the sales”

(Schwartzkoff).

Indeed, the popularity of epic fantasy only seems to be increasing: in 2005, a buyer
for Barnes & Noble reported that sales of epic fantasy novels in the previous five
years had, on average, increased by 10 to 15 per cent every year (Memmott). In

response to this persistent success, the publishing world began to reconsider its
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perceptions of epic fantasy and its readers, realising that epic fantasy is not the
exclusive domain of ‘lonely geeks’ and ‘sad obsessives’, but rather, as one 2009
commentator points out, is “read by people of all ages, both sexes, all education,
vocation and income groups” (Dowling). Even earlier, in 2003, the HarperCollins
imprint VVoyager carried out market research into fantasy readers, and discovered that
the profile of fantasy readers was broad-based in both age and gender, “spreading
across the 20s to 50s and including men and women. Readers in this group were also
interested in crime, humour, the classics, and contemporary and historical fiction”
(Page). As the Voyager publisher noted, these statistics went “against the grain of the
accepted wisdom that fantasy is a genre appealing to a small, dedicated group of
readers who only read that fiction” (Page). In response to this survey, Voyager began
to repackage its fantasy titles, “moving away from the traditional genre jacket covers
towards a look that will not put off the general reader ... more stylish” (Page). Other
fantasy publishers have adopted similar strategies in recent years: during the 1980s
and 1990s, epic fantasy covers typically featured garish artwork depicting scenes
from the story, appropriate for an immature and ‘cult’ readership; however, today
epic fantasy covers generally feature understated and elegant graphic design that is
more appropriate to a broader readership, a readership that has long existed but is

only now being acknowledged by publishers.

However, this revaluation of epic fantasy and its readers has not yet reached the
academic world. As is discussed further in Chapter Three, epic fantasy has received
extremely little attention from literary critics: this is most likely a result of the
subgenre being both ‘fantasy’ and ‘popular’, two qualities traditionally disparaged in
literary criticism. Of the five epic fantasies discussed in this thesis, only one has

received any noteworthy attention: Stephen R. Donaldson’s Chronicles of Thomas
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Covenant, the Unbeliever has been the subject of at least two scholarly books and
approximately a dozen articles. For the rest, while there have been a few scattered
journal articles, most of the attention these texts has received has typically been
cursory, little more than an appearance in a list of ‘post-Tolkien’ fantasies,
accompanied by brief, and usually negative, commentaries. It is unsurprising that
epic fantasy has struggled for serious critical attention: as Chapter Three will discuss,
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, the inspiration for epic fantasy, has faced similar
challenges throughout its critical history. But, while The Lord of the Rings may not
yet receive the widespread academic respect that it deserves, there is nonetheless a
significant amount of quality criticism, and ‘Tolkien studies’ is a flourishing field. It
is hoped that by providing an in-depth analysis of five key examples of epic fantasy,
and demonstrating that the subgenre is receptive to the rigorous demands of literary
inquiry, that this thesis will help to contribute to a similar development in epic

fantasy criticism.

1.1. A BRIEF HISTORY OF EPIC FANTASY

Epic fantasy was inspired, both creatively and commercially, by Tolkien’s The Lord
of the Rings. Comprising six books published in three volumes between 1954 and
1955, The Lord of the Rings revolutionised modern fantasy. Tolkien began writing
The Lord of the Rings in 1937 following requests from his publisher, Stanley Unwin,
for a sequel to his successful children’s novel, The Hobbit. Initially, Tolkien
submitted the ‘The Silmarillion’, a collection of stories and poems relating the
history of Middle-earth, for consideration, but Unwin felt that what was needed was
something more about hobbits. Although Tolkien was doubtful he had anything

further to say about hobbits—“what more can hobbits do?” (Letters 26)—inspiration
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struck in late 1937, and he began work on a sequel. In the first stages of writing, this
sequel was much like The Hobbit in tone and content, but the “tale grew in the
telling” (Tolkien Lord xxii), quickly becoming far more complex and adult, as well
as drawing far more extensively on the mythology of the world that Tolkien had
created.’ Seventeen years later, The Lord of the Rings was finally published and met
with significant commercial success, which reached an apogee in the 1960s when
The Lord of the Rings first appeared in mass market paperback and became a cult
object in America.? The Lord of the Rings has been consistently popular for the past
60 years: it “has never been out of print [and has] topped almost every poll of
favourite books taken in the UK at the end of the twentieth century” (Mendlesohn
and James 1). However, the critical response to The Lord of the Rings was mixed:
this is discussed further in Chapter Three, which details the way negative
assumptions about fantasy and popular fiction have influenced The Lord of the
Rings’ critical reception. Chapter Four examines The Lord of the Rings itself, with a
particular focus on the ways Tolkien combined fantastic and mimetic narrative
techniques to completely revolutionise the modern fantasy genre. However, this
chapter also considers the ways in which revolutionary narrative techniques are
balanced by conservative values, especially those related to Tolkien’s religious
beliefs: while The Lord of the Rings is not an overtly Catholic text, it is one in which
Catholic sensibilities are deeply influential. This chapter draws primarily on the
material found within The Lord of the Rings itself, including the Prologue and

Appendices. There is today an abundance of supplementary material available to the

! For further information about Tolkien’s creative process in writing The Lord of the Rings,
Christopher Tolkien’s textual history, The History of the Lord of the Rings, is an invaluable resource.

2 For detailed histories of The Lord of the Rings’ publishing history and commercial reception, see:
Anderson; Hammond and Scull; and Ripp.
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reader of The Lord of the Rings, with the ‘Legendarium’ of Middle-earth appearing
in various posthumous works such as The Silmarillion, Unfinished Tales, The
Children of Hurin and The History of Middle-earth. While this chapter will
occasionally draw upon these texts when appropriate, the primary focus is on The

Lord of the Rings as it first experienced by most readers.’

Following the enormous success of The Lord of the Rings in 1960s America, a
number of efforts were made to capitalise on fantasy’s new-found commercial
appeal. Between 1969 and 1974, Ballantine reissued around seventy ‘classic’
fantasies in their Adult Fantasy series, and a number of significant new fantasy
authors, such as Ursula Le Guin, Marion Zimmer Bradley, Guy Gavriel Kay, and
Katherine Kurtz, were also published in this period; however, none came close to
matching the success of The Lord of the Rings. This was a state of affairs which the
new editors at Ballantine, husband and wife team Judy-Lynn and Lester del Rey,
were determined to rectify: “The del Reys took the view that fantasy, long a very
small portion of overall fiction sales, could be a real mainstream success if packaged
and promoted properly. Two authors were pulled out of the slush pile to prove their
theory” (Anderson 307). These two authors were American novelists Terry Brooks
and Stephen R. Donaldson: their respective fantasy novels, The Sword of Shannara
and The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, the Unbeliever, both published in 1977,
were deliberately marketed as books for ‘people who like The Lord of the Rings’.
The del Reys proved their theory: both books were immediate bestsellers. Thus, in

1977 we can clearly identify the beginning of epic fantasy as a commercially viable

® The publishing history of The Lord of the Rings is long and complex, and the tracing of textual
variations has become a small field of scholarly inquiry in its own right. The text used for this thesis is
the 50" anniversary edition, prepared by Hammond and Scull.
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subgenre. Both The Sword of Shannara and The Chronicles are heavily dependent on
The Lord of the Rings, with unmistakable similarities in setting, character and
structure. Indeed, as is discussed in Chapter Three, such parallels to The Lord of the
Rings have been one of the major hindrances to objective criticism of not only The
Sword of Shannara and The Chronicles, but the entire subgenre of epic fantasy.
However, as argued in Chapter Five, if we look beyond the similarities to The Lord
of the Rings, it is possible to examine each author’s struggle to establish their unique
creative vision, as both respond to The Lord of the Rings in markedly different ways,
with Brooks tending to condense and simplify, while Donaldson deepens and
exaggerates. However, both are also representative of a transition from Tolkien’s
mythic and Catholic sensibility to a more modern American sensibility: it is with
this, often uneasy, combination of old and new that the modern subgenre of epic

fantasy was born.

The final three epic fantasies examined in this thesis are all very successful examples
of the subgenre. Chapter Six discusses David Eddings’ The Belgariad, which was
published in five volumes between 1983 and 1985. Chapter Seven discusses Robert
Jordan’s The Wheel of Time, the first volume of which was published in 1990: the
series currently consists of thirteen volumes, with the final volume, A Memory of
Light, to be published in March 2012. (The final three volumes of The Wheel of Time
have been co-authored by Brandon Sanderson, following Jordan’s death in 2007.)
And Chapter Eight discusses Robin Hobb’s The Farseer Trilogy, which was

published in three volumes between 1995 and 1998.* All three authors are

* In all cases, the authors have expanded beyond the original narrative in the form of sequels, prequels,
short stories and guides, in essence creating a ‘Legendarium’ of their own. However, as with The Lord
of the Rings, the primary focus is the original narrative, the first contribution to the subgenre, and
discussion of information found in the Legendaria is minimal.

15



American®, and all three texts share a number of similarities in setting, character and
structure. For instance, all feature a young orphaned male protagonist who has ties to
a royal family, as well as magical abilities which must be learned and controlled, and
all three protagonists are central figures in a prophecy which concerns the ultimate
fate of the world. These texts were deliberately chosen because of these shared
narrative features, which are themselves some of the most common in epic fantasy.
For, despite the superficial similarities, all three are drastically different in execution.
The Belgariad is a light-hearted and humorous epic fantasy, in which the subtle
mocking of the generic conventions of the subgenre is balanced by a sense of
earnestness and comfortable domesticity. The Wheel of Time is an expansive and
convoluted epic fantasy, full of complex narrative layering and numerous
replications of plot, theme and character. And The Farseer Trilogy is an elegant and
introspective epic fantasy, one of the very few told in first-person, which allows
Hobb to explore in depth the troubled psychology of her hero. Thus, this thesis
demonstrates that even within the generic, some might say formulaic, strictures of
one of the most common models of epic fantasy, there is room for significant
creative expression. However, there is also a continuity in the subgenre that goes
beyond the generic narrative features: certain themes have been consistently
prominent in epic fantasy since its very beginnings in The Lord of the Rings, themes

such as the fear of death and the desire for immortality, the responsibilities of power,

® The shared nationality of all of the epic fantasy authors chosen for discussion was coincidental, and
is simply a reflection of the dominant role American authors and publishers have had in the
development of epic fantasy, especially in its early stages. However, as Chapter Five discusses, a
number of interesting avenues for exploration open up when one considers the issue of
‘Americanness’ in epic fantasy. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to explore these matters in
significant depth, especially when taking into consideration the complexities that arise in any
discussion of national and cultural identity, it would undoubtedly be a valuable exercise to consider
these issues further, and to question whether epic fantasy can be best understood as an American
subgenre, or as having particularly American traits.
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the immutability of fate, and the role of stories in our lives and world. These themes
are explored in each chapter, and the Conclusion discusses the ways in which these
themes have been addressed throughout the subgenre’s development. While the
generic features of epic fantasy may tie the subgenre together at the surface level, it
is arguably these underlying thematic threads which truly tell the story of epic

fantasy.

17



2. DEFINITIONS AND METHODOLOGY

Epic fantasy is a subgenre of the fantasy genre, so in order to define epic fantasy it is
first necessary to define fantasy. Historically, this has not been an easy task: fantasy
is “remarkably hard” (Clute and Grant vii) and “notoriously difficult” (Sander 9) to
define. Thus, the first section of this chapter begins with a brief historical survey of
some of the different critical approaches taken towards this difficult-to-define genre.
As Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings is of particular importance to this thesis, special
attention is given to the position Tolkien’s critical and fictional works have occupied
within fantasy scholarship. This chapter argues that the key to creating a useful
definition of fantasy is to distinguish between the fantastic as a narrative mode, and
fantasy as a modern literary genre, and then discusses the definition of fantasy
adopted for this thesis, which appears in Clute and Grant’s 1999 Encyclopedia of
Fantasy. We then turn to epic fantasy. As the most recognisable and well-known
subgenre of fantasy, it is surprising that there have been so few attempts to develop a
comprehensive definition for this subgenre. The attempts that have been made are
often marred by a desire to differentiate between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ epic fantasy.
Consequently, it has been necessary to develop a definition of epic fantasy for use in
this thesis. The second section of this chapter addresses the methodological approach
used by this thesis. Drawing primarily on narrative theory, this thesis conducts a
close critical reading of a select few examples of the subgenre, with a particular
focus on the use of the mimetic and fantastic narrative modes within each text. This
is an approach which has been developed to ensure that the texts themselves remain

always at the centre of the critical inquiry.
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2.1. DEFINING EPIC FANTASY

2.1.1. FANTASY

Although the majority of Western narrative literature has made use of the fantastic
mode in some form, fantasy only began to be recognised as a distinct literary genre
in the eighteenth century, when realism as a novelistic mode gained popularity and
respect: “Fantasy as a modern literary category”, Richard Mathews claims, “took
shape through a dialectic with this new literature of realism” (2). Similarly, fantasy
criticism was defined in relation to the surge in critical interest in the realist novel,
forming, as David Sander describes it, an “inverse relationship ... each form
requiring the other for self-definition” (7). Most of the pioneers of fantasy
scholarship were authors who had written in the fantastic mode, and their discussions
were generally speculations on the function and value of the fantastic in literature.
One of the most influential was Samuel Coleridge’s theory of imagination in
Biographia Literaria [1817], in which he coined the phrase ‘willing suspension of
disbelief’ to describe a reader’s ability to accept as true the impossible or fantastic
elements of poetry. However, much nineteenth century fantasy criticism “revolves
around its importance as a literature primarily for children”, or, more specifically,
literature assumed to be primarily for children, such as fairy tales (Sander 10).
Charles Dickens’ “Frauds on the Fairies” [1853] mocks the moral didacticism of
contemporary fairy tale collections, and defends the worth of fairy tales in their
unbowdlerised form. Two other Victorian writers who had written in the fantastic
mode, John Ruskin and George MacDonald, similarly defend the worth of fairy tales
in their respective essays “Fairy Stories” [1868] and “The Fantastic Imagination”

[1890]. Implicit in these and other similar essays, are “covert explanations” for
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adults’ continued interested in ‘childish’ fantasies (Sander 10); however, fantasy
explicitly produced and/or consumed by adults was infrequently addressed. As Roger
Schlobin notes in the introduction to his 1982 collection, The Aesthetics of Fantasy
Literature and Art, this trend would continue throughout much of the twentieth
century: “Prior to 1970 ... examples of fantasy scholarship were scattered,
infrequent, and often focused on so-called juvenile authors and works” (ix). It is
generally agreed that “significant critical work on the genre only really becomes an
on-going and organized inquiry in the late twentieth century” (Sander 9). But before
moving onto this period, it is important to first address one example of the pioneer
stage of fantasy criticism that has particular relevance to this thesis, Tolkien’s essay,

On Fairy-stories.

Originally presented as an Andrew Lang lecture at the University of St. Andrews in
1939, Tolkien’s essay was subsequently expanded and published in various editions.®
Broadly speaking, “On Fairy-stories” is a defence of fairy-stories as a literary art
form, or, as Tolkien delineates in his essay: “What are fairy-stories? What is their
origin? What is the use of them?” (27). Whereas the Victorian fantasists implicitly
addressed adults’ interest in childish fairy-stories, Tolkien explicitly challenges the
assumption that ““children are the natural or the specially appropriate audience for
fairy-stories” (49), and argues that adults can and should enjoy fairy-stories for
themselves, “neither playing at being children, nor pretending to be choosing for
children” (58). But, from this initial premise, Tolkien takes his essay into a
theoretical and philosophical discussion on the nature of fantasy, thus making “On

Fairy-stories” his “defining study of and the centre-point in his thinking about the

® See Flieger and Anderson’s recent critical edition for a detailed textual history of On Fairy-stories.
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genre, as well as being the theoretical basis for his fiction” (Flieger and Anderson 9).
Tolkien uses the word ‘fantasy’ to describe both the act and product of ‘sub-
creation’, a term coined by Tolkien to express his “profoundest view on the creative
process, that the Prime Creator is God. His creation is the world of humankind who,
following in God’s creative footsteps, both make and are made in God’s image, using
—again, like God — the Word as the primary creative instrument” (Flieger and
Anderson 102-03). The goal of sub-creation is to create Secondary Belief, not the
‘suspension of disbelief” Coleridge posited, but true belief in the reality of a fantastic
world: “you therefore believe it, while you are, as it were, inside. The moment
disbelief arises, the spell is broken, the magic, or rather art, has failed” (Tolkien
“Fairy” 52). Tolkien’s use of the word ‘fantasy’ is thus not a definition of a particular
type of literature, but rather an expression of his creative beliefs. And the text which
would best express Tolkien’s understanding of ‘fantasy’, The Lord of the Rings, was

yet to be written.

As Flieger and Anderson claim, “On Fairy-stories” is today ““a canonical piece, a
standard text in the criticism of fantasy literature, and one necessary for a full
understanding of Tolkien’s own fiction” (128). But it would be some time before
Tolkien’s critical and fictional works occupied such a central place in fantasy
scholarship. The impact of “On Fairy-stories” was a gradual process: it was first used
as a way of interpreting Tolkien’s own work, and then, as The Lord of the Rings
became more central to the definition of the fantasy genre, it began to be used as a
tool to understanding fantasy itself. But initial efforts at defining fantasy were often
very narrow, excluding or marginalising many works, such as The Lord of the Rings,
which would commonly be recognised as fantasy. In 1982, Schlobin, commenting on

the recent flurry of fantasy scholarship, argued that the “most obvious positive
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influence has been the Tolkien phenomenon and the dramatic popular and financial
success of fantasy art and literature both in the United States and abroad” (ix-x). It is
ironic that this rise in critical interest in fantasy may have been partly prompted by
the enormous popularity of The Lord of the Rings, yet many of the early fantasy

critics did not consider Tolkien’s work to be ‘fantasy’ at all.

As noted above, sustained critical inquiry into the fantastic gained momentum in the
last third of the twentieth century. The French literary critic Tzvetan Todorov’s The
Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre [1970] was the first attempt to
set boundaries on the fantastic. Todorov argues that the fantastic arises when the
reader ‘hesitates’ between a natural or supernatural explanation for a strange event.
The fantastic, then, “occupies the duration of this uncertainty” (25): if the event is
explained, the fantastic resolves into the uncanny; if, however, it is decided that “new
laws of nature must be entertained to account for the phenomena” the fantastic
resolves into the ‘marvelous’ (41). Todorov’s understanding of the fantastic is most
clearly applicable to a particular type of nineteenth century fantasy, of which Henry
James’ The Turn of the Screw [1898] is the best exemplar; however, texts in which
the fantastic occurrences are accepted as ‘real” within the context of the narrative are
consigned by Todorov to the realm of the ‘marvelous’. Todorov’s definition of the
fantastic thus excludes many works, such as The Lord of the Rings, which are
commonly regarded as fantasy. Although very influential in the early stages of
fantasy scholarship, Todorov’s work is now generally recognised as “inadequate to
the scope of works that clearly belong in the field” (Sander 135). It is likely,
however, that Todorov never intended his definition to have such a broad
application: Attebery argues that the “diverging meanings for the word fantastic in

French and English” had “confused matters greatly” for early fantasy theorists
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(Strategies 20). The dearth of alternative fantasy scholarship may have caused these
theorists to seize upon Todorov’s work as a starting point for their own studies, and

consequently stretch his definition beyond its intended limits.

Despite its limited usefulness today, Todorov’s work did succeed in breaking the
ground for a new era of fantasy scholarship, prompting what Sander describes as “an
unprecedented and sustained critical inquiry into the fantastic” (156). But many of
these early studies were, like Todorov’s, limited by “over-exact definition, giving the
name fantasy to what is only a minor subtype of fantasy” (Attebery Tradition 3). For
example, in Eric Rabkin’s The Fantastic in Literature [1976], fantasy is
characterised by “ever-changing ground rules” within the fantasy world (38), so the
nonsensical and surreal world of Wonderland in Carrol’s Alice tales is for Rabkin
quintessential fantasy. Narratives which contain internally consistent fantastic
worlds, such as the works of MacDonald or Tolkien, are classed by Rabkin as ‘fairy-
tales’ and not explored further. A similarly narrow definition of fantasy is developed
by W.R. Irwin in The Game of the Impossible [1976]. He argues that fantasy is
characterised by an agreement between writer and reader to make “nonfact appear as
fact”, so that both “knowingly enter upon a conspiracy of intellectual subversiveness,
that is, upon a game” (9). Unlike Rabkin, Irwin does class The Lord of the Rings as
fantasy, arguing that Tolkien persuades readers of Middle-earth’s reality through
rhetoric: “The entire narrative and all the accompanying apparatus are determined by
this game of persuasive historicity” (164). However, as Clute argues in his discussion
of Irwin, because Irwin emphasises that the agreement between writer and reader be
overt and game-like, Irwin’s definition “cannot encompass, and indeed clearly
excludes, most secondary-world texts” (“Irwin”). Indeed, Irwin’s interpretation of

The Lord of the Rings is at odds with Tolkien’s stated creative intentions. Tolkien
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was not playing an intellectual and rhetorical game with his readers, but was rather
endeavouring to inspire Secondary Belief through successful sub-creation, so the
overt agreement on the part of the writer to enter upon an intellectual ‘game’ is
surely lacking in The Lord of the Rings. A final example of an early narrow
definition of fantasy is found in Rosemary Jackson’s Fantasy: The Literature of
Subversion [1988]. Jackson defines fantasy as a ‘literature of desire’, which works to
compensate for a “lack resulting from cultural constraints” (3): the fantastic elements
are therefore subversive manifestations of the forbidden and taboo. As Clute argues,
Jackson’s theory is “most clearly and generally applicable to the genre’s formative
years (approximately 1780-1850) when the fantasy premise could be understood as
an act of imagination that avowedly undermined the world” (“Jackson”). Jackson’s
theory, however, is much less applicable to twentieth century fantasies, which have
““an air more of refusal than subversion” (“Jackson”). In her limited discussion of The
Lord of the Rings, Jackson concludes that it is a failed fantasy because it is
“sentimental” and “nostalgic” instead of subversive (153), and thus belongs “to that
realm of fantasy which is more properly defined as faery, or romance literature” (9).
This brief overview of three early fantasy studies is indicative of the general critical
trends of this period. Not only was there no consensus on what fantasy literature was,
but many critics developed over-specific definitions of fantasy that frequently
excluded, misinterpreted, or marginalised The Lord of the Rings, the most popularly

recognised fantasy text of the twentieth century.’

In Kathryn Hume’s Fantasy and Mimesis [1984], she describes the early fantasy

theorists as the proverbial blind men describing an elephant: “Each observation is

" Possible contributing factors to the curious position of The Lord of the Rings within early fantasy
criticism are discussed in Chapter Three.
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accurate for that part of the whole to which it applies, but none can stand as a
description for the entire beast” (19). In an effort to counter these ‘exclusive’
definitions, Hume develops an ‘inclusive’ theory of fantasy. Rejecting the idea that
fantasy can be limited to a generic definition, she instead argues that fantasy is the

one of the two fundamental ‘impulses’ of literary creation:

These are mimesis, felt as the desire to imitate, to describe events, people,
situations, and objects with such verisimilitude that others can share your
experience; and fantasy, the desire to change givens and alter reality ... we
have many genres and forms, each with a characteristic blend or range of

blends of the two impulses. (20)

Hume argues that there are four basic literary response to reality—illusion, vision,
revision, disillusion—and categorises the texts she examines accordingly, classing
The Lord of the Rings as literature of illusion, or ‘escape’ literature.? Hume
acknowledges that her definition would seem to class nearly all literature as fantasy
to some degree, but she clarifies that that while she believes that “most literature
includes fantastic elements, even as it includes mimesis”, that she also believes
“some forms are not best served by using the idea of fantasy as a means for
analyzing them critically” (22). So she limits her study not through definitional

boundaries but through the appropriateness of her methodology towards the material.

A similar approach is taken by Farah Mendlesohn in Rhetorics of Fantasy [2008].
Mendlesohn, explicitly states that her book is “not about defining fantasy” (xi), but
rather is concerned to define and analyse “four categories within the fantastic: the

portal-quest, the immersive, the intrusive, and the liminal” (xiv). Like Hume,

® Hume’s assessment of The Lord of the Rings is discussed further below (66-68).

25



Mendelsohn’s categorisation schema is based on the relationship between reality and
the fantastic, but narrows the focus to the rhetorics of the relationship between author
and reader, and how the author uses language to facilitate the reader’s movement into
the unfamiliar. Acknowledging the wide variety of definitions of fantasy available to
the modern reader, Mendlesohn does not apply a “system of selection” to the texts
she discusses; rather, she chooses texts based on either recommendations from
others, or “works [she] had already read, and that had fascinated her” (xviii). This
arbitrary nature of selection represents the difficulties that can arise when a critic

attempts to address the entire field of fantasy.

Anne Swinfen’s In Defence of Fantasy [1985] is one of the first examples of fantasy
scholarship to use Tolkien’s “On Fairy-stories” to develop a definition of fantasy.
Acknowledging that current usage of the term ‘fantasy’ “varies widely”, Swinfen
draws on Tolkien’s idea of the impulse of sub-creation to clarify what she

understands fantasy to be:

In this study the term ‘fantasy’ will be taken to mean both the sub-creative

art, with its quality of strangeness and wonder, and the kind of novels which
such art produces. The essential ingredient of all fantasy is ‘the marvellous’,
which will be regarded as anything outside the normal space-time continuum

of the everyday world. (5)

Any study which attempted to examine every work which included ‘anything outside
the normal space-time continuum of the everyday world’ could quickly become
unmanageable: perhaps for this reason Swinfen limits her study to texts published
between 1945 and 1975, dates which she acknowledges are “to some extent ...

arbitrarily chosen” (1). Nonetheless, Swinfen’s focus on modern fantasy was, as
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Hume notes, an “unusual and welcome” change from previous studies, most of
which had focused on narratives produced during fantasy’s formative years in the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (15).

From the mid-1980s, a prevalent trend among fantasy criticism has been to use, like
Hume, Mendlesohn and Swinfen, broad and inclusive definitions of fantasy, as two
of the most recent examples indicate. Mathews’ Fantasy: The Liberation of
Imagination defines fantasy as “fiction that elicits wonder through elements of the
supernatural or impossible” (2). The wide-ranging nature of this definition is
reflected in Mathews’ introductory overview of the genre, which covers the entirety
of Western literary history, from The Epic of Gilgamesh and The Odyssey to the
present day. Lucie Armitt’s Fantasy Fiction contains a similarly broad definition of
fantasy: “What is fantasy writing? Utopia, allegory, fable, myth, science fiction, the
ghost story, space opera, travelogue, the Gothic, cyberpunk, magic realism; the list is
not exhaustive, but it covers most of the modes of fiction discussed in this book as
“fantasy’” (1). In marked contrast to the over-specific definitions of Todorov,
Rabkin, Irwin and Jackson, Armitt’s definition instead errs on the side of over-
inclusiveness: her labelling of science fiction as ‘fantasy’ is particularly contentious,
as it is generally accepted that “fantasy is a field of literature radically different from
science fiction” (Clute and Grant vii). Armitt’s work illustrates one of the major
problems with defining fantasy: it is almost impossible to formulate a definition that
encompasses all instances of the fantastic in literature and still retains use as a
generic classification. However, Attebery’s Strategies of Fantasy resolves this
problem by creating a useful distinction between the fantastic as a mode and fantasy

as genre.
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Like Hume, Attebery argues that mimesis and fantasy are the two fundamental
modes of narrative imagination, and that “most narrative literature ... has made use
of the fantastic” (4). However, the fantastic mode is so vast that the term “threatens
to become meaningless” (1): while there are some advantages to examining the entire
mode of the fantastic, it “always seems larger than any theory that tries to encompass
it” (5). Instead, Attebery finds the concept of ‘genre’ more useful when discussing
fantasy, because it narrows the scope to a “particular period and discernable
structure” (2). The fantasy genre exists, then, within the fantastic mode, as a specific
narrative model that began to emerge in the eighteenth century and reached its
definitive form in the twentieth century. In defining the fantasy genre, Attebery
argues that the ‘fuzzy set’ model of generic categorisation is the most suitable
approach: “meaning that [genres] are defined not by boundaries but by a center....
The category has a clear center but boundaries that shade off imperceptibly” (12).
Attebery places The Lord of the Rings at the centre of the fuzzy set genre of fantasy,

arguing that

with the publication and popular acceptance of Tolkien’s version of the
fantastic, a new coherence was given to the genre....Tolkien’s form of
fantasy, for readers in English, is our mental template, and will be until
someone else achieves equal recognition with an alternative conception. One
way to characterize the genre of fantasy is the set of texts that is some way or

other resemble The Lord of the Rings. (14)

Admitting that ‘resemblance to The Lord of the Rings’ is somewhat imprecise,
Attebery details three fundamental features common to The Lord of the Rings and the
fantasy genre: impossible content, a comic and fairy-tale structure, and the effect of

‘wonder’ provoked in the reader. Although, as he acknowledges, Attebery’s
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definition may eventually lose its usefulness if another fantasy, with ‘an alternative
conception’, replaces The Lord of the Rings as the common mental template of
fantasy, it nonetheless takes a significant step towards developing a definitional
approach which appreciates the enormous scope of the fantastic mode, but also
recognises the significant influence The Lord of the Rings has had on codifying the

fantasy genre for modern readers.

Clute and Grant draw on Attebery’s approach when developing their definition of
fantasy for The Encyclopedia of Fantasy, arguing that Attebery’s description of
fantasy as a ‘fuzzy set’ well expresses their “sense of the way in which [The
Encyclopedia] has been constructed” (viii). At the centre of their understanding of
the fuzzy set of fantasy, Clute and Grant offer the following definition: “a fantasy
text is a self-coherent narrative. When set in this world, it tells a story which is
impossible in the world as we perceive it; when set in an otherworld, that otherworld
will be impossible, but stories set there may be possible in its terms ” (viii). Because
of its concise and accurate nature, but also in the interests of developing a consensus,
this is the definition of fantasy adopted for this thesis. Certain features of the
definition thus warrant further discussion. By describing fantasy as a ‘self-coherent
narrative’, Clute and Grant highlight the fundamental role of ‘Story’ in fantasy. They
argue that fantasy may be said to differ from other forms of the fantastic through its
foregrounding of story-telling. While many fantastic texts are subversive of narrative
structure, fantasies are transparently narrative-driven: “they do not conceal the fact
that something is being told, and then something else, and then we reach the end”
(Clute “Fantasy” 338). Clute also argues that the phrase ‘impossible in the world as

we perceive it” effectively demarcates fantasy as a modern genre, because

29



no genre of written literature, before about the early 19" century, seems to
have been constituted so as deliberately to confront or contradict the ‘real’.
Though fantasy certainly existed for many centuries before, whenever stories
were told which were understood by their authors (and readers) as being
impossible, it is quite something else to suggest that the perceived
impossibility of these stories was their point — that they stood as a counter-

statement to a dominant world-view. (338)°

The last key term of Clute and Grant’s definition is ‘otherworld’, which Clute
defines as an “internally coherent impossible world” (“Fantasy” 338). The
Otherworld, or more specifically the Secondary World, is of central importance to
the definition of the subgenre of epic fantasy, and will thus be explored further below
(37-37). Clute then expands on this core definition of fantasy to offer a description of
the general structure of fantasy, which is essentially comedic in nature. It entails “an
earned passage from bondage ... which may involve a profound metamorphosis of
protagonist or world (or both) — into the eucatastrophe (338-39). ‘Eucatastrophe’ is a
term coined by Tolkien in “On Fairy-stories”, to describe “the sudden, miraculous
‘turn’ from sorrow to joy that on the brink of tragedy rescues the story from disaster”
(Flieger and Anderson 14). For Tolkien, the eucatastrophe has spiritual connotations,
it “is evangelium, giving a fleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of the
world, poignant as grief” (“Fairy” 75). However, eucatastrophe is now typically used

in a more general sense to describe the comedic/happy ending specific to fantasy.

® Of course, ‘impossible’ is always going to be subjective to some degree: the ‘dominant world-view’
of what is possible, or what is ‘real’, is not going to be true for every person living in a given time.
Hume argues that it is important to take into consideration the world-view of the both artist and
audience when discussing ‘fantasy’ and ‘reality’ in any text: “These worlds of experience ... differ
even if the artist and reader are contemporaries.... If artist and audience are separated by time,
language, religion, culture, or class, the amount of shared reality may be small. The nature of what
each considers significant reality will overlap even less” (9).
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The eucatastrophe, as a manifestation of the “Story-driven urge to comedic
completion” (Clute “Fantasy” 339), also reinforces the fundamental role of story in

fantasy.

2.1.2. EPIC FANTASY

Within the genre of fantasy, one can identify a number of subgenres, such as
Arthurian fantasy, urban fantasy, sword and sorcery, and comic fantasy. The
subgenres of fantasy, like most subgenres, are fluid entities: as tastes change, some
subgenres become obsolete, while new and hybrid subgenres emerge. However, one
of the most stable subgenres of fantasy is epic fantasy. Inspired by Tolkien’s The
Lord of the Rings, but firmly established as a commercially viable subgenre in 1977
(see above, 14), epic fantasy has been consistently popular for over three decades,
and is the model of fantasy which dominates the market. But, despite its dominance
and longevity, there is still no standard name for this subgenre: “epic, heroic,
adventurer, ‘Genre’ or ‘mainstream’ Fantasy” are just some of the more common
names given to this style of fantasy (Balfe 77). However, ‘epic fantasy’ seems most
prevalent among readers, publishers and critics, and is thus the name adopted for this
thesis. The multitude of names also reflects the lack of standard definition for this
subgenre. This lack may be a result of the fact that in spite of the enormous
popularity of the subgenre (or perhaps because of its popularity, see below, 58-59)
epic fantasy has been relatively overlooked in academic circles. Furthermore, efforts
to define the subgenre are often marred by a desire to distinguish between ‘good’ and

‘bad’ examples of this type of fantasy.

In Clute and Grant’s The Encyclopaedia of Fantasy two types of fantasy with

overlapping definitions are described: epic fantasy and high fantasy. Epic Fantasy is
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any “fantasy tale written to a large scale which deals with the founding or definitive
and lasting defence of a Land” (Clute “Epic Fantasy”). (‘Land’ in this definition
refers to a type of Secondary World, see below, 37-38). Clute traces the history of
Epic Fantasy back to epic poems such as The Iliad, The Odyssey, and Beowulf,
classic prose tales such as Moby-Dick and Finnegans Wake'?, as well as examples
from the fantasy genre, such as the work of Tolkien, E.R. Eddison, and the more
modern fantasy of Stephen Donaldson. The definition of High Fantasy is much
shorter, and simply reads: “Fantasies set in Otherworlds, specifically Secondary
Worlds, and which deal with matters affecting the destiny of those worlds” (Clute
“High Fantasy”). Thus, for both types of fantasy, the role of the Secondary World is
identified as the central distinguishing characteristic: Epic Fantasy is characterised
by the ‘founding or definitive and lasting defence’ of a Secondary World, while High
Fantasy is characterised by ‘matters affecting the destiny’ of a Secondary World. But
despite the similarity in definition, Epic Fantasy and High Fantasy are not cross-
referenced with one another in the Encyclopaedia. However, High Fantasy is cross-
referenced with Genre Fantasy, a type of fantasy acknowledged as being
“exceptionally difficult” to define, but one which can be recognised by its

“familiarity’, a trait which robs Genre Fantasy of its status as ‘fantasy’:

In short, [Genre Fantasy] is not at heart fantasy at all, but a comforting
revisitation of cosy venues, creating an effect that is almost anti-fantasy. An

allied point is that GFs cater in large part for unimaginative readers who,

1% The historical development of epic poetry and prose literature is of course far more complex than
the very brief summary offered by Clute, and a consideration of the contribution that the historical
epic has played in the development of epic fantasy would be a valuable avenue of exploration.
However, as discussed in the Methodology section, a deliberate decision was made to not take this
approach for this thesis.
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through the reading of a GF, can feel themselves to be, as it were, vicariously

imaginative. (Grant “Genre Fantasy”)"

In his discussion of the Encyclopedia, Grant explains his reasons for creating the
entry of Genre Fantasy: “My intention in creating such an entry, of course, was to
use it as a means whereby Clute and | could clear away huge areas of weedy,
pestiferous scrub in the forest that is commercially described as fantasy in order to
see the trees we were actually interested in” (“Gulliver” 21). Essentially, Epic
Fantasy and High Fantasy are the same thing: they both have as their central defining
characteristic the role of the Secondary World within the narrative. But only High
Fantasy is linked with Genre Fantasy, ‘the weedy, pestiferous scrub in the forest’;
Epic Fantasy, on the other hand, is linked with respected classics of Western
Literature, and encompasses the texts Clute and Grant are ‘actually interested in’. So
it seems that Clute and Grant wish to distinguish between what they feel to be ‘bad’
and ‘good’ examples of this subgenre, leading them to create two overlapping
definitions which have as their only differentiating factors a perceived level of
quality and originality. The subjective nature of this type of categorisation can easily

lead to confusion and disagreement, as the next example demonstrates.

Holly Ordway’s 2001 doctoral dissertation, “The Development of the Modern
Fantasy Novel”, endeavours to classify the various subgenres of modern fantasy. One
of these is epic fantasy; however, Ordway then distinguishes between ‘imitative’ and
‘innovative’ epic fantasy. Imitative, or ‘Tolkienesque’, Epic Fantasies draw heavily

and obviously on Tolkien’s work, and do not demonstrate “strong influences” from

1 This condescending attitude towards readers of genre fantasy is not uncommon, and is explored
further in Chapter Three.
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any other sources (271); Innovative Epic Fantasy, in contrast, manages to capture the
“scope and ‘feel’” of Tolkien’s work while avoiding direct imitation (272). Like
Clute and Grant, it seems that Ordway wants to create a classification system which
distinguishes between what she believes to be good and bad epic fantasy. But even
between these two definitions, there is disagreement: while The Encyclopedia places
Donaldson in the more highly regarded Epic Fantasy entry, calling him a “writer of
central significance as an author of demanding and exploratory fantasy novels”
(Clute “Donaldson” 282), Ordway places Donaldson in the list of authors of the
Imitative Epic Fantasy, none of which, she argues, “contributes in any significant
way to the development of epic fantasy” (287). While both recognise that Donaldson
is part of the fantasy tradition stemming from Tolkien, they disagree about the
quality and originality of his work, which in turn leads them to place Donaldson in
different categories. The desire to distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ epic fantasy
may be linked to a desire to overcome the assumption that this type of fantasy is
predominately derivative dross, by claiming that the more formulaic and badly-
written examples belong to a different category, or are not even ‘fantasy’ at all.
However, in order to create a useable definition for epic fantasy, it is important to
avoid matters of quality and originality, at least in the first instance, and focus

instead on the more objective distinguishing characteristics.

A more neutral definition of epic fantasy is offered by David Pringle in his Ultimate
Encyclopedia of Fantasy [1998]. While acknowledging the complex and ever-
changing nature of fantasy literature, Pringle argues that there are nine categories of
fantasy which have been most “recongizable, and have meant the most, to most
people” (19). Importantly, Pringle clarifies that his subgeneric definitions are “meant

to be descriptive of what has been, not prescriptive of what should be” (19),
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underscoring the objective nature of his subgeneric classifications. The final category
of fantasy Pringle describes is Heroic Fantasy, also known as High or Epic Fantasy,
which he argues have “as their chief characteristic the fact that they are set in a
wholly imagined world” which is of “more importance, both to writer and to readers,
than any individual hero” (35). While Pringle traces the history of epic fantasy back
to the classic fantasies of William Morris, Lord Dunsansy, and E.R. Eddison, he
argues that this subgenre is the “direct legacy” of The Lord of the Rings, and was
firmly established in 1977 with Terry Brooks’ Sword of Shannara and Stephen R.
Donaldson’s Chronicles of Thomas Covenant: “The year 1977 marked the turning
point....With the arrival of Brooks and Donaldson, we entered the era of the big
commercial fantasy” (37). Pringle argues that in the course of a few decades, epic
fantasy has become the dominant form of popular fantasy, that it is “simply what
fantasy means to most people” (37). Pringle concludes his overview of epic fantasy
with a list of authors who have “jumped successfully on the bandwagon”; but while
he acknowledges that they “vary in their talents” (37), he makes no attempt to sub-
divide them into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ epic fantasy, thus avoiding the types of confusion

and disagreements that can arise from more subjective distinctions.

2.1.3. EPiC FANTASY: A DEFINITION

The definition of epic fantasy developed for this thesis deliberately does not address
matters of quality, originality, style, or tone, but simply describes the subgenre’s

primary distinguishing features:

Epic fantasy is a subgenre of popular fantasy fiction. Epic fantasy narratives

take place primarily in a Secondary World, and tell a story in which the
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actions of the protagonist(s) will have a decisive effect on the destiny of the

entire world.
Two aspects of this definition require further clarification.
“Popular Fantasy Fiction”

It is necessary to first acknowledge that epic fantasy, as it is most commonly
recognised today, is popular fiction. This thesis adopts Ken Gelder’s definition of
popular fiction as set out in Popular Fiction: The Logics and Practices of a Literary
Field [2006]. Gelder argues that “popular fiction is best conceived as the opposite of
Literature” (11); so ‘popular’ in this definition is not necessarily an indication of a
bestselling book, but a way of defining a field of literature that has motivations,
logics, and practices different to those of literary fiction. Whereas literary fiction is
“ambivalent at best about its industrial connections and likes to see itself as
something more than ‘just entertainment’” (1), popular fiction is generally open
about its connections with industry and entertainment. And, perhaps most
importantly, whereas literary fiction is associated with singular artistic endeavours,
popular fiction has strong identifications with generic markers: “The entire field of
popular fiction is written for, marketed and consumed generically: it provides the
primary logic for popular fiction’s means of production, formal and industrial
identification and critical evaluation” (40). By this definition, there is a clear
difference between The Lord of the Rings and the other texts examined in this thesis.
The Lord of the Rings is a bestseller, but Tolkien did not write it according to an
established generic model, or with the intent to write in to an established commercial
genre: “When it came out in 1954-5 The Lord of the Rings was quite clearly a sport,

a mutation, lusus naturae, a one-item category on its own.... It is in fact hard to think
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of a work ... written with less concern for commercial considerations than The Lord
of the Rings” (Shippey Author xviii-xxiv). Thus The Lord of the Rings is better
conceived of as a literary fiction that achieved mass popularity, rather than popular
fiction. Epic fantasy, in contrast, is unambiguously popular fiction: it is
commercially motivated, and written to a well-established and highly visible generic

model.*?

“Secondary World”

‘Secondary World’ is a term coined by Tolkien in “On Fairy-stories” to describe a
fantasy world that is independent of the real or ‘Primary’ world, but which has a
certain level of realism in its presentation. Secondary Worlds are self-coherent, have
an “inner consistency of reality” (“Fairy” 59), and have logic and rules which are not
arbitrary or unreliable. Clute and Grant distinguish between Secondary Worlds and
Fantasylands: a Secondary World typically plays a significant role in the story, and
there is a “constant metaphoric meaning-drenched interplay between setting and tale
[in which] world (or landscape) and story are inherently intertwined: one cannot exist
without the other, and each modifies the other; a Fantasyland, in contrast, is a simply
a backdrop to the action, it is “inherently immobile [and] cannot be transformed”
(“Fantasyland”). Epic Fantasy typically has multiple protagonists (although there is
usually one protagonist who is of most significance), as well as multiple plots, which
are woven together to form one central plot concerning an apocalyptic threat to the

Secondary World. Thus, in epic fantasy, the fate of the Secondary World typically

'2 The history of popular fiction and the critical assumptions surrounding it are discussed further in
Chapter Three.
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constitutes the central and unifying plot thread which ties all of the other threads

together.

‘Epic’ is a particularly apt description of this type of fantasy: it is epic in scope
because it concerns the fate of an entire world, and it is epic in scale because the
telling of a tale of this complexity requires a long narrative. For this reason, epic
fantasies are typically serial narratives: that is, a single narrative extending over
multiple volumes, rather than discreet narratives in a series of connected novels. Like
fantasy itself, epic fantasy is better understood as a fuzzy set rather than a category
with rigid boundaries. The texts chosen for this thesis, however, sit firmly at the

centre of the fuzzy set of epic fantasy.

2.2. METHODOLOGY

Textual analysis is the fundamental methodological approach of this thesis. As
argued below (58-59), there is a tendency when studying popular texts to talk around
them, that is, to examine them as objects of social interest rather than artistic
endeavours. This is often a result of an underlying assumption, which assumes that
anything popular is somehow lacking in quality, and therefore not worthy of serious
critical analysis. Hence, there is an unfortunate predilection towards shallow
readings, generalisations, misrepresentations and inaccuracies in studies of popular
fiction. Consequently, this thesis deliberately places the texts themselves at the centre
of the critical inquiry, exploring epic fantasy in depth rather than breadth through a

close critical reading of a select few examples.

For this reason also, this thesis does not address the issue of historical and generic
influences on epic fantasy in significant depth. While it would certainly be a valuable
exercise to consider the influence of, for example, epic poetry, Medieval romance, or

38



early fantasy, on epic fantasy, or the ways that other contemporary forms of the
fantastic, such as sword and sorcery, Arthurian fantasy, or science fiction, have
developed in conjunction with epic fantasy, it was decided not to take this approach
for two primary reasons. Firstly, and most pragmatically, the necessary discussion
and analysis of these other works would have significantly reduced the room
available for the analysis of the epic fantasy texts. And, secondly, there could
perhaps be a temptation to ‘justify’ the analysis of epic fantasy by linking it with
literature that is more commonly acknowledged to be worthy of critical attention;
this thesis instead aims to demonstrate the worth of epic fantasy by examining it on

its own merits.

The tools and concepts provided by narrative theory are particularly appropriate for
the analysis of epic fantasy, because, as discussed above (29) the concept of Story is
a distinguishing feature of the fantasy genre. Similarly, narrative theory recognises
that stories are a “basic human strategy for coming to terms with time, process, and
change” (Herman, Jahn and Ryan ix). According to narrative theory, narrative is a
phenomenon which transcends formats and media, and can be recognised in all
manner of human activity, from everyday conversation, to visual art, to myth and

literature:

narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins
with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been a people
without narrative. All classes, all human groups, have their narratives....
Caring nothing for the division between good and bad literature, narrative is
international, transhistorical, transcultural; it is simply there, like life itself.

(Barthes 109)

39



The “narrative turn’ in literary theory gained impetus in the 1960s following the work
of French structuralist narratologists, such as Todorov, Roland Barthes, and A.J.
Greimas, which had emerged from a “complex interplay of intellectual traditions,
criticotheoretical movements, and analytic paradigms distributed across decades,
continents, nations, schools of thought, and individual researchers”, including
Russian Formalism and Anglo-American theories of fiction and the novel (Herman
“Histories” 20). The work of theorists such as Gérard Genette, Mieke Bal, Seymour
Chatman, and Gerald Prince developed and refined structuralist approaches towards
narrative during the period that is generally known as “classical narratology”. In this
period the major aspects of narrative—"narration and plot; time and space; character;
dialogue; focalization; and genre” (Herman “Introduction” 16)—were identified and
debated, providing scholars with a set of tools and methods with which to approach
and discuss narrative. The field then entered the period of ‘postclassical narratology’,
which has generally placed more importance on the context in which the narrative is
both produced and received more importance than classical narratology: “Whereas
structuralism was intent on coming up with a general theory of narrative,
postclassical narratology prefers to consider the circumstances that make every act of
reading different” (Herman and Vervaeck 450). With a greater awareness of the
social, cultural, political, and psychological contexts that inform our understanding
of narrative, narrative theory has grown into a cross-disciplinary approach towards

stories that reflects the universality and complexity of narrative itself.

Combined with the tools of narrative theory, at the core of my approach is a
recognition that the mimetic mode and the fantastic mode offer differing narrative
strategies to an author. As discussed above (25-28), both Hume and Attebery identify

the mimetic and fantastic modes as the two central impulses of literature, wherein
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mimesis is the impulse to imitate reality, and fantasy is the impulse to change reality.
When examining the products of these two impulses, Hume focuses on the
motivations and responses of authors and readers, and leaves the central portion of
her diagrammatic model, the work itself, relatively unexamined (24). But, as
Attebery argues, a mode is not only a “stance, a position on the world” but “a means
of portraying it.... A writer makes use of these modes, as he makes use of language,
to construct ... a story” (Strategies 2-4). This thesis, seeking to retain the texts at the
centre of the inquiry, therefore examines the way that the mimetic and fantastic
impulses manifest within each work, and in particular the way they interact with the
levels of narrative—‘story’ and ‘discourse’—and the elements of narrative—

‘existents’ and ‘events’.

2.2.1. STORY AND DISCOURSE

Narrative theory distinguishes between two levels of narrative, ‘story’ and
‘discourse’: “the story is the what in the narrative that is depicted, discourse the
how” (Chatman 19). An author can make use of both the mimetic mode and the
fantastic mode in the story and discourse levels of narrative: at the story level, the
use of modes determines whether the places, characters and events depicted seem
‘real’, and at the discourse level it determines whether the manner of presentation
assists or disrupts the sense of realism. Although it preceded the narratologists’
insights into the story/discourse distinction by a number of years, C.S. Lewis’
Experiment in Criticism theorises about two types of ‘realism’ that correspond to
story and discourse levels of narrative: ‘realism of content’, which refers to what is
being told, whether it is “probable or ‘true to life”’; and ‘realism of presentation’,

which refers to how something is told: it is “the art of bringing something close to us,
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making it palpable and vivid, by sharply observed or sharply imagined detail” (57-
60). In narratological terms, this distinction could be expressed as the difference
between mimetic story and mimetic discourse. As Attebery argues, fantasy literature
is able to make use of realism in presentation, or a mimetic discourse, in order to

make the fantasy more believable:

[The author] can lighten the burden by depicting the setting and incidents of a
story so vividly that we can support inner conviction with the evidence of the
senses.... Each of these bits of realism helps nail its story to reality. By
putting the imagined in a coherent framework of the known, we allow
ourselves to exist briefly on a plane with it.... For the same reason, fantasies
are usually told in a conservative manner, without the shifts in time and point
of view, the verbal tricks, and the violations of illusion that characterize much

modern literature. (Tradition 35)

It is unsurprising then that all of the texts examined in this thesis primarily make use
of a highly mimetic discourse: the narratives are generally told in a matter-of-fact,
descriptive, concrete, ordered, and naturalistic fashion, with few deliberate
disruptions to the sense of place or time. Indeed, one of the most innovative aspects
of The Lord of the Rings was Tolkien’s extensive and exaggerated use of the mimetic
mode at discourse level (discussed further in Chapter 4). There are some minor
exceptions. A fantastic discourse might be employed in a dream-world, or a realm of
Faérie; however, this is disruption to the normal discursive mode and is generally
recognised as such. It is also possible to argue that some authors employ a more
fantastic discourse in terms of style. For example, Tolkien frequently uses a formal
and archaic style of narration and dialogue that would not be considered ‘naturalistic’

by today’s standards. But Tolkien is the only author examined in this thesis who
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makes extensive use of this less mimetic discursive style. Thus, for the most part, the
“fantastic mode’ in this thesis refers to fantasy at the level of story, the fantastic

content.

2.2.2. EXISTENTS AND EVENTS

At the story level of narrative, there are two basic components: existents, which can
be further divided into setting and character; and events, the actions and happenings
(Chatman 19). This basic division of narrative elements has proved a useful way of

structuring each chapter.

The first section of each chapter therefore addresses Setting. As already established,
the Secondary World is of fundamental importance to epic fantasy, so it is important
to look at Setting separately to Character, the other existent. As the conventional
fairy-tale beginning—‘Once upon a time, in a land far, far away’—indicates, early
tales of the fantastic often took place in undefined temporal and spatial locations,
“generic backgrounds divorced from a particular historical period or location” (Eilers
331). But when fantasy began to develop as a modern genre, it also began to
incorporate mimetic narrative techniques, including those related to setting. So,
instead of a “pre-realistic indifference to time and place”, fantasy stories began to
feature specific “time scales consistent with historical and natural events”, as well as
detailed descriptions of “landscapes, interiors and objects” (Eilers 331). However,
while a number of pre-Tolkien fantasy worlds, such as Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland
or Frank L. Baum’s Oz, possessed a level of complexity and realism beyond that of
their fairy-tale antecedents, their landscapes were still, as Brisbois argues, “too
disconnected, too symbolic to be comparable to modern maps and geography” (199).

Not until Tolkien’s Middle-earth did a fantasy world exist whose level of realism
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was comparable to that of the real, or Primary, world. However, the techniques
pioneered by Tolkien are now standard in epic fantasy. The reality of each Secondary
World is first established through a combination of mimetic narrative techniques,
including a firm basis in Primary World reality, consistent and logical content,
concrete and detailed descriptions, and the use of scholarly apparatus, such as

prologues, maps and appendices.

Using mimetic narrative techniques to establish a strong foundation for each
Secondary World then allows for believable ‘fantastic extension’, wherein the
fantastic elements are just as convincing as the mimetic elements. Typically the most
non-mimetic element of a Secondary World is the concept of ‘magic’: “the primary
assumption is that magic is possible in the world of the fantasy, and the exact nature
of this ambient magic strongly influences the narrative” (D. Jones 616). Magic is the
epitome of the fantastic mode in regards to the Secondary World, representing a pure
belief in the impossible. Each chapter examines the nature and representation of
magic in each Secondary World, as well as asking what function magic serves within
both the world and the narrative. The idea of magic is naturally tied to the idea of
power, and thus magical power is often inextricably linked to political power. All of
the Secondary Worlds examined in this thesis have strongly hierarchal social and
political structures. While these structures frequently bear similarities to those of the
Primary World, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to trace correlations in any detail;
however, serving as a point of comparison is an examination of the attitude each
Secondary World demonstrates towards inherited rulership, and how this relates to
modern democratic ideals. Each chapter examines the ways both the mimetic and the
fantastic modes are used to explore questions of power and responsibility, and the

relationship between a ruler and the land they rule.

44



The second section of each chapter addresses Character. Narrative theory
distinguishes between the ‘actant’ and the ‘actor’. Broadly speaking, actants are
archetypal and defined by their function within the story, whereas actors are familiar
from observed reality. Characters in fairy tales are typically actants: they “generally
lack any psychological depth. They define themselves by means of their actions
instead of their psychology” (Neeman 158). Thus, fairy tale characters are often
nameless, identified only by their plot function—the King, the Princess, the Wicked
Stepmother; any names are merely descriptive—Little Red Riding Hood, Cinderella
(Eilers 330). In contrast, characters in a modern novel are typically named and,
furthermore, expected to display a recognisably individual personality and
psychology. However, actant and actor are not mutually exclusive categories: as
Prince writes, an actor can be understood as the “concretization of an actant at the
level of narrative surface structure. The actor [is] individuated in such a way as to
constitute an autonomous figure of the narrative world” (3). An actor develops when
an actant is developed to a point where the individual qualities of the character are as
important as, or more important than, their functional role in the narrative. Epic
fantasy typically brings this duality to the surface, recognising that each character is
both actant and actor, both an individual and a function. Indeed, as Attebery argues,
one of the great pleasures of the fantasy genre is “in seeing believable analogs of
humanity acting out the patterns of fairy tale or myth” (Strategies 86). In all of the
texts discussed in this thesis, the primary impetus for the character development of
the hero comes when they begin to transform from actor into an actant, from an
‘ordinary’ person into a figure of story of legend; and, the central tension in the

hero’s psychology is their struggle to find a balance between the actant and the actor.
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The fantastic mode is particularly useful in epic fantasy characterisation when
addressing themes of immorality, evil, and the ‘other’. Such themes can achieve
greater prominence and urgency because the authors are not limited to constraints of
reality: characters can live forever, or be inhumanely evil, or not human at all. This
particular trait—good, evil, immortal, monstrous—may be their defining feature as a
character, making them archetypes in the Jungian sense of the word, embodiments of
universal human fears and desires. More frequently however, especially as the
subgenre develops, we find that even characters primarily recognisable as archetypes
have an added level depth and complexity, which frequently serves to complicate our
understanding of these archetypical traits. But, whether they are purely fantastic, or a
balance between fantasy and mimesis, one of the primary functions of non-human
characters in epic fantasy is to reflect, exaggerate, and bring into focus fundamental

questions of what it means to be human.

The final section of each chapter addresses Structure. In narrative theory, narrative
structure can refer both to the “(structured) relationship of narrative events within a
story”—what happens—as well as to the “structure of narrative communication
itself”—how the story is told (O’Neil 366). The narrative structure of epic fantasy
has its roots in heroic legends and fairy tales, and may be usefully analysed with
reference to Campbell’s monomyth, Propp’s morphology of the folktale, or Tolkien’s
understanding of fairy-tale structure. But the primary influence on the narrative
structure of epic fantasy is the complex interlaced plot of The Lord of the Rings, in
which a number of separate narrative threads combine to form an overarching
narrative structure that, as discussed above (37-37), concerns the fate of the
Secondary World. This is a complex structure that naturally leads to complex stories,

requiring a strong authorial hand to maintain control. These sections address the

46



ways in which each author has adapted, or attempted to adapt, the interlace structure

to suit their particular creative vision.

These sections also discuss how the fantastic device of prophecy can affect narrative
structure and manipulate reader response. Prophecy is a fantastic form of prolepsis—
a flash-forward—but embedded within the events of the story instead of overlaid via
the discourse. For the reader, prophecy functions to create anticipation and, in the
more complex uses of prophecy, to create puzzles that invite solving. Prophecies are
typically vague, often deliberately misleading, and can therefore also be used to
create surprise. But beyond reader manipulation, the use of prophecy in epic fantasy
is made more complex by the fact that this narrative foreshadowing occurs within the
story, and that the characters themselves have similar insight into future events. The
emotional response to prophecy is typically either hope or despair, or vacillation
between the two, depending on the nature of the prophecy and the social and
personal philosophies of the characters who are aware of the prophecy. The use of
prophecy in epic fantasy thus creates a complex relationship between author, reader,
and characters, with the crux of the relationship being knowledge: who has it, when

do they have it, and how much can it be trusted.

Epic fantasy typically has a strong tendency towards metafiction. Metafiction is most
often associated with postmodern literature, in which the text playfully or ironically
calls attention to its own status as an artificial construct, breaking down the barrier
between reality and illusion. In epic fantasy, metafictional recognition is typically
more subtle, never violating the sense of realism, but instead manifesting as an acute
awareness of the role of stories in human existence. As Clute and Westfahl argue,
this tendency is not exclusive to epic fantasy, but is a defining feature of the fantasy

genre itself: “Part of the definition of fantasy is that its protagonists tend to know
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they are in a Story of some sort ... many fantasy texts are clearly and explicitly
constructed so as to reveal the controlling presence of an underlying Story, and that
the protagonists of many fantasy texts are explicitly aware they are acting out a tale”
(901). Characters in epic fantasy are not aware that they are a part of the story that
the reader is reading in the Primary World; however, they are frequently aware that
they are a part of a story within their Secondary World. So while the wall between
reality and illusion may remain intact for the reader, this wall often begins to
deteriorate for the protagonist, as the lines between what is real and what is ‘only a

story’ become increasingly blurred.

2.2.3. CONCLUSION

Overall, the methodological approach of this thesis is based upon two essential
questions asked of each text: How does the author make use of the mimetic and
fantastic narrative modes? And, how has the author worked within the boundaries of
generic expectations? This dual approach has been developed, in part, as a response
to two of the most common assumptions made about epic fantasy: that it is
unrealistic, and therefore escapist and irrelevant to real life; and that it is formulaic
and badly written. The origins of these two assumptions, and the effect they have had
on the criticism of both The Lord of the Rings and epic fantasy, are the subject of the

next chapter.

48



3. THE CRITICAL RECEPTION

As observed in the Introduction, epic fantasy criticism is, as yet, an extremely
underdeveloped field of study. In an article on Jordan’s The Wheel of Time, Attrill
notes the lack of criticism and speculates that the “sheer size” of series such as this
has been off-putting to literary critics (37). While this has probably been a factor, this
chapter will argue that the dearth of epic fantasy criticism is largely a result of two
features of the subgenre: that it is both fantastic and popular. As we shall see in the
first section of this chapter, both fantasy fiction and popular fiction have traditionally
been considered undeserving of serious attention in the Western critical tradition:
fantasy fiction because it has been assumed to be childish and escapist, and popular
fiction because it has been assumed to be formulaic and lacking in quality.
Consequently, when critics began to turn their attention towards fantasy and popular
fiction in the late twentieth century, their studies were often marked by uncertainty
and defensiveness, as they considered not only how to approach their chosen texts,
but the value of doing so. Further exacerbating the negative critical attitude is the
underlying, often unspoken, assumption that both fantasy and popular fiction rely too
heavily on the ‘primitive’ device of story-telling. The stigmas and assumptions
associated with fantasy and popular fiction have had a pervasive influence on
criticism of The Lord of the Rings, as we shall see in the second section of this
chapter. In the early stages, the belief that fantasy fiction was escapist and juvenile
ensured that discussions of the value of The Lord of the Rings centred on the question
of whether it was relevant to ‘real’ life. But the most significant hindrance to serious

critical discussion occurred in the 1960s when The Lord of the Rings achieved cult
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status in America, thus forever branding Tolkien’s work with the stigma of
popularity. Today, even though there is a significant body of quality Tolkien
criticism, the literary value of The Lord of the Rings is still a matter of debate. The
final section of this chapter briefly addresses the way in which the negative
assumptions made of fantasy and popular fiction have similarly affected the limited
criticism of epic fantasy; however, it also speculates that one of the principal
challenges facing epic fantasy criticism is the overwhelming reputation of The Lord
of the Rings. If epic fantasy criticism is ever to develop as a significant field of
inquiry, it will first need to overcome the belief that the entire subgenre is little more
than formulaic imitations of The Lord of the Rings, and recognise, instead, that there
are many works within the subgenre deserving of serious and discrete critical

attention.

3.1. CRITICAL ASSUMPTIONS

3.1.1. FANTASY

Fantasy theorists and critics have long had to struggle against the assumption that
fantasy literature is escapist and irrelevant, and therefore less worthy of critical
attention than realist literature. Hume argues that the ‘realist bias’ has origins in
Aristotle and Plato’s assumptions that literature was, or should be, primarily
mimetic, and fantasy in literature was to be distrusted and disparaged: “it is an
astonishing tribute to the eloquence and rigor of Plato and Aristotle as originators of
western critical theory that most subsequent critics have assumed mimetic
representation to be the essential relationship between text and the real world” (5).
However, for much of Western literary history mimetic literature belonged to “low

art, and to low style: comedy, farce, certain kinds of satire” (P. Brooks Realist 7); not
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until the eighteenth century and the rise of the novel as a form of literature did
mimesis come to be the preferred literary mode. The representation of real, ordinary
people and events as pioneered by authors such as Balzac, Dickens, Flaubert and
Eliot, once a “radical” break with tradition, became the dominant literary mode in the
nineteenth century, “so much the expected mode of the novel that even today we tend
to think of it as the norm from which other modes—magical realism, science fiction,
fantasy, metafictions—are variants or deviants” (P. Brooks Realist 5). For, as the
realistic novel gained dominance and respect in the nineteenth century, fantasy was
“consciously pushed to the periphery by the upholders of the realistic novel” (Hume
21). This is not to say that fantasy fiction disappeared entirely; it became, as Prickett
argues, an undercurrent against the mainstream of realist fiction, the “underside, or
obverse, of the Victorian imagination” (9). However, the change in expectations
cemented the underlying realist bias in the Western critical tradition, as literary taste
for realism relegated fantasy to the status of ‘mere’ escapist fiction. This was, as

Lewis observes, a subtle but inexorable process:

The dominant taste at present demands realism of content. The great
achievements of the nineteenth-century novel have trained us to appreciate it
and to expect it.... No one that | know of has indeed laid down in so many
words that a fiction cannot be fit for adult and civilised reading unless it
represents life as we have all found it to be, or probably shall find it to be, in
experience. But some such assumption seems to lurk tacitly in the
background of much criticism and literary discussion. We feel it in the
widespread neglect or disparagement of the romantic, the idyllic, and the
fantastic, and the readiness to stigmatise instances of these as ‘escapism’.

(Experiment 60)
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As well as escapist, fantasy came to be seen as a childish form of literature. Tolkien
argues that this was a result of fantasy’s increasing unfashionability, which caused it
to become “relegated to the ‘nursery’, as shabby or old-fashioned furniture is
relegated to the play-room, primarily because the adults do not want it, and do not
mind if it is misused” (“Fairy” 50). But the association of fantasy with children is
also likely a result of a simple logical conclusion: if fantasy is merely escapist and
irrelevant fiction, then it is naturally suitable only for children, as adults should be

devoting their attention to more serious and significant forms of literature.

The realist bias in Western critical tradition has had a pervasive influence in fantasy
scholarship: the perceived greater worth of realism has been a “major deterrent to the
appreciation of fantasy” (Schlobin xii). As discussed in the previous chapter, it was
not until the late twentieth century that significant steps were made towards
overcoming the general critical neglect of fantasy. Prior to this period, as we saw, the
majority of pioneering criticisms tended to discuss fantasy primarily as a form of
literature for children, because children were erroneously seen as fantasy’s ‘natural’
audience. But some of the pioneer fantasy theorists also addressed the assumption
that fantasy literature was ‘merely’ escapist. Of these, Tolkien’s discussion in “On
Fairy-stories” is one of the most comprehensive. Tolkien challenges the belief the
Fantasy is opposed to reason or truth, instead positing a close relationship between
reality and fantasy: “For creative Fantasy is founded upon the hard recognition that
things are so in the world as it appears under the sun; on a recognition of fact, but not
a slavery to it” (“Fairy” 65). So fantasy recognises reality, but need not be bound to
it: this, for Tolkien, is the true value of fantasy. For while he acknowledges that
fantasy is, in a sense, escapist, he denies the negative connotations traditionally

associated with the word in literary terms. He instead argues that escape is, in many
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circumstances, a quite sensible and warranted desire. On a simple level, Tolkien
finds the “rawness and ugliness of modern European life” (“Fairy” 72) so absurd and
‘unreal’, that the desire to escape to the more archaic, beautiful, and natural worlds
common to fantasy seems, to him, inevitable. But on a deeper level, Tolkien also
argues that the desire to escape from grim realities such as “hunger, thirst, poverty,
pain, sorrow, injustice” is a desire as old as human-kind, and should not be so easily
dismissed (“Fairy” 73). Tolkien sees in fantasy the “imaginative satisfaction of
ancient desires”, in which we are able to escape the limitations of our existence,
including the “oldest and deepest desire, the Great Escape: the Escape from Death”
(“Fairy” 74-75). This last escape holds, for Tolkien, deep spiritual significance: he
does not refer to deathlessness, or immortality, but rather escape “through death to
eternal life” (Flieger Splintered 28). And, as we will see in Chapter Four, this is one

of the central themes of Tolkien’s creative works.

As fantasy scholarship gained momentum in the 1970s and 1980s, one of its first
objectives was, as we saw in the previous chapter, to define fantasy as a literary field.
But another, underlying, objective was to defend fantasy’s worth as an object of
critical study. Characteristic of many of these early studies is an awareness that it
will probably be assumed that fantasy literature is escapist and irrelevant, and thus
undeserving of serious critical attention. Each critic is therefore concerned to
reassure the reader that fantasy is, in fact, relevant to reality. The first two chapters of
Rabkin’s The Fantastic in Literature reflect the dual objectives of the early fantasy
theorists: the first chapter is concerned to define fantasy, while the second chapter
addresses the issue of ‘escape’ and fantasy. Rabkin recognises that ‘escape literature’
is conventionally seen as indicative of “a general evasion of responsibilities on the

part of the reader who should, after all, spend his time on ‘serious literature’” (43-
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44). However, Rabkin, like Tolkien before him, defends escape in literature on two
grounds: he not only challenges the assumption that escape necessitates an
“indiscriminate rejection of order”, but also challenges the belief that ‘escape’
inherently lacks value (44). Jackson’s Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, also
addresses the issue of escapism and fantasy, but rather than defending the value of
escapism, she instead challenges the assumption that fantasy is escapist at all. She
introduces her study by observing that the ‘value’ of fantasy has always “seemed to
reside ... in its ‘free-floating’ and escapist qualities”, and that fantasy has “appeared
to be ‘free’ from many of the conventions and restraints of more realistic texts” (1).
Her study is, however, an attempt to “militate against escapism or a simple pleasure
principle” in order to argue for a more ‘theoretical’ understanding of fantasy, in
which fantasy should not be seen as ‘transcending’ reality, because it is invariably
determined by its social context, and is thus never “free” or escapist (2-3). Shifting
direction from social reality to psychological reality, Apter begins his tellingly titled
Fantasy Literature: An Approach to Reality, by declaring that the “aim and purpose
of fantasy in literature are not necessarily different from those of the most exacting
realism” (1), and goes on to state that he purposes to use psychoanalytic theory to
demonstrate that the use of fantasy in the modern novel “must be understood not as
an escape from reality but as an investigation of it” (2). But of these early fantasy
studies, Swinfen’s In Defence of Fantasy is most direct in addressing the

assumptions of the realist bias:

Perhaps one of the most difficult aspects of undertaking a serious critical
study of the fantasy novel results from the attitude of the majority of
contemporary critics — an attitude which suggests that the so-called ‘realist’

mode of writing is somehow more profound, more morally committed, more
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involved with ‘real” human concerns than a mode of writing which employs
the marvellous. The contention of this defence of fantasy is that this is far

from being the case. (10-11)

The crux of Swinfen’s ‘defence’ of fantasy is thus a refutation of the assumption that
fantasy is escapist and irrelevant. Her introductory chapter concludes with a brief
argument for fantasy’s relevance to reality, which is then reiterated and expanded in
the conclusion. Swinfen contends that modern fantasy, “far from begin the escapist
literature which it is sometimes labelled”, is often characterised by a “heightened
awareness” of ‘empirical’ reality and a concern with exploring “transcendent reality”
(234). While each of these critics puts forward different arguments, their objectives
are identical: to challenge the assumption that the ‘unreal’ nature of fantasy literature

is somehow indicative of its lack of worth as an object of critical study.

As fantasy scholarship has developed, it has grown more confident of the worth of its
subject matter: today one is far less likely to come across the defensiveness and self-
consciousness that marked many of the fantasy studies of the 1970s and early 1980s.
Instead of apologising for or justifying the unreal aspects of fantasy literature, critics
are more likely to celebrate fantasy’s ability to achieve “a sense of possibility beyond
the ordinary, material, rationally predictable world in which we live” and its capacity
to “consciously break free from mundane reality” (Mathews 1-2). However, the
influence of the realist bias is still evident. For example, Armitt begins her 2005
genre study, Fantasy Fiction, by claiming: “’Fantasy’ is a word commonly
disparaged by literary and nonliterary voices alike [and] literary realism is certainly
the type of fictional writing adopted by canon, seen as most fitting for serious or
weighty subject matter” (1). Armitt, like so many critics before her, immediately

challenges the perceived greater worth of literary realism, in this case by arguing that
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“there is no more a genuinely direct connection between realism and the real than
there is between fantasy fiction and the real” (2). Even though fantasy scholarship
has long since demonstrated the many and varied ways in which fantasy fiction can
be seen as relevant to real life, the realist bias is so deeply ingrained in Western
zeitgeist that, even today, some fantasy critics still believe it necessary to begin a
study of the fantasy genre by, yet again, challenging the assumption that fantasy
fiction is ‘merely’ escapist. And, as we shall see in the second and third sections of
this chapter, the realist bias has been a persistently disruptive influence in criticism

of both The Lord of the Rings and epic fantasy.

3.1.2. POPULARITY

The concept of ‘popular fiction’, like fantasy fiction, is a relatively recent
phenomenon. Resulting from a combination of increasing literacy levels among the
middle and lower classes along with the growth of industrialisation, the phenomenon
of popular fiction emerged during the mid to late nineteenth century. During this
period, publishing began to transform from a ‘high-brow’ artistic endeavour to a
predominately commercial enterprise, associated with industry and entertainment.
The commercialisation of publishing in turn created, as Bloom observes, “an
unprecedented form: truly popular literature” (12): that is, literature that was created
for, and read by, a mass audience. However, the commercial nature of popular fiction
contributed towards negative assumptions being made about the authors, readers, and
objects created by this new industry. Thus, authors of popular fiction were seen as
entrepreneurs rather than artists, concerned more with production and income than
with creative aspiration: “For aristocratic and upper middle-class authors in the

nineteenth century, fiction-writing was little less than trade and little more than a
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diversion with a possible hint of immoral earnings to boot” (Bloom 11). The readers
of popular fiction were also held in low esteem, seen as ignorant ‘consumers’, as
Henry James’ speculation on the ‘Future of the Novel’ in 1900 demonstrates: “The
sort of taste that used to be called ‘good’ has nothing to do with the matter; we are so
demonstrably in presence of millions for whom taste is but an obscure, confused,
immediate instinct” (13). This in turn led to the assumption that popular fiction must
be, by nature, “bad art” (Stowe 646), because the mass reading public lacked the
education and sophistication to appreciate quality literature. As popular fiction has
developed as an industry, the negative assumptions have lingered, aided and abetted
by the growing links between popular fiction and genre. As discussed in the previous
chapter (36-37), popular fiction is distinguished from literary fiction by its
unambiguous generic identifiers: this is the way the entire field is produced,
marketed and read. However, the visibility of genre in popular fiction leads many to
assume that the entire field is nothing more than a matter of formula, and that it is
read by people who are reassured by its sameness, as Gelder illustrates in his sketch

of a typically “elitist’ view of popular fiction and its readers:

Literature is singular ... so the reading experience here is also singular: one
emerges ‘satisfied’ from the literary text. Popular fiction, on the other hand, is
generic — which compels readers continually to go in search of the next
example of the genre they happen to be reading. The singularity of Literature
means that its readers are politely restrained creatures: one text by one author
is quite enough to be getting along with, and rewarding enough to be ‘re-read
with even deeper appreciation’ later on. The reader of popular or genre

fiction, however, is an ‘addict’ who ‘devours’ one work after another....
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Satisfaction therefore would seem to escape these poor folk entirely as they

give themselves up to the constant lure of their genres. (41)

The negative assumptions made of popular fiction—that it is formulaic, lacking in
quality, and thoughtlessly consumed by unintelligent readers—have, in turn,

influenced the way popular fiction has been approached in academia.

Traditionally, popular fiction has been approached by critics as cultural artefact,
rather than an object of aesthetic worth. For example, in Sutherland’s Bestsellers:
Popular Fiction of the 1970s, one of the first comprehensive surveys of popular

fiction, he argues that the

utility of bestsellers lies in the very fact that they often have no literary merit
to distract us. We are not therefore detained by a respect for their sanctity as
‘texts’....What is useful about such culturally embedded works is what they
tell us about the book trade, the market place, the reading public and society

generally at the time they have done well. (5)

Thus, Sutherland sees popular fiction’s lack of aesthetic value as advantageous,
because it means that there is nothing to distract us from its real value as a
sociological tool. And, because critics thought of popular fiction as formulaic—“an
undifferentiated, composite construct” (Ashley 1)—in which one instance of a
particular genre is the same as any other, early critical studies of popular fiction are
often characterised by a “failure ... to engage with specific texts” (Ashley 5);
instead, critics often made broad generalisations about entire genres based on the few
examples they had read. Moreover, the perception that popular fiction is more
valuable for what it can tell us about the social and cultural context in which it was

produced than for its distinctive aesthetic qualities has led to an unfortunate tendency
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towards shallow and inaccurate analysis—assumedly because it is supposed that the

particulars of an individual text are of little importance.

This sociological approach towards popular fiction is also indicative of a desire to
maintain a critical distance between academia and popular culture. The reader of
popular fiction is classified a “fan’, passive, over-enthusiastic, and uncritical;
whereas the academic is, in contrast, discerning, objective, and analytical. Thus, in
this scenario, the reader of popular fiction remains a safely contained ‘Other’, to be
observed and explained. However, some recent studies have challenged this division,
arguing that not only is the difference between the academic and the fan less clear
than might be thought, but that it is possible to be both an academic and a fan.
Jenkins’ ground-breaking study of fan culture, Textual Poachers, argues that
“organized fandom is, perhaps first and foremost, an institution of theory and
criticism, a semistructured space where competing interpretations and evaluations of
common texts are proposed, debated, and negotiated” (86). In this way, Jenkins
argues, fan activity often mirrors academic activity: both are concerned with critical
evaluation and interpretation of cultural artefacts. However, as Hills argues, fandom
and academia approach this common goal in different fashions, guided by competing
“discourses and ideals of subjectivity” which affect their respective attitudes (8).
Hills claims that the ‘scholar-fan’—an academic who also claims a fan identity—is
still often anxious to disguise any ‘fannish’ enthusiasm because “respect is aligned
with, and given to, the imagined subjectivity of the ‘good’ and rational academic
who is expected to be detached and rational, even about his/her own investments in
popular culture” (12). While the activities of an academic may be similar to those of

a fan, there is still level of anxiety about revealing too much investment in popular
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culture, for fear of being perceived as a ‘mere’ fan, and thus compromising one’s

status as an objective academic.

Despite the anxieties surrounding the critical study of popular fiction, the endeavour
has gradually become more accepted. In 1989, Ashley wrote that although the
“silence on popular fiction has been broken”, it seemed to him that it still “is not easy
to study popular fiction; much resistance persists, as do the old prejudices of the
mass-culture debate” (3). However, ten years later, Browne and Marsden claimed
that “‘Popular’ is no longer a four-letter word. The study of everyday culture is
commonplace” (2): this was, they argue, a radical change from 1970, when the
Popular Culture Association was founded, and popular culture was still “anathema”
(2). Nonetheless, even though the serious study of popular culture objects is today
more respectable in academia, negative assumptions about both the quality of
popular fiction and the type of people who read it are still very influential, as we

shall see in the remainder of this chapter.

3.1.3. STORY-TELLING

There exists an interesting commonality between fantasy fiction and popular fiction,
which has undoubtedly contributed to the negative critical attitude towards both: they
are both, first and foremost, concerned with story-telling. As discussed in the
previous chapter, the fantasy genre can be thought of as distinct from other forms of
fantastic literature through its foregrounding of story (29). Popular fiction is also
primarily narrative-driven, elevating entertainment over aesthetics, story over style:
this is one way popular fiction can be seen to differ from literary fiction: “Literature
doesn’t need a story or a plot, but popular fiction couldn’t function without one”

(Gelder 19). Or, as Bloom articulates the difference: “Art fiction highlights its style,
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delights in it and makes of style a fetish. Popular fiction neutralises style, seems only
interested in narrative, content and convention, and delights in making language
invisible in order to tell a tale” (21). However, story-telling has traditionally been
undervalued, even disdained, in modern literary criticism, which “has tended to take
its valuation from study of the lyric, and when it has discussed narrative has
emphasized questions of ‘point of view’, ‘tone,” ‘symbol,” ‘spatial form,” or
‘psychology’. The texture of narrative has been considered most interesting insofar
as it approaches the density of poetry” (P. Brooks Reading 4). Modernist literary
criticism, in particular, cemented the contemptuous attitude towards story-telling,
when, in what Kroeber claims was one of Modernism’s “most revolutionary acts”,
story-telling was relegated to a ‘primitive’ activity (2). In a much-quoted passage,

Forster articulates the Modernist view of story:

Yes—oh, dear, yes—the novel tells a story. That is the fundamental aspect
without which it could not exist. This is the highest factor common to all
novels, and | wish that it was not so, that it could be something different—
melody, or perception of the truth, not this low atavistic form. For the more
we look at the story ... the more we disentangle it from the finer growths that
it supports, the less shall we find to admire. It runs like a backbone—or may |
say a tapeworm, for its beginning and end are arbitrary. It is immensely old—
goes back to neolithic times, perhaps to Paleolithic. Neanderthal man listened

to stories, if one may judge by the shape of his skull. (27-28)

Although ‘revolutionary’ at the time, the disdain for narrative “is now so embedded
in our thinking that only through drastic self-criticism can we perceive the form of
this prejudice” (Kroeber 2). Fortunately, contemporary literary theory has begun to

turn its attention back towards narrative; however, as discussed in the previous
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chapter, this is a relatively recent critical concern (40-41). It is thus unsurprising that
this subtle prejudice against narrative can still be detected in criticism of both fantasy
and popular fiction, as an underlying, tacit awareness that both rely obviously on
narrative drive for effect and meaning, thus lessening their critical worth. And in
forms of literature, such as epic fantasy, which are both fantastic and popular, the
reliance on story-telling is reinforced, as is the critical disdain. While, as this thesis
will demonstrate, the role of story in epic fantasy is complex and varied, often
manifesting in particularly sophisticated and self-aware ways, the blatant nature of
story’s presence within the subgenre is often reason enough for academics to dismiss

epic fantasy as mere escapist entertainment.

3.2. THE LORD OF THE RINGS

When The Lord of the Rings was first released it received a few particularly hostile
reviews. In these reviews can be seen the assumptions of the realist bias: because The
Lord of the Rings was fantasy, it was assumed to be juvenile and escapist. Wilson
begins his notorious 1956 review by admitting that he is puzzled by Tolkien’s
assertion that The Lord of the Rings was a fairy tale written for adults: “It is
essentially a children’s book—a children’s book which has somehow got out of
hand” (327). He could only explain the extremely positive reactions the book had
already received from other critics by concluding that “certain people ... have a
lifelong appetite for juvenile trash” (331-32). Muir’s 1955 review damns The Lord of
the Rings with faint praise, characterising it as an “extraordinary” and “brilliant”
story in the style of a “boys’ adventure story”, full of “boys masquerading as adult
heroes”, and with a requisitely simplistic happy ending: “The good boys ... emerge

at the end of it well, triumphant and happy, as boys would naturally expect to do”
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(11). And, in his 1956 review, Roberts states that he finds it “unusual” for a modern
writer to attempt a tale of this sort, “children’s tales apart” (450). Grading the book
against Tolkien’s qualities of fantasy in “On Fairy-stories”—Recovery, Escape,

Consolation—Roberts gives the book “high marks” for Escape:

In all the three volumes there is nothing drab or everyday. Joys and disasters
are alike on a satisfactorily heroic scale. Nor are we troubled by one of the

drabbest aspects of real life, the way that people’s characters are not simply
black or white but various shades of grey: here the good are very, very good

and the bad are simply horrid. (455)

Roberts concludes his review with the definitive statement that what is “ultimately
wrong” with The Lord of the Rings is that it is “all a matter of contrivance. It doesn’t
issue from an understanding of reality which is not to be denied,; it is not moulded by
some controlling vision of things which is at the same time its raison d &tre” (459)."
In their recent appraisal of Tolkien criticism, Drout and Wynne survey some of the
reasons given to explain the early critical hostility directed towards Tolkien and The
Lord of the Rings, including Tolkien’s position outside the literary ‘establishment’,
his religious sensibility, and his political views (113-17). But whatever the reasons
for their hostility, critics such as Wilson, Muir and Roberts often based their
criticisms on what fantasy fiction was assumed to be: as many have pointed out, their
accusations are easily refuted by reference to the facts of the book. In fact, Drout and
Wynne complain that too much time has been given to disproving these early

shallow criticisms: “Tolkien scholars point out the same tired fallacies by the same

13 Tom Shippey would later single out this accusation as “possibly the single most imperceptive
statement ever made about Tolkien” (Author 308).
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foolish critics and make the same points in refuting them” (116). But the reason
criticisms such as these are so provocative is because they are rooted in the pre-
existing negative assumptions about fantasy fiction: they seem plausible criticisms,

and thus seem necessary to refute.

Perhaps for this reason, many of the positive reviews of The Lord of the Rings made
a point of highlighting the book’s complexity and relevance, thus pre-emptively
defending the book against readers’ negative assumptions. For example, Kepert’s
1954 review begins by acknowledging that most people would consider this ‘fairy-
tale’ an “absurd” endeavour for a “modern novel”, and of little interest to “intelligent
adults” (11). But Kepert pleads readers to give The Lord of the Rings a chance: “One
opens it in amused condescension and closes it enthralled” (11). Nicholls begins his
1954 review by declaring that this ‘fairy tale’ is “not for children. It is too big for
children, too mature, on too grand and epic a scale” (16). As well as assumptions of
childishness, Nicholls dissuades assumptions of escapism: “Some might say that it
will be a foolish work, because of its unreality. But it is not unreal. The closeness of
its analogy to the human situation gives it a dreadful reality and relevance” (11). As
Reilly observes in his 1968 article, most of the early criticism of The Lord of the
Rings “comes down to the question of whether the book is relevant to life.... It is
almost as if Tolkien had held up a mirror, not to life, but to critical attitudes” (136).
When The Lord of the Rings was published, the dominant critical attitude held that
fantasy was an escapist and childish form of literature: some critics used this to their
advantage, as solid ground from which to base an attack; while others felt obliged to
defend The Lord of the Rings against such assumptions. And, as we shall in the rest
of this chapter, The Lord of the Rings has “attracted such criticism consistently since

it was first published” (Ripp 267): the crux of public and academic debate about The
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Lord of the Rings is usually whether the book is ‘merely’ escapist and juvenile, and,

consequently, whether it is worth talking about seriously at all.

The Lord of the Rings gained another obstacle to serious critical discussion when it
became a cult object in 1960s America: since then, The Lord of the Rings has had to
contend with the dual stigmas of fantasy and popularity. The negative critical attitude
towards popular literature was immediately attached to The Lord of the Rings, as can
be seen in the newspaper and magazine articles published in response to the cult
movement. As Ripp observes, the “essential feature” that marked most of these
articles was “the fact that the articles spent very little time (apart from brief
synopses) discussing the book at all” (263). Instead, most of the articles were
concerned to discuss the activities of the Tolkien fans, typically in a “mildly
condescending” manner (Ripp 264). For example, Resnick’s 1966 description of the
Tolkien fans, or ‘Tolkien people’ as he terms them, depicts them as over-enthusiastic

youths driven by unconscious impulse:

although the Tolkien people wince at the word ‘fad’ as if it were sheer
blasphemy; even they will admit that their enthusiasm has gone—perhaps
inevitably—beyond all reason.... Although the Tolkien fans rarely show
herding instincts and never scream, they are driven by the same subtle urge
that produces water guns at the first breath of spring, gives rise to the sudden,
unexpected yo-yo, and squeezes crowds of students into telephone booths.

(91)

Mathewson seems similarly bemused by Tolkien fans in his 1968 article, and takes
great pains to convey his position as ‘perplexed outsider’ when describing a fan

gathering:
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There was, at the outset, something cliquish about the reading of Tolkien, a
hint of the secret society.... A Yankee set down in the drawing room full of
Southerners ... could be no more at a loss than one who has never read
Tolkien placed in the midst of a fan chat. If he formed an opinion at all, it
would probably be that the conversation was fatuous in its single-minded
devotion to the most minute details; for a true appreciation of the books
seems to require that they be absorbed in toto and taken with perfect

seriousness. (131)

In these, as in other articles, the attitude of the journalist is of an ethnographer, keen
to describe the curious habits of the ‘natives’, but steadfastly maintaining the
boundaries between the observer and the observed. We can see the influence of the
popular stigma in the journalists’ desire to distance themselves from the fans, thus
reinforcing their own position as a serious and rational critic. Moreover, the belief
that popular fiction is more valuable as a sociological tool than as a literary object is
reflected in the primary aim of most of these articles: to assess what The Lord of the
Rings’ popularity “said about American youth” (Ripp 275). The fact of the book’s
popularity was seen as more important than the content of the book itself: thus, most
articles only offer a brief summary with terse evaluations: “The books are essentially
an adventure story” (Resnick 91); or Mathewson’s more negative assertion that The
Lord of the Rings is “in essence nothing more than fairy tales, grown up and grown
exceedingly lengthy, escapist and nonintellectual” (131). However, the Tolkien cult
would have far more significant effects than a few condescending magazine articles.
As Ripp notes, The Lord of the Rings’ popularity in the 1960s would influence

critical attitudes for years to come: “Without the sudden explosion of attention, it
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seems doubtful that The Lord of the Rings would still attract such hostility in some

circles” (275).

The hostility towards The Lord of the Rings is evident in some of the early fantasy
scholarship discussed in the previous chapter (23-26). We have already seen the
curious position held by such an influential text as The Lord of the Rings within the
fledging field of fantasy criticism: marginalised, misread, defined as ‘not fantasy’ at
all. As Attebery notes, it seems that many fantasy scholars “turned to Tolkien only
because he could not be avoided in discussing twentieth-century uses of the
fantastic” (Strategies 36). And the fact of The Lord of the Rings’ popularity
prompted various responses. While some few critics did not mention it all, most
critics made at least some passing reference. Jackson, for instance, clarifies that she
will not be addressing “some of the better known authors of fantasy (in the popular
sense)” at any length, because these “best-selling fantasies” do not fit her definition
of “fantasy’ (9). Interestingly, Jackson accuses The Lord of the Rings and other
examples of ‘romance literature’ of providing only “wish fulfilment” and an “escape
... from present material conditions” (154-56), thus directing the assumption that
fantasy literature is ‘escapist’ towards a particular type of popular literature that,
according to Jackson, is not ‘fantasy’ at all. Some other critics show self-
consciousness about addressing a popular novel, but still give The Lord of the Rings
due consideration. For example, Irwin prefaces his positive reading of The Lord of
the Rings with a disclaimer: “Soon after publication, The Lord of the Rings became
the center of a popular cult. Even so, it is a work of great learning” (161). But, unlike
Irwin, some critics appear unable to forgive The Lord of the Rings its popularity, and,
in some cases even seem to allow the fact of The Lord of the Rings’ popularity affect

their analysis and evaluations. Hume’s Fantasy and Mimesis, like many other early
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fantasy studies, challenges the assumption the fantasy is irrelevant, arguing instead
that “departure from reality does not preclude comment upon it: indeed, this is one of
fantasy’s primary functions” (xii). However, in her categorisation schema, Hume
puts The Lord of the Rings in the category of ‘literature of illusion’, or ‘escape’
literature. According to Hume, escapist literature is not necessarily a bad thing, but it
is not as significant as other types of literature because, while it can provide
emotional satisfaction, it “rarely challenges us to think (81). Thus Hume, like
Jackson, channels the negative assumptions made of fantasy towards one particular
type of fantasy, which is depicted as less valuable than other forms of the fantastic.
Hume then generalises, without any evidence, about the readers of this type of
fantasy: “Their most enthusiastic readers would like to think of themselves as
crippled heroes, forced to operate in a materialistic universe which has lost its myths
and its monsters. Trekkies and Tolkien fans clearly find bourgeois life deeply
unsatisfying” (66). It is not surprising then that Hume claims that readers of The Lord
of the Rings “identify with the aristocratic Aragorn ... not the untalented masses.
Readers can glory vicariously in competence and the accompanying self-confidence,
qualities that come to the stories’ heroes with little unpleasant effort and may even be
inherited” (66-67). Clearly, Hume has ignored the Hobbits, the primary narrative
focalisers and surely examples of the ‘untalented masses’ rising to unexpected and
demanding heroism: indeed, it is generally agreed that one of the most innovative
and appealing aspects of The Lord of the Rings is the very ordinary and relatable
nature of the Hobbits. But Hume presupposes that the people who read The Lord of
the Rings are all of a type: enthusiastic but passive, alienated from contemporary
society, but finding pleasure in being part of an “elite fellowship” of likeminded

people (67), and accepting the “aristocratic values” of the story because they do not
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fully understand their implications (195). It is likely that Hume’s image of a Tolkien
reader has been heavily influenced by the negative assumptions made of readers of
popular fiction in general, as well as the condescending magazine articles about the
Tolkien cult discussed above. Unfortunately, rather than alter her assumptions based
on the evidence offered by the text, Hume instead drastically misrepresents the text

to make it correspond to her assumptions.

Brooke-Rose is another fantasy critic whose hostility towards The Lord of the Rings
appears to be influenced by her negative perception of Tolkien fans. Brooke-Rose’s
lengthy analysis of the way Tolkien combined the rhetorical modes of realism and
fantasy in The Lord of the Rings is an important insight into understanding the
originality of his work, and as such will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Four
(91-92); however, it is interesting to note that Brooke-Rose’s judgement of The Lord
of the Rings is ultimately negative, finding Tolkien’s combination of narrative modes
clumsy and unsuccessful. In his discussion of her work, Shippey seems puzzled by
her negative evaluation, observing that despite her perceptive analysis, her
“comments on Tolkien mostly strike [him] as prejudiced to the point of wilful
blindness” (Road 321). A clue may lay in the openly contemptuous attitude Brooke-
Rose demonstrates towards Tolkien fans when she argues that The Lord of the Rings’
“histories and genealogies™ are unnecessary to the narrative, but “have given much
infantile happiness to the Tolkien clubs and societies, whose members apparently
write to each other in Elvish” (247). Unlike Hume, Brooke-Rose does give a
reasonably accurate representation of the text; even though, as Attebery notes, she
demonstrates the “remarkable carelessness with detail” (Strategies 27) so common to
studies of popular fiction. However, her evaluation of The Lord of the Rings appears

to have been negatively influenced by her hostile attitude towards both the text and
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its fans: as Shippey suggests, “she resents her subject too much to read it fully”
(Road 320). Even though Hume and Brooke-Rose are sympathetic towards fantasy
literature in general, both seem to have a critical blind-spot concerning Tolkien’s
work. For early critics of modern fantasy, it was difficult to overlook The Lord of the

Rings; however, it also appeared difficult for some critics to overlook its popularity.

But other critics, convinced of The Lord of the Rings’ literary value, began to take
the first steps towards establishing what would eventually become a significant body
of scholarship. In 1968, Isaacs and Zimbardo gathered some of the best examples of
early The Lord of the Rings criticism in the milestone collection, Tolkien and the
Critics. Throughout this collection, one can see the influence of the stigmas of
fantasy and popularity, as the critics find themselves in the difficult position of
praising a work that, according to contemporary literary taste, has none of the
qualities of ‘great literature’. Most palpable is the self-consciousness some of the
critics exhibit over addressing such a popular text: Isaacs in fact introduces the entire
collection by noting that it is “surely a bad time for Tolkien criticism” because
“Tolkien’s enormous current popularity itself acts as a deterrent to critical activity”
(1). While many of the articles were written before the height of Tolkien’s
popularity, some of the later-written articles demonstrate a desire on the part of the
critic to separate their aims from those of the fans. For instance, Spacks argues that
the existence of the Tolkien cult “suggests the power of Tolkien’s work”; however,
she distances herself from the fans by claiming that while Tolkien encourages a
‘willing suspension of disbelief’, “the cultists try to maintain that suspension beyond
the limits of the book” (97). Similarly, Sale argues that the popularity of The Lord of
the Rings is indicative of its worth; however, a more objective critical assessment is

required, “because the enthusiasts as yet are more excited than articulate” (247).
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While clearly not wanting to dismiss the significance of Tolkien’s popularity, these
critics are keen to clarify that they themselves are not ‘cultists’, and that their
appreciation of The Lord of the Rings will therefore be of a more serious and

‘academic’ nature.

As well as the stigma of popularity, one can see the influence of the realist bias in
Isaacs and Zimbardo’s collection, and in particular the considerable influence exerted
by the shallow criticisms of the early hostile Tolkien reviews discussed above:
Wilson’s 1956 review, for example, is referenced (and challenged) sixteen times, by
five different critics. Reilly discusses the critical controversy surrounding The Lord
of the Rings at some length, arguing that the fact that it is “certainly not a realistic
novel” is the “sharp edge of the razor which both friendly and hostile estimators have
had to get over” (132-33). And, using Tolkien’s defence of fairy-stories as a starting
point, Reilly defends The Lord of the Rings against accusations of escapism by
arguing that, “far from being irrelevant to reality”, fantasy literature is “relevant to
moral reality” (146), and, moreover, that escapism is not a “refusal to face reality”,
but rather an opportunity to find solace, respite, and consolation. But one of the most
interesting articles in the collection is Raffel’s “The Lord of the Rings as Literature”.
In Raffel’s contention that The Lord of the Rings is “magnificent” but “not literature”
(246), we can see the pervasive influence of Modernism’s disdain of story-telling, its
elevation of aesthetics over narrative. While Raffel’s definition of ‘literature’ is
rather vague, it seems that his central criticism is that all of the features of the text—
style, character, incident—serve the narrative rather than existing for their own sake.
Therefore, The Lord of the Rings cannot be defined as ‘literature’ because “making
stories, even wonderful stories, is not the same thing as making literature” (219). As

Attebery argues, throughout the collection one senses that the critics “are struggling
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to affirm the excellence of Tolkien’s text against the weight of a received tradition of
critical thought” (Strategies 18). The Lord of the Rings was a fantasy; it achieved
massive popularity; it clearly and unashamedly told a story. Twentieth century
critical traditional told critics that these were not the hallmarks of great literature.
And yet many believed that Tolkien’s work was great literature, and worth serious
consideration. But establishing The Lord of the Rings’ literary value required a
massive shift in perception, a broadening not only of “horizons” but of “definitions”
(Isaacs 11), and a need to challenge deeply-entrenched beliefs about what constituted

‘great literature’.

Since Isaacs and Zimbardo’s collection, Tolkien scholarship has gradually increased
in authority and confidence, becoming more certain about not only how to approach
his work, but the value of doing so. But the defensiveness has been difficult to leave
behind: as Drout and Wynne observe, “nearly every Tolkien critic has worked to
some degree or another on the problem of defending Tolkien against his detractors”
(113). However, Shippey’s 2000 study, J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century, will,
hopefully, come to be seen as the definitive defence of Tolkien. The title of
Shippey’s study is a direct reference to the controversial nomination of The Lord of
the Rings as the ‘book of the century’ in a number of polls conducted towards the
end of the 21 century (discussed further below, 74). Shippey clarifies the purpose
and tone of his work in the Forward: “The continuing appeal of Tolkien’s fantasy ...
cannot be seen as a mere freak of popular taste, to be dismissed or ignored by those
sufficiently well-educated to know better. It deserves an explanation and a defence,
which this book tries to supply” (ix). Shippey develops a three-fold defence of
Tolkien’s status as ‘author of the century’: popular consensus, as indicated by sales

and polls; impact and influence, as indicated by the establishment of a new, wildly
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successful, subgenre of fantasy; and the quality of Tolkien’s work and the reasons for
its particular appeal to the twentieth century, with this last argument constituting the
bulk of Shippey’s study. Throughout the book, Shippey defends Tolkien’s work
against the criticisms most frequently directed towards it. For example, accusations
of escapism are countered by demonstrating how Tolkien’s war experiences manifest
in his work, as well as the universal relevance of the ‘mythic dimension’ of The Lord
of the Rings; accusations of moral simplicity are countered with discussions of
Tolkien’s complex combinations of Boethian and Manichean views of evil; and
accusations of stylistic ineptitude are countered with evidence of Tolkien’s profound
knowledge and control over language. Having addressed the openly articulated
criticisms of Tolkien, Shippey concludes by addressing the “general phenomenon of
intense critical hostility to Tolkien, the refusal to allow him to be even a part of
‘English literature’”, which he argues is more difficult to refute because “while the
hostility is open enough, the reasons for it often remain unexpressed, hints and sneers
rather than statements” (305). But Shippey suggests that Tolkien provoked such
hostility because he threatened the authority of “the arbiters of taste, the critics, the
educationalists, the literati” (316). Interestingly, Shippey argues that Tolkien’s
literary ideals were not necessarily so far removed from some of the Modernist ideals
of literary taste; however, Tolkien took these ideals seriously “instead of playing
around with them” (315-16), and then, moreover, proceeded to undercut the elitist
tendencies of Modernism by proving to have widely popular appeal. Shippey
concludes his ‘defence’ by arguing that the hostility towards Tolkien may have
resulted from the fact that a work of fantasy has proven to be so relevant to the

modern world:
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I believe that it is our ability to read metaphorically which has made
Tolkien’s stories directly relevant to the twentieth century.... It may indeed
be the readiness with which these points are taken which has made Tolkien
seem, not irrelevant, but downright threatening, to members of the cultural

Establishment. (328)

In their review of Author, Drout and Wynne, finding that the defence of Tolkien’s
works has “become rather tired”, suggest that “critics begin to act as if Shippey’s
work has provided the definitive ‘defense’ of Tolkien” (116-17). Ideally, Shippey’s
thorough and persuasive argument would be the ‘last word” on defences of Tolkien;
this may even be the case within the relatively narrow field of Tolkien scholarship,
where the defensiveness and uncertainty that characterised the Isaacs and Zimbardo
collection is much less prevalent. Unfortunately, however, in the wider academic
world and the general public arena, the “decades-old dispute over whether Tolkien’s

work counts as serous literature is still alive” (McLemee).

In 1997, the Waterstone bookstore chain and BBC 4 conducted a poll to discover the
‘greatest book of the century’: The Lord of the Rings was a “runaway winner”
(Pearce 2). This result provoked horrified reactions among the ‘literati’, such as
Howard Jacobson’s acerbic response: “Tolkien — that’s for children, isn’t it? Or the
adult slow.... It just shows the folly of these polls, the folly of teaching people to
read.... It’s another black day for British culture” (qtd in Jeffreys). There was even
speculation that Tolkien fans had “conspired to orchestrate mass voting” for The
Lord of the Rings; these speculations were silenced when other organisations
conducted similar polls with identical results (Pearce 2-4). Not silenced, however,
was the outrage of the intellectual elite, as ““a critic’s chorus hailed the results as a

terrible indictment on the taste of the British public, who’d been given the precious
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gift of democracy and were wasting it on quite unsuitable choices” (Prachett 76).
One of the most virulent responses came from Germaine Greer, who wrote that ever
since she had arrived at Cambridge University in 1964 and seen “full-grown women
wearing puffed sleeves, clutching teddies and babbling excitedly about the doings of
hobbits”, it had been her “nightmare” that Tolkien would become the most influential

writer of the twentieth century:

The bad dream has materialized.... Novels don’t come more fictional than
that. Most novels are set in a recognisable place at a recognisable time;
Tolkien invents the era, the place, and a race of fictitious beings to inhabit it.
The books that come in Tolkien’s train are more or less what you would

expect; flight from reality is their dominating characteristic. (Greer 3)

Like so many hostile Tolkien critics before her, it seems that Greer bases her
assessment of The Lord of the Rings on her assumptions about fantasy fiction and
popular fiction, and the people who read them: she allegedly admitted in a later panel
discussion that she had never actually read The Lord of the Rings.'* Evidently,
decades of Tolkien defenders have done little to dissuade many critics of their belief
that The Lord of the Rings is ‘juvenile trash’, read by those “burrowing an escape

into a nonexistent world” (Jeffreys).

It is thus unsurprising that there is still doubt as to whether Tolkien and his works are
deserving of serious critical study. In a 2006 Narrative article on The Lord of the

Rings, Bowman notes that while specialised Tolkien scholarship is flourishing, there

14 «The Big Read Debate with Andrew Marr” screened on BBC4 on May 17" 2003. Efforts to obtain
a copy or transcript of the program have been unsuccessful, but discussion of Greer’s admission
appeared in various blogs and forums soon after the program screened, for example:
http://crookedtimber.org/2004/08/06/our-germs-gets-a-gong/;
http://www.thetolkienforum.com/archive/index.php/t-11791.html; http://www.council-of-
elrond.com/forums/archive/index.php/t-4008.html
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has been a “general neglect of The Lord of the Rings among scholars of fiction”,
citing as evidence the lack of articles on Tolkien in journals with broad scholarly
audiences such as Narrative, ELH and PMLA (272). Bowman speculates that the
popularity of The Lord of the Rings has “led some to suppose that the work can
appeal only to relatively naive readers, that it would not reward the kind of critical
analysis that more sophisticated fiction receives” (272). Two articles which appeared
in The Chronicle of Higher Education in 2006 and 2001 also reflect on Tolkien’s
ambivalent position within academia. The first discusses Tolkien scholars’ “quest for
legitimacy in academe” and the establishment of The Tolkien Journal, the first
academic journal dedicated solely to Tolkien and his works. The stereotypical image
of a “Tolkien fan’, first established forty years ago, is still demonstrably a negative
influence: the reporter notes that descriptions of the journal’s editorial activities

immediately calls to mind

the image of a group of Tolkien enthusiasts (possibly dressed as hobbits or
orcs) gathering at a photocopy shop to assemble a fanzine. Even a glance at
the journal reveals how unfair such assumptions are.... But academics
working on Tolkien inevitably fall under suspicion of being fans,
distinguished from Trekkies only by their taste for the quasi-medieval.

(McLemee)

The second Chronicle article, “Deconstruct This: J.R.R Tolkien”, asks Tolkien
scholars Tom Shippey, Jane Chance, Verlyn Flieger, and Brian Rosebury why
Tolkien “gets no academic respect” and why his novels have been “dismissed by
critics as juvenile, moralistic, and escapist (not to mention, badly written)”. All four
cite ideological opposition as a primary factor, especially Tolkien’s position as

‘other” within the accepted norms of the literary ‘establishment’. But the stigmas of
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fantasy and popularity are also given as significant contributing factors. Chance
suggests that conservative academics “suspect fantasy and anything popular.”
Rosebury argues that Tolkien’s work is unpopular among literary critics because it
does not appear to “directly or indirectly represent ‘contemporary social and political
realities’”. He also speculates that some of Tolkien’s fans, the “naive enthusiasts”,
have contributed towards the negative assumptions made of his works, and worries
that “the forthcoming movie is likely to renew this effect, unfortunately.” Similarly,
Flieger suggests that over-enthusiastic fans contribute to the assumption that the
books are “whimsical and overimaginative, not to be taken seriously be serious
readers.” But Flieger was also optimistic that this attitude would change: “There has
been already a slight but perceptible shift in academic attitudes toward Tolkien and
his work ... overdue and to be welcomed.” However, seven years later, in another
interview, Flieger says that she still finds sceptical attitudes towards Tolkien’s
critical worth prevalent at the University of Maryland, where she has established a
number of courses on Tolkien: “My colleagues — not all of them but many of them —
do not take the material I teach seriously” (Hoyt). Here, when asked the reasons for

the disdainful attitude towards Tolkien, Flieger responds succinctly: “Snobbery.”

The effects of the stigmas of fantasy and popularity that have so long plagued
criticism of The Lord of the Rings show little sign of disappearing. Within the
narrower critical fields of fantasy, popular fiction, and Tolkien scholarship, hostile or
defensive attitudes towards The Lord of the Rings are today infrequent; however, in
the broader academic world and the general public arena, Tolkien scholars are still
required to defend his work against assumptions that it is childish, escapist, a ‘freak
of popular taste’, and thus unworthy of serious critical attention. But throughout its

critical history, The Lord of the Rings has always avoided one accusation that is
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frequently directed towards popular fiction: formula. On the contrary, Tolkien’s
work was so innovative that a great deal of early criticism was dedicated to defining
exactly what type of book it was, because “when early readers opened The
Fellowship of the Ring, essentially no context existed in which to place the book”
(Ripp 269). In effect, as Shippey observes, The Lord of the Rings was required to
create “its own genre” (Author 221). This new genre is now, of course, a hugely
successful and widely recognised subgenre of popular fiction: epic fantasy. As
popular fiction, epic fantasy is unambiguously generic, which leads many to assume
that it is also formulaic. Criticism of epic fantasy must therefore not only struggle
against the same assumptions associated with fantasy and popular fiction that have
beleaguered Tolkien criticism, but it must also contend with the assumption that the

entire subgenre is little more than formulaic imitations of The Lord of the Rings.

3.3. EPIC FANTASY

In a 1998 article discussing the recent successes of epic fantasy, Dowling aptly

describes the general perception many have of the subgenre:

To non-fans, put off by the garish, cookie-cutter covers showing mighty-
thighed warriors swinging battleaxes and armoured Amazons fighting
dragons, it’s just self-imitating, formula escapism, an irreverent and often
heavy-handed plundering of history and legend churned out as derivative,
mindless adventure to snatch the disposable income of people who don’t

know any better.

This description contains all of the negative assumptions fostered by the stigmas of
fantasy and popularity discussed thus far in this chapter: epic fantasy is assumed to
be “escapism’ and “irreverent”; it is assumed to be read by “people who don’t know
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any better”; and the books are assumed to be “self-imitating”, “formula” and
“derivative”. While Dowling’s article counters these assumptions, noting that “there
does seem to be more to it than this”, many other articles not only maintain this
negative perception of epic fantasy, but seem particularly hostile towards the
subgenre. Grant, for example, describes genre fantasy as “whatever bloated trilogy
the publishers’ presses choose next to excrete into the toilet bowl of the book trade”
(“Gulliver” 23). He does concede, however, that genre fantasy is not entirely without

purpose:

For these ghastly, unnecessary, and derivative books clearly do fulfil a
function: people do not read them because they are stupid, and nor are they
necessarily stupid to do so.... The reader of generic fantasy requires to bolster
his or her self-image as an imaginative person ... and hence turns to that form

of literature that has the FANTASY label on the spine. (“Gulliver” 23)

Grant contends that readers of genre fantasy would be threatened by ‘full fantasy’,
which is subversive and experimental; genre fantasy, on the other hand, is
conservative and formulaic, which its readers find reassuring. This negativity
towards epic fantasy and its readers can also take on some odd forms depending on
the preconceptions of the critic. Sutherland’s 2005 article on the best-selling Robert
Jordan novel, Knife of Dreams, claims that it ““caters to hard-core initiates of fantasy
fiction” and that it is an allegory about Creationism with appeal to ignorant religious
fundamentalists: “Darwinists should be apprehensive about the popularity of this
series.” Finally, in possibly the most damning statement of all, Sutherland claims that
“George Bush could conceivably be a fan.... Jordan’s vision of a final decisive battle
clearly coincides with aspects of the president’s world view” (“Into the Lists”).

Similar to the accusations of escapism and childishness directed towards The Lord of
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the Rings by Wilson, Muir, and Roberts (discussed above, 62-63), Sutherland’s
claims are clearly based on his preconceptions about the subgenre and its readers
rather than on a careful analysis of the actual text: as we shall see in Chapter Seven,

The Wheel of Time is specifically critical of fundamentalism in any form (253, 270).

Like the first reviewers of The Lord of the Rings, who were keen to dissuade
preconceptions of childish irrelevancy, reviewers offering a more positive
perspective on epic fantasy often make a point of countering the negative
assumptions surrounding the subgenre. For example, Rothstein’s 1996 article on epic
fantasy, Robert Jordan’s The Wheel of Time in particular, notes that it is “odd that
such attempts at [social] realism should be combined with so thorough a
determination to avoid earthly history”, but argues “that is part of the genre’s point”:
that is, Rothstein argues, epic fantasy combines a nostalgic yearning for an idealised,
even magical, past, with a sombre recognition of the inevitable realities of the
modern world. Rothstein also demonstrates the continuing influence of Modernist
criticism’s suspicion of story-telling when he acknowledges that The Wheel of Time
is more concerned with narrative than aesthetics, noting that there is a “practical
quality to these books — their job is to tell a story”; he, however, argues that “even a
reader with literary pretensions can be swept up in Mr. Jordan’s narrative of magic,
prophecy and battle”. A similar tentative tone can be found in the few academic
studies of epic fantasy, which, like The Lord of the Rings criticism in its early stages,
is often defensive and self-conscious. The introductory chapter of Senior’s Stephen
R. Donaldson’s Chronicles of Thomas Covenant: Variations on the Fantasy
Tradition—the first academic book dedicated to a single epic fantasy—addresses the
negative assumptions surrounding both fantasy and popular fiction at some length.

Echoing the defences made by early fantasy scholars, Senior notes that there are a
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number of “cultural preconceptions or prejudices” which have led many to assume
that fantasy is escapist, childish and irrelevant (5), before arguing that the “lack of
realism lies in the form, not in the meaning or application”, for it is through its
relationship with reality that fantasy gains its significance (9). Senior also addresses
the stigma of popularity, describing it as the “peculiar but widespread belief that
works which achieve financial success and attract a large reading (or at least
purchasing) audience must be in some way inferior” (2). After pointing out the
number of financially successful works which have made it into the literary canon,
Senior also challenges the perception that epic fantasy is by definition formulaic:
“The list of modern fantasy that departs from the stereotypical or twists the
stereotypical into new forms is an extensive, if neglected, one” (17). Overall, there is
little that is new in Senior’s defences of fantasy and popular fiction; however, given
the aforementioned highly negative attitude towards epic fantasy, it is unsurprising
that Senior felt it necessary to reiterate these arguments. As Thomas notes in her
article discussing the benefits of teaching epic fantasy, the stigmas associated with
the genre have been “identified and debunked by literary critics for quite a while
now, yet the genre itself continues to be dismissed as escapist fluff” (60). Indeed, the
best indicator of academic attitudes towards the subgenre is the distinct lack of
criticism: despite decades of cogent defences of both fantasy fiction and popular
fiction, the predominant belief still seems to be that epic fantasy is simply not worth

talking about.

3.3.1. THE INFLUENCE OF THE LORD OF THE RINGS

Serious appreciation of epic fantasy is even further hindered by the overwhelming

reputation of The Lord of the Rings. As the inspiration for the subgenre, it is not
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surprising that Tolkien’s work still features heavily in any discussion of epic fantasy.
Countless reviews and book covers inform readers that this author is the ‘next
Tolkien’, the ‘American Tolkien’, ‘the Australian Tolkien’; that this book ‘rivals The
Lord of the Rings’, that this world ‘evokes Middle-earth’, that this series has come to
‘dominate the world Tolkien began to reveal’. Although tiresome, this is not
necessarily problematic: associations with Tolkien and The Lord of the Rings serve
as an easily understood generic identifier for readers. Problems do, however, emerge

when these types of superficial comparisons infiltrate academic criticism.

Comparisons to Tolkien in epic fantasy criticism are both expected and justified. As
is discussed in subsequent chapters, all authors addressed in this thesis have
acknowledged Tolkien’s influence in their lives and works. As fantasist George
Martin writes in his introduction to Meditations on Middle-earth, “Most
contemporary fantasists happily admit their debt to the master (among that number I
definitely include myself), but even those who disparage Tolkien most loudly cannot
escape his influence” (3). Whether they are inspired, guided, or challenged by it, any
author writing into the epic fantasy subgenre will at some level be influenced by The
Lord of the Rings. Unfortunately, however, epic fantasy criticism has rarely given the
matter of the intertextual influence of Tolkien’s work full consideration; rather,
comparisons to The Lord of the Rings are too frequently generalised and over-
simplified. A typical approach is to group epic fantasy into one category, and then
make generalisations about the entire subgenre’s quality as compared to Tolkien.
This approach is validated by the assumption that because popular fiction is generic,
it is also formulaic, and thus can be discussed as “an undifferentiated, composite
construct” (Ashley 1). These sorts of generalisations often appear as a coda or

epilogue in discussions of Tolkien, serving the dual purpose of demonstrating
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Tolkien’s lasting cultural influence, while also reinforcing his perceived literary
superiority. For example, the final chapter of Rosebury’s Tolkien: A Cultural
Phenomenon discusses the ‘cultural afterlife’ of Tolkien. Under the heading of
‘Imitation’, Rosebury describes the “tidal wave of published fiction” resulting from

the success of The Lord of the Rings, which is dominated by

the innumerable works of Terry Brooks, David Eddings, Robert Jordan, J.V.
Jones ... Anne McCafferey, and other purveyors of Tolkien-derivative
secondary worlds. Though entertaining enough if you can get past their
mechanical prose, [they are] lacking most of the qualities which ... make
Tolkien an important literary artist.... The maps, the magic, the monsters, the
races, the talismans, the names ending in -ath and -eth and -or, the Lords of
this and the Masters of that are all there; what one misses are Tolkien’s
adequately motivated characters, diversity of dialogue styles, eye for three-
dimensional landscape, leisurely but assured management of narrative, and
combination of effectively realised character-perspectives with an underlying

‘objective’ vision. (203)

Ironically, Rosebury seems to be falling in to the trap of ‘assimilation’ that he
identifies in criticisms of The Lord of the Rings: “In assimilation, the distinctive
features of the original work, instead of forming the basis of an application to some
new context, tend rather to be erased or eroded, in order to locate the work within
some more familiar category” (196). Assimilation, Rosebury argues, has often
resulted in “a kind of glib dismissiveness” towards The Lord of the Rings, as well as
superficial analyses, in which critics overstate Tolkien’s “indebtness or affinity to
other texts” (199). So when Rosebury later dismisses the entire subgenre of epic

fantasy in single paragraph, with no attempt to discover any of their ‘distinctive
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features’, it is difficult to see this as anything more than a ‘glib dismissiveness’, and

a locating of these texts within the “familiar category’ of poor Tolkien imitations.

But even critics who look in more depth at individual epic fantasies often still give
too much weight to Tolkien, assuming that similarities are imitations and differences
are deficiencies, thus finding themselves in the contradictory position of
simultaneously criticising a work for being too similar to The Lord of the Rings but
also for not being similar enough. Kaveney, for example, argues that the ‘long
journey’ common to epic fantasies is one of the “much copied elements of The Lord
of the Rings” (169), seemingly overlooking the fact that the ‘long journey’, or
‘quest’, motif has been a mainstay of the epic tradition since The Epic of Gilgamesh
and Homer’s Odyssey. Clute in fact argues that the quest motif is a fundamental
component of the telling of a story and, as story is integral to the fantasy genre, it is
therefore “not surprising that almost all modern fantasy texts are built around, or
incorporate a quest” (“Quests” 796). But Kaveney, like many other critics, does not
acknowledge the possibility that epic fantasists, like Tolkien himself, may be
drawing upon the older epic tradition, and that this is the reason that ““certain plot
components will inevitably appear” (Spellar 175). And while Kaveney praises the

moral and spiritual significance of journeying in Tolkien, she claims that in

many of the imitative epics which derive from Tolkien, journeying is a plot
device with little in the way of moral content.... In David Eddings, in
particular, it largely lacks emotional content....\WWhere that sense of potential
doom is lacking, as it is in Eddings’ Belgariad sequence, it is not enough to

be travelling through difficult terrain. (170)
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This is a valid observation: Eddings’ long journeys do not have the moral and
emotional depth of Tolkien. However, Kaveney does not take advantage of the
potential avenue for exploration which opens up if we ask, ‘What is the narrative
function of Eddings’ long journeys?” As we shall see in Chapter Six, the entire tone
of Eddings’ work is dramatically different from Tolkien’s, so it is not surprising that
the epic motifs are used in a different fashion; however, this does not necessarily
mean they are less valuable or effective. One of the most striking elements of The
Lord of the Rings is the way Tolkien drew on older plots, characters and motifs and
presented them in an original and creative fashion: it is unconstructive to assume that

other authors are incapable of doing the same.

A more productive approach can be seen in Senior’s study of The Chronicles of
Thomas Covenant. Along with addressing the stigmas of fantasy and popularity, as
noted above (80-81), Senior argues in his introduction that one of the greatest
deterrents towards objective appreciation of modern fantasy is the fact that it “lies
under the Valinorean shadow of Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings” (15). Senior
dedicates an entire chapter to comparing The Lord of the Rings and the Chronicles,
but unlike so many other critics, does not assume that the Chronicles is an inferior
imitation; instead, he examines the differences between the two texts, taking into
account Tolkien’s and Donaldson’s differing social and cultural backgrounds, and
provides an insightful comparative analysis. However, Senior does perhaps overstate
some claims in order to create more distinction between The Lord of the Rings and
the Chronicles. For instance, he argues that the difference between the “British and
American perspectives” can be seen in the forward-looking “historical intent” of the
Chronicles, which is contrasted with the more nostalgic perspective of The Lord of

the Rings, which has “no direct connection to our day-to-day world” (64)—this last
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statement is somewhat contentious, especially when one takes into account the many
ways The Lord of the Rings can be seen to comment on the modern world, some of
which are discussed in Chapter Four (94-95, 111, 128). Similarly, Senior later argues
that the difference between Tolkien’s and Donaldson’s worlds are reinforced by the
nature of the respective “armies of evil”: in Tolkien, Senior argues, these armies
consist of “Orcs, trolls, Shelob the great spider, Wargs, the carrion-bred steeds of the
Nazgadl”, all of which have “bestial connotations and belong to the realm of the
goblins, wicked wolves, and flying monsters of folklore and myth”; in contrast
“many of Foul’s sickening creatures are human in form, the product of horrible
mutations and mutilations” (83). While this comparison is true to a point, Senior does
not mention the human Southrons and Easterlings of Tolkien’s world, who, along
with the Orcs, make up the bulk of Sauron’s armies: it could even be argued the Orcs
themselves are ‘human in form, the product of horrible mutations and mutilations’.
Senior makes a number of similar comparisons between Tolkien and Donaldson
throughout this chapter, and it is interesting to note that, in general, Senior seems to
emphasise the mythic, fairy-tale aspects of The Lord of the Rings in order to contrast
them with the more human and realistic aspects of the Chronicles. Perhaps we can
see here the subtle influence of realist bias, in that Senior asserts the worth of the
Chronicles against The Lord of the Rings by arguing for the Chronicles’ greater

realism.

3.4. CONCLUSION

The biggest hindrance to serious critical discussion of epic fantasy seems to be the
preconceptions associated with the subgenre. Although decades of critics have

defended both fantasy fiction and popular fiction against the negative assumptions
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made of both forms of literature, this seems to have done little to dissuade academia
of its scepticism towards the critical worth of epic fantasy. For this reason, this
chapter has been more concerned to discuss the reasons behind these negative
assumptions and the influence they have already had in the criticism, rather than to
mount yet another defence of fantasy fiction and popular fiction. As we saw in the
first section, other scholars have already successfully countered the assumption that
fantasy fiction is childish and irrelevant, and that popular fiction is formulaic, poorly-
written and consumed by unsophisticated readers. And, on a more fundamental level,
narrative theory has brought attention back to the value of story, which has been
traditionally viewed with suspicion in twentieth-century literary criticism. But even
though critical attitudes have significantly changed in the past few decades, these
negative assumptions have been a persistently disruptive influence in Tolkien
scholarship, as the second section of this chapter demonstrated. It has taken some
time for Tolkien scholars to overcome the defensive and self-conscious attitude
characteristic of the earliest critical responses, and in the meantime too much time
has been given to defending Tolkien against his detractors, as critics repeat the same
arguments over and over again. Fortunately, while the general academic world may
not yet be convinced of Tolkien’s value, Tolkien scholars have developed a
significant body of quality scholarship that has only increased in authority and
sophistication over the years: indeed, this fact alone should be enough suggest the
critical worth of Tolkien. It is to be hoped that a similar future exists for epic fantasy
scholarship; however, as yet, this is a significantly underdeveloped area of inquiry,
seemingly affected by the same problems that have beleaguered Tolkien scholarship
for so many years. That is, the negative assumptions associated with fantasy fiction

and popular fiction are automatically associated with epic fantasy, and appear to
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hinder many critics from objective analysis, or from seeing the potential avenues of
critical exploration. Furthermore, epic fantasy criticism is further hindered by the
overwhelming reputation of Tolkien, which seems to lead many critics to assume that
the entire subgenre of epic fantasy is nothing more than poor imitations of The Lord

of the Rings.

The negative assumptions associated with epic fantasy have, in turn, prompted some
of the directions this study has taken. The assumption that the presence of fantastic
elements makes a text less relevant to reality, and that the true value of a text is
measured by its level of mimesis, was, in part, responsible for the decision to explore
the narrative functions of the mimetic mode and the fantastic mode in epic fantasy.
While not disregarding the fundamental importance of mimesis in epic fantasy, this
thesis will also bring attention to the equally important fantastic elements, and
explore the ways in which the combination of the two narrative modes work to
reflect on reality in each text. Similarly, the assumption that popular fiction is more
valuable for its sociological implications than for its artistic qualities prompted my
decision to explore epic fantasy in depth rather than breadth via close critical
readings of a select few examples of the subgenre. This thesis is also concerned to
acknowledge the fundamental role Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings has played in the
establishment and evolution of epic fantasy, but also to address each work in its own
right, moving beyond simple comparisons to The Lord of the Rings to ask whether
the authors have succeeded in their goals of giving a unique voice to the subgenre.
And, finally, one of the most basic motivations behind this study was the desire to
contribute towards the establishment of epic fantasy criticism as a serious field of
inquiry. The current dearth of criticism is not due to a lack of complex, original or

provocative epic fantasy; rather, the preconceptions critics have of the subgenre may
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have prevented them from seeing its critical potential. Therefore, assuming that the
best method of defending the critical worth of any text or genre is the production of
quality criticism, the remainder of this thesis is, in essence, my ‘defence’ of epic

fantasy.
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4. THE REVOLUTION OF FANTASY:
J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings

It is difficult to overestimate the impact Tolkien has had on the fantasy genre. With
The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien re-imagined what a fantasy story could be, and in
doing so, forever altered the way the modern world perceived fantasy. As modern

fantasist George R. R. Martin writes:

Fantasy had existed long before him, yes, but J. R. R. Tolkien took it and
made it his own in a way that no writer before him had ever done, a way that
no writer will ever do again.... Tolkien changed fantasy; he elevated it and
redefined it, to such an extent that it will never be the same again.

(“Introduction” 2-3)

Tolkien’s particular innovation was to introduce a level of realism never before seen
in a fantasy work. But Tolkien’s innovation did not emerge in a vacuum; rather, he
was building upon techniques that had been inherent in the fantasy genre since its
beginnings. As discussed above, fantasy as a modern literary genre developed
alongside the new novelistic mode of realism (19), and the fantasy genre has always
drawn to some degree on the narrative techniques of the realist novel. “Modern
fantasy”, Eilers claims, “emerged when authors began utilizing the techniques of
literary realism to compose stories about the extranatural” (319). And it was the use
of these literary techniques, Eilers argues, which distinguished modern fantasy from
its predecessors (329). Similarly, Attebery claims that the classic works of modern
fantasy represent the fairy-tale’s transition from an oral to a literary form, and that

the classic fantasists, such as Ruskin, MacDonald, Morris and Lewis, needed to
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therefore take into consideration modern readers’ expectations of greater realism:
“Readers of novels had come to expect the fuller documentation that gives weight to
fiction” (Tradition 5). Attebery argues that Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings is an
“extension” of the work of the classic fantasists, but that compared to the work of his
predecessors, “is an achievement of such magnitude and assurance that it seems to
reshape all definitions of fantasy to fit itself” (Tradition 10). So, while the fantasy
genre has always drawn upon the narrative techniques of realism to some degree,

Tolkien took it to a new level with The Lord of the Rings.

In The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien combined the narrative techniques of the fantastic
mode with those of the mimetic mode to an unprecedented degree. One of the most
detailed analyses of Tolkien’s pioneering narrative technique appears in Brooke-
Rose’s A Rhetoric of the Unreal. Brooke-Rose’s study examines the ways in which
various forms of fantastic literature, such as science fiction and the ambiguous tale,
employ the rhetorical strategies of the realistic novel. In her extensive discussion of
The Lord of the Rings, Brooke-Rose argues that the novel’s primary rhetorical mode
is that of the marvellous: that is, it is an extension of the folk-tale, a story built
around a series of structural elements and functions, as for example those
documented in Propp’s morphology of the folk-tale. But Brooke-Rose argues that
from this traditional beginning, The Lord of the Rings “slowly becomes, a very
different book, weighed down, not only by mechanisms inherent to the Marvelous,
but also by the mechanisms of the realistic novel” (233). For example, she argues
that Tolkien dwells upon the psychological motivations of his characters more “than
is usual in the Marvelous” (248), and that this level of psychological detail is
unnecessary and intrusive in a Marvelous tale, because its characters are (or should

be) solely functional. Similarly, Brooke-Rose argues that the “vague setting” and
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“unspecified time” of a Marvelous tale is in The Lord of the Rings replaced with a
detailed “mega-story” of history and geography, which while “wholly invented” is
“treated as if it existed” (243). But again Brooke-Rose contends that this ‘mega-
story’ is unnecessary and intrusive, because instead of “allowing an economy of
description and ensuring a general effect of the real, it needs on the contrary to be
constantly explained” (243). For Brooke-Rose, the ‘infiltrations’ of realism in The
Lord of the Rings are the novel’s primary flaw: “The techniques of realism, when
invading the Marvelous, have a very curious effect. For they not only weigh down
and flatten out the narrative like an iron, they actually change its genre” (254). It is
interesting that Brooke-Rose, as Shippey observes, so “strangely wraps a true
perception in error” (Road 319). For, if, as Attebery suggests in his analysis of
Brooke-Rose, we filter out her negative evaluation, “which is a matter of taste
masquerading as analysis” (Strategies 26), we are left with an important point: that
Tolkien did, as Brooke-Rose suggests, ‘change the genre’ by using the rhetorical
techniques of realism within an essentially marvellous tale. Perhaps, as suggested in
Chapter Three (69-70), Brooke-Rose has allowed her negative assumptions about
The Lord of the Rings and its readers to affect her evaluation, thus causing her to

characterise innovation as failure.

Even though Tolkien’s use of the narrative techniques of the mimetic mode is
innovative, it is important not to overlook his use of the fantastic mode. As this
chapter will discuss, Tolkien uses the mimetic mode to firmly establish the reality of
his imaginary world; this means that when fantastic elements are introduced, they are
grounded in this same reality. This ‘fantastic extension’ creates a world that is both
mimetic and fantastic, and wholly believable. However, when discussing the

fantastic elements of The Lord of the Rings, it is critical to recognise the important
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role Tolkien’s religious beliefs played in his creative works. Tolkien famously wrote
that The Lord of the Rings is “fundamentally a religious and Catholic work™ but that
the religious elements were not overt, rather “absorbed into the story and the
symbolism” (Letters 172). Therefore, as Flieger argues, the “seeker after explicit
Christian reference, as distinct from Christian meaning, will find little ... to geta
grip on” (Splintered xx). This chapter discusses how Christian meaning manifests in
The Lord of the Rings via the constant movement between hope and despair,
redemption and fall, light and darkness. Flieger argues that Tolkien’s religious life
was characterised by a concurrent sense of optimism and pessimism, of hope and
despair, that emerged in his creative works as an enduring concern with the “contrast
and interplay of light and dark”, a polarity that “operates on all levels—literal,
metaphoric, symbolic” (Splintered 4). Thus, throughout The Lord of the Rings there
is a symbolic association of light with hope, as Middle-earth wages a battle against
the growing power of darkness and despair. As this chapter argues, Christian
meaning in The Lord of the Rings is most strongly manifested via the fantastic mode;
thus, there is an interesting reversal taking place, in that the more fantastic elements
of The Lord of the Rings are frequently reflections of Tolkien’s religious beliefs,

which were, for him, the profoundest reality.

4.1. SETTING

4.1.1. MIMETIC BEGINNINGS
In his 1954 review of Fellowship of the Ring, Lewis described Tolkien’s Middle-

earth as an “utterly new” achievement:

Probably no book yet written in the world is quite such a radical instance of

what its author has elsewhere called ‘sub-creation’.... Not content to create
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his own story, he creates, with an almost insolent prodigality, the whole
world in which it is to move, with its own theology, myths, geography,

history, palaeography, languages, and the order of beings. (“Gods” 112-13)

Despite the magnitude of his sub-creation, Tolkien does not immediately overwhelm
the reader of The Lord of the Rings with the full scale of Middle-earth. Instead, the
story begins in the Shire, which is easily recognisable as an analogue of the English
countryside, as Tolkien acknowledged: “’The Shire’ is based on rural England and
not any other country in the world.... The toponymy of The Shire ... isa ‘parody’ of
that of rural England” (Letters 250). There are many points of similarity between the
Shire and England, in terms of its history, geography, and character, so that even
though it is a fantasy world, the particular section of Middle-earth in which the story
begins is reassuringly familiar. And before the narrative proper even commences,
Tolkien provides a large amount of paratextual material to support the reality of the
Shire. This material takes the form of scholarly apparatus, as Tolkien adopts the
guise of translator and editor of an ancient text, the ‘Red Book of Westmarch’. As
West argues, the narrative device of the ‘found manuscript’ lends authenticity to
imaginary world of Middle-earth through an appeal to the “modern mystique of
‘scholarly research’” (92). The Lord of the Rings begins with an editorial prologue,
which, as the ‘editor’ states, is mostly “concerning Hobbits” (Lord 1), and provides a
detailed history of the Hobbits and the Shire. The history of the Shire also, as
Shippey points out, has a “very careful, point-for-point resemblance ... to the
traditional history of England” (Author 60), thus reinforcing the sense of familiarity.
As well as the editorial prologue, The Lord of the Rings concludes with a series of
appendices, which are “annalistic, calendrical, narrative, palaeographical, and

linguistic” in nature (Flieger Interrupted 138), and include an extensive discussion of
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the complexities of translating the Red Book into a “history for the people of today to
read” (Lord 1133). Completing the scholarly apparatus are a series of maps, which as
discussed below, correspond precisely to information given within the narrative
proper. All of this extensive paratextual material is presented in a sober and

conscientious manner, helping to give the Shire the illusion of scholarly authenticity.

The illusion of authenticity is further supported by the depiction of the Shire in the
narrative proper, in which the landscape is both familiar and meticulously described.
Middle-earth, as a whole, is broadly similar in “climate, geology and vegetation, as
well as scale, to Europe” (Rosebury 11), and the Shire bears a strong resemblance to
the English countryside, replete with “well-tended fields and meadows” and “hedges
and gates and dikes for drainage” (Lord 91). Tolkien reinforces the sense of
familiarity by providing the specific names of English flora: there is rarely a generic
‘tree’ in the Shire, but rather “alder-trees”, “fir-trees”, or “oak-trees” (Lord 71-76).
As Shippey notes, names are “isomorphic with reality”, which means that “they are
extraordinarily useful to fantasy, weighing it down as they do with repeated implicit
assurances of the existence of the things they label” (Road 101). To this end, The
Lord of the Rings has an extensive and elaborate nomenclature, with approximately
2000 named people, places and objects, all of which are linguistically supported in
the appendices. Tolkien also pays particular attention to matters of direction and
distance, giving specific details about the characters’ locations at certain points, all of
which correlate to the provided maps. A frequently used technique is to describe the
surrounds as viewed from a high vantage point, thus providing a full compass
outlook. For example, on top of a hill in the Barrow-downs, the narrator describes the
view to the West, over the forest to the “valley of the Brandywine”, to the South,

“over the line of the Withywindle”, to the North “beyond the dwindling downs”, and
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to the East, where the “Barrow-downs rose, ridge behind ridge into the morning”
(Lord 136). The characters, too, “have a strong tendency to talk like maps” (Shippey
Road 100): for instance, Merry’s topographical lecture in the Barrow-downs: “that is
the line of the Withywindle. It comes down out of the Downs and flows south-west
through the midst of the Forest to join the Brandywine below Haysend. We don’t
want to go that way!” (Lord 113). Because both the narrator and the characters
provide such concrete information about where things are located, what their names
are (often in different languages), and what their history is, and because all of this
information is corroborated by the maps and appendices, the reader is given ample

reason to accept the geographical reality of the Shire.

The narrative proper of The Lord of the Rings begins with description of the events
leading up to Bilbo’s ‘long-expected party’. This festive beginning serves two
purposes: it provides a familiar entry-point into the Secondary World, as a birthday
party is an occasion recognisable to most readers, and it is also an effective way to
introduce hobbit society. Within a few pages, Tolkien establishes the hobbit love of
gossip, eating, and presents, as well as their suspicion of outsiders, and ‘queer’ or
‘outlandish’ events and behaviours. The focus in these early chapters is on the small,
domestic details of Shire society, such as descriptions of housing, eating and bathing
habits, or trivial legal and governmental procedures. And what we see of everyday
hobbit life is recognisable: hobbits spend their leisure time having dinner parties,
exchanging gossip and gardening tips over fence, and drinking ‘pints of beer’ and
swapping stories in local pubs (The Green Dragon, the name of the Hobbiton pub, is
also a common British pub name (Hammond and Scull 76)). Hobbit food is identical
to that of the Primary World: apples, corn, honey, mushrooms, bread, bacon and

sausages. Even the songs they sing resemble common folk ditties, such as Frodo’s
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‘ridiculous’ song at the Sign of the Prancing Pony, which is “obviously indebted to
the nursery rhyme ‘Hey Diddle Diddle’” (Hammond and Scull 156). Overall, the
Shire is the most mimetic location in The Lord of the Rings. While the same mimetic
discursive techniques—scholarly apparatus, extensive and specific descriptions, and
recognisable details—are used to depict the rest of Middle-earth, they are not used to
the same degree, and the locations they describe are not as recognisable as the Shire,
grounded as it is in its specific ‘Englishness’. The time spent in the Shire thus acts as
a comfortable and leisurely introduction to Middle-earth, easing the reader into
accepting the reality of this world. The narrative stays located in the Shire and the
surrounding area for ten chapters, so by the time that the hobbits leave Bree-land
with Aragorn, thus crossing the threshold into Middle-earth’s more fantastic realms,

the reality of Middle-earth has been firmly established.

4.1.2. FANTASTIC EXTENSION

The more fantastic elements of Middle-earth are introduced gradually. While still in
the Shire, Tolkien establishes the deep-seated hobbit suspicion of magic and fantasy,
as epitomised by Ted Sandyman’s dismissive attitude towards walking trees, Elves
and dragons: “There’s only one Dragon in Bywater, and that’s Green” (Lord 44). To
most hobbits, magic and fantasy belong to the “world outside” (Lord 43), matters of
stories and legends. But magic and fantasy soon begin to infiltrate hobbit society, and
Frodo’s life in particular. Firstly via the intermittent appearances of Gandalf, who not
only brings news of the outside, but is himself a being of great magic, although most
hobbits are unaware of any magic beyond that of his “legendary” firework displays
(Lord 25). Gandalf, too, tells Frodo the truth of Bilbo’s ring, which transforms the

name of Mordor, once only a matter of “the legends of the dark past” (Lord 44), into
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a sudden and undeniable reality in Frodo’s life. The most unsettling intrusion is that
of the Nazgdl, a shadowed and ominous figure, who inspires “unreasoning fear” in
Frodo, unreasoning because Frodo feels his safety is assured while he is “still in the
Shire” (Lord 75). The frightening Nazgdl intrusion is balanced by the appearance of
the Elves, who arouse wonder and joy in the hobbits, a “waking dream” (Lord 82).
Throughout these early chapters, magical objects, beings, and events, whether
terrifying or wonderful, are something clearly out of the ordinary in the Shire
landscape. But the narrative gradually shifts position, so that the hobbits become the
intruders, strangers infiltrating a fantastic world. They first take a brief excursion into
the Old Forest, a fantastic realm within the Shire, where fear—the Barrow-wight—is
balanced by wonder—Bombadil and Goldberry. However, they soon return to the
furthest edge of the familiar hobbit world in Bree-land, which acts a transitional
location between the mimetic and fantastic landscapes. For Bree-land, while full of
Men, Dwarves and other elements of the ‘outside’ world, still has enough similarities
with the Shire to make the hobbits feel “quite at home” (Lord 156). The hobbits’
experience in Bree-land is thus similar to the readers’ experience of the Shire: it is
strange, yet somehow familiar. The hobbits only enter the fantastic realm proper
when they leave Bree-land with Aragorn. This moment is symbolised by leaving the
Road for the “pathless wilderness” (Lord 182): the hobbits are leaving civilisation (as
they know it) for the unknown wilds, and crossing the threshold from the familiar to

the unfamiliar.

98



The hobbits thus act as our bridge into the fantastic world, which is why they are the
primary narrative focalisers of The Lord of the Rings.'® As Shippey argues, one of
the main functions of the hobbits is “to bridge the gap between the ancient world and
the modern one” (Author 48). Because the world they come from is so like our own,
the hobbits are made easy to identify with. So, as the hobbits travel from the
‘modern’ world of the Shire to the ‘ancient’ world of the rest of Middle-earth, the
reader is able to relate to the hobbits’ sense of dislocation, ignorance, fear and
wonder. This sense of “internal wonder” is also, as Senior argues, an essential
component to the creation of a successful secondary world, for if “the inhabitants of
Faerie stand in wide-eyed astonishment at the rivers, mountains, creatures, battles, or
magical events of their world”, this surely “heightens and deepens” the readers’ own
experiences of wonder at the Secondary World (“Oliphaunts” 118). And because the
story begins in the ‘portal-world’ of the Shire, a corner of Middle-earth which is
“small, safe, and understood” (Mendlesohn 2), the fantastic realms of Middle-earth

are therefore, by contrast, rendered even more strange and wondrous.

From its mimetic beginnings in the Shire, the landscape of Middle-earth undergoes
fantastic extension, becoming less and less recognisable as the narrative progresses.
Middle-earth is at its most purely fantastic in the realms of the Elves: Rivendell and
Lothldrien. In “On Fairy-stories”, Tolkien speculated on the difficulties of describing
the realm of Faérie: “the Perilous Realm itself.... | will not attempt to define that, nor
to describe it directly. It cannot be done. Faérie cannot be caught in a net of words;
for it is one of its qualities to be indescribable, though not imperceptible” (32).

Lothldrien, in particular, is Tolkien’s Faérie realm within Middle-earth. However,

1> In scenes where there are no hobbits present, Tolkien typically foregoes a narrative focaliser, with
only an occasional zeroing in on a particular character’s responses to events.
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the hobbits remain our guide into the Perilous Realm, and thus the experience of

entering Lothldrien is Frodo’s:

A light was upon [Lothlérien] for which his language had no name.... He saw
no colour but those he knew, gold and white and blue and green, but they
were fresh and poignant, as if he had at that moment first perceived them and

made for them names new and wonderful. (Lord 350)

Frodo’s language has ‘no name’ for the light of Lothlérien, and the colours seem to
have ‘names new and wonderful’: Lothlérien, though not imperceptible, is somehow
elusively indescribable. Also elusive is the sense of time in Lothl6rien. Countless
fairy tales tell of travellers spending three nights in the Faérie realm, only to find
years have passed in the outside world. Likewise, while the Fellowship only
remembers a few nights in Lothldrien, they find an entire month has passed when
they leave. However, this is not the result of Faérie magic, but rather an effect of the
Elvish perception of time, which differs from mortals, so while in Lothlérien “time
flowed swiftly” by for the Fellowship (Lord 388). For, despite all its Faérie wonder,
Lothlérien must still abide by the same rules of reality that govern the rest of Middle-
earth: it is still a part of this Secondary World. Tolkien uses the same mimetic
narrative techniques to verify Lothlorien’s reality as he does for the Shire. Scholarly
authenticity is provided by the maps and appendices, and the landscape and society
are described in concrete detail. How Lothlorien differs from the Shire is in its level
of familiarity. While the landscape is meticulously described, recognisable trees and
plants are supplemented by fantastic foliage: elanor and niphredil flowers, and
mallorn trees. Like hobbits, Elves spend time eating and singing, but Elves eat
lembas bread, which is “more strengthening than any food made by Men” (Lord

369), and sing Elvish songs, which are solemn, sad and in “words that they [the
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hobbits] could not understand” (Lord 359). While descriptions of Lothlérien contain
the same certainty of detail, the objects and events described do not have the element
of recognisability of those in the Shire. Fantastic extension is occurring at the story
level of narrative: the world itself is far removed from reality as we perceive it, but
the discourse used to describe it remains mimetic. And because the reality of Middle-
earth has already been so well established, by using the same mimetic narrative
techniques Tolkien is able to carry that illusion of reality through into the realm of

Faérie, making it a place that is wondrous but still believable.

4.1.3. MAGIC AND HOPE

The fantastic realms of Middle-earth are full of subtle magic, but like the Faérie
realm itself, magic in Middle-earth is often elusive and imperceptible, for it is often
left to the reader to decide whether strange phenomena are magical or natural. For
example, Elven rope seems to have magical properties: it seems to glow, returning
sight to Frodo in a storm, and it appears to detach itself when Sam says Galadriel’s
name (Lord 608-11). But as Flieger states, it is noteworthy that Tolkien leaves these
phenomena “deliberately inexplicit”, allowing for ‘natural’ explanations of both:
while readers are able to assign metaphorical and magical significance to these
events, “the rope itself acts like rope” (“Fantasy” 8). And while there are events
described which are clearly magical, even these more overt occurrences are left
relatively unexplained, for magic lacks the textual support and detail of other aspects
of Middle-earth. We witness Gandalf’s efforts to magically open the doors of Moria,
and use his staff to fight off Wargs in spectacular fashion; but there is no appendix
detailing words of power, or the magical properties of Gandalf’s staff. And,

significantly, we never see magical moments from the perspective of someone with
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innate magical ability (as opposed to someone using a magical object): we see the
effects of magic, but we never see, for example, Gandalf’s perspective as he is
casting a spell. Zanger and Wolf argue that this is characteristic of British fantasy, in
which the ‘good’ magicians act in ancillary roles, leaving the non-magical hero, with
his “human courage and decency” to battle the “opaque power of evil” (33-34). It is
also an important narrative decision for, as we shall see in later chapters, witnessing
magic from a practitioner’s perspective dramatically changes the way magic is
perceived, as it instantly makes it less mysterious and more knowable. In a unsent
letter to Naomi Mitchison, Tolkien admitted that he thought he had “been far too
casual about ‘magic’ and especially the use of the word” (Letters 199), and followed
with a brief discussion of magic, in which he distinguished between magia, which
produces physical effects, and goetia, which produces illusion, both of which can be
used for ‘good’ and ‘bad’ purposes. But, aside from this one unsent letter, Tolkien

made little effort to classify and explain Middle-earth magic.

This lack of detail regarding magic can perhaps be explained by the fact that while
magic does play a practical role within the world of The Lord of the Rings, its
symbolic import within the narrative is far more significant. As stated above (93), the
more fantastic aspects of The Lord of the Rings are frequently connected to Tolkien’s
Christian beliefs, and magical objects in particular are often associated with the
Christian virtue of hope. For example, the Phial of Galadriel has practical uses as

both a torch and a weapon, but, as Flieger argues, it is much more than this:

It is an object whose meaning is greater than the sum of its parts.... Beyond
the story it is a metaphor for hope, and in this respect its light must be seen as

at once literal and symbolic. It is both a light and the Light, and as such it is
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without a doubt the most explicitly Christian reference to be found in the

whole story. (“Fantasy” 10-11)

When Frodo uses the Phial to relieve the despair of Shelob’s Lair, the careful
phrasing indicates that the light of the Phial and Frodo’s level of hope are mutually
causal events, each working to affect the other, until both light and hope reach their
apogee: “as its power waxed and hope grew in Frodo’s mind, it began to burn, and
kindled to a silver flame, a minute heart of dazzling lights” (Lord 720). Thus the
Phial’s practical use, to provide light, is transformed into a something of much
greater significance, to provide light through hope, as well as hope through light. In a
similar fashion, the One Ring has symbolic meanings which far outweigh its
practical uses as a weapon and a tool for invisibility. The Ring’s far more important
role in The Lord of the Rings is to act as a spiritual benchmark for the characters:
those who are able to maintain hope in the midst of darkness are also most able to
resist the temptation of the Ring, while characters who succumb to despair are also
most tempted by the Ring’s power. For example, Galadriel, who tells the Fellowship
that “hope remains” (Lord 357), is able to refuse the Ring, while Saruman, who tells
Gandalf “there is no hope left” (Lord 259), is ruined by his desperate desire to claim
the Ring. Furthermore, the Ring, like the Phial, seems to have a causal effect on the
bearer: when Frodo tells Sam that he has “not much” hope now, his next statements
suggest that the Ring may be blocking his capacity to hope: “And the Ring is so
heavy, Sam. And | begin to see it in my mind all the time, like a great wheel of fire”
(Lord 919). And of course, Frodo ultimately loses his long battle with despair when
he claims the Ring for his own (discussed further below, 132-133). Moreover, for all
their power, both Galadriel’s Phial and the One Ring are used relatively few times

within the narrative, which, when combined with the relative lack of detail about
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their specific operations, further enhances their symbolic qualities. Perhaps because
magical objects such as these were so often closely connected with Tolkien’s
Christian beliefs, he felt that they could not, or should not, be explained, but rather

taken on faith.

4.14. A SACRAMENTAL LAND

Christian meaning in The Lord of the Rings is also found in the fantastic
representation of landscape, which can be seen as a manifestation of Catholic
sacramentality. The sacramental perspective is one that sees material reality as a way
of glimpsing the presence of the divine truth in all aspects of the world: it “sees God
in and through all things: other people, communities, movements, events, places,
objects, the world at large, the whole cosmos. The visible, the tangible, the finite, the
historical—all these are actual or potential carriers of the divine presence” (McBrien
1180). This connection between material reality and spiritual truth can be seen in the
way that all of the senses are stimulated in Catholic Sacraments, via the use of
iconography, water, oil, incense, bells, bread and wine. Tolkien felt strongly about
this element of Catholicism, recommending the Eucharist, the Blessed Sacrament, as
the “only cure for sagging of [sic] fainting faith” (Letters 338) and the “one great
thing to love on earth” (Letters 53). Through Communion, Tolkien wrote that he
could sense “a fleeting glimpse of an unfallen world” (Letters 67). One obvious
manifestation of sacramental belief in The Lord of the Rings is of course the lembas
bread, a link which Tolkien did not deny (Letters 288). But other, less explicit, links
between spirituality and sensory experience can be found throughout The Lord of the
Rings. Consider, for example, the healing power of athelas, which is administered

through scent alone, and has the power to fill a room with “living freshness ... as if
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the air itself awoke and tingled, sparkling with joy” (Lord 865). Or, the rejuvenating
effects of drinking from the Entwash, which has the power to cheer hearts, heal
injuries and renew vigour (Lord 461-63). In both instances, natural objects have the

power to not only heal the body, but to revitalise the soul.

A more subtle, yet more pervasive, manifestation of sacramental thought is the way
in which entire locations in Middle-earth can act as either windows or barriers to the
divine. The divine exists in its purist form in Valinor, Middle-earth’s Eden, “the
Earth unspoiled by evil” (Tolkien Letters 328). Valinor is a physical location, yet
inaccessible to mortals in Middle-earth; however, there are places in Middle-earth
where a glimpse of Valinor can be found, such as Lothlérien. For, the Elven Rings
have the power to preserve the “memory of the beauty of old” and maintain
“enchanted enclaves of peace where Time seems to stand still and decay is
restrained, a semblance of the bliss of the True West” (Letters 157). Thus,
Lothldrien, due to the power of Galadriel’s ring, is a haven of purity in a fallen
world: “No blemish or sickness or deformity could be seen in anything that grew
upon the earth. On the land of Lorien there was no stain (Lord 350-51). And in this
uncorrupted, unstained world, inhabitants of Middle-earth are able to find a glimpse
of the divine. The reader’s first experience of Lothlérien is focalised through Frodo,
who enters this realm blindfolded, which has the effect of deepening Frodo’s gradual
sensory awakening. Lacking vision, Frodo finds “his hearing and other senses
sharpened” (Lord 349), and discovers a new appreciation of colour, sound and
texture. And when his sight is returned, Frodo’s sensory experience is overwhelming:
“Frodo stood awhile still lost in wonder. It seemed to him that he had stepped
through a high window that looked on a vanished world. A light was upon it for

which his language had no name” (Lord 350). Because light is so strongly associated
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with the divine in The Lord of the Rings, vision is the most important of the senses;
as Frodo has been deprived of his sight, he is now more responsive to the purity of
light that is visible in Lothldrien. He has undergone Recovery, a “regaining of a clear
view ... seeing things as we are (or were) meant to see them” (Tolkien “Fairy” 67).
Thus, in Lothlérien, Frodo, and the rest of the Fellowship, are able to find physical
and spiritual renewal, to be “healed of hurt and weariness of body” (Lord 359), and
find consolation for their grief, doubt and despair. We can see echoes of Lothl6rien’s
sensory and spiritual health in varying degrees in those parts of Middle-earth which
are not yet fallen to corruption and evil, such as the Shire, Rivendell, Rohan, Fangorn
and Ithilien: these locations are natural, full of life and vigour, and replete with
pleasurable sensory experiences. There is a mutually causal effect at work here, in
that the fact that the inhabitants of these lands have resisted evil is reflected in the
state of the land, which in turn helps the land to have positive effects on its

inhabitants.

However, this mutually causal relationship between the landscapes and the people of
the Middle-earth can also be negative and destructive. Contrast, for example, the
wonder of Lothlorien with the bleakness of Shelob’s lair, wherein Frodo and Sam are

deprived of sensory stimulation:

Here the air was still, stagnant, heavy, and sound fell dead. They walked as it
were in a black vapour wrought of veritable da