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Abstract 

 

This thesis considers the ways in which contemporary fantasy fiction involves genre-specific 

reading strategies in complex negotiations between a privileged originality and an authorising 

tradition of mythic narrative which is re-imagined, without historical context, as “Story”. 

Fantasy fiction draws upon notions of what is appropriate to its genre in order to negotiate the 

roles of non-human nature and the role of magically empowered female protagonists in the 

fantasy narrative. The text’s sense of what is appropriate and specific to genre often masks the 

more powerful and insidious expectations of contemporary popular culture.  

The thesis applies its analysis of the operations of genre to a critique of the didactic and 

ideological practices of contemporary Australian fantasy fiction. It considers, in separate 

chapters, how the theme of magical power is deployed in representations of non-human nature 

and in representations of sexual violence. Magical power is a convention of the genre that 

changes over time and yet remains a recognisable marker of genre, offering a site for critical 

examination of generic practices of writing and reading. This inquiry into the ideology of 

magical power in fantasy fiction is also organised around a critical investigation of the genre’s 

representations of ecology and sexual violence. The thesis examines representations of the 

relationship between humans and non-human nature in Alison Croggon’s four-part The Books of 

Pellinor (2002-2008). It also examines Sara Douglass’s Wayfarer Redemption sextet (1995–

1999) and its accompanying trilogy DarkGlass Mountain (2007–2010). Douglass’s work both 

offers and simultaneously retreats from a critique of the way in which the epic fantasy narrative 

depends upon the victimisation of its female protagonists. Fiona McIntosh’s Trinity, The 

Quickening, Percheron and Valisar series (2001-2010), complement my study of Douglass and 

allow me to analyse further connections between women’s experiences of magic and sexual 

violence in contemporary fantasy.  

Although fantasy publications have flourished in the period from 1995–2010 in 

Australia, those authors who write and publish at the heart of the popular genre of high fantasy 

remain under-studied. Critical readings are unusual in the context of fantasy studies, which 

usually treat popular high fantasy fiction as both demeaned and adequately explained by its 

situation in the contemporary mass market. In response to such critical neglect, this thesis is 
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concerned to develop a new theoretical framework for the study of popular fantasy fiction. It 

departs from previous studies of fantasy in that it is not concerned with the effect of the 

fantastic or impossible in fantasy fiction. Although the participation of these novels in a popular 

genre is a theoretical concern of the thesis, it is not involved in listing, categorising, or 

evaluating the generic conventions of fantasy fiction. Instead it draws upon critical studies of 

popular genre, and in particular upon Jonathan Culler’s discussion of cultural competence and 

the text’s imagined reader to integrate an analysis of how fantasy novels negotiate genre. The 

aim of the thesis is to invigorate fantasy studies by a shift away from the current re-articulation 

of fantasy’s own themes. The deployment of eco-critical and feminist literary theory and 

criticism is designed to allow a newly relevant approach to the field of fantasy fiction, and to 

situate analysis within a broader field of critical and cultural commentary.  
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Chapter One: Negotiating the Genre of Fantasy Fiction 

 

Transported, through a magic portal, into a fantasy world, a scholar with the training of a 

literary critic would find it difficult to ply her trade. In fantasy fiction, scholars tend to Know 

the Truth, and offstage must spend hours learning and reading and memorising for retelling to 

naïve world-saviours the history and myths of the lands of which they belong. Scholars in 

fantasy do not question, critique, or consider in context the store of words of which they are the 

guardians. The Bards, Magicians, Wizards, Record-Keepers, etc., of fantasy are in the text to 

bring to light lost and dusty fragments (of a poem, prophecy, ancient object) that serve to 

illuminate and to confirm the whole master-narrative of the world’s history. Farah Mendlesohn 

makes a comparable point about “the fixedness of history and of learning” in fantasy, noting 

firstly that learning and scholarship are almost solely represented by history, and secondly that 

history in fantasy is “unarguable”.1 Although Mendlesohn does refer to the ideological 

implications of a single, fixed and reliable historical narrative in fantasy,2 her critical strategy in 

addressing this issue is to draw examples from many texts, comparing and contrasting fantasy 

texts that deploy a notion of a “fixed” historical master narrative, and then comparing these 

works, which make up one kind of fantasy (“portal-quest fantasy”) with other kinds of fantasy 

in which history might be represented as more contingent. Mendlesohn is typical of scholars of 

fantasy in focusing her analysis upon the variation and deviation of works of fantasy from a 

particular set of themes or generic conventions provided by the books themselves. She is also 

typical of critics of fantasy fiction in that she is interested in identifying the conventions of 

fantasy and in teasing out the various ways in which these conventions are deployed, updated 

and transformed, usually privileging works that are seen as impressively original. Such a 

strategy is unlikely to open out the closed “unarguability” deployed by fantasy novels into 

broader critical discourse.  

Scholars in fantasy provide transparent windows into the past and the events of the 

book’s present. Scholars of fantasy have, to date, followed a little too closely their fictional 

                                                

1 Farah Mendlesohn, Rhetorics of Fantasy (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2008), p. 16.  
2 Mendlesohn, Rhetorics, p. 14; see also p. 7.  
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counterparts’ footsteps, writing primarily to confirm the nature and meaning of fantasy fiction 

worlds overtly stated within the texts themselves. In this chapter, I give a brief account of the 

ways in which the scholarship of fantasy fiction has attached its analysis to some of modern 

fantasy’s major themes, reflecting and amplifying many of the literature’s own terms and 

imagery. Current work on contemporary fantasy is dominated by a re-articulation of the fantasy 

novel’s primary concerns, such as the presentation of an imagined world that proves itself to 

have depth or layers of detail; the tangibility of magic; and the transcendental power of an 

imaginary world and its traditional narrative and stock of images. The deep themes of fantasy 

literature are often re-presented to the scholarly reader as the scholar’s own critical justification 

for the artistic or moral value of the genre. It is a concern of this chapter to draw a clear 

distinction between academic criticism and the dominant reading apparently proposed by the 

texts themselves, and to emphasise my view that fantasy studies need to be invigorated by a 

shift away from this work of re-articulation. 

At present, specialist fantasy scholarship remains primarily descriptive of the popular 

genre of fantasy fiction. Such a statement, perhaps, seems unfairly dismissive of the wide array 

of scholars who have devoted detailed attention to analysis of particular works of fantasy 

literature, but such studies, for all their critical acuity and brilliant devotion to the form, tend to 

describe without theorising, and without situating the study of contemporary fantasy in a wider 

academic discourse. To explain better the statement that fantasy studies describe without 

theorising, I would suggest that even when theory is engaged to illuminate a specific text, the 

issue of the study’s wider relevance to literary criticism in general is not made an urgent 

concern. Even the most excellent critical analyses of individual works of fantasy fail to link 

their conclusions to a wider practice of literary criticism and cultural commentary, an essential 

task of vital and significant literary criticism. Both methodologically and practically, fantasy 

fiction studies circulate within a small specialist pool, generating very little interest in the wider 

fields of criticism or cultural studies. I do not propose a new study to provide a theoretical 

framework for fantasy studies, but instead draw upon established studies of popular genre and 

reading practices, in order to produce genre-aware critical readings that are nonetheless 

conscious that a text’s participation in popular genre does not function as some kind of simple 



 13 

or universal solution to the text. The concepts that I draw upon throughout the thesis, such as 

notions of reader expectation, and of the recognisability of generic conventions, are concepts 

that remain implicit throughout most critical accounts of modern fantasy literature.  

Current approaches to contemporary fantasy fiction result in a very untheoretised field. 

Scholarly accounts of fantasy fiction are generally comparatively unreflective about their 

engagement with concepts of genre. In this chapter I suggest that a sense of the operation of 

genre is submerged in fantasy criticism in descriptive accounts of how to identify fantasy’s 

genre and sub-genres. In the course of this chapter I hope to account for the way in which the 

inherent and inherited themes and preoccupations of fantasy scholarship tend to avoid an overt 

engagement with the operations of genre. The evidence for fantasy studies’ limited engagement 

with concepts of genre is found in the continued tendency of scholarly accounts to include in 

their discussions of fantasy a vague and broad array of texts and traditions. I do not, in the main, 

engage with the many studies produced for a popular audience that provide a “long history” of 

fantasy, discussing the emergence and transformation of fantastic literature from The Iliad or 

Gilgamesh or the remaining echoes of the earliest unrecorded folktales. The emphasis of such 

studies is upon finding an essence of fantasy, an essence usually based in a notion of fantasy’s 

challenge to realism. It is in posing an opposition between fantasy and realism that the long 

histories and popular encyclopaedias of fantasy resemble academic fantasy studies.  

 

Part One:  

The Fantastic Effect and the Problem of the Literary Fantastic  

This introductory chapter draws out two of the structuring themes of fantasy scholarship. As 

literary fantasy studies have developed through the twentieth and into the twenty-first century, 

they have been dominated firstly by approaches to fantasy’s “challenge to realism” and 

secondly by a defence of fantasy literature against a vast array of perceived detractors. In the 

first part of this chapter, I re-evaluate the concern of fantasy studies with theories developed to 

respond to the literary fantastic, because the most important concern to understand in evaluating 

the scholarship of fantasy is the prevalent notion of literary fantasy’s challenge to the real. 

Although previous scholars have succeeded in asserting modern fantasy literature’s difference 
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from works of “the literary fantastic”, fantasy scholarship betrays a continued concern to 

reconcile fantasy fiction to a theory of “the fantastic effect” of the literary fantastic. Modern 

fantasy literature has been theorised in relation to an effect of strangeness, referred to both as 

“wonder”3 and “estrangement”.4 The effect of wonder or estrangement is theorised in relation to 

the concepts of a “fantastic effect” and of “cognitive estrangement” that have structured 

theoretical understandings of the literary fantastic and science fiction respectively.5 In this 

chapter I have aimed to limit my review of scholarship to scholars whose primary interest has 

been in fantasy rather than science fiction, or to chapters or articles that are focused on fantasy 

fiction. Although I am aware that the notion of an effect of wonder has developed through the 

influence of science fiction studies, it is beyond the scope of this work to address those scholars 

who discuss fantasy fiction in the course of their engagements with science fiction and other 

forms of speculative fiction. The exact scope and nature of fantasy fiction’s partings from SF 

have been well-covered elsewhere.6  

Current critical discussions of contemporary fantasy assume that the fantastic material 

of fantasy fiction has a disruptive or unsettling effect. No matter how familiar such material 

might be within the context of literature, the focus of critical scholarship remains upon the 

impossibilities of the fantastic, and the potential effects of the impossible for a reader based in 

the world of the real. In order to account for this critical preoccupation, I devote some space in 

my analysis to an account of the relationship between fantasy studies and studies of the literary 

fantastic. Scholarship on modern fantasy translates the fantastic effect into a privileged notion 

                                                

3 Colin. N. Manlove, Modern Fantasy: Five Studies (London, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University 

Press, 1975), p.1. 
4 Brian Attebery, Strategies of Fantasy (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1992), p. 16. 
5 I will discuss the fantastic effect in the work of various critics in more detail below. The term “cognitive 

estrangement” is developed by Darko Suvin in Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a 

Literary Genre (Yale University Press: New Haven, 1979).  
6
 A discussion of differences between SF and fantasy can be found in many essays of criticism dealing with both 

genres. See for example Fredric Jameson, “Chapter 5: The Great Schism,” in Archaeologies of the Future: The 

Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions (London and New York: Verso, 2005), pp. 57–71. See also Brian 

Attebery, The Fantasy Tradition in American Literature: From Irving to Le Guin (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1980), p.27. A discussion of differences between SF and fantasy can be found in several of the essays collected 

by David Sandner in Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader, Westport, CT and London: Praeger, 2004). See for 

example Colin Manlove, “Introduction to Modern Fantasy,” in Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader, ed. David 

Sandner (Westport, CT and London: Praeger, 2004), pp. 156–166 (first published in Modern Fantasy: Five Studies 

[London, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1975]); Gary K. Wolfe, “The Encounter with 

Fantasy,” in Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader, ed. David Sandner (Westport, CT and London: Praeger, 2004), 

pp. 222–226 (first published in The Aesthetics of Fantasy Literature, ed. Roger Schlobin [Notre Dame, Indiana: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 1982]); and also China Miéville, “Marxism and Fantasy: Editorial Introduction,” in 

Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader, ed. David Sandner (Westport, CT and London: Praeger, 2004), pp. 334–343 

(first published in Historical Materialism 10.4 [2002], 39–49).  
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of “the impossible”. If fantasy fiction does not subvert the real, then fantasy scholars continue to 

insist that it nonetheless challenges, extends, transforms, refreshes, and revitalises the reader’s 

understanding of the real. To focus on, and draw out, the idea of the challenge of the real as a 

structuring concept in fantasy criticism is in itself a critical act, since in most of the works 

discussed here a reliance upon a division between fantasy and realism remains implicit, 

attributed to the essence or nature of the books themselves, rather than to a particular chosen 

emphasis of the critic. I do not contend with the distinctions between fantasy and realism that 

these critics make, but with their subsequent employment of this division as the primary 

structure of understanding in their analyses of fantasy literature. For example, in the second 

section of Chapter One I examine the critical “defence of fantasy” that asserts the value of 

fantasy literature, especially in terms of fantasy’s potential to affect its readers in a positive 

way. According to this approach, the matter of fantasy has a transformative effect on the reader, 

imparting a quality of freshness–or wonder–to the world beyond the text. Even those scholars 

who defend the worth of fantasy in bringing the magical, supernatural and fantastic “to life” 

(and thus, “life”, to the reader) still fundamentally view fantasy literature in terms of its 

polemical relationship to realism. In the second section of this chapter, I connect the perennial 

“defence of fantasy”–which has been noticed by other scholars–to this very concern in 

scholarship to reconcile popular, contemporary works of fantasy fiction with a theory of some 

kind of challenge to the real.  

It must be noted that the critical discussion that has taken the form of a sustained 

“defence of fantasy” has been able to move through a leafy tangle of obfuscation in order to 

examine fantasy literature and fantasy fiction as a form in its own right, rather than a childish or 

backwards-looking version of science fiction, retold fairytale, or the literary fantastic, with 

which modern fantasy has long been included. Scholars such as Brian Attebery and Farah 

Mendlesohn, along with John Grant’s and John Clute’s encyclopaedic work in The 

Encyclopedia of Fantasy, have enabled literary fantasy studies to emerge from the scholarly 

work on science fiction and on the literary fantastic which has shaped but has also 

overshadowed the study of modern fantasy texts. Fantasy scholars are indebted to Brian 
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Attebery in particular for rescuing fantasy fiction from the vast mode of the fantastic.7 It is less 

certain whether fantasy’s academic defenders have allowed modern fantasy to stand apart from 

modern literature’s ancient, oral, folk, or medieval antecedents, which continue to function as 

fantasy’s introduction to the society of literary criticism.  

In the final part of this introductory chapter, I turn to the approaches of popular genre 

studies. In this section I draw out the similarities between explicit theories of popular genre with 

the implicit reliance upon expectation, convention, and recognisability in fantasy scholarship. 

That notions of popular genre and popular reading practice might prove useful in a study of 

fantasy fiction is suggested within current works of fantasy studies, although reference to 

popular reading interests is difficult to distinguish from condemnations of commercialism. 

Scholars writing on genre fantasy demonstrate a belief that the descriptor of “commercial” 

indicates a text that must be uninteresting and unnecessary to critique. Furthermore, the 

dismissive attitude towards mass-marketed fantasy suggests that the implied reader addressed 

within the text, and the very real and large audience beyond the text, can also be dismissed as 

having merely consumed, rather than actively read. In current discussions of fantasy fiction, 

commercial production and consumption are presented as though the fellow fantasy scholar and 

consumer of the scholarly work will understand that these are pejorative terms. The certainty in 

current scholarship that there is danger attached to the perceived taint of the commercial is in 

itself a dangerously patronising conviction, and one which I seek to overturn. The wearisome 

separation of popular fantasy fiction from other more privileged works recognisable as fantasy 

is also dangerous in that it severs a potentially vital connection between popular culture and 

academic commentary. In this thesis I assume that the mechanisms of literary criticism are well-

constructed and important enough in themselves to be applied to texts that might themselves be 

unsophisticated. It is not sensible to assume that the tools of literary analysis will be blunted if 

used against texts that are ideologically conservative. I do not feel the need either to denigrate or 

to defend examples of popular culture, which should not be required to prove the worth of the 

academic who studies them, or of the academic establishment itself. Setting aside the issue of 

                                                

7 See Attebery, Strategies, especially pp. 1–17. 
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evaluating such popular and commercially successful works, in the final section of this chapter I 

begin to examine contemporary fantasy fiction in the light of some recent theories of popular 

genre. To consider fantasy fiction as a popular genre allows a critic to move quickly and with 

ease into a discussion of specific fantasy texts, without needing to sacrifice a nuanced 

understanding of the fantasy genre. This productive critical practice has thus far been underused 

in the study of contemporary fantasy fiction.  

A major concern of this chapter is to offer an explanation of why an area of scholarship 

that could be loosely termed “fantasy studies” does not really account for the popular core of 

published fantasy, contemporary works of high fantasy fiction. It is important to engage with 

the scholarly work that has been developed around fantasy literature, but it will become 

apparent that my work diverges from many fantasy scholars’ findings. The overall finding of 

this chapter is that the commercial, popular category of fantasy operates in some fundamentally 

different ways from the “fantasy literature” that has more often been selected for study by 

literary critics. It seems that fantasy studies and cultural studies have not yet begun to intersect 

in this case. Scholars writing about fantasy fiction seem to perceive a marginalisation of the 

genre in terms of its popular, childish, escapist, and nostalgic qualities, even though these same 

scholars often reject each of these characterisations as appropriate to fantasy. As my discussion 

of the continuing “defence of fantasy” will demonstrate, scholars interested in fantasy literature 

seem rather determinedly to maintain the genre’s marginalisation against a Western cultural 

practice of discussing and analysing all kinds of popular-culture texts without reference to 

literariness, seriousness, adultness or deliberate topicality. 

 

The Problem of the Fantastic 

The legacy of the literary fantastic as a structural opposition between reality and fantasy 

remains embedded in definitions of fantasy fiction. Critical formulations of fantasy fiction 

developed as a result of scholars’ struggles to transform a concept of the fantastic into one 

which could be useful in the discussion of fantasy fiction. Fantasy literature as a form has been 

successfully untangled from the literary fantastic, so that it is no longer even necessary for a 

critic of fantasy literature to assert with Tom Shippey that “‘[t]he fantastic’, as academically 
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defined and studied, is just not the same phenomenon as the bestseller genre of ‘fantasy’ now to 

be found in every bookshop.”8 Nonetheless, the critical discussion of fantastic effect has been 

fundamentally important in shaping the theoretical approach to fantasy in literary studies, and 

the concept of a fantastic challenge to realism continues to influence discussions of fantasy 

fiction.  

The literary fantastic is both an effect within texts and a designation of a kind of work 

containing this effect. I shall discuss some foundational definitions of the fantastic effect, which 

can be generally described as a destabilising of a text’s realism and of its agreement with the 

laws of everyday reality. As the fantastic is an effect which overturns or challenges “the real”, 

discussions of it are based in a notion of realist representation of a real beyond the text to which 

the text refers. Tzvetan Todorov, Kathryn Hume, Rosemary Jackson and Eric Rabkin, who have 

each written influential contributions to the study of fantasy fiction, all accept a basic category 

of realism or mimetic representation as the dominant mode of twentieth-century fiction. These 

scholars examine “the fantastic” as a function or effect that subverts, upsets, or momentarily 

displaces a previously established sense of reality in the text.  

These scholars’ formulations of the fantastic as an effect or function can be understood 

as a “structural or syntactic”9 approaches to genre. The structural approach, Fredric Jameson 

observes, is concerned “not in the expression of a meaning, but rather the building of a 

model,”10 and these scholars are concerned to analyse the mechanisms of genre in terms of a 

structural relationship between realism and fantasy. Todorov argues that the collision of the real 

and the supernatural within a text gives rise to the fantastic. Confronted with an event that is 

impossible according to the reality of the text 

 [t]he person who experiences the event must opt for one of two possible solutions: 

either he is the victim of an illusion of the senses, of a product of the imagination–and 

laws of the world then remain what they are; or else the event has indeed taken place, it 

is an integral part of reality–but then this reality is controlled by laws unknown to us. … 

                                                

8 Tom Shippey, The Oxford Book of Fantasy Stories, 2nd ed. (1994; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. xii. 
9Fredric Jameson, “Magical Narratives: Romance as Genre,” New Literary History 7.1, (Autumn 1975), 135–163. 

Emphasis in original. 
10 Jameson, “Magical Narratives,” pp. 135–163; emphasis in original.  
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The fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty. Once we choose one answer or 

the other, we leave the fantastic for a neighboring genre, the uncanny or the marvelous. 

The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a person who knows only the laws of 

nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event.11 

In this description Todorov collapses the points of view of protagonist and reader, and the 

fantastic becomes defined in terms of a specific literary effect that is created by the interaction 

of the reader and text. Todorov later makes an even stronger connection between protagonist 

and reader, saying, “The reader’s hesitation is therefore the first condition of the fantastic”.12 

“For there to be a transgression,” Todorov argues, “the norm must be apparent.”13 For Todorov, 

the “norm” is combined of rationality and a realist depiction of the everyday. Todorov’s 

fantastic effect could be understood as requiring the absence of one of the major conventions of 

fantasy fiction, the imaginary world, for Todorov’s fantastic occurs “[i]n a world which is 

indeed our world, the one that we know, a world without devils, sylphides, or vampires, [where] 

there occurs an event which cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar world.”14 

Todorov’s work provides a basis for later scholars writing on texts that are “fantastic” in the 

popularly recognized sense of a genre of fantasy.  

Later scholars of fantasy such as Eric Rabkin suggest that the fantastic effect occurs in a 

similar fashion within a text that has set out an imaginary world setting, for within this setting 

an event may occur which contravenes the established laws of the text. Rabkin contends that the 

text itself provides its own internal rules for what is natural and what is unnatural.15 Rabkin says 

that 

 [t]he ability of art to create its own interior set of ground rules is fundamental to the 

aesthetic experience, an ability that Tolkien calls “sub-creation”, but which more 

generally falls under the term “decorum.”16 

                                                

11 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, trans. Richard Howard (Cleveland 

and London: Press Case of Western Reserve University Press, 1973), p. 25. 
12 Todorov, The Fantastic, p. 31; italics in original. 
13 Todorov, The Fantastic, p. 7. 
14 Todorov, The Fantastic, p. 25. 
15 Eric S. Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 4. 
16 Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature, p. 4. 
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Fantasy, for Rabkin, lies in a direct reversal of these established rules, saying that “[t]he 

perspectives that the fantastic contradicts are perspectives legitimized by these internal ground 

rules.”17 The “normal” against which the fantastic is constructed is more relativistic, in Rabkin’s 

view, and thus the fantastic effect can operate within a work that does not at first present itself 

as a realist text. In order to expand the applicability of an effect of the fantastic, Rabkin puts 

forward instead the function of the dis-expected. The dis-expected inheres in “those elements 

which the text had diverted one from thinking about but which, it later turns out, are in perfect 

keeping with the ground rules of the narrative.”18 This notion of the dis-expected is important in 

that it, again, accounts for texts in which the supernatural is, after all, accounted for, in the 

overall logic of the story. At the same time, the suggestion that the text has diverted the reader’s 

attention from these “elements” means that they can retain a quality of fantastic surprise. 

 Rabkin’s suggestion that the fantastic effect lies in a reversal of ground rules ironically 

seems to identify an important process of fantasy fiction, the construction of a world with its 

own particular system of logic, (“an ability that Tolkien calls !sub-creation’”), only to associate 

fantasy with the reversal of this process. Rabkin’s theory approaches, but does not reach, the 

processes of fantasy fiction. Rabkin contends that “the fantastic contradicts perspective”19, 

whereas fantasy fiction seeks to confirm it. In the genre fantasy novel, the “ground rules” of the 

world determine the nature of the fantastic through a process of confirmation, rather than 

opposition. Rather than ushering in reversal or disruption, the magical laws and supernatural 

happenings of fantasy fiction signify a careful, layered process of world-building.20 That this 

articulation of the text’s ability to create and convey its own ground rules is tied in Rabkin’s 

definition to the notion of a fantastic effect that subverts those ground rules has had a major 

impact upon the scholarly discussion of fantasy fiction’s imagined worlds. For example, 

Rosemary Jackson contends that literary fantasy is based upon a “violation of dominant 

                                                

17 Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature, pp. 4–5.  
18 Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature, pp. 8–9. 
19 Rabkin, The Fantastic in Literature, p. 4. 
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Scholarship (New York, Westport, CT, London: Greenwood Press, 1986), p. 140. At some point, Carter’s more 

artisanal word “making” becomes “building” in the discourses surrounding fantasy.  
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assumptions” which at the very least will disturb “‘rules’ of artistic representation and 

literature’s representation of the real.”21 For Jackson, the potential of the fantastic to subvert 

literary norms is integrated with a social and political potential. Jackson aligns the 

representation of realism with social norms, and discusses the fantastic challenge to realism in 

terms of a challenge, albeit one that is often short-lived, to dominant value-systems.22  

A different approach to the fantastic is provided by Kathryn Hume, who argues 

passionately that the fantastic stretches into all areas of human expression, and is found 

alongside the more dominant practices of realist representation in all aspects of literature, art 

and culture.23 Hume’s argument is that literature is made up of two impulses, fantasy and 

mimesis.24 Fantasy “is an element in nearly all kinds of literature,”25 as is mimesis, which is 

“felt as the desire to imitate, to describe events, people, situations and objects with such 

verisimilitude that others share your experience”.26 In Hume’s account, fantasy and mimesis are 

not represented as warring elements, but as literary techniques in creative tension, relying on 

each other to create certain effects. The mimetic impulse has been the dominant concern of 

literary criticism: Hume proposes to discuss the “fantastic impulse” as equally important as the 

more-often discussed impulse of mimesis.27 Hume’s fantasy impulse shares with Todorov’s 

fantastic effect a kind of structural opposition between fantasy and reality. The impulse of 

fantasy described by Hume is a transgression of norms, so fantasy is “the deliberate departure 

from the limits of what is usually accepted as real and normal.”28 Jackson, Rabkin, and Hume 

have influenced the development of critical terms for fantasy fiction in their association of 

fantasy with the transgression, subversion and reversal of variously defined categories of the 

real.  

In the history of fantasy criticism in the twentieth century the concept of a fantastic 

effect and the accompanying category of the literary fantastic has posed some problems for the 

                                                

21 Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy, the Literature of Subversion (London and New York: Methuen, 1981), p. 14. 
22 Jackson, Fantasy, p. 4.  
23 Kathryn Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis: Responses to Reality in Western Literature (New York and London: 

Methuen, 1984), p. xii. 
24 Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis, p. 20. 
25 Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis, p. xii. 
26 Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis,  p. 20. 
27 Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis, p. xii.  
28 Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis, p. xii. 
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study of other forms of fantasy literature. There is certainly a critical acknowledgement that the 

study and theorisation of the fantastic have added confusion to fantasy studies. Neil Cornwell 

offers a history of the conflation of and confusion of the two terms, “fantasy” and “fantastic”, 

each of which has been used to designate a wide range of texts and approaches.29 What seems to 

be agreed upon by critics interested in fantasy is that the terms and theory of the literary 

fantastic leads studies away from the texts of fantasy literature. In a survey of critical literature 

of fantasy, Chantal Bourgault du Coudray notices  

a predisposition among postmodernist critics (such as contributors to the collections of 

essays drawn from the International Conferences of the Fantastic in the Arts) to ignore 

popular genre fantasy in favour of texts and theoretical perspectives expressive of the 

“subversive” strategies of the (literary) fantastic.30  

Scholarship of the fantastic turns to works that demonstrate techniques that disturb, disrupt, and 

challenge a representation of the real. Techniques and effects such as these do not really feature 

in fantasy fiction. Popular fantasy fiction only rarely employs effects based in the reader’s sense 

of some contravention of reality; fantasy fiction does not, as a rule, position the reader to 

hesitate between the supernatural and the explained. As a result, popular fantasy is 

underrepresented in collections, conference proceedings and journals organised around the 

fantastic, such as The Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts. While it is inclusive of different 

genres and styles and approaches to fantasy (broadly defined) in all kinds of speculative fiction, 

in practice this rarely includes commercial fantasy fiction. 

The scholarship of fantasy fiction is rather contradictory in its approach to this issue of 

fantasy’s relationship to the literary fantastic. Several scholars of fantasy have voiced the 

observation that the processes of the fantastic are simply not those of contemporary fantasy 

fiction. Attebery identifies the problem of the fantastic as a model for fantasy, citing as an 

example the fact that Eric Rabkin identifies as “true Fantasy” Alice in Wonderland. As Attebery 

points out, the Alice books are “what is more generally termed nonsense or absurdity; it 
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involves periodic overturning of the ground rules of the fiction.” 31 Rabkin’s focus upon texts 

that overturn the reader’s expectations ensures that “the internally consistent mode favoured by 

George MacDonald or Tolkien is classed, without further examination, as ‘fairy tale.’”32 

Jackson’s or Rabkin’s suggested processes of disruption and subversion perform in almost an 

opposite way to processes within fantasy novels that aim to reassure the reader of what is 

“known.” Yet although scholars of fantasy literature have made note of the critical 

inapplicability of the category of the literary fantastic to much of fantasy studies,33 there is, as I 

shall demonstrate, a continuing reliance upon a structure of fantastic transgression of or 

challenge to the real in influential theories of fantasy. In the course of this chapter I question 

whether the separation of a theory of fantasy from the theory of the fantastic has been drastic 

enough to really account for the effects and techniques of fantasy fiction.  

The fantastic as a literary effect could in one sense be considered to have been well 

separated from studies of fantasy fiction. Attebery notes that Todorov’s initial, narrow 

definition of the fantastic as genre has “almost no bearing on” the genre of modern fantasy 34, 

and David Sandner cautions in Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader that “Todorov’s narrow 

definition leaves out much work commonly called !fantastic,’ in particular nearly all genre 

fantasy.”35 Shippey’s observation, cited earlier in this chapter, that the fantastic “as 

academically defined and studied, is just not the same phenomenon as the bestseller genre of 

‘fantasy’ now to be found in every bookshop”36 is also cited by Hunt and Lenz in order to 

suggest that “genrefied” commercial fantasy is very different to a postmodern fantastic. 

Processes of disruption and subversion seem opposed to scholarly constructions of fantasy that 

emphasise the fantasy text’s aim in confirming the reader’s sense of faith in the marvellous or 

magical “non-real” of the text. Yet critical theories of fantasy have tended to retain an element 

of the “subversion” and “disruption” of the literary fantastic.  
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Alternative Worlds in Fantasy Fiction (London and New York: Continuum, 2001), p. 21.  
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One legacy of the literary fantastic is the continued importance given to the “violation” 

of realism or of the reader’s understanding of the real. A reversal of expectations for “the real” 

is a persistent theme in the criticism of fantasy. Attebery makes a note of Hume’s emphasis on 

“departure from consensus reality”.37 He goes on to list how “C.N. Manlove mentions the 

supernatural [and] Jane Mobley calls it magic”38 and draws attention to “a general agreement 

that some such violation is essential to fantasy.”39 In the early stages of fantasy criticism, it was 

an appealing strategy to reinstate fantasy in terms of a fantastic effect modified to suit the 

process of fantasy literature. Accordingly, definitions of modern fantasy have developed out of 

critical models of the fantastic. Without such formulations of fantasy, it is unlikely that studies 

of fantasy literature would have re-entered literary studies. For example, W.R. Irwin favours an 

alternative space of “play” over a choice between the possible or the impossible.40 Nonetheless, 

Irwin emphasises that  

fantasy is a story based in and controlled by an overt violation of what is generally 

accepted as possibility; it is the narrative result of transforming the condition contrary to 

fact into “fact” itself.41  

The irony is that if this transformation has indeed taken place in the fantasy, the condition of 

“violation” no longer exists. Both Rabkin’s notion of reversal and Irwin’s idea of play rely upon 

a self-consciousness of subverted expectations which most fantasy fiction seeks to dispel. 

The legacy of the literary fantastic can be identified in the kinds of emphasis placed by 

fantasy scholars and critics upon the fantasy text’s reliance on a model of “internal 

consistency”, which refers to the systematically constructed details of the imagined world. The 

reader’s “literary belief” in a secondary or imagined world is considered to be sustained by 

successful inner consistency. The development and privileging of these concepts of 

“consistency” and “belief” can be especially associated with writer-critics, with critical 
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discussions of these concepts rooted in J.R.R Tolkien’s essay “On Fairy Stories”.42 Tolkien’s 

references to “an inner consistency of reality”, to the writer’s act of “subcreation” and his 

description of the kind of total setting adopted by fantasies as a “secondary world” have been 

used very effectively by other scholars in order to allow the literature of fantasy to be studied in 

its own right, rather than as an extension (or failure of) the literary fantastic. Nonetheless, 

scholarly discussions continue to distort the concern of fantasy fiction to convince the reader of 

the presence or “reality” of the imagined world with a concern to alleviate the presence of the 

fantastic in the text. While a system of interrelated details that denote the special difference of 

the created world does indeed form an important part of a work of fantasy fiction, I contend that 

scholars of fantasy have subtly distorted the genre’s concern with and deployment of various 

techniques of world-building in order to excuse and explain the novels’ fantastic, supernatural, 

and magical elements.  

Many of the critics writing about modern fantasy have themselves rejected the “literary 

fantastic” as a useful concept in studying fantasy fiction. Their work thus represents a shift 

away from a concern with the non-realist elements of the text provoking a structural effect. 

Nonetheless, there is a persistent desire in studies of fantasy fiction to adapt, rather than reject, 

critical formulations of fantastic effects. That is, the effects of hesitation, reversal, and so on, are 

first critiqued for their inapplicability to fantasy literature, and then these effects are modified or 

expanded in order to account for the effects of the literature. Studies of fantasy fiction implicitly 

privilege an effect of destabilisation or uncertainty or subversion, and insist that these effects 

inhere in fantasy texts. Critical formulations and theorisations of fantasy fiction remain in 

contact with earlier definitions of the fantastic, in that the effect of fantastic hesitation has been 
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translated in fantasy studies as an effect of “estrangement” or as “wonder”.43 Attebery identifies 

the correspondence between wonder and a fantastic effect, writing that “[t]he concept of 

wonder, as a key to fantasy’s impact, may best be understood as an alternative formulation of 

the idea of estrangement.”44  

The definition of fantasy fiction provided by Colin Manlove in 1975 shows how the 

structure of his concept of fantasy subtly transforms the fantastic effect. The implicit structure 

of Manlove’s definition pertains to more recent theories of fantasy, especially in the use of the 

word “wonder” to describe the effect of fantasy fiction. Manlove describes fantasy as 

 [a] fiction evoking wonder and containing a substantial and irreducible element of the 

supernatural with which the mortal characters in the story or the readers become on at 

least partly familiar terms”.
45

 

The effect of “evoking wonder” contains an implicit resonance of shock. Manlove confirms the 

correlation between wonder and shock at a later point in the essay, explaining that “wonder” can 

include the meaning of “crude astonishment”.46 In this effect of wonder, shock or hesitation is 

resolved, but the effect of evoking wonder relies on an initial sense of violation. Manlove in this 

essay expands the “supernatural” to refer to “supernatural or impossible worlds, beings or 

objects.”47 Manlove’s influential definition resembles definitions of the literary fantastic in its 

implicit opposition of the supernatural or impossible to realism. The very term “impossible” 

encodes a sense of the violation of the possible, and structures the magical and supernatural 

matter of fantasy in opposition to the real.48 And indeed, Manlove explains that “[t]his phrase is 

meant to cover whatever is treated as being beyond any remotely conceivable extension of our 

plane of reality, or thought.”49 The effect of producing wonder is structurally similar to the 

effect of the literary fantastic. Some major critical definitions of fantasy fiction demonstrate the 

legacy of the fantastic as a critical concept by trying at one and the same time to include the 
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fantasy-fiction concern with an internally consistent system of details, and some form of 

fantastic effect of subversion. Thus, for Clute and Grant, fantasy is both self-coherent, and 

something that we “perceive as impossible”,50 following Manlove in suggesting a productive 

contrast between the impossible and the consistent. Manlove’s definition further echoes 

formulations of the literary fantastic in that it presupposes an interpreter, the reader in whom the 

sense of wonder is evoked, recalling Todorov’s emphasis on the perspective of a reader or 

character who must choose between interpretations.51 Bourgault du Coudray has suggested that 

“[s]cholars such as Manlove were pursuing time-honoured traditions of formalist literary 

criticism, a methodology that carried a freight of assumption about the ‘literary merit’ of 

texts.”52 The structural complexity of the effect of wonder redeems the genre of fantasy has 

having such “literary merit”.  

Manlove’s discussion switches between an emphasis on the violation of the fantastic 

and an effect whereby the fantastic is naturalised and necessary to the fiction. Manlove modifies 

the categories of impossible and supernatural with “substantial”, “irreducible” and “familiar”, 

and as such his definition belongs to the school of fantasy criticism that insists upon internal 

consistency as an effect that compels the reader’s belief. For Manlove, a notion of fantasy’s 

insistence upon its own “ground rules” seems to be permitted only through a discussion of an 

effect in which the fantastic is Other, is impossible, and evokes surprise and wonder. This is a 

contradiction that does not pertain in contemporary fantasy novels, but does pertain in theories 

of fantasy that are applied to recent works in the genre. For example, Clute and Grant argue that 

a defining and distinctive aspect of fantasy is that fantasy is “self-coherent.”53 These authors 

link the self-coherence of fantasy to an effect whereby a fantasy “invites its readers to co-inhabit 

its tale”, 54 referring implicitly to the discussion in fantasy scholarship linking consistency and 

the reader’s belief. In this kind of critical formulation, the “fantastic effect” of the literary 

fantastic is imputed to the fantastic material of fantasy literature. The mere presence of magical, 

supernatural, or fantastic material seems to be considered as containing an inherently subversive 
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or disruptive effect. For this reason, the internal consistency of fantasy is reckoned to be a 

special case. 

The effect in fantasy whereby the details of the world are presented as an integrated 

system has been consistently interpreted as one that purchases the text’s participation in a 

modern, “readable” genre despite its fantastic elements. Ann Swinfen writes that the fantasy 

world, “in order to command belief on the part of the reader, must have ‘the inner consistency 

of reality’. Its nature and laws must be self-consistent”.55 As Swinfen’s formulation 

demonstrates, what is often emphasised is a need for the reader of fantasy to have a greater level 

of commitment to the logic of the text, in order to accept the supernatural content. Thus 

Attebery writes that “Reader and writer are committed to maintaining the illusion for the entire 

course of the fiction”56, while Gary K. Wolfe makes a note of the fact that Coleridge’s “willing 

suspension of disbelief” has been considered “a more passive condition on the part of the reader 

than that of the Secondary Belief of true fantasy.”57 The effect of the “consistency of reality” is 

then necessary for a kind of shoring-up of belief. Mendlesohn, similarly, likens her category of 

the portal-quest fantasy (to which the novels studied in this thesis belong) to a narrative of a told 

story in which the teller must hold onto his listeners.58 Mendlesohn seems to be concerned that 

if one aspect of fantasy fails to convince, then “the risk is always that the whole will not be 

sustained. … Either the story is accepted in its entirety, or it is entirely vulnerable; there is no 

room for delicacies of interpretation.”59 It is problematic that Swinfen, in an earlier version of 

this argument, defends fantasy by saying that  

 [w]riters have had to learn the lesson that in the creation of a secondary world it is no 

less necessary than in the description of the everyday primary world to keep closely to 

the intrinsic reality of the created world, to observe a scrupulous inner consistency–in 
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other words, to maintain the utmost “realism”. Fantasies which fail to do this 

immediately lose credibility and fail to convince.60 

I agree that the effects of fantasy are novelistic effects of realism, but I disagree that the text is 

somehow exposed and invalidated by a lack of rigour or scrupulousness in creating or observing 

its own system of logic. Swinfen’s presentation of “a scrupulous inner consistency” as a 

necessity for this kind of fiction is based in a belief that the matter of fantasy–magical, 

supernatural, medievalist–is innately likely to “lose credibility” with the reader and “fail to 

convince”. Modern and contemporary readers, however, have been conditioned to accept such 

elements as part of the genres of modern fantastic narratives and of commercial genre fantasy 

respectively. As a result, fantasy narratives do not need to withstand any particular scrutiny or 

suspicion, as Swinfen seems to suggest.  

Some scholars have addressed the issue of fantasy being studied in relation to the non-

real. Gary K. Wolfe writes that  

 [c]ognition, at least as Darko Suvin uses the term in his characterisation of science 

fiction, may be sufficient to enable us to recognise the limits of what is possible in a 

work of science fiction or historical fiction, but we may find that it often fails in aiding 

us to recognise the impossible that is fantasy.61  

Sandner, in a brief introductory note to Wolfe’s influential essay “The Encounter with Fantasy,” 

explains Wolfe’s argument as a response to “earlier structuralist approaches by Manlove, 

Rabkin, and Irwin,” setting out that Wolfe is arguing  

that the “simple criterion of cognitive impossibility,” the convenient labelling of a work 

as fantastic because it contains or does not contain a fantastic element, is not enough to 

explain the reader’s sustained interests in its artful production.62 

Although Wolfe seems in this essay to problematise the consensus in fantasy studies that 

“whatever we are to call !fantasy’ must first and foremost deal with the impossible”,63 Wolfe’s 

own concern to explain the reader’s ability to sustain an interest in fantasy does betray a 
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continuing concern with the fantastic difference of the literature. For Wolfe, it is important that 

we understand the specific way in which fantasy deals with the impossible, in particular “the 

strong affective element that accompanies and sometimes overpowers the cognitive in 

fantasy”.64 Wolfe establishes “the affective sense of the impossible”65 in order to theorise the 

way in which the text might compel the reader’s response.66 Like Swinfen and Mendlesohn, 

Wolfe is ultimately concerned with how fantasy can be sustained. Thus Wolfe writes that 

“[c]ognitive recognition of specific impossibilities may serve to signal us that a given work is 

fantasy, but will not sustain us through multiple volumes of narrative.”67  

This assumption that fantasy is somehow under strain gives an odd quality to his 

discussion of the affect in fantasy literature. I would suggest, furthermore, that a preoccupation 

with the extent to which a fantasy convinces is probably a close concern of writers of fantasy. 

Mendlesohn, who is answering Wolfe’s question in some detail, indicates that her findings are 

closely related to the dominant reading and writing practices of the genre when she says: 

 [i]f the schema I have outlined has any value at all, it will be in the questions it throws 

up about how authors use these structures and in the challenges it offers to writers of 

fantasy.68 

The scholarship dedicated to modern fantasy is sometimes too closely aligned with the 

dominant concerns of the texts themselves. It is my aim to model a kind of scholarship that does 

more than simply articulate the process of reading. Mendlesohn’s account of the “rhetorics of 

fantasy” refers implicitly rather than explicitly to the way in which genre operates upon reader’s 

expectations, and a difficulty that seems to arise in criticism which refers implicitly to generic 

conventions is the tendency to be too faithful to the text’s own claims for the significance of its 

strategies, effects and motifs. Mendlesohn’s findings are framed in terms of the creative 

developments made possible within a specific genre. Her concerns are the primary concerns of 

writers of fantasy, and perhaps also of interested readers and publishers. By contrast, my thesis 

                                                

64 Wolfe, “The Encounter with Fantasy,” p. 225.  
65 Wolfe, “The Encounter with Fantasy,” p. 227.  
66 Wolfe, “The Encounter with Fantasy,” p. 233.  
67 Wolfe, “The Encounter with Fantasy,” p. 225. 
68 Mendlesohn, Rhetorics, p. 272. 



 31 

is explicitly concerned to discuss the generic operations of fantasy fiction in ways that open up 

the works to the concerns of literary criticism. 

 It is necessary to shift away from the preoccupation with fantasy’s ability to “sustain” a 

reader’s interest and belief, a preoccupation that continues in recent scholarship. For example 

Mendlesohn frames her discussion of the techniques of the portal-quest fantasy in terms of “the 

degree to which we shall settle into the fantasy world and accept it as both fantasy and “real”.69 

Mendlesohn’s concern with the degree to which we shall settle is implicitly related to her 

classification of texts in terms of their relationship to the fantastic. Thus in the case of 

immersive fantasy, “[k]nowing has been a continual thread in the immersive fantasy: how can a 

writer force the reader to accept as normal things that are fantastical?”70 Although Mendlesohn’s 

taxonomy of modern fantasy fiction is not explicitly concerned with the question of fantasy’s 

challenge to realism, her categories of fantasy fiction are, nonetheless, based around the extent 

to which a fantasy forays into the imaginary and, in doing so, betrays certain conventions of 

realism. Thus two of Mendlesohn’s major categories, the “portal-quest fantasy” and the 

“immersive fantasy”, are defined in terms of their different strategies that negotiate a level of 

realism within the fantastic.71 My own concern is that any engagement with the issue of the 

“impossibilities” or subversions of the real in fantasy suggests that it is somehow necessary “to 

account for such works”72 not in the sense of their meaning but of their credibility.  

I have chosen to give an overview of the literary fantastic in order to highlight a 

preoccupation with fantasy as special element of literature, defined against either “the real” or 

“realism”, because this opposition persists in more recent critical discussions that focus more 

specifically on fantasy literature and popular fantasy fiction. Difficulties arise from this 

continued critical focus on the unique difference of the fantastic. Firstly, such discussions have 

a tendency to be rather defensive and, as a result, off-putting, and are more likely to contribute 

to the marginalisation of fantasy studies than to increase critical appreciation for fantasy as they 

intend. These studies give the impression, at times, that works of fantasy fiction are 
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unconvincing even to the scholars who have chosen to study them. Thus in Mendlesohn’s 

concluding comment that “[p]erhaps the most interesting issue to emerge from this chapter is 

that there are many ways to write immersive fantasy”73 and her reflection upon “the means by 

which it seems possible to construct the immersive fantasy”,74 there is a quality of tentative 

astonishment that someone should have made immersive fantasy possible at all. A study framed 

in this way as an examination of fantasy’s ability to exist belies the genre’s matter-of-fact 

acceptance and consumption in a public sphere. Moreover the suggestion that fantasy fiction is 

especially dependent upon consistently presented detail can be considered in terms of an attempt 

to redeem the genre of fantasy in terms of a sophisticated literary effect. I wonder whether the 

emphasis on consistently presented detail as a solution to the problem of the fantastic is not in 

fact offered in order to solve the problem of a naïve and popular literature. It would seem at 

times that it is not the fantasy reader’s belief in the narrative that needs bolstering, so much as 

the critic’s belief in the significance of the genre.  

A second difficulty that arises from the focus on the importance and difference of 

fantastic material is its deferral of discussion of the text’s more specific concerns, and seems 

furthermore to lead scholars such as Mendlesohn and Attebery away from explicit reference to 

the function of generic convention. The notion that the fantasy reader’s belief will be somehow 

more tested than the reader of any other kind of contemporary fiction is a misconception based 

in a long history of ambivalence towards the fantastic. Scholars of fantasy, however, have at 

present tended to discount the twentieth and twenty-first century reader’s ability to distinguish 

genres.  

While I agree that “fantasy is a game of sorts” and that contemporary fantasy certainly 

does demand “that one play whole-heartedly, accepting for the moment all rules and turns of the 

game,”75 I cannot see that the reader of fantasy fiction requires any greater commitment or level 

of acceptance of the story than a reader of any other work of fiction. As I shall discuss in 

Chapter Two, what is really important to this definition of fantasy as having the “inner 

consistency of reality” is not that the consistency somehow supports the reader through a state 
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of doubt, but that this notion of consistency accounts for the effect of detail and depth that is 

associated with fantasy’s setting of a distinctive imagined world. A characterisation of fantasy 

in terms of the text’s internal consistency need not be concerned with the division of the matter 

of fantasy into fantastic or realist, possible or impossible. I propose a methodology that leaves 

aside the “cognitive” sense of fantasy as “impossible”, in order to focus instead on specific 

textual effects and generic practices, where “generic” is defined in relation to a category of 

popular genre.  

Such an approach does not dispense with the critical concern with the internal 

consistency of the fantasy text. It is certainly an expectation of the genre that “the teller or 

author must give his creation all possible solidity, keeping his viewpoint strictly within the 

confines of his imaginary world and developing its premises”.76 I would question whether the 

reader or writer/implied reader is ever really in danger of losing her sense of belief in the 

constructed world, for any reasons other than those that might make one look up from the page. 

It is my contention that recent works of fantasy fiction rely too completely upon a set of agreed-

upon expectations of magic and fantastic material for the basic structural principle of hesitation, 

shock and wonder to apply. For the reader of contemporary fantasy fiction, the supernatural is 

not considered in terms of being possible or impossible, but is instead recognised as both 

marker and instance of genre. A reader of fantasy fiction does not pick up a fantasy novel and 

think, “Dragons? Dragons aren’t real.” Instead the reader of fantasy simply picks up the fantasy 

novel, and will be unsurprised to find a dragon or two in it. Magic and supernatural creatures 

are conventional in fantasy literature. The most pertinent terms in which to describe the magical 

material of fantasy are generic expectation, motif, and convention. Although the processes of 

internal consistency can perhaps be used in order to aid the reader’s ability to persist with 

fantastic inversion and surprise in a narrative, the processes of world-building or internal 

consistency can, equally, be used to present a version of the expected. Reader and writer have 

both selected a particular genre, or, even if a reader has opened a book at random, she will be 

very quickly educated into the expected conventions of the text. The emphasis on detail within 
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fantasy is a noticeable aspect of the genre, and the quasi-medieval, arts-and-crafts related, or 

whimsical and entirely invented nature of the details are part of the pleasure of the text. If, 

however, such details are unlike those details that might be found in a novel about “consensus 

reality”, then that difference is accounted for by the identity of the text as a fantasy novel. My 

question is, in the context of generic publishing and the reading practices of contemporary 

readers of fantasy fiction, to what extent the expected, conventional fantasy world really 

functions to create an effect of wonder or estrangement? The term “wonder” has such resonance 

of joy and anticipation that a denial of an effect of “wonder” sounds very Scrooge-like, but I 

intend merely to redirect critical inquiry towards the more specific generic practices of these 

texts. The construction of an apparently internally consistent system for a fantasy fiction world, 

and effects of hesitation, wonder, and defamiliarisation are different techniques, and in popular 

fantasy fiction they tend to occur at different levels in the text, as I shall discuss further in 

Chapter Two. 

I argue that the materials of fantasy– those elements which can be identified as 

supernatural, magical, deriving from the traditional or legendary or mythic–do not in themselves 

convey a fantastic effect. Indeed, fantasy novels rely on many of the effects of novelistic 

realism. In the academic climate at the time he wrote, and given the dominant themes in the 

critical literature, Attebery’s response to the critical tradition of the fantastic emphasised that 

fantasy treats these impossibilities without hesitation, without doubt, without any 

attempt to reconcile them with our intellectual understanding of the workings of the 

world or to make us believe that such things could under any circumstances come true.77  

In the case of contemporary fantasy fiction, what might once have registered as “impossibility” 

has been developed into literary convention. If contemporary fantasy is able to treat its magical 

elements or imagined world “without any attempt to reconcile them with our intellectual 

understanding of the workings of the world”, 78 then it is because these elements are not 

interpreted by the reader in terms of doubt, hesitation, or impossibility. This is I think 

Attebery’s point, but at the time that The Fantasy Tradition in American Literature was 
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published, it was only possible to approach fantasy literature through an engagement with the 

realism/fantastic dualism established by earlier scholars. Now, based on the work of scholars 

such as Attebery, it is possible to refer to a work of fantasy fiction without reference to the 

problem of a challenge to the real. As Mendlesohn writes, “a fantasy succeeds when the literary 

techniques employed are the most appropriate to the reader expectations of that category of 

fantasy.”79 Having determined that fantasy fiction should be studied in the light of its 

conventions, I wish to establish a further difference in this study from most current critical 

conceptions of fantasy. That is, I do not perceive fantasy fiction as either a form that requires 

me to redeem it, or, conversely, as a form that is itself somehow especially redeeming of 

modern culture. These are two positions commonly adopted in the study of fantasy fiction, and, 

as I shall discuss, the structural opposition established between the fantastic and the real 

continues to be significant in some accounts of fantasy as the basis of a discussion of fantasy’s 

moral effect upon the reader.  

 

Part Two:  

Not in Defence of Fantasy 

A persistent theme of fantasy scholarship is the defence of fantasy against perceived detractors. 

Critical histories of fantasy literature emphasise the ways in which fantasy has been 

marginalised as a genre and an area of scholarship. Various critical accounts are, subsequently, 

structured in such a way as to contend with a series of criticisms made of fantasy. Critical 

literature about fantasy fiction has, as a consequence, developed a markedly defensive tone 

when introducing its own primary subject matter. The defensive tone of fantasy scholarship has 

been noted by contemporary critics.80 Peter Hunt and Millicent Lenz, in an excellent discussion 

of the history of fantasy fiction and some of the attitudes that have informed it, acknowledge 

both the problem of the dismissal of fantasy and the problems of its defence. Hunt and Lenz 

summarise some of the contradictory ways in which fantasy fiction has been characterised, 

whether to endorse or condemn it. 
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It is the root of all literature, an area of advanced literary experimentation, and essential 

to our mental health; or it is regressive, and associated with self-indulgent catharsis on 

the part of the writers, or it is linked to a ritualistic, epic, dehumanized world of 

predetermination and out of tune with post-romantic sensitivity: or it symbolises the 

random world of the postmodern.81 

Hunt and Lenz argue that fantasy has the potential to be defined by any of these definitions, and 

in their discussion argue against either the pejorative or affirming implications of any of these 

descriptions of fantasy.82 Hunt and Lenz draw attention towards the tendency in criticism to 

dwell upon whether or not fantasy fiction is worthwhile,83 and observe that “[f]antasy literature 

is either taken seriously (and enthusiastically), or seriously rejected.”84 I would contend that the 

“serious rejection” of fantasy fiction is far more apparent in contemporary literary criticism 

within fantasy studies itself. The exclusion of fantasy literature from wider discussions of 

literary criticism is a self-fulfilling prophecy (appropriately, as the prophecy that brings itself to 

pass is an often-employed convention of the genre). In this section of this chapter I examine 

some of the ways in which fantasy has been characterised by its defenders. The basic 

characterisation of the academic establishment’s negative attitude towards fantasy is indicated 

in the comments of Lucie Armitt, quoted in Hunt and Lenz. Armitt says that  

if you place ‘fantastic’ in a literary context … suddenly we have a problem. Suddenly it 

is something dubious, embarrassing …Suddenly we need to justify our interest in it … 

[fantasy] is that intangible source of unconscious fears and desires which fuels our 

dreams, our phobias and therefore our narrative fictions… but its presumed association 

with the formulaic inevitably attracts two negative[s]… : escapism and pulp fiction.85 

I would question the practice of defending fantasy against the charge of “escapism” through an 

appeal to fantasy’s moral or transcendental effect on the reader. The characterisation of fantasy 

as provoking a “deep” or moral understanding of some aspect of experience is intended to deny 

the charges of fantasy’s irrelevance and shallowness due to qualities of childishness, nostalgia 
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or romanticism. Such a defence for the most part ignores the potential of whimsy, nostalgia or 

romanticism to encode ideological debates,86 and demonstrates a continued concern with a 

distinction between the moral effects of realist and fantastic elements in fiction. In the second 

part of my discussion of the critical “defence of fantasy”, I examine the surprising, but 

persistent, rejection of “pulp fiction” or formulaic fantasy, not only from critical attention but 

from theories and definitions of the literary genre of fantasy.  

An influential work that has shaped the critical defence of fantasy is Ursula Le Guin’s 

essay, “Why are Americans Afraid of Dragons?” In this essay, Le Guin discusses the “Puritan” 

and Enlightenment cultural legacy in America that persists in a cultural marginalisation–and, in 

Le Guin’s terms, deep-seated cultural fear–of fantasy, childishness, and whimsy, especially in 

the case of leisured reading.87 The arguments of this essay have become critical orthodoxy. 

Following in the tradition of Le Guin’s article, Kim Selling devotes the opening of her book 

Why are Critics Afraid of Dragons? (the title of which anticipates my point) to a discussion of 

hostility directed towards fantasy and responded to in scholarship. Selling observes that  

 [t]he “unreal” or “fantastic” elements of fantasy, its monsters and dragons, still provide 

an affront to many literary critics whose criteria of excellence are based on the 

paradigms of the modern realist novel and notions of “high culture.88 

Perhaps this is true, and some critics and readers experience this affront, but if so, the taste of 

some for high modernism or high culture is unlikely to prove powerfully exclusive in a 

contemporary critical context. The negative portrayals, at present, come from within. Fredric 

Jameson makes note of the decreased significance of a high/low culture divide in contemporary 

culture, displacing such a divide instead into the politics of popular SF genres themselves. 

Jameson writes that 

[i]n recent years, to be sure, the competition between SF and fantasy–which has evolved 

largely to the benefit of the latter, especially among younger readers of innumerable 
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multi-volume series–has seemed to take on overtones of that bitter opposition between 

high and mass culture crucial to the self-definition of high modernism but far less 

significant in its postmodern avatar. Not only do the sales of fantasy lists far outweigh 

those of a distinguished “serious” SF, but the latter now has a specialised following that 

can scarcely be compared to the readership developed by a Tolkien (posthumously) or 

Harry Potter (very actual indeed).89 

Nonetheless, despite what Jameson observes about the decreased significance of the 

markers of high culture in postmodern literature, it continues to be the case that one of the 

perceived criticisms of fantasy addressed by fantasy scholars is a criticism of the impossible and 

fantastic elements as unsophisticated and irrational, and, as a consequence, unfit matter for 

literature. Literature containing elements of fantasy is perceived to have been marginalised by 

the demands of western rationalism and its counterpart in realist representation.90 The non-

realist elements of the text are discussed as needing to be reinstated and newly valued. An 

obvious origin-point for this theme in critical scholarship is Ann Swinfen’s 1984 In Defence of 

Fantasy: A Study of the Genre in English and American Literature since 1945. That her defence 

of fantasy is a defence against the charge of irrationality is made clear, as the author insists that  

 [c]ontrary to a widespread misconception, the sub-creative art of fantasy, the 

expression of man’s natural creative capacity, in no way conflicts with the exercise of 

his other principal faculty, his reason.91  

Swinfen’s argument underlines the way that the structural distinction between representations of 

reality and fantasy that I have already discussed informs the characterisation of fantasy as a 

marginalised literature, within a marginalised mode and even marginalised mental pursuits of 

fancy and imagination. This notion that fantasy fiction is peculiarly able to defy an oppressive 

realism continues to provide a theme for critical works on fantasy,92 and yet the ability of a 
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realist mode to define fantasy’s reception is contingent upon this theme appearing and 

reappearing in fantasy scholarship. Ann Swinfen argues with some passion that  

 [a]ll serious fantasy is deeply rooted in human experience and is relevant to human 

living. Its major difference from the realist novel is that it takes account of areas of 

experience–imaginative, subconscious, visionary–which free the human spirit to range 

beyond the limits of empirical primary world reality.”93 

Swinfen here justifies those aspects of fantasy that are different from those of a realist work. In 

claiming that the “imaginative, subconscious, visionary” aspects of fantasy account for “areas of 

experience” is a valuing of fantasy according to the terms by which realist fiction has, in its 

history, been valued. Scholarly accounts of fantasy are in danger of reinforcing an opposition 

between fantasy and realist literature that is not only theoretically limiting but fails to really 

account for the ways that fantasy fiction texts are written, or received by readers. 

Hitched to the cart of the “unreal” are the characterisations of fantasy as regressive, 

nostalgic, escapist, childish, and conservative,94 and scholars structure their discussion of 

fantasy in order to engage with the implications of these terms. Fantasy scholars reject the 

designation of fantasy fiction as childish, escapist, nostalgic, and trivial, and yet determinedly 

maintain that fantasy fiction continues to be marginalised for being perceived in these terms. 

The notion that a text can be both nostalgic and relevant to contemporary culture is often 

overlooked. I have not the space to devote to a full explication of a number of scholarly 

discussions, but scholars of fantasy have tended to explain that fantasy fiction is not naïvely or 

dangerously nostalgic or escapist, rather than arguing that such nostalgia can be both present in 

the texts and interesting to discussion. An observation of Millicent Lenz’s and Peter Hunt’s 

illustrates the difficulty of this critical position that fantasy fiction should not be marginalised 

for being what it is not, and which it so often is perceived to be: 
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The common accusation that fantasy is not a good thing because it is escapist rests on 

the fallacy that it is necessarily escapist (quite apart from the implication that escapism 

is necessarily not a good thing).95 

In this kind of argument, it is maintained that fantasy fiction is not nostalgic or escapist because 

fantasy worlds can be analogous to the world of everyday reality. Hunt and Lenz, in their 

refreshingly matter-of-fact discussion of recent fantasy, are willing to allow fantasy’s links to 

childishness and childhood,96 and to those “romantically constructed ‘child-like’ talents” that 

can be associated with childishness.97 Hunt and Lenz observe that  

 [a]dult criticism tends to resist this: invented worlds cannot be “merely” places of 

wonder or delight: they must mean something else (morally, rather than inevitably) if 

they are to be interesting or valuable.98 

Nonetheless, these critics, while themselves drawing attention to the defence of fantasy in terms 

of its moral investigation or reflection of the “real world,” rely for their own argument upon 

such statements as  

the assumption that fantasy is childish because you may not need to know much about 

this world in order to read about an invented one overlooks the obvious fact that 

knowledge of this world is necessary to invent one. Fantasy is, because of its 

relationship to reality, very knowing: alternative worlds must necessarily be related to, 

and comment on, the real world.99 

Such a statement is a neat introduction to Hunt and Lenz’s lucid discussion of three very 

accomplished and “knowing” fantasy authors: Ursula K. Le Guin, Terry Pratchett, and Phillip 

Pullman, who are each in their own way exceptional in their self-conscious use of the form. I do 

not dispute the statement that “[Fantasy] must be understandable in terms of its relationship to, 

or deviance from, the known world,” 100 but rather question the necessity of continuing to justify 

fantasy fiction in these terms. In the context of a discussion of fantasy fiction’s marginalisation 
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within scholarship, such a statement continues to be, perhaps in spite of the authors’ intention, 

an extremely defensive one.   

Scholarship of fantasy literature sets itself against characterisations of fantasy that are in 

effect only pejorative in a nineteenth and early-twentieth century set of values for novel writing. 

The continuing preoccupation with the pejorative implications of the non-real could be 

attributed in part to the persistent scholarly concern not simply to acknowledge but to 

foreground literary antecedents of any work of fantasy that comes under discussion. Some of 

the historical antecedents of fantasy fiction, such as collections of folktales and literary 

fairytales, modern prose romances and gothic novels, were in the nineteenth century associated 

with childishness, or with an undisciplined, sensational and self-indulgent imagination.101 

Freudian analyses of aspects of fantasy and myth have no doubt added to a general popular 

association of impossible fantasy elements and wish-fulfilment narratives with self-indulgence 

and childishness. Nonetheless, in contemporary literary criticism the problem of fantasy’s 

escapism or childishness is maintained primarily by scholars intending to defend fantasy against 

the pejorative implications of these terms. Critical defences of fantasy literature have the effect 

of reinforcing the notion that fantasy will, unavoidably, be considered to be childish, escapist, 

nostalgic, and regressive. It is mainly through the defensiveness of modern scholars that a 

notion emerges that terms such as “nostalgic” or “escapist” do in fact indicate a lack of 

literariness, sophistication or careful construction. An example of this continuing interaction 

with negative portrayals of fantasy is Hunt and Lenz’s introduction to Alternative Worlds. Like 

other scholars before them, Hunt and Lenz introduce fantasy literature by engaging with the 

terms that are perceived as criticisms of fantasy, investigating whether the characterisations of 

fantasy as “formulaic, childish, and escapist” can “be sustained”.102 Although they are aware of 

the tendency in fantasy fiction to adopt a defensive stance, and although they make repeated, 

usually parenthetical, remarks to the effect that escapism and “fun” in literature are not 

necessarily bad, Hunt and Lenz nonetheless continue in a scholarly tradition of responding to 

perceived criticisms of fantasy fiction.  
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The Marginalisation of Fantasy Studies is Self-fulfilling 

Most critical studies of fantasy literature open with some kind of meditation upon the critical 

neglect of fantasy literature. Some critics, as we have seen, are further concerned to identify a 

cultural neglect of a fantastic imaginary. Yet far from reinstating fantasy literature within the 

wider field of literary and cultural criticism and scholarship, the refrain of fantasy’s neglect 

begins to enforce the very marginalisation to which it refers. The marginalisation of fantasy 

studies is self-fulfilling. When fantasy scholars persist in introducing, and in some cases, in 

discussing fantasy literature through terms marked as terms of disapproval–such as escapism, 

imagination and primitiveness–then the predominant impression of fantasy literature that is 

conveyed is of its relationship to such terms. Furthermore the discussion of fantasy’s anti-

realism is constructed in terms of fantasy’s alterity to variously defined forms of regular 

literature, and this alterity is connected, both implicitly and explicitly, to a sense that the study 

of fantasy belongs in a separately defined sphere from the study of other forms of literature and 

art. The attitudes that contribute to the marginalisation of fantasy fiction are both analysed and 

demonstrated by Brian Attebery in a 2008 issue of The Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts in 

which Attebery exhorts fellow scholars to begin publishing beyond specialised fantasy and SF 

journals.103 Attebery’s comments demonstrate the tendency towards self-marginalisation in 

fantasy studies, and reinforce a notion of the fantastic’s special difference even as they express 

Attebery’s desire for the greater inclusion of fantasy studies. In his comments Attebery 

describes a process whereby he submits a project proposal to a major tertiary funding body, 

partly to aid him in marshalling his thoughts about the research project but also with the aim of 

receiving an “energizing” burst of indignation when the proposal is inevitably rejected.104 It is 

difficult of course to argue with the fact of Attebery’s sequential rejections by this body, but the 

anecdote, nonetheless, underscores the attitude within fantasy studies towards an academic 

establishment which has, it is proposed, already chosen to reject this area of study. Although 

Attebery acknowledges that “[t]he academic world is much more open to a range of forms and 
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styles than it used to be,”105 his point is that “the snobs are still in charge in too many places”.106 

This is another observation with which it is certainly difficult to argue in the light of Attebery’s 

accompanying anecdote of the uncivil dismissal of his project as “more fantasy crap”.107 I 

cannot help but feel, however, that Attebery’s affective response of being invigorated and 

energised by such dismissal ultimately does little to challenge the terms of rejection. Attebery 

instead writes that he almost requires the dismissal and exclusion for an influx of energy and 

purpose. While there may be value for Attebery, personally and professionally, in taking up the 

position of marginalised defender, adopting such a position involves accepting pragmatic and 

methodological limitations. How many angles of inquiry, and how many individual voices of 

scholars, can really be incorporated into this version of a scholarly Resistance? Attebery is clear 

in acknowledging that such a dismissal as he describes is a confirmation of his own 

expectations. In this he seems to assume the expulsion of fantasy studies from a wider field of 

criticism. Encouragingly, Attebery reflects that, in the case of fantasy scholarship, 

 [w]e have consolidated our forces; now it is time to venture out into the field. 

I suggest that all of us who value fantastic literature start an outreach program. Let us 

speak up in all sorts of venues: public lectures, classrooms, book reviews in local 

newspapers, letters to the Times. Let's submit articles to American Literature and 

PMLA as well as Extrapolation and The New York Review of Science Fiction (and, of 

course, JFA).108 

It is to be expected of course that an editor introducing a volume of the journal would add the 

reminder “and, of course, JFA”, and that the argument should shift towards a statement of the 

value of the journal that provides the platform for this argument. Nonetheless, although 

Attebery invites scholars of fantasy “to fight” against the marginalisation of their area of 

interest, he at the same time seems to insist that this battle is better fought on the home ground, 

in journals such as the JFA that are already dedicated to the field. For Attebery goes on to say 

that 
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 [i]n the meantime, we can rejoice in the fact that we have a few hospitable spaces 

where we can share enthusiasms and insights, where we can consolidate our forces 

before sallying forth. I invite you to draw strength and inspiration and ammunition–

from the contents of this issue.109 

It is difficult not to feel that this is a backward step, and a large one, from the previous 

suggestion emphasising the notion of an “outreach program” over a genuine foray into new 

territory. Fantasy studies, it is indicated here, are to remain centralised in a few specific, 

sympathetic journals, with the assumption is that the secure space of “consolidation” is one 

which is not only productive but necessary and indispensible. It is not the importance of 

specialist journals to the field, but the insistence upon these journals as a place of refuge (or a 

place to “reload”) that I find troubling, as it continues to posit a necessarily antagonist 

relationship between fantasy studies and all other fields of academic inquiry.  

In order to move away from the preoccupation with the marginalisation of fantasy 

studies, it is necessary to abandon the evaluation of fantasy literature as good or bad, original or 

formulaic, superficial or authentic in a challenge to the real. These are the terms that are, firstly, 

associated with the critical orientation towards realist and high modernist texts that fantasy 

scholars are so wary of, and secondly, these terms can also be recognised as pertaining to the 

most prevalent themes within fantasy fiction itself. It is important that studies of fantasy shift 

away from a comparison of fantasy texts, especially a comparison conducted in terms of the 

dominant concerns of the texts themselves. Discussing the commentary surrounding genre 

fiction, Gelder writes: 

genre magazines and the various fan and writer-based organizations that build 

themselves around genre fiction are also oriented towards the best writing they can find. 

They evaluate; but as I have also noted, evaluation in the field of popular fiction can 

slide in two directions: towards the essence of the genre on the one hand (pace, 

precision, plot, detail, a “sense of wonder”, no “superfluous internal thoughts”, etc.), 

and towards something akin to “literary values” on the other (humanity, soul, “startling 
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variations of style, texture and mood,” etc.). At times, these two apparently opposite 

positions enfold together.”110 

These two positions feature prominently in the scholarly defence of fantasy, a defence which is 

indeed intertwined with the fan culture that Gelder describes as “genre magazines and the 

various fan and writer-based organizations that build themselves around genre fiction.”111 The 

comparative nature of much fantasy criticism seems to lead fantasy critics into trouble when 

they encounter the more popular and overtly generic examples of genre. Although Mendlesohn 

updates the scholarly account of fantasy by discussing texts published from the 1990s onwards, 

she does not herself deviate far from the established rhetoric of describing fantasy fiction. She 

explains, for instance, that “[t]he position of the reader in the quest and portal fantasy is one of 

companion-audience, tied to the protagonist, and dependent upon the protagonist for 

explanation and decoding.”112 In this Mendlesohn updates Tolkien’s rhetoric of literary belief to 

explain the reading position of fantasy. Although thoughtfully and carefully elucidated, it is 

difficult to see how this description modifies the already established contention that the reader 

“steps into” the world, or in this case is carried on the back of the protagonist. That this 

description of reading practice is framed only in relation to other contrasting categories of 

fantasy literature puts a strain on Mendlesohn’s arguments and leads her towards the 

defensiveness so evident in earlier studies of fantasy. Mendlesohn’s own rhetoric breaks down 

when she is forced to admit that such a reading position is, in fact, a rather uncomplicated one. 

She writes: 

I hesitate to describe the position constructed in the portal-quest fantasy as 

infantilizing–some of the novels I shall discuss demand significant intellectual 

commitment–it is perhaps not coincidental that the classic portal tale is more common 

in children’s fantasy than in that ostensibly written for the adult market.113 

This statement is evidence of a continuing critical ambivalence towards the simple in fantasy 

which may be exacerbated by the tendency to evaluate and compare within the genre, without 
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reference to the nature of popular genres in either social or industrial contexts. Mendlesohn on 

the opening page of her work provides both an apology for fantasy and a hasty reassurance that 

some works can be evaluated and distinguished as requiring “a significant intellectual 

commitment”. Such a defence undermines the commentator’s position that these novels are 

worth considering.  

 

The Transformative or Moral Effect of Fantasy 

The defence of fantasy is very much in evidence in the approach to fantasy that emphasises the 

virtue of fantasy literature in a modern world. Much of the literary criticism that has taken up 

the defence of fantasy adopts a semantic approach to genre. Jameson writes that in the case of a 

semantic approach to genre “the object of inquiry is not the individual work but something like 

the comic vision.”114 Jameson writes that  

the conceptual operation involved in [the semantic] approach may be characterized as 

the substitution, for the individual work in question, of some more generalized 

existential experience of which a description is given which can range from the 

impressionistic to the phenomenologically rigorous.115  

While Jameson associates the semantic approach with attempts to define and discuss a mode, a 

semantic approach in fantasy criticism is employed in order to discuss a more specific literary 

genre. The approach to genre thus retains the generalisations and essentialism that are often 

associated with a more broadly-defined mode. A sense of the “vision” or a kind of general 

effect of fantasy is a feature of the work of critics such as Attebery and Clute and Grant, and is 

especially a feature of the work of writer-critics such as Tolkien. The related characteristics of 

childishness, nostalgia, a regressive outlook and a tendency towards fanciful wish-fulfilment are 

newly valued by scholars of the fantastic for their potentially transformative effect on the 

reader’s understanding of human experience. And it is this potential to influence a reader’s 

perspective that is given as the basis for a distinction between genre fantasy and more literary 

fantasy. Clute and Grant write that because genre fantasy allows readers (the editors of The 
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Encyclopedia of Fantasy specifically designate these readers “unimaginative readers”) to be 

“vicariously imaginative”, genre fantasy “goes exactly counter to the purpose of the full fantasy, 

which is to release or even to catapult the reader into new areas of the imagination.” 116 There is 

a refrain in fantasy studies that fantasy fiction is good to read because it allows us to appreciate 

the world beyond the text in a new way. The fanciful and escapist elements of fantasy are re-

valued for their potential to replace the drab realism and quotidian misery of realist literature 

with the revelatory stuff of myth. This refrain reaches us first through Tolkien’s notation, as he 

argues for a process of “recovery” that “fairy-stories help us to make.”117 Hume explains 

Tolkien’s point very well, writing that “[b]y recovery, Tolkien meant the refreshing effect of 

defamiliarization, the newness available to us only after we have freed ourselves from our sense 

of possessing the familiar.”118 Tolkien writes that in fairy-stories, “we should meet the centaur 

and the dragon and then perhaps suddenly behold, like the ancient shepherds, sheep, and dogs, 

and horses–and wolves.”119  

I have noted that Manlove uses the term “wonder’ in order to signal the structural 

complexity of the fantasy text’s use of the fantastic. In subsequent critical use of Manlove’s 

term “wonder”, what is emphasised instead is a kind of moral effect upon the reader. Manlove 

himself anticipates this, noting that wonder may mean “anything from crude astonishment at the 

marvellous, to a sense of ‘meaning-in-the-mysterious’ or even the numinous.”120 It is this 

“meaning-in-the-mysterious” that is picked up on and emphasised by many fantasy critics in 

their defence of the form. Discussing “the concept of wonder, as a key to fantasy’s impact”,121 

Attebery notes that Tolkien thought that “fantasy could restore [familiar objects] to the 

vividness with which we first saw them”.122 Picking up on Tolkien’s rhetorical strategy, 

Attebery’s phrase is that “[i]n order to recover our sense of something like a tree, it is only 

necessary to envision a dragon curled around its trunk.”123 This is, of course, an inspiring way to 

                                                

116 Clute and Grant, The Encyclopedia, p. 396.  
117 Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories,” p. 57.  
118 Hume, Fantasy and Mimesis, p. 16. 
119 Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories,” p. 57.  
120 Manlove, Modern Fantasy , p. 7. 
121 Attebery, Strategies, p. 16. 
122 Attebery, Strategies, p. 16. 
123 Attebery, Strategies, p. 16. 



 48 

think about fantasy fiction, but I am wary of attributing an effect of recovering the world anew 

solely to the presence of the fantastic or the mythical. A reader’s sense of defamiliarisation, 

leading to a new appreciation of the world beyond the text, is not unique to fantasy. The ability 

to imbue everyday experience with a fresh perspective is surely an acknowledged quality of art. 

If fantasy literature allows its readers to apprehend more clearly the world around them, then so 

might a poem, so might Beethoven’s sixth symphony, so might an upsetting and glibly violent 

episode of CSI: Miami, so might a child’s first finger (and toe) painting. The idea that non-

realist elements radically separate fantasy from other forms of literature is more likely to seem 

theoretically unsound or uninteresting to a wider academic establishment than the presence of 

non-realist elements in themselves. I would thus be wary in accepting the defence of fantasy in 

terms of the transcendent or transformative potential of fantastic elements, even though this has 

been a powerful and popular strategy in denying the charge that fantasy is an escapist literature. 

It is also a strategy that combines the structuralist or syntactic focus on the interrelation 

of realism and the fantastic with a semantic concern to locate “the essence of genre”.124 Unlike 

Jameson, I would consider the possibility that a semantic approach to genre is not inconsistent 

with a structural one. The scholarship of fantasy fiction often combines a consideration of 

structural effect with some kind of essential quality. Commenting on Todorov, David Sandner 

demonstrates several of the critical moves that have been common to studies of fantasy. After 

remarking, as many scholars of the fantastic have done, on the extremely narrow area defined 

by Todorov’s fantastic, Sandner writes  

Todorov’s ideas can be adapted to more general discussion of the structure of the 

fantastic by means of a simple observation that the resolution of the moment of fantastic 

“hesitation” does not ever really resolve itself as neatly as has been suggested; both the 

uncanny and the outright “marvellous”, as other critics of fantasy attest, remain 

profoundly unsettling literatures of uncertainty and wonder.”125  

Sandner’s adaptation of Todorov’s theory demonstrates the by-now-familiar concern with the 

unsettling effects of fantastic literature. Sandner’s use of the word “profoundly”, here, is no 
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doubt meant to point to the extent to which these genres are “literatures of uncertainty and 

wonder”, but it is easy to read into this a critical desire that fantasy literature have depth and 

seriousness; that fantasy be unsettling in a profound way. The concern with the fantastic as a 

structural effect and the concern about fantastic material that has particular socio-cultural 

connotations are thus both dealt with by the translation of wonder from a structural(ist) to a 

moral effect.  

The concern with fantasy’s potentially transformative effect is, furthermore, closely 

entwined with a concern about literary style. My final point in the discussion of the criticism of 

fantasy is to draw attention to the way that studies of exceptional authors and texts allow critics 

of fantasy to redeem the genre in terms of complexity and elegance. The issue of literary merit 

ripples and ghosts along the discussion of fantasy literature’s potential transformation of 

perspective like a curtain disturbed by a stage hand. The effect of “recovery” or a similar effect 

is almost without exception linked to a hierarchy of texts. For example, Gary K. Wolfe 

distinguishes between different fantasies at the level of a rather vague and implicitly moral 

effect upon the reader. Discussing the ways in which fantasy is read, Wolfe writes that  

 [a]t worst, a fantasy will not carry us much beyond the initial recognition that what we 

are reading is impossible; at best, it will lead us to a further recognition that these 

surface impossibilities constitute a necessary strategy for approaching some profound 

and intense reality. For such works, “the impossible” may be little more than a surface 

structure; the works themselves concern things that could not be more real.126 

There is nothing to disagree with in the suggestion that a fantasy novel can “concern things that 

could not be more real”, but there is no need to stress this aspect of fantasy literature more 

strongly than in any other genre. Wolfe argues that some fantasy texts–which are “still rare” 127–

are able to inspire “deeper belief” in their readers, defining “deeper belief” as something that 

“permits certain fantasy works to become analogues of inner experience virtually as valid as 

events of the !real world,’ and which express the author’s own most fundamental 
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convictions.”128 I suspect that the distinction which many of these scholars make between 

fantasies of deeper belief and imagination, and formulaic or superficial fantasies, masks a 

critical appreciation of “depth” and sophistication at the level of literary style, and is linked to 

moral credibility, as Wolfe’s reference to “fundamental convictions” implies.  

 

A Matter of Style 

Certain exceptional examples of fantasy fiction have been defended in terms of their capable 

use of prose, in such a way as to suggest that the book’s style somehow redeems its subject 

matter. Ann Swinfen insists that for writers of fantasy “modes of expression and construction 

should not fall below the most exacting standards of our literary creation,” 129and an important 

line in her defence of fantasy, throughout her book, is to maintain that “the literary skill 

employed by the best of our writers can withstand comparison with that of the best writers in 

other genres.”130 As Swinfen’s comments demonstrate, the matter of style tends to be introduced 

through a discussion of the relative merits of particular authors. Studies of fantasy fiction and 

books of theory and definitions of fantasy fiction have tended to fall around certain authors who 

I would consider as precursors to, rather than examples of, the fantasy fiction genre as it is 

written, sold, and marketed today. Close textual studies of fantasies are likely to pertain to more 

academically acceptable authors such as J. R. R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, and Ursula Le Guin, 

authors who are perceived as having a greater claim to literary merit and creative vision. 

Tolkien studies in particular seem, like the fantastic effect proposed by Rosemary Jackson, to 

simultaneously indulge and expel the scholarly desire to write about fantasy fiction.131 Gelder 

observed that in commentary surrounding genre fiction “discussions of genres are dispersed and 

even subsumed under the identities of particular writers,”132 and Gelder explains that such a 

tendency tends to disguise the generic identities of the texts that are “the major defining feature 
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of this field.”133 Thomas J. Roberts writes in a similar vein, that studies of what he calls “junk 

fiction”134  

are still modelled on forms of enquiry that were developed in the study of canonical 

literature. …When we examine them we find such well-established practices as the 

study of individual writers, the study of dominant themes, and the writing of histories of 

the individual genres that give familiar emphasis to great names and titles.135  

In the specific case of contemporary Australian fantasy fiction, popular fiction in general 

“endures three forms of treatment in the Australian literary community: it is either dismissed, 

marginalized, or metonymised into a single author’s name (usually Bryce Courtenay’s).”136 

These scholars refer to the kind of inquiry into genre exemplified by The Encyclopedia of 

Fantasy, in which the editors draw the reader’s attention to those works that might be 

considered the “great works” of fantasy, those which are uniquely voiced by an auteur. This 

work goes some way to proving Gelder’s assertion that “[w]riters of popular fiction are … 

differently conceived to authors of Literature”.137 The editors of the Encyclopedia stress that 

“the greatest fantasy writers” are those who can be conceived as “authors of Literature.” The 

editors of the Encyclopedia stress that the great writers “almost invariably engage deeply with 

the transformative potentials of fantasy.”138 It is this strategy of deploying the exceptional texts 

in the genre’s defence that has resulted in the internal dismissal of contemporary genre fantasy 

within the body of criticism that is, avowedly, interested in it. For example, I feel that the 

authors of the Encyclopedia are disingenuous when they say of Genre Fantasy that “[w]e do not 

claim that these texts are not fantasy, nor that they are inherently inferior to more ambitious 

attempts to exploit the freedoms and obligations of the genre.”139 Even in recent studies, there is 

an elision of genre in favour of the exceptional author or text, and the majority of scholars of 
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fantasy avoid admitting “a subliterature in lurid covers sold in drugstores”140 in favour of texts 

that are more academically defensible. This continues to be true even in scholarly accounts that 

make this very point, only to write about Ursula Le Guin or Philip Pullman in terms of these 

authors’ literary prose. Contemporary fantasy fiction tends to be represented in scholarship by 

authors such as Phillip Pullman or China Miéville who are described and critiqued as 

exceptional in literary and in philosophical terms. The terms of appreciation for fantasy 

literature remain those of “originality” and literary power, with originality being defined in 

terms of the writing of an auteur. 

Many scholars of fantasy employ some kind of reference to the “depth” of meaning that 

fantasy literature can hold, as if to contradict the detractors of fantasy who would deny it any 

depth at all. Taking exception to this trend, Hunt and Lenz “take issue with Manlove’s idea that 

we can distinguish between those works of ‘fancy’–comic or escapist fantasy, as opposed to the 

works of the imagination–which carry ‘deeper’ meaning.”141 Hunt and Lenz make the important 

point that “it is just such a fanciful–and elitist–canonical view that leads us into needlessly 

difficult waters.”142 It is through these waters that any scholar of fantasy fiction must wade. My 

intention is to move beyond a rhetorical exhortation of readers to appreciate the deeper meaning 

of “true” fantasy, especially as the fantasies cited as examples of depth and truth and 

imagination tend to be those that in style and form achieve literary excellence. A problem that I 

identify within fantasy studies, and one which might contribute to the frustration of critics and 

readers in areas of speciality beyond fantasy fiction, is that the promotion of fantasy fiction’s 

transcendent effect of “recovery” is not so much a critical insight about the texts as an 

unresistant reading of them. The greater appreciation of the familiar world of things, through 

magic, is a deep theme of fantasy. In Graham Dunstan Martin’s 1978 book Giftwish, the wizard 

Caperstaff tells the young hero, Ewan, about the nature of magic: 

 “You see,” went on Caperstaff, “magic is not as people suppose. It is not just a matter 

of learning a few strange words off by heart in some outlandish tongue, and trotting 

them out on every suitable occasion … No, the words have no meaning … there is no 
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power in them at all unless the wizard knows the words. I don’t mean by heart, but 

knows them, has lived them. So even a stumbling spell, half forgotten, stammered out in 

broken phrases by a man who feels its meaning in his heart–even such a spell may 

work.”143  

To “know” and to “have lived” a spell is to have lived and experienced daily reality, but 

Caperstaff identifies the defamiliarising act of using magic as a way to acknowledge and be 

aware of one’s existence with a freshness of perspective. The witch Catchfire explains to Ewan 

than an unfamiliar language is needed for magic:  

 “When you go to the market at Cheatfair, and ask for a pound of butter, do you feel the 

weight of the pound in your hand as you ask it? Do you taste the golden butter on your 

tongue when you say the word !butter’?” 

“Well, no,” said Ewan, “I suppose you’re right. But you mean a different 

language can help?”  

“Yes, help you to taste the butter!” 

“But why should that be?”  

“Why, just because it’s unfamiliar. All the tastes and colours, all the scents and 

textures of the world. They are locked away in the bottom of your mind, covered up by 

language. Language, you see, is like money. A set of little coins that you change and 

exchange without thinking. Do you think, as you weigh a penny in your hand, !This is a 

loaf of good brown bread’? No. In the same way, as you use the word ‘bread’, you 

don’t think of the thing itself, the barley grains on the tongue, the hunger rising in the 

stomach. No, you just cast the word ‘bread’ down there on the counter like a coin”.144 

Catchfire’s contention, that “[p]rovided you have learned to use this new language, its words 

link straight through to reality, straight to the real things and feelings they stand for”,145 bears a 

remarkable similarity to the critical discourse about the value of fantasy as a genre in 

transforming perception.  
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The characterisation of fantasy as producing this transformative effect on the reader’s 

perception of the real world of things is thus a mirroring of the texts’ own themes by critical 

scholarship. In the work that follows this introductory chapter, I promote a resistant reading of 

fantasy fiction texts, with a particular concern to identify those aspects which a dominant or 

unresistant reading of the text would make invisible. Rather than assume transcendence as 

implicit in the matter of magic and the supernatural, I would examine how “meaning-in-the-

mysterious”146 in fantasy is achieved through reference to, for example, representations of non-

human nature or essentialist notions of masculinity and femininity. It is when we abandon such 

a concern with profundity that we are able to critique the ideologically troubling and, 

occasionally, stylistically clumsy texts of popular fantasy fiction. 

 

Fantasy Criticism and the Suspicion of Commercialism 

Anne Cranny-Francis discusses the perceptions of cultural commentators towards popular 

fiction since the emergence of mass-produced, mass-marketed literature. Cranny-Francis 

explains that the genres of popular fiction have been feminised, associated with a mass culture 

characterised as feminine and looked down upon by a modernist and masculinist artistic 

establishment.147 Cranny-Francis has suggested that the audiences of genre fiction have been 

negatively characterised by literary critics “who, in accordance with the high/low culture 

division institutionalised by a now outmoded, but still powerful, modernist aesthetic, regard that 

mass audience of popular fiction as degraded consumers of formula art.”148 It is likely that such 

attitudes form part of the mixture of academic positions and arguments, but notions that popular 

forms might be shallow or degraded or derivative certainly need not be proscriptive, and can be 

effectively argued against, or, perhaps even more effectively, simply ignored. Clute and Grant 

write that it is “exceptionally difficult” to describe Genre Fantasy “without pejorative 

implications”,149 but it is unlikely that it is a dominant perception either of a mainstream 

audience of readers or of an academic establishment.  

                                                

146 Manlove, Modern Fantasy, p. 7.  
147

 Anne Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction: Feminist Uses of Genre Fiction (Oxford: Polity Press, 1990), p. 5. 
148 Cranny-Francis, p. 3. 
149 Clute and Grant , The Encyclopedia, p. 396.  



 55 

I am concerned with those fantasies that fall into the critical categories of “commercial” 

and “formula” fantasy. Sara Douglass and Fiona McIntosh’s series belong to HarperCollins 

Voyager’s fantasy line, while Alison Croggon’s books are published by Penguin Australia’s 

Viking imprint, which, like Voyager, produces works of fantasy fiction for a very specific 

market. These books are considered to be recognisably similar products by readers and 

publishers alike. Such a statement of the similarity of one fantasy to the one next to it on the 

bookseller’s shelf need not be pejorative at all. In denying that similarity or derivation are 

negative characteristics, I am arguing against the viewpoint of several major scholars of fantasy 

studies. The counterpart to a focus on the exceptional is a dismissal of the exemplary. Pulp 

fantasy, whether it is identified as sword-and-sorcery, high fantasy, or genre fantasy, is 

routinely marked off and excluded from critical definitions of the literary genre of fantasy, just 

as “a subliterature in lurid covers sold in drugstores”150 is subtly rejected from most accounts of 

the literary fantastic. Fantasy scholars such as Attebery and John Clute and John Grant have, 

undoubtedly, pegged out the critical field of fantasy studies. Yet in much of their work these 

scholars seem wary of “pulp”, and perform an almost ritual casting-out of some category of bad 

fantasy, which has tainted better works by association. 

Interestingly enough, the terms for this dismissal of commercial, mass-produced fantasy 

fiction actually provide the beginnings of an exploration of genre. Approaches to genre fantasy, 

even when they are pejorative, map out some of the elements and techniques of genre in such a 

way as to be useful to a critic interested in understanding the operation and function of such 

generic conventions. If one circumnavigates the antagonism in fantasy studies towards the 

popular and commercial, then it is possible to apply the findings of fantasy scholars to the 

theories developed by literary scholars interested in how the operations of genre can be used to 

initiate analysis.  

To really understand the development of the criticism of fantasy, it is important to note 

just how ambivalent fantasy scholars seem to be towards any text with the mark of formula. I 

have already quoted Armitt’s concern that fantasy’s “presumed association with the formulaic 
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inevitably attracts two negative[s]… escapism and pulp fiction.”151 Formula, escapism, and pulp 

are terms that come to stand in for each other. These terms do not receive the same reversal of 

negative value as have fancy, imagination, irrationality, childishness, and romanticism. 

Bourgault du Coudray suggests that even as popular culture and popular fictional forms began 

to be more closely studied from the 1980s, literary scholars were uncomfortable with the 

ideological conservatism of much fantasy fiction.152 She writes that  

as a consequence of critics’ discomfort, a tendency to discuss “the fantastic” rather than 

“fantasy” (often despite a stated intention to examine “fantasy”) has characterised 

critical discussions from the 1970s. In such contexts, “the fantastic” is defined as an 

element of the supernatural or unreal which can be introduced into any text, and also as 

a “mode” which transcends genre; both perspectives that enable a consideration of 

canonical or “literary” fiction, thus absolving the critic from engaging with popular 

fantasy.153 

Bourgault du Coudray ties the critical preoccupation with the fantastic to a retreat from a 

conservative and problematic sub-genre. This disengagement from popular fantasy is ongoing. 

Attebery designates what he calls “fantasy-as-formula” as a retreat from “the potential anarchy 

of the fantastic”. Writers who turn to formula are  

so eager for a guaranteed response, that they retreat to the opposite extreme, which 

results in the predictability of formula. Borrowing from Tolkien and from Disney, they 

have produced a rigid pattern of setting, character, and plot comparable to the formulas 

for the detective novel, the Western, and the woman’s romance. Like these other 

popular forms, the fantasy formula, sometimes called swords-and-sorcery, can be used 

to generate lively, ingenious, highly entertaining variations on a limited theme.154 

Attebery describes the possibilities of fantasy–as–formula almost with a sense of puzzlement, as 

if unable completely to vindicate the sense of pleasure that these works afford. The terms of 
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Attebery’s appreciation, “lively, ingenious, highly entertaining” fall under the weight of his 

more disapproving “guaranteed response”, “predictability”, “rigid pattern” and “limited theme”.  

The suggestion that formulaic texts are considered to be inferior operates as a self-

fulfilling prophecy, especially as the potential of formulaic texts to demonstrate literary 

excellence or to capture our interest is often heavily qualified as an exception to the rule. Most 

scholars of fantasy, discussing “formula fiction” or “Genre Fantasy,” acknowledge that a 

sophisticated or an intriguing text can be constructed according to the formula. Nonetheless, 

these acknowledgements take on a patronising edge, for simply the statement that “to say a 

book follows a formula is not to say that it is necessarily bad”155 refers implicitly to a belief that 

a formula-work will be expected to be inferior. The Encyclopedia of Fantasy strongly suggests 

that while “full fantasy” is more purely art, those Genre Fantasies that are set in Fantasyland are 

entirely commercial products. The editors of the Encyclopedia of Fantasy write of Genre 

Fantasy that 

while much is indeed formulaic stuff emitted by publishers to fulfil their monthly 

quotas and bought by readers who seek reassuring works with which they can in effect 

hold a phatic discourse (or just while away a long train journey)–here there be no 

tygers–various authors have used the mode knowledgeably to produce works that are of 

interest.156 

This is a long preface to some very faint critical approbation (works of Genre Fantasy are 

occasionally “of interest”). Although Clute and Grant refer to authors who “have used the mode 

knowledgably”, the effect of this passage is to suggest that any originality in a work of Genre 

Fantasy obtains in spite of formula, rather than according to a particular genre’s own rules. 

Contradictorily, this dismissal of popular fantasy and also specifically of its readers can be 

considered to be a product of fan culture. The denigration of readers of popular fantasy indicates 

the perceived importance of reader loyalties, and the anxiety of those who have a professional 

and personal interest in literary speculative fiction about seeing this readership diminish.  
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The authors of the Encyclopedia express the belief that Genre Fantasy is published “to 

the detriment of full fantasy, which is often presented in indistinguishable format.”157 The 

anxiety apparent here is that most readers and certainly most publishers will be unable to 

distinguish between “Genre Fantasy” and “full fantasy”. Genre Fantasy is perceived as an 

economic rival to the works of auteurs to which Clute and Grant and their collaborators are 

more passionately dedicated. The editors of the Encyclopedia say, interestingly, that  

 [q]uite how much commercial damage publishers are doing to the fantasy genre as a 

whole through this short-termism is hard to establish–and likely will be for some years–

but there is considerable anecdotal evidence to suggest the wound is deep.158 

The characterisation of the writing of popular fantasy as “short-termism” is fascinating for its 

suggestion that the work of a particular kind of writer has an effect–equivalent to the effects of 

civic planning or national policy–on future works in the genre. The phrase “the wound is deep” 

evokes a fantasy-fiction style of language and concern, indicating the conflation of critical 

preoccupations with the themes of the fantasy texts themselves. Clearly, the authors of the 

Encyclopedia feel that the Percival of authentically literary fantasy will be hindered by the 

progress of other, false questers after the fantasy-fiction market.  

Genre Fantasy books are replicants, synthetic copies which replace and which crowd 

out the already struggling true beings. The critical rejection of formula fantasy can thus be 

understood as a strategy deployed not so much to defend fantasy literature as to quarantine it. 

Selling makes note of “an ongoing tendency (or temptation) in fantasy scholarship to separate 

out ‘bad’ from ‘good’ fantasy and classify it as ‘different in kind, not just degree.’”159 Selling 

perspicaciously observes that this separation 

attempts to redeem fantasy from the stigma of “genre” fiction through the (ultimately 

unsuccessful) separation of superior from inferior works, where lesser-valued texts are 

relegated to the “formula.”160 
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The critical position adopted towards Genre Fantasy by scholars such as Clute and Grant 

responds to, but at the same time unnecessarily distorts, a historical positioning of popular texts 

as inferior. This separation of mass-marketed fiction from the wider genre is an echo of the very 

response of rejection and exclusion of fantasy that other fantasy scholars have attributed to 

mainstream scholarship and literary commentators. And indeed the response to commercial 

fantasy within this study of fantasy mirrors the response to genre fiction prevalent in “literary” 

(although not necessarily academic) circles. Kim Wilkins makes the point that in Australia, 

genre writing is perceived as being conducted at the expense of (implicitly more important) 

realist literary Australian fiction. Citing newspaper articles in discussion of the state of 

Australian writing in Australia, Wilkins notes that “[i]n these articles, Australian genre writing 

is, at best, reduced to a handful of names, presumed to be doing well at the expense of more 

important literary authors.”161 Thus Australian commercial fantasy fiction is viewed with 

suspicion on two sides, by the interested community of fans, writers and fantasy scholars, and 

by mainstream reviewers and cultural commentators anxious about preserving a national 

literature from global popular genres. 

It is worth observing that although Wilkins implicates the academic establishment in a 

rejection of popular fiction, mentioning the kinds of texts taught at an undergraduate level, 

Wilkins’s own work indicates that the “literary establishment” represented by newspapers, 

literary magazines, publishers and prize committees do not necessarily affect the research 

conducted by academics. The sense of opposition to popular genres is primarily offered by the 

industrial literary position, and the marginalisation of fantasy and genre fiction does not 

necessarily pertain in journals and academic publishers, as Wilkins’s own work of course 

effectively demonstrates. Useful approaches exist with which to combat the marginalisation of 

fantasy. For example, Ken Gelder provides a model for a critical approach to popular fiction 

that is neither negative nor defensive towards the relationship between genres, texts and the 

circumstances of commercial production. Gelder argues, cogently, that “two key words for 
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understanding popular fiction are industry and entertainment”.162 Gelder speaks from a critical 

position in which genre is understood as formative, but which nonetheless does not shut down 

analysis. His work provides many examples of an approach that is able to take into account 

circumstances of mass production without necessarily accepting a negative portrayal of mass-

produced fiction. Thus Gelder notes that in the case of popular fiction 

the term “writer” is preferred to “author” … This is because popular fiction has less to 

do with discourses of creativity and originality, and more to do with production and 

sheer hard work. They key paradigm for identifying popular fiction is not creativity, but 

industry.163 

Gelder’s word-play destabilises the implicit valuing of originality and creativity, and re-values 

the notion of industry. While Gelder is in agreement with many critics of fantasy literature in 

saying that popular fiction is less strongly identified with creativity and originality, he defines 

the discourses of creativity and originality as external structures of interpretation. 

It should be obvious that a distinction between fantasy as mass-marketed popular fiction 

and fantasy as literature is unhelpful and ultimately unsustainable. Fantasy fiction is associated 

with and expressed in many sub-genres and mixtures of genre. Within this variety there is no 

reason to single out the high fantasy that is so central to the publishing industry as radically 

distinct from other works, or to identity such works as commercial in a way that other texts are 

not. A distinction between good fantasy and formulaic fantasy frustrates attempts to theorise the 

relationship of popular genre expectations and the techniques and effects of an individual text. 

Although it makes a practical kind of sense to say that a particular work of fantasy fiction is 

more or is less formulaic, it is not methodologically sound to separate “Genre Fantasy” from 

full fantasy, or fantasy-as-formula from fantasy-as-genre.  

                                                

162
 Gelder, Popular Fiction, p. 1. Stephen Heath also identifies the importance of “the power of genre conceptions in 

consumer mass cultural production” in “The Politics of Genre,” in Debating World Literature, ed. Christopher 

Prendergast (New York and London: Verso, 2004), pp. 163–174, at p. 173. Heath identifies a popular-culture comfort 

with–and reliance upon–overt “genre conceptions”. Like Gelder, Heath identifies this recognition of genre (in several 

senses of the word) as a low-culture phenomenon at odds with conceptions of high culture. Heath writes that “Such 

genre domination is at once part of the hierarchization process–high genres are seen as full of individual works–and a 

fact of an ‘entertainment industry’ that aims to maximize profit by organising production around a limited number of 

models” (p. 173). 
163 Gelder, Popular Fiction, p. 14. 



 61 

Nonetheless, even critical accounts of fantasy which are not overtly antagonistic 

towards popular or commercially successful texts maintain an opposition between formula and 

excellence in fantasy writing. Lenz and Hunt, for example, noting that “commercial pressures 

consolidated the genrefication of fantasy for children towards the end of the twentieth 

century”164 add that “[n]onetheless, there was some outstanding original work”165 and say that 

“[d]espite such remarkable work, objections to fantasy remain.”166 Mendlesohn, similarly, 

chronicles literary fantasy thus: 

From 1977 onward, quest fantasies in particular came to dominate the bookshelves of 

many bookstores, to the degree that in many minds, it was though of as the default form 

of fantasy. … What remains of interest here, however, is the extent to which a number 

of very fine books were written in this period, that, while often stretching the genre in 

terms of content conventions, continue to show the markers I have been discussing.167 

This kind of productive tension between delineating genre and promoting the exceptional texts 

that move beyond its limits is a feature of commentaries associated with and arising from fan 

culture. The field of popular fiction, Gelder writes, “canonizes insistently and relentlessly as it 

goes about arranging itself, or hierarchizing itself.”168 

Nonetheless, from a methodological standpoint, the retreat from popular fantasy is more 

drastic than reinforcing a hierarchy of literariness or quality of writing. The refusal to engage 

with popular fantasy is explained through a radical exclusion; scholars as influential to the field 

as Attebery and Clute and Grant in The Encyclopedia of Fantasy separate one kind of fantasy, 

designated “formulaic”, from other fantasy texts, despite their shared generic conventions and 

generic recognisablity. Attebery actually separates “the formula end” of fantasy literature from 

“genre”, positing genre as a form which is located somewhere in between the vast mode of the 

fantastic and a limited formula that “tends towards triviality”169 and is “essentially a commercial 
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product.”170 Even with the understanding that Attebery does not wish to define the genre of 

fantasy according to a commercial popular genre, it is puzzling that such works should be so 

completely separated from his wider definition of fantasy. Formula fantasy is excluded to the 

point that it does not participate in the genre of fantasy, but instead marks that genre’s 

boundary. As a consequence, “fantasy-as-formula” is discussed as though it is a small and 

unimportant sidenote to the real business of fantastic literature. I recognise that contemporary 

popular fantasy fiction is very different from the specific examples of “pulp fiction”, that 

Attebery probably has in mind when defining a “commercial” genre as a separate category from 

“literary” genre. Attebery seems to be referring especially to 1970s sword-and-sorcery. 

Although I am aware of potential differences between the texts that Attebery has used to 

formulate his definitions and the texts that I study in this thesis, I wish to avoid the kind of 

argument that claims that contemporary fantasy fiction is somehow a better form of pulp. It 

would be self-defeating and unnecessarily limiting if I were to try and claim that the pulp that I 

discuss in this thesis is somehow better and more sophisticated than the pulp of past decades. I 

do not contend that popular fantasy fiction can be now included in literary criticism’s 

investigations because it has reached some higher level of literariness. Sword-and-sorcery 

fantasy lacked the mainstream appeal of contemporary fantasy, which is palatable to a fairly 

wide audience, especially when adapted into film and TV. Today “genre fantasy” or formulaic 

fantasy fiction makes up the greater proportion of what is published as “fantasy”, and is just as 

recognisable in contemporary culture as those other popular forms that Attebery mentions, the 

crime or detective story and the romantic novel. While the contemporary genre of popular 

fantasy fiction has probably achieved a wider and more sophisticated popular recognition than 

those works Attebery designates “formula”, most contemporary fantasy fiction is, nonetheless, 

better described by Attebery’s terms for the “formula” than for the more transcendent/literary 

“genre”. Attebery refers to the formula of mass-produced fiction as a set of “grammatical” rules, 

while the literary genre of fantasy is defined semantically instead. The genre of fantasy 

                                                

170 Attebery, Strategies, p. 2. 



 63 

possesses perhaps a certain structure but a more important quality of transformation. Attebery 

writes:  

 The fact that some fantasists do remake the language as they speak it, that they follow 

conventions but not slavishly, is my primary justification for looking for a middle 

ground between mode and formula. The middle ground is the genre of fantasy.  

Can fantasy as a genre, then, only be defined or described in terms of exceptional examples of 

literature, books that re-make the expected? How, indeed, it is possible to make the distinction 

between an enslaved and an independent use of conventions? At present, the point at which a 

text is recognised as commercial fantasy seems to be the point at which it disappears from 

critical analysis; on the other hand, the point at which a fantasy text manages to convince critics 

of its literary merit is the moment when the text must leave the “commercial” genre.  

For Attebery, “fantasy-as-formula … is essentially a commercial product, with 

particular authors or publishers’ lines serving as brand names for the consumer.”171 Gelder has 

explained that “the reduction of popular fiction down to the bare necessities of the marketplace 

… is a response that is common to those who speak from a literary position”.172  

Gelder notes that popular fiction’s “self-identification as a form of industrial production or 

‘manufacture’, and its commercial and merchandizing potential … have made it common to 

regard popular fiction derisively as capitalism’s most perfect literary form.”173 Gelder critiques 

the common-sense nature of this distinction and the accompanying assumption that popular 

fiction is simple. He says 

It is as if popular fiction is “pure ideology”, simply a matter of commerce, nothing more 

or less than a “product”–whereas Literature (so the argument goes) is more 

complicated, resisting ideological reduction, disavowing its commercial identity, able to 

criticise rather than capitulate to capitalism, enmeshed in nothing less than life itself. Of 

all the distinctions between popular fiction and Literature … this one is itself the most 

ideological.174  
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Surprisingly, it is fantasy scholars, who might be consigned to the marginalised area of popular 

fiction studies by those whose interests lie in the realm of literature, who themselves tend to 

repeat this pattern of exclusion in their own writing about the genre. Scholars of fantasy have, as 

I have indicated, selected exceptional rather than exemplary texts, and expressed ambivalence 

towards texts that comply with genre expectations. It is clear that the rejection of genre fantasy 

in favour of full or literary fantasy is based in an ideological distinction rather than a 

definitively categorical one. In current accounts of fantasy literature, the decision to reject genre 

fantasy fiction can be understood as a response to a perception of its commercialism, although 

the references in scholarship to commercialism are often cryptic. By this I mean that a text’s 

identity within a popular genre is not always overtly acknowledged. In some accounts, the 

criticism of the text’s participation in a commercial context is coded through discussions of 

imitation and derivation, as if such shared characteristics were an unfortunate coincidence or a 

testament to inferiority, rather than evidence of the text’s participation in a popular genre.  

The predominant scholarly perception of texts written for a mainstream market is that 

these popular works will be somehow identical. Thus, Attebery says of formula fantasy that  

 [a]s a commercial product, its success depends on consistency and predictability: one 

expects every box of detergent to be interchangeable with every other. Therefore, the 

formula end of the fantasy scale is relatively easy to describe, though identifying all of 

its social functions may be more difficult.175 

To conflate predictability with interchangeability seems to me fundamentally to ignore both the 

popular appeal and the textual function of recognisable generic conventions.176 It is possible to 

reposition Attebery’s implicit criticism and dismissal of formula. Attebery here connects the 

popular recognition of a “brand” of commercial product. Popular genre can indeed be 

understood as “branded” in this way, and is usually branded as a particular genre, such as crime, 

fantasy, historical fiction, etc. If we understand popular genre in such a way, as a particular 

product, then the distinguishing term “formula” becomes redundant. Attebery’s definition of 
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“the formula end of the fantasy scale”177 corresponds neatly with recent critical discussions of a 

popular genre format, in that fantasy-as-formula is “a popular storytelling formula that is 

restricted in scope, recent in origin, and specialised in audience and appeal.”178 The kinds of 

texts that Attebery and Clute and Grant identify as “formula fantasy” and “genre fantasy” 

respectively are those works that Gelder identifies as examples of “popular fiction”.179 A further 

comparison can be made between Attebery’s formulation and the work of John Frow. Thus, 

Attebery acknowledges that “[e]very element of the formula may be present in a tale of 

sparkling originality”,180 and notes furthermore that “[f]or some writers, narrative constraints 

seem to act as spurs to the imagination. Like the rules of grammar, such limitations enable 

invention even while restricting it.”181 This seems to me to approach very closely the definition 

of genre offered by John Frow, who notes: 

Genre, we might say, is a set of conventional and highly organised constraints on the 

production and interpretation of meaning. …its structuring effects are productive of 

meaning; they shape and guide, in the way that a builder’s form gives shape to a pour of 

concrete, or a sculptor’s mould shapes and gives structure to its materials. Generic 

structure both enables and restricts meaning, and is a basic condition for meaning to 

take place.182 

The novels of Sara Douglass, Kate Forsyth, Alison Croggon and Fiona McIntosh demonstrate a 

use of formula, employing generic conventions and demonstrating evidence of being shaped by 

circumstances of commercial production. The works of these authors are, for the most part, 

accurately described by Attebery’s category of formula fantasy. I cannot, however, continue 

along this logic to exclude Douglass, Forsyth, Croggon or McIntosh from the genre of fantasy, 

simply because their works belong in a popular genre. It is worth contending with Attebery’s 

designation of certain fantasies as formula and not genre, as the tendency to separate “pulp” 

fantasy fiction from fantasy literature is ongoing. It is perhaps most marked in Clute and Grant’s 
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influential Encyclopedia of Fantasy. Clute and Grant acknowledge the scope of “genre fantasy” 

or “formula fantasy”, which they also refer to as “post-Tolkien fantasy”.183 They note that their 

term, “Genre Fantasy”, “encompasses almost all DYNASTIC FANTASY and HEROIC 

FANTASY”.184 Clute and Grant radically separate Genre Fantasy from the literary genre of 

fantasy, writing that  

GF185 is not at heart a fantasy at all, but a comforting revisitation of cosy venues, 

creating an effect that is almost anti-fantasy. GFs cater in large part for unimaginative 

readers who, through the reading of GF, can feel themselves to be, as it were, 

vicariously imaginative.186 

In this way, Clute and Grant uproot what they refer to as “Genre Fantasy” and fling it far away 

from the true garden. The assessments of generic fantasy fiction discussed above relies upon the 

critical formulations of fantasy as effecting a transformative sense of the impossible or 

supernatural, on the one hand, and on being “imaginative” in the way that they create some kind 

of collision, confrontation, overturning, etc, of a dull and pedestrian realism, on the other. The 

“anti-fantasy” of Genre Fantasy, then, is not only unimaginative but also implicitly immoral. 

The authors subtly criticise Genre Fantasy for allowing readers to be comfortable and reassured, 

a stance which privileges texts that challenge the reader’s expectation of either literature or 

social reality. It is likely that many popular texts read by the vast majority of the reading 

population will indeed be comforting, reassuring, and familiar, or will at the very least contain 

elements that are such. It is invalid, however, to maintain that such works will necessarily be 

written or read in a way that is unimaginative. 

Clute and Grant explain that Genre Fantasy  

is almost always HIGH FANTASY or SWORD AND SORCERY, and its main 

distinguishing characteristic is that, on being confronted by an unread GF book, one 
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recognizes it; one has been here before, and the territory into which the book takes one 

is familiar–it is FANTASYLAND.187  

The references here to recognition and familiarity, and especially to the setting of Fantasyland, 

are intended to form a critique of Genre Fantasy’s sameness. Utilising the findings of genre 

scholars and scholars interested in the commercial context of genre fiction, it is possible to 

choose not to accept pejorative implications for genre texts. Recognition is a significant process 

in the production and reception of popular fiction, such as popular fantasy fiction. A genre of 

popular fiction, Gelder writes, “announces” its identity 

loudly and unambiguously: you know and need to know immediately that this is 

romance, or a work of crime fiction (and/or spy fiction), or science fiction, or fantasy, 

or horror, or a western, or a historical popular novel or an adventure novel.188  

It is necessary to recognise the particular genre that you are reading. Stephen Heath 

correspondingly notes that “kinds of utterance”189–or genres–“are also practical forms of 

recognition: horizons of expectation for listeners or readers, models of production for speakers 

or writers.”190 Heath and Gelder here identify processes of recognition to which it would be 

unfeasible to attach some kind of negative association.  

If we are able to separate the evaluation of a genre from the operation of genre, then we 

can arrive at some useful conclusions. For instance, something that the Encylopedia draws our 

attention to is the interpretation of the text’s setting privileged by the fantasies themselves. The 

editors of the Encyclopedia evaluate fantasy fiction based on the extent to which the setting of 

the text is shown to be related, in various genre-specific ways, to plot. The Encyclopedia 

describes a generic setting of “Fantasyland” as the feature which distinguishes Genre Fantasy 

from full fantasy. They write:  

Fantasyland, it follows, is a secondary world which is fixed in place, it is inherently 

immobile; it is backdrop, not actor; and, because it has already been “solved”, it cannot 
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be transformed. Though fine stories can readily be set in a landscape so fixed … it is 

still the case that Fantasyland is a natural home for unambitious tales. 191 

According to the editors of the Encyclopedia, “Fantasyland’s relationship to the secondary 

world parallels the relationship of genre fantasy to full fantasy,”192 by which they mean that 

Fantasyland is formulaic and therefore derivative193 and that, furthermore, to be derivative and 

familiar is to lack some deeper quality of meaning. That this is such an important point of 

difference in the Encyclopedia between texts coded as real or false indicates the significance of 

this convention to fantasy writers and readers. 

In a shift from an evaluative, categorising method to a more analytical investigation of 

the basic function of genre, I take up the notion that, within fantasy, it is important to recognise 

a sense that plot is connected to landscape, and that there is a general connectivity between all 

elements of the story and the distinctive setting. The nature of the secondary world–how alive, 

how rich, how involved it is in the major narrative arc–is a central theme within fantasy texts. It 

is possible to examine this generic convention without being concerned (as the reader or writer 

might be) to decide whether the text is somehow more or less correct or successful in employing 

the convention, since such a consideration engages descriptively and comparatively with a genre 

text but not with its specific literary practices or techniques. That the extent to which the 

convention is fulfilled is not really a useful or sustainable angle of approach is made obvious by 

the continuing entry in the Encyclopedia itself, as the editors then note that if “a plot begins to 

intersect with the world in which it is set … then it becomes evident that a genuine fantasy may 

be unfolding, and Fantasyland is transformed into Story.”194 Such a transformation, surely, can 

only logically occur through an evaluative and personal decision on the part of a reader-critic. 

Clute and Grant follow many other scholars in conflating an issue of generic identification with 

an issue of literary style when they criticise Genre Fantasy as “boast[ing] storylines which 

could–with almost no alteration–be transferred from FANTASYLAND to a more mundane 
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venue.”195 Such an argument fails to acknowledge the recognition of “Fantasyland” as fantasy 

by a mainstream audience. Clute and Grant argue that “the genre fantasies set [in Fantasyland] 

are often fantasies in name only.196 This, in a way, is my point: that the designation as fantasy, 

by reader, writer and publisher, cannot be differentiated from a genuine identity as fantasy 

fiction. It is probably worth noting then that for individual entries in the Encyclopedia, the 

attitude of the authors towards works of Genre Fantasy is not nearly as negative as these entries 

on the category of fiction itself. If one looks beyond the flagship “FANTASY” entry to 

individual examples of the texts, one finds that a dismissal of popular writers is not really 

inherent to the Encyclopedia itself, as it contains comprehensive entries on writers of “GF”. The 

authors are thorough in their attempts to acknowledge the web of influence and derivation and 

variation upon recognisable patterns in works of popular fantasy fiction. The discrepancy 

between the general entries on Genre Fantasy and Fantasyland and those entries on specific 

works of Genre Fantasy is interesting in itself, suggesting that what is overtly dismissed and 

decried might nonetheless be integral to any discussion of twentieth-century fantasy. 

Nonetheless, The Encyclopedia of Fantasy does not adequately account for the kind of fantasy 

fiction that in the ’nineties was marching across the shelves of every Australian commercial 

bookshop. Perhaps it is significant that my study of Australian fantasy fiction begins in 1995, 

the year which the authors of the Encyclopedia of Fantasy remark is exactly the date after which 

they were unable to include further works in their Encyclopedia. The publication of Sara 

Douglass’s BattleAxe in 1995 marked a significant point in the development of popular fantasy 

fiction in Australia.197 The concern in The Encyclopedia of Fantasy to delineate, categorise, and 

evaluate goes beyond the implicit function of an encyclopedia. These concerns are related to the 

nature of fan-judgements, which, as Gelder has noted, tend to be descriptive and evaluative.  
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Part Three:  

Negotiating Genre through Popular Genre Studies  

Of course, in my discussion of the relative critical neglect of popular fantasy fiction–especially 

high fantasy fiction published in the last two decades–I verge towards the fantasy-criticism 

tradition of deploring some aspect of a critical neglect of fantasy. It is fairly easy, however, to 

avoid an echo of defensiveness, especially as I am able to observe that this neglect is being 

addressed. Commercial genre fantasy fiction certainly has a presence within academic criticism; 

recently, Farah Mendlesohn has drawn contemporary and popular works of high fantasy into her 

taxonomy of kinds of fantasy in Rhetorics of Fantasy, and Mendlesohn and Edward James do 

similar work in instating some more contemporary work in their Short History of Fantasy. 

Along with other earlier works of literary and modern fantasy, Kim Selling examines several 

works of popular fantasy fiction from the 1990 up to 2002. Selling’s work is interestingly 

placed to intervene in the defensiveness of fantasy criticism, as it is positioned theoretically to 

consider what Selling terms “genre fantasy”, and yet its analysis of particular works is fairly 

tentative about approaching mass-marketed commercial fiction.
198

 Somewhat in spite of her 

own arguments, Selling tends towards proving the literary merit of the particular texts under 

study. In her discussion of Tepper’s Beauty Selling betrays a desire to edge in the book’s 

sophistication when she writes “Beauty is a modern eco-parable in fairytale form that also takes 

a slyly satirical dig at the postmodern metafictions of magic realism”,
199

 a statement that is 

immediately followed with the observation that “[t]he rhetorical creation of reality through 

language is in fact a central preoccupation of modern Western philosophy, and its expression in 

genre fantasy is neither coincidental nor irrelevant.”
200

Selling has earlier been concerned that 

Brian Attebery “is still attempting to challenge traditional literary criticism on its own grounds, 

by justifying the practice of fantasy using critical approaches such as narratology, stylistics, and 
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features of literary postmodernism”.
201

 Selling’s point is a political one; she argues that the 

critical approaches Attebery turns towards are themselves “based on the same assumptions and 

dualistic concepts of the nature and value of literature that marginalized the fantastic in the first 

place.”
202

 Nonetheless, the comparison of Tepper’s work with the “relevant” and “central” 

preoccupations of “modern Western philosophy” can be considered in the same way to be a 

challenge to traditional literary criticism “on its own grounds”, although perhaps this return to 

an established ground is implicit in the nature of a challenge to tradition, rather than an outright 

rejection of it. It is understandable of course that Selling, a literary critic, and one whose 

primary focus is the legacy of Romanticism, should address fantasy fiction in such terms, but 

her choice of methodology and indeed, the particular texts which she analyses in depth, are, in 

contrast to her arguments in favour of studying genre fantasy, somewhat cautious. Selling’s 

arguments in favour of a less descriptive, and more analytical approach to genre, however, 

demonstrate the increasing shift in fantasy criticism away from the defensive.  

It is not only the case that popular, commercial fantasy texts have begun to circulate 

more widely in academic study; the critical approaches that I have been discussing have been 

critiqued by other scholars for their relative lack of analysis. Selling, for example, has 

contended with the descriptive nature of fantasy criticism.
203

 Selling, furthermore, identifies a 

semantic approach to genre, noting that “[m]odern literary studies have focussed on attempting 

to identify an ‘essence’ of fantasy, as if it were a physical or biological specimen, and not a 

social, culturally constructed category.”
204

 Bourgault du Coudray pinpoints the theoretical 

limitations of modern approaches to fantasy, saying that 

 [t]he resulting dearth of critical frameworks for analysing fantasy as a distinct genre 

with its own social, historical, political and economic imperatives has recently become 

abundantly clear in the wake of Peter Jackson’s cinematic adaptation of The Lord of the 
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Rings, with publishers and scholars now scrabbling to produce long-overdue work that 

contextualises this phenomenon.205 

In an example of work that contextualises the phenomenon of contemporary fantasy fiction, 

Kim Wilkins discusses the relative status of fantasy fiction in the specific context of the 

Australian literary scene. She focuses upon the discrepancy that  

Australian fantasy fiction has an impressive record of commercial and critical success 

both locally and internationally, and yet remains far from prominent in the discourses of 

the Australian literary community.
206

  

Wilkins notes that the Australian literary community endorses as both Australian and literary 

those texts that “centre on realist representations of Australian life,”
207

 and thus are 

diametrically opposed to fantasy fiction texts. Wilkins offers a reminder that the critical act of 

dividing texts according to their themes and preoccupations is not an act isolated from the texts 

themselves, but rather the proposing of this kind of division in public discourse has an effect 

upon how texts are written and received.
208

 Indeed, Wilkins writes that her discussion is 

“mindful that genres are not inherent in texts but are partly formed in precisely the kind of 

public discourse that this paper has traced”.
209

 

Although Wilkins’ article is structured around distinctions that still pertain between 

realism and the fantastic, her focus is upon the specific cultural and historical circumstances that 

determine what is named and valued as either realist or fantastic.  

Despite the fact that fantasy fiction is an alternative to realist fiction, not the alternative, 

they are nonetheless viewed as opposites, if not opponents. The mutual suspicion between 

supporters of each is evidently mostly at an anecdotal level: darkly muttered comments at 

writers’ festivals and fantasy fiction conventions, for example.
210

 

In these comments Wilkins offers a reminder that the continued theoretical opposition between 

fantasy and realism has been influenced by both industrial and ideological contexts. Wilkins 
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discusses the marginalisation of fantasy in public discourse as much in terms of its identity as 

commercial genre fiction as in terms of its fantastic nature. In observing that the preoccupation 

with the fantastic/realist divide is historically and culturally specific, Wilkins demonstrates that 

it is possible to move discussion of fantasy beyond the polarisation of archaic fantastic literature 

versus enlightened realist literature. At the same time, Wilkins’s article demonstrates how easily 

a position could be taken against my own arguments in this chapter that the marginalisation of 

fantasy literature is something that is perhaps better ignored by scholars. In the light of 

Wilkins’s argument about the dismissal of Australian fantasy fiction by the Australian literary 

community, I cannot claim the proposed division between fantasy and realism is purely 

arbitrary, as I have done in the case of the division between genre fantasy and “full”, 

“transformative” fantasy suggested by Clute and Grant. Based on Wilkins’s findings, there is 

clear evidence that the marginalisation of fantasy is prevalent in Australia and warrants 

consideration. Yet despite the fact that in Australia “[f]antasy fiction is only ever offered a place 

in a crowded and undifferentiated space of non-literary writing” 
211

Wilkins herself demonstrates 

that such a position, while initially obscure, is a useful starting place. Introduced as genre 

fiction, rather than fantastic literature, fantasy fiction can shed some of the misleading 

associations and preoccupations of fantasy criticism.  

Wilkins’s paper is informed by Gelder’s discussion of popular fiction and the reception 

of genre texts. Gelder is pragmatic in acknowledging that the study of popular fiction can attract 

negative connotations. He discusses at some length a distrust of industrial cultural production 

across literary and academic fields,212 and observes that “[i]t may be difficult even now to give 

the term ‘culture industry’ a positive spin”. Gelder proposes that the term “culture industry” be 

used “sympathetically” in relation to popular fiction (with perhaps some ambivalence of his 

own entering into his discussion of popular genre through the term “sympathetically”). Gelder 

discusses at length a wide range of evidence for the antagonism between the cultural industries 

and institutions involved in the production and reception of popular fiction and literature. His 
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evidence is certainly convincing that such antagonism has cultural presence and force, but I 

would not necessarily follow Gelder in maintaining that that distinction operates unmodified 

within the field of literary criticism. Academia may have been, and indeed may continue to be, 

complicit in creating distinctions between high and low forms of art and cultural production, but 

I would argue that scholars overall are probably equally concerned with repudiating such 

distinctions–or at the very least with identifying complications and problems with them. 

Gelder’s own work demonstrates the complex analysis that is made possible by a notional “low 

culture” identification of certain texts. In this chapter, and throughout the rest of this thesis, I am 

deliberately taking a stance that ignores the negative implications attached to the study of 

popular culture, choosing to begin at the point after which a defence of the significance of 

popular culture has been successful.  

The ideological work of fantasy is performed according to, rather than despite, the 

operations of genre. Thus the benefit of taking popular genre seriously is in being able to see 

through the common-sense appeal of generic expectations. In Frow’s words, “Genre, like 

formal structures generally, works at a level of semiosis–that is, of meaning-making–which is 

deeper and more forceful that that of the explicit ‘content’ of a text.”213 The particular 

interpretative practices associated with the genre have ideological reflexes that need to be 

further investigated. In Chapter Three, the operation of genre underpins my ideological analysis 

of assertions of human control over the environment in Alison Croggon’s The Books of 

Pellinor, while in Chapter Four and Five I discuss the generic practice of interpretation that 

forges links between women, magic and violence in Sara Douglass’s Wayfarer Redemption and 

DarkGlass Mountain series and Fiona McIntosh’s Trinity, Quickening, Percheron and Valisar 

series. The kind of close analysis I provide in these chapters would not be possible without the 

freedom to refer to the operation of genre without defining or discussing the essence of fantasy. 

I utilise the inclusive and self-critical field of academic criticism in order to overstep the 

problem of proving the significance to Australia of the superficially un-Australian popular genre 

of fantasy. Wilkins is interested in the ill fit between fantasy and the concerns of the Australian 
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literary community, yet I am happy to take up the aspect of her argument in which popular 

fantasy “is written in Australia by Australian writers, and is read by Australian readers. 

Australian fantasy fiction therefore is Australian literature”.214 As a popular form, the fantasy 

novel is an immensely important object of study, and as a global form it can only be of interest 

to study the iterations of the genre within Australia.  

The work of scholars such as Gelder and Wilkins forcefully demonstrates how 

unnecessary it is to provide a “defence of fantasy.” Academic scholarship has demonstrated its 

potential to critique the “literary position” that excludes genre fiction and fantasy fiction from 

public discourse, and it follows that fantasy scholars have the tools to critique a similar 

exclusion of mass-marketed fantasy even within studies of the fantastic. Wilkins, Selling, 

Bourgault du Coudray, Hunt and Lenz, and Jane Tolmie215 are all scholars who are not primarily 

interested in evaluating works of popular fantasy, or in dismissing sub-groups of fantasy as 

somehow sub-standard examples of the genre. These scholars focus instead upon political and 

cultural resonances of the genre in areas such as gender ideology, romanticism, medievalism, 

psychological theory, and popular culture studies. Each of these scholars approaches fantasy 

fiction through notions of popular genre. It is the aim of this thesis to strike a balance between 

an informed consideration of conventions and expectations of genre, and their popular 

recognisability, and a critical approach that analyses the text in terms beyond those privileged 

by the text. Gelder argues that  

 [t]he 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.216 

This formulation of the relationship between a genre of popular fiction and its circumstances of 

commercial production has shaped my own understanding of popular fantasy fiction and the 

discussion of this thesis. Popular genres can be understood as commercial and industrial, rather 

than structural, literary, traditional, and this commercial identity conveys with it a level of 

public recognisability. Gelder’s is a very practical definition, and provides a necessary 
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statement of what is obvious and integral to popular culture and yet, as we have seen in the case 

of fantasy fiction, is referred to disapprovingly and elliptically by academics. Selling writes, in a 

similarly practical fashion, that “[c]ontemporary fantasy is a well-established field of cultural 

production, centred primarily on book-length mass-market literary fiction that is marketed, sold 

and recognised as ‘fantasy’”.217 Contemporary fantasy fiction is published, marketed, and 

received by readers in terms of its status as “genre fiction”, in much the same way that crime 

fiction or romance fiction is published and directed to a particular readership. For the purposes 

of this thesis, I locate contemporary fantasy fiction within the context of a commodity culture 

that is concerned with producing and marketing a specific category of genre fiction, and thus is 

concerned with creating audiences, and supporting the work of authors whose work will fit into 

the parameters of genre. Looking at a text as a work of genre fiction means that the presence of 

recognisable formulas is definitional, rather than evidence of bad writing. Like Selling and 

Gelder, I would agree with the current body of scholarship on fantasy that fantasy fiction is both 

formulaic and implicated in commercialism. Commercial practices do affect fantasy novels; 

fantasy novels are derivative of other fantasy novels. If we acknowledge the significance of 

popular genre in the construction of contemporary fantasy, then many claims about fantasy 

fiction become tautological. It is unnecessary to defend or to despise certain works as less or 

more derivative, if the books are so obviously participating in a literary and a commercial genre.  

Gelder draws attention to the distinction made by Bourdieu between high and low fields 

of cultural production.218 Gelder makes the point that in the case of Bourdieu’s “heteronomous” 

form of cultural production, a text “remains conscious of its viewers/readers, and is determined 

to please them.”219 In his study of cultural production directed at the public, Gelder draws upon 

evidence from public discourse, and discusses the various forms of communication and 

exchange utilised by readers and writers beyond the text. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

engage with the extra-textual circumstances of production, marketing and reception, and I 

generally do not refer to any subcultural or industrial material beyond the text. This thesis is 
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primarily a literary study, and in providing some close reading of contemporary texts, addresses 

the dearth of such readings within literary academic criticism. Although I wish always to remain 

aware that “[t]he field of popular fiction is made up not simply of the novels themselves but an 

entire apparatus of production, distribution and production,”220 I argue that it is possible to 

discuss these circumstances of production in relation to the more restricted space of the text. As 

I shall demonstrate in Chapter Two, in reference to the outer paraphernalia of fantasy fiction, 

this restricted space nonetheless continues to be a site where art and industry intertwine.  

 

Fantasy Fiction is a Popular Genre  

As a popular genre, fantasy fiction is under-theorised. As I have indicated, there are relatively 

few academic studies which have focused exclusively upon fantasy as genre fiction. Although 

fantasy literature has often been described in terms of its generic conventions, there is, 

nonetheless, a general lack of sustained interest in how this genre operates. With the exception 

of some recent work, discussed above, the scholarly discussion surrounding the generic 

conventions of fantasy tends to be limited to whether or not conventions are successfully 

updated and refreshed. The descriptive, evaluative, and comparative approach that is currently 

the most common in studies of fantasy leads to the condemnation of genre fantasy fiction as 

formulaic. Gelder identifies “[t]he visibility of genre in the field of popular fiction” as an aspect 

of these texts which “means that popular fiction is often accused, by literary critics in particular, 

of being merely a matter of formula.”221 This is an attitude that is by now familiar within the 

study of fantasy. My contention is that there is no distinction between “formula” and “genre” 

amongst texts that fulfil certain expectations and resonate with a certain level of similarity. 

Although popular fantasy fiction does operate in different ways to the kind of highly literate 

work of fantasy that precedes it, both styles of fantasy will be recognised by readers as 

operating within a comparable tradition. Fiona McIntosh and Ursula Le Guin, however different 

in style and approach, could be found on the same shelf in a commercial bookshop. Scholars of 

fantasy can of course make a case for certain fantasy books to be considered examples of 
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sophisticated literature, and can furthermore decide exclusively to analyse such works, but I 

would argue that those works identified with literary fantasy are often also read in similar ways 

to the popular literature, and are identified with popular fantasy in important ways.  

In a contemporary context of literary criticism, it is vital that scholars of fantasy fiction 

move beyond a quarantining of markedly formulaic from formulaic-yet-original fantasy texts. 

Such a shift is made possible if fantasy fiction is approached as a popular genre that is written 

with reference to particular conventions that can themselves be utilised as tools for analysis. I 

stress this identification of the significance of popular genre because the dis-recognition of 

fantasy fiction occurs when fantasy fiction is studied in ways which ignore and submerge the 

operations of the genre. It is surprising that scholars interested in fantasy tend not to engage 

with notions of genre in terms of industry or cultural recognisability, as is recently noted by 

Mendlesohn and James. They argue that a major problem in the study of fantasy fiction lies not 

in criticisms of the genre so much as in a failure to identify the genre in the first place: “[e]ven 

as fantasy seems to be increasing in popularity, critics try to separate out ‘the good stuff’ and 

claim that it is ‘not fantasy’”. 222 This evasion of the genre of fantasy by writers and critics is the 

other side of the coin of scholarship’s tendency to focus on fantasy that is acceptably literary. 

Although generic conventions are recognised, and even catalogued, the failure to relate such 

conventions to a particular historical and cultural context means that the generic conventions of 

fantasy fiction tend to be related very broadly to ancient myth, psychology, the processes of the 

fantastic, or any other element of literature and culture they could be said to resemble.  

I have written that I will not be concerned in this study with those historical accounts of 

the development of fantasy fiction out of epic and myth, through fairytales and into nineteenth-

century literature. I will, however, mention briefly this large body of work that dominates the 

approach to fantasy published in both academic and popular presses, in order to point out that 

the absence of a concern with genre results in definitions of fantasy that are impossibly broad.223 
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In turn these overly broad definitions of fantasy appear to result in many studies that find it very 

difficult to get to the point of studying contemporary fantasy at all. It is likely that the 

perception within fantasy studies that fantasy literature will not be taken seriously is what 

underlies a tendency towards inclusiveness and generality in critical accounts of fantasy. 

Fantasy literature is rarely discussed as a limited literary genre, but instead is related to all 

potential definitions of the term “fantasy”. An interesting example of this tendency in fantasy 

studies is discussed by Clute and Grant, who observe a striking contrast between the fairly well-

defined genre of science fiction (“SF”) and the challenging breadth of fantasy.224 

Genre fantasy is not, as it seems to be often portrayed, a parasitic form skulking on the 

edges of a literary tradition of the fantastic. It is the heart of the genre, a well-defined centre 

about which edgier, blurrier sub-genres gather. My identification of the centrality of popular 

fantasy fiction is based in a notion of the recognisability of popular fantasy’s conventions in 

contemporary culture, for the popularly recognised conventions of fantasy are the most 

powerful and the most accurate way in which to register the text’s identity. In the remainder of 

the thesis I will emphasise the importance of a concept of popular genre and generic 

conventions to the category of high or epic fantasy fiction, arguing that the conventions of genre 

operating within these texts are recognisable elements whereby the literature interacts with a 

broader cultural context.  

 

 

My major argument in the conclusion of this chapter is that a theory of popular genre is one of 

the most useful methodological tools that can be applied in the study of fantasy fiction. As I 

hope to demonstrate in the chapters that follow, a discussion of a genre text such as a fantasy 

novel needs to focus on how a text negotiates generic convention and expectation. As I will 
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discuss at more length in Chapter Two, I understand generic conventions as an amorphous 

collection of textual elements that are expected and recognised by readers, and which the text, 

furthermore, can flag as appropriately generic. Throughout the thesis I argue that the generic 

identities of these books is so implicit to each individual novel, and the dominant reading 

strategy made so overtly available to any new or genre-aware reader, that it is possible to 

analyse how genre works through reference to a very small sub-set of individual works of genre 

fiction. It is the work of this thesis to take into account the practices of genre-readers, without 

limiting my analysis of the text to a list of conventions. Attebery makes a brilliant point when 

he writes of the academic “snobs” rejecting work on fantasy that they are “people who mistake 

their own inability to read certain genres for superior taste.”225 From this I would understand 

that in order to combat any potential dismissal of fantasy it is first necessary to explain how 

such a genre is read. It is therefore the intention of this thesis to draw out and examine some of 

the more implicit ways in which fantasy fiction is read. In the course of the thesis, I hope to 

break with the tradition of the defence of fantasy. I take the position that, just as fantasy fiction 

is no less worthy of cultural significance or critical attention than other kinds of literature, it is 

no more worthy of these things than any other text. My response to the field of fantasy studies 

surveyed in the chapter is to argue that fantasy novels are just books. As books, these 

contemporary texts are powerful, didactic, culturally sensitive, intriguing, relevant, and 

potentially dangerous. 

The work of fantasy scholars in outlining the genre of fantasy is important to my thesis 

in that these studies have defined and delimited the themes and issues central to fantasy fiction, 

and have in this way made fantasy visible against the starry background of science-fiction 

studies and against the equally busy background of “the literary fantastic.” Nonetheless, in the 

subsequent chapters of this thesis I will skirt this more definitional territory and move directly 

into the field of analysis. My approach to fantasy is delimited more by theories of popular 

fiction in general than by the traditions, ancient or modern, of fantasy literature. In order to treat 

these novels as contemporary texts rather than examples of the continuation of an ancient or 
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universal tradition of the unfettered imagination, I take a slantwise approach to the novel’s 

themes. The deployment of eco-critical and feminist literary theory and criticism is designed to 

allow a critical approach to the ideology of these texts, and, furthermore, to situate my analysis 

within a broader field of critical and cultural commentary.  

 

 

Introduction of Chapters 

The thesis is divided into two main sections. The first focuses on my methodology and response 

to the current field of fantasy studies, while the second section of the thesis performs the close 

reading of contemporary fantasy that is, at present, a significant gap within literary and cultural 

studies. Accompanying this first introductory chapter introducing the field is Chapter Two, in 

which I set out a methodological approach to the study of fantasy fiction, in relation to theories 

of genre. In the close analysis in the subsequent chapters of the thesis, I draw upon this work. In 

Chapter Two I refine my use of popular genre studies in relation to Jonathan Culler’s discussion 

of cultural competence and a text’s imagined reader to integrate an analysis of how fantasy 

novels negotiate genre. These novels involve themselves in a complex negotiation with the 

expectations of genre, a negotiation in which they seem to afford generic conventions a certain 

power to dictate and demand. The text’s promotion of a sense of what is appropriate and 

specific to genre often masks the more powerful and insidious expectations of contemporary 

popular culture. Contemporary works of fantasy fiction seem concerned with constructing the 

appropriate action and aesthetic for the genre. This very concern allows a reading of these texts 

that examines the cracks and lines of tension that result. Theories of genre provide a 

methodological background against which to construct my critique of fantasy’s co-option of an 

apparently “empowered” Nature, while, similarly, I utilise theories of popular genre to direct 

my analysis of the fascinating ambivalences and evasions of the genre fantasy text in relation to 

representations of sexual violence. 

In the second section of the thesis, I look more closely at individual works of 

contemporary fantasy. The works I have chosen, out of an extremely wide range of possible 

texts, provide me with examples of the high or epic strain of contemporary fantasy fiction, 
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which has become, arguably, the most recognisable to a mainstream audience. Each of these 

works is exemplary of the commercial genre. The particular texts that I have chosen to discuss 

in each chapter are, furthermore, texts whose themes have a special resonance with the themes 

of the chapter. The treatment of themes in the texts analysed in each chapter exemplifies but 

also extends a common generic engagement with those themes. 

Although fantasy publications have flourished in the period 1995–2010 in Australia, 

those authors who write and publish at the heart of the popular genre of high fantasy remain 

under-studied. In Chapter Three, Four, and Five, I examine the work of some Australian writers 

of fantasy whose work spans the last fifteen years of publishing in Australia. In Chapter Three I 

examine Alison Croggon’s The Books of Pellinor series (2002–2008), which is comprised of 

The Gift (2002), The Riddle (2004), The Crow (2006), and The Singing (2008).
226

 In Chapter 

Four, I examine Sara Douglass’s Wayfarer Redemption sextet (1995–1999)
227

 and its 

accompanying trilogy DarkGlass Mountain (2007–2010),
228

 focusing primarily on the earlier 

works, especially BattleAxe (1995) and Enchanter (1996). In Chapter Five I discuss the work of 

Fiona McIntosh in her four trilogies, Trinity (2001–2002) The Quickening (2003–2004), 

Percheron (2005–2007) and Valisar (2008–2010).
229

 In the case of the work of each writer my 

primary focus is the representation of magical power. Magical power is a convention of the 

genre that changes over time and yet remains a recognisable marker of genre. It is a structuring 

principle of fantasy fiction that the text establish its version of magical power as tangible, 

happening, and convincing. The convention of magical power in fantasy offers a starting-point 

for critical examination of generic practices of writing and reading, not least because the 
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ideological systems associated with magic are those which are privileged within the work of 

fantasy fiction. 

In Chapters Three, Four and Five, I critique some of the ideological practices of 

contemporary Australian fantasy fiction. Chapter Three deals with representations of ecology. 

The focus of this chapter is on how magical power functions to determine the relationship 

between humans and non-human nature in Alison Croggon’s The Books of Pellinor. In 

Croggon’s series magic power is constructed through reference to a physical, natural world, and 

this chapter teases out some of the ideological implications of the way that this tangible magic is 

achieved. Croggon’s Pellinor series thematises the relationship between humans and non-

human nature in a number of ways, and in this chapter I draw upon theories of ecocriticism in 

order to explore some of the ways in which the supernatural beings Croggon calls “the Elidhu” 

mediate the relationship of humans to non-human nature. Fantasy fiction novels are interesting 

and sometimes contradictory in their approach to ecology. On the one hand, they appear, as do 

many texts examined in relation to ecocritical perspectives, to thematise the relationship 

between humans and nature and to follow explicitly environmentalist philosophies. On the other 

hand, it is fundamental to epic or high fantasy to construct a version of nature that is 

essentialised and in a way spiritualised, especially in relation to the access to magical power that 

the landscape is able to provide. My chapter on Croggon models how an ecocritical analysis can 

be applied to texts whose environmental themes and issues are mediated through the 

requirements of genre. The notion of nature as belonging to itself or containing power within 

itself is utilised in fantasy in order to provide the humans with a source of magic. In Croggon’s 

series, a relationship to nature also functions to indicate the main characters’ exceptionality, 

which is another important convention of the genre.  

Although my study focuses upon representations of ecology and also upon 

representations of women’s experiences of magic, I am cautious about how the two issues 

interact in my analysis. Following the work of Rita Felski, I wish to avoid a conflation of the 

concerns of nature with the concerns of women, and do not imply such an implicit connection 

between my selection of themes, in order to escape an essentialist construction of either women 

or nature. Maintaining such theoretical distance is especially important in resisting fantasy’s 
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own themes, as fantasy does indeed rely upon representations of ecology as essential or 

mystical. Although important links between women and non-human nature certainly exist in 

each of the works that I have studied, the nature and significance of a gendered relationship with 

nature is not the primary focus of any of the chapters. I do not attempt to reconcile fantasy to 

eco-feminism, or to choose texts that support eco-feminist theory, but instead my reading of 

contemporary Australian fantasy fiction is produced by acknowledging the tensions and 

ambivalences in these texts’ attitudes towards the environment.  

In their respective chapters the theory of ecocriticism and feminist literary criticism are 

important in allowing me a slantwise approach to the themes and claims of these genre texts 

themselves. Thus in Chapter Four I shift to an investigation of how the theme of magical power 

is deployed in relation to representations of sexual violence in Sara Douglass’s Axis Trilogy, 

Wayfarer Redemption Trilogy (collected together as the Wayfarer trilogy) and her recent 

DarkGlass Mountain Trilogy which offers a continuation of the series. Douglass’s work both 

offers and simultaneously retreats from a critique of the way in which the epic fantasy narrative 

depends upon the victimisation of its female protagonists.  

In following my methodological concern to approach fantasy fiction from a direction 

not derived from fantasy’s own themes, I set out to examine the connections between female 

protagonists’ experience of sexual and gender-directed violence, and their experiences in 

gaining magical power. In taking this approach I discover that this issue is subtly thematised 

within this author’s work, in an unusually acerbic deployment of the generic conventions of 

epic fantasy. Chapter Four explores the way that a critique of genre emerges and is resubmerged 

throughout the series, an exploration that allows me also to comment upon shifts in ideology 

associated with magical power in fantasy fiction.  

In Chapter Five I continue my investigation of gender-directed violence in fantasy, 

focussing on the work of Australian fantasy author Fiona McIntosh. McIntosh’s fantasy series 

complement my study of Douglass and allow me to analyse how issues of sexual violence in 

relation to magic have developed within the genre. While sexual violence operates to impel in 

the work of both authors, in Chapter Five I draw out some of the contrasts between Douglass’s 
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self-conscious investigation of the nature and circumstances of victimhood and McIntosh’s 

deployment of sexual violence almost as a stylised generic convention.  

In my chapters on Sara Douglass and Fiona McIntosh, I discover a tension in the way 

that the apparent re-instatement of female heroism and use of magical power is shadowed by 

dangerously prohibitive violence that the heroine is forced to suffer. Yet although I am able to 

draw a connection between these elements of McIntosh’s and Douglass’s texts, there is also a 

process whereby the female character’s suffering is denied recognition as a consequence for her 

possession of power. The protagonist’s experience of gender-directed violence is presented 

instead as a coincidence, and although the protagonist’s suffering is often exceptionally horrible 

and exceptionally tied to her circumstances, the gender-directed nature of the violence is 

nonetheless represented as incidental to the plot. Rape, these novels suggest, is an act inevitably 

found in the fantasy world, and yet scenes of rape and sexual violence are consistently cast out 

from inclusion within the main narrative arc of the narrative. In Chapter Five I critique this 

strategy as unable to bear the weight of genre repetition or of the entrenched traditions of the 

appropriateness of sexual violence to a heroic narrative. 
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Chapter Two: Reading Fantasy Fiction 

 

In this chapter I am interested in establishing a conceptual framework for analysing the 

relationship between generic reading practices and ideology. Reading fantasy fiction within the 

context of literary criticism requires a negotiation of the meaning and applicability of the critical 

term “genre”. In this chapter I examine some of the ways in which genre can be theorised in 

order to allow a discussion of contemporary fantasy fiction in relation to its industrial, social, 

and ideological practices. I engage the theory of generic reading practices through the work of 

Jonathan Culler on literary vraisemblance or naturalisation,
230

 whereby textual interpretation is 

based on “the cultural and literary models which make texts readable.”
231

 Culler’s 1975 work 

Structuralist Poetics remains foundational to the work of later scholars. I refer also to work of 

Stephen Neale on film genres and the work of John Frow on the theory and operation of genres 

in contemporary discourse.  

The study of fantasy fiction has been hindered by either too little attention to genre or 

too much, insofar as fantasy has been conceptualised either as a far larger category than a 

literary genre, or as an un-literary commercial formula. While I do not disagree with Attebery’s 

assertion that “fantasy-as-formula … is essentially a commercial product, with particular 

authors or publishers’ lines serving as brand names for the consumer”,
232

 I do not find that the 

popular genre itself is therefore uninteresting. Instead I adopt a strategy of critical reading which 

accounts for the relationship of fantasy fiction to its commercial context without suggesting that 

its identity as commercial fiction solves the problem of genre and explains the meaning of the 

text. In this thesis, it is a methodological concern to accept the popular genre of fantasy as 

something that makes up an area of cultural competence for its global (but primarily Western) 

audiences. That is, the conventions of fantasy are recognised but not necessarily articulated, 

especially in public commentary about the genre. Although works of fantasy will be understood 

at different levels of sophistication by readers with different levels of commitment to the genre, 

                                                

230
 Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of Literature (London: Routledge 

& Kegan Paul, 1975), p. 138. 
231

 Culler, Structuralist Poetics, p. 138. 
232

 Brian Attebery, Strategies of Fantasy (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1992), p. 2.  



 88 

and although they are marketed primarily to an already-existing body of genre-aware readers, 

these novels nonetheless enjoy a high degree of popular recognisability. A major strand of my 

argument in this chapter is that the by-now established coherence of the fantasy genre, and its 

popular recognisability, mean that it is possible for a scholar of fantasy to move rapidly into a 

discussion of particular examples of fantasy fiction, rather than focussing upon any lengthy 

definition of the popular genre. Both the generic identity and the dominant reading strategies of 

fantasy are made overtly available to any new or genre-aware reader, so that it is possible to 

analyse the operations of the genre through reference to individual works.  

I have chosen in Chapter One to focus in some detail upon the problems in approaching 

fantasy fiction as “fantastic”. I have argued that a preoccupation with the fantastic and with 

fantastic literatures continues to be quite marked in recent fantasy scholarship. These critical 

practices have in particular deflected attention from the operations of genre. Thus the majority 

of modern studies of fantasy have chosen to define fantasy fiction in terms of a transgression of 

reality coded into the fantastic material of the text. An emphasis on a fantastic effect of wonder 

allows most scholars of fantasy to sidestep or to ignore the identification of much contemporary 

fantasy writing as popular genre fiction. As I have suggested in Chapter One, major modern 

studies of fantasy literature have been fairly unreflective about their engagement with concepts 

of genre. Twentieth- and twenty-first century scholars of fantasy fiction have discussed the 

scope of fantasy, categorising and evaluating various sub-genres of modern fantasy literature. 

These scholars also make reference to many of the conventions of the genre, but as a rule tend 

not to theorise the notion of genre itself. I discussed some of the historical and disciplinary 

factors that have limited the study of fantasy as a mass-marketed popular genre. I have noted 

that is not always useful to approach the fantastic as a mode represented across historical forms, 

for the mode of fantasy or the fantastic is, as Attebery has said, “vast.”
233

 Treating fantasy as a 

traditional literary mode discounts the modernity of these novels, and sometimes obscures a 

discussion of their form and narrative achievements. On the other hand, studies of fantasy that 

have narrowed their scope have often been primarily interested in the literary or postmodern 
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fantastic, forms which are dependent on narrative techniques that disrupt or overturn an idea of 

“the real.” As I have pointed out, critical discussions of the fantastic effect tend to be based on 

exceptional and experimental texts. When fantasy literature is examined in relation to notions of 

the fantastic effect, popular fantasy fiction seems an anomaly because it is invested in activating 

its own reality effect, rather than disrupting ideas of realism and the real. A notion of fantastic 

function and effect remains a close concern of journals and critical series that are devoted to the 

study of speculative fiction, which at least nominally includes fantasy. It is almost impossible to 

disentangle the study of contemporary fantasy fiction from the study of speculative fiction and 

the fantastic, although the fields of study that encompass SF and the literary fantastic do not 

offer an adequate theoretical framework for the study of popular fantasy. Yet the success of 

studies of the fantastic is by no means the sole reason that contemporary fantasy fiction has 

received relatively little attention from literary scholarship. After all, fantasy fiction is 

conservative, essentialist, nostalgic, and romantic. As several scholars have recently 

suggested,
234

 the predominance of studies of the literary fantastic and defences of fantasy in 

terms of a human impulse to fantasise can be considered responses to the modernist and 

postmodernist rejection of the conservative ideologies and often equally conservative narrative 

techniques so often found in literary fantasies. 

In studying a genre of popular fiction such as fantasy it is useful to establish the 

commercial and culturally recognisable nature of the popular genre and its conventions. In 

Chapter One I discussed some of the ways in which the popular genre of fantasy fiction can be 

identified as a commercial genre. Commercial genres of fiction bear more resemblance to 

Hollywood film genres than to the classes traditionally associated with literature. Traditional 

literary genres, such as comedy, drama, epic, tragedy, or romance, are of course themselves 

culturally contingent, and I choose my examples deliberately to indicate that it is possible to 

mix up even very traditional sets of categories of literature. Nonetheless, there is quite a radical 

break between the kind of category indicated by terms such as “genre fiction” or “genre” 

movies and the kind of category indicated by the term “romance”. As Ken Gelder has argued, 
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this break between traditional literary genres and popular genres is, at the very least, an 

important perception of the texts that affects their production and reception.
235

 The term “genre” 

has a complex history of its own,
 236

 but within this history the kind of popular genre that 

inheres in contemporary fiction is fairly distinct. To emphasise a difference in kind between 

categories divided along the lines of epic, tragedy, or comedy, and divisions into Western, 

romance, thriller, or fantasy is to highlight the modernity of the popular culture genres. Modern 

popular genre is shallower, and as a result the scholarship of popular genre cannot sink as 

deeply into its history. It is a useful shallowness, working as the transparent glass in a mirror 

allows the backing to reflect an image. Focusing specifically on a contemporary popular genre, 

rather than a wider generic category such as “romance” or a literary mode such as the fantastic, 

is useful for my study of how these texts interact with and express certain ideas about gender 

and environment that resonate with their particular social and cultural context. As Stephen 

Heath writes, “[t]o write or read at a given time in a given society is to engage with the current 

conventions of writing, with the expectations of what forms it can take”,
237

 and the current 

conventions of writing, however historically inflected, can be revealing about the text’s specific 

cultural context.  

Recent scholarship has explored further the cultural codes represented by genres, 

defining “genre” both within and beyond fictional narratives. Indeed, such a construction of 

genres is perhaps now the most prevalent in literary scholarship. John Frow’s book Genre,
 
for 

example, is published in the New Critical Idiom series by Routledge, and is therefore placed by 

its own circumstances of publication and production at the heart of approved scholarship and 

pedagogy. Frow points to the contingent, shifting nature of generic codes and challenges the 

idea of sharp generic boundaries. All texts, as Jacques Derrida says, “participate in one or 

several genres, there is no genreless text; there is always a genre and genres, yet such 
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participation never amounts to belonging.”
238

 “Participating” in a genre can itself amount to a 

crossing of generic boundaries, as texts invoke multiple genres, or as a single instance or effect 

declines into different genres. For Frow, genres are themselves varied enough in scope and 

structure to inform many different interpretative practices that might surround a particular text. 

Frow writes that genres “organise verbal and non-verbal discourse, together with the actions 

that accompany them, and how they contribute to the social structure of meaning”.
239

 

Contemporary criticism, then, is interested not only in how genre organises literature, or how 

genre is organised by social discourse, but in how genre itself organises us. Frow writes that 

“[g]enre classifications …bind abstruse and delicate negotiations of meaning to the social 

situations in which they occur”
240

. 

The work of Jonathan Culler on the relationship between modes of reading and 

“cultural competence”, and John Frow’s recent explication of genre as “central to human 

meaning-making and to the social struggle over meanings”
241

 offer ways to understand the 

relationships between the text, the reader, and generic codes within their social and cultural 

context. Moreover, these models of genre proposed by Culler and by Frow do not discount the 

specificity of any one text, arguing instead that genres affect the ways in which a particular text 

is interpreted by reader and critic, so that genre, as Felski points out, “provides a cultural matrix 

against which the significance of the individual text can be measured.”
242

 Such a notion of a 

constantly negotiated genre moves critical discussion beyond the notion of the commercial 

fantasy genre as a pejorative category, closed to literary analysis by its formulaic nature. In this 

way, these theoretical models of genre allow a more subtle and complex understanding of 

industrially-affiliated popular genres, which might otherwise be too easily explained through 

clichés and list-like descriptions of their conventions. Yet, while it is certainly true that the 

apparently strict and formulaic genre of fantasy fiction participates in a mixture of genres at 

many levels of generic identification, both obvious and subtle, it is the category of popular 
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genre that nonetheless “provides the primary logic for popular fiction’s means of production, 

formal and industrial identification and critical evaluation.”
243

 Thus, although I propose a 

broadening of the meaning and applicability of the term genre in relation to fantasy fiction, I 

wish to avoid losing all sense of fantasy fiction as formulaic. While there are many and varied 

ways in which any book can be read, for most readers of fantasy the popular generic 

identification powerfully directs their interpretation of the text.  

The genre of popular fantasy, and especially of high fantasy, is recognisable within 

popular culture through a collection of images, tropes, and figures, and through association with 

a few famous names, especially of those whose books have recently been transformed into 

blockbuster films, such as J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, and J.K Rowling. Film versions of 

Christopher Paolini’s Eragon and Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy have likely also 

contributed to the recognisability of the fiction genre. Established fantasy conventions extend of 

course into film and television, comics, and table-top, card, computer, and live-action role-

playing games. The term “fantasy” as it relates to popular fiction is recognised as a distinct 

form, not only by a specialist readership, but by a mainstream Western culture, for in recent 

decades the images, settings, themes, and even monsters and role-figures of fantasy fiction have 

become increasingly well-recognised outside subcultures attuned to them. Indeed, as generic 

fantasy moves further into the mainstream, this recognition is becoming more sophisticated, so 

that fantasy is registered not merely through motifs of magic rings or swords or dragons. Some 

of the more structurally important processes of fantasy, such as the phenomenon of a 

“secondary” or “imagined” world, are now recognised beyond a specialist audience.
244
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Contemporary Australian Fantasy Fiction and the Markers of Genre  

Major publishing houses operating within Australia, such as Random House Australia, Penguin 

Books, and HarperCollins, all publish fantasy titles by Australian authors. Sara Douglass’s 

novels, from 1995 to 2007, have been published by HarperCollins’s fantasy and science fiction 

imprint Voyager. In 2001 HarperCollins Voyager published the first novel by Fiona McIntosh, 

who has since published four fantasy trilogies with the imprint. Random House Australia has 

published Kate Forsyth’s high fantasy series The Witches of Eileanan (1997–2003)
245

 and 

Rhiannon’s Ride (2004–2006),
246

 while Penguin Australia has published Alison Croggon’s 

Pellinor series (2002–2008).
247

 Fantasy fiction is demonstrably an important and growing area 

of Australian publication; each of these writers is based in Australia, and is published by an 

Australian division of a major publishing house, and each writer represents only a fraction of 

the Australian writers publishing fantasy. Fantasy books published in Australia are marked and 

marketed as belonging within a globally recognised genre. As such, these novels are surrounded 

by external markers of genre. The jacket covers of fantasy novels are often lavishly detailed, 

and intricately bordered, presenting painted landscapes or else scenes densely packed with 

fantasy icons. The markers of generic identification soak through the covers to appear in the 

first inner pages in the ubiquitous fantasy-world map, and often also through preliminary pages 

on which are printed quotations, prophecies and poetry that are presented as artefacts from the 

imaginary world of the text. Although it is common enough for the prophecy or quotation in the 

fantasy novel’s frontispiece to feature in the narrative itself, these extra-textual elements have a 

different purpose in their placement at the introduction of the text. These liminal pages facilitate 

the reader’s transition into the narrative proper. Jacques Derrida writes of an element of a text 

that impels the recognition of genre that “this supplementary and distinctive trait, a mark of 

belonging or inclusion, does not properly pertain to any genre or class. The re-mark of 
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belonging does not belong.” 
248

 In a similar way, the stylised, industrial mark of genre that is the 

fantasy map or reported prophecy “belongs without belonging”
249

 to the genre text. Markers of 

generic identity operate in popular fantasy fiction so as to educate new readers into the implied 

practice of reading. Fantasy is after all in many ways about reading or interpreting the events of 

the text as a coherent narrative. Many contemporary Australian fantasy novels feature 

competing explanations of events, especially in the form of different racial groups offering the 

protagonists different versions of history, and different models of authority, one of which the 

protagonists must choose to support. These texts function so as to mark out the reliable narrator 

who offers a reliable interpretation of the world, and although these explanations can be 

contested, and the reliability of the narrator challenged, the process of reversal is itself based on 

the convention of a figure who explains and confirms the meaning of events.  

 

Fantasy Fiction as a Popular Genre  

In the theoretical work in this chapter and in the close readings of Chapters Three, Four and 

Five, my findings have been influenced by an emerging body of scholarship that treats fantasy 

fiction as a “popular genre”. Increasingly, scholars have framed critical evaluation and close 

analysis of fantasy fiction texts in terms of the contemporary fantasy genre. Far from dismissing 

works of commercial genre fiction as interchangeable, Ken Gelder identifies the traces of 

external and commercial context as an important aspect of the books, and one which can be 

included in critical evaluations. He says that  

an understanding of the ways in which popular fiction is advertised and distributed, 

reviewed and evaluated, and read is crucial to an overall understanding of the logics 

and practices in the field.
250

 

Following Gelder in his work on popular fiction, I argue that an individual fantasy text 

proclaims its generic identity. Furthermore, I argue that in their negotiation of generic practices, 

fantasy texts exhibit an awareness of how genre functions. Kim Wilkins makes the important 

point that in contrast to the culturally powerful genre of literary fiction 
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a significant convention of fantasy fiction is its embracing of its generic status, to the 

point where self-parody is a rich addition to the genre, rather than a detraction from it. 

Literary fiction, although it relies on the media, the festival circuit, and the popular press, 

is very keen to present itself as not popular fiction. Fantasy fiction celebrates its 

popularity.
251

 

Studies that critically engage with individual fantasy texts while acknowledging the practices of 

the commercial fantasy genre have been written by Kim Wilkins, Jane Tolmie, Kim Selling and 

Anne Cranny-Francis.
252

 As the work of these scholars shows, recognising fantasy as a 

contemporary genre can invigorate the scholarship of fantasy fiction by allowing an 

investigation of how genre practices relate to ideology. Drawing upon the work of these 

scholars, I argue throughout this thesis that it is necessary to recognise the constructedness of a 

genre which so often attempts to convince the reader of its authentic and unmediated access to 

the inner truths of narrative.  

Film scholar Stephen Neale draws attention to theorists of film who have adopted a 

sustained critical approach to genre in film. Neale quotes at length from film scholar Tom Ryall, 

who states that  

suggesting that a film is a genre film … urges us towards a more generalised theoretical 

activity in which our conclusions would not merely link one film with another under 

some category such as “Western”; but rather, would link the established genres 

(Westerns, gangster films, musicals, etc) under the more general concepts of 

“convention” and “expectation” and would explore the variety of questions associated 

with the area of “reading” film.
253

 

Neale’s overview of the discussion of popular genres in film studies draws a distinction between 

a version of Hollywood genre that is the dominant interpretation suggested by film marketing 

and the films themselves, and the approach to genre that is useful for theorising film. A useful 
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approach is, at one and the same time, critical, constructing theory and analysis, and aware of 

the film’s cultural identification. Neale cites Andrew Tudor saying that  

the crucial factors that distinguish a genre are not only characteristics inherent in the 

films themselves; they also depend on the particular culture with which we are 

operating. … The way in which the genre term is applied can quite conceivably vary 

from case to case. Genre notions–except in the case of arbitrary definition–are not 

critics’ classifications made for special purposes; they are sets of cultural 

conventions.
254

 

Tudor appears to associate the popular recognisability of a genre film as something which is 

necessarily constructed against a more traditional viewpoint. I do not suggest that the study of 

genre in popular fiction requires the belligerence required at the time that Tudor published his 

critique. It is surely possible for the “critics’ classifications made for special purposes” to 

investigate the nature of these “sets of cultural conventions” and what effects might accompany, 

convey, and complicate such conventions within contemporary fiction. Current genre 

scholarship accepts a methodology that takes into account “the culturally relative, and therefore 

the culturally contingent, nature of genres themselves”.
255

 Nonetheless, in the case of literature 

and literary criticism, I think that the suggestion made by Ryall, that genre ought to direct us 

“towards a more generalised theoretical activity”, is not always fulfilled in relation to the study 

of fantasy fiction. 

 

Popular Genres: More than Checklists  

It is important to examine the expression of a “popular” generic identification, but it is 

necessary too to move beyond a genre “identification” that absorbs the text into a single generic 

identity. Genre is able to be constitutive of meaning, without becoming equivalent to the 

“meanings” of a fantasy text. It is generally the case that the reception of popular fiction 

involves a genre-awareness that is based not so much on the audiences’ understanding of form 

as on the recognisability of a set of conventions, which might be made up of images, motifs, 
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character roles, recognisable plot elements, or simply narrative voice and style. Nonetheless, a 

set of recognisable features is not sufficient to define a genre. Thus while I consider a critical 

understanding of generic practices to be essential to the study of fantasy fiction, it is not my 

intention to structure my discussion around elements of the text because they represent generic 

conventions of fantasy fiction. Indeed, a consideration of generic conventions and expectations 

can come misleadingly to take the place of a close reading of a specific text. Neale identifies 

exactly this problem in which genre can become reduced to “simply groups of films linked by 

common characteristics”.
256

 An awareness–even a hyper-awareness–of generic convention has 

influenced the commentary surrounding fantasy literature. Popular histories, catalogues and 

popular encyclopaedias devoted to modern fantasy in particular tend to list conventions of the 

genre in terms of historical or author-specific variations on a set pattern.
257

 It is possible to refer 

to the expectations or motifs of a popular genre without having first given a comprehensive list 

of generic conventions. Speaking of modern theoretical approaches to genre, Stephen Heath 

says that “[t]he search for a set of features all of which must be found in all works of a genre 

gives way to the notion of groups of texts linked by ‘family resemblance’: elements are held in 

common in the group but are not all present in each of its members.”
258

 This is a useful way to 

think about popular genre, especially in light of Heath’s comment that “…no one work will 

possess features that can identify all the works in the genre; though some works will seem 

prototypical, more centrally defining than others.”
259

 In relation to the contemporary genre of 

fantasy fiction the three authors that I have chosen for this study, Croggon, Douglass and 

McIntosh, have each written the kind of work that “will seem prototypical”.  

In referring to aspects of these texts that resonate as generic, it can be useful to use the 

term “expectation” along with “convention”. “Generic conventions” are often given a kind of 

objective existence,
260

 whereas “expectations” must be raised, fulfilled, or disappointed. Popular 

genre can perhaps best be identified not through a taxonomy of similarities and differences 
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between texts, but through a discussion of what seems the most recognisable, and the most 

remarkable about a genre-text.   

The aim of this thesis is to perform a close analysis of contemporary fantasy fiction. 

Such an analysis involves reference to the expectations and conventions of genre, but it is not 

directed by reference to some kind of checklist. Culler writes that 

 [t]he cultural meaning of any particular act or object is determined by a whole system 

of constitutive rules: rules which do not regulate behaviour so much as create the 

possibility of particular forms of behaviour.
261

 

Culler makes the important point that it is this “distinction between rule and behaviour [that] is 

crucial to any study concerned with the production or communication of meaning.”
262

 It is 

important that in this study, in which I make frequent reference to a particular narrative 

achievement being “typical” of the genre, that I am able to frame my discussion with Frow’s 

observation that “genre classifications are necessarily unstable and unpredictable”.
263

 Frow is 

speaking of genre in a broader sense than popular genre, but it holds true for popular genres that  

texts do not simply have uses which are mapped out in advance by the genre: they are 

themselves uses of genre, performances of or allusions to the norms and conventions 

which form them and which they may, in turn, transform.
264

 

Rather than conceptualising genre in terms of a list of motifs, roles, figures and worlds, I draw 

upon Culler’s notion of a “system of constitutive rules” in order to propose that the fantasy 

novel encourages a privileged method of interpretation. I propose a method for studying 

contemporary fantasy fiction through a consideration of the practices of reading that the texts 

themselves seem to privilege.  

 

A Theory of Reading  

Approaching popular genre through a theory of reading allows my analysis to shift between 

consideration of the recognisability of generic conventions, and of the individual text’s specific 
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use of narrative effects and techniques. A theory of reading, furthermore, can be developed in a 

space between broadly theoretical and more popularly recognised and constituted readings of 

fantasy fiction. Culler has developed the work of earlier structuralist critics such as Roland 

Barthes in order to reassess the relationship between texts and readers and the “modes of 

intelligibility” through which readers are able to understand the text.
265

 Culler’s approach to 

genre provides a model for my analysis of the reading practices of contemporary fantasy fiction. 

Culler sets up specific models of literary and cultural intelligibility that allow a particular text to 

be “decoded” by a reader. This process of reading takes place on a number of different levels, 

each related to various cultural and literary preconceptions. In Culler’s work, genre functions as 

a mode of intelligibility. Structuralist theory presents genre as a flexible interpretative 

framework, rather than as a fixed set of “conventions” or characteristics. In this way, if the 

genre of fantasy fiction is a contract between reader and writer (negotiated in some of its finer 

details by the publishing industry), then the presence of genre in contemporary fantasy is best 

understood in terms of a generic practice of interpretation, which can be activated, but is never 

fully directed, by the individual fantasy text. The fantasy fiction text promotes a particular 

reading that is made intelligible through the conventions and expectations of genre. The reading 

practices of fantasy are not, however, limited to an understanding of generic convention. His 

ideas of literary competence and textual intelligibility allow Culler’s theory of genre a level of 

social and cultural critique. He says that:  

what we speak of as conventions of a genre or an écriture are essentially possibilities of 

meaning, ways of naturalizing the text and giving it a place in the world which our 

culture defines. To assimilate or to interpret something is to bring it within the modes of 

order which culture makes available, and this is usually done by talking about it in a 

mode of discourse which a culture takes as natural.
266

 

Although “what a culture takes as natural” may become highly stylised in the case of popular 

fiction, an analysis of the ideological operations of those naturalised features of a genre text is 

nonetheless an important aspect of the popular fiction text for critics to explore.  
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The generic reading practices of fantasy fiction can be understood in relation to Culler’s 

different levels of vraisemblance: the process by which a text evokes the naturalised “cultural 

models” of the surrounding context that supply the text with its “sources of meaning and 

coherence”.
267

 Culler describes four levels of vraisemblance that operate in literary texts in 

order to bring about a sense of correspondence between the text and those “cultural and literary 

models which make texts readable.”
268

 The first order of vraisemblance, which Culler calls “the 

real”, operates invisibly. It refers to that which a culture has made natural, and so seems to 

represent only the daily workings of the world.
269

 Culler then describes an order of 

vraisemblance based on particular cultural stereotypes “which do not enjoy the same privileged 

status as elements of the first type, in that the culture itself recognises them as 

generalisations”.
270

 In a fantasy text, the vraisemblance of “the real” corresponds to the text’s 

realism, while recognisable cultural stereotypes in the text probably register somewhere 

between an effect of realism and conventions of fiction. Fantasy fiction relies upon a sense of 

the real within the text, as has been quite extensively argued by critics interested in the text’s 

“inner consistency of reality.”
271

 

As fantasy texts are so heavily identified with a recognisable popular genre, then the 

most significant aspect of Culler’s theory for my study is the formulation of a third level of 

vraisemblance, which Culler calls “models of genre”.
272

 This third level of vraisemblance is 

defined as a “specific literary intelligibility: a set of literary norms to which texts may be related 

and by virtue of which they become meaningful and coherent”,
273

 a description which I could 

ascribe to the conventions and expectations of the genre of fantasy. If genre is conceptualised in 

terms of a reading practice, it becomes important to understand the particular codes through 

which the understanding happens, how the text is decoded. The relevant conventions that the 

fantasy reader has assimilated
274

 may have been drawn from every aspect of the surrounding 
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cultural and social context. Thus, a contemporary fantasy novel is written in relation to other 

contemporary fantasy novels, and of course to novelistic traditions, to the traditions of other 

categories of genre fiction, to “modern fantasy” (such as the work of J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. 

Lewis), ancient fantasy, and non-fictional genres such as history and myth-studies, or non-

literary genres such as film and games. Furthermore, these texts make reference to an “outside”, 

understood world, which Kathryn Hume refers to as the “consensus reality” from which 

“fantasy” departs.
275

  

Fantasy fiction is written to and is recognised by certain culturally inscribed 

expectations. More specifically, the contemporary genre of fantasy fiction is marketed to a pre-

existing audience, and is read by genre-aware readers. As Gelder notes,  

 [p]opular fiction often enjoys a particular kind of reader loyalty, one that can build 

itself around not just a writer and his or her body of work (which certainly happens) but 

the entire genre and the culture that imbues it. In other words, popular fiction has fans–

readerships which live through their genres, inhabiting them and claiming them–we 

might even say, territorializing them.
276

  

A genre of popular fiction, such as fantasy, then, incorporates the specific literary competence 

of its fans. Despite this, a concept of genre as related to a “specific literary intelligibility” 

remains implicit in modern fantasy criticism. For example, Gary K. Wolfe makes a point that is 

very similar to an acknowledgement of genre as a mode of intelligibility, when he notes that 

the further we progress in a fantasy narrative, the less we expect in the way of new 

impossible marvels; once the ground rules have been laid, a deus ex machina in fantasy 

is as intrusive as any other kind of fiction.
277

 

Wolfe, however, attributes the sense of appropriate ground rules more to the success of an 

individual writer than to the reader’s expectations of the genre. It is once “we are well located in 
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the author’s symbolic universe and do not expect many new !impossibilities’ to occur.”
278

 The 

text educates us as we go along, so that it is “…by the time we begin the second volume of 

Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings or the third or fourth volume of Roger Zelazny’s !Amber’ 

series,”
279

 that we appreciate the implicit structure of the ground rules of the narrative.  

In the case of recent works of fantasy fiction published in Australia, I would argue that 

the text implies a practice of reading that speaks to a familiarity with generic conventions. A 

work of fantasy fiction is able to communicate a particular generic practice of reading to its 

readers even while departing from or undermining generic expectations. Fantasy fiction 

announces its genre participation and insists upon it throughout the narrative. These texts do not 

only fulfil, but also create generic expectation, especially by drawing upon modern notions of 

the creative power of myth and storytelling. Rather than alienating a reader who might be 

unfamiliar with the genre, the text’s emphasis on the appropriateness of generic conventions 

quickly establishes them for a new reader.  

Contemporary fantasy fiction conveys a sense of the fantasy genre as a significant 

interpretative framework even when mixing genres or employing techniques of metafiction. In 

fantasy fiction self-consciousness, in the form of references to fictionality, operates to smooth 

over rather than fracture the reader’s sense of what is appropriate to the narrative. Instead, a 

fiction or past story within the logic of the narrative is utilised so as to confirm the reality of the 

primary narrative. In this, high fantasy fiction is fundamentally un-postmodern. 

I have suggested that popular genres can be understood in relation to a set of 

conventions, such as the town sheriff, who exists in the Western, or the enchanted sword, which 

exists within a work of fantasy. The strength of association surrounding some motifs of genre 

facilitates a degree of self-conscious play in the mixing of genres, so that the very fact that a 

sheriff is found in a Western genre, or the sword in a fantasy genre, allows these images to be 

all the more successfully mixed into situations in which they might signify a sharp lack of 

belonging. Filmic and literary texts often rely upon a deliberate displacement and 

misrecognition of a genre-element in order to create a particular effect; however, at the same 
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time, it is worth noting that texts may invoke and participate in many genres without real 

transgression, and without necessarily disturbing or even alerting the generic sensibilities of the 

reader. This seems to be especially true of fantasy novels, in which the pastness of the 

medievalist setting, or the logic of a system of magic, smooths over many apparent incursions. 

An example might be the way in which Sara Douglass’s Axis Trilogy resonates strongly as a 

work of fantasy containing acts of magic, despite the fact that the source of much of 

Tencendor’s magic derives from the engines of ancient spaceships embedded in the landscape. 

The ability of genre fantasy fiction to destabilise its own conventions without 

destabilising its participation in genre is also apparent when the fantasy text makes reference to 

its own fictionality. An example of the kind of metafictional gesture employed in fantasy is a 

scene from The Two Towers in which Sam, who is in many ways a touchstone of the tangible 

realities of the narrative, connects his own experiences to the great tales of history that have 

always delighted him. Before entering Mordor through the pass of Cirith Ungol, Frodo and Sam 

discuss their journey.  

 “I don’t like anything here at all,” said Frodo, “step or stone, breath or bone. 

Earth, air and water all seem accursed. But so our path is laid.” 

“Yes, that’s so,” said Sam. “And we shouldn’t be here at all, if we’d known 

more about it before we started. But I suppose it’s often that way. The brave things in 

the old tales and songs, Mr. Frodo: adventures, as I used to call them. I used to think 

that they were things the wonderful folk of the stories went out and looked for, because 

they wanted them, because they were exciting and life was a bit dull, a kind of sport, as 

you might say. But that’s not the way of it with the tales that really mattered, or the 

ones that stay in the mind. Folk seem to have been just landed in them, usually–their 

paths were laid that way, as you put it. But I expect they had lots of chances, like us, of 

turning back, only they didn’t. And if they had, we shouldn’t know, because they’d 

have been forgotten. We hear about those as just went on–and not all to a good end, 

mind you; at least not to what folk inside a story and not outside it call a good end. You 

know, coming home, and finding things all right, though not quite the same–like old Mr 
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Bilbo. But those aren’t always the best tales to hear, though they may be the best tales 

to get landed in! I wonder what sort of a tale we’ve fallen into?” 

“I wonder,” said Frodo. “But I don’t know. And that’s the way of a real 

tale. Take any one that you’re fond of. You may know, or guess, what kind of a 

tale it is, happy-ending or sad-ending, but the people in it don’t know. And you 

don’t want them to.” 

“No, sir, of course not. Beren now, he never thought he was going to get 

that Silmaril from the Iron Crown in Thangorodrim, and yet he did, and that was 

a worse place and a blacker danger than ours. But that’s a long tale, of course, 

and goes on past the happiness and into grief and beyond it–and the Silmaril 

went on and came to Earendil. And why, sir, I never thought of that before! 

We’ve got–you’ve got some of the light of it in that star-glass the Lady gave 

you! Why to think of it, we’re in the same tale still! It’s going on. Don’t the 

great tales never end?” 

“No, they never end as tales,” said Frodo. “But the people in them come, 

and go when their part’s ended.”
280

 

Sam’s reference here to his place within a continuing story could be considered to correspond to 

Culler’s fourth level of vraisemblance; one which “exposes the artifice of generic conventions 

and expectations.”
281

  Culler uses as an example the conventions and generic expectations of the 

detective novel in order to explain how “an implicit or explicit claim that one is not following 

literary convention” is used to establish the “conventionally natural”
282

 reality of the text. Culler 

notes that it is “a common device in detective stories for characters to discuss the conventions of 

the detective story and to contrast the order of that form with the disorder which they perceive 

in the case that involves them.”
283

 It is also common for a laconic TV detective to express 

disbelief that the outcome of an investigation should reveal something that corresponds to 
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“something out of Agatha Christie” or “something out of Sherlock Holmes”. Culler notes that in 

these cases, “[t]he improbable is labelled and objections thereby disarmed”.
284

 Culler also cites 

Empson calling this kind of technique “‘pseudo-parody to disarm criticism’”.
285

 Here Culler 

makes the point that although such a gesture towards generic identification is itself recognised 

as a literary convention, this can nonetheless operate so as to confirm rather than to disrupt the 

reader’s sense of that which is appropriate to the fictional narrative.  

Fantasy fiction promotes a similar effect through a subtly different strategy. Rather than 

offering the claim that it “is not following literary convention”, fantasy fiction suggests that the 

lived experiences of the characters allow them to transcend literary convention even when, as in 

the example above, they appear to become aware of it. Unlike the detective who sets up a 

contrast between fiction and reality, Frodo draws a contrast between the tale as told and the real 

experiences of its participants. Frodo and Sam each come to a similar realisation that there is 

real personal experience underlying any history, and this realisation on the part of the actors in 

the narrative functions in a similar way to the bemusement of the detective who refuses to 

believe that his or her reality can mimic fiction.  

Similarly structured moments of realisation can be found in more recent fantasy. The 

2008–2010 TV series Legend of the Seeker, developed from Terry Goodkind’s The Sword of 

Truth fantasy series,
286

 features a scene in which the protagonist reflects upon his participation 

in the long tale of history. The two main characters of the series are Richard, the Seeker, a hero 

marked out by prophecy, and Kahlan, a woman with magical powers, who is known as a 

Confessor, and whose role is to help Richard in his quest. In an episode titled “Revenant”,
287

 

Kahlan and Richard come across a frieze on the wall of a tomb, representing a story from 

history about another Seeker and Confessor, which they have recently read an account of. 

Richard, looking at the frieze, says “Hey look, it’s the story from the book.” Kahlan brings a 

flaming torch closer to illuminate the scene depicted on the wall, and the camera switches 

between panning across the painted picture, to following Richard’s movement from right to left 
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along the wall, as his eyes track across the painting, with Kahlan also framed in the shot and 

moving across, so that their movement suggests the way they are being drawn into the story. 

Although Kahlan is pictured out of focus and behind him, as matches the gender politics of their 

relationship in the series, it nonetheless appears to be important that she is shown “reading” the 

story along with him. The frieze features two characters who look very much like our heroes, 

the woman in Kahlan’s distinctive white Confessor’s robes and the man in Richard’s tunic, 

bearing the Seeker’s magic sword. Richard looks at the sword and then is shown touching the 

sword at his hip. He says “It’s the Sword of Truth. It’s hard to believe it’s the same sword. It’s 

more than just a story.”
288

 The representation of the past as narrative is used in order to purchase 

the reality of the characters’ lived experience, as they are both a part of the tale and yet are 

perceived by the viewer to be living and experiencing the present. In this scene, Richard and 

Kahlan, the present Seeker and Confessor, are placed in contrast to the reified, fictionalised 

characters represented on the frieze. In a similar way the fantasy novel, while still performing 

genre, is also pointing to generic practice. The directions for following the quest fall out of the 

writer’s pocket onto the secondary ground, to be “picked up” by the reader. By this I refer to a 

sense whereby the genre refers to itself, or, in Culler’s terms, the fourth order of vraisemblance; 

one which “exposes the artifice of generic conventions and expectations.”
289

  The shift from a 

mode of genre into the exposure of generic conventions is not always deliberate; it is a reading 

strategy that is always open to a reader who is conversant with the expectations of genre, and it 

is a shift in intelligibility which can occur unexpectedly. 

In Alison Croggon’s The Crow: The Third Book of Pellinor, the book’s participation in 

genre becomes especially evident in a particular scene in which the two child protagonists are 

exploring an ancient and long-abandoned underground city, known as “Nak Al Burat.” 

Elements of the scene bear some resemblance to the scene from the television series described 

above. The city of Nak Al Burat fulfils a generic function as a site of a lost civilisation. As is 

consistent with many other works of fantasy fiction, The Crow includes scenes in which the 
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characters interact with the past represented by the city. Hem and Zelika wander in its rooms 

and tunnels, where their interest, and thus the reader’s attention, is particularly drawn to an 

image of a man who seems to be turning into a tree. The children see that 

 [i]n the next picture, a man stood with his arms outspread, and leaves grew from his 

limbs, as if he were transforming into a tree. Fascinated, Hem and Zelika traced the 

outlines of the runes that interleaved the pictures, wondering what they meant.
290

  

Zelika and Hem discuss the possibility that the many images on the walls are more than 

decoration, that they might represent the foundational stories of those who built the 

underground city. In one underground room, Zelika suggests they might be standing in a 

temple.
291

 The carvings on the walls of the city function to provide a required sense of detail 

about the imagined world. Here the sunken city suggests literal layers of information to support 

the interpretation of the secondary world as containing a long history. Information or a history 

that lies beyond the knowledge and experience of the characters can in this way be an important 

gesture towards greater depth and complexity in the world. It would seem, furthermore, that 

there is a kind of compulsion to represent the artefact as fragment, as surrounded by wondering 

rather than systems of knowledge, because this moment of gazing upon the past connects with 

and invokes modern experiences of cultural memory. The Western reader is likely to have 

encountered the past through a fragment such as this, whether in situ, in a museum, or described 

and pictured in a book or webpage. However vicarious the encounter, it is one of the tropes of 

the modern display of history that the “real”, lived significance of the object has been lost and 

can only be speculated about. To interpret the image or the artefact as “remains” is part of the 

way that we understand history. The inclusion of such a moment within the fantasy narrative 

appeals to modern experience. The fact that such an encounter is often a touristic one, occurring 
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away from home, means that its echo in the fantasy narrative resonates even more strongly with 

contemporary experience. 

In these examples of references to fiction within fantasy, the story presented within the 

text parallels the fantasy narrative itself. These scenes of recognition of a connection with a 

historical or fictional story are scenes which denote the fantasy genre, and as such they 

participate in it without belonging in the primary arc of the narrative. Nonetheless, these marks 

of genre belonging operate at Culler’s fourth level of vraisemblance to direct, rather than 

disturb, a reader’s sense of what is appropriate to genre. The exposure of generic artifice in 

contemporary fantasy fiction has a very different effect to the same process in crime fiction.  

Culler points out that in the case of the detective fiction, it is a moment of scepticism that 

directs the reader’s literary competence to an understanding of the processes of genre.
292

 

Detective fiction is a sceptical mode, and is structured around the differentiation of tangible 

details from fictional suggestions. In fantasy fiction, the effect by which criticism–or awareness 

of improbability–can be disarmed is achieved by invoking sincerity rather than scepticism. The 

characters in fantasy tend to demonstrate a willingness to be told a tale, and to validate the 

reality of that tale by their own lived experience. If crime fiction is a sceptical mode, then 

fantasy fiction could be said to be a credulous one.  

The fantasy text usually features long passages in which the reader listens to an account 

of the world’s history or systems of magic. This kind of exposition, as Mendlesohn has 

explained, is usually given for the benefit of a naïve character.
293

 Such a character is able to 

receive the familiar convention of genre as if for the first time, and this is an indication of the 

stance that the text invites its reader to adopt. These short internal narratives, framed as they are 

in terms of myth and magic, are metonymic for the wider genre. The passage of spoken 

exposition in which the world is explained is only the most obvious way in which the fantasy 

text suggests a sense of what is appropriate to genre. On a different level of appeal, the fantasy 

text directs the reader through the thoughts and emotions of the protagonist, which are presented 

as reliable and usually as sympathetic. The main character’s actions are described closely, and, 
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perhaps more importantly, the text also follows closely a main character’s feelings about his or 

her actions and the surrounding narrative events. Mendlesohn has mentioned the way that in 

quest fantasies, the reader is encouraged to take a position of identifying with and seeing from 

the perspective of the protagonist.
294

 This is an aspect of the fantasy text that is involved in 

confirming what is appropriate to a genre fantasy, as I shall discuss in more detail in the 

chapters that follow.  

It is a strategy of fantasy fiction to contain the fourth order of vraisemblance inside the 

third, so that overt reference to conventions of genre remains suspended within the mode of 

genre. The constructedness of the fantasy text does not destabilise the reader’s passage through 

the narrative, but that does not mean that it remains entirely invisible. The reading practices of 

contemporary fantasy account for generic similarities. This process is metonymised and 

parodied in Terry Pratchett’s Strata,
295

 in which technology is sufficiently indistinguishable 

from the act of writing fantasy. In Strata, a company uses technology in order to build planets. 

The John Company are careful to leave strata containing details that can be interpreted by the 

planet’s intended inhabitants as evidence of the planet’s geological history. One of the 

Company Executives, objecting to the “end Nuclear Testing Now” placard one of the engineers 

has placed in the arms of a fabricated dinosaur fossil, explains the process to her subordinates: 

 “We build worlds, we don’t just terraform planets. Robots could do that. We build 

places where the imagination of human beings can find an anchor. We don’t bugger 

about planting funny fossils.”
296

 

Without the literary scalpel of an author such as Pratchett to expose the tissue of convention, it 

can be difficult to “see” how genres operate because they are so familiar. Frow makes this point 

when citing Rosalie Colie, who says that “we learn so naturally by forms and formulae that we 

often entirely fail to recognise them for what they are.”
297

 Frow takes the position that  
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far from being merely “stylistic” devices, genres create effects of reality and truth 

which are central to the different ways the world is understood in the writing of history 

or philosophy or science, or in painting, or in everyday talk.
298

  

The near-invisibility of generic structures that “create effects of reality and truth” might not 

seem to be a likely problem when considering popular genre categories. Fantasy novels are, 

after all, unsubtle in their employment of generic codes and structures. Frow’s point applies to 

popular fantasy in relation to the ways in which the overtly marked genre of fantasy fiction 

relies on the reader’s common-sense understanding of what is appropriate to the generic text. 

Often the conventions and expectations encoded in popular generic categories represent an 

over-the-top version of the “abstruse and delicate negotiations of meaning”
299

 described by 

contemporary genre theory. The relationship of popular genre to a popular text could be seen to 

offer a parody of the careful work of theorists on subtly employed literary codes–perhaps 

especially in the case of fantasy fiction, which places itself in a separate world, in which truth is 

locked up in secret languages and particular codes and languages lead directly to the ability to 

wield magical power. Yet the heightened familiarity of popular genre conventions such as 

magic, spells and ancient or even “natural” languages can themselves be involved in “delicate 

negotiations of meaning”, as I shall demonstrate in the course of Chapter Three in relation to 

Alison Croggon’s Pellinor series.  

Although the claims of fantasy fiction to essential truths or to a narrative “reality” are 

highly stylised, these novels nonetheless retain a powerful ability to assert that which is natural 

and appropriate. Anne Cranny-Francis confirms this. Referring specifically to genre fiction, she 

observes that “the practices and conventions which define and characterise those texts for 

readers … are not neutral.”
300

 Generic conventions and expectations, then, “carry or encode the 

ideological function of the text at least as much as does the story.
301

 Cranny-Francis writes that 
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 [g]enre fiction, it might be argued, foregrounds its conventions, rather than stitching 

them seamlessly into the fabric of the texts and so its ideological framework may be, or 

may appear to be, self-evident.
302

 

My aim in the close readings of Chapters Three, Four and Five is to examine both where the 

ideological framework of contemporary fantasy is self-evident, and at the same time to tease out 

the more implicit and even disavowed ideological implications of the genre. The tendency to 

rely upon conventions or expectations in order to explain that which is distinctive about a genre-

text has allowed a surprising amount of invisibility to the ideological and cultural work that the 

fantasy fiction text performs. As Frow writes, 

 [t]he semiotic frames within which genres are embedded implicate and specify layered 

ontological domains–implicit realities which genres form as a pre-given reference, 

together with the effects of authority and plausibility which are specific to the genre.
303

  

In contemporary fantasy fiction, certain representations of a magical, powerful, and often 

remote non-human environment are at one and the same time an expectation of genre, and an 

aspect of the genre that is presented through implicit reference to contemporary evaluations of 

wildness and of a sense of belonging within non-human nature. Representations of women’s 

suffering in fantasy are similarly related to “effects of authority and plausibility which are 

specific to the genre,”
304

 that are in some cases explicit and almost stylised, and in other cases 

are disavowed and almost cryptic. I shall explore the tension between overt and implicit frames 

of reference in works of Australian fantasy throughout the chapters that follow.   

In my discussion of the operation of ideology in contemporary fantasy, I limit my 

discussion to the evidence available within the texts themselves. In this I follow Culler’s 

argument that there is an aspect to any text whereby the reaction of a reader is implied, and that 

therefore it is not necessary, when writing literary criticism, to “begin by taking surveys to 

discover the reactions of readers.”
305

. In this study, my approach to the operation of genre in 

fantasy fiction is based on Culler’s belief that  

                                                

302
 Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction, p. 3. 

303
 Frow, Genre, p. 19; emphasis in original.  

304
 Frow, Genre, p. 19. 

305
 Culler, Structuralist Poetics, p. 50. 



 112 

texts have meaning for those who know how to read them–those whom, in their 

encounters with literature, have assimilated the conventions that are constitutive of 

literature as a institution and a means of communication.
306

 

Thus, although I am interested in how the text negotiates the conventions and expectations of 

genre, I do not make detailed reference to definitions or examples of the fantasy genre beyond 

those primary texts selected in this study, and I do not refer to the recorded responses of actual 

genre-readers. As Culler suggests, the kind of generalised cultural knowledge involved in the 

naturalisation of a narrative is difficult to pin down. Culler argues that “[t]o take surveys of 

readers would serve little purpose, since one is interested not in performance itself but in the 

tacit knowledge or competence which underlies it”,
307

 suggesting that it is in some ways easier 

to approach the cultural competence a text requires through the text itself. I adopt an approach 

in which 

 [t]he question is not what actual readers happen to do but what an ideal reader must 

know implicitly in order to read and interpret works in ways which we consider 

acceptable, in accordance with the institution of literature.
308

 

Although based on a theory of reading, the notion of the necessity of levels of cultural and 

literary competence is one that supports a critical reading based on the text rather than in the 

documented responses of readers themselves. Culler writes that “….[t]o intend a meaning is to 

postulate reactions of an imagined reader who has assimilated the relevant conventions.”
309

 

Catherine Belsey discusses the way in which modern realist texts interpellate a “reader” who 

represents “the position from which the text is most readily intelligible”.
310

 Culler links this 

notion of the “imagined reader” to the way in which a literary text is constructed in relation to a 

particular field of knowledge. He has written:  
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 “Poems can only be made out of other poems”, says Northrop Frye, but this is not 

simply a matter of literary influence. A text can be a poem only because certain 

possibilities exist within the tradition; it is written in relation to other poems.
311

  

Thus an implied reader requires a particular set of knowledges in order to “decode” the text. 

This set of knowledges is what Culler refers to as cultural or literary competence, which might 

be assigned to an implied reader, or intelligibility, which could be assigned to the text. If, as 

Culler writes, “texts have meaning for those who know how to read them”,
312

 then the traces of 

the reader’s assumed or required knowledge must be available within the text. Speaking of 

poetry, Culler argues that “[t]here is a sense in which the resolution of oppositions that takes 

place in a metaphor is the thought of the poem itself rather than the thought of a group of 

readers.”
313

 In contemporary fantasy novels, a sense of genre is produced by the text itself. The 

genre of fantasy fiction can be associated with an implicit reading practice. As Gelder writes:  

 [a] genre requires something quite fundamental to be installed at its core: an “attitude”, 

a sensibility, a paradigm. The experiences of its characters are then traced in relation to 

that paradigm, often to the exclusion of pretty much everything else.
314

 

I use the concept of an implicit reading practice in place of the concept of the implied 

reader. The concept of the implied reader describes an effect within a single work, whereas a 

notion of an implicit reading practice can be specific to one work or can refer more widely to a 

generic practice. An implicit practice of reading, furthermore, refers to the way that the text 

invites a particular interpretation without attributing the privileged interpretation to the 

intentions of the author.  

Although it is central to my argument that these texts have narrative achievements that 

co-operate with and clarify generic strategies of reading, it is nonetheless important to note that 

these texts can be read in other ways than these, by fans and new readers as well as by literary 

critics. My discussion of a particular reading practice privileged within the text is a useful 

model which allows me to generalise about an experience of reading that will be of course be 
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different for each actual reader, for each reading. Such generalisations are necessary for the 

purposes of literary criticism. The generalisations in this study about the genre of fantasy are 

skewed towards my own personal literary competence, which is informed by the nebulous 

similarities that I recognise among fantasy texts. It is difficult to explain how my sense of genre 

came into being. Popular genres can be identified through their conventions, which are 

themselves recognisable because they can be found within the genre. Culler notes the fact that 

literary critics, through their own participation in the culture of a particular source text, often 

rely on an intuitive sense of genre, and often bring to their writing a sub-conscious 

understanding of a particular text.
315

 Even when literary critics acknowledge the precise cultural 

specificity of their own formulations, we are nonetheless relying on something that is almost 

unconscious, and that is difficult to draw out from the unconscious even as we attempt to 

theorise it. This sense of appropriateness to genre is important to understand, as such an 

internalised and implicit sense of genre is very much a way in which genres come to influence 

many contemporary writers.  

 

Literary Belief  

As I have discussed in Chapter One, “literary belief” is the term used by scholars of modern 

fantasy in order to describe a participatory state of reading that is particular to fantasy fiction. 

The term derives from Tolkien’s essay “On Fairy Stories”, and has been implicitly adopted by 

most scholars of fantasy in their discussions of some sort of concept of sustained belief in or 

acceptance of the narrative. Tolkien in this essay attributes literary belief primarily to the skill 

of the author, writing, for instance, that “[c]hildren are capable, of course, of literary belief, 

when the story-maker’s art is good enough to produce it,”
316

 and more famously attributing the 

successful “Secondary World which your mind can enter”
317

 to a writer’s ability to provide the 

secondary world with an “inner consistency of reality”.
318

 This emphasis on the writer’s success 

as the basis of the reader’s ability to sustain interest in the text remains a consistent theme in 
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more recent criticism of the genre of high fantasy as it has developed in the latter twentieth and 

early twenty-first century. An example of this continuing approach can be found in the work of 

Farah Mendlesohn. Writing of the category of fantasy she calls “the portal-quest narrative”, 

Mendlesohn argues that this kind of fantasy is held together by “the unquestionable purity of 

the tale.” 
319

 She writes that for this kind of fantasy novel “impurity and unreliability” must be 

denied, and the narrator’s authority asserted, or else the story “is entirely vulnerable.”
320

 I would 

associate the work of Croggon, Douglass and McIntosh with Mendlesohn’s definition of a 

portal-quest fantasy. These texts do tend to make use of reliable narrators and tend to maintain 

the “purity” of the tale in the sense of avoiding strategies such as overtly self-conscious 

metafictionality, but I nonetheless do not agree with Mendlesohn that this kind of text is 

particularly vulnerable to “impurity” or “unreliability”. Croggon’s work playfully situates the 

fantasy narrative within a fake archaeological discovery, testing the “purity” of the imagined 

world’s existence outside our universe’s frame; and Douglass’s work, in particular, offers the 

reader a series of unreliable narrators and shifting historical truths. The genre of high fantasy in 

which these authors operate is well able to contain playful or provoking destabilisations of the 

form.  

The term “literary belief” has been so important in the development of fantasy 

scholarship, and is so well-suited to discussions of the fantasy novel’s setting in an alternative 

world, that it is difficult to unpick “literary belief” from the model of an implicit practice of 

reading. Nonetheless, the notion that the reader of fantasy enters willingly into a state of 

“literary belief” is not entirely adequate as an explanation for the generic reading practices of 

fantasy fiction. In Chapter One I have suggested that scholars anxious to defend the genre have 

distorted the narrative techniques of fantasy fiction in claiming that an effect of internal 

consistency is required to shore up the reader’s belief in a world. In its inception, the association 

of “literary belief” with fantasy was closely related to a theory of reading, as Tolkien uses the 

term “literary belief” in his essay “On Fairy Stories” to point out that children can be 
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sophisticated readers, even in their credulity
321

. Children’s approach to fantasy is not “an 

appetite for marvels”,
322

 but a state of “literary belief”.
323

  It is perhaps Tolkien’s ability to 

condense a sophisticated practice of reading into such an evocative phrase that contributes to the 

tendency in scholarship to allow this phrase to stand in for a more critical investigation into the 

practices of reading associated with genre fiction. The concept of literary belief in an imagined 

or secondary world tends to obscure rather than reveal the interpretative framework upon which 

a fantasy text relies, since the processes in the text that are considered to promote literary belief 

are mainly indistinguishable from the basic practice of constructing and describing the setting 

and its history. As a result, the major critical terms of internal consistency and belief tend to 

lead to a certain mystification of the fantasy novel as a construction, or of the reader’s 

awareness of the text’s generic status and overt fictionality.  

The notion of literary belief barely describes a practice of reading, as it describes a 

single, transformative move, or act of belief, usually phrased in the fantasy-novel language of 

stepping over a threshold or through a portal. “Literary belief” here describes a model of 

reading that is directed by the text, without reference to the individual reader or a surrounding 

context of cultural or literary competence. As a critical term, the concept of “literary belief” 

glosses over the multiple competencies–cultural, literary, generic, and so on–that inform the 

“intelligibility” of fantasy fiction. I am interested in the more complex processes whereby 

fantasy texts appeal to a reader’s literary competence and suggest to the reader particular modes 

of interpretation.  

A concept of the reader’s necessary state of acceptance or belief is usually implicit to a 

discussion of the fantasy text’s use of consistent systems of detail in its presentation of an 

imagined world-setting. Mendlesohn offers the typical view of modern scholars of fantasy when 

she explains that “in order to convince, to avoid too close analysis, the portal and quest fantasies 

attempt to convince through the accumulation of detail.”
324

 The concept of “internal 

consistency” must be implicated in and transformed by the increasingly sophisticated genre-
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awareness of the authors and fans of fantasy fiction. I suggest instead that given the 

development of the genre and the proliferation of fantasy novels, it is no longer of first 

importance to make the elements of fantasy seem plausible. As the genre-awareness of 

established and new readers becomes more developed, such plausibility is supplied by the 

generic competence of the reader. Fantastic elements, such as a new set of deities, a particular 

system of magical power or the presence of supernatural creatures are all understood in terms of 

the well-recognised convention of the fantasy “world” in which such things are to be expected.  

I wish to depart from the preoccupation with the fantasy fiction novel’s apparent need 

to convince, in order to explore the affect that fantasy fiction aims to achieve though the 

apparent accumulation of detail. Contemporary fantasy fiction does indeed tend to present the 

reader with a system of corresponding details about the imagined world. A sense of the world’s 

depth is important to readers and writers of the genre, as is demonstrated both within the text 

itself–in the space devoted to explaining the world’s individual history–and within the 

surrounding commentaries of fans and writers.
325

 It is nonetheless important to acknowledge 

that the fantasy genre is established to the extent that the sense of the imagined world’s long 

history, complex political system, linguistic variation, or the mythic origins of magic can all be 

suggested through reference to recognisable conventions. What the novels privilege is an effect 

of verisimilitude. Rather than relying upon the laborious construction of an internally consistent 

system of details, contemporary fantasy is well able to operate through patterns of suggestion 

and confirmation.  

For example, in Croggon’s book The Gift, Cadvan, in a speech that introduces the 

world, and confirms the depth of the world’s history, tells Maerad that “the king”, an ancient 

king who was also a Bard, “rejected his Name, because then he could also reject death.”
326

 

Cadvan continues:  

But without the gift of death, he cast away also the knowledge of those who die, and 

found his heart was empty, a pain sharper than any that he had known. For he was not 
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of the immortals, and had not the right to deathlessness. He looked out on the world, 

and his eye was dark. He sought then the dominion of all on the earth, and the 

destruction of all that rebuked him with its beauty, and he challenged the Law of the 

Balance, and overthrew it. And then, with massed armies and Black Sorcerers–those 

corrupt Bards we call Hulls–he marched on the lovely citadel of Afinil, and cast down 

its fair towers and darkened the mere, so the moon no longer bathed there and the stars 

fled its lifeless face. Then began the Great Silence, when the Song was no longer heard 

in the wide lands of Annar.
327

 

I do not intend to engage with the nature and extent of the author’s research into various sources 

here, or the issue of whether she has drawn from primary or secondary literary or mythological 

sources. My emphasis is rather upon the fact that this story of origins would convey its sense of 

being appropriate to the genre of fantasy however it was invented or derived. Furthermore, the 

sense of appropriateness to genre may be only unconsciously apprehended by the reader, for, as 

Derrida notes, “the remark of belonging need not pass through the consciousness of the author 

or the reader, although it often does so.
328

 A work of fantasy fiction is able to present a sense of 

the imagined world as consistent, detailed, and systematic, without necessarily providing the 

reader with amassed details or an intricate system of languages and histories. My aim is not to 

assess the extent to which a fantasy achieves accurate or systematic details, but to argue that to 

interpret a work of fantasy fiction as offering an encounter with a detailed and consistent world 

is to accept the dominant reading practice that the text itself promotes. The fantasy fiction 

setting then can thus be created through a series of accumulated gestures.  

I am interested, furthermore, in how the origin-story of Sharma and the historical 

upheaval of the Great Silence is involved in a pattern of confirmation within the narrative,
329

 as 

the events of the present narrative are given significance through their link to the “battle against 

evil” already set out by the events of the past. Neither the details of an imagined world nor their 

organisation into a system (of history, kinds of magic, distinctions based on countries inhabited 
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by types of beings, etc.) is necessarily inherently able to compel the reader’s belief. Details 

offered to support the reader’s literary belief could equally be read as potential interruptions of 

it, especially in the case of a story of the origins of the world or its magic, which could be 

viewed as conscious reminders of fictionality. Frequently, a process of confirmation is 

employed in which a connection is emphasised between past events and present ones, such as 

the fulfilling of a prophecy or the discovery that a possession has an ancient heritage. This 

connection works to prove the history of the world, and the significance of the present narrative 

to that history, and yet at the same time such a connection is recognisable as a cliché of genre. It 

is the emphasis in fantasy upon confirming the relationships between the narrative events that 

leads me to challenge whether it is entirely true that “[i]t is impossible both to write and to read 

genre fiction without a sense of that genre’s history, without a knowledge of the work of generic 

predecessors.”
330

 I would argue instead that while the commercial genre of fantasy fiction is 

certainly recognisable to a twenty-first century popular audience, a genre text evokes a set of 

expectations for a reader not already provided with them. The Harry Potter series does not 

require its child readers to be familiar with the school story or with the sub-genre of urban 

fantasy, but by the time they have finished the first book they will probably recognise–and know 

how to read–these genres. The fantasy fiction of authors such as Alison Croggon, Sara Douglass 

and Fiona McIntosh explains and confirms its conditions to the reader, even though these 

conditions are, to a great extent, already established by the generic identity of the text. 

 

The World-metaphor 

It is quite common for a discussion of fantasy to refer either to the fantasy text or to the genre as 

a “world”. This conceit, which allows the fantasy scholar playfully to adopt the language of the 

fantasy text itself, is popular within critical approaches to fantasy. Swinfen adopts this conceit 

as she updates critical notions of fantasy from ideas of a fairy-land to the more individualistic 

secondary world. Swinfen explains that “[s]uch a world now has a precise geography, often 

including maps, which is quite foreign to the shadowy and imprecise journeyings of Spenser’s 
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knights in the realm of Gloriana,”
331

 and Attebery, similarly, says that “[t]he realm of the 

impossible–an abstract concept or mere figure of speech–is given a definite location by the 

fantasist.”
332

 Mendlesohn draws upon the world metaphor in the disclaimer at the opening of her 

study, writing “[t]his book is merely a portal into fantasy, a tour around the skeletons and 

exoskeletons of genre”.
333

 Clearly, the image of the fantasy world offers itself up as an obvious 

opportunity for a quick game of extended metaphor. The use of the metaphor can be interpreted, 

however, as an example of the way in which scholarly analysis of fantasy and the major 

preoccupations of the genre tend to converge. It is because the idea that the narrative is the 

world of fantasy is so entrenched in both the scholarship and in the way the books themselves 

unfold that it is necessary to resist the “common-sense” nature of the metaphor of world for the 

text. An emphasis on the strategies surrounding world-building appears to lead back to a 

concern with the effectiveness of the writing in convincing the reader. Thus, Mendlesohn draws 

a contrast between this strategy of the portal-quest fantasy and that of the immersive fantasy in 

terms of the approach to the world. The immersive fantasy, which is “set in a world built so that 

it functions on all levels as a complete world”,
334

 deliberately avoids explanation, adopting the 

stance “that the reader is as much a part of the world as are those being read about”.
335

 

Mendlesohn reveals that this distinction between portal-quest and immersive fantasies is also a 

hierarchy of the kind of texts that fulfil the privileged requirement of world-building to sustain 

literary belief. She writes:  

I do not wish to claim that the world-building is at its most effective in the immersive 

fantasy … but in the immersive fantasy, the point of world-building is to create 

something that can be existed in. If one turns the corner of the street, one will not run 

off the page of the author’s speculation because the coherence of the world is such that 

out of sight of the author it forms itself.
336
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Scholars such as Mendlesohn focus upon how the world is built, and whether the reader’s 

attention is directed to or diverted away from the process of construction, but those, I would 

argue, are concerns for a writer involved in shaping the text.
337

 An evaluation of how the fantasy 

world is built will not stray far from the dominant reading practice encouraged within the text.  

The fantasy text’s aim to present the reader with the sense of a total world leads fantasy 

scholarship into a relatively uncritical focus on whether the author has failed or succeeded in 

creating a world that is sufficiently complete. An example of this approach is John H. 

Timmerman’s insistence that the fantasy-fiction setting of an imagined world stands on its own, 

stating that “the fantasy world is a mental leap apart from ours.”
338

 The otherworldly setting is 

not an allegory or a space of alternative history but as a kind of real and “wholly other 

world”.
339

 Although critical scholarship has in this way acknowledged the generic feature of the 

imagined world as new and specific to a particular author,
340

 this aspect of genre is framed, as 

will not be surprising, in terms of how the world’s stand-alone quality compels the reader’s 

belief. Timmerman writes, rephrasing Tolkien, that “…this world is !evoked’, or called forth 

clean and whole. It is simply provided for us, and we have to cross the threshold to it in our 

minds.”
341

 It can be problematic when the idea of the critical interpretation as an act of stepping 

or looking into a world conflates the scholar’s reading with the reading promoted by the text 

itself. As a result, the concept of the fantasy world is not an aspect of the texts that leads 

scholars into a tendency to descriptiveness in their discussions of the genre. So for example, 

Mendlesohn distinguishes one kind of fantasy from another by noting that implicit to the quest 

fantasy is “the assertion that this world has always existed”,
342

 and that in this category of 

fantasy, the narrative operates through the “point of view character as she negotiates the 

world”.
343
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Certainly fantasy authors do tend to reject readings in which their novels are interpreted 

as allegories for this world. Even notable exceptions, such as Terry Pratchett, who have 

embraced the analogical possibilities of fantasy fiction, still establish a sense of their worlds as 

self-sustaining. Thus the Discworld is described at the opening of several of the Discworld 

novels as “the Discworld, world and mirror of worlds”,
344

 so that although these books are 

recognised as holding up a mirror, the narrator also claims that it is a distinct world that is also a 

mirror of worlds. Scholarly criticism of fantasy has taken up the theme of the books themselves, 

that the fantasy world be interpreted neither as a mirror nor a model, but as a-thing-in-itself. A 

denial of analogy or allegory is an important aspect of the genre and should not be discounted. 

Nonetheless, in the case of the hugely successful, worldwide proliferation of the fantasy genre 

in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it becomes necessary to examine how this very 

denial of analogy might itself be implicated in the ideological practices of genre. The critical 

focus in fantasy scholarship upon the fantasy world setting’s completeness can be slightly 

adjusted to focus upon the ways in which the specificity of the imagined world provides an 

interpretative framework for the narrative. 

 

Internal Consistency and the Reality Effect 

Fantasy fiction tends to contain plenty of evidence for “the assumption, deeply ingrained in 

Western culture, that the world is simply there and can thus best be denoted by objects whose 

sole function is to be there”, as Culler explains Roland Barthes’s description of “l’effet de 

réel”.
345

 Often, when critics incorporate the reality effect into their discussions of the fantasy 

world, they over-emphasise the presence of material details or the mimetic in fantasy fiction as 

narrative achievements that compel belief. This approach conflates the text’s realist style with 

the world-building that is distinctive to fantasy. The specific details offered to convey an 

imaginary world are not to be confused with the realism of the style. In many cases, what critics 

have selected as evidence of the text’s internal consistency is probably better described as the 

reality effect. Attebery, for example, writes that “[f]antasy depends on mimesis for its 
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effectiveness,”
 346

 a point with which I certainly agree, but I feel that Attebery over-emphasises 

the fantasy text’s special need for mimesis when he goes on to explain that “[w]e must have 

some solid ground to stand on, some point of contact, if only with the language in which the 

story is communicated.”
347

 A sense of detail, and the organisation of certain details into 

systems, are, clearly, aspects of the genre that continue to appeal to writers and readers of 

fantasy, but it is not the case that the details of the world are necessary in order to compensate 

for the fantastical nature of the imagined world. As Mendlesohn writes, the practice “of 

consensual construction of belief … is historical, subject to historical change, and is not unique 

to fantasy.”
348

 Gelder mentions that an “entwining of entertainment and information is a key 

feature of much popular fiction,”
349

 and thus the pleasure of information in fantasy fiction can 

be seen through “the provision of often intensely researched details,”
350

 which in fantasy fiction 

are usually related to medievalist historical details–especially physical and material details–and 

to material drawn from traditional narratives. In contemporary fantasy fiction, however, an 

effect of historical detail can be sufficient. When Kate Forsyth describes a heavily populated 

urban scene in her fantasy world of Eileanan, it is not the details themselves, but an effect of 

colour and movement and contrast that is important. In this scene 

 [t]he Court of the Star Chamber was crowded with people from all walks of life. 

Faeries, country folk in homespuns, lords and ladies in shimmering silks, merchant’s 

wives with jewelled wrists and ears, witch-apprentices in their simple black robes, 

servants in demure grey, street roughs in rags and bruises. … It had been a long time 

since the court had had to judge such a high-profile case, and the spectacular escape of 

the lord of Fettercain had only focussed more attention on Rhiannon.
351

 

A few details assigned to each of these characters who themselves suggest the different “walks 

of life” are effective in conveying the world’s medievalism and simultaneously its 

otherworldliness, and this scene unconcernedly mixes outright fantasy elements with the 
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sartorial delineation of class that most contemporary readers would associate with a vaguely 

medieval urban setting. Although I have mentioned what is recognisable in this scene to a 

reader familiar with the genre, I wish nonetheless to emphasise that this is the kind of 

description that is used to support the individuality of the imagined world. That which is 

familiar is appropriate, but is not for the majority of readers considered repetitive or derivative, 

for it is merely the matter of genre, and is being treated with the author’s own specific hand. 

The details, although they can be identified as “medievalist” or “fantastic”, nonetheless are 

important in conveying originality. 

 

The Implied Originality of the Fantasy World 

A genre of popular fiction such as high fantasy fiction is recognisable to its readers in its 

similarity to other examples of genre. This does not mean, however, that a reader will make the 

assumption that has been made in some critical formulations of fantasy, that each work must 

therefore be interchangeable. One of the most central reading practices of contemporary fantasy 

is to understand the particular fantasy world setting as new and fresh. The fantasies of Sara 

Douglass, Alison Croggon and Fiona McIntosh promote a reading in which the world-setting of 

the text will be understood by the reader to be new and unique. The texts promote a reading of 

the imagined world as an effectively original and complete setting, and this register of newness 

is an aspect of genre that rests unproblematically alongside the familiarity of the setting in genre 

terms. The evidence of this reading practice is implicit in the texts themselves, although such an 

interpretation is also borne out in the commentary surrounding the genre. As I have stated, it 

remains beyond the scope of this thesis to look at public marginalia written about fantasy fiction 

by authors and fans, yet personal experience of writer and fan conventions certainly supports 

the suggestion within the novels that the originality of the text is privileged by writers and even 

more so by genre-aware readers. In many cases the remark upon successful participation in 

genre is the rather contradictory praise along the lines of “this one isn’t just another fantasy 

novel”, used of course to describe something that is demonstrably a fantasy novel.  

Fantasy fiction bears the burden of a popular generic identity which almost directly 

contradicts the important exceptionality of many fantasy worlds. Nonetheless, I would argue 
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that a reader’s interpretation of the imagined world as a fresh and original setting is more likely 

to be genuine than ironically inflected. For the reader who accepts and co-operates with the 

genre, it is not a problem that the newness of the fantasy is constructed according to generic 

expectations. Often the reader who accepts the dominant practice of interpreting fantasy fiction 

is the same reader who will disparage certain texts for being overly generic, and those 

disparaged texts are not a body of particularly bad fantasies, for different texts will be identified 

as too derivative by different readers. Something that the critical literature occludes is the extent 

to which a generic reading practice allows the attempt at a newly fashioned story to be a sincere 

one that is received sincerely by readers. Attebery maintains that such a sense of newness and 

difference is a quality only of exceptional genre fiction, noting that 

 [o]ne appeal of formula fiction is that it can constitute a sort of game or pastime. The 

skilled author, an Agatha Christie or a Mary Stewart, plays by the rules but finds 

loopholes in them. It is not the literariness of a formula story that determines its success 

but the degree to which it makes the predictable seem fresh and unexpected.
352

 

Here the ability to present the formula as if new is the game or pastime of a select group of 

especially clever people. I argue, by contrast, that this practice of finding loopholes is the 

everyday practice of writing within a genre. What Attebery’s reference to specific authors 

occludes is the extent to which the game is made intelligible by its reference to a genre 

popularly recognised as providing the guiding conventions and clichés, such as those of a crime 

and detection story. It is a feature of formula fiction that an attempt at the fresh and the 

unexpected is a part of the formula. In the case of contemporary fantasy fiction, the newness of 

the imagined world is a condition of the reader’s expectation. For the readers of these novels, 

the traditional material from which fantasy draws much of its inspiration, and the images and 

motifs that are recognisable as being often found within the genre of fantasy, are motifs that are 

perennially able to be re-identified. Thomas J. Roberts explains the strategies of genre fiction, 

saying that 
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 [t]he paperback genres do not often aim for the monumental, however, and work with a 

different strategy. Each individual work is the equivalent of one of those transparent 

overlays. It is designed to be placed on top of earlier, related works so as to produce 

with them those rich images that are characteristic of its genre.
353

 

References to the myths and history of the imagined world function both as an indication of a 

text’s participation in genre, and as a direction to the reader to interpret the world as new. On 

the one hand, the fantasy-fiction motifs of told stories, authoritative origin myths, and 

prophecies can be understood as almost overt references to the genre itself. On the other hand, 

these narratives framed within the wider narrative purchase the originality and individuality of 

the imagined world.  

The Books of Pellinor introduce a complex and specific system of magic through 

lengthy passages of spoken exposition. The system of magic, whereby power is held by 

exceptional humans, is important to the plot of the series but also is significant in distinguishing 

Croggon’s series as her own original offering within the genre. There are several instances 

across the four books of the series in which an authoritative character delivers a speech that 

illuminates the principles of “Bardic” magical power. Such passages are not at all uncommon in 

works of high fantasy fiction, which are littered with explanations of the nature of the fantasy 

world. These explanations in The Gift: The First Book of Pellinor, tend to be ascribed to the 

authoritative figure of Cadvan. Cadvan is a Bard, one of the magically Gifted humans educated 

in music, magic, and ancient lore. In the opening of the first book, Cadvan rescues the 

protagonist, Maerad, from slavery, and reveals to her that she too possesses the potential to 

become a magically-empowered Bard. After their escape, Maerad asks Cadvan “What is the 

Gift?” Cadvan replies: 

 “Where to begin?” said Cadvan. “What is the Gift? How to answer that, when nobody 

really knows?” He paused, as if gathering his thoughts. “Well, those of the Gift are like 

to the Loresingers of Afinil. All Bards are of the Gift, and it means they have certain 

powers and abilities. The most important is the Speech.” He paused. “Bards do not learn 
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the Speech, but are born with it already living within them. In the mouths of those with 

the Gift, the Speech holds an innate power; it is the source of our Knowing and much of 

our might. Those within the Gift also live for three spans of a normal life: I am already 

an old man by normal reckonings, although you would not think so, perhaps.
354

  

Cadvan here explains the interrelation of the Gift and the Speech, both important terms in the 

series. These distinctions are returned to many times in the course of the series, and this passage 

quoted above is only one example of many such speeches. Cadvan’s long sections of dialogue 

in which he explains the system of magic or details of the world of Edil-Amarndh are 

interspersed with descriptive passages of his and Maerad’s journey. These passages of 

description give a sense of immediacy and physicality to the narrative, and in this way Croggon 

surrounds the generic world-building exercise of Cadvan’s speeches with a similarly generic 

style of realistic description. This dual deployment of familiar generic expectations allows 

Cadvan’s speeches to fall into the rhythm of the struggles and pauses of the exterior journey. 

Croggon situates Cadvan’s speeches within scenes of interest and movement, and offers a 

reasonable purpose for them in Maerad’s complete ignorance of the world and her own identity 

and heritage. Yet I do not suggest that it is necessary for Croggon to disguise this systematic 

information that Cadvan provides. Thus, while a fantasy scholar such as Mendlesohn is 

interested in how “[m]aking the infodump natural is one of the most difficult problems to solve 

in science fiction and fantasy”,
355

 I am interested in how what Mendlesohn rather disparagingly 

calls “the infodump” often represents that which is meant to be genuinely distinctive about the 

fantasy book. Although recognisable as generic conventions in themselves, particularities of the 

world’s history, set of gods, or system of magic participate in genre by signalling a kind of 

difference to other examples of the genre. For this reason, the level of detail which Cadvan and 

other characters provide in these passages of exposition does not demonstrate a writer’s 

excessive preoccupation with the constructed world of her narrative, or a clumsy lack of 

integration of background into the action of the text. Sections of the text such as these, that 

detail the religious, magical, social, or moral systems of the imagined world, are a basic 
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expectation of the genre, and there is, furthermore, pleasure for the reader in comprehending the 

details of an alternative fantasy world in this way. As Heath has argued, “[s]uch genre address, 

moreover, appeals, is an envisaged mobilization of desire, holding reader or listener to 

‘pleasures’ which define her or his generic participation”.
356

  

The system of magic outlined by Cadvan in the first part of The Gift locates the origin 

of “magic” in a mythic past. Maerad listens to Cadvan as he explains some of the world’s 

history.  

He began to speak in an oddly formal tone, almost a chant, which at first nearly 

made her smile. She had a swift unbidden vision of a stone hall with high windows, and 

of many people seated in a circle, their heads bowed in concentration. The vision 

vanished, and she looked around her at the empty night and the gloomy shadows of the 

mountainside; but Cadvan’s voice continued steadily in the darkness.  

“Know then, Maerad, that in Annar and the Seven Kingdoms the Bards are 

charged with the keeping of the Light. The centres of Knowing are the Schools, but it 

was not always so. Many lives of men ago the centre of the Lore was Afinil, Citadel of 

Song, built when the first Loresingers came to Annar. Some say a terrible cold drove 

them from their home, and others that they sailed here on great ships from a foundered 

land, and still others say they simply appeared here among other humans; whatever the 

truth, our origin is lost in legend. However they came, Bards appeared in Annar, 

bringing with them the remnants of an ancient Knowing from the very dawn of the 

world … and here they built the great city of Afinil, which was the centre of the 

Knowing in the ancient days.
357

  

Croggon weaves a pattern of confirmation around Cadvan’s history. The process of 

confirmation is one in which characters and narrative events become increasingly connected, 

and revelations about the characters and succeeding events become integral to a wider narrative 

arc. Maerad’s sudden vision is an example of how a fantasy text will employ the fantastic effect, 

not as a defining principle of the text but as a specific and momentary effect. The vision could 
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be interpreted either as real magic expressed by an atavistic memory, or merely as Maerad’s 

imaginative response to Cadvan’s performance. Both of these responses serve as indications of 

Maerad’s innate powers of imagination or of magical potential. The connections between 

Cadvan’s story and Maerad’s own personal past in this way form part of the text’s pattern of 

confirmation. The effect of the vision in confirming Maerad’s exceptionality is based on the 

fantasy fiction convention in which “the vision, of course, is unquestionable.”
358

 As 

Mendlesohn points out, “[i]n the hierarchy of quest fantasy, street conversation is the least 

reliable, information given by a guide is very reliable, and visions generally unchallenged.”
359

 

The gradual revelations of interconnectedness are presented and received as an uncovering of 

layers that conveys an effect of the narrative’s depth and authenticity. For example, the above 

passage suggests that legend might be something inessential and varying. There is a suggestion 

here of competing narratives, perhaps from different cultures: 

 [s]ome say a terrible cold drove them from their home, and others that they sailed here 

on great ships from a foundered land, and still others say they simply appeared here 

among other humans; whatever the truth, our origin is lost in legend. 

The chanting tone of Cadvan’s voice suggests a technique of oral storytelling, which in Western 

culture is associated with age-old traditions that acquire an especial authenticity in the Romantic 

responses to modernity, which have been embraced by authors of fantasy fiction.
360

 Each of 

these three versions of the origin of the Bards in Edil-Amarandh bears some resemblance to 

legends and historical traditions, and rather than being problematic in their multiplicity, these 

various associations support the authenticity of Croggon’s myth. In a work of fantasy fiction, 

competing narratives and different versions of a legend of origin do not have the effect of 

suggesting that myths themselves are untrustworthy, or culturally specific or creations, 

fabrications of specific human cultures. Instead, Cadvan’s invocation of the ancient past 

authorises his explanation of magic, especially as it is a generic expectation of fantasy fiction 

that tradition and legend located in an ancient past retain an element of truth. In a similar 
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fashion, the process of confirmation, which has the potential to register with a reader as a 

reminder of the text’s over-careful construction, does not seem to be deployed in such a way as 

to destabilise the reader’s engagement. Generally speaking, a self-conscious or metafictional 

awareness of artificiality does not register as the implicit reading practice privileged by 

contemporary fantasy.  

This origin story of Cadvan’s presents a new oldness. For a genre-aware reader, the 

authenticity of Cadvan’s account is based on the new as well as in the appearance of the old. 

That Cadvan’s account is recognisable as a myth of origins is a signal at once of the novel’s 

generic identity and of a negotiation of individuality within genre. As a marker of genre idenity, 

Cadvan’s speech might be considered to represent the specific delineation not merely of a genre 

but of a sub-genre, the nuances of which are especially important to dedicated fans. Speaking of 

the popular genre of crime fiction, Gelder notes that 

 [s]ubgenres are often self-distinguishing in this way, deriding or distancing themselves 

from another subgenre–and doing it explicitly, in the work itself–in order to announce 

their own particular qualities. … A subgenre gains its identity always in relation to 

other subgenres, actively so, and it can often quite aggressively mark out its difference 

from them.
361

  

In relation to this point of Gelder’s, it is perhaps more common in the field of fantasy for texts 

to mark themselves out as “aggressively” and deliberately not high or epic fantasy, for this 

subgenre remains the dubiously received centre of reading interests that collect around the 

supernatural and magical in fiction. Nonetheless, high or epic fantasy fiction does announce 

itself as in the example of the told story above. Cadvan’s myth of origins is a mark of this text’s 

identification with the high or epic fantasy sub-genre, and its cadences might furthermore speak 

to a reader’s familiarity with Tolkien. Maerad’s vision summoned by Cadvan’s tale echoes a 

scene in The Fellowship of the Ring, when Frodo has a vision of “the stone-rings upon the hills 

and in the hollows among the hills. Sheep were bleating in flocks. Green walls and white walls 

rose. There were fortresses on the heights…”
362

 as he listens to Tom Bombadil tell a similar 
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story of the ancient past. In a reversal of the moment in which Maerad is drawn into the vision, 

Frodo and his companions are aware of stepping out of a trance-like visionary state “under the 

spell of his words”.
363

 The moment of Maerad’s vision is thus almost a quotation. Nonetheless, 

as I have argued, generic familiarity can be used in such a way as to confirm the temporary 

reality of the story.  

I wish to stress that in focusing on the kind of passage in which the history of the world 

is outlined, I do not mean to engage in a critique of how successful a technique this is, or 

whether it contributes to the reader’s sense of a complete world. I am highlighting the function 

of such an expository passage in negotiating a sense of the text’s originality within genre, not in 

order to evaluate one text’s originality against another’s, but because it is fundamental to the 

genre to offer new names for the familiar features of the narrative. In focusing on the 

individuality promoted by fantasy texts, my concern is not to redeem particular texts in terms of 

their exceptionality. Thus while Mendlesohn writes that her study of fantasy “is an expression 

of faith in the narratological inventiveness of fantasy authors”,
364

 I am fundamentally 

uninterested in the narratalogical inventiveness of fantasy authors, not least because such a 

statement implies, firstly, that if fantasy is not written with a degree of inventiveness, it is 

uninteresting to criticism, and, secondly, that it is upon the basis of inventiveness that fantasy 

can be defended. Furthermore, rather than being concerned with how the writer of fantasy is 

successful or conveying a sense of difference from previous fantasy texts, I am interested in 

how generic conventions–and especially those which confirm the authenticity of the fantasy 

world–are also ideological constructions. As Anne Cranny-Francis has said, “certain 

preconditions are necessary for the narrative process to operate simply and unproblematically–

and those preconditions are ideologically determined.”
365

  

The work of Sara Douglass, Alison Croggon and Fiona McIntosh demonstrates a 

process of gradual confirmation in which the setting, the system of magic, the events of the 

narrative and the inner nature of the main characters are gradually revealed to be ever more 

connected. The narrative strategies employed by these authors in order to confirm the logic of 
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the text rely upon the notion that the novel’s themes of nature, magical power and myth have an 

essential and enduring quality within (and beyond) the text. In this way, the process of 

confirmation becomes deeply implicated in the conservative ideology of the fantasy text. Rita 

Felski explains genre as “the organizational framework which mediates between text and 

context,”
366

 referring to Jonathan Culler’s claim that genre functions to “establish a contract 

between writer and reader so as to make certain relevant expectations operative and thus to 

permit both compliance with and deviation from accepted modes of intelligibility.”
367

 If “the 

text becomes meaningful only insofar as it is read in relation to existing expectations governing 

the reception of forms of textual communication,”
368

then a critical awareness of generic practice 

can reinterpret fantasy fiction’s own presentation of its themes as mythic and as “mused” or 

“dreamt” in terms of the cultural codes and practices that make such connotations of “myth” 

available to the reader. Such a deconstruction of essentialism is, as I shall demonstrate in the 

course of Chapters Three to Five of the thesis, especially important in analysing representations 

of ecology or of the gendered experience of magical power. 

 

 

The fantasy text promotes a particular set of interpretative practices, interpretative practices that 

are reliant on the reader’s familiarity with generic conventions. At the same time, the very 

assumption that the conventions will be understood and correctly interpreted is likely to assist 

the novice genre-reader in discovering exactly what is considered appropriate within 

contemporary fantasy. Privileged reading strategies are made overtly available to any new 

reader. In my discussion in this chapter, I have drawn upon the foundational work of Jonathan 

Culler on modes of intelligibility to support my argument that the generic codes and 

conventions referred to in a work of fantasy are important for the way that they are recognised 

by a popular audience. The mode of intelligibility associated with contemporary fantasy fiction 

provides the basis for a particular practice of reading. I have emphasised, furthermore, the 

importance of a popular-genre identification of fantasy. In order to perform an informed close 
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analysis, it is essential to be able to read fantasy fiction in its context as a contemporary genre of 

popular fiction. I have drawn from film scholars writing about Hollywood film genres, and from 

Ken Gelder’s important work on popular fiction, in order to propose that an idea of fantasy as a 

popular genre is one of the most useful to employ in studying individual works of genre. It is 

possible, furthermore, to make reference to the text’s place in genre without exhaustive 

discussion of what exactly that genre is, for the operations of the genre can be demonstrated 

through reference to individual works. In focusing on individual works without first situating 

them in a “history” of the genre, or in discussing a particular convention as generic without 

summarising a selection of further examples, a scholar of fantasy will not be discounting the 

nature of the fantasy genre as a popular or cultural phenomenon. We must get a little past the 

point of defining fantasy before we discuss it, or our discussions will never become critical, and 

focussed, and relevant enough to areas beyond fantasy literature specialisation.  

Nonetheless, as this chapter demonstrates, it is likely that in the discussion of 

contemporary fantasy fiction, there will be a productive tension surrounding references to genre. 

It is difficult, due to the familiar and even unconsciously understood nature of the genres 

present in a fantasy text (including the most recognisable popular genre), to determine the extent 

to which a particular narrative achievement is related to genre. The theories of genre and the 

examples from primary texts examined in this chapter have been utilised in order to demonstrate 

that while modern fantasy is constituted by generic practices, these practices do not account for 

the text itself. In my analyses of contemporary fantasy, I am drawing upon the evidence that 

exists within the text itself, as, following Culler, I am working on the assumption that there is a 

preferred interpretation to which an imagined reader is led.  

In this chapter I provide a model of a critical approach to fantasy fiction that is overt in 

its engagement with fantasy’s negotiations with a popular genre. I have suggested it can be 

useful to move away from a discussion of the reader’s belief and the world’s depth and 

plausibility, as these ideas, which are primarily the concerns of fantasy writers, do not 

necessarily allow the study of fantasy to be engaged with current ideological debates or with 

theories of wider literary practice. Where I complicate the discussion of generic conventions is 

in my assertion that the stylised, widely recognised and even at times clichéd conventions of 
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fantasy have an ideological effect. In the chapters that follow, my discussion moves through 

some of the ideological implications of fantasy’s treatment of the human relationship with 

nature, and of its female characters and their relationship to their own powers. The ideological 

effects of fantasy conventions are linked to their insistence upon essentialism and notions of 

what is appropriate to heroic and mythic narratives.  

It is a feature of the genre to imply that the imagined world of the text is one that is 

original, new, and complete. This evocation of a sense of newness for the fantasy world has its 

own implications for the ideological practices of the text. I have suggested that the reader’s 

registering of the world as new and original is not intended to clash with the sense of the world-

setting as also appropriate to genre. For this reason, references to legendary origins or heroic 

narratives within the fantasy text have the effect of confirming, rather than disturbing, the 

reader’s sense of the world and the story’s integrity and immediacy. As I shall demonstrate, the 

peculiar generic sincerity of the fantasy novel is closely linked to its reproduction of essentialist 

ideologies. Representations of magic and representations of myth continue to have power in 

contemporary Western culture, especially in relation to notions of the potential sources of 

spiritual power and definition - such as landscape. I am interested in the ways in which fantasy 

represents notions of belonging to traditions or belonging within a particular kind of landscape. 

I am interested, furthermore, in how fantasy fiction conveys ideas about aspects of women’s 

experience, and potential responses to experience, as somehow particularly appropriate, at least 

within a narrative space. Negotiations of genre can be closely related to the text’s 

representations of ecology and of gender-directed violence, as I shall demonstrate in chapters 

Three, Four and Five, for as Cranny-Francis has discussed at some length, ideology does not 

operate separately from generic conventions.
369

   

In the chapters that follow, I provide some much needed close analysis of contemporary 

fantasy fiction. Chapter Three will look at the source and system of magic in Croggon’s 

Pellinor series, examining the various ways in which the non-human world becomes a source of 

magic-as-power and, furthermore, a source of definition. Fantasy fiction’s intense concern with 
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landscape, such as is demonstrated in the Pellinor series, ought to redeem it to literary criticism, 

especially in Australia, for as Wilkins notes, “landscape is a default concern for the Australian 

literary community.”
370

 It is obvious that fantasy fiction is seeking to find ways to express many 

contemporary concerns about the human relationship with non-human nature. While other 

Australian fantasy authors, such as Sara Douglass and Kate Forsyth, demonstrate anxiety about 

belonging, and about locating and justly possessing the essence of magic, Croggon’s series 

focuses with less ambivalence upon promoting the human connectedness to and acceptance by 

magical nature and by magical creatures. In The Books of Pellinor the system of magic itself 

ensures that human characters are accepted by a native, natural world.  

In my close readings of works by Australian authors Alison Croggon, Sara Douglass 

and Fiona McIntosh, I continue to draw upon the ideas of genre and of the levels of 

intelligibility explored in this chapter. I argue that in the fantasy novels of Sara Douglass, Fiona 

McIntosh and Alison Croggon, the text’s identification with the fantasy genre activates a 

particular, privileged framework of interpretation. For example, fantasy privileges any 

association with myth and traditional material, or with ancient heritage. In the case of these 

Australian fantasies, there is the interesting sidenote that the authenticity of an ancient heritage 

can generally only be conveyed if it has once been lost and needs to be rediscovered. In Chapter 

Three, Chapter Four and Chapter Five, I focus in particular upon an interpretative framework 

that promotes and at the same time subtly disguises essentialist understandings of nature and of 

gender.  
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Chapter Three: Nature, Magic and Denied Dependency in Australian Fantasy Fiction 

 

“The things of the Wild are not as us; they are apt to forget what we must remember, and turn 

like fire in a trice from benign to deadly.”  

Alison Croggon, The Gift, p. 212. 

 

Magic has been associated with the non-human environment throughout the history of Western 

culture. Our Western concept of magic tends to be an idea of the effect of some kind of power 

upon a physical reality. For instance, Richard Kieckhefer explains that “when medieval clerics 

used the term ‘magic’ … or when the laity used other, parallel terms such as ‘sorcery,’ they 

were referring to practices that they believed could work…”
371

 Mircea Eliade suggests that 

“[m]ost peoples in the world perform acts by which they intend to bring about certain events or 

conditions, whether in nature or among people, that they hold to be the consequences of these 

acts.”
372

 Yet while magic is directed to achieve practical ends, Eliade explains further that “if 

we use Western terms and assumptions, the cause and effect relationship between the act and 

the consequence is mystical”.
373

 The logic of magic is symbolic, but its effects are tangible. 

Fantasy fiction operates in just this way, and draws the imagined reality of the text into 

representations of magical power. In fantasy, nature is both an actual and a symbolic site where 

magic can be accessed, or from which magic can be drawn.  

In this chapter, I focus upon representations of ecology as it is related to magic in the 

fiction of Australian fantasy author Alison Croggon. I have selected Croggon’s texts from the 

wide range of contemporary fantasy that is available because this series so overtly thematises 

the connections between magic and nature. Croggon’s Pellinor series (2002–2008) is an 

exemplary work with which to begin to examine how works of contemporary fantasy fiction 

rely upon ideas of environment to create a sense of the tangible nature of magic. In Croggon’s 

fantasy series, there is a very specific engagement of magic with what philosopher and ecocritic 
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Kate Soper calls the “lay” or “surface” definition of nature. Soper defines the lay definition of 

nature as  

ordinarily observable features of the world: the “natural” as opposed to the urban or 

industrial environment (“landscape”, “wilderness”, “countryside”, “rurality”), animals, 

domestic and wild, the physical body in space and raw materials. This is the nature of 

immediate experience and aesthetic appreciation; the nature we have destroyed and 

polluted and are asked to conserve and preserve.
374

   

Using this “lay” definition of nature is problematic in that it can draw us into the kind of 

dichotomies that ecocritics seek to escape, or at least to expose, such as that between unspoiled 

nature and nature contaminated by a human presence.
375

 Nonetheless, this lay notion of the 

environment is likely to be fundamental to the way that contemporary Western readers approach 

the concepts of nature that appear in these novels, and there is plenty of evidence that the texts 

themselves have adopted some of these distinctions. In the Books of Pellinor the non-human 

environment is often referred to as “The Wild”, a term that seems to extend to animals, plants 

and trees, and to the landscape, whether it is mountains, forests, rivers, deserts, ice plains, or 

even human-tilled farmland. While the choice of one particular fantasy text biases my findings 

towards the particular group of themes emphasised in this series, I also draw attention to aspects 

of the text’s dealings with nature that can be identified as typical of work in the genre. Writers 

of fantasy fiction are interested in presenting the reader with “real magic”–that is, accepted and 

plausible magic that serves to reinforce the reader’s sense of the presence and tangibility of an 

imagined world.  

In order to give a theoretical framework to my discussion of Croggon’s text, I draw 

upon ecocritical theory. Ecocritical engagements with literature are useful in broadening my 

discussion of the ways in which Croggon’s representations of nature resonate with the ways that 

magic is constructed in the contemporary genre. In the first section of this chapter, I engage 

some ecocritical theory with some of the major discussions of modern fantasy. In particular, the 

writing of foundational ecofeminist writer Val Plumwood provides some useful theory that has 
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informed my investigation of nature in fantasy. In Croggon’s Pellinor series, as in much 

contemporary fantasy fiction, non-human nature is often set in against the human in an 

opposition that is likely an echo of Cartesian dualism, which divides mind from body, and, by 

extension, human from nature. Plumwood argues that the dualistic thought of Western culture is 

supported by “a certain kind of denied dependency on a subordinated other.”
376

 Following 

Plumwood’s discussion of denied dependency, I argue that the practice of interpretation 

suggested within works of contemporary fantasy does not necessarily acknowledge the extent to 

which representations of nature are manipulated in order to serve the interests of the heroic 

narrative.  

In engaging with the theories of ecocritical scholars, I question some of the underlying 

assumptions of critics such as Laurence Buell, that representations of the non-human 

environment are able implicitly to convey a connection to the physical world in a way that is 

more immediate or vital or affecting than is available to other forms of literary representation. 

This is very much an assumption present within fantasy fiction, and is a notion certainly worth 

exploring for its presence in popular culture, but the special status given at times to 

representations of nature is a critical tactic of which I am wary. It is the very obviousness of the 

idea that nature in literature is somehow vital that allows a popular culture text to use ideas of 

environment in order to emphasise the tangibility and presence of the supernatural. Fantasy 

fiction invokes notions of non-human nature in a way that powerfully suggests the way that 

popular culture investigates that of which it is sure. As a result, a different critical angle of 

investigation is much needed, and in this study I attempt to bring to light some of the 

ideological implications of the sense of magical connectedness to nature that popular fantasy 

fiction offers to its contemporary readers.  

An ecocritical approach that is focused through representations of nature and ecology is 

better able to cut through the web of links that naturalise the novels’ claims. Just as feminism is 

a theory that is used to deconstruct naturalised concepts, ecocriticism has needed to separate the 

natural world from the metaphorical use of the natural world and to expose the reification of 
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nature. Ecostudies provides a new voice to cut across the Treesong and to interrupt the Star 

Dance in order to challenge the fiction’s own claims. As Greg Garrad explains, ecocriticism is 

“an avowedly political form of analysis. Ecocritics generally tie their cultural analyses explicitly 

to a ‘green’ moral and political agenda.”
377

 A critical investigation of the category of the human 

in fantasy fiction can support a political investigation of the responsibilities of human 

civilisation to nature, and the ways in which particular models of the relationship between 

human and non-human naturalise dynamics of power and responsibility. Garrad writes that “the 

widest definition of the subject of ecocriticism is the study of the relationship of the human and 

the non-human, throughout human cultural history and entailing critical analysis of the term 

‘human’ itself.”
378

 This is a broad definition that allows for the introduction of texts that do not 

themselves offer an overt ecocritical viewpoint or argument. Patrick Murphy is enthusiastic in 

asserting that ecostudies can move beyond texts that are ostensibly or traditionally about nature. 

Murphy makes some very convincing arguments about the ways in which science fiction texts 

might privilege issues that should be of great interest to the ecocritic.
379

 He writes that  

works of both science fiction and fantasy, such as Le Guin’s, Tepper’s, and McKillip’s, 

can provide analogous depictions of ecosystems and human interaction with such 

ecosystems … science fiction and fantasy works, such as those by Tepper, Russ, and 

Emecheta, can demonstrate the disastrous consequences of exploitative relationships 

between humans and other humans, humans and other sentient beings, and humans and 

ecosystems in which they are an exotic.
380

  

While high fantasy fiction does not rely upon, or even much promote, an analogous connection 

between its themes and contemporary society, it does explore themes and issues of ecology in a 

less overt manner. The downplayed and at times almost denied preoccupation with issues of 

ecology in fantasy are particularly interesting to bring forward for critical examination. Murphy 

highlights the different agendas of fantasy and science fiction, saying that 
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[r]ather than providing the alibi of fantasy, extrapolation [in SF] emphasizes that the 

present and the future are interconnected–what we do now will be reflected in the 

future, and, therefore, we have no alibi for avoiding addressing the results of our actions 

today.
381

  

This is indeed something fundamental to the fantasy novel, that it provides an alibi for the 

contemporary issues that appear in its pages. The “alibi of fantasy”, as Cranny-Francis has 

comprehensively argued, can be used either to draw attention towards or away from an issue of 

contemporary relevance; it is not necessarily apolitical. It is however important to acknowledge 

the ways in which fantasy presents nature through ideas specific to the genre.  

The notion of magic is, in many ways, the point at which representations of nature and 

the specific needs of meaning in fantasy writing intersect and can be investigated. 

Contemporary fantasy offers its readers a vicarious sense of connection to nature through 

magic. This sense of connection underlines tensions and problems in the human relationship 

with an ecology defined as both non-human and natural. Plumwood writes of the current human 

relationship with the non-human that “[b]reaking the dualism involves both affirming and 

reconceptualising the underside, nature”.
382

 Fantasy fiction, in its preoccupation with Soper’s 

lay idea of nature, more often performs only one of these moves. Authors such as Alison 

Croggon and Sara Douglass are able at times to reconceptualise, and at other times merely to 

reproduce, contemporary notions of nature as a subordinated other framed by dualistic thought.  

 

Magic and Nature in Contemporary Fantasy 

Fantasy fiction relies upon representations of nature for a sense of distinctness and physical 

presence. Modern fantasy scholarship consistently draws attention to the dependence of fantasy 

fiction upon a realist effect that “is best defined as a discourse which requires no justification 

because it seems to derive directly from the structure of the world.”
383

 As I have discussed in 
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Chapter Two, it is a critical consensus that “[f]antasy … needs consistency”
384

 and that, 

furthermore, “[r]eader and writer are committed to maintaining the illusion for the entire course 

of the fiction.”
 385

 Something that is often left unsaid by theorists of fantasy is the extent to 

which the internal consistency of fantasy fiction relies on nature, whether “nature” refers to a 

particular set of culturally shared and accepted ideas, or to the real world of things. 

When scholars such as Attebery or Rabkin define fantasy literature as a unique 

manipulation of representations of the “real”, these critical formulations of fantasy fiction 

contain an unacknowledged literary dependence upon concepts of the non-human environment. 

For example, Brian Attebery writes that “[t]he realm of the impossible–an abstract concept or 

mere figure of speech–is given a definite location by the fantasist.” Like most scholars of 

fantasy fiction, Attebery interweaves the metaphor of a world with a discussion of genre and 

generic conventions. He explains the specific nature of this “definite location” of the 

impossible, saying that “[n]early all fantasy takes place in or postulates another world, in which 

the fantastic or magical becomes the expected and normal.”
386

 Eric Rabkin expresses a similar 

belief to Attebery’s, saying that 

 [t]he ability of art to create its own interior set of ground rules is fundamental to the 

aesthetic experience, an ability that Tolkien calls “sub-creation”, but which more 

generally falls under the term “decorum.”
387

  

For Attebery, fantasy is created when the “impossible” becomes definite, created by and 

creating a “world”, while for Rabkin, fantasy inheres in the “dis-expected …those elements 

which the text had diverted one from thinking about but which, it later turns out, are in perfect 

keeping with the ground rules of the narrative.”
388

 John Timmerman writes that “[i]n fantasy, 

given a certain groundwork, the story is real”.
389

 To a certain extent this “groundwork” is 

already laid down by the reader’s expectations for–and recognition of–genre, but the fantasy 

author employs further techniques of confirmation. Some of these involve representations of the 
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natural world, and in many works of fantasy fiction, the everyday and the tangible are 

deliberately heightened. Definite, named, and mapped locations with well-defined and 

demarcated “grounds” are indeed foundational to a fantasy fiction text. The “definite location” 

that pins down the unreal and impossible to the “ground” relies upon a certain conception of the 

physical environment that is ideologically inflected.  

In each of these approaches to fantasy, the scholars implicitly approve of a consistency 

of thought, praising the way that details are marshalled and organised. Although the details 

themselves are often different, fantasy authors as much as authors of realist novels rely on the 

reality effect conveyed by inconsequential objects.
390

 Fantasy fiction is filled with tiny details 

that signify presence, and insist upon the reality of the (imagined) world of things. That which 

makes these details intelligible is the first level of vraisemblance, the invocation of “the real”.
391

 

The organised logic of internal consistency is dependent upon elements that can signify the real, 

and this is a task that in fantasy fiction falls especially to non-human nature.  

It is the work of ecocritical scholarship to examine how the non-human environment is 

constructed and positioned, and how the human relationship with the non-human is represented 

with reference to dominant cultural constructions and perceptions of nature. An ecocritical 

reading of a popular text demands a level of attention to the specific techniques, images, and 

ideology employed in relation to nature. At present, the representation of the non-human 

environment in fantasy fiction has been discussed in scholarship not as a use of or reliance upon 

such images and ideas, but instead as a kind of grand vision that allows a peculiar element of 

recognition and acknowledgement to Nature. One scholar to have tackled the subject of 

environmental themes in fantasy, Don Elgin, has suggested that the fantasy novel “plac[es] its 

emphasis upon humanity as part of a total environment or system and acknowledg[es] the 

absolute dependence of humanity upon that system.”
392

 Elgin calls this a “comic conception of 
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humanity.”
393

 In a chapter on Tolkien, Attebery looks at Elgin’s work on the “ecological 

perspective” of fantasy fiction. Attebery explains that  

Elgin borrows Joseph Meeker’s thesis that comedy, which emphasizes reconciliation, 

regeneration, and human foibles and limitations, generates a perspective more 

conducive to the survival of our species than the view of man as tragic hero, above and 

apart from the world of nature. Fantasy, which maintains a comic vision despite the 

preference of philosophers and literary critics for tragic nobility, represents a kind of 

realism in that it accepts our place in a larger system and also in that it insists on the 

primacy of immediate experience over abstraction.
394

 

I agree with both Attebery and Elgin that fantasy “insists on the primacy of immediate 

experience over abstraction”, but would question whether the realism of the text “generates a 

perspective more conducive to the survival of our species”, by allowing the reader to question 

the fundamental categories of human and non-human. The valuing of nature is not necessarily 

politically or ecologically viable if the ideology of the concept of nature itself is not carefully 

considered. As Attebery says 

 [i]n generating narrative embodiments of an ecological viewpoint, myth provides more 

valid models than does history, for history tends to divorce humanity from the natural 

world, while myth continually reminds us of our place within it. But the myths must be 

remade, for they contain also the seeds of an alienating, abstracting perspective that 

turns the stranger into the Other and the earth into a commodity.
395

 

Elgin seems to define his comic vision through its opposites: the comic is non-tragic, non-

humanist, non-modernist. Elgin’s connection between a comic and an ecological vision fails to 

be useful to a study of contemporary fantasy fiction precisely because it makes an almost 

essentialising claim that is based on only a few examples. Such a grand claim of a “comic 

conception that is ultimately ecological”
396

 disguises its origin in a handful of examples and 

offers itself as a total explanation of an evolution of genre as though it is in fact a pre-destined 
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kind of development. Elgin’s association of nature with particular literary forms, and with a 

kind of comic moral vision, is limited in scope. The approach of ecostudies is to analyse, not to 

reproduce, historical attitudes to nature and the environment. What Attebery identifies as an 

“ecological viewpoint”
397

 obfuscates the major issue. Whose viewpoint? Who is speaking for 

nature?  

The values that Elgin positively associates with the ecological vision of fantasy fiction 

are “interdependence, diversity, and vulnerability”,
398

 which correspond to the values that 

Thelma Shinn identifies in fantastic literature written by women in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Conflating fantasy and science fiction, Shinn writes:  

 [t]hese futures embodied in SF myth offer the symbiotic powers of community, 

communication, and ecological balance to reaffirm the cycle of life as they dissolve 

dualistic and linear limitations on our ability to perceive change.
399

  

Charlotte Spivack expresses a similar sentiment, writing that female protagonists in their 

“feminine quest” are concerned with “the cyclical nature of life rather than the linear nature of 

ambition.”
400

 Spivack identifies in fantasy fiction a “pervasive tendency to depolarize 

values”,
401

 especially those which support “[t]he traditional dualisms [which] have historically 

designated women as Other.”
402

 Spivack, furthermore, makes a connection between processes of 

depolarisation and a particular conception of environment, saying that 

 [a]lso implicit in depolarization is the rejection of transcendence in favour of 

immanence … inherent in the theme of immanence is the stress on the importance of 

the natural environment. These fantasies are ecology-minded, often with an attendant 

bias against technology which is usually regarded as exploitative.
403

 

Each of these scholars of fantasy has different concerns within the wider cultural 

project–Elgin to reclaim fantasy as a comic mode, and to instate its ecological credentials, Shinn 
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to explore and to prove the feminine structures of myth long hidden within patriarchal 

traditions, and Spivack to identify the specific changes to the genre of fantasy fiction wrought 

by women writers. Each of these scholars draws upon a similar dichotomy, presented as a 

challenge to traditional values, in which multiplicity is valued over singularity, and ambiguity 

and ambivalence are valued over strict hierarchical categories of good and evil, triumph and 

defeat, authority and anarchy. Spivack’s use of the term “depolarisation” is almost ironic here, 

as once the nature/culture, victory/survival, ambition/emotional development dichotomies have 

been depolarised, then those associated with the masculine are repolarised as singular in 

interpretation, sharply defined and policed, weighted towards outcome, and opposed to a 

somehow feminine pole of ambiguity, ambivalence, transformation, process rather than 

outcome, “being rather than becoming”.
404

 As Rita Felski observes, “[t]he celebration of woman 

as nature, maternity, mutuality, emotion, the body, has strongly conservative implications.”
405

 

Plumwood entertainingly describes this strategy as a situation in which the authors have become 

lost in the Cavern of Reversal, where “[t]rapped Romantics wander … lamenting their exile, as 

do various tribes of Arcadians, Earth Mothers, Noble Savages and Working-Class Heroes 

whose identities are defined by reversing the valuations of the dominant culture.”
406

 What is the 

difference in political effect between a text that focuses on the process of becoming and a text 

that focuses on the essential nature of being if both texts associate women with a nurturing non-

human environment and men with a powerful, but manipulative and destructive technology? As 

Chantal Bourgault du Coudray has noted, such reversals when they were first employed were 

part of a significant movement aimed at empowering what had been disempowered.
407

 

Contemporary fantasy fiction does indeed continue to draw upon themes that were of driving 

importance to ecofeminists in the 1970s and 80s, but the implications of these themes, and their 

integration with the subjectivity of the characters, are different for the different late twentieth- 

and early twenty-first century context.  
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Perhaps the defensiveness of scholars of fantasy fiction, still concerned to defend and 

valorise a genre which is perceived as not accepted by a literary establishment, has contributed 

to a relatively outmoded interpretation of the political contribution of fantasy fiction in 

valorising the feminine and femininity’s connection to ecology. For example, in a recent work 

of fantasy scholarship, Kim Selling claims that 

 [w]hen viewed from an ecocritical perspective, generic fantasy’s Romantic 

medievalism and pastoral ideas no longer seem retrograde or irrelevant, but rather 

articulate a powerful critique of modernity shared by environmental movements 

throughout the 1980s and 90s.
408

 

Selling’s formulation of the debate seems to be a defence relying on fantasy fiction’s own 

terms, co-opting the discourses of ecological criticism to reverse the value of “Romantic 

medievalism” and “pastoral ideas”. Selling returns to Elgin’s privileging of “interdependence”, 

when she says that “[m]odern fantasy increasingly stresses the interdependence of humans on 

other, non-human species and upon larger, cosmic or natural forces.”
409

 Selling’s observation is 

certainly accurate, but in its positive affirmation of the quality of interdependence, it remains 

too descriptive. In the course of her discussion, Selling discusses the participation of genre 

fantasy in the linked cultural movements of environmentalism and alternative and New Age 

religions. She writes that a “shared Romantic ideology and attitude towards Nature forms a 

nexus between fantasy, alternative religiosity and environmentalism.”
410

 These movements form 

part of a “Romantic protest” against modernity which, as Selling points out, is itself an aspect of 

modernity. Selling’s claims about the connections between New Age religiosity, 

environmentalism, and fantasy fiction are convincing, but her insistence that fantasy fiction, by 

offering anew a Romantic conception of nature as sacred, offers a challenge to some modernist 

or patriarchal or anti-environmental mode of thought is a problematic reversal of (perceived) 

values rather than a rigorous investigation of such concepts.  
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If fantasy fiction is worthy of study, then fantasy fiction is worthy of criticism, in the 

popular usage. What is needed is not a reversal of values but a disconnection between the 

perception of nostalgia or romanticism in a fantasy text and scholarly defensiveness. The 

presence of conservative ideology or pervasive nostalgia in fantasy does not make these texts 

irrelevant. Popular fiction is often nostalgic and conservative even as it is also subversive or 

topical. What is interesting is the particular iteration of ideology in the contemporary moment. 

As Jameson’s discussion of the strategies of fantasy indicates, that the “the spirit of fantasy” 

might be “technologically reactionary”
411

 does not make the text irrelevant to its contemporary 

moment. The response of the fantasy text to notions about technology is a contemporary and 

culturally significant response to history and also to the present moment.  

In the case of representations of nature, fantasy fiction continues to draw upon dualistic 

conceptions of nature drawn in opposition to the qualities associated with the human. These 

very distinctions, however, are utilised in fantasy in order to test the boundaries of 

contemporary definitions of nature. Fantasy transgresses the distinctions between humans and 

the non-human environment, as it transgresses the boundaries between the natural and the 

supernatural through magic. A major theme that has persisted in most modern fantasy is the 

responsibility of humans towards the non-human environment. The iteration of this theme is 

itself revealing about contemporary attitudes towards, and mingled desires and antipathy 

towards, certain aspects of the environment. In Alison Croggon’s Pellinor series, the structures 

of responsibility and the relationships that exist between the human and the non-human are 

mediated by the texts’ generic engagement with ideas of magic. Croggon’s fantasy series 

provides an example of some major trends in the genre of fantasy fiction, and at the same time 

picks up on and explores in some depth those preoccupations of the commercial genre that 

relate to ideas of nature and “wildness”.  

 

 

 

                                                

411 Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions (London and 

New York: Verso, 2005), p. 60. 



 149 

The Pellinor Series and Representations of Ecology  

Alison Croggon’s Pellinor series is comprised of four books, The Gift (2002), The Riddle 

(2004), The Crow (2006) and The Singing (2008). The series is published by Penguin Books 

Australia’s Viking imprint, and is an example of contemporary fantasy fiction at the centre of 

the epic fantasy subgenre. A brief summary of the complex plot of the series indicates the way 

in which the series has included many of the familiar operations of the genre. The protagonist of 

the Books of Pellinor, Maerad, is a young woman who lives as a slave on a remote holding. 

Maerad’s only possession is a carved harp left to her by her mother. Maerad has an innate gift 

for music, and has been taught to play her harp by a fellow slave. In the opening of the novel, 

she is discovered and rescued from slavery by a wounded stranger called Cadvan, who 

recognises Maerad as a potential Bard when she sees through his “glimmerspell”, a magical 

disguise.
412

 Cadvan is a Bard, and he introduces Maerad to her heritage as a daughter of two 

Bards from the School of Pellinor. Maerad discovers that she possesses the Gift, an innate 

magical ability that allows someone to become a Bard and develop magical power. 

Furthermore, as is revealed in the course of the first novel of the series, Maerad fits a prophecy 

of the “Foretold One”. The Foretold One is a hero who will be able to defeat a dark power 

known as Sharma, or the “Nameless One”, an evil and unnaturally immortal ruler from the 

distant past who is rising again to conquer the civilisation of Edil-Amarandh.  

Maerad and Cadvan rescue a young boy called Hem, and discover that he is Maerad’s 

brother, who also has the magical Gift. The Books of Pellinor follow Maerad and her brother 

Hem in their separate quests. The protagonists both discover that alongside their magical 

heritage as Bards, they have another magical heritage as descendants of the elemental beings 

who are known as the Elidhu. This is typical of the mythic arc of contemporary fantasy fiction, 

which tends to involve the discovery of magical heritage and the use of magic to defeat a 

supernatural threat. Interestingly, Maerad and Hem are singled out in the text by their descent 

from an Elidhu ancestor as being quite literally related to nature, for the protagonists come to 

understand that the Elidhu are animate aspects of the earth itself, embodying and embodied by 
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the landscape. Although the Elidhu are creatures who speak and take animate form, intervening 

in the affairs of civilisation, these beings are at the same time the land in which they are found. 

Croggon emphasises that in them there is no separation between being and place. This 

understanding is positioned as a more accurate knowledge and deeper understanding of the 

world, one that replaces the Bardic understanding of the Elidhu as merely strange magical and 

supernatural beings, who are known to but distrusted by the community of Bards. The mythic 

arc of the narrative and the sequences which introduce the Elidhu are linked by Maerad and 

Hem’s quest to discover the meaning of the “Treesong”, which will allow them to defeat their 

nemesis Sharma. The Treesong is the song of the Elidhu, something which they have lost and 

seek to regain. The Treesong functions like the Elidhu as an expression of a natural 

supernatural, or of a power inherent to ecology. Both the Elidhu and their Treesong are 

represented as at once magically distinct from and yet totally identified with the non-human 

world.  

Maerad discovers that the Treesong once belonged to the Elidhu, but was severed from 

nature when it was written down in runes by a Bard. Maerad also discovers that half of the 

Treesong is in fact written in the runes that decorate her harp, and learns the meaning of the 

runes, but the second half of the runes remain to be found. In the third book of the series, The 

Crow, Hem travels to the distant city of Turbansk with his mentor Saliman to learn about his 

own Gift for healing, and his strong empathetic connection to the birds of Turbansk. Hem 

rescues and befriends a white crow, Irc. When Turbansk falls to the Dark Armies Hem escapes 

with his friends, and he meets an Elidhu, Nyanar, who gives him the music for the Treesong. 

Hem and Irc travel into Dén Raven, the territory of Sharma, where Irc unknowingly steals the 

second half of the runes for the Treesong, which is inscribed on a tuning fork. In The Singing, 

Maerad and Hem are reunited and Maerad is able to sing the Treesong, releasing it from the 

runes in the harp and tuning fork. When Hem and Maerad eventually play the Treesong, it is 

strongly suggested that they are freeing rather than using the power of the natural environment. 

Nature is thus symbolically released from an entrapment in human signs, and in the process, 

Maerad defeats Sharma, whose immortality was woven into the spell that broke the Treesong. 

As the Treesong is played, Maerad brings the whole lost world of the Elidhu fountaining 



 151 

back,
413

 while this release of the song serves to “unwind” and obliterate Sharma. The interests 

of nature and civilisation have thus been able to coincide. In the same act, Maerad and Hem 

together restore nature to an original state of freedom and purify the magical Speech of the 

human Bards from Sharma’s polluted magic.  

Even such a brief overview of the narrative of the Pellinor series indicates that there is 

an interesting play between recognisably generic narrative elements of fantasy and another 

narrative, centred around the discovery and understanding of the meaning of nature. Those 

elements I would identify as the most typical to high fantasy are the threat of a corrupt and 

dominating power (Sharma), the young heroes’ questing for self-definition and for control over 

magical powers, the recovery of an ancient knowledge that has been lost or repressed. Each of 

these elements is modified by its contact with the figures of the Elidhu and the complex 

mediation of a human relationship with nature that they represent. 

The linking of generic convention and a consideration of ecology is especially evident 

in the construction of the quest object as the song of nature. The Elidhu called Arkan indicates 

to Maerad that it was the writing down of the “song” of nature into a series of runes that cased 

the Elidhu to lose contact with the song that expressed its essence:  

“They should never have been made,” he said. “But they were. That was the first ill. … 

Nelsor … was told the Song, and its potency and beauty amazed him. And secretly he 

made the runes, so he could have it for his own … He captured the Song of the Elidhu, 

and now it sleeps within these runes.”
414

 

Nelsor is a powerful bard who lived in the civilisation of Afinil, which functions as an origin 

myth for the Bards, especially in the codedly Western “Annar” from whence Maerad herself 

comes.  

Later, Arkan tells Maerad “The runes are empty … They are dead. To speak them on 

the air is a horror.”
415

 The Treesong inscribed on Maerad’s harp and upon the tuning fork that is 

recovered by Irc and Hem can be considered the “quest-object” of the series. Ironically, the 
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quest-object is falsely identified as an object, and yet must remain an object–divided, possessed 

and carried–in order to function as such in the narrative. It is worth noting here that the 

antagonist, Sharma, has not created or been responsible for nature’s severance from itself in its 

loss of the Treesong. It seems that Sharma has merely profited from the separation, which casts 

the objectification of the Treesong in the light of an act of human control rather than of an act of 

evil. The suggestion here is that language is trapped by written signs just as music is trapped by 

the instruments that humans have invented to control and express it. Underlying this motif of 

human creativity as control or even entrapment is a notion that the “music” or power of nature 

has an essential quality that is–or at least, ought to be–inexpressible. The tension between a 

valued notion of inexpressibility and the power imparted to human creativity and its expression 

runs throughout the Pellinor series, and is perhaps never quite successfully resolved. In effect, 

the notion of nature’s ineffability functions to underline the exceptional nature of the 

protagonists who are first able to give the essential quality of nature expression, and then are 

apparently able to release nature back to itself. I would argue that the motif of willingly giving 

up a power over nature earns Hem and Maerad a right to belong within and to a non-human 

environment. This earning the right of belonging, however, can be interpreted as a way of 

negotiating the right to power over nature on the part of humanity.  

 

Magic and Systems of Distinction in the Pellinor Series 

As I have stated, my project is facilitated by the interrelatedness of magic and nature in Alison 

Croggon’s Books of Pellinor. In particular, magic and nature are both defined within the series 

in relation to the creation of distinctions between animals, humans, magical humans, 

supernatural creatures, and creatures associated with evil, or “the Dark”. The Pellinor series 

portrays these different kinds of beings in sharp contrast to one another. This is an example of 

the way in which magic in fantasy fiction tends to be ordered, and also to be given some kind of 

concrete expression. Magic in fantasy is almost always explained as more than raw power. For 

example: magic can be given character and expression by being divided into four elements of 

earth, fire, air and water. Human affinity with and power over these essential elements gives 

magic a tangible presence in the narrative. Versions of such a division of magic into basic 



 153 

elements or essences can be found across works of fantasy. Finding expression in novels, films 

and all kinds of games based in a fantasy world, the four elements structurally and visually 

encode the special access and control (through magic) that the fantasy genre can offer. While 

the division of nature into basic elements is found in many religious and spiritual traditions, I 

would suggest that the importance of the elements in contemporary fantasy is not so much to 

provide spiritual or traditional symbolism, but instead to convey something of the physicality 

and actuality of the natural world. In this way, the depiction of plausible fantasy-world magic 

relies on nature being divided into classes and kinds of being or essence.  

In The Books of Pellinor, there are three distinct kinds of magic–the magic of the Bards, 

the dark, perverted magic of Sharma, and the wild magic of the Elidhu–each defined in terms of 

nature. Magic, in Croggon’s series, is at once supernatural and natural, for magic is an integral 

part of the constructed reality of the imagined world of Edil-Amarandh. In the Pellinor series, 

the magic that defines the metaphysical nature of human and non-human is also the magic 

associated most closely with the mythic arc of the high fantasy plot. Mental magic, magical 

battles, magic used by evil characters and any kind of inner magic of healing or perception are 

all versions of magic that inscribe metaphysical distinctions between categories such as human 

and animal, wild and tame, and the interestingly opposed categories of natural and civilised, 

which are in the Pellinor series both contrasted to the corrupt. In the case of contemporary 

fantasy fiction, I question whether, as Selling has argued, “[t]he emphasis is on continuity with 

rather than separation from Nature: there are no sharp distinctions; the boundaries are 

blurred.”
416

 In Croggon’s Pellinor series, the apparent interdependence of humans, animals and 

Elidhu could be analysed as an obscured or unacknowledged dependence of humans on the 

(naturalised) co-operation of the non-human environment with human interests. 

In the Pellinor series, the figure of the Bard provides a focus for ideas about magic, for 

notions of what constitutes the human, and for the human relationship with the non-human 

environment. The Bards are given the status of exceptional humans. The Bards are humans who 

are marked out by an inborn magical ability that is called the Gift, which functions as an inner 
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quality of exceptionality. It is a mark of nature that separates out Gifted humans from those 

without the Gift. The Gift implies an essentialist connection between nature and magic. 

Croggon indicates strongly that the magical power of the Gift is located in the body, with the 

idea that the Speech will awaken in a Gifted child. The location of magical power in the human 

body is emphasised in the fact that those with the Gift will live for three times longer than a 

normal human life. Magic has its ultimate source in nature, rather than in the will or 

consciousness of the magician. 

The Gift finds expression in a magical language known in the novels as the Speech. 

That is, those with the Gift are possessed of an innate ability to use and to understand the 

Speech, and are, furthermore, able to invest words of the Speech with an uncanny power–a 

power that allows the transformations, illusions, and physical and psychic manipulations that 

are recognisable to the reader as magic. The Speech also allows Bards to communicate with 

animals, all of whom innately possess the Speech. The books feature animal companions who 

are important characters in their own right: Irc, the albino crow, and Imi and Darsor, the horses 

that carry Maerad and Cadvan. 

The explanations of the nature of magic in the Books of Pellinor demonstrate a 

remarkable correspondence to Kate Soper’s idea of the “metaphysical” approach to nature in 

Western thought. Soper writes that “[e]mployed as a metaphysical concept, which it mainly is in 

the argument of philosophy, ‘nature’ is the concept through which humanity thinks its 

difference and specificity.”
417

 If “‘nature’ is the concept through which humanity thinks its 

difference and specificity”, then in the magical system of the Books of Pellinor, magic is the 

concept through which humanity enacts its difference and specificity. Soper writes that nature 

is the concept of the non-human, even if, as we have seen, the absoluteness of the 

humanity-nature demarcation has been disputed, and our ideas about what falls to the 

side of “nature” have been continuously revised in the light of changing perceptions of 

what counts as “human”. But in a formal sense, the logic of “nature” as that which is 

opposed to the “human” or the “cultural” is presupposed to any debates about the 
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interpretations to be placed on the distinction and the content to be given to the ideas. 

One is invoking the metaphysical concept in the very posing of the question of 

humanity’s relationship to nature.
418

 

This is exactly the case in fantasy fiction, that although works of fantasy are themselves 

participating in revising the “changing perceptions of what counts as ‘human’”,
419

 the 

challenges and revisions they offer are based upon at least an initial sense of separation. For 

example, the system of magic in The Books of Pellinor is a metaphysical system that marks out 

the boundaries of the human.  

The magical uses of the Speech function in several different ways to demarcate the 

human, the non-human and the utterly unnatural. The Speech allows humans a marvellous 

understanding of a non-human nature that is often figured in the books as secret, wild, and 

heroic. In their role in the narrative, the characters of the Bards develop important relationships 

with animals, and are forced to confront the supernatural/natural that is embodied by the Elidhu. 

The figure of the Bard in Croggon’s text thus combines a certain magical strangeness with his 

or her human nature.  

The Speech, the marker of an exceptional human, is also, implicitly, a marker of the 

basic exceptionality of the category of the human, for the human contains the potential for this 

transcendence of (apparent) human limitations. The magical language can be used without the 

instinctive magical power that belongs to the Bards. This fact actually reinforces both the 

natural and magical aspects of the Gift. It is made clear that the Speech can function as an 

ordinary language for humans who lack the Gift. It is used, for example, by the ruler of the city 

of Turbansk, Yan Itar, and her officials. Hem learns this to his surprise:  

 [t]o his amazement, the Ernani addressed them in the Speech; he found later that the 

Speech was used in the Suderain for all debates of high policy, and although she was 

not a Bard, Har-Ytan spoke it well.
420

  

The mysterious and transcendental Gift is given more tangible expression through the notion of 

the Speech. Yet Croggon does not rely solely on the notion of an innate, magical language, for 

                                                

418 Soper, “The Idea of Nature” p. 125.  
419 Soper, “The Idea of Nature” p. 125. 
420 Croggon, The Crow: The Third Book of Pellinor (Camberwell, Victoria: Penguin Books, 2006), p. 47. 
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the Speech does not replace the notion of magical power in the reader’s understanding. The 

magical Gift is necessary for the Speech to become natural rather than learned. It is, I think, 

fundamentally important to the fantasy fiction’s depiction of nature that the Gift precedes the 

Speech. The separation of the Speech and the Gift into two different co-ordinates holds the 

magic more closely to the body. It is clear that all of the power does not lie in the language and 

the words alone. This functioning of dual co-ordinates of language and power is one of the ways 

in which the (magical) “system of relationships”
421

 underlines the essentialism of magical power 

in fantasy fiction. The Bards are a fantastic mixture of human and magical, in whose bodies it is 

no longer quite possible to distinguish between natural and supernatural.  

The society and traditions of the Bards are intimately linked to their innate 

understanding of the Speech, and this affects their relationship with the environment. The series 

draws the reader’s attention to the different ways of being a Bard, and thus to a variety of uses 

for Bardic magic. The differences in the possible approaches to Barding, as they are outlined in 

the series, are outlined in relation to ideas of nature. These different uses of magic are, 

furthermore, ideologically inflected, which is suggested by the ways in which particular kinds 

of magic–and thus, interactions with the natural world–are connected to particular characters.  

The character of the Bard Silvia is presented as an alternative to Cadvan. Silvia’s 

expression of magical power–which is conflated with the force of her personality–involves 

ideas of non-human nature that are also representations of civilisation. By this I mean that Silvia 

is associated with an intense, tangible, sensory, physical world, and especially with those 

aspects of civilisation that find expression in a home; she herself draws a contrast between the 

more domestic arts of “Making” and “Tending” and the high and dangerous knowledge that 

Cadvan pursues as an agent of the Light. By contrast, in the passage of exposition that I have 

discussed in Chapter Two, Cadvan locates the history and the nature of Bards and their magic 

within a wider narrative of the world’s history, and the defining battles of the Light against the 

Dark. Cadvan and Silvia establish two different models for the relationship of magical humans 

to the non-human environment. While Silvia’s magic is an expression of the heightened sense 
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of communion that Bards have with non-human nature, Cadvan is concerned with maintaining 

the “Balance” that affects and, indeed, defines both human and non-human nature. These 

different kinds of Bardic magic are not represented equally or in the same ways within 

Croggon’s fiction. It is apparent that Maerad and Cadvan themselves will follow the more 

esoteric–and aristocratic–path of war and questing. Yet when Cadvan explains that Bards “all 

do the work of the School … Teaching, writing, making singing, growing … there are so many 

ways of being a Bard!”
422

 there is I think an implication that Bardic life is redeemed by the 

possibilities that Innail, Malgorn, and Silvia represent.   

Croggon appears to be wary of representing the Bards of Innail and their arts as simple. 

In the case of Silvia, the author emphasises the “complexity” of the “merry, practical woman 

Maerad was already beginning to love”.
423

 Maerad has a moment of insight about Silvia’s 

nature as a Bard, as she thinks of “how profundities moved beneath her laughter, like unmapped 

depths of water beneath a dazzling surface of ripples, and wondered at the complexities of these 

people.”
424

 Maerad begins to form an understanding of Silvia’s exceptional nature, and in so 

doing, Maerad demonstrates her own exceptionality. Maerad’s insight is based on a contrast 

between Silvia’s practicality and a sudden elegiac mood. The novel restates Silvia’s difference 

to other humans in an elegy for things passing. In Silvia’s meditation on the transience of the 

world, Croggon evokes the sense of elegy that so characterises Tolkien and some early works of 

modern fantasy. Croggon’s depiction of complexity could thus be seen to be based in a 

productive clash of genres, as Croggon harnesses two slightly different sets of generic 

expectation.  

One of the ideological consequences of the Bards’ exceptional connection to nature, as 

it is played out in the series, is that the magical Bards in their Schools adopt a model of benign 

stewardship of the landscape and mutual respect between animal and human. The Bards’ moral 

stewardship of the landscape is described by a Bard called Silvia. Silvia is a maternal figure 

who becomes one of Maerad’s mentors in the School of Innail. Silvia, and her husband 
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Malgorn, are framed by domestic settings in which they introduce Maerad to the material 

comforts and the arts of civilisation. Silvia explains this aspect of Barding to Maerad: 

“Are you a Bard, Silvia?” asked Maerad suddenly.  

“Yes, I am,” said Silvia.  

“My knowledge is mainly with herblore and medicine. I do not study the high 

knowledge of peoples long dead, or the histories of Annar and the Seven Kingdoms, or 

the great battles of Light and Dark, as Cadvan does. Malgorn’s knowledge is that of 

beasts, the beasts of the farmyard and of the wild. Few know as much as he does of the 

secret ways of animals, and none more than he of the husbandry of this land.
425

  

Here the reference to Malgorn’s abilities suggests a kind of moral ownership. Malgorn’s 

connectedness to the “beasts” is made possible by the magical communication of the Speech, 

yet this a connectedness that is in many ways indistinguishable from control. The permission to 

rely on them that is granted by the animals in the text, along with a knowledge of their secrets, 

in a way obviates the problems of human responsibility towards non-human nature. Silvia and 

Malgorn’s power is a model of connection but not one that necessarily considers the interests of 

non-human nature as equal to, or able to displace or even come into conflict with human 

civilisation.  

The pattern suggested by Silvia and Malgorn’s relationship to the non-human 

environment begins to appear in the way that the animal characters of the text interact with the 

human characters. The horses Darsor and Imi, and the white crow, Irc, are in themselves major 

characters within the series. Between Cadvan and Darsor, Maerad and Imi, and Hem and Irc, 

there is a special relationship of closeness and companionship. For reasons of space, I cannot 

analyse in any great detail the relationships between the major human and animal characters in 

the Books of Pellinor. It should be noted, however, that these animal characters are given 

relatively complex personalities and distinct voices, which makes it all the more interesting that 

these animal characters are shown in effect to be loyal to their human companions. The actions 

of the animals are limited to those which ultimately serve human interests. As such, this 
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situation could be explained through Plumwood’s terms as “instrumentalism” or 

“objectification”, where:  

those on the lower side of the dualisms are obliged to put aside their own interests for 

those of the master or centre, that they are conceived of as his instruments, a means to his 

ends. They are made part of a network of purposes which are defined in terms of or 

harnessed to the master’s purposes and needs.
426

  

The Speech allows the characters a level of communication with the non-human 

environment that is in effect a form of control, the rightness of which is confirmed rather than 

questioned by the events of the narrative. 

 

Tangible Magic  

Importantly, Maerad experiences magic as something that has expression in the real world of 

things. Magic, for the fantasy heroine, is both natural and supernatural, prosaic and symbolic.  

Her tangible grasp of magical power at the same time demands her understanding of the 

metaphysical nature of the world. As an example of the way in which the reader’s 

understanding of magic in fantasy fiction is guided by particular notions of the natural world, I 

turn to the image of “white flame”, a central metaphor for magic in the series. The image of the 

flame is not immediately associated with non-human nature, having a multivalent symbolism. 

Thus, the image is useful in avoiding the conflation of the text’s romanticism with a 

philosophical or ecofeminist valuation of romanticism’s themes. My purpose in examining the 

image of the white flame is to investigate the specific effects of “thingness”, or tangibility. 

Croggon associates Bardic magic with an image of a “white flame”, which features in the text 

as evidence of their use of enchantment.
427

 This magical fire is both symbolic and strikingly 

visual. Fire is tangible, and yet also has connotations that are incorporeal. In Croggon’s text, the 

image of the “white flame” can be read as a “proof” of magic. Maerad, for example, comes into 

her power over the Speech during a climactic battle. Maerad’s newfound magical ability is 

marked by the irruption of “white flame”: 
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Suddenly the torrent of grief became an all-consuming anger, and as if her anger tore 

aside a veil, a new awareness blazed inside her. Despite her extremity, she was 

possessed by a fierce, wild joy. Her blood sang through her veins like a silver fire. At 

last she understood her power and she knew, with a clarity like that of a dream, what 

she had to do. She stretched out both her hands and shouted: “Noroch!” 

The road lit up instantly with white flames, throwing the faces of the Hulls into 

ghastly relief, and there was a chaos of howling and yammering from the wers.
428

  

Maerad’s emotions, body, and magic are all closely identified in this passage. Maerad’s 

desperation, grief and anger are suddenly channelled into magical awareness, and this “new 

awareness” is expressed first through a new emotion–“a fierce, wild joy”–and is then located 

within Maerad’s body, as “her blood sang through her veins like a silver fire.” The idea that it is 

intensity of these emotions, and their bodily effect, that is the catalyst for her “new awareness” 

has the effect of naturalising the heroine’s access to her magical ability. Maerad’s self-

knowledge is described as “clarity like that of a dream”, which implies a power and a 

knowledge that rise up from the unconscious. This implicit knowledge is focused through the 

body; with her gesture the word of the Speech, “Noroch”, becomes an extension of Maerad’s 

body. In this movement of release, Maerad’s body and emotions become indistinguishable from 

her magic, transmuted into the magical fire that is both the sign and the actuality of her Gift. 

Ostensibly, this scene of coming-into-power hinges upon Maerad’s ability to use the Speech. 

Yet it is the emotion and the physicality of this scene that seem to govern the release of 

Maerad’s magic. Fantasy fiction concentrates intensely on a raw physical world that the reader 

understands as existing outside the mind of the protagonist. The reading practice of 

contemporary fantasy fiction relies on clarity, and entrusts the author with the responsibility of 

ensuring that landscape and mindscape remain distinct. In the image of the white flame, the 

natural and the supernatural are impossibly intertwined. The physical process of fire is 

transformed, so that the flame stands in perfectly for magic. Although for the characters it is 
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magical power that produces fire, for the reader, this magically produced fire allows the power 

to have a visible and physical effect that can confirm the nature of the fantasy world.  

Croggon’s use of metaphor and simile in this passage indicates the way that the 

dominant reading practice of fantasy insists upon the actuality and physicality of magic. The 

phrases “a new awareness blazed inside her” and “[h]er blood sang through her veins like a 

silver fire” do not represent actual “fire” in the reality of the text. Yet in conveying Maerad’s 

experience of her “power” and its effect within her body, this metaphorical use of fire does 

achieve a certain physicality. As I have noted, the character’s emotions, magic, and bodily 

experiences are almost indistinguishable in this passage. As the intensity of emotion builds, 

Croggon’s metaphors are transformed into the fire that has a tangible presence in the reality of 

the text. The metaphorical use of language in fact contributes to the effect of actuality.  

Clearly, this idea of magical fire is appealing to fantasists. Magical fire has been used to 

forge a symbolic link between the essence of a fantasy fiction world and a magical language 

that is under human control. In Christopher Paolini’s Eragon, the title character learns that he is 

able to speak the “Old Tongue”, and thus to use magic. The first word of the Old Tongue that 

Eragon uses is “fire”.
429

 Like Maerad, Eragon acts to protect himself and others, emotion and 

power combining in his body: 

a burning, fiery power gathered from every part of his body. … The energy inside him 

burned at an unbearable level. … A word suddenly leapt unbidden to his lips. He shot, 

yelling, “Brisingr!”
430

 

In both Croggon and Paolini’s work, the fire is summoned by a magical word, which is first 

uttered as a magical word that the protagonist has not yet learned, but which appears to 

nonetheless be channelled by their body as a receptacle for inherited power. I make this 

comparison not to indicate that fantasy fiction is derivative, but to ask why both of these authors 

of fantasy mark the protagonist’s first use of a magical language with flames. In the case of this 

scene in Eragon, the “crackling blue light” that ignites Eragon’s arrow
431

 is a confirmatory 

change in the physical world, summoned by the word of the Old Tongue. In this way, it fulfils a 
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“need of meaning” for the fantasy. Both magical power and the Old Tongue are proven to be 

essentially linked to nature. The idea of a special language such as “the Old Tongue” has been 

an important convention of fantasy.
432

  

Maerad is associated with a magic that is innate. Maerad’s magical power is latent at 

first, but is then powerfully released in the passage quoted above. While the Speech is innate 

and awakens naturally within a Gifted individual, Maerad’s nature as a Bard is encapsulated by 

the secret Truename that can only be revealed to her through a ritual of initiation. The ceremony 

that reveals Maerad’s Truename inscribes a desire for magic to be natural and innate, and at the 

same time, able to be controlled and accessed with ritual and esoteric language. The scene 

begins as follows:  

Less than half an hour later, hidden from curious eyes in Nelac’s private garden, 

Maerad of Pellinor became a Bard of the White Flame. Above blazed a field of stars 

where swung the waning moon, and the shadows of trees and flowers lay black and still 

on the silver grass. Maerad looked up and let the starlight fall on her face. She no longer 

felt afraid.  

She stood alone beneath a flowering anarech tree, dressed in her travelling 

clothes. On her breast she wore the brooch of the Lily of Pellinor, and in her hand she 

held a switch of rowan. Cadvan stood about ten feet away, his hands clasped, as still as 

a tree.  

Nelac came out of the house and he carried within his cupped hands a white 

flame. Maerad watched in wonder as he approached; the flame seemed to leap up from 

his eyes into deep shadow. …  

“Will you take the White Flame, in earnest of your vows to the Light?” Nelac 

asked.433 
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Rather than focusing on raw power irrupting into the physical world, the “White Flame” of this 

ritual could be interpreted as a philosophical or spiritual aspect of Barding. In contrast to the 

rapid succession of images that precede Maerad’s first use of her magic, this passage gradually 

reveals the details of the scene. Croggon here conveys a sense of stillness. Inverted sentence 

structure conveys a sense of ritual, but the details of the scene are sharpened by the use of a 

crisper and more modern sentence structure in between more stylised and archaic-sounding 

phrases. This passage focuses on the details of the outward scene: Croggon describes the 

symbols that Maerad wears and holds, rather than the character’s inner thoughts. As in the scene 

at the bridge, the fire is present both through the intervention of Bardic magic, and as a perfect 

representation of it. The scene continues:  

“I will take the White Flame, in earnest of my vows to the Light,” answered 

Maerad, and she held out the switch of rowan horizontally in front of her.  

Nelac put the flame to the stick and it caught fire. Maerad resisted the impulse 

to drop the wood, and held it as the flame spread along the rowan to her fists and then 

engulfed her hands in white flame. It didn’t hurt; instead a strange, fierce tingling ran 

along her arms and through her body, as her entire body was sheathed in fire. Rather 

than heat, she felt coolness, but it was as if cold leaped and flickered as flame did. She 

felt more alive than she ever had in her life, as if her blood had suddenly woken from a 

long sleep, and she looked into Nelac’s eyes in wonder. Then she heard, with a sense 

that was not hearing, a voice which was no human voice, but seemed rather the very 

tongue of starlight. Elednor, that was her Truename. Fire Lily. As the prophecy had 

said.  

After a short time the flames flickered and went out, but the tingling continued, 

and the dim colours of the garden and the gentle starlight were almost more brilliant 

than she could bear.
434

  

In this scene the meaning of magical flame is subtly altered to fulfil a different generic 

expectation. In this scene, the flame is literally transferred from Nelac to Maerad. However, this 
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act could be interpreted as a transference of meaning. We have seen Bardic magic as a bodily, 

natural power awakened in Maerad by an excess of emotion, and used with a similar, violent 

excess. Here the flame is controlled by Nelac. Through this ritual, Maerad’s initial, unconscious 

power is transformed so that the primacy of the Speech is reasserted. The ritual also suggests a 

spiritual transmutation. 

This particular scene of initiation relies on at least one very traditional and gendered 

figure. Nelac exemplifies the qualities that Western culture has associated with reason in 

contrast to nature, qualities which Valerie Plumwood associates with the “multiple exclusions” 

that make up “the identity of the master”.
435

 Nelac is established in the society of the bards, 

holding a position of authority in the city and presiding over a household. I have noted that the 

male character Cadvan, like his friend the poet and scholar Dernhil, and the über scholar Nelac, 

is associated with reading and writing and with historical and metaphysical knowledge. Like 

Maerad, Cadvan, Dernhil and Nelac are shown to battle against the forces of the Dark. Nelac is 

represented as a source for this masculine tradition of metaphysical knowledge, spiritual purity, 

and mental health. He is strongly figured as one of an exceptional few who can perform the 

ceremony of the White Flame. Whereas Malgorn and Silvia in Innail are surrounded by richly 

detailed descriptions of food, gardens, instruments, rooms, and clothes, Nelac is associated with 

more rarefied and intellectual aspects of civilisation. In contrast to Silvia’s herbal concoctions–a 

form of healing often associated in fantasy fiction with the feminine
436

–Nelac’s first act of 

healing is to heal Cadvan’s mind after his mental battle with a creature of the Dark.  

Maerad’s naming ceremony confirms what already exists: she has already come into the 

Speech and the Truename confirms Cadvan and Dernhil’s belief that she is the Foretold One. 

That Nelac initiates Maerad into her power in this way could indicate a certain desire for a wise 

and patriarchal figure to authorise Maerad in her role as a heroine of fantasy. Nelac is a fairly 

incidental figure in the text. It may be that in providing this traditional generic role, the figure of 

Nelac in fact offers Croggon a way to authorise her tampering with gender roles and notions of 
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heroism. It is worth considering, too, whether Nelac has perhaps greater legitimacy as a 

patriarchal figure through his own outlawed status. The figure of Nelac is drawn in contrast to 

the misogyny of the traitorous leader of the Bards, and so he is a figure of resistance and 

authority, both.  

In Maerad, Croggon blends qualities associated with the universal (masculine) hero of 

fantasy fiction: power over the world through a secret language, a Truename, a place at the 

centre of a prophecy, and belonging within an order defined by learning and history. At the 

same time, Maerad is associated with qualities that have been positively associated with the 

feminine as part of the project to “recuperate mythologies and symbols of the feminine … and 

to develop a basis for the positive experience of feminine embodiment and spirituality”.
437

 The 

insight that “the oppression of both women and nature is deeply ingrained in linguistic and 

mythological systems”,
438

 Bourgault du Coudray writes, “gave rise in the 1970s and 1980s to 

the project described by Alice Jardine as ‘the valorization of the feminine’ or ‘the putting into 

discourse of “woman”’.
439

 In the character of Maerad, Croggon is putting into heroic discourse a 

woman who embodies many of the traits of the valorisation of qualities and roles constructed as 

feminine such as Bourgault du Courdray describes. Maerad is young, untutored, and female, 

with an innate and sudden grasp of her power that occurred in a moment of high emotion. 

Furthermore Maerad has learned that she is part Elidhu, and thus is a descendent of the wild 

elemental creatures that are distrusted by the Bards. Maerad’s power makes her exceptional 

among humans in her ability to control and affect the natural environment, and she is 

furthermore exceptional amongst Bards for her Elidhu heritage and as the figure at the centre of 

a prophecy. Maerad encompasses the fantasy fiction concern with “Knowing”, in that she 

absorbs the lore of the Bards and learns about her own place in history, but at the same time 

Maerad is identified with nature in a way which is presented as transcending human language 

and traditions. Her brother Hem negotiates a similar path between traditional learning and the 

more ancient, even prehistoric, knowledge gained from the Elidhu and the natural wisdom 
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received from wild animal companions. Ecology in fantasy thus operates to give some 

substance and character to the notion of magical power. The fantasy fiction convention of 

magical power is, in turn, used in order to convey the characters’ exceptional ability to be 

connected to and to belong within the non-human environment. As I have demonstrated in my 

discussion of Maerad’s gradual claiming of magical power and knowledge, the privileged 

connection to nature is ideologically inflected. Maerad appears to fulfil a desire for someone 

who is accepted by and yet rebels against traditional systems, much as Maerad herself is 

accepted within, and yet controls, the natural world.  

 

The Elidhu  

Ideas of nature are incorporated into ideas of magic in a different way in Croggon’s series when 

she introduces the figures called the Elidhu. The Elidhu are a different branch of the system of 

magic. They represent nature’s power and agency, and embody the history of the natural world. 

The Elidhu are associated with both nature and with music, as though the two were indeed 

interchangeable. Throughout the novels, there is an (unacknowledged, suppressed, hidden) 

tension between the meaning of “speech” and of “song”. The song of nature, and the speech of 

humans to and with nature, are both aligned with each other by the threat of “The Silence”, 

which seems to be both a historical period of chaos and the breakdown of human civilisation, 

and a reference to the severing of the Treesong from nature that has been long forgotten by the 

Bards and the human civilisation. The confusion between the meanings of this term, the Silence, 

is a clever authorial choice rather than a clumsy one, indicating the competing voices in history-

making and the loss of knowledge to time. The Silence also seems to be the eschatological 

threat posed by Sharma to the present, and thus to nature.  

Fantasy fiction, with its concern to claim a sense of presence for its constructed world, 

infuses magic into non-human nature because nature so ably suggests the “real”. The quality of 

the everyday infuses magic that is associated with animals–both wild and domesticated–and 

with the environment. In order to explore how Croggon attempts to characterise the non-human 

environment as possessing magic that is independent of the human magic of the Bards, I will 

draw upon some ecocritical theory. Through the figures of the Elidhu, Croggon utilises the 
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possibilities of fantasy fiction to move the non-human nature from the background into the 

foreground. Non-human nature is embodied as an agent in the Elidhu. An Elidhu is a powerful 

being that can take on the form of an animal or a human. Ardina takes on the forms of a 

woodsprite, a human queen, and a wolf at various points in the series, while the Elidhu Nyanar 

appears in the form of a “tree man”, with both antlers and leaves and branches of a tree growing 

out of a human body.
440

 The third Elidhu pictured in the series, Arkan, takes on the form of a 

human king, although he is also briefly embodied as a storm chasing Maerad after she escapes 

from him.  

The Elidhu do not, in any of these guises, represent deities. Rather, according to the 

system of magic within the novel, an Elidhu is the non-human environment itself, with each 

Elidhu the embodied form of a particular, bounded part of the landscape. The Elidhu explain to 

the protagonists that they are not separate from their particular piece of the landscape. For 

example, during the narrative of The Crow, Hem meets the Elidhu Nyanar. Nyanar exerts his 

magical agency to remove Hem while he sleeps to a place of great natural beauty. Hem 

discovers that he is still in the same point in space, but is seeing the place in a time before the 

ecological devastation wrought by Sharma; indeed, Hem has been taken to a point in time 

before any human civilisation. Hem “hears” the voice of Nyanar:  

 I am here, said a voice into his mind. I am all that is here. There is no here that is not 

me. 

It was almost as if Hem were thinking these words himself, and yet he knew 

they did not come from his own mind, They fell into his hearing as gently as petals 

falling onto a stream. Hem nodded, suddenly understanding, and relaxed.  

Yes, Nyanar was this place; he was not in this place. He did not need to make a 

home here; he was that home. Hem breathed out slowly. He thought he could begin to 

understand what an Elidhu was.
441
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With Hem’s thought that he “could begin to understand what an Elidhu was”, the text suggests 

that this incarnation of Nyanar as the landscape itself is a truer form than his appearance as a 

tree man. Similarly, Arkan both is and speaks for nature. He explains his nature to Maerad thus:   

 “I live”, said Arkan with a peculiar arrogance as they walked. “And I do not 

die. The wind lives, the snow lives, the ice lives, the mountains live. Rock and ice have 

their own voices, their own lives, their own breath, their own pulse. Do you deny them 

that?” 

“No”, said Maerad, unable to conceal the sadness in her voice. “But I like 

flowers.”
442

 

There is a confusion of terms here, as Arkan “is” the mountain and yet refers to rocks and snow 

and ice with “their”, a distancing pronoun. The confusion mirrors, I think, the deeper 

philosophical confusion of a character who “is” nature and yet whose purpose here seems to be 

to explain nature to the human character, and in terms of human attributes–life, breath, pulse. 

These kinds of inconsistencies point to the problem of transforming nature into an agent, when 

agency is understood in terms of the human being. Furthermore, Maerad’s passive response, 

that she “like[s] flowers”, and the “sadness in her voice” has a fairytale tone that reminds the 

reader of her very generic position as prisoner to Arkan’s powerful king. The flowers with 

which she associates herself have a cultural association of contrast to rock and ice, wind and 

snow, and thus the identity and “life” of the rock and the wind that Arkan has been insisting on 

are conflated into Arkan’s identity as a hard, cold, unyielding captor. The generic familiarity of 

the gendered nature of Maerad’s imprisonment seems to prevail over the assertion that rock and 

ice have their “own” voices.  

In the course of the text the figures of the Elidhu insist upon the human inability to 

perceive the independent existence of non-human nature. Croggon has one of the Elidhu 

comment on a failure of communication between human and non-human. In the second book of 

the series, The Riddle, Maerad is captured by the Elidhu known as “Arkan” or “the Winterking”. 

Arkan is an Elemental of the mountains in the far north of the continent. He has also been an 
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ally and perhaps the lover of Sharma, although his purpose in capturing Maerad seems to be his 

own. In a conversation with Maerad, Arkan outlines the difference between human and Elidhu 

experience. He tells her:  

 “You have no idea what I know.” His scorn was naked, and she flinched. “No human 

knows anything of truth. Could you pick the smallest pebble out of a stream and tell me 

the truth of it? Could you tell me its story of long aeons of water and wind and ice and 

fire? No, to you it would be just a pebble, resting in your hand, of note only because 

you had picked it up. But that is not its truth.”
443

 

In the human’s limited understanding, the pebble becomes object for the human gaze, divorced 

from its surroundings–an object to be thrown through the air for the sake of its movement or 

taken for a collection. Arkan is scornful of a human perspective that sees nature only in terms of 

its own interest.  

The notion of nature being important in and of itself is constructed by a contrast with 

the idea of a human who sees nature as an object. Arkan’s claim, “that is not its truth”, is a 

claim that the pebble exists for itself. Arkan’s speech is an example of the strategy whereby the 

voice of nature can stand out in contrast to a perspective that is set up as human and unnatural. 

This technique of opposition to the human perspective is a sleight of hand, distracting the reader 

from the fact that the “nature” that speaks does so in a human voice, using human terms and a 

human body. In singling this series out as having a particularly interesting engagement with 

concepts of nature and environment, I do not seek to move the novels of the Pellinor series 

beyond their identification as commercial fantasy fiction. Nor do I seek to rehabilitate the genre 

by emphasising its innovation. Instead, I wish to explore the interesting aspect of the texts 

whereby the Elidhu challenge human knowledge but they also serve to allow the protagonist a 

more than human knowledge and belonging in nature. The fact that the Elidhu fulfil dual roles 

as nature’s voices and as wise, tutelary figures, who are also kings and queens, underlines the 

approach of many contemporary writers to the idea of nature as desiring to incorporate and 

accept the (special) human presence.   
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The unproblematic way in which nature suggests the real may in fact allow a text that is 

otherwise dedicated to an interior logic of realism to introduce a certain amount of ambiguity 

about the characters’ perception. In Croggon’s Pellinor series, there are brief moments when the 

constructed reality of the world is displaced by fantastic effects. Such ambiguity about the 

reality of the scene is facilitated by the double register of non-human nature as both presence 

and transcendence. The presence and vitality that non-human nature connotes is supported by a 

concept of nature as ineffable. Fantasy fiction in general, and Croggon’s fantasy in particular, 

draws upon a belief that nature in literature is both more material and more numinous than other 

aspects of mimesis.   

Some of the ideas of “wildness” and the “natural” that are embodied in Croggon’s 

figures of the Elidhu facilitate what Rabkin would call the “dis-expected”. Croggon’s Elidhu, 

who represent nature, are associated with problems of representation that trouble the very effect 

of realism that I have discussed. The demonstrably supernatural nature embodied by the Elidhu 

excessively marks out the reliance of representations of nature on a contradictory notion that 

nature is ineffable.  

Croggon’s fiction employs strategies whereby a notion of nature-as-agent is related to a 

failure of human perception and of human language. The Elidhu known as Ardina enters the 

text through a series of transitions, approaching first as music on the edge of hearing, and then 

as a song on the edge of apprehension. The song itself finds its way to the reader through a 

series of revelations that become ever more audible and comprehensible. When Ardina finally 

appears to Maerad in the embodied form of a wood Elidhu, her appearance is described through 

layers of uncertainty. The gradual appearance of the Elidhu creates an effect of the supernatural 

that has a quality of strangeness even within the magical ground rules of the fantasy-fiction 

world. The effect of these transitions is to create a quality of hesitation. As the scene continues, 

the sense of hesitation begins to accord more and more with Todorov’s notion of fantastic 

hesitation as a moment of uncertainty in which the reader or the character cannot determine 
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between different interpretations of the textual reality.
444

 As Ardina appears, Maerad’s thoughts 

show us the scene. 

It seemed then to Maerad that the woods darkened around them, and there appeared 

from between the trees a wavering, silvery illumination, like light from beneath water, 

and within the shifting light a figure. 

“Hail, daughter,” said the figure to Maerad. “I have been watching thee.” 

Maerad stared back in amazement. The figure was a woman, who would have 

been naked except for the strange impression she gave of being dressed in light, as if the 

bright silvery waves covered rather than revealed her. Maerad looked into her eyes, and 

they were the same yellow eyes which had startled her the night before. She had the 

wildest face she had ever seen, inhuman and fey, amoral and beautiful as a flower.
445

 

The description of Ardina begins with the qualification “it seemed”, which indicates that 

Maerad is in a state of doubtful perception. “It seemed” is followed by “and there appeared,” so 

that this term, “appeared” takes on some of the meaning of the hesitant “seemed” while 

simultaneously indicating the “actual happening” within the narrative. When “the figure” 

speaks, she seems to coalesce for Maerad, and thus for the reader. Her presence is marked by 

Maerad’s “amazement”, a reaction that ushers in both the impossible and the happening. The 

figure is more firmly anchored in the text with Maerad’s thought “[t]he figure was a woman”, 

so that the image becomes more specific and there is a tone of certainly as Maerad identifies 

also that “they were the same yellow eyes”. The words that surround the figure of the Elidhu 

remain characterised by a certain qualification, with phrases such as “like light”, “the strange 

impression she gave of being dressed in light”, and “as if the bright silvery waves covered 

rather than revealed her”.  

In this passage Maerad’s surprise, and, especially, her doubt and hesitation, emphasise 

the strangeness of the episode. It is important that a character express surprise and doubt about 

the fantasy fiction world, as the implicit reading practice is usually so weighted towards 

accepting magical events. A register of surprise or of doubt is a method whereby fantasy fiction 
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can signal what Eric Rabkin calls the “dis-expected”,
446

 and which I might refer to as a 

“supernatural” effect. That is, while the fantasy fiction reader expects to discover “magical” and 

“impossible” elements within the narrative, it is nonetheless possible to signal a kind of “magic” 

or “supernatural” happening that is strange within the logic of the constructed world. I refer here 

to a “supernatural effect” in order to distinguish it from the more usual effects of “fantasy-

world” realism that fantasy fiction deploys.  

Maerad’s is uncertain about whether the “music’ she hears can be music at all. Her 

uncertainty is expressed in natural images, as 

she thought she heard something, a voice which seemed to dance on the boundaries of 

hearing, so at first she wasn’t sure if it was a voice at all; perhaps it was the wind fluting 

through the branches, or the far cry of a bird.
447

 

Here the text seems to connect problems of perception and interpretation to ideas about non-

human nature. It seems that Maerad’s uncertainty will be overruled, and human perceptiveness 

reinstated, with Cadvan’s subsequent confirmation that he too hears the music. Maerad’s 

moment of hesitation reinforces Cadvan’s superior knowledge, and he is able to confirm for her 

that it is “real”. Cadvan says:  

“You can hear our fellow traveller?” He turned to her and smiled. “Not all ears 

can hear that song.”
448

  

Cadvan’s explanation does not so much confirm the presence of the music in the everyday 

world, as place the music in the realm of the magical that is his province. He interprets the 

music as occulted, but nonetheless available to an exceptional few, following the pattern of his 

descriptions of Bardic powers over the Speech. Yet it is Cadvan’s understanding of the music 

that is overturned as Maerad realises that she can hear the song in full, and then discovers that 

she can understand the words. In fact, if we read this passage in the light of the series as a 

whole, we would be able to conclude that Maearad’s first uncertain sense of the song as “the 

wind fluting through the branches” is in some ways more appropriate than Cadvan’s position 

that the song is a kind of “other” and occulted magic. For the Elidhu are associated absolutely 
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with nature, and the voice of an Elidhu is also not a voice at all, and is the wind fluting through 

the branches. Fantasy fiction often negotiates between these ideas of magic–a magic that is on 

the one hand so much a part of the world that it cannot be dissociated from it, and yet on the 

other hand needs to be noticed and remarked upon as something special. There is a kind of play 

to these revelations that matches the effect of Ardina’s presence in the text.  

Maerad and Cadvan’s meeting with Ardina is nonetheless a moment in which there is a 

sense of fantastic hesitation in which the realism of the fantasy fiction world is, however briefly, 

disturbed. The Elidhu are associated with a questioning of established systems of human 

knowledge. One effect of Ardina’s irruption into the text is not to question the reality of the 

constructed world, but to reveal it to be essentially different from human perceptions and human 

culture’s definitions and narratives. Throughout the series, the voice of nature is linked to a 

questioning of human perception, human language, and human knowledge. Nature’s voice is 

paradoxically associated with inexpressibility. Ardina’s song is an example of “nature’s voice” 

that is made up of images that suggest an innate, voiceless presence. The song reads as follows: 

Soft as a river is to the sleeping swan 

Cold as the moonlight fainting on a stone 

Deep as the deathless moss on the singing tree 

I am this, and this, and this 

 

Fleet as an unseen star in the dwindling glade 

Old as the hidden root that feeds the world 

Hard as the light that blinds the living eye 

I am this, and this, and this.
449

  

The “I am” in the song indicates that these verses indicate the “nature” of Ardina’s being.
450

 Yet 

what is expressed is not a simple identification with non-human nature. The images in Ardina’s 

song refer to a nature that is not only inhuman but is also predominantly inorganic. The 

adjectives–soft, cold, deep, old, and hard–do not suggest personification, and yet the poem 
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insists upon personhood with its refrain of “I am this…”. The use of both “I am this” and the 

construction “Soft as… Cold as…” is ambiguous, as the verses could be read to indicate either 

a metaphorical and adjectival equivalence, or an actual identification between the singer and the 

river, the moonlight, and the moss.  

In a reversal of our contemporary discourse of dwindling forests, it is the glade that 

dwindles in Ardina’s song, as the forest performs its function of closing in upon a gap. Even in 

this image, the forest is invoked but not necessarily identified with. Instead, the emphasis on the 

song seems to be upon the passing, unseen star, the light that blinds, and the hidden root, all 

suggesting something untouchable, or imperceptible. Without access to a new language of 

nature, I think that the author uses her compromised and inevitably cultural medium to good 

effect. The unexpected images of nature in these verses create a feeling of both elusiveness and 

presence. The song thus evokes modern, post-romantic ideas of the immanence of non-human 

nature.  

Another example of the association of uncertain perception with non-human nature is 

found as Ardina’s song is translated for the reader through Maerad’s consciousness. Maerad 

thinks that she 

 began to hear words, although they seemed abstracted, as if they were forms moving 

beneath the shifting surfaces of water. Then it seemed to her that a focus shifted, as it 

sometimes does when you gaze into a pool, so that where you had seen only the sunlit 

edges of ripples dazzling the face of the water, now you see clearly in its depth the still 

form of a trout stippled with red and gold, its fins waving lazily in the currents.
451

 

The association of the words of the song with “forms moving beneath the shifting surfaces of 

water” conveys an initial state sense of mental confusion, a state in which the usual meaning of 

language seems to be unstable. As the metaphor is extended so vividly to a trout in a pool, the 

text demonstrates its reliance upon images of non-human nature in conveying a sense of words 

being somehow unvoiced, themselves natural in a way that human language is not. 

                                                

451 Croggon, The Gift, p. 208.  



 175 

 The image of words as a trout in the pool allows me to explore the somewhat 

paradoxical but culturally significant connection between the ability of literature to reach out to 

nature, and the ability perhaps of nature to uproot the processes of representation. The image of 

a stippled trout in a pool has a reflection in the poem ‘Pied Beauty’ by Gerald Manley Hopkins. 

It is not so much this poem that I wish to bring into comparison with Croggon’s text, as an 

interpretation of the poem in an essay by Laurence Buell.
452

 Hopkins’ poem begins: 

Glory be to God for dappled things— 

For skies of couple-colour as a brindled cow; 

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim …
 453

 

To this last line in particular, Buell responds: 

how delicately responsive the poem is to the stimuli it registers! Who would have 

thought to see trout’s “rose-moles all in stipple”? In this way, aestheticism produces 

environmental bonding. Literally, the poet sees a painted fish; effectively, the 

aestheticist distortion animates the trout and makes its body palpable. There is no 

question that this is a live trout shimmering for an instant in Hopkins’ imaginary 

pool.
454

 

When Buell argues for “[t]he capacity of the stylized image to put the reader or viewer in touch 

with the environment”,
455

 he is interested in claiming that the effect of stylisation does not 

necessarily “work against outer mimesis or take precedence over it”.
456

 I am not so much 

interested in comparing “mimesis” with “stylisation” in literature, but instead wish to examine 

the assumptions about nature in literature that seem to me to inform ecocriticism’s 

preoccupation with literature’s capacity to evoke materiality or actuality. Buell concludes that 

“[the poem is] a tiny energiser that disperses the reader’s attention, in imitation of the poet’s 

own, out to various points of environmental contact.”
457

 I am interested in Buell’s identification 

of this “contact”, this ability of literature to have the reader “touch” the “environment”, which 
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seems to be understood as non-human nature in the daily life beyond the text. Croggon’s image 

of a trout in a pool is different: her fish is not “painted”, but made of words. Still, in both cases–

in the fantasy fiction text, and in the ecocritic’s analysis of a nature poem–there is recourse to an 

idea of a some aspect of nature–something “alive”–“shimmering for an instant”
458

 “in” the text. 

Buell interprets this poem, “Pied Beauty”, as a kind of “real” attempt to bring nature into the 

page, and into the mind of the reader, in a moment of connected experience. Croggon may also 

have something like this in mind–but in the way of fantasy fiction, Croggon is forced to tell us 

that the song is “like” a sudden jolting connection to the world, it is like “forms moving beneath 

the shifting surfaces of water” rather than the certain forms of words. The different effects are 

illustrative of the underlying principle, that although language is sometimes understood to stand 

between us and the world, the representation of nature in popular fiction can indeed provide a 

kind of “real” world, even as we are reading. In the case of my study of fantasy fiction, I would 

contend that the issue is not whether literature “really” does this. The idea that a kind of 

“actual” contact with nature can be expressed “through” fiction is undeniably problematic. The 

ecocritic Dana Phillips is concerned that to make such a claim for literary texts is to take a step 

“from social reality to ideology (or to myth)”.
459

 Phillips makes a note of Roland Barthes’ 

observation that the logic of this passage towards myth is “tautological, as when one righteously 

insists, !A tree is a tree,’ and means by that to include the tree even !as expressed.’”
460

 Phillips 

quotes Barthes:  

 ‘Tautology is a faint at the right moment, a saving aphasia, it is,’ Barthes writes, ‘the 

indignant ‘representation’ of the rights of reality over and above language,’ and it 

‘testifies to a profound distrust of language.’
461

 

Phillips writes that:  

 [c]onfusing actual and fictional trees, or trying to conflate them (however rhetorically 

and provisionally), would seem to be a primitive error, both in the sense of its being the 
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sort of error that perpetuates myth (ideology) and in the sense that it occurs at a level of 

such fundamental philosophical importance as to lead anyone who makes it astray.
462

 

Phillips is a scholar of ecostudies who is frustrated with what she perceives as ecocriticism’s 

“fundamentalist fixation on literary representation”.
463

 Phillips criticises the field of ecostudies–

focusing especially on the work of Lawrence Buell–for being overly concerned with how nature 

is represented. Phillips explains that literary studies in general have moved on from the issue of 

mimesis.
464

 The very fact that a “supposed ‘crisis of representation’”
465

 remains an issue within 

ecocritical studies is very interesting, and is perhaps revealing about the subtle and insistent 

ways in which we view nature as a special case. Perhaps the problem is not that ecocritical 

studies are concerned with how literature might bring us back to the world, but that often such 

studies do not explicitly acknowledge the rhetoric or constructedness of their claims. Phillips 

acknowledges here that the dual presence of actual and fictional trees can be put forward 

rhetorically and provisionally,
466

 but appears to stress that if the underlying ideology or “myth” 

is not also acknowledged, then the qualification does not carry much force. If scholarship works 

to proclaim the connection between actual and fictional trees as being in some way natural 

(rather than ideological), then it becomes almost impossible to disentangle the aims of a 

scholarly analysis from those of the text being studied.  

I argue that neither “stylization” nor mimesis provides a “point of environmental 

contact” in the way that Buell suggests, through a particularly–exceptionally–fresh or evocative 

textual effect. Rather, Buell’s reading of the poem “Pied Beauty” as a “tiny energiser that 

disperses the reader’s attention, in imitation of the poet’s own, out to various points of 

environmental contact”
467

 is persuasive because this notion, that writing can indeed bridge “the 

abyss that inevitably yawns between language and object-world”
468

 is actually an idea that is 

prevalent in popular culture, not marginalised by it. The idea that an image of nature connotes 

tangibility and presence is one which can be successfully invoked without an author having 
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touched some new kind of nature writing. Natural images in general, and nature poetry in 

particular, are commonly understood as able to form such a point of contact. 

This preoccupation with literature’s capacity to represent–and to do more than “merely” 

represent–nature, might be seen in Buell, when he argues that 

 [w]e need to recognise stylization’s capacity for what the poet-critic Francis Ponge 

calls adequation: verbalizations that are not replicas but equivalents of the world of 

objects, such that writing in some measure bridges the abyss that inevitably yawns 

between language and the object-world.
469

  

Buell evokes literature’s capacity to provide a connection to the world beyond the text. In his 

concern with “stylization” and “verbalizations that are not replicas”, I think that Buell is also 

expressing a belief in the difficulty of achieving such an effect within literature. A desire for 

literature to touch upon and connect with nature always seems to meet another traditional idea 

that literature cannot adequately represent nature. There seems to be a perception that there is 

some kind of extra problem inherent in representing nature, a problem which is not encountered 

in any other unnatural and human aspect of mimesis. This is perhaps not so surprising, given 

how often nature has been characterised as that beyond the page. The idea that literature must 

do something surprising in order to achieve this connection is a way of thinking that is 

fundamentally linked to the notion of literature’s capacity to connect us to nature. 

In Croggon’s Books of Pellinor series, non-human nature is thematised as something 

that cannot be captured even in the very words that one is reading. The pre-historic and innate 

language of the Elidhu functions to suggest that nature is able to evade and to transcend 

language. This is why Croggon represents the Elidhu’s magic and language as music, for music 

is also understood to be something that transcends the limitations of language. As in the 

example of Ardina’s song, the fantasy fiction text constructs the voice of nature as music, 

drawing on modern notions of both music and of nature as somehow transcendent. It is a theme 

of The Books of Pellinor that nature is beyond the scope of human representation and human 

language.  
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Ecocritics such as Buell are concerned that, having accepted that mimesis is impossible, 

writers tend to lose sight of the objective reality of the nature that they describe, so that 

“literature’s referential dimension” is forgotten.
470

 Buell believes that critical discussions in 

particular have tended to ignore how the “literary naturescape” could be “a place of literal 

reference or … an object of retrieval or contemplation for its own sake.”
471

 Buell writes that 

 [i]n contemporary literary theory … the capacity of literary writers to render a faithful 

mimesis of the object world is reckoned indifferent at best, and their interest in doing so 

is thought to be a secondary concern. … The consequence of this is suggested by the 

common omnibus term used for designating the sphere of the nonhuman environment in 

literary works: setting. It deprecates what it denotes, implying that the physical 

environment serves for artistic purposes merely as backdrop, ancillary to the main 

event. 
472

 

In fantasy fiction, nature is thematised but at the same time becomes an actor, moving and 

speaking in the foreground. As if to address Buell’s contention that the word “setting” discounts 

what it describes, Croggon literally has the setting become an agent, with a body, voice, power, 

and purpose. Nonetheless, although nature is constructed so as to appear to represent itself, it is 

problematic that the action given to personified nature is so complicit with human desires and 

aims. Garrad writes that 

 [t]he challenge for ecocritics is to keep one eye on the ways in which “nature” is 

always in some ways culturally constructed, and the other on the fact that nature really 

exists, both the object and, albeit distantly, the origin of our discourse.
473

 

Fantasy fiction appears to be affected by a similar challenge, as it is important to fantasy fiction 

that ideas of nature connote an objective physical existence. Yet fantasy at the same time draws 

upon a long tradition in which nature, however full of personality, is ultimately co-opted to 

serve human interests. The non-human, in the Pellinor series, although ostensibly shown to 

have its own independent voice and powers, is nonetheless instrumental to the human narrative, 

                                                

470 Buell, “Representing the Environment,” p.178. 
471 Buell, “Representing the Environment,” p.178. 
472

 Buell, “Representing the Environment,” p. 177. 
473 Greg Garrad, Ecocriticism (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 10. 



 180 

desires, and actions. The Elidhu, especially, provide the protagonists with help, knowledge, and 

a basis for an exceptional identity.  

The Elidhu who feature as characters in the text are bound up within human historical 

narratives, and have very human cultural trappings. There is a discrepancy between these initial 

entrances of the Elidhu, which have an air of the supernatural, and which provoke a fantastic 

effect of hesitation, and the function of the characters of the Elidhu in the wider narrative. In the 

narrative of the fantasy, they act as tutelary figures who grant gifts of power (as well as 

understanding) and advance the plot. Such a discrepancy actually underlines the way that the 

mysterious, elusive, wild power of the Elidhu relies upon particular, cultural notions about 

nature. Furthermore, the “wildness” and “naturalness” of the Elidhu is mentioned but is never 

really instantiated within the text. For example, as cited above, when Maerad first sees Ardina, 

Maerad looked into her eyes, and they were the same yellow eyes which had startled 

her the night before. She had the wildest face she had ever seen, inhuman and fey, 

amoral and beautiful as a flower.
474

 

Ardina has the animalistic attribute of “yellow eyes”, yet the way her face is explicitly described 

as “inhuman and fey” underlines the way in which the “fey” qualities of the Elidhu are not 

really substantiated, merely described. Later in the series, Ardina does appear in the form of a 

wolf, but we see her in The Gift as the elegant queen of a refined sylvan settlement. We are told, 

over and over, it seems, that “[t]he things of the Wild are not as us; they are apt to forget what 

we must remember, and turn like fire in a trice from benign to deadly.” 
475

 Yet the moment of 

deadly change that Cadvan and Saliman warn of never happens. In effect, during the course of 

the series, we see maternal, enfolding Nyanar, helpful Ardina, and Arkan who offers a threat as 

a Gothic hero/antagonist who imprisons and attempts to seduce Maerad; but he too furthers the 

plot and offers her important information for the completion of her quest. The characters most 

strongly figured as representatives of the wild are, like the animal characters in the text, figures 

who ultimately serve human interests.  
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Fantasy fiction sets out the possibility of an exceptional connection with nature. In Chapter 

Three, I have examined those cultural constructions that seem easily to enable a fantasy author 

to make a connection between magic and nature seem to be one that is obvious and appropriate. 

In particular, the popular notion of nature’s ineffability is paradoxically used in order to confirm 

and to heighten the imagined sensory details of the text. Images and scenes of the non-human 

environment are bound into conventions of genre, such as scenes of coming-into-power, in such 

a way as to confirm the tangibility of the supernatural events described in the narrative and thus 

the plausibility of the imagined world. The representation of ecology in fantasy can thus be 

considered in terms of a “denied dependency”,476 both in terms of the poetics of the text, and in 

terms of the ideological nature of the relationship of humans and the non-human developed in 

the major narrative arc. In the case of Croggon’s Pellinor series, what emerges in the 

representation of the human relationship to nature is the importance of connectedness and of 

belonging.  

In Sara Douglass’s Axis trilogy, the heroine, Faraday, who is an aristocratic and white 

human woman, usurps the role of conduit for the magic of the forests from the codedly non-

white “Avar” people who live in and worship the forest. Faraday becomes “Tree Friend”, 

channelling the power of the deity known as the Mother, whose magic had been especially 

guarded and overseen by the Avar people. The Avar are represented as being magically 

entwined with the forest, which exists in as much upon a spiritual as a physical plane. The 

bodies of the magically-empowered Avar become merged with aspects of the forest. Although 

there is this blurring of boundaries between the Avar and the supernatural or spiritual plane, the 

Avar people nonetheless also function as human in the sense that they are a culture of people 

who are in some respects misguided and overly traditional, and who fail to negotiate the most 

beneficial and most protective relationship with their environment.  

The characters Faraday and Azhure are both outsiders who become connected to the 

magic of the forest. In the course of the narrative, both Faraday and Azhure are presented as 
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being accepted by the Avar people, and Azhure is briefly accepted into the Avar culture. At the 

same time, there are other points in the narrative when Faraday and Azhure are shown to have a 

more clear-sighted understanding of the forest and its needs. This perceptiveness naturalises the 

power that each wields on the forest’s behalf. Azhure, for example, acts to defend the forest 

whose people are pacifist to the point of self-destruction, while Faraday communes with and 

learns from the figure of the Mother, who represents nature. Faraday remains independent from 

the Mother, and able to wield her power in a way that seems to have a different resonance to the 

magic of the Avar Banes, whose magical power ultimately causes them to be identified 

completely with the forest. At the end of their lives, female Banes return to the Mother to 

become the magical seedlings for the forest. The male Banes become the forest’s magical 

creatures.
477

 Faraday, like her sister-heroine Azhure, in a way becomes powerful due to her 

ability to hold herself apart from nature, and to be exceptional within it. There is a subtle 

contradiction whereby the heroine absorbs the identity of nature, and yet gains her magical 

power by remaining distinct from it. I would suggest that in this case, Faraday and Azhure, 

whose exceptionality is based on a certain level of distance, both represent the reader. In 

fantasy, the codes of genre become the spell whereby the permission to be connected to nature 

can be vicariously granted to the contemporary reader. Something that these books give to 

readers is a sense not only of permission to travel within and to protect a particular landscape, 

but also the insight that permission no longer needs to be granted. Permission has instead been 

translated into true belonging and in the case of Faraday and Azhure, into the kind of belonging 

which even supersedes that of the original inhabitants.  

Fantasy’s motifs and concerns have been directly linked with the contemporary 

environmentalist movement.
478

 In my view, what contemporary fantasy most reveals about its 

recurrent vision of the human relationship with nature is that the quest for permission to belong, 

once achieved, turns out to be a quest to allow the hero to discover that she never needed to ask 

for that permission, to discover that in fact she has always belonged. The non-human 
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environment in fantasy fiction is instrumentalised as a means to this end, in which the 

protagonist proves something about the essential nature of the world–and her special connection 

to it–even as she acts to save the imagined world. I am not interested in condemning the concern 

of fantasy fiction to instate a sense of belonging, but instead in tracing the anxieties and desires 

of a contemporary Australian readership in contemporary fantasy’s choice of themes. Notions 

of what is appropriate to the genre are reinforced by common-sense notions of what is 

appropriate in the human relationship with nature, especially when non-human nature is 

understood to be alluringly “wild”, rather than domestic or agrarian. In Croggon’s series, the 

potential alienation of the non-human wild is transformed into connection, as notions of the 

non-human are collapsed into the supernatural, and the supernatural is, in its turn, partaken of 

by the human Bards. Croggon’s use of nature for the purposes of representing magic is 

indicative of a wider trend in the contemporary genre. The slippage between magic and nature 

in Croggon’s work, and in other fantasies, is made possible through reference to a pervasive 

cultural tendency to attach ideas of the numinous and the ineffable to representations of the 

natural world.  
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Chapter Four: Magic, Women and Violence in Fantasy Fiction by Sara Douglass and 

Fiona McIntosh 

 

“…listen to me, Azhure. You will have to use all of your power, and all that I lend you, to 

rescue your son. And this power will have to be tempered with even more guile.” 

Sara Douglass, Starman, p. 520.  

 

In this chapter I investigate how magic is woven into representations of gender in contemporary 

fantasy fiction, in order to analyse how some of the negotiations of the form of genre fantasy 

allow competing and contradictory ideological practices to be promoted within fantasy texts. I 

focus in particular upon how magic is related to the fantasy-fiction theme of resistance to 

patriarchal norms. In my reading of some of the work of Australian fantasy author Sara 

Douglass, I argue that although these texts privilege the male and female characters’ resistance 

to patriarchal norms, their representations of magic often clashes with their overall critique of 

patriarchy. It is useful to examine the ways in which mainstream popular-culture texts “speak 

back” to the very discourses that they primarily encode; it is the hesitations and ambivalence 

within these genre fantasy texts which have drawn my interest in this chapter. Magic, in the 

fantasy text, is related to certain kinds of gender-directed violence. Yet the nature of the link 

between magic and violence is difficult to analyse. Trouble and discordance surround the 

female characters’ possession of magical power, in such as way that links between magic and 

violence form in spite of the generic insistence that magic allows the female characters to 

oppose patriarchal control. 

Building upon the work of Jane Tolmie, I examine the ideological effects of the fantasy 

novel’s concern with individualism and exceptionalism, concerns that are fundamentally linked 

to a depiction of magic as raw power. I also draw in this chapter upon the work of Anne 

Cranny-Francis in investigating the accrued ideological implications of commercial fantasy’s 

generic conventions. Many contemporary fantasy novels position themselves to comment upon, 

or to provide an alternative to, earlier traditions in the source material for the genre and in the 
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modern fantasy genre itself. As a result, this chapter is informed by a sense of the way that the 

genre has changed and adapted to a contemporary readership.  

This chapter also provides a much-needed close reading of texts that have been hugely 

important to the development of Australian fantasy. My analysis suggests that works of popular 

fiction often necessarily incorporate dominant discourses, which become mixed up with the 

texts’ more specific concerns and with their participation in other ideological or ethical projects, 

such as feminism. These genre fantasy texts are a fascinating area of study because their authors 

demonstrate an ability to allow oppositional and marginal voices to be heard, however briefly. 

At the same time, these same authors fulfil–and even set new parameters for–a heroic narrative 

that relies upon patriarchal discourses.  

Magic and violence are closely connected in contemporary fantasy fiction. Nonetheless, 

as I shall demonstrate, these fictions insist that magic and violence remain separated in 

important ways and at important moments. For example, in works by Sara Douglass and Fiona 

McIntosh, there is an apparent separation of the heroine’s acquisition of magic and her 

experience of gender-directed violence and persecution, but the separation is difficult to sustain 

given the repeated instances of gender-directed violence in scenes in which the heroine 

discovers or uses her magical power.  

The repetition of violence against women in these texts is at odds with the shift in 

contemporary fantasy fiction towards a magic that is universally accessible to men and women. 

A reading of these texts suggests that their “official” stance is that women’s possession of 

magical power should not require a price of suffering and victimisation. There is a very 

problematic contradiction in the split between the system of magic that defines and describes 

the constructed world of the fantasy, and the divided, gendered experience of that magic that is 

in fact made available to the characters. This contradiction is not necessarily unremarked upon 

in the text itself. Indeed, the contradictions, substitutions and hesitancies surrounding women’s 

victimisation in the work of Sara Douglass provide ample opportunity to break with the text’s 

principal claims of gender equality in matters of magic. These problematic and disruptive 

moments are not emphasised as a deliberate technique that challenges generic norms, but 

instead lie alongside a more consistent generic practice. Often, a competing voice seems to be 
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submerged within a generic demand for forward movement rather than reflection, privileging 

the development of both individuals and plot over the spiralling consequences of gender-

directed violence. For this reason, generic practice is often more clearly outlined by shadows 

that hover around instances of gender-directed violence, subtly redefining aspects of women’s 

gendered experience as inappropriate to genre.  

I have argued that it is necessary to read both with and against the genre in order to 

understand how a fantasy fiction text positions its readers. For this reason I focus in this thesis 

upon the representation of magic. Magic is identified as a distinctive and important aspect of the 

popular genre by authors and readers alike; and magic, as we have seen, provides an important 

structuring principle for the major themes of the fantasy and the development of the central 

characters. Although magic is not the only aspect of genre to shape the narrative in this way, 

issues of magic are useful in providing a focus for an analysis that is not completely locked onto 

the established patterns of the genre. In focussing upon how magic is represented, rather than 

upon how the imagined world has been constructed, I avoid the kind of closed and descriptive 

interpretation of fantasy that so often accompanies a discussion of the idea of the fantasy 

“world”.  

Scenes arise in the work of Sara Douglass and Fiona McIntosh that forge a link between 

women’s magical power and women’s experience of victimisation. At moments in the text that 

are close to and closely associated with the scenes in which a fantasy heroine discovers her 

magic, she encounters brutal, gender-directed violence. Rather than providing an opportunity to 

expose patriarchal and misogynistic attitudes, the communication that there is a link between 

women’s magical power and victimisation becomes fuzzy and unstable, full of static, and seems 

to fade out entirely as the plot unfolds. A link between violence and magic is disavowed by the 

systems of magic and systems of power that make up the consistency of the fantasy fiction 

world, so that an experience of violence is juxtaposed to the character’s possession of magic 

power, without being explained as either cause or effect. The elliptical and deliberately 

unacknowledged connections between magical power and gender-directed violence are at odds 

with a more general concern to expose and criticise misogynistic attitudes. This enforced 

disjunction between women’s victimisation and their possession of magical power allows me to 
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explore the question of whether depictions of violence against women complicate the overall 

condemnation of misogyny, jarring against feminist perceptions to reinforce violence as an 

inevitable narrative event. The obscuring of the feminist critique does not arise simply because 

the heroine is forced to suffer, but because there is a fundamental difference between the 

effectiveness of the heroine’s suffering and the hero’s. The difference can be seen in the way 

that violence unofficially authorises female magic.  

Both Sara Douglass and Fiona McIntosh are published through Voyager, HarperCollins 

Australia’s specific science fiction and fantasy imprint, and as such, are very much in the 

middle of the mainstream of Australian and indeed English-language fantasy publishing. 

Douglass’s books have perhaps directed the flow of the stream. As Kim Wilkins has noted, 

BattleAxe, the first book of Douglass’s Axis Trilogy, was the first Australian title to be 

published under the imprint,
479

 and in many ways heralded the fantasy fiction genre’s 

development in Australia.
480

 Wilkins writes that  

Battleaxe is often seen as the text upon which the considerable subsequent successes of 

Australian fantasy fiction were built both in terms of Douglass’s achievement as an 

individual … and in terms of the early affirmation and economic success of a new 

publishing venture.
481

 

Douglass’s work is both exemplary and distinctive, a combination that the reading practices of 

genre fiction facilitate. Douglass plays with conventions of genre without upsetting the general 

mood of sincerity that so often characterises fantasy fiction. Often in Douglass’s fiction, 

elements of plot will turn on a traditional, and usually generic, interpretative practice which is 

later revealed to be unreliable. This is a very effective technique for transforming–without 

rejecting–the narrative elements of the genre. The three books of Sara Douglass’s Axis Trilogy, 

the individual volumes of which are BattleAxe, Enchanter, and StarMan, were first published 
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between 1995 and 1996. Douglass’s later continuation of the series in the Wayfarer Redemption 

Trilogy–Sinner (1997); Pilgrim (1998); and Crusader (1999)–offers a fascinating investigation 

of genre conventions, as it takes the epic victory and restoration of the first series’ ending as its 

problem, and the final positions of many of the characters in the first series are reversed. In the 

period 2007–2010 Douglass published a third trilogy, Darkglass Mountain, which once again 

investigates the genre of fantasy as she takes up her previous narrative patterns, and lets them 

fall into a new arrangement.  

Fiona McIntosh has published four fantasy trilogies between 2001 and 2010. In 

McIntosh’s work, female disempowerment and magic are more explicitly connected than in 

Douglass’s work, and yet these connected issues are at the same time less involved in the story, 

providing instead a kind of background condition. McIntosh focuses in some detail upon the 

limitations placed upon her heroines by a patriarchal society, and this concern is inflected in the 

narrative structure of fantasy. The condition of female oppression is condemned in McIntosh’s 

novels, but is nonetheless an important condition of the male protagonist’s action. Her series 

Trinity, The Quickening and Percheron feature male heroes whose encounters with magical or 

divine power provide the structuring element for the narrative in a way in which the heroine’s 

magic or encounters with divinity do not. In the Trinity and Percheron trilogies in particular, 

there is a very interesting struggle between the focus on a central hero and the generic drive to 

present the reader with a strong, powerful, and interesting heroine. Such a struggle in a work of 

popular fiction should not be interpreted merely as a sign of a text’s compliance with a 

conservative narrative tradition, but instead as a negotiation between different generic and 

cultural imperatives. Fiona McIntosh’s works reveal the desire of an implied reader for a 

heroine who is a figure of strength and interest.  

In the study of fantasy fiction, the scholarly area that is most in need of defining is a 

middle ground. The texts that I have chosen for study, Alison Croggon’s Pellinor series, Sara 

Douglass’s Axis trilogy, Wayfarer Redemption trilogy and DarkGlass Mountain trilogy, and the 

four fantasy series written by Fiona McIntosh that are examined in the following chapter, are all 

texts of the middle ground, generically and ideologically. These works sit at the centre of the 

genre of fantasy in their sub-classification as commercial, mass-produced “high” or “epic” 
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fantasy. That these texts are on the whole ideologically conservative should perhaps be 

recognised as part of their participation in the mainstream. In a similar move to that which I 

propose, John Fiske writes of the commercial medium of television that “[i]t is taken to be 

wholly commercial, conventional and conservative. But this is only another way of saying that 

as a medium it is normative”.
482

 The mainstream and the mass-produced probably cannot be 

studied unless one is willing to look at those texts which promote dominant discourses. In 

Chapter One I discussed the tendency for scholars of fantasy to pour scorn upon such “middle 

of the road” texts, describing such work as commercial and derivative, and relying instead upon 

the rehabilitation of a particular work marked out as exceptional within genre in order to 

provide enough material for an interesting analysis of fantasy fiction. Yet an area of critical 

inquiry, especially into a genre of popular fiction, cannot really be sustained by a methodology 

that only acknowledges exceptional works as interesting to academic criticism. The authors of 

the novels examined in this chapter and in Chapter Five are involved in the cultural production 

of a mainstream popular genre. The representation of female power in these novels is a 

development within a well-recognised category of popular fiction. These works set out to 

challenge sexism, but their portrayal of resistance is not in itself radical. I aim in this chapter to 

negotiate a new space between the position that fantasy sets out, through analogy, to offer 

insights about the “real” world, and that fantasy rehearses a kind of fixed pattern without 

conscious intervention in the ideological implications of a traditional genre-plot. Jane Tolmie 

writes:  

Fantasy writers depend on strategies of analogy to enable insights into contemporary 

culture and gender politics, and that is one of the reasons that there is so much heavy-

handed symbolism (women in chains, women transforming into men) and so many 

discourses of feminine dissatisfaction (“I would rather be a man, I think”).
483

 

While Tolmie’s point is astute in the case of the authors she discusses in her paper–such as 

Marion Zimmer Bradley, Robin McKinley and Tamora Pierce–a popular genre author such as 
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Sara Douglass would reject the idea that the gender relations of her fantasy fiction offer an 

analogy for contemporary gender relations. If there is a deliberate analogy for Douglass, then it 

is to the past rather than the present.
484

 And for many other fantasy writers, the gender politics 

of the text are first and foremost an aspect of genre. This is not to say that the representation of 

gender and gender-based oppression in fantasy fiction does not offer insights into contemporary 

culture, and into the strategies of popular literature in relation to contemporary gender politics, 

but analogy is antithetical to fantasy fiction, whose originating principle is to offer an 

alternative and separate “world” and to maintain its distance and its difference from the reader’s 

reality.  

An important critical study of genre fiction written by women, including fantasy fiction, 

is Anne Cranny-Francis’s Feminist Fiction. Cranny-Francis provides the genre-fiction critic 

with a methodology for investigating fantasy fiction “on its own terms” without collapsing 

critical inquiry with the texts’ own claims
.485

 Cranny-Francis proposes a feminist reading of 

genre fiction in order to disclose 

the ideological nature of narrative itself; that this “form of understanding and 

explanation” is no neutral structure to be applied equally and justly to all, but an 

ideological mechanism by means of which we are taught to think, to understand and to 

explain in ways appropriate to the dominant discursive formation.
486

 

Cranny-Francis’s discussion highlights the ideological implications of certain narrative acts, and 

is particularly useful to the study of a kind of genre fiction which defines itself according to the 

conventions of story, implicitly privileging an ideology that allows the story to continue without 

pause or hesitation. Although she makes reference to the traditional and conservative narrative 

choices, Cranny-Francis’s concern is with the ways that consciously feminist writers use, 

transform, and appropriate genre fiction. She examines 
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genre fiction written from a self-consciously feminist perspective, consciously encoding 

an ideology which is in direct opposition to the dominant gender ideology of Western 

society, patriarchal ideology.
487

 

In the introduction to her book Cranny-Francis notes that 

[n]ot all women writers are feminist writers. Many writers work conscientiously within 

the dominant ideologies of gender, race and class; after all, that is the best way to make 

a living … and it does not preclude the expression of oppositional views within their 

texts, even when one suspects that these views are effectively subsumed by the 

conservatism which colours the text as a whole.
488

  

My concern in this chapter is how to describe a place for those women writers who are not self-

consciously feminist writers, but whose work cannot be categorised as simply obeying 

conservative, patriarchal ideologies. While it is likely that Sara Douglass or Fiona McIntosh (or 

any number of male and female authors of contemporary fantasy fiction) would not wish to be 

described by Cranny-Francis’s explanation of genre fiction “written from a self-consciously 

feminist perspective”, I am not sure that either writer would entirely reject this identification, 

either. This point compels me to recognise an important point of difference here between 

Tolmie’s analysis and my own that stems from the very different preoccupations of the fantasy 

fiction under study. Tolmie’s argument is based around texts that make fairly explicit critiques 

of patriarchy. In Pierce’s Song of the Lioness Quartet, Alanna must impersonate a man in order 

to become a knight, and in Bradley’s The Shattered Chain, the central characters join a society 

of women who have chosen to renounce the patriarchal society of their planet entirely.
489

 These 

books are in this sense “feminist genre fiction”, and in most respects they fulfil Anne Cranny-

Francis’s criteria for “a radical revision of conservative genre texts, which critically evaluates 

the ideological significance of textual conventions and of fiction as a discursive practice.”
490

 

Although the novels of Douglass and McIntosh are published for an audience that is aware of a 

                                                

487
 Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction, p. 1.  

488
 Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction, p. 1. 

489
 See Tamora Pierce, Alanna: the First Adventure (New York: Atheneum, 1983); In the Hand of the Goddess (New 

York: Atheneum, 1984); The Woman who Rides Like a Man (New York: Atheneum, 1986); and Lioness Rampant, 

(New York: Atheneum, 1988). See also Marion Zimmer Bradley, The Shattered Chain (New York: DAW, 1976). 
490

 Cranny-Francis, Feminist Fiction, pp. 9–10. 



 193 

feminist inquiry into the impact and consequences of gender-directed violence, these novels do 

not articulate their critique of patriarchy as a central theme of the narrative according to the 

practice of feminist genre fiction suggested by Cranny Francis. For the most part, contemporary, 

mainstream genre fiction does not offer a critique of the practices of genre or of how generic 

practices might enforce patriarchal attitudes. Instead, contemporary novels offer feminist 

insights that are mixed up with competing ideologies. It is a feature of contemporary popular 

culture that some aspects of feminist thought will be taken up–or even taken for granted–while 

others will be ignored. In the case of many works of contemporary fantasy fiction, effects or 

implications that contravene patriarchal codes tend to be available to the reader in a partial, 

rather than systematic way.  

The reading position suggested by the novels of Douglass and McIntosh could thus be 

described in Cranny-Francis’s terms as one in which “sedimented ideological discourses will 

often conflict with the reading position produced by feminist ideology.”
491

 A basic feminist 

consciousness can often come into conflict with the ideology which, to adopt Cranny-Francis’s 

terms, is encoded in the plot of fantasy fiction. Fantasy fiction relies upon traditional narrative 

patterns, whether this tradition can be traced in past culture and literature or whether it is an 

imposed modern set of ideas about such traditions. The depiction in these fantasy novels of an 

apparently unnecessary, but unavoidable experience of violence indicates a tension between 

what this feminist consciousness has revealed, and what has been enshrined in mythic iterations 

of such violence in traditional narrative.  

Fantasy fiction demonstrates an interest in how the generic narrative patterns of fantasy 

fiction are experienced by female characters. While contemporary works of genre provide 

responses to stereotypes in literary tradition, it is often the case that the modification of these 

stereotypes is not radical, and the challenge to generic convention does not always challenge 

underlying ideas about gender, or what constitutes a “high” or “mythic” narrative. Characters, 

roles and plot elements that are presented as having overturned generic expectations are often 

conservative in themselves. The fantasy novel positions the reader to understand that the text is 
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“doing something different”, but, as Tolmie has discussed, the very situation that is modified–

whether it is a woman’s experience of forced marriage or a man’s need to hide part of his racial 

heritage–is confirmed as a staple of narrative. If such unequal situations are codified as a 

requirement for stories to take place, then 

is this a message that overturns expectations about culture or paradoxically provides a 

backwards affirmation of an undesirable general condition? … what do their sufferings 

tell us? That nothing has changed, or that things have changed, or that things should 

change?
492

 

Fantasy fiction continues to rely upon traditional gender roles. For this reason, it is disingenuous 

to insert the term “female hero” in place of “heroine” for mainstream contemporary fantasy, as 

it is almost always the case that the female protagonist is absolutely a “heroine”. She is usually 

a heroine in the sense of a “romantic” heroine, but more importantly she functions in the plot as 

someone who is imperilled, as a quest-object or a prize, and as someone who offers help or 

helpful objects to the hero. Each of these are roles associated with heroines in Western 

traditions of folktale and romance, and have persisted in modern fantasy. These roles do not 

entirely define the heroine of modern fantasy, and the heroine may occupy such a role for only a 

small fraction of the text, but they remain an important aspect of how the female protagonist is 

understood. In particular, the fantasy fiction protagonist seems to take on the role of an 

imperilled heroine who embodies an eroticised female helplessness. In her critique of modern 

American culture, Susan Brownmiller writes that “playing the beautiful victim … goes to the 

very core of our sexuality”.
493

 Brownmiller writes that this “beautiful” victimhood is one half of 

the “myth of the heroic rapist”
494

 which “glorif[ies] the man who perpetrates the violence”.
495

 

Contemporary fantasy fiction rejects the role of the “heroic” rapist in favour of a monstrous and 

aberrant perpetrator of sexual violence, but keeps the notion of the threatened and beautiful 

heroine. 
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Although genre fantasy fiction offers a sustained portrayal of misogyny, exposing and 

raising questions about patriarchal ideology, it has at the same time a tendency to portray the 

misogyny of a specific male character as a kind of secret impulse that is the reason for the 

patriarchal social structure’s existence. The location of misogyny in the individual is an 

example of the relatively unsystematic nature of fantasy fiction’s critique of sexism. Fantasy 

fiction relies upon certain assumptions about history without actually being set “in” history, and 

seems to shift between impossible freedom, and stereotypical forms of restraint that tend to 

refer to, rather than instantiate, a more systematic culture of oppression. In some fantasies, the 

gender-based oppression that is understood to exist in the medievalist setting has a gestural 

character. Fantasy fiction is often criticised for creating its setting in this way, by making an 

almost unconscious reference to perceptions of a vaguely medieval, but strictly misogynistic 

and feudal, culture. While I reiterate that I find this unobjectionable in terms of style–it is far 

more definitive, than indicting, of genre fantasy fiction–what ought to be a matter of scholarly 

interest is that such secondary reference to patriarchal conditions has a considerable ideological 

effect. 

Jane Tolmie examines some of the problems and contradictions that occur when 

feminist interventions become themselves institutionalised and made formal conventions. 

Tolmie discusses this problem in terms of the heroine’s exceptionalism, which is enacted 

against a backdrop of other women who are silenced, oppressed, and victimised without any 

hope of change or of redress. According to Tolmie, the price of female participation in medieval 

romance is its exceptionality. For the heroine to participate in the adventure, the romance must 

also show “[b]ehind her and all around … the silent rank and file of women who do not choose, 

elude, or escape.”
496

 Tolmie quotes Helen Cooper, who says that medieval romances “do not 

offer any revolutionary attack on conventional sexual morals or a patriarchal system of dynastic 

inheritance, but they do repeatedly show women exerting their freedom within the system.”
497

 

Works of contemporary fantasy fiction barely negotiate a more revolutionary practice than this, 
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especially when the portrayal of women who are not major characters is taken into account. 

Contemporary fantasy fiction does not hesitate to offer a host of “women who do not choose, 

elude, or escape” the perceived oppressions of a medieval social structure. The constricted roles 

that the heroine rejects are fulfilled by the other women, seen and unseen, who inhabit the 

fantasy text. These female characters live within a prescribed worldview, and have internalised 

the sexism and misogyny of their own culture. I term supporting characters such as these 

“NPCs”, or “non-player characters”, a term for the “extras” who wander in fixed circuit the 

towns and houses of role-playing computer games. These characters are given a certain set of 

words or actions which they will then repeat, endlessly, for their function is to inhabit only one 

portion of the game, and to advance only one particular moment in the gameplay. The 

supporting women of fantasy novels have a similarly limited script. An example of such a 

character is the briefly glimpsed Devera, “twenty-two year old daughter of Duke Roland the 

Walker. Devera had a blue-eyed, fair-haired prettiness that Faraday [the book’s heroine] found 

extraordinarily appealing”.
498

 Upon Faraday’s unwanted betrothal,  

Devera was wide-eyed with amazement … chatting non-stop about clothes, servants 

and babies until Faraday’s temper had snapped and she asked Devera to leave. Devera 

had been offended, and left muttering about how Faraday would have to learn some 

manners when she was married to Borneheld.
499

 

Merlion, Faraday’s mother, provides another example, also insisting that Faraday’s attention 

remain on dresses and her duties as a future Duchess of Ichtar.
500

 Embeth, a character who takes 

a lover and seems discontent with the emotional fulfillment that is offered to her in her 

prescribed role, counsels Faraday:  

“Your duty is to your husband, to look after his needs and his estate and to bear his 

children. If love also comes, then that is good. But whatever happens you must also 

respect and honour him.”
501
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In these characters, the novels seem simultaneously to recognise and to reject a role of 

compliance in patriarchal and misogynistic attitudes. Val Plumwood would diagnose this as a 

case of “denied dependency”.
502

 Faraday will learn to defy her religion and her social role, and 

so complicity is ultimately displaced onto one of the “backgrounded”
503

 women of the text. If 

the exceptional protagonist represents the contemporary woman reader, then is her place outside 

the community a strategy that denies that Western women have a cultural heritage of complicity 

in patriarchy?  

What the function of these backgrounded women highlights is that the contemporary 

fantasy narrative is not a feminist narrative, and indeed, it is likely that any jointly voiced calls 

for equality and for freedom would interrupt the “decorum” of the fantasy fiction text. A notable 

exception in the field of epic fantasy is Anne Bishop’s Tir Alainn series, in which a host of male 

and female characters join forces in order to fight against the misogyny that is deliberately and 

systematically spawned by a group of Inquisitors.
504

  

Following Cranny-Francis, I take the position that whether a feminist critique of the 

patriarchal system is effective hinges on whether the text is exposing the connection between 

the naturalisation of women’s experience of violence and oppression and the sexist ideology of 

a patriarchal system. Unlike Cranny-Francis, however, I am dealing in this chapter with texts 

that are in this sense only partially effective. A related question is whether, when an 

oppositional stance does emerge, it can endure through the distraction of the generic narrative. 

Cranny-Francis sets up an opposition between genre and innovation. Her contention is that 

feminist writers using narrative must explore and expose its conservative and 

conservatizing function in order to avoid the appropriation of their work by the 

dominant discursive formation, the gender ideology of which is patriarchal.
505

 

Cranny-Francis’s warning about the political and social implications that can be transmitted 

through particular narrative conventions is an important one, but at the same time is overly 
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proscriptive, and restricts critical inquiry into texts that fail to avoid “the appropriation of their 

work by the dominant discursive formation”, and which eventually do silence the oppositional 

voice. Tolmie underlines a difference in the ideological preoccupations of medieval romance 

and contemporary fantasy fiction. She describes the difference as a “transition … from implicit 

or submerged critique/destabilization to explicit and obvious critique/destabilization”.
506

 

Contemporary fantasy texts cannot be assigned as purely explicit in their critiques on the one 

hand, or as purely “conservative and conservatizing” on the other. To relegate fantasy texts to 

those which are appropriated by the dominant discursive formation of a patriarchal ideology is 

to discount the lumpiness of the mainstream work of fantasy fiction. In many works of 

contemporary fantasy fiction, the feminist critique/destabilisation of cultural (and generic) 

norms is mutable, emerging from and then becoming resubmerged within more conventional 

and ideologically conservative genre practices. Rather than suggest that feminist authors can 

present an oppositional voice despite genre, I would suggest that the formal nature of generic 

conventions often allows these conventions to overwhelm the oppositional voice and to limit the 

space in the text that a questioning of ideology can occupy.  

Cranny-Francis’s emphasis on the responsibility of the writer in avoiding 

“appropriation … by the dominant discursive formation” occludes the possibility that the reader 

will be able to read against the gender ideology of the text. When Cranny-Francis says in her 

introduction that  

if you are looking for a populist audience, where best to start than with their 

entertainment, especially when you are also aware of the conservative ideologies 

otherwise naturalized into those same texts
507

 

she unwittingly adopts that same condescension towards the readers of popular fiction which 

she criticises elsewhere. This reference to a popular audience as a potential group for conversion 

seems to underline a division of “us” and “them” that absolutely does not characterise genre 

fantasy fiction as it is constructed and received. The majority of genre-writing today is produced 
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by authors and consumed by readers who share a sense of the genre, often envisaging 

themselves as part of a community as well as a readership.  

It is part of the practice of genre writing to evaluate the genre itself. The feminist 

practice that Cranny-Francis identifies in the work of some writers is in a way an extension of 

the work that constructs a genre text in the first place, in that every work of genre fantasy fiction 

is made up of elements carefully selected (and received) as an element of genre that suppresses, 

or subverts another element of genre. Indeed, Cranny-Francis notes that it is this aspect of 

popular fiction that makes it so useful to feminist writers. Cranny-Francis explains that 

“[c]ontemporary feminist use of these heavily conventionalised literary forms thus involves 

writers in a process of constant evaluation of the constitutive practices of their own texts”.
508

 To 

some extent, all writers of genre fiction are involved in just such an evaluation of “the 

constitutive practices of their own texts”, whether or not they have adopted a particular 

ideological stance towards these generic practices. The difference of course is that the feminist 

writer of genre fiction is seeking to lay bare the links between narrative construction and 

ideology, while most genre writers tend to insulate the connections. I am interested here in those 

genre writers who for the most part accept the ideology encoded into convention, making use, 

for example, of the stylised fantasy-fiction versions of race and class without investigating the 

accompanying ideological implications. In suggesting that authors such as Douglass and 

McIntosh are not (for the most part) writing as self-consciously feminist authors, I mean that for 

these writers, the questioning of patriarchy that their works invite is associated with the needs of 

meaning of the narrative itself, not with a wider ideological project. Fiona McIntosh, for 

example, in an interview responded to a question about the social implications of her writing:  

DL: Do you attempt to influence the way people view society through your writing, and 

if so do you believe Fantasy can have an impact?  
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FM: No, I definitely make no attempt to influence anyone. My books are just really 

good stories to get carried away on. No one could ever mistake them for driving a 

message. I do believe fantasy could be used to influence, though.509  

For Douglass and McIntosh, as for many writers of contemporary fantasy fiction, the 

text’s challenge to a particular construction of patriarchy is an aspect of convention. For the 

majority of mainstream contemporary fantasy fiction written by Australian writers, it is not the 

case that “the deconstruction of a patriarchal discourse is a fundamental strategy”.
510

 Instead, as 

Tolmie has argued, fantasy fiction invokes a medievalist version of patriarchy in order to show 

that female protagonists are able to operate outside that system’s constraints.
511

 It is a 

fundamental aspect of contemporary fantasy that the female protagonists be able to construct 

subjectivities beyond that which is marked out for them in patriarchy. The exceptional 

capabilities of the female heroes of fantasy fiction exemplify how fantasy blurs the fourth level 

of vraisemblance, which exposes generic conventions,
512

 with the third, in which the text 

becomes intelligible through its generic conventions,
513

 for the heroine is subtly presented as 

exceeding the expectations of genre as well as those of her society. That is, although it is the 

case in almost every example of the contemporary genre that the heroine will not have 

internalised a sense of her own inferiority to men, she is nonetheless presented as newly 

exceptional.  

 

The Gendered Experience of “Universal” Magic 

In this chapter I am examining a contradiction in fantasy fiction between the way that magic is 

explained–as something universal and ungendered–and the way that the characters’ experience 

of magic is shown to be, unavoidably, gendered. Because the heroine’s experience of violence is 

so often closely connected to her use of magic, the novels also set up a distinction between the 
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way in which such magical power can be experienced by male and female characters. A 

distinction between male and female experience of power occurs in contemporary fantasy 

fiction at a period in which the distinction between the essence of male and female power has 

finally been erased. In order to understand the relationship between violence and women’s 

magic in fantasy fiction, it is necessary to understand how women’s magic has been a conduit 

for the changes in gender roles across the developing genre. “Magic” in fantasy is a generic 

convention which is discursively constructed as a tangible expression of an inner power. 

Something that distinguishes later works of modern fantasy from earlier fantasies is the greater 

emphasis on a magical power that can be directed and controlled. In recent works of fantasy 

fiction, magic is a kind of raw power that needs to be shaped by the creative control of the 

magic-user. This power may be drawn on equally by men and women–or at least by human men 

and women, as magic is often differentiated in kind for human and non-human races. An 

important, and often overlooked, ideological concern of contemporary fantasy is that magic, 

which is literally power, is presented as neutral. Magical power is ungendered and unmediated 

in the way that it reaches an individual magic user. Magic is also natural, in the sense that it has 

its source in “the world”, and can be drawn into the body of the magic-using character.  

Such a representation of magic facilitates an important break with an essentialist 

depiction of magic as gendered. Women in fantasy have been powerfully associated with female 

rather than with a universal magic, in the history of the genre. An overview of the genre reveals 

a temporal lag between the inclusion of female characters in the main narrative, and their ability 

to wield magic in a way not entirely defined by biological and social gender roles. Women like 

Galadriel were magic, but magic power that is malleable and subject to creative control is first 

associated with a male figure. It is perhaps an oversimplification, but in earlier works of modern 

fantasy, women’s power is female while male power stems from a free and universal source. 

Male power, furthermore, is able to be used in innovative ways even when the protagonist 

becomes attached to a hierarchal system of learning. Le Guin’s Ged is an example of such a 

character, although Le Guin also provides an exception in that her Wizard of Earthsea directs 
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the reader’s attention to the gendered nature of male power, rather than presenting it as the norm 

of magical power in a fantasy adventure.
514

  

In early works of the modern genre of fantasy it is unusual to find a female character 

wielding power to affect change, a gendered construction of magic that can be attributed at least 

in part to the gendered roles assigned to the characters. Kathleen Cioffi records that  

in the 1950s and 1960s, a new group of science fiction authors, the “New Wave” writers 

closely associated with the British magazine New Worlds began publishing stories that 

explored the psychology of their principal characters in greater depth … Still the roles 

that female characters played were extremely limited in both science fiction and 

fantasy. In science fiction, women were wives, girlfriends, scientist’s daughters, or 

rewards for heroic deeds performed. In fantasy, they were goddesses, witches, fairies, or 

devil women.
515

 

When the role of a female character remained in many ways ancillary to the role of a male 

character, the expression of her magic was often still tied to an idea of aiding someone pass 

through “stages” or through an initiation, of hindering or helping, of healing or prophesying. 

This gendered division did not endure long; as the genre developed, it became an obvious 

strategy in writing the female fantasy protagonist that she demonstrate a capacity for creative 

use of a magic power that is universally available. Yet alongside the desire to represent the 

heroine’s creative control of her magic is a desire for the traditional ancillary roles of women to 

be recognised still. The representation of women’s magic in fantasy responds to a historical 

narrative in which women’s roles and experiences are marginalised. The invention of symbols 

that link magic with women’s social experience is part of a response to a history of exclusion 
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from heroic narratives. Chantal Bourgault du Coudray identifies a particular cultural 

phenomenon that influenced such a response to traditional material in fantasy fiction: 

From the 1970s, feminist assessments of the pervasiveness of patriarchal systems of 

domination exposed, among other things, the consistent equation of femininity with 

nature in Western culture, and the systematic degradation and exploitation of both under 

patriarchy. This insight was accompanied by the recognition that the oppression of both 

women and nature is deeply ingrained in linguistic and mythological systems–a 

perception that gave rise in the 1970s and 1980s to the project described by Alice Jardine 

as !the valorization of the feminine’ or !the putting into discourse of “woman”’.
516

 

 “Consequently,” Bourgault du Coudray explains, “writers engaged in the valorisation of the 

feminine have identified and elaborated a number of archetypal images.”
517

 Critical and creative 

work converges in this examination of archetypes, as when Thelma J. Shinn surveys a 

comprehensive list of what she terms “fantastic literature” and “SF” by women writers in terms 

of their use of mythic and legendary material.
518

 Shinn’s work can be understood as part of a 

project that  

aimed to recuperate mythologies and symbols of the feminine that had been 

systematically denigrated or distorted under patriarchy, and to develop a basis for the 

positive experience of feminine embodiment and spirituality. The merciless fertility 

goddesses and supernatural seductresses of the nineteenth-century imagination, for 

example, were reinterpreted as the debased descendants of a prehistoric culture in which 

the feminine was revered.
519

 

Shinn’s interest is in how women characters take on roles within myth narratives, and she 

provides ample evidence that this is a close concern of the fantasy novels by female authors that 

she surveys, especially those written in the 1970s and 1980s that make up the bulk of her 
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primary sources. If the women in these texts have some kind of magical power, it does seem 

that such power is important mainly as it authorises the character’s association with a Goddess, 

life force, mother earth, or tradition of spiritual quest, and her association with attendant 

symbols and narrative elements. Shinn suggests that the authors of these works have created a 

space for women in fantasy in which they can be associated with mythic archetypes and mythic 

narratives in such a way as to evade and transform what Shinn characterises as patriarchal myth-

narratives. Shinn writes:  

I hope to show in this study that both the truth uncovered and the surfaces suggested in 

SF myths by women attempt to offer a future rooted in ancient myth, rejecting the 

cultural myths of patriarchy.
520

  

Shinn’s own project is thus indistinguishable from that of the books which she surveys, 

although Shinn goes further than her source texts when she writes that  

[w]orlds within women–archetypes drawn from ancient myth as it was shared orally in 

pre-patriarchal cultures, a reality which still survives in the female unconscious–began 

to emerge through earlier women’s fiction as well.
521

  

Shinn connects these works of “SF” not merely as an ideological project to reclaim elements of 

the fantastic as associated with the social experience of women, but as expressions of a 

universal female literature. Discussing Shinn’s argument, Bourgault du Coudray notes that 

“[t]he notion that knowledge of a prehistoric, powerful femininity is somehow embedded in the 

modern psyche is related to Jung’s theorisation of the archetypal content in the collective 

unconscious.”
522

  

Rita Felski articulates some of the conceptual difficulties for feminism caused by this 

project to authorise special feminine archetypes. The goddesses and goddess-like magic users of 

the modern fantasies surveyed by Shinn operate according to a “dualistic vision which 

counterposes a conception of a holistic, harmonious, and organic !femininity’ against an 
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alienated, rationalist, and aggressive masculinity.”
523

 Shinn’s search for female archetypes that 

simultaneously predate patriarchy and survive through it, albeit radically alienated from it in a 

“female unconscious”,
524

 is in fact an ironic reflection of a compromised narrative that remains 

defined by dualistic thought. As Felski has noted, this 

reiteration of existing ideologies of gender which differs only in its privileging of the 

feminine pole serves to reinforce gender distinctions, to narrow women’s options rather 

than expand them; women are to remain determined by the stereotypes from which they 

have long struggled to liberate themselves. 
525

  

Felski even echoes Shinn’s own phrasing, itself drawn from the language of fantasy and SF, 

when she says that in this kind of construction, “feminism remains a mystical secret knowledge 

residing in the inner worlds of women”.
526

 Felski employs the metaphor of the “world” to 

challenge its closed circularity.  

Charlotte Spivack, publishing a study a year after Shinn that looks at ten authors of 

fantasy who were also primarily writing in the 1970s and 1980s, concludes that “[t]he female 

protagonists [of fantasy] are concerned with the moment over eternity, with being rather than 

becoming, and with the cyclical nature of life rather than the linear nature of ambition”,
527

 and 

she summarises the ways in which the fantasy heroine is aligned with nature against culture, 

emotion against reason, and stasis against action. Although conceived of as an empowering act, 

“[t]he celebration of woman as nature, maternity, mutuality, emotion, the body, has strongly 

conservative implications.”
528

 The archetypes that are celebrated can structurally reinforce the 

idea of women’s magic being ancillary to men’s.  

Spivack differs from Shinn in that she does not reach into the ancient past or the female 

unconscious in order to identify some of the strategies that women writers have employed to 

create a “female” version of the fantasy genre. Indeed, she writes that “[t]his kind of fantasy is a 
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modern, i.e., postmedieval genre.” Although Spivack is also interested in modern retellings of 

legendary material, her analysis is focused upon the ways in which female authors of fantasy are 

revising a modern genre. She writes that: 

[t]o varying degrees the work of these ten writers does represent a feminine revisioning 

of the fantasy quest and its heroes, the fantasy work and its occupants, and, above all, 

the meaning of magic at the heart of fantasy.
529

 

Spivack, unlike Shinn, is not attempting to rediscover authentic female myths. Spivack’s greater 

emphasis on magical power facilitates a much more useful assessment of the generic operation 

of fantasy fiction. Her focus on literary and generic techniques implicitly separates her analysis 

from an essentialist portrayal of feminine magic and myth-patterns dualistically opposed to a 

trans-historical set of patriarchal narrative patterns. Spivack’s study takes magic as one of its 

central themes, as she writes that “the two most central and significant symbols in most 

contemporary fantasy, through which both narrative form and thematic content are articulated, 

are the quest and magic.” 
530

 She explains that “[m]agic in fantasy functions as both impersonal 

force at work in the world and as personal directed use of power by a gifted individual”,
531

 a 

characterisation that accords in many respects with the function of magic in the genre today. 

Spivack goes on to say that “[m]agic in the individual is creativity … magic serves as a 

metaphor for the creative power of the imagination.” In the last few decades, as the genre has 

become more popular and its conventions more recognisable, magic in fantasy has acquired the 

kind of density needed to become not merely a metaphor, but instead a tangible force, 

manipulated in the narrative by the creative imagination of the characters. Magic in 

contemporary fantasy fiction is not understood in terms of madness, or heightened perception, 

or imagination, or as the product of an unreliable reporter. Magic in fantasy is a convention that 

has been established to the point that it can in the logic of the text be deployed creatively as a 

narrative or a work of artistry.  
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In the work of earlier fantasists, such as those discussed by Thelma Shinn, Charlotte 

Spivack and Chantal Bourgault du Coudray, writers of contemporary fantasy fiction have a 

sophisticated set of archetypes to draw upon, and fantasy fiction continues to utilise modified 

and reinvented archetypes that valorise the feminine and promote a positive association between 

the feminine and the natural environment. Nonetheless, Felski’s critical appraisal of the feminist 

aesthetic that maintains basic dualisms of Western thought is particularly important given that 

contemporary fantasy fiction borrows the archetypes created in fantasy of the 1970s and 1980s 

without necessarily adhering to the underlying project to identify a peculiarly feminine fantasy 

narrative. To illustrate this point, I might refer to the notion of the “cycle”, which Bourgault du 

Coudray identifies as an important “feminine” archetype that appears in popular modern 

literatures as well as in earlier narratives.
532

 She quotes Spivack’s observation that a “narrative 

device favoured by women fantasy writers is the circular as opposed to the linear plot.”
533

 

Spivack suggests that the notion of the cycle deployed as a structuring principle offers an 

alternative to traditional narratives. While contemporary fantasy might gesture towards this 

notion of a “cycle”, and might draw on New Age constructions of holistic spirituality,
534

 

commercial genre fantasy fiction is very dedicated to its linear narrative pattern. In a way, 

contemporary fantasy fiction is offering a blend of what in the 1980s might have been identified 

as feminine and masculine forms of fantastic fiction. Correspondingly, recent fantasy draws on 

notions of feminine magic in a gestural and allusive way, while at the same time bringing 

feminine magic into a mainstream genre-narrative, where magic is wielded, and controlled.
535

 

Contemporary authors of fantasy do not wholly dispense with gendered 

characterisations of magic. Indeed, magic is gendered almost iconographically in Sara 

Douglass’s Wayfarer Redemption series, in that her magical female characters are associated 

with feminine objects, such as threads of cloth, a bowl, or a magical bow and arrows that is the 
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rightful possession of the Moon goddess. In The Axis Trilogy, Douglass associates female 

deistic power with the image of a gardener, and both magical character and deity find their 

magic expressed by what can be held in a clay pot. For Fiona McIntosh’s magical female 

characters, magic is associated with experiences marked out as specifically female, such as 

imprisonment in a female enclave, motherhood, beauty and sexual appeal, and the practice of 

medicinal herbalism. Nonetheless, it does not follow that contemporary fantasy, in taking up 

similar notions of traditionally female experiences to those portrayed in earlier fantasies, will 

encode an essentialist depiction of magic as constituted by gender. The response of these 

contemporary authors to essentialist conceptions of magic corresponds with a feminist concern 

that it is not always useful to identify–and then to mystify–an aspect of experience as uniquely 

“feminine”.  

Although the women who wield magic are hemmed in by images and symbols of 

feminine magic, the genre has achieved a very important break with a cultural tradition of magic 

as implicitly and innately gendered. For example, in Douglass’s novels, the characters 

themselves participate quite deliberately in transforming images and objects associated with a 

feminine sphere into new traditions and new symbols. In Douglass’s novels, objects are imbued 

with a significance that is mystical because the objects are a practical part of women’s 

experience. This effect is achieved without suggesting that essential qualities constrain a woman 

to an affinity with objects that are either domestic or wild (but neither really civilised). In 

BattleAxe, Faraday, who has unwillingly married Duke Borneheld in order to help her allies 

protect Axis from Borneheld, is given, as a kind of compensation, a means of entering the 

magical and spiritual place known as the “Sacred Grove” and spending time in that realm with 

the “Mother”, the goddess with whom Faraday is associated. To symbolise the difference 

between her constricted role as a duchess and wife, and the freedom of her time in the Sacred 

Grove, Faraday wears a dress that is a gift from the Mother.
 536

 The dress is described lovingly 

as 
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a beautiful gown of a soft material, coloured in shifting shades of green, blue, purple 

and brown. It reminded her of the shapes and shades of the emerald light as it shifted 

and darkened and formed into the shapes of the trees down the path to the Sacred 

Grove.
537

 

In a way, a dress, as a symbol of femininity, ought to be a symbol of the gender role that 

Faraday finds so oppressive, but the important difference here is the aesthetics of the dress. It is 

“soft”, and “shifting”, rather than formal and structured, and seems to sit ambiguously between 

materiality and the “power” that becomes the Sacred Grove. It is also significant that it is a 

loose dress, needing to be belted around the waist and “[i]t left her shoulders bare and felt 

delightfully cool in this warm garden.”
538

 Douglass first conceived of Faraday while looking at 

the subject of a late Victorian painting by J. W. Waterhouse,
539

 and it seems that with this 

symbolic dress, Douglass allows Faraday to participate in a form of aesthetic medievalism 

which is coded as free of the gender constrictions that Faraday experiences in the more generic 

“fantasy” medievalism of the character’s everyday life.  

Towards the end of the novel, Faraday casts an enchantment of her own over the dress. 

Rather than merely being shown to “cast” (or weave) a spell, Faraday is explicitly shown to 

control a kind of raw power. For example:  

Faraday stood, stroking the soft fabric.  

“Mother protect them,” she whispered, closing her eyes, and reached down into the very 

soul of her being for the Mother’s power. It did not fail her, scorching up through her 

body more powerfully than she had felt it yet. … the gown suddenly flared a searing 

emerald and every man took a step back.
540
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Faraday tears the gown into pieces, giving a thread to each man in one of Axis’s companies, in 

order to offer them magical protection in battle.
541

 The thread has in its very tangibility and 

practicality become estranged and marvellous. Although the thread glows green as a sign of 

Faraday’s power from the Mother, this power cannot be reduced to a simple channelling of a 

positive and protective force of “nature”. Symbolically, the magical thread is a transmutation of 

Faraday’s own suffering experience as a chattel. As in the case of the “white flame” in 

Croggon’s The Gift, the image of fire confirms magic as tangible, drawn from the world and 

expressed as a change in the world. Faraday’s glowing thread draws a fiery line under Faraday’s 

creative control of her magic. Faraday concentrates her magic in an object that represents her 

experience of gender, but her gender is not the condition of her magic. Although Faraday and 

her counterpart Azhure can claim, respectively, power over an enchanted forest and over the 

moonlight, it is a subtle but important distinction that they hold this power as individuals rather 

than as representatives of “Woman”.  

As women were not the first to use a raw magical power in fantasy, there is a small, 

remaining sense in recent fantasy fiction of women’s magic being not quite originary. In texts 

such as those by Croggon, Douglass, and McIntosh, in which magical power is mutually 

accessible for men and women, women’s magic is nonetheless accompanied by a suggestion of 

defiance. This suggestion of satisfactory rebellion in fantasy is traceable in the marked approval 

of women’s possession of magical power, an approval that is often conveyed through an 

unsympathetic character or institution who incorrectly attributes magical power exclusively to 

men. For example, in Alison Croggon’s Books of Pellinor, the corrupt and misogynistic Bard 

Enkir chooses to overlook Maerad, who is the Chosen One of prophecy, for her brother Hem, 

excluding the female sibling from the category of hero. This pattern, that invokes and then 

overturns a sexist viewpoint, is as much a response to past examples of genre as to an 

(analogous) history of gender oppression. Fantasy fiction conveys to the reader a sense of its 

own development away from sexist norms in the way that the heroine’s more sympathetic male 

counterparts often also express surprise–and pleasure–as they realise the extent of her strength. 
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For example, in Douglass’s Axis Trilogy, Azhure’s magical inheritance is surrounded by 

expressions of surprise. The powerful “Sentinels” are ancient beings who have a great deal of 

foreknowledge, and who are presented as understanding the intricacies of the “Prophecy of the 

Destroyer” that is shaping events. But the Sentinels do not understand Azhure. The Sentinels 

think:  

[t]his was no simple peasant girl from Smyrton, caught up in events that were spinning 

out of her control. No, they thought not. Who was this woman who walked so 

effortlessly through prophecy?
542

 

More than a decade later, Douglass employs a passage in which the female protagonist’s 

strength of character is “suddenly” noticed by Axis, as she demands his loyalty:  

“I command everything that Maximilian once commanded,” said Ishbel, “and 

that includes you.”  

Her gaze was absolutely relentless, and Axis had the sudden thought that she’d 

prove a far better commander than Maximilian might have done. She had the strength 

and the stomach for it, he realised, and she might hold Elcho Falling together, where 

without her it would fall apart.
543

 

In both series, Douglass makes use of the expectations of genre to set up a male hero as a 

prophesied saviour, only to replace him with a more deeply powerful and more effective female 

character.  

 

Magical Power as a Marker of Exceptionality 

Although I have been discussing women’s creative control of magical power in terms of an 

ideological shift in fantasy fiction, this generic convention is not only influenced by feminist 

thought. The insistence on women’s power being as strong or stronger than the male characters’ 

power ties in very neatly to the fantasy fiction technique of singling out the main character as 

exceptional. The characterisation of magic as raw power is closely linked to the thematic focus 

upon individual development which has almost exclusively become the central theme of fantasy 
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fiction being published today. The main occupation of most heroes or heroines of recent 

Australian fantasy fiction is the acquiring of a magical power.
544

 Although the iterations of the 

magic itself change across the three linked series, in Sara Douglass’s Axis Trilogy, Wayfarer 

Redemption and Twisted Citadel series, each of the protagonists (and several of their antagonists 

as well) must discover and develop an inner power. As the narrative concerns a character’s 

individual experience of discovering, claiming, and using magic, the magic itself is represented 

as malleable. 

As the genre of fantasy fiction has developed in the twentieth- and twenty-first 

centuries, the concern with personal development tends to be expressed in terms of the main 

character’s exceptionalism, rather than his or her development towards maturity–although the 

maturation of the character remains an implicit concern. Generally speaking, the hero or heroine 

of fantasy fiction exceeds all categories of strength and courage, arrogance and impetuousness, 

empathy and understanding, through which he or she is initially constructed. Magic functions in 

fantasy to reveal the innate exceptionalism of the protagonist, even if the magic itself already 

exists within a cultural framework of defined roles and historical traditions, such as the society 

of the magical Bards in Alison Croggon’s Books of Pellinor series. The emphasis is always 

upon the individual, rather than the qualities that magic itself might convey. For example, one 

of the most powerful motifs in fantasy is the discovery by an ordinary character–often young, 

often disempowered–of a heritage that has been powerful but has since been superseded. The 

bloodline that the protagonist discovers is often a trace of ancient times, the heritage of a family 

that has been lost or displaced, rather than of a powerful family shaped and controlled by 

current social convention. In this way, the convention that the fantasy-fiction protagonist has 

inherited his or her magical power from a particular bloodline underwrites an individual (rather 

than communal or familial) identity. The protagonist is shown in possession of a power that is 

both old and new, authorised by its ancient heritage, perhaps, but given even more authority by 

the hero’s rediscovery of something that is lost and that must be revitalised. As an example: the 
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hero of Sara Douglass’s Axis Trilogy, Axis, is the orphaned, bastard son of King Priam’s sister. 

He does not have any real aristocratic privilege, but exists at the edges of the court, having won 

for himself the position as a war leader, leading not the army of the king but the military arm of 

the religious order of the “Seneschal”. In the course of the series Axis discovers his heritage as 

one of the “Forbidden”, the magical races that the human population and the Seneschal have 

driven out of their traditional lands. Axis discovers he is an Icarii prince and an Icarii Enchanter, 

able to wield magic. The magic practised by the Icarii Enchanters is systematic, relying on 

Enchantments that are learned as pieces of music. The knowledge of this magic is already latent 

in Axis, who has been trained secretly in his powers as a child by WolfStar, the master 

manipulator of the fantasy. The fact that Axis remembers, rather than learns, the craft of an 

Icarii Enchanter, seems to me to underscore the fact that the protagonist’s grasp of magic must 

exceed the system. Axis is not only more powerful in degree, surpassing his teachers, but also 

uses his power in a new way, first by re-discovering lost Enchantments and then by inventing 

new ones. What really marks out Axis as the hero of the fantasy is his demonstration of creative 

control over his magical power.
545

 The inclusion of female characters in the category of those 

who are able to shape raw power into magic is a development in the genre that cements the 

generic convention of the exceptional protagonist.  

 

Exceptionality and Resistance to Societal Norms 

The presence of a female character in this narrative of personal development provides access to 

a narrative trajectory in which the woman must overcome constraining social pressures in order 

to realise her potential. Discussing both medieval romance and contemporary fantasy fiction, 

Jane Tolmie provides an insightful analysis of “the trajectory of the heroine who overcomes 

adversities rooted in gender-based oppression”,
546

 noting that fantasy fiction “depends on ideas 
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about medieval patriarchy to delineate exceptional women.”
547

 Despite their immersion in a 

quasi-medieval patriarchy, both male and female characters will demonstrate a permissive 

attitude towards sex, the desire for the woman to have power over her own body, the 

recognition of women’s innate intelligence and abilities, and belief in women’s capacity for 

agency. This kind of resistance to misogyny is very often represented as something that is 

innate, sometimes latent and needing to be brought out, but usually already a part of the 

character. The male protagonists are not unaffected by the patriarchal context; they too suffer 

within it and must to a certain extent reject received ideas of gender. Indeed, Sara Douglass is 

particularly interested in male characters who have internalised the patriarchal values of their 

culture, and explores how such values limit her heroes’ development.
548

 In the work of Sara 

Douglass and Fiona McIntosh, these male characters experience patriarchy as limitation, both 

mental and emotional, but not as adversity. Tolmie writes that “for many female fantasy writers, 

patriarchy itself serves as the female adventure”.
549

 Writing of both the medieval romance 

heroine and the modern fantasy heroine, Tolmie says that  

literary heroines remain at their best when rising above external conditions that are 

against them in gender-based ways. They dress up as men to escape restraints on their 

freedom, run away from abusive fathers, escape unwanted marriages, avoid, avert or 

survive rape, or take up arms.
550

 

Tolmie wonders whether the preoccupation with women’s suffering in fantasy provides “a 

message that overturns expectations about culture or paradoxically provides a backwards 

affirmation of an undesirable general condition”. It is a vexed question whether contemporary 

fantasy novels set out to expose a patriarchal system, or whether the patriarchal system has 

become a background condition for adventure. Often the fantasy speaks implicitly to the 

reader’s naturalised sense of the inequality of patriarchy, especially as located in a past. It is 
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surely troubling that a narrative of triumph over gender-based oppression is rehearsed to the 

point where the situation of oppression solidifies into a homogeneous notion of the problematic 

legacy of the past. This legacy of disempowerment is furthermore inflected into the heroic 

tradition as genre. Fantasy fiction may have displaced the notion that adventures and magical 

power are unavailable to women, but frequent return to a point at which magic and adventure 

are almost inaccessible due to social strictures threatens to have the same effect. A cultural 

heritage of misogyny that by no means simply reflects an actual medieval past becomes 

enshrined–not only as history, but as a mythic origin of female resistance. Tolmie explains that 

even as fantasy fiction overtly critiques a patriarchal model: 

the emphasis remains on the individual woman rising above a system that keeps her 

down–triumphing over it, reversing expectations–rather than in cultural revolution or 

innovation, and oppressive structures continue to provide the basis for representation. 

The expectations must still be there in order to be reversed.
551

 

These “oppressive structures” persist within the text beyond the conclusion of the adventure, 

and indeed will be found not only in the next instalment, but in the next fantasy series that the 

reader chooses to take up. Tolmie is fighting against a common-sense understanding of the 

genre when she maintains that “it is a matter of particular curiosity that the perceived oppression 

of medieval women remains so central to the representational projects of many contemporary 

fantasy writers.”
552

 In The Axis Trilogy, the oppression of women and the persecution of 

magical races are both associated with the feudal human culture. The human population of 

“Achar” worships Artor, God of the Plough. The religion of Artor is overseen by the Brothers of 

the Seneschal, and is explicitly sexist, excluding women from power and treating women as a 

different order of being. The Seneschal persecutes the non-human races of Tencendor, the Icarii 

and the Avar, who have been driven out of their ancestral homes, and whose sacred forests have 

been destroyed by the human population during the “Wars of the Axe”. The teachings of the 
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Seneschal reflect contemporary medievalist notions of an oppressive, medieval, Christian 

culture.
553

  

Tolmie explains that this return to a situation of oppression allows the author to express 

a complicated form of feminist disapproval:  

 [a] defining characteristic of feminist disapproval within fantasy novels is the 

encouragement of a form of reader satisfaction that denies complicity in oppressive 

structures while still relying on such structures to provide meaning. It becomes possible 

to disapprove while still, at some profound level, approving and feeling pleasure.
554

 

There is pleasure to be found in the particularised struggle against very overt and obvious forms 

of oppression. It is likely that there is pleasure, too, not just in the heroine’s triumph, or the 

portrayal of her heroism, but in the familiarity of the narrative, and the way that this narrative of 

a woman rising above oppression allows us to admit to our sense of history. We can let 

ourselves know what it is commonsense to know, that is, a perceived cultural heritage of 

oppression, all the while following the story of a heroine who enacts contemporary values and 

beliefs that aim to deny this misogynistic heritage any legacy in the present. In this way, the 

narrative pattern provides a double feeling of relief. To a certain extent, elements of the 

medievalist background setting of many fantasies refer to “world views antithetical to those 

preferred by many members of modern societies”.
555

 Yet as I have suggested, in fantasy fiction 

the sexist, racist, or hierarchical world view is seldom internalised by the characters in whom 

we are interested, especially if these characters are themselves of an underprivileged class 

within the system. Furthermore, underprivileged characters tend to take on the role of 

transforming the beliefs of those major characters in elite positions who do hold in the outset of 
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the novels to their society’s concepts of race, class and gender.
556

 This kind of character 

development allows the reader to experience what Tolmie has explained as kind of pleasure in 

disapproval
557

 as an aspect of the narrative arc.  

Magical power is implicated in the narrative strategy in which the novel’s heroine 

transgresses gender roles and breaks with the patriarchal values that define and constrain her. 

The heroine’s possession of such power does not necessarily represent a feminist appropriation 

of generic tropes, and indeed, the ways in which the heroine achieves and uses her magical 

power can complicate the novel’s critique of a patriarchal worldview. I have devoted some 

space in this chapter to emphasise the fact that magic power is available to women because one 

of the defining contradictions of fantasy fiction is that magic is experienced differently by men 

and women in fantasy, even when there is, ostensibly, no difference in their innate ability to 

wield it. Fantasy fiction has broken with the notion that any kind of power is essentially 

masculine or feminine, yet, in effect, women gain control over their magic only in conjunction 

with an experience of suffering and victimisation. While the male characters of fantasy fiction 

suffer, and are tortured, and have their minds invaded, and are even sometimes raped,
558

 there is 

often a different quality to male and female suffering. In particular, there is a much clearer 

separation of men’s victimisation from their possession and creative use of magic.  

Magic is problematically related to female resistance to oppression in the early work of 

Sara Douglass. In Douglass’s Axis Trilogy and Wayfarer Redemption Trilogy, Azhure, and her 

counterpart, Faraday, are exceptionally magical, exceptionally gifted, exceptionally persecuted, 

and exceptionally questioning of the cultures they inhabit. The correlation of this questioning of 

social reality with an innate and powerful magic can in fact undermine the effect of the 

heroine’s resistance, for her very exceptionality allows her to exceed the patriarchal system 
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without modifying it. Moreover, it is a repeated motif in fantasy fiction that the heroine’s 

struggle will be motivated by a desire to attain magic in order to save the constructed world, and 

thus she becomes powerful for the world–which is metonymic for the story–rather than for 

herself or her sisters. Fantasy fiction insists upon portraying the effects of a stylised medievalist 

patriarchy upon (particular) women. It is thus all the more surprising when incidents that seem 

to require the heaviest measure of feminist disapproval–such as acts of violence directed 

specifically against women–are presented in fantasy fiction in such a way as to sever them from 

the text’s critique of a patriarchal system.  

 

Violence and Magic  

In the work of Sara Douglass and Fiona McIntosh, there are scenes of violence that escape the 

net of disapproval that the authors seek to draw around their representation of misogyny. These 

scenes of violence seem to be related to the heroine’s discovery and experience of magical 

power, and yet this relationship, between violence and magic, is often constructed in such a way 

as to downplay the ideological implications of gender-directed violence. Despite the fact that 

recent fantasy novels written by women writers in Australia show a marked tendency to 

represent women in relation to gender-directed violence, it is frequently the case that the affect 

of “feminist disapproval” of a general patriarchal context that Tolmie outlines does not 

adequately explain the effects surrounding a particular narrative of violence that fantasy fiction 

repeatedly invokes. In many contemporary Australian novels, the fantasy narrative pauses to 

focus upon a kind of gender-directed violence– sometimes rape, sometimes torture, sometimes 

abduction, sometimes domestic abuse–which is presented as an attack that is usually shown to 

the reader as a single event, sometimes as it occurs and sometimes as a ‘flashback’. The 

distinctiveness of these moments in the heroines’ lives, as opposed to a more general, day-to-

day experience within a violent medievalist society or a kingdom at war, is something that I will 

draw out through analysis of particular examples. 

The heroine’s experience of gender-directed violence is entangled with her magical 

power. The violent encounter happens before, following, sometimes during some kind of 

magical discovery or use of magic and yet, despite this, the violence is not overtly or 
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systematically connected to the magic; the magic is not acknowledged as a consequence of 

violence, or vise versa. The difference in the way that magic is experienced by male and female 

characters is not completely explained through reference to the gendered depiction of social 

pressures that are weighted against the heroine, for although she must sometimes struggle 

against explicit prohibitions against her use of magic–as Fiona McIntosh’s heroines do–the 

encounters with violence are not explicitly related or acknowledged as related to her use of 

magic. In order to illustrate this trend towards associating magic and violence in fantasy fiction, 

I will examine some of the scenes through which Sara Douglass’s character Azhure comes into 

her power in The Axis Trilogy. Azhure and her son are attacked by a magical monster, which 

Azhure graphically “undoes” using a magical power that she has been unaware she possessed. 

Immediately following this first use of her power, Azhure is set upon by Axis, her lover and the 

hero of the story, and his father StarDrifter. StarDrifter and Axis torture Azhure, eventually 

forcing her through magic to relive traumatic childhood memories which she has repressed 

along with her magic. Axis and StarDrifter’s attack is motivated by their mistaken belief that 

Azhure is in fact their male ancestor, WolfStar, a dark and powerful Enchanter who they believe 

has returned from the dead to wreak havoc with their lives and the world. In the course of these 

events, Douglass juxtaposes different discourses and even different genres in order finally to 

reveal Azhure in her power. Douglass’s subsequent erasure of the violence Azhure undergoes is 

equivocal, and points, in several different ways, to patriarchal discourses as the source of 

Azhure’s victimisation, before moving back into the epic narrative and into its accompanying 

story of Azhure and Axis’s relationship. It is useful to look at an example of the genre that 

offers a complex iteration of the trend, in order to refine the methodological approach to genre. 

The dual process at work might spark off some oppositional readings, but the text then 

necessarily leads the reader back into the dominant preoccupations of the genre. In Enchanter, 

Azhure wields her power as magic for the first time, when she and her child are attacked from 

the air by one of Gorgrael’s “Gryphons”. The scene is presented from Axis’s point of view, and 

the reader is invited to experience Axis’s heightened emotion, as he becomes aware of Azhure’s 

use of her power: 
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 He stumbled into an area free of mist, and the first thing he saw was Azhure, Caelum 

clinging desperately to her, lying with her back against one of the far walls of the 

parapets. She had a nasty wound along one arm, as if the Gryphon had struck as she 

raised an arm to protect her face, but otherwise appeared to be uninjured. 

About four paces in front of her, the Gryphon lay writhing and twisting. For 

one stunned moment Axis thought an invisible beast was attacking the Gryphon, but 

then he realised that the beast was in the grip of an enchantment, and that this 

enchantment was literally ripping the Gryphon apart. 

The enchantment used was of the Dark Music. 

Behind him Axis dimly heard StarDrifter alight and scream his name, but his attention 

was all on the Gryphon and on the dark enchantments that were being used to tear it 

apart.  

Slowly … slowly… slowly he lifted his eyes to Azhure. 

She was staring at the creature, ignoring the screams of the child in her arms. 

The Dark Music was being wielded by her. She was using the power of the 

Dark Music, the Dance of Death, to kill the Gryphon! 

“Azhure? Azhure? What is it that you do?” he whispered in a voice papery-thin 

with fear, and he could feel StarDrifter’s hand on his shoulder.  

When Azhure replied her voice was flat and full of emptiness, making Axis 

recall the vast empty distances that lay between the stars he had seen in the Star Gate.  

“What is this I do? I use the same Dark Music that was used to make this 

creature to unmake her. I unravel the enchantments that made her with the same 

powers.” She looked up and met Axis’ eyes–and Axis could see the stars circling in the 

great emptinesses of their depths.  

“WolfStar!” StarDrifter gasped behind him, and Axis cried out. “No! No!”  

But both Enchanters, watching as the Gryphon was finally shredded to pieces 

by the power that enveloped it, remembered every single piece of evidence that indicted 

Azhure. …“WolfStar”, Axis whispered, and then white-hot anger enveloped him so 
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completely it overran and negated his horror. Had he spent his nights loving 

WolfStar?
559

 

Although the scene is presented from Axis’s point of view, and bars the reader from Azhure’s 

interpretation of events, it is nonetheless possible to read this scene as an indictment of the 

patriarchal structures of thought through which Axis has constructed his idea of power. In this 

scene and the one that follows, a patriarchal system is gradually–and, I would argue, at times 

hesitantly–revealed as a source for Azhure’s suffering. The strongest sense of a feminist critique 

of the characters’ actions emerges in the way that Douglass emphasises patriarchal bonds. The 

scene quoted above highlights the bond between the two male Enchanters, who are also father 

and son. Throughout this scene the hero Axis is aware of StarDrifter literally “behind him”, and 

the connection between them is emphasised with the paternal gesture of StarDrifter’s hand on 

Axis’s shoulder. Although father and son have competed over Azhure, both trying to entice her 

into a sexual relationship, they now act entirely in accord, speaking almost as one voice 

(“!WolfStar!’ StarDrifter gasped behind him, and Axis cried out. !No! No!’”). In the following 

scenes they act together in condemning, attacking and interrogating Azhure. Axis and 

StarDrifter’s interrogation of Azhure occurs “offstage”. The reader is further separated from the 

act of violence by the fact that Azhure’s injuries are viewed neither from her point of view nor 

from the perspective of Axis and StarDrifter, but rather through the eyes of her friend Belial, 

who tries to prevent the torture from continuing. Belial’s thoughts suggest a sexual element to 

her victimisation that is absent from Axis’s thoughts and speech. Belial sees Azhure 

 moaning in pain, … bound upright to a stone pillar, her head lolling on her shoulder. 

She was only barely conscious. Blood stained her nightgown in several places, and 

Belial could see that one of her legs had been heavily bruised. Mother knows what other 

contusions that nightgown is hiding, he thought distractedly.
560

  

Belial’s odd, distancing adverb–he wonders “distractedly” about the extent of her injuries?–is 

revealing, as it indicates and yet denies the implication of a sexual element to the violent attack. 

The connection between sexual violence and the violent interrogation is submerged, and indeed, 
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this is perhaps a necessary strategy that allows this scene to move beyond a contemporary 

tendency to aestheticise sexual violence.
561

 Rather than an expression of sexually motivated 

misogyny, Axis and StarDrifter’s attack can be interpreted as an act of control.  

StarDrifter and Axis’s relationship as father and son emerges more strongly with their 

decision that Azhure’s power is a dark, aberrant version of their own power that they will 

destroy together, thus policing their own dynasty, fulfilling their joint desire to cast out the mad 

and destructive WolfStar. Their shared policing of their bloodline overwhelms, to violent and 

excessive extent, the relationship either character has had with Azhure. Axis’s feeling of 

betrayal reads very much as a moment of homophobic paranoia:  

“WolfStar”, Axis whispered, and then white-hot anger enveloped him so completely it 

overran and negated his horror. Had he spent his nights loving WolfStar? 
562

 

Axis and Azhure’s heteronormative relationship, as sexual partners and as a father and mother, 

has so far appeared to serve the dynasty of the SunSoars. As the heterosexual bond becomes 

unstable, the father-son relationship gains primacy and exerts a violent corrective power on this 

relationship. What is difficult to tease out from the text is whether the representation of a kind 

of domestic violence indicts the heteronormative unit itself, or merely the act of violence against 

it. Unlike some other fantasy texts, Douglass’s fantasy does not seem to offer the reader an 

explicit ideological position from which to view this act of violence. She does, however, 

associate the attack against Azhure with a particular generic structure. 

That the attack on Azhure is a matter of control is conveyed not only through the idea of 

patriarchal control of a family unit and a bloodline, but through her attackers’ control of a 

particular discourse of investigation and detecting. This is made most obvious in the use of the 

word “evidence”, as “both Enchanters, watching as the Gryphon was finally shredded to pieces 

by the power that enveloped it, remembered every single piece of evidence that indicted 

Azhure.”
563

 The discourse of criminal investigation has already been invoked through the 

generic structure of the murder mystery. StarDrifter and Axis share a suspicion that WolfStar 

                                                

561
 This tendency is discussed in Brownmiller, Against Our Will, p. 310. 

562
 Douglass, Enchanter, pp. 659–660. 

563
 Douglass, Enchanter, p. 660.  



 223 

has disguised himself as someone who is well known to them, and that, in this form, WolfStar 

has recently committed a murder of an Enchanter who discovered his identity. StarDrifter and 

Axis have excluded Azhure from this knowledge, and from participating in their investigation. 

Azhure’s exclusion from the important discourse of detection/investigation is linked to her 

victimisation. An appeal to truth, reason and deduction is associated with powerful male 

characters, especially in their attempts to uphold the power of other powerful men. It is a feature 

of Douglass’s work that she invokes detection in order to discredit a male character’s 

authoritative and prescriptive interpretation of events. Several of the male characters in the Axis 

Trilogy and the Wayfarer Redemption series demonstrate a mistaken zeal to discover the truth, 

and conduct investigations that are easily corrupted and manipulated. These male characters 

constantly ask the wrong questions, assert “truths” that will be overturned, and even deliberately 

disguise the truth. As an example, in the Wayfarer Redemption series, Azhure’s son Caelum and 

her father WolfStar conspire to conceal the truth behind a murder, framing Caelum’s brother 

Drago for the murder of their sister RiverStar. In this case, as in the case of Axis and 

StarDrifter’s interrogation of Azhure, the destabilisation of the discourse of criminal 

investigation is purchased with the coin of a violated body.  

The condemnation in the fantasy text of a particular discourse relies upon the emotions 

that these acts of violence provoke. In the case of Star Drifter and Axis’s attack upon Azhure, 

the discourse of investigation and the unjustness of the violence produce an emotional affect; 

the emotional force of Douglass’s critique is based in their excessive and misplaced violence. 

There is a problem in that the gender-directed violence itself is conflated with the censure of the 

characters’ actions. I have suggested that these linked scenes relating to violence can be seen to 

comply with Cranny-Francis’s criteria for “feminist genre fiction” in the way that they make 

visible the invisible patriarchal bonds that can underpin acts of violence. A problem that the 

reader must negotiate, however, is the extent to which the text endorses, or at least, excuses, 

StarDrifter and Axis for their violence. The interrogation and torture is understood as excessive, 

misplaced, and as these characters are known to us as basically good, and as Azhure’s own 

family, they should know in their right minds that the violence was wrong. Azhure’s suffering 

punishes the perpetrators of violence; and it is the sole punishment which these characters 
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receive. Rather than precipitating any repercussions, or even serious soul-searching, the 

violence enacted upon the victim itself serves as an admonishment to the attackers.  

There is a more subtle evasion of the consequences of violence too, in the way that the 

focus of the narrative shifts to Azhure’s magical heritage. Douglass’s gradual revelation of 

Azhure’s magic involves a complex set of shifts from experiences of violence to the revelation 

of magical power and then back to repressed memories of abuse Azhure suffered in childhood. 

Azhure’s magic is embedded in violence and indeed is released through violence, along with her 

memories.
564

 Azhure’s discovery of control over her magical power occurs through a double 

experience of violence and trauma. She is forced to relive traumatic childhood memories during 

the interrogation that follows her first use of her power, but this experience reveals the magical 

heritage which has been suppressed along with her memories. In order to prove that Azhure is 

really WolfStar, Axis invades her mind and forces her to relive the memories she has repressed. 

Azhure was witness to her mother’s murder at the hands of her stepfather Hagen, and she 

herself was the victim of terrible abuse as Hagen repeatedly cut into her back to destroy her 

Icarii wings. The violence directed against Azhure after her use of “the Dark Music” is 

deliberately linked to the violence that she suffered as a child. For example:  

 It was not so much his words, although those were horrifying enough, but the tone in 

which he said them that tore Azhure’s soul apart. Why did he hate her? What had she 

done? As Axis tore Caelum from her arms Azhure automatically dissolved into the 

welcome blackness that had always served as a refuge during her childhood whenever 

Hagen had sprung at her with similar hatred on his face.  

In her last moments Azhure realised her worst nightmare had come true. Hagen 

was not dead at all.  

He had simply assumed the form of Axis.
565

  

Azhure’s hallucinatory impression that Axis is Hagen cements the notion that Axis’s actions, far 

from occurring within his investigation of WolfStar, are a case of domestic violence. Describing 
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both medieval romance and modern fantasy novels, Tolmie explains the interconnectedness of 

domestic abuse with other forms of patriarchal oppression:  

Motifs of rape, domestic abuse, forced marriage and other forms of gender-based 

oppression and violence are markedly interlaced within contemporary fantasy novels. 

Female characters experience them as aspects of a continuum rather than as isolated 

difficulties.
566

 … These elements do not exist separately from one another, but are 

aspects of a symbolic system that acts out the dispossession of women in order to 

highlight feminine resistance to that dispossession.
567

  

To some extent, the sense of interconnectedness is reliant upon the reader’s understanding that 

this continuum of oppression is a result of a patriarchal system that shapes different roles and 

experiences for men and women. While there is this basic understanding that a medievalist 

patriarchy is disempowering to women and children, I would argue that the contemporary 

fantasy fiction narrative does not necessarily “highlight feminine resistance”, and that, in fact, 

there is less a sense of gender-directed violence as part of a continuum of oppression, than there 

is of gender-directed violence experienced as an obstacle isolated from other more 

“backgrounded” forms of persecution. The general condition of women’s oppression is 

censured but not really investigated in these novels, while instances of rape, torture, and 

domestic violence are marked out as excessive and even as entirely aberrant occurrences rather 

than as symptoms of a general condition.  

Azhure’s encounters with violence are characterised by substitutions and mistaken 

identities. These processes interrupt the reader’s understanding of these events as aspects of a 

general system of disempowerment; and indeed, the process of substitution allows the fantasy 

narrative to continue relatively unhindered. The momentary identification of Axis with the 

abusive father figure is ultimately a sign that redeems Axis, marking him out as not a monster. 

Azhure accepts and proves her mistake by forgiving both Axis and StarDrifter. Axis is not 

Hagen, and indeed, Hagen is not her biological father, but her father instead is WolfStar, for 

whom she herself has been mistaken. The father from whom she has inherited her codedly 
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“dark” magical power has a reflection in the father who represses her inheritance. WolfStar is in 

a sense complicit in the abuse that Azhure suffers as a child, for he deliberately manipulates 

Azhure’s mother Niah into placing herself and Azhure in the control of a violent man in order to 

ensure that Azhure’s power will be suppressed and hidden.  

Azhure’s forgiveness of Axis authorises the possibility that the male character’s new 

understanding of suffering–based in his experience as both attacker and vicarious witness to 

Azhure’s memories–will transform him. The pleasure and fulfilment that Axis offers Azhure 

within a patriarchal system are still available to her. Contemporary fantasy fiction suggests that 

women’s victimisation can be transformed into something else without the system itself 

necessarily being brought down and destroyed. Transformation is a difficult word to apply to 

this case, as it is very difficult to see and read the transformation against a feminist 

consciousness that suggests that the heroine has instead become complicit with her oppressors. 

The reader is positioned in this case to understand that the heroine herself has changed her 

circumstances, and the way that she is able to live within the system. While the text does 

acknowledge a relationship between gender-directed violence and patriarchal attitudes, this 

acknowledgement has the character of an anxious, backwards glance. Forms of evasion, erasure 

and substitution mark out certain kinds of violence as excessive and not included in the “good” 

patriarchy which is reinstated at the end of the fantasy fiction narrative. This process of 

implication within the oppressive and unreasonable patriarchy seems also to operate on a sliding 

scale. Hagen, the abusive father from the Axis Trilogy, is deliberately linked to the patriarchal 

system of the Seneschal. This entire order is overturned and replaced with the “good” patriarchy 

headed by the SunSoars.  

It is perhaps an indictment of the genre itself that for the narrative to function, any long 

term effects of violence–any mention of lasting hurt–need to be silenced. It could be argued that 

there is a certain surprising erasure of the violence of this event inherent in the way that the 

attack on Azhure seems to facilitate the smooth forward movement of the plot. Faraday, who 

has been in competition with Azhure, first champions Azhure, and then leaves, ensuring that 

Azhure takes her place again at Axis’s side. The traumatic event facilitates a friendship between 

Azhure and her rival Faraday that allows the two of them to bring equilibrium back to the plot, 
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so that Axis once again has one lover and a stable family.  

Where in a different kind of text depicting domestic violence there might be a portrayal 

of some of the consequences of violence, the fantasy text moves past these scenes in order to 

explore Azhure’s understanding and possession of magic power. The positioning of scenes of 

initiation into magic, and scenes of violence, in fantasy fiction tends to take on the character of 

substitution or replacement. Magic is not explicitly or symbolically linked in this text to an 

exploration of trauma, but instead replaces the response to trauma, directing the reader back 

into the main flow of the narrative, which deals with epic battles, with the extent of magical 

power, with the discovery of magical secrets and the defeat of evil. Nonetheless, these scenes in 

Douglass’s Enchanter indicate that popular fiction has difficulty in negotiating between a 

critique of gender-directed violence and the needs of a heroic narrative. The very fact that 

Azhure’s experiences of coming-into-power are so surrounded by difficulty, multiplicity, and 

shifting perspectives indicates that there is some trouble associated with representing women’s 

magic in fantasy. 

The contemporary genre of fantasy fiction insists, again and again, in making suffering 

a condition for women’s magic. Yet these novels do not state outright that women’s magic is 

earned through suffering.
568

 The fantasy heroine discovers her magic; the fantasy heroine 

encounters brutal, gender-directed violence. The punctuation mark separating these two generic 

conventions is a reflection of the structuring of these events in most works of fantasy, which 

attempts to deny the “and” or even “therefore” that could be inserted between them. The logic 

of the narrative denies the possibility that suffering is an actual price for, or even a consequence 

of, magical power. There is no official, no ritual, no social link between women’s victimisation 

and their ability to possess magic. The disavowal of a connection between violence and magic 

occurs through strategies of substitution, misdirection, and transformation. The genre of fantasy 

fiction requires forward movement, insisting upon the development of the central characters 

towards maturity, power, and their confrontation with evil. What tends to be submerged in the 

fantasy text is the notion of the consequences of violence. At times it seems that the magic itself 
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offers a way for the text to move on with the plot, past the consequences of violence. Magic is 

an issue that is important enough, both as a generic convention and in terms of the characters’ 

psychology, to be privileged over a consideration of the long-term effects of a violent 

encounter. It appears that it is difficult indeed, given the other requirements of genre, for fantasy 

fiction to devote narrative space and then modify style, to the point where it offers a sustained 

inquiry into the emotional, psychological, and social consequences of the heroine’s 

victimisation.  

The disavowal of the consequences of violence has the effect of suggesting that there is 

a different meaning to women’s suffering than there is to men’s. Douglass seems to be self-

conscious about this aspect of her fiction. She explores the meaning of women’s suffering, and 

the notion of that suffering as a generic convention, in the figure of Faraday. Metonymic for the 

generic narrative Douglass adheres to in this first trilogy is the text that is referred to by all of 

the characters, the “Prophecy of the Destroyer”. The “Prophecy of the Destroyer”, which 

Douglass wrote after she finished The Axis Trilogy, is one of those apposite materials that is 

shown to the reader outside the fantasy, at the opening of the books as though collected together 

in a scholarly folio. The Prophecy is also well-known to the characters within the book, and 

they use it to direct and justify their choices. The presence of this written text that basically 

outlines the fantasy narrative (even as it is happening) allows Douglass to investigate how a 

fantasy narrative is shaped–and how it can be challenged.  

Douglass’s major departure from genre in this series is to present an excess of what is 

required–she has two heroines, two women who defy the patriarchal strictures of their 

upbringing, two partners for the hero, two mothers of his children, and two characters upon 

whose (greater) magic the hero must eventually rely. The fact that the narrative contains an 

apparently superfluous heroine enables the text to investigate the very nature of a fantasy 

heroine. As is the case for most heroes and heroines of fantasy fiction, Azhure inherits extensive 

magical powers, almost to the point of losing her identity within her magical inheritance, when 

her body is mistaken for that of her powerful father. By contrast, Faraday’s pattern of 

inheritance is always, simultaneously, one of loss, and her acts of reinstatement and renewal, 

only seem to provide for others. Faraday is a character who performs her roles and then 
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disappears. A reluctant wife, then a superfluous Lover and mother, she even hands her power as 

“Tree Friend” and conduit for the Mother over to the more active Azhure during a battle, and 

finally gives up her own child in order to be sacrificed for the sake of the prophecy.  

Azhure is a figure who embraces violence and transforms it. Although she has suffered 

as a child and suffers again in the scenes described above, Azhure is also shown as a character 

who can either fight off or evade violent attacks. She transforms Gorgael’s desire to hurt her 

into an opportunity to trick him and reclaim her child. There is a refreshingly evasive image of 

Azhure evading the monstrous male figure by literally fading away with the moonlight.
569

 

Azhure’s ability to survive violence is at one and the same time a refreshing contrast to the 

repeated self-sacrifices of her counterpart Faraday, and yet is predicated upon Faraday being 

sacrificed in her place. The destruction of Axis’s “Lover” is written into the Prophecy that all of 

the characters refer to in the course of their roles in the fantasy narrative. The villain of the 

trilogy is faced with only one real decision, whether Axis truly loves Faraday, or Azhure, 

because the Prophecy tells him that sight of his lover being torn apart before him will distract 

him from using his power to destroy Gorgrael. In her role as the false Lover, Faraday is the 

blank space between the lines of the prophecy that allows the prophecy to be fulfilled while the 

fantasy narrative still offers a happy ending. The true heroine is saved from total dissolution 

only because there is a spare who can be disposed of. Douglass is very conscious of the 

implications of this, as her treatment of Faraday shows. Faraday, hemmed in by the Prophecy 

that dominates so much of these books, is very aware of her role and the fact that she must 

perform it, unwillingly, for Axis and for Tencendor. Faraday ironically inhabits the role of 

victim, underscoring her powerlessness with a fatalistic self-knowledge that at times makes for 

uncomfortable reading. Bitter but compliant, Faraday is perhaps allowed the greatest level of 

self-awareness of any of the characters.  

The portrayal of Faraday as unwilling but complicit in her own victimisation is further 

critiqued in the second series, Wayfarer Redemption. In the beginning of the Wayfarer 

Redemption, Faraday is once again torn apart and then reconstituted as herself. Douglass depicts 
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Faraday in this series as a powerful figure who must overcome an internalised belief that she 

must sacrifice herself over and over again. Tolmie’s argument, that the ability of the exceptional 

fantasy heroine to thrive is based in the silencing and suppression of “backgrounded” women, is 

taken up and fashioned into a new convention of the fantasy fiction narrative in Douglass’s Axis 

Trilogy and Wayfarer Redemption Trilogy. In both series, the theme of Faraday’s self-sacrifice 

allows Douglass to explore the generic requirements that compel it. Faraday’s second sacrifice 

in the Wayfarer Redemption allows the author to critique the heroine’s understanding of her role 

as a victim. In the final book of the trilogy, Faraday engages in a ritual battle with a demon 

opponent. She must offer the Demon Sheol a choice. Faraday offers Sheol the choice of her own 

salvation or Faraday’s destruction; she offers Sheol a chance to redeem herself by refusing to 

take Faraday to the demon leader Qeteb. Faraday is in control of the scenario; and she chooses 

to relive a scene from the first trilogy, when she had been trapped by the Prophecy into being 

betrayed and taken to Gorgrael.
570

Faraday’s resistance and her unwillingness are very clear, and 

yet she does not appear to believe that she will escape. She says to Sheol: 

“This is your choice. … You can take me to Qeteb, or you can let me go. You do have a 

choice. You do not merely have to mouth the words from some drama that was played 

out forty or more years ago. Take me to Qeteb, or join the light, free your soul. Let me 

go.”
571

 

There is a painful confusion of emotions here, as Faraday insists on the emotion of wanting to 

escape, while re-creating for herself the “drama that was played out”. Faraday cannot reconcile 

her own desires with the role that she believes she must occupy. Sheol chooses to sacrifice 

Faraday, and Faraday once again is raped and brutalised by a monster who threatens the world. 

Sheol gloats to Qeteb: 

“Faraday condemns herself,” she said. “She does not even want to succeed.”  

“I cannot understand her preoccupation with self-sacrifice,” Qeteb said, “but I am 

mightily grateful for it.”
572
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Although Faraday, technically, wins the challenge after all, her suffering in this case is 

unnecessary, and there is a strong implication that in this particular case the demons’ mockery is 

quite correct, and Faraday was indeed trapped into experiencing violence again by her self-

destructive attitude. Faraday’s feeling that she is compelled to sacrifice herself is invalidated. 

Her expectations–and by implication, the expectations of the fantasy genre–are proved wrong, 

but the critique of her attitude of self-sacrifice seems to require an abjected, violated female 

body, as in the case of the debunked investigation in the Axis Trilogy. If her suffering has an 

effect, it is to challenge a particular discourse, but it is problematic that the violence is 

simultaneously shown to be both unnecessary and inescapable.  

Cranny-Francis suggests that the great strength of feminist genre fiction is that  

the very process of writing a feminist text which is not itself subverted by the 

ideological sedimentation of genre conventions produces an acute awareness of both 

textual practice and audience reception.
 573

  

Douglass allows cracks to shiver along “the ideological sedimentation of genre conventions”, 

but does not allow the heavy material to break up entirely. 

The extremely interesting ways in which contemporary authors construct partially 

feminist texts produces not an acute, but an intermittent awareness of textual practice. It is 

perhaps impossible to say whether these moments of self-consciousness in the text have a 

piercing effect upon a reader or whether they are ignored; many different interpretations of the 

text’s gender politics remain open to different readers. Writing of the different approaches taken 

towards folktales by scholars who follow Bruno Bettelheim’s interest in child development and 

by a variety of feminist critics, John Stephens and Robyn McCallum write that  

[t]hese contradictory positions point to the way retold stories always carry at least a 

double potentiality, in that they can reproduce a traditional view of cultural transmission 

or, by implicitly stressing difference, can manifest how the significance of story is 

relative to the culture in which it is told.
574
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The majority of fantasy fiction being published today does not retell and revise folk stories so 

much as draw upon a set of literary conventions which may themselves be derived from 

traditional narratives; that is, fantasy fiction’s reliance upon traditional stories is in the second 

or third order. Nonetheless, if we can accept that works of popular genre fiction hold some 

equivalence to the “retold” nature of traditional stories, then a similar point can be made, that 

the familiarity of the text allows it to contain a “double potentiality” to confirm or to critique the 

implicit attitudes encoded into its conventions. The fantasy fiction of Sara Douglass contains the 

“double potentiality” of an at times suspect disapproval of misogyny and gender-directed 

violence. Such disapproval does not preclude the often graphic depiction of such violence, or 

the propulsion of the narrative based upon the affect of the violence. At the same time, 

Douglass’s works allow an oppositional voice to surface which questions the apparent generic 

imperative of a heroic narrative to proceed with (and through) gender-directed violence. The 

question of the extent to which contemporary readers, both male and female, pick up on the 

competing ideologies of Douglass’s texts would be a worthwhile area for further study. There is 

certainly evidence within the texts themselves, and in the continuing pre-eminence of 

Douglass’s work among Australian speculative fiction fans, that such divergent readings are a 

part of the popular appeal of fantasy fiction. Douglass’s work continues to contain these kinds 

of ambivalencies and equivocations around issues of gender politics and power, suggesting that 

there is pleasure for her readers both in her evocation of the fantasy genre and also in her subtle, 

but recurrent, questionings of the genre’s implications.  

 

 

Contemporary genre fantasy has developed out of, but ultimately away from, a project to 

valorise the essential feminine. Contemporary fantasy continues to benefit from the aesthetic of 

symbols and archetypes of the feminine, but in contrast to works of earlier decades, 

contemporary fantasy heroines have a creative control over magic that is not necessarily 

identified with a gendered body. For the most part, fantasy fiction such as that of Sara Douglass 

avoids the conflation of magical power and agency with the heroine’s identity as feminine. My 



 233 

critique of the subtle and almost disavowed connections between magic and sexual violence in 

fantasy is constructed against this backdrop, in which the source of magical power is not 

necessarily defined by a character’s gender. Fantasy fiction aims to present the characters as 

having access to a more universal magic, and I have argued that the emphasis on the characters’ 

creative control over magical power is an aspect of the genre’s focus on individuality and 

exceptionalism.  

The fantasy text thus maintains, in this instance, a distinction between the essential 

nature of magic and the constructed and artificial nature of human societies; the heroine’s 

experiences of discovering, gaining, or developing and controlling her magic are presented in 

such a way as to confirm what is natural and essential about the world, while the heroine’s 

experience of gender discrimination is shown to be based not on essential divisions but upon 

social ones. This distinction becomes blurred in scenes that involve magic, and, closely 

juxtaposed to the discovery or use of magic, sexual or gender-directed violence. Often, in 

fantasy, the heroine’s experiences of sexual violence and domestic abuse tend not to be clearly 

associated either with a set of socio-cultural values and practices or with the essential divisions 

of gender present in the constructed world. Instead the explanation of the violence narrows to a 

representation of specific–and often, heroic or monstrous–individuals.  

The connection between the magically-empowered protagonist’s experience of gender-

directed violence and her experiences of discovering and wielding her magical power is, as my 

reading of Douglass has indicated, a subtle and almost obscured one. Nonetheless, these novels 

strongly suggest that there remains a sense of appropriateness to a scene in which a woman’s 

magical power is confirmed by the representation–even the over-representation–of her body as 

gendered. In the case of sexual violence, the body in question is actually being treated like an 

object, and is in a way a loss of “embodiment”. What these texts remind us is that magic is 

traditional, dangerously traditional, and that magic is recognised as symbolic, and the most 

recognisable and effective symbols and archetypes are those which have been used in 

patriarchal narratives. Douglass’s use of those narrative moves that can be considered evidence 

of a patriarchal tradition–such as a kind of initiation through sexual violence–is evidence of the 

extent to which such moves have capital within contemporary culture.  
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 In Douglass’s work, there are many indications that a reader’s potential resistance to the 

patriarchal values encoded into heroic narratives is anticipated in the texts themselves. In the 

Axis Trilogy, Wayfarer Redemption Trilogy and Darkglass Mountain Trilogy, Douglass both 

offers and simultaneously retreats from a critique of the way in which the epic fantasy narrative 

depends upon the victimisation of its magically empowered female protagonists. This 

ambivalent and partial indictment of the form is representative of the strategies available to a 

mainstream popular writer. I have suggested the portrayal and implicit criticism of misogyny 

has itself become absorbed into the genre as something formulaic. At the same time, certain 

depictions of violence, especially those that occur in relation to magical exceptionality, are 

peculiarly able to escape the critique of attitudes that might underpin such violence, a critique 

that is present elsewhere in the text. The exception of certain kinds of excessively sadistic or 

misogynistic violence from an overall critique of patriarchy is the major focus of Chapter Five, 

in which I will discuss the work of Australian fantasy author Fiona McIntosh alongside 

Douglass and American fantasy author Anne Bishop.  

Among the conventions and motifs of the fantasy genre, there are tensions and 

contradictions available for writers to exploit, for scholars to explore in finer detail, and for 

popular readers to interpret in a number of different ways. It appears that it is as much a 

condition of fantasy fiction’s nature as popular fiction to question the “sedimented ideology of 

genre conventions” as is it to demonstrate fidelity to conservative discourses dominant in 

culture. Thus contemporary Australian fantasy continues to involve its heroines in an ostensibly 

unnecessary, and yet it would seem entirely unavoidable sexual violence. At the same time, 

these popular works by Sara Douglass recognise and problematise the dependence of heroic 

narrative upon such violence, indicating the potential for popular works to draw attention to the 

“ideological sedimentation” of genre discourses from within.  

 

 

 

 

 



 235 

Chapter Five: Sexual Violence in Contemporary Fantasy Fiction 

 

“I wish I could fight back,” she whispered. “If I was a witch, I’d seek revenge.” 

Fiona McIntosh, Myrren’s Gift, p. 55. 

 

There is a troubling lack of overlap in many works of contemporary fantasy fiction between 

female power, magical or martial, and female resistance to sexual violence. The magically 

empowered heroine of fantasy fiction is curiously disempowered to resist sexual violence, 

except through strategies of mental retreat and repression. Ordinary women, like McIntosh’s 

Myrren, quoted above, are punished as witches without being granted the power of witches to 

transform any aspect of their situation, while women with the power and status of witches and 

enchantresses–positive identities in contemporary fantasy fiction–seem to be effectively barred 

from protecting themselves from the effects of what Laura Tanner calls “intimate violence”, 

such as acts of rape and torture.
575

 The absence of effective resistance might not be so troubling 

if not for the fact that in recent works of fantasy fiction scenes and instances of sexual violation 

are so closely intertwined with the possession of magical power itself. The field of comparative 

mythology, which has had a distinctive influence on popular fantasy, identifies in the hero’s 

journey a moment of confrontation with death.
576

 Incorporated into the heroine’s journey in a 

contemporary work of fantasy is not just a confrontation with the forces of death or dissolution, 

but a further element of abjection, humiliation, invasion, and pain.  

Speaking generally across the genre, the heroines of fantasy fiction experience sexual 

violence to a far greater extent than the heroes. Although the male heroes of contemporary 

fantasy, such as Alison Croggon’s Hem,
577

 Kate Forsyth’s Lachlan,
578

 and Fiona McIntosh’s 
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Lazar
579

 undergo imprisonment, powerlessness, victimisation and mutilation, male suffering and 

female suffering are associated with different discourses of violence. Sexual violence against 

women is interpreted and explained by the text’s characters in terms of misogynistic attitudes. 

While the deployment of such a connection between violence and the characters’ ideas of 

masculinity and femininity is informed by a feminist consciousness, it is nonetheless the case 

that the misogyny that leads to sexual violence in fantasy fiction is presented as extreme, and 

even as radically different from other oppressive patriarchal discourses. The sexual violence 

encountered by the heroine is attributed to a familiar narrative of masculine deviance from 

societal–and therefore, patriarchal–norms. The characterisation of masculine deviance thus 

deflects attention from patriarchal constructions of gender. This is a strategy that has limited 

political effectiveness, as the formulation of misogyny in fantasy relies upon stereotypes that 

support, rather than challenge, conservative formulations of gender. It is, furthermore, a strategy 

which allows the scene of sexual violence to be rejected from genre just as it is rejected from 

the imagined social system of the fantasy fiction world.  

In this chapter, I continue to examine the relationship between the victimisation of a 

female protagonist and her participation in the heroic narrative. In the following discussion I 

focus upon scenes of rape and sexual violence in contemporary fantasy by Australian and 

American authors. A reading of the work of Fiona McIntosh suggests that the fantasy fiction 

text often relies upon a concept of women’s vulnerability to sexual violence as a source of 

definition for women’s magic and for women’s participation in a heroic narrative. Nonetheless, 

in the course the narrative’s engagement with genre, this reliance upon representations and ideas 

of sexual violence is denied or downplayed.  

Rape in fantasy is subtly rejected as a matter of heroic narrative, excluded from the 

mythic arc which consists of the discovery of magic, the reinstatement of a lost heritage, and the 

replaying of history. In discussing sexual violence and rape, I refer in this chapter to “the 
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modern definition of rape as sexual violation”
580

 or, as Joanna Bourke defines rape, “the 

embodied violation of another person”.
581

 It is not surprising that fantasy fiction should include 

the representation of rape or a thematisation of its consequences. As Saunders has very lucidly 

explained:  

Western society is deeply engaged with issues of gender and sexuality, both on the 

superficial level of political correctness and on the more profound level of personal 

freedoms; rape, the most extreme infringement of individual rights over the body, 

focuses these issues, and hence has received considerable attention. A heightened 

awareness of the ramifications of rape has been inscribed on the social 

consciousness.”
582

 

Scenes of rape are repeated across the genre and also within individual series. A brief account of 

the events of McIntosh’s Trinity and Percheron series provides examples of the “mythic arc” of 

fantasy to which I have been referring, especially in the inclusion of the characters’ rediscovery 

of a lost magical heritage. Woven into this mythic narrative is a sub-plot in which the heroine is 

threatened by, and finally forced to encounter, sexual violence. McIntosh’s first fantasy series, 

Trinity, is published as Betrayal,
583

 Revenge,
584

 and Destiny.
585

 The first novel, Betrayal, 

follows the lives of its hero and heroine, Torkyn Gynt (Tor) and Alyssandra Qyn (Alyssa), 

sweethearts from neighbouring villages who are “sentients”, possessing magical powers. In the 

quasi-medieval European feudal kingdom of Tallinor, sentients–who are also called, without 

apparent irony, “the empowered”–are persecuted by an official organisation known as the 

Inquisitors, who are depicted as entirely cruel, sadistic and barbaric, none more so than Goth, 

the Chief Inquisitor. In the early chapters of the book Tor and Alyssa are separated. Tor 

becomes the apprentice of the court physician Merkhud, who is himself a sentient and who aims 

to hide Tor’s own powers from the king, while Alyssa flees her home village and the 
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Inquisitors, intending to go to Caremboche, where a sequestered community of sentient women 

live in the Caremboche “Academie”. The women of Caremboche are considered to be protected 

from the Inquisitors while they remain in complete seclusion, and are furthermore entirely cut 

off from their magical powers by a stone called “archalyt” that is attached to their foreheads. On 

her journey to Caremboche, Alyssa is captured, brutally beaten and raped by Goth, and is 

rescued from murder at his hands by a circus performer, Saxon, with whom she has a 

mysterious bond. Alyssa joins the circus but, finding herself still pursued by Goth, enters the 

Academie. While Alyssa becomes a favoured young scholar of the Academie, Tor becomes a 

famous physician and a popular citizen of the capital city, until she and Tor meet again towards 

the end of the book, and they once again flee from Goth, the Chief Inquisitor. The meaning of 

magical power for Tor and for Alyssa wildly diverges once they begin their separate journeys. 

While Alyssa undertakes a dangerous journey in order to have her powers permanently 

suppressed, Tor disguises and hides his magic and is able to develop his own powers and 

understanding of his magical role while still operating very successfully within society.  

Operating in this first book as the background to the characters’ adventures is the 

“mythic arc” of the fantasy: a narrative of gods, the past, prophecy, and destiny, that the 

protagonists gradually uncover. It is revealed that Tor is “the One” destined to defeat in battle 

the destructive and powerful god Orlac, who has been bound in a prison from which he is 

gradually escaping. Alyssa and Tor discover strange connections with a series of characters who 

are the magical “Paladin”, gods who have fallen while fighting Orlac and who have been reborn 

in order to protect Alyssa and Tor. In the second and third books of the trilogy, Revenge and 

Destiny, the plot moves between Alyssa, Tor, their three magically empowered children, the 

reborn Paladin, and a few other characters involved in the royal politics of Tallinor and its 

neighboring kingdom Cipres. Tor and Alyssa’s children have adventures involving dangerous 

encounters, learning magical and martial skills (the circus makes a reappearance), discovering 

true love, fighting and escaping the repulsive villain Goth, while Tor and Alyssa uncover their 

divine parentage. In Destiny, before the overarching narrative of the destined battle of Tor and 

his children against the god Orlac can be concluded, there is a another crucial scene of sexual 

violence, in which Lauryn, Alyssa and Tor’s fifteen-year-old daughter, is raped by the god 
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Dorgyrl. The god Orlac has kidnapped Lauryn in order to entrap her father and bring about the 

prophesied confrontation with Tor. Orlac’s mind has been invaded by another god, Dorgryl, 

who attempts to take over Orlac’s body and magic powers. Although Orlac comes to love 

Lauryn and defies Dorgryl in order to protect her, he fails and Dorgyl attacks her. Lauryn is 

rescued, and escapes in order to join her brothers and father and their magical companions in a 

final battle against Dorgryl/Orlac, which Orlac deliberately allows them to win, out of love for 

Lauryn.  

McIntosh’s Percheron series, published as Odalisque (2005), Emissary (2006), and 

Goddess (2008), is structured around the return of a feminine principle, in the Goddess Lyana, 

to patriarchal Percheron, a quasi-Middle Eastern city at the heart of a great empire. The Goddess 

Lyana battles for supremacy with the demon Maliz, who seeks to destroy Lyana’s human avatar 

before she has come into her full power. The protagonists of the series are the teenage ruler, Zar 

Boaz; the wonderfully intrigue-focused Herezah, his mother; Lazar, the former’s Zar’s chief 

general; Pez, a dwarf in the Zar’s court who is also the human incarnation of Iridor, the 

goddess’ familiar; and Ana, a young foundling who is sold by her stepmother into the new Zar’s 

harem. Ana seems to be at the centre of the mystery of the Goddess Lyana, and the plot revolves 

around court politics and Ana’s doomed romance with Lazar, while Lazar and Pez attempt to 

protect Ana from the demon Maliz, aid the Goddess, and still remain loyal to the young Boaz. 

Although Maliz is the great enemy of the mythic arc, and himself a perpetrator of sexual 

violence and in many ways the embodiment of misogyny, the secondary antagonist, the Chief 

Eunuch Salmeo, is a more effective figure of horror. Salmeo twice violates Ana in his official 

role as Chief Eunuch of the harem in which she has been imprisoned. Ana escapes the harem, 

unsuccessfully, but is allowed a mediated form of escape as Zar Boaz’s wife and emissary to 

another kingdom. Ana’s escape from anyone’s control is brief, for she is very soon kidnapped 

again, this time by fanatical followers of the Goddess, whom she escapes in turn in time to give 

birth to Lazar’s twin children and die, her body annihilated in a mystic sandstorm known as the 

Samazen. The girl baby, who also disappears, is the Goddess Ana, hidden this time from 

Maliz’s machinations by Ana’s womb and Ana’s function as a decoy. The boy child is raised as 
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the son of Zar Boaz by Lazar and a redeemed Herezah, and the faith of the Goddess and its 

accompanying valuing of the feminine are gradually restored in Percheron. 

As evidenced by these examples of genre fantasy fiction, an instance or a scene of 

sexual violation occurs often enough across the genre that it might seem to have been accepted 

as a new generic convention. The persistence of this motif of sexual violence in fantasy is, 

furthermore, accompanied by a theme of inevitability. The sense of inevitable sexual violence is 

conveyed by the heroine’s limited capacity of escape or resistance, despite her actions and 

voicing of protest, and by the unrelenting pursuit of a villain who escapes any attempt to destroy 

him for most of the narrative.  

Good genre criticism demonstrates an understanding of genre fiction in its own terms. 

Popular genre categories provide “conventions of reading which the author may work against, 

which he can transform, but which are the conditions of possibility of his discourse.”
586

 These 

conditions, and their transformation and contravention, can be inferred from the text itself, for 

“[t]o intend a meaning is to postulate reactions of an imagined reader who has assimilated the 

relevant conventions. … The communicative intention presupposes listeners who know the 

language.”
587

 It is a useful approach in literary genre criticism to take into consideration the 

dominant practice of reading presupposed by the text. At the same time, a useful investigation 

of genre fiction must examine the ideological work that a popular fiction text performs in 

relation to broader critical theories and cultural beliefs and practices. Both the recognition of 

generic norms, and the contextualisation and discursive assessment of such norms, are 

important when assessing the varied aspects of the portrayal of sexual violence in fantasy 

fiction.  

The implicit reading practice of fantasy fiction is to assume that a feminist perspective 

permeates the text, successfully critiquing oppressive practices (insofar as they relate to gender). 

Contemporary fantasy fiction engages with feminist critiques of rape in their affirmation of the 

reality of hurt, and furthermore through an affective stance of disapproval. The feminist 
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disapproval of rape in fantasy fiction follows a general disapproval of patriarchal oppression. 

Jane Tolmie relates the continued presence of patriarchal oppressions in fantasy to its affective 

possibilities, noting that:  

 [a] defining characteristic of feminist disapproval within fantasy novels is the 

encouragement of a form of reader satisfaction that denies complicity in oppressive 

structures while still relying on such structures to provide meaning. It becomes possible 

to disapprove while still, at some profound level, approving and feeling pleasure.
588

 

The possibility of approving the author’s inclusion of scenes of sexual violence seems in 

contemporary fantasy to be facilitated by strategies whereby this violence is marked 

(paradoxically) as the extreme end and alienated Other of permissible heroic violence.  

In Chapter Five, I take the view that it is not necessary to hold a feminist critique at bay 

in order to examine sexual violence as a meaningful element of plot. I am thus concerned with 

some of the ways in which “sedimented ideological discourses”
589

 are layered into generic 

conventions themselves, and can, to a certain extent, have effects beyond those marked out by 

genre or by the author’s deliberate themes. Cranny-Francis writes that genre fiction can “be 

reappropriated by the discourses against which it is written if writers are not aware of the 

ideological significance of generic conventions”.
590

 Even beyond an unintended reappropriation 

into patriarchal discourses, the generic conventions of contemporary fantasy fiction indicate that 

the genre fundamentally relies upon discourses that are partly or symbolically excluded from 

identification as acceptably or appropriately generic.  

At present there is something of a gap between studies of how plot and generic 

convention operate in fantasy fiction, and studies that are concerned to examine–and to 

critique–some of the ideological work that fantasy fiction performs. More generally, in the 

study of popular fiction, critical investigations of how sexual violence might operate as a 

narrative element of plot diverge from a feminist critique of violence against women. For 

example, Helen Hazen seems to feel the need to defend scenes of rape in romance fiction as 
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something not merely part of culture but valuably so.
591

 Hazen’s position I suspect is a symptom 

of the defensive position the author adopts towards her subject of romance fiction as a whole. 

Demonstrating the convergence of a discursive analysis with a recognition of generic practices, 

Elaine Showalter writes that in their representation of rape, 

 [w]omen’s novels are testing the limits of the liberated will and the metaphysics of 

violence. What are the irrational forces of evil and violence that collide with control of 

one’s life? Are they outside the self, in male society? Or are they also within the self, in 

fantasy, guilt, and hate?
592

 

Showalter’s questions could be adapted for fantasy fiction. Fantasy fiction is not closely 

concerned with the intricacies of women’s social and individual selves, but instead with the 

nature of female participation in heroic narratives. The “irrational forces of evil and violence 

that collide with control of one’s life” take on a different character in the fantasy narrative, as 

the heroine’s “life” as it is presented to the fantasy reader is really her role within an epic 

fantasy narrative: her place within story. Consequently, the question of whether such negative 

forces are “outside the self, in male society” tends to merge with the question of whether such 

forces are marginal to the mythic arc of the fantasy. In many cases, the “forces” which displace 

the fantasy heroine from this mythic fantasy arc seem to be those involving sexual violence.  

The rejection of the heroine’s encounter with sexual violence from the heroic matter of 

fantasy is not achieved through strategies that deny or discount the violence itself. This is an 

important point to note because the denial of rape, or the doubt about the reliability of the 

victim’s testimony, have often featured in Western literature. Higgins and Silver, introducing a 

collection of essays on the theme of rape and representation, note a recurring pattern in modern 

fiction, “an obsessive inscription–and obsessive erasure–of sexual violence against women (and 

against those placed by society in the position of !woman’)”
593

, with this erasure taking place 

through the denial or obfuscation of the act of rape. In fantasy fiction the “event itself” of rape 
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or torture is not obscured. In the novels of Sara Douglass and Fiona McIntosh, for example, 

scenes of sexual violence are depicted “onstage”.
594

 The physicality of the hurt is 

acknowledged; indeed, it is often graphically depicted. A reliable narrator offers an immediate 

depiction of the violence, and does not replace the physicality of violence with metaphor or 

allegory.
595

 The insistence in fantasy upon the uncontested reality of the violence and the 

physicality of hurt is evidence of the way in which fantasy fiction has been shaped by a feminist 

strategy of “restoring rape to the literal, to the body: restoring, that is, the violence–the physical, 

sexual violation.”
596

 In depicting the scene of violence, contemporary fantasy fiction approaches 

sexual violence in very different ways to some antecedents of the fantasy fiction genre. 

Medieval romance or nineteenth-century gothic fiction are forms with which the narrative 

structures of fantasy fiction are often compared.
597

 In the case of sexual violence, there is a 

marked contrast in that the rape that is threatened in fantasy fiction is often carried out. Corinne 

Saunders writes that  

in chivalric romance as in the saints’ lives, rape is repeatedly deferred: abductions 

occur, rape and enforced marriage are threatened, but the woman’s honour is almost 

invariably upheld. While the scene of rape becomes a statement of order within a 

kingdom and rape is consistently threatened, it is rarely instanced, and never within the 

narrative “here and now”.
598

 

In fantasy fiction there is, frequently, an actual scene of rape shown “within the narrative ‘here 

and now’”. In the case of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century gothic novels, the effect of sexual 

violence is often created without the event or the presence of the event in the text. In gothic 
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fiction, the menace of a violence perpetually delayed moves the action forward. Annis Pratt 

describes a “rape trauma archetype” that encompasses a narrative of fear, stalking, and (often) 

narrow escape, as well as the experience of sexual violence. Pratt holds that “[s]uch traumas 

characterize the plot structure of gothic novels where women heroes experience adventures in 

quest of true chivalry in combination with the horror of pursuit and victimization by male 

villains.”
599

 The motif of “horror and pursuit” has capital in fantasy fiction, but the narrative 

strategies of representation in contemporary writing are focused on a physical, tangible, and 

reliably narrated violence. The themes and even images associated with the heroine’s 

victimisation in fantasy fiction correspond to themes in medieval romance and works of 

nineteenth-century gothic fiction, but these themes are greatly transformed when associated 

with a relatively naturalistic scene of violence.  

The representation of sexual violence as uncomplicated by ambivalent definitions of 

rape or by the idea of false accusations, can to a certain extent be attributed simply to the 

narrative style of the genre, in which events (even visions) contribute to the reader’s sense of 

literary belief in the present narrative. In their inclusion of scenes of sexual violence in their 

fantasy fictions, popular fantasy authors tend towards the same sense of immediacy, physicality 

and “transparency” in narration as they apply to a scene of journeying through a forest or 

preparing food in a kitchen. The depiction of sexual violence in fantasy fiction certainly has 

emotional significance for victim, attacker, and witnesses, but scenes of violence are not 

necessarily marked out by any particular change in style. Nonetheless, the basically naturalistic 

depiction of violence has an ideological effect. Unheroic sexual violence is presented as 

negative because it is violence, and the reader’s position of disapproval is assumed. This 

assumption is all the more authorised for being implicit. Lynn Higgins and Brenda Silver have 

noted that the issue of rape in Western culture is an issue of “representation”. These authors 

write that “[w]hether in the courts or the media, whether in art or criticism, who gets to tell the 

story and whose story counts as !truth’ determine the definition of what rape is.”
600

 Feminist 
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literary critics such as Higgins and Silver, and Laura Tanner and Sabine Sielke, 
601

 have 

similarly identified issues of “representation” such as subjectivity, perspective, advocacy, and 

the degree of narratorial reliability, as key factors in the depiction of rape in literature. It is 

significant, then, that the question of whether or not the rape has happened is a non-issue for 

fantasy fiction, and the violence is understood to be immediate and real. 

Sielke writes that, “transposed into discourse, rape turns into a rhetorical device, an 

insistent figure for other social, political, and economic concerns and conflicts,”
602

 and argues 

that while modern texts often deflect a consciousness of “real rape” into rhetorical strategies,
603

 

post-modern fiction contains more explicit descriptions of sexual violence.
604

 Yet this post-

modern fiction 

 only seems to be “about” sexual violence. More often than not, it is preoccupied with 

the cultural effects of the established rhetoric of rape, with the ways in which the 

rhetoric of sexual violence informs and structures our perspectives on real rape, and 

with how “rape myths” and rape as a social fact have become inseparably 

intertwined.
605

 

Fantasy seems to fall into a category which Sielke does not include in her survey of American 

culture, a category in which the scene of sexual violence is “about” the violence as it is 

experienced. Rape in fantasy is involved in concerns about sexuality and violence, and the 

physical and social vulnerability of women. Fantasy fiction is not explicitly concerned with the 

issues of race and class that feature prominently in contemporary discussions of sexual violence, 

tending to limit its critique of rape as a socially defined act to notions of gender–a critique of 

social discourse that is itself limited and constrained by stereotypes, as I shall discuss. My 

critique of sexual violence in fantasy must be understood in terms of a cultural shift in the 

representation of rape. My analysis is concerned to note a cultural shift from women writers’ 

representation of hurt as a feminist strategy and a form of protest, to representations of hurt 
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drawn from a culture in which issues of violence to women are no longer silenced or taboo but 

may have become stereotyped in new ways. In contemporary Western culture, “meaning has not 

been stripped bare from deeds of brutality, but has been generously bestowed.”
606

 In 

contemporary fantasy fiction, scenes of rape affirm a condition of female vulnerability that 

defines the plots, characters, and even the magic of fantasy.  

 

 

The Confrontation and Avoidance of Sexual Violence 

Despite the effect of sexual violence upon the heroine’s participation in the heroic action, sexual 

violence is subtly rejected as a form of mythic action. I have noted that although the 

representation of rape in modernist fiction has been characterised by the elision or erasure of the 

rape,
607

 contemporary fantasy fiction does not erase sexual violence in this way. Instead, fantasy 

fiction demonstrates a pattern that I would describe as confrontation followed by avoidance. 

The significance of sexually-motivated violence is either downplayed, or it is replaced with a 

more mythic or more magical narrative action. For example, although such a scene of 

victimisation is often immensely important to the development of the plot, the act of violence 

nonetheless remains unforeseen and unaccounted for by the narratives of prophecy and destiny. 

Instead, a scene of rape or gender-directed violence is presented as incidental and is attributed to 

a specific persecutor who is himself expelled from a heroic narrative. Jane Tolmie has noted 

that in works of fantasy fiction published in the 1970s, 80s and 90s the heroine is a woman 

exceptionally able to overcome “adversities rooted in gender-based oppression”,
608

 surviving 

and succeeding despite. In fantasy fiction published in Australia in the past fifteen years, the 

heroine succeeds and survives, and encounters sexual violence–not despite it, for in 

contemporary works of fantasy fiction, sexual violence is discursively presented as in excess of 

the background condition of patriarchy. 
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The Monstrous Rapist  

The related moves in fantasy fiction to reject sexual violence from an imagined patriarchy and 

from an acceptably generic plot are facilitated by the figure of a monstrous rapist. Susan 

Brownmiller writes that American culture is saturated with what she has called “the myth of the 

Heroic rapist”–by which she refers to an aggressive man, who is perceived as heroic in his 

sexual possession or “conquest” of one or many women, even if his violence is nominally 

disapproved of. Shadowing this masculine figure is the accompanying eroticisation of female 

passivity, helplessness, and submission.
609

 For Brownmiller, the American popular culture of 

the 1970s is saturated by versions of this myth. She writes that “[t]he popularity of quite 

ordinary books, movies and songs that depict violence to women and glorify the men who 

perpetrate the violence is … entrenched.”
610

 Generally, fantasy fiction rejects the notion of the 

“heroic rapist”. Brownmiller’s analysis is an important reference point, as the fantasy-fiction 

villain resembles Brownmiller’s heroic rapist in being singled out by exceptional aggression, 

but his aggression is explained in terms of the villain’s deviance from a heroic model of 

masculinity.  

The figure representing deviance from a heroic model of masculinity in McIntosh’s 

Trinity series is the horrible Goth, leader of the Inquisitors who persecute those with magical 

powers. Goth is depicted as predatory and sadistic. He is titillated by the horrific process of 

“bridling” carried out upon female sentients possessing magical power. He deliberately tries to 

unnerve the serving girls at an inn “it might help to soften them up for his games later, he 

thought viciously.”
 611

 In Betrayal, Goth comes across Alyssa and captures and rapes her, 

intending to murder her. She is rescued by a character called Saxon, who, in a rage, castrates 

Goth, but fails to kill him. Goth continues to stalk the heroes of the series and interfere with 

their plans, evading many attempts to kill him until he is finally successfully executed towards 

the end of the third book in the series. Goth, with his comprehensive programme of sadistic 

activities, appears to resemble Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s monster, as he performs a similar 
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function as “[t]he monster [who] embodies those sexual practices that must not be committed, 

or that may be committed only through the body of the monster”.
612

 Goth is a figure who 

accords with Cohen’s idea of a monster as a figure that often partakes of some monstrous 

qualities without ever quite crossing the boundary to move away from the human. As in the 

contemporary account of the serial killer (whom he also resembles), Goth’s horror and his 

appeal lie in the human figure’s uncanny ability to achieve monstrous consequences.  

Goth’s deviance is signalled in several different ways. For example, his deviance from 

conventional masculinity is suggested by his high voice: “[w]hen he spoke his voice was 

vaguely effeminate, its high pitch always a surprise for new listeners.”
613

 This unusually high 

voice seems to have been projected back in time, anticipating his castration later in the series. 

Yet the apparent confusion of temporality is indicative of the way that Goth, like his fellow 

Salmeo in McIntosh’s Percheron series, has been created from an available set of cultural 

stereotypes of a “bad guy”–one who acts badly, but who is also bad at being a guy, symbolically 

rejected from an acceptable masculinity. Goth has been monstrously scarred by a fire, so that: 

“[his] face was a tortured mound of flesh. Savagely pocked, one side lay slack whist the other 

twitched incessantly, giving his right eye a permanent tic.”
614

 Goth’s appearance is a cinematic 

combination of the actor’s deliberate, naturalistic distortion in the facial tic and the special 

make-up effect of the melted visage. The tic reinforces a connection between physical deformity 

and mental unbalance, which is explained to us in some detail: 

[t]he tic on the left side of his face twitched erratically but he cared little. He was 

powerful. No longer an orphaned, penniless noble’s brat but a man to be respected. That 

fire which had ripped through his family’s home had served a purpose. … The small 

child left behind had been maimed by the flames but breathed still. … Goth licked his 

undefined rubbery lips–another legacy of the fire which had smudged almost every 
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feature of his face into the other. Only the cold, slate-coloured eyes, with their icy 

hatred of anything and anyone handsome or gifted in any way, were whole.
615

  

His scarring seems to function simultaneously as the sign of and underlying reason for his 

horrid personality. In this passage the text provides us with a quasi-psychological explanation 

for Goth’s violence as a response to sexual frustration and feelings of inadequacy, a 

psychological state that seems to both confirm and be confirmed by his physical deformity. 

When captured by Goth, Alyssa seems to have an immediate understanding of his damaged 

psychological state, saying, “[i]s this the only way you can ever get to touch a woman, Goth–tie 

her up and force yourself on her?”
616

 Although he is ostensibly a figure of horror, Goth is not an 

unsettling creation. Alyssa has little trouble in understanding him, and neither do we; Goth is 

meant to be a figure easily read. As Higgins and Silver have noted, some narratives that 

represent a rape “present women telling stories that echo or ventriloquize definitions of rape that 

obliterate what might have been radically different perceptions.”
617

 Alyssa’s instantaneous 

adoption of the point of view that the rapist is an aberrant maladjust is an example of this 

“ventriloquism”. Rather than functioning as an aspect of the general critique of patriarchal 

constructions of femininity–such as vulnerability as a concept that confirms women’s innate 

passivity–the representation of sexual violence in McIntosh’s fantasy fiction turns to a 

recognisable cultural narrative of stranger rape, “where the woman is violently attacked by an 

unknown individual”.
618

 Joanna Bourke relates that psychiatrists in the first half of the twentieth 

century developed a profile of the sexual psychopath which, as she explains, was “rapidly 

inscribed by law”.
619

 From the 1930s onwards, the psychiatrically deviant figure of the 

psychopath was characterised by “his uncontrollable sexual urges.”
620

 Despite shifts away from 

cultural anxieties about “psychiatrically distorted ‘monsters’”,
621

 the figure and the profile of a 

deviant male who possesses “a distorted sexuality, often exacerbated by unconscious feminine 
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tendencies that the psychopath attempted to mask by engaging in exaggerated masculine 

behaviour”
622

 seems to have entered and remained in popular culture. McIntosh’s work 

indicates that these powerful cultural conceptions are still present, translated away from the 

“real” into an imaginary, stylised, and definitively monstrous figure.  

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen has theorised that “[t]hrough the body of the monster fantasies of 

aggression, domination, and inversion are allowed safe expression in a clearly delimited and 

permanently liminal space …”.
623

 Such a monster is made relatively safe “[w]hen contained by 

geographic, generic, or epistemic marginalisation.”
624

 Goth is a human character partaking of 

the qualities of a monster, and it would seem that the fantasies of aggression and violence that 

he permits are “contained” by stereotypes of monstrosity and perversion that allow Goth to exist 

safely in generic marginalisation. Goth is an antagonist, but not one who defines the mythic arc 

of fantasy fiction.  

To turn to another example, the monstrous male violator of McIntosh’s Percheron 

series is the sadistic and cruel Salmeo, chief eunuch in the harem of the Zar. To quote directly 

from the text, “Salmeo embodied so many unpalatable characteristics, it was hard to imagine 

how they all came together in one person.”
625

 Salmeo, “a mountain of black flesh” who is 

“cruelty personified”,
626

 is depicted so that his psychological nastiness is reflected in his 

physical grossness. In Odalisque, as Salmeo is introduced in the thoughts of Herezah, the reader 

is offered a quasi-psychological explanation for his sexual violence in terms of his sexual 

frustration. Herezah thinks:  

He matched his revolting looks with a vicious demeanour more befitting a 

scorned woman. Which wasn’t far from the truth, perhaps. Salmeo had been cut at the 

age of seven when his height and size fooled the chief eunuch of the day into believing 

he was older. He was an “almost complete”. Nothing much was left of his manhood 
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save the painful yearnings of desire. No toys, no tricks, no magicks helped Salmeo with 

his frustrations, so he took his pleasures in other ways.  

Herezah’s gaze was helplessly drawn towards the sinister, sharply pointed nail 

on the index finger of his right hand. He stained it red, so no woman could ever forget 

its purpose and no naïve boy went beyond wondering at its use. She masked the shudder 

of memory of that nail’s cruel touch when she was twelve.
627

 

As in the case of Goth, Salmeo’s acts of sexual violence are explained in psychological terms as 

having an origin in a traumatic event, but this does not quite convince us that either character is 

not only individually deviant, but a figure representing a kind of atavistic male cruelty. At one 

point he is described as taking on animalistic qualities: 

Now Salmeo did allow the broad smile to break across his wide face and reveal 

the cavernous gap in his front teeth. His tongue flicked into and out of the hole like a 

snake tasting vibrations in the air. 

He saw the girl’s flinch of disgust, fed on it.
628

 

For Salmeo, monstrosity is a performance of substitute and yet excessive masculinity, as 

evidenced by his red-painted, sharpened finger and his snakelike tongue. The acknowledgement 

of the subject’s ability to perform his departure from masculinity or humanity is in danger of 

being submerged in the nexus of clichés of deviance with which he is associated, especially 

given the conflation of multiple signifiers of villainy–he is effete, and gross, and cruel, 

perverted, and even a racial other (fantasy-world African in a fantasy-world Middle East). These 

heavy-handed symbols of monstrosity serve a purpose; they function as signs of the villainous 

character’s inner and individual nature. As in the case of Goth, effeminacy, physical ugliness, 

sadistic violence and cruelty are conflated so as to naturalise the correlation between deviance 

from masculinity and sexual violence. Ironically, these recognisable stereotypes of a sexually 

deviant villain function to delineate the character as exceptional. In turning in this way to these 

images of the monstrous violator, McIntosh is not necessarily actively pursuing an ideology that 

polices masculinity. The troubling affirmation of stereotypes surrounding gender, sexual 
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perversion, and psychological damage inheres in and is carried through the conventions of 

genre, in such a way that the author does not need–perhaps, is unable–to question the patterns of 

thought that shadow the recognisable and apparently uncomplicated conventions of popular 

narrative.  

The overdetermination of the violator as a deviant figure allows the heroine’s encounter 

with sexual violence to be bracketed off from her adventures-in-patriarchy.
629

 Goth is initially a 

figure of patriarchal authority, but one who becomes a criminal, an outlaw, and an exile as the 

narrative progresses. Goth is shown to act in gratuitous excess of the patriarchal control in 

which he has been invested, just as he acts in gratuitous excess of the heroic violence of fantasy 

fiction. The fantasy fiction rapist is a monster in that he is “transgressive, too sexual, perversely 

erotic, a lawbreaker; and so the monster and all that it embodies must be exiled or destroyed.”
630

 

In twentieth-century American psychology and law “[t]he psychopath was individualized and 

set outside the community in which his deeds were forged: the removal of his legal rights 

strengthened, rather than threatened, the rule of law.”
631

 The fantasy fiction rapist is 

characterised as a sexual psychopath, and this characterisation, more than any official rejection 

of the figure within the logic of the text, functions to “exile” the rapist from the heroic 

discourses of the narrative.  

Misogyny is a culturally powerful marker of a “bad guy”. Evidence of overt misogyny 

provides an effective shortcut in distinguishing a villain. In McIntosh’s most recent series, the 

Valisar trilogy, two of the heroes, Kirin and Lily, find themselves in the power of Vulpan, who 

has an official directive to taste their blood, and thus always be able to remember and find them. 

Vulpan aims to taunt Kirin by humiliating and frightening Lily with unwanted sexual interest. 

In the following scene, Kirin says to Lily, “Vulpan is evil, Lily. You know it, you felt his 

touch.
632

” Kirin’s feelings wonderfully encapsulate the conflation of evil with sexual violence. 

The logic of these assumptions about sexual violence is somewhat circular; for the meaning of a 

“bad guy” is one who commits violence that is unjust, unnecessary, and often sexually 
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motivated or sadistic, and so the meaning of bad violence is also that which is done by a bad 

guy for the wrong kinds of reasons. The problem of associating a villain with misogyny and 

misogyny with villainy is in the possibility that the critique of the violence arising from 

misogyny is assumed to the point where it is taken for granted. It is problematic when  

the insertion of disapproval into these narratives is what makes it possible, and palatable, 

to continue to recreate them. The pleasure of internal critique comes to support the prior 

pleasures of recognition and familiarity–of inevitability.
633

 

A stance of “feminist disapproval” can actually authorise the scene of violence, without 

allowing the reader to make connections between violence and a patriarchal concept of gender 

distinctions. 

The interpretation of the rapist as a monstrous figure is an example of how “the reading 

position produced in generic texts by sedimented ideological discourses will often conflict with 

the reading position produced by feminist ideology.”
634

 The problem of the “sedimented 

ideological discourses” that have formed around a sexual psychopath or similar figure can 

interfere with the discursive aims of authors who adopt a consciously feminist stance. American 

fantasy author Anne Bishop’s Tir Alainn series (2001–2003)
 635

 provides a particularly sustained 

example of fantasy fiction’s popular feminism, as it is the effect of gender ideology that takes 

centre-stage as the main line of plot. The series is set in a quasi-medieval country called 

Sylvalan, which is populated by ordinary humans who are ruled by a loosely connected group of 

barons. The magical and inhuman Fae live in a paradise constructed out of magic, known as Tir 

Alainn, which is connected to Sylvalan by magical bridges. Tir Alainn is sustained by witches–

independent women living on pieces of land known as the Old Places–but at the opening of the 

Tir Alainn series, the witches have forgotten that their ancestors are the “House of Gaian” and 

the creators of Tir Alainn, and these women live isolated from human and Fae alike. 

Misogynistic witch hunters who call themselves Inquisitors target the witches, killing them to 

destroy the world’s magic. The Inquisitors aim to transform the culture of Sylvalan so that 
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women are entirely subjugated. In making the theme of a rediscovery of magical heritage 

subordinate to the theme of the defeat of the Inquisitors’ misogyny, Bishop’s series reverses the 

hierarchy of importance in contemporary fantasy fiction. 

The chief villain of the series, Inquisitor Adolfo, has orchestrated the oppression of 

women by men in an entire nation through propaganda and manipulation of existing social 

tensions. Adolfo invents a concept of a Satan-like “Evil One” in order to accuse women and at 

the same time deny them agency in their own apparent acts of evil. Bishop’s medievalism 

contrasts with that of other fantasies in that she does not authorise a notion of the Middle Ages 

as an originary site for a kind of “deep” cultural misogyny. In Bishop’s Sylvalan, the violent 

subjugation of women and the notion that women are less than fully human are new ideas, 

invented by Inquisitor Adolfo and only partially authorised or implemented by the ruling 

Barons. The quasi-medieval patriarchy is both indicted and excused by its association with 

Adolfo, but it is not really the subject of Bishop’s critique. The exposure of Adolfo’s misogyny 

relies upon the reader’s understanding that his fanaticism is falsely upheld by magic, trickery, 

dishonesty and greed. In emphasising Adolfo’s calculated manipulation of the culture of the 

imagined world, “the text operates to reveal the contradictions and injustices within the 

dominant gender discourse and to make visible the strategies by which that discourse is 

naturalized, including genre conventions and narrative.”
636

 As an example of the mixed and 

mediated nature of feminism in popular fiction, alongside this practice of making visible the 

constructedness of misogynistic rhetoric, Bishop continues to rely upon genre conventions and 

narrative practices that naturalise essential concepts of masculinity and femininity.  

The association of gender-directed violence with the derailing of masculine 

development provides an example of the way in which a reliance upon particular generic 

conventions can re-introduce a particular discourse which the narrative has attempted to 

displace or to destabilise. For example, we learn that the witch hunter Adolfo’s persecution of 

women is a lifelong response to being rejected by his mother, and, subsequently, abused by his 

father. When Adolfo uses magic, his mother rejects him for having a Fae bloodline, which she 
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claims was passed on from his father.
 637

 Adolfo discovers that his mother is concealing the fact 

that her own bloodline makes her a witch, of the House of Gaian. The text is detailed in its 

explanation of Adolfo’s motivations:  

“You hated me because I revealed your secret, because I couldn’t hide what I had 

inherited from you,” he said to the mother who was long dead. “You let my father do 

monstrous things to me in his attempt to win back your love–and retain the wealth you 

provided. I have used everything he taught me, Mother. I have refined those crude 

lessons into something elegant. And I use what I learned against your kind. You could 

have loved me. Because you chose hate instead, I will not suffer a witch to live. I 

promise you that before I’m done, there won’t be one of your kind left.”
638

  

Misogynistic violence is naturalised again by a familiar narrative. A narrative of a deviant figure 

scarred by a deviant mother is prevalent in Western culture as an explanation for sexual 

violence.
639

 Su Epstein notes that in America, “films about serial killers overflow with mother-

blaming.”
640

 This theme is not restricted to popular culture, for “mother-blaming” also “suffuses 

the academic literature on serial killers”,
641

 and Epstein argues that “academics and film 

producers are reading from the same cultural script when they seek to explain serial killers’ 

behavior”.
642

 This “cultural script” is underpinned by a Freudian understanding of the 

importance of Oedipal conflict in shaping a (male) adult’s social relations. Bourke notes that 

during the 1940s, psychiatrists developing a profile of the sexual psychopath “identified the 

cause of the illness in early childhood trauma and distorted sex education … the psychopath had 

never worked through his early Oedipal conflict.”
643

 The cultural capital of this bad mother 

figure allows the misogyny that has been collapsed into the figure of this single villain to 

expand outwards again, filling the space of social relations that the author has deliberately left 
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blank. Bishop’s critique is most powerful when it exposes misogyny as artifice: the narrative of 

Adolfo’s childhood of abuse and rejection operates within the parameters of misogynistic 

rhetoric which he is supposed to have invented. The killings of these innocent women can be 

laid at the door of an original bad mother, and the weak father and weak man who “allowed” her 

to be a bad mother.  

In the case of Goth, Salmeo, and Bishop’s Adolfo, a feminist critique of the control of 

women through violence in a patriarchal society is taken up by authors of contemporary fantasy 

fiction and transformed into a psychological motivation for the villain. Bishop and McIntosh’s 

villains are in this way characterised by a misogyny that seems to be a matter of individual 

psychology rather than cultural values. The location of the origin of misogyny in a single, 

damaged individual breaks the connection between patriarchal system and sexual violence. The 

danger of the myth of the witch-hunter is that he can come to be contained in his own narrative. 

In the final book of the series, Bishop provides a fantastic origin story for a medieval Satan. 

Adolfo is trapped within an enchanted world that the witches have constructed in which he 

literally becomes the Evil One of his own imagination. What is the effect of the literalisation of 

misogyny through magic? Does the need for a supernatural intervention to transform the 

imagined into something tangible reinforce the constructedness of misogyny, or, conversely, 

does the fact that the magic works so powerfully suggest that Adolfo’s ideas are an aspect of the 

essential nature of the world?  

In marked contrast to fantasy fiction’s portrayal of rape as the act of an exceptionally 

damaged individual, Elaine Showalter notes that some thinkers, 

including radical feminists, believe that rape is not an aberration, but a point on the 

continuum of male-aggressive, female-passive sexual behaviour, and that it reflects the 

fundamental oppression of women in a patriarchal society.
644

 

Furthermore Corinne Saunders notes that 

the theory that the rapist is a “sickie” or deviant in psychological terms has been called 

into question. Feminist writers have argued that these approaches ignore the fact that 
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rape is an aspect of the violence inherent in western society, and that the potential for it 

is built into and upheld by established institutions and attitudes.”
645

 

Although contemporary fantasy fiction seems to ignore these critiques and debates, it might be 

possible to suggest that the overdetermination of the monstrous qualities of the villain indicate 

that the figure of a sexual psychopath who is socially deviant or exceptionally damaged is a 

figure who has been transformed from a figure of genuine fear and anxiety towards a 

recognisably fictional and even fantastic figure.  

As the figure of the monstrous rapist so strongly indicates, fantasy fiction seems to 

endorse a notion that sexual violence falls outside the everyday behaviour of most of society. 

Certain forms of violence are marked as excessive even in a quasi-medieval world of warriors, 

bandits, soldiers, and assassins. The imagined patriarchal social structure is not equated with the 

heroic action or with permissible heroic violence, but is instead both implicated in and excused 

from sexual violence. An example of this partial indictment of patriarchy is a scene in which the 

heroine is warned about the threat of sexual violence by a relatively beneficent figure of 

patriarchal control. This authoritative figure expresses a desire for her to escape the potential 

violence that he has outlined, and then subsequently fails to protect her from that violence. For 

example, the fifteen-year-old Lauryn and her older companion Sorrel are travelling through the 

countryside when they meet a group of royal guardsmen. The soldiers are searching for a group 

of outlaws. The leader of the guardsmen very pointedly warns Lauryn about the threat of rape 

that these bandits pose, saying first, to Sorrel, “Madam, may I suggest that you exercise caution 

in travelling alone with a young woman,”
646

 and then later explaining to Lauryn: 

“Young lady,” the captain said, eyeing her firmly, “these men may take your 

grandmother’s coin, but they may also decide to rob you of something more precious.” 

It took Lauryn a moment to realise what he meant. He was already on his horse 

and moving when understanding hit and she felt herself blush with hot 

embarrassment.
647
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The effect of the soldier’s “warning” is ambiguous, in that it foreshadows the attack itself, 

introducing the threat and giving it presence. Rather than the threat of rape being employed as 

an effective method of patriarchal control, the warning/threat is ineffective at preventing an 

attack that appears to be not only a social reality, but spatially encoded into any space of 

journey. The bandit, who eventually comes across the two women, echoes almost precisely the 

structure of the guard captain’s warning. The bandit says to Sorrel: 

“Let’s see what’s in this bag then, shall we, old lady? And if there’s nothing 

worth taking, I’ll help myself to something from her,” he said, licking his lips clear of 

the blood smeared all over them and eyeing Lauryn.  

“No!” shrieked Lauryn, with a clear understanding of his intentions.
648

  

Lauryn’s reaction of “understanding” the implication is modulated this time through 

fear rather than embarrassment. These two encounters mirror each other, indicating that what 

distinguishes the good from the bad group of men is whether they allow or prevent the 

victimisation of women. The female character’s status as a victim is thus a defining aspect of 

social relations within the constructed patriarchy.
649

 Although the outlaws have been 

emphatically defined by the text as men who operate outside society, the interesting 

combination of the voiced desire to protect the female characters from male violence, with the 

failure to do so, does reflect a sense of responsibility, of culpability, back onto the “benign” 

patriarchal figure. This culpability allows the reader to perceive that between the monstrous and 

the “real” men of the text there is a shared ideology of women as innately vulnerable and 

consistently under threat from sexual violence. Nonetheless, the chain of logic connecting 

patriarchal social conditions and sexual violence is broken by the monstrous figure who polices 

the boundaries of socially acceptable masculinity.  

 

Sexual Violence and the Plausibility of Fantasy 

The figure of the monstrous rapist functions to place the rape in a different sphere, a sphere of 

coincidence or happening. The rape is an event that tallies with modern notions of a quasi-
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medieval past, and, at the same time, with a modern construct of the waiting, psychopathic 

rapist. Sexual violence in fantasy fiction is not just a matter of rather anxiously repeated 

convention, and neither is it simply a conservative reinstatement of cultural myths of rape. 

Sexual violence in fantasy actually functions within the parameters of genre to support the 

reader’s literary belief. Rather than bound within the overruling forces of nature, destiny, magic, 

rape in fantasy is presented as chance. An event that can be convincingly presented as a 

coincidence is a valuable addition to a work of fantasy. A serendipitous encounter or event or 

incident has the effect of making the world feel more real. If, as Jonathan Culler suggests, the 

reality effect  

rests, as Barthes observes, on the assumption, deeply ingrained in Western culture, that 

the world is simply there and can thus best be denoted by objects whose sole function is 

to be there.
650

 

The reality effect in fiction need not only inhere in the mundane objects like those of a naturalist 

theatre set. Fantasy fiction, as I have argued, attempts to imbue objects and places in the fantasy 

world with both symbolic significance and a reality effect that is intended to signal an “internal 

consistency”. The reality effect is at once the modus operandi of fantasy fiction, and, at the 

same time, something that it is almost impossible for fantasy fiction to achieve, as each of the 

details that signify the world is at the same time signifying its alterity, its otherworldliness. The 

sense of chance is especially important, as so many of the narrative actions in fantasy fiction 

relate to the discovery of things that have been prophesied and foreordained. Given the fantasy 

text’s reliance on details that draw attention to their constructedness, something that is signalled 

as a chance happening can throw an illusion of reality over the text. There must be adventures 

that occur simply because the world exists. It would seem that a narrative event that functions 

usefully to convey the element of chance is the heroine’s encounter with sexual violence. 

Unsettling as it is to claim, the rape of the heroine in fantasy fiction seems to function to convey 

a reality effect.  
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The implied reading whereby the scene of sexual violence is coincidental is, however, a 

case in which the dominant reading put forward by the text is unsustainable, even for an 

uncritical reader. According to the inner logic of the particular fantasy text, the heroine’s 

experience of imprisonment, torture, abduction, rape, threat of rape, or threat of murder, has 

occurred through mere chance. The majority of readers could not help but be aware that an 

ostensibly preventable encounter is practically fixed as a requirement of genre. The 

victimisation of the heroine is a recurring event across the genre, and, as is the case in the 

Trinity series, more than one female protagonist will suffer some kind of victimisation even 

within the one fantasy series. The author’s attempts to present the rape of the heroine as the 

result of random chance are under the pressure of this weight of this repetition.  

The unheroic violence of fantasy fiction creates and is created by a concept of the 

gendered vulnerability of the heroine who encounters sexual violence. Female vulnerability to 

sexual violence is a foundational part of the built world of fantasy. The first few pages of Fiona 

McIntosh’s Trinity series and Anne Bishop’s Tir Alainn Trilogy incorporate a scene of violence 

to a female character.
651

 Placed here at the opening of the fantasy series, this scene of torture 

indicates that women’s suffering of gender-directed violence is a sign for fantasy fiction itself. 

The hurt female body, subjected to the violence of a quasi-medieval patriarchy, can be 

interpreted not only as a text, but, in this case, as a “mark of belonging”.
652

 The witch, as she is 

being executed, is an image that indicates the reader’s intrusion into the world of fantasy fiction. 

As a sign of genre, however, the witch tortured or burned at the state is not necessarily included 

in the matter of high fantasy. “The re-mark of belonging does not belong. It belongs without 

belonging”.
653
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In McIntosh’s Betrayal the early scene of victimisation indicates that women’s magic is 

importantly defined by sexual violence. In Tallinor, women who are discovered to be 

“sentients”, possessing magic, are “bridled”. In one of the very first scenes of the book the 

Inquisitors carry out a “bridling” which is witnessed by the book’s hero, Torkyn Gynt. In this 

scene: 

Marya became hysterical, struggling and scratching at the men who held her. She was 

sending strikes of power at all her captors but, as Merkhud had warned, they and their 

horses were shielded by the mysterious archalyt, which reflected her power back at her. 

Tor could not bear to watch her agony. Without further thought he cast a spike of his 

own power at her which stunned her temporarily … As the girl slumped to the ground, 

her mother cried out loudly to the heavens, begging the gods to unleash their wrath on 

the scum who would take her daughter. Fortunately, Goth was too immersed in 

watching the dull leather bridle, studded with the same archalyt, being lifted from its 

sack to hear the mother’s scorn. Several of his men busied themselves with 

unnecessarily pinning down Marya’s limp body whilst another lifted her head. Rhus 

pulled the headpiece onto her face, slipping the metal bar between her teeth. Marya 

regained consciousness and began whimpering, her tongue pinned down painfully by 

the bar. They snapped the lock on the back and hammered the pins firmly into place. 

Rough hands pulled her to her feet and ripped her clothes from her body. She stood 

unsteadily; naked, bridled and trembling, silenced by fear.
654

  

Following this scene of humiliation, Marya is branded with a hot iron on her breasts and groin. 

Although the author does convey a sense of Marya’s terror, compelling the reader to understand 

the horror of the punishment along with its graphic depiction, the text seems to contain a 

secondary impulse to spare the character, and perhaps thus also the reader, the horror of 

Marya’s full consciousness of the violence.  

The movements between consciousness and unconsciousness that the victim 

experiences here underline the tension between the characters’ desire to resist and their inability 
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to act, which creates an uncomfortable scene for a sympathetic reader. The frustration of any 

action by or for Marya continues; the scene of Marya’s bridling is being watched by Merkhud, a 

patriarchal figure of authority who distances himself from the violence even as he imposes his 

will on the scene. Merkhud is the King’s physician and is himself possessed of magical powers. 

Using a telepathic link created with magic, Merkhud advises Marya to accept her punishment in 

order to save her family,
655

 and he prevents the protagonist, Tor, from interceding.
656

 Merkhud 

stresses his distaste for the scene, but like the rest of the audience does nothing, presenting 

Marya’s passive suffering as the only sensible and rational option in the face of the Inquisitor’s 

power. What is interesting is the repeated need to “turn away” the possibility of action or even 

of rage, into shock, regret, disapproval and a kind of passive horror. Even Marya’s mother’s 

cries for vengeance are placed in the context of something she is “lucky to get away with”, 

resistance that if noticed would have been punished, and so any active response to the violence–

even the more active emotional response of rage–seems to be suppressed. The emotional 

response of the characters in the scene is tied in each case to a sense of powerlessness. Marya’s 

ability to experience and use her magic is limited and contained, by the Inquisitor’s use of 

“archalyt” to repel her powers, but also in her very nature–her magic is described as “weak”, 

and “wild”.
657

 Her lack of effective power is another sign of the injustice of the Inquisitors, 

attacking that which is presented here as helpless and as harmless.  

The combination of an intense desire to act or to escape, with the character’s utter 

inability to act, is a recurring theme of fantasy fiction and seems to be an important way in 

which the text promotes an affective involvement with the characters. The construction of a 

situation in which the sympathetic characters are helpless to intervene in violence is a strategy 

used in presenting male protagonists to the reader. Rather than have the hero take on the 

woman’s suffering as an impetus to his own action, the text deliberately cuts off any avenue for 

retribution–such as Tor’s wish to act for Marya. Brownmiller writes that “defense of women has 

long been a hallmark of masculine pride, as possession of women has been a hallmark of 
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masculine success.”
658

 McIntosh refuses to identify her hero with a traditional masculine pattern 

of saving or revenging the female victim of violence, and this refusal is not uncommon in the 

genre. What seems to be important to fantasy is that the hero identify with the victim of 

violence, recognising and empathising with her violence.  

What this scene demonstrates is that fantasy fiction’s feminist disapproval requires a 

hurt female body to bring it into being. The affective condemnation of the bad guys seems to 

require that the victim does not escape the situation. Marya is a “backgrounded” character. She 

is one of the “silent rank and file of women who do not choose, elude, or escape.”
659

 Although 

this “bridling” scene directs the reader’s sympathies towards her, what the narrative really 

foregrounds is the responses of the major characters Tor, Merkhud, and Goth. This scene is also 

integral to our understanding of another character–the heroine, Alyssa–as the graphic depiction 

of “bridling” demonstrates the threat with which the heroine of the book is faced, before we 

even meet her. Although those who are persecuted for being empowered by magic are 

technically men, women and children, what the text shows is the persecution of a woman, 

carried out by aggressive men who are obviously titillated by her pain and humiliation. This 

effective exclusion of men from the Inquisitor’s persecutions is an example of generic 

shorthand. McIntosh draws on popular medievalist notions of magical women who are 

persecuted within an ignorant and barbaric society. “Bridling” and a “scold’s bridle” are 

currency within contemporary culture that purchase an image of the barbaric and misogynist 

Middle Ages.
660

 In the popular medievalist image of the Inquisitor, the Inquisitor or torturer is at 

once a figure of gothic excess, relishing violence, and yet is at the same time a figure for a 

patriarchal and often misogynistic Christian culture. McIntosh’s Inquisitors are, by contrast, 

outsiders in their own culture. The quasi-medieval society of Tallinor holds bridling to be a 

horrific and an outdated practice, and the official sanction of Goth and his Inquisitors is 

represented as something that the kingdom considers their otherwise enlightened king’s only 
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flaw. In effect the barbarism and misogyny associated with an Inquisitor and his tortures are 

turned away from the society as a whole and into the figure of Goth. In this way, this scene of 

torture functions usefully to define the nature of the villain and to a certain extent, the nature of 

the hero.  

The generic necessity of this scene of female victimisation is only underlined by the 

ideological confusion in the text’s explanation of the event’s meaning for the secondary world. 

The Inquisitor’s rhetoric has an almost “secondary” nature. Following the branding of Marya, 

Goth says, “Another evil one, safely delivered. Now she’ll tempt men no more to spawn evil 

sentient bastards.”
661

 It is an odd use of the word “delivered” when the mutilation itself is 

explicitly given for the purpose of preventing Marya from giving birth. The use of “delivered” 

to suggest “destroyed” is a usage which is repeated in several different contexts in the course of 

the series, but it is in this scene that it resonates strangely, as a kind of perverse appropriation of 

Marya’s generative ability which the horrible punishment was intended to destroy. The unusual 

register of this word in this scene highlights a gap in the text, which is the absence of any 

religious or even cultural motivation for the Inquisitor’s persecution of sentients. And indeed, a 

work of fantasy fiction does not need such explanations. Goth’s crude comment here offers a 

cultural explanation for the practice of bridling in the fear of a kind of racial pollution; as such, 

Goth conflates his control of a woman’s magic with his control of her sexuality. The notion that 

it is not the magic, but the sexual activity of magical women, that is feared, would seem to lie 

behind the persecution of sentient women as it is enacted in the Trinity series, although this is 

the only point at which this connection is so explicitly stated. For the most part, the text is able 

to rely upon the cultural competence of the reader to interpret the connection between magic 

and sexuality as an attempt to control women’s sexuality. For example, although we do in fact 

see Alyssa and Tor on trial for their sexual relationship, a prohibition against the pollution of 

the race if a woman passes magic along to her children is not made at any point during the 

discussions of the lovers’ fate under the law. This is a gap that the reader is assumed to be able 

to fill. There is a conflation, in the Trinity series, between control of magic (in general) and a 
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control of women’s sexuality. This is evidenced in one of the fantasy fiction’s generic passages 

of explanation, in which Merkhud explains to his student Tor that the Academie at Caremboche  

is a sort of convent, for want of a better word. Over centuries it has become a haven for 

women who show the slightest sign of possessing magical powers. It was set up to 

protect sentient women from the Inquisitors. Of course, most gifted women never make 

it to those secure, closeted halls. They are butchered by Goth and generations of 

torturers before him. Those that do, however, are protected from society.
662

 

Merkhud stresses that if the Untouchables do have sex with a man, the punishment is to be 

crucified and stoned,
663

 a prohibition that once again seems to point to a fear of female sexuality 

and reproductive power. What Merkhud does not mention is that Caremboche is a place in 

which the women are permanently cut off from their magical power.
664

 The control of magic 

and the control of sexuality can be compressed in Merkhud’s passage of explanation.  

In McIntosh’s series The Quickening,
665

 it is the hero’s participation in the heroic 

narrative that relies upon the victimisation of a female character. The character Myrren transfers 

a mysterious gift of magical power to the protagonist Wyl through an experience of torture to 

which neither she nor Wyl has effective response. In the opening of the first novel in the series, 

Myrren’s Gift, Myrren, a woman with two differently-coloured eyes, is captured by the Witch 

Stalkers and tried as a witch. Women’s use of their magical powers is closely related to their 

special vulnerability within the fantasy fiction world. Myrren in Myrren’s Gift is not a witch, 

and has no magical power, but she receives a gift of magical power from a mysterious “Elysius” 

who speaks to her in her mind. Elysius enables Myrren to pass a gift of magic into the hero of 

the novel, Wyl Thirsk. This magical gift means that Wyl’s spirit will pass into the body of his 

murderer if he is ever killed. Myrren’s gift of magic is never “hers”, it is falsely conferred on 

her by the Witch Stalkers and then briefly given to her by Elysius so that she might be the 

conduit who passes magic on to the hero, Wyl. Myrren’s brief possession of magical power is 
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constructed in relation to her suffering, and her act in transferring this power to Wyl is made 

possible by this male character’s close identification with her pain. Myrren notices that, alone of 

all the men in the room, the boy Wyl is horrified by the violence enacted against her, and “… 

her heart hurt for him for she could tell that this boy did not want to be here and bear witness to 

her suffering.”
666

  As another example of how Wyl and Myrren are linked in their experience of 

(her) suffering:  

[a]s her eyes opened once again … they searched for his and in that moment he felt 

connected to Myrren. Together, united through her immense courage and linked via 

their personal despair, they would get each other past this torment.
667

 

Myrren is stoic throughout the torture, maintaining her mental and subjective integrity and 

refusing to “confess” for her torturers. Myrren’s anger and protest is, for the most part, voiced 

only to the reader, through her thoughts. Myrren’s only “voicing” of anger is conflated into her 

act of passing power into Wyl, so that  

[n]ow Myrren did finally vent her anger and despair. … At the sound of her final, 

chilling scream, Wyl Thirsk, General of the Legion, felt a strange sensation overcome 

him. It was neither painful nor pleasant but it was keen and pressing. It devoured him. 

Then it changed into a sharp, splintering agony and Wyl felt as though he was losing his 

breath–his ability to breathe in fact. It slashed horribly through every fibre. He closed 

his eyes and bared his teeth against it, unaware of anyone around him, only the piercing 

sound of her scream. When her voice ended abruptly Wyl lost his wits, collapsing into 

an all encompassing darkness. 
668

  

I have previously noted the tendency in fantasy fiction to make magical power tangible by 

describing it in terms of the body. This effect of tangible magic is difficult to achieve when the 

body is represented in pain, for, in this moment of pain, the mental and physical are confused, 

even as Wyl and Myrren’s experience is confused and mixed together. The stylistic confusion 

of the passage is also an ideological confusion. What is being represented here? Is it Myrren’s 
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“voice”, or the silencing of her voice; is she inarticulate or does she find a path to resistance in 

her scream? Is the “darkness” described in this passage a darkness of connectedness–a space of 

subconscious connection between Myrren and Wyl’s minds, a meeting place that allows power 

and experience to be exchanged–or is the darkness the final darkness of Myrren’s death, 

representing her annihilation, the cutting-off of the connection? Does this magic allow Myrren 

an effective response and presence in the text even after her death, or does it underscore her 

function as the female that is destroyed?  

We are told “Myrren of Baelup was no witch but she had a gift to give which would 

unleash a relentless power until it found its true target where her vengeance lay.”
669

 This 

sentence emphasises Myrren’s act as a powerful one. Effectively, however, Myrren passes the 

gift of magic into the sympathetic but helpless Wyl, relinquishing to him all her power for 

revenge or reinstatement. The example of the magical transference in Myrren’s Gift underlines 

the tendency, in contemporary fantasy fiction, for the heroine’s possession and control of 

magical power to be closely involved in her role as a persecuted victim. 

As in the case of Goth and Salmeo’s sexual violence, the sexual violence of The 

Quickening is distanced from a patriarchal culture. The Witch Stalkers are the remains of a once 

more powerful organization known as the Zerques, who persecuted accused witches on a 

massive scale. The “enlightened” king Magnus has tried to break up the Zerques and end their 

violence. Attempting to appease “traditionalists”, the crown continues to support Lymbert the 

Confessor and his Stalkers, and the king gives permission for Myrren to be tried and then 

executed.
670

 As in the case of the Trinity series, McIntosh draws an interesting distinction 

between the violent practices carried out by individuals in the present, and the real cultural basis 

for the practices. In her explanation of the practices of the “Witch Stalkers”, McIntosh refers 

glancingly to a fear of magic as something that has existed in the past.
671

 In the constructed 

world of the fantasy, magic is no longer something that the people believe in. In Morgravia, 
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“[n]o-one truly believed in sorcery any more.”
672

 The populace of the city of Morgravia actually 

understand that the torture and execution by burning of a witch is a spectacle.  

Morgravia loved a witch-burning. Nothing could bring the city-folk out faster from their 

homes than the clamour of the cathedral bells to signify a witch had been discovered 

and sentenced to die for her sins.
673

 

This passage acknowledges the distance between the law and reality and implies that the people 

of the city understand the hypocrisy that is at the centre of the event of a witch’s execution. The 

humiliation and pain inflicted on the witch’s body, and the titillating effect that this has on 

torturers and their audience, is presented in the text as the overt, rather than the secret and 

unacknowledged meaning of a “witch trial”. The text shows the way that a contemporary 

interpretation of the witch trial is embedded in the event itself. To a certain extent, the fantasy 

text elides the distance between the society of the constructed world and the attitudes of the 

contemporary Western reader. Modern scepticism about magic and an interpretation of a witch 

trial as a salacious spectacle can merge with the attitudes of the imagined world quite 

unproblematically.  

Myrren’s own interpretation of the witch-trial offers the reader another level of critique: 

she, too, understands the trial in terms of the torturer’s hypocrisy and titillation, but she further 

connects the actions of the men who torture her to their “inadequacies”. A strategy whereby the 

witch hunter is revealed as a hypocrite, whose real interest in her torture is his own titillation, 

often appears in popular-culture representations of medievalist torture and misogynistic 

violence.  

This is a strategy that echoes the revivalist and New Age discussions of the historical 

persecutions of witches. Annis Pratt notes that “[c]ontemporary witches and scholars of 

witchcraft have suggested that the testimonies exacted under torture reflect less of the witch cult 

itself than the phallocentric and rabidly gynophobic imaginations of the !witch doctors’ and 

judges.”
674

 The focus on such figures of “witch doctors and judges”, torturers and Inquisitors, is 
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one strategy whereby fantasy fiction is able to disavow its own violence, consigning the 

violence to a familiar cultural figure: an aberrant and excessively misogynistic man. The affect 

of disapproval is directed against such figures, but not necessarily against the generic 

conventions or the imagined world that is constructed to confer and to maintain their power 

over a victimised female character.  

Rather like Douglass’s Faraday, Myrren is fatalistic in her critique of the gender politics 

around her. Myrren’s reflection on her torturers emphasises the element of sexual interest that 

lies behind her “trial”: 

Myrren had already undergone Lymbert’s so called first-degree [of her trial as a witch]. 

Apart from the permitted rape by one of his assistants in which her virginity was torn 

away from her, she had been stripped, bound and flogged in front of a group of hooded 

men. They were presumably remnants of Zerques whom she realised were far more 

interested in viewing her naked body than in extracting anything more than her helpless 

shrieks.”
675

  

The sexual interest and the homosocial bonding through torture that the text is so concerned to 

reveal is neatly summed up in the phrase, “the [torture] chamber smelled of men’s sweat and 

lust.”
676

 The suggestion that the Inquisitor or torturer is motivated by a repressed sexual interest 

is common to fantasy fiction. Guy Gavriel Kay employs a similar technique in exposing the 

priest-crusader Galbert de Garsenc’s repressed sexual interest in the women he persecutes as the 

underlying drive of his fanaticism. Ariane de Carenzu, Queen of the Court of Love, exposes this 

repressed sexual desire when she says “You would like the women of Arbonne kneeling before 

you, I see. I do see it now, actually. … What does Corannos say about such desires, Galbert de 

Garsenc?”
677

 Galbert’s personal desires do not replace a widespread cultural misogyny, as 

seems to be the effect of similar figures in McIntosh’s work. Instead Galbert functions as a 

monstrous force driving and inflaming misogyny in an already sexist culture. 
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In McIntosh’s work, the appeal to generic convention is in danger of obscuring the 

kinds of critique around which such conventions might initially have been formed. For example, 

as she is being tortured, Myrren reflects upon the motivations of her torturers and their audience 

of male aristocrats. 
678

 Myrren understands and taunts her captors, saying in the torture chamber, 

“I understand why the pig-fingered Lord Rokan would bring along his bruised ego and flaccid 

member for inflation at my expense.”
679

 In Myrren’s understanding it is an emotion of 

inadequacy that lies behind the desire to hurt and dominate her. The identification of sexual 

interest as the driving force behind Myrren’s torture is another example of the way in which the 

fantasy text attributes the violence to aberrant figures who exceed a more general and less 

explicitly violent sexism. The nobles are stereotypically depraved or over-indulged and 

effeminate, and the torturer’s sadism is exceeded only by Prince Celimus’s. In this scene, Wyl is 

a reference point for a more enlightened, modern point of view in which the torture is repulsive, 

and while the rest of the men in the room seem to be acting in line with the dominant values of 

their society, they are, nonetheless, marked out by generic convention as deviant in some way.  

An overt challenge to generic convention is, as Cranny-Francis has justifiably argued, 

made all the more powerful by the visibility and recognisability of generic constructions. This 

can make genre fiction useful to a feminist writer of genre fiction.
680

 For the author who is an 

inheritor of feminist genre fiction, however, this same recognisability means that certain 

figures–such as the jaded, overindulged aristocrat–can be sketched in without reference to an 

imagined culture or set of attitudes that might have produced such a figure. This kind of generic 

shorthand sustains the genre. It is the implicitness of genre, when the text does not have to 

explain itself, that can conflict with the process whereby “the text operates to reveal the 

contradictions and injustices within the dominant gender discourse and to make visible the 

strategies by which that discourse is naturalized, including genre conventions and narrative.”
681

 

In showing these “nobles” to be so essentially ridiculous and rather stupidly vicious, McIntosh 

is in danger of disguising any real connection between violence against women and an ideology 
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that is rational, normative and successful. In many contemporary cultures and sub-cultures, the 

patriarchal control of women’s bodies often looks like sense, having been naturalised in the 

dominant cultural discourse. Misogynistic attitudes and discriminatory laws currently threaten 

women’s psychological and physical integrity, in many societies in the world, and so the 

exposure of naturalised discrimination remains important.  

 

 

The Effectiveness of Female Resistance in Fantasy 

Anne Bishop’s Tir Alainn trilogy relates the effectiveness and meaning of women’s magic to 

sexual violence. An early scene in Bishop’s Tir Alainn trilogy focuses on a young witch who 

has been tortured by Master Adolfo and forced to write a confession of crimes against her home 

village.
682

 She has been buried alive, her head specially protected in a small box of air in order 

to prolong her awareness of suffering. This unnamed young woman is a witch whose magical 

power lies in the “branch of water”, so that she has a small amount of control over the element 

of water.  

Water was her strength and her love. But they had planted her in the middle of a 

dry field on the other side of the village, too far away from the Old Place that had been 

her home to give her even that much comfort. If only she could feel water flow over her 

hand once more, then maybe she could accept … 

She dimly heard her own garbled, anguished cry.  

 

Beyond the field, behind a stand of trees, the brook seemed to hesitate. Its bed 

shuddered and ripped. Then ripped deeper. The water purled into that rip, forcing its 

way between the trees’ roots until it found a newly made channel that continued to 

shiver open before it even as it spread itself beneath the land.  
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Her hand was wet. Not just damp from the earth, but wet.  

The water found the open space of the box–and the brook sang to her as it had 

done so many times.  

She closed her eyes and floated on its song.  

The water caressed her. She no longer felt her body, no longer felt any pain. 

Just the water as it continued to rise to the surface–and took her with it.
683

  

Here, in this moment of intense suffering, the witch’s power is unexpectedly increased, or 

perhaps this scene can be read as the land itself responding to her suffering. Unable to save her 

own life, she spares herself the suffering intended by Adolfo, and commits suicide. This 

moment of exceptional connection between her will and the land is authorised by the emotional 

affect of her victimisation. Her magic allows her a response that allows her to regain a sense of 

self threatened by torture.
684

 The moment of resistance only serves to mark out the character’s 

previous helplessness, and indeed, her act of self-assertion occurs in order to bring about the 

dissolution of the self.  

Historian Joanna Bourke is concerned that “[i]n innumerable subtle ways, misleading 

dichotomies of male-active and female-passive emerge within texts of violence”.
685

 Bourke has 

noted that this dichotomy of male-active, female-passive participation is always in danger of 

creeping into scholarly discussions attempting to analyse how violence is represented and talked 

about.
686

 My discussion of sexual violence in the fantasy fiction of McIntosh and Bishop takes 

the position that an ideology that reinforces “male-active and female-passive” behaviour, and is 

sometimes in danger of making this distinction an essential one, is deeply problematic, and 

furthermore is basically at odds with many other protestations of female action, agency, and 

capability in the fantasy fiction text. Although my selections of scenes from these works of 

fantasy fiction, and from Douglass’s works in Chapter Four, would seem to indicate that fantasy 

fiction relies upon a rubric of male-active, female-passive behaviour, fantasy fiction does not 

                                                

683
 Bishop, Pillars of the World, pp. 14–15.  

684
 Elaine Scarry describes the dissolution of “sentience” and language that occurs through torture. Elaine Scarry, 

The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985).  
685

 Bourke, Rape, pp. 6–7. 
686

 Bourke, Rape, pp. 6–7. 



 273 

for the most part limit the participation of either gender along these lines. In the Tir Alainn 

series, women’s magic is not limited to a response to suffering; there are many characters, male 

and female, whose magic is extremely powerful, and magical power is used in a number of 

ways, not only as a response to the Inquisitor’s violence. Nonetheless, the connection of this 

witch’s magic to her gendered vulnerability is the ideological backbone of the series. The rest of 

the narrative is formed out of linked vertebrae of incidents in which magical power is unable to 

overcome an experience of violence. A major theme of the Tir Alainn series (and of Bishop’s 

Black Jewel Trilogy) is that physical violence, especially when it is calculated violence, can 

overwhelm the most potent (female) magic power. Bishop’s critique of gender-directed violence 

is thus dependent on female characters who are not always empowered to resist. The gendered 

nature of this vulnerability to violence is in danger of reinforcing a culturally powerful notion 

that to be female is to be threatened. Marya, Myrren, and the unnamed witch of Bishop’s series 

are characters who do not go on to participate in the major heroic narrative. In each case, these 

characters serve to delineate a threat to the female protagonists. Although this ultimate violence 

of torture and death is never actually encountered by the major characters of either series, the 

threat of torture and sexual violence structures their participation in the heroic action.  

These important minor characters, Marya, Myrren, and Bishop’s unnamed witch, 

prefigure the major protagonists of the novels, who are similarly positioned to use–or fail to 

use–magic as a response to sexual violence. As I have already stressed, the most significant 

narrative action in fantasy fiction tends to be that concerning magic. Participation in the heroic 

narrative is almost always through the possession of magical power or magical heritage of some 

kind. Yet although men and women’s magic is acknowledged as the same in kind, and is, 

ostensibly, drawn on equally by men and women, the nature and effectiveness of the female 

protagonists’ magic continues to be defined by their gendered vulnerability. This is especially 

true of McIntosh’s fiction, as I shall discuss below, but is an effect that pertains in many other 

works of the contemporary genre. Magic, for the female protagonists of fantasy, is often a 

response to sexual violence, and even this response is often ineffective. 

The use that Lauryn and Alyssa make of their ostensibly powerful magic in the Trinity 

series is limited to a potential response to sexual violence. Alyssa’s significant act of magic is 
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related to both her own experience of victimisation, and the victimisation of her daughter 

Lauryn. During a scene in which Goth is about to be executed, he reminds Alyssa of the rape.
687

 

While this is happening, Xantia sends Alyssa a vision of Lauryn being raped by the god 

Dorgryl.
688

 In order to protect her daughter from Xantia and to give her a chance to escape or be 

rescued from Dorgryl, Alyssa sends her spirit out from her body, effectively committing 

suicide. Alyssa’s significant magical act is thus an act of self-abnegation. It is not even a 

particularly effective one; it seems that Alyssa herself believes that her role must be limited to 

removing Xantia, who possesses very little magical or effective power, but who is simply 

nasty.
689

 Neither the heroine’s suffering, nor her magical response to that suffering, is 

particularly effective, remaining contained within the narrative that relates to her attacker. 

Alyssa’s magical vision occurs during a memory of rape, and is doubly connected to 

victimisation. There is a troubling sense that Alyssa’s very ability to act is predicated on her 

previous experience of sexual violence, as the text tells us “Alyssa knew about rape.”
690

 In 

McIntosh’s series, male and female power operates differently, even when the author 

acknowledges that it ought to be “ungendered” and the same in kind. This difference is not 

completely explained through reference to the gendered depiction of social pressures that are 

weighted against the heroine, for although she must sometimes struggle against explicit 

prohibitions against her use of magic, the effective use of her magic is related to “sufferings” 

that are dissociated from the general background of patriarchal oppression 

Alyssa’s daughter Lauryn’s use of magic is effectively limited to situations in which she 

is threatened with sexual violence. For example, Lauryn uses her magic for the first time in 

order to resist a group of men who have captured her. In this scene, Lauryn thinks:  

[t]hese men would rape her, perhaps torture her. Certainly they would not leave her 

alive … And she would never see her Gidyon again, or meet her father, or be held in 

her mother’s arms if she did not do something now.  
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With that rush of emotional thought, a new sensation flowed through her body. 

She felt it like a pulse and then she sensed the Colours; it was as though they were 

rushing through her. Suddenly she felt lightheaded and … powerful. Yes, that was it! 

She felt power.
691

 

Although Lauryn’s thoughts here begin with a fear that is a fear of the body’s pain, her thoughts 

move swiftly to a framework of “emotional thought” about her emotional relationships with 

others. The power Lauryn feels is described in a manner typical of fantasy-fiction, drawing 

upon the tangibility of the physical effect of magic within the character’s body, while at the 

same time suggesting an intangible force that is somehow beyond the limits of the body, in this 

unexplained notion of “the Colours” that can be sensed rather than seen. The intangibility of the 

power is suggested by the qualification of “like a pulse” and “as though they were rushing 

through her.” This passage describing coming-into-power is in some respects comparable to the 

scene in The Gift in which Maerad uses her power for the first time: 

Suddenly the torrent of grief became an all-consuming anger, and as if her 

anger tore aside a veil, a new awareness blazed inside her. Despite her extremity, she 

was possessed by a fierce, wild joy. Her blood sang through her veins like a silver fire. 

At last she understood her power and she knew, with a clarity like that of a dream, what 

she had to do. She stretched out both her hands and shouted: “Noroch!” 

The road lit up instantly with white flames, throwing the faces of the Hulls into 

ghastly relief, and there was a chaos of howling and yammering from the wers.
692

 

I have argued that the intensity of these emotions, especially as they are felt in the body, 

provides the catalyst for Maerad’s “new awareness” and access to her magic, and that the 

connections formed between emotions, body, and power have the effect of naturalising the 

heroine’s magical ability. McIntosh’s text does not similarly convince us of this, but McIntosh’s 

novel doesn’t need to, as both authors are drawing upon culturally intelligible notions of how 

magical power operates in the fantasy genre. In each passage there is a similar movement 
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between body, emotion, and a transcendental but nonetheless felt magical power, indicating that 

magic is understood in similar ways by different writers of the contemporary genre.  

There is an ideological as well as a stylistic difference between these two scenes of 

coming-into-power. Croggon has Maerad perform a heroic role that in the history of fantasy 

fiction has often been performed by male characters, and this is emphasised by the similarity of 

Maerad “white flame” to the flame associated with Gandalf, who is “a servant of the Secret 

Fire, wielder of the flame of Anor.
693

 By contrast, Lauryn’s magic is circumscribed by a familiar 

narrative of capture followed by the threat and fear of sexual violence. Maerad follows a path 

laid out by authors whose protagonists are powerful male adolescents–like Ged, like Taran, and 

like Harry Potter, Maerad is overwhelmed by an excessive power that she must learn to control. 

Her grief and rage result in her actively protecting others as well as herself. Maerad’s power is, 

furthermore, described in terms of the image of white fire, which conveys a kind of extreme of 

power. It is Lauryn’s brother, Gidyon, who is allowed to act heroically. Although Gidyon also 

encounters an adventure in which he is captured, bound, and threatened with death, it is notable 

that Gidyon acts as much to save others as to save himself, and is thus able to claim a more 

actively heroic role. Gidyon’s heroic action is inspired by the affective situation of Yseul, a 

young woman whom the villagers have kidnapped and marked for sacrifice.
694

 The greater 

helplessness of Yseul and her little brother Gwerys transforms Gidyon’s capture into 

participation in a heroic narrative.  

Unlike her mother Alyssa,  Lauryn is not literally cut off from her magical power. She 

is nonetheless placed in situations in which the issue of whether her magical power is effective–

or ineffective–is less relevant than the narrative of her gendered vulnerability. The way that 

Lauryn uses her powers to escape the bandits is paralleled in the way that Lauryn doesn’t use 

her powers to escape Orlac. She is advised against using her power by the Paladin Adongo.
695

 

Lauryn is effectively prevented from using her magic against Orlac because he himself has the 

powers of a god. This is the passage in which Lauryn understands the uselessness of her magic: 
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She felt she stood there naked now. He knew she was empowered and he was not even 

perturbed. She no longer had any barriers against him. He could link and enter her mind 

at will, brushing aside her shield as though it were not even there.
696

 

It is Orlac’s power which is now explained in terms of a certain level of strength. There seems 

to be a correlation between Lauryn’s role as a victim which has come about due to the actions 

of Orlac in kidnapping her, and the essential nature of the two characters. Orlac’s amount or 

level of power as a god is equated with his role in dominating and threatening Lauryn. The 

passage implies that Lauryn’s magical “empowerment” can even be an avenue for Orlac to 

harm her, a mental version of the physical that makes her peculiarly vulnerable to Orlac. Lauryn 

seems to have internalised an understanding of her essential vulnerability and helplessness, and 

this is represented in her own conception of her ability to deploy magic. Even before Lauryn has 

realised that her kidnapper is the god Orlac, she feels that: “[t]he desire to cast out to Gidyon or 

her father was tempting and yet she resisted, despite her fear. Something nagged at her, 

suggesting that her casting might put them in danger.”
697

 This phrasing, which constructs 

resistance–in the form of a call for help–as something that must itself be resisted indicates that 

the character of Lauryn is dangerously accepting of the narrative of her own victimisation. 

McIntosh has Lauryn intuitively understand a point of view that the conditions of sexual 

violence might have coerced her to believe: that she must submit to violence in order to protect 

others. Whether she uses her power to resist or refrains from using her power to resist, the 

“meaning” of Lauryn’s magical power is constructed by her role as a victim and object of 

desire. The association of magic and victimisation indicates that contemporary fantasy fiction 

relies upon sexual violence as a source of action and meaning for the heroine’s participation in 

the action. At the same time, fantasy fiction demonstrates its reluctance to mark out an 

experience of sexual violence as heroic or part of the mythic story. This sense of separation is 

most often conveyed by the fact that the rape occurs through the actions of an individual villain, 

who acts for his own gratification rather than to advance the epic fantasy plot. The discomfort 
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that arises around scenes of sexual violence can, as I have argued, go some way to explaining 

the characterisation of the violator as an aberrant figure.  

 

Magic as Mental Retreat 

In the final section of this chapter, I will examine a technique in McIntosh’s fantasies whereby 

the violence is avoided even as it is shown to the reader. In fantasy fiction, magic may be used 

as a mental retreat from violence.The mental retreat offered to the victim of violence seems to 

indicate a level of discomfort with the consistent return to sexual violence in fantasy fiction. 

Sexually motivated violence in fantasy fiction is treated in a very specific way, and the reader is 

positioned at a very specific distance that is neither too close nor too far from the victim’s 

experience. In scenes of violence, McIntosh tends to protect her heroines’ subjectivity, depicting 

scenes in which only their bodies are hurt. Myrren does not give in to her torturer’s demands 

and does not admit to being a witch, and considers herself (and is considered by the protagonist 

Wyl) to be “unbroken” in mind and spirit.
698

 In the Trinity series, Alyssa and Eryn manage to 

send their minds away and thus escape damage to a sense of self. When she is raped, Alyssa is 

able to retreat into unconsciousness through a magical trance. Tor and Alyssa’s magic is 

described in the series as “the Colours”, which can manifest in physical reality, and which can 

also be a kind of spiritual plane accessible through a trance-like state. “Though she had never 

achieved more than floating in a serene, sensual Green, Alyssa loved going there and she fled 

there now. She had to escape Goth.”
699

 Alyssa remains unconscious until she is rescued.
700

 In 

this way, magic is used to shield her from this experience that the novel nonetheless seems 

unable to make her exempt from. 

The reader does not similarly escape, but follows the extremely violent and graphically 

depicted scene through the point of view of Goth, who is frustrated at not being able to terrify 

and intimidate his unconscious victim.
701

 The reader is, however, protected or at least able to 

remain apart from the victim’s mental and emotional suffering. Tanner writes that, during rape, 
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“[t]he fragmentation of the victim’s physical form is accompanied by an assault on 

subjectivity”,
702

 an assault that Alyssa avoids. Alyssa’s unconsciousness during her rape 

corresponds to that of Marya during her bridling, after Tor uses magic to strike her unconscious 

so that she will not experience fear and pain.  

The contradictory impulse to show a female character being victimised, and to excuse 

her from the conscious experience of it, is echoed again in the third book of the trilogy, when 

Eryn, a positive female character, is killed horribly by Goth. Although not possessed of magical 

powers, Eryn remembers that Tor  

had told her how he had taught Alyssa not to be afraid–how to escape from her fear and 

allow her mind to detach and rush to a safe place called the Green. … Eryn did not 

know how, but she understood that she must remove her spirit from this frightening 

event and then no matter what the Leper did to her, she could survive it.
703

 

Eryn pictures herself and her husband on a tropical island, looking at dolphins and waves. The 

text switches between Eryn’s thoughts, and her mental picture of dolphins and waves, and a 

grisly and graphic account of Goth’s violent actions. Here is an example of the back-and-forth 

movement in the text:  

Janus whispered in her mind. They call to you, my love, he said, pointing towards more 

dolphins. They want you to ride the waves with them and be forever safe amongst them. 

If Eryn felt the deep death-slash Goth made across her taut belly, she did not 

show her shock, but her body did, instantly spilling its slippery contents. She was not 

aware that Goth had decided to help this process, relishing the opportunity to empty the 

cavity of all that he could grasp within it.
704

 

The focus on the physical in this passage indicates that the narrative requires Eryn’s body to 

“show” its shock and its injury. What the text does not seem to require is fear and pain, and the 

accompanying mental and emotional suffering. What does it mean, to have one without the 

other? Is Eryn given a strange kind of heroism, a heroism that is strangely achieved through not 
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suffering, because of her mental strength? To what extent does the text endorse Eryn’s retreat as 

an effective–or as an heroic–strategy? Although Eryn seems able to remain inside her mental 

picture, the text’s description of Goth’s violent actions puncture the images of a calm and safe 

retreat. As in the scene when Alyssa is raped, the reader cannot appreciate a sense of complete 

distance or safety, but instead the notion of safety is very strangely interspersed with the 

physical violence. The external, viewed experience of the violence and the victim’s internal 

experience of violence are interwoven, and yet the narrative style maintains a distinction 

between the two perspectives. The choice to alternate between Eryn’s mental distance and her 

body’s pain is not I think meant to suggest that the narrative’s claims are unreliable, and that she 

has not succeeded in removing herself from her torment, although this is one perhaps 

unintentional effect of the switching between perspectives. These sudden shifts convey an 

ambivalence within the text. It would seem that the text contains irreconcilable “needs of 

meaning”, the first to protect and the second to annihilate the character with whom the reader 

sympathises.  

Tanner takes the position that to represent the mental pain of the subject is an important 

literary responsibility, for “[t]he attempt to translate violence into narrative … very easily lapses 

into a choreography of bodily positions and angles of assault that serves as a transcription of the 

violator’s story.”
705

 I would disagree that representing the physical side of violence without 

focusing on the psychological necessarily aligns the reader with the “violator’s story”. Although 

it is true that the victim’s perspective is obscured, the text allows both victim and reader to be 

able to take refuge from an attack on subjectivity and this can be considered as a form of 

resistance to the “violator’s story.” Eryn rejects the little scene that Goth is staging for the other 

women working in the brothel and the surrounding crowd. She is enabled to reject also the 

insistent demand of the genre for a female character’s suffering, and yet at the same time, does 

not escape the apparent generic need for a hurt–a murdered–female body. The escape into 

unconsciousness is not an active form of resistance, and it does not really allow the victim to 

challenge or re-write the violator’s story–especially when the scene of violence ends in her 
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death, as in Eryn’s case–but it is perhaps the only viable strategy for a genre in which scenes 

featuring the female protagonist being hurt and raped are so often repeated. The avoidance of 

psychological pain suggests that the reading practices of the genre could not bear the weight of 

their own violence, if it was brought to full consciousness. The fact that fantasy protects its 

characters and readers in this way suggests that this violence is not completely accepted as 

necessary to the heroic action of the fantasy plot. The shifting between perspectives is an 

indication that the violence is not naturalised as appropriate to fantasy fiction, however well 

sexually-motivated violence ties in to common-sense expectations of a medievalist setting or a 

mythic plot. 

The dual presentation of a physical experience of and a mental retreat from violent 

assault has a concordance with the interventions in Sara Douglass’s novels between the heroine 

and her suffering through violence. There are other possibilities of mental escape that are 

facilitated to a greater or lesser extent by magical power. In the fantasy fictions of Sara 

Douglass, Azhure has been the victim of childhood violence, and is violently attacked by her 

lover Axis. Azhure does not fall into unconsciousness but instead is shown to have other 

possibilities of mental escape. Azhure’s experiences of violence and abuse are perceived 

through layers of memory, repression, and enchantment. Through enchantment, Azhure 

substitutes past for present violence, so that there is a kind of hallucinatory layer between 

Azhure and the actual experience of violence. McIntosh and Douglass, in allowing their 

protagonists to shelter behind layers of mental retreat, do not discount the subjectivity of their 

characters or deny that rape or sexually motivated violence have psychological as well as 

physical effects. The texts attempt to translate these psychological effects into magical strategies 

of coping. The heroine’s trance-like state mirrors the desire within the text to cope with an 

apparent generic necessity to give brutally specific details of violence. It is difficult for a reader 

to remain content with the consolation of this retreat, for a reader’s attention will continue to be 

at least in some part focused on the “outer” brutality just depicted.  

An example of a different kind of magically enabled retreat is used by Maerad, the 

heroine of Croggon’s Pellinor series. Maerad has been captured and imprisoned by the powerful 
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Elidhu called Arkan, the Winterking.
706

 Arkan uses Maerad’s secret name in order to overpower 

her magical defences, and furthermore exerts a charismatic influence over her, and Maerad falls 

in love with him. Maerad manages to escape Arkan, but he pursues her, both physically and 

mentally, with his power. Maerad is not threatened with sexual violence, but it is nonetheless a 

case in which the narrative in which she is victimised and pursued is also, simultaneously, a 

sub-plot of erotic interest. Maerad is able to resist the dual supernatural and emotional pull of 

Arkan only by retreating into the “nameless” state of being that allows her to turn into a wolf. 

This inhuman layer of Maerad’s being is an aspect of her supernatural Elidhu heritage. 

Laura Tanner is interested in “the dynamics of reading that allow the reader to become 

surprisingly intimate with the power or the vulnerability that results from … violation.”
707

 For 

this reason, Tanner draws the attention of the critic to “the reader’s status as negotiator between 

the conventions of representation and the material dynamics of violence.”
708

 Fantasy fiction, 

interestingly, anticipates this problem, this need for negotiation, providing a way for the reader 

to avoid such intimacy without discounting that the violence is taking place and has 

consequences. Tanner describes the dynamics of what she calls “intimate violence” thus, 

saying:  

 [t]he victim of violation is the object rather than the subject of violence, a human being 

stripped of agency and mercilessly attached to a physical form that cannot be dissolved 

at will. In acts of intimate violence such as rape and torture, the paradox of the phrase 

“human body” becomes visible: the victim is at once consciousness, emotion, subject, 

and at the same time physicality, material, object.
709

 

Fantasy fiction offers a way out of this dilemma for its readers by focusing on the physical and 

working hard to offer a possibility of escape, and survival, for the threatened psyche.
710

 In the 
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case of McIntosh and Douglass’s scenes of sexual violence, the mental escape for the character 

provides the (woman) reader with the alternative to avoid a situation of “readerly response and 

resistance in which the reader’s own sense of embodied subjectivity comes to be at risk.”
711

 

These women writers of fantasy seem to uncouple the hurt body from the subjectivity of the 

character. Tanner has noted that “[a]lthough it is the materiality of the body that defines its 

susceptibility to violence, it is the vulnerability of the subject accessible through that body that 

renders the victim susceptible to violation.”
712

 In allowing the character to remove herself as 

subject from the scene of violence, the author of fantasy fiction may allow her–and perhaps the 

reader, and, perhaps, the writer herself–to feel less “susceptible to violation”. Tanner writes that:  

Suspended between material and semiotic worlds, the reader in the scene of violence 

must negotiate a position relative not only to victim and violator but to the attitudes 

about violation encoded in representation and experienced through reading. The force 

of the narrative impulsion that aligns the reader with victim, violator, or observer and 

the reader’s reaction to that force create an interactive power dynamic, an intimate and 

sometimes unsettling play of readerly response and resistance in which the reader’s own 

sense of embodied subjectivity comes to be at risk.
713

 

In fantasy fiction, the reading position that seems to be privileged by the text is one in which the 

reader sympathises with the victim, just as a sympathetic character, such as Tor or Wyl or Belial 

in Enchanter, is shown to sympathise with the victim of violence. Sympathy for this character 

does not require her perspective. The text instead implicitly requests the reader’s strong 

disapproval of sexually-motivated violence. As I have discussed, in fantasy fiction the reader is 

positioned to understand the perpetrator of the violence: his motivations are laid bare to us, and 

there is a pleasure in understanding the emotional reasons for his apparently irrational, brutal 

attack. In both situations–sympathy for the victim and disapproval/understanding of the 

violator–the issue of whether the reader identifies with either character is suspended. The 

fantasy fiction text attempts to prevent an identification with either violator or victim, refusing 
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to remain settled in one perspective or even in the present moment in which the violence occurs. 

Fantasy fiction mitigates, to a certain extent, a situation in which “the reader’s own sense of 

embodied subjectivity comes to be at risk”
714

 and intervenes in the negotiation of the reader’s 

position to both victim and violator. The magically-enabled mental retreat of the heroine acts 

out the thematic rejection and exclusion of sexual violence from the major line of plot. Does the 

avoidance of the subjective experience of violence suggest a struggle against the apparent 

inevitability of the heroine’s encounter with sexual violence? McIntosh’s works demonstrate a 

desire to disempower these scenes of violence, yet this desire is continually frustrated and 

ultimately ineffective.  

 

 

Female vulnerability to violence is foundational to contemporary fantasy, as is indicated by the 

way in which a witch killing functions so ably as an introduction to a fantasy novel. In this 

chapter, I have analysed Fiona McIntosh’s Trinity and Percheron series in order to demonstrate 

how fantasy plots can often rely upon sexual violence to impel the narrative action. McIntosh’s 

fantasies require victims “who do not … escape”
715

 from torture or from sexual violence. These 

texts provide useful examples of a trend that can be observed across contemporary fantasy, for 

although treated differently by different authors, scenes of sexual violence are prevalent in 

contemporary fantasy fiction. I have argued the case that contemporary fantasy fiction 

acknowledges, and makes some attempt to represent, the physical and mental trauma of sexual 

violence: there is no strategy of elision. Nonetheless, I would contend that for the majority of 

contemporary fantasy fiction, representing rape is not a feminist strategy of protest. Instead, 

representations of rape and sexual violence are constructed in relation to readily available and 

persistent cultural stereotypes, stereotypes which have been assimilated into the needs of the 

fantasy genre. 

Despite the ways in which the story is dependent upon representations of sexual 

violence, such violence is positioned as incongruent to the major heroic arc of the narrative. 
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Although these texts strongly imply a universal female vulnerability to sexual violence, 

women’s encounters with such violence are presented as a matter of unfortunate chance. Scenes 

of coming-into-power are catalysed by rape or the threat of rape, but this is presented as 

incidental. Furthermore, instances of sexual violence in the work of Fiona McIntosh are quickly 

overtaken by more important events and the potential effect of sexual violence on the text’s 

characters is displaced by more significant emotions. In the work of Anne Bishop, there is a 

similar effect whereby instances of sexual violence do not quite sit within the main arc of 

narrative events. Reports of victimisation feed back into the battle between the misogynist 

campaign of the Inquisitors and the resistance of the witches and their allies.  

In this chapter I have noted that fantasy fiction seems to make use of a set of cultural 

assumptions about the “psychopathic” nature of a rapist. Joanna Bourke has identified the figure 

of the sexual psychopath as an important one in determining Western cultural notions of the 

dynamics of sexual violence. As Bourke notes, it is likely that the popular culture figure of the 

psychopathic rapist is drawn as much from news reports as from fiction.
716

 In the work of Fiona 

McIntosh and Anne Bishop discussed in this chapter sadistic and misogynistic violence is 

consigned to the familiar cultural figure of the witch hunter. McIntosh and Bishop employ 

different strategies, but both writers to some extent conflate the figure of a “witch hunter” or 

“Inquisitor” with the figure of the sexual psychopath. This figure of the monstrous rapist carries 

its own implications within contemporary culture. For example, such a figure is doubly 

prevented from holding a mirror up to the contemporary reality of sexual violence in Western 

culture. The witch-hunter is constructed through a doubled strategy in which he is both 

“medievalised” and “psychologised”. His use of torture and maiming is explained in relation to 

an imagined medieval context that is, paradoxically, confirmed and excused by the witch-

hunter’s own damaged psychology. It is problematic that both misogyny and sexual violence are 

in this way marked as deviant, rather than as systematically woven into patriarchal conditions. 

In many cases, the fantasy novel’s feminist concern to prohibit and critique violence against 
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women is submerged by an essentialist understanding of female vulnerability that accompanies 

the figure of the monstrous and deviant rapist.  

Anne Bishop and Fiona McIntosh both construct the villainy of their antagonists 

through scenes in which a female victim is unsuccessfully defiant, so that both primary and 

secondary characters in these fictions are presented as ineffectual in their attempts to resist 

sexual violence. This in itself is not anti-feminist, and it is clear that these authors have in mind 

historical examples of such violence. Nonetheless, these texts are examples of the fact that, 

overwhelmingly, contemporary fiction is dependent for affect and for narrative action upon 

mangled and violated female bodies. 

McIntosh’s novels demonstrate how, as the narrative of the fantasy novel races along to 

its conclusion, ideas about women’s vulnerability to sexual violence become mixed-up with the 

portrayal of women’s magical power. The relationship between magic and violence is amplified 

when an encounter with gender-directed violence functions as an effective condition for the 

female characters’ participation in the heroic narrative. I have in this chapter critiqued the way 

that a female protagonist’s magical power can be called forth in relation to an encounter with 

sexual violence, and yet, as in the case of McIntosh’s Myrren, Alyssa, and Lauryn, magical 

power is ineffective against a rapist. 

In Anne Bishop’s Tir Alainn trilogy, “the silent rank and file of women who do not 

choose, elude, or escape”,
717

 but who instead must succumb to the violence of the Inquisitors, 

does not provide a faceless background from which the main characters stand out as bright 

exceptions. Instead, the witches and other women who suffer through misogyny are recognised 

as those who need to be defended by heroic action and by a social and legal assertion of their 

equal humanity. The victims of the witch-hunters are constantly present in the minds of each of 

the protagonists, male and female, throughout the second two books of the Tir Alainn series. 

The problematic tendency whereby the victimisation of women is appropriated by others and 

transmuted into the basis for heroic action is somewhat mitigated by the fact that this heroic 

action is shared amongst male and female characters, and, by the recognition of the witch 
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hunter’s control of women’s bodies as something that denies the subjectivity of those women. 

The main characters of the Tir Alainn series act against the witch-hunters to protect women-as-

subjects, rather than women-as-property. Bishop exposes the misogynistic understanding of 

gender as culturally constructed, and furthermore, as serving particular interests. Her very 

stirring critique has all the more force for placing this new and artificial doctrine of misogyny in 

a medievalist context. Nonetheless, the psychology of Adolfo works against her critique of 

patriarchal ideologies. In subtle ways, the character of Adolfo reinforces notions of genuine 

masculine grievance and alienation from the feminine. 

Jane Tolmie asks, “[w]hat is the nature of the coin that purchases female heroism in so 

many contemporary fantasy novels?”
718

 Tolmie’s answer is that it “is the insertion of feminist 

disapproval into familiar situations” that allows the reader to take pleasure in encountering 

representations of misogyny and of oppressive patriarchal circumstances. I certainly agree with 

Tolmie that the exceptional heroine, rising above patriarchal conditions and supporting the 

reader’s disapproval of those conditions, is major currency for the author of fantasy fiction. In 

contemporary fantasy fiction, however, the female protagonists’ participation in the narrative is 

dependent on currency that could, perhaps, be called counterfeit. The rapist’s violence is not 

subjected to the same feminist disapproval as the general patriarchal conditions, but instead 

receives a different and more extreme disapproval, a rejection from the category of the human. 

It is problematic that the disapproval of monstrous misogyny may facilitates the breaking of 

many links between patriarchy and violence.  

The association of the figure of the rapist in fantasy with that of the sexual psychopath 

works as another form of disapproval, inviting the reader to understand that the deviant qualities 

of this figure are expelled even as they are featured in the narrative. The invitation of the 

reader’s revulsion allows the text to convey a sense that a feminist stance has been maintained, 

despite the repeated insistence on women’s vulnerability to, and ineffectiveness in resisting, 

sexual violence. In the analyses conducted in Chapter Four and Chapter Five, I have been 

concerned to demonstrate how contemporary fantasy fiction is constructed in relation to “a 
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powerful rhetoric that has emphasized the vulnerability of women to male sexual violence in 

recent decades.”
719

 The emphasis on vulnerability has double-edged political consequences; it 

can draw needed attention towards real situations of violence and suffering, but can at the same 

time reinforce cultural beliefs and attitudes that restrict people’s responses. Joanna Bourke 

writes that “[t]ime and again, radical critiques of women’s ‘lot’ stress that rape is ‘indigenous, 

not exceptional, to women’s social condition’”.
720

 This is a view which is emphatically 

reinforced by representations of sexual violence within a medievalist past, confirming the 

dynamics of sexual violence as a matter of history, and thus of the origins of contemporary 

social relations. Bourke’s concern is that “this emphasis on female vulnerability draws attention 

away from female resilience.”
721

 The story that lacks a strong presence in popular culture is the 

story in which “women resist rape–often successfully.”
722

  

A close analysis of these works of contemporary fantasy reveals a certain uneasiness in 

the text about representing the encounter with sexual violence as the unavoidable fate of the 

heroine. A pattern of confrontation of sexual violence, followed by avoidance, gives an 

indication of the unwillingness in fantasy to confirm that such violence is inevitable. McIntosh, 

as I have noted, employs strategies whereby the female character is allowed mentally to retreat 

from the violence, a strategy which parallels similar techniques in Douglass’s earlier works. I 

would argue that these texts display a definite unwillingness to acknowledge the inevitability of 

sexual violence as a matter of generic convention. Yet the exclusion of representations of rape 

from particular discourses is an all-too familiar strategy, as feminist literary critics have noted.  

In the case of these contemporary works of popular fiction, the denial of dependency 

upon the female protagonists’ vulnerability to sexual violence is achieved through the 

separation of magical power–which is presented as part of the female character’s “essential” 

nature–from her accidental and unfortunate encounter with sexual violence. This is problematic, 
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however, given the repeated convergence of gender-directed violence and female possession of 

magical power in contemporary fantasy.  

A major issue that should feature in future discussions of contemporary fantasy is this 

tendency towards a subtle exclusion of the heroine’s encounter with sexual violence from the 

reader’s sense of what is appropriate to the major arc of the plot. At present, fantasy novels 

present the horror and pain of sexual violence without providing an adequate ideological 

framework whereby this violence can be interpreted. Sexual violence, and misogynistic 

explanations for that violence, are left vaguely to “history”, and as a result, the gender politics 

of contemporary fantasy fiction are “reappropriated by the discourses against which it is 

written”.
723
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Conclusion 

 

I have chosen in this thesis to analyse texts by Alison Croggon, Sara Douglass, and Fiona 

McIntosh because each of these authors fulfils and, at the same time, expands, challenges, and 

develops, the generic features of contemporary fantasy fiction. Croggon constructs a heroine 

who operates within many of the traditional boundaries of an epic fantasy quest, including a 

power over nature that is, I have argued, figured as belonging to nature and as an enacting of 

nature’s agency. Douglass utilises but carefully destabilises the strategy of contemporary 

fantasy whereby the unfolding of the narrative is dependent upon female victimisation. 

Douglass’s texts highlight how in contemporary fantasy (in contrast to medieval romance 

narratives), the event of victimisation is both needed and denied in the development of the 

heroic narrative. McIntosh’s work further demonstrates the ambivalence within these works of 

popular fiction, which privilege brutality as a marker of realism and yet at the same time 

demonstrate a certain uneasiness with the necessity of utilising gender-directed violence in 

order to construct their characters, settings and plot. In the work of each of these authors, magic 

is involved in determining what is plausible within the setting of the world, and thus, what is 

appropriate to fantasy.  

 

Magic  

Magic, in fantasy, is almost metonymic for the genre of fantasy itself. In contemporary fantasy, 

the discovery and use of magic is warp to the weft of the narrative pattern that allows the genre 

to be recognised. It is the discovery of magic that shapes our protagonists; it is the use of magic 

that defeats evil. Magic thus also marks out that which is appropriate to the genre. The presence 

of magic usually indicates that an event, a story-within-the-story, or a moment of 

characterisation can be recognised as a sign of the fantasy genre. It is for this reason that I have 

chosen to focus my analysis of specific fantasy texts, and their treatment of particular themes, 

through the portrayal of magic.  

Through magic, fantasy fiction offers its readers the pleasures of essentialism. There is 

pleasure for the reader of fantasy in encountering a version of femininity that is both innate and 
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powerful, in witnessing circumstance and heritage combining to grant individual access to the 

mysteries and wild attractive places of nature and there is pleasure in vicariously experiencing 

the human will becoming expressed in a tangible way in the physical world, through magic. The 

desires answered by fantasy fiction are not to be scorned. When I identify ideological or 

narrative practices in fantasy as troubling, problematic, anti-feminist, or as coloured by 

conservatism, I do not intend to argue for a change within the works themselves. In this thesis, I 

have advocated a shift in the approach of fantasy scholars, not in that of fantasy writers. The 

conflicts within these novels are useful for a critical understanding of their engagement with 

ideological practices. The struggle to negotiate a genre-aware critical reading practice that 

accounts for the troubling aspects of these texts can be extremely productive. Clear and 

accessible criticism that is engaged with the generic and ideological practices of these 

contemporary texts provides the critical tools to engage with the problematic narrative strategies 

of these works and thus better understand their significance within contemporary culture. These 

examples of contemporary fantasy fiction that I have analysed illuminate some of the 

complicated approaches to gendered violence and gender inequality that are adopted in popular 

culture and contemporary Western culture more generally.  

In this thesis, I have been interested in how these specific examples of the contemporary 

genre demonstrate the working of generic operations. A close analysis of these texts also allows 

me to examine the connection between generic practice and ideology. As Anne Cranny-Francis 

indicates, “certain preconditions are necessary for the narrative process to operate simply and 

unproblematically – and those preconditions are ideologically determined.”
724

 My findings in 

this thesis indicate that genre operates both through and in parallel to ideology, in order to 

smooth over apparent contradictions. Catherine Belsey writes that 

[i]deology obscures the real conditions of existence by presenting partial truths. It is a 

set of omissions, gaps rather than lies, smoothing over contradictions, appearing to 

provide answers to the questions which in practice it evades, and masquerading as 
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coherence in the interests of the social relations generated by and necessary to the 

existing mode of production.”
725

 

Although the majority of the texts analysed in this thesis are by Australian writers, and 

although all of the fantasy texts studied here have been written by women, the generic features 

these novels display are not confined to these groups of writers, but are indicative of wider 

trends within the contemporary genre. Contemporary fantasy fiction privileges its 

representations of magic, the non-human environment, women’s resistance to patriarchy, and 

violence, as central concerns of the fiction. While other important and central themes exist for 

the genre, these are of undeniable importance.  

One of the generic operations with which I have been concerned is the 

instrumentalisation
726

 of certain aspects of the narrative for the fulfilment of generic 

expectations. That is, contemporary fantasy utilises aspects of the narrative for their effect on 

the construction of a generic convention such as magical power. The narrative 

instrumentalisation of notions of the tangibility of nature and feminine vulnerability to violence 

has the effect of privileging the mythic arc of fantasy. The invocation of nature, and the 

relationship of episodes of victimisation to the rest of the narrative, are each aspects of fantasy 

that highly privilege a teleology in which an ideological confirmation of patriarchy is achieved 

through the notion of a restored social system, culture or family.  

 

Nature 

As Alison Croggon’s Pellinor series exemplifies, there are conflicting impulses at work in the 

representation of non-human nature in contemporary fantasy. Nature is, on the one hand, 

privileged for its own sake, and the way the text deals with nature is one of the recognisable 

pleasures that it offers to the genre-reader. On the other hand, representations of nature are 

bound up in the text’s presentation of magic. Certain ideas and representations of non-human 

nature allow the text to represent the tangibility of magic, and to convey a vital and essential 

relationship of “belonging” within a particular landscape. As I have discussed, the connection 

                                                

725
 Catherine Belsey, Critical Practice (London and New York: Methuen, 1980), p. 48. 

726 I take this term from Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (London and New York: Routledge, 

1993), see p. 53.  



 294 

between magic and the physical world seems to require certain essentialist concepts of nature. 

Indeed, Croggon’s books use magic to underline the difference between the essence of nature 

and the essence of human “being”. Croggon’s work relies upon the representation of non-human 

nature as powerful, dangerous, and, somewhat paradoxically, as potentially loyal and keen to be 

connected with (certain) humans and human civilisations. The Pellinor series emphasises the 

agency of nature, and voices the difference between the aims and perspectives of human 

civilisation and the creatures of nature. This series in this way reflects a strong trend in 

contemporary–in modern–fantasy towards a concern about the preservation of non-human 

nature from pollution and exploitation. There is, furthermore, a concern to represent the possible 

interests and the agency of nature. 

Nonetheless, the use of ideas of nature to convey the tangibility of magic and to confirm 

the protagonists’ magical heritage often means that encounters with non-human nature become 

secondary to the heroic action. The use of nature in fulfilling generic expectations has 

ideological implications. For example, the figures of the Elidhu are used to explain and 

demonstrate the ancestral connection of our protagonists to the landscape of their world. These 

characters, who are symbols of nature’s agency and power, occupy the civilised roles of kings 

and queens, and furthermore they feature in the origin-narratives of human civilisations. As the 

roles and actions of the Elidhu and the animal characters of Croggon’s fiction demonstrate, 

nature’s concerns in these novels are subsumed into those of human civilisation.  

In a contemporary genre fantasy text, what is important is what the hero (or a small cast 

of heroes) does and learns. The connection with the non-human environment that these fantasies 

privilege thus seems to be very much a matter of individual understanding. I have argued that 

the individual’s understanding of and connection to non-human nature offers the reader a 

vicarious sense of permission to belong within and to the natural world. If the realm of action is 

that of the individual, then what is ultimately reinvigorated at the series’ conclusion is an 

individual rather than a collective consciousness. If contemporary fantasy novels are considered 

as texts whose themes and narrative achievements might support the discourses of 

environmental activism, then it should be noted that the turn towards individual 

“understanding” could offer a dangerously appealing substitute for strategic action. Arguably, 
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the answering of the reader’s desire for a sense of belonging may in fact forestall a genuine, 

physical, and pragmatic struggle for the preservation of ecosystems.  

 

Gender and Gender-directed Violence 

The majority of fantasy that mingles heroic action with feminist concerns comes into 

conflict with established notions of what is appropriate to heroic narrative. In contemporary 

fantasy novels, violence to women is constitutive of the world, but subordinated in the story. 

Representations of victimisation and gendered violence are relied upon by authors of the 

contemporary genre to convey a reality effect for fantasy. The trend in adult high fantasy novels 

to rely upon scenes of victimisation for narrative effect is so marked that it should continue to 

inspire discussion and analysis. The gendered victimisation featured in these fantasy novels is 

made up of consistently similar narrative elements. Scenes of victimisation are constructed 

through the figure of an obsessive, sadistic perpetrator, and through the heroine’s often rather 

drawn-out awareness of her own helplessness. Her distress and her helplessness are underscored 

by her compromised or ineffective resistance. The implied practice of reading associated with 

these scenes seems to be the promotion of empathy with the victim, although sometimes that 

empathy is mediated through layers of mental separation between the subjectivity or 

consciousness of the character, the acts of violence, and the reader. Less equivocal is the affect 

of disapproval towards the perpetrator of the violence. A much milder disapproval is directed 

towards the social system that has allowed–or at the very least, has failed to prevent–the violent 

actions of the monstrous perpetrator.  

I have noted that Sara Douglass’s novels are interesting for the ways in which they 

connect complicity in victimhood with generic requirements. The theme of a character’s 

complicity in her victimisation reverberates across each of Douglass’s series, including those 

not investigated in this study. The recurrence of this theme is all the more interesting for the fact 

that the author severely punishes, and has publicly decried,
727

 the characters who thus accept or 
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even act so as to bring about their victimhood. Douglass’s novels demonstrate the author’s 

desire to critique a narrative strategy which, as her own novels demonstrate, appears endemic to 

the genre.  

Why are scenes of gendered victimisation so constitutive of contemporary fantasy? One 

of the answers which I have identified is that these fantasy novels appear to rely upon 

representations of gender-directed violence in order to establish their plausibility. These novels 

exemplify the tendency in contemporary fantasy writing to establish a sense of “reality” through 

the depiction of an unidealised human nature. Contemporary fantasy privileges cynical 

characters and scenes of rough-and-tumble violence. In attempting to represent a chaotic and 

messy kind of violence, these novels are aiming for a sense of the unexpected during a narrative 

journey that is otherwise highly stylised. In this the writers of fantasy novels may be influenced 

by fantasy/action films, games and television in which it is a mark of success to construct fight 

scenes that have a sense of immediacy, physicality, and specificity through close-ups on faces 

and limbs, random objects (rather than classic weapons) thrown into the brawl, and sound-

effects of the body’s impact. Particular ways of dealing with violence are privileged over others 

as being more able to connote plausibility. The privileged realism in these novels’ presentation 

of violence is not necessarily politically useful, for even if it does point to real violence suffered 

by women past and present, the scenes depicted within these works are only partially connected 

to historical situations or to existing ideologies. These novels do not foreground the causes of 

sexual violence, its nature as a legally or socially recognised crime, or strategies of prevention 

and thus these novels do not appear to draw attention to the effects and consequences of sexual 

violence in contemporary culture.  

 

Plausibility and the Irresistibility of Sexual Violence.  

In 2010, the American fantasy and graphic novel writer Neil Gaiman edited a collection of short 

stories with Al Sarrantonio.
728

 The collection, Stories, features the work of prominent genre 
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writers and writers of contemporary fiction. In the introduction to the collection, Gaiman 

declares:  

all we cared about, really, were the stories. What we missed, what we wanted to read, 

were stories that made us care, stories that forced us to turn the page. And yes, we 

wanted good writing (why be satisfied with less?). But we wanted more than that. We 

wanted to read stories that used a lightning flash of magic as a way of showing us 

something we have already seen a thousand times as if we have never seen it before.
729

  

This collection is thus posited as a kind of intervention in recent literary culture, offering a 

renewal of the power of narrative. Presumably the narrative power of these genre-authors is 

based at least to some extent in the genre that supplies so many of the building-blocks of their 

narratives. Nonetheless, Gaiman’s claims for the power of narrative in his introduction are 

slippery, affirming the purpose and effectiveness of genre writing while simultaneously 

functioning to deny the significance of genre to the basic “power” of storytelling (“all we cared 

about, really”). Gaiman stresses his reassertion of the power of narrative in entertainment 

through an anecdote in which he selects the four words “and then what happened?” as the most 

important question that an author can provoke in her reader.
730

 The desire to make the reader 

ask “and then what happened?” ought, Gaiman suggests, to be writer’s driving motivation.
731

 

The desired reading position is thus is an investment in the anticipated unfolding of the plot. 

The function and purpose of narrative elements, the elements of narrative that impel and answer 

the reader’s question “and then what happened?”, are thus identified in the introduction as 

privileged factors. What then are we to think of a narrative element for which that question 

appears unanswerable?  

In Gaiman’s own story in the collection, “The Truth is a Cave in the Black Mountains”, 

the two main characters witness an event of violence in which a woman is beaten and raped by 

her husband.
732

 This scene functions as a moment in these characters’ journey, and is strangely 
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disconnected from the unfolding of the otherwise taut sequence of narrative events. The event 

functions as background, in the same way that the exterior setting of an isolated landscape and 

the interior setting of the cottage in which the rape occurs provide a background for the story. 

Gaiman’s choice to include the character of a female victim of rape and domestic violence thus 

serves as an example of the tendency in contemporary fantasy to instrumentalise the figure of a 

female victim of sexual violence for the purposes of “Story.”  

Gaiman’s story condenses the fantasy genre. It features the journey of a protagonist to a 

magical cave that is a place of granted wishes. The cave, which is represented as a site of 

transformation, could thus be considered to stand for both the quest-object and the process of 

the hero’s transformation in longer works of epic fantasy. The protagonist of the story even 

possesses a touch of ancient and inhuman power, though a secret magical heritage, and thus the 

story encapsulates another theme of modern fantasy. This recognisable fantasy-narrative turns 

out not to be the point, and the hero is in fact engaged in a very different narrative of revenge 

against the man who has murdered his daughter. The daughter’s death, which is recounted 

towards the end of the story, is aesthetically startling; to prevent her from fighting him or 

raising the alarm when she catches him stealing sheep, the thief overpowers her and ties her hair 

to a thornbush. She is found a year later, a skeleton whose long red hair remains impossibly 

tangled in the thorns. The twenty or so pages of this story are sparsely written and tightly 

plotted, giving the effect that not a word has been wasted: by the conclusion of the narrative, the 

reader is made aware that each apparently random thought from the narrator-protagonist has 

been deliberately placed as part of his reaction to the murder of his daughter.  

In the middle of the journey of the two main characters towards the cave, the 

protagonist and his guide invade the home of a terrified, hiding woman. The narrator privately 

condemns her for her failure of hospitality, and he and his companion insist, without violence, 

on being accommodated for the night. Later the woman’s husband returns, and the characters 

listen to the sounds of her being beaten, and experiencing sex.
733

 The tone of the protagonist’s 

thoughts manages to imply her non-consent to the sex despite the fact that the character himself 

                                                

733 Gaiman, “The Truth is in a Cave in the Black Mountains,” p. 52.  
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appears to consider the state of marriage to preclude the issue of consent. The woman in the 

cottage is utterly overwhelmed. It is startling how completely any sense of her possible 

subjectivity, interior thoughts or agency, is disallowed by Gaiman’s narrative choices.  

The only obvious significance of the character of this woman in the story is her long red 

hair, which the main character compares to that of his daughter.
734

 The lack of reaction to her 

experience of violence is perhaps also intended to convey to the reader the aheroic nature of the 

heroes, or the world-view inflected by the setting in an imagined past.
735

 Gaiman does not make 

any argument here about human behaviour. The scene is included neither for the purposes of 

censure nor titillation. Instead this scene creates a particular effect, one which I would argue is 

fundamental to contemporary fantasy stories, in establishing, simultaneously, the otherness and 

“reality” of the secondary world-setting. This reality, or plausibility, of a fantasy-world setting 

is often constituted by a refusal of prettiness.  

Women in this story function not as representations of “women as historical 

subjects”,
736

 but as narrative moves, and thus these characters refer to “the notion of woman as 

it is produced by hegemonic discourses.”
737

 On the one hand, the victimisation of the 

protagonist’s daughter is an impetus for action, the answer to the question “and so what 

happened?” to impel the story in the first place. Yet at the same time the witnessing of domestic 

abuse and the implied role of suffering given to the second woman in the story is not involved 

in the unfolding of the plot. This scene is in one way mysterious, and in another way, entirely 

expected and congruent. The violence witnessed by the characters establishes the otherness of 

the setting in a vaguely premodern past, and at the same time calls upon the reader’s common-

sense acceptance that this is how people would behave, if isolated in the past and from 

civilisation. This story underlines a contemporary understanding that in a pre-modern past, 

“domestic violence” and coerced sex could not be conceived of in these terms from legal or 

criminal discourses, but instead would be simply a likely feature of marriage. The different 

                                                

734 Gaiman, “The Truth is in a Cave in the Black Mountains,” p. 51.  
735 The story’s protagonist narrates of this violence “I heard them, and could not stop hearing them, and sleep was 

hard in the finding that night.” (p.52), which does imply an affective reaction. However, his major emotional 

response is to wake “convinced we had to be gone from that place, but not knowing why,” (p. 53) and he and his 

companion leave and move back into the main path of their story.  
736

 Teresa de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1984, 

p.5.  
737 de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t, p.5-6. 
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understanding of sexual violence portrayed in this text thus comes to constitute the past for the 

contemporary reader.  

As a woman reading this story, I feel as though the attempt to negotiate a reading 

position as a female subject is like being knotted again and again by my hair until I cannot move 

from one place. My attempt to apply an alternative or resistant practice of reading becomes 

impossibly tangled in the reading practices of genre. I am unable to free myself, not because 

there is a woman in the story who is portrayed as a victim, but because of the way this 

victimisation is important not for itself but for its effect in establishing the genre.  

We are told that the protagonist’s daughter, the character whose long red hair is knotted 

into the thorn bush, had a knife with her, a knife that could have sliced through the knotted hair, 

freeing her without any injury, simply, quickly, completely. The thief takes it from her and 

pushes it into the ground, barely, but completely, out of her reach. Contemporary fantasy novels 

do at times appear to be trapped by a thicket of ideological confusion, as they negotiate 

conflicting strategies that at times enshrine and at times compromise feminist arguments and 

perspectives.  

It would gratify a desire, but not truly solve the problem of the instrumentalisation of 

violence to women, if an author of fantasy picked up the knife and sliced through the tangle by 

representing a scene of unequivocal and successful resistance to gender-directed violence. 

Stories where resistance is simple, successful and lasting, can of course be problematic in their 

own way if they provide a dominating narrative that covers over the reality of violence. But at 

present, narratives of resistance seem to be treated with suspicion, as not realistic, and therefore 

as likely to obtrude into the plausibility of the fantasy fiction world. Why is this so, given that 

these novels are in so many senses of the word, fantasies? These novels provide fantasies of 

companionship, of an unequivocal sense of purpose, of connectedness to nature, of self-

knowledge and personal power, of freedom of movement across a wild landscape, of an 

ultimate acceptance within a society that has been regenerated in order to match the needs of the 

particular individual. Yet the desires these fantasies seem to speak to are unequally privileged 

above a re-writing of misogyny in order to transform the nature of heroic narrative or the 

representation of an imagined past. Apparently, not representing sexual violence in a 
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medievalised past, and not representing the ineffectiveness of female resistance, would leave a 

fantasy text open to accusations of implausibility, escapism, indulgence, wish-fulfilment. If this 

is indeed the case, it is worth asking the question: whose would be the escape? Whose wish 

fulfilled? Whose desire indulged? Perhaps only that of the author of this thesis, a single reader 

and researcher, but perhaps the negotiation of new strategies of resistance within fantasy 

narratives would be a step towards establishing a generic reading position that was less at war 

with a female subject position.  
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