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Fantasy:  A World of Sunshine or Shadow

Fantasy literature is an object of considerable controversy, but this controversy is not specifically or uniquely modern.  Arguably, fantasy literature has been controversial since its very beginnings in Western Society, though I am by no means certain of when that is, nor is it the aim here to determine it.  The controversy regarding fantasy stories exists mainly on two levels.  The first, a concern regarding the direct moral and spiritual implications of these stories, is perhaps the one predominantly focused upon today in our society.  This is seen in the debate over J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series in which the main character attends a school of witchcraft and wizardry and uses magic to defeat an evil villain.  Understandably, Christian parents are concerned about their children reading these stories in which the occult holds such a central position, because the Bible warns against and expressly prohibits any involvement in it, and experimentation with it in real life is extremely dangerous.  This concern is well worthy of discussion, but I would like to focus primarily on what I perceive as another historically controversial issue, which is perhaps overlooked today, that of fantasy literature as imaginative experience.  Though it is distinct from the first concern, it is not unrelated, and I would even suggest that understanding this debate is key to deciding the previous one.  For unless we understand fantasy literature as a medium in the abstract and the nature of the mind’s engagement with it, it seems unlikely that we can determine the effects of any particular story upon the reader, whether or not the series is a “good” or “bad” one on the surface.

The concerns regarding the imaginative experience of fantasy literature are multiple.  Most often, however, it is criticized as an “escape” from real life, or perhaps more accurately, a “desertion”(Tolkien 76).  It tickles readers’ minds with the strange and unreal, teaching them nothing but allowing them to indulge in pleasurable sensations and desires while temporarily avoiding confrontation with anything painful or discomforting in the actual world.  It is to frustrated and lonely children what alcohol or opium is to angry and depressed adults.  Likewise, though perhaps it can be consumed responsibly, it seems to have something innately addictive about it, at least for certain types of people.  It lends itself to obsession.  Many children who read fantasy stories don’t simply enjoy them as an occasional treat like an ice-cream cone; they gorge themselves regularly, possibly even centering their lives around them.  Ask a twelve year old if he has read the Harry Potter books—if he has read them at all and liked them, chances are that he has read them more than once, even several times or more.

As a child delves deeper into the realm of fantasy, he may withdraw increasingly from actual life, his family, and his friends, if he has any.  He lives, as it were, in a continual dream, an illusion or vision, and he cares less and less what is happening around him, so long as he has a continual supply of stories to read, even if that supply consists only of several books read repeatedly.  He acts contented, but what good is contentment if all it involves is nothing but lying in bed staring at pages?  Is a life full of this the proverbial “good life”?  Perhaps not, if we are to judge by the lives of the characters the reader so admires, for ironically, they don’t spend all day reading like him—they’re always having adventures.

And what happens in the instance that he is deprived of his books?  He is miserable, at least at first, and displays his ill feelings to the source of deprivation, often a parent or perhaps a teacher.  He begs desperately to get them back, but if he fails, he only continues sullenly a short while before a very curious thing happens.  It strikes him that though the physical source of his delight is out of his reach, he has retained the images pleasing to him in his memory, and he finds that he can still interact with them in a day-dreamish fashion.  And better yet, nobody else need know about it; it can be done entirely secretly.  Of course, his fantasy world may slip out into the open, especially if he takes to acting it out with stuffed animals and the like.  But if he encounters any hostility, he easily can withdraw it all back into his mind, where it is safe from the suspicious eyes of spectators.  No one can now rob him of his succor.  The consciousness of this adds a new pleasure, a feeling of power.  The child is now a self-contained unit, isolated from his surroundings and cut-off from reality.

An apology must be made for this lengthy example, as of course very few children may act exactly like such, and it is quite exaggerated. The responses to fantasy literature may vary a good deal according to the personality of the child and his circumstances.  It might be said that obsession is more at issue here than fantasy literature and there is some truth in that, as a reader’s interaction with a story depends upon both subjective and objective factors.  But yet, even if obsession is by definition excessive and harmful, the question is still begged: what is the proper relationship of a child, or an adult, to fantasy literature?  It doesn’t seem to be enough just to say, “Moderation in all things,” if by that is meant moderation in the time spent reading, although that is certainly an important factor.  The attitude of the reader, the nature of his engagement with the stories and the characters, and how is behavior is affected by them seem more at issue (And by behavior, I don’t mean whether or not little Johnny has been induced to steal cookies from the cookie jar, but whether Johnny steals the cookies just to steal them or he steals cookies while pretending to be squirrel in a tree; meaning that my concern is not on the surface a moral one, though deeper down it is very moral).  Another way of putting the question is, what, if any, is the essential good of fantasy literature, and how may it be perverted?  To fully answer that question, it must also be asked, what is the proper relationship between the realm of fantasy and the actual world? These are really questions that apply to all of literature and art, but I have chosen to discuss them in regards to fantasy literature.

It is my belief that there is indeed a proper and healthy relationship between the reader and fantasy literature, and though it is perhaps not explicable in all of its details, it is fundamentally that fantasy literature should deepen the love of the reader for what is true, good and beautiful in the actual world, both heightening and enriching his appreciation for it and motivating him to pursue it.  Continuing the analogy of fantasy literature to alcohol, it is like red wine at dinner, cleansing your taste-buds so that you can taste and appreciate the flavor of the meat and potatoes better, while of course being exquisitely good in itself.  On the other hand, an unhealthy interest in fantasy literature is one in which imaginary goods have become fully a substitute for the actual goods of this world, creating withdrawal from life and relationships.  This is when fantasy has become not an escape, but a desertion.

Before going further, it should be stated that this is not an attempt to tell anyone how he or she ought to feel as they read a story, nor to ruin the pleasure of reading by excessive analysis.  The joy of reading a good fairy story involves an intimate encounter with things dear to us, so of course it is understandable for lovers of fantasy to feel hostility towards the scientist peering in and meddling with his scalpel, tearing things into pieces.  I wish to avoid as much. I would like to hope that this will be rather a celebration of good fantasy literature and the blessings it brings, but also a word of caution regarding a medium so very powerful that it is prone to abuse.

It is necessary to consider briefly, in a very general sense, what makes a story a fantasy or a fairy tale.  As I see it, the description of fantasy literature can be placed upon any story that contains strange elements not to be found in the natural physical world, but without either attempting to give a scientific/technological explanation for them or implying that there is or could be one.  This, according to C. S. Lewis, is what distinguishes fantasy from science-fiction.  Fantasy has no concern whatsoever for the laws of science and the possibilities within them, as science-fiction does.  Fantasy is concerned with a poetic reality, and thus any deviations from the natural world have a poetic justification rather than a scientific one.  This is perhaps unnecessary to say, but fantasy must also be distinguished from Christian books that dramatize spiritual warfare in the real world, such as those of Frank Peretti.  These books contain fantastic elements, yet they, similar to science fiction, are concerned with what is in the realm of theoretical possibility.  Instead of giving scientific explanations, however, they give spiritual ones.  Neither is pure allegory within the category of fantastic literature, though fantasy stories may have allegorical touches or symbolic elements.  

It is perhaps imprecise, however, to characterize fantasy by its “unnatural” elements without specifying what they usually are.  Generally speaking, the common features of fantasy literature are the following: a removed setting (both in space and time), magical elements (which are not necessarily the same as witchcraft), strange creatures and monsters (including talking beasts), the strong presence of brave heroes and cruel villains, and direct confrontations between good and evil.  These are general characteristics, but a story need not have all of them to be fantasy, nor does one specific element of those listed necessarily make the story fantasy.  “It is precisely the colouring, the atmosphere, the unclassifiable individual details of a story, and above all the general purport that informs with life the undissected bones of the plot that really count,” writes Tolkien in his essay, “On Fairy-Stories”(120).  Thus a story might have only a few of those elements listed, yet because of the coloring, atmosphere, and details, may better capture the essence of fantasy than a story that contains all of the items listed. Thus, fantasy literature cannot be merely reduced to dragons, knights, and wizards, or any particular strange feature, however prominent a place it may hold in the story.  Ironically, much of the makeup of fantasy literature comes from elements that are not foreign to reality at all, things that are quite ordinary.

This last point is quite significant, as it relates to the first way in which fantasy literature can develop a reader’s love of the true, the good, and the beautiful.  Fantasy literature is in a way very much like poetry.  Not that it is written in verse with rhyme and meter (though it perhaps could be), but rather that it does for readers of a wide range of intelligence what poetry often does only for a more sophisticated audience (Lewis 16).  It gives poetic knowledge, meaning a kind of knowledge that penetrates its object, knowledge of a thing from the inside out.  This is in contrast to the kind of knowledge that is about a thing, discursive or scientific knowledge.  Fantasy literature gives poetic knowledge because it provides vicarious experience for the reader of the setting, action, and characters in a story.  This means that when one reads The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, he in a way possesses the story as a part of his experience.  The forms of the characters—Peter, Edmund, Susan, Lucy, Mr. and Mrs. Beaver, Aslan—along with their experiences, and the enchantingly beautiful land of Narnia, all impress themselves upon the reader’s soul, with the result that they have become more or less a part of him (depending on how he has read the story, whether he has indeed surrendered himself to it in his imagination).  The implications of this are quite remarkable—that one can have a friendship, one-sided though it may be, with the Pevensie children, and share in their adventures, as well as their love for Aslan.  Thus, if a story provides true, good, and beautiful things, as fantasy stories should do, as objects to be grasped by the senses and the intellect, they will cultivate the reader’s understanding of the true, the good, and the beautiful.  Again, it must be reiterated that poetic knowledge is not the sort of knowledge one gets from “educational” books, nor can it be quantified.  It is rather a kind of sympathy between the knower and the thing known—connatural knowledge.  It is knowledge of a thing that is inseparable from a love for it (Taylor 15).

Hence it is significant that for all the departures fantasy literature makes from the actual world, with magic, dragons, witches, and other strange creatures, the best stories are those that are chalk-full of the best things in real life, however wonderful they may seem in their removed setting. Delicious food and drink, feasting and festivities, games, song, dance, friendship, nature, journeys, even stories—these are many of the things that make the world of fantasy so delightful, and yet all of them can be found in the actual world.  Tolkien writes,

 . . . fairy-stories deal largely, or (the better ones) mainly, with simple or fundamental things, untouched by fantasy, but these simplicities are made all the more luminous by their setting . . . It was in fairy stories that I first divined the potency of words, and the wonder of things, such as stone, and wood, and iron; tree and grass; house and fire; bread and wine. (75)

Without these things the world of fantasy loses much of its appeal, for the reader probably will cease to feel the “wonder of things,” as Tolkien experienced.  However exciting a book full of battles and adventures may be, if it lacks this very human side of things, it loses its poetic and humanizing function; it is probably no better than the mass of cheap “literature” that is read once but never again.  One may read it out of curiosity, caught up in the suspense of the action, but by the end he has probably never once been made to truly feel delight.  


It is an odd paradox that, as essential as these simple and ordinary things are to a good story, the plot does not often depend upon them, at least not directly.  They are essentially liberal in purpose; they exist for their own sake.  They belong to the coloring, atmosphere, and details that Tolkien saw as important to a good story; they are the things that “really count”(75).  C.S. Lewis goes so far as to say that the plot is basically servile in comparison; it is a net within which to trap the atmosphere, the unclassifiable qualities of story that create wonder in the reader (17).  Unfortunately, at some point even in good stories the plot often comes to dominate over the other aspects.  The best stories, however, are those that never lose sight of these throughout the entire narrative (Lewis 17).

Though much of what makes fantasy stories delightful is natural and thus ordinary in a sense, it cannot be assumed that these things have a genuine presence in the reader’s life.  Of course, most people aren’t starving—they have ample food and drink on a regular basis—but how often is the food they eat appreciated poetically?  With so much consumption of fast food, packaged snacks and processed goods, the joy of eating a simple meal of bread, cheese, apples, and milk is often lost.  These things satisfy not only the stomach, but also the others senses and the intellect, because they have not been removed from the earth and the natural setting that produced them to the same degree that most processed foods have been.  Likewise, for too many people today the traditional meal as a purposeful gathering of intimates for celebration and thanksgiving has become a rarity.  Song and dance have not been lost, but much of their dignity and innocence has.  Music is more readily available than ever through radios, compact discs, and the internet, but they have largely replaced music as original performance and cheapened music as an art.  Lastly, people today do not get enough of woods, mountains, valleys, streams, lakes, trees, rocks, and soil.  To recognize man’s inherent need for these things is not mere “Romanticism”, a novelty of the 18th century.  In his perfect beginnings, when all was right with the world, God placed man in a beautiful garden, not a city or a suburb.  Thus it is only natural that man should have a genuine need for field and forest (this is not, however, advocating for radical, unbounded nature).  

Good fantasy literature both reawakens and satisfies man’s desires for these things.  For he who has lost sight of them or thinks he has no need of them, it opens his eyes.  But for many people, the problem is not so much that they lack these things, but that they have ceased to appreciate them; they no longer wonder at them.  Fantasy literature thus gives recovery, as Tolkien famously defined it.  “We need, in any case, to clean our windows,” he writes, “so that things seen clearly may be freed from the drab blur of triteness or familiarity—from possessiveness”(74).  Acknowledging this aspect of recovery is vital to establishing the universal good of fantasy literature, because even if one has a near perfect life in terms of the goods he has available to him, he may not appreciate them.  Recovery is thus a fundamental need of humans from all times, places, and cultures, however blessed they are with genuine goods and beautiful surroundings.  Almost all people at some point in their lives lose the inclination to wonder.  They fall victim to the “possessiveness” that disables them to appreciate things.  Ironically, this “possessiveness” that Tolkien mentions involves no real possession at all, for true intellectual possession is instigated by and always coupled with wonder.  Wonder is a species of fear, an emotion one feels towards things of which he is consciously ignorant (Taylor 25).  The response to wonder is to grasp with one’s mind the object being wondered at, to possess it.  Concomitant with this act of possession is a feeling of pleasure, a sign that one truly knows a thing.  As one begins to possess an object in one’s mind, however, the wonder one originally felt does not disappear.  It rather remains coupled with the knower’s knowledge of a thing.  It is the foundation for knowing a thing poetically, and as such it cannot be tossed away like a candy wrapper.  It is built upon, not discarded.  One no more stops wondering at a thing as one further knows it than one stops fearing God the more one further knows him (Taylor 25, 26).  Wondering ceases, then, not because of possession, but “appropriation”.  Tolkien writes,

This triteness is really the penalty of ‘appropriation’: the things that are trite, or (in a bad sense) familiar, are the things that we have appropriated, legally or mentally.  We say we know them.  They have become things like the things which once attracted us by their glitter, or their colour, or their shape, and we laid hands on them, and locked them in our hoard, acquired them, and acquiring ceased to look at them.  74*

Appropriation thus leads ultimately to ignorance of a thing, because it short-circuits wondering, a vital part of the knowing process.  Paradoxically, truly knowing a thing depends upon recognition that it cannot ever be fully grasped, that the object must remain mysterious to the knower.

Fantasy literature creates recovery and the renewal of wonder for several reasons.  They are not all necessarily unique to fantasy, however, but hold true for much of literature and art in general.  Firstly, there is the potent power of words to invoke the meaning or this-ness of the things they represent.  It is not a coincidence that Tolkien mentions the “potency of words” and the “wonder of things” in the same sentence.  Language itself, the very relationship of words to things, is like magic (Tolkien 50).  

Secondly, fantasy literature enables the reader to view life without the distractions that come from being a selfish and needy human being.  The reader participates vicariously in imaginary experience but without the conceitedness and anxiety with which he engages in actual life.  He is graced with an opportunity to see that when one does not constantly assert one’s own “character” as the center of existence, life is incredibly rich in beauty.  The realization can be astonishing, especially for the person burdened with a twofold load of boredom and anxiety, convinced that life is just one big bother.  Reading literature is a little like viewing the world from God’s perspective, and as he saw in the beginning that what he had made was good and pleasing, it should be no surprise that through literature men should feel the same way.

Likewise, through fantasy literature the reader is able to see the world free from many of the concerns of daily life that affect his perceptions.  Writes Lewis, “This is one of the functions of art: to present what the narrow and desperately practical perspectives of real life exclude”(10).  Because of the practical pressures of school, careers, basic survival, and other obligations, men forget to wonder at things, at their beauty and goodness.  They are so entirely engrossed with becoming that they forget to rejoice in being.  But in fantasy literature, the presence of things such as oak trees and daffodils, bread and honey, snow and sunshine, friendship and festivity, all assert themselves as meaningful merely because of their being; they are allowed to have a liberal presence as goods in themselves, valuable for their own sake.

The reason why fantasy literature gives recovery perhaps more than other types of literature is for this very reason, that as an ideal world, the realm of fantasy is a place of leisure.  It is a land of sunny quiet afternoons, festive summer picnics, journeys through the wilderness, evenings of storytelling and the soft strains of the flute by a fire.  If there is not the quietness of contemplation, there are the joyous sounds of celebration.  Usually very little work in the modern sense goes on, but if it does it is presented as meaningful, always with its end and purpose in sight.  Sam Gamgee might have his garden to till and potatoes to plant, but working with the soil is a delight to him, however hard and tedious it might seem at times, especially with the day’s end in sight, a lovely tea-time and then an evening at the Green Dragon with friends.  On the whole, the attractiveness of the realm of fantasy lies in that means are never far from their ends.  Simplicity reigns, while complexities are usually brushed over.  This in sharp contrast to much of modern life, in which people engage throughout most of the day and the week in what seems like meaningless work just so they can spend the rest of their time in recreation, sometimes equally meaningless.

That the realm of fantasy is unrealistic in this sense and thus escapist is undoubtedly true.  C. S. Lewis writes of The Wind and the Willows, 

In that way the life of all the characters is that of children for whom everything is provided and who take everything for granted.  But in other ways it is the life of adults.  They go where they like and do what they please, they arrange their own lives.  To that extent the book is a specimen of the most scandalous escapism: it paints a happiness under incompatible conditions—the sort of freedom we can have only in childhood and the sort we can have only in maturity--. (14)

However, this by no means discredits fantasy if understood properly, because the liberty taken with reality is a meaningful one.  The ideal life presented is beyond reach for obvious reasons, but the accompanying attitude, with its valuing of friendship, food, and nature as things worthy to be celebrated, and seeing work as a means to these things, is not. However unrealistic some aspects might be, the story still manages to create the sense of recovery in the reader. Lewis continues,

It might be expected that such a book would unfit us for the harshness of reality and send us back to our daily lives unsettled and discontented.  I do not find that it does so.  The happiness which it presents to us is in fact full of the simplest and most attainable things—food, sleep, exercise, friendship, the face of nature, even (in a sense) religion.  That ‘simple but sustaining meal’ of  ‘bacon and broad beans and a macaroni pudding’ which Rat gave to his friends has, I doubt not, helped down many a real nursery dinner.  And in the same way the whole story, paradoxically enough, strengthens our relish for real life.  This excursion into the preposterous sends us back with renewed pleasure to the actual. (14)

 Thus, fantasy literature cannot fairly be criticized as mere escape from reality, because the reader cannot leave forever but must return, and he when he does he is not empty handed.  “We bring back the wealth of the Indies,” writes Lewis (13).  An engagement with the realm of fantasy is not a distraction from reality; rather it has the potential to bear real meaningful fruit in the actual world.  Fantasy literature not only cultivates the soil of the mind and the senses; it plants a seed, impregnating the mind with a vision that is born out in reality.


This statement, however, needs extensive clarification and qualification.  Firstly, although reading fantasy literature has the potential to bear fruit in the actual world, it must not be assumed that it’s value is entirely predicated upon actualization.  An imaginative engagement with the delights of fantasy literature is indeed valuable in itself.  The very awareness it develops of the true, the good, and the beautiful is in itself a good and satisfies man’s poetic nature.  In this it is like marriage, for when a couple engages in conjugal love, the specific act as a physical and spiritual union is valuable in itself, even if no child is conceived and born (that is, as long as the couple is open to new life and does not attempt to obstruct it). Yet, just as in marriage it is ideal and desirable that the union result in offspring, so with fantasy literature is ideal and desirable that it give birth to something in the actual world.  However, that something need not necessarily be a concrete and tangible thing, such as wealth, status, or popularity.  It may be, as has already been expressed, merely enriched appreciation of real life and a renewal of wonder.  

In his essay on stories, Lewis compares two types of “children’s” literature, the fairy tale and the “realistic” children’s story dealing with school life, and the affects they have upon their readers.  He concludes that the fairy tale is healthier for children because, unlike the school story, it does not actually create false expectations for real life and desires unlikely to be realized.

In a sense a child does not long for fairy land as a boy longs to be the hero of the first eleven.  Does anyone suppose that he really and prosaically longs for all the dangers and discomforts of a fairy tale?—really wants dragons in contemporary England?  It is not so.  It would be much truer to say that fairy land arouses a longing for he knows not what.  It stirs and troubles him (to his life-long enrichment) with the dim sense of something beyond his reach and, far from dulling or emptying the actual world, gives it a new dimension of depth.  He does not despise real woods because he has read of enchanted woods: the reading makes all real woods a little enchanted.  This is a special kind of longing.  The boy reading the school story of the type I have in mind desires success and is unhappy (once the book is over) because he can’t get it: the boy reading the fairy tale desires and is happy in the very fact of desiring.  For his mind has not been concentrated on himself, as it often is in the more realistic story. (38)

At first it may seem from this passage that Lewis disagrees with the idea that fantasy should be realized in the actual world, but it is not so.  It simply cannot be realized in the same sense that the “realistic” story can.  When Lewis mentions that reading of enchanted woods “makes all real woods a little enchanted” he is very close to Tolkien’s idea of recovery, except that he has taken it to another level.  For a story can enrich one’s appreciation of a good merely as a good in itself, in this example, woods as woods, but it can also enrich one’s appreciation for a good by means of association with other things within the story, such as woods with enchantment.  Lewis’s idea of increased appreciation by association is, on the whole, more fanciful and less philosophical than the previous idea, but the two need not be entirely distinct from each other.  For in Lewis’s example of enchanted woods, the association of woods with enchantment is not arbitrary; woods really can have an enchanted feeling, as long as one has not been prejudiced against it by a wholly scientific view of nature.  Thus, however much of a projection upon nature it might be, it is at least not an artificial one.  In any case, Lewis clearly sees fantasy as capable of bearing influence upon the actual world, of bringing “life-long enrichment” to the reader.  This enrichment is often of a mysterious nature, but it is not because of that less real.


The passage from Lewis also reaffirms an idea already expressed, that engagement with fantasy literature is valuable just by the awareness of goods that it creates, a kind of desire that is itself satisfying; for though it involves no actual possession, it involves possession of the soul through knowledge.  Regarding this kind of desire in contrast with the other kind, for things like success and popularity, Lewis writes, “The one is an askesis, a spiritual exercise, and the other is a disease”(39).  


One important qualification that should be made to the passage by Lewis, however, is that though dragons need not and cannot be sought out in the actual world, many of the delightful but ordinary things of fantasy can and should be, if they are absent from the reader’s life.  If because of exposure to these things in literature, one hungers for walks in the woods or boat-rides down a stream, for picnics and festive gatherings, or for country dancing, it is fundamentally right and good that one should seek them out in the actual world.  Fantasy literature should indeed inspire and motivate the reader to do as much.  Admittedly, certain of these things cannot be had with a snap of the fingers, but the difficulty of attaining them should not dissuade the reader from pursuing them.  One such example is friendship, usually portrayed very ideally in fantasy stories, which not surprisingly often appeal to those who lack meaningful friendship in their lives.  Because it is not easy to find friends in the actual world of such a completely sympathetic nature as those found in stories, a genuine longing may be instilled in the reader that cannot immediately be satisfied.  Yet he is better off than he was before, for he now knows in some form that which he needs to end his loneliness, whereas previously his aching was probably less defined and thus more troubling; and though he may not ever find the perfect friend, he may perhaps learn to treat others with more dignity and respect, as the friends in stories tend to treat each other, and thus find that others are not all together as unsympathetic as they seem at first glance.  Even if this fails, the imaginary friends he has in literature may at least give him the confidence to be truly himself around others and thus to attract those who may be of a sympathetic nature but are just too shy to show it.  Too often, people assume that no one else is like who they are “inside”, forgetting that most people including themselves don’t really show their insides enough for anybody to be able to judge rightly from appearances who is indeed like-minded and who is not. Such is the consequence of cultural and social pressures, especially those of a culture that tends to uphold what is cool, sexy, shocking and bold but to scorn what is tender, mild, modest, and self-effacing.


Thus far, a justification has been given for fantasy literature based upon its realistic elements, but not upon it’s unrealistic ones, and this presents an obvious problem, for a complete justification of fantasy requires a justification of its fantastical elements, as they are what most define it.  How, it might be asked, can fantastical things—magic, dragons, and the like—develop one’s love of truth, goodness, and beauty in the actual world?  There are at least two responses. 

The first is that in creating fantasy, man exercises his imaginative and sub-creative faculties.  By recombining things in the natural world, man makes another, new world.  The sub-created worlds of fantasy are thus fundamentally linked with the “primary” natural world.  Writes Tolkien, “To many, Fantasy, this sub-creative art which plays strange tricks with the world and all that is in it, combining nouns and redistributing adjectives, has seemed suspect, if not illegitimate”(71*). Those who regard fantasy with suspicion seem to miss this point, that fantasy is essentially a recombination of the primary world, and thus derives genuine meaning from it.  Tolkien once received a letter from a man who called making a fairy-story “Breathing a lie through Silver”.  Tolkien responded with a poem:

‘Dear Sir,’ I said—‘Although now long estranged,

Man is not wholly lost nor wholly changed.

Dis-graced he may be, yet is not de-throned,

and keeps the rags of lordship once he owned:

Man, Sub-creator, the refracted Light

through whom is splintered from a single White

to many hues, and endlessly combined

in living shapes that move from mind to mind.

Through all the crannies of the world we filled

with Elves and Goblins, though we dared to build

Gods and their houses out of dark and light,

and sowed the seed of dragons—`twas our right

(used or misused).  That right has not decayed:

we make still by the law in which we’re made.  (71,72)

Tolkien’s analogy of fantasy as a refraction of white light is fitting; just as there are “endless” combinations of light creating different hues, so there are various combinations of primary materials within sub-created worlds, each more or less meaningful and beautiful, depending upon the skill of the author.  The essential point is that fantasy is not creation by an autonomous author, but sub-creation, and thus it has meaning because it ultimately derives its being from the primary creation made by God.  Because of this, it is still able to cultivate a love in the reader of truth, goodness and beauty, both in primary and secondary worlds.  Likewise, Tolkien points out that the departures of fantasy from reality depend for their significance upon things in the actual world being the way they are: 

For creative Fantasy is founded upon the hard recognition that things are so in the world as it appears under the sun; on a recognition of the fact, but not a slavery to it.  So upon logic was founded the nonsense that displays itself in the tales and rhymes of Lewis Carroll.  If men really could not distinguish between frogs and men, fairy stories about frog kings would not have arisen.  (72)

This gives the lie to the idea that fantasy is based upon delusion or hallucination.

Tolkien’s poem also gives a theological justification for fantasy.  He writes, “Fantasy remains a human right: we make in our measure and in our derivative mode, because we are made: and not only made, but made in the image and likeness of a Maker”(72*).  The impulse towards creating fantastical worlds is simply a result of being made in the image of God.  The love of creating things is not a mental imbalance, but part of man’s God-given identity.

The second response is that even with stranger elements of fantasy, it is wrong to assume that they have no value for real life, that they have no correspondence to the actual world.  Fantastical elements such as dragons, wizards, and magic can be (but are not always) embodiments of the invisible or spiritual realities in the actual world (O’Brien).  C.S. Lewis writes that, “To construct plausible and moving ‘other worlds’ you must draw on the only real ‘other world’ we know, that of the spirit”(12).  Thus, the writing of a fairy tale is, though perhaps unconsciously, a poetic act of giving body and shape to things intangible in the actual world, with the result that it is easier to grasp them, to more fully know them.  This is what is meant by the statement, often misunderstood, that fairy tales are “more true” than the real world.  This is simply to say that in the realm of fantasy there exists a poetic correspondence between the spiritual and the physical, more perfect than that which exists in the actual world.  In fantasy, a princess, if she is virtuous, pure-hearted, and kind, is therefore beautiful; and though certain beautiful princesses may not be good, but rather quite evil, the disjunction is at least seen as meaningful, an instance of evil’s ability to cloak itself with pleasant garb, perhaps, rather than mere coincidence.  Likewise, though dragons cannot be found in the actual world, the image of a dragon teaches what the nature of a demon is in a way that a catechism cannot.  Dragons may be imaginary creatures, but they embody evil forces that are real in the world (O’Brien).  Similarly, the heroism of brave warriors in battles, however unrealistic it is in physical terms, nevertheless has the potential to inspire real courage for actual life

This correspondence of the physical with the spiritual is partially the reason for the existence of talking beasts in fantasy.  Animals can convey personality and character by their physical appearance more perfectly than humans do.  Their faces and bodies bespeak more than just biological realities.  Regarding “the presence of beings other than humans which yet behave, in varying degrees, humanly: the giants and the dwarves and talking beasts,” C. S. Lewis writes,

I believe these to be at least (for they may have many other sources of power and beauty) an admirable hieroglyphic which conveys psychology, types of character, more briefly than novelistic presentation and to readers whom novelistic presentation could not yet reach.  Consider Mr. Badger in The Wind in the Willows—that extraordinary amalgam of high rank, coarse manners, gruffness, shyness, and goodness.  The child who has once met Mr. Badger has ever afterwards, in its bones, a knowledge of humanity and of English social history which it could not get in any other way. (36)

As Lewis himself admits, the meaningfulness of talking and reasoning animals is perhaps not always quite as reducible as in this example.  There is sympathy between the animal form and the human psyche that cannot be fully realized in the actual world, a reminder, perhaps, of the harmony that once existed between man and beast in Eden before the fall.  Tolkien believed that one of the primal desires of man is that of communion with the animal kingdom, for a restoration of his Edenic beginnings, and fantasy in some sense satisfies this desire.

It should be noted however, that Tolkien did not view stories like The Wind and the Willows as meeting this desire.  He classified Kenneth Grahame’s work as a beast fable rather than a fantasy, regarding the characters basically as humans with animal masks.  Tolkien believed that only stories in which man is able to discover through magic the secret language of beasts in their natural form and to converse with them belong to fantasy (46).  Stories just about beasts he excluded.  Perhaps he is right, if one is concerned with a strict definition of fantasy or faerie as he was; but he seems to be brushing over the fact that the characters of the so-called “beast-fables” need not be merely humans dressed in beast-costumes.  Talking squirrels, mice, and badgers, such as those found in the Redwall books, can be genuine sub-creations of the author, neither entirely like humans or natural beasts, but somewhere in between.  In stories such as these, the animals as sub-creations are able to be in personality and temperament more or less what their physical features and characteristics bespeak them to be.  Of course, there is a lot of inventiveness by the author that influences the determination of a beast’s characterization, but it is not entirely arbitrary.  Mice, squirrels, beavers, and rabbits are usually good and gentle creatures for a reason; and likewise are foxes, wolves, rats, and snakes usually evil and cruel.

Tolkien also erred, in my opinion, in not recognizing that even stories just about beasts with no human involvement can still satisfy this primal desire of man for communion with animals.  In stories without humans it is the reader himself instead of a character within the story who “communes” with the animals, partaking of their ways and language; and animals make ideal “imaginary friends” for the reader, because their physical appearance immediately suggests themselves as sympathetic beings.  Likewise, the right kind of animal makes an ideal enemy, if it’s appearance is suggestive of evil as a snake’s is (in my opinion).

Despite all of its potential for good, however, fantasy literature is also prone to abuse.  Even Tolkien, perhaps the greatest fantasy writer of the 20th century if not of all time, admitted that fantasy can be “put to evil uses”(72).

If the purpose of fantasy literature is to deepen the reader’s knowledge and love of the true, the good, and the beautiful, then obviously the perversion of this purpose is to deform one’s knowledge and love of the true, the good, and the beautiful. Because of the poetic knowledge fantasy literature gives through imaginative experience, its effects can be powerfully good, but also powerfully evil, by giving a distorted poetic knowledge of the world.  There are various ways that stories can twist the mind of the reader.  One is the blending of good and evil, for example, when the “good” characters engage in morally questionable activities without any repercussions, or when the difference between good and evil is presented as ambiguous.  Another is the glorification of evil forces as more intelligent, attractive, or powerful than the good forces.  Perhaps the most common in fantasy stories today is the inversion of traditional symbolism, in which things such as serpent and dragons, traditionally regarded as symbolic of evil, are presented as good (O’Brien).  The subversion of symbols may not induce the reader immediately to do wrong, but it subtly corrupts their poetic knowledge of the world, and may lead them to love evil over good, or to be unable to distinguish between them.  It also blatantly denies the existence of universal symbolism and is thus corruptive on a cultural level, for true culture depends upon a shared love of what is right, good, and beautiful.

However, the concern here has been for the most part not in distinguishing between good stories and bad, but in establishing in theory the good of fantasy literature, and the proper relationship between fantasy and the actual world.  There seem to be mainly two kinds of perversions of the proper relationship.  The first is the type seen in the example of the little boy who spent all his time engrossed in books, and to use Tolkien’s terms, is not an “escape”, but a “desertion”(76).  This is a relationship in which the imaginary goods of literature have come to fully replace actual goods in satisfying the sensory-emotional needs of the reader.  It involves withdrawal from actual life to submersion in imagined existence, and does not move the reader towards pursuing goods in the actual world but only to further deepening his imagined existence.  It is unhealthy because it values the imagined over the actual and it exalts one part of the human person above all the other parts, as if the imagination in itself could sustain the entire man.  This attitude leads to starvation of the senses and emotions, for ultimately, imaginary friendships will not meet the reader’s need for actual friendship any more than imaginary pears will satisfy his physical hunger, however much they seem to initially. Likewise, the imaginary friendships with literary characters are by definition one-sided, and thus limited in their capacity for meaning.  This relates to the biggest problem with withdrawal into fantasy, that it separates the reader from the actual people in his environment, allowing him to live a self-contained and therefore selfish existence.  This is why it is essential that fantasy literature bear itself out into the actual world, because otherwise it becomes a trap that precludes one from living a loving and meaningful existence.

The other kind of unhealthy engagement with fantasy involves the opposite mistake.  It is the attempt to bring the imagined goods of literature into the actual world in the wrong way.  It is at least partly caused by a failure to recognize that the fantastical elements of stories have significance for the actual world but not through literal translation into it.  If one is inspired by heroism in a battle, he may not be able to go into his back yard and dice orcs to pieces, but he can still live ordinary life courageously and with self-sacrifice; yet the unhealthy reader might go out into the streets armed with a sword, swinging at neighbors.  Of course, children do this sort of thing all the time, and for them it is innocent and even meaningful as imaginary play; but as they grow older, they should mature in how they translate the goods of fantasy into the actual world.  Otherwise, they will be like Don Quixote, making buffoons of themselves and failing to actually do the good they intend and desire to do.  There are worse forms of this than Quixotism, however, such as experimentation with magic and the occult; these are beyond silly and ridiculous; these are indeed dangerous.  These mistaken attempts to bring fantasy into the actual world derive partly from insecurities and the belief that through making oneself into a fantasy character one can have a more meaningful identity.  Thus, any sign that fantasy has usurped an individual’s actual identity, such as the changing of one’s name to that of a character in a book, is a clear sign that his interest in fantasy is unhealthy.

Thus, the realm of fantasy helps us to know and appreciate our own world better, but it does not replace it.  A passage from The Voyage of the Dawn Treader by C.S. Lewis illustrates this idea well.  At the end of the story, Aslan, the Great Lion, tells Edmund and Lucy that they can no longer comeback to Narnia.

“Please, Aslan,” said Lucy.  “Before we go, will you tell us when we can come back to Narnia again?  Please.  And oh, do, do, do make it soon.”

“Dearest,” said Aslan very gently, “you and your brother will never come back to Narnia.”

“Oh, Aslan!” said Edmund and Lucy both together in despairing voices.

“You are too old, children,” said Aslan, “and you must begin to come close to your own world now.”

“It isn’t Narnia, you know,” sobbed Lucy.  “It’s you.  We shan’t meet you there.  And how can we live, never meeting you?”

“But you shall meet me, dear one,” said Aslan.

“Are-are you there too, Sir?” said Edmund.

“I am,” said Aslan.  “But there I have a different name.  You must learn to know me by that name.  This was the very reason you were brought to Narnia, that by knowing me here for a little, you may know me better there.”  (209)

The journeying into Narnia is in a way a metaphor for the imaginary experience of fantasy literature.  We enter into it because it helps us to know and love the things of the real world better, just as Edmund and Lucy are brought into Narnia so that through knowing Aslan they might know Christ better.  It was not just a gig to get them to attend Sunday school, however; the point is that through knowing Aslan the children have a deeper and more meaningful knowledge of Christ.  So also do we gain a deeper and more meaningful knowledge and love of the real through the imaginary experience of fantasy literature.


And yet, maybe this is not quite all that fantasy literature is.  Maybe it is a glimpse of both Eden and heaven, of our beginning and our end, our true home.  In The Last Battle, Lewis describes heaven, the new Narnia, as like the places in a story, where everything is more wonderful and meaningful.  He writes,

It is as hard to explain how this sunlit land was different from the old Narnia, as it would be to tell you how the fruits of that country taste.  Perhaps you will get some idea of it, if you think like this.  You may have been in a room in which there was a window that looked out on a lovely bay of the sea or a green valley that wound away among the mountains.  And in the wall of that room opposite to the window there may have been a looking glass.  And the sea in the mirror, or the valley in the mirror, were in one sense just the same as the real ones: yet at the same time they were somehow different—deeper, more wonderful, more like places in a story: in a story you have never heard but very much want to know.  The difference between the old Narnia and the new Narnia was like that.  The new one was a deeper country: every rock and flower and blade of glass looked as if it meant more.  I can’t describe it any better than that: if you ever get there, you will know what I mean. (161-2)

If then fantasy literature provides a glimpse of the eternal, it is fundamentally right and good to yearn for its world and to desire to enter into it.  However, since we cannot abandon earth for heaven just yet, we must strive to bring a piece of heaven to earth.
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