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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      







FOREWORD



by Brian Aldiss


This is a timely, or at the least, a trendy volume. As David Pringle says, some impalpable tide has turned in the realm of reading, and category fantasy is in. Perhaps such fantasy is, as Pringle amusingly declares, a swamp; if that’s so, this guide is much needed.


And possibly more than a guide, a champion. Fantasy may be as old as literature and older than the novel; it has certainly been derided as long as there have been novels, and remains stubbornly a non-canonical form, perhaps to its own benefit. Even the great precursor of the novel form, Cervantes’ Don Quixote, owes its existence to an intention to deride romances of the Age of Chivalry. In the bewildered imagination of Cervantes’ old knight, ordinary objects assume fearful and fantastical forms; because of his reading, he cannot see the world straight.


Similar cautionary tales came later. Jane Austen mocks the Gothick in Northanger Abbey. Charlotte Lennox in The Female Quixote follows Cervantes with her poor Arabella: ‘Supposing Romances were real Pictures of Life, from them she drew all her Notions and Expectations.’ Fantasy distorts: this is the charge against it.


Yet fantasy proliferates. In an age where we are becoming statistics and mere consumers, it draws our attention to the drama of the inner life. And herein lies the key to its febrile attraction: conservative though most fantasy is by nature, its heroes and heroines struggling generally to do no more than retain a status quo, it rejects the profit motive. Beyond the world of the marketplace, fantasy loiters impecuniously by its swamp, dressed for the most part merely in gaudy paperback garb. Without a bean.


In all of Pringle’s hundred golden instances, there’s not one central character who has a penny in his pocket. Fantasy not only turns its back on science and reality: much more determinedly, it rejects the world of finance. Its denizens haven’t a cent. Well, there’s one character who is so rich he gives money away. Other characters throw up their jobs, their security. Some are actually dead, and so for ever beyond the necessity for credit. Vampires use a different coinage.


That old escapologist, Robert Heinlein, understands the point well. His hero in Glory Road escapes into a world where there is ‘no Foreign Aid, no hidden taxes – no income tax’.


Not that money is needed in many of these extraordinary worlds of escape. Turn up naked or in pyjamas, you’ll make out. Here in never-never-land, the banks have turned into palaces; that’s not Wall Street but Gormenghast; Conan clobbered Mammon.


Far future, far past, another dimension: currency is not a problem. It’s only in our bloody twentieth century that you have to work for a living. In Elsewhere, you don’t need it. Come on, what would Angela Carter’s community of tattooed centaurs, or the Torrance family snowed up in Stephen King’s lugubrious hotel, or Jack Williamson’s beautiful April Bell, transformed into a white wolf, do with dough? This is the great secret freedom of fantasy – that success is not calculated in monetary terms once you escape from the Lands of Almighty Dolour.


It would show discourtesy to be invited into this book and then to quarrel with its interior décor. All the same, as I stand shuffling in the hall, I have an experience which will be common to all visitors: less than total agreement with mine host. Of course. That’s inevitable. The swamp is wide, taste subjective in the main.


All the same, I would have liked to see that marvellous fantasy by the early William Golding, The Inheritors (told by a Neanderthal), in place of his Pincher Martin – indeed, in place of almost anything. And I believe that Stephen Donaldson’s work merits much higher praise; there are astonishing revelations in his Thomas Covenant novels, based on a searching moral outlook on life.


And if I were allowed to choose a No. 101 for the year of this elegant guide’s first publication, I would go immediately for Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child, brilliant, concise, centring on a tormented creature which seems to emerge from the swamp of our own secret imaginings.


Brian W. Aldiss










INTRODUCTION



Perhaps we have always enjoyed reading tales of impossible things. But over the past few decades, Fantasy – which is to say, a body of stories that deals in the marvellous, the magical and the otherworldly – has become a highly visible category of prose fiction. The word is now used by publishers, quite unashamedly, on dust-jackets and paperback covers – to such an extent that Fantasy has come to be an accepted genre, like Crime Stories, Romances, Historicals or Thrillers. British and American bookshops, and even best-seller lists, are filled with the stuff (January 1988 top sellers in Britain included such titles as The Eyes of the Dragon by Stephen King and Weaveworld by Clive Barker). It is clear that tales of enchanted realms, of elves and dragons and questing heroes, or of hauntings and other monstrous intrusions of the supernatural into our workaday world, are favoured by many millions of readers. In the present volume I attempt to define the category by describing a hundred notable novels which seem to me to be fantasies of one sort or another. All were written in English, and all first appeared in book form between 1946 and 1987.


Of course, the terms ‘fantasy’ and ‘the fantastic’ are open to dozens of interpretations, and I shall not try to choose between theoretical definitions here. An academic commentator, Rosemary Jackson, has complained: ‘As a critical term, “fantasy” has been applied rather indiscriminately to any literature which does not give priority to realistic representation: myths, legends, folk and fairy tales, utopian allegories, dream visions, surrealist texts, science fiction, horror stories …’ But it seems to me that fantasy is an indiscriminate form, one wholly without good manners and literary decorum. Insofar as it constitutes a genre, fantasy is a capacious hold-all of the supernatural and the uncanny, the visionary and the repellent. We may even view it as a primal genre, essentially formless, a swamp which has served as the breeding ground for all other popular fictional genres (they arise, they enjoy their flourishing moments in the sun, then they gradually sink back into the swamp – where in time their dead parts will nourish other genres). So in lieu of a rigorous definition, here is a thumbnail history of the fantastic in fiction.


It has been remarked often enough that fantasy is at least as old as literature. Up to the eighteenth century, almost all narrative fictions, both verse and prose, were fantastic to a greater or lesser degree. In the first half of the eighteenth century a new form of prose fiction arose, aptly named the Novel. Unlike the epics and satires, the chivalric romances and other ‘mouldy tales’ which had preceded it, the novel was predominantly a realistic form: it dealt with day-to-day life in a matter-of-fact way, concerning itself in the main with love, money, class, social niceties and the comedy of manners. The realistic novel had a revolutionary impact on English writing (and, later, on world writing); befitting an age of science and reason, it became (and remains) the dominant form, the touchstone of modern literature. However, the impulse to fantasy remained, and the fantastic soon reasserted itself in English fiction. It did so in the form of the first significant sub-genre of the modern novel, namely the Gothic Tale of Terror. The earliest fantasy novels – that is to say, the earliest works which were both novels and fantasies – were those late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century books by Horace Walpole, Clara Reeve, William Beckford, Anne Radcliffe, M. G. Lewis, Mary Shelley and Charles Maturin which we now regard as the classics of the Gothic movement. For roughly fifty years, from The Castle of Otranto in 1764 to Melmoth the Wanderer in 1820, the Gothic romance was the most popular kind of fiction, displacing the realistic novel (as practised by, say, Fanny Burney and Jane Austen) in the affections of a majority of readers.


The appeal of realism proved enormously strong, however, and as the nineteenth century wore on the realistic novel became ever more deeply entrenched as the leading form of fiction. This was the age of the great novelists: the Brontës, Thackeray, Dickens, Trollope, George Eliot. Fantasy never quite died, but it was driven more and more into ‘lowly’, popular forms which were sub-categories of the novel proper – fiction for children, penny dreadfuls, yellowback sensation novels, and so on. As the day of the Gothic romance waned, new sub-genres arose, all of them in a sense offspring of the Gothic tale of terror: the historical novel, the romantic love story, the crime thriller, the imperial tale of adventure. In these genres, ancestors of so many of today’s publishing categories, the fantastic elements were reduced to a minimum: these were pseudo-realistic fictions, with heightened colour, atmosphere and melodrama. By the time of Thomas Hardy and Henry James the ‘serious’ realistic novel stood supreme, with the pseudo-realism of the popular genres to buttress it. But no sooner had this balance been achieved than fantasy began to make a surprising return: it crept out of the nursery, the dime novels and the yellowbacks and into the middlebrow magazines and bestselling hardcovers. George MacDonald and William Morris wrote magical romances; Bram Stoker wrote Dracula. The English ghost story flourished at the beginning of the twentieth century, and so did the scientific romance of H. G. Wells and his imitators (an entirely new form of ‘realistic fantasy’ which of course led to the modern genre of science fiction). After the turn of the century a new tradition of otherworldly fantasy was gradually established by writers such as Lord Dunsany, E. R. Eddison, David Lindsay and – in America – by James Branch Cabell, A. Merritt, H. P. Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith (although most of them worked obscurely). In serious literature, realism remained the norm, even if it was challenged by a Modernism which occasionally tended towards the fantastic. But a countertradition now existed, a fairly large body of ‘adult fantasy’ which is immediately ancestral to most of the post-1945 fantastic fiction that I describe in this book.


So much for the prehistory. Fantasy may be an ancient fictional form, but in another sense it is one of the youngest of commercial genres. As a publishers’ category it is actually younger than its own technocratic offspring, science fiction. And as a category it belongs more to America than to Britain. There were various harbingers, but the great American publishing boom in fantasy really got under way in the mid to late 1960s (sf had enjoyed its initial boom a dozen years earlier). The books that first defined the category were the rival US paperback editions of J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (16), which appeared in 1965–6. Simultaneously, Robert E. Howard’s ‘Conan’ books (8) were re-edited by L. Sprague de Camp for a successful paperback series. Hundreds of thousands of Tolkien’s and Howard’s books were sold to a largely young audience which apparently wished to turn its back on a scientific and technological world. These twin influences – the British tradition of genteel fantasy sprung from nursery tales; and the American tradition of fantastic adventure fiction sprung from the pulp magazines – were swiftly reinforced by the work of several other writers who happened to be well placed at the right time. Ira Levin’s Rosemary’s Baby (35), the first modern supernatural-horror novel to achieve best-selling status, appeared in 1967. Fritz Leiber’s sword-and-sorcery tales of ‘Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser’ (40) were re-edited and published in paperback for the first time from 1968. Michael Moorcock’s ‘Elric’ and ‘Hawkmoon’ epics began to appear in the US in 1967 (30). Two highly influential works appeared in 1968 – Ursula Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea (39) and Peter Beagle’s The Last Unicorn (38). Between them, these books were responsible for launching modern fantasy as a successful commercial genre. Tolkien apart, the leading novels of the 1970s – especially the works of Stephen King and Stephen R. Donaldson – were to achieve greater sales, but it was the group of books which appeared in the late 1960s that began the upward soar in fantasy’s fortunes.


However, for several good reasons, I have chosen to date my list of the hundred ‘best’ modern fantasy novels from the late 1940s rather than the late 1960s. One reason is that this allows me to begin with Mervyn Peake’s Titus Groan, a favourite novel of mine (and, moreover, one which did not enjoy any general popularity until twenty-odd years after its first publication). Apart from Peake, many writers who were to become important in the modern fantasy field began their careers in the 1940s: L. Sprague de Camp, Fritz Leiber, Jack Vance and Poul Anderson, to name but four. It was also the decade in which J. R. R. Tolkien wrote his massively influential The Lord of the Rings – eventually published in 1954. Fantasy may not have been very visible during the forties and fifties, but significant works were beginning to appear and an audience’s tastes were being formed. Another reason I chose to begin in the post-war period is that I conceived this volume as a companion to my earlier book, Science Fiction: The 100 Best Novels (Xanadu Publications, 1985). That work covered the years 1949 to 1984, and, with a little stretching at both ends, this one covers much the same period. Nevertheless, my selection of a hundred titles is heavily weighted towards the sixties, seventies and eighties, and this is because the genre has enjoyed its greatest growth during the past two-and-a-half decades. If 1953 was something of a peak year for science fiction (see the listing in my previous book), then 1984 would seem to be a similar high point for modern fantasy. Or perhaps it is too soon to tell. We are still living in the boom years of fantasy fiction; nor is any end in sight.


Literary critics may disapprove of fantasy for various reasons, and in my view one of the most potent is the commonly expressed argument that fantasy is a literature of reaction. Thus, the Austrian critic Franz Rottensteiner: ‘modern fantasy is a reaction to industrial society and its pressures … It is not chance that this kind of fantasy arose in nineteenth-century England, the country that first felt the full pressure of industrialization; that its main practitioners, whether Morris, Lord Dunsany, C. S. Lewis, E. R. Eddison, or J. R. R. Tolkien, all profoundly disliked their own time; or that this literature reached its greatest popularity in the scientifically and industrially most advanced country on Earth (the US), and then spread from there to other countries. Modern fantasy is a literature for a discontented city population …’ (S-F Studies No. 23, March 1981). I believe this to be largely true, and it is the uneasiness this thought provokes which causes me marginally to prefer science fiction to fantasy – although it must be acknowledged that a simple-minded reaction against science and technology does not necessarily characterize all modern fantasy. As may become clear from my comments on particular works, I favour the types of fantasy which do engage in some way with the real world. I am as susceptible to the lure of romantic escapism as most readers, but in the end I cannot help feeling that any really good novel should tell me some truth about life. Indeed, the best fantasies do this in innumerable ways – some by straightforward allegory, others by a more arcane symbolism, some by wit and subtlety of characterization, and many by the seemingly authentic manner in which they project the archetypal hopes and fears, the moods and shadings, of the human mind. (The ‘truest’ fantasies present us with an inner landscape, one might almost say a spiritual landscape, which may well have psychological and mythological depths.) All imaginative writing, even that in which the subject-matter seems centuries removed, does reflect its period of composition. Whatever their trappings, these fantasy novels are inevitably the fantasies of our age; they speak to the second half of the twentieth century.


As I pointed out in my introduction to SF: The 100 Best, modern fantastic fiction tends to fall into two broad divisions, the Supernatural Horror story and the Heroic Fantasy: ‘By the supernatural horror story I mean such works as Stoker’s Dracula, the stories of H. P. Lovecraft and most of the books of Stephen King. Characteristically, these describe the irruption of some supernatural force into the everyday world, and they are horrific precisely because the forces and phenomena described are irrational – which is to say they are inexplicable in terms of the scientific world view. By heroic fantasy I mean such works as Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, the whole sword-and-sorcery subgenre, and all those books which carry titles like The Elfstones of Shannara. Usually, these are set in completely imaginary worlds, never-never lands where the modern scientific world view is suspended and “magic” rules. The emotional tenor of these works is not so much horrific as pleasurably escapist.’ Many of my chosen hundred fit into one or the other of these major branches of fantasy. But on reflection I believe a third division should be added: an approximate grouping which one may call the Fabulation, or absurdist metafiction – stories which are set in the real world, but which distort that world in ways other than the supernaturally horrific. Several of the finest novels described here fall into this last category: the books by Thomas Pynchon, Angela Carter, John Crowley and Geoff Ryman, for instance.


So the scope of my selection is broad. Yet, as was the case with my book on science fiction, I must offer apologies here for numerous omissions. There are no foreign-language fantasies represented, for I feel they would have made my book unwieldy (all those Latin American ‘magic realists’!). I have included some children’s fantasies, particularly those which have been enjoyed by adult readers, but not a great many of them – on the basis that most children’s fiction is fantasy, and if I were to stray too far in that direction I would not know where to stop. Hence the omission of such worthy writers as Madeleine L’Engle, Susan Cooper, William Mayne, Lloyd Alexander, Russell Hoban, Diana Wynne-Jones, Robin McKinley and Roald Dahl, among many others. Again, I have included a certain amount of ‘light’ fantasy, but not a great deal of it – so apologies to the fans of Piers Anthony, Robert Asprin, Jack L. Chalker, Terry Pratchett, Mike Resnick and others among that growing band of entertainers. I have found room for some mighty tomes (Stephen R. Donaldson, Guy Gavriel Kay), but perhaps I should have included yet more trilogies and multi-volume series – the works of Evangeline Walton, Louise Cooper, Barbara Hambly, Katherine Kurtz, David Eddings, Tanith Lee, Paul Hazel, Nancy Springer, Cherry Wilder, Judith Tarr and Raymond E. Feist are a few that come to mind: in some cases I was daunted by the sheer size of these oeuvres and in others I was unimpressed by their essentially repetitive, formulaic nature. As before, I admit to blind spots and to ignorance. This is no infallible selection, merely a guide to some good reading in a fantastic vein. I have tried to make a balanced list, and in doing so I have included some books which are not really to my taste – they may well be other people’s favourites, though. In truth there are not a hundred masterpieces of modern fantasy, any more than there are a hundred masterpieces of science fiction.


But how do my choices compare with other readers’ preferences? The August 1987 issue of the American sf/fantasy news magazine Locus contained an interesting list of ‘All-Time Best Fantasy Novels’, as decided in a postal ballot of the magazine’s readership. My list of a hundred novels was largely determined by the time these poll results appeared, but I give the Locus ‘top thirty-three’ here as a comparison (the titles are ranked in descending order of popularity):




1 The Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkien (1954–55)


2 The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien (1937)


3 A Wizard of Earthsea by Ursula Le Guin (1968)


4 The Shadow of the Torturer by Gene Wolfe (1980)


5 The Last Unicorn by Peter S. Beagle (1968)


6 The Once and Future King by T. H. White (1958)


7 Nine Princes in Amber by Roger Zelazny (1970)


8 The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant by Stephen R. Donaldson (1977)


9 Dragonflight by Anne McCaffrey (1968)


10 Little, Big by John Crowley (1981)


11 Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll (1865)


12 The Gormenghast trilogy by Mervyn Peake (1946–59)


13 The Riddlemaster of Hed by Patricia A. McKillip (1976)


14 The Incomplete Enchanter by L. Sprague de Camp and Fletcher Pratt (1941)


15 Watership Down by Richard Adams (1972)


16 The Dying Earth by Jack Vance (1950)


17 Glory Road by Robert A. Heinlein (1963)


18 A Spell for Chameleon by Piers Anthony (1977)


19 Dracula by Bram Stoker (1897)


20 The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum (1900)


21 Silverlock by John Myers Myers (1949)


22 Something Wicked This Way Comes by Ray Bradbury (1962)


[image: image]


25 Lord Valentine’s Castle by Robert Silverberg (1980)


26 The Chronicles of Narnia by C. S. Lewis (1950–56)


27 The Shining by Stephen-King (1977)


28 Conjure Wife by Fritz Leiber (1953)
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31 Witch World bye Norton (1963)


32 ’Salem’s Lot by Stephen King (1975)


33 A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle (1962)





Some of these titles (Alice in Wonderland, Dracula, etc.) were published well before my chosen period, which begins in 1946. Others are arguably science fiction rather than fantasy proper (for example, the Anne McCaffrey and Robert Silverberg books, which are set on alien planets). Of the remainder, the great majority do appear in my hundred.


In the last couple of decades, various awards have been established for fantasy fiction. The World Fantasy Awards, familiarly known as the ‘Howards’, were created in 1975 (in imitation of the Hugo Awards for science fiction, which have been established since the 1950s). These awards are determined by a panel of critics, and are presented at the World Fantasy Convention which is held in October every year (usually in the United States). The winners in the category of best novel have been as follows:




For 1974 The Forgotten Beasts of Eld by Patricia A. McKillip


For 1975 Bid Time Return by Richard Matheson


For 1976 Doctor Rat by William Kotzwinkle


For 1977 Our Lady of Darkness by Fritz Leiber


For 1978 Gloriana by Michael Moorcock


For 1979 Watchtower by Elizabeth A. Lynn


For 1980 The Shadow of the Torturer by Gene Wolfe


For 1981 Little, Big by John Crowley


For 1982 Nifft the Lean by Michael Shea


For 1983 The Dragon Waiting by John M. Ford
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For 1985 Song of Kali by Dan Simmons


For 1986 Perfume by Patrick Suskind





About half of the above titles are included in my list. There is also a lesser-known British Fantasy Award (officially called the August Derleth Fantasy Award) which has been in existence for slightly longer. Perhaps it reflects popular taste more accurately than the World Fantasy Award, since the winners are determined by the entire membership of each year’s British Fantasy Convention (usually held in the summer) rather than by a panel of experts. The winning titles in the novel category have been:




For 1971 The Knight of the Swords by Michael Moorcock


For 1972 The King of the Swords by Michael Moorcock


For 1973 Hrolf Kraki’s Saga by Poul Anderson


For 1974 The Sword and the Stallion by Michael Moorcock


For 1975 The Hollow Lands by Michael Moorcock


For 1976 The Dragon and the George by Gordon R. Dickson


For 1977 A Spell for Chameleon by Piers Anthony


For 1978 The Chronicles of (Thomas Covenant by Stephen R. Donaldson


For 1979 Death’s Master by Tanith Lee


For 1980 To Wake the Dead by Ramsey Campbell


For 1981 Cujo by Stephen King


For 1982 The Sword of the Lictor by Gene Wolfe


For 1983 Floating Dragon by Peter Straub


For 1984 Incarnate by Ramsey Campbell


For 1985 The Ceremonies by T. E. D. Klein


For 1986 It by Stephen King





Rather fewer of these titles have made their way on to my list – but then there does seem to have been a heavy emphasis on horror fiction in the more recent British Fantasy Awards, and although I have certainly not avoided supernatural horror novels I have represented them sparingly in the selection of one hundred books which follows. Horror is a category which straddles genres: some of it is fantasy, some is science fiction, and some of it is purely ‘psychological’ (Robert Bloch’s Psycho is the paradigm of the modern non-fantasy horror novel). I can commend Steven Jones’s and Kim Newman’s forthcoming ‘rival’ volume, Horror: The 100 Best Books (Xanadu, 1988), as an authoritative guide to the latter-day tale of terror.


So now we come to my hundred. ‘If you disagree violently with some of my choices I shall be pleased. We arrive at values only through dialectic.’ Thus Anthony Burgess in his book Ninety-Nine Novels: The Best in English Since 1939. The following list of ‘the best’ invites similar disagreement, yet I remain confident that at least some of the novels I have selected are masterpieces of modern literature, full of beauty and wonder. The others are craftsmanlike entertainments which I happily commend to you for your enjoyment.


David Pringle


Brighton, January 1988










BRIEF BIBLIOGRAPHY



Although at least two encyclopedias of fantasy fiction have been promised for some years, I have yet to see one. Meanwhile, The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction edited by Peter Nicholls and John Clute (London: Granada, and New York: Doubleday, 1979) remains a very useful, if rapidly dating, reference work. Most of the authors dealt with here have entries in the Nicholls/Clute encyclopedia, even though some of them have written no science fiction. Another reference book of note is Who’s Who in Horror and Fantasy by Mike Ashley (London: Elm Tree, 1977).


General critical surveys of the fantasy field which I have found valuable include Imaginary Worlds: The Art of Fantasy by Lin Carter (New York: Ballantine, 1973) and The Fantasy Book: An Illustrated History from Dracula to Tolkien by Franz Rottensteiner (London: Thames & Hudson, 1978). An informal, chatty, but continually interesting exploration of the horror fantasy field (mainly movies) is Stephen King’s Danse Macabre (London: Macdonald, 1981). Michael Moorcock’s Wizardry and Wild Romance: A Study of Epic Fantasy (London: Gollancz, 1987) appeared when my book was almost complete, but I was already familiar with sections of it which had appeared elsewhere – particularly the amusing chapter called ‘Epic Pooh’ which was first published as a chapbook in 1976.


The more rigorously theoretical and academic works on the subject include Modern Fantasy: Five Studies by C. N. Manlove (Cambridge University Press, 1975), The Game of the Impossible: A Rhetoric of Fantasy by W. R. Irwin (Urbana, Illinois, 1976), Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion by Rosemary Jackson (London: Methuen, 1981) and The Impulse of Fantasy Literature by C. N. Manlove (London: Macmillan, 1983).


Biographical studies which have proved useful to me are Mervyn Peake by John Watney (London: Michael Joseph, 1976), J. R. R. Tolkien: A Biography by Humphrey Carpenter (London: Allen & Unwin, 1977) and The Inklings: C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, Charles Williams, and their Friends by Humphrey Carpenter (London: Allen & Unwin, 1978). Also invaluable for general reference is Carpenter’s The Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature (written in collaboration with Mari Prichard; Oxford University Press, 1984).


I have been influenced by much that has appeared in Foundation: The Review of Science Fiction, which I edited from 1980 to 1986. (The present editor is Edward James, c/o The SF Foundation, North East London Polytechnic, Longbridge Road, Dagenham, RM8 2AS). I must also pay tribute to Locus: The Newspaper of the Science Fiction Field, edited by Charles N. Brown (PO Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, USA), and to the now defunct Fantasy Review, edited by Robert A. Collins.
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MERVYN PEAKE


Titus Groan


This is one of the greatest fantasy novels in the language. Frequently described as ‘Gothic’, Titus Groan contains no obvious supernatural elements. Yet it is unutterably strange, a tragicomedy of fantastic dimensions. The story unfolds in a vast, decaying castle known as Gormenghast, which seems to stand in a parallel world somewhere outside our own space and time. The names of the characters are English (Dickensian English) but the setting is not England. Gormenghast exists in some allegorical domain, a stony world of ancient rituals and ossified traditions, which may, just possibly, be symbolic of a declining Britain (or a declining European civilization). But the book does not have an allegorical feel: despite their ludicrous or portentous names – Rottcodd, Mr Flay, Swelter, Dr Prunesquallor, Sourdust, Nanny Slagg – the characters seem real; we become involved in their fates; they are not mere ‘humours’.


The long, slow narrative is chiefly concerned with the birth and early childhood of Titus, heir to Lord Sepulchrave, the 76th Earl of Groan – and with the rebellion of Steerpike, a bulging-browed, cold-eyed kitchen boy who apparently wishes to rise in the world by pulling the castle down around his ears. In one of the first great set-pieces of the novel, Steerpike climbs to the castle’s rooftops: ‘faint and dizzy with fatigue and emptiness and with the heat of the strengthening sun, he saw spread out before him in mountainous façades a crumbling panorama, a roofscape of Gormenghast, its crags and its stark walls of cliff pocked with nameless windows.’ Steerpike realizes that he cannot pit himself against this forbidding architecture, but that he can work within it: he can discover all its secret rooms and corridors, and learn the wily arts of ingratiation and manipulation. So he follows this course, befriending Titus’s teenage sister Fuchsia and her feeble-minded aunts, Cora and Clarice Groan, among others. Eventually he burns Lord Sepulchrave’s library, repository of all Gormenghast’s lore and ritual, and thereby drives the old Earl to madness and death. There is also a titanic battle between the cadaverous Mr Flay, Lord Sepulchrave’s servant, and the castle’s monstrous cook, Swelter, which results in the banishment of one and the death of the other. But the ancient order is partially restored, and the novel ends with the infant Titus inheriting his father’s estate. ‘His Infernal Slyness, the Arch-fluke Steerpike’ remains at large, to continue his machinations in another volume (see the entry for Peake’s Gormenghast [10]).


Mervyn Peake (1911–68), born in China of English parents, was first and foremost a visual artist. Trained as a painter and illustrator, he turned to writing during World War II (much of Titus Groan was written while he was serving as a gunner and a bomb-disposal expert in the British army). He proved to be a brilliant artist in prose. Not surprisingly, one of his chief strengths lies in the vivid description of imaginary architectures and landscapes. Yet, as I have said, his people are also amazingly real – Steerpike, in particular, is a remarkable creation: twisted, spiteful, but heroic withal. And the plot in which Peake’s characters are all enmeshed is both comical and terrifying. Once experienced, the world and the characters of Titus Groan cannot be forgotten.




First edition: London, Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1946 (hardcover)


First American edition: New York, Reynal & Hitchcock, 1946 (hardcover)


Most recent edition: London, Methuen (paperback)
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A. E. VAN VOGT


The Book of Ptath


From the sublime to the ridiculous. Unlike Mervyn Peake, Alfred Elton van Vogt (born 1912) is the quintessential pulp-fiction writer. His wildly extravagant stories appealed to the wartime readers of John W. Campbell’s influential magazines Astounding Science Fiction and Unknown Worlds, where he was for some years the most popular contributor. Van Vogt’s ‘nearly invincible alien beasts, the long time-spans of his tales, the time paradoxes they were filled with, the quasi-messianic supermen who came into their own as their stories progressed, the empires they tended to rule, all were presented in a prose that used crude, dark colours but whose striking sense of wonder was conveyed with a dreamlike conviction. The complications of plot for which he became so well known, and which have been so scathingly mocked for their illogic and preposterousness … are best analysed, and their effects best understood, when their sudden shifts of perspective and rationale and scale are seen as analogous to the movements of a dream’ – according to the admirable critic John Clute, in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.


The Book of Ptath was first published in shorter form in 1943, in the very last issue of Unknown Worlds. (The magazine is supposed to have died as a result of the paper shortage, but its sister magazine carried on, and a more likely explanation for Unknown’s demise after a mere four years of publication is that pulp fantasy simply did not have the mass popularity of science fiction in those days.) The story, very much about a ‘quasi-messianic’ superman coming into his own, is set some two hundred million years in the future – in a land called Gonwonlane (the ancient super-continent of Gondwanaland, now reformed). The hero, Ptath, can remember nothing but his own name. He has enormous strength and great powers of recuperation, and he feels a compulsion to travel towards a distant city, also named Ptath. This he begins to do, swatting aside patrolling soldiers and anyone else who tries to hinder him. In the city, a beautiful but evil woman called Ineznia awaits him. She is a goddess, and Ptath is a reincarnated god (no less): she has recalled him to life in order to undergo a series of challenges which will end in his destruction for all time …


Along the way, Ptath recalls one of his previous identities: he is Peter Holroyd, an American tank-corps captain from World War II. He has been plucked from an unimaginably remote past to take part in this battle of titans in an equally unthinkable future. Not surprisingly, he remains in a state of mental confusion throughout most of the novel – as does the reader, for the plot is speedy and complex, strewn with revelations and reversals, characters who inhabit others’ bodies, apparently arbitrary feats of magic, dread secrets revealed in almost every chapter. Eventually Ptath is reunited with his beloved L’onee (who has been held captive by the wicked goddess), discovers his destiny, and breaks Ineznia’s power. For any reader who is willing to lapse into the correct frame of mind, it is all highly enjoyable. A. E. van Vogt is a graceless but energetic writer, and his story carries its own lunatic sense of conviction.




First edition: Reading, Pennsylvania, Fantasy Press, 1947, (hardcover)


First British edition: London, Sidgwick & Jackson, 1967 (in A Van Vogt Omnibus, hardcover)


Most recent edition: London, Granada (paperback)
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