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				introduction

				Occasionally I have been asked why I felt it necessary to mix fantasy into my carefully researched police procedurals. Leaving aside the fact that Rivers of London was conceived from the start as a genre hybrid – that its working title until just prior to publication was Magic Cops is a bit of a giveaway in this respect – fantasy brings a tremendous dowry to the union. Qualities which, while not absent from other genres, are particularly strong in the literature of the fantastic.

			

		

		
			
				Let’s start with the evocation of place. I remember standing on the prow of a sailing ship and watching the Island of Lorbenny rising over the brilliant blue waters of the southern reaches – green and brown in the bright sunlight. I remember the stifling, dusty streets of its town and the sense of quite despair and neglect that pervaded the whole island. All of this was placed in my mind by Ursula K. Le Guin in her novel The Farthest Shore. I could have chosen to lead with any number of imaginary places – Jeanette Ng’s terrifyingly abstract fairyland, the red tiles of Lois McMaster Bujold’s Valenda and the long dark and claustrophobic path through JRR Tolkien’s Mirkwood. I chose the Island of Lorbenny, famous for its vibrant dyes, as my example because it’s not a major location but just somewhere our heroes make a stop while searching for clues to what is sapping the life out of Earthsea. Yet it managed to imprint itself so vividly on my brain that I could recall the light, the dust and ennui thirty years after I’d read the book.

				Perhaps it is because the landscapes of fantasy exist only in our imagination that they seem so vivid. Or equally perhaps it is because fantasy is the literature of sensation – of smells and tastes, sights and sounds and touch. Places often imbued with a tangible atmosphere that exists separate from a character’s emotional response to them. Lorbenny’s ennui stems from the magic draining through a hole in the world, fairyland’s chaos is a real physical thing, Valenda is subtly cursed, and the path through Mirkwood has fallen into shadow.

			

		

		
			
				Free of the minimalist straitjacket of modernism the fantasy writer is free to say, You do not know this place, let me show you. You feel this straitjacket particularly when you write crime, which is awash with assumptions about the physical environment, never mind class, race, gender and who conducts interviews once they’re back at the station. (I’ll give you a clue – it’s never the inspector.) Because in Rivers of London, history and architecture can shape the mystery, and certain geographical features can make their opinions known, the physical environment often demands its own starring role.

				I could talk about language; Tolkien was a linguist who knew the true meanings of words and picked them with such a care that most casual readers barely perceive it – so smoothly does it roll past our ears. Watch the excellent Lord of the Rings film trilogy and, even if you’d never read the books, you can easily differentiate between the words that came from the text and those of the screenwriters trying to fill in the gaps. Le Guin uses her background in anthropology, the study of cultures, to shape her language to match the specifics of her bronze age archipelago and Stephen Donaldson ratchets up the sturm and drang the better to express the heightened reality of his fabulous secondary world.

				I could continue this list pretty much indefinitely – the chance to ram the fantastic into the mundane or, as both Pratchett and Le Guin do, to ask ‘who trains all these wizards’ and ‘how does all this fish get to market?’ Or to build castles that resemble Escher prints 
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				as Jeanette Ng does or worlds that run on different laws of physics as Sprague de Camp and Fletcher Pratt delighted in doing. 

				But for me the true joy of fantasy is the chance to sprinkle my hardcore detective series with whimsy. When I mentioned this to a friend of mine, who writes technothrillers and space opera, he was horrified. 

				Whimsy, he shouted, I hate it with a passion that passes all understanding – or words to that effect. 

				I realized that he and I had vastly different notions of what the word meant. He was going with playfully quaint or fanciful, which to be fair is the dictionary definition, whereas for me whimsy is something wider, deeper and, occasionally, darker. 

				Jack Vance was a master of a dark ironic whimsy. It is evident in his science fiction but permeates his fantasy. It shows in the weird societies that Cugel encounters in his travels across the Dying Earth and in the strange, convoluted disputations that Vance’s characters find themselves tangled in. These baroque dialogues occur, usually at the most inconvenient moment, when a startling parade of grotesques, mountebanks and charlatans seek to impede the protagonists forward momentum through the plot. Many of these serve no useful story function and have the same relation to a well-oiled storyline as the delicate faience work that adorns 

			

		

		
			
				a canopic jar has on the lights and livers therein. In the Lyonesse trilogy these conversations are edged with danger as ordinary mortals are forced to negotiate with demonic servitors, hostile magicians and, most hazardous of all, the violently whimsical fairies, who think nothing of blinding you with golden bees or imposing seven years of bad luck on a whim or capricious fancy. 

				This same sense of whimsy can be seen in even the most grim, dark works of fantasy, in the torture chambers of Joe Abercrombie’s inquisitors and the, albeit realistic, pageantry that surrounds the tourney’s in George RR Martin’s Westeros. It manifests itself in Pratchett’s Discworld and Robert Asprin’s Myth books. It permeates Michael Moorcock’s far future in his Chronicles of Castle Brass – evident in the names of the gods of Grandbretan and the choice of Croydon as the ancestral seat of its central villain. 

				These are all the things that fantasy provides for me as a reader and a writer, but they barely scratch the surface of what the genre has to offer. If only there was a comprehensive guide to the authors of fantasy and their work. Then both neophytes and grognards could find new experiences with writers and worlds old and new. Some kind of encyclopedia ought to do it…

				Ben Aaronovitch, London, May 2021
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				Top line above: The Lord of the Rings, The Jungle Book, Journey, The Tempest, Minecraft.

				Bottom line above: Sir Rudyard Kipling, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Mary Poppins, She, The Chronicles of Narnia.
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				original foreword

				Welcome To The Thunderstorm Cave. Our ability to make other worlds made us human. Lots of animals are bright but, as far as we can tell, they’ve never come up with any ideas about who makes the thunder.

			

		

		
			
				A proto-human did, in some rain-lashed cave. It must have struck him like a bolt from above. Perhaps it was a bolt from above. Suddenly… inside his head there were people in the sky, and suddenly there was somewhere that people went when they died… and suddenly there was this huge ghost world behind this one where all the colours were brighter.

				As time went on, our proto-human found that his daydreams were not only providing explanations, they’d opened a way to a good job in the warm and all the nice bits of mammoth he could eat. He’d got hold of something worth more than food. The news spread. The world’s second oldest profession became a growth industry (the oldest is ‘flint knapper’, no matter what you may have heard). 

				It used an invisible invention that sent mankind on the path to… well, humanity, because before you can change the world you have to be able to form a picture of the world being other than it appears. Imagination, not intelligence, made us human. Squirrels are quite intelligent when it comes to nuts, but as far as we can tell they have never told stories about a hero who stole nuts from the gods.

				That ability has given us all our fiction and our mythology. Most of our religions, too, because following the success of ‘What Thunder Is’ and its sequel ‘How We Got Fire’, which was breaking pile-of-juicy-mammoth-ribs records all along the valley, some bright apprentice with a forehead like a balcony came up with the incredible ‘We Can Stop The Thunderer Hurting Us If We Do These Special Things’ followed by ‘We Are The True People And We’re Better Than 

			

		

		
			
				Those People In The Next Valley Because We Do These Special Things’. Suddenly, life was a lot more exciting although, for the people in the next valley, it was going to be somewhat shorter.

				Suddenly, the world was a story. Homo Sapiens became Homo Narrans, ‘Story-telling Man’; the rest was, literally, history.

				We are creatures of fantasy. We spend a lot of time in that huge ghost world with the bright colours, and one part of it is now called civilization. The mental muscles swollen on the aerobics of gods and heroes have gone on to invent new fantasies: ‘natural justice’, ‘eminent domain’, ‘human rights’, which have given something approaching solid form. A raft of fantasies, ‘made-up things’, floats us through the cold dark universe.

				It’s odd, then, that unashamed fantasy still trails clouds of disapproval. But some of the reasons are easy to see, even in these pages. The sheer torrent of the stuff, for one thing. The telling and retelling. All those new worlds and eternal heroes. And the suggestion that the world could be completely other than it is always annoys those who are content with the way things are. Stories of imagination tend to upset those without one. Rulers are suspicious of new worlds where their writ does not run. Jailers don’t like escapism. Probably the man in the cave got the occasional wallop from the clan leaders. Telling stories can be dangerous.

				And now, welcome to the map of invisible places…

				And pass the mammoth ribs, please.

				Terry Pratchett

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Keith Henderson’s ‘Gorice XII in Carcë’ from The Worm Ouroboros.
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				preface

				Fantasy is the fiction of the heart’s desire. This description is admittedly vague, as all brief definitions of literary categories must be. Other fictions of the fantastic are named for their subject-matter, or for the emotions they arouse. Thus, science fiction has something to do with science – that is, knowledge – and is therefore a fiction of ideas, rooted in empiricism and the modern scientific world-view. Horror stories are intended to evoke the feeling they are named for – horror, with its kindred emotions such as terror, revulsion and, at times, a sense of the fearful sublime. Magic-realist fiction is what the phrase implies, a form of realism with its eye mainly on the actual daily world around us, but lightly dusted with the magical – those hints of the inexplicable that may heighten our sense of the real. 

			

		

		
			
				All these forms – SF, horror, magic realism – overlap to some extent, and all are examples of the fantastic, but none of them is quite what we mean by fantasy proper. True fantasy deals in the fulfilment of desire: not in the simple carnal sense (although it can pander to that too) but in the sense of the yearning of the human heart for a kinder world, a better self, a more whole experience, a sense of truly belonging. To use the ancient metaphor – and most things about this genre are ancient, going back to the beginnings of our humanity – fantasy seeks to heal the wasteland.

				So, unlike science fiction, which appeals to the intellect, but like horror, which produces gut-reactions, fantasy makes its play primarily to the emotions. However, the emotions it deals in are more complex than those that horror plays with. Desire, wonder, yearning, tragedy and nostalgia all have their places here, as do laughing and weeping. We can see sharply different aspects of the workings of the Heart’s Desire in two of the most primal forms of fantasy, the fairy tale and the heroic epic. 

				In fairy tales – deriving from oral folk stories, and long associated with parents and children – we see the movements of perennial human 

			

		

		
			
				desire at their most straightforward, through the creation of worlds where every boy is a potential prince, every girl a potential princess and every ending a happily-ever-after. In heroic epics – deriving from the songs that hunters and warriors sang to each other to boost their courage, and long associated with fighters as opposed to nurturers – we see the movements of human desires of the more violent and selfish sort, through the creation of worlds where heroic selves prevail in bloody conflict, monsters are slain, and pride and status and honour are gained. 

				These two kinds of fantasy-of-desire intermingle: fairy tales often contain violence, and epics usually encompass romance and nurturing. Both forms channel desire towards a kind of social fulfilment, where love and pride and a cluster of other positive emotions combine to create the best of all possible worlds, the wasteland healed.

				There is also an ancient religious element to fantasy, which may underlie both fairy tale and heroic epic. The human heart desires more than bodily and egoistic and social satisfactions: it yearns for a larger sense of belonging in the universe as a whole, a sense 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Wizards, magic and the bucolic are all archetypal features of fantasy, but the genre continues to morph in fascinating and unexpected ways over time.
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				of worship, and peace with whatever powers there may be. We need to know about the ways of God (or the Goddess, or the gods), about the reasons for our being, and about the beginnings and endings of things. All societies, even recent secular ones, have their shared belief-structures, and stories which embody widespread beliefs are called ‘myths’. 

				Today, we are accustomed to the imprecise use of the words myth and mythology to mean untruths or downright lies, but the essence of all myth is that once upon a time it was in a form that was believed, in a literal way. So a distinction needs to be made between those bodies of stories from the past that we label mythologies, which are in effect the relics of dead religions, and those others, such as fairy tales, which have always been regarded as mere fictions concocted for people’s entertainment. Modern fantasy obviously takes its place with the latter – it is avowedly fictional – but, like folk tale and epic, it may draw upon mythology for its subject-matter – and for a good deal of its hidden power.

				From its origins in religious mythology, folk wonder-tale and heroic song, fantasy has developed in multitudinous forms throughout the history of world literature. It is continuously present since the invention of writing, some 5,000 years ago. There are fantastic tales from ancient Egypt, such as the imaginary-voyage story of ‘The Shipwrecked Sailor’, and from Babylonia – most famously The Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 1500 BC), in which the legendary king of the title allies with the wild man Enkidu to defeat various monsters and then, after Enkidu’s death, searches for the secret of eternal life. In the beginning, there was little distinction between ‘story’ and ‘history’, and so much tale-telling was based on legend, a word which could be defined, from our point of view, as ‘history retold as fantasy’. 

				Actual historical events were commemorated in cycles of oral stories and songs: Gilgamesh may have begun in that way, along with many other epics now lost. Most famous and influential of these cycles was the body of early Greek stories which accreted around the siege of the city of Troy, in Asia Minor, tales 

			

		

		
			
				that centuries later were reworked into the two most perfect of heroic epics, Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. Both (c. 8th century) deal with gods and men, but the latter, in particular, describing Odysseus’s amazing voyage home from Troy, has become a kind of template for a great deal of later fantasy – ranging from the medieval Arabic Seven Voyages of Sinbad to many of the quest-fantasy novels of today.

				Other celebrated epics include The Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius (c. 250 BC), retelling the voyage of Jason and the Argonauts, and the greatest of Roman works, Virgil’s Aeneid (19 BC), which deals with the Odyssey-like adventures of the Trojan hero Aeneas. Much early Greek literature is in verse, including the comic fantasy plays of Aristophanes and the myth-based tragedies of his great contemporaries such as Aeschylus and Sophocles; but by late Greek times, as the Roman Empire was beginning to take over the Mediterranean, prose fiction had become firmly established as the entertainment reading of a wide class of literate people. 

				These prose works, usually referred to as ‘romances’, contained strong elements of fantasy. Although most were written in Greek, the best-known single example is a late Latin work, The Golden Ass by Lucius Apuleius (c.180 AD). This picaresque adventure concerns a young man who drinks a magic potion which turns him into an ass, and it also includes, as an embedded story, one of the world’s finest fairy tales, ‘Cupid and Psyche’. An earlier major Roman work concerning magical transformations, The Metamorphoses by Ovid (17 AD), is also a fantasy masterpiece, although written in verse: it retells many of the Greek myths in a fashion designed to entertain sophisticated urban readers. By Ovid’s time, those myths were no longer believed: they were regarded as beautiful stories, and fit matter for a conscious work of fantasy.

				Throughout post-Classical times, in the so-called Dark Ages, fantasy fiction continued to thrive, though much of it took oral form and is now lost to us. Works that survive in written versions include the Anglo-Saxon epic of Beowulf (c. 725), based on heroic Danish legend, 
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				Above: The Triumph of Neptune, a 3rd-century Roman mosaic from Hadrumetum.

			

		

		
			
				and the prose Alexander Romance by Leo of Naples (952), which retells the exploits of the Macedonian world-conqueror Alexander the Great with much fantastic embellishment. The latter was to inspire many medieval imitations. Another common form of Dark Age fiction was the Saint’s Life, a type of tale again based on history and biography but tricked out with the motifs of fantasy; an interesting example is the Voyage of St Brendan (c. 850), written in Latin prose, which tells of the Irish saint’s sea-journey to the mythical Island of Promise. 

				Throughout this period in Western Europe, other great cycles of secular oral tales were 

			

		

		
			
				accumulating, in a fashion similar to the Classical ‘Matter of Troy’ – chief among them the stories concerning the feats of the Emperor Charlemagne’s paladins, especially the hero Roland who fell at the Battle of Roncesvalles, and the stories about an obscure British war-leader called Arthur and his supposed mentor, the Welsh wizard Merlin (originally ‘Myrddin’ – it is said that the ‘l’ spelling was introduced so that French readers, then the dominant group, would not be offended by a name that reminded them of the swear-word merde).

				The ‘Matter of Britain’ was to inspire much of the greatest medieval fantasy, and has 
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				remained potent to the present day. Somehow, the quasi-historical tales of King Arthur, Queen Guinevere, Merlin and the Knights of the Round Table attracted to them a body of deeper, religious myth – the stories of the various knights’ quests for the Holy Grail. Christianized versions of Celtic mythology, the Grail romances are our prime source for the notion of the healing of the waste land, alluded to above. 

				Besides these romances, numerous other works of fantasy have come to us from the medieval period, ranging from animal fables, such as the cycle about Reynard the Fox, to that supreme Italian masterpiece of the Christian afterlife, Dante’s The Divine Comedy (1321). In the wake of Dante, other Italian writers were to produce more secular poetic fantasies during the Renaissance period, chief among them Ludovico Ariosto, whose Orlando Furioso (1532), retelling the story of Roland, has been praised memorably by C. S. Lewis in his book The Allegory of Love (1936). It was considered sufficiently close to modern generic fantasy for Lin Carter to include a prose rendition of it in his Ballantine Adult Fantasy series of paperbacks (1973). 

				Most of the foregoing works, especially the Italian epics and such English imitations as 

			

		

		
			
				Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590–1596) were in verse, but the 16th century also saw a significant flowering of lengthy tales of fantasy in prose form – the direct ancestors of the modern fantasy novel. These were the so-called chivalric romances, beginning in Spain with Garcia Ordonez de Montalvo’s Amadis of Gaul (1508), and continuing through countless sequels, variations and imitations in all the major European languages over the next century and more.

				The chivalric romances were unabashedly fictional, owing little or nothing to historical legend or religious mythology (although inevitably elements from those sources were to creep in, as they continue to do in the successor works of our own time). Lengthy fantastical yarns of knightly heroes and lovely heroines pitted against ogres and giants and sorceresses in the settings of enchanted castles and mysterious islands, these have all the feel of fantasy for fantasy’s sake. 

				Although the fashion for them passed away during the 17th and 18th centuries – the Age of Reason, and the great period for the growth of modern science and its attendant form of fantastic fiction, the utopian tradition of proto-science fiction – the chivalric romances were never entirely forgotten, and repeated attempts to revive them (or something very like them) were made by 19th-century writers, including the German Friedrich de la Motte Fouque, in his novels The Magic Ring (1813) and Sintram and His Companions (1815), and the Englishman William Morris, in his The Wood Beyond the World (1894), The Well at the World’s End (1896) and many other works. And with Morris we arrive at the beginnings of fantasy fiction in the fully modern sense: he was to be a direct influence on all those 20th-century writers, including Lord Dunsany, E. R. Eddison, C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien, whose books have defined the fantasy of recent decades.

				Meanwhile, even though it was an age whose fiction was dominated by realism, other forms of fantasy flourished in the 18th and 19th centuries: the literary fairy tale, whose vogue was initiated in France by Madame d’Aulnoy and Charles Perrault and much strengthened 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Botticelli’s view of Hell in Dante’s Inferno, from 1481.
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				by the German researches of the Brothers Grimm; the exotic Eastern fantasy, inspired by Antoine Galland’s translation of The Arabian Nights (1704–17), which produced many examples – see the useful anthology Oriental Tales edited by Robert L. Mack (Oxford World Classics, 1992); the American pseudo-folk tales of Washington Irving, most famously ‘Rip Van Winkle’ (1819), and the fantastic moralities of Charles Dickens, especially A Christmas Carol (1843); the children’s fairy tales of Hans Christian Andersen (beginning in the 1830s), Charles Kingsley (The Water-Babies, 1863), Lewis Carroll (the ‘Alice’ books, 1865–71), George MacDonald (At the Back of the North Wind, 1871), Carlo Collodi (The Adventures of Pinocchio, 1883) and E. Nesbit (The Book of Dragons, 1899); the humorous fantasies of Thomas Love Peacock (The Misfortunes of Elphin, 1829), Douglas Jerrold (A Man Made of Money, 1849), George Meredith (The Shaving of Shagpat, 1855), Mark Twain (A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, 1889) and John Kendrick Bangs (A House-Boat on the Styx, 1896); the lost-race fantasies of H. Rider Haggard (She, 1886) and his legion of imitators; 

			

		

		
			
				and, towards the Victorian period’s close and well into the 20th-century, a host of occult fantasies, karmic romances and fantastic thrillers – often involving serial reincarnation, revived Egyptian mummies or bizarre villains bent on world-domination, and sometimes verging on outright horror fiction – by Edgar Lee (Pharaoh’s Daughter, 1889), Edwin Lester Arnold (The Wonderful Adventures of Phra the Phoenician, 1890), Guy Boothby (A Bid for Fortune, or Dr Nikola’s Vendetta, 1895), C. J. Cutcliffe Hyne (The Lost Continent, 1900), Bram Stoker (The Jewel of Seven Stars, 1903), Sax Rohmer (The Mystery of Dr Fu Manchu, 1913, and Brood of the Witch-Queen, 1918) and Robert W. Chambers (The Slayer of Souls, 1920).

				With those last two sub-categories, the lost-race story and the fantasy thriller, we arrive at the phenomenon of the pulp magazines. Of course, fiction had appeared in magazines of various kinds long before the arrival of pulp-paper monthlies (the first of which was the American publisher Frank A. Munsey’s The Argosy, from 1896), but it was the pulps that were to be essential to the further evolution of fantasy – and of modern popular-fiction 

			

		

		
			
				Below: Le Célèbre Gargantua by Jean-Charles Pellerin, c. 1840.
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				genres in general, including crime fiction, westerns, adventure stories, horror and science fiction. The early pulps were standard-sized magazines, large and thick and printed on coarse paper, with lurid colour covers (from about 1905 onwards), specializing in fiction of any sensational or sentimental sort. They took their example and their varied inspiration from two prime sources – partly from the 19th-century lower-class story papers, dime novels and five-cent weekly libraries that had been aimed mainly at a youthful readership, and, more importantly, from the turn-of-the-century middle-class standard magazines (and large-format illustrated weeklies) that had arisen in the 1880s and 1890s as a result of extended literacy, growing social aspirations, new printing technologies and the enormous 

			

		

		
			
				expansion of popular journalism. (It was an epoch of robber-baron publishing, represented by individuals like Frank Munsey in America, and George Newnes, C. Arthur Pearson and Alfred Harmsworth in Britain, men who became millionaires many times over through the peddling of dreams to that newly conceived entity – the mass public.)

				The late-Victorian and Edwardian monthlies, such as The Strand Magazine and Pearson’s Magazine (or Harper’s Monthly and Munsey’s Magazine in America), were the same size as the later pulps, but printed on book-quality paper and not exclusively devoted to fiction, though fiction was their predominant ingredient; the illustrated weeklies, like Tit-Bits and Pearson’s Weekly (or Harper’s Weekly and Collier’s Once-a-Week), which were also common at that time, were larger in size, and shaped more like tabloid newspapers. These publications dominated a period which the critic Roger Lancelyn Green (writing in another context) has called ‘The Age of the Storytellers’. 

				The period in question lasted from the early 1880s, when Robert Louis Stevenson published Treasure Island, until about 1914. It was a time of synthesis and synchronicity, when readerships were rising, journalism was booming, and a large group of talented new writers suddenly emerged to cater for the age’s imaginative needs. At their best, what these writers did was marry the ‘popular’ to the ‘artistic’ – they took the vulgar but lively influences of the penny dreadfuls, boys’ papers and dime novels they had read in their youth and merged them with the more literary traditions of the High Victorian novel in general, creating an exciting new synthesis. 

				Their work took the form of short stories, novellas and short novels (as opposed to the ponderous Victorian ‘three-deckers’) for which they found eager audiences in the magazines. Their novels did not appear solely in magazines – Rider Haggard’s first success, King Solomon’s Mines, for example was published straight into book form in 1885, though thereafter almost everything he wrote was serialized first – but the magazines made these writers’ careers possible, for in that pre-cinema, pre-radio and 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Ivan Tsarevitch on the Grey Wolf by Viktor Vasnetsov, 1889.
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				pre-television world it was these periodicals which were the leading entertainment medium.

				Many writers helped create the Age of the Storytellers. Of those many writers, one can argue that the ‘Big Five’ were:

				Robert Louis Stevenson (born 1850)

				H. Rider Haggard (born 1856)

				Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (born 1859)

				Rudyard Kipling (born 1865)

				H. G. Wells (born 1866).

				At least two literary giants, Henry James and Joseph Conrad, were also active contributors to the magazines with their ghost stories and sea stories. But it is arguable that the Big Five were the crucial influences; between them, they – and their literary offspring – dominated the turn-of-the-century magazines, and were equally important for the pulps that came afterwards. However, only one of the Big Five, H. Rider Haggard, actually published in the pulps to any significant degree; the others, those who lived long enough into the 20th century, ended up in the slick magazines.

				Where would the pulp-magazine adventure story have been without the examples of Stevenson, Haggard and Kipling? More specifically, where would the pulp lost-race fantasy have been without Haggard; and where would Edgar Rice Burroughs’ Tarzan have been without the example not only of Haggard but of Kipling’s Mowgli? Where would pulp science fiction have been without Wells? Most obviously, where would the whole genre of detective fiction have been without Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes? 

				These were the writers who set the imaginative parameters for the next couple of generations. They also created the forms: the series short story was essentially invented by Doyle, in 1891, in The Strand Magazine, with his first ‘Holmes’ series. (He had a few pointers from the long-dead Edgar Allan Poe, but the Chevalier Dupin trilogy of stories of the 1840s had been an abortive ‘near-series’, appearing in three different magazines over a period of several years, rather than a series proper.) The Doyle-invented magazine short-story series was so explosively popular that literally scores of writers immediately emulated it – not only 

			

		

		
			
				in detective fiction but in other genres too: a few examples are Cutcliffe Hyne with his Captain Kettle adventures, Hesketh Prichard with his Don Q capers, Baroness Orczy with her Scarlet Pimpernel historicals, Wodehouse with his Jeeves and Wooster comedies, and Owen Wister with his Virginian westerns in Harper’s Monthly. Where would the later pulp-magazine story-series have been without all this background – without the examples of Holmes and Mowgli and Allan Quatermain, without Raffles and Stingaree and Kai Lung and the Old Man in the Corner and Father Brown and a hundred others?

				So the most important precursors, the immediate parents, of the pulp magazines were not so much the story papers and dime novels as the late-Victorian/Edwardian popular magazines – not in themselves ‘pulp’, but the midwives of pulpdom. The pulps, as they emerged after 1900, were in the main cheapened versions of the earlier magazines such as The Strand, The Idler, Pearson’s, Harper’s, McClure’s, Munsey’s, and so on. And of the Big Five authors who did so much to sustain those periodicals, the most important for fantasy – and arguably the most significant for pulp fiction as a whole – was Rider Haggard. 

				As mentioned above, Haggard did in fact become a pulp writer, if unwittingly: from Ayesha: The Return of She (1905) onwards, much of his fiction was serialized in pulp magazines before book publication, that particular novel appearing in the second American pulp, Street & Smith’s The Popular Magazine (January–August 1905). 

				The February 1914 issue of another Street & Smith pulp, The New Story, has a cover that advertises, among others, three well-known authors: Rider Haggard, Edgar Rice Burroughs and Edgar Wallace. So Haggard not only influenced Burroughs, but they actually rubbed shoulders in the same pulp. The Haggard serialization in that case was of his novel Allan and the Holy Flower (1915); other Haggard yarns that appeared in pulps prior to book publication included Morning Star (Cavalier, 1909–1910), The Ivory Child (Blue Book, 1915) and Finished (Adventure, 1917). In Britain, his late serial ‘She Meets Allan’ appeared in 
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				the pulp Hutchinson’s Story Magazine (1919–20) a long time before its publication in book form as She and Allan (1921).

				Haggard’s great contribution, not just to the pulps but to the fantasy genre as a whole, was the lost-race/lost-world motif (which was to spawn many cousins, or similar sub-genres, in popular fiction – tales of forbidden enclaves, Ruritanias, planetary romance, prehistoric neverworlds, fantasy-lands accessed by portals etc.). He did not invent the lost-world story – there had been prior versions in various mythic cycles, utopian fictions and in the novels of Jules Verne and Bulwer Lytton – but he remade it as new, by combining many realistic touches based on his South African experiences with his powerful and at times grotesque imagination and his marvellous ability to handle violent action. 

				Nobody wrote better battle scenes than Rider Haggard, and nobody created more memorable warriors. The supernatural themes which recurred in his stories – particularly the notion of reincarnation, and of doomed loves crossing the ages – appealed strongly to readers, and so he succeeded in reaching a vast audience. His early novels, King Solomon’s Mines and She, have never been out of print, and have been filmed many times. A new paperback edition of another of his lost-race novels, The People of the Mist (first serialized in Newnes’s Tit-Bits, 1893–94), appeared in Britain in 1998, from a publishing company calling itself, appropriately enough, Pulp Fictions.

				Howard, along with many of his co-contributors to Weird Tales and the later magazine Unknown, established Sword & Sorcery, and thus became a prime mover – together with Edgar Rice Burroughs – in the eventual establishment of modern fantasy as a book-publishing category well after World War Two (and well after the deaths of both authors). 

				Prior to the late 1960s, there was little consciousness on the part of publishers, critics and the reading public of fantasy as a mass-market paperback genre. It is said that the great fantasy boom began in the summer of 1965 with the dubious American release by Ace Books of their paperback edition of Tolkien’s 

			

		

		
			
				The Lord of the Rings. Some months later, Ballantine Books issued an official edition of Tolkien’s masterpiece, and by the end of 1966 a million copies of the latter edition had been sold (plus 100,000 of the Ace edition, which was then withdrawn from the market).

				An interesting aspect of this well-publicized disagreement between two leading paperback houses is that the whole tussle had been prefigured in 1962–63 by a similar dispute over the paperback rights to Edgar Rice Burroughs’ novels. Discovering that certain Burroughs titles were technically out of copyright, Ace rushed out editions of At the Earth’s Core and other books in late 1962; as in the later Tolkien case, their rivals Ballantine came up with ‘official’ editions, beginning in 1963 and including the whole of the Tarzan series (see Richard Lupoff’s Edgar Rice Burroughs: Master of Adventure for more details). In the several years following, many millions of copies of Burroughs’s books were issued in paperback editions, and helped, along with Tolkien, to form the tastes of a new generation of readers. And, no doubt inspired by both the Burroughs and the Tolkien booms, Lancer Books began reissuing the works of Robert E. Howard (as edited by L. Sprague de Camp) in 1966, soon achieving hundreds of thousands of sales to a largely young audience. The rest is history: fantasy of the heroic sort had finally arrived as a high-profile, best-selling publishing category.

				Perhaps there is a need in the human heart for mystery and magic, for a feeling that on the other side of the hill or on the far shore of the ocean, under the earth or up in the sky, there are lands which are substantially different from those we live in and there are beings who have powers (and perhaps virtues) superior to our own. Call such lands lost kingdoms if you will, or call them Faerie, regard them as possible or impossible, the fact is that they are lands of the Heart’s Desire. 

				Throughout most of human history and prehistory that quality of ‘unknownness’ existed for most people, most of the time; it was a simple fact of life in a world where few people travelled more than a few miles from home. 
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				Today, although we have gained in so many ways from the advances of modern science, modern medicine, modern transportation and modern communications, we have lost that feeling of otherness, that sense of mystery which sustains the human imagination. Tarmac and steel spread everywhere, and the forests of mystery shrink; when we disembark from our budget flights we find people much like ourselves leading lives much like our own. 

				In taming the world, and making it over in our own image, maybe we have created a wasteland of the imagination, a land which cries out for regeneration. Fantasy is a form which speaks to these ancient and fundamental needs and longings.

				As the new millennium unfolds around us, we’re seeing changes in our way of life that are completely new to human experience. New technologies explode onto the streets before we really understand how they’ll eventually be used, and what changes they will bring to society. Now, more than ever, the world is a strange combination of new and familiar – we may have mapped the globe, and photographed every road for Google Streetview, but who really knows what is happening in quantum computing and artificial intelligence and the deep web. By the standards of our ancestors, we are sorcerers, able to conjure up knowledge or transport or food with just a few gestures, or some careful phrases. 

				In these times, it’s more important than ever to look at worlds that never were. When deep understanding of everything around us is impossible, it is to the impossible that we turn to find a form of understanding, to regain a sense of clarity. It is no surprise that fantasy is – and for decades, has been – the most popular genre of fiction after romance. 

				Our lives are ruled by alien gods with strange names like Facebook and Amazon and Palantir, peculiar and inscrutable entities with vast powers and odd whims. We live in contorted forests of concrete and steel and glass, impossible to ever fully know, where strange eyes peer from around every corner, and gigantic, lethal metal beasts charge up and down well-worn tracks, emitting 

			

		

		
			
				snarls and growls and foul odours. We are chained to magical boxes day and night, a finger’s click from endless torrents of insane, furious gibbering. 

				In a world like this, one totally beyond anything our deep history could have prepared us for, it is more important than ever to reconnect with things that we can understand – bravery, love, righteousness, defiance, and the sense of a world where nature is a force to be reckoned with, rather than a doom hanging over all our heads. Through fantasy, we are able to reconnect with the sense of magic and wonder that used to inhabit the world, and which has been so ruthlessly excised from our lives. Without it, we would be completely and utterly lost indeed.

			

		

		
			
				Above: Ursula Andress looking forbidding and regal as She.

			

		

		
			
				Preface

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				TYPES OF FANTASY

				Creating works of fantasy is not a neat, tidy activity, thankfully. It is inventive, imaginative, fun and – like most things that match that description – inherently messy. There is no simple definition of the genre that is both broad enough to catch all the things that are fantasy, and still rigorous enough to keep out all the things that aren’t. In fact, you’ll often find some of the most interesting stuff right out there on the edges, where the boundaries have broken down. 

			

		

		
			
				The same is true of the different types of fantasy fiction. There are definitely different types of fantasy. Try comparing Jim Butcher’s ‘Dresden Files’ (from 2000) stories, J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings (1954) and Richard Adams’s Watership Down (1972) – they’re all featured later if you’d like a reminder. The differences are clear; it’s easy to say what separates each from the others. And it’s easy enough to divide up fantasy into categories that fit a single work. Urban Fantasy for the Dresden Files, because the stories are about a wizard-cum-private eye working in modern Chicago. High Fantasy for the Lord of the Rings, because it deals with the epic themes of heroes fighting against evil in a totally fictional reality populated by strange and magical creatures. Animal Fantasy for Watership Down, because it’s about the struggles of a tribe of rabbits apparently gifted with human intelligence and instincts. 

				But then how do you define an epic story of a hero fighting against evil in a fictional reality in which all the animals have human intelligence (Alan Dean Foster’s ‘Spellsinger’ books)? Or what about a hero from modern London who is caught in the fight against evil in a weird, magical parallel version of the city populated with strange and magical creatures (China Miéville’s UnLunDun)?

				The answer, of course, is that there isn’t any clear answer. There is no boundary that isn’t blurred, no type of fantasy that hasn’t been 

			

		

		
			
				melded with each of the others at some point – or with science fiction, or horror, or romance, or any other type of fiction that you can imagine. Still, we’ll give you a list of major fantasy sub-genres that most scholars of fantasy would accept as... a start, anyway, because scholars love to quibble. Similarly, where any given work falls within that list is always going to be open to debate. 

				There are more recurring themes in fantasy than just the sub-genre, however. Just as in any type of fiction, certain ideas and story elements come back time and again – in fact, these concepts (known as tropes) give fantasy its unique flavour. We’ll look at some of the more common and important ones in a bit, and we’ll go into some detail on two of the most important: the quest, and the battle of Good versus Evil. 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Arthur Rackham’s Toad dresses as a washerwoman in Kenneth Graeme’s Wind in the Willows.
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				Genres

				High Fantasy

				When most people think of ‘real’ fantasy, they’re thinking of high fantasy. This is the heartland of the genre, the place where sweeping epic narratives tell of the heroic struggle of Good against Evil. High fantasies are set within vivid, detailed worlds which never existed – not magical versions of history, not the places that legends occurred in, but in entirely separate realms of magical wonder. In fact, the real central hero of a high fantasy is often the land itself. While a broad range of heroes and villains struggle against one another, it is the land that is truly in peril, the land that is there in every page, and the land that forms the emotional backdrop for the story. Tolkien referred to these realms as ‘secondary worlds’, a term which has gained some common use with fantasy scholars.

				High fantasy is also referred to as epic fantasy or heroic fantasy, and these names give a clue as to its real nature. Tales of high fantasy are epic in scope, heroic in the breadth of their vision. There may be a main hero, but he or she will encounter a whole cast of other characters, and their actions and interactions form a web spanning both story and land. The world itself has a specific culture, history, geography and bestiary, and the story would fall apart without it.

				High fantasy usually comes in big packages. Novels of 500 pages and more are common, and frequently form part of a trilogy – or more. Some sequences run to more than a dozen books. At some point though, the nature of the epic story requires a resolution. Even the longest high fantasy series must eventually come to a recognizable end. For a while, anyway. It’s not uncommon for an author to follow a core trilogy with a 

			

		

		
			
				sequel trilogy, a prequel trilogy, or even a parallel sidebar trilogy. 

				Although J. R. R. Tolkien is the author who made modern fantasy what it is, the father of high fantasy is generally agreed to be William Morris. The Well at the World’s End, written in 1896 and running over 500 pages in the 1975 reprint, is a fantastical quest-romance written in archaic style. It was not particularly popular when released, but it inspired great devotion in a number of younger writers. These authors – people like Lord Dunsany, E. R. Eddison and C. S. Lewis – went on to give fantasy its form. 

				These early works provided vital service preparing the ground for the 20th century’s greatest fantasy novel, J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. It was first released in three volumes from 1954–55, but it is not a trilogy so much as one long novel with six sub-sections. Tolkien himself fought hard to have the book published as one piece. At first, the The Lord of the Rings seemed destined for the same sort of obscurity as Morris’s and Eddison’s romances, and it took over 10 years to gain wide acceptance. 

				It was with the controversial publication of the American paperback editions, in 1965, that The Lord of the Rings finally took off. The row over the pirate edition probably helped draw the attention the book deserved, and it became one of the soaring bestsellers of 20th-century fiction. Its immense success stemmed from the incredible richness of Tolkien’s grand narrative, and the sheer power of the land of Middle-earth. 

				Readers who made it past the first chapters – which are really just cozy – soon found themselves succumbing to the spell of the grander narrative. It is as a timeless quest that the book really succeeds. The mysterious portents, the hard travelling, the stunning 

			

		

		
			
				landscapes, the encircling foes, the urgency of the task in hand, the magical revelations – all are handled with a superb sense of story-telling rhythm. It is a slow rhythm, for it is a very long novel, but in its leisurely way it builds an almost tidal power. 

				Tolkien continued to work on detailing Middle-earth throughout his long life, and the results have been published in The Silmarillion (1977) and many other posthumous volumes edited by the author’s son. Whatever their scholarly brilliance, though, these later works are missing the central quality that vitalizes The Lord of the Rings – that sense of raw story, in all its glorious force.

				Tolkien became a huge seller in the 1960s. His work cleared a space for all forms of fantasy to take root in the marketplace. It took 12 more years before Tolkien’s direct legacy became apparent, though. The year 1977 marked the turning point – not The Silmarillion, but the first appearance of two big new instant bestsellers by previously unknown American writers. Both would have been inexplicable, and probably unpublishable, if Tolkien hadn’t gone before. 

				Terry Brooks’s The Sword of Shannara was condemned by some reviewers as a rip-off of Tolkien, but it still sold spectacularly well and set a pattern for many more novels to come. Stephen R. Donaldson’s Chronicles of Thomas Covenant was a more original and interesting work. There is no doubt that it was inspired by Tolkien’s example. Donaldson offered a detailed secondary world – the Land, where the hero, magically displaced from our Earth, embarked on a mighty quest to defeat the corrupting powers of evil. Although the Land bore a hint of resemblance to Middle-earth, Thomas Covenant himself was a very different character to any hero of Tolkien’s. A depressive, 
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				Above: Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Conan the Barbarian is the archetypal image of Sword & Sorcery.

			

		

		
			
				frequently hostile loner who suffers horribly with leprosy, Covenant cannot bring himself to believe in the Land. The alienation and resentment of this denial makes him do some terrible things, and tragedy piles on tragedy as he leads the Land to the very edge of ruin before finding the strength to let himself truly engage. 

				With the arrival of Brooks and Donaldson, high fantasy entered an era of commercial acceptability, becoming a type of novel which has made its publishers rich. This was a vast change from the earlier part of the century, where works such as The Worm Ouroboros (1922) did well to sell a few hundred copies on first publication. It leads the field, now: it is simply what fantasy means to most people. If current trends are anything to go by, it will continue to give a great deal of pleasure to millions of readers for years to come.

				Sword and Sorcery

				Although Fritz Leiber coined the term ‘Sword & Sorcery’ in the early 60s, the sub-genre it described stems from the 30s – specifically, from Robert E. Howard’s tales of Conan the Barbarian. It describes a style of storytelling that focuses on the adventurous exploits of one mighty hero as he wanders around the land diverting himself in the various ways that mighty heroes do. There is no attention to a greater over-arching plot; the hero gets himself into trouble, and then adventures his way back out of it, usually with some amazing treasures to show for his pains. The stories are episodic, and frequently exuberantly written. Typically, each can be read without any knowledge of the others – a must for tales that are going to be printed in a magazine, which is where Sword & Sorcery was born. 

				The Conan stories first appeared in the pulp magazine Weird Tales. They 

			

		

		
			
				were gloriously uninhibited, explosions of adventure, heroism and machismo as embodied by mighty Conan himself. Conan was everything a hero ought to be – lethal swordsman, master thief, cunning general, and ferocious lover, with the body of a titan and a fierce distrust of magic. Howard’s stories were packed with action, and punctuated with buxom damsels in various states of distress. Although 

			

		

		
			
				Howard killed himself at a tragically young age, he produced enough short stories and novellas (and a novel) to establish Conan as one of the mythic legends of Western culture. Others soon followed – and the most effective of these was Fritz Leiber.
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				Leiber began writing his good-humoured, roistering tales of the barbarian Fafhrd and his sneak-thief companion the Gray Mouser in the late 1930s. Cheerfully described as the greatest swordsmen in any plane of existence, the two made their way through a dazzling array of villains, crises and enthusiastic lovers. Somehow they always found the time to engage in some good-natured banter, deflate some pompous egos, and repeatedly save the city of Lankhmar. As with Conan, most of the ‘Fafhrd & Grey Mouser’ tales are short stories, and just one is a full-length novel – The Swords of Lankhmar (1968). As usual for the twosome, it is delightfully extravagant fun.

				Sword & Sorcery was taken in a different direction by the British writer Michael Moorcock. He created a red-eyed, albino anti-hero, Elric of Melnibone, for Science Fantasy magazine in 1961. Moorcock’s brand of Sword & Sorcery is dark and ironic. Elric is crippled by his albinism, a lethargic weakling given incredible strength and stamina by his sword – the half-sentient ‘runeblade’ Stormbringer. The demonic blade consumes the souls of its victims, passing a portion of the stolen life-force to its wielder. Elric dislikes his proxy vampirism, and hates his weapon, as it apparently hates him, yet the two are inseparable. It’s not moral outrage on Elric’s part, however; he’s quite evil most of the time. His feelings for Stormbringer are more the product of resentment at his own weakness – and the blade’s habit of eating the souls of everyone that Elric actually cares about. 

				As with other Sword & Sorcery works, most of the Elric stories are short, and many were first published in magazines. Moorcock later expanded his universe to encompass many 

			

		

		
			
				different incarnations of Elric’s soul in different worlds and times, almost all in the same gleefully inventive vein as his early stories. He remains the dominant author of the sub-genre in modern times. 

				Sword & Sorcery owed absolutely nothing to J. R. R. Tolkien. It was a pulp-magazine form, suited to shorter lengths, and it was aimed for the most part directly at male readers. As a genre, it was accused of fascism, sexism and all manner of sins, but in the hands of its best practitioners it had wit, imagination, an interesting darkness, and above all excitement.

				Romantic Fantasy

				There’s plenty of traditional romance and erotica set in fantasy secondary worlds or in urban and paranormal fantasy settings. It’s no surprise, given that romance and fantasy are the two 

			

		

		
			
				most popular genres of fiction. But books of this sort are sub-genres of romance, rather than of fantasy – romantic fiction first, with fantasy settings as an afterthought. Within the fantasy genre, romantic fantasy means something else, a romanticised view of fantasy, a gentler type of story at the opposite end of the spectrum to grimdark. 

				Although fantasy settings are integral to this sub-genre, the main focus of the story tends to be on character interaction, a sense of bonhomie and coziness. The main characters usually form a tight-knit pack who adventure together in a group, and much of the focus is on the interactions of the group themselves, both internally and with the beings they encounter. This frequently spills over into at least a little political intrigue.

				One notable difference between romantic fantasy and most of the other sub-genres is that magic is seen as a consequence of the natural order of the world. It’s not some demonic force from outside, as is often the case in Sword & Sorcery, or a highly arcane science that isolates its practitioners, as frequently depicted in high fantasy. In romantic fantasy, magic is a simple talent, an inborn channel of mystical self-expression. The key difference is that magic here is a wholesome force, in tune with the world. For the heroes, anyway.

				The heroes of romantic fantasy are typically either young, recently bereaved or otherwise just now finding themselves pushed into the wider world. In fairly short order, they discover dread plots against the world they live in, their own burgeoning talents, a group of talented companions who become close friends, and a life-partner-in-waiting. Companions are frequently titled nobles or other persons of responsibility and influence; 
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				the hero may be, too. By the end of the story, the hero will have gained victory, magical power, true love and a place to call home. This is a shamelessly feel-good sub-genre, not a challenging one. The most influential romantic fantasy series remains David Eddings’ charming Belgariad (1982).

				Grimdark

				Everyone is corrupt, and while disaster looms just over the horizon, the powers that be indulge in bickering and backbiting. Despite the best efforts of the emotionally damaged protagonist, things keep getting worse. Her or his pains generally end in a pointless death, surrounded by the bloody corpses of every loved one who made it onto the page. 

				The grimdark sub-genre arose as a direct reaction against the sentimental softness of romantic fantasy and the moral clarity of epic fantasy. Real life is not happy, everything is shades of grey, and all lives end inevitably in the grave. Why should fantasy not reflect this essential truth? So a new generation of stories appeared in which every single character was morally compromised, where bravery and morality were quickly punished with a demeaning death, where the villains prospered and always somehow avoided their come-uppances, and every attempt to make things better just led to destruction. 

				It was a very fresh experience for a lot of readers who were getting tired of being able to rely on a novel’s protagonist making it to a third chapter, and it proved wildly popular. 

				Part of its success lay in reaching outside the traditional fantasy boundaries. In most fantasy, the magical is a source of numinous beauty – dangerous, perhaps, but also wondrous, hopeful, pure. So grimdark books are generally set in low-magic worlds. This allowed them to appeal 

			

		

		
			
				to readers who’d never really liked the magical aspect of fantasy, but who appreciated the endless betrayal and despair and futile heroism. 

				The poster child for grimdark fantasy is, of course, George R. R. Martin’s vastly successful A Song of Ice and Fire (from 1996). But its roots can be clearly seen in Stephen Donaldson’s Thomas Covenant, and before that all the way back to the tragic myth cycles – Orpheus & Euridyce, the story of Niobe, Tristan and Iseult, and so on. There is a certain nobility in tragic myth that’s generally absent in grimdark, or course. Oedipus is not, by nature, a vile jerk. In that, the sub-genre owes a lot to ‘gritty’ crime television and the noir which came before it. 

				Military Fantasy

				This sub-genre of fantasy focuses primarily on the nature and mechanics of war. Large battles are common in all types of secondary-world fantasy of course, but military fantasy stories devote most of their attention to the ‘reality’ of day to day life in a war-torn setting. Unsurprisingly, the main characters are usually soldiers, although they can be of any rank. When the protagonists are low ranking, the focus is usually on the soldier’s lifestyle, and the experience of fighting an opposing army; when they are high-ranking, it is more likely to be on tactical skill, battle planning and political manoeuvring. Sometimes, the hero is a lone wolf, engaged on a mission of great military importance as war ravages the world around him.

				Magic is frankly quite inconvenient in military fantasy. The stronger it is in the setting, the more difficult it is to build the sense of reality that the martial aspects of the story rely on. What’s the point of having a castle if an enemy magician can collapse it with the wave of a hand? What good are 

			

		

		
			
				infantry troops against a fire-breathing dragon? For this reason, magic is typically weaker in military fantasy than in other sub-genres, or a rarity within the setting, or the sole province of the forces of evil. 

				Military fantasy stories tend to be grimly realistic, dark in tone, morally grey at best and frequently rather tragic. There’s a strong overlap with grimdark, much of the time. War is hell, in fantasy or reality. The most influential military fantasy writer has been David Gemmell.

				Fantasy of Intrigue

				Not all fantasy stories involve doughty heroes dashing around the land in the struggle against ultimate evil. There’s a strong current of fiction that deals primarily with the interactions and machinations of a protagonist within a larger group of individuals. Fantasies of intrigue can also be known as political fantasies, but the latter term is a bit restrictive. The fighting is often as deadly as in any Sword & Sorcery, but the weapons are words, obligations and information, not lumps of steel. One of the most satisfying recent fantasies of intrigue has been the ‘Empire’ trilogy (1987–1992) by Raymond E. Feist and Janny Wurts.

				Mythic Fantasy

				Many fantasy stories draw their inspiration from mythology and legend, which in turn often developed out of the remnants of dead religions. The great majority of the creatures that can be found in the fantasy genre began in traditional myths of one sort or another – such as the now-familiar staple elves and dwarves, for instance, which derive from Norse myth. In one sense, all fantasy is derived from myth, directly or indirectly. So in order to make it a useful distinction, mythic fantasy is the name given to tales that 
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				are set within one specific traditional mythological milieu. 

				There are as many subdivisions as there are mythologies of course, but not all of them generate the same amount of mythic fantasy. Although the Norse and Greek myths have probably been the most influential in contributing to the flavour of modern fantasy, they are not particularly common settings for modern works. Perhaps they’re the victims of their own success, too familiar in terms of general fantasy to be appealing as a mythic story venue. 

				Other mythic cycles seem to be more attractive to fantasy writers. The Arthurian legend cycle of Western Europe remains one of the most popular mythic fantasy settings. The historical origins of the real King Arthur remain obscure. There are some mentions of a 5th-century British war-leader in some of the ancient chronicles, but they are tantalisingly slight, and generate a lot of debate. Anyhow, whatever the truth is, it certainly bears precious little relation to the mythic figure. 

				King Arthur’s creation in the sense we know him now dates from 1136, in the Historia Regum Britanniae (The History of the Kings of Britain) by Geoffrey of Monmouth. Although it claimed to be a historical account, Geoffrey’s manuscript was highly coloured, and devoted a large part of its text to the story of Arthur, Guinevere, Merlin the magician and the traitor Mordred – quite probably drawing its inspiration from older cycles of Welsh mythology. Despite its factual implausibility, the Historia was a big success amongst the nobility of England and France, and Arthur quickly became a favourite subject of medieval romances all over Western Europe. 

				Robert Wace added the Round Table in 1155, with the Holy Grail and 

			

		

		
			
				Sir Lancelot arriving some twenty-five years later through Chrétien de Troyes. Many others contributed, until the whole cycle was broadly cemented in its current form by Thomas Malory in Le Morte d’Arthur, around 1470. The definitive modern Arthurian fantasy – so far, anyhow – remains T. H. White’s The Once and Future King (1958). Although the text makes use of anachronistic comparisons and similes, and the story itself is considerably more overtly magical than most, this is still the most influential piece of Arthuriana. 

				Ancient China is another common setting for mythic fantasies. China has a unique depth of continuous cultural history to draw on, and its own self-image of its mythological past is enthusiastically magical. There are many domestic Chinese fantasies of course – in the West, the best known are Outlaws of the Marsh, by Shi Nai’an and Luo Guanzhong (c. 1380), and Journey to the West by Wu Ch’eng-en (1592), better known as Monkey. Both of these epics are boisterous, highly magical and, like Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad, highly repetitive, at least in their original forms. 

			

		

		
			
				A much more contemporary example of the same sort of mythic tale is Blades from the Willows by Li Shanji (1946), which was serialised in Chinese newspapers in the same way as the Sword & Sorcery stories originally were. Although it only made it into print in English in 1991, Blades from the Willows was hugely influential in establishing the Wu Xia story style – the oriental analogue of Sword & Sorcery that most of the Hong Kong magical martial arts movies fit into. These movies – and the comics and books that they have inspired – remain the true inheritors of Chinese mythic fantasy, and they have become hugely popular all around the world. 

				It should be no surprise to hear that plenty of Western authors have turned to Chinese myth for inspiration. Many have met with reasonable commercial success, in the West anyway. The most important was Ernest Bramah, who created a series of wryly humorous books about the mannered wandering story-teller Kai Lung and the tall tales he span. The first of these, The Wallet of Kai Lung, was published in 1900. A more recent master of the same charmingly humorous Chinoiserie is Barry Hughart, who produced a delightful trilogy of novels about the mystery-solving sage Li Kao and his assistant Number Ten Ox, starting with Bridge of Birds in 1984. 

				A third important source of mythic fantasy is the Alf Layla-wa-Layla (literally A Thousand Nights and a Night), commonly known in English as the Arabian Nights (c. 1706–1721) . It is one of the world’s greatest compendiums of stories. It contains an immense cycle of tales that Scheherazade supposedly told to her cruel husband, the King, on a nightly basis, in order to keep him from having her killed. The contents are very varied in origin. Tales seem to have come from Arabia, 
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				Persia, India and even Egypt, and there is much dispute as to exactly when they took their final form. The rough consensus seems to be that they took shape between about 900 AD and the year 1400. Many probably started as professionally written stories, rather than as folk tales; Arabic Middle Age culture was highly civilized and literate. 

				Not all of the stories of the Arabian Nights are fantasies, but the role-call of tales found within its pages is impressive: ‘Aladdin and His Magic Lamp’, ‘The Ebony Horse’, ‘The Seven Voyages of Sinbad’, ‘The City of Brass’, ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’, ‘Julnar the Sea-Born’ and many others. The first printed edition of the book was produced in France at the start of the 18th century, translated and edited by Antoine Galland. None of the earlier, hand-written manuscripts survive, and there is considerable controversy as to how much of the content Galland actually created himself. 

				In the end it doesn’t really matter, though. The origins of myth are lost in history, like the seeds of truth that may have given rise to them. This doesn’t change the vital role that the world’s mythologies have played in shaping modern fantasy. 

				Fairy Tale

				Fairy tales are the distilled essence of ancient folk wisdom, tales of wonder and magic passed down verbally from generation to generation. The old tales helped to provide a moral framework for the world, establishing a sense of natural order and justice in social patterns. In fairy tales, the wicked get their come-uppance, messing with 

			

		

		
			
				magic causes disaster and greed leads to ruin. The oral tradition of story-telling was a living thing; tales changed each time they were told, mutating down through the centuries to make sense of what was happening at the time. It wasn’t until they were pinned down in books that any idea of an original or pure form even made sense.

				Folk tales first began to become a really commercial form of literature during the 16th century in Italy, and certain compilations became quite popular at that time. The real foundation of the literary form of the 

			

		

		
			
				fairy tale dates from the end of the following century, with the publication of Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy’s Les Contes des Fées (literally The Tales of the Fairies) in 1696, and Charles Perrault’s 1697 collection of Mother Goose fairy tales – Histoires ou Contes du Temps Passé (literally Histories and Tales of Times Past). The Mother Goose stories include many of the fairy tales that remain the most famous today, including ‘Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ and ‘Cinderella’. Despite their folk origins, the French compilations were polished works 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: The charming whimsy of modern Chinoiserie is exemplified by Barry Hughart’s Bridge of Birds.

				Right: John Hassall’s celebrated poster for a pantomime of Little Red Riding Hood, from 1898.
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				meant for the amusement of the upper classes, and they really set down the boundaries of the form.

				Success led to the compilations being translated abroad, and reissued everywhere as cheap chapbooks. Common availability and the whimsical nature of the stories helped to begin the move of fairy tales to a specifically child-friendly literature. Wilhelm & Jakob Grimm’s Fairy Tales (originally titled Household Tales) first appeared in 1812, and attempted to recapture authentic folk tales – such as had survived Mother Goose, anyway. Other German writers of the time decided to write their own tales in the name of art. Suddenly, fairy tales were flourishing again. Hans Christian Andersen’s beautiful moral stories, published from the 1830s to the 1870s, were directly inspired by the German Renaissance; so was L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900), a deliberate and wonderfully successful attempt to separate the fairy tale from old European folk lore. Many modern fantasy authors have turned their hands to traditional fairy tale themes since then. Some of the most successful have been Robin McKinley’s Beauty (1978) and Ellen Kushner’s Thomas The Rhymer (1990).

				Animal Fantasy

				Humans are great fans of anthropomorphism, the habit of giving human characteristics to the non-human. It makes the unfamiliar easier to identify with, and gives a sense of understanding and empathy. You can see it clearly in many modern nature shows, where all the cute animals have names, and the narrator talks respectfully about their feelings and motivations. The animals in this 

			

		

		
			
				sort of programme are described exactly as if they all possessed the emotional and intellectual range of a typical human, and furthermore had all been interviewed repeatedly during the filming process. In a broad sense, these documentaries really are animal fantasies, albeit based on a what is hopefully an informed guess at the truth. 

				Animal fantasy stories – in which the characters are animals given human intellect and emotion – are as old as the folk tale. The earliest recorded are Aesop’s famous fables, probably collected around 600BC. Their wise observations into human nature are still as relevant today as they were 2500 years ago. Writers have been telling animal fantasy stories almost 

			

		

		
			
				continually ever since. Many of these stories, like George Orwell’s chilling Animal Farm (1945), are designed to make us look carefully at ourselves. Others, like Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the Willows (1908) are written purely to delight. More recently, Richard Adams’s highly popular Watership Down (1972) paved the way for epic animal fantasies packed with perilous quests and mighty trials in the high style.

				Lost Race Fantasy

				The world is a far smaller, more familiar place than it was even thirty years ago. News reports, documentaries, magazines and internet sites have helped us become increasingly familiar with the far corners of the Earth. As our knowledge 

			

		

		
			
				Right: Rex Ingram’s giant dangles Aladdin (Cornel Wilde) in 1945’s A Thousand And One Nights.
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				has grown, lost-race fantasies have fallen out of fashion – it is no longer easy to believe in hidden realms, forgotten civilisations, forbidden valleys and long-lost tribes and races. We are too informed nowadays; we know that every square metre of the planet is photographed for free viewing at Google Earth. 

				H. Rider Haggard first popularized the lost-race fantasy story with his 1885 novel King Solomon’s Mines. It was set in parts of Africa unexplored by western empire-hunters, and there was still a sense that any number of wonders might be found in such distant areas. Other imitators quickly followed suit, setting stories in any area where mysteries might yet be hidden from the western audience. Some of the stories, like Haggard’s She, were overtly supernatural; others, like Edgar Rice Burroughs’ ‘Tarzan’ stories, were more speculative than magical. The Indiana Jones films and Tomb Raider franchise have carried remnants of lost race fantasy into modern times, but the form is largely obsolete now.

				Dark Fantasy

				Dark fantasy is the intersection between fantasy and horror. This is one of those areas where it is particularly tough to draw firm distinctions. Horror and fantasy both draw heavily on the emotions, so dark fantasy bleeds messily into both genres. It is often used to include works as diverse as grimly bleak fantasy, like Karl Edward Wagner’s ‘Kane’ series, and fantastic horror, like Bram Stoker’s Dracula. It was Wagner who first coined the term, in fact. But the heartland of dark fantasy lies between these two poles, however – where overwhelming personal menace meets the end of the world, and isolation meets skill. 

				It is more usual nowadays to find dark fantasy that takes most of its 

			

		

		
			
				main flavour – its tropes – from the horror genre, leavening the situation with fantasy themes and plot elements. Stories about vampires and other dark-natured changelings are very popular, and often portray their supernatural creatures with at least some sympathetic human traits. Plots also tend to have a strong vein of action and adventure which would be absent in a more traditional horror story. 

				Tales set in fantasy environments that feature horror elements are less common, perhaps because truly effective horror requires plausibility and identification rather than wonder. They do exist – the ‘Ravenloft’ books and games were a deliberately fantasy-based horror – but they’re not typical. 

				One of dark fantasy’s greatest lights was the American author H. P. Lovecraft. Rightly celebrated now as one of the founding fathers of the horror genre, Lovecraft was a wildly imaginative fantasist. Many of his stories fall far more easily into dark fantasy than they do into mainstream horror. A precious few even classify as traditional fantasies in the vein of fabulists like Lord Dunsany. But these latter tales are really a distraction from the significance of his work. The true power and importance of Lovecraft’s stories comes from the pitilessly bleak mythology that he invented, and that underlays his best stories. 

				Lovecraft was a troubled, reclusive and deeply racist man, and his long-standing personal demons and his alienation from everyday life provided a foundation for everything he wrote. In the Cthulhu Mythos, as his mythology is now known, human life and civilization is a tiny speck of light floating on unimaginable depths of darkness and horror. We are an aberration, suffered to survive only because the true masters of the cosmos have been locked out of existence for a short time. 

			

		

		
			
				They are all-powerful, amoral forces of pure corruption and devastation. When the stars are right, they will return, and that day will see the world scoured clean of the careless infection that is life. Even now, banished from reality, their influence and agents sew chaos and misery amongst us, seeking ever to guide humanity to its destruction. 

				Despite shortcomings of style and cultural bias, Lovecraft’s stories inspired and shaped the darker side of fantasy right through the 20th century, and they remain massively influential. The best of his dark fantasies – including, for instance, At The Mountains of Madness (1931), ‘The Festival’ (1923), and ‘The Dream-Quest of Unknown Kadath’ (1927) – read like vivid, coherent nightmares. Which, in fact, is exactly what they often were. 

				It is a rather more recent offering that truly demonstrates the real spirit of dark fantasy, however. A prophesied chosen one, gifted with mighty powers, backed up by a stalwart group of trusted companions, in a horror-laden quest to save the world from the very hordes of hell itself... I’m talking about Joss Whedon’s TV series Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003), of course. Vampires, demons, black magic and other horror tropes abound, but despite the isolation and fear, the epic nature of Buffy’s calling shines through. She is on a quest to save the world, surrounded by her companions and mentors, and she’s not scared of the magical world she uncovers. There is no better example of how well dark fantasy can capture both sides of its nature.

				There are a couple of smaller sub-genres that share some of dark fantasy’s broader territory. Paranormal fantasy deals specifically with fantastic elements that modern-day scholars of the paranormal would consider reasonably realistic – ghosts, psychic 
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				powers, astral projection, reincarnation and other mystic elements, but no overt sorcery or monsters. As before, the tone and theme of the story – and the protagonist’s basic emotional reaction of wonder rather than terror – point the difference between supernatural fantasy and supernatural horror. Richard Matheson’s 1958 novel A Stir of Echoes is a well-regarded example.

				Another thread blends the themes of dark fantasy with the aesthetics and melodrama of the 18th-century Romantics. Gothic fantasy is above all atmospheric. It revels in a sort of delightful terror surrounded by decadence and decay, often taking the reader – and the prose – to emotional extremes. Like paranormal fantasy, it usually takes place in a real-world setting, although secondary world examples do occur – such as Mervyn Peake’s dizzying Titus Groan (1946).

				Urban Fantasy

				Urban fantasy stories are set in the real, modern world we live in – consensus reality – but there’s more to it than most people realize. Magic and/or supernatural creatures exist in secret, in a community that lies hidden behind the facade of daily life. The fantastic may have been here all along, or it may be bleeding over from some other level of reality, but it intrudes into normality and the characters’ lives. The world at large goes on about its daily business, never having any idea of the wonders and dangers concealed within. This secrecy is the vital defining edge of urban fantasy; modern-set stories where the fantastic is openly known and accepted fall into alternate history.

				Urban fantasy is as much a style as a it is a type, and plenty of stories will fall into another category as well – Buffy the Vampire Slayer, for instance, which is an urban fantasy as well as a dark one, or Jim Butcher’s engaging ‘Dresden Files’ 

			

		

		
			
				sequence, which are urban fantasy mixed adeptly with private-eye noir. Not all urban fantasy takes place in cities and towns, but enough of it does that its alternate name, contemporary fantasy, is less popular. Neil Gaiman’s masterpiece American Gods (2001) is probably the most important urban fantasy produced so far. 

				Alternate History

				Broadly speaking, alternate history stories are set in variants of our world in which events have deviated significantly from our real historical records. That’s a pretty wide definition, and the sub-genre of alternate history actually spans the genres of science-fiction, speculative fiction and horror as well. For our purposes as a fantasy sub-genre, the changes to established reality must relate to magic, mysticism, supernatural creatures and other genre themes – Declare by Tim Powers (2000) is a deservedly celebrated example. 

				Alternate histories can take place at any point in time, from the distant past even through to divergent futures. In fantasy terms, though, it is most common to find alternate histories taking place in distant history. The early Celtic lands are a popular enough setting to have earned themselves the collective title of Celtic fantasy, led by Katherine Kurtz’s ‘Deryni’ novels (1970). 

				Victorian England is another very popular choice. While the term ‘steampunk’ originally referred specifically to alternate Victorian science fiction (from high steam-engine tech), it now is often used for fantasies too, both those set in alternate versions of Victorian Earth and in entirely secondary worlds with that same sort of aesthetic. Alan Moore’s comic series The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (1999) is a good case in point. 

				Other frequent alternate history 

			

		

		
			
				periods include ancient Greece, Pharonic Egypt, the Roman empire and early dynastic China. Not all stories set in these ancient periods are alternate histories, of course: if the characters are divine or legendary in power, then the story falls into mythic fantasy. 

				Afterlife Fantasy

				John Kendrick Bangs found massive success in the late 19th century with A House-Boat on the Styx (1895), in which various famous dead people from across history met in the afterlife. Bangs’ own works were typically set entirely or almost entirely in a post-mortem reality, and featured very few fictional characters. More modern approaches to the theme now often take place in both this world and the next. Such stories often involve souls or angels coming back to Earth to wrap up unfinished business. Either way, Afterlife stories do not typically contain any other fantasy elements. Richard Matheson’s What Dreams May Come (1978) is an excellent modern Bangsian story.

				Tropes

				Certain ideas appear time and again in the plots, settings, themes and characterization of fiction. In many senses, it is unavoidable – there are only so many plausible types of character, so many reasons to get drawn into adventure... and there have been an awful lot of stories. Just like a snowflake, every fictional creation is unique and precious, but it will still share a lot of similarities with others that have gone before. These recurrent concepts are called tropes. The term more broadly refers to a figure of speech, but for our purposes, it can also be thought to signify a figure of mind. 

				These recurring ideas do not have 
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				to signal flaws, however. They do not need to be reduced to stock clichés. In fact, they give the different genres and styles of fiction their identities. Despite their commonality, tropes are broad. There is plenty of room within them for novelty and freshness. Fantasy relies heavily on the idea that magic is both real and capable of making significant changes to the world. There are as many different concepts of magic as there are fantasy writers however, some of which have been nothing short of dazzlingly brilliant. Where would fantasy be without magic? 

				Tropes are not a weakness. Used well, they’re the skeleton that holds a style of fiction together. 

				Good versus Evil

				The struggle of Good against Evil is probably the single most influential trope in the fantasy genre. Good wants the best for everyone, while Evil typically wants to destroy everything – including, specifically, those things that 

			

		

		
			
				good wants to defend. Conflict naturally ensues. We’ll go into this theme in much greater depth towards the end of this chapter.

				The Quest

				Another trope so important to the genre that it has its own section below. The hero’s quest is one of the most fundamental story structures within fiction. It has been analysed many times over the years, and still remains one the most resonant story structures. Like all tropes, it is quite possible to misuse it by treating it lazily, but many of the most important fantasy novels have followed a quest structure. 

				In its more general sense as a synonym for an onerous search, quests of one sort or another feature in most fantasy novels – and also appear in a fair number of works from outside the genre, too. 

				The idea of having to go find or achieve something is not really specific enough to be a trope in its own right, but the specific use of the word ‘quest’ in-story to describe what the characters are up to probably is. 

				Magic

				Magic is the use of non-causal methods to change the world. It is the expression of will made manifest, the art of tinkering with the fabric of reality to fit the magician’s desires. In fantasy, it is powerful enough to produce easily detectable physical results – there’s nothing subtle or hidden about a fireball spell. There are lots of different possible sources for the power of magic – life force, conventional forms of energy, the underlying structures of the world, true names, alternate dimensions and many more besides. When it comes solely from the 

			

		

		
			
				mind, it is often called psionics or psychic power; from the gods, divine intervention or prayer; from the forces of darkness, demonology. 

				Magic is the key that opens up the possibilities of fantasy. Without it, stories are restricted to the things that we understand as rationally possible. To misquote George Bernard Shaw, it gives us the scope to dream of wonders that never were, and ask ‘Why not?’

				The Hero

				The trope of the hero refers to a larger-than-life character – of any gender – who will display exceptional courage, resolve and skill in the face of great danger and adversity. In doing so, the hero will win victory, and usually prevent some cataclysm in the process. Most heroes seem to possess supernatural levels of physical endurance and resilience, surviving agonising ordeals that would kill any real person. Some heroes start off just like the normal people around them, and discover their talents and bravery through the trials that they find themselves in. Others enter the story fully fledged, ready to take on the enemy and save the day. 

				The protagonist of the story – the character whose purpose forms the main body of the story – does not have to be a hero of course, nor vice versa. However, as humans we naturally identify with the character whose perceptions inform the majority of the story (the viewpoint), and we generally find it more satisfying if our viewpoint character is the main hero. If the if the disembodied viewpoint simply reports while the hero vanquishes the villain, we can feel a little left out. This is part of the reason why the term ‘hero’ in a broader literary sense refers specifically to a character who is both the protagonist and the viewpoint. The two become inseparable. 

			

		

		
			
				Left: A lithograph of man and genie from Aladdin and the Marvellous Lamp, around 1890.
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				Medievalism

				A large percentage of fantasy stories take place in settings that bear a greater or lesser similarity to a stereotype of medieval Europe. Gunpowder and combustion are rarities, large-scale industry is almost unknown, nations tend to be fairly small, and transport is horse-based. Where exceptions occur, they are generally magical. Political systems are similarly feudal – kingdoms, principalities, duchies, empires and military and religious structures rule the day. There is no mass communication, no enfranchisement of the people, and no real understanding of scientific principles. 

				Architecture and living standards also tend to reflect medieval times, although most stories make it all a lot less filthy and stinking than it really was. Castles are a common theme, driven by the same interests as they were in reality – big, thick walls are a major protection. Houses are wood or stone. Weapons generally extend as far as steel swords and armour, crossbows, pole-arms and complex siege weapons. 

				Ironically enough, historic medieval Europe spanned a much greater range of political, social and cultural possibilities than the medievalist trope does – as several history experts have pointed out rather sharply. Some of the most interesting new fantasy works are now breaking this trope to great effect – such as China Miéville’s outstanding Perdido Street Station (2000).

				The Dark Lord

				One of the tropes most prone to misuse, the Dark Lord is a mighty figure of near unimaginable power, bent on the destruction of all that is good. He – there are few Dark Ladies – is out to conquer the entire realm, particularly the corner that 

			

		

		
			
				Magic Weapons

				The commonest form of magic weapon is probably the magic sword. Real medieval weaponry takes a lot of work to maintain. Genuine swords require conditioning, protection from the elements, and repair work after almost every battle. If the sword is supposed to maintain a sharp edge, it’s even harder. The same is true of just about every weapon more sophisticated than a spiked club. It’s not wildly interesting reading about characters spending all their time with whetstones and oiled cloths though. That’s why most weapons in fantasy are already magically resilient, sharp and shiny, even if they’re never actually described as magical. They are inherently, permanently ready for chopping, slicing, you name it.

				The ones with overt magical abilities are usually supernaturally sharp and resilient, able to cleave through armour, avoid getting stuck in bone, and even hack at stone without breaking or bending. Some types 

			

		

		
			
				the hero lives in. It is common for the Dark Lord’s motivations to be fuzzy at best (‘because he’s evil!’), and usually little time is spent exploring his character or viewpoint. Familiarity breeds contempt, and a successful mighty villain has to remain enigmatic. Following Tolkien’s example, a good number of Dark Lords are just entering into their expansionist phase when the story starts. Many of them have been somehow trapped or otherwise neutralised by epic efforts in the distant past, offering a sense of plausible hope that the new crop of heroes can also find a way to win against overwhelming odds. 

				Somehow, Dark Lords never seem to have any difficulty establishing themselves somewhere just out of view, and assembling gigantic armies, huge caches of weaponry and other supplies, impressively gloomy castles, and all the other trappings of power. Sometimes this is actually explained; other times, it’s just implicit (‘because he’s evil!’). Given the history of prior defeat and imprisonment most Dark Lords have experienced, it’s a wonder that none of them seem to stay away from global politics. 

				Prophecy

				Prophecies are cryptic but accurate descriptions of future events. They’re usually full of uncertain imagery, allusion, metaphor and poetic language. Like Dark Lords, prophecies are frequently poorly used, leading an unwilling or unknowing hero around by the nose and providing a flimsy excuse for the author to justify some really outrageous coincidences. It doesn’t have to be like that, though. Some of the more outstanding prophecies have included tools of propaganda rather than divine guidance, beautiful but basically meaningless whimsies, and deceptive misrepresentations. 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Arthur receives Excalibur from the Lady of the Lake in this 1903 drawing by Howard Pyle.
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				of monster may be protected from normal weapons, but be susceptible to special ones – as with werewolves’ legendary vulnerability to silver. The most interesting magic weapons have significant quirks, as in Lawrence Watt-Evans’ The Misenchanted Sword (1985). The greatest exemplar of the trope though is Michael Moorcock’s creation Stormbringer, the sentient, vampiric and thoroughly evil runeblade that kept Elric going through his adventures.

				Rare Magicians

				Magic is something strange and wonderful, and as such the ability to use it is rare in most fantasy environments. Partly, that’s a natural consequence of wanting to retain magic’s mystique. If everyone in the world was routinely using magic in an everyday environment, it would be about as intriguing and spellbinding as switching on the lights. As magic becomes more common, it becomes less interesting. Familiarity breeds contempt. 

				Another problem is the vexed question of consequences. People are pragmatic, versatile creatures, and if low-level magic was commonly available, it would quickly form the basis of an emergent technology. Even the simplest spells, such as moving an object or creating light, could readily be adapted to world-changing technologies such as mass transport or global communications. In order for most fantasy settings to actually make sense, even low-level magic has to be a precious commodity.

				Powerful magic makes the situation even worse. Magic-rich settings are very difficult to control. With a few decades of gunpowder’s adoption in real medieval history, castles were starting to become obsolete. If strong magical abilities were readily available, the only believable result would either be an anarchic orgy of 

			

		

		
			
				magical chaos, or a cataclysmic war. If such an environment could be stabilised, it would have to be through the aid of magical defences rather than physical ones. The resulting setting would be difficult to conceive, describe and imagine. 

				Small wonder most fantasy writers choose to keep magic as the province of a small, influential elite.

				Liminal Hybrids

				In anthropological theory, the liminal state is a ritual period of passage, during which the participant moves from one condition to another. These changes often revolve around social status – the growth from adolescence to adulthood, for example. For a time, the participant is neither one thing nor the other, becoming ambiguous, uncertain. This vital but disorienting state is represented in mythology – and, through direct transmission, into fantasy – by hybrid beings who are neither one thing nor another. Such creatures can be wise, but also dangerous, unpredictable and fickle. 

				Even a partial list of mythic hybrids reads like a who’s who of fantasy monsters – animal-human fusions like centaurs, harpies, minotaurs and werewolves; plant-human fusions like dryads and the Green Man; living-dead fusions such as vampires, zombies and ghosts; cross-species peoples such as half-elves; and animal-animal fusions like gryphons, chimerae and owl-bears. 

				In general, humans find threshold-dwellers threatening. They are difficult to classify, and the human brain works by classification. The mental dissonance upsets us, like finding a well-spoken man in an expensive suit panhandling for change. Liminal hybrids represent the dangers and possibilities of stepping outside of the ordered universe, and that can definitely give them a powerful hold over us.

			

		

		
			
				Plot Tokens

				There are a number of common plot devices that use objects to advance a story in a convenient way, by providing motivation, conflict or a needed resource later on. These plot tokens can be used to good effect, but all too often they become a lazy stop-gap to save an author from actually thinking out a stronger narrative structure.

				The best known is Alfred Hitchcock’s ‘MacGuffin’. This is a common staple of thrillers and crime stories, but it crops up in fantasy as well. The MacGuffin is an object of no inherent importance to the plot, but which all the major characters desire. It gives a reason for the protagonist and antagonist to come into conflict with one another, but usually ends up forming no more than an afterthought to the end of the story. Many MacGuffins are never actually described. ‘We must find the Seal before the Dark Lord gets it.’

				Another common plot token is ‘Chekhov’s Gun’. The name comes from playwright Anton Chekhov’s famous declaration, towards the end of the 19th century, that ‘... if in Act 1 you have a pistol hanging on the wall, then it must fire in the last act.’ Chekhov wanted to illustrate the importance of only showing relevant items on a stage, but the term Chekhov’s Gun is used with a slightly different emphasis now. It refers to any apparently useless object provided early on in a story which will, fortuitously, turn out to be vital later on. Critics argue whether this is good use of foreshadowing, or a lazy form of deus ex machina. ‘Keep this locket with you at all times, my child.’

				The ‘Dingus’ is related to Chekhov’s Gun. Taking its name from the old High German for ‘thing’, it is any implausibly useful technical device or magical artefact that just happens to be available when required. Almost always 
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				a clear misuse of deus ex machina, the Dingus is still a surprisingly common feature in fantasy stories. ‘We’ll never re-forge the sword without meteoric iron, but look, is that a crater I spy?’

				The ‘plot coupon’, named by Nick Lowe, is an object which is the only item that will allow the protagonist to achieve victory, with that victory coming chiefly through possessing or using the item. Plot coupons are often broken down into several pieces; the joke then states that when the hero has collected enough of them, she can trade them in for a victory. ‘But now I have the Amulet of Rodney! Prepare to die!’

				Hidden Royalty

				It’s surprisingly common for fantasy heroes and their companions to be of noble birth. Much of the time, this fact is hidden – sometimes just from the reader, but often the characters themselves aren’t aware of it. Long-hidden bloodlines, exiled half-brothers, royal bastards, intrigue-harried fugitives... sometimes it feels like the countryside must be entirely populated with kings and queens in waiting. An occasional hero slips through without actually being of noble birth, but it’s still just a moment’s work to grant her a noble title later for services rendered. 

				It’s not as if the nobility are the obvious choice for fearless champions anyway. Historically speaking, the greatest warriors tended not to come from the privileged classes. Nobility usually treated combat as a sport, and despite their access to the best training, the risk and exertion gave it an unappealing aspect of ‘little people’s work’. 

				Still, put yourself in the king’s shoes. Would you want a band of well-armed, highly skilful, popular commoners running around the countryside saving the kingdom from danger? They’d be strung up from a gibbet before they could say populist insurrection.

			

		

		
			
				Quest Plots

				‘A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.’

				Joseph Campbell’s seminal work on the common quest structure found in world mythology, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, was published in 1949. Professor Campbell discovered that most of the most important, enduring myths and stories from around the world shared a common basic structure. These myths and tales had survived thousands of years, being passed on down through the ages – the Epic of Gilgamesh, Homer’s Odyssey, the quest for the Holy Grail, even The Wizard of Oz. Borrowing a term from James Joyce’s novel Finnegan’s Wake (1939), Campbell named this structure the ‘monomyth’. It has since become more widely known as ‘the Hero’s Journey’, but the concept is most familiar to fantasy fans as the quest.

				According to Campbell’s theory, the archetypal quest has a number of clear, recognizable stages. At first, the hero receives a call to adventure, which is initially rejected. This reluctance is overcome, and the hero accepts the call, moving through a frightening trial into a larger, stranger world. There is then a period of journeying, marked by further dangers, in which the hero meets various allies, mentors and enemies. At the destination, the hero goes through a mighty ordeal in order to claim a wondrous prize. The hero then escapes to return the prize to the real world, leading to a harried pursuit and then a mighty showdown. Finally, the victorious hero returns home, transformed by the experience. 

			

		

		
			
				Campbell identified seventeen different stages within the monomyth, but few versions contain all seventeen steps. There’s no real rule as to exactly which stages need to exist within any given quest – some have few, others many. There are plenty of instances where the order of the stages has been tinkered with. 

				Later formulations of Campbell’s theory have generally combined several of his steps into larger structures, compressing and simplifying the overall structure. The most influential reworking of the monomyth has been Hollywood producer Christopher Vogler’s celebrated seven-page memo on the monomyth, that he originally distributed to Disney. It was entitled A Practical Guide to The Hero With a Thousand Faces, and quickly took the film community by storm. Vogler later reworked and expanded the memo into a highly influential book, The Writer’s Journey (1992), which described how to use the monomyth as a powerful plot outline.

				Part of the reason that the monomyth is so commonly reworked lies in the fact that several of its stages are really best suited to religious and moral mythic structures. That’s extremely useful when analysing ancient legends, but less handy when it comes to looking at – or creating – modern fiction. Different scholars bundle the stages together in slightly different ways, and with different names, but the basic framework remains the same. The following is a formulation most likely to make sense to fantasy readers.
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