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INTRODUCTION



Of all the powerful spells that fiction casts upon us—absorbing plots, believable characters, vivid language—one of the least celebrated is its ability to make us feel transported to another time and place. Most avid readers have had the experience of setting down a book and needing to shake off the sights, smells, and sounds of a world they haven’t actually been to, or that may not even exist. We may never have set foot in Victorian London, and we certainly haven’t hiked through Middle-earth, but the writings of Arthur Conan Doyle and J. R. R. Tolkien have made those places seem more real, to millions of readers, than cities we’ve actually visited.


The works described in this book all conjure lands that exist only in the imagination. Some of these places—the America of David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996, here), the Japan of Haruki Murakami’s IQ84 (2009–10, here)—closely resemble the world we live in. Others—the Alaska of Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007, here) and the New England of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985, here)—show us how very different our own world might have been, or could become, with only a few tweaks to the course of history. Some of these books, like Ann Leckie’s Ancillary Justice (2013, here), speculate about what life might be like in the distant future, while other works, like Robert E. Howard’s original Conan the Barbarian story series (1932–36, here), postulate a thrilling past that has since been irretrievably lost. Stanlisław Lem’s Solaris (1961, here) challenges readers to contemplate a form of intelligent life almost inconceivably alien from ourselves. Satirists like Jonathan Swift and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o concoct bizarre yarns about talking horses and child-bearing corpses to confront us with a pointedly familiar reflection of our own behaviors. Then there are those unfettered fantasists, ranging from Italo Calvino to Neil Gaiman, whose great gift is to offer us visions in which the imagination can be set free to roam wherever it desires.


The roots of all these books lie in humanity’s oldest stories: myths, fables, and folklore—the tales people made up to explain how the world came to exist and why it is the way it is. While literary criticism tends to valorize the new and the innovative, the literature of the fantastic seeks a connection to tradition, to what persists even as the world changes. The texts in the first section of this book, “Ancient Myth & Legend,” are, themselves, often attempts to preserve a fading storytelling culture; Beowulf (c.700–1100, here) and the Prose Edda (c.1220, here) were the works of Christian authors who sought to safeguard a portion of their pagan past. These books have survived in no small part because of their ability to reach across a span of centuries and speak to the inhabitants of new ages and worlds. The messy love lives of Ovid’s gods and goddesses; the questing courage of Malory’s Arthurian knights; the dauntless faith of Wu Cheng’en’s Xuanzang—all remind us of the worst and the best of ourselves. But, along with much that is recognizable, these stories also bewitch us with the rich and strange, the miraculous, the astonishing, and the awe-inspiring. The first tales human beings told each other, the ones that survive from our unrecorded past, were not about everyday life, but about the extraordinary: talking animals, wicked sorcerers, terrifying monsters, and cities built of gold and jewels.


Fantastic literature has always conducted a complex dialogue with the real world. Many of us read it to escape from that world but, more often than not, this fiction aims to make us see our own lives in a new light. Allegories like The Faerie Queene (1596, here) and epics like The Divine Comedy (c.1308–21, here) offer their readers moral instruction, even if some of those readers prefer to attend only to the lush spectacle that cloaks the lesson. In Don Quixote (1605/15, here), Miguel de Cervantes impishly used the structure of a chivalric romance to mock the conventions of the “romance” itself, a literary genre that specializes in the wondrous. But with Thomas More’s Utopia (1516, here), the most overtly didactic species of literary wonderland came into its own. In the five hundred years since it was published, utopian tales have used invented worlds and nations to critique and exhort readers to change the world. The utopian strain of fantastic literature springs not from myth but from the great age of exploration, when Europeans set out to discover (and, alas, exploit) previously unknown and unmapped parts of the globe. Travel narratives like Marco Polo’s account of his journeys in Asia (c.1300) became immensely popular, starting in the fourteenth century, and travelers’ encounters with other cultures naturally encouraged wandering Westerners to contemplate what foreigners did better or worse than the folks back home.


Utopian fiction also arose from Enlightenment thinking itself. If reason and science proved themselves to be superior tools for understanding and mastering the natural world, why not apply them to the engineering of society as well? Writers would continue to produce utopian tales into the twentieth century; women, in particular, wanted to picture what a culture founded on gender equality or even female dominance might look like and, in a sense, Marxism is a utopian dream. By the nineteenth century, however, authors like Samuel Butler had turned to parodying utopian idealism. Utopias, arguably, make for dull reading, but dystopian fiction has demonstrated again and again—right up to The Hunger Games (here), a 2008 blockbuster intended for teenaged readers—its power to enthrall. Some dystopias, like Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1924, here) and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932, here), are essentially works of social or political criticism—attacks on the dominant ideologies and obsessions of the modern world. Many more simply depict the age-old dilemma of a restless individual at odds with the society into which he or she was born.


Often enough, industrialization and the rise of the mass media provoked this dissatisfaction, and writing a dystopian novel was not the only way to respond to such forces. The “Golden Age” of fantasy, during the first sixty years or so of the twentieth century, was largely a reaction to the wholesale destruction of deeply rooted ways of life in which human beings lived in intimate relation to the natural world. Another source of anxiety was the perceived loss of long-standing folk traditions. (The Brothers Grimm first began collecting fairy tales in the early 1800s, not to compile a book for children, but as an act of ethnographic conservation.) The great, genre-defining fantasies of this period, from The Lord of the Rings (1954–55, here) to The Chronicles of Narnia (1950–56, here), were fundamentally nostalgic, celebrating a vanishing, idealized world that existed before machines and market economies defined our lives. This was also a fertile time for children’s fiction, and many of the masters of the period, from J. M. Barrie to Tove Jansson, either incorporated the longing for a simpler, Arcadian idyll into their work or saturated everything they wrote with a melancholy lament for the lost innocence of childhood. Meanwhile, literary modernists like Franz Kafka and Jorge Luis Borges deployed surreal, uncanny, and absurd elements in their writings as the ideal tools for portraying the metaphysical paradoxes inherent in a post-religious culture.


The last half of the twentieth century was all about questions, and few literary forms are better suited to fermenting questions than the fantastic. The wonderlands devised by Ursula K. Le Guin, Kurt Vonnegut, Vladimir Nabokov, Samuel R. Delaney, and Octavia E. Butler interrogated long-held assumptions about, respectively, the primacy of European culture, modern warfare, the novel, sexuality, and race. Angela Carter took perhaps the most orthodox of literary forms, the fairy tale, and turned it inside out to reveal the unspoken desires and power of women hidden within. Science fiction became more than just a vehicle for technologically enhanced adventure and began to challenge the rapidly evolving postindustrial world, and to warn us about where it is heading. A few prescient writers—William Gibson and Neal Stephenson, first and foremost—succeeded, largely, in anticipating the central role that linked computers would play in the twenty-first century. Most strikingly, by coining the term “cyberspace,” Gibson recognized that our best mental model for understanding the vast and immaterial web of communications perpetually humming all around us is spatial. The Internet, we collectively decided, is a place. Much of it is made up of words. It just might be the ultimate literary wonderland.


We still haven’t tired of books, though, even when they come to us via a medium constituted of bits and pixels. The wonderlands being created today and waiting to be created tomorrow will also be the work of graphic novelists, filmmakers, and video-game designers, and they, in turn, will influence the many writers who have stuck with prose text in all its unadorned glory. Novelists like Salman Rushdie, Murakami, and Nnedi Okorafor have raided the toolboxes of science fiction and fantasy in order to tell new stories of their own homelands. A generation of children has grown up saturated in the imaginative liberty exhibited by J. K. Rowling, as well as the trenchant social criticism of Suzanne Collins. They could not be better equipped to build the fictional ships in which all of us will sail off into the unknown, seeking the far horizon and fresh discoveries that will surpass our most extravagant dreams.
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UP TO 1700



1 ANCIENT MYTH & LEGEND



These legends of kings, knights errant, and epic adventure were the historic and poetic precursors of modern genre fiction.















ANONYMOUS



THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH (c.1750 BCE)




One of the earliest known works of great literature, this Babylonian poem, which first emerged c.1750 BCE and found a stable form around 700 BCE, details King Gilgamesh’s feats of valor and vain quest for immortality.





To the Babylonians, the legendary Gilgamesh was the mightiest hero and greatest king of old. In telling his story the poem touches on many existential questions, such as what it means to be mortal in an eternal world, how human nature differs from animal and divine, and the ethics of political power and military force; these and other universal themes are what make the poem an enduring masterpiece. The poem begins in the ancient Babylonian city of Uruk, where Gilgamesh rules as king, but the narrative shows us imaginary landscapes on the fringes of the known world.


Gilgamesh befriends the wild man Enkidu, and they go on an adventure in search of fame and glory. They run for many days to the Cedar Forest, the realm of the gods, to slay its guardian, the powerful ogre Humbaba, and plunder its timber. There were no forests in Babylonia and the landscape is wholly imaginary—a dense and terrifying jungle that exerts a crushing force on the heroes’ strength and will. A piece of the epic reconstructed only in 2012 contains a lively description of the deafening noise that filled the forest canopy: the squawks of birds, buzz of insects, and yells of monkeys form a cacophonous symphony to entertain the forest’s guardian.


Humbaba is a king with an unfamiliar court. He is partly the personification of the eternal life-force of the ancient trees themselves, but he also has elephantine features: His trumpeting is heard from afar, he leaves great tracks in the undergrowth, his face is ugly with wrinkles, and he has tusks. In the episode of Humbaba and the cedars, familiar human responses react to imposing forces of nature: terror and wonder, cupidity and remorse. Humbaba is awesome and dangerous, but killing him, stealing his tusks, and felling his cedars are momentous acts, not done without prevarication, pity, and shame. The forest is a “Heart of Darkness” presenting contemporary moral dilemmas. May invaders kill a ruler and steal his resources in the name of civilization? The episode expresses the heroes’ ambivalence to the destruction of the forest. “My friend,” says Enkidu to Gilgamesh, “we have reduced the forest to a wasteland; how shall we answer our gods at home?” The gods accounted the slaughter of Humbaba a sin, one reason why, eventually, Enkidu must die. Enkidu’s death precipitates in Gilgamesh an unbearable grief, but also a terrible fear for himself. Must he, too, die like his friend? He travels to the ends of the earth in search of the only man known to have escaped the mortal doom that the gods laid on humankind after the great flood. The scenes are truly bizarre: a mountain-top cave whose entrance is guarded by monstrous beings, part human, part scorpion; a magic garden where trees and their fruits are precious stones; a grove where docks a ferry whose crew of stone propel it across the Waters of Death.


The poet uses imaginary landscapes to confront his hero with realities that looked unproblematic from home, things that were easier said than done. The poem’s end brings the audience back to the familiar city of Uruk. Enclosed within its wall the observer can see the multifarious activities of mankind and know that, while the individual perishes, the race is eternal. To understand this simple truth, Gilgamesh had first to acquire wisdom in exotic and imaginary places.















HOMER



THE ODYSSEY (c.725–675 BCE)




One of the most celebrated and influential stories ever told, this epic poem describes Odysseus’s long voyage home, beset by fantastical creatures and mythic foes in a grand evocation of the human journey through life.





The oldest known works of European literature are the Greek epics the Iliad and The Odyssey. Nothing is known for sure about their author, known from antiquity as “Homer.” Many places have claimed the honor of his birth, including the island of Chios, a few miles off the coast of Asia Minor, but he may also have come from the mainland, in what is now Turkey. The poems were first written down in Athens in the sixth century BCE, but were orally composed probably two centuries earlier, while the events they describe—the Greek expedition against Troy and the hero Odysseus’s return from it—are set in an age even older, before the fall of the great civilizations of Crete and Mycenae.


The main subject of the poem is the journey home of the Greek hero Odysseus after the fall of Troy. He is away so long (the war itself lasts ten years and the voyage another ten) that it is assumed he is dead, but his wife Penelope remains faithful and fends off an army of suitors.


Odysseus recounts eleven different adventures, as well as his long detention on the island of the nymph Calypso. The third is his encounter with the Cyclops Polyphemus. The one-eyed giant–shepherd captures the hero and his companions by trapping them with his sheep in his cave, which is closed every evening by an enormous rock. Polyphemus eats one or more of the companions every night. Odysseus and his men cannot kill the giant, because they need him to roll the stone aside in the morning; so Odysseus takes an olive branch, sharpens it, and—having given Polyphemus strong wine to make him sleep—drives it into the giant’s eye. In the morning, the blinded giant rolls the stone aside to let his sheep out, and Odysseus and his men escape, clinging to the underside of the sheep as Polyphemus runs his hands over them.


In another version that must have predated Homer, the giant roasts his victims on an iron spit and Odysseus uses that to blind him. This other version seems to run a little more naturally and hints of it within Homer serve to illustrate that he was not inventing the story, but repeating it, and likely conflating details from various versions as he did so.


Several of Odysseus’s other adventures have the same sort of ancestry. The story of the Cyclops is followed by that of Aeolus, who gives Odysseus a magic bag of winds to help him on his journey. This works well until—as in many versions of the tale—the disobedient crew decide to open the bag to see what’s in it. Odysseus is blown back to the land of the Laestrygonians, another set of cannibal giants, where his ship is the only one to escape as the giants hurl stones into the bay. Homer then tells the tale of Circe, the witch who turns men into swine. Odysseus’s crew is transformed, but he rescues them, protected by the magic herb “moly,” which is brought to him by Hermes, messenger of the gods, by order of Odysseus’s protector, the goddess Athene.


Homer not only drew upon handed-down myths, but also delved into accounts of foreign lands brought back by early Greek travelers. In Homer’s time, Greeks were already familiar with the Near Eastern coastline, from Turkey to Egypt, and were probing east into the Black Sea, and west across the Mediterranean to Italy and even Spain. There are traces of all these, locations suitably exaggerated and embroidered, in Odysseus’s long narration, and scholars have tried for many centuries to pin down exact references.


One clear case is Odysseus’s tale of “the Lotus-eaters.” These are perfectly harmless themselves, but anyone who eats the lotus-fruit loses all interest in anything else and no longer wants to return home. There is a hint here of the traditional fairy-tale caution against eating or drinking in unknown climes, but the fruit of two kinds of lotus are eaten in both India and Egypt and Homer had probably heard of the latter. When Circe gives Odysseus sailing directions, she warns him against “the Clashing Rocks” and says specifically that the only ship ever to traverse them was the Argo commanded by Jason. Homer knew, then, of the voyage of the Argonauts to find the Golden Fleece, which has often been explained as a trip into the then-unknown waters of the Black Sea, where the inhabitants used sheepskins to pan for gold.


Circe also warns about the twin dangers of Scylla and Charybdis. Scylla is a barking, many-headed monster who snatches sailors from her cliff, while those who steer to avoid her run the risk of the giant maelstrom Charybdis, which would suck their ship down. The currents in the Straits of Messina between Italy and Sicily still create whirlpools dangerous to small craft, and Scilla is still the name of a village on the facing Italian shore, by cliffs honey-combed with caves, where the wind creates strange cries. The Sirens, who draw men to destruction by their song, have often been located not far off in the Bay of Capri; Odysseus survives them by plugging his sailors’ ears with beeswax, having himself lashed to the mast, and ordering them not to release him no matter how hard he struggles.


The gods of Greek myth play a prominent and active part in Homer’s imaginary world in both The Iliad and The Odyssey. Poseidon the sea-god persecutes Odysseus for blinding his son Polyphemus, and Helios the sun god troubles them, too, because Odysseus’s men ate his sacred oxen. He is, however, protected by Athene, who intercedes for him with the supreme deity Zeus, and sends her messenger Hermes to guide and advise him and his son Telemachus. Humans, nymphs, gods, and goddesses interact on a basis, not of equality, but something closer to it than in later mythologies. The deities appear as a constant presence in heroic life.


Study of the Homeric poems has formed the basis of a Classical education from postmedieval Europe to the present day. Their poetic power, arguably never matched in almost 3,000 years, has had a perennial and immeasurable influence on Western art and literature. The stories have infiltrated numerous works of celebrated literature; Dante, for example, revisits the tale in The Divine Comedy (c.1308–21, here), but perhaps the greatest evocation in the twentieth century belongs to James Joyce’s modernist master-piece Ulysses, which assigns a chapter to each adventure in The Odyssey.















OVID



METAMORPHOSES (c.8)




Ovid’s fifteen-book poem weaves a kaleidoscope of colorful narratives from Greek and Roman myths on the theme of change and transformation, in which the fates of both man and gods echo the never-ending mutability of life itself.





The Metamorphoses of Publius Ovidius Naso (43 BCE–CE 17/18), or Ovid, is a long Latin poem of almost 12,000 lines. It was written in the first years of the Christian era, and completed about CE 8. Each book tells stories—more than a hundred in total, casually linked and with no obvious chronological order—which together form our best surviving guide to the world of Greek and Roman mythology.


It is, however, a skewed selection, for Ovid announces that he purposefully chose stories that ended in metamorphosis or transformation. Many of these remain familiar, and have even brought words to modern language. The story of Echo and Narcissus, in Book III, tells of how the nymph Echo was punished by the goddess Juno for continually delaying her with chatter while Juno was trying to catch her husband Jupiter with other nymphs. She decreed that from then on Echo would only be able to repeat the last few words of whatever was said to her. Echo fell in love with the handsome boy Narcissus, who scorned her, and she wasted away until only her voice was left—leaving only the “echo” we know today. Narcissus was then in turn cursed to fall in love only with himself, which he did gazing at his own reflection in a pool until he too wasted away, and his body turned into a flower—a bloom that we still call the narcissus. One more character name that has become a modern word is that of the youth Hermaphroditus. The water nymph (or Naiad) Salmacis fell in love with him, came upon him while bathing, and dived in to join him. Her embrace was so fierce that they fused together, becoming both male and female—a “hermaphrodite.”


These three stories show several things about the world of the Metamorphoses. It is a Mediterranean world, but seems much lusher, greener, and far less populated than the one we know. Events commonly take place in the forest, by streams, and pools, where gods and men hunt deer and boar. And in this world humans and divinities mix freely, along with the nymphs, fauns, and goat-legged satyrs that populate the tales. Furthermore, most of the stories are love stories, and the most powerful deity in the Metamorphoses seems not to be Jupiter, father of gods and men, but Amor—a personification-turned-deity, who rules all the others and continually involves them in frustration, disaster, or disgrace.


The work also contains extended hero stories, such as those of Perseus, son of Jupiter and Danaë; the Athenian Theseus, conqueror of the Minotaur; Jason the Argonaut and his disastrous affair with the Thessalian witch Medea; and Hercules, Orpheus, Aeneas, and Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome. Near the end, Ovid includes some judicious flattery, introducing Julius Caesar and the Emperor Augustus himself.


Many of Ovid’s heroes are still the subject of film and literary adaptations today and persist as household names—and naturally so are the monsters that they must defeat. Perseus must battle the snake-haired Gorgon Medusa, whose eyes can turn men to stone. A feat he follows up by rescuing the maiden Andromeda from the Godzilla-like sea-monster Cetus. Theseus defeats the bull-headed Minotaur and is also involved in the wedding feast turned bloody battle between Lapiths and Centaurs, the latter half-horse, half-man. Among the many feats of Hercules are the chaining of Cerberus, the three-headed dog who guards the gates of Hell.


The irreverence of Ovid’s tales caused anger and uncertainty among pious pagans of his own time (and pious Christians in later eras); he was eventually exiled to the shores of the Black Sea by the Emperor Augustus. Another response to the Metamorphoses, however, was to regard the whole collection as an allegory that would teach morality, resulting in the medieval French Ovide Moralisé, or “Moralized Ovid,” the form in which the work was best known throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance.


The overall effect of the work has been incalculable. In one form or another, often censored or allegorized, his stories became part of the school curriculum for many centuries. Chaucer’s poem The House of Fame derives from Ovid’s home of Fama (the source of all rumor), while The Manciple’s Tale derives from the story of Phoebus and the crow. Shakespeare’s poem “Venus and Adonis” draws on several stories from the Metamorphoses. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream the comic workmen attempt to put on their play of Pyramus and Thisbe before Theseus and his Amazon bride-to-be, Hippolyta.


Ovid’s dramatic and provocative scenes also made him a favorite for painters, including Caravaggio, Tiepolo, and Velázquez. In the sixteenth century, Titian painted Diana and Actaeon and Diana and Callisto, while in the seventeenth century Rembrandt chose The Rape of Ganymede and The Abduction of Europa. In England, in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, John Waterhouse more decorously painted Circe and Thisbe.


In later years the stories that draw on Ovid are too numerous to list, especially when mingled with second- or third-hand references. C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (1950, here) for example, mentions fauns, dryads, centaurs, the god Bacchus, and the goddess Pomona. George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion (1912)—inspired by Ovid’s tale of a king who fell in love with a statue—later became the 1964 musical My Fair Lady. And in the twenty-first century, J. K. Rowling draws heavily from Ovid’s mythology in the Harry Potter series (1997–2007, see here): Dudley Dursley sprouts the tail of a pig, Centaurs roam the Forbidden Forest, and a three-headed dog (“Fluffy”) guards the Philosopher’s Stone, to name but three examples.




My soul would sing of metamorphoses.


But since, o gods, you were the source of these


bodies becoming other bodies, breathe


your breath into my book of changes: may


the song I sing be seamless as its way


weaves from the world’s beginning to our day. (I:1–5)


















ANONYMOUS



BEOWULF (c.700–1100)




The oldest surviving epic poem in Old English centers on three battles pitting the Scandinavian hero Beowulf against monstrous giants and a dragon in a classic depiction of the ambiguous triumph of good over evil.





The 3,000 lines of the epic poem Beowulf (composed in Old English between the eighth and eleventh centuries CE) are dense with meaning and give rise to multiple interpretations; some see early appreciation of Christian values, while others observe a gripping tale of pagan heroism. Its position in the canon of English literature, however, is in no small part due to the novelist and scholar J. R. R. Tolkien, who argued the poem’s powerful value as a work of art to the British Academy in 1936.


Beowulf is set in southern Scandinavia around CE 400 to 600, at the start of the Dark Ages and at the heart of the Northern Heroic Age. As such, Beowulf is a period piece, and readers today listen in on a sophisticated tale told to a Christian Anglo-Saxon audience about their heroic, pagan predecessors living in violent lands terrorized by warrior bands and (sometimes) monsters. In the world of the poem, the monstrous Grendel, his vengeful mother, and the dragon are characters as real as Beowulf; for audiences more recent than the Dark Ages, these monsters remain “fantastically real” but take on symbolic possibilities. We are told that Grendel and his mother are descendants of the biblical first murderer, Cain; and for educated Christian listeners the terrifying dragon might suggest “that ancient serpent” described in Revelation 20:2, “who is the devil and Satan.”


The poem also alludes to history and legends that audience members would have known well, and looks back to a time of military aristocracy where a real man is a professional warrior who serves and protects his lord, a lord who protects him in turn and equitably distributes the bloodily won loot. In the twenty-first century, we have not outgrown warlords, nor social ranks nor machismo, but we may look back at Norse- and Germanic-age heroes as being part of a time of both barbaric splendor and squalor. At the courts of King Alfred the Great (CE 849–99) or King Canute (CE 99–1035), Beowulf would have described a world that was still familiar, but more parochial and basic (and more bothered by monsters).


The first great battle of the poem sees Beowulf, a prince of the Geats (a northern Germanic tribe occupying part of what is now Sweden) defeat the horrifying Grendel who has terrorized a neighboring land ruled by King Hrothgar. After the defeat, there is much celebrating in King Hrothgar’s great hall, Heorot, but Grendel’s mother (never awarded her own name) wreaks a brutal attack on the hall in revenge for her son’s death. Beowulf once again seeks out and slays the monster in the poem’s second battle and his bravery is rewarded with gifts and celebration from Hrothgar’s people. Beowulf ’s grand heroic actions, however, are set against a background of human betrayal and warfare that will eventually destroy Heorot and Hrothgar’s dynasty.


In the final episode, fifty years later, when Beowulf is now King of the Geats, a dragon attacks his kingdom. Against good advice, Beowulf chooses to fight the dragon alone. When he falters, only one of his followers, Wiglaf, comes to his aid. At that exciting moment, the poem pauses to remind listeners of the history of Wiglaf’s sword—inherited from his father, Weohstan, who had taken it and other war gear, from the body of a Swedish prince he killed in battle—and hints at a feud between the Swedish king and whoever owns the sword, shield, and armor. The action then resumes for Beowulf to kill the dragon, but leaves Beowulf mortally wounded.


Wiglaf succeeds Beowulf, and in the conclusion of the poem it’s clear that in addition to traditional Swedish hatred of the Geats, now made personal against Wiglaf, there is the enmity of the powerful Franks, attacked by Beowulf ’s predecessor. Like Beowulf ’s heroism and generosity, Wiglaf ’s will be futile; like Heorot and Hrothgar’s line, the Geats are also doomed.


The poem ends as it begins, with a pagan funeral, this time Beowulf ’s: mourned as mild and good, a heroic warrior of the old time, striving for fame. But Beowulf ’s heroic deeds in life will be undone, and in any life to come he may be damned as a pagan, of all men lofgeornost (the last word of the poem): proudly, hence sinfully (for hard-nose Christians), yearning for glory.


In the worlds of poem and poet, Beowulf in his doomed struggles may be the purest of heroes; in present debates whether one can be a hero and lose, in popular cultures awash in flawed (super)heroes—for us, too, Beowulf remains relevant.















ANONYMOUS



THE THOUSAND AND ONE NIGHTS (c.700–947)




This vastly influential collection of folktales was compiled more than 1,000 years ago and is framed by the narrative of King Shahriyar and the many tales told by his wife Shahrazad.





The Thousand and One Nights, or The Arabian Nights (the first English translation, 1706), is a compilation of tales from many sources—Persian, Indian, Chinese, and Egyptian—put together in Arabic more than a thousand years ago. It first became known in Europe when Antoine Galland published a twelve-volume French translation between 1704 and 1717. The best-known English version, by the explorer Sir Richard Burton, came out in sixteen volumes between 1885 and 1888. Two of the most famous tales in the collection, “Aladdin’s Lamp” and “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves,” were added by Galland, who claimed to have been told them by a Syrian storyteller named Hanna Diab. They appear to be genuine Middle Eastern folktales, so his claim is probably true, and they are now regularly added to translations.


When the collection first became known in Europe, it struck its audience as completely novel on many levels. The framing concept sees King Shahriyar, horrified by the infidelity of his wife, deciding that the only way to be safe from female betrayal is to marry a virgin every evening, and have her executed the next morning. He continues this custom until Shahrazad, or Scheherazade, the wily daughter of the king’s vizier (a high official), hits on a plan. Every night she begins to tell a story, but leaves it unfinished, so that her life is spared until the next day to complete the tale, whereupon she begins another one. Often tales are inserted one inside the other, so that endings continually recede, although in the end, after a thousand and one nights (and three children) Shahrazad persuades Shahriyar to trust her and spare her life permanently.


From the start we are in a world of despotic power and cruelty, but also enormous wealth and generosity. Kings and Caliphs award thousands of gold pieces and camel-loads of treasure to deserving young men, so much money sometimes that “no-one could count it but God.” A merchant may spend a million dinars in pursuit of a beautiful woman and bankrupt himself, to be saved by a turn of fortune that brings him a sack of jewels, and among the jewels a magic amulet, priceless because it holds the cure of the daughter of the king of India (tales 946–52).


Wealth is abundant even on a less miraculous level, for the tales are set within the immense civilization of medieval Islam, with its connections to Africa, India, China, and Central Asia, and its great cities of Cairo, Damascus, Aleppo, Basra, and above all Baghdad, home of the Caliphs, where city markets are stuffed with goods of which Europeans in Galland’s time had barely heard: quinces, peaches, jasmine from Syria, raisins of Tihama, pomegranate blooms, and pistachios.


Also totally novel to Westerners, and perhaps even more influential for imitators of the Nights, was the cast of supernatural creatures who figure continually. Shahrazad’s first tale begins with a fearsome ‘ifrit, who appears with a drawn sword to kill a merchant who has carelessly thrown away the pit of a date. Other menaces include the man-eating tomb-haunting ghuls, all too capable of disguising themselves as beautiful women, or even houris, the nymphs of the Muslim Paradise. But most prominent of all in the tales are the jinn, or genies, often trapped inside a lamp or bottle or ring, and when released bound to fulfill every wish of their new master. Sometimes the power that constrained them was that of the great magician Suleiman, in whom Christians could recognize the Old Testament’s King Solomon, son of David.


“The Seven Voyages of Sindbad the Sailor” (tales 536–66) introduced the rukh, or roc, a bird so enormous it caught elephants to feed its chicks, as well as the elephants’ graveyard from which Sindbad takes a fortune in ivory. In his travels across the Indian Ocean, Sindbad also encounters a diamond mountain, the City of the Apes, giants and cannibals, and the Old Man of the Sea. Oddly enough the magic carpets—now a classic component of Middle Eastern tales—appear only fleetingly in the Nights.


The final and most alluring novelty for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western readers, was the presentation of sex and love. Every king, caliph, emir, and vizier has his harem of beautiful wives and concubines, graceful as gazelles, with their eunuch guards. The ladies, however, do not seem to be strictly cloistered and are as passionate for adventure as their admirers—which, of course, is what causes King Shahriyar’s murderous custom. Both men and women fall in love readily and, far more than in medieval European tales, consummate their love without feelings of guilt. Although respect for the Prophet and the Koran is everywhere in Nights, expressed even by the jinn and the creatures of the sea, the characters’ religious devotion contains nothing of the asceticism that often accompanies Christian piety. While women are in theory controlled and all but enslaved, their intelligence often gives them the upper hand.


One final charm is the elaborate style in which the tales are told and in which the characters speak. The tales are studded with poetry and with set-piece descriptions using rhyme and rhythm, much appreciated in Arabic culture, all of which translators have struggled to reproduce.


The Nights soon became as familiar to Western children, in censored and selected form, as “Jack and the Beanstalk” or “Cinderella.” Many classical authors mention them, from Stendhal to Tolstoy. Dickens makes several explicit references to them, and his London, where disguised figures walk the streets and uncover strange tales, seems a transmuted Baghdad, as is the London of Robert Louis Stevenson’s New Arabian Nights (1882). The Brontë family was especially fond of a moralized version of some of the tales, published as Tales of the Genii by James Ridley in 1764.


The effect of the Nights on children’s literature has probably been even greater than on the classics. Aladdin is now a staple of children’s theater, and everyone knows “Open Sesame” and Sindbad the sailor. E. E. Nesbit’s trilogy, Five Children and It (1902), The Phoenix and the Carpet (1904), and The Story of the Amulet (1906), uses props derived from the Nights, although the Psammead is her own invention. C. S. Lewis’s The Horse and His Boy (1954) starts like a tale from the Nights with a poor fisherman called Arsheesh, and the hot country of Calormen to the south of Narnia, with its despotic ruler, groveling vizier, and insincerely flowery language, is a parodic version of the Nights’s Arabia. The world of the Nights is now so familiar that references to it may be third-hand, or even more indirect. It has become as much a part of Western popular culture as Middle-earth or Sherwood Forest.


As a result of its popularity Nights has inspired many film adaptations, including three versions of The Thief of Baghdad (1924, 1940, 1978), and the animated Seventh Voyage of Sinbad (1958). The most successful was Disney’s Aladdin of 1992, which won two Oscars. In recent years Salman Rushdie has turned to the treasure trove of Nights, causing Ursula K. Le Guin to remark of his Two Years Eight Months and Twenty-Eight Nights (2015, here): “Rushdie is our Scheherazade.”




An hour before daybreak Dinarzade awoke, and exclaimed, as she had promised, “My dear sister, if you are not asleep, tell me I pray you, before the sun rises, one of your charming stories. It is the last time that I shall have the pleasure of hearing you.” Shahrazad did not answer her sister, but turned to the Sultan. “Will your highness permit me to do as my sister asks?” said she. “Willingly,” he answered. So Shahrazad began…


















ANONYMOUS



THE MABINOGION (12th–14th century)




A blend of Celtic mythology and Arthurian legend in eleven atmospheric tales, playing out in the forests and valleys of Wales as well as the shadowy “otherworld,” where dragons and giants roam, and virtuous heroes quest for honor.





The Mabinogion (mabbi-nogue-yon) is the name given to a collection of eleven medieval Welsh tales, which form our best guide to the world of early Welsh mythology. The manuscript dates from the fourteenth century, but the stories themselves were composed well before that. The meaning of Mabinogion is not known, and the word may be an old scribal error. It was probably intended to mean “tales of youth,” a Welsh equivalent of the French enfances. Some have suggested the word mabinogi may have meant “tales of Maponos,” the mythological Divine Son, who perhaps underlies the figure of the hero Pryderi in some of the stories.


In the world of The Mabinogion, myth and legend co-exist with history and reality, and they are not easy to tell apart. The geographical world of the tales looks like medieval Wales, divided into separate kingdoms such as Gwynedd, Powys, and Dyfed, but this imagined Wales also contains giants, monsters, and strange beasts, and is in contact with supernatural dimensions.


The society, meanwhile, is that of the medieval Welsh aristocracy—still independent and unconquered by English or Normans, proud of their native traditions as sung or told by bards—and their sense of history reaches back surprisingly far. In “The Dream of Macsen Wledig,” Macsen is thought to be the Roman general Maximus, who led his British legions into Gaul in CE 383 to fight unsuccessfully for the imperial throne. The Welsh tale makes him an Emperor of Rome, who originally came to Britain led by a vision of a beautiful Welsh princess.


Two other tales are stories of Arthurian legend. “Culhwch and Olwen” tells how Arthur assisted his cousin Culhwch in winning the daughter of the chief giant Ysbaddaden, by acquiring an extensive list of magic objects, including the blood of the Black Witch of the Valley of Grief; the comb and shears between the ears of Twrch Trwyth, the giant boar; and a leash made from the beard of Dillus the Bearded, to hold the hounds that hunt the boar. Both “Culhwch” and “The Dream of Rhonabwy” list many members of Arthur’s court, including some who became widely known, such as Cei (Sir Kay), already as disobliging as he is in later stories.


Pride of place, however, must go to the four tales designated as the four “branches” of the mabinogi, loosely connected by the hero Pryderi. Their humor and imagination set them apart from any other wonder-tales known anywhere in the world. Their characters are paradoxical: passionate but polite, wordy and taciturn, courteous but rough. Women are valued highly and treated respectfully, but when the lady Rhiannon is falsely accused of murdering her son (who will become the hero Pryderi, and has actually been carried off by a giant claw) her punishment is to sit by a mounting-block and carry visitors on her back to the court. She is later exonerated, but such vulgarities would likely have been forgotten in later courtly romance tales.


With their cast of colorful characters, high drama, philosophy, and romance, it is no surprise these Celtic stories have proved an irresistible inspiration, first to French romancers and then through eight centuries of further storytellers. The stories are especially treasured in Wales as foundations of national culture. They have been retold in novelistic form several times in recent years, in Lloyd Alexander’s six-volume Chronicles of Prydain (1964–73) and in Evangeline Walton’s four-volume sequence begun with Prince of Annwn (1970) and re-issued as The Mabinogion Tetralogy in 2002. Alan Garner’s Owl Service (1967) retells the tragic love-story of Lleu, Gronw, and Blodeuwedd, with a happier ending.















SNORRI STURLUSON



THE PROSE EDDA (c.1220)




A remarkable written preservation of Norse mythology, detailing the adventures of gods, heroes, warrior kings and queens, giants, dwarves, and elves. It is the most renowned and influential work of all Scandinavian literature.





Iceland had been Christian for two centuries by the time of Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), and the old pagan traditions were fading. Snorri’s main purpose in writing The Prose Edda was to provide a guide to poetic diction and allusion for future poets. He drew on and quoted older poems, both heroic and mythological, of which many survive as a group called The Poetic Edda.


Snorri’s text describes a variety of interrelated worlds: The gods (or Æsir) live in Asgard; the giants in Jötunheim; Svartalfaheim is home to the dwarfs; Alfheim is where the “light-elves” live; and Niflheim is a dark world of primeval chaos. The world of humans is a flat disk encircled by ocean, with girdling walls erected by the gods to keep out the giants, called Mithgarthr in Old Norse, usually Anglicized as Midgard. At the center of the cosmos is the great ash-tree Yggdrasil. Its three roots extend to Asgard, to Niflheim, and to the land of the frost-giants. In the ocean around Midgard lives the dreaded Midgard Serpent, also known as Iörmungand.


Perhaps the most striking thing about this Northern cosmology is its sense of grim threat. The dragon Nidhögg eternally gnaws the root of Yggdrasil. The squirrel Ratatosk runs up and down conveying messages of hate and defiance between Nidhögg at the bottom and an eagle at the top. The sun and moon move across the sky constantly pursued by two great wolves called Sköll and Hati: and one day it is expected that they will catch up. Gods and men are under constant threat from the monster-world, and this will end in Ragnarök, “the doom of the gods,” when gods and heroes will fight a final battle against the giants and the monsters—and it is known to all that they will lose, hoping only to lose gallantly and destructively.


Furthermore, the universe of The Prose Edda is one of moral neutrality, or even moral indifference. Humans are on the gods’ side against the monsters, but no one can trust Odin, the All-Father, who betrays heroes on the battlefield in order to bring them to Valhalla and swell his armies. Thor, the thunder-god, and Frey, a god of fertility, may seem friendlier, but another lurking presence among the Æsir is the god Loki, who continually brings trouble.


The other side of Norse myth, surprisingly, is its sense of (sometimes cruel) humor. Thor, with his powerful hammer, Mjöllnir, which always returns to his hand, is at once the hero and the butt of several tales. Snorri gives an extended account of the visit made by Thor and Loki to the giant Utgarda-Loki. The giant challenges Thor to an easy test of strength. He is asked to drain a drinking-horn, but fails even after three drafts; to pick a cat off the floor, but can only raise one of its paws; and to wrestle with an old woman called Elli, who forces him to one knee. Thor is humiliated, but the tests were not as they seem. The drinking horn was connected to the ocean, and Thor has just created the tides. The cat was really the Midgard Serpent, and the old woman’s name, Elli, means “Old Age,” which as the Eddic poem Hávamál says, “gives no-one mercy.”


Snorri tells some twenty stories of this nature in The Prose Edda. The most influential of them in the modern world is the long tale of the Völsungs and the Nibelungs. The tale centers on a ring belonging to the Nibelungs, which Loki extorts from the dwarf Andvari in order to pay restitution to the giant Hreidmar (Loki having mistakenly killed and flayed Hreidmar’s son, Otr, when he was in the form of an otter). The ensuing story of the ring brings in the dragon Fafnir, the hero Sigurd, and eventually the historical kings of the Burgundians, wiped out by the Huns in the year 437. Richard Wagner famously re-created the story in his four-opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen (1876, see here), and J. R. R. Tolkien attempted to re-create the lost original poetic version—on which he thought all others must have been based—in his posthumously published Legend of Sigurd and Gudrún (2009).


The fact that the legend caught the imagination of the greatest re-workers of medieval themes in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries testifies to its abiding power. Indeed, the whole mythology of The Prose Edda has since become a favorite source for authors of fantasy. Tolkien’s Middle-earth represents his highly eclectic re-imagining of Midgard, with elves, dwarves, and other creatures, but without the pagan gods. A somewhat similar, but independent work by the prominent science-fiction author Poul Anderson, The Broken Sword (1954), tells the story of a human changeling brought up by the elves and a half-troll reared by humans, both embroiled in human and also elf-troll warfare unscrupulously fomented by Odin. Northern (and other) deities are brought into the contemporary American world in Neil Gaiman’s American Gods (2003) and Joanne Harris retells the tale of the ultimate trickster in The Gospel of Loki (2014).


The most popular mode of modern retelling has, however, been the comic book industry. Marvel Comics have published more than 600 issues of The Mighty Thor since 1962, in which a modern American discovers that he is an avatar of Thor, able to move between our world and the world of Asgard. In 2011 the comic book adventures of Thor and Loki were brought to the big screen by director Kenneth Branagh, and today Northern mythology, once almost forgotten, is probably better known in the Western world than many classical or Biblical myths.
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