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 This study addresses the state of scholarship regarding fantasy literature and 

questions the position of scholars who have dismissed it as panegyric. This study notes 

that no accepted definition of fantasy exists, sets forth its own, and questions the value of 

fantasy literature. 

 Moving from definition, this study notes that fantasy literature limits artistic 

freedom by supplementing the reality principle of minimal distance in mimetic fiction 

with penemaximal distance. Penemaximal distance affords fantasy a great remove from 

the actual world but adds the generic megatext as a frame of reference that defines reality. 

This allows fantasy literature to create semantic and episodic memory of diegetic worlds 

no longer limited by actual world foreknowledge and perception. 

 Engaging narrative and cognitive theory, this study argues that authors utilize 

semantic memory to work within established truths of the genre, and readers hold authors 

to those rules unless authorial justification merits revision of generic epistemology. By 
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maintaining a link to semantic memory (truth), fantasy texts create belief in the diegesis 

through an acceptance of affective and cognitive significance. 

 An examination of Charles Finney's The Circus of Dr. Lao notes the control of the 

reader's semantic memory in the catalogue presented following the text that forces a 

reconsideration of the assumptions made by the reader. This leads to a discussion of the 

reader's necessity regarding diegetic creation. 

 Brandon Sanderson's The Emperor's Soul is engaged as a metacomment on 

writing fantasy and links the protagonist, Shai, to the author through plot and position 

regarding world-building and the creation of episodic memory that alters the reader in the 

actual world. 

 Lastly, Steven Erikson's Malazan Book of the Fallen is positioned as fantasy that 

satirizes generic expectations and confronts reader assumptions in the diegesis, leading to 

episodic memory of a meritocratic world and actual world demystification. 

 Gary Wolfe posits the idea of deeper belief, where experiences within the text 

become virtual analogues for actual world experiences, and this study argues this moment 

as the creation of episodic memory. This is one value of fantasy literature; the memory of 

experiencing worlds not limited by empirical perception.  
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Chapter One: Definition and Memory in Fantasy Literature

 In his 1983 The Impulse of Fantasy Literature, C.N. Manlove asserted that 

"Fantasy is fundamentally a panegyric genre" (xii). Over thirty years later, the perception 

of fantasy as an uplifting and uncritical genre of literature worthy of reading solely for 

enjoyment has not shifted positively. While fantasy narratives dominate at the box office, 

in the reading and video games of children and young adults, and on television, the study 

of fantasy has remained stalled in academe. As students enter the university having 

grown up watching Tolkien’s works brought to the big screen, expecting a new superhero 

movie each summer, watching one of the ten superhero focused television dramas, and 

having read Rowling’s Harry Potter series, they are met with courses which avoid these 

same works once they arrive. In part, fantasy’s reputation as a childish literature is built 

from the perception that it focuses on worlds of the imagination where magic allows 

characters to transcend limitations that readers encounter in their primary worlds. This 

makes the genre of contemporary fantasy problematic for study due to the dominance of 

social theory and the evaluation of great literature as that which speaks to the world of the 

reader. We commonly explain the value of Shakespeare to students by placing the 

considerations in terms that harken to their real-world considerations—presenting Romeo 

and Juliet as teens whose parents disapprove of their relationship in terms that are not so 

removed from their own lives; however, few would argue that Tolkien’s Frodo Baggins 

and Samwise Gamgee provide a similar function for the reader of fantasy.  
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 It is with this consideration that the current study is focused. In an age where 

fantasy dominates the zeitgeist of the generation of students entering academe, can we 

posit an impulse, a reason, or a justification for the prevalence of the fantasy genre and 

illustrate its importance to not just young people, but to human understanding? Can 

readers learn from their experiences in other worlds, and what can they return with that is 

of value? 

 From Darko Suvin’s condemnation of fantasy in Metamorphoses of Science 

Fiction to Frederic Jameson’s Archaeologies of the Future, and Manlove’s statement 

from the preface to The Impulse of Fantasy Literature, fantasy has been presented as a 

realm where estrangement dominates the text. In Suvin’s landmark work on Science 

Fiction, he presents the idea that estrangement is required for the creation of the affect of 

wonder, a primary function of the fantastic narrative. In Science Fiction, Suvin sees this 

as generating from the novum, a new idea, invention, or thing that is presented within the 

diegesis that isn’t present in the author or reader’s world. While estrangement is a 

requirement for what Suvin posits as the importance of Science Fiction, it is only through 

linking it with cognition that he imagines there being a value to the reader with respect to 

her/his primary world. Without a cognitive process—itself modeled on the applicability 

of primary world laws and logics being followed—Suvin argues that SF would have no 

importance to our world, and this is precisely the problem that fantasy presents with 

regard to his ideas. 

 Certainly, few would argue that fantasy presents worlds without estrangement, but 

whether that estrangement connects to cognition is a very different concept. Fantasy’s 

focus on magic and creatures that don’t exist in the primary worlds of author or reader is 
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the basis for the argument that fantasy exists within an estranged realm that cannot be 

linked in any important manner to the primary world. However, Gary Wolfe argues that 

the reader’s awareness of the cognitive significance of the ideas presented in the text 

beneath the surface level allows readers the possibility of thinking about fantasy. If 

fantasy texts are already accepted as estranged from the primary world (Suvin and 

Jameson) and can be thought about (from Wolfe), then it stands to reason that some value 

must be afforded fantasy on the same grounds that value has been afforded to Science 

Fiction in academe during the past three decades. 

 In addition to presenting a cognitive mode in fantasy, Wolfe notes that if readers 

reach a "belief in the fantastic world, arising from the interaction of affective and 

cognitive significance" (233), then "genuine emotions can be aroused from impossible 

circumstances" (231). This is an important distinction because it creates a pathway back 

to the reader’s primary world from the fantastic space, and it is one many readers have 

already experienced. How many times have we cried as a character faced a difficult 

challenge to their life inside a narrative, or experienced feelings of genuine loss as a 

character died within a text? Inasmuch as we accept that these emotions are created 

within the diegetic world and move themselves into the primary world, then we could 

assert that any cognitive value afforded within the diegesis might follow that same or 

similar pathway from the diegetic to the primary world.  

 It is this movement of both the affective and cognitive impacts from the diegetic 

to the primary world that provide the opportunity for what Wolfe notes as "perhaps…the 

most that fantasy can do" (234), the creation of deeper belief. Deeper belief, Wolfe states, 

"permits certain fantasy works to become analogues of inner experience virtually as valid 
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as events of the ‘real world’" (233). Wolfe reminds us that the diegetic experience is an 

inner experience—one which lacks a phenomenal aspect. It is an experience that is made 

real solely within the mind, yet it presents these experiences as nearly equal to those that 

have been phenomenally experienced. Though no further information is presented by 

Wolfe in this moment for how closely the inner experience might approximate the outer 

one, it is this distinction which becomes a grounding point for this particular study 

regarding the importance and value of fantasy literature to the primary world. 

History, Genre Formation, Definition 

 As a defined genre, fantasy was once regarded as the more serious form of 

literature with the larger grouping of speculative fiction. Prior to around 1950, most 

scholarship on genre fiction focused on the fantastic modality. The prevailing discourse 

surrounding the interpretation of literature focused on close reading and the relation of 

fantasy to mythopoesis, which allowed for fantasy to be accepted as critically important. 

However, post-1950, as social theory entered popular academic discourse regarding both 

the primary and fictional worlds of literature, fantasy struggled to remain relevant to 

discussions and thinking about a primary world due to its connection to fairy tale and 

myth. By linking three separate traditions together, the New Critics of the early twentieth 

century had been able to distance both themselves and the Modernist ideas they 

supported from the pre-Modern fascination with the fantastic by deriding fantasy as 

escapist. In an effort to categorize genre fantasy this way, critics presented fantasy as 

dealing with the individual imagination – itself an echo of the Romanticism from which 

the Modernists had attempted to distance themselves. In part, this distinction and 
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antagonism stems from what appeared to be oppositional movements within the 

philosophical underpinnings of mimesis and fantasy (as loose specifications of modality).  

 While distancing themselves from the Romantic notions of individualism, the 

Modernists utilized Coleridge’s distinction between fancy and imagination to splinter the 

literary impulse. While Coleridge had regarded the imagination as the "power and prime 

mover of human perception," he had seemingly disparaged the notion of fancy (seen as 

an oppositional force where the will was manifested to empower the idea of "choice") as 

having "no other counters to play with but fixities and definities" (Coleridge 38-39). As 

Modernism was attempting to distance itself from the late Victorian moment, it makes 

perfect sense that the Modernist movement would grasp fancy and promote it as the 

proper way while dismissing the imagination as the whim of the individual author. For, as 

noted by Anger in her introduction to Knowing the Past: Victorian Literature and 

Culture, the impetus to divide the mode of writing into a binary (as opposed to a 

spectrum) was prevalent even in the Victorian moment. In the unresolved Hegelian 

dialectic that dominated this categorizing of literary forms, Modernism arguably turned 

towards mimesis and fancy, retreating from the imagination and fantasy as the escapist 

desire of those who were unable to face the horrors of the present—a primary focus of the 

literary movement. 

 Although it was derided by the literary establishment, fantastic narrative 

flourished in the first half of the twentieth century, primarily in the genre of Science 

Fiction. While it is not necessary to the argument to go into details about the history of 

the science fiction genre and the popularity of its readership in the period from 1920—

1960 (that information can be found in any number of sources, but David Hartwell’s Age 
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of Wonder is a highwater mark in the history of the SF genre), it should be noted that 

science fiction came of age while fantasy had not yet coalesced into the idea of a popular 

genre. 

 The creation of fantasy as a genre would not come about until the mid-twentieth 

century, with most scholars pointing to the publication of the Ballantine Adult Series as 

the ur-moment for the genre, if not for the texts canonized into it. In Jamie Williamson’s 

The Evolution of Modern Fantasy, the author points to the series as the moment when 

works of the imagination were coalesced into genre to profit from the publishing success 

of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. This is also evident in A Short History of Fantasy by 

Farah Mendlesohn and Edward James, where a single chapter is devoted to works 

between 1900-1950, yet the remaining decades of the twentieth century are each given 

their own chapter. Though there are clear fantasy texts written in the nineteenth century 

(and arguably much earlier), and many written between 1900 and 1950, the establishment 

of the genre as it has been canonized began much later, with a search for those texts that 

could be sold to readers who had devoured Tolkien’s works deemed important enough to 

include.  

 For both a historian (David Hartwell) and a recent scholar of the genre (Jamie 

Williamson), the key moment in the formation of the fantasy genre as it now exists came 

in 1977 and 1978 with the publication of Terry Brooks’s The Sword of Shannara and 

Stephen R. Donaldson’s First Chronicles of Thomas Covenant. While critics have largely 

agreed that Brooks’s trilogy (which has spawned multiple additional works) follows 

Tolkien plot point and character by plot point and character in early volumes, most agree 

that Donaldson is only loosely connected to Tolkien in larger ways. As Williamson points 
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out, "Donaldson’s trilogy had more original elements in it [than Brooks], though it is not 

difficult to discern LotR specifically in the basic narrative structure, in the ‘Dark Lord’ 

who returns to power at the end of an age, and in the deployment of Tolkienian motifs" 

(197). In this argument, though Williamson seeks to portray the Ballantine Adult Fantasy 

Series as a beginning moment for canonization of what is now termed fantasy, the author 

seems to locate the moment for the best-seller producing genre of fantasy as it is 

currently accepted by readers as the copy of Tolkien’s work (Brooks) and the use of the 

basic tenets and structure that become a mental template for authors and readers of the 

genre alike (Donaldson). While each of these series warrants a longer discussion, it is 

enough to say here that they form a fuzzy set for what genre fantasy means in the late 

twentieth century.  

 Within the scholarly tradition of fantasy there are as many definitions as there are 

scholars to create them. For the first of the major scholars, C.N. Manlove, fantasy is "a 

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

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

least partially familiar terms" (Modern Fantasy 1). This definition builds from Todorov’s 

scholarship of the genre and is the primary definition with which scholars approached the 

genre in the 1970s. However, this definition allows for the interpenetration of the genre 

by novels and works that certainly have no place in fantasy. With only Manlove’s 

definition to work from, the literature that exists from before the Enlightenment in the 

eighteenth century could be considered fantasy. However, in the instance of literature 

before the Enlightenment, the elements that seem fantastic to a twenty-first century 

audience may not have been so to the audience of its time. The elements of fantasy that 
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appear within those texts are within the given understanding of the world and the forces 

that move it. Manlove’s definition proves too broad for scholars because it fails to define 

what supernatural means to the audience of the work.   

 Ten years later, and greatly influenced by the work of Todorov, Rosemary 

Jackson defined Fantasy literature as a literature of desire, which uses the imagination 

and the creation of an "othered" world as a means of critiquing the real world through 

subversion (17). Her examination forces the literatures of fantasy and realism into a 

Hegelian dialectic where fantasy requires a "real world" to serve as the antithesis to, 

though she argues that the fantastic solidly resists the synthesis of the two worlds so that 

it can maintain the othered status in an effort to present itself as something different, an 

alternative (rather than a synthesis of two schools of thought) that allows for a subversive 

critique of reality. In doing so, Jackson contends that fantasy is always a literature of the 

other, as opposed to the I, positioning it not as a desire of becoming in the Hegelian 

sense, but as a literature of desire that is ruled by the unconscious. Though her work on 

the genre can be seen as somewhat useful when viewing the work of early fantasists 

(until 1850), it provides little to no allowance for the core of what is now considered the 

canon of fantasy literature. However, these definitions of fantasy form the basis of 

scholarship until Brian Attebery’s 1982 work, Strategies of Fantasy. 

 In Attebery’s early attempt at outlining both a definition and driving force for 

fantasy literature, he looks to first delineate mode and genre. Attebery first discusses 

fantasy as a mode of storytelling by presenting it as the opposite pole to mimesis through 

an engagement of Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism. Attebery sees fantasy as the 

opposite of mimesis in the manner in which the story is told. He presents his definition of 
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the genre of fantasy through three characteristics that Fantasy shares across its texts. He 

states first that the content of fantasy is that of the impossible (Attebery 14), borrowing 

from Coleridge’s definition that fantasy presents the impossible as probable. Secondly, he 

notes that the essential structure of fantasy is comic (15), because it "begins with a 

problem and ends with a resolution (15), borrowing much from archetypal criticism in the 

vein of Joseph Campbell. Lastly, Attebery argues that fantasy requires the eucatastrophe 

(a term borrowed from Tolkien’s "On Fairy Stories"), which he says can best be 

explained by forcing a sense of wonder from the reader that creates what Tolkien terms 

"recovery" (from "On Fairy Stories"), or the effect of seeing our own world in a new 

manner. Having worked through the mechanics of the fantasy story and the dueling 

modes of creation (fantasy and mimesis), Attebery presents how these elements work 

together to create a workable definition for fantasy. 

 Attebery argues that fantasy is a genre that "makes use of both the fantastic mode, 

to produce the impossibilities, and the mimetic, to reproduce the familiar" (17). By 

resolving a dialectic that stood within previous examinations into fantasy and mimesis, 

Attebery is able to show how fantasy resolves into synthesis as a genre, as opposed to a 

modality. Finally, Attebery proclaims that the definition of fantasy is a "fuzzy set" that is 

centered around Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. After surveying more than one hundred 

critics and scholars, he concludes that all are in agreement that Tolkien’s LOTR is fantasy 

and then asks them to plot other respective works in proximity to Tolkien based on how 

fantasy they are. His conclusion is that Tolkien is the touchstone work for fantasy. 

However, one might argue that this survey is flawed from the outset because the data is 



10 

recovered after the formation of the genre and subsequent marketing and categorization 

of texts by Ballantine, Lin Carter, and Lester Del Ray.  

 Since Tolkien is the touchstone for the Ballantine series and the basis for the 

publication of both Brooks and Donaldson (as noted previously), it only makes sense that 

what readers and scholars determine is fantasy is based on the same Tolkien text. In 

addition, since attempting to locate other texts that Tolkien readers might be interested in 

was the stated goal of the creation of the Ballantine series, those texts that were marked 

as fantasy by their inclusion in the series are those most similar to Tolkien in content and 

tone. Despite this subtle problem with the survey and the usefulness of the results (there 

are no alternatives to the method given the time at which Attebery is attempting to define 

the genre), Attebery’s Strategies of Fantasy remains an early attempt to define and 

outline the characteristics of genre fantasy. 

 The next major development in the definition of fantasy as a genre comes is 

presented in Farah Mendelsohn’s Rhetorics of Fantasy. While the text begins with the 

sentence "this book is not about defining fantasy" (Mendlesohn xiii), just four pages later 

Mendlesohn declares that she is utilizing Attebery’s notion of the fuzzy set with "one 

caveat" (xvii). Mendlesohn continues, "I argue here that rather than a single fuzzy set, 

from which fantasy moves from genre into slipstream, we can actually identify several 

fuzzy sets, linked together by what John Clute has called taproot texts" (xvii). When 

Mendlesohn makes this declaration, she does so in a work that she explicitly says is not 

about defining fantasy, but she does redefine the genre on her own terms with her 

alteration to Attebery’s original fuzzy set idea. By locating multiple taproot texts and then 

arguing that texts which appear most like those taproot texts as fantasy, each taproot 
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requires either its own sub-category, or the overlapping texts in a Venn diagram model 

should be utilized to distill a resulting multi-text set that could be utilized in the single 

fuzzy set model. However, this is a point which Mendlesohn merely drops and moves on 

from, not clarifying nor drawing attention to the alteration in definition this provides. As 

Mendlesohn’s core concern is on examining the role language and sentence construction 

play in writing fantasy, she creates a taxonomy based on those ideas that correspond to a 

series of taproot texts for the sub-categories of fantasy.  

 Mendlesohn specifically focuses her study around four key classifications of 

fantasy: portal-quest, immersive, intrusion, and liminal fantasy. She also creates a fifth 

category that contains those works that she feels do not fall into one of these categories 

on their own and clarifies that these categories are not firm and that texts often primarily 

utilize one mode of introducing the fantastic only to utilize a secondary mode when it is 

convenient for the narrative. While Mendlesohn acknowledges the limits of this 

taxonomy, she argues that whether these categories become something that are useful to 

fantasy or not, the very engagement of the texts in a scholarly manner is the primary 

purpose of the work. Thus far, these categories have not been challenged in published 

work, though there are scholars who are utilizing narratological and rhetorical models to 

attempt to divide the genre into more manageable pieces and arrive at a definition 

inclusive enough to contain multiple types of fantasy while remaining selective enough to 

exclude texts that utilize only a fantastic mode.  

 In examining these early forays into developing a critically important aspect for 

fantasy, a theme emerges. While each work seeks to move the conversation forward, each 

scholar also focuses on their own definition for the genre first, and this consistent 
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redefinition of the genre has caused a disjunction in the critical process that has hampered 

the ability to build upon the work of previous scholars because the genre’s definition is 

always under revision. Yet, certain lines of thought are present in each critical 

examination. First, there is a general acceptance that fantasy is a grouping of texts that 

has been or can be codified as a genre. This means that while a set definition doesn’t 

exist, one may be satisfactorily put forward to frame a critical examination. Secondly, the 

lack of a definition that is applicable across the variety of texts that have generally been 

accepted as fantasy means that any study must present an acceptable definition of the 

fantasy genre before it can begin to engage a critically important position for the genre. 

Lastly, that the genre of fantasy is written in the mode of the fantastic, but that not all 

texts which utilize the fantastic mode are included in the genre of fantasy. 

Definition 

 In an attempt to define fantasy within the confines of this particular study, a 

synthesis of these earlier attempts at definition may offer the most reasonable outline. If 

the genre of fantasy is defined within terms of Attebery’s fuzzy set from Tolkien alone, 

we might not reasonably be able to include many intrusion narrative or urban fantasy 

stories. Williamson and Hartwell’s works that determine the Ballantine series as a 

forerunner to the genre determination in the late 1970’s presents clues to both older 

works and those which would follow in the direct line of Tolkien. If we use Manlove’s 

definition, cogent as it may be, the "substantial irreducible element of the supernatural" 

(Modern Fantasy 1) opens the study of fantasy as a genre to one of modality, where most 

of the texts that are filed under the genre label of "horror" or described as the gothic 

would be included. This same issue of breadth can be problematic regarding 
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Mendlesohn’s multiple fuzzy sets and her quartering of the genre into four rhetorical 

styles. However, synthesizing from these studies might result in a definition that proves 

satisfactory not for everyone, but for the purposes of this examination. 

 Defining fantasy for this particular study requires consideration of four, broad, 

and interlinked aspects.  The first, that the genre called fantasy was agreed upon and 

created in 1977 with the publication of key texts by Stephen R. Donaldson and Terry 

Brooks (with consideration given to J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit). 

These texts form a fuzzy set around which the genre coalesces. The second, this genre 

codification was applied retrospectively to those works that preceded the key identified 

texts which best resembled the genre as newly formed (whether through borrowed 

elements, affective sense, cognitive sense, or resemblance to another secondary world), 

giving the appearance of a longer history to the genre than the modern designation would 

seem to allow for.  The third defining characteristic is that fantasy texts tend to the 

resolve themselves positively (Aristotelian comedy and the happy ending) within the 

bounds of larger narrative fluctuations, resulting in an engagement with what Tolkien 

calls "recovery" and Clute refers to as "healing." Lastly, that readers and authors of 

fantasy fiction readily accept a diegetic reality or narrative arc which depicts elements or 

encounters with elements which are impossible in the primary world, and yet possible 

and necessary within the diegesis.  

 It is in this final portion of the above definition that some clarification is needed 

to better understand the limitations and genesis of this study. Authors, scholars, and 

critics have long worked to establish why some fantasies are "believable" and others 

leave the reader peering at the text as though it is full of nonsense. Older studies focused 
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on what Coleridge termed the "willing suspension of disbelief" with regard to "poetic 

faith" (Coleridge), which relied upon the reader to accept the fiction despite their own 

evidence of its break from reality. Later works, such as Tolkien’s "On Fairy Stories" 

(mentioned previously), placed the responsibility on both author and reader alike. The 

author’s role in its creation, according to Tolkien, is the inner consistency of reality in the 

narrative, but Tolkien also notes the necessity of a reader’s approach to the text. 

   Tolkien describes the idea of "suspension of disbelief" as a "somewhat tired, 

shabby, or sentimental state of mind" (Tolkien, "On Fairy Stories" 61), where adults rely 

on a purely affective state to entertain such incongruous ideas as dragons and magic, and 

he finds this sentiment to be closely related to that of nostalgia for the "memories of 

childhood, or notions of what childhood ought to be like" for the readers (61), as opposed 

to an affective response to the tale for itself. For Tolkien, if a reader really liked the tale 

for itself, "they would not have to suspend disbelief; they would believe – in this sense" 

(61).  Tolkien terms this idea "secondary belief" in order to separate it from primary 

world belief—articulating and discerning the difference between the two, but many 

stories push the reader through the pages because the diegesis is plausible solely within 

the confines of the text and does not move from "secondary belief" to Wolfe’s notion of 

"belief" as a broader concept. 

 Gary Wolfe’s "The Encounter with Fantasy" (1982) argues that cognition, though 

it works to define Science Fiction for Darko Suvin, is not the appropriate method for 

determining the value of fantasy. However, Wolfe is not resolved to accept that cognition 

is absent from fantasy, merely that it is but one portion of what makes the fantasy 

possible and powerful. Wolfe reasons that the idea of the cognitive impossibility is not an 
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effective method for critiquing fantasy specifically because the function of fantasy is 

often to achieve an unresolved dialectic of "cognition and affect, moralism and passion, 

the inevitable and the impossible" (225). It is this blending of the affective and cognitive 

elements of the text that becomes the focus of Wolfe’s argument for the progression to 

"deeper belief" within the fantasy text. 

 In his presentation of the emotional significance of the fantasy narrative, Wolfe 

notes that "belief is what enables genuine emotions to be aroused from impossible 

circumstances" (231), and that belief comes from how fantasy sustains the reader’s 

interest in the impossible once new marvels fail to appear. Put another way, once the 

reader is introduced to the marvelous within a text (often quite early), being introduced to 

additional marvels no longer drives the reader through the narrative. At that point, the 

reader needs to have accepted a "feeling of the impossible," where "an affective sense of 

otherness or irreality ensures that we continue reading even when new marvels fail to 

appear" (233). This feeling of the impossible and its incorporation into the reader’s value 

in a fantasy world leads the reader toward an awareness of affective significance and then 

to cognitive significance. In cognitive significance, the function and value of Fantasy 

become apparent. In this moment, Wolfe argues that readers "move beyond surface 

impossibilities to ideational structure" (233). Once the impossibilities of a narrative have 

become incorporated into the experience of reading the tale, the reader no longer needs to 

‘think’ about the impossibilities and can instead move beyond them and find an 

underlying meaning in the text (or the world of the text), that can lead to Wolfe’s ultimate 

experience of fantasy, the creation of "deeper belief" (233). 
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 In deeper belief, Wolfe notes that the reader moves beyond merely accepting the 

idea of the secondary world and towards permitting the idea that "certain Fantasy works 

[exist as] analogues of inner experience virtually as valid as events in the ‘real world’" 

(233). While it would be easy to condemn this final move in Wolfe’s essay by stating that 

the secondary world doesn’t exist in an empirical sense, thus relegating the experience to 

the "subversive" model of Irwin or Jackson, Wolfe notes that "the fantasy world does not 

symbolize the experiential world but rather coexists with it" (232). By placing the fantasy 

world in a location that is neither subversive not idyllic, Wolfe uses Suvin’s idea of the 

cognitive function against the determination that fantasy cannot be a serious literature for 

study. As the combination of the cognitive and affective experience create a deeper belief 

in the reader’s mind, the secondary world (fantasy world) becomes arguably as real as the 

primary world in which the reader resides (while remaining a fictive world), and exists 

apart from, creating a secondary catalog of experience.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Memory as Catalog of Experience 

 In any given moment, we respond to directives, symbols, and experiences by 

recollecting our past experiences and using them to discern probable outcomes. In 

reviewing these outcomes, we then decide upon a course of action that has the greatest 

probability for the greatest chance at success given our personal parameters. This is the 

reason that military leaders study military history and tactics; it is why we advise people 

who wish to pursue a field of study or a career to find a mentor who has already 

undertaken the journey through which they are about to embark; it is why we study 

history at all. For in every aspect of our present, we are constantly reminded of our past 

due to our understanding of cause and effect. If every situation that is the present is, at its 
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core, an effect of the past, then a study of the past is often the best way in which to 

understand the present and hint at how we may be able to predict the future.  

          However, so long as this study is retained as simply knowledge, it is what 

cognitive psychologists have termed semantic memory. This is the storage and retention 

of information from which we draw to calculate our next move. We use this information 

to make decisions, but we are removed from these facts in such a manner that they are not 

directly related to us. We may know that raw oysters can cause salmonella, and we may 

even know that this risk is greater if those oysters are harvested in the warmer months of 

the year, but this semantic understanding of the information is not the same in its ability 

to direct experience as having contracted salmonella from raw oysters (your author has, 

in fact, contacted salmonella from raw oysters and has not eaten them since). However, 

that doesn’t mean that we must each become ill from eating those oysters in order to 

incorporate that experience into our personal catalog of experience. 

 In a TED talk entitled "This is Your Brain on Communication," neuroscientist Uri 

Hasson discusses the idea of neural entrainment. In his lecture, Hasson explains that in 

the same way that multiple metronomes will move towards syncopation when mounted 

on a single board and placed atop two cylinders, listeners who are each experiencing a 

story aurally will show syncopation with regard to their neural activity. Through 

experimentation, Hasson is able to demonstrably prove that it is not the sound or the 

words that create syncopation in the higher order areas of the brain (frontal and parietal 

lobes), but the meaning of the story. 

 While his research regarding multiple listeners to the same story and the effects it 

has on the brains of listeners is interesting, his research continued and illustrated that in 
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telling the story and hearing the story, the brains of listener and storyteller aligned with 

respect to neural activity. However, this similarity was not limited to telling a story orally 

and hearing it aurally. During the course of his research, Hasson and his team utilized 

"Pretty Mouth and Green My Eyes" by J.D. Salinger as a common text which was 

presented to two groups of readers. The first group were told that the wife was cheating 

on her husband and the second group were told that the wife was faithful, but her 

husband was jealous. What was observed was that those in groups by frame of 

understanding (cheating vs. faithful wife) featured similar brain activity to one another, 

but a dissimilar neural activity to those in the opposite group. Thus, reading a story and 

hearing it each cause the experiencer to create new neural pathways that mimic those of 

the presenter (an author in this example). The creation of these pathways allows human 

beings to transmit memory and experience to others, and this mobilization of memory 

shapes the imagined experience in the act of interpretation, provided storyteller and 

listener have first developed common ground. For Hasson and his research, this common 

ground might be the acceptance of a singular narrative regarding world events and 

political discourse, and, since his focus is on intrapersonal communication, Hasson 

concludes that "the people we are coupled to define who we are" because our neural 

networks are altered and copy those from whom we hear and tell stories(TED). However, 

that is not the limit of how Hasson’s data might be utilized. 

 Where Hasson’s work is focused primarily on texts that approximate reality 

(fiction set within a world that greatly resembles that of the reader) and how the 

construction of meaning influences the neural pathways activated by telling and hearing a 

story, this is limited only by the idea that the consensus, or common ground, of the 
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presenter and experiencer in this exchange must accept that some set of facts is "real" in 

the sense that their perception of events aligns. However, what is real here is not limited 

to the external world of the experiencer or the presenter but can be based upon the 

internal world of the narrative being examined. In the story by Salinger, the wife’s 

fidelity may be a question (it is unconfirmed and reliant upon which version of the truth 

to which the experiencer is attached), but scholars tend to agree that the woman in bed 

with Lee is the missing wife, Joannie, and the protagonist, Arthur, is lying to Lee when 

he calls him a second time to tell him that his wife has returned home. While which 

version of the truth a reader believes in this text creates a difference in meaning, there are 

portions of the narrative that form common ground for discussion. The difference is not 

necessarily the truth which lies outside the text (the pre-conceived notions mentioned 

earlier regarding the wife’s fidelity) but may instead focus on the events and world within 

it. 

 In "The Principle of Minimal Departure," Marie-Laure Ryan presents the 

argument that readers imagine the worlds of fiction as being "the closest possible to the 

reality [they] know" and define that which is estranged from their reality in "actual 

world" terms (406). Ryan defines the term "actual world" on an individual basis as "the 

world to which the individual belongs" (414), accepting the notion that each individual 

frame of reference is unique. Her distinction here relates strongly to the points made in 

Hasson’s experiment, since the results show that by controlling the "actual world" to 

which the reader belonged (framed as either a faithful or a cheating spouse), the meaning 

of the story was altered for the reader, which led to a syncopation of neural activity with 

those who shared the frame. It is this theory of minimal departure, along with the 
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commonality of an interpretive framework, that illustrates the commonality necessary 

between author and reader in Hasson’s experiment. 

 The assumptions made in the discussion of the Salinger text are all attached to the 

idea that Salinger’s characters exist in a world that operates and follows most of the same 

rules of the reader. This common ground is not in question. Arthur, Joannie, and Lee are 

all names common (at some level) to the reader, a party is an event they understand and 

have experienced, and spousal fidelity is an agreed upon idea that author and reader both 

believe to mean approximately the same thing. It is because the aesthetic object (the 

story) and its characters inhabit the same world of the reader and author (within a certain 

temporal variance), that these "truths" remain unexamined.  

 The reality principle that drives a reader’s investigation into the actions of the 

woman in the previous story, understood through minimal departure) lead them to 

determine that either Lee has imagined Joannie in his bed, or that Arthur is either 

delusional (she has not returned home, but he imagines her there) or that he is purposely 

lying to Lee in order to appear more masculine (by virtue of not being cuckolded). In 

each instance, the experiencer (reader) of the aesthetic object (story) has utilized their 

actual world knowledge in order to understand and make sense of the experience. This 

actual world is echoed in Hasson’s terminology as common ground, which is necessary 

for making meaning, and thus establishing a cognitive link between the author 

(storyteller) and reader (story hearer). Without it, there is a failure of meaning, and 

Hasson illustrates that without meaning, the cognitive processes of the two will not reach 

syncopation. However, not all narratives share a world with the reader that can be closely 

approximated, and the result is a loss of commonality that is external to the narrative. 
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 Ryan’s article accounts for this by developing the degrees of overlap between 

actual and possible worlds, depicting them graphically. In a realist text, the entirety of the 

real world is contained within the sphere of the possible world, and only the invented 

characters and events are positioned outside the common sphere created by the real and 

possible world. Ryan then shows a medial degree of overlap regarding the fairy tale, and 

a full divorce of the two spheres when examining a poem from Lewis Carroll’s Through 

the Looking Glass. Ryan’s use of this poem provides a secondary terminology for her 

study, though it is not presented within the article. 

 Though she does not name the different amounts of overlap in terms that describe 

the departure within her study, Ryan points out two distinct moments of partial overlap 

for readers. In her examination of Carroll’s poem, Ryan illustrates the work as depicting 

something we might think of as maximal departure. The poem shares a language and 

syntactical structure with an English-speaking reader, yet the nouns and verbs utilized in 

these simple lines are not signs with accepted referents in the actual world of readers. In 

her visual depiction of the fairy tale, since it often contains referential human 

characters—generally children, the diegetic sphere and actual world sphere shows an 

overlap that is significant. Without reproducing her images, it could be argued that 

approximately twenty percent of the spheres are overlapped by the other. However, 

neither presents the situation of the full range of texts that exist within the fantastic mode, 

so we need to create the terminology and depiction of the shared points between the 

fantastic diegetic and the actual world of a possible reader. 

 In any story that utilizes the fantastic mode, we might consider our previous term 

medial departure. In the idea of medial departure there is a significant divorcement from 
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reality for a portion of the text (that which we would calculate as fantastic), and still some 

shared concepts from the actual world. This means that while some points are referential 

to attain grounding in the actual world of author and reader, others must be built within 

the diegetic space. The world-building within the fantastic mode comes from what C.S. 

Lewis called "hypothetical probability," which allows "strange events to become more 

fully imaginable" for readers of the narrative (67). By providing a single altered premise 

from which all other impossible events descend, authors utilizing the fantastic mode build 

a degree of commonality within the mind of the reader and the fictive world, in 

syncopation with the mind of the author.  

 However, if the mode of the story is changed to the fantastic, the accepted or 

agreed upon realities of the world fade away quickly, as minimal departure no longer 

provides the overlapping terms and ideas to account for the reader’s understanding of the 

text based upon their actual world. Perhaps Joannie is being impersonated by another 

being, has teleported instantaneously home and then returned, or she inhabits multiple 

bodies. Each of these examples illustrates possibilities, though those are not possibilities 

that the author and reader share when fiction is set within a strictly experienced world 

shared between author and reader. Instead, these are possibilities that are defined by the 

author and reader together as the author expands and directs a reader’s expectations and 

leads them into the world of the co-created diegesis. 

 The distinction here is that the reader is part of the building of the diegesis insofar 

as the text presents itself in words and symbols that are translated into images within the 

mind of the reader. While the author may define the terms and outlines of the created 

world, it is the reader who translates these images into visuals and imbues them with 
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meaning. So, while the Salinger short story can rely upon the shared setting to establish 

commonality for the transmission of memory and ideas, the fantastic setting in genre 

must create its own commonality between reader and author even as it departs from the 

familiar world through world building. 

 Though any built world in the fantastic mode requires a contract between author 

and reader that utilizes Ryan’s theory of minimal departure, this study’s terminology of 

medial departure (term coined from Ryan’s depiction), and/or Lewis’s notion of 

hypothetical probability, the realm of fantasy in Mendlesohn’s portal-quest and 

immersive categories requires yet another term due to their lack of shared ideas from the 

actual world to the fictive one. Once within the fantasy world (either the world of the 

text—immersive, or the world within the portal—portal-quest), the reader’s frame of 

departure is increased beyond what I have previously named the medial level, as the 

entirety of the functioning of that world no longer shares strong enough commonalities to 

be termed significant. In addition, it does still share some commonalities, and makes 

sense to the reader, so it also cannot be termed maximal departure. A third category is 

necessary in this instance, which I term penemaximal departure, and a third circle inserts 

itself into Ryan’s previous diagram (in Ryan’s version, only the actual world and the 

possible world are depicted by circles). In penemaximal departure, the amount of 

divestment between the actual and possible world is near complete, but a miniscule 

amount of overlap exists. However, to replace the elements that are necessary for 

understanding the text as more than nonsense (as would be the case in maximal 

departure), a circle of generic expectation shows a relatively significant overlap with both 

the actual world of the reader (from previous encounters with the genre) and the possible 
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world (those elements shared within genres to produce what we commonly refer to as 

trope) asserts itself. 

 While generic expectation and megatextuality will be discussed in detail in later 

chapters, it is enough to say here that there exists what Tolkien refers to as a "soup" from 

which authors pull that contains "the bones" of story (47). While Tolkien utilizes this 

image in particular to illustrate the way in which story pulls from older material, we 

might begin to think of it as representative of a megatext for fantasy that involves the 

interlinking of worlds and utilization of tropes common within the genre. In that manner, 

we could look at Diana Wynne Jones’ The Tough Guide to Fantasyland, or Michael 

Moorcock’s essay entitled "Six Days to Save the World" and see that the existence of 

trope is present within fantasy by both its inclusion into writing plans (Moorcock) and its 

satirization with Jones’s Tough Guide. Both illustrate the presence of such a thing, and 

the presence of it moves us to understanding how it assists in world-building and 

commonality of reference for author and reader alike. 

 To return to the idea of penemaximal departure and its replacement by generic 

expectation, we can see how the use of the Tolkienian soup or megatext of tropes, 

images, and symbols of generic expectation works to double the actual world of the 

reader. While a text may not explain what a dragon is, and no suitable sign of dragon may 

exist within the actual world of the reader, there is recognition by the reader of the idea of 

dragon. This recognition comes not from their actual world, but from the secondary 

sphere of influence populated by both generic expectation and generic memory. Stored 

within this sphere is the memory of the reader of previous texts, and where no texts have 
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been read within the genre before, there is, instead, the expectation of what the genre will 

utilize to craft its story.  

 As this idea of generic expectation and generic memory can also be accessed by 

multiple authors and utilized across multiple fictive worlds, this is not the same as Ryan’s 

analysis regarding the world of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories being 

continued by his son. In that example, the world remains attached to the characters, and 

the second author writing within an established world, and with an established 

protagonist or protagonists, does not need to access symbols from other worlds. Instead, 

generic memory is engaged when multiple authors use an invention of the imagination 

(the dragon perhaps) and are able to simply write "the dragon lay sleeping" and the reader 

calls forth the image of the dragon, though they have not been told a description of the 

race of dragon in this particular fictive world. Instead, the reader is pulling from their 

generic knowledge and linking texts based on the symbol of the dragon from multiple 

fictive worlds. In addition to illustrating the idea of a needed referential substitute for 

readers experiencing a text of penemaximal departure, this confirms the presence of a 

secondary frame of experience for the reader that is not based on actual world 

knowledge, but upon their knowledge and memory of fictive worlds and their 

conventions. 

 If we now return to a previous example of memory (that of this author contracting 

salmonella from the consumption of raw oysters), we can discern that this story is easily 

accepted as part of a personal knowledge for a reader. However, it is accepted only as 

fact, and thus exists solely as a semantic memory. However, by engaging Hasson’s 

conclusions regarding the storyteller and listener reaching neural syncopation when that 
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fact is related as a narrative story, we see how the semantic memory of the event can 

become episodic memory once translated into a narrative structure. Episodic memory 

focuses on recording the experiences and specific events in time in a serial form from 

which the person having the experience can reconstruct the actual events that took place. 

Additionally, unlike semantic memory, episodic memory is a coupling of the cognitive 

and affective parts of the experience.  

 The argument being made here is that there is the possibility of incorporating 

information transmitted through story into personal experience for those who have 

experienced just the telling of the story and not the experienced as lived in their actual 

world. After all, we learn from stories told us by relatives and mentors all the time 

without questioning their validity in our own lives, even though the actual events and 

options for action are no more real to us than those within the secondary world of a 

fantasy novel. The difference, as noted by Hasson, is in the commonality of the tale to 

our world. So, when our uncle tells us about his internment and subsequent escape from a 

prisoner of war camp during a battle that occurred before we were born, we accept the 

narrative as something that can be related to our experience without reservation not 

because we can imagine the war itself being fought in our lifetimes, but the setting is 

familiar enough to us, real enough, that the actions and decisions made seem both 

plausible and worthy of incorporating into our understanding of possible world states as 

outcomes of given conditions that might give them rise.  

 With minimal departure working to rationalize the events of the narrative into 

those familiar to the reader’s actual world, the narrative can move from semantic to 

episodic memory. Much like the story of our uncle in wartime, the author’s experience 
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with salmonella, if relayed as a narrative, could move to episodic memory for readers. 

Once incorporated into a reader’s catalog of experience, the narrative becomes a 

repository from which the reader could draw to evaluate future choices—an idea explored 

by Paul Connerton. 

 In Paul Connerton’s How Societies Remember, he states emphatically that "in all 

modes of experience, we always base our particular experiences on a prior context in 

order to ensure that they are intelligible at all; that prior to any single experience, our 

mind is already predisposed with a framework of outlines, of typical shapes of 

experienced objects" (6). The authority with which Connerton states this position as fact 

is important here because both cognitive science and psychology agree upon the idea that 

we are, in some manner, shaped by our past, and while Connerton’s larger work is 

focused on the way in which societies remember, here he is focused on the manner in 

which individual memory creates a framework for engaging the world we inhabit on a 

daily basis. This framework of outlines that Connerton presents might be described as a 

flow chart; a depiction of a set of movements or actions involved in any complex system, 

where the experience of human beings as they interact with their physical world and 

make sense of their experiences forms the basis for action and decision making. It is the 

knowledge and understanding of this flow chart for anticipating experience with which 

the following study is concerned. For, just as certainly as Connerton accepts that past 

experience creates a mental map for the experiencer to follow, we can explore this flow 

chart to determine not only how to associate or whether to accept experienced objects, 

but our responses to experiences, as well. 
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 However, if the only necessary step for creating episodic memory in a reader is to 

utilize the narrative structure and align neural activity between author and reader, then the 

theory of minimal departure seems to argue that to utilize realism to create episodic 

memory, and thus the flow chart through which future experiences could be analyzed 

before action, is the most efficient manner of providing readers with this knowledge. So, 

why is this study focusing on fantasy? Why look to a genre that is decidedly focused on 

the impossible in order to create a flow chart for experiences that will, by the definition 

of fantasy in not only this but other studies, never happen within the reader’s world. The 

answer lies in the problems of critiquing the actual world from a minimal distance of 

departure. 

The Problem of Realism  

 Where realism and realist fiction would seem to depict the primary world in a 

mimetic mode akin to Auerbach’s comments on both the tyranny of the Biblical 

narrative, and later, Flaubert’s "entire human experience" (Auerbach 505), Ryan’s 

analysis shows us that all fiction engages in a certain amount of augmentation regarding 

the location being described. It is clear, even in realistic works that occur within a well-

known and understood setting such as Dickens’s version of London in the nineteenth 

century that it is not, in fact, London, even as the author perceives it. Characters and 

locations have been created, adjusted, moved in relation to temporal and spatial 

constraints out of narrative necessity. This depiction of reality is not a mimesis, but an 

augmented reality where the author’s fancy and imagination are superimposed over their 

own (and the readers’) physical world. This ability to travel to locations that are in both 

the actual world of the readers and encapsulated within the text’s narrative lead to 
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minimal departure in the semiotic sense, but also limits the ability for the narrative to 

significantly critique the experience of the actual world because the structures of the 

actual world serve as physical manifestations of inevitability that can be overlaid but not 

replaced in the readers' experience. 

 As the reader is able to walk in a setting that so closely approximates the fictive 

world, they are not required to pull information from outside their actual world 

experience to understand the text. As their actual world contains enough reference points 

to sufficiently makes sense of the text with which they are confronted, the reader rarely 

reaches beyond the knowledge they brought with them to the text in order to apprehend 

the text from a cognitive position. Since the reader can assume to know the locations, the 

rules of the world, and the way other "inevitabilities" work within the diegetic space, they 

never think about the construction of that world. It is accepted in the same way that their 

actual world is accepted. In many ways, the best comparison for this experience is 

actually utilizing augmented reality video games. 

 One of the most popular mobile games as of the date of this writing is Pokémon 

Go. In the game, players search for digital monsters that appear on their phone screen as 

overlays of the actual world as seen by the camera lens of the phone. Thus, whatever is in 

front of the player’s phone appears on screen, and the digital monster is presented as 

occupying the same world as the player. While the technology has not progressed to the 

point where the monsters interact with the actual world as seen through the phone, many 

players adjust their hand positions to simulate the monster doing just that. There are 

countless images of Pokémon monsters at the dinner table or a car dashboard as players 

shift positions to have digital monsters appear to be in the player’s world. It is this 
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overlay of the fictive monster on an actual world setting that most directly approximates 

the situation when readers visit the actual world settings of mimetic fiction.  

 In reading through mimetic novels that attempt to shed light upon the human 

condition or critique the status of the present, readers are forced to integrate the fictive of 

the text into the actual world they already know. To return to our example of Charles 

Dickens’s London, anyone may visit "The Clink" attraction in London and be confronted 

with a reproduction of an actual 19th century jail cell. However, those who have read 

David Copperfield may well overlay their imagined idea of Wilkins Micawber.This 

image of Micawber cannot interact with nor change the background actual world of the 

attraction for the reader, and the reader’s notions of that prison and their pre-determined 

notions of 19th century England are not challenged in such a way that they are pushed to 

determine the actuality of the existence of London in the way that Dickens described it. 

They have already accepted the existence of London and their understanding of the rules 

which apply to the location. 

 However, when approaching immersive or portal fantasy, this situation changes 

completely. Since a truly imagined world has no history to pull from or physical location 

to visit in the actual world of the reader, there is a decided lack of preconception to affect 

their perception of the fictive space. After all, fantasy is always designed as a remove, or 

escape, from the actual worlds and associated realities of reader and author. It is, in the 

words of Charles Elkins, "an alternative to and a protest against what we call real life" 

(27). By positioning itself in the antithetical position to realism in the dialectical model, 

Elkins argues that fantasy creates the distance necessary to make a critique of the actual 

world in a more complete manner than any text rooted in the actual world. This is 
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enabled by the reader being unable to substitute their own knowledge about their actual 

world upon entering. They cannot assume that things work in the fictive world in the 

same way they do in the actual world, and since readers are looking for the wondrous to 

appear, they readily investigate new worlds without using their actual world experience 

as a guide. 

 Many literary scholars and theorists readily accept the notion that a reader’s actual 

world colors their perception of a text, and the research of Uri Hasson (discussed 

previously) supports this claim. In addition, scholars and theorists generally accept that 

the aesthetic experience can be useful in illustrating problems in the reader’s actual world 

based on what they encounter in a text. This is, of course, what is often meant by 

demystification. Demystification, or the removal of mystery surrounding a subject is a 

currently accepted manner to evaluate an aesthetic object or experience, yet the efficiency 

of a realist narrative in its ability to demystify the actual world of a reader has not been 

challenged. 

 Charles Elkins’s "An Approach to the Social Functions of Science Fiction and 

Fantasy" argues that realist texts, because they are authored and understood within 

ideologies "position [readers] within the existing social structure and internalize a 

dominant worldview" (28). Elkins argues that this occurs because readers accept certain 

inevitabilities as required based on their foreknowledge of the world in which the 

diegesis is occurring. While he shows this as a problem in realism, he positions fantasy 

differently. He states that "fantasy is a more active agent in creating a genre that is, in its 

very essence, an affront to the dominant culture of our time" (29). It is because fantasy 

must contain the impossible that it can critique the actual world of the author and reader. 
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Since, as I have presented earlier, penemaximal departure removes the majority of the 

actual world reference points for readers, the presuppositions, foreknowledge, and 

ideologies of the actual world must also necessarily be denied a connection to the fictive 

world as well. The distancing from this catalog of actual world experience then 

necessitates a reframing of thinking and the creation of a new, secondary catalog of 

experience through which counterfactuals, the what if versions of the actual world, are 

investigated anew, particularly when they are presented within the background of the 

world and not directly explained to the reader by the author. 

 In each of the literary examples investigated in the later chapters of this study, 

there are counterfactuals present within the texts without enmeshing themselves into the 

primary or secondary plotlines of the texts. In each case, the counterfactual present in the 

built world of the diegesis is unstated, and the effect is to create a world where accepted 

notions in the reader’s actual world are challenged through their presentation as 

inevitable in the text. The presence of the unstated counterfactual that becomes part of the 

texture and history of the built world proves fruitful for investigation with regard to how 

fantasy might challenge notions of the literature as escapism that works to mystify the 

actual world. 

 Wolfe argues that an awareness of the cognitive significance of the text only 

occurs following an affective investment in the payoff of the world and both occur before 

the moment of belief in the text. Belief, he argues, must be present before deeper belief 

can be attained. Thus, any alteration to systems and beliefs that are entrenched in the 

actual world carry with them the possibility of causing the fantasy to fail when a reader 

recoils or questions the fictive world. However, these changes are necessary in order to 
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critique the presuppositions and inevitabilities of the author’s actual world. In an effort to 

present this critique and limit the possibility of recoil, fantasy authors often position the 

alterations to these underlying systems into the background of the built world, which 

mimics the position of foreknowledge and ideology in the authors’ actual world. This 

allows readers to reach belief, and often deeper belief, without denying the fantasy 

because of the challenge to their actual world belief systems. Yet, for as much in the 

texture of these stories the alterations appear, to an engaged reader, the fictive world 

supplies the tools necessary to critique the very ideas that the reader often takes for 

granted as inevitable. 

 Much as the actual mechanisms of power are not clearly visible to readers within 

their actual worlds, the alterations to these mechanisms are not explicitly stated in the 

narrative of the texts that are examined later in this study. However, each of the texts 

challenges assumed inevitabilities from the author’s actual world. This alteration of the 

mechanisms of power, coupled with the ability of readers to reach the level of deeper 

belief, "where the fantasy worlds and works become analogues of experience virtually as 

valid as those of the real world" (Wolfe 233), presents a secondary catalog of experience 

where those altered mechanisms are presented as just as inevitable as those of the actual 

world, existing as counterfactuals within the fantasy. Authors force readers into positions 

where the mechanisms that they take for granted as inevitable are displayed as options, 

not inevitabilities. By displaying the underpinnings of these mechanisms of power and 

control, fantasy can work as a literature of demystification. 

 As readers are pushed further into these worlds, ideally reaching the level of 

deeper belief, the experiences of the diegetic world create catalogs of experience in the 
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form of memory. As the reader leaves the fictive world experience and moves back to 

her/his actual world, the experience of the fictive world returns with them, as a secondary 

catalog of experience that stands in sharp contrast and opposition to their actual world. In 

reaching Wolfe’s idea of "deeper belief," the experience of fantasy creates memory for 

readers, positing the creation of a prospective model of memory where the events lived 

within a possible world can serve to inform future decisions for readers in their primary 

world. In this way, readers return to their actual world able to peer through the illusion of 

inevitability—a magic learned in the fictive world and utilized in the actual world. 

 In the chapter that follows, I discuss the history of scholarly criticism and thought 

regarding fantasy, presenting a model of categorizing this criticism into one of three 

schools of thought, and illustrating how my approach differs from, yet stands in harmony 

with the best of these studies. Chapter three focuses on types of memory and their 

functions for decision-making, before moving into a short discussion of phenomenology, 

and concluding with the merging of these differing schools of thought to illustrate the 

way in which the selected texts can be read as demystifying the actual worlds of the 

authors and readers. The chapters following these each take an intensive look at a 

particular fantasy text, highlighting the shared aspects of the fictive world within them 

(megatext), and illustrating the value/function of memory within and outside the diegesis. 

The conclusion of this work focuses on how it contributes to the study of fantasy and 

offers possible avenues for further examination with regard to the theory presented.
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Chapter Two: Review of Scholarship

 Despite the proliferation of works published within the fantastic mode, scholars 

within literature departments disregarded fantastic works as popular and for children until 

the latter half of the 20th century. It was not fantasy literature but Science Fiction that 

found the first foothold within academically sanctioned literary studies. Science fiction, 

whether due to its "epistemological gravity" (Jameson 57) from being associated 

(however indirectly or incompletely) with science or given its setting in a reasonable 

extrapolation from the mimetic world of the author and reader, was the first genre of the 

fantastic to garner serious academic interest as critics began to apply theoretical models 

to study. 

 This theoretical rise is well documented in other studies, but a brief synopsis of 

Richard Rorty’s examination of the rise of the cultural left and the movement of cultural 

studies (through theory) provides certain background for later arguments regarding this 

study. In his book Achieving Our Country, Rorty defines the 1960s as the pivotal moment 

for both politics and the humanities, when, "simultaneously, the leftist ferment which had 

been centered, before the Sixties, in the social science departments of the colleges and 

universities moved into the literature departments. The study of philosophy – mostly 

apocalyptic French and German philosophy – replaced that of political economy as 

essential preparation for participation in leftist initiatives" (77). Though Rorty doesn’t 

state it directly here, he strongly hints at the idea that the "apocalyptic French and 

German philosophy" he mentions is the literary theory that is so often engaged in 
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literature departments even today as the basis for understanding how the study of 

literature can be seen as a vehicle for social change. Earlier in the same work, Rorty 

illustrates how the "cultural left" of the Sixties and beyond has moved into departments 

where the concentrations of study are "politics of difference" or "of identity" or "of 

recognition" (77). This movement is neither praised nor condemned by Rorty with regard 

to the study of literature (that is not the intention of his book), but his focus on the 

movement from a leftist initiative of removing economic inequality to that of battling the 

sadism inherent in cultural oppression speaks to the moment where social theory became 

the dominant undercurrent for literary studies.  

 Though Rorty regrets the left leaving ideas of economic inequality wholesale in 

the pursuit of an anti-sadism centered on identity and cultural politics, he agrees that the 

"adoption of attitudes which the Right sneers at as ‘politically correct’ has made America 

a far more civilized society" than it was before the Sixties (81), and that much of this 

change in how people treat one another is due to teachers assigning literature that has 

helped students to understand the humiliation of "others" throughout American history. 

Rorty focuses here on how reading the literature of traditionally underrepresented 

populations leads to an understanding of other cultures and a curbing of xenophobia, but 

coinciding with the change in perspective of the author has come a necessary move 

towards more contemporary, and often more fantastic literature.  

 While academia has become more accepting of fantastic literature in recent years 

(in the early 1990s, only Stephen King’s Carrie and Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 

appeared on recommended reading lists for high school students), this move has perhaps 

had more to do with changes in student interest than changes in literary quality. In David 
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Hartwell’s Age of Wonders from 1982, John Clute’s examination of the field in 1987, and 

Farrah Mendlesohn and Edward James’s statistics from 2009, literature of the fantastic 

(SF, Fantasy, and Horror fiction) is far outpacing that of mimetic fiction. Students enter 

universities now having grown up with the Harry Potter novels and movies, The Hunger 

Games trilogy, the Twilight tetralogy, and they are looking for more of the same as they 

enter their coursework. While it can be argued that many of these works fall deeply into 

the realm of the unliterary, they are no longer dismissed simply because they are part of 

Bourdieu’s "large scale field of production" where the governing principle of the field is 

the economic one. While Bourdieu sees "large scale" production as a dominated field 

(and restricted as an autonomous one), the popularity of science fiction and fantasy have 

begun to create a level of autonomy for the texts. In addition to becoming a semi-

autonomous field due its domination of the market, the choice of scholars to work on 

popular literature as well as high literary works, and the theoretical positions to justify 

their work, have allowed authors some movement away from recognizably literary work 

that is conscious of itself toward popular genre fiction that allows for social commentary 

without intellectual pretension.  

 Tzvetan Todorov’s The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, 

first appearing in 1970, is one of the first studies to specify its focus on modality 

regarding genre writing. Todorov defines the fantastic as "a world which is indeed our 

world, the one we know, a world without devils, sylphides, or vampires, [where] there 

occurs an event which cannot be explained by the laws of the same familiar world" (25). 

In this controlled definition, the fantastic is cemented as an intrusion narrative (with roots 

in the primary world), which removes a considerable number of canonical genre texts 
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from study. In addition to problems with definition, Todorov’s engagement with the 

fantastic limits the genre to either failing to resolve the reality of the moment of 

hesitation within the text or moving into one of two other categories. 

 For Todorov, a work enters the fantastic when the reader (and often a character or 

characters within the text) has to determine if a specific event or artefact within the text is 

resolved as natural or supernatural. Once the character has resolved the situation or 

artefact in this binary, the work ceases to be fantastic and instead moves either to the 

"uncanny" (natural explanation) or the "marvelous" (supernatural explanation) (25). 

However, Todorov is writing before the formation of a canon for the fantasy genre, and 

he does not predict its eventual creation (oft ignoring texts that would complicate his 

definition that were already in print). Todorov does identify specific texts (Kafka’s "The 

Metamorphosis" and Gogol’s "The Nose") as working within both the uncanny and the 

marvelous, which calls for a complication of his own structure. However, Todorov is 

content to allow for others to continue that line of investigation and ends by arguing that 

the ambiguity of literature that balances between the uncanny and marvelous is an echo 

of literature’s delicate balance between the real and unreal, even as it consistently moves 

language toward its own death (175). 

 Despite his limiting definition and the problematic ending to his study, Todorov’s 

examination into the hesitation that defines the fantastic acknowledges that the hesitation 

of a character implies the existence of the reader. He notes this is because "if the reader 

were informed of the truth, if he knew which solution to choose (natural or supernatural), 

the situation would be quite different" (31). Should the reader know whether an event is 

to be accepted as real within the world of a specific text, then the hesitation lives on 
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within the character of the text itself, and the reader is not affected by the presence of 

either the uncanny or the marvelous within the text, limiting the value of the literary work 

itself. Thus, "the fantastic therefore implies an integration of the reader into the world of 

the characters; that world is defined by the reader’s own ambiguous perception of the 

events narrated" (31). This idea – that how a reader perceives the events within a text 

contributes to its generic distinction – is the basis of including the agreement between the 

author and reader in the definition of fantasy within this study, providing the basis for 

creating a social aspect to the literary creation, specifically when that literary world has 

less in common with the actual world than non-genre fiction generally affords.  

 In 1976, W. R. Irwin’s The Game of The Impossible: A Rhetoric of Fantasy, was 

released as a second full length study of fantasy. Irwin is chiefly concerned with rhetoric 

regarding the modality of fantasy, and his work is uneven regarding its ability to 

illuminate genre, if at all. Irwin begins by defining fantasy as "an extended narrative 

which establishes and develops an anti-fact" (ix), and his chief points regarding fantasy 

present it as a genre of persuasion, where the author attempts to convince the reader that 

the anti-fact presented is true. This focus on rhetoric regarding fantasy as a modality is 

centered on works that range from 1880-1960, though he explicitly states that "since 

1957, this spate (of fantasy as a mode) has all but run dry" (x), which is both dismissive 

of published works between 1957-1976, and problematic regarding the study of fantasy 

as a genre. 

 Despite the broad selection of texts within Irwin’s study, he makes declarations 

that are easily countered by works within his same study and/or available at the time of 

his publication. Irwin argues that "subplots rarely occur in fantasy" (72-73) and "fantasy 
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cannot contain beings that are intrinsically heroic" (74) even though he devotes nearly 

twenty pages to an examination of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. This conclusion makes 

little sense considering the study of Tolkien’s epic fantasy, as any number of sub-plots 

present themselves with the narrative, and many of these have been the focus of studies 

of their own. In his article "The Shire Quest: The 'Scouring Of The Shire' As The 

Narrative And Thematic Focus Of The Lord Of The Rings," David Waito discusses 

multiple quest lines and sub-plots within Tolkien’s epic fantasy and argues that Samwise 

Gamgee is both the hero of the narrative and an intrinsically heroic character. 

Additionally, though Irwin spends some time covering the fantasies of Lord Dunsany 

(notably The Blessing of Pan, Charwoman’s Shadow, and King of Elfland’s Daughter), 

he also writes that he "cannot think of a fantasy that comes to a surprise ending" (73). 

While it becomes clear in retrospect how King of Elfland’s Daughter had to end once a 

reader has finished the work, I have yet to meet a reader who claimed to expect that 

Elfland would subsume Erl at the end of the novel, not only bringing magic to the land, 

but completely saturating the countryside. While there are multiple other exceptions to 

these few positions (and others Irwin offers throughout his study), his argument that the 

fantasy text lacks a surprise ending rests solely upon a subjective analysis. While reader 

preparation and prediction may differ upon any number of factors, the most easily 

recognizable would be a reader’s experience in the genre. As noted in chapter one, within 

the genre story, readers use their experience in genre because they have reached a point 

of penemaximal departure from their actual world, so the volume of this knowledge will 

allow for the greatest determination of their preparation (or ability to predict) the 

outcome of the narrative. 
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 Despite focusing on fantasy as a modality of writing and his uneven engagement 

with the field as it existed within his moment, Irwin does reach a conclusion that is of 

great importance to my own study. When discussing fantasy, Irwin notes that "the 

alteration of fact may be so put into action that the deviant belief seems inseparable and 

totally realized in a context of an already established departure from a norm" (59). The 

focus of the argument here is that the unreal can become acceptable as reality within the 

confines of the diegetic reality of a work of fantasy. While Irwin posits this while looking 

at singular works as stand-alone tales, this interpretation opens the door for moving 

fantastic memory into the realm of similarity required for shared experience and 

syncopation as established in Hasson’s study (noted in chapter one).   

 In 1981, Rosemary Jackson’s Fantasy: A Literature of Subversion re-defined 

Fantasy literature as a literature of desire, which uses the imagination and the creation of 

an "othered" world as a means of critiquing the real world through subversion (17). 

Throughout the course of her examination, it becomes clear that Jackson has defined 

fantasy in such a manner so as to include otherwise mimetic narratives that include an 

element of liminal fantasy. In the liminal fantasy, Jackson grants the possibility of 

critiquing the primary world. The fantastic remains unspoken and unengaged as fantastic 

within the narrative, and the reader determines whether the undefined event/object/space 

is natural or supernatural. This is necessary to present itself as something different, an 

alternative (rather than a synthesis of two schools of thought) that allows for a subversive 

critique of reality. While the idea that the realm of fantasy is always other to the reader 

and author is a necessary one in order to show the departure of the text from the actual 
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world, it is Jackson’s inability to account for multiple types of fantasy that problematizes 

her explanation of the genre. 

 Perhaps because of the debt she owes to Tzvetan Todorov, Jackson’s study 

utilizes a decidedly psychoanalytic approach to fantasy fiction, and has little to say 

regarding heroic, portal/quest, or secondary world fantasy beyond reiterating points akin 

to Darko Suvin’s regarding the imagination as personal and lacking the requisite 

cognition to comment effectively on the actual world. Even her analysis of what she 

determines is fantasy reduces the idea of the fantastic to allegory, at best. Due to this 

position, Jackson’s work on genre is arguably more useful for analyzing horror fiction 

that genre fantasy. Jackson’s understanding of fantasy provides no allowance for full 

secondary world creation or for the modern fantasy that moves between these two worlds 

through nearly imperceptible liminal moments. This is, in part, constructed from the idea 

that she positions fantasy as allegory, which assumes that the actual world of the author 

and reader are shared enough that they contain the necessary commonality for the 

allegory to succeed in its message. As this study focuses primarily on the narratives that 

Jackson dismisses, her work is of little value and is rarely engaged. 

 In 1981, Christine Brooke-Rose’s A Rhetoric of the Unreal: Studies in Narrative 

and Structure, Especially of the Fantastic, the author works from Todorov as a beginning 

point, but rarely advances his theories beyond the original. Like Todorov, Brooke-Rose is 

content to study fantasy (or the fantastic) as a modality as opposed to a genre, despite her 

later publication date coming after the moment of genre creation as established in chapter 

one. The study centers on a structural/psychoanalytic approach and avoids discussing 

works that might be described within the genre of fantasy aside from Tolkien’s Lord of 
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the Rings. Her conclusions regarding Tolkien (and by extension all secondary world 

fiction) are centered around the idea of "the fictional megatext, technically modeled as it 

is on the ‘real’ megatext of realistic fiction, produces allegory, precisely because it can 

only give the effect of the real by analogy" (254). In addition to describing fantasy 

through the lens of a realist model, Brooke-Rose condemns Tolkien as devolving into 

"travelogue" (255) that is full of "stumbles, delays, and…reduplicaitons" (255) that 

illustrate her dismissal of genre fantasy. In each of these main points, it is clear to see that 

Brooke-Rose reaches many of the same conclusions as Rosemary Jackson, as both are 

following along a structuralist/psychoanalytic line derived from Todorov’s original study, 

and each spends much of their discussion on fantasy analyzing texts where the fantastic 

enters the primary world. 

 Despite the flaws in Brooke-Rose’s work, her acknowledgement of the megatext 

of fantasy is a useful point. Brooke-Rose does not develop the idea of the megatext 

beyond mentioning that it exists as a refracted mirror image of a Jungian collective 

unconscious within the primary world, but her assertion of its existence is important for 

this study. Though Brooke-Rose explains the megatext as individual to a particular author 

(for her study – Tolkien), her observation transcends the limitation she sets forth. While 

this point will be explained in more detail in the following chapter, the existence of a 

fantasy megatext from which multiple authors pull an epistemological basis for their 

secondary worlds and contribute to future developments in the field becomes the primary 

moment for the coalescence of genre and the metamorphosis from a genre defined by the 

individual to the social imagination.  
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  The structuralist line that begins with Todorov and continues through the work of 

Brooke-Rose has persisted, in part, because of the demands of the academe regarding 

work on fantasy. In each study, canonical authors that are not associated with genre form 

the focus of the study, and each approaches the fantastic as a modality as opposed to a 

genre. However, as the genre has coalesced into something knowable, work in this vein 

has become overshadowed by academic work directly on the genre of fantasy as opposed 

to a modality, and an attempt to locate both a "need" and an "impulse" for fantasy 

literature has become the focus of continued study. Though this is often referred to as the 

Tolkien line of scholarship within the genre, this line of thought begins far earlier than 

either the structuralist line or Tolkien’s own essay/lecture. 

 Among the earliest writings to focus specifically on the use of fairy tales (which, 

however distinct from the fantasy tradition, provide the basis for understanding the focus 

of critics in the early to mid-twentieth century) is John Ruskin’s "Fairy Stories," (1868) 

as reprinted in David Sandner’s Fantastic Literature volume. In the essay, Ruskin 

specifically focuses on the idea that fairy stories are designed for children and finds fault 

in those tales when they are "corrupted" by the adult themes of "beauty" and "passion" 

(60). Though his focus on stories for children limits his effectiveness in engaging fantasy 

literature, Ruskin does note that fairy stories "allow children to learn to accept and grasp 

different realities" (62). However, he does not explain how this function is specific to the 

fairy tale or to children. This is not a fault of Ruskin’s, of course, as he is writing long 

before the genre of fantasy coalesces, but his point is an interesting one for this study. If 

fairy stories allow children to experience different realities and fantasy is a literature 

written by and for an adult audience (as covered in this chapter), then it is Ruskin’s ideas 
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that underpin the notion that fantasy has a value of creating experience that is rooted in 

another reality where inevitabilities and assumptions can be interrogated or reimagined in 

order to create a secondary catalog of experience. 

 Ruskin’s other moment of continuation for this study is his assertion that fairy 

stories, like mimetic fiction, feature "the remnant of a tradition possessing true historical 

value; - historical, at least, in so far as it has naturally arisen out of the mind of a people 

under special circumstances, and risen not without meaning" (61). Since much historical 

and current criticism of fantasy as a literature that can create social change within the 

primary world states that the imaginative portions of fantasy are too dominant to allow 

for cognition regarding the events in the fantasy, Ruskin’s depiction of the socio-

historical for the fairy tale is important in that is clearly shows a change from the way 

fantasy is currently perceived. Despite the lack of explanation in this short essay, 

Ruskin’s point concerning a recognition of the "other" through fairy remains a primary 

concern of fantasy literature, though his decision to focus the fairy story as a literature for 

children is complicated by George MacDonald and J.R.R. Tolkien in their examinations. 

 George MacDonald’s "The Fantastic Imagination" (1893) was originally 

published as the introduction to "The Light Princess," but it has been reprinted in 

multiple volumes. MacDonald designs his essay specific to "those fairy tales [he] would 

wish to write, or care to read" (275), which limits his effectiveness regarding further 

study, but he set forth a number of important ideas that Tolkien expands upon in "On 

Fairy Stories." MacDonald is quick to set forth that the fantastic tale is not "escape" (275) 

and is a sub-creation that utilizes both the imagination and fancy to generate the tale 

(275). He defines imagination and fancy in the terminology first presented in Addison’s 
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Spectator pieces, where the imagination is a "recombination" of older material and 

"fancy" is pure invention. However, MacDonald also notes that the author must stick to a 

plan of coherence if the literature is to ‘do’ anything. He presents the case for secondary 

worlds needing to create and maintain their own physical laws by arguing that "to be able 

to live in a moment in an imagined world, we must see the law of its existence obeyed" 

(275). In defining Fantasy as a literature that is not escape, is an act of sub-creation, and 

one that must create and obey its own laws, MacDonald precedes some of Tolkien’s 

major points in "On Fairy Stories," but MacDonald’s essay also makes interesting points 

that Tolkien bypasses. 

 In the essay, MacDonald moves forward positions that are picked up by various 

critics and authors in the genre (but not specifically in Tolkien’s "On Fairy Stories"). 

These points span issues of the limitations set on the imagination, reader response, and 

the drive of fantasy literature. Perhaps because of his training as a pastor, MacDonald is 

unwilling to allow for the secondary world to provide its own moral scope: "In physical 

things a man may invent; in moral things he must obey" (277). While MacDonald sets no 

limits on the physical realm that a writer creates, he clearly believes that the morality of 

that world must abide by that of the primary world. While many contemporary fantasists 

play with point of view characters in order to comment on perception as important to 

morality, this observation remains fairly prescient regarding genre fantasy. MacDonald, 

as Tolkien will later, abhors the idea of the fairy story as allegory, though for very 

different reasons. For MacDonald, the allegory cannot exist in the fairy story, though 

"there may be allegory in it, it is not an allegory" (278) because of the importance he 

places on the idea of open meaning and reader response regarding his own fiction. He 
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clearly acknowledges that "everyone…who feels the story, will read its meaning after his 

own nature and development: one man will read meaning in it, another will read another" 

(277). If meaning in a work is open to multiple interpretations, then the allegory fails to 

remain true to the one to one nature of the form and moves into the realm of symbolism 

instead. This moves to MacDonald’s theory that fantasy literature is "not to give him 

things to think about, but to wake things up that are in him; or say, to make him think 

things for himself" (279-280). Since the idea is to allow readers to determine value in a 

text by their own accounting and then to create not a what to think about but a how, the 

idea of allegory and meaning become complicated within the text, and the drive of the 

perfect fantastic story becomes the same as the drive as the mimetic story, to awaken in 

readers the desire to think critically about their world, and to attempt to do so without 

ascribing a specific ideology through which that thinking should conform. 

 J.R.R. Tolkien’s study "On Fairy Stories" is perhaps the best-known work 

regarding fairy and fantasy to date. Originally delivered as a lecture in 1939, the essay 

proposes three central questions: "What are fairy-stories? What are their origins? What is 

the use of them?" (Tolkien, "On Fairy Stories" 33). Throughout the course of his essay, 

Tolkien answers these questions, in part by developing George MacDonald’s ideas (as 

noted earlier). While this study is the ur-moment of criticism on fantasy as a genre for 

some, Tolkien’s subject is clearly the fairy-story and not the genre of fantasy. 

 In first addressing what the fairy story is, Tolkien points away from stories about 

fairie or elves and towards stories that center within the realm of faerie. He defines faerie 

as "the realm or state in which fairies have their being" and notes that the realm of faerie 

contains all things, even humans, when they are enchanted (38). Thus, fairy stories are 
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not truly about fairies or elves at all, but about "the adventures of men in the perilous 

realm" (38). This is an important distinction to make, since it goes to explain how fairy 

stories (and by extension some genre fantasy), though condemned for their use of the 

beings and realms of faerie, are always about the adventures of men. If these stories are 

always about men, whether physically located in the primary or secondary world, then 

fantasy is attempting to make a comment on the primary world in some sense, though 

Tolkien won’t get to that point until later in the essay.  

 In the section of his essay devoted to the origins of the fairy story, Tolkien’s 

primary concern is to define the idea of the sub-creator; "the power of making 

immediately effective by the will the visions of ‘fantasy’" (49). In the placement of man 

into the role of sub-creator, one could argue that Tolkien is engaging Christian dogma 

regarding God as creator and man as made in his image. However, we can also examine 

this moment differently. It is worth noting that this idea stems from MacDonald’s similar 

explanation of the "sub-creative" act of fantasy, and while many critics have argued that 

MacDonald’s primary influence is always Christianity, his specifically cited influence is 

more often Novalis and other German Romantics, which brings into question if Tolkien 

was pulling this directly from MacDonald’s work or is ordering his view of sub-creation 

from his own viewpoint. This is not to affirm or deny Christianity’s influence on Tolkien 

(as how humans order their world is subject to socio-historical influences), but to 

complicate the idea that there is nothing to be redeemed from Tolkien’s foray into 

criticism of the genre.  

 The other important moment from this section of this essay is Tolkien’s refusal of 

the idea that fairy stories are for children. Readers will note that this point is also engaged 
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by MacDonald, but Tolkien advances the idea from individual to social. Where 

MacDonald had spoken only for those fairy stories that he wrote and liked to read, 

Tolkien argues that "the value of fairy stories is thus not, in [his] opinion, to be found in 

considering children in particular" (59), going so far as to proclaim the assumption of a 

connection between childhood and fairy stories as "an error" (58) in scholarship. Further 

driving home the point, Tolkien ends the discussion on children by stating that "if a fairy-

story is worth reading at all, it is worthy to be written for and read by adults" (67). 

Tolkien reasons this by explaining the idea of the believable secondary world: "Inside 

[the secondary world], what [the author] relates is ‘true’: it accords with the laws of that 

world. [The reader] therefore believes it, while [he] is, as it were, inside" (60). To make 

this point and claim that fairy stories are ultimately for children, one would need to argue 

that a child understands and conforms to the laws of the primary world without testing 

them, as children are prone to do. As MacDonald before him, and certainly in both Lin 

Carter and Gary Wolfe’s critical examinations which follow, for Tolkien, the adherence 

to the stated laws of the secondary world and how that adherence results in belief is an 

important component in the successful sub-creation of the secondary world. This returns 

us to our working definition of fantasy, where reader and author enter a pact to accept 

what is impossible within the primary world as possible within the secondary world. 

 Finally, on the function of the fairy story, Tolkien presents the idea that the 

function of the fairy story is to offer recovery, escape, and consolation (through 

eucatastrophe). Tolkien argues that through the fairy story, "recovery is a re-gaining – re-

gaining of a clear view" (77). Recovery functions to remove the familiarity that causes us 

to forget to notice the beauty and magnificence (and perhaps the presence of the 
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numinous) within the primary world, and cleanse ourselves of the familiarity that comes 

from possessiveness (78). By moving into the secondary world where nature is often 

animated or embodied in/by a spirit, the reader returns to their primary world where they 

begin to examine nature and acknowledge its independence from human possession.  

 Tolkien’s examination of escape provides a moment of contention for many 

scholars both within and outside genre criticism. For many, the term "escape" is one that 

diminishes. It is used outside genre criticism to denigrate the value of the fairy story, as it 

flees the problems of the primary world and moves into a realm of make-believe. 

However, Tolkien argues that in what people term real life, "escape is evidently as a rule 

very practical, and may even be heroic" (79). By presenting the opportunity for this 

escape, Tolkien argues that man is offered a "kind of satisfaction and consolation" from 

modernity, machines, hunger, and war (83). Tolkien cannot see why escaping such things 

could possibly be a negative thing, which could be said to limit the effectiveness of his 

lecture if we accept that escape means simply to run away from. However, since Tolkien 

has argued that recovery is a primary function of the fairy story, we must reassess how 

we value escape. If readers escape the oppression of hunger, for instance, by entering the 

fairy-story, where they find a people who wrestle with hunger and find a solution (even a 

magical solution), Tolkien’s idea of recovery would arguably allow that reader to return 

to the primary world and reassess the problem of hunger with a renewed focus that no 

longer accepts the inevitability of the situation. So long as the reader does not expect the 

same ‘magical’ solution to the problem, but instead focuses on seeing the magical as 

suggestive metaphor, the escape to the realm of faerie has been anything but a running 

from responsibility. Instead, Tolkien argues this as the difference between the escape of 
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the prisoner and the flight of the deserter. While both are types of escape, only the 

deserter does so dishonorably (to save her/himself at the expense of others), while the 

prisoner’s escape is warranted and seen as a means for the preservation of self. In 

distinguishing between the two types of escape, Tolkien allows scholars to reconcile 

charges of escape and escapism as both morally defendable and imperative for survival 

under certain circumstances. 

 The final great escape Tolkien notes is the "escape from death" (85), which serves 

as the starting point for his discussion on the most Christian of his points regarding 

fantasy, that of the "eucatastrophe…the good catastrophe, the sudden joyous ‘turn’ (86). 

Placing it so closely within both the spoken and written form of the lecture, Tolkien 

means to connect the ideas of the escape from death with the eucatastrophe. In 

connecting the two ideas, Tolkien is clearly engaging the idea of eternal life after the 

death of the body within the primary world, but to dismiss the eucatastrophe as Christian 

and not allow for the power and function of it within the fairy story is to overlook an 

important point that Brian Attebery, John Clute, and others will develop further. To end 

the tale in joy, with hope abounding, is a step towards the use of the fairy story within the 

primary world of author and reader. Ending the tale in a satisfaction of desire and a 

resolution of conflict argues that the journey to the perilous realm may complicate the 

accepted inevitability of the present within the primary world. For, if conflict can be 

resolved positively within the realm of faerie, whether through or without magic, then 

there is hope that similar conflict may be resolved within the primary world.  

 The focus of C.S. Lewis’ An Experiment in Criticism (1961) is a condemnation of 

evaluative criticism as opposed to an analysis of fantastic literature, yet his examinations 
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into the nature of fantasy and realism are worth noting. In his chapter on fantasy, Lewis 

outlines the idea that fantasy has three separate meanings as a signifier, and his focus is 

on the third definition: "a pleasing, imaginative construction…indulged in moderately 

and briefly as a temporary holiday or recreation" (51). While Lewis admits that residing 

in fantasy permanently could be damaging, he argues that this reverie is not an end to 

itself, but a means by which we are free to utilize our imaginations to create, to 

participate in what he terms "normal castle building" (52).  He further separates the idea 

of castle-building into the egoistic and the disinterested, which can be summed up as the 

response to the imagined idea with which the reader interacts. If a person experiences the 

other without needing to see her/himself in the role of the "heroic" protagonist (accepting 

the role of spectator), then s/he is a disinterested reader that can experience the fantasy in 

a positive way. For it is only when a person "feign[s] a whole world and people it and 

remain outside of it" (53) that creation, fiction can be created. For the egoistic, or 

unliterary, reader, the story is only pleasurable if they can insert themselves into the role 

of the hero, which enables the reader to experience the "love or wealth or distinction 

vicariously through the characters" (53). He sets up this dichotomy to make a comment 

about the nature of those who prefer mimetic fiction to fantasy, arguing that the 

disinterested reader appreciates fantastic literature while the egoistic reader needs the 

assurance that mimesis affords. His argument hinges on the idea that since the egoistic 

reader cannot imagine the secondary world, cannot believe in the abilities that the hero 

may or may not possess, they are unable to insert themselves into the text, and therefore 

will not appreciate the incursion into the work, but reject it as nonsense: "Unless he can 

feel ‘this might one day happen to me,’ the whole purpose for which he reads is 
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frustrated" (56). This explanation leads to some interesting questions regarding the 

separation of fantasy, science fiction, and mimetic literatures. 

 Lewis’s examination of realism focuses on two different distinctions regarding the 

idea of realism, that of presentation and that of content. His definition of realism of 

presentation is "the art of bringing something close to us, making it palpable and vivid, 

by sharply observed or imagined detail" (57). In choosing to focus on the way in which a 

detail is depicted by the author, Lewis can choose fantastic examples and show them as 

arguably more real than those who adhere to realism of content but not presentation. 

Lewis defines the realism of content as "what is probable or ‘true to life’" (59), regardless 

of the way in which it is presented by the author. Lewis continues in this chapter to make 

a case for fantasy by arguing that affect is more important than cognition regarding the 

events of the story versus the feelings associated with it. Yet, Lewis’s argument allows 

for fantasy to feature an emotional affect only: "the raison d'être of the story is that we 

shall weep, or shudder, or wonder, or laugh as we follow it" (66). While Lewis argues 

that to force stories of fantasy into a realistic theory is perverse, the attempt to locate a 

theoretical position for fantasy that does not ascribe to any realistic theory on its own 

would remain in line with his discussion on the genres and is the stated goal of this study. 

 While Lewis’s examination of evaluative criticism has a different argument as its 

central focus, his position regarding the inability to force fantasy into a theory for 

realistic fiction may help to explain why fantasy has remained an outsider in the academe 

even as science fiction began to be accepted in the 1980s and 1990s. To return to Rorty’s 

observation from earlier in this chapter, as social criticism moved from history to 

literature departments in the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was a necessity to illustrate 
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how texts being studied related to the work of the department, and fantasy, because it has 

resisted the theoretical models of mimetic fiction (and, as we shall see later, science 

fiction), was ignored by academics and dismissed as a literature not worthy of serious 

study. This is an issue that has been examined, to varying levels of success, by multiple 

critics following the establishment of the genre and canon of fantasy. 

 Lin Carter’s 1973 Imaginary Worlds purports to be the "first book solely on 

fantasy" and takes a historical position that becomes problematic due to the nature of his 

desire to say something constructive about genre fantasy and still pay homage to those 

texts which Ballantine is including within the Adult Fantasy series (Carter, Imaginary 

Worlds 2). While specific chapters of Carter’s work are dictated by the authors being 

printed in the series and, thus, engaged by Carter, the introduction to Carter’s work 

addresses many issues that still plague fantasy today. The introduction defends fantasy as 

escape, attempts to outline why fantasy has been ignored by the academe, provides a 

working definition for Carter’s view of fantasy, and defines a purpose for the genre. 

 Carter begins his study by arguing that "virtually all reading is an escape" 

(Imaginary Worlds 2) and continues to argue that nearly all art functions in this way – as 

an escape from the mundanity of reality and the oppression of the primary world. This 

argument, though unacknowledged by Carter, comes directly from Tolkien’s "On Fairy 

Stories" (as noted earlier), and places him in line with other authors who have penned 

some critical perspective on genre fantasy. Carter designs this portion to counter an idea 

presented later: "Fantasy, they seem to believe, does not come to grips with the human 

condition …it very often tends to ‘merely’ entertain, rather than probing into the injustice 

as does the novel of social realism" (4). As this study intends to prove, this critique of 
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fantasy is outdated by the time Carter engages it, but his depiction of fantasy as a genre 

that focuses solely on entertaining has endured despite evidence to the contrary in 

contemporary fantasy.  

 Carter moves beyond arguing that fantasy should be considered a serious 

literature for study and instead works to define the body of literature he will examine. He 

defines fantasy (for the purposes of his book) as "a book or story where magic really 

works" and a "story which challenges the mind, which sets it working" (6). While there 

are positive things to be said for Carter’s determination that magic is the defining feature 

of fantasy, the perceived dependence on magic has plagued the reputation of fantasy in 

critical circles. Though Carter states that magic exists as something more than illusion 

within works he would consider part of the genre, critics who believe that fantasy cannot 

address issues of the human condition (whether intra- or inter-personal) have used this 

idea to present fantasy as a genre "not serious enough to be worthy of study by the 

academic mind" (3). 

 Carter’s final point looks at the function and drive of fantasy, though he neglects 

this portion of his argument significantly. While he proposes to "look at Fantasy not as 

allegory or symbolism or mythopoeia, but as literature" (9), the closest he gets to defining 

the impulse of fantasy as a genre is to argue that it works just as well as science fiction in 

its ability to critique the primary world. In his comparison of fantasy to Science Fiction, 

Carter predicts the severing of the two traditions that leads to the acceptance of each as a 

distinct sub-genre. For Carter, this separation is useful from a marketing standpoint, but it 

is a distinction that proves fruitful for the single most influential study on the fantastic in 

the twentieth century, Darko Suvin’s Metamorphoses of Science Fiction. 
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 The ur-text for separating fantasy from science fiction scholarship is Darko 

Suvin’s Metamorphoses of Science Fiction (1979), which provided the theoretical 

framework through which Science Fiction is read as a literature of social change. Suvin 

argues that estrangement "differentiates SF from the ‘realistic’ literary mainstream" 

(Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction 8), while cognition separates SF from myth 

and folklore. Suvin notes that Science Fiction and fantasy both create estrangement from 

the primary world, but he argues that only Science Fiction does so with the ability to 

provide cognition. He creates this divide by arguing that while SF "sees the norms of any 

age…as unique, changeable, and therefore subject to a cognitive view" (7) but believes 

that myth and folklore "conceive human relations as fixed and supernaturally determined" 

(7). In creating a binary around cognition, Suvin argues that myth and folklore present 

things as inevitable, the product of an epistemological metaphysics that is externally 

determined, while presenting SF as focusing on change as it projects problems into a 

future. To his credit, Suvin remarks that folklore/myth and the fantasy story are two 

different things, though he positions fantasy as even further removed from the cognitive 

abilities of SF. 

 Suvin’s definition for fantasy has undergone a drastic change since the original 

publication of Metamorphoses. Early in Metamorphoses, the fantasy tale is "a genre 

committed to the interposition of anti-cognitive laws into the empirical environment" (8), 

which clearly outlines his thinking of fantasy as the ghost, gothic, weird, or horror story. 

In this type of story, the primary world (empirical for Suvin) is intruded upon by a 

fantastic force which forces both author and reader to reject their empirical understanding 

of their world and allow for the existence of the impossible. Since the text forces the 
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reader to accept that which cannot be explained, Suvin concludes that the tale can offer 

no cognitive value in relation to the primary world beyond its function as an allegory of a 

true primary world evil. However, Suvin’s Metamorphoses was published in 1979, in 

nearly the same moment as the formation of the fantasy genre (1977-1978), which has 

only been identified retroactively. In a more recent study, Suvin has altered this definition 

of fantasy to better reflect accepted genre definitions. 

 In 1999s, "Considering the Sense of ‘Fantasy’ or ‘Fantastic Fiction’: An 

effusion," Suvin engages fantasy as a codified genre, though he includes quite a few texts 

that the definition for this study would exclude. Suvin separates fantasy into three distinct 

areas: "The post-Tolkien corpus" of heroic and horror fantasy, "classic fantasy" which he 

defines as Morris to Tolkien, and the "gothic tradition" that shaped these first two 

categories (Suvin, "Considering the Sense of Fantasy" 4). Throughout the article, Suvin 

allows for fantasy to provide a limited amount of cognition and political influence, 

though he spends the larger portion of the essay looking at the second and third 

categories as outlined. His primary response to fantasy is that there are very few texts that 

may be useful in the socio-political space, but only where he sees fully realized 

secondary worlds (specifically in Tolkien) and through works he treasures (Kafka), while 

remaining staid in his condemnation of heroic fantasy.   

 Suvin argues that heroic fantasy functions as a complex mixture of utopia and 

ideology (7), which condenses and reaffirms the cruelties of the reader’s primary world 

while offering a glimpse at use-value quantities that the primary world lacks (7). Though 

he sees this move as positive and necessary, Suvin also perceives heroic fantasy as a 

genre that too often confronts alienation through "semi-fascist horizons" (7) that weighs 
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heavily on his ability to see heroic fantasy as a positive force for social change and 

engagement in literature. While his examination presents a new foray into an engagement 

with fantasy as a genre, he continues to force fantasy through the lens he established 

within Metamorphoses of Science Fiction – a lens which denies cognition to all but the 

fully realized secondary world. 

 In Metamorphoses, Suvin defines cognition as a reality principle that keeps the 

imagination from ignoring the rules of the primary world. While he sees great promise 

for the idea that Science Fiction can provide cognition because the "rules" of the world 

(from the standpoint of physics, et al.) remain constant, no violations of accepted 

epistemologies exist in Science Fiction beyond the ability to manipulate those rules 

through the utilization of technology that has advanced in a reasonable way (extrapolated 

from the author’s primary/current moment). Fantasy, he contends, constitutes a violation 

of the rules of the known universe by engaging the imagination (as opposed to fancy), 

whether it intrudes into the primary world or exists beyond it, in such a manner that the 

reader’s estrangement cannot produce cognition regarding the primary world.  

 By placing fantasy in an estranged realm that cannot be linked to the primary 

world through cognition, Suvin excludes the genre from critiquing the society of its 

primary world and, thus, from being considered a useful genre for study within academe. 

This severs the possibility of linking fantasy to social theory, and thus to commentary on 

the primary world through cognitive estrangement that avoids an allegorical model, 

which would allow scholars the ability to rework scholarship on fantasy to match the 

influx of socially-based theory into academe in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries in the United States. However, through an acceptance of the idea proposed by 
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Ruskin, if fantasy offers the reader the experience of living in another existence, and that 

experience can be utilized as a basis for judgement and engagement with the reader’s 

actual world, then there is cognitive engagement with the primary world. It is this point 

regarding cognition and fantasy that has prompted responses from contemporary fantasy 

critics. 

 Chronologically, the next full-length study on fantasy following Lin Carter’s 

foray in 1973 is Ann Swinfen’s In Defence [sic] of Fantasy in 1984. While Swinfen’s text 

was panned in reviews by critics who questioned both the need for a "defense" of fantasy 

and her "liberal/humanist" perspective that defines the entire genre through the context of 

anthropomorphism, the complications with Swinfen’s work are even broader. She states 

that she is using texts composed from 1945-1975 as a limiting factor for her study, yet 

she centers much of her discussion on Tolkien’s The Hobbit (1937), and she ends her 

study near the ur-moment of genre canonization for fantasy. As a result, she spends much 

of her time discussing narratives that are now excluded from the canon of fantasy. In fact, 

her study would be better entitled In Defense of Children’s Literature Utilizing the 

Fantastic Mode, as she fails to engage a single text that was explicitly written for an adult 

audience in her study (she comes close by examining Ursula LeGuin’s Earthsea series, 

but they are designed as juvenile literature per the author).  

 Swinfen is explicit in utilizing Tolkien’s "On Fairy Stories" as the theoretical 

model for examining fantasy throughout her work, though she never clearly defines either 

fantasy or fairy-story, even as she claims that the clarification is needed since Tolkien 

wasn’t writing about genre fantasy. Though this does not, in itself, exclude Swinfen from 

serious discussions regarding fantasy as a genre, the use of Tolkien’s framing and 
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terminology limits her study to reaching what are, invariably, similar conclusion to 

Tolkien, and failing to show any advancement in the study of the genre. However 

problematic the flaws in her text appear to be, she does attempt to define a movement or 

direction to which the fantasy story points. Swinfen writes, "the principal advantage for 

the writer of fantasy is that it engenders an extraordinary enhanced perception of the 

nature of the primary world, which is so often only imperfectly grasped until a shock is 

given to the senses by the introduction of the marvelous" (234). We might better sum up 

Swinfen’s long prose here by stating that estrangement leads to recovery for the reader in 

the primary world and still not advance Tolkien’s almost forty-year-old (when Swinfen 

writes) essay.  

 The most interesting points in Swinfen’s text with respect to my study are her 

views of the secondary world as imaginative creation. She argues that the secondary 

world provides an author "complete artistic freedom, within his self-constructed 

framework" (76), and she sees that world as a tabula rasa that provides a "freedom from 

the restricting assumptions and realities of the primary world" (92). While I agree that the 

secondary world allows for the freedom from a certain number of assumptions and 

constraints from the primary world, the idea that the secondary world is a completely 

blank slate that can be filled however the author chooses ignores the socio-economic 

issues regarding canon formation and publication, and the idea of a tabula rasa or 

complete artistic freedom regarding the creation and ‘filling’ of the secondary world 

ignores the role that imagination plays in the creation of the world and the acquiescence 

to generic norms that are requirements to be both published and widely read.  
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 However, Swinfen’s redemption comes in her statement of the uses of fantasy as a 

genre in the final chapter of her study. Swinfen seems to present the idea that a certain 

distancing from the primary world allows what C.S. Lewis called "whole classes of 

experience" in his essay "Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What’s to be Said" (48). 

Swinfen writes "in the context of the independent secondary world, a new corpus of 

values may more easily be presented" (92). While she may be referencing the ease an 

author may find in writing a true feeling regarding a difficult subject, we might as well 

read this as how a reader approaches material. Swinfen explains the authorial ease in a 

later passage: "within the context of a secondary world, the exposition of the author’s 

philosophic views may be made explicit through dialogue, narration, or implicitly from 

the action" (97). Taken as comments ruminating on both sides of an issue, Swinfen’s 

presentation of the benefits of a secondary world for authors looking to advance a 

specific ideology (one that presumably runs counter to the primary world ideology in 

which the author resides – else s/he would have little use for avoiding mimesis) and 

hoping that readers will be receptive to that ideology make important points about the 

value of the secondary world when making social critique.  

 Though his study is not focused on the larger genre of fantasy, nor is it a full-

length study, Stephen R. Donaldson’s short essay "Epic Fantasy in the Modern World" 

(1986) has some illuminating arguments regarding fantasy as a whole. Designed to 

answer the question he poses at the beginning of the essay, "Why?" (1), and particularly 

why his Thomas Covenant books had sold so well. In his attempt to answer this question, 

Donaldson covers a definition for fantasy, one of epic, and what he sees as the function 

and drive of Epic Fantasy literature (capitalization in original). 
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 In defining fantasy as a genre, Donaldson claims that all English epics are fantasy 

because "they all contain magic, [and] all present supernatural perceptions of reality" (9-

10). The obvious thread here goes back to Lin Carter’s definition of fantasy (as noted 

earlier), though Donaldson is arguably including many other types of literature in his 

definition of fantasy and possibly opening the door to arguing that he is also looking at 

fantasy as a mode. Since his focus is on defining his own fiction, he also defines epic; "an 

Epic is ‘epic’ because it deals explicitly with the largest and most important questions of 

mankind" (10). Donaldson ties the two together because he is discussing "Epic Fantasy" 

as a genre here, though he is still attempting to move to an examination of his own work. 

 Donaldson posits that the Epic begins with Beowulf, a story where the epic 

character and behavior can exist in the primary world of the author, but the genre moves 

further and further away from humanity as the epic devolves to Tennyson’s Idylls of the 

King. Donaldson argues that Tennyson’s work shows that the epic character no longer 

has a place in human society by placing Arthur (epic) into a world full of regular people 

that behave in quite un-epic ways, resulting in a failure of the epic resolution. For 

Donaldson, it is Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings which changes this. In Tolkien’s work, the 

epic character can exist, but only insofar as s/he is completely removed from his actual 

world. This long digression, which makes up most of this essay, is presented so 

Donaldson can argue that he has built upon Tolkien’s model by connecting the Epic to 

the primary world through the character of Thomas Covenant. By inverting Tennyson’s 

conceit (in Donaldson, the actual world character is human, but he is surrounded by a 

world and characters who are all Epic), Donaldson pulls the Epic back to the primary 
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world through Covenant’s crossing from the mundane, actual world into the world of the 

Epic, and then returning to the mundane world near the end of the text. 

 Donaldson’s presentation of the devolution and then restoration of the Epic 

Fantasy is presented as a metacomment on the genre itself. What Donaldson has done is 

redeem the character of Epic Fantasy (with assistance from Tolkien as preceding author) 

akin to the restoration which his protagonist, Thomas Covenant, accomplishes during his 

time spent in the secondary world of the first three Covenant novels. By focusing on 

redemption, Donaldson joins Tolkien’s idea of Recovery as the driving force of the 

fantasy narrative, or at least of his own Epic Fantasy. 

 The next full-length study to follow along the Tolkien line is Karl Kroeber’s 

Romantic Fantasy and Science Fiction (1988). Kroeber’s study ultimately examines 

fantasy as a modality, owing perhaps to his research in Romantic literature, but he makes 

many cogent points regarding the modality that can apply to a study of genre Fantasy. 

Romantic Fantasy is presented as "an effort to restore balance to a world distorted by its 

total conquest by humankind" following the Enlightenment (8). By preferring nature over 

the human in his examination and statement of intent, Kroeber directly refutes the 

previous study by Swinfen and presents a larger move for Romantic Fantasy than merely 

exalting the human.  

 Kroeber’s primary arguments are on the nature and drive of Romantic Fantasy; "a 

recuperative mode of literature in post-Enlightenment culture" (8) that presents 

"difference as its foundation" (8). The idea of connecting Romantic Fantasy to otherness 

and understanding different realities is an echo of Ruskin’s early study into fantasy. This 

otherness becomes central to the Kroeber study, becoming the very drive of Romantic 
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Fantasy. As a response to the more contemporary terms used to condemn fantasy from 

being worthy of study, Kroeber argues that fantasy is not nostalgic since it "arises from 

consciousness of a need to go beyond earlier, simpler, less-contesting beliefs in the 

possibility of otherness" (10). In the rejection of fantasy as a nostalgic literature we can 

also relate the rejection of the condemnation of fantasy as depicting a pastoral ideal. 

 Kroeber’s greatest insight regarding genre fantasy (he spends much of his study 

focused on both first- and second-generation Romantics) is to define it as a "primary 

form of literary self-reflexivity" (10). His argument that authors in fantasy are enchanted 

by the texts they are producing is ill defined and proven within the context of his study, 

but the idea that the authors of genre know themselves to be creating the impossible in a 

way that authors of mimetic and even science fiction do is unarguable. The returns us to 

the definition offered within this study where both author and reader accept the 

impossibility and utilize it to make a comment that requires the distance afforded by 

removing the familiar (names, locations, protagonists, and antagonists) and placing the 

larger argument into a place where positions can be examined without connecting to 

preconceived judgements and adherence to actual world foreknowledge. 

 Perhaps the single greatest achievement in the study of fantasy literature has been 

the 1997 publication of the Encyclopedia of Fantasy. While the encyclopedia is an 

invaluable resource for its breadth of knowledge regarding fantasy and its machinations, 

John Clute’s definition for "fantasy" stands out as one of the most useful moments in the 

work. In the course of presenting his definition, Clute presents both a definition for the 

secondary world ("an internally coherent, impossible world in which the events of a tale 
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are possible" [313]) and sets up four stages that each fantasy tale moves through over the 

course of the narrative.  

 Clute’s structure of fantasy moves from wrongness, to thinning, to recognition, 

before culminating in healing. Wrongness, he argues, is "the sense that the world has 

gone askew" (314) in the fantasy tale and is often a cause of the "thinning – a fading 

away of beingness" (314) for the secondary world. This loss of beingness is not limited to 

the world as a physical space, or even specific characters, and may focus on a loss of any 

kind that alters the understanding of the world or its machinations. This strikes a 

decidedly different tone than Tolkien’s idea of the perilous realm regarding the faerie 

story. Here, Clute argues that the characters are often working to resolve a thinning that 

results from wrongness, where Tolkien’s thinning is, arguably, in motion before the ring 

quest even begins because the elves are planning to leave Middle Earth, and with them 

goes the magic in the land. However, Clute’s movement to "recognition – the protagonist 

seeing a problem and proposing/enacting a solution" (314), and then to "healing 

(consolation)" (314), is an echo of Tolkien’s idea of recovery. Here, Clute moves back 

towards Tolkien’s statements about the fairy story, even including the idea of 

eucatastrohpe as a method of reaching healing. Thus, while many scholars have 

questioned the validity of utilizing Tolkien’s ideas regarding the fairy story (seen as 

inherently Judeo-Christian in mythos) in a much more secular culture (the twenty-first 

century), the substitution of Clute’s words and ideas for Tolkien’s does little to alter the 

function of fantasy. While Tolkien’s idea of eucatastrophe can be interpreted as symbolic 

of the resurrection of Christ following his death on the cross, the effect, Recovery – 

regaining of a clear view, does not differ significantly from Clute’s "healing" in any 
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meaningful way. In a world where "wrongness" and "thinning" serve as catalysts for 

action, the "healing" of these catastrophic events are often going to be the result or cause 

of the "sudden joyous turn" that is Tolkienian eucatastrophe. 

  Among the most unique attempts at locating a theoretical position for fantasy is 

China Mieville’s "Marxism and Fantasy: An Introduction" (2002) as included in a special 

issue of Historical Materialism which focused on fantastic literature. In an interesting 

reversal of the usual paradigm, Mieville makes no attempt to justify fantasy within the 

realm of the mimetic world for its own sake, but rather depicts the mimetic world as a 

fantasy. Mieville writes, "‘real’ life under capitalism is a fantasy: ‘realism’, narrowly 

defined, is therefore a ‘realistic’ depiction of ‘an absurdity which is true’; but no less 

absurd for that" (336). Mieville bases this argument on the fact that the "realist" novel is 

centered around a bickering middle-class family that is hermeneutically sealed from the 

rest of society and thus isn’t depicting reality at all for much of the population. If the 

mimetic novel depicts this fantasy, then, Mieville argues, fantasy’s construction of an 

internally coherent but actually impossible totality is no less ‘real’ than the mimetic novel 

that utilizes the internally coherent, ‘fantasy’ world as depicted in capitalism (337). 

Though he fails to entertain such an idea here, one might also connect Guy DeBord’s 

"Society of the Spectacle" or Jean Baudrillard’s "hyperreal" as methods for interrogating 

the nature of ‘realism’ in a late-stage capitalist moment. 

 Later in the essay, he argues against Suvin’s dismissal of SF as cognitive and 

fantasy as lacking cognition by utilizing Carl Freedman’s revision of Suvin’s position. 

Freedman states that "cognition proper is not…what defines science fiction…rather it 

is…the cognition effect. The crucial term for generic discrimination is not any 
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epistemological judgement external to the text…but rather…the attitude of the text itself 

to the kind of estrangement being performed" (18). Mieville uses this quote to 

delegitimize the position of Suvin, Freedman, and (later) Jameson with regard to 

Fantasy’s ability to provide cognition. He argues that if the secondary world is internally 

coherent and the magic within the story is treated as true (and accepted by the characters 

within that story without regard to the external positions of the author or reader), then 

fantasy offers the same cognitive value that SF offers. For, in most SF, the actualization 

and scientific reasoning behind the technological novum is not explained nor presented as 

a hypothesis; it is simply accepted as fact. By comparing these two traditions and finding 

the distinguishing characteristic to be one that has little to no merit, Mieville is able to 

position fantasy as just as worthy of study as Science Fiction. This is the first step toward 

a justification of fantasy’s inclusion in serious literary studies.  

 Mieville acknowledges that in both Lenin’s articulations regarding fantasy (as a 

psychological term) and in theoretical positions regarding literary studies that what holds 

fantasy back is its lack of focus on the future. While Mieville believes that a focus on the 

future is a "politically defensible position" (340) for the fantastic, he believes that 

fantastic narratives need to be acknowledged for their specificity, "granting it its own 

borders that do not require constant reference to the everyday for validation" (340). 

Though this is an admirable argument, that fantasy narratives present worlds that exist for 

their own reasons, within their own realms (borders), and may still provide the necessary 

cognitive estrangement required to have value and position toward a utopian future, it 

falls short of becoming a truly useful theoretical position because it fails to properly 
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position the benefits of creating a memory of the secondary world experience and how it 

can be utilized to interrogate the future in the reader’s actual world. 

 In Brian Attebery’s newest full-length study on fantasy, 2014’s Stories About 

Stories: Fantasy and the remaking of myth, the author argues a cultural, and arguably 

meta-, function for fantasy. Attebery focuses on fantasy as mythopoeia: "the making of 

narratives that reshape the world" (8). Through his examination of fantasy in this mode, 

Attebery notes that one function of the fantasy is to play with symbols that "encourages 

the reader to see meaning as something unstable and elusive, rather than single and self-

evident" (2). This statement highlights the idea of multiple meaning for a single text, but 

also undercuts the familiar refrain that fantasy is always allegorical or subversive to the 

primary world. He explodes the idea of the one-to-one relationship required for allegory, 

leaving metaphor and symbolism as the language of fantasy and placing himself firmly in 

what I have called the Tolkien school of criticism regarding fantasy. 

 However simplistic this text might seem at first glance, the book is not merely 

about tracing the relationships between a more modern text to its folkloric and mythic 

origins. Attebery seeks to answer questions of "how" borrowings allow authors to 

reshape older narratives to comment on current events in their own moment (3). 

However, Attebery does fixate on the idea of "bringing the strange, the magical, the 

numinous into modern myth" (4), which feels very archetypal in its presentation. If newer 

fantasy is merely retelling the same stories, with newer settings and slightly altered plots, 

then the purpose of it is arguably weakened. Yes, it brings the myth into the modern 

world, but the myth, as an archetype, need not be brought forward if the meaning of the 
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myth doesn’t change. While Attebery engages these points in studies of individual works, 

it is unclear early in the text how he plans to resolve this issue. 

  As his study moves into more contemporary work (late twentieth and some 

twenty-first century works), Attebery begins to show how the remaking of these myths 

takes on an air of the post-modern. He presents authors who invent two secondary worlds 

which exist within a single narrative, as though they are stand-ins for the primary and 

secondary world outside the text, and looks at how the dialectic resolves (or fails to 

resolve) itself. Ultimately, this connection to myth does little to recover the value of 

fantasy beyond those who are already interested and receptive to the fantasy text, though 

there are moments where Attebery is on the verge of making a larger argument about 

fantasy and how it might appeal to the academy that has shunned it. He seems to take on 

Suvin with sentences such as, "fantasy offers a glimpse into the process by which mythic 

patterns transmit cognitive structures even without the sanction of official belief" (8), yet 

these ideas aren’t developed beyond the statement in a way that would appeal to those 

scholars of SF who believe fantasy a waste of time, and even less to those scholars of 

mimetic fiction who disavow any connection to genre literature.  

 Stories About Stories most important point regarding this study is that fantasy 

moves myth into the present in such a way that the assumptions and ideologies which we 

are born into can be interrogated while remaining far enough away that reader 

assumptions aren’t engaged while reading. This distance from the narrative is a common 

thread in recent scholarship that has seen fantasy in a positive light, even while it has not 

been fully explained. One could point to ideas of estrangement, but the distance afforded 

by the secondary world, whose language is more purely metaphor than those narratives 
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mired in the mimetic space actively prevents the engagement of previously 

(un)interrogated positions, barring those who choose not to engage fantasy at all. 

 Clearly, when looking through the past scholarship on fantasy, two distinct lines 

emerge as dominant. The Todorov line, which is picked up by Irwin and Jackson, but 

ends abruptly following the early 1980s, and the Tolkienian line, which moves through 

Manlove, Attebery, Carter, Kroeber, and Swinfen. Early work along both lines is clearly 

dominated by a desire to define fantasy, which, while not the goal of this study, remains a 

contentious subject at conferences and on message boards focused on fantasy and 

illustrates the need for the definition offered in chapter one of this study. 

 From this earlier work on fantasy, this study begins with Ruskin’s statement 

regarding children experiencing other perspectives and worlds in fairy stories. By 

extending this idea to the stories and novels that form the genre of fantasy, this study 

shows that the experiences readers have within the worlds of fantasy have value in that 

they create experience that differs (by definition) from that of their actual world. That this 

departure allows for a greater critique of the actual world than the worlds offered in other 

genres of fiction derives from the statements of C.S. Lewis and Ann Swinfen. By 

removing the reader from a deliberate connection to their actual world, fantasy forces the 

reader away from the idea of minimal departure and toward the creation of a secondary 

catalog of experience that provides the necessary commonality for understanding the 

texts they are reading through an engagement with the megatext (from Brooke-Rose and 

Tolkien). The dependence on this secondary catalog of experience then forms the 

subjective portion of Irwin’s idea that fantasy cannot come to a surprise ending. For, the 

size of a reader’s secondary catalog of experience allows them a specific amount of 
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commonality with a writer working in the genre (and, of course, of the author’s ability to 

negotiate, re-imagine, or actively subvert the tropes of the genre), from which the reader 

would predict the outcome of the text before they actually read it.  

 This study builds from these notions to illustrate how they contribute to Gary 

Wolfe’s idea that fantasy, when it works best, allows readers to reach a level of deeper 

belief in the worlds in which they have read. Where this study departs is by stating that 

deeper belief moves itself back to Ruskin, though adding an affective component, and 

creates a belief in the experiences and the world in which they occurred that is both as 

real as the actual world of the reader and yet known to be unreal (thus not being a 

signifier of mental disease). The worlds of the fantasy text become their own catalog of 

experience – existing at once, and yet distinctly, from the actual world experience of the 

reader and author.  

 That this experience then results in the creation of memory, through deeper belief, 

forces this study to engage and define types of memory and the value of memory as a 

manner of engaging the previously un-encountered in the reader’s actual world. By 

negotiating memory through psychological and sociological paradigms, the study can 

explain the importance of memory to how humans encounter and experience their world. 

Once the value of memory and experience are understood in relation to the actual world, 

this study returns to Swinfen’s statement regarding the importance of the remove from 

the primary world to articulate a value for fantasy as a genre. 

 By creating a remove to another world, where foreknowledge and assumptions 

can be interrogated, or their alternatives experienced by the reader, fantasy offers an 

escape from the assumed inevitabilities of the author and reader’s actual worlds. As this 
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distance creates a secondary catalog of experience that is penemaximally removed from 

the actual world and dependent instead upon the secondary catalog of experience that is 

created through reading within genre, these experiences are stored as other and 

uncorrupted by actual world foreknowledge as the reader returns to their actual world. 

Since these experiences are retained in a secondary catalog, they remain in the antithetis 

position in the dialectic, forcing the reader to interrogate their actual world with new 

ideas from others than their own. In this way, the secondary experience of fantasy offers 

a way of demystifying power structures within the primary world, presenting counter-

factual worlds where previously accepted inevitabilities from the actual world may be 

challenged through their replacement with alternatives or have the mechanisms of power 

and control laid bare for the reader to see. This establishes a dialectic where the actual 

world fills the thesis position and the diegetic world wills the antithesis position. In an 

effort to establish synthesis, readers are forced to interrogate actual world inevitabilities 

with diegetic world experience, which allows them to better understand or see a path to 

disruption of the systems of power. This attempt at synthesis results in not just the new 

eyes and fresh perspective of Tolkienian recovery, but also in the memory of lived 

experience that challenges the status quo through semantic and episodic memory.
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Chapter Three: Memory and Polemic

 As this study insists that the reading of fantasy involves the creation of memory 

once a certain threshold is reached, it is important to explain just what types or modes of 

memory are being engaged. Cognitive science and psychology have each investigated 

types of memory to explain its creation, taxonomy, and future value for users. In chapter 

one, some basics regarding types of memory were offered in a literary context, but these 

require revisiting to better explain the concepts that underlie the cognitive portion of the 

theory being proposed here. This study’s focus on memory, and the creation of memory, 

stems from the idea that memory exists both as a record of where we have been/what we 

already know and as the basis for our engagement with the world of unknows that lie 

before us in the future. To better explain how memory maintains these dual relationships 

and values to humanity, some taxonomy and exploration of types of memory needs to be 

outlined here. 

Neuropsychological Studies of Memory 

 The first dichotomy within the study of memory is the idea of short and long-term 

memory. It is generally agreed upon that short-term memory covers approximately an 

hour of retention, where long-term memory covers anything retrieved beyond the initial 

hour. For the purposes of this study it is enough to mention that if information fails to 

move to long-term memory, that information would be both nearly useless to a reader’s 

understanding of a longer text (those consumed in more than a single sitting) and 

problematic as an impulse or basis for the function of fantasy literature. 
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 For the purposes of this study, a two-level taxonomy of memory is necessary. At 

the first level, the separation of procedural and declarative memory forms an important 

distinction. According to a study published by A.F. Healy, et al, procedural memory 

relates to the motor skills, conditioning, perceptual, and cognitive processes involved in 

performing a skill, and are retained at a different rate than declarative information (facts 

or knowledge that can be declared) (89). Based on these observations, we can understand 

and acknowledge that many of us have forgotten the formulas and theories taught to us in 

our high school math and science classes, yet we can hop onto a bicycle and ride nearly 

as well as the last time we did so, even given a similar temporal distance from our 

learning of the associated processes. As the focus of this study is on those memories 

which can be declared ("I know" or "I remember"), the next level of procedural memory 

is abandoned, and the focus narrows to that of declarative memory. 

 Within declarative memory, processes are broken down into the categories of 

semantic and episodic memory. These taxonomies originate in the 1971 work of Endel 

Tulving. Tulving proposed that the newly coined "semantic memory," from M. Ross 

Quillian’s dissertation in 1966 and his essay "How to Make a Language User," required 

further explanation and examination. In his essay "Episodic and Semantic Memory" 

(1972), Tulving argues that semantic memory is "a system for receiving, retaining, and 

transmitting information about meaning of words, concepts, and classification of 

concepts" (402), while episodic memory refers to "memory for personal experiences and 

their temporal relations" (401). Tulving’s premise is that the two types of memory 

differed across four distinct traits: the nature of stored information, the denotative 

reference of input events, the conditions and consequences of retrieval, and their 
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susceptibility to interference and erasure (385). In Tulving’s taxonomy, the idea is to 

locate two separate movements in memory that will allow the study to continue to 

flourish while solving some of the problems associated with studying memory at the 

time. His creation of the category of episodic memory allowed cognitive scientists to 

realize the differences between the two types of memory without creating unnecessary 

categories that so limited experience as to make the categories themselves difficult for 

comparison.  

 Put simply, semantic memory is that portion of a person’s understanding and 

knowledge that is objective in nature (though still subject to cultural conditioning). This 

generic information forms the basis for the ability to communicate ideas to one another 

and exists as a repository of information that gives people the commonality necessary for 

the creation of meaning. Despite a few outliers, this means that my knowledge (idea) of 

the color yellow and your idea of the color yellow, while certainly not identical due to 

both biological and cultural factors, are similar enough that the textual signifier "yellow" 

communicates an idea, depiction, and value that affords us each the ability to create 

meaning. In fact, despite a relatively large temporal or spatial difference, the yellow that 

we all imagine (not accounting for differences in languages) allows us to communicate 

despite possibly residing in very different actual worlds. This idea of semantic memory 

and its necessity for the creation and passing of meaning through communication 

explains much of Ryan’s idea of minimal departure, and this study’s idea of a secondary 

catalog of semantic knowledge that forms from a reader’s experience in reading genre 

fiction (discussed later in this chapter). While semantic memory forms the basis of our 

understanding of the world, the ordering of that understanding and the use of stored 
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information for prospective action requires the incorporation of Tulvin’s idea of episodic 

memory. 

 Tulving’s concept of episodic memory is focused around ideas of personally 

experienced situations and stored information that is particular to the individual. Unlike 

semantic memory, episodic memory is defined by subjectivity. As each person’s 

experiences are individuated, that information is not as useful for the creation of meaning 

across multiple individuals. The most important distinction regarding episodic memory is 

that these memories are part of a personal history and not generally shared by other 

individuals. As an example, if I asked a random sampling of people that included you to 

name their English Composition professor, it is possible that we could stumble upon an 

identical name or upon a student who actually shared your specific class and section in 

college, but these are outliers. We each have our own information that becomes a part of 

our episodic memory, much of which becomes incorporated into our autobiographical 

memory. However, an important distinction should be made that sets this study and its 

prose apart from cognitive studies. If the personal experiences are shared with others, and 

the shared events then form the basis of each individual’s experience, then the episodic 

memory also features a semantic component. This process of encoding episodic memory 

based on a semantic component creates episodic memory that complicates not only the 

nature of the stored information (from Tulving), but also forms the basis for 

understanding how the two types of memory are not mutually exclusive but form 

overlapping structures with referential lines connecting other points.  

 However, it is also important to note that the distinction made by Tulving has not 

escaped criticism and complication. In McKoon and Ratcliff’s study in 1986 and Toth 
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and Hunt’s in 1999, each pair challenge Tulving’s initial designations, but there remains 

a "clear heuristic value" to the distinction since it harkens back to similar distinctions 

made by both psychologists and philosophers since the time of Aristotle (Greenberg 1). 

While this topic will be explored in depth later in this chapter, it is enough to say here 

that the heuristic division of memory into two related, but separate types is an echo of 

Aristote’s ideas on "memory and recollection," and the distinctions being made from the 

philosophical point of view. Thus, while cognitive studies are still debating the exact 

wording of Tulving’s categories (and whether they exist at all), important thinkers have 

perceived a difference between two categories with regard to remembering, and that any 

examination into the memory must begin by either accepting or disproving this 

hypothesis. For the purposes of this study, I accept the idea that memory exists in at least 

two separate forms, and I utilize Tulving’s taxonomy here as it is both the least 

complicated and most often cited. Where necessary, I align with later thinkers who have 

done more extensive work on Tulving’s initial theoretical position that the two separate 

types of memory are also interrelated and should be imagined not as binaries, but within a 

shared symbiosis. 

Theories of Interconnected Memory 

 The interconnectedness of memory systems has been debated by both 

neuropsychologists and memory theorists, leading to multiple theories on how the 

semantic and episodic memory are interrelated. Tulving’s initial foray into the idea is best 

explained through his SPI model, which depicts memory as being encoded serially, 

passing from the perceptual system to semantic memory before it can be encoded into 

episodic memory. Thus, in both models the perception takes place first, but for Tulving, 
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that which is perceived is first translated into knowledge and only after being encoded as 

knowledge can it then be placed into the episodic memory. This means that we might see 

a tree in our yard (perceptual system), and it is first encoded into our semantic memory 

(knowledge of the object that is a tree, and the tree is located in our yard). Once this is 

accomplished, and only thus, can we encode that information into a temporal system that 

we can remember (days or years later we can remember what the tree looked like in our 

yard on that specific date). In memory studies, Tulving’s model is known as the SPI 

model (serial encoding, parallel storage, and independent retrieval) (Greenberg 2). The 

most important idea from this theory of memory as it affects this study is to show that the 

information stored into memory can be retrieved independently, where it is either 

connected to the episodic memory of the perceiver or incorporated into the semantic 

memory of that perceiver alone. In simpler terms, we store information that relates to our 

autobiographical story in both semantic and episodic versions. The episodic version of 

that memory is directly correlated to our "life story," but the semantic version exists to 

form the "true" basis for that memory. If we lost the semantic memory (the knowledge in 

this case, that a tree had once existed in our yard), then we could not have an episodic 

recollection (remembering) of the tree growing and becoming more mature as we, and it, 

aged. For as convincing as this idea is, it is, of course, not the only model or theory for 

how the interrelationship of memory works.  

 In studies by Simons, Graham, and Hodges (2002), Baddeley (1988), and Reder, 

Park, and Kieffaber (2009), alternative theories are explored that offer either direct 

opposition to Tulving’s argument (Simons, Graham, and Hodges), or alternative theories 

that suggest that "semantic memory might represent the accumulated residue of multiple 
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learning episodes" (Baddeley 180). In Baddeley’s model, the semantic memory consists 

of information that has been dissociated from its various spatiotemporal constraints in 

which it was encountered. This theory insists that instead of moving from perceptual 

information to semantic memory and then episodic incorporation that memory moves 

from perception directly to episodic memory first. Once it has entered the 

autobiographical story of the perceiver, Baddeley’s theory proposes that the brain then 

dissociates the information from the time and space in which it was encountered to 

"know" (semantic) the concepts and baseline understandings from the perception. An 

example illustrates the concept more clearly. We probably don’t remember the 

autobiographical moment in which we first learned that George Washington was the first 

President of the United States. However, Baddeley argues that this was our first 

perception – learning the information in Kindergarten on President’s Day perhaps. 

However, since we all still retain the information in our semantic memory functions, our 

brains have taken the episodic encoding, dissociated the needed information for the 

knowledge from our autobiographical information, and stored the "knowledge" of who 

the first President of the United States was into our semantic memory. Despite the 

differences in how each theorist approaches or explains the relationship between 

semantic and episodic memory, there is general agreement that an interdependence 

between the two exists.  

 This study finds itself aligned with the conclusion set forth in Greenberg and 

Verfaellie’s "Interdependence of Episodic and Semantic Memory: Evidence from 

neuropsychology," which presents the idea that, after synthesizing the information of 

neuropsychological studies, "semantic memory facilitates the acquisition of new episodic 
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memories, and episodic memory facilitates the addition of new information to the 

semantic store" (5). However, the relationship is one where episodic memory depends on 

semantic memory, as "episodic memories facilitate the retrieval of semantic memory, and 

semantic memories are the basic material from which complex and detailed episodic 

memories are constructed" (5). This depiction of interdependency in both the encoding 

and retrieval of memory allows this study to reach its own conclusions considering these 

studies, namely that while most memories do not fit into a single category, each is needed 

to present the "best" or "most useful" set of memories. 

 While neuropsychological studies regarding memory typically engage it as a 

symptom of injury or disease and focus on the loss of such information, it is a natural 

starting point because the physical presentation of memory and the method of encoding 

and retrieval form the basis for our understanding of the value and function of memory to 

individuals and communities in remembering the past and engaging the future. This is 

how humans have learned from stories since the first cave painting. The memory of the 

individual or group is printed (painted in this example), and when another individual 

reads (views) the text, the semantic aspects of the memory (how to kill game) is encoded 

into the reader/viewer’s memory. This is the function of memory as it has been applied 

regarding mimetic literature, where experiences can be lived through characters within a 

text and influence readers in their actual world.  

Memory as Future Thinking 

 As noted in chapter one of this study, the value of memory is multi-directional, 

pointing to both the past and the future, though the engagement of memory within literary 

studies has primarily focused on its value to remembering the past. Where literary studies 
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have connected the idea of the memory strictly to the past, cognitive science has 

illustrated how memory is also connected to the future. In cognitive science studies, this 

concept is referred to as either "mental time travel" or "future thinking." This 

acknowledgment of the ability of memory to serve as a basis for thinking about the future 

is intrinsic to this study’s assertion that memory (even when created in a world that bears 

little connection to the actual world of the reader) forms the basis for an engagement with 

the experiences of the world as the individual moves forward in time in their actual 

world. 

 Beginning in 2007, several articles appeared in cognitive psychology journals 

regarding the role of memory in imagination and future thinking. In studies conducted by 

Addis et al. and Szpunar et al, "striking overlap in the brain activity associated with 

remembering actual past experiences and imagining or simulating possible future 

experiences" was witnessed (Schacter 677). Throughout the course of their studies, each 

researcher reported that the "default network underlies both remembering and imagining" 

(677) within the brain as observed through both PET scans and MRI. From this cognitive 

data, much of what social psychologists had published was confirmed to be true, namely 

that there was strong evidence that "the role of mental simulations in predicting future 

experiences and the role of memory in guiding such experiences" showed a strong 

correlation (677). The result of cognitive science taking an interest in the predictions and 

observation of social psychologists was to galvanize the community to study memory and 

its function for individuals.  

 In "The Future of Memory: Remembering, Imagining, and the Brain," Schacter 

focuses on the value of episodic memory for individuals who are imagining future 
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experiences. Throughout the overview of multiple studies, Schacter finds that "imagined 

future events that are relevant to the self were associated with a stronger subjective 

‘feeling of experiencing’ than imagined future events that were not relevant to the self" 

(679). Thus, when subjects were asked to imagine a future event that was not connected 

to their autobiographical memory, the details and subjective connection to the strength of 

the imagining were lessened, while those that contained something directly related to the 

subject were imagined more completely. This is an important distinction because it 

justifies the focus of this study regarding the creation of episodic memory; however, that 

doesn’t mean that semantic memory doesn’t also figure into our understanding of how 

knowledge plays into our ability to imagine future events.  

 As noted in the discussion on semantic and episodic memory and the 

interrelatedness of the two systems within studies of the brain regarding memory earlier 

in the chapter, the two systems perform functions that depend on one another, and this 

dependence is most readily apparent in what Hassabis and Maguire have termed "scene 

construction" and its critical function within both memory and imagination. "Scene 

construction entails retrieving and integrating perceptual, semantic, and contextual 

information into a coherent spatial context" (681). It is the scene construction portion of 

the system that pulls information from multiple contexts and forms them into a spatio-

temporal context that makes sense. Since encoding and retrieval would not necessarily be 

done in a temporal manner, the ability to do so is a necessity to constructing a scene of 

either the past or the future. We need to create a temporal order for memories that allows 

us to see progression, regression, entropy, or instauration. 
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 While Schacter’s article focuses on the use of episodic memory in predicting 

future outcomes, he also makes note of the value of semantic memory to prospective 

memory. In his review of Kwan et al.’s study, Schacter notes that Kwan’s patient, KC, 

who suffers from amnesia that makes it impossible for him to recall information about his 

own past experiences "relies on his intact semantic memory when making decisions 

about the future" (688). This is an important note, as it shows that not only are the two 

types of memory interrelated with one another, but that one may take over and perform 

functions even in the absence of that on which the uninjured brain would depend.  

 In this rundown of cognitive science and how it relates to memory, we have seen 

how memory can be categorized into distinct categories and how those categories are still 

interrelated. While the separation of semantic and episodic memory creates useful 

distinctions between knowing and remembering, the science illustrates that in order to 

remember, we need to know, and in order to know, we have to remember. This allows 

this study to move forward with the question of whether the experience of reading 

literature creates knowledge that is not linked to a reader’s autobiographical memory 

(episodic) or results in the creation of experiences that are, to use Gary Wolfe’s term, so 

deeply believed that they have become nearly as real as those in our own lives. The value 

of reading literature (of any kind) is that it creates information that can be utilized by the 

memory for "scene construction" with regard to either past or future events and scenarios. 

As we shall see in the next section, by linking the memory and the imagination, cognitive 

science stands at odds with the ancient philosophers and their notions of the separation of 

memory, imagination, and thinking. 
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Philosophy and Memory in the Context of Literary Studies 

  Having explored the cognitive studies side of the arguments regarding memory, 

we return to the philosophical tradition since the investigations and ideas regarding 

memory from Aristotle and other classical thinkers have motivated and fixed specific 

ideas as the basis for current literary studies in genre fiction. While ancient philosophers 

were focused on locating the function of memory within the body for the purposes of 

connecting the memory to consciousness and the soul, medical and philosophical studies 

each explored the function and value of memory with regard to the human condition. 

 It is, perhaps, no surprise that ancient Greek philosophers regarded the subject of 

memory as related to the greatest parts of man. As memory was a requirement for the 

rhetorical arguments that dominated Greek education and society, the memory of 

individuals factored heavily into their performance as citizens. In Plato and Aristotle, we 

see some of the first forays into the philosophical question of the memory, though 

Aristotle arguably focuses more on categorizing the memory into two distinct elements 

than he does focus on the nature of the memory or how it influences our understanding of 

the world. 

 Aristotle’s short treatise "On Memory and Reminiscence" presents a dichotomy 

within the very first line, stating that it will focus on "memory and remembering…as well 

as recollecting" as separate and distinct things, since "the persons who possess a retentive 

memory are not identical with those who excel in the power of recollection" (Aristotle). 

In his discussion, he presents memory as a faculty that humans and some animals each 

have the capacity for, and he sees memory as recalling sensory perceptions and 

sensations from stimuli. In short, memory is simply recalling a previous event and how 
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you responded to it (i.e. The stove top was red and hot). By contrast, recollection is a 

capacity he confines to humans, as it is the deliberate retrieval of information one knows 

they have acquired before based on earlier premises and leading to a specific conclusion. 

Recollection, for Aristotle, has more to do with trying to remember the answer on a test 

than it does to simply remembering that red equals hot with regard to a stovetop. While it 

is clear here that Aristotle is not placing memory into the same categories as identified by 

Tulving earlier in this chapter, the division of functions and processes of memory are 

deliberate and useful for Aristotle’s value to the current study and the reasoning for 

opening the chapter with a focus on the cognitive scientific engagement with memory. 

While Aristotle’s comments on the memory related to "those who have moisture around 

that part which is the sense-perception" and "dwarfism" are problematic given our current 

understanding of medicine and cognitive studies, his connection of the intellectual 

activity to the somatic critiqued the work of Plato and opened the study of memory to 

medicine. 

 In Ricardo Juliao’s "Mapping Memory. Theories in Ancient, Medieval, and Early 

Modern Philosophy and medicine," the author locates and summarizes the major 

movements in ancient philosophy and medicine regarding memory and the soul. While 

Juliao begins with Plato and Aristotle, he next moves to Galen’s oeuvre and Nemesius of 

Emesa’s On the Nature of Man. The importance of Galen cannot be overstated here, as he 

presents the first evidence of the argument that "memory plays a central role in reasoning 

and knowing, as well as in the process of formation and recognition of concepts" (Juliao 

680). For Galen, a person without memory would be unable to compare and distill 

pervious understanding, knowledge, or perception from present sense perception. 
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Without this ability, Galen would argue that the capacity for reason fails to exist. This 

linking of memory and cognition (reasoning) pushes Galen toward localizing the soul in 

the brain, "where reasoning comes into existence, and where the memory of the 

perceptible impression lies" (qtd in Juliao 681). Thus, Galen argues that the creation of 

memory is dependent upon three conditions: that the impression must be clear, that the 

individual is paying attention to what is happening within their field of perception, and 

their physiology is in good condition. While the third point here is not a suitable area of 

discussion for this study, the first and second conditions lead us directly to the study of 

literature and its ability to make impressions that result in memory.  

Literature and Memory 

 Galen’s first point, that the impression must be clear, might be translated to the 

act or experience of literature as falling upon the author in the creation of the text. In any 

written account, a clear impression would be required as a first act of creating memory. 

For example, those texts which are written in a language not native to the reader, or those 

deliberately crafted as nonsensical would not leave a clear impression if we engage 

"clear" as meaningful. However, those texts might still leave a clear impression if they 

are readable, but if the text itself has degraded to the point of illegibility (where language 

is not the defining feature of clarity but the fading of the physical text), then the 

impression itself may not be clear enough to create a memory even if the reader was 

paying attention. However, if we accept that these two measures have already been met, 

then the idea of clarity falls to other levels of investigation from chapter one. 

 At the first level, one might argue that the text itself must conform to Tolkien and 

Lewis’s ideas of the inner consistency of reality within the diegesis. In a text that is 
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rooted in either the actual world of the reader, a close approximation to that actual world, 

or in an extrapolation from that actual world, the inner consistency means that the text 

must feature events, characters, and actions that make sense to the reader’s understanding 

of the actual world. Here, in a seemingly mimetic space, the characters are expected to 

conform to the same rules by which the reader lives. Though the character may live a life 

that is drastically different from the reader, they are rooted in a world that is defined by 

the same rules as that of the reader’s. This allows the text to make a clear impression on 

the reader, unless one of those rules is violated without signifying itself as another genre. 

 Akin to the idea of the mimetic world needing to conform to the actual world of 

the reader in the novel set in a mimetic space, readers of genre expect an inner 

consistency of reality in genre texts. As noted by Tolkien and Lewis, readers of genre 

literature will accept a character, location, or breaking of rules from their actual world, if 

they are placed into a secondary world space (within the diegesis) that maintains those 

rules throughout their experience within the text. For example, if in the first chapter of a 

fantasy novel it is shown that magic has no effect on a dragon that is attacking a town, 

then magic cannot be used against a dragon in a later chapter without destroying the 

credibility of the author’s world. In short, readers will accept differences from their actual 

world if those differences remain consistent throughout their experiences in the world of 

the text. Just a cursory search of a favorite author on the Internet will result in any 

number of websites that focus on "mistakes" or errors made in texts where character 

descriptions change, or characters perform actions that are impossible given the realities 

of the world (see Stephen King errors and mistakes). 
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 However, within genre fiction, another level of memory must be navigated 

because of the existence of the megatext. As noted in chapter two’s examination of In 

Defence of Fantasy, those readers who purchase and read within genre fiction, and those 

authors who write within it, must ascribe to the rules of other author’s secondary worlds 

in addition to their own, particularly regarding specific creations. In Tolkien’s "On Fairy 

Stories," he refers to the "cauldron of story" as a simmering pot of commonality with 

regard to the fairy story, and it is in this presence of commonality where we find that 

second category of "actual world" from which the fantasy story pulls, and which readers 

utilize when reading the fantasy text that has engaged in penemaximal distance. You will 

recall that penemaximal distance is the idea that the fantasy world often shares only the 

most minimal of resemblances with the actual world of the author and reader. This shared 

information is most often related to language, as the referents that exist within the actual 

world of the author or reader must hold true within the secondary world.  

On Narrative Theory 

 In narrative theory studies, it is exactly this notion of the shared language that 

forms much of the basis for the idea of shared aspects of the diegetic and actual world. In 

Richard Walsh’s "Fictionality and Mimesis: Between Narrativity and Fictional Worlds," 

the author explores the nature of the differences and shared relationship of the actual 

(Walsh uses the term "real," but I have altered it here to be in line with the terminology 

set forth in the examination of Ryan in chapter one) world and the fictional world. 

Walsh’s engagement with fictional worlds theory begins with Thomas Pavel’s argument 

regarding how readers fill in the gaps of fictional worlds with knowledge of their actual 

world. For Pavel, since he is looking primarily at fiction that relates to the actual world of 
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the author or reader through minimal distance, the actual world serves as the reference 

point for all the description and backstory that is not included within the text itself. If one 

is reading Charles Dickens, the author need not fully describe London, or even the 

surrounding countryside, since the reader has knowledge from their actual world to fill in 

those gaps. Dickens doesn’t need to lay out the way the roads are constructed or the 

pathways through the city. He doesn’t have to lay out the climate, culture, or history of 

London because he can count on his readers to fill in that knowledge from their actual 

world semantic memory.  

 Pavel’s concept then engages both those ideas put forth by Ryan and those 

presented in the first chapter of this study. In chapter one, I outlined how the process of 

reading and filling in these blanks from the fictional world with actual world information 

can best be described as augmenting reality. It is because the world of these fictions so 

closely resembles the actual world of the author and reader that the actual world serves as 

a useful reference point that requires only minimal distance. Though Dickens’s London is 

far more rooted in history than in the reality of a contemporary reader, even those things 

that have changed are accessible through their semantic memory. And while the level of 

detail afforded by the semantic memory of individual readers will differ based upon their 

own education and experience, they can find epistemological sources within their actual 

world to reinforce the world of the text. If a reader knew nothing about London in the 

nineteenth century, they could look into any number of non-fiction works for information 

regarding the history of the location. In this way, those texts which are often considered 

mimetic in nature are, of course, still fictive, but because they can engage non-fiction 

texts of the actual world to supplement the knowledge of readers, the fictive world is seen 
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as directly relational, making the connection between the fictive and actual world 

stronger by providing multiple reference points for continuity beyond the use of 

language. 

 Walsh’s article moves away from the focus on shared language into a larger 

discussion on mimesis, fictionality, and non-fiction. Walsh engages the idea of mimesis 

as a "problematic concept" (115) because it seems to relate to a pure epistemology that is 

always already an established ontology since it is from one perspective and influenced by 

the "fundamentally conservative forces of prefiguration and transfiguration" (119). For 

Walsh, this is most clearly defined through his examination of Auerbach’s Mimesis. 

Walsh utilizes Auerbach’s idea of "figura" to illustrate that "the relations between remote 

events are understood as a series of figural anticipations and literal fulfillments that 

manifest, and are guaranteed by, divine providence" (117). Here, Walsh engages what I 

argued in chapter one was the idea of the tyranny of the biblical narrative to clarify a 

point about mimesis that would seem to hint toward D.A. Miller’s argument from The 

Novel and The Police. Walsh and Miller both argue that the novel is, in slightly different 

ways, reinforcing the understood non-fictional narrative of the world, even as that 

narrative is actually a fiction. Both critics contend that art reinforces the ideology of the 

state in which it was created. However, since mimetic fiction is always positioned 

somewhat apart from the actual world through the fictional remove, those differences that 

do not overlap from actual world to fictive world are presented as counter-factual 

(fictions), while the shared information between the fictional and actual world become 

accepted as fact. However, since both the "fictional" world and the "non-fictional" world 
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are exposed as fictional in Walsh’s theory, mimesis turns out to be its own type of 

mystification. 

 Walsh explains this by arguing that "the only mediation achieved [in the mimetic 

text] turns out to be between a fictional process of instantiation and its own mirror image, 

a philosophical process of abstraction" (117). Since both the fictional world and the 

actual world are composed of fictions (in Walsh’s view), then comparisons become 

problematic. To return to Marie-Laure Ryan’s idea of minimal distance (from chapter one 

of this study), the overlap of the actual world and the fictional world create reference 

points for readers, but if the reader’s actual world is fictive imagining, then the reference 

points being accessed and utilized are comparing two fictive realities (one the actual 

world of the reader and the other the fictive world of the text). If the actual world of non-

fictional narrative is as fictional as the fictive world of fiction, then there can be no real 

comparison between worlds because there is no ontological source to serve as "true" for 

the comparison. This is the argument that China Mieville is articulating in his essay as 

discussed in chapter two of this study. However, since Walsh argues that fictional worlds 

"depends for [their] cultural currency upon [their] functional distinctiveness from 

nonfictional narrativity," then the problem of truth is not necessarily problematic for 

understanding the textual relationship to the actual world (116). Though neither the 

fictional or nonfictional world is indeed "true" from a philosophical standpoint, there is 

still difference accorded between the accepted nonfiction of the actual world and the 

fictional world as depicted/designed by an author. To return to our example of Dickens’s 

depiction of London, though Dickens’s London never existed in a truly nonfictional sense 

because it was always a construct from one perspective and dominated by an ideology of 



92 

his moment, the idea of London from his time and his depiction of London can still be 

fruitful for examination in their differences. It is in these differences that Walsh argues 

that the value and purpose of fictional worlds lie. 

 For Walsh, the relevance of fictions occurs because of the relationship between 

the fictional world and the actual world of the author and reader. He states that "readers 

cannot be content merely to construct fictional worlds, as if this in itself were endlessly 

satisfying; they must also be concerned to evaluate them, to bring them into relation with 

the larger context of their own experience and understanding" (114). Walsh presents the 

idea that reading fiction is not limited to the creation of wonder or the presentation of the 

fictive world within the imagination. Rather, he is arguing specifically for a cognitive 

function of both the fictive world and the imagination. For a reader to simply reconstruct 

the world of the fiction into their mind would be an act of instauration in the imagination 

of the reader, but it would not necessarily lead to a consideration of the value of the 

diegetic world. For Walsh, the aspect of the evaluation of the constructed world is an 

important element of the value of studying literature. However, Walsh also notes that the 

idea behind doing so is limited, in his article, to the study of mimetic fictions. He writes 

that "the representational function for which mimesis has traditionally been invoked is 

reconceived (in his study) as an exercise in comparison between worlds" (114) and yet, 

"every aspect of narrative understanding to be derived by contemplating the emergent 

fictional world in relation to the real one has necessarily been presupposed in the 

interpretive process of constructing that world" (114). While Walsh is unclear as to 

whether he is referring to the author’s construction of the world within her/his own mind 

or the reader’s construction in the imagination through the act of reading and interpreting, 
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his argument shows a reliance that presupposes Marie-Laure Ryan’s idea of minimal 

distance. It is only when the world of the text and the world of the author/reader share a 

specific level of commonality that the model works in the way in which he has defined it, 

and it rests on the assumption that the evaluation of the fictional world cannot be done for 

its own merit, primarily because his focus is on the narrative construction of worlds more 

similar than different from the actual world. 

 In those narratives where the fictional world resembles the actual world strongly 

enough that the differences between the worlds are readily available to the reader, where 

the actual worlds and the fictive world share enough commonality so that the overlapping 

"realities" of the two worlds is significant, Walsh’s argument holds true. Returning, once 

again, to Dickens’s London, we can see how readers would readily note the differences 

and take the similarities for granted, though their perception and interrogation of those 

differences would vary in intensity by their semantic knowledge of the actual world 

location, events, characters, or relative aspects of the actual and fictive world. However, 

this model of interpretation seems to require something akin to Wolfgang Iser’s ideal 

reader in order to guarantee that the interpretation succeeds. In both Iser and, arguably, 

Walsh’s ideas of engaging fictional worlds, the critics presuppose the knowledge of the 

reader as stable and complete (or nearly so). For Iser, the reader is asked to reassemble 

the meaning of the text, and his ideal reader must be the one doing that assembly or else 

that reader may not reassemble the text in a specific (correct) way. Walsh is a bit more 

generous, though his argument still presupposes that the reader has a base level of 

understanding regarding their actual world and the corresponding locations or ideas 

within the fictional world.  
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 As a critique of Walsh’s argument of the goal of interpretation, we might consider 

why the fictional world is not evaluated on its own, without need of comparing it to the 

actual world before the comparison back to the actual world is utilized for the function of 

the text. While it would appear that Walsh seeks to present this very argument in his 

article, he pulls away from this idea and instead offers that the fictive world is always 

compared to the actual world for its interpretation. While Walsh discards the idea that the 

actual world is any less fictive than the diegetic world, his idea of interpretation and 

meaning are still created through the relational comparison between the two worlds and 

in the experience of specifics within the text (as opposed to generalities). He ends his 

essay by stating that "fiction enables us to go through the process, for the sake of 

experience" (120), which pulls us closer to the position of this study. While it has been 

argued that fiction presents us with generalities from which we can interpret metaphor 

and connect it back to our own world (whether focused on the similarities or differences), 

Walsh notes that it is the experience of going through the events within the text through 

which we "understand, feel, and value" the text and the world of the narrative (120). Like 

Walsh, this study focuses on the experience of the reader and the text; however, this 

study diverges specifically because Walsh remains focused on the idea that the narrative 

world’s primary value and object for comparison is the actual world of the author or 

reader. 

 If, as Walsh notes, readers must "evaluate" the worlds they encounter, then it 

would be best to offer some framework through which that world should be encountered 

and analyzed. While narrativity and fictional worlds theorists have often done so through 

examining the parallels and differences between the fictive and actual worlds, the 
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possibility remains that the fictive world can be evaluated on its own merits. If readers 

engage the fully realized world as a world of its own, then the world can be examined and 

evaluated through those same theories that are utilized to examine their actual world, so 

long as there remains enough commonality between the worlds to make such an 

examination possible. For example, one can look back at Dickens’s London to see 

inherent class stratification, comments on labor practices, and the presentation and 

reinforcement of moral and ethical codes that ascribe to any number of teachings. In 

short, the world of London in any Dickens novel can be examined through any number of 

theoretical lenses that are applied to actual worlds. So long as most or all of the same 

rules apply to the fictive world as to the actual world, the fictive world can often make 

plain that which is hidden in the actual world. This is made possible by the singular 

remove from which these fictive worlds operate from the actual world. However, this 

singular remove presents a problem regarding the deviations from the actual world. 

Narrative Theory and the Worlds of Fantasy 

 In chapter one, I noted that the remove to fantasy is important because it 

specifically challenges the foreknowledge of the reader and author, but Walsh hints at 

this idea regarding mimetic fiction as well. He refers to Ricoeur’s three stages of 

mimesis, the first of which is "prefiguration," which "consists in our practical knowledge 

of how things work and the set of social competencies we bring to a narrative" (118). In 

Walsh’s presentation of Ricoeur’s idea of prefiguration and how it controls the readers’ 

interpretation of the mimetic text, he argues that readers need a certain amount of 

commonality with the world of the text to make meaning. While language affords some 

of this commonality, Walsh shows how certain aspects of social behavior needs to 



96 

translate from the actual world to the fictive world in order to feel as though the situations 

encountered in the novel are fair to the readers’ understanding.  

 What appears, at first glance, to be an innocuous point regarding the commonality 

of the world of the text and the actual world of the author and reader may reveal the 

necessity of the fantastic secondary world. Since the mimetic text is forced into 

reproducing the social constraints of the actual world, there is only so much 

transcendence of the ideology of the primary world that can be attained within the 

mimetic fictive space. Walsh notes that this prefiguration in the mimetic space is, as cited 

earlier, a fundamentally conservative space, which problematizes just how far the fictive 

world can push toward revealing anything about the actual world through either 

comparison or evaluation of the fictive world for its own accord. The necessity of 

adherence to the dominant ideologies of the actual world of the author and/or reader form 

the basis for the very social competencies that the reader brings to the fictive space, and if 

those social competencies are pushed too far from what is recognizable, then the fictive 

world either loses its connection, and therefore relevance in this model, to the actual 

world or is rejected as not conforming to the generic rules of prefiguration for the 

mimetic text. However, these boundaries can be stretched by the author through 

Aristotle’s model of plausible impossibility, but they can only be pushed as far as the 

readers’ semantic memory (their understanding of the facts of the world) allow. 

 However, when we leave the space of the mimetic text, we can still apply 

Ricoeur’s idea of prefiguration, with a slight modification. Since the secondary world is 

defined by its difference (and thus distance) from the actual world, the semantic memory 

of the reader from their actual world experiences and knowledge cannot fill in the blanks 
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in the world a la Pavel or reassemble the text ala Iser. Instead, the reader must rely upon a 

different category of semantic memory due to a penemaximal remove from the actual 

world. As noted in chapter one, the penemaximal distance from the actual world creates a 

vacuum with regard to creating meaning and forces the reader to pull from a secondary 

catalog of semantic memory in order to generate a commonality with the author and the 

fictive world so that they can engage and evaluate the world through prefiguration. In the 

vacuum formed by the distance from the diegetic world of the fantasy to the actual world, 

the catalog of social competencies and practical knowledge of how things work are filled 

by a secondary catalog of information – the semantic, generic memory. 

Generic Memory 

 Within the terminology I have utilized above lie two terms that require some 

small explanation. The first, semantic memory, has been discussed previously in this 

chapter, but it is worth reiterating that the semantic memory forms our understanding of 

the world through knowledge and facts. What we know is a function of that semantic 

memory, and it is arguably our repository for fact-checking new experiences and 

encounters with the world. The second, generic memory, is a linked term as I am using it, 

but requires a more thorough examination given its use here. In this context, generic here 

is to be seen as the adjective form of the word genre, where genre relates not to the type 

of text being encountered (drama, novel, poetry), but to the subject matter and the 

constraints that come with it. Generic memory is built, in this case, from the comments of 

Brooke-Rose and Broderick regarding the megatext of fantasy and looks to the work on 

"icons" by Gary Wolfe for its foundation. In Damien Broderick’s Reading By Starlight, 

the author notes that Science Fiction most completely engages  "readers and writers with 
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specialized training in the codes of construction and reception of Science Fiction" (xiii), 

and that the "coding of individual texts relies heavily on [the readers’] access to an 

encyclopedia – a megatext of worlds, tropes, tools, lexicons, and grammatical 

innovations borrowed from other textualities" (xiii). In these two statements, Broderick 

outlines both the existence and use of the megatext for Science Fiction. The second quote 

above accepts that a megatext exists and presents it as an encyclopedia, but the existence 

of that encyclopedia as a physical object is not presented. Instead, Broderick utilizes the 

encyclopedia as a metaphor, though he never explains quite what the referent for the sign 

"encyclopedia" might be. While one could argue that Broderick is referring to the 

Encyclopedia of Science Fiction from John Clute and Peter Nichols (1979, 1994), the 

notion of readers having a copy and access to that copy of the text with them when 

reading makes this highly unlikely. Instead, Broderick seems to be referring to an 

encyclopedia of SF that resides within the mind of the reader, a repository of knowledge 

specifically regarding genre rules and conventions. In other words, Broderick is arguing 

for a semantic (knowledge), generic (about genre) memory that is utilized to decode the 

genre text (here science fiction). 

 In Christine Brooke-Rose’s A Rhetoric of the Unreal (discussed extensively in 

chapter two of this study), she presents "the fictional megatext, technically modeled as it 

is on the ‘real’ megatext of realistic fiction" (254). As Brooke-Rose’s work specifically 

concerns the genre of fantasy, we can see a commonality between Broderick, in 1994, 

and Brook-Rose, in 1981, where the megatext with regard to genre fiction is accepted as 

fact across both genres. While it may seem like a small point to note that such a megatext 

exists within fantasy, it is through this existence that we can engage the primary critique 
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of fantasy as a genre. Materialist critics working within Science Fiction, most notably 

Suvin and Jameson, argue that fantasy cannot truly comment on the actual world of the 

author and reader due to the engagement of the imagination and the violation of the laws 

and rules that govern that actual world. Frederic Jameson’s Archaeologies of the Future 

engages this idea directly in chapter five, when he engages Suvin’s notion of cognitive 

estrangement in SF. Jameson argues that an advancement of Suvin’s notion of cognitive 

estrangement "presupposes that knowledge today – Marx’s General Intellect – includes 

the social" in addition to a commitment to "scientific reason, which would seem to 

continue a long tradition of critical emphasis on verisimilitude" (63). If, as Jameson 

argues here, the notion of scientific reason and the social understanding are both based on 

the appearance of being real or true, we must ask in what way is this accomplished. 

 For Jameson’s argument to work, we have to accept that Science Fiction’s claim 

to verisimilitude is either a tautology or a reference to outside the text itself. In either 

manner, the efficacy of the statement becomes problematic. If Science Fiction’s claim is 

to the internal logic of the text itself, then Jameson is arguing that Science Fiction’s 

commitment to scientific reason is shown in that it examines things within the Science 

Fiction text as science, which merely defines the genre by its own self-proscribed naming 

convention. If, instead, the claim is that the science within the story is based upon the 

scientific reasoning of the actual world of the author at the time in which it is written, 

then one needs to re-examine the canonicity of major works of Science Fiction from this 

paradigm. In either case, the same argument can be made regarding fantasy as a literary 

genre once we accept the idea of the megatext and the author and readers’ engagement 

with it. 
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 Since authors rely upon their readers to have a knowledge of other textualities 

when they engage the newly created secondary world or story, then the rules stored into 

the semantic, generic memory of the reader from other encounters with the genre must be 

adhered to if the fantasy is to succeed both as a fantasy and in creating meaning. Within 

this study, we have noted that an adherence to the inner consistency of the narrative is 

required in order to maintain the reader’s belief in the fantasy, but Iser has countered that 

the text itself need not provide that unity. Iser’s idea of the "gestalt" of the text and the 

way in which readers are forced to fill in the gaps in events within the text presuppose an 

inner consistency. In Iser’s work, the reader accepts that what is unexplained in chapter 

two will be clarified and make sense within chapter five (these are merely random 

chapter determinations and not concrete). Iser’s insight into the creation of the fictive 

world in a space that exists within the author and reader (where each are implied in the 

act of creation) is important to this study; however, his argument that the reader 

presupposes consistency only works until the violation of unity appears. In the internally 

consistent narrative a reader reaches what Wolfe termed belief by accepting that the text 

features a cognitive and affective significance, but once the laws and rules that the reader 

has accepted within the world are violated, this belief falls apart. In mimesis, this can be 

done consciously by the author in order to comment on the very fictionality of the text; 

the violation is otherwise noted as "wrongness" or being "incorrect." These 

determinations, of course, are dependent upon the reader’s semantic knowledge regarding 

the world. However, since the world of mimesis is only minimally distanced from the 

actual world in which they reside, there exists an arguably epistemological source from 

which the events of the narrative and those of non-fiction can be compared. This forces 
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the reader into a position that Iser presents as creating meaning, but this is clearly 

dependent upon an external epistemology (or accepted epistemology) to which the events 

can be compared. In fantasy, the experience and creation of meaning regarding violation 

becomes much more difficult to reason regarding Iser’s theory. 

 While some aspects of the actual world and diegetic world in fantasy are shared 

(hence the pene- prefix in penemaximal distance), when there is no referent for a concept 

or historical account from which to compare the events as presented, the reader becomes 

reliant upon either their semantic, generic knowledge to fill in the Iserian gaps. This is 

because the idea of creating or assuming consistency comes from the semantic 

knowledge of the idea of the device of narrative. Whether one looks at Aristotle’s idea of 

the well-formed tragedy or Chekov’s gun model, readers are prepared for the words 

presented and included in the text to have some bearing on later understanding of the 

events and not just discarded words designed to fill space. Since the concepts presented 

in the fantasy world must also have some bearing on later actions within the text and 

there is no external source from which to compare in the readers’ actual world, the reader 

is forced to depend upon either the internal consistency of the narrative or their 

Broderickian encyclopedia of megatextual knowledge. It is in this reliance upon the 

readers’ experience with genre literature and the author’s presentation of the world that 

fantasy differs sharply from mimesis regarding internal consistency. 

 Once the reader enters the fantasy world, their notions of actual world 

epistemology may no longer function as their primary source of comparison for the 

creation of meaning. It is precisely the distance afforded to fantasy from the actual world 

that creates a vacuum regarding understanding, so the reader dismisses their knowledge 
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of the history or events of their actual world because they have entered another world 

where such actions and histories have no place or value. They cannot create meaning or 

serve as a factual basis for how the events will play out within the text. However, their 

experience in the generic worlds of fantasy can offer the semantic knowledge on which 

Iser’s ideas depend. Authors of fantasy can deploy magical creature that have been 

encountered in other worlds and not fully develop their backstory or comment on their 

existence, so long as those creatures are not novel to the diegetic world. For example, 

when readers encounter a dragon within a fantasy novel, the author need not explain that 

dragons are large, often flying, lizard-like creatures that breathe fire, often hording 

treasure, and pose a great threat to princesses and warriors. The reading audience recalls 

this information regarding the sign of dragon from their semantic memory of generic 

experiences. Now, if the author wishes to present an icon of fantasy as a novum, then the 

author must engage that idea and describe how their dragon differs from those the reader 

has encountered previously. For example, Steven Erikson’s dragons in the Malazan series 

are not the same as the dragon in Tolkien’s The Hobbit, and Erikson is forced to explain 

those differences and justify them as he presents them as novum within his created world. 

Had he not explained the differences, he risked the problem of countering the 

prefiguration of the reader in the same way that Ricouer presented when examining 

mimesis earlier in this chapter. The failure to explain the challenge to semantic, generic 

memory would otherwise result in the reader becoming lost in the diegetic world without 

an epistemological source from which to create belief, commonality, or meaning. 

 Since the text cannot always serve as the epistemological fact check for the 

readers’ search for understanding regarding the icons of the diegetic space, the semantic, 
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generic memory provides that resource. Since the act of drawing on other source material 

denotes a shared idea between multiple textual worlds and examples, the very nature of 

the search for the information illustrates a socialized imagination, not merely between 

author and reader, but across the genre. It is this social nature of the imagination as 

engaged through the secondary world that complicates Suvin and Jameson’s ideas 

regarding the imagination and the violation of the primary world laws. In their studies, 

fantasy and imagination are always subjective and need not follow any of the laws of the 

actual world. However, since an epistemological check still exists in the semantic, 

generic memory, the notion of the subjective imagination can be challenged. If the reader 

encounters a magical being that they have prefigured knowledge regarding, and no 

explanation is given but the creature violates the semantic knowledge of the reader, then 

the reader moves away from belief and into dismissal. Since belief is a required step in 

moving toward deeper belief and memory, this violation is not just subjective, but 

somewhat objective. 

The Social Imagination 

 The objective view of the imagined world between author and reader allows for 

the creation of commonality and the depiction of the imagination as a site of resistance to 

the perceived inevitability of actual world mechanisms of power.  As John J. Su notes in 

his Imagination and the Contemporary Novel, "the imagination is not an individual 

pursuit that withdraws people from the world around them, but a social practice that 

engages people with the experiences and worldviews of others" (153). While Su is 

espousing an idea of the imagination as it relates to mimetic fiction specifically, we can 

also extend his idea to the nature of the imagination regarding fantasy. Su also notes that 
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the "goal of imagining is the construction of collectivities, connecting the individual to 

broader networks" (154), which might be translated within this study’s focus on fantasy 

as presenting imagining as creating travelers of its readers. 

 In "The Location of Brazil," Salman Rushdie looks at the film Brazil, set in the 

far future and certainly not in any location a contemporary viewer might be able to 

connect to an actual world knowledge of Brazil. Throughout the course of his essay, 

Rushdie opines on the value and function of the imagination before accepting that the 

actual location of Brazil may be the cinema itself (125). He argues this because "in the 

cinema the dream is the norm," but to accept his location is to accept that the fantasy, the 

experience of the film, is an escape from the real world: "the world in which things 

inevitably get worse and in which centers do not hold" (122), which could undermine the 

richness of the experience. We might more appropriately locate Brazil in the imagination 

(as any secondary world). By placing it in the imagination and using the film as an 

instrument of the creation of the social imagination, we can show both how the 

imagination features a cognitive process and utilize the experience of the film to move 

each viewer to the other world where they become migrants. In Rushdie’s view, 

becoming a migrant is the best of possible outcomes precisely because it divests us of 

nationalism, of foreknowledge (or pre-figuraiton), and we utilize the world of the text (or 

film) as a common background and identity akin to the newspaper in Benedict 

Anderson’s Imagined Communities. It is precisely because we feel as though we are part 

of the creation of this secondary world with the author and other audience members that 

we sometimes more ardently defend the diegetic world than our actual world. In the 

diegetic world of fantasy (as opposed to mimesis), this shared experience and the 
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reference points from the text to the semantic, generic memory present a world whose 

epistemology initially appears static and less changeable than the actual world. 

 In turning each reader/viewer into a migrant, fantasy forces the removal of 

prefiguration from our experience within the world. We arrive in the world disconnected 

from our actual world foreknowledge and experience the world anew. In this new 

experience, readers are not merely recovering a lost view, but discovering a world as 

travelers with no previous knowledge to confine their interpretations outside of the 

megatextual elements engaged within the text itself. By turning each reader into a 

migrant who must discover the world anew, fantasy dislocates readers to a world where 

there are no known inevitabilities that are not directly presented as such, without guise, 

during their excursion into the diegetic space. However, these experiences are not to be 

treated as subjective experiences that are devoid of a social component. Readers may do 

their imagining individually, but the experience, because it is confined by a singular 

textual epistemology or by the accepted epistemologies of the megatext, create a sense of 

commonality for readers that results in the creation of a shared community. Though 

members of this community will differ in their catalog of information regarding the 

megatext, their imaginings are still social in nature and are guided by a common set of 

rules or laws that are derived from the textual world.  

Moving Among Worlds 

 As readers become aware of Wolfe’s idea of "cognitive significance," which 

"refocuses [readers’] cognitive concerns away from the surface impossibilities of the 

narrative and toward an emerging ideational structure" (233), they reach a "belief" in the 

fantastic world that allows them to unite the cognitive and affective significances within 
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the text to possibly move to deeper belief. It is through deeper belief that the author’s 

most fundamental convictions regarding the building of the diegetic world become 

visible to the reader (233). Once readers reach the point where the experiences of the 

diegetic world and their actual world have become near analogues of one another, they 

create memories of the experiences and world of the text that remain secondary, and yet 

no less functional as a semantic basis for their engagement with both future diegetic 

worlds and their actual world. And in exposing the author’s most fundamental 

convictions regarding the built world, readers who reach deeper belief discover the 

divesture from the actual world and are given a peer behind the curtain into the 

mechanisms of control within the diegetic space that does not conflict with their 

prefigured understanding of the world (since it is new experience). It is through the 

experience of moving into the unknown and dismissing the prefiguration inherent in the 

mimetic tradition that fantasy provides the distance necessary to offer discovery, create 

new semantic and episodic memories, challenge foreknowledge, and serve as a tool for 

demystifying the power structures of the actual world. 

 In the chapters which follow, I examine canonical fantasy novels and provide 

close readings of them in order to illustrate both their relative position with regard to 

understanding the theory presented and as examples of the creation of secondary frame(s) 

for the reader. In each case, I first work to show the development of the genre’s megatext 

with regard to the specific novel. I seek to answer the questions "why this text," "how 

does this help build the genre," and "what is the use of this text with regard to the 

creation of a secondary frame for understanding the actual world of the reader?" To that 

extent, I have chosen three novels that represent significant moves or explanations 
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regarding questions of both how the genre has evolved and how they are useful to 

readers. 

                The first novel is Charles Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao. First published in 

1936, Finney’s novel, though recognized as fantasy within genre studies, was treated as a 

"comedic romp" when it was first published. Despite its sometimes “licentious tone” and 

borderline chinoserie subject matter, Finney’s text does important work with regard to 

providing a necessary baseline both for this study and for the genre of fantasy. In the text, 

Finney’s use of characters from myth and those which are sui generis to his work present 

an epistemological catalog for the genre of fantasy by divesting it from mythological 

stories from the history of the actual world. For, even in those stories which do not 

engage well-known mythological figures to a western audience, Finney alters the 

mythological being just enough that it is different from its actual world basis and directs 

readers to knowledge that is derived from other texts. Through an engagement with these 

figures and the real-world residents of Abalone, Arizona (or some version of a town close 

enough to actual world Arizona that it is recognizable to the audience), Finney presents 

vignettes that show how the megatextual memory of residents of the town affects their 

experience within the fantastic world of the circus, and how that relationship between 

megatext and experience presents as metacommentary for the reader. 

                The next chapter moves forward nearly eighty years to examine Brandon 

Sanderson’s novella The Emperor’s Soul. This short novel by Sanderson utilizes 

memory, and specifically the memory of animate and inanimate things, along with an 

examination of the role of the Forger to question the nature and use of both fantasy and 

the author’s role in that creation. This novel is examined second because it makes use of 
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the baseline set forth by Finney in his earlier work and develops the role of the author in 

the creation of fantasy and in its honesty to the forgery that is the creation of the 

secondary world. Put another way, where Finney arguably illustrates the value and use of 

fantasy, Sanderson further develops an understanding of the genre by engaging the role of 

the author metatextually and builds on the idea that the fictive world is still constrained 

by rules or memory that the author must follow in worldbuilding. In this way, though 

Sanderson does not chronologically precede the focus of the final chapter (publishing 

nearly 13 years after Steven Erikson’s initial volume of the Malazan series, it is 

intentionally placed before that discussion in order to prepare readers for discussions on 

Erikson’s Malazan world. 

 The final chapter of analysis focuses on Steven Erikson’s (and Ian. C. Esslemont 

– whose contributions, while important, are not the focus of this chapter) Malazan Book 

of the Fallen series, and specifically on the first novel, Gardens of the Moon (hereafter 

referred to as Gardens), in order to illustrate the idea of the building of a secondary frame 

of understanding, and a secondary catalog of experience, that becomes articulated 

through deeper belief, absorbed as memory, and then returned to the actual world of the 

reader through their encounter with the fully realized diegetic world. Erikson’s initial 

foray into the series, Gardens, proves fruitful for study because Erikson specifically 

challenges commonly accepted tropes in epic fantasy novels, but in so doing articulates 

that such tropes and rules do exist. His subversion of these tropes highlights the novel as 

both a secondary catalog of experience for the reader’s actual world and a secondary 

catalog of experience through which readers can approach the megatext of fantasy as it 

stood when he began writing the novels (and arguably remains). This utilization of the 
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fictive world to encode frames of memory for both the actual world of the reader and the 

reader’s memory of fictive worlds creates layers of memory and highlights its existence 

from the experience of previous texts to present its value in both the reader’s actual world 

and the catalog of secondary worlds that reside in their memory. 

 It is a given that not all readers will approach the text with the same 

understanding of generic conventions and understanding, yet in Galen’s attentive reader, 

Lewis’ literary reader, or Iser’s ideal reader, some tolerance has been afforded within 

criticism for making assumptions about the relative value of a text based on the 

background and understanding of the reader. With regard to this study, it is important to 

note that the arguments in this study do not presuppose that fantasy cannot be read simply 

for enjoyment or as an escape into another world that acts as simple wish-fulfillment, but 

in order to grasp the best of what fantasy can accomplish, the assumed reader has 

foreknowledge of generic conventions and tropes before encountering a text that will 

allow for the creation of transferrable semantic and episodic memory from text to actual 

world.
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Chapter Four: Charles Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao, Authorial Memory, and Memory-

Guided Perception and Reception

When Charles Finney first published The Circus of Dr. Lao in 1935, the 

landscape of what is now codified as the fantasy genre was dominated by stories that are 

currently either disassociated from the genre (horror) or are placed into sub-generic 

categories (predominantly sword and sorcery) that are seen, at best, as precursors to the 

previously presented definition of fantasy (see chapter one). The novel is structured as a 

series of vignettes that follow residents of a small town (Abalone, Arizona) and their 

dealings with the fantastic creatures presented as a travelling circus that comes to town. 

Through these vignettes, readers experience both the small-town life of Arizona (or a 

close approximation of it) in the 1930s as well as enter the circus and experience the 

residents’ encounters with the fantastic. Finney’s text is presented here because it 

metafictionally engages the idea of a guiding reality principle for the genre as existing 

within the memory of both authors and readers of fantasy literature. 

 Finney’s debut text was well received by the public and completely ignored by 

any academic study at its time. Structurally, Finney’s text is relatively simple, if not 

recognizably a novel for its time. The book opens with a singular point-of-view that sets 

forth the basic premise of the circus’ coming to a small town by presenting it through a 

newspaper editor who is "proofreading" a full-page advertisement for the circus’ arrival 

and performance. However, as the circus enters the town in a parade of "three frowsy 

little beast-driven wagons" (Finney, The Circus of Dr. Lao 20), the point-of-view for the 
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parade cycles through a precession of perceivers who encounter and focus on different 

aspects of the parade.  

 In a previous study, I focused on breaking down each of the vignettes in the novel 

and explained the parable being offered and their connections to one another. However, 

that work was limited in its scope and ability to speak directly to how Finney’s text works 

as an example of the megatext of fantasy. In the following analysis, I present Charles 

Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao as a book of books, connected to its source material 

directly through the characters and creatures within the text and through Finney’s 

descriptions of these same characters and creatures within the catalogue that follows the 

main body of the novel. In this chapter, I point out how The Circus of Dr. Lao is 

presented as Finney’s cabinet of curiosities, and how the main attraction at the circus (the 

final episode surrounding Woldercan) is Doctor Lao’s cabinet of curiosities. Charles 

Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao is a significant creation within fantasy that outlines its 

author’s memory of texts he has read to establish a personal megatext within the 

catalogue of the novel. Thus, the cabinet of curiosities that provides a metaphor for the 

creatures and experiences that reside within the pages of the novel provides readers with 

a direct presentation of the author’s memory of being a reader, with his connection and 

distance to and from specific texts directly stated within the catalogue. By highlighting 

his own memory of the fantastic creatures that populate Lao’s menagerie, Finney controls 

readers’ perception of both the mundane townspeople and the fantastic beasts presented 

in the novel. This enables Finney to control and dominate the personal megatextual 

memory of his readers to highlight his novel as a refraction of the actual world. 
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 Charles Finney expected The Circus of Dr. Lao to be a text that would be 

enjoyed, certainly, but it is also clear that he anticipated the text would be considered by 

scholars upon its release. I have previously presented on how this idea is evident with the 

elevation of vocabulary and prose style in his second major novel, The Unholy City, and 

its connection to The Circus of Dr. Lao through its main character’s original location in 

Abalone, Arizona (the setting of The Circus of Dr. Lao); however, in addition to the clues 

left by Finney in the catalogue (which have, thus far, been unexamined in scholarship 

before this study), Finney’s unpublished work provides another level of explanation of 

my connection of Finney’s work to the megatext of fantasy. 

 Finney’s bringing of Lao’s circus to the small town of Abalone is a refraction of 

his own experience in the U.S. Army’s 15th Infantry division in Tientsin, China. In his 

memoir about his experience in China, The Old China Hands, Finney details the arrival 

of both his own group of soldiers and that of a division of U.S. Marines later as 

"remind[ing] [him] of a circus arrival, by wagon load, at its show grounds. It seemed at 

first to be nothing but confusion compounded. But it wasn’t that at all. It was a well-

planned procedure, economically and beautifully executed" (Finney China 154-155). I 

use the term refraction, as opposed to reflection, purposefully, in an attempt to show how 

the Finney inverts the memory of the actual world in his fantasy. In the memoir, the 

actual world is more akin to a fantasy world Finney might have imagined before landing 

in China and experiencing it for himself. It is a land of mystery and the unknown for a 

boy from the Midwest who only longed to be "far away, as far away as possible from the 

railroad shops where [he] had been working" (16) when he first landed in northern China. 

Throughout the memoir, China has a tinge of mystery and magic about it, and it is a 
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magic and mystery that is rooted in history and experience by the time he pens the 

memoir in 1961. In the closing chapters of the memoir, Finney outlines how "old hands" 

left Tietsin and "new recruits" arrived, detailing that the Chinese would set off fireworks 

as a salute to both groups (236), but with the new recruits flinching and the old hands 

recognizing the gesture and enjoying the display. In this short episode, Finney displays 

how reception matters even in the actual world. For the welcoming soldiers, the sound of 

gunpowder exploding so near to them is a threat, and it causes them to recoil to the 

sound. Yet, for those who have experienced the fireworks and feel welcome in this actual 

world, those same fireworks are a bit of magic to take with them as they leave. It is this 

reception and the magic of Tietsin, China that Finney inverts, or refracts, in The Circus of 

Dr. Lao. 

 The portion of the quote that focuses on the idea of the circus’ "arrival, by wagon 

load" (Finney, Lao 154) is an important one for its connection to the description of the 

arrival of Lao’s circus to Abalone. Before readers catch a glimpse of the circus or the 

parade, a railroad traffic officer decrees that the circus "never came over the railroad; 

must have its own trucks" and a state quarantine inspector claims that the circus "must 

have come in over the railroad, I guess" (17). Both are, of course, incorrect in their 

assumptions, as clearly evident by their cancelling out of one another and by the fact that 

the circus appears as just three drawn wagons when the parade is perceived by each 

introduced member of the town. However, it is also clear that Finney is using this 

entrance both to harken back to a memory and to alter it to place his text firmly in 

fantasy. Not only is it never explained how Lao’s circus traverses what must be long 

distances (since nobody in the town knew of a traveling circus coming through and such 
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things were scheduled not unlike touring musicians of today), but this first parade of the 

circus looks shabby to the townspeople and is, instead, organized in such a manner as to 

both control perception and outline the later vignettes in the text. 

 The reception of the fantastic beasts presented in Lao’s circus is based on the 

memory of the townspeople, though it is sometimes augmented by epistemological 

sources present in their actual world. Notably, each townsperson who reads the 

advertisement and attends the parade as the circus enters town expresses this comparison 

to readers within the opening pages. Agnes Birdsong, a high-school English teacher, sees 

a satyr in the parade and reassures herself that she "[has] not seen Pan on Main Street" 

(37). While Finney has Lao specifically note that the satyr is not the god Pan within the 

text of the novel, Ms. Birdsong’s perception of the satyr as Pan is guided by her memory. 

Though multiple satyrs exist in myth, Pan is, perhaps, the most renowned of the goat-

human hybrids, and it is from her recollection of texts she would have no doubt read and 

studied that she categorizes her perception. Her memory of those texts allows her to 

receive the image in a manner that is, based on the text of the novel, untrue, which calls 

into question Aristotle’s declaration in De Anima III that perception is always true. 

Though what Ms. Birdsong perceives through her eyes is true in the sense that the image 

of the satyr is what is present, it is through her memory that the image is processed, 

cataloged, and compared in order to become understood and encoded into her memory. 

The difference is notable because perception and reception act as two distinct processes 

in Finney’s novel, where the perceptions follow Aristotle’s idea that perception is always 

true, but the reception of those perceptions is based on a translation that is the function of 

memory as noted in the previous chapter. This provides Finney with the means to present 
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the fantastic elements of his circus as necessarily true, even when the residents devalue 

and deny the experience as phantasia.  

 While the arrival of the circus immediately situates the story as a fantasy that is a 

refraction of our world, Finney’s subtle manipulation of the beasts of myth and legend 

also contribute to the aspects of wonder within the text. Finney alludes to this idea when 

he presents his list of "The questions and contradictions and absurdities" in the catalogue 

which ends the novel (153). While the author presents multiple questions that he claims 

to go unanswered, he also engages those alterations he has made to reality with regard to 

the ontological understanding of the concrete and physical animals/places within his text 

and their contradictions in the actual world. These thirteen questions each engage a 

problem or irregularity in the text, but the final two questions are the only ones which are 

linked together. Each of the other eleven stand-alone and are not related to the ones 

which follow or precede. The penultimate questions asks, "inasmuch as legend tells us 

that the chimeras were invariably females, how did it happen that Doctor Lao’s was a 

male?" and it is followed by asking "was it for this same reason that Tu-jeng, when 

Doctor Lao caught the satyr there, was a hamlet near the Great Wall, whereas it is now a 

suburb of Tientsin?" (154). By placing the two questions together, Finney links the 

ontology of a mythological creature with an observable reality of the actual world, which 

signals the subtle changes or alterations to both. 

 Finney’s presentation of the second question above is such that he provides a 

portion of the answer to the reader of the text. He states that the location of Tu-jeng is 

different within the world of the text than it is within the actual world of the author and 

future reader. This shows the reader that alterations have been made from the actual 
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world. Since Finney asks if it is "the same reason," it can be inferred that he is alluding to 

the independence from the actual world in relocating the hamlet of Tu-Jeng and in 

presenting the chimera as a male entity. While the movement of the hamlet signifies only 

that Finney has taken some liberties with locations from the actual world in the same 

manner that Dickens did with the geography of London in the nineteenth century, the 

manipulation of the biological sex of the chimera offers a change of a different order. 

Flaubert, Rabelais, Finney, and the Chimera 

 Finney’s substitution of the gender of the chimera is not based on actual world 

knowledge of any sort, as no chimeras have existed in the real world. The chimera only 

exists in literatures of myth and legend. Finney’s alteration to the chimera then alludes to 

a primary issue at stake within the argument of this work – that a frame of truth exists 

within the memory of the author and reader being exposed to ideas and beings that are 

not shackled to the world of perception, nor reliant upon actual world reference points for 

memory, but whose reception is dependent upon a secondary frame. Since the frame of 

memory to which the fantasy text points is mutable, it can evolve to accommodate new 

knowledge and perceptions in a way that the reference circle of the actual world of 

Marie-Laure Ryan cannot. It is through this secondary frame that memory forms the 

bridge between the actual world and the world of the diegesis. It is because Finney points 

out that his chimera is biologically sexed differently (a known change) that we can see 

that the author accepts that chimeras are "invariably female" even though such 

descriptions are dependent solely upon literary examples. Thus, Finney’s understanding 

of the chimera comes not from his actual world, but from his memory of the secondary 

worlds of myth and legend. 
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 Finney also controls which chimera of myth and legend that the reader calls forth 

as ontological comparison with the description of the beast under the "animals" section of 

the catalogue as a manner of controlling the memory of his audience and crafting a 

tyranny of reception through the establishment and domination of his personal 

megatextual memory. The entirety of the entry for the chimera reads: "described by 

Rabelais, Flaubert, and Finney" (147). What is perhaps most notable about this entry is 

Finney’s decision not to engage the early Greek origins of the chimera at all. Finney 

avoids the mention of the chimera by Homer in The Iliad1. He also ignores a similar 

description by Hesiod in Theogony, where the chimera is presented as child of Echidna 

and monster with which to be reckoned2. In each instance within the Greek texts, the 

chimera is a monstrous entity which needs to be slain by a hero in order to save a land 

from demise (most notably Lycia), but Finney has another tradition of the chimera in 

mind when he places the animal in Lao’s circus. Had Finney engaged the Greek 

description and character of the chimera, then the interaction between the chimera and 

Frank Tull during the circus would have had a distinctly different feel to it. It is one of 

the few vignettes where Dr. Lao gives a detailed explanation of the creature to the human 

residents of Abalone, and in the description there’s a clear connection to the chimera of 

Rabelais and Flaubert. It is worth noting that the engagement with Rabelais’ ideas 

regarding the chimera only makes sense in light of understanding those of Flaubert, so 

the Flaubert is examined first here despite the fact that Rabelais is chronologically first 

and noted first by Finney in the description. 

 Gustave Flaubert’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony was a lifelong work of the 

author, and while he is notably celebrated for his major realist novel3, his work on Saint 



118 

Anthony is as much philosophical treatise as it is a metaphysical text regarding events 

that predated Anthony’s canonization. In her introduction to the 1910 translation of 

Flaubert’s work by Lafacadio Hearn, Elizabeth Bisland notes that the chimera in 

Flaubert’s work represents the "simulacrum of the fantasies of the imagination" and 

stands in opposition to the sphinx (which forms the antithetical position in the dialogue) 

who embodies intellectual interrogation (xx). However, though they are shown as distinct 

entities in the text, the chimera longs for a union with the sphinx. The chimera cries out, 

"Like a hyena in heat I turn about thee, soliciting those fecundations whereof the desires 

devour me!" (Flaubert 246). The chimera’s longing to be fertilized by the sphinx, or in 

the case of the metaphor, the longing of the imagination to be fertilized through 

intellectual interrogation is depicted in the scene, and though the sphinx and chimera are 

not united within Flaubert’s text, both long for the union. The union never happens 

because the sphinx is immobile, his feet can move no more, and he is fixed to the ground 

(246), while the chimera seems unable to stand still even could such a union be imagined. 

She is forever coursing near him, passing and repassing, perhaps circling near and far, 

and always just out of reach before she flies off once again, alone (247). While it seems 

from this description that Flaubert is arguing that the two faculties (fantasy and intellect) 

can never be united, the text he presents to readers could be interpreted to argue the 

opposite.  

 This recalls Aristotle’s treatise on perception from De Anima III again, as he 

argues that imagination is the controlling faculty of perception and memory. The desire 

of the unison of the chimera and sphinx here is one of uniting imagination and 

intellectual interrogation, and the result would be a questioning of the influence of 
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memory on perception. However, what is called into question here is not perception but 

reception, or processing of the perception. The perception remains true, as Aristotle 

notes, but that perception is useless until it is processed by the being to whom the organs 

of perception are attached. Thus, what seems to be in question is reception, and reception 

of the perception is rooted in the memory of the perceiver and the comparison to memory 

of previously processed information. For Flaubert, who is attempting to purge the 

fantastic from his mind before penning his greatest mimetic works, the distancing 

between the animals results in the ability to force the perception as true and remove the 

memory from reception. For Finney, the separation allows for the fantastic housed within 

his circus to maintain its truth through perception as based on Aristotle and yet be called 

into question by the differences in memory of the residents and how this guides their 

reception of the fantastic  

 For Flaubert, reason and imagination cannot seem to become united within the 

text. As Maynial argues, the episode with the Sphinx and the chimera is easily interpreted 

as an expression of the impossibility of the reconciliation of fantasy and logical thought 

(171). In addition, Maynial asserts that this is a source of personal grief for Flaubert, a 

perpetual torment for his soul and his art (171). It is this torment and the need to use the 

writing of The Temptation of Saint Anthony to purge himself of the fantastic imagination 

and that prose that approaches the Longinian sublime that Foucault argues creates the 

need for Flaubert to return to The Temptation at multiple points during his career, 

immediately preceding his greatest works. Foucault argues that working on The 

Temptation was repeated "as ritual, purification, exercise, a ‘temptation’ to overcome – 

prior to writing each of his major texts" (xxiv), and this view of the style, language, and 
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engagement of the fantastic within Flaubert’s text has, at once, been seen as something to 

overcome or expurgate and as the source for the magnificence of the text being 

examined. While Flaubert may well have felt he needed to distance himself from the 

allure of the chimera in order to write his realist fiction, the unification of the imagination 

and reason was only impossible within the text, and not, arguably, outside it. This is a 

denial of the effect of memory on the encoding of the perception, which allows him to 

present that which he writes in his mimetic works as true and without question. The 

argument being made through the separation is that memory is not a function of the 

imagination, but a direct encoding of the perception.  

 While one half of the idea of the chimera in Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao is 

designed to echo this construction of the imagination and fantasy from Flaubert, Finney 

also references Rabelais, whose reference to the chimera, while shorter, is of importance 

if only because Finney directs readers to investigate it further. Rabelais’s only mention of 

the chimera is in Gargantua and Pantagruel, and the reference is passing at best. In 

chapter seven, as Pantagruel comes to Paris to study in the liberal arts, he makes a 

detailed list of the books in the "library of Saint Victor," and the chimera is mentioned in 

a single title: A most subtle question, whether a chimera, bombinating in the void, can 

devour second intentions, and it was debated for ten days at the Council of Constance. 

As this is the only instance of the chimera in the text and Finney saw fit to include it, a 

brief examination of the chapter in Rabelais’ work and the associated scholarship is 

necessary to proceed. 

 Rabelais’s The Life of Gargantua and Pantagruel refers to a group of five novels 

of satire written in the sixteenth century that have remained both popular and important 
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over the last five hundred years. While theories and positions have changed regarding 

multiple points of contention within the text, the seventh chapter of Pantagruel (which 

we are concerned with here) has been mostly either ignored or cited as a bit of humanist 

satire. In Enter Rabelais, Laughing, Barbara Bowen remarks on the list of book titles 

evident in the "Library of Saint Victor" that they make up a good portion of what must 

have been "the most hilarious chapter of Rabelais’s first book, for the initiated, and the 

least interesting, for the uninitiated" (95). Her reading of the list of texts is important in 

that she grounds her reading in their function as a bit of humanist satire that stands out 

from the rest of the writing, and she pays particular attention to the religious and 

philosophical importance of the title featuring the chimera.  

 Bowen asserts that, despite the prominence of the Council of Constance in the 

title, that the Hussite rebellion of Jan Hus is not of necessary import to an understanding 

of the title’s function as a satirical piece, despite its focus in the scholarship of LaCroix. 

Bowen presents the title as a "pastiche of nominalist abstract speculation" instead (99). 

By connecting the French title to the work of Saint Thomas Aquinas, Bowen argues that 

the necessary context for understanding the humor in the title is that of late Medieval 

philosophy, and she proceeds to deconstruct the title in order to show that the chimera is 

the "imaginary," that "bombinating" would refer to an insect and not a "monster," that the 

"void" is a vacuum that nature does not provide, and that the chimera would neither eat 

nor be expected to eat, particularly something as abstract as a "second intention" (an 

abstract at two removes) (100). This culminates in her pointing to the idea that the title is 

not mere absurdism, but an interplay of concrete and abstract that was not worthy of 
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being contemplated by the Council whilst considering the Hussite heresy and the schism 

in the church.  

 In addition to Bowen’s study on the chimera title, Brett Bodemer’s "Rabelais and 

the Abbey of Saint-Victor Revisited" concentrates on the list of titles in the Rabelais text 

and notes that while the titles are, themselves, satirical regarding now historical matters, 

the presentation of those titles is equally satirical. Bodemer’s article highlights both the 

history of the Abbey of Saint-Victor (the model for Rabelais’s library) and its 

significance as the preeminent educational abbey and library in France (3). In addition, 

Bodemer focuses on the arrival of Hugh of Saint-Victor a mere two years after the 

founding of the Abbey and his publication of Didascalicon. Surviving in over one 

hundred volumes from the century in which it was written, Didascalicon was a hugely 

influential book that sought to remodel education around a newly defined and classified 

seven liberal arts where philosophy was "posited as a single whole that encompassed all 

other arts" (5). Hugh then continues to classify all systems underneath the system of 

philosophy, with multiple categorical definitions and sub-categories.4 Bodemer also notes 

the presence of Peter Lombard at the abbey in later generations (as well as others) in 

order to explain that "The Abbey of Saint-Victor…can be seen as root and trellis of a 

perceived structure of knowledge" (6), and how the abbey shaped education for nearly a 

thousand years (and arguably still informs modern library classification systems).  

 Following this long introduction, Bodemer presents the organization system used 

by the abbey to keep its library functional. During his presentation, he argues that 

multiple levels of classification were present in the catalogs of the abbey librarian, 

Claude de Grandue, when it was moved from its previous location in 1514. Bodemer’s 
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reasoning for the focus on this creation of classification that dates to Hugh and through 

Grandue is to argue that the books as listed in the Rabelais chapter are not just satirical in 

their titles, wordplay, and scatological references, but also in their disorder. His argument 

is that Rabelais used "the structure of the catalog qua catalog to critique the impulse to 

catalog itself" (12), which points back toward Finney’s inclusion of the catalog in The 

Circus of Dr. Lao and may point to his desire to send readers searching into either their 

memories or the texts of Flaubert and Rabelais for a determination of how to classify the 

chimera as opposed to merely providing a description as he does for so many other 

beings within the text.  

 Though he has allowed readers to move through the text utilizing their own 

memories to negotiate the fantastic as depicted within the novel, Finney inclusion of the 

catalogue that follows the text asks readers to re-evaluate what they have received 

through their imagined perception thus far. By controlling the readers’ memories with the 

catalogue that follows the text, Finney pushes readers to question their initial responses 

and encoding of the events of the text in their memories. This calls into question their 

initial encoding of the memory of the text and pushes them to retrieval that results in the 

intellectual interrogation of the imagination that is denied with the discussion of the 

sphinx and chimera in both Flaubert whole text and the main body of Finney’s work. By 

presenting the catalogue and forcing readers to interrogate and question their own 

reference points, Finney forces this interrogation of the imagination since imagination is 

what has been used to encode the memories of the text as the reader moved through them. 

What is not accomplished with the text by the metaphors of the chimera and sphinx is 

accomplished by the reader as they move through the catalogue and question not just 
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their memory of the text and the image they have provided themselves for the beasts in 

question, but also to note how that perception is altered upon reexamination with 

additional information. 

 Taken singularly, either text might point to their own definition of the chimera for 

Finney, but either would be, in some form, an error. By choosing to engage and send 

readers (and scholars) searching into their memories or copies of Rabelais to find the 

reference to the chimera as opposed to engaging that of one of the ancient texts, Finney 

draws the reader’s attention to multiple levels of understanding regarding the beast in 

question. First, as Rabelais’s inclusion of the chimera into the title of a satirical book title 

from the abbey, Finney may be directing his readers toward the satirical nature of his own 

text. After all, despite what critics and reviewers thought when the text was printed, 

Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao is certainly more than humorous and licentious. 

Secondly, the chimera from Rabelais is an echo of the imagination and fantasy of The 

Circus of Dr. Lao; yet, it is also included in a title that shows that it was considered from 

a rational and thinking perspective, even as it stood as abstraction. Lastly, because that 

text is listed in the library of Saint Victor (a thinly veiled pseudonym for the Abbey of 

Saint-Victor), and the library and its primary texts were well regarded for their cataloging 

of a classical education in the seven liberal arts (and the associated cataloging system), 

Finney may be pointing toward an associated understanding to the absurdity of 

cataloguing anything.  

 Much as Rabelais seems to be critiquing the idea of cataloguing a catalog of texts, 

Finney creates and includes the information for the chimera (and other associated 

creatures, people, rocks, etc.) at the end of his own text. However, the creatures that 
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Finney places into the catalog defy both cataloguing and codification. As Bodemer points 

out in his discussion of Rabelais’s catalog of books in chapter seven of Pantagruel, 

Rabelais "deformed the practices of the day" and "indicted the impulse to classification" 

by resisting the "catalog function of collocation" (9). What Bodemer argues here is that 

Rabelais consciously created a catalog of texts that was less than useful, not just because 

they are in no particular order or into categories, but because they are also not shown in 

any relation to one another. Bodememer then argues that by doing so, Rabelais shows the 

inherent problem with the impulse to classify things into larger groups so that they can be 

understood without focus on the singular. Here, Rabelais forces his reader into a position 

of the necessity of memory with regard to classification and ordering of perception. For, 

while things may be grouped together based on some shared quality, a determined 

categorization can only result from examining the singular with respect to memory of 

other singularities. The problem is the desire to strip memory and reception from the 

understanding of the specific objects and focus on the tyranny of perception. To focus 

only on the grouping is to ignore the influence that memory had on the reception and 

encoding of the perception that resulted in classification. This resistance is aligned with 

Finney’s use of the catalogue in The Circus of Dr. Lao, where there are some groupings 

(The male characters, the female characters, the child characters, the animals, et al.), but 

within those categories, no discernible pattern emerges for the entries. Characters are 

grouped neither by order of appearance, value to the text, or even whether they occur in 

the text at all. In multiple instances, Finney includes "characters" and "items" that make 

no appearance in the text even as a passing reference (Gengis Khan, plantain, hot dogs, 
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Adonis, Baldur, et al.), and those definitions he includes are rarely useful for 

understanding the text without extensive research. 

 In his insistence at including the catalogue and his decision to use it in a satirical 

manner, one could clearly see the influence of Rabelais on Finney, but it would be folly 

to accept that the catalog, while subverting the idea of cataloging, doesn’t provide useful 

information for decoding Finney’s text. Akin to his decision to direct readers to Rabelais 

and Flaubert for a better understanding of the chimera as included in the catalog, Finney 

makes use of Flaubert’s dialectical partner from The Temptation of Saint Anthony by 

including the sphinx in The Circus of Dr. Lao, albeit not the same one used by Flaubert, 

or to provide the same function. 

The Sphinx, Finney, and the Solo Dance 

 That the Sphinx appears in this discussion owes much to the observation of the 

connection of Finney’s text to that of Flaubert’s. After all, the sphinx is not featured in a 

vignette within Finney’s novel in a meaningful way, but it does appear in both the initial 

parade and the final act of the circus under the big top. As the "animal" pulling the 

second of three wagons into town, the sphinx is described by Larry Kamper and Harry 

Martinez as related to "that big statue thing in Arabia," yet the sphinx of Finney’s novels 

proves to be more than merely a living, moving version of the Great Sphinx of Giza 

(Finney, Lao 22). The catalogue of Finney’s work, which pointed toward literary 

references for the chimera, offers no additional help. The full entry under Sphinx reads 

"the icon of Africa (147). As the sphinx doesn’t appear in a vignette of its own, and is 

never depicted as interacting with the townspeople, its inclusion in this chapter may seem 

spurious; however, the inclusion of the sphinx highlights Finney’s desire to present his 
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townspeople and readers as utilizing memories for the reception of the beasts described 

from their actual world knowledge and understanding (the Great Sphinx of Giza) until 

they are challenged to move away from actual world knowledge and find the reference 

for the fantastic in a megatextual frame of memory. 

 The only description given to readers of the Sphinx from Lao’s circus comes 

when it performs "solo – an acrobatic dance" (116) during the main attraction under the 

bigtop. There, the sphinx is described as "flinging tail, rump, hind feet into the air," 

"waltz[ing] and schottische[ing] and morris[ing] on its forepaws, keeping time to 

indifferent dance music" (116) which gives readers a depiction of its actions but not its 

gender or design. A description of the sphinx is not available within the text, so one must 

assume, based on the catalog description, that the sphinx is the African sphinx of Giza, 

with the body of a lion and the head of a human being, but lacking the wings of the 

sphinx of the Greek and Asiatic traditions. However, Finney does give another clue about 

the sphinx as it dances when a character by the name of Al says, of the sphinx, that is is 

"Pierrot and Columbine all at the same time, by golly" (116). The reference is, of course, 

to the Italian pantomime tradition of Pierrot (male), the sometimes fool in love with 

Columbine (female) who is often left heartbroken because Columbine leaves him for 

Harlequin. Here, Finney gives away his desire for readers to understand the fantastic 

through megatextual memory, utilizing a metaphor that is rooted in the secondary within 

the body of the text. There is little need to pursue a catalogue entry for the specifics of the 

characters as they are well known in literature, and Finney does not include Pierrot or 

Columbine in the catalogue for readers to reference. Finney clearly expects that Pierrot 

and Columbine are established well enough that a further interrogation of them as 
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symbols would result in little positive interrogation of memory or makes a mistake in 

presenting his reference point within the body of the text when he has hidden it in the 

catalogue previously. 

 Finney’s sphinx is unusual in its presentation as a hermaphrodite, but it is not 

wholly without literary reference. While the Greek sphinx of Hesiod’s Theogony ("phix" 

in the text) and that of Sophocles (terrorizing the city of Thebes until its riddle is solved 

in Oedipus Rex) are presented as female, the sphinx of Africa as referenced within 

Finney’s catalog presents as male (as do most African sphinx images), and the 

description offered by Finney is oblique enough to encompass any number of traditions. 

As the author has an affinity for Asian references within the work, Finney could be 

thinking of the Asian sphinx, which is most often female and features wings attached to 

the lion’s body, but it is relatively clear that Finney is not relying upon any singular 

iteration of the sphinx from myth or literature. In choosing to depict the sphinx as 

hermaphroditic then, Finney directs readers to not just the catalogue depiction of the male 

sphinx of Giza, but also those legends where the sphinx is female, and in mixing the two 

of them presents the possibility that this sphinx is not sui generis in its hermaphroditism 

but is a symbol of the union of disparate ideas. While Finney may be referencing the 

fearsome nature of the Greek sphinx, the horror of the Arabian sphinx, or the protector 

sphinx of Egypt and China, it is far more likely that the sphinx is presented here as a 

reference to literary tradition, which is its own type of memory. While one could argue 

that Finney is engaging Herodotus’s name of the "androsphinx" and seeing that as a 

union of male and female in the same manner as Winklemann’s position on the sphinx, it 

is unlikely. Wincklemann’s ideas regarding the hermaphroditism (the term he used was 
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bisexuality, but that term has taken on a different meaning in subsequent centuries) had 

been debunked publicly in the publication on Egyptian Antiquities by the British Museum 

as early as 1849. As the books were created and sold by the museum to people who 

wished to know more about the collection of antiquities owned and displayed there, it 

seems likely that Finney would have been aware of the intellectual tradition around the 

sphinx and of Wincklemann’s ideas regarding it being a hermaphrodite having been 

debunked some seventy years before he writes his own text. Thus, Finney’s decision to 

present the sphinx as a hermaphrodite shows a clear desire to present the creature as a 

symbol, a union of two sides of an idea in order to advance a position taken from the 

French work from which he drew his inspiration. In choosing to describe that 

hermaphroditism as "Pierrot and Columbine" combined, Finney directs the reader once 

again to the French tradition and the idea of the theater, a reference that leads directly 

back to Flaubert’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony. 

 As I have noted earlier, Elizabeth Bisland’s introduction to Hearn’s translation of 

Flaubert’s text highlights the chimera and sphinx section as being of particular 

importance. In her introduction, she notes that one of the visions that Saint Anthony has 

during his temptation is that of a conversation between the chimera and the sphinx. 

Earlier in this chapter I pointed to her reading of the chimera as the embodiment of 

fantasy and imagination, but she also has much to say regarding the sphinx. In the sphinx, 

she sees "embodied interrogation" (Bisland n.p.), and in Hearn’s "Argument" which 

precedes the translated text, he categorizes the sphinx and chimera discussion under "The 

Monsters" (Hearn n.p.) and notes that they are a "phantasmagoria" that Anthony sees 

while trying to decipher the symbols painted upon ancient temples in an effort to 
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understand the relationship between "Matter and Thought" (Hearn n.p.). While neither 

the chimera (fantasy) nor the sphinx (rational thought) seem to encapsulate the idea of 

matter or its relation, Flaubert arguably presents the scene of the chimera and the sphinx 

(chapter seven), as the attempt to unite the realms of fantasy and rationality to reach 

synthesis. 

 Flaubert’s depiction of the sphinx is the antithesis of the chimera of the earlier 

portion of this chapter. The sphinx is immobile where the chimera is flying in circles. Its 

forepaws stretched far ahead, the sphinx and the chimera each long for a union with the 

other, but the chimera cannot be stilled, and the sphinx cannot be moved. They remain 

forever apart in Flaubert’s vision, and if we accept the reading of the sphinx and chimera 

as rationality and imagination, we see within this moment of Flaubert’s text the 

justification and necessity of the writing of The Temptation of Saint Anthony as a 

purgation of the imagination (as Foucault states in his introduction to the Modern Library 

edition). However, the union of the sphinx and chimera as a "fecundation" (246) seems to 

imply that they are each biologically sexed differently from one another, and Flaubert 

uses the masculine pronoun for the sphinx and the feminine for the chimera, lending 

further credence to this idea. This would seem at odds with Finney’s portrayal of the 

sphinx as hermaphroditic, but it may instead represent a further development of 

Flaubert’s thoughts regarding the two as disparate entities. 

 Though their relationship with one another is not detailed within the text of 

Finney’s novel, he alludes to the same scene from Flaubert’s text by stating that the 

chimera (which is male in Finney’s text – inverting the biological sex of the chimera 

from Flaubert) will "breed any time. This fellow here is always trying to get at the 
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sphinx" (Finney, Lao 81). Finney’s Lao speaks the statement when asked whether 

chimeras will breed in captivity, but he evades the conversation when the townsperson 

(Frank Tull, a lawyer) presses further to attempt to understand their mating habits. Lao 

deflects to the idea that nobody knows anything about the lifecycle of the chimera, and 

that science will never look for the chimera’s mate (since according to Lao all chimeras 

are male) because science "doesn’t recognize the existence of the male chimera, let alone 

search for its mate" (82). To further develop the connection of the chimera and the sphinx 

to one another, Lao explains that the circus must be careful of how much they feed the 

creatures of the circus while in Arizona because the beasts will develop "colic" or 

"worms" if they are overfed (83). Lao tells the lawyer (and other attendees) this after 

feeding the chimera a single snake, and then states that worms aren’t a problem for the 

chimera because they are incinerated by the digestion process of the chimera but that "it 

is a Homeric task to worm a sphinx" (83). The juxtaposition of the two beasts then is a 

repeated connection that illustrates Finney’s engagement of his megatextual memory 

from reading Flaubert. 

 Despite desiring the same fecundations as the Flaubertian versions of the 

creatures, Finney’s sphinx presents very differently by having both sexual organs. While 

the sphinx is still desired in a union by the chimera, it could be argued that union will 

either be fruitless (since most hermaphroditic animals are sterile) or unwarranted (if 

fertile, Lao’s sphinx could reproduce without the assistance of another). Since this study 

accepts the premise that Flaubert’s chimera and sphinx represent the imagination and 

intellect, and Finney has alluded to the scene in which both are featured, then the fact of 

the sphinx’s hermaphroditism is certainly not inconsequential. If one accepts that the 
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sphinx is sterile, then no attempt at union by the chimera will produce any offspring. By 

translating the symbol to the meaning then, the attempted union of the 

imagination/fantasy with intellect will produce no offspring, and there is no development 

beyond Flaubert’s position. The two remain wanting one another, but a union is not 

useful to either beyond the pleasure of a moment. This might well work as a definition 

for those who see fantasy as escape, even for those who see that escape as warranted 

(such as Tolkien). However, by allowing readers to determine their own perception of 

these creatures as they moved through the text and then question them once they reach 

the catalogue, Finney forces the action of the union of the two in the readers’ mind. 

Readers are pushed to examine the encoding of their initial perception as they read the 

body of the text considering the new information contained in the catalogue that 

challenges their initial receptions. This is the intellectual interrogation (challenge) of the 

imagination (necessary for the encoding of perception into memory) and results in the 

offspring of cognitive significance. It is the dichotomy of the two perceptions and the 

resulting question of that difference that positions Finney’s text as more than a retelling 

of Flaubert’s Temptation of Saint Anthony. 

 For Flaubert, whose rational thought and interrogation (sphinx) was always 

willing to mate with the imagination and fantasy (chimera), the chimera could not slow 

down or stop long enough to be pinned down by the sphinx, and thus fantasy had to be 

purged from the mind of the author (Flaubert) to create the remarkable realism and 

forthright prose of novels such as Madame Bovary. However, Finney uses his depiction 

of the same characters and representations to further the argument and highlight a flaw in 

rational thought that is dominated by the tyranny of perception and leaves no room for 
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the imagination. So, in Finney’s text, the imagination continually seeks rationality to 

mate with it and produce offspring, but the sphinx no longer has any need of the 

chimerical instauration. Modernist thought, like the townspeople of Abalone, no longer 

had any use for the imagination; yet, like the residents of Abalone who are successful in 

their futures (based on Finney’s depictions of those futures in the catalogue), those who 

bridge that divide through memory are able to combine the two to reach a greater 

understanding of the truth of their own world. By providing an adaptation as opposed to 

an echo of Flaubert’s comments on the divide between the imagination and cognition, 

Finney provides readers with the opportunity to reflect upon a more nuanced 

understanding of the value of imagination and fantasy by connecting the disparate ideas 

as presented in Flaubert in the memories and reflection upon those memories in the 

reader who continues through the catalogue after experiencing the main body of the text. 

Apollonius, an imperfect reflection 

 While the engagement of the chimera and sphinx within Finney’s text sent the 

reader searching into The Temptation of Saint Anthony, it is in the appearance and 

character of Apollonius that Finney makes his largest departure from Flaubert’s text. 

While Apollonius figures prominently in both The Temptation of Saint Anthony and in 

The Circus of Dr. Lao, the depictions are not as similar as one might expect. Where the 

chimera and sphinx could each be seen as a reflection of a portion, or all, of Flaubert’s 

text in the manner in which the characters of the creatures were used symbolically, 

Apollonius presents in Finney’s text as something both similar and dissimilar to 

Flaubert’s treatment of the Tyanian thaumaturge of the second century. 
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 At the time of Flaubert’s writing of The Temptation of Saint Anthony, Apollonius 

was a known figure, but his story was primarily known only through the text of 

Philostratus (The Life and Times of Apollonius of Tyana). As Jean Seznec notes in his 

chapter on Apollonius, Flaubert mined the work of Philostratus for the details into 

Apollonius’s life, paying strict attention to the order of both his travels and miracles, and 

places them into a short sequence of dialog through which Flaubert is able to show 

Apollonius as a heresy. In Les sources de l'épisode des dieux dans La tentation de Saint 

Antoine, Seznac makes this connection not because Apollonius is mentioned as an 

official heresy in any document of the Christian church, but because Flaubert places his 

readings on Apollonius into the section of his personal bibliography denoted as 

"heresies." This pushes Seznac into locating Apollonius as a heresy and treating the 

episode featuring Apollonius, Anthony, and Damis as a temptation for Anthony based on 

Apollonius’s equivalency to the Christian messiah, Jesus Christ. 

 It is in Flaubert’s presentation of the episode of Apollonius where readers find 

much of the outline for not how Finney depicts Apollonius, but how each creature of the 

circus is described by Lao and not necessarily by themselves. While there is a notable 

exception in the vignette in which the newspaper editor (Mr. Etoain) meets and has a 

dialogue with the sea serpent, in most vignettes the creature being depicted is explained 

in a soliloquy by Dr. Lao to the audience within the tent and thus to the reader. During 

the episode where Apollonius appears in Flaubert’s text, Flaubert creates a dialogue 

consisting of three performers. The first is, of course, Saint Anthony, who stands in for 

the reader in this instance so that the reader is given insight into the events. Without 

Anthony, there would be no text of what happened, so his presence is necessary for the 
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narrative. The second speaker is Apollonius himself, who recounts much of his own story 

to Anthony, but Apollonius is not alone when he arrives. He has brought Damis with him, 

who researchers now believe may have been an invention of Philostratus, but who 

Philostratus had used as a "source text" from which he pulled the information he 

presented as true for his seminal work on Apollonius. Throughout the dialogue between 

the three (located in tableau four of Flaubert’s text), Apollonius tells his own biography, 

but it is a biography that is an actual creation of Philostratus who presented it as told by 

Damis5. This complicates the episode greatly because Apollonius is speaking about his 

own life, but it is a life that is a narrative construction of at least one, if not multiple other 

authors. So, the words are not Apollonius’s own, nor are they Flaubert’s, but they are the 

words of some other narrative voice, channeled and disseminated through Flaubert’s 

memory and into the character presented as Apollonius. In this way, though Apollonius 

speaks for himself in the episode, he is not truly speaking for himself but speaking 

another’s memory of his life, even if he is using first-person to do so.  

 This ambiguity of truth is a concept which Finney alters by way of both his 

presentation of a catalogue at the end of his text and by having Dr. Lao recount the 

stories, legends, and histories of the attractions at his circus. As people arrive at the 

circus, it is Apollonius (described but uncredited here in the text) who is delivering what 

Agnes Birdsong describes as "the poorest ballyhoo speech" she had heard in her life (41). 

He speaks in a "thin, weak voice," and seems to know very little regarding the attractions 

in the circus, stating, at multiple times, that he needed to "familiarize myself [himself]" 

more regarding either the content or location of the exhibits (41, 43), and the only clue 

readers are given as to his character lie in his statement that "I perform my magic in the 
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tent just across the way" (43). However, Apollonius does mention, multiple times, that 

Dr. Lao will be "on hand to answer any questions" and to "deliver lectures" on the 

exhibits (41). This is interesting because so many of the creatures of Lao’s circus seem 

capable of speaking for themselves, either through vocalizations that readers are given 

access to understanding or through movement and gesture that is translated by either 

characters or by the reader. However, at multiple instances, even when the attractions can 

speak for themselves (Apollonius for example), Dr. Lao offers an explanation or a lecture 

on the nature of the attraction. In this way, Finney’s Lao is performing much the same 

action as Flaubert in the narration of the text. Finney has mined texts for the sources for 

the creatures in Lao’s acts and given them a personality that is reflective, in some ways, 

of those creatures from their original sources, but the creatures are not allowed to tell 

their own tale (much as Damis is not allowed to tell the tale of traveling with Apollonius 

in Flaubert because the words are given to Apollonius instead). Instead, Dr. Lao appears 

and narrates the story of the attraction, which he must have learned from communicating 

with the attraction or through study into their history. Through this narrative device, 

Finney and Flaubert each present a type of thrice removal from the original, since both 

Lao and Apollonius are recounting information that comes from the memory of their 

authors. 

 What is clear in Finney’s description of Apollonius is that he had read and studied 

Flaubert’s Temptation, but whether the information presented regarding Apollonius’s 

abilities come from Flaubert or Philostratus cannot be absolutely known. Flaubert 

presents Apollonius from his memory of reading Philostratus and presents his version of 

Apollonius as having many of the same characteristics as Philostratus’s version, and 
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Finney stays somewhat true to this idea in the way he presents Apollonius within the text. 

Thus, one cannot know if Finney read both Philostratus and Flaubert, but we can know 

precisely which version and translation of Flaubert that Finney read, based on the 

question asked regarding Apollonius in the catalogue at the end of The Circus of Dr. Lao. 

 In the catalog, under the "Questions and Contradictions and Obscurities section" 

(153-154), Finney asks, "Why should Apollonius of Tyana, who claimed superiority to 

Christ, fall back on the crucifix to banish Satan?" (153). The answer to the question is, of 

course, unknown within the text, but within the non-essential information of the question 

Finney directs an astute researcher to a very specific translation and edition of Flaubert. 

Finney states there that Apollonius "claims superiority to Christ," yet this claim is never 

mentioned in Philostratus, Flaubert, or in Finney’s text. There are no letters or fragments 

of Apollonius’s writings that feature a direct quote, or even the idea, that Apollonius is 

superior to Christ. While one might be able to argue that Philostratus is implying that to 

his readers based on the conditions surrounding the creation of his Life of Apollonius of 

Tyana, at no time does Damis relate to readers that Apollonius feels himself superior to 

Christ. In addition, the publication history of Flaubert’s text in English is limited in the 

time before Finney writes The Circus of Dr. Lao, and no biographical data exists to 

suggest that Finney could read French. Though Finney interacts with soldiers who speak 

French within his memoir The Old China Hands, not only does Finney not respond or 

write their words in French, but he does not state that he had any ability to speak the 

language. This limits the versions that Finney could have accessed to either the 1895 

U.K. printing (in English) as translated by D.F. Hannigan or the 1910 first U.S. edition 

translated by Lafcadio Hearn. Information is limited regarding the print run of the 1895 
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edition, but the translation is considered sub-par to the Hearn version, as the current 

Modern Library Classics edition uses the Hearn translation as of 2018, as has nearly 

every edition of the text in English that does not create a new translation for publication. 

While this information could present enough evidence to state that Finney probably relied 

on the 1910 version of the text, the claim of superiority makes this case quite clear. 

 In the Hearn translation of Flaubert’s work, the translator includes his 

"Argument" portion between the introduction, written by Elizabeth Bisland in 1910 and 

Michel Foucault in 1977, and the body of the text. The section is Hearn’s own, and is 

designed as a plotting out of the text in its entirety. In it, Hearn summarizes the plot of the 

text that will follow in short sentences that allow readers unfamiliar with the story to 

focus not on following the action but on the style and syntax of the text. It is under the 

portion titled "The Magicians" that Hearn mentions Apollonius and writes that he was 

"the greatest of all thaumaturgists, who claims superiority to Christ" (Hearn n.p.). It 

seems odd that Hearn makes this declaration, as within the episode featuring Apollonius 

from Flaubert, Apollonius never claims superiority to Christ. The closest one could find 

to that idea is when Anthony invokes the name of Jesus within the text and Apollonius 

offers to "make him appear" (150). While this would seem to imply a superiority, since 

Apollonius could command/request Jesus to appear in front of Anthony, Apollonius 

finishes the thought stating that Jesus would "cast off his crown, and we shall converse 

face to face" (150). This depiction would seem to equate Jesus and Apollonius, and while 

this would be an obvious blasphemy to Anthony, it does not present the notion of 

superiority. Since this is the only mention of Jesus by Apollonius within Flaubert’s text, 

and Christ is never mentioned in the Life of Apollonius by Philostratus, the idea that 
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Apollonius "claims superiority to Christ" is an invention of Hearn’s, and it is only present 

in editions of the Hearn translation. Since the only edition that existed of Hearn’s 

translation prior to The Circus of Dr. Lao’s publication in 1935 was the Alice Harriman 

Company’s 1910 edition, and Finney quotes from Hearn’s "Argument" to claim this same 

superiority, we can confidently state that Finney would have read this particular edition 

of Flaubert. 

 This is not to say that Finney’s ideas regarding Apollonius are pulled directly 

from Flaubert and no other source. By contrast, Apollonius, while well described within 

the text, has a very short entry in Finney’s catalogue. The entry reads, in its entirety, "a 

legend" (136). Since Flaubert treats Apollonius as a vision of a real person (at least in the 

sense that it works within the narrative of the episode), the idea that Apollonius was a 

legend in Finney’s text shows an understanding of further discussion regarding the figure. 

Multiple scholars and authors utilized Philostratus’s conception of Apollonius to their 

own advantage between the time of his writing of the Life of Apollonius and the 

publication of Finney’s work, but it was not until near the end of the eighteenth century 

that scholars began to doubt the truth of Philostratus’s narrative. As early as 1876, Baur 

examines the relationship of Apollonius and Christ and determines that the actuality of 

Apollonius’s ability to have done all of what Philostratus claims is questionable. Of 

course, Baur’s research into this idea cannot be fully separated from the rise of the 

Theosophical Society within the United States in 1875, due to the chronology and shared 

subject matter. 

 There are few names more closely associated with the Theosophical Society than 

that of one of its founders, Helena Blavatsky. A prolific writer, Blavatsky wrote 
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thousands of pages between 1880 and her death in 1891. While the doctrine of 

Theosophy and its teachings have little to bear on the discussion herein, Blavatsky writes 

two occasional pieces on Apollonius of Tyana, and her long work, Isis Unveiled, may 

provide its own link back to Finney through yet another reference. In her writings on 

Apollonius, Blavatsky spends much of her time justifying that Apollonius did exist (as 

his existence was somewhat in doubt) and then presenting Apollonius as one of the 

ascended "Master Jesus" figures that have existed on Earth6. Blavatsky arguably goes so 

far as to present Apollonius as greater than Christ by claiming that Apollonius was a 

reincarnation of Jesus, and that Apollonius accomplished the ascension at the end of his 

life as opposed to Jesus’s resurrection and ascension as presented in the teachings of 

Christianity. Blavatsky presents Apollonius not as a contemporary or equal of Christ, but 

as a further enlightenment or progression. Then it is possible that Hearn pulls his ideas 

regarding Apollonius as superior to Christ from the ideas of Blavatsky, whose writings on 

Apollonius are published after Flaubert’s text is written, but before Hearn translates the 

text that Finney reads.  

 However, because Hearn claims this superiority and presents it in the Flaubert 

text (where it is not mentioned), and Philostratus does not mention it, then Finney either 

accepted Hearn’s words in the "Argument" without looking into them or finding them 

within the text he read, or Finney looked into the writings of Blavatsky to find where or 

when Apollonius would have noted his superiority in order to include it within his text. 

And while it is possible that Finney was writing from memory and semantically 

remembered the idea that Apollonius was superior to Christ as the words of Flaubert 

(who he had relied upon for his depiction of Apollonius as sourced through Philostratus) 
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as opposed to Hearn, Finney’s reference to Doctor Browne later in the novel makes this 

somewhat suspicious. 

Doctor Browne’s Sirens and Urns  

 In her longest text, Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky quotes Sir Thomas Browne’s 

ruminations on immortality. She utilizes Browne’s "it is the heaviest stone that 

melancholy can throw at a man, to tell him that he is at the end of his nature, or that there 

is no future state to come, unto which this seems progressive, and otherwise made in 

vain" (Blavatsky 36-37), from Browne’s Hydriotaphia, which discusses, amongst other 

items and ideas, the finding of some burial urns in England and the ways in which a 

contemplation of those urns leads him to contemplate the idea of man’s existence. 

Though the connection seems somewhat inconsequential between Blavatsky and Browne 

(she quotes multiple people within her text), and even less connected to Finney’s text, not 

only does Finney mention Sir Thomas Browne, but he directs his readers to the same 

Browne text. 

 In one of Finney’s small allusions within the novel, he makes an offhand mention 

to a "Doctor Browne" who had "asserted that the Siren’s song was not difficult of 

divination but which, nevertheless, he did not hazard to name" (Finney, Lao 125). While 

this mention of Browne seems slight within the larger context of Finney’s multiple 

references to other texts and traditions within the novel, it is, perhaps, one of his more 

telling allusions to an outside source. Predictably, Finney includes an entry in the 

catalogue for Browne, but the oddity here is that the entry does not so much describe 

Browne as quote him directly (though without attribution). Finney restates a portion of 

Browne’s "Brampton Urns." The entry reads "He found some pots in an arable field 
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between Buxton and Brampton but belonging to Brampton; burial urns they were" (139). 

Browne’s direct quote reads "In a large arable field lying between Buxton and Brampton, 

but belonging unto Brampton and not much more then a furlong from Oxned park, divers 

urnes were found," and it is clear that Finney was quoting Browne from memory based 

on the slight inaccuracy from the source text (Browne 51). It is unclear as to whether 

Finney would have had access to Browne’s work when writing this portion of the text as 

he wrote both while stationed in China and once he arrived back at home and no catalog 

of Finney’s personal library exists. However, it is clear that he has Browne’s own work in 

mind when he pens the passage, and the fair accuracy of the quoted material signals that 

he was quite familiar with Browne’s work. In addition, this small piece comes from 

Browne’s larger text on burial urns, which is the same text which features Browne’s short 

statement regarding the Siren’s song as referenced by Finney in the quote from page 125. 

 While Finney’s assessment of Browne’s proclamation shows in the sarcastic 

malice levied in the aforementioned quote, Finney’s use of Browne as a reference point 

has nearly as much to do with Browne’s biographical details and historical reference as it 

does his text on burial urns. While it would be easy to assume that Finney is critiquing 

Browne’s arrogance in his own abilities to "divine" an otherwise unknown song, from an 

unknown being, that either has never or has not in some time existed, the use of the near 

direct quote makes this somewhat unlikely. Browne writes, "what songs the Syrens [sic] 

sang, or what names Achilles assumed when he hid himself among women, although 

puzzling questions, are not beyond all conjecture" (129)7. It is clear from Finney’s 

treatment of Browne and his very sarcastic "contenting himself merely with the claim that 

he could do so [divine the Siren’s song] at any time he got around to it" that Finney 
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wasn’t citing Browne’s text from copy, but from memory (Finney, Lao 139). As 

Browne’s text is neither a work in translation nor easily misunderstood, and Finney’s use 

of a near direct quote for the catalogue description tells readers which source to locate 

regarding Browne, so Finney’s choice to leap from Browne’s statement of "conjecture" to 

"could do so at any time" seems out of character. 

 However, if we engage Browne’s statement as the idea that one could conceivably 

unite both fantasy (Sirens) and cognition (thought experiment of conjecture regarding the 

song), then we see Browne’s statement as the idea that thinking about fantasy and the 

fantastic in a meaningful way is possible. Browne does not carry the idea so far as to 

imagine that the knowledge of what the Siren’s song was would be divined, cataloged, 

and played at will (even if Finney’s commentary seems to suggest this), but he offers the 

ability to think about the existence of the song as a concept to be thought upon, debated, 

and perhaps analyzed with regard to the knowledge it might contain or open by 

considering it. While Browne doesn’t say so directly, the idea argued in the oft-quoted 

passage regarding the Siren’s song may instead point to the use or value of the memory 

with regard to problem solving. As I have noted in the previous chapter, this was the 

position of many ancient thinkers, and there are few who would argue the notion that the 

memory is useful for problem solving regarding someone traveling in mental time or 

person to solve a crime or predict an outcome in our current moment and primary world. 

People readily imagine what they would do if some sequence of events transpired by 

utilizing knowledge obtained and preserved in their memories. We think of what we 

would do if we hit the lottery, how we will respond if the violence we see in the distance 

encroaches upon our location, or how we would respond if we were in someone else’s 
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proverbial shoes by engaging memories of imagined perceptions of those events or 

memories which are connected to them in some small way. Yet, people readily devalue 

the experiences within a secondary world that require much of the same cognitive 

imagination. And, while this first way of imagining forces people to remain within the 

bounds of the rules of their actual world, the second also forces 

readers/thinkers/imaginers to ascribe to the rules of the secondary world as they exist. 

Reader Dynamic of Secondary Creation through Imagination 

 Through much of this chapter there has been a focus on the author and how an 

author creates/controls their text through the memory of megatextual elements that exist 

as their points of reference. However, some discussion has also focused on the use and 

manipulation of reader memory, and it is to the reader that this section returns. In The 

Circus of Dr. Lao, Charles Finney presents characters within his text that can 

metafictionally double as his imagined reader. This section discusses not only how 

Finney presents multiple types of readers within the text, but also how an examination of 

these receptions of the fantastic outline the function of memory with regard to the 

reader’s input to the creation of the fantasy text. 

 Chapter one presented the idea of penemaximal distance – where the frame of 

memory utilized for reference when negotiating a fantasy text is populated by those texts 

which either a genre claims or the reader has experienced. Within Finney’s novel, this 

chapter briefly discussed the character of Agnes Birdsong as engaging a megatext of 

myth and legend to guide her perception of the satyr. For Finney, Agnes Birdsong can be 

said to represent the ideal reader. Ms. Birdsong has a memory of the god Pan, which her 

imagination utilizes to decode and order her perception of the satyr, both during the 
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parade and upon her arrival at the circus. While her memory fails her to some extent (Lao 

specifically states that this particular satyr is not Pan), her engagement of her secondary 

frame of memory due to a lack of actual world reference points facilitates a discussion on 

the reader side of the creation and reception of fantasy literature. 

 When engaging the diegetic space through penemaximal distance, the reader pulls 

some information from the actual world (hence penemaximal and not maximal) but can 

only do so for those points of reference which correspond within the memory of actual 

world perception. For Birdsong, as for readers of Finney’s text, there is little 

correspondence within the actual world for ordering the imagined perception of a satyr. 

Lao’s speech regarding the satyr describes the satyr as "combining the forms of man and 

goat," but that only creates a limited reference to the actual world (Finney, Lao 45). The 

reader who lacks megatextual knowledge of the satyr may combine these two forms in 

any manner they choose. They may imagine the body of a man and the head of a goat, or 

simply a goat tail on a human body. Neither of these forms are, of course, the proper 

combination of the elements for a satyr. Finney does state that the satyr has a "goat tail" 

and "hooves," but they are given no further description to explain which portions of the 

being are goat and which are man. Despite this lack of description, readers of the text 

(and even those of this study) have an image in their minds of the satyr even before Lao 

explains the satyr in a monologue that references bestiality and male shepherds. In this 

case, despite a certain amount of actual world reference points for goat, man, tail, and 

hooves, the reader, like Agnes Birdsong, has pulled the memory and understanding of the 

word satyr from a secondary frame of memory populated by previous textual 

experiences.  
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 In order to perceive a fantasy text, readers imagine the events depicted by drawing 

from these two different frames of memory – actual world perception and megatextual 

experience. This differs from mimetic and extrapolated texts because of the difference in 

reference points for the information provided in the text. While a text extrapolated from 

the actual world of the author and imagining a future actual world may feature novum in 

technological invention, the rhetoric surrounding what is new is either relational to the 

actual world of when the author is writing or fully explained within the text itself. While 

fantasy may use vivid descriptions of those things that are fantastic within its pages, 

unless the object is sui generis to the text, the reference point for understanding the 

fantastic originates in the text and terminates in the secondary frame of memory that 

houses the reader’s personal megatext (their memory of previous textual experiences). 

 This highlights how a reader’s understanding of the fantasy text requires two 

frames of memory. In the primary frame, the reader pulls from their memory of actual 

world perceptions, and in the secondary frame, the reader pulls from memories of 

previous textual encounters which populate their personal megatext. However, this does 

not explain the full experience of engaging a text for the reader, but merely the input and 

translation of perception. The result of these perceptions is then imagined by the reader, 

at which point the imagined perception can be encoded as memory. Thus, while the 

author of the text may control the reader’s perception of the events of the text, the 

reception of those perceptions is dependent upon the reader’s memory of previous 

encounters with the megatext to provide comparisons which allow for the imagining and 

ordering of the perceptions into events. 



147 

 When a text is most successful, the secondary frame of memory is not only useful 

for understanding future encounters within other textual worlds. As noted by Gary Wolfe 

(and discussed in chapter one of this study), a reader reaches belief in the text by 

experiencing or anticipating both a cognitive and affective component. However, some 

texts push readers from belief to deeper belief, which is where memory becomes a 

primary concern beyond its function as a comparison with future works. At the point of 

deeper belief, the events within the diegetic world become encoded as episodic memory, 

where the analogous experiences are made possible through the encoding and retrieval of 

memory. 

 When the memory of a text is rooted in Wolfe’s idea of belief and not deeper 

belief, the value of the text is limited in its ability to create functional memory for the 

reader. Belief, though important, only allows for the creation of semantic memory – the 

recall of general facts. The presence of this type of memory serves as megatextual 

memory against which new texts can be compared, but it keeps the text and the memories 

of the text at a distance from the reader. Belief allows for the text to be received solely as 

a perception, but it is not incorporated into the personal story of the reader. It is at the 

level of deeper belief where the best of what fantasy can accomplish becomes visible. 

 In deeper belief, the memory of the text moves beyond semantic memory and is 

encoded as episodic memory – the personal life story of the reader. At this point, the 

textual memory of the reader is not solely useful as a tool for understanding future textual 

encounters, but also as memory that can be accessed to navigate situations within the 

readers’ actual world. This movement back to the actual world from the diegesis allows 

fantasy literature to challenge those aspects of the actual world that their authors see as 
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needing to be challenged in such a manner that readers are freed from the tyranny of the 

truth of sensory perception that is only accepted as valid when the input begins in the 

actual world. 

 This idea of incorporating the textual experience into the episodic memory of the 

reader and then to the actual world allows us to return to Finney’s text. As noted earlier, 

the townsfolk of Abalone, Arizona, serve as stand-ins for the different types of readers of 

Finney’s text, and their encounters with the fantastic affect them in different ways. For 

Agnes Birdsong, the encounter with the satyr clearly becomes part of her episodic 

memory. Her catalog entry states: "Doctor Lao’s circus broadened her outlook, gave her 

things to think about when sleepless she lied on her couch of nights, when bored she 

listened to her pupils botch syntax of days" (142). Ms. Birdsong’s experience at the 

circus provides her escape and Freudian fantasy, but it also changes her; it broadens her 

outlook and opens her to engaging future experiences through her memory of the events 

of the circus. She is, once again, the representation of the ideal reader of Finney’s text. 

 On the other end of the reader spectrum stand both Kate and "a realist in 

Woldercan," both of whom lack secondary frames of memory or refuse to access them 

when engaging the fantastic at the circus. This forces their reception of the fantastic to 

become that of denial, and each suffers devastating consequences. Kate, denying that the 

medusa of Lao’s circus is real, is tied to the tyranny of perception. She refuses to allow 

her megatextual memory of secondary worlds to influence her actions, and upon seeing 

the medusa she becomes a statue of solid chalcedony and then "a sad memory" in the 

catalogue (142). The realist in Woldercan, who "had that sort of thing on his mind all the 

time" also clearly denies the reality of the fantastic because it disagrees with his idea of 
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the perception of the real, and he dies in the Woldercan episode without the rapturous 

experience of the other residents of the city. Each, for their denial of the use or value of a 

secondary frame of memory and their adherence to the tyranny of perception as it relates 

to the actual world fail to survive the encounter with the fantastic and cannot learn 

anything from the experience. They do not reach what Wolfe terms belief, but they were 

never open to finding affective and cognitive significance in the experience of the circus. 

 The other residents of Abalone have experiences in the circus that fall between 

these two poles of extremes. Some residents are changed slightly, some experience the 

fantastic but are not changed for long as they forget the experience, and most simply 

leave the circus after the main event and return to their lives as before. In their spectrum 

of responses to the fantastic, Finney shows that the success or failure of the text (here 

represented by the circus and its attractions) at moving readers to belief and deeper belief 

is as dependent upon the reader as upon the author. While the author can present a world 

filled with wonder and with experiences that could come to bear upon the actual world, 

some readers will only ever perceive the fantasy text as a cabinet of curiosities – 

something to look at and escape the mundane world for a little while, but fail to recognize 

the contents as the accumulated experiences and knowledge of a life – and never receive 

it as a text from which they could learn and grow. 

Cabinets of Curiosities 

 Sir Thomas Browne is perhaps best known for his magnificent prose style 

(complimented by everyone from Samuel Johnson to Virginia Woolf), and for his first 

book Religio Medici, though it was placed on a list of banned books by Papal decree (in 

part because it was a Protestant text); however, Browne’s influence extends much further 
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with regard to why Finney utilizes him within The Circus of Dr. Lao. Well regarded as a 

physician and quoted and referenced multiple times in texts from the eighteenth to 

twentieth century, Browne has his cultural moment in scholarship in the 1970s and 1980s 

(circling around the tercentenary of his death in 1682). At this time, multiple studies and 

biographies are published regarding Browne, but perhaps none is more important with 

respect to this chapter and its argument than the publication of the 1711 sales auction 

catalogue by Brill in 1986. In the auction listing, several volumes originally owned by 

both Sir Thomas Browne and his son were purchased by Hans Sloane and added to his 

personal collection. These volumes formed part of the 70,000-object catalog that Sloane 

bequeathed to the British people upon his death and became a portion of the founding 

volumes of the British Library and Natural History museum.  

 Included in the items donated to the library and the museum was Sloane’s 

personal cabinet of curiosities, which included the collections of a half-dozen other 

famous collectors and featured his most prized possessions. It is from this collection of 

curiosities that the connection back to Finney’s text becomes somewhat evident. As 

Fiorani has noted, the cabinet of curiosities, or Kunstkammer, "was regarded as a 

microcosm or theater of the world, and a memory theater. The Kunstkammer conveyed 

symbolically the patron's control of the world through its indoor, microscopic 

reproduction" (268). This idea that the cabinet was supposed to reflect and present the 

theater of memory ties into Lao’s statement near the end of the final show that "The 

world is my idea; as such I present it to you" (Finney, Lao 126). As the cabinet of 

curiosities was originally a room full of collected pieces that formed the idea of the world 

for its owner, it makes sense that Lao makes this statement just before the final act of the 
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circus, the presentation of Woldercan and the Great God Yottle. This final act, performed 

in the main tent, has been preceded by the parade of the creatures that have made up 

Lao’s circus; it has contained the works and miracles of Apollonius, the presentation of 

the chimera and the sphinx, the medusa, the satyr, the newly hatched Roc, Mumbo 

Jumbo, and the entirety of the curiosities available at Lao’s circus. This main tent show, 

the parade, the witches’ sabbath, and the city of Woldercan are the contents of Dr. Lao’s 

cabinet of curiosities. Since each represents the memory of both Lao and the townsfolk 

(either from the advertisement, the parade, or the individual attractions) here, and he tells 

the stories of how many of these curiosities was captured and brought to the circus, it 

makes sense to argue that this main tent show ties into the original idea of the cabinet of 

curiosities in that it is Lao’s memory – the world as his idea, his remembrance, and his 

presentation of these memories to the townspeople of Abalone, Arizona, within the text is 

his way of showing them the world outside of what they know. It is a world of 

exploration, of fantasy and imagination, a large and multi-dimensional world that they 

can only experience through Lao’s invocation. 

 Like Lao’s presentation of the circus as a catalog of his memory, Finney presents 

his novel as his own cabinet of curiosities, much as Flaubert had done nearly one hundred 

years before him in The Temptation of Saint Anthony. While it has been argued that 

Finney’s text is chinoserie based on his time and experience in China between World 

War I and World War II, it is, in fact, a memory of Finney’s world. However, it is not a 

memory of Finney’s actual world, but the combined memories of his secondary catalog 

of experience that provide the memories and experiences that allow him to create the 

world (circus and cabinet of curiosities) of Dr. Lao. Pulling from his memory of reading a 
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number of texts throughout his life and researching into those mysteries of the actual 

world that drew him, Finney presents the novel as a cabinet that contains those secondary 

catalogs collected into their own cabinet in much the same way that Flaubert had done 

years before in his creation of The Temptaiton of Saint Anthony, and in each the authors 

show their erudition and memory of the texts that have informed their actual world. 

 Within the memory of the authors (Finney and Flaubert), the texts they have read 

and studied throughout their lives becomes their own cabinet of curiosities. One where 

the bounds of the physicality of the actual world no longer limit the size of their 

collection of objects, but their powers of memory (for the texts) and imagination (placing 

the ideas and characters from those texts into conversation and action with one another) 

provide more room to hold the cabinet than even the largest of rooms could have offered 

to people such as Sloane and Browne in the past. Given that these are their memories, and 

no memory is perfect, certain liberties are allowed for invention regarding the characters 

once they are placed into conversation with one another, but in most ways they remain 

true. The characterizations and actions of these curiosities, particularly in Finney’s text, 

are true to their literary precursors, and follow the rules set forth for the magical creatures 

in previous texts in ways that show an understanding of a larger megatext. 

 While Finney could not have classified his text as Fantasy in the generic sense 

that has come to define the genre post-1977 (as noted in chapter one of this study), he 

pulls Lao’s cast of characters from his own secondary catalog of experience (housed in 

the imagination) and utilizes the townsfolk of Abalone, Arizona, as the audience for Dr. 

Lao’s presentation of this fantastic world in a stand-in for Finney’s memory. Thus, Lao’s 

cabinet of curiosities (the circus) becomes the frame through which readers are 
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introduced to Finney’s own cabinet of curiosities, his own memories of the secondary 

worlds, brought to life within the actual world as a frame for the display of the cabinet as 

a circus tent show. Since Finney is basing the idea upon of his own memory of these texts 

and treating the fantastic creatures truly based on his previous encounters with them, it is 

clear that he has an idea of rules regarding the creatures when he begins, and he is not 

able to create and craft rules as he chooses without breaking the spell that enables the 

fantasy to function as a secondary experience.  

 Finney’s dependence upon previous iterations of these characters (with a notable 

exception for the sui generis Hound of the Hedges) and the manner in which they have 

behaved in previous texts is clear as presented in this chapter. While Finney makes some 

minor modification to the chimera and sphinx of Flaubert and Rabelais, he clearly pulls 

these characters from these previous iterations. Finney’s Apollonius is a combination of 

the subject of Philostratus’s biography, Flaubert’s episode, as well as Blavatsky’s 

discussion, and his allusions to Sir Thomas Browne and the power of the imagination to 

combine with the rational, thinking portion of the brain (as evidenced through both his 

comments on the sphinx and chimera as noted in this chapter and the discussion on 

Browne and the idea of the Siren’s song from the same) show that Finney is 

acknowledging that there are rules for these characters and histories (both within his own 

memory and the memories of his readers) that cannot be directly argued against without 

breaking the spell of wonder present in the presentation of his particular cabinet (the 

novel).   

 It is in that adherence to a particular set of rules that derives from his previous 

reading that Finney exemplifies the necessity of understanding the value of the megatext 
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within any discussion of fantasy as a genre of literature. The megatext, an idea proposed 

by Brooke-Rose, provides the basis of a reality to which authors within the genre of 

fantasy must adhere. It is the existence of the megatext and the reality principle that it 

creates that serves to counter the idea that fantasy cannot provide useful commentary on 

the primary world. Since the megatext exists and is known to the authors and readers 

beyond being mere esotericism, then even when a text alters an idea from the tropes and 

reality of the genre’s memory, it must acknowledge the alteration and therefore presumes 

the existence of a truth that guides even the most imaginative of characters and beings 

within other realms. However, unlike those genres of literature that are bounded by the 

reality of their actual world, the genre of fantasy is bound by rules it has crafted for itself, 

from previous interactions within the world of imagination, and the memories of those 

interactions that form a secondary catalog of knowledge that might be seen as a cabinet 

of curiosities – a memory of their experiences and the world that extends beyond the 

physical boundaries of a human life.

1 Homer mentions the chimera in multiple passages in The Iliad, but most notably in Book Six, lines 212-

215. The beast here is described as having three heads: a lion in the forefront, a snake at the rear, and a goat 

in the middle.  
2 Theogony ln 319-325 "She was the mother of Chimaera who breathed raging fire, [320] a creature fearful, 

great, swift footed and strong, who had three heads, one of a grim-eyed lion, another of a goat, and another 

of a snake, a fierce dragon; in her forepart she was a lion; in her hinderpart, a dragon; and in her middle, a 

goat, breathing forth a fearful blast of blazing fire." Echidna is the mother referenced in the opening of this 

line. 
3 Madame Bovary 1856-1857 
4 Bodemer exemplifies this system of classification by presenting how Hugh would have classified butter 

under philosophy under the following "According to his divisions, for instance, one might put "butter" 

under the following classes: Philosophy > Mechanical Sciences (i.e., Adulterate) > Hunting > Food 

Preparation > Side Dishes > Porridges > Butter" (5). 

5 Scholars disagree on whether Philostratus invented the tales of Damis himself or if he used a source 

without knowing that it was a forgery, but most agree that Damis is a narrative invention and not a true 

account of any follower of Apollonius. Jaap-Jan Flinterman has published a fairly convincing study that 

Damis did, in fact, exist, as of 1995. For further discussion see Bowie and/or Finterman 
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6 This term comes from Theosophical doctrine and unites multiple prophets from disparate religious 

traditions as the reincarnations of a single figure, or of multiple figures who have become sage-like through 

study. 
7 Browne’s discussion on the Siren’s Song is, perhaps, best known because of Poe’s inclusion of it as the 

epigraph for his short story "The Murders at the Rue Morgue," and this may provide yet another level of 

allusion to an additional text, but it is outside the scope of the current argument and length if this study. It is 

not, however, beyond reason to believe that Finney would have been familiar with the works of Edgar 

Allan Poe, or that he may have searched out Browne’s text because of Poe’s inclusion of the epigraph. 

While Browne’s work was somewhat out of favor by the turn of the twentieth century, Poe’s work was 

readily available. It is also possible, however, that Browne’s work, in part due to its focus on Christianity, 

was made available in Finney’s home or as part of the zeitgeist of his grandfather and namesake, revivalist 

preacher Charles G. Finney. 
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Chapter Five: Sanderson’s The Emperor’s Soul as Metacommentary

 In the previous chapter, I examined Charles Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao as 

emblematic of fantasy’s reality principle through an engagement of a crafted megatext 

that he must define because his text exists before the codification of the genre. In that 

discussion, it is clear to see the ways in which the megatext becomes a secondary 

epistemology for authors writing within genre, where they no longer must ascribe to rules 

of their actual world when writing, but instead focus on those rules from within the 

genre’s larger grouping of texts and creatures that form a secondary catalog of 

understanding. The result is the concept of penemaximal distance (see chapter one). For, 

while certain traits seemingly must be shared with the actual world of the author 

(language, for instance), the substance of the truth to which ontological comparisons can 

be made within the narrative is subjected not to an actual world fact, but to one that exists 

within this megatext and is shared and incorporated into the author’s diegetic world.  

 While the previous chapter focused on highlighting the author’s source material in 

the megatext for many of his characters, it also described the reader side of the paradigm 

of sub-creation with regard to fantasy. By examining the relative success and failure of 

characters to negotiate and understand the fantastic beings in Lao’s circus, it showed how 

a strict adherence to an actual world epistemology can be dangerous within the diegetic 

world. In addition, by tracing those elements taken from previous works and highlighting 

the adaptations and alterations to the original source texts, the chapter illustrates the value 

of the megatextual knowledge for the reader (in this example the author of this study), 
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and how that understanding residing in memory can dramatically change the reception of 

the work. In this chapter, a more recent work of fantasy (post-codification of genre) is 

engaged and utilized to further explain the author side of sub-creation and how that 

understanding and the space it occupies in memory is built. 

Coleridge on Fancy and Imagination 

 Comparing that which has existed before (regardless of form) and that which is 

new to the text in question naturally leads to a discussion of fancy and the imagination 

with regard to their role in artistic creation. While these terms are most often associated 

with Samuel Coleridge, it could be argued that the discussion regarding poetics and the 

role of mimesis versus imaginative creation can be seen as far back as Aristotle and Plato. 

Since the terms fancy and imagination are so oft used as synonyms for one another 

outside scholarship on genre fiction, it is important to provide a relatively brief discussion 

of their meanings and usages both outside and within genre studies. 

 While the terms fancy and imagination were in use before Samuel Coleridge 

wrote his Biographia Literaria, they were most often used as synonymous with one 

another to describe a similar process. The ideas behind Coleridge’s separation of the two 

as individual faculties can be traced as far back as Aristotle and Plato, but the faculties 

have not always been used in the same manner. In Ion, Plato presents poetry as a 

transmission of divine ecstasy, which cannot be learned by the poet and only caused by 

divine inspiration. When he speaks of the poet, Plato says that "he has been inspired out 

of his senses, and the mind is no longer in him" (Plato n.p.). The basis for Plato’s 

determination is, of course, that he is considering the idea that the product of the divine 

inspiration is that the poet sees beyond the actual world in which s/he resides and has 
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been granted a glimpse at the true world (that of forms) that exists beyond the realm of 

normal human perception. Aristotle argues that the poet was inspired by the Muse (the 

daughter of Memory), that the imagination (that faculty through which poetry is created) 

was "nourished by the images stored in a poet’s memory," and that the poet also 

functioned as the "tribal memory" to transfer the stories of the past into the present and 

future (Brett 8). An effort to directly translate these ideas into those used by Coleridge 

later would require a movement through multiple other thinkers, but we could say that 

Plato presents the idea that the poem itself must be mimetic because the poet is acting as 

a transmitter and describing the copy of the world of forms that is presented to him 

through divine inspiration. In Aristotle, we might argue that there is inspiration in the 

form of the Muse (where the Muse represents the personified memory of the author) 

whose technical skill is then utilized in order to craft the poem, but that the things 

described by the poet are from both perception and memory. The distinction for Aristotle 

lies in the immediacy of the perception, where those things present in the moment are 

perception and those which have been perceived in the past are imagination (Aristotle, De 

Anima iii 3). While Aristotle separates the faculties of perception and imagination based 

on truth (perception is always true and imagination may be false), each produces images 

in the mind. According to Shields, "The suggestion, then, is that imagination is a faculty 

in humans and most other animals which produces, stores, and recalls the images used in 

a variety of cognitive activities, including those which motivate and guide action" 

(Shields). For Aristotle then, imagination and memory are linked concepts as we now 

understand them, even when those memories are phantasia. 
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 While these ideas are further developed in the time between the Ancients and the 

eighteenth century when Coleridge spends much of the second half of his text 

investigating fancy and imagination, Coleridge is where the ideas of fancy and 

imagination as they are pertinent to this study begin to take shape.8 Coleridge’s readings 

in empiricism and then in German idealism transformed his thoughts regarding how the 

imagination worked to order the world. Where Hobbes and Locke had given the mind a 

passive role as an organ that associated ideas with one another, Coleridge took from 

Berkeley and Cudworth that the mind is "partly an architect of its own knowledge" 

because it does more than associate objects with one another as perceived through the 

senses (Brett 39). The mind "imposes an order and unity on the world" as opposed to 

merely associating one sense experience with another (39), and it is through that idea that 

Coleridge reaches an understanding that "the human mind imposes order and form upon 

the raw material of sensation" (41) and ultimately determines that it is the imagination 

that "enables us to relate the two worlds of mind and nature" (41). This leads to his 

distinction between the faculties of fancy and imagination, as fancy became the 

associative process and imagination the creative one. 

 In fancy, Coleridge argues that one merely perceives what comes through the 

senses and associates multiple perceptions to one another. Since we cannot choose what 

we perceive (according to Coleridge), we are all able to hold fancy within us and create 

with it. For example, I might look at both the computer and a toy dragon on my desk and 

associate the two together. I have little choice in whether I see them or not.9 However, in 

what Coleridge terms the "secondary imagination" (imagination) there is a conscious will 

to perceive the object(s), which results not in a passive taking in of perceived 
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information, but in the creation of an idea that is not dependent upon sensory input. This 

leads Coleridge to his examination of Wordsworth’s poetry (the principal reason for his 

discussion on fancy and imagination), where he declares that Wordsworth does the two 

things that a great poet must be do, retain "truth to nature" while maintaining the "interest 

of novelty" (39). In this way, Coleridge lays out the ideas of fancy (truth to nature of the 

perception) and that of imagination (interest of novelty) in the manner scholars and critics 

within studies of the fantastic approach and utilize the terms. Traditionally, fancy allows 

for the reordering or association of ideas from the actual world into another order within 

the diegetic space of a work; imagination creates the space for the author to create the 

world in their own image and idea, without adherence to the world as perceived. 

 It is worth noting here that an extension of Coleridge’s thought must be presented 

in order to create a sensible application of this idea to this study. While this extension of 

his thought has not been written by scholars or critics within the genre specifically, it has 

long been accepted as common practice in scholarship of fantastic literature. While 

Coleridge allows only for perception as it extends to sense experience (in part because of 

his early reading and understanding of empiricist thought), this study argues that a 

secondary frame of memory exists for those who have experienced a work, and this 

experience must be accounted for in much the same way. When Coleridge notes that 

Wordsworth’s poetry features a "faithful adherence to the truth of nature" (39), he is 

presenting nature as an empirical source from which truth is drawn based on objective 

facts determinable through observation. In this example, the specific object in nature is an 

authoritative source. This is a return to Aristotle’s idea that perception in the moment is 

always true. While we might now argue that the truth of perception is subjective, the 
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shared actual world aspect of the author and reader means that the perception can be 

examined by each independently to arrive at a consensus. Consensus reality through 

perception, while useful for literature based in or extrapolated from the actual world of 

author and reader, is not as useful regarding fantasy literature set in other worlds. 

 This study has argued that the experiences and memory of a text and other 

representatives of its genre become their own type of empirical source. While these 

experiences are analogues for actual world perception, the idea of penemaximal distance 

shows that the repetition of the perception and the unquestioned truth of that perception 

(from Aristotle) is problematic because it is based in the imagination and on individual 

experience. This would appear to result in a lack of a reality principle to which the 

comparison of the perception could be made. However, in instances such as these, certain 

works are treated as accepted realities to which perception or description can be 

compared. These texts are considered authoritative and take the place of the perceived 

object that exists in nature to which comparison can be made in extrapolated texts. 

 As an example of this idea, J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings is considered 

an authoritative text. It is, as will be noted extensively in the next chapter, the central text 

by which others are often measured for both their generic conformity and accuracy 

(linked concepts). In Tolkien’s work, elves are presented as generally noble and roughly 

human-sized. These are departures from elves in myth and legend, where elves are often 

much more diminutive in stature. This is also a departure from other texts featuring elves 

such as Poul Anderson’s The Broken Sword, where elves have a significantly darker 

morality. Since Tolkien is accepted as an authoritative text within the genre, if an author 

desires to present elves in any manner that differs from Tolkien, they must justify that 
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difference through description or function with respect to the plot of the work. Since all 

derivations from Tolkien must be accounted for and presented to readers, Tolkien’s texts 

of Middle Earth serve as an authority regarding other texts. These authoritative texts 

create a reality principle that can be altered, though only through authorial insistence that 

the alteration is necessary for the function of the text. This allows for truth to exist as 

mutable, though only through justification. In much the same way that our knowledge of 

the actual world changes as accepted scientific theories are challenged and upended with 

regard to actual world perception and experimentation, accepted presentations of shared 

concepts across the many worlds of fantasy literature can change based on the 

presentation of new information by another author. 

 Since the experience of both author and reader have created knowledge for the 

respective party, then works within the genre must adhere to a presentation of "truth of 

nature" that does not rely on the actual world, but upon the megatextual knowledge of 

secondary worlds (whether from an authoritative text or an alteration to an idea from the 

authoritative text) that is best exemplified as the principle of penemaximal distance as 

presented in chapter one. We must extend Coleridge’s ideas then to accept that "truth to 

nature" within fantasy literature is not dependent upon empirical data, but upon the 

memory of imagined experience of the reader, which we might term the reader’s fancy, 

or association of images that are formed in the mind without input from the senses, but 

with input from the reader’s interpretation of the author’s images as creating imagined 

data within the mind alone. 

 In this way, those purely formulaic texts that rely solely upon trope within fantasy 

feature much "truth to nature" but little to no "interest of novelty" as Coleridge might 



163 

have described it. There is truth in the sense that they adhere to the megatextual 

epistemology that guides authors, but without imaginative invention, the texts produce 

only memory of the previous texts as pastiche. While they may pay homage to the genre, 

they are not introducing a development or further understanding of the secondary world 

of the specific text, the shared world(s) of the megatext, or of the actual world of the 

author and reader. While many of these texts become extremely popular, they rarely help 

to shape or define a genre by reaching the level of authoritative text within megatextual 

questions of epistemology or by allowing readers to reach a deeper belief in the world 

whereby they can examine behaviors and utilize the memory of those experiences as a 

secondary frame of memory for guidance in their actual world. 

 Yet, since a text written within genre must always take into consideration the 

shared information and experience of the megatext, works within genre are not purely 

imagination with regard to the secondary frame of experience. Their adherence to the 

megatext or acknowledgement of their deviation from the same means that fancy plays its 

part regarding the formulation of fantasy literature. This outcome in fantasy literature is 

much the same as Coleridge’s regarding poetry: that it must remain both true to nature 

and inject novelty, so must fantasy literature remain true to the megatext and insert 

enough novelty so as to be seen as a comment on either the "truth" present within genre 

or on the truth within the actual world. As such, the author of a work of fantasy is always 

negotiating both fancy and imagination and is not free to ignore truth and imagine a fully 

novel world. The only possible result from a fully imaginative (and thus novel) world 

would be nonsense, since readers would have no frame of reference from either their 

primary (empirical) or secondary (imagined) memories. It is this negotiation of the 
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elements of fancy and imagination that forms the basis of this chapter, through an 

examination of a text that presents a metacommentary on the necessity of each in the 

creation of the believable artifact.  

 In this chapter, Brandon Sanderson’s The Emperor’s Soul is utilized to present the 

negotiation of fancy and imagination as a balance of truth to nature and authorial 

invention with regard to the megatext in a more recent fantasy work. Sanderson not only 

continually negotiates the ideas of his own and other authors’ previous works, characters, 

and magic systems, but he does so through a metatextual conversation that is ongoing 

throughout the novel and is presented to readers through the voice of the author’s 

surrogate, Shai. Her role as a Forger within the text, the magic system utilized in the 

diegetic world, and the negotiation of the memory of both objects and individuals can be 

examined a metacommentary on the writing of fantasy. 

Magic System as Metacomment 

 The magic system as it is presented in the novel is related, but not identical to, a 

system Sanderson utilizes in his debut novel, Elantris. In Elantris, magic is regulated by 

a system called AonDor, where Aons (symbols that can be formed as letters or other 

shapes) create or cast a spell that causes the desired effect. There is a limit to this magic, 

as it is only useful when created by an Elantrian and done within the borders of a specific 

region of the world, Arelon. In AonDor, the symbol may be drawn in the air as a sort of 

glowing object, carved into objects, or even built into the design of a building or other 

permanent structure while retaining the effect. In The Emperor’s Soul, Sanderson utilizes 

this magic system but alters it slightly in order to acknowledge and amend the rules of the 

Aons.  
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 In the acknowledgement of the power of words and symbols as a type of magic, 

Sanderson is not only echoing tropes well established within both the fantasy megatext 

and ancient thought, but also engaging ideas taken from authors addressing how fantasy 

is created. Within the megatext of fantasy, the use of symbols and language as access to 

magical power is well established in earlier fantasy texts by Tolkien and Dunsany. In 

Tolkien, the ring of power transfers power onto the bearer of the ring by amplifying their 

native power, though it also contains a large portion of Sauron's power and is amplified 

when the ring is within the bounds of Mordor (Tolkien, Letters 152,332), and in 

Dunsany, the King of Elfland has magical runes that are used to create specific changes 

to the world and landscape (for example, one rune recedes the borders of Elfland and 

another causes it to subsume the town of Erl). While Dunsany and Tolkien are clearly 

working from a much earlier understanding of language where runes are both part of an 

alphabet and a system of magic, Sanderson may or may not be working from this 

understanding of runes as part of two systems. Whether he is echoing an earlier 

understanding of knowledge or the megatext of fantasy, Sanderson clearly understands 

and accesses these ideas when creating both the magic system of Aons and the seals the 

Forger uses in The Emperor’s Soul.10  

 The Emperor’s Soul utilizes the idea of stamping an object in order to alter its 

appearance and qualities. While Shai is able to practice this magic, she is not referred to 

as a magician, sorceress, or witch within the pages of the novel. She is, instead, known as 

a forger, and the capitalization of "Forge" within the text is evidence that it is a 

formalized process of study.11 Shai even remarks that "to Forge something, you had to 

know its past, its nature" (Sanderson, Emperor 15). Sanderson echoes the nature of 
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forgery in the actual world. A skilled forger must know not just the original work they are 

forging, completely, but they must know the history of its creation and display as well. In 

the secondary, as well as the actual world, if a painting is not created with period specific 

materials, faded properly given the amount of time that has passed, the direction of the 

sun and hours of exposure to the painting based on where it was displayed and for how 

long, and the types of brush strokes and other methods utilized, then the forgery fails to 

pass as true to the original work. It is in this way that the magic, or art, of Forgery within 

Sanderson’s novella is linked directly to the creation of fantasy within the actual world, 

and a large part of the reason that the work can be read as a metacommentary on the 

creation and nature of fantasy. 

  Forgery in the actual world of the author and reader may appear as fantasy at first 

glance; however, forgery within that actual world is always illusion and always 

ontological. Actual world forgery does not simply seek to pass one thing off as another, 

but to create "another" of a thing from similar materials and pass it off as an original. 

Since it seeks to reproduce a copy, forgery is always ontological in the actual world as 

the copy stands in opposition to the original thing. Put simply, forgery within the actual 

world is a pure mimesis in the sense that it seeks merely to produce that which has 

already been produced, remaining true to an original without artistic intervention through 

the imagination. However, within The Emperor’s Soul, Forgery is not ontological, nor 

mimetic, but an artistic creation that echoes the creation of fantasy. 

 The magic system employed by Shai within the text does, however, utilize fancy. 

The reason Shai must know an object’s history to Forge it into something else is because, 

as Shai explains to readers, "a Forgery had to be likely – believable – otherwise it 
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wouldn’t take" (38). What Shai explains here, ostensibly to herself as an internal 

narrative of derision for how little the arbiters (her captors) know of her art, is that a 

Forgery must be likely to the object, not just to the perceiver. Thus, a drafty, plain 

window could be Forged into a stained-glass window that was perfectly sealed and 

beautiful, but only if the frame and glass of the window were so old that a stained-glass 

window could have been created from the same glass and wood as likely as the plain 

window which was its current form. In addition, the building in which it sits must have 

also been old enough and rich enough to have possibly included such an ornate window 

in the place of the practical object, or else the stamp Shai created would only change the 

object temporarily. 

 This scene and example of the stained-glass window occurs early within the novel 

(65) and follows an example where Shai explains the Forgery of a table into a "better 

version of itself" (51). An understanding of not just the object, but its entire history is 

necessary for the Forgery to be accepted by the object. As she attempts to Forge the plain 

window into a repaired plain window that seals correctly early in the text, Shai is 

thwarted because the window only holds its repaired form for a few moments before 

reverting to its original, drafty state. It does so not because the idea of the window being 

sealed is implausible, but because Shai did not originally notice the small piece of 

broken, colored glass in the corner of the window. Once she does, the window is easily 

transformed into a stained-glass window because the window remembers itself as it once 

appeared and does not resist the transformation.12 

 The notion of thing memory within Sanderson’s text needs to be examined in 

order to separate the ideas regarding a similarly named process within the actual world. 
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While in the actual world, thing memory often refers to the way in which human beings 

attach memories to objects that serve as a reminder of an event (often at emotional 

extremes of success or tragedy), in Sanderson’s secondary world of the novella, things 

have a memory of their own existence. This also differs from the Heideggerian 

interpretation of the way in which an artefact is imbued with the essence of its creator. 

The object memory in Sanderson is neither the memory of the person/people who created 

it and left their essence within the object, nor does it serve as an artefact to "jog" the 

memory of a human being the way it does within the actual world. For Sanderson’s 

purposes, objects have both memory and consciousness of their own, so that a table or 

wall remembers and knows "what" it is and has a perceptual memory of the events 

regarding its creation, manipulation, and display. This is why the window resists being 

magically turned into a plain window but accepts the physical glass that replaces the 

previous stained glass. The object in Sanderson’s world has a memory of itself, but it has 

no means to physically manifest that will on its existence. Thus, while it can resist the 

magical soulstamp that Shai attempts to utilize in order to transform the window, it 

cannot resist the clear glass that has been installed within the frame. It is not until Shai 

notices the small piece of stained glass that her magical transformation of the window 

and the memory of the window align, which results in Shai magically transforming the 

window into something related to the memory of the object. As this is a specific and 

confusing change that is only partially addressed within this study because it does not 

directly bear upon the argument being presented, it was important to lay out the nature of 

what is termed "object memory" within the section of the chapter that follows. Though 

the larger study of which this chapter is a part focuses on memory, it does not look at 
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memory in this sense, and thus the idea of whether objects have a memory of their own or 

merely aspects of the essence of their creator’s is not examined further here. For the 

purposes of this study of the text, objects should be considered to have an understanding 

of their place, creation, and makeup within Sanderson’s created world as an imaginative 

creation of the author. 

 However, while Forgery in Sanderson/Shai’s world and forgery in the actual 

world share many similarities, Forgery in the diegetic world of the novella is not limited 

to fancy alone. Though the scene with the window shows that fancy can determine 

whether an object can be Forged in such a way that the object accepts the Forgery as true, 

there is an aspect of creation involved in the process as well. Later in the novella, Shai is 

stamping the wall of her cell when Gaotona enters to check on her and have their daily 

interview. As he enters, the plain wall becomes "flooded with color," as "vine patterns 

spiraled out from Shai’s stamp like sprays of paint. Green, scarlet, amber. The painting 

grew like something alive, leaves springing from branches, bunches of fruit exploding in 

succulent bursts. Thicker and thicker the pattern grew" (110). As Gaotona watches in 

awe, Shai’s stamp creates a beautiful mural that covers the entirety of the wall, which 

prompts him to ask Shai how such a thing is possible. In the exchange that follows, Shai 

shows that some Forgery is not mimetic in her world, but imaginative creation. She 

explains that a famous artist had stayed in the palace while recovering from an illness for 

weeks at some time before, and while he was too sick to leave, he was not too sick to 

paint. Shai also tells Gaotona that the room that was her cell had not yet begun to leak 

from the ceiling, so it was just as possible that the artist stayed in her room as it was that 

he stayed in the room directly above (111). This provides the plausibility for the mural to 
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exist with regard to the memory of the wall, but Shai carries it a step further here when 

she asks Gaotona, "if you were the wall, what would you rather be? Dreary and dull, or 

alive with paint?" (111). This adds a new layer to the idea of thing memory, bringing 

about a certain level of consciousness to the wall as it determines how it would wish to 

appear. While the concept of thing memory and thing consciousness provides an 

interesting insight into the text, it is what Gaotona realizes upon examining the soulstamp 

that is important with respect to this study.13 

 Gaotona notes that the plausibility of the mural is established by the artist staying 

in the cell above or within but notes that since no painting like this mural had ever 

existed, Shai had to select and write the directions into the soulstamp. He notices that 

Shai "included detailed explanations of how this was painted," and Shai responds that "to 

create a realistic Forgery, you must have the technical skill you are imitating, at least to 

an extent" (113). This naturally prompts Gaotona to argue that Shai could have painted 

the wall herself or been an artist instead of a Forger. While Shai would have been 

respected and elevated within society as an artist, she is an "abomination" to society as a 

Forger and criminal. This aspect of forgery is germane to the current discussion because 

it echoes the principles outlined by Coleridge through metacommentary. 

 If we accept that Sanderson’s text is a metacommentary on the nature of creating 

fantasy, then Shai needing to have the skills to create the works that she places into the 

stamps is an important note with regard to novelty as part of artistic endeavor. Shai not 

only carves the directions for how the painting was created within her stamp, but also 

denotes exactly what the mural will be: "a growing pattern of vines, leaves, and berries" 

created over the span of three weeks, "to pass the time" (111). The artist, Atsuko of Jindo, 
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does not appear elsewhere within the text or within the author’s oeuvre as Sanderson has 

presented it thus far, so it cannot be definitively proven whether vines, leaves, and berries 

were common subjects for the artist or whether this is a creation of Shai, but the lack of 

evidence, and Gaotona’s reaction to the painting, would seem to point to the idea that 

Shai has stamped directions from her mind’s image of what the painting should be, and 

since no such mural exists elsewhere within the palace, it is probable that at least some 

portion of it is directly from her imagination and not merely the truth of a thing that has 

already existed. In short, the mural is not a direct mimesis (what readers might term a 

forgery from their actual world vocabulary). In addition, since neither Gaotona nor Shai 

comment on the mimetic quality of the painting, Shai must have created this from a 

combination of fancy and imagination. However, the necessity of Shai’s having basic 

skills in artistic endeavors and in the creation of art is clear within the exchange, and it 

relates directly to the idea of Shai as a stand-in persona for Sanderson within the text. 

 In his postscript to the novel, Sanderson gives credence to the idea that this novel 

is one that features a fair amount of metacommentary on the nature of writing fantasy. 

While ruminating on the phrase "write what you know," he mentions that because he 

writes fantasy, this isn’t always possible. However, he also notes that magic and 

worldbuilding work best for him when they are grounded in principles from his actual 

world (168). He continues by saying that being a writer is "as much about observation as 

it is imagination" (168) and tells readers that the stamp magic of forgery that Shai 

practices in the novel got its genesis from a visit to the National Palace Museum in 

Taiwan. While viewing artifacts at the museum, Sanderson learned that the "stamps" on 

objects were not only placed there as artist signatures, but often by scholars and rulers 
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who found the pieces appealing (170). This creates the actual world genesis for the 

soulstamp as it appears within the novel. While the soulstamp is the basis of a magic that 

allows someone to "rewrite an object’s past" (170) given the proper training and 

conditions, it could be argued that the rulers and scholars who found a piece appealing in 

the actual world were accomplishing much the same process as translated through 

metaphor. 

 Within the text, a Forger can create a soulstamp for "rewriting an object’s past" 

according to Sanderson; however, the amount of history that is rewritten is limited by the 

plausibility to the object (as had been noted earlier) (171). While we have already 

covered the limitations of this magic within Sanderson’s created world, the ability of 

scholars and members of the nobility to stamp an object they find important or appealing 

in the actual world of the author also allows for a rewriting of an object’s past. Sanderson 

mentions a specific page of calligraphy that had been stamped so often that the text was 

"covered" in stamps (170). While the artist would have signed the piece originally (also 

with a stamp), as scholars and rulers stamped the object later, the history of the object 

became transformed. While the original artist’s stamp may or may not appear clearly any 

longer, the use of multiple stamps signals much more than the approval of others of the 

art or argument being made. The stamping by multiple people could be seen as a 

metaphor for the social aspect of the creation of art, since the artwork is reaffirmed and 

reinterpreted by later generations and there is also a social aspect to the pressure to 

appreciate an object that has already been seen as approving to one’s peers or ancestors. 

Thus, while the work of calligraphy was created by a singular artist at some point in the 

past, reaffirming the quality of the artistic object by peers and future generations allows it 
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to transcend the moment of its inspiration and creation in order to place itself into the 

memory of the viewer/reader in the future.  

 This postscript creates a causal link both between the diegetic and actual world 

for the author and the text being examined here, but it also highlights how the magic 

system shares much in common with writing fantasy fiction. While Sanderson devotes 

only a small space within the postscript to the idea of creating fantasy, he utilizes that oft-

repeated advice from creative writing classrooms of "writing what you know" and 

modifies it at the end to writing "what you see" (170). His choice of the framing 

argument establishes the connection between the magic system within the novel and the 

actual world, but he stops short of making the connection that his soulstamping magic is 

akin to writing a fantasy novel based on his own description. He states that worldbuilding 

works best for him when it "draws from sources in our world," magic works best when 

"aligned with scientific principles," and characters work best when they are "grounded in 

human emotions and experience" (168), which shows an awareness of his connections to 

the actual world in his fantasy works. However, in light of the framing of this argument 

and discussion through the fancy and imagination of Coleridge, it could be argued that 

what he is describing here is the "fancy" portion of his creativity. If we allow that 

Sanderson is working within both an established genre defined by the megatext and with 

fancy as understood from actual world sensory perception, then his fantasies are, by 

extension, his own way of "rewriting an object’s past" as he moves those objects, 

principles, and locations from his actual world into his diegetic space. This establishes a 

connection and direct link from the author’s actions in the creation of the world to the 

magic system at work within it. 
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 In addition to a connection to his actual world, Sanderson also alludes to his other 

works within the short postscript. He notes that "as the magic aligned a great deal with a 

system I’d been developing for Sel, the world where Elantris takes place, I set the story 

there" and that he "didn’t want to stray too close to Soulcasting from the Stormlight 

world (Roshar)" when drafting The Emperor’s Soul (170). This shows his awareness of 

his own worlds and the ways in which the texts and rules of those worlds have already 

limited or defined the new world he is creating. While he does not go so far as to make 

mention of the fact that he is also keeping in mind his other reading within genre, 

Sanderson alludes to the idea of, at minimum, the megatext of his own oeuvre here by 

noting how he purposefully avoids repetition in designing the systems but makes them 

complementary. In a publication on his official website (www.brandonsanderson.com), 

Sanderson outlines his "crazy, ambitious idea" of "a large interconnected universe of 

connected fantasy series where the fundamentals of magic and cosmology were the same, 

but the stories were all separate" (Sanderson). His intention is to craft a "hidden epic" that 

unites his worlds into a single universe that becomes one large group of stories much like 

other works within the fantasy genre. Whether one looks at the stories and links in 

Tolkien’s Middle Earth (limited, in many ways, to a single world but spanning multiple 

ages and locations) or something as complex as the many worlds of Michael Moorcock 

that are ultimately united through his idea of the eternal champion,14 the large epic that is 

crafted through readers experiencing multiple worlds and texts requires an understanding 

of the megatext as an entity by the authors that utilize this mode of creation. While in 

these examples a reader needs only to have experienced the singular author in order to 

understand the existence of the cross-referential material, the desire/need to look for such 
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material denotes a certain understanding of the trope of the literary universe. With just 

this information in hand, we could not definitively prove that Sanderson has a familiarity 

with the larger megatext of the fantasy genre, yet in digging further, this becomes clear 

when looking at the author’s statements and his experience as a "finisher." 

 In an article for Paste magazine, Sanderson mentions that his first attempt at 

writing a novel was "a bad combination of Dragonlance and The Dragonbone Chair," 

and it remains the only text he abandoned before finishing (Jackson). As Sanderson is 

clearly thinking of that early novel as homage or pastiche, he is keenly aware of a 

megatextuality within the genre. His early reading focus was around "anything with 

dragon in the title," and his works echo and manipulate trope in ways that show that 

awareness. In addition, following the untimely death of Robert Jordan, Sanderson, who 

had read (and been a fan of) the Wheel of Time series as it was published, was chosen by 

Jordan’s longtime editor, Harriet McDougal, to finish the series by authoring the final 

three volumes. While Jordan left detailed notes for how the series should progress and 

end (he died of an illness but had some advance warning), Sanderson’s ability to pick up 

another author’s series and complete the epic speaks to his extensive knowledge of other 

works within the genre.  

The Megatext and Metacommentary on Fantasy  

 In large part, Sanderson’s understanding of the genre is a required element for 

understanding The Emperor’s Soul as both a metacommentary on authorship and on the 

fantasy genre. There is a history behind this idea of authors commenting on the genre, 

specifically on the fantasy genre, that necessarily requires our momentary attention for 

this discussion. While there are a handful of scholars who have engaged the genre of 
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fantasy to some degree of success (see chapter two of this study), much of the 

commentary on fantasy has been written by the very authors who write within the 

genre.15 It comes as little surprise then that Sanderson could be making a comment on the 

genre through this text, and Sanderson does so through the manipulation of a trope of 

mythology that continues throughout fantasy (and some could argue the actual world), 

the naming of the legendary weapon. 

 In most mythological fiction, weapons are wielded which seem to have been 

imbued with a soul beyond that of their owner. Whether one considers Mjolnir (Thor’s 

hammer), which pre-dates the arrival of the Aesir in the Eddas, or King Arthur’s 

Excalibur (which famously pre-dated Arthur as well), there is a long tradition in 

mythologies regarding the naming of weapons as a manner of giving them a form of 

subjectivity, if not a soul of their own. When an object of destruction bears a name, it is 

anthropomorphized. In taking on a name, the weapon seems to take on a persona, and 

there are legends which surround these legendary weapons that far exceed those who 

wield them in some cases. Fantasy literature has generally adopted this practice of 

naming legendary weapons, either by borrowing the weapons of myth and legend (see 

Excalibur) or by inventing weapons within the text. In fantasy literature, this pattern is 

well-established by authors from Tolkien to Anderson, but it is rarely engaged beyond the 

conferral of the name upon the blade as a means of identification and determination as to 

its designed use. In Tolkien’s The Hobbit, for example, the blades Orchrist and 

Glamdring are found by the party in a troll cave and referred to as "Elven-made" by 

Gandalf, but it is not until the party reaches Elrond, in Rivendell, that they learn the 

names of the blades (Tolkien, The Hobbit 49). According to Elrond, the swords are 
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named by the runes which are engraved into the blades, and these correspond to the 

names by which the weapons are called by the Goblin King later in the work. This tells 

readers that the weapons are known by their names not just amongst those who wield 

them or can read the runes engraved onto the blades, but by the descendants of those the 

weapons have slain. They have been given a legend of their own, but in Tolkien’s work 

do not contain any further consciousness or memory of their own other than their ability 

to shine when specific foes are nearby. Whether this is an incantation, a specific quality 

of the metal utilized, or something within the weapon, Tolkien does not explain.16 

However, swords within realms of fantasy that have some form of consciousness are 

ubiquitous enough that they are specifically cautioned against in the satirical work The 

Tough Guide to Fantasyland by Diana Wynne Jones.  

 In Jones’s satirical travel guide for those visiting Fantasyland, the author warns of 

the many types of swords one may encounter along their quest: swords with runes, 

swords with souls, swords with appetites, swords that give signals, swords that are 

disguises for something else, swords in stones, swords that are incomplete, and even 

swords that can seem quite innocuous (188-192). As with all of the entries into Jones’s 

satirical travel guide, there is no shortage of examples for swords that fall under each 

category within fantasy literature. Tolkien’s aforementioned swords fall under the 

"swords that give signals" territory, but perhaps the most dangerous swords listed in 

Jones’s categories are those swords that have souls, appetites, or are disguises for other 

things, and Moorcock’s Stormbringer arguably falls under all three categories. 

 Unlike the swords of Tolkien from The Hobbit, Moorcock’s Stormbringer is said 

to be an enchanted blade, but it is actually a demon named Shaitan. Famously, 
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Stormbringer has a will and a mind of its own, and it consistently turns on Elric and kills 

those whom he loves throughout the Elric saga. While it would seem as though this 

proves that the swords has a soul, since the sword is merely a magically transformed 

demon from another world, the object itself (the sword) is not truly ever an object, but is 

always a demon which is merely in disguise. This means that the existence of 

Stormbringer alludes to magical properties within the work but not to the idea of an 

object with a soul, consciousness, or memory of its own.  

 If we once again return to Jones’s satirical work, we can find that the author 

discusses "magical objects" within an entry and signals that magical objects may be 

"almost anything," but they are either "bewitched or bespelled" if they do not contain 

their own magic (118). To contain their own magic, the objects are either "made of some 

substance" that gives them extraordinary properties or "made in some way" that causes 

the object to become imbued with magical power (118). Once again, Jones satirizes a 

trope of the genre that has threads in any number of texts and works within the genre, but 

at no point does Sanderson engage these tropes directly. Arguably, Sanderson’s 

description of the magic of soulstamps and the inherent memory of objects forces readers 

to approach the objects within a fantasy text in a very different manner. 

 Earlier, I explained that, in Sanderson’s created world of the novella, there is such 

a thing as "object memory" that allows objects to either accept or resist the 

transformation through the soulstamp. I presented how the transformation had to be 

plausible to the object itself, how the Forger had to know all aspects of the object 

(components, materials, etc.), but could use some imagination and personal style in how 

they "re-created" the object. While this certainly makes plain some of the commentary I 
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alluded to earlier regarding a Heideggerian reading of the magical object within fantasy, 

it might also be seen as an evolution of the trope of the magical object/weapon within 

fantasy. 

 While the objects within fantasy that are important and have some magical 

property are seen as unusual in most fantasy texts, the objects that are imbued with their 

own memory and will within Sanderson’s text are everyday objects that are disengaged 

from both their creator and from any magical substance or method of creation. If we 

return to our previous examples of the wall and the window within Shai’s cell, there is 

nothing magical in their creation or substance. Shai describes the cell as being composed 

of "forty-four types of rock," but there is nothing magical about their combination, the 

number, or the manner in which the wall is constructed (15). The window is described in 

the same terms. Shai describes the window as having "once been a stained-glass piece, 

like many in the palace" that had been "broken, and whatever had shattered the window 

had also bent the frame, producing gaps that let in the frigid breeze" (65). Clearly, there is 

nothing magical in the make-up of these two objects, and there shouldn’t be, since Shai’s 

room is little better furnished than a prison cell. However, both the wall (as a wall and as 

individual stones from specific quarries) and the window (as a formerly stained-glass 

piece) can only be magically manipulated by allowing for the memory of the objects 

themselves. Certainly, this is neither accidental nor with precedent within the genre of 

fantasy. So, while Sanderson is clearly aware of the tropes of fantasy with regard to the 

idea of an object having a will through magical means (either through substance, method 

of creation, or because it is actually a magically transformed conscious being), he has 

further developed the trope to encompass the idea that all objects have memory and 
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history that they both know and call upon to determine how they respond to magical 

suggestion in their world. For while their will is limited in the sense that the object cannot 

resist a physical transformation by mundane, physical means, it can resist a magical 

transformation through Forgery if the Forgery cannot be reconciled as plausible by the 

object.  

 While this makes some sense when looking at the objects within fantasy solely as 

objects in the development of the trope, and there is something to be said for the 

mundane object retaining a memory and consciousness of its own with regard to 

Tolkienian recovery, the value of the treatment of the mundane object as having its own 

inherent understanding of itself and its limits becomes more important when looking into 

the text as a metacommentary. If Shai, the Forger, is linked to Sanderson (and by 

extension the authors of fantasy), then the Forged objects are somewhat linked to the 

readers within the story, with some room for linking the reader to the arbiter Gaotona in a 

further development. By establishing the reader as the object being Forged in the 

symbolism in the story, Sanderson’s understanding of the relationship between reader and 

author regarding belief and deeper belief becomes clear.  

 Shai’s intention to understand the object’s origins and memories within the text 

may signal how Sanderson approaches his need to understand his readers in order to craft 

a fantasy that isn’t rejected. Sanderson’s treatment of the object needing to be Forged into 

something that is plausible to the object seems to be a fitting echo of the inner 

consistency of reality as discussed in chapter two of this study. As noted in the 

examination into Wolfe’s idea of the "belief" in the fantastic world, a failure to provide 

this consistency (as well as affective and cognitive significance) will cause the encounter 
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with fantasy to fall short of even this level of communication between reader and text. 

This is why the adherence to the history of the object within the novel and the adherence 

to the megatext (or stated divergence from it) is important outside the text. Sanderson can 

expect his readers to be moderately acquainted with the idea of magical objects within 

fantastic spaces, so in order to create a world where mundane objects can also be 

transformed into something magical, he must signify the mundanity of the object to the 

reader in order to express the divergence from megatextual epistemology.  

 Sanderson signifies the mundanity of these objects through Shai repeatedly within 

the text, not just with the wall and window as noted in this chapter, but explicitly when 

Shai is being led into the Heritage (the ruling class) wing of the palace. Shai notes that 

"on the bottoms of those ‘ancient’ urns would be soulstamps that had transformed them 

into perfect imitations of famous pieces (19). She proceeds to pick one up and carry it 

back with her to her room following an interview and notes that the stamp "had a sterile 

feel to it" and was "a contrast to the minutely detailed and delicate beauty of the vase 

itself" (35). Shai continues to explain that the Forgers employed by the palace are hacks 

that are half trained and work assembly-line style stamping the same stamp into similarly 

mundane objects day in and day out with no artistry, which tells us how Shai feels about 

pure mimesis. Since the vases are all stamped the same, then they are all identical copies 

of an original, and each one is stamped and becomes not art but a pure reproduction that 

is all truth to nature with no interest of novelty. Interestingly, Gaotona tell Shai that the 

men and women who work for the palace are not Forgers, but "rememberers," and Shai 

says they are the same (36). Gaotona claims this is an important distinction because his 
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people are simply appreciating the past (mimesis) and not trying to fool or scam people, 

but all these comments could apply equally as well to works of literature. 

 In his critique of fantasy, Frederic Jameson famously argues that Science Fiction 

examines the science within its pages as science, using reason and consistency in the way 

it is presented which provides SF the epistemological gravity that he argues fantasy lacks. 

However, in the engagement with the object’s history and the necessity of invention to 

produce true art, Sanderson presents a critique of Jameson that returns to Suvin’s 

arguments regarding cognitive estrangement in a similar manner as Freedman and 

Mieville’s critiques of Jameson’s position.17 In those critiques it is argued that the 

internal consistency of the narrative with regard to itself, and in this case with regard to a 

megatextual epistemology, creates the same ascription to principles that is present in SF. 

It is through this engagement with the internal consistency of the singular narrative, the 

internal consistency within his own oeuvre, and to the megatext that Sanderson presents a 

tale of magic in fantasy that is rooted in a defensible epistemological position.  

 Sanderson also returns to Suvin’s argument by presenting the necessity of the 

novum in order to create true art. Much like the urns that have been stamped in an 

assembly line style within the Heritage wing of the palace, those works which lack 

novelty within fantasy can do little more than provide an artless reproduction of those 

which have come before. In short, they become generic pastiche, which is the only 

quality in a work by Sanderson that caused him to abandon a manuscript. It is in this 

interest of avoiding generic pastiche that Sanderson shows an acknowledgement of the 

megatext of fantasy literature and forces the author to consider the element of novelty 

from both the megatextual memory and from the actual world. 
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 Since we have already established that this awareness of the megatext and 

utilization of the rules and existence of the megatext function as a secondary 

epistemological frame which guides authors and readers in fantasy, we can make the 

connection that Sanderson’s understanding of Coleridge’s fancy within his writing would 

be those elements pulled from both the actual world (penemaximal) and from the 

megatext (secondary frame). However, it is worth noting that the megatext is both 

personal and impersonal. In the impersonal megatext, we might examine all instances of 

texts which can be codified within a genre or as influencing the genre, but not all authors 

or readers will have the knowledge of the complete genre (in fact, I would argue that 

none will). In the personal megatext, we might find not every work that an author has 

read, but instead every work the author has read that has pushed them to the level of 

belief through the experience of the text. At this level of belief then lies the creation of 

semantic and episodic megatextual memory. As noted in the previous chapter, this deeper 

belief occurs as the reader perceives the events of the text through the imagination in 

such a way that the events are "seen" within the mind as explicitly as if they were rooted 

in empirical input. When the imagined reality of the text for the reader becomes as starkly 

defined as reality within the actual world, the same strength of memory is created for 

cognitive purposes. This memory not only functions as a secondary epistemological 

framework for engaging the actual world, but as the primary epistemological frame 

through which the reader searches to evaluate the interest of novelty within the fantastic 

text. 
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Authorial Creation and the Fancy/Imagination Paradigm 

 In the previous chapter we discussed how the reader (in the position of the 

residents of Abalone, Arizona, in Charles Finney’s The Circus of Dr. Lao) can reach 

deeper belief in the secondary world through the experience of imagining the events 

within the text; this chapter has argued that Sanderson is using his novella as a metatext 

for the writing of fantasy, so it is appropriate here that we utilize this information to 

outline the authorial side of the creation of fantasy and the use of memory. As we have 

noted, the creation of a work of art must be a combination of fancy and imagination if it 

is to conform to the principles set forth by Coleridge and avoid devolving into 

pastiche/pure mimesis of a previous work. In addition, this chapter has argued that the 

author’s use of fancy is not solely derived from actual world experience, but also pulls 

from their megatextual memory of experiences and information garnered from the 

reading process. What remains is to set forth this process in plain language that outlines 

why it matters. 

 In Coleridge’s idea of fancy, the memories and perceptions that are pulled into the 

work and recombined are the product of sensory experience within the actual world. 

Sanderson alludes to much the same in his afterword to The Emperor’s Soul when he 

articulates the actual world experience of seeing works of art in a museum and noticing 

the stamps that covered them which signaled both the artist responsible for its creation 

and those who approved of the work or found it important. If we adhere strictly to 

Coleridge’s idea of fancy, then this is the only portion of the idea behind the text which 

would be labeled as such, with the alterations to the actual world the result of authorial 

invention. However, Sanderson tells readers in the afterword that he specifically noted 
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how the idea of "soulstamp" magic was related to the Aons (of AonDor magic) from his 

debut novel Elantris. Sanderson writes that he deliberately altered the magic a bit so that 

it was not the same system, but also set the events of The Emperor’s Soul in the same 

world (albeit on a different continent) because the two types of magic were related as he 

designed them. Since this is information that he is pulling from his own memory of 

events that he has imagined and then written, these specifics (alteration of magic and 

secondary world of text) are also manipulations of fancy though they are not derived 

from empirical observation. This leads to the conclusion that fancy, for the author of 

fantasy, involves not just actual world sensory experience but also information as pulled 

from the megatext, whether that megatext contains only the works of the singular author 

(as in this example) or from multiple authors (as noted in the following chapter). For the 

author then, the fancy within a fantasy text comes from the unison of both actual world 

memory of sensory experience and megatextual memory, with each existing as memory 

of experience and an epistemology that must be adhered to if the diegesis is to have the 

internal consistency of narrative required for the work to bring readers to Wolfe’s idea of 

belief. 

 Having satisfied the fancy side of Coleridge’s dialectic, we turn to the interest of 

novelty which Coleridge referred to as the imagination. As we have noted earlier, Darko 

Suvin calls this the novum within SF, and he limits it to technological advancement 

(within the text) from actual world scientific understanding. Since the fantasy author 

must account for both actual world and megatextual memories with regard to fancy and is 

not focused on the technological aspect of invention/imagination but a development of or 

from a previous position, we must redefine the novum in order to allow it to work within 
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fantasy. For fantasy, the novum should be an advancement/remove from both things 

which exist within the actual world and previous examples within genre in order to 

promote wonder in the reader. In order to qualify as novum for fantasy, the imagined 

aspect must present a somewhat significant alteration from the actual world in order to fit 

the definition of fantasy (and promote wonder) and from previous entries into the generic 

megatext in order to avoid presenting as pastiche. In each instance what is being 

described is what Coleridge would have determined "the interest of novelty" or 

imagination.  

 Having fulfilled both sides of a dialectic, we then turn to what is created from the 

synthesis of these two ideas. For our purposes, the synthesis of these two sides results in 

the fantasy text, but it is arguably not the final step. While a combination of the fancy 

(memory of perceptions) and imagination (novelty) results in the parts of story, these 

disparate ideas must be combined into something larger to result in the text as delivered. 

It is in this moment that our vocabulary becomes problematic for the concept being 

described. Having already utilized imagination to describe the novelty that is part of the 

text, we lack an appropriate term for the process of combining the fancy and imagination 

processes in the mind and developing the ideas into story or seeing those events in the 

minds of the author. While Coleridge refers to this process as the "secondary 

imagination," this becomes cumbersome for the modern reader. For the purposes of 

clarity then, we need to revisit Coleridge and alter the terms given to the novelty side of 

the paradigm and remove the term imagination and substitute authorial invention. This 

allows us to specify that novelty is being utilized and crafted within the text without 

denoting this as imagination when the imaginative process is required for our next step.  
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 The author then utilizes fancy pulled from two separate epistemological sources 

and combines it with their own invention to produce the idea that becomes the genesis of 

the text. Then, the author "imagines" the events/characters/worlds of the text as s/he 

translates the mind’s image into the text on the page. As the idea moves from its 

existence in the singular mind of the author to the textual creation, it necessarily becomes 

something divorced from, yet the product of, the personal imagination. While the 

existence of the physical text itself does not necessarily present the textual object as 

social in the sense that its existence, while crafted for sharing with some imagined other 

has not yet been shared, it does move from a mental imagining to a physical existence. 

This move from the mind to the text then is the moment of sub-creation in the physical 

sense. At the point where the world, characters, and ideas move from the mind to a 

physical existence that could be found/read/shared and exists independent of the author 

(since s/he could die and the text would still exist), the world of the diegesis exists as a 

sub-creation of the author, becoming divorced from the author’s imagination alone. It is 

the existence of the textual artifact that allows for the transmission of the author’s 

imagination (and thus memory once it has completed the imaginative process) to the 

reader’s imagination as described in previous chapters.18 

Forging a Soul as Creating Deeper Belief   

 While the examples put forth thus far within this chapter illustrate the magic of 

Forging with regard to objects within the diegetic world, the frame of the narrative is the 

struggle to (re)Forge the soul of the emperor following an assassination attempt and 

Shai’s difficulty in crafting a seal that could accomplish the task. Early in the text, Shai is 

imprisoned and has lost her "essence marks," which are soulstamps that are "attuned to a 
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specific individual," (here Shai herself) and "intended to rewrite their history, personality, 

and soul for a short time" (Emperor 26). These essence marks are the first crafts for a 

Forger once they are trained, and each enables them to change their appearance and 

skillset, if necessary, to avoid capture. As Shai explains, the first one that is crafted is a 

very specific essence mark. That mark, crafted by the Forger themselves, is a soulstamp 

that, when utilized, causes the Forger to completely forget not just the art of Forgery, but 

all of their own experiences that are related to Forgery (training, personal relationships, 

payment, previous Forgeries, etc.). Shai explains that each takes "years" to complete, and 

yet she has been given ninety-eight days to forge what amounts to an "essence mark" for 

the Emperor, Ashravan (26). And just as Shai must know all forty-four types of stone in 

the wall in order to create a Forgery that will hold, she must know everything about 

Ashravan (not just what is officially documented, but personal insights into the self) in 

order for the Forgery to take. The major plot line for the remainder of the text follows 

Shai learning about the emperor and crafting the seal that will allow the emperor to exist 

once more, with varying degrees of success and subterfuge. She does, ultimately, 

succeed, and leaves a book of notes regarding the crafting of the seal for Gaotona (who 

had been Ashravan’s closest confidant and advisor) with directions that the text should be 

destroyed once he had read it. In the course of Forging the emperor’s soul, Shai makes 

some small changes that will result in Ashravan’s being a better ruler for the kingdom, 

and each of these changes alters his personality slightly by emphasizing the importance 

of "specific memories" from his own past (168). It is in the difficulty of forging the soul 

and the desire to make a person better than they were that we can see the overall plot of 
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the text as Sanderson’s commentary outlining the difficulty in crafting a text that allows 

readers to reach Wolfe’s deeper belief. 

 As Gaotona reads through the book that Shai left for him, which outlines the 

subtle changes made to Ashravan’s soul and the notes for why those changes were made, 

he remarks that it is a "masterpiece;" "true art was more than beauty; it was more than 

technique. It was not just imitation" (167). Gaotona notes what Coleridge would have 

stated about the same piece of art. Mere imitation, pure mimesis, was not art; however, 

neither was pure invention, since just beauty would also not suffice, but before him he 

finds not just an imitation of Ashravan’s soul, but a work of art that made subtle changes 

to allow him to become the man he may have been had the assassination attempt never 

occurred. Gaotona notes that the artistic merit in the piece is its "boldness, contrast, and 

subtlety" (167), which shows that Gaotona has learned something from the experience of 

reading the notes Shai leaves him in much the same way that the reader of the text may 

learn something from reading Sanderson’s The Emperor’s Soul. 

 Having Shai comment on the inherent difficulty in Forging the soul of another 

person within the text could be read as a metaphor for the authorial experience of creating 

the text. While many texts (both within fantasy and outside it) may not seek to make 

comments on their world or alter/change the perceiver, Sanderson seems to lay that out as 

a goal if we read the text as a metacommentary. The difficulty in Forging the soul for 

Shai is knowing all that she can about Ashravan before she attempts it. In the same way 

that she needs to know all about the rocks in the wall in order to change them, she must 

know every detail she can about Ashravan in order to Forge his soul. While she has 

access to the journal of Ashravan and to people who had been close to him throughout his 
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life, her path is still quite difficult, and Sanderson’s path to doing so is arguably even 

more difficult. While he can make a few assumptions about his readers, he cannot know 

them as particularly as one must in order to Forge a soul, to alter it with enough subtlety 

and specificity that it could work for multiple readers. Instead, he must do something 

even Shai’s magic cannot accomplish; he must create one seal (in this case the text) that 

works for multiple individuals, and so those changes must not only remain hidden from 

view, but also be accomplished in a somewhat different manner. 

 Sanderson’s text, like other texts in fantasy, attempts to alter the reader not by 

emphasizing experiences and memories from their readers’ pasts, but by creating new 

experiences from which the reader can pull from in engaging future decisions in their 

actual world. For Sanderson’s The Emperor’s Soul, comments on the actual world of the 

author and reader are greatly limited. While there is a subtle critique of Neoliberalism 

and taxation in his depiction of ruling classes receiving better treatment and having 

"some of those who best served the empire…systematically robbed by a hundred hands in 

their pockets" (84) and on man’s law versus natural law in a discussion on altering the 

environment to be influenced by man as opposed to nature (105), Sanderson’s text has 

more in common with the book of notes that Shai leaves for Gaotona than an artistic 

critique of the actual world through the distance afforded by the use of the fantastic. Like 

Shai’s notes on her Forgery for Gaotona to read, Sanderson subtly lays bare his crafting 

of fantasy, and the ways in which those experiences which occur only in the imagination 

of author and reader can Forge new memories and influence the future of not just 

individuals, but whole empires.
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8 For those interested in these developments through Sidney, Hobbes, Hume, Shaftesbury, Addison and 

others, R.L. Brett’s Fancy & Imagination does a wonderful job of tracing the development of these ideas 

forward to Coleridge. As the focus of both this study and this chapter is not on the development of fancy 

and imagination, but on the way in which they are utilized by Sanderson when writing in genre, there is 

little to be gained from further engaging Brett’s argument in this chapter. 
9 It is worth noting that the account of seeing one’s nose might create a problem for Coleridge’s idea here. 

While our eyes consistently "see" our nose, our brain filters it out of our perception and fills in the space 

with input from the binocular vision of humans instead. However, if we think to ourselves that we wish to 

"see" our nose, then our brain allows us to see it – though it often appears fairly translucent and the 

resulting "image" of our minds is created through a combining of images. Since Coleridge’s idea rests on 

the idea that we have no choice but to perceive objects, it is worth noting this example that contradicts that 

idea. 
10 One could also argue here that post-structuralism and specifically Derrida is built upon the magic of 

words within the world. As Derrida sees the word as a sign with no direct referent, the word creates a type 

of magical incantation that conjures the image in the mind of the reader/listener. We might also note that 

fantasy also builds this idea from that of the ancient tradition of the power of the "true name" over an 

individual. This idea can be traced back to the Ancient Egyptian story of Ra and Isis, to Kabbalists and the 

"true name of God," and, through Derrida’s reading, to the Biblical story of Genesis and Adam’s dominion 

over animals created through God granting him the power to name the animal. For further reading on this 

idea, see Philip Martin in the bibliography. 
11 Throughout this chapter, Sanderson’s capitalization of Forge and Forgery have been adhered to when 

discussing the magic practiced by Shai within the text. When forgery in the actual world sense is used, it is 

not capitalized within this study. 
12 This not only implies the notion of object memory and even the soul of an object, but it explicitly states it 

in the scene where Shai is explaining the Forgery of the table to Gaotona (54). This notion of object 

memory in relation to object soul is an interesting one for philosophical inquiry into the text (particularly 

given the framing of this chapter), but the scope and length of this study does not allow for a full 

examination of that idea. 
13 There is much to be said regarding both thing memory and thing consciousness in the worlds of fantasy 

and how they may possibly relate to a philosophical examination of the object and world, but this is not the 

point of this study. That investigation might also tie into the idea of artefacts of a religious nature with 

respect to both Christianity and specifically Mormonism as reflected by Sanderson from his personal faith. 

Sanderson seems to imagine a world where the object does not merely possess the essence of its maker as 

Heidegger argues in his treatise on technology, but to argue that the object possesses a self-will and 

understanding of self that could serve as an interesting critique with regard to man’s dominion over nature. 
14 See Mark Scroggins’ Fiction, Fantasy, and the World’s Pain 
15 See Fantasists on Fantasy or Michael Moorcock’s Wizardry and Wild Romance for full-length studies 

and assorted writings by Chesterton, LeGuin, Tolkien, Macdonald et al for essay-length discussions. 
16 Tolkien notes this as a common property of Elven made blades of the first age but does not provide the 

reasoning they have this property. 
17 These positions are discussed in chapter two of this study. 
18 The connections of the two halves of this idea (the reader and the author) are made within the conclusion 

to this study, which lays out the magic of language, of text, that allows not only for sub-creation from the 

author but co-creation and permutations of the sub-creation by the reader in the social sharing of the sub-

created world through the textual artifact. 
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Chapter Six: Steven Erikson’s Malazan and Episodic Memory

 In the previous chapters, this study has focused on fantasy works that were self-

contained and shorter in structure. However, this is certainly not what most readers think 

of when they walk into a bookstore and head to the Fantasy and Science Fiction shelves. 

For most readers, and particularly for most non-readers, of the genre, fantasy is 

synonymous with epic fantasy. It is easily the most recognizable sub-genre for those who 

generally read outside fantasy, and it dominates large and small screens in the current 

cultural moment. Even without providing a definition, epic fantasy is easily recognized 

before reading deeply into the text. It will be on the shelves as a series of thick volumes 

that run near one-thousand pages each, there will be at least three of these volumes, each 

will feature a plot that moves from stasis to Armageddon, and most feature a completely 

good, but often unwitting hero, a sidekick or band of people with whom the hero will 

travel from relative safety to a confrontation with evil, and a great power which seeks to 

corrupt and destroy the very life of the fantasy world. The cliché of epic fantasy is what 

this study has avoided to this point. 

 While Sanderson’s text is part of the larger Cosmere universe of the author’s 

writings, it is not an epic fantasy in and of itself. It is, as the previous chapter has argued, 

a deeply personal fantasy. Even if one reads the story as something other than the 

metacommentary explained in the previous chapter, the fantasy focuses on one individual 

attempting to accomplish a single task, saving both her own life and that of the 

kingdom’s ruler. The end of the world is not at stake in the same sense as in the epic. In 
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fact, whether Shai succeeds or fails will actually have little effect on the empire for those 

at her station in life. She is not part of the ruling faction. The faction that hopes to take 

over will not ruin the empire. It is the fantasy of singular individuals, their small choices, 

and the use of their skills that drive the central action. And while epic fantasies engage 

the trope of the hero who wishes to be anything or anyone else, it does so in a decidedly 

different manner than Sanderson accomplishes in the text. 

 However, one cannot write about fantasy as a genre and avoid epic fantasy. This 

chapter engages the lessons on fantasy and memory from the previous chapters and 

applies them to epic fantasy. The chapter shows a development and understanding of the 

creation of semantic memory within the sub-genre of epic fantasy through an engagement 

with Steven Erikson and Ian Esslemont’s Malazan Book of the Fallen. The complete 

series features texts authored by Erikson and texts authored by Esslemont, and currently 

covers over twenty volumes. From this large canon, this study will limit its focus to the 

texts authored by Erikson, which run over 10,000 pages in length. However, to attempt to 

cover a text of that length with any appropriate detail for an examination into the texts 

beyond mere plot summary would require a monograph dedicated solely to Erikson’s 

work (and another to the work of Esslemont), so this study excluded both the Esslemont 

works and the outlier texts by Erikson that focus on a single pair of individuals 

(Bauchelain and Korbal Broach), but this leaves ten books and 10,000 pages to cover in a 

short chapter. This requires the study to limit itself to a specific text or texts in order to 

say something meaningful about the works. As such, this study focuses itself on one 

primary text, the first work published in the Malazan series and the one whose action 

begins the series, Gardens of the Moon by Steven Erikson. 



194 

 This chapter engages Erikson’s text through three distinct moves that present 

what is, perhaps, the best of what fantasy can accomplish with regard to creating episodic 

memories in readers. In the first section, this chapter will examine how Erikson engages 

tropes of fantasy, focusing particularly on epic fantasy with some allusion to sword and 

sorcery, and challenges his readers’ expectations as a means of creating not just cognitive 

and affective significance, but in an effort to retrain readers in their approach to the text 

and generate wonder through defying expectations. Secondly, Erikson utilizes the space 

and distance afforded by the secondary world in order to critique his own actual world 

and both the romanticized understandings of specific cultural and historical contexts and 

those institutions and behaviors which he sees fit to demystify within the text. Lastly, this 

chapter will approach the epic through a metatextual lens to examine it as not just an epic 

fantasy that is accomplishing the demands of characters within the novels themselves, but 

also as an historical account that can be analyzed and interpreted to offer readers a way of 

avoiding those same mistakes in their actual world. 

 In an essay entitled "The Problem of Karsa Orlong," a character this study will 

examine later in this chapter, Steven Erikson tells readers that he is "not just a writer of 

fantasy," but also a "reader of fantasy" who reflected upon his own reading and 

understanding of generic expectations when he began his series (Erikson, "The Problem 

of Karsa Orlong" 4). However, this only tells readers a portion of the story of the 

construction of the world and events that unfold across the Malazan Book of the Fallen. 

Initially, the series begins not as a narrative that would span multiple texts but as a 

campaign that was gamed by Erikson and Esslemont (and others) while they were in the 

field doing archeological research over the span of multiple seasons. While this has 
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already been examined in great detail by Aidan-Paul Canavan, in his yet unpublished 

dissertation on ludic narratives and Dungeons & Dragons as the central text to Epic 

Fantasy post-Tolkien, it is worth noting how the narrative developed through gaming 

because it offers some insight into how the world was necessarily constructed from 

megatextual memory and within the bounds of a specific set of rules governing the game. 

 Like all games, Dungeons & Dragons19 comes with a set of rules that govern the 

play of individuals who embark upon campaigns. It has recently had a resurgence in 

popularity, appearing in current popular television shows and films, and the full 

mechanics of the game hardly need to be explained here; however, it is worth noting a 

very few basics to the game. First, the campaign (which substitutes for a game board in 

traditional board games) is designed by either authors of campaign books that can be 

purchased by players at bookstores or written by the person who acts as a living rule book 

and ultimate authority in the game, the dungeon master. The job of the dungeon master is 

both to help shepherd the players through the campaign and to be the authority on how 

events within the campaign unfold. For example, when a group of players face an enemy 

within a campaign, the DM rolls a set of dice to determine the relative success or failure 

of the actions suggested by the players. The players accept what the DM tells them as 

true regarding the rolls of the dice and the effects against specific monsters, though 

players can reference a basic epistemological source, the Monster Manual, for specifics 

regarding level and type of monster encountered. Most often, players and groups who 

have some experience within the game no longer consult the manual, trusting the memory 

of the other players and themselves for understanding how to approach situations within 

the game.  
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 This short digression is pertinent to the discussion and argument of this chapter 

because it outlines the framing argument for the examination which follows. As both 

readers and authors of fantasy, Erikson and Esslemont approached the game as readers 

from within the genre, first. They had an awareness of the megatext of previous novels 

and games set in secondary worlds that were codified into the genre of fantasy before 

they began outlining the campaign or playing through the events of the longer epic. 

However, Erikson and Esslemont were not limited solely by their personal megatextual 

understandings of the genre since they were also working within a ruleset. At one level, 

the Malazan Book of the Fallen is a solid example of megatextual memory and influence 

regarding generic expectations and rules as discussed and argued throughout this study; 

however, Erikson also deigns to comment on his actual world and the issues he sees 

within it not merely as an act of subversion, but as an overt critique and attempt to 

provide experiences for his readers that create a secondary frame of memory through 

which they can approach situations in their actual world. 

 This action hinges on an investment by the reader in the cognitive and affective 

significance of the narrative as noted by Gary Wolfe and examined in chapter one of this 

study. In order to create that significance, Erikson manipulates trope in such a manner 

that readers are pushed through the narrative by the cognitive significance of these 

manipulations. Those readers who are able to recognize both the trope and the subversion 

are cognitively invested in the narrative, which follows their acceptance of the affective 

significance of the plot of the novel itself. As Wolfe has noted, once a reader moves 

through affective significance and then cognitive significance, they reach belief from the 

interplay of affective and cognitive significance, which moves into what Wolfe terms 
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deeper belief as semantic memory of not just new megatextual information but of 

episodic memory that transcends the diegesis and moves into a secondary frame of actual 

world memory virtually indistinguishable from lived experience. 

Erikson, Jones, and Epic Fantasy Tropes 

 In the previous chapters of this study, it has been stated that a megatext exists for 

fantasy authors and readers that functions as an epistemological source from which 

authors can only differ if they signal that change. First, Charles Finney’s The Circus of 

Dr. Lao presented an early fantasy author working within that megatext as self-defined 

through his catalogue. This allowed Finney to divert from more commonly accepted 

megatextual reference points for his readers and force memory from alternative sources 

provided in the catalogue. While this shows the existence of the megatext for both 

authors and readers, Sanderson moves this idea to a metatextual commentary in The 

Emperor’s Soul that focuses on the fantasy author’s adherence to a larger megatext, one 

that has evolved following the codification of the genre. Within the text, this is 

accomplished by providing the megatextual memory within the objects (and people) who 

are Forged within the novel, but a direct reference point through which the megatext can 

be posited and a primary text compared to the established memory of the genre 

(megatext) is not possible within Sanderson’s work beyond his own oeuvre. However, as 

this chapter shifts the focus from fantasy to epic fantasy, an engagement with an 

established megatextual memory of generic trope is possible by comparing multiple 

points of reference within Erikson’s text with a satirical take on the tropes of the sub-

genre, Diana Wynne Jones’s The Tough Guide to Fantasyland. 
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 First published in 1996, Jones’s Tough Guide is a satirical travel guide that is built 

on the tropes and clichés of the fantasy genre, and epic fantasy in particular, which 

outlines the common elements of the texts that populate most fantasy bookshelves. 

Though the function and existence of the guide is designed as a way to skewer those 

authors who have embraced cliché throughout their careers and for fans of the genre who 

can laugh along with the encyclopedic entries because they know them to be lampoons of 

the tropes, the guide’s existence can be used to prove the existence of the megatext to 

which this study has consistently referred. As a work of satire, Jones’s Tough Guide 

exposes flaws within the genre, but to do so, it must begin from a mutual understanding 

of trope between author and reader, or else the work fails as a satire. Thus, by its very 

existence as a work satirizing the epic fantasy and sword and sorcery sub-genres, Jones’s 

Tough Guide presents readers an accurate representation of the tropes and clichés of 

those genres, which point towards a megatext where those same tropes and clichés are 

accepted as truth with which an author must reckon if they intend to write and publish in 

genre. 

 As noted earlier, Erikson has stated multiple times that he is a reader of fantasy 

and that the Malazan world was initially gamed by himself, Esslemont, and others during 

multiple archeological expeditions unconnected to the texts it produced.20 The topic of 

the gamed world, or ludic narrative, and its effect on the genre of fantasy is covered in 

depth by A.P. Canavan in his doctoral dissertation, but the highlights of the study are that 

Canavan believes that tabletop gaming (and role-playing games in particular) have 

become the dominant influence on the genre post-Tolkien. While an argument can be 

made that Dungeons & Dragons, as well as many other RPGs, owe a significant debt to 
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Tolkien and his work, Canavan’s discussion of the ludic narrative presents the argument 

that fantasy is an act of social creation and not just individual inspiration. While the 

outline and structure of the ludic narrative are often the work of a singular individual, 

they are, by definition, designed to be played by a group of individual actors who have a 

measure of free will within the game. Thus, while the author of the campaign may have 

drawn out a map through a town and the individuals with whom the players (party) 

should interact, there is no guarantee that the author (Dungeon Master) will not have to 

adjust the narrative as the game proceeds because s/he has not thought through all 

possible permutations that players can or will choose. In this way, the development of the 

ludic narrative is always social, and is always an act of co-creation (as outlined in the 

previous chapter’s discussion on the authorial side of the dialectic of sub-creation).  

 Additionally, the specific nature of the creation of the Malazan world is one that 

should be briefly outlined so that it frames our understanding of the text. While Erikson 

and Esslemont invented the world together, neither was exclusively the player nor 

exclusively the Dungeon Master within the game(s). Erikson and Esslemont "played" 

multiple characters within the campaign and each spent time as the dungeon master and 

each as the player, since they were often the only two players on the archeological trip. 

This is also clarified in the work of Canavan and by Erikson’s own acknowledgement 

that there are multiple points within the texts (but particularly the first novel, Gardens of 

the Moon), where characters are paired together and complete action as that pair before 

the point-of-view of the narrative shifts to another group.21 And while it would be 

interesting to dig into the text and attempt to presume which author was playing which 

character at the time that specific action begins, it is not the focus of this study. However, 
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it is important to remember that the characters and world were built not in one mind, but 

in two at once, and to highlight that both were bound by rules of the genre(s) in which 

they were developing their stories. 

 As readers within the genre who were working within rulesets that had been 

dictated by the specific RPGs that were being played at the time, Erikson and Esslemont 

were already working, arguably, within two distinct sets of rules that both derived from 

megatextual understanding. The games themselves were designed and derived from an 

understanding of races and classes by authors working for the gaming companies, and 

these authors were also readers and authors from the genre.22 While these games came 

with maps, character building rules, and multiple other limitations on the imagination of 

the dungeon master, the decisions being made by Erikson and Esslemont with regard to 

how to have characters behave in these worlds came from the authors’ understanding of 

previous games and of the fantasy genre, in particular. While these initial rulesets guided 

the creation of their campaigns, they soon became dissatisfied with the pre-built 

campaigns offered by Dungeons & Dragons and switched to a "home brew" game where 

they had designed their own maps of civilizations, continents, and worlds.2324 

 This dissatisfaction with the pre-built gaming world serves as an adequate 

reference point for this portion of the chapter, as Erikson illustrates his dissatisfaction at 

the limitations of the sub-genre by engaging, critiquing, and subverting tropes of epic 

fantasy throughout the series, but most directly in the first novel, Gardens of the Moon. 

Any number of tropes could be examined and detailed here by way of comparison 

between Jones’s satirical Tough Guide and Erikson’s novel, but only a few of these are 

presented here in an effort to limit both the length of this text and to focus on those that 
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best outline the overall purpose of this portion of the chapter to the audience, to illustrate 

that Erikson is conscious of the megatext of fantasy and actively focuses on subverting 

these tropes. He does so not only to critique the genre in its own terms, but also to force 

readers to a confrontation with their own assumptions about the genre and highlight these 

differences to alter both their engagement with the text and their ability to relate it back to 

their actual world. 

 As this chapter focuses on a work in epic fantasy, comparisons between Steven 

Erikson’s Malazan Book of the Fallen are often made to J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the 

Rings. To clarify, this comparison is made not because this author believes that Tolkien’s 

work is the only one to which any future work of epic fantasy should be compared, but 

because the Lord of the Rings was posited by Brian Attebery as the center of the fuzzy set 

definition for fantasy as a genre. As noted in chapter one of this study, Attebery surveyed 

over one hundred scholars, fans, and authors within the genre to determine those texts 

which were most or least like Tolkien in order to develop a working set of books that 

were agreed upon as fantasy. While this definition of fantasy is not the one used in this 

study, Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is utilized for comparison due to the reader’s 

presumed knowledge about the work as a core text around which the modern fantasy 

genre has been built.25 

   Erikson’s critiques of the genre of epic fantasy begin with the front matter of the 

debut Malazan novel, even as it appears to conform to those generic expectations of 

readers of genre. The novel begins in the fashion of many fantasy works, with an 

epigraph that prefaces a chapter. However, this epigraph is peculiar for Erikson as it 

seems to conform with the megatextual tradition when compared to the epigraph that 
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leads the text in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. Since Tolkien’s work marks the central text 

for defining epic fantasy for most readers, it is a reasonable comparison to make here to 

illustrate that Erikson knows the megatext well enough to echo pieces of it, even when he 

is not subverting those tropes. Tolkien’s text begins with the now famous short poem 

regarding the forging and distribution of the rings of power: 

  Three rings for the Elven-kings under the sky, 

  Seven for the Dwarf-lords in their halls of stone, 

  Nine for the Mortal Men doomed to die, 

  One for the Dark Lord on his throne, 

  In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie. 

  One ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them, 

  One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them 

  In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie. (Tolkien, LotR n.p.) 

The ring poem which begins Tolkien’s text both introduces readers to many of the races 

of Middle Earth and provides backstory and information that readers will find useful 

before adventuring into the text (and thus the world within it), though this is not known to 

the reader until they refer back to the poem once reading the portion of the text dealing 

with the council of Elrond. The forging of the rings occurs many years before the events 

of the text, but because the focus of the text is the destruction of the Ring of Power, 

knowing how many rings existed and why the principal players within the text represent 

specific races is important for readers (particularly those who were reading Tolkien’s text 

at the time of its first publication). While the backstory presented in the poem is not 

essential to an understanding of the text which follows, it is helpful information for the 
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events around which the novel is focused. It is for this reason that Tolkien includes it as 

the epigraph to the larger text and not merely to a chapter, and this becomes the 

expectation within epic fantasy. 

 By comparison, Erikson also includes an epigraph to the entirety of his epic, but it 

is not in the same spirit as Tolkien’s. Erikson engages the trope, but his epigraph for the 

text serves a decidedly different function. It reads: 

  Now these ashes have grown cold, we open the old book. 

  These oil-stained pages recount the tales of the Fallen 

  A frayed empire, words without warmth. The hearth 

  Has ebbed, its gleam and life’s sparks are but memories 

  Against dimming eyes – what cast my mind, what hue my 

  Thoughts as I open the Book of the Fallen 

  And breathe deep the scent of history? 

  Listen, then, to these words carried on that breath. 

  These tales are the tales of us all, again yet again. 

  We are history relived and that is all, without end that is all. (Erikson, 

Gardens of the Moon n.p.) 

Erikson’s words stand in stark contrast to Tolkien’s as he opens his own epic. There is no 

mention of the races of this world, or of the characters readers will meet beyond telling 

the reader that these pages hold the acts and memories of the already dead. The Fallen 

have been felled long before this epigraph is penned, and the speaker (unnamed) asks 

herself/himself a question and then proceeds to answer it. One must assume that this 

answer exists solely for the reader, since no other audience can be surmised without a by-
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line attached to the epigraph. The lack of a by-line could mimic that of Tolkien’s, but it 

reads as a direct address to the reader, and the lack of a by-line then alludes to the idea 

that these are the author’s words directly to his readers, where he attempts to control a 

reading and understanding of the text that will follow. Where Tolkien has used his 

epigraph to distance the diegetic world from the actual world, Erikson’s engagement of 

the reader through direct question and connection to them through the pronoun "us" 

serves to connect the reader and author in the idea of the text as "the tales of us all, again 

yet again." While more is made of this connection to the primary world in the next 

section of this chapter, it is important to note that Erikson’s epigraph guides interpretation 

where Tolkien’s provides information. 

 In both of these instances, the epigraphs engaged cover the entirety of the text, but 

the trope within fantasy is not necessarily that the epigraph covers the whole of a text, but 

merely that chapter which it precedes. While there are multiple purposes for these 

epigraphs, they are a structural trope for the genre. As in most epic fantasy novels, 

Erikson includes epigraphs prefacing the chapters of Gardens of the Moon; however, 

these inclusions are subversions of established genre norms with regard to their content.  

 In her satirical Tough Guide, epigraphs are defined in the entry "Gnomic 

Utterances." Jones writes that they are "traditionally set at the opening of each section of 

the guidebook," and that "the rule is that no utterance has anything whatsoever to do with 

the section it precedes" (Jones 80). Since Jones is specifically concerned with satirizing 

epic fantasy as a sub-genre, it’s clear that the trope of the epigraph in epic fantasy is 

completely disengaged from the contents of the chapter or action which follows. In fact, 
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readers of genre have become so accustomed to the trivial nature of these epigraphs that 

many skip them entirely, an expectation that Erikson subverts in Gardens of the Moon. 

 In Erikson’s first novel in the Malazan series, the epigraphs explain either the 

necessary backstory to the events which follow in the chapter or provide an outline to the 

action that will occur in the following chapter. For example, chapter one of Gardens of 

the Moon focuses on the introduction of some of the major players in the novel that will 

follow, but particularly on the growth of a youth mentioned in the "Prologue" into a 

Captain, Ganoes Paran. In the chapter, Paran is young, not yet hardened by war and 

violence, impressionable, and the epigraph outlines this idea. The first lines here detail 

the conflict that precedes the action of the chapter with the "black-shod hoofs and drums" 

as the sights and sounds of a battle, and the "hills soaked red," illustrating the carnage 

that followed the attack of the hounds. While this would seem unenlightening at first 

glance, the common problem that readers have with Erikson’s Malazan works are that 

they "aren’t sure what is going on" (based on the sub-reddit dedicated to the Malazan 

works), and yet, had any of them read the epigraph, Erikson has presented the action of 

the chapter in a direct opposition of the established genre convention.  

 The purpose of opening the novel this way seems paramount to a reader’s 

understanding and engagement with the text that follows. It is possible then, that Erikson 

made the conscious decision to foreground his chapters with these descriptors to subvert 

genre expectations and with an understanding that the text was "different" from 

established genre conventions as satirized in the Tough Guide. By presenting the 

information in a way that subverts reader expectations, Erikson absolves himself of the 

reader’s confusion while retaining a sense of authorial surprise through the inclusion of 
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that information in a piece that readers often skip based on their memory of previous 

generic experience. Erikson’s expectations of his reader and his violation of established 

practice each illustrate his engagement with an established megatext that serves as a 

reference point for both readers and writers of fantasy. 

 In what is perhaps Erikson’s greatest subversion of generic expectation in the 

novel, he positions the reader in an unfamiliar position from the outset. Unlike portal-

quest fantasy novels which begin rooted in the reader's actual world or secondary world 

novels where a character conveniently needs an explanation of the world as they move 

through it (allowing the author to present a running information commentary), Erikson's 

novel does not explain the world to the reader. While Erikson switches point – of – view 

and narrative voice rapidly throughout the novel, Book One of Gardens of the Moon 

places the reader in the viewpoint of the Malazan Empire, members of its army, and 

subjects of its rule. As the central concern of the book is the siege and conquering of 

Darujhistan (a free city according to the text), then readers following along with the 

conquering force of the Malazan army seems an odd choice unless the author intends to 

instruct readers that imperialism is a positive force in the lives of the residents of the 

world. Having readers move through the text with members of an invading force seems a 

novel choice, but there is precedent within the genre for this move. While one would 

have difficulty envisioning a text that retold the events of Lord of the Rings from the 

point-of-view of the orc army under the command of Saruman, Glen Cook’s Chronicles 

of the Black Company provides a pre-cursor for Erikson’s Malazan series.26 

 Cook’s epic fantasy of the black company cannot be reduced to pastiche within 

the genre or to allegory of an actual world series of events, but Steven Erikson has cited 



207 

Cook’s work on multiple occasions as a text that paved the way for his own works. While 

the black company chronicles were originally published in 1984 and 1985, most current 

readers are familiar with the omnibus edition published by Tor books in 2007. On the 

back cover of that edition is a blurb from Steven Erikson that states, "With the Black 

Company series, Glen Cook single-handedly changed the face of fantasy – something a 

lot of people didn’t notice, and maybe still don’t. He brought the story down to a human 

level, dispensing with the cliché archetypes of princes, kings, and evil sorcerers" (Cook 

n.p.). What Erikson doesn’t give away here is that the Black Company follows a cast of 

characters that are decidedly dark in their morality as the cast of characters through which 

the reader engages the world and events. While an exhaustive plot summary of nine 

novels and one standalone work is not meaningful for this study, it is important to note 

that the Black Company are a group of mercenaries who work for the best paying side of 

any altercation and change sides by killing their current employer if they find a better 

deal. In short, these are not the heroes readers were expecting when they picked up an 

epic fantasy novel, nor are they the black riders of Tolkien. While the color black is 

clearly associated with evil within Tolkien’s narrative, Cook undermines that by 

depicting the "black company" with a definitively grey morality. Cook’s subversion of 

that generic expectation (as derived from readers who had experienced Tolkien’s 

narrative) unsettles readers because the point-of-view/protagonist characters are not the 

good guys with whom readers expect to side when they open an epic fantasy text, nor are 

they the bad guys whom the reader should root against.  

 This expectation is clarified through an examination with Jones’ Tough Guide, 

which states that "good means everyone and everything on your side…most other things 
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are the enemy, and evil" (81). Though this satirical view of the workings of epic fantasy 

is lighthearted, it makes plain a distinction that has plagued the sub-genre (and by 

connection to the larger genre, all fantasy). That this division exists within epic fantasy is 

not a surprise because of the previous statement regarding Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings as 

the central text which scholars, authors, and fans could recognize as fantasy. While there 

are arguments to be made that Tolkien’s work is not as Manichean as it has been 

accepted, there is little use in denying that there are forces which the reader is steered to 

see as purely good and forces the reader is meant to see as purely evil. Tolkien does not 

include a path to redemption for his evil characters. Orcs are killed off unceremoniously, 

Saruman is disposed of without greying the morality of the hobbits, and there is no 

moment in the text where Sauron’s ideas for how Middle earth should be governed are 

explained or given any credence. While this is not surprising, nor is it a critique of 

Tolkien’s works, it has proven to exert influence over the worlds of epic fantasy in any 

number of texts. 

 It is not surprising then that Erikson moves directly against this from the outset of 

his text. By placing the reader with the Bridgeburners, an elite unit of the Malazan army, 

readers who possess megatextual memory assume these are the good guys they are 

supposed to root for, but Erikson crafts these characters more realistically than readers of 

epic fantasy are expecting. Erikson does this by first thrusting readers into the point-of-

view of Ganoes Paran, a youth in the city of Mock’s Hold who, witnessing destruction 

and hearing the screams of peasants who are being slaughtered by the Imperial Army, 

declares that he wants to "be a soldier. To be a hero" (Gardens 26). This action occurs in 

the prologue, though readers will return to the point-of-view of Ganoes Paran in the 
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following chapters, and the memory of other texts greatly influences the reception of the 

youth’s declaration to readers. While Ganoes is discouraged by the commander to whom 

he is speaking (he is told "you’ll get over it"), readers have been introduced, on the 

second page of the novel, to a young man of noble birth who longs to be a soldier and 

hero. Erikson is remarkable here in his simplicity. He utilizes the reader and critics own 

megatextual memory against them. The boy is of unusual bith (noble), he longs for 

adventure, and he wants to be a hero. It is though Erikson designs Ganoes to specifically 

engage Joseph Campbell’s heroic archetype, and readers are prepared to root for, and 

follow, Ganoes throughout the text. He is the hero readers expect in this opening section, 

and readers assume that the mutilation and murder occurring at the hands of the soldiers 

of the Imperial Army is somehow warranted; however, Erikson is subverting this trope 

while directly engaging his reader’s memory. 

 Ganoes Paran may wish to be a hero, but he is neither the hero of this text or any 

other. In fact, Ganoes will be assassinated in chapter three of the text (though he will 

survive and "return from the underworld" to continue the Campbellian theme), and he is a 

traitor to the men and women of the Imperial Army’s 2nd division, the Bridgeburners. 

Due to imperial politics, the Bridgeburners are given orders that will result in their death 

by the new Empress Laseen in chapter two. Readers meet Ganoes Paran in the prologue 

and view him as the hero of the text with whom they are to identify. By chapter two, 

Ganoes has become the assistant to the Adjunct (the second in command of the empire) 

and he given the mission to join the Bridgeburners following their siege of Pale (the 

action that is supposed to result in their extinction). Yet, by chapter three, Ganoes Paran, 

now a captain in the Army, has inserted himself as head of the Bridgeburners, but readers 
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know he is working for the empire that ordered the death of their own soldiers. While this 

could still allow readers to feel at ease with the morality of their viewpoint (Ganoes 

Paran), examining chapter two’s events and characters complicate this matter 

significantly. 

 Chapter two follows the Bridgeburners as they attempt the siege of Pale (another 

free city), where the majority of the Bridgeburners are killed during the battle, and the 

reader is thrust into a new point-of-view and focus. The soldiers follow their orders, 

knowing that they are folly, and most die in the process. They know that the Empress has 

attempted to kill them off, and the anguish of losing their friends is palpable in the 

chapter. They experience these events primarily through Tattersail’s point-of-view, and 

she is a sympathetic character who has lost much in the chapter. Ganoes Paran, the 

reader’s previous point-of-view character, is absent from the chapter completely, but 

another point-of-view character is also introduced, Sorry. Sorry is a poor girl from a 

fishing village (when readers meet her), who becomes possessed by a type of god, and 

whose otherwise mundane life becomes fantastic. This switching of PoV characters and 

storylines prepares readers for the inevitable meeting of these characters by giving them 

the background of each side before their meeting in chapter three. In the opening one-

hundred pages of Gardens of the Moon, readers are presented with a child who would be 

a hero in the prologue, a girl from a fishing village who has been possessed, Paran (the 

child from the Prologue) as an assistant to the adjunct in chapter two, the destruction of 

many of the Bridgeburners in chapter three, and in each, the reader is asked to 

sympathize with the characters whose story is being told despite not knowing their moral 

alignment with regard to the plot of the story. While this seems to follow a trope of epic 
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fantasy (the building of the party or fellowship), each of these factions will be positioned 

against one another by chapter four, and readers who have previously always been able to 

determine the good and evil within the opening pages of an epic fantasy novel are 

scrambling to understand with whom they are supposed to sympathize and identify.  

 This shifting point-of-view continues throughout all of book one, and readers 

eventually settle on the idea that the Bridgeburners are the good guys, which Erikson 

clearly expects because he opens book two by ignoring the Bridgeburners and focusing 

instead on the citizens of Darujhistan, the city that the Bridgeburners are planning to 

attack and conquer for the Empress. This move places readers in a moral crisis with 

regard to how they have identified with the previously introduced characters of book one, 

since the citizenry of Darujhistan is preparing for invasion and the reader had previously 

decided that the invading force were good because they had been placed in their company 

for over one-hundred pages of text. However, as Book Two unfolds, the residents of 

Darujhistan are shown to be as flawed (and perhaps more so) than the invading Imperial 

Army. As the invading force for an empire that is seeking to conquer a free city, it is hard 

to root for what appear to be the evil Bridgeburners, but it is equally difficult to hope that 

the city remains outside Imperial control given that it is run by a secret cabal of mages 

who control a corrupt group of politicians presiding over a city practically controlled by 

the thieves and assassins’ guilds. 

 Erikson has created a world that blurs the traditional boundaries between good 

and evil in such a way that readers are not able to determine either the good or the evil. 

For much of the text, readers are not even sure who the opposing force is within the 

novel, since each force is opposed by all the others, and no clear evil exists. As Clute and 
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Grant note in the Encyclopedia of Fantasy entry under "Manicheism," "the framing 

assumptions of genre fantasy (here a synonym for epic fantasy) are Manichean, typically 

involving incarnate forces of Good and Evil" (622-623). The sentiment here is also 

echoed in the satirical Tough Guide, as Jones defines "Dark Lord" as an entity that is 

"always in the background of every tour, attempting to ruin everything and take over the 

world" (50). In both scholarly and satirical definitions of the good and evil forces within 

the world, one of the primary tropes of epic fantasy is the battle of forces of absolute 

good and absolute evil. Erikson refuses to develop and display a Manichean world, and 

the evil side of this paradigm is as difficult to determine as the good side, if we can agree 

that either even truly exists. 

 One possible entity that could represent the Dark Lord is the Empress Laseen's 

second in command, Adjunct Lorn. While Lorn has been tasked with unloosing a great 

evil upon the city to make victory certain, there are also clear moments where readers are 

supposed to sympathize with her character. In an earlier moment in the text, the Adjunct 

is having dinner with some of the Bridgeburners and Lorn recounts her initial meeting 

with the Bridgeburner’s mage, Tattersail. In her story, Lorn talks about how the mages 

(Tattersail amongst them) destroyed her town when Lorn was still a child of eleven, 

leading to the untimely death of Lorn’s entire family. Lorn is depicted as gasping when 

Tattersail enters and "trembling" (Gardens 220) when recounting the story of her dead 

family, and yet, she is arguably the clearest example of "evil" within the text outside of 

the empress herself (at this point in the text), who exists as an entity but never in person 

throughout the text of the first novel. When comparing this to the trope of epic fantasy, 

one is hard-pressed to find a similarly flawed good or a similarly vulnerable evil 
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character, which is Erikson’s hope in the design of the world, and a manner through 

which he subverts generic expectations and rules derived from megatextual memory. 

 It is clear from this examination that Erikson is using two layers of megatextual 

memory as he pens the opening novel in the Malazan series. At one level, Erikson 

subverts the megatext of the genre and the expectations/rules of the genre. By comparing 

Erikson’s work to both Jones’ Tough Guide and the Encyclopedia of Fantasy, it can be 

discerned that the standards of the genre (trope or cliché) are subverted for both the genre 

itself (through Jones’s satire) and for scholars and critics who work in genre 

(Encyclopedia of Fantasy). However, because those tropes and clichés dominate the 

experiences that readers have previously had reading within the genre, Erikson is also 

subverting the reader’s megatextual memory and expectation within the pages of the 

novel. The result is a distancing that calls into question the understanding of megatextual 

memory and actual world memory from chapter one of this study. In that chapter, I 

argued that the actual world, which generally serves as the source of experience to which 

fictional accounts are compared (when the diegesis and actual world share enough 

similarity), is positioned at a penemaximal distance from the diegetic world of fantasy, 

and the megatext serves as a secondary frame for reference when the necessary points of 

comparison for understanding cannot be made with the actual world. In Gardens of the 

Moon, Erikson would seem to complicate this notion because he avoids or subverts 

generic convention. However, as the next section will highlight, as Erikson moves away 

from the megatext (even as he reiterates its existence by consciously subverting its 

authority), he moves closer to his actual world by allowing further intrusion of actual 

world histories and knowledge into the text. 
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Erikson’s Critiques of the Actual World 

 By subverting the generic expectation of readers as derived from their 

megatextual memory, Erikson forces himself into a stronger dependence upon his actual 

world than previous fantasy authors in this study. As the novel develops, readers move 

further from their megatextual memory of previous experiences within the genre, and the 

actual world intrudes more into the text. However, this is Erikson’s intention, and he 

makes this clear at multiple times in both the novel and in essays. If we return, for a 

moment, to the epigraph that resides at the beginning of the novel (discussed in the 

previous section), we see a hint at what Erikson intends to do with his diegetic world 

when he writes, "these tales are the tales of us all, again yet again. We are history relived 

and that is all, without end that is all" (Gardens n.p.). While readers could imagine that 

this piece is being written by someone who exists within the world of the text, the lack of 

the by-line highlights that these are Erikson’s words. They are the singular example of an 

epigraph within the novels that lacks a by-line (even if others are credited to an 

anonymous author), and they preface how Erikson approaches the writing of the series as 

an historical account. 

 Erikson has not set out to create a secondary world that stands at penemaximal 

distance from the actual world by distancing the reader in such a manner as would force 

them into megatextual recollection of other texts. Instead, Erikson has pulled the actual 

world closer to the text (and therefore reader), by depending upon his actual world 

knowledge and training while refuting and subverting clichés within the genre. So, when 

he tells readers that the Malazan series is "tales of us all…history relived," he is 

explaining to readers that regardless of the location of these experiences and the names of 
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those involved in the events, that his text is designed to comment directly on the actual 

world. It is this connection to the actual world that pushes Erikson to design a world that 

is not based in a moral binary or dependent upon world-building that refutes actual world 

understanding. 

 Where our previous authors relied upon the stated (Finney) or understood 

(Sanderson) megatextual memory of readers (or the author) to provide the governing 

principles behind the worlds built within the texts, Erikson, through his training as an 

archeologist and anthropologist, uses his actual world knowledge and training to craft a 

world that ascribes to the rules of civilization and building. Based on this connection 

back to the actual world, the cultures and lands built into the Malazan Book of the Fallen 

not only feature the internal consistency of narrative of Lewis and Tolkien, but also 

adhere to actual world principles of anthropology. As Tompkins notes in his article on 

Erikson’s Malazan works, "what should concern us is identifying and appreciating those 

fantasies that take place in a real world, one that is true to itself and also to our hard-won 

knowledge of what life is like" (32). For, Erikson’s text does not just ascribe to the 

internal consistency of narrative required of fantasy, but to actual world knowledge 

regarding cultures and their lands. An examination of the maps in Erikson’s novel 

clarifies the extent to which Erikson’s designed world follows actual world principles of 

the development of civilization. 

 While an exhaustive study of the maps and locations of Erikson’s world is not 

necessary for the point under consideration here, it is important to note how closely 

Erikson’s map tracks with what the author (and assumingly his readers) know about the 

world. In a cursory examination of the map of Genabackis (the continent on which the 
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campaign discussed and referenced through Gardens of the Moon occurs), readers can 

clearly see this attention to actual world knowledge. In the map of Genabackis, mountain 

ranges bisect the map into four quadrants and form the border with the oceans on both 

sides. This should signal to readers that developments are in the valleys of the continent 

and that they will follow rivers and other sources of fresh water for both sustenance and 

for trade. In addition, all major cities are located in defensible positions, with mountains 

or large bodies of water forming a natural barrier to invasion on multiple sides. Plateaus 

overlook bodies of water and trails, and the plate tectonics necessary to form the 

elevation changes and locations of plateaus and valleys follow the actual world scientific 

understanding of the author.  

 This trend continues with the map and layout of the major city discussed in the 

text, Darujhistan. Darujhistan is a city built on a lake and surrounded by both hills and a 

quarry. The cemetery is located outside the city gates, the estate homes of prominent 

families are located behind a third-tier wall, the poor section of town is closest to the 

quarry and outside even the first-tier wall of the city. It is, in planning and design, a city 

which makes sense. While the estate homes are located near a gate to enter and exit the 

city, the barbican is located between the two, the docks where trade and goods are 

exchanged are distanced from the prominent homes, and the walls defend the city’s 

governmental and wealthy districts from attacks by land or by sea. While this layout does 

not follow the traditional medieval castle city that is common in epic fantasy, it is not 

designed to do so. This city is designed around the economic and governmental system 

that it follows, that of a ruling council and capitalist marketplace, so the idea of a castle 

and keep would make no sense for the location given the details about the city. However, 
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as with most fantasy texts, these maps precede the information readers will learn about 

the city, and they may have been designed for either of two purposes by Erikson. 

 In the first, Erikson may have designed the maps before designing the 

government, economics, and culture of the city. This is common practice for sessions of 

role-playing games, so it may be that the design of the city came first and dictated the 

systems of control. However, it is equally likely that the system of government and 

economics was designed by Erikson before the map was made. In either case, Erikson’s 

subversion of epic fantasy tropes and adherence to actual world knowledge is displayed. 

He eschews the trope of the medieval city and castle town structure and presents a 

government and economic system that is a closer approximation of the readers' actual 

world, and he designs the map of both the continent and city to maintain the internal 

consistency of narrative that is required for fantasy while remaining true to an actual 

world understanding of archeology and urban planning. It is because of this link to the 

actual world that evil and good are so difficult to discern for the reader of the text. As in 

the author’s actual world, the divisions of good and evil are often a matter of perspective, 

and Erikson understands the victors pen the tales that become history. 

 By distancing himself from the megatext of fantasy and connecting himself in 

closer proximity to the actual world through his understanding of past cultures and 

peoples, Erikson presents a diegetic world that has much more in common with the 

reader’s actual world. This proximity to the actual world enables readers to more closely 

identify with the experiences within the text and make easier connections to their actual 

world upon returning from the experience of the secondary world. The world is simply 

more recognizable to readers. The rules are closely related to the reader’s actual world, 
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and while those rules (and often rulers) can be overcome, placing the reader in a position 

where there is no clear delineation between good and evil or "us" and "them" is the 

driving force of Erikson’s construction of the Malazan world. 

 While discerning a dedicated evil within Gardens of the Moon is arduous, 

locating an antagonist for the novel is not as difficult. Midway through the novel, readers 

are introduced to a being called Jaghut Tyrant. In Erikson’s world, the Jaghut are a race 

of elder beings that have a lifespan that is near immortal, but most of the beings prefer a 

solitary life, apart from the Tyrants. For the Tyrants, power, greed, domination, and 

control were an insatiable need, and Erikson describes the buried Jaghut Tyrant in 

Gardens of the Moon as "one whose blood was poisoned by the ambition to rule over 

others…(he) enslaved the land around (him) – all living things – for close to three 

thousand years" (Gardens 237). The particular Jaghut Tyrant (as they were born of a race 

and the Jaghut is not named "Tyrant") is named Raest, and the Empress seeks to free him 

from a prison in order to dispatch of the remaining Bridgeburners and capture 

Darujhistan (the free city) in the novel. While the Jaghut Tyrant appears sui generis, the 

description of the Jaghut Tyrant in contrast to the free city clearly harkens to the actual 

world of the author and reader through a critique of free market capitalism. 

 Where other Jaghut prefer to live isolated lives and surround themselves with only 

their closest relatives, the Tyrants seek dominion over others. If we relate this idea to 

Erikson’s actual world knowledge of archeology and anthropology, it becomes clear that 

the Jaghut Tyrant are those humans who wish to move toward civilization, for the sole 

benefit of that individual. While it could be argued that Erikson is moving toward cultural 

primitivism here, he doesn’t cast judgement so much as depict the Jaghut Tyrant as an 
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apogee of civilization dominated by a capitalist model. In describing Raest as desiring 

dominion over others, Erikson displays a being who desires power over other life that is 

nearly equal to his own, and in the desire to enslave the land around him it is clear that 

Erikson is confronting human terraforming of the Earth in an attempt to have it serve 

human will instead of that of the natural world. While this could be critiqued as a 

Romantic notion that places the text into the mode of the pastoral, Erikson does not pass 

judgement on the Tyrant (that was accomplished 300,000 years before the events of the 

novel when Raest was imprisoned) but places the Tyrant as the other that is not quite 

alien to readers of the text. 

 For anyone with a knowledge of past cultures and civilizations as vast as 

Erikson’s, the comparison of the Jaghut Tyrant to certain types of human beings is 

automatic. For the author then, the Jaghut Tyrant, despite his large stature and lower jaw 

tusks, is in all other ways is symbolic of a human being from his actual world. For 

readers without the same level of knowledge with regard to cultures, the memory of the 

events of one’s life serves the same actual world comparison to the Tyrant’s depiction. 

Humans are the only animals known to enslave members of their own race, to attempt 

complete control of an otherwise equal member of their race, and humans are notorious 

for attempting to control the land around them. While the relative merits or drawbacks of 

such behavior is not the focus of this study, the judgement of that position in the reader 

comes not from knowledge born within the text itself, nor from the megatext, but from 

the actual world. Thus, while the Jaghut Tyrant appears as other within the text in 

physical depiction and most readers would seek to distance themselves from his 
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depiction, he is representative of humanity, which is not other outside the text, but 

subject.  

 As the reader critiques and finds fault with the Jaghut Tyrant, s/he finds fault 

within their own race. The Jaghut Tyrant’s desires are too often man’s desires, and as 

readers confront the Tyrant through Ganoes Paran and others at the end of the novel, they 

are confronting a part of themselves. This is Erikson’s critique of the actual world, and it 

is accomplished through the distance afforded it by fantasy, even as those scholars who 

believe that the imagination should be a space of resistance argue that fantasy cannot 

accomplish this task. By placing readers within the experience of dealing with and 

defeating the tyrant, Erikson gives readers an episodic memory of overthrowing a Tyrant 

in the diegetic space even as they would overthrow or resist a tyrant within their actual 

world. While the amount of reference from the actual world has increased in comparison 

to the previous two novels in this study, Erikson’s manipulation of the tropes of the 

megatext increases wonder through arresting strangeness by subverting and challenging 

the reader’s megatextual memory and assumptions about the genre. By lessening the 

influence of the megatext on the building of the diegetic world, Erikson pushes the reader 

to discover the secondary world instead of relying upon their memory of other secondary 

worlds and lazily approaching the world and characters specific to the series. 

 In addition to subverting reader expectations regarding morality within the series, 

Erikson subverts generic expectation by avoiding the trope of the faux medieval setting 

governed by a monarchy. Jones’s Tough Guide again provides some understanding of the 

trope, listing both "fanatic caliphates" and "aristocratic feudalists" as styles of 

governance. Fanatic caliphates, according to the Tough Guide, "are all fanatics here in the 
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worship of particularly demanding gods and are prone to torture/imprison/execute anyone 

they regard as an unbeliever" (67-68). While several gods appear in Erikson’s work (and 

one will become the overarching antagonist of the series as a whole), there are no 

societies which govern themselves through caliphate in this first novel. While this is not 

the most common primary governance for epic fantasies, the religious caliphate is often 

used to illustrate otherness (and specifically Orientalism) within the epic fantasy text, and 

it is important to note that none appear within Gardens of the Moon. Jones also notes the 

idea of "aristocratic feudalism," which hardly needs an explanation for frequent readers 

of epic fantasy, but the definition here clarifies that the country is "organized into 

peasants and lords" who may fall under the rule of a bad king, a good king, or an 

indifferent king (7). This is important to note because it reinforces the Manichean view of 

the world so common in epic fantasy. There is little room for a flawed king or ruler, nor 

is there the possibility of crafting an economic system that more closely resembles that of 

the actual world of author and reader. In fact, Jones’s only entry regarding "money" 

focuses on that acquired through either theft or discovery of lost treasure, with little 

possibility for the acquisition of capital through work beyond menial labor (129). Some 

comparison could be made between the Empress Laseen (and the former emperor 

Kellenved) and the idea of the tyrant or evil ruler (though the moralities of each is quite 

complicated), but Erikson’s examination of the merits (or lack thereof) of government 

and civilization are most clearly defined within the depiction of the ruling class of 

Darujhistan. 

 Governance of the city falls to the Noble Council, which is made up of those 

families who have maintained their wealth and status throughout the city’s 3,000-year 
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history. The council seems, on the surface, to be organized akin to a feudal system, with 

titles of Lord and Lady for those in charge, but it functions as a small group of 

representatives that debate the relative merits of proposals for the city. In addition, they 

have been somewhat effective in creating infrastructure and modernizing their city. While 

most cities in epic fantasy are dimly lit by torches that are either mounted or carried by 

individuals when moving in the city, Darujhistan features a natural gas pipeline system 

that links to gas lamps positioned throughout the city with valves that are opened and 

closed by a group of employees known as greyfaces (Gardens 293). However, the 

council is not without its problems. While Baruk (an alchemist on the town council) 

states that they are "the city’s machine," he also notes that "Majesty Hall is a place of 

pettiness, corruption, endless bickering, but, despite all that, it’s also a place where things 

get done" (307). This depiction of the council is in line with the established grey morality 

of the text, fulfilling the inner consistency of the diegesis, and yet, it challenges generic 

expectations for readers by injecting actual world understanding into the text. 

 While readers may be comfortable with a ruling council that makes decisions 

regarding the fate of a large group of people (see Tolkien’s Council of Elrond from Lord 

of the Rings, among others), the council members are depicted as flawed but functional. 

They have tapped into a natural gas source located miles away, had a pipeline system 

constructed underground, engineered the valve and lamp system for lighting the city, they 

maintain a measure of law within the town, and they have developed a functional 

economy. These are great successes for any government, but that they have done so while 

endlessly bickering and jockeying for power over one another complicates the reader’s 

view of whether the council can be seen as good. This decision is further complicated 
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when the reader learns that the town council is, without its own knowledge, a puppet 

government controlled by a cabal of mages. 

 During the course of events involving Darujhistan, it comes to light that the town 

council is but a figurehead, and that power is, instead, in the hands of a group of mages 

known as the T’orrud Cabal. The cabal is pointed out in the epigraph for Chapter Six, 

with a fragment that makes clear that readers should attempt to discern the members of 

the cabal for themselves. The poem reads: 

 There is a cabal breathing 

 Deeper than the bellows 

 Drawing up the emerald fires 

 Beneath rain-glistened cobbles, 

 While you may hear the groaning 

 From the caverns below, 

 The whisper of sorcery 

 Is less than the dying sigh 

 Of a thief stumbling unwilling 

 Into Darujhistan’s secret web (147) 

This epigraph is an example of how Erikson uses the epigraphs of the chapters to explain 

the workings of the chapter which follows to readers, as chapter six marks the beginning 

of the reader’s introduction to the ruling council and cabal of mages in Darujhistan. The 

cabal predates the founding of the great city and the council of nobles which appear to 

rule the city, as the mages serve the imprisoned Jaghut Tyrant until late in the novel. 

Their service of the Tyrant darkens their morality, as does a sub-plot within the text that 
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involves the slaying of multiple members of the council by another member, a mage and 

assassin named Vorcan. However, since the text also tells readers that mages are 

responsible for the development of the city, the reader is unable to readily determine their 

relative morality in comparison to other factions within the novel.  

 In addition to continuing the subversion of generic expectation and megatextual 

memory in the reader, Erikson’s presentation of the cabal of mages as the true power 

behind the government of the city seeks to demystify the workings of a power structure 

within the diegetic space. In doing so, Erikson gives the reader the experience of seeing 

through those power structures as presented and working to discern where the true power 

and control within the world are located. While some precedent for the ruler who is 

controlled in secret exists within epic fantasy, it is far more common for the ruler who is 

controlled to be a single individual. If we return again to Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, it 

can be argued that Saruman is controlled first by Sauron, then by Grima Wormtongue, 

who also previously controlled King Theoden in Edoras. In Edoras, Wormtongue is 

clearly the true power (and poison) behind King Theoden, and in the final chapter of Lord 

of the Rings, Wormtongue kills Saruman, though he has also been the primary influence 

over Saruman’s decisions following the severing of the link between Saruman and 

Sauron. This depiction of the true power behind the presented power is less complicated 

than Erikson’s because it focuses on a single entity influencing another single entity and 

not a group behind a group that lacks a one-to-one relationship.  

 However, Erikson’s text is not without a certain acceptance of cliché and trope 

that allows for a connection to the megatext for the reader. Within Darujhistan, the two 

guilds who hold power within the city walls are the thieves’ guild and the assassin’s 
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guild, which are common enough that they are also referred to in Jones’s Tough Guide. 

The listing for "Guild" within the Tough Guide points to separate entries for the Thieves’ 

Guild and the Assassins Guild, as "it is possible that these are the only two [guilds], and 

that in Fantasyland crime is the sole organized activity" (Jones 10). Like the Tough Guide 

notes, these are the only two guilds mentioned within the city of Darujhistan and the 

opening novel, which creates a point of reference to the reader’s memory that shows a 

connection to the megatext in a positive manner in addition to the subversions noted 

previously. Through each of the subversions of generic expectation (itself a function of 

the megatextual memory of readers and authors), Erikson forces the reader into an 

appraisal of their position within a civilization that more closely approximates their actual 

world. 

Barbarism, Civilization, and "Witness!" 

 The Malazan Book of the Fallen’s most complicated and controversial character 

is also its clearest example of everything Erikson hopes to accomplish through his 

manipulation of trope and the oscillating distance from the actual world knowledge of the 

reader. Thus, while this chapter has focused specifically on the events, characters, and 

subversions taking place within Gardens of the Moon, this study would be the less if it 

failed to mention Karsa Orlong. While Karsa (as he is referred to within the text) makes 

an appearance in the second book of the epic (Deadhouse Gates), the majority of Karsa’s 

origin and development occur in the fourth book of the series, House of Chains. Karsa 

has so polarized the community of fans and scholars alike that the author 

uncharacteristically drafted an essay concerning "The Problem of Karsa Orlong" and 

published it on his official website. 
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 In the essay, Erikson engages multiple facets of Karsa and his importance to the 

story as a whole (without spoilers), but he points to the fact that Karsa is a barbarian to 

begin the essay, and he notes how Karsa challenges readers both within and outside the 

text. Within the text, and thus based on megatextual understanding derived from previous 

experiences, Karsa challenges assumptions regarding barbarians within genre. Erikson 

points out that barbarians traditionally figure into a text in one of two roles, either as the 

"dark horde threatening civilization" or the "savage made noble by the absence of 

civilization" ("Problem" 1). Erikson refuses to limit Karsa and place him into either 

category, instead supporting the depiction of Karsa as the "reality of the barbaric" and an 

"overt rejection of the romanticized, fantasized barbarian trope" that dominates the genre 

(3). In Erikson’s description of the genre, we can locate and better understand the 

reasoning for the constant subversions of fantasy tropes within Gardens of the Moon. 

 Erikson points out that the barbarian trope is ultimately nihilistic because it asks 

the reader to take on the aspect of the other within the diegesis, even as the antagonist for 

the barbarian/reader within the text is civilization, which is responsible for the existence 

of the reader in the actual world. As in most tales of barbarian cultures or individuals 

(Erikson references R.E. Howard’s Conan series and character here), readers take on the 

aspect of the barbarian battling against civilization. However, as Erikson notes, readers 

are living in a version of the civilization to which the barbarian is opposed. It is only 

through civilization that readers are able to engage the story and learn of Karsa’s 

existence. This creates a duality within the reader of the text when they encounter the 

barbarian, as readers are both barbarian/other and civilized/subject while they experience 
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the events of the text. Though Erikson does not mention how this duality plays out, it can 

be surmised that this duality creates the problem of Karsa Orlong’s reception.  

 The idea that Erikson circles around, but never states, is that the reception of 

Karsa by readers is based on whether their primary frame of reference for understanding 

the character and text is pulled from their megatextual memory or from their actual world 

memory. In their megatextual memory of the barbarian, readers have the memory of both 

the savage made noble from his interaction with a version of civilization that is 

antagonistic to barbarian virtues (loyalty, courage, integrity) or the invading dark horde 

that threatens the existence of the good characters with which the readers identify in the 

Manichean world traditionally engaged in epic fantasy. Since Erikson’s world does not 

offer a comfortable binary of morality, both of these traits and neither of them apply to 

the depiction of Karsa within the text. 

 Erikson sees the reliance on the simplified morality of the Manichean world as a 

dangerous escapism that promotes a romanticized version of the barbarian. In a world 

where the side the reader is on is good (barbarian), then the evil is civilization, and it is 

all to easy for readers to then return to their world and reject the very civilization that has 

allowed humans to flourish. If the barbarian is a member of the evil horde coming to 

reject civilization, then her/his morality is reduced to being evil, and they are, generally, 

no longer the point-of-view of the reader. This often leads to the dehumanization of the 

other as opposed to the creation of empathy. In each instance, according to Erikson, there 

is a danger to the reader. In the first, the barbarian is noble and the vengeful retaliation 

against civilization is warranted. In the latter, readers could identify the presence of 

civilization as "virtuous savior and deliverer of enlightenment," which is also inherently 
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problematic for Erikson (5). In this duality of problematic descriptions two things are 

made clear: Erikson accepts that the experiences of readers within the diegetic world 

create memory that can form the basis of future action in the actual world and that 

Erikson sees epic fantasy as an introspective literature, much like Stephen R. Donaldson. 

 Erikson’s desire to present the reality of the barbarian is only important to his 

cause because he understands that the experiences of the diegetic world can have an 

impact upon the reader and their actual world. His concerns and his statement that there is 

"something dangerous" in the romanticism of the barbarian as hero only makes sense if 

the experiences of the diegesis return with the reader to the actual world or if those 

experiences are utilized as frames to engage future diegetic worlds. Yet, because authors 

can challenge previous depictions of any shared reference to the megatext within their 

created worlds, it must be that Erikson considers the connection of the memory of the text 

to the actual world the true danger. After all, if readers return to civilization and see it as 

a plague that no longer allows a space for the values of the barbarian that epic fantasy 

gives them (loyalty, courage, integrity), then civilization should be destroyed for the good 

of those who reside within it. As Erikson has consistently forced readers to confront their 

own expectations and memories of both the genre and their actual world, it can be said 

that the series does not offer "escapism into any romantic notions of barbarism, or into a 

world of pure, white knight Good, and pure, black tyrant Evil" (5). Erikson’s 

complication of the morality and depiction of characters within the diegesis challenges 

reader’s assumptions of both the genre and of themselves at every turn. 

 In "Epic Fantasy in the Modern World," Stephen R. Donaldson presents the view 

that epic fantasy, for all its outward creations and landscapes is a literature of 
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introspection. Donaldson’s idea is that epic fantasy forces the reader to confront their 

own inherent natures, and Erikson echoes this in his essay on Karsa Orlong. Erikson 

writes that "the struggle between barbarism and civilization is not just specific to Karsa 

or even his tale: it is the struggle within each of us, as we battle desires with propriety, 

and as we battle need with responsibility" (5). Erikson depicts the conflict within the 

diegesis for Karsa as the same conflict within the author and reader in the actual world, 

which follows the line of Donaldson in seeing epic fantasy as a literature of introspection, 

but it also gives away the manner in which Erikson hopes his readers have approached 

the text, as stated at the outset of both the first novel and of this chapter. 

 At the beginning of this chapter, I engaged the opening epigraph for the 

novel/series and noted that the epigraph provides a key for how Erikson hopes people 

will approach the series. I also argued that the epigraph was Erikson’s own authorial 

voice as opposed to a character within the text that provided an extratextual connection to 

another work from within the diegesis. If we return to the line "These tales are the tales of 

us all, again yet again," (Erikson, Gardens n.p.) and compare it to the quote in the 

paragraph preceding this one, "it [the struggle] is the struggle within each of us" (Erikson, 

"Karsa" 5), we can see a pattern emerge between the two quotes that reinforces the 

previously mentioned conclusion and provides a basis for how to approach the text. 

While Erikson has written an epic fantasy, he does so as the tale of those who have fallen 

and not survived. In this way, Erikson’s epic fantasy (like most epic fantasies) is a 

historical document. However, rather than count on readers to approach the series as a 

historical text that presents just one side of events or details the decisions that led to the 

author of the text being on the winning side, Erikson reminds readers that these tales, and 
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the tales of the characters within the series, are tales of the reader and author as well. 

They are, as history, decisions and consequences that have befallen others for us to study 

in order to avoid negative consequences and possibly succeed in our endeavors in the 

present. They are a warning and a promise from the past, and readers are witness to these 

events. 

 Witness[!] is a refrain throughout the text that is often exclaimed by Karsa 

Orlong. The refrain most commonly refers to the idea that a life ceases to exist if it is not 

witnessed. Only those things that someone survives to tell the tale of exist beyond the 

moment. Long after the battles are fought, friends and foes are slain, and life cedes to 

death, memories of the lives are what remains. Ultimately, the Malazan Book of the 

Fallen is a document of memories within its diegetic space, outside it as metacomment, 

and within the minds of readers as a secondary frame through which to pull information 

utilized in decision making. At the end of the series, readers have experienced the 

overthrow of tyrants, rise and fall of rebellions and empires, the overthrow of an emperor, 

the death of friends, the gore and loss of battle, and the book serves as a historical 

document that witnesses the events which occurred within it. It imagines a future 

audience that picks up and reads the text who allows the individuals who do not survive 

the encounter or have since passed away to live again in the mind and memory of the 

reader’s imagination. As a metacomment in the actual world, the Malazan Book of the 

Fallen exists as a witness to the gaming sessions and world created by Steven Erikson 

and Ian Esslemont during archeological field work and months spent sharing a tent. 

Lastly, readers have witnessed these actions and are left with what Erikson argues is the 

most escapist notion within his text, that in the diegetic world of the series, "we all have 
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power, no matter our station, no matter our flaws and weaknesses – we all have power" 

("Problem" 6). Though Erikson regards this as an escapist notion, and thus not connected 

to the realities of life in the actual world, the idea of witness belies his later comment. 

The Malazan Book of the Fallen is more than history or epic: not because it shows 

readers suffering in the world, but because it allows readers to witness that suffering and, 

through memory, see the necessity of compassion and empathy within and without the 

diegesis for all living things.

19 As of this writing there is no longer a distinction made between iterations of the game that denote 

Advanced Dungeons and Dragons or specific rulesets. The game has been retitled Dungeons & Dragons, 

and all iterations fall under this moniker. For clarification, Erikson and Esslemont were playing Advanced 

Dungeons & Dragons, then a homebrew version (common lexicon to the game where players adjust rules 

and spells, etc.) and finally moved to a GURPS (Generic Universal Role Playing System) which became 

the basis for the Malazan ruleset.  
20 While archeology certainly plays heavily into the design of Erikson and Esslemont’s world(s), there are 

few connections that could be made between the civilizations they were searching for or uncovering and 

the Malazan world. The connections to archeological training and understanding of cultures is, however, 

ubiquitous in the texts and has some bearing on later arguments within this chapter. 
21 Both Canavan and Erikson have presented these ideas, in varying amounts of detail, in conference 

presentations at the International Association of Fantastic in the Arts conferences in the last five years. 
22 It is worth noting that one of the most successful editions of Dungeons & Dragons was penned by R.A. 

Salvatore, who is known for his Drizzt stories and The DemonWars Saga, and who is a New York Times 

best-selling author. 
23 This will be discussed in the second portion of this chapter with regard to the actual world, but the idea of 

dissatisfaction with the constraints/megatext/tropes of fantasy as a genre are built from an understanding of 

the authors’ dissatisfaction with the constraints of the canned campaign. 
24 From this point forward, this discussion will refer solely to Erikson as the author of the text since the 

focus of this study are texts whose by-lines feature only Steven Erikson’s name. This should not, however, 

seem to ignore the contributions and texts within the Malazan world of Ian C. Esslemont in any way. As 

Erikson’s dedication states, "Worlds to conquer worlds to share," which explains that the world itself is a 

co-creation. While Esslemont’s works are not examined here, there is much to be said about them in a 

future volume. 
25 See also chapter One’s discussion of Jamie Williamson’s The Evolution of Modern Fantasy. 
26 Kirill Eskov’s The Last Ringbearer attempts this, with varying success, but has not benefitted from a 

commercial release in English translation. 
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Chapter Seven – Conclusion

 At its outset, this study considered the problems with fantasy’s reception as a 

genre worthy of reading and study within academia. In that opening, I posed the question 

as to whether fantasy, as a genre, could provide a useful function within the actual world. 

The purpose of that statement, and its reiteration here, is to clarify that the goal of this 

study is not to articulate all that fantasy can do, but to illustrate that fantasy already 

accomplishes that which its detractors have argued it cannot. Over the course of the 

previous chapters, I have shown different ways in which fantasy authors write texts that 

coalesce into a megatext that subsequent authors assume, manipulate, and refashion, 

knowing how readers also pull from that megatext to grow a new branch – or entire tree – 

of the Yggdrasil we call fantasy literature. This creation rises above the actual world, 

offering readers an experience of its fashioned world. Its secondary reality becomes a 

functional analogue for actual world experience, where the fantasy interprets the real at 

least as much as the real gives rise to the fantasy. 

 The first chapter of this study focused on discussing the relative lack of value 

afforded to fantasy within the academy, even while it dominates the zeitgeist. This study 

then worked to define fantasy for the purposes of this examination and discussed the 

issues with exploring a genre that is often used as a synonym for any imaginative 

literature. The definition that resulted is one that works for the three novels discussed and 

studied at length within this study and is not necessarily designed as a statement of the 

definition of fantasy that extends beyond its confines. The key to this definition lies in its 



233 

historical understanding of the genre as created much later than many of the works which 

populate it. This leads to problems of both definition and authorial intent, but the last 

portion of this study’s definition, which focuses on the idea that both author and reader 

accept that the diegetic reality depicts elements or encounters that are impossible within 

the actual world as both possible and necessary within the diegesis seeks to limit these 

issues. The possible issue with this definition as it relates to any larger or future study is 

that it is, perhaps, too inclusive. There are certainly elements of other genres that could be 

included within this idea. There are elements of horror and the gothic which could apply 

to the definition (provided they end with a positive resolution), so further development of 

this definition is required to further refine the position of fantasy. However, this is not the 

focus of the study, and so further clarification of the definition was not included. 

 The first chapter continued by presenting the idea of memory and its function as a 

resource for future action and decision making within the actual world. The focus here 

was on how memory enables people to mentally "time travel" when they are faced with 

decisions in the future that could be informed by past experience. While this argument 

does not necessarily create a link between fantasy and memory, it does put forth the idea 

that stories we are told and stories we tell are designed to create memories of others or 

ourselves, and how that memory can be useful to us in the future. The problem presented 

here is, of course, that we tend to process those stories which relate more closely to our 

actual present or imagined future differently than those which have less of a chance of 

impacting our lives as we imagine them.  

 Our desire to link stories to our actual world and the idea that the narrative needs 

to share a specific amount of similarity to our world in order to seem important is 
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highlighted through the inclusion of Marie-Laure Ryan’s principle of minimal distance. 

Ryan’s position is that the narrative and the actual world overlap as much information as 

possible so that the world need not be explained to the reader. The only portions that do 

not overlap within Ryan’s model are those that are specific to the narrative: the 

characters, plot, and resolution. However, this model doesn’t work in the same manner 

for fantasy that presents a diegetic world that must be explained to the reader. In fantasy 

literature, the departure from the actual world, and the supplanting of the knowledge of 

the actual world with that of the genre’s megatext must be signaled to the reader. The 

fantasy author must build their world and cannot solely rely upon the reader’s 

understanding of their actual world or their foreknowledge regarding genre; however, the 

diegetic world is not free of association from the actual world of the author and reader 

either, and if it is, then the world is fully imagined and moves toward becoming a 

nonsensical space and text. Of necessity, this study then coins and defines the idea of 

penemaximal distance to illustrate the manipulation of actual world distance within 

works of fantasy.  

 Penemaximal distance can be defined as the least amount of overlap with the 

actual world of the author and reader while retaining commonality enough for basic 

comprehension, and it is a model that dominates literature within the fantasy genre. 

Fantasy stops short of maximal distance, where no terms or ideas from the diegetic world 

point to the actual world. However, because fantasy is interested in ignoring/altering the 

rules of the actual world, it does not operate at minimal distance either. This leaves the 

idea of a penemaximal distance, the last moment before the actual world and diegetic 

world become unlinked from one another. Through penemaximal distance, only those 
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minimal elements required to allow for meaning within the diegetic world are shared with 

the actual world or those utilized for convenience. Rules such as gravity tend to be 

enforced, feet are often the lowest portion of the body, and heads are generally highest, 

etc. Yet, this does not mean that the world is fully removed from the rules and subject to 

being a solely imaginative work that has little value beyond functioning as a panegyric 

text that celebrates primitivism because of the presence of the megatext of the genre. This 

study posits that, where Ryan can be represented by a Venn diagram that shows just two 

circles (the actual world and the world of the text), there are three operating within 

fantasy. The third circle consists of the megatext of fantasy literature, which serves as a 

sphere of comparison for author and reader alike, though what exists within this circle is 

not necessarily similarly populated for each.  

 It remains to explain why this works for fantasy literature and not for literature 

rooted in an actual world model. Fantasy literature differs precisely because those texts 

rooted in the actual world are bound to actual world knowledge and perception. These 

stories, with their roots firmly in the soil of the world shared by authors, readers, and 

even those who have never been exposed to the text do not present a shared 

understanding of the development of a world, but echoes of only those principles existing 

within the text and in the second circle of reference in Ryan’s diagram. While these texts 

create alterations in the characters, plot, locations and alterations of the primary world, 

the tyranny of perception in the actual world leaves that actual world unchanged. Since 

the circle of reference points in the actual world remains static with regards to the text, 

and perception of that actual world always paramount, there can be no alteration of the 

actual world from the events imagined within the text grounded in that world. The result 
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is generic expectation without megatextual development, since the real that exists for 

ontological comparison remains in stasis. It is for this reason that one can read the 

characters of Elizabeth Glaskell, the plot of Sir Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories, 

or the London of Charles Dickens and see them only as overlays within the readers’ 

actual world and not as commenting on one another. In those texts firmly entrenched in 

the actual world, generic expectation may cause readers to expect characters, plot twists, 

and locations that seem familiar, but they are not required to build knowledge upon one 

another as the texts of fantasy literature must. 

 It could be argued that an exception to this statement exists in those 

mimetic/extrapolated texts that become integrated into the actual world by way of a 

Baudrillardian hyperreal. In these instances, the creations that exist within the secondary 

circle (those alterations to the actual world invented by the author) are presented as real 

within the actual world but have never existed before the creation of the text. However, in 

these instances the result is not the creation of another world but an usurpation of the real 

that relies upon artifice for its importance/reference. The idea is to redesign the actual 

world to incorporate those fictions as real, ignoring the memory of things that existed 

before this integration. Fantasy works differently. The created worlds do not seek to alter 

the actual world in the same sense. 

 In fantasy literature, the reference point of the actual world from Ryan’s diagram 

is replaced by the megatext of the genre, and this megatext is always subject to alteration. 

Since it lacks a dominance of perception and exists as a malleable container of that which 

is published within genre, the texts of fantasy can alter the world of reference in a way 

that no mimetic/extrapolated text is able. This is the freedom of being removed from the 
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tyranny of empiricism. The imagination can alter the frame of reference for the real in 

such a way that new knowledge is being added and altered with the creation of each text; 

yet, those alterations are not without bounds. The reality principle of the megatext and 

those texts that are authoritative within the genre force a check against the current truth of 

the megatext in the moment of their creation and of their reception.  

 In this way, fantasy and the megatext are always linked to memory. The existence 

of the megatext as a circle or frame of knowledge and reference as authors begin to 

design a world and a text are semantic memory. This is memory that is being retrieved 

and has previously been encoded, and it is the reason why those who write fantasy are 

necessarily readers of fantasy. They must read within the genre to learn the megatext, to 

create a memory of the genre and its worlds so that they can manipulate and alter them in 

the formation of their own worlds. As they read, the imagination functions as the method 

of perception of the worlds of the diegesis, and those imagined perceptions of worlds, 

characters, races, and systems of magic are encoded into their own memory of the genre. 

These encoding become the semantic memory of their megatextual experience, and any 

future text they author or read must test out as true with regard to their previous 

perceptions of authoritative texts unless the alteration is signaled to the reader and given a 

cognitive or affective reason for existence. In this instance, the memory of these texts 

becomes a personal megatext. 

 Within any definition or explanation of the megatext should be the identification 

of both a personal and global megatext. The personal megatext is composed solely of 

those texts to which the reader has previously been exposed or has knowledge. This is the 

secondary frame of reference that guides the reader’s responses to fantastic elements of 
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the text in the manner Ryan describes the function of the actual world for mimetic works. 

However, the author also has a personal megatext that is composed of texts s/he has read 

or has knowledge of, and thus, the two are not necessarily the same or even similar in 

content. Lastly, there are also exists the issue of a global megatext – a grouping that 

consists of all works within a genre, possessing varying degrees of influence. The 

existence of concurrent megatexts that have differing degrees of overlap and the 

negotiating which of those varied megatexts are engaged is part of the difficulty in 

defining fantasy and determining the relative value of texts which satirize or subvert 

established generic expectations. 

 As this study has noted previously, one of the earliest, and more successful, 

definitions of fantasy as a genre involved the creation of a fuzzy set. As Jamie 

Williamson notes, the fantasy genre coalesced around 1977 by pooling together those 

texts that orbited closely to the works of J.R.R. Tolkien, Steven R. Donaldson, and Terry 

Brooks. It was from this original fuzzy set (and those texts presented in the Ballantine 

Adult Fantasy series) that the genre of fantasy was codified, so it follows that when 

Attebery surveyed those familiar with the genre nearly fifteen years later that Tolkien’s 

Lord of the Rings is the central text to his definition of fantasy. Despite issues with this 

definition, the reliance upon a megatext to determine this fuzzy set is important to note in 

consideration of this study. Since the genre is built around texts which predate the 

establishment of the grouping, and that grouping is defined by works of three similar 

authors (both Donaldson and Brooks owe something to Tolkien, though to quite varied 

degrees), then the megatext has always been a part of determining the genre and 
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providing a prescriptive set of rules that control what works are included and excluded 

from the genre, even as it may differ from reader expectation and generic understanding. 

 Unlike publishers, who may rely on any number of factors (including sales 

numbers and marketability), readers determine what is and is not fantasy based on their 

own megatextual knowledge and understanding. While many readers enter the genre 

through Tolkien or come to Tolkien through their desire to read more fantasy, the same is 

not necessarily true for Donaldson or Brooks. Certainly, Donaldson’s Thomas Covenant 

books have sold well and been well read by fantasy fans, but not in the same quantities or 

exposure which Tolkien’s have, and while Brooks’ Shannara series has been adapted for 

television, its sales figures are less than one-tenth those of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings 

and The Hobbit. Since readers have not been exposed to every work within the genre and 

the genre is defined, in many ways, by those very works that are considered part of the 

global megatext, then readers each have a slightly different view of what is and is not 

fantasy, and their own fuzzy set of texts that can be related to fantasy is somewhat 

different from those of the authors. In fact, it may well be that the continuing evolution of 

the megatext is the reason why the definition of the genre of fantasy remains a topic of 

continued debate. 

 This is clear in a comparison of the texts presented in chapters four through six of 

this study, as each author is dealing with a slightly different view of the megatext and 

their allusion to other works. Charles Finney writes before the genre of fantasy is 

codified, and the discussion in the chapter related to Finney’s work in this study shows 

how he signals his allusions and controls the reader’s megatextual memory through the 

catalogue. In that catalogue, Finney makes specific allusions to the texts which have 
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influenced him, though he often hides how much influence they have on the novel’s 

characters and progression, because there is no established generic megatext in his time. 

He also does so because he is specifically avoiding the existing megatext of epic and 

myth in many of his allusions, and he expects that his audience may well know those 

texts better than the ones from which he is deriving his references. Since there is no 

established genre from which to pull his allusions, Finney uses the catalogue to specify a 

megatext of influence. As part of this catalogue, Finney directs readers to Gustave 

Flaubert’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony, which, though it does not contain a 

catalogue of influence, has had its allusions tracked by scholars because Flaubert kept a 

diary of texts he read during each iteration of writing the novel. The texts read by 

Flaubert became his personal megatext, and The Temptation of Saint Anthony became 

part of Charles Finney’s megatext for The Circus of Dr. Lao. 

 It is for this reason that I have previously argued that Finney’s The Circus of Dr. 

Lao is an epistemological fantasy, though I might amend that here to argue that it serves 

as an epistemological source for fantasy as a genre. By virtue of pointing toward specific 

texts and away from others, Finney controls the megatextual references and presents the 

fantastic beasts, locations, and characters within his novel as true. While this controls the 

author’s side of the megatext as it is used in the novel, Finney displays the necessity of 

the reader’s megatext within the plot. Across multiple vignettes, the townspeople can be 

positioned on a spectrum of belief/acceptance in the fantastic. Some people just believe 

(Mr. Etoain), others have a single reference point that is only partially correct (Agnes 

Birdsong), and others deny the truth of the fantastic (Kate). Each of these responses 

stands-in as a comment for the reader on what s/he is engaging within the text itself, and 
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we might argue that the responses highlight the amount of megatextual memory one 

possesses or the degree to which one utilizes their megatextual memory when confronted 

by the fantastic. The schoolteacher, Agnes Birdsong, accepts the fantastic as true and has 

a visceral response to the satyr, even though she wrongly assumes it is the god Pan. She 

is pulling from a personal, megatextual memory that includes mythology, but she only 

remembers or knows of the existence of a single satyr. Mr. Etoain, a newspaper editor, 

interviews the sea serpent and accepts the serpent’s tale as true because, though he has no 

megatextual knowledge of the sea serpent beyond a possible reading of mythology, the 

man is trained not to doubt the existence of what he experiences through sight. However, 

Kate has no faith in her megatextual knowledge, so when she is warned of the medusa, 

she doubts it is a true fantastic beast. She is dependent upon her actual world memory, 

and she becomes a statue of chalcedony because she prioritizes and accesses actual world 

definitions instead of a secondary frame of knowledge gleaned from diegetic worlds. 

Finney establishes a truth for the fantastic by presenting the creatures and their effects as 

true, and his later inclusion into the genre of fantasy provides a megatextual basis for the 

truth of fantastic creatures and events within diegetic spaces. 

 Sanderson does much less regarding a global megatext with The Emperor’s Soul, 

but he establishes a level of truth within his metacommentary and contributes to the 

worldbuilding of his Cosmere universe. Though it would appear, at first glance, that the 

novella is a stand-alone piece, its larger connections to Sanderson’s world enrich both an 

understanding of the text and of the larger universe of his oeuvre. However, Sanderson 

distances himself from the larger megatext because he relies only on his readers being 

familiar with his own works of fantasy and what actual world reference points work their 
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way into the text. In addition, Sanderson’s epilogue to the novella functions much like 

Finney’s catalogue, where the reader’s reference points for the fantastic within the text 

are pointed out for them by the author, though Sanderson derives his points from the 

actual world and his own novels, not the megatext beyond his works. However, even as 

he engages his own world and magic systems, he makes the case plain to readers so that 

they understand the references and can pull from their megatextual understanding (if they 

possess it) to garner greater depth and understanding of the novel. 

 Sanderson also offers a definitive comment on the memory as an arbiter of truth 

within his text. As noted earlier, the objects within Sanderson’s world can be Forged by a 

Forger to become better versions of themselves, but the Forger’s power is limited by the 

memory of the object. In one example depicted, a window that had previously been a 

stained-glass window cannot be Forged into a plain window that closes properly because 

the window does not have a memory of that existence. Instead, the window has the 

memory of being a stained-glass piece before it was broken. Once it was broken, the 

window had always only been a bent plain window that did not seal properly. It is not 

until Shai notices the bit of colored glass in the corner that she is able to convince the 

window to retain the Forgery and become, again, a stained-glass window. It is in the 

memory of the object that determines plausibility and allows for the Forgery to hold that 

Sanderson displays a comment for the Forging of new worlds with regard to the reader of 

fantasy. Much as the semantic memory of the object must be adhered to or given 

plausible reason for alteration, readers have the expectation of truth regarding the 

megatext of fantasy as they have experienced it. The object’s memory of its previous 

existence serves as a basis of truth for the ontological comparison between real and 
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Forgery in the same manner as the readers’ memory of experiences within the megatext 

forms the basis for truth when comparing the invented within the text to their previous 

experiences.  

 While semantic memory serves as a measure of truth for objects within 

Sanderson’s text, it also serves as a foundation for future action for the human characters 

within the novel. As mentioned in the chapter on Sanderson’s novel, the plot of the text 

follows Shai’s attempts to Forge the soul of the emperor Ashravan following an 

assassination attempt. In the text which Shai leaves for Gaotona, Shai discloses that she 

"replicated his soul as precisely as possible," but then she "took the soul a few steps 

further, strengthening some memories, weakening others" (Sanderson, Emperor’s Soul 

165). Shai continues by explaining that "this isn’t making him a different person. It is 

merely nudging him toward a certain path," (165-166), and she does so through the 

manipulation of memory. By pulling specific memories to the forefront of Ashravan’s 

frame for examining experience and determining future action, Shai crafts a Forgery that 

subtly changes the emperor into a better version of himself; a description that could well 

apply to fantasy literature and the reader given the context of this study. In the creation 

and crafting of memories that can be retrieved by readers once they have returned to their 

actual world, fantasy literature acts as the Forger subtly altering readers to become 

slightly better versions of themselves upon their return to the actual world. However, for 

Ashravan or the reader to become something more than they were before the Forgery (or 

reading of the text), the Forgery must present as plausible to the person. That plausibility 

for the reader is an adherence to their memory of not just the text they are currently 
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reading, but those works within the megatext to which they have previously been 

exposed. 

 Erikson seems to do nearly the exact opposite of each of these previous two, even 

as he more deeply engages the megatext of fantasy in the creation of the Malazan series. 

Erikson’s Gardens of the Moon is an epic length subversion of the tropes and cliché of 

epic fantasy, though a reader’s megatextual memory greatly influences how much of the 

subversion they understand. A full-length study could be written on Erikson’s 

subversions and manipulations of the global megatext of epic fantasy, so this study 

focused solely on two larger order subversions to highlight that the tropes both exist and 

are necessary to understanding the initial foray into his world. It is only with the 

conscious understanding of these subversions of generic expectations that Erikson’s skill 

in the crafting of the series is clearly seen. The closest he comes to an explanation of the 

subversive nature of his texts is in his short essay on Karsa Orlong (discussed in chapter 

six), where he tells readers that he is satirizing the portrayal of the barbarian in sword and 

sorcery novels. Yet, even with that knowledge, an understanding of the depiction of the 

barbarian from Howard’s Conan stories seems necessary to understanding the value of 

such a subversion. Where Finney pointed readers to the texts that should be referenced as 

megatext and Sanderson laid bare his connections to his own worlds and works, Erikson 

offers no positioning or reference point beyond expecting that his readers will either 

understand the multiple subversions of generic expectations or fail to appreciate their 

necessity to understanding his work. 

 The oscillation in dependence upon the influence/truth of the megatext and that of 

the truth/influence of the actual world during the construction of a world and text is 
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significant in the examination of the secondary worlds from perspectives of author and 

reader alike. For the author, the diegetic world is created through a unison/overlay of the 

spheres of actual world memory and megatextual memory, where each serve as a source 

for fancy. Pulling from either the actual world of the author or their evolving megatext 

presents as what Coleridge referred to as truth to nature, even when that nature is 

penemaximally distanced from the actual world. As noted in chapter five of this study, 

the other side of Coleridge’s dialectic is fulfilled by what he termed imagination, but this 

study alters it to "authorial invention" in order to clarify a later step in the process that it 

names "imagination." The result of the combination of the author’s use of fancy as 

derived from the megatext, from their actual world experience, and of authorial invention 

as the original contribution to the text that serves as novelty results in the author 

imagining and writing the text. While the text can then exist as a singular entity, it is, at 

this point, still the product of a singular imagination. 

 On the reader side of the dynamic, actual world memory of sensory experience 

combines with megatextual memory or read/viewed/listened/processed experience in 

order to negotiate or frame the text. Thus, the reader uses memory of both their personal 

megatext and their actual world experience as frames of reference for the encounter with 

the text. As the reader experiences the text through the act of reading, they utilize their 

imagination (the process, not the act of authorial invention) to make real the events as 

processed within the text. It is at this point that the text becomes a social endeavor, as the 

author has imagined and written that which the reader has read and then imagined. In this 

imperfect chiasmus lies the possibility of the reader reaching what Gary Wolfe termed 

"deeper belief," where the events of the text are experienced by the reader in such a 
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manner that they become virtual analogues for actual world experience. The result of 

deeper belief is episodic memory that not only informs future responses to texts within 

and outside the genre, but to stimuli and experiences within the reader’s actual world. 

 As the memories of the events of the text cross from the page into the reader’s 

memory, they become a secondary overlay that can be accessed by readers in their actual 

world. This process can function nearly imperceptibly because both textual experience 

and sensory experience is imagined within the mind before becoming memory. Within 

the construction and recall of memory, as noted in chapter three of this study, true events 

are reassembled and interpreted by the imagination in much the same manner as those of 

textual experience. Thus, textual memories which are imagined by the reader during the 

act of moving through the text can become as believed/real as sensory experience (since 

both are imagined and not perfect constructions) during the encoding or retrieval process. 

However, despite their similarity in construction and retrieval, the memories of a textual 

experiences remain a secondary framework through which the actual world is engaged 

and do not override/substitute the actual world memory of readers apart from those 

suffering traumatic injury or mental illness. 

 While these experiences can prove useful for examining and responding to events 

within the actual world, this should not be misunderstood as an argument that somehow 

the experiences within texts provide personal deniability for actions outside of them. 

While the experiences within a diegetic space (not limited to a physical text, but 

encompassing music, games, etc.) can provide secondary frames of memory for engaging 

and evaluating stimuli in the actual world, these memories do not have primacy over free 

will and reasonable response for the reader. While we may read and appreciate Conan’s 
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violent response to challenges to his person and beliefs, or his steadfast determination to 

not allow civilization to change him, we are not trapped into emulating his behavior 

unless we know no other response to equivalent situations within our own world.  

 Despite Frederic Jameson’s assertion that fantasy cannot be a serious form of 

literature (like Science Fiction) due to the "organization of fantasy around the ethical 

binary of good and evil," each of the texts presented in this study present worlds and 

characters as flawed as those of the actual world (58). While Jameson seems to focus on 

the Manichean view of the world here, he is attempting to show this moral boundary as a 

function of race and class within the actual world as reflected in the texts he chooses to 

exemplify fantasy. Sadly, Jameson offers no definition for the genre, nor does he inform 

readers what texts he is examining by name. Readers must surmise that he is referring to 

Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings (mentioned three times in the chapter) and J.K. Rowling’s 

Harry Potter series (mentioned once), as these are the only fantasy texts he mentions in 

the chapter. In the course of his examination, Jameson argues that there is a sense of 

cultural and moral primitivism in these works, along with a Christian ethic that connects 

poverty to piety and wealth to corruption. This would seem to hold true within the novels 

Jameson previously mentioned, but only if one assumes that the hobbits are poor because 

they live simply with regard to the manipulation of the natural world or development of 

industry and that Harry Potter is poor because he is treated poorly by the Dursleys and 

kept from knowledge of his economic position (though the auctioning of Bilbo Baggins’s 

property near the end of The Hobbit and the relative wealth of Harry Potter and his 

deceased family seem to belie that upon even a cursory examination). One must assume 

that Jameson has in mind the fairy tale and not fantasy, where morality is more often cut 
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and dried and related to the Christian idea of poverty and wealth as perhaps a function of 

the Grimm’s restructuring of the tales for their actual world, though to conflate the ideas 

of fantasy and the fairy tale is problematic at best.  

 Each of the texts examined in this study represent a challenge to Jameson’s 

assertion that the worlds of fantasy feature a more convenient morality than those of 

Science Fiction and mimetic literature. In Finney’s text, neither the townspeople nor the 

fantastic creatures of the circus fall into a good or evil morality. Each occupies a space of 

relative neutrality, where they simply are who and what they are, responding to stimuli in 

their own way. In Sanderson, the empire is not a benevolent enterprise, and the emperor 

is not a good or bad ruler. The empire is simply the government that is present in the 

novel, and the emperor is a flawed human being who may or may not become greater 

after Shai’s manipulation of his soul. However, Shai is not an embodiment of the "good-

hearted rogue" trope. She is a thief and Forger; a criminal who is neither all good or bad. 

She maims and kills her way out of the palace, steals a horse of great value, and while she 

may leave the empire a slightly better place, her moral alignment is neither good or evil, 

but chaotic neutral. Lastly, within Erikson’s text, there are no decidedly good or bad 

characters. Even those close approximations of pure evil are not what they seem, and 

there are no "good guys" for the reader to identify with and for whom to root. While each 

of these texts were in print, available, and categorized as fantasy before Jameson pens the 

lines condemning fantasy because of its convenient morality, none of them are engaged 

by Jameson as he presents a critique and condemnation of an entire genre of literature 

without presenting any evidence. It is possible to conclude that this study chose its texts 

to challenge Jameson’s position, but these texts are not outliers within the genre of 
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fantasy. They are merely a sample from nearly seventy years of publishing, and they 

highlight that fantasy, like the mimetic novel, features texts that vary wildly in their 

consideration as Literature. 

 While it has been excluded from discussions of canonized works within academia 

for several years, there are fantasy works which are due their consideration as Literature 

and deserving of study. This should not be taken to mean that all works within the genre 

should be considered Literature, as no genre could make that claim and be taken 

seriously. However, the wholesale dismissal of fantasy as having little value to the actual 

world or being worthy of study has taken some of the worst of what fantasy offers and 

pretended that it exemplifies the extent of what fantasy can accomplish. This is a problem 

that has unfairly targeted works within the genre and reaches a zenith in Frederic 

Jameson’s Archaeologies of the Future, where he devotes an entire chapter to explaining 

why Science Fiction must divorce itself from fantasy in order to be considered a genre for 

serious study. As this study has shown previously, this position owes much to Darko 

Suvin’s original position regarding fantasy in his Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 

though Suvin has since explained that the works he considered fantasy within his 

discussion are what we might now refer to as horror or the gothic. It is for this reason that 

this study has so often returned to Jameson, challenging his two large criticisms of 

fantasy: that it depicts Manichean worlds and has a dependence upon magic. Each of 

these positions has been interrogated and found to be untrue not just within the moment 

in which this study was written, but years before Jameson published his text. However, 

this is not to posit that fantasy literature has no value, or limited value, when it sets good 

against evil. 
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 Clearly, good and evil, when positioned as absolutes within fantasy literature do 

not limit fantasy's ability to create memory for the reader that can be of value within their 

actual world. Even fantasy set in Manichean worlds has a cognitive value when set 

against the actual world. There are tyrannies beyond those of economics and class 

boundaries, and fantasy highlights the tyranny of perception regarding the actual world. 

As a genre, fantasy does not challenge Aristotle's notion that perception is always true 

and that memory can be phantasia, but it does challenge the notion that phantasia is 

inherently valueless. Much as Tolkien argued that there are situations from which escape 

is a moral action, fantasy shows us that the domination of sense perception of the actual 

world is a tyranny of its own. It is the limitation that declares only that which can be 

experienced empirically is real, even as the encoding and memory of those perceptions is 

no less imagined than the experiences presented in a text that forms pictures and 

sequences within the mind and encodes each alike as memory. If we see value only in 

those perceptions that can be shared by others, then we fail to escape the tyranny of the 

actual world in search of something greater. 

 Memory encapsulates both the perceived and the imagined, encoding sense 

experience and imagined experience at the same level of truthfulness, and it is up to us to 

utilize those memories to craft better worlds. Certainly, the authors of fantasy are doing 

more than fulfilling their own wishes (or those of readers) as they offer worlds to their 

readers where power is not limited to those of financial means, where great 

accomplishments and sweeping change can come as a result of the individual actor, but it 

falls to readers to utilize these experiences to influence their present and future. The 

cognitive value of fantasy then lies in this creation of memories within worlds that are 
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divorced from the tyranny of what has always been, or what is perceived as having 

always been, and offers readers not just a glimpse at what a world that escapes specific 

inevitabilities could be, but the experience of living within a world that is divorced from 

the expectations and foreknowledge of the actual world. 

 As this study clearly shows, Jameson’s consideration of fantasy is both limited 

and flawed, and a reconsideration of the value of fantasy and its ability to function as 

Literature is needed. As opposed to calling for the great schism between the genres of SF 

and fantasy, or even between mimetic and fantastic literatures, there should be a call for 

incorporating multiple genres to highlight what each can offer to teach us through study. 

Where mimetic literature utilizes the principle of minimal distance in order to directly 

comment on its primary world and allow readers to generally follow that commentary, SF 

is often connected to theoretical positions that engage its ability to point toward utopia by 

serving as a warning or hope for where the world is going, and other literatures are 

afforded similar goals and aims. What might fantasy show us, if we studied it in depth? 

Fantasy may show an ability to reach audiences that are generally resistant to the 

challenging of their belief systems because minimal distance carries the prejudices of the 

reader to the text. It may craft worlds that are built as counterfactuals that remove the 

prejudices and problems of our world. Certainly, Erikson and Esslemont’s Malazan 

world does just that. As readers engage the texts, buying into the world in affective and 

cognitive realms, experiencing belief and then deeper belief, they leave the series with a 

secondary frame of episodic memories of what it would be like to live in a meritocratic 

world that has never known a system rooted in violence against an other simply because 

it occupies a space opposite the subject. The Malazan Book of the Fallen offers escape, 
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but it is not an escape from the horrors of the world. The world of the text is, in many 

ways, as unjust and horrific as our own (and often feels more so), but it offers an escape 

from the tyranny of having to fight against an unjust system without the experience of 

any other world. Erikson offers readers the opportunity to empathize, to grow, and to 

return to the actual world with the lived experience necessary to at least argue for change. 

This ability to present a world that is not dominated by the perception of the real and 

instead offers an imagined other place where memory can be utilized as a container of 

both real and ideal and arbiter of value for each is perhaps where conversations regarding 

the value and impulse of fantasy literature need to begin. 

 In 1985, Allan Lloyd Smith begins his review of Ann Swinfen’s In Defence of 

Fantasy: A Study of the Genre in English and American Literature Since 1945 by stating 

that "the claim that fantasy today needs any defence may seem a little odd" (474), but 

time has not been kind to Smith’s statement. In the intervening years, multiple scholars 

have attempted to present the case for fantasy, not by defending its position or place in 

the canon, but by articulating how it differs from other literatures and why this makes it 

important. However, despite Smith’s objections, fantasy clearly needs to be defended, 

even today. While studies from several renowned scholars have examined fantasy as a 

genre, fantasy has remained under siege outside those scholars who work on it 

specifically. From theorists like Jameson to scholars and academics who promote and 

prefer work on Science Fiction, fantasy remains marked as a panegyric genre.  

 Much like its definition, fantasy’s raison d’etre may not be narrowed down to a 

singular idea. Fantasy may bring fantastic creatures to a small town in Arizona, ask a 

Forger to accomplish the seemingly impossible, or ask readers to evaluate the relative 
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merits of men and gods, but it is not, at its best, an idyllic remembrance of a time past. 

Fantasy is not a genre that waves a magic wand and ignores any rule it chooses, nor is it 

one that depends on worlds defined by simplistic morality. While it may be either or both 

of those things, when fantasy is at its best, it is a container of experiences and worlds that 

beget memories, of wheres and not whens, that allows readers the freedom to transcend 

the bounds of their actual worlds, bringing with them only what they must, and entering 

realms where anything can be questioned, where nothing may be as it seems, and where 

adventure comes at a great price. For to venture into the realms of fantasy is to allow the 

possibility of leaving forever changed, with memories of worlds better (or worse) than 

your own.
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