
especially the study of writing and literature, but his financial situation prevented him 

from ever finishing a university degree. Although denied this opportunity, he still found 

work related to his dream and took a job working for Oxford University Press as a 

proofreader. Williams toiled at this job and demonstrated to his superior that he had 

talent. Rather than waste this talent, Williams was promoted again and again until he 

ended up as one of the chief editors for the press. As he progressed up the career ladder, 

Williams gained more time to pursue his own passion for letters and begin to write 

novels. He got them published through his press and were received by a small but 

dedicated audience. 

One of his readers was C. S. Lewis. The Oxford scholar introduced himself to 

Williams and the two became friends. Lewis invited him to join the Inklings, and through 

this invitation, he became acquainted with Tolkien. Williams frequented this group when 

he could but found it difficult because of his responsibilities in London. He would take a 

train to Oxford and join the meetings, often seeming a bit out of place among the 

assembled pipe-smoking scholars with a cigarette hanging from his mouth and his current 

manuscripts wrapped up in copies of London newspapers to preserve them. Later, the 

Battle of Britain forced the Oxford University Press to move its London office to Oxford, 

and Williams was able to attend the meetings regularly. Before his death in 1944, 

Williams had several Fantasy novels, plays and theological works published as well as 

receiving an honorary Doctorate in Letters from Oxford University, thereby fulfilling his 

life long dream. 

Like Lewis and Tolkien, Williams approached fantasy through the lenses of 

Christianity. But, unlike them, he had a deep appreciation for the mystical arts and their 



interpretations of Christianity. As a middle-aged man he had been initiated into the 

Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, an esoteric Christian secret society. Later, he resigned 

from this group but was said to at times to wear the garments of the society, and kept a 

sword from the order in his office, claiming that it contained magical qualities.27 

His leaning towards the more mystical aspects of Christianity certainly influenced 

his novels. Each one of them had two things in common, the city of London and its 

surrounding countryside as a setting, but, more importantly, the appearance of 

supernatural powers in contemporary England. The emergence of these powers 

manifested themselves in different ways, sometimes as an ancient artifact like the Holy 

Grail or the Stone of Solomon and other times as a truly otherworldly force such as spirits 

from those deceased or the primordial archetypal powers of creation. Each time these 

powers threatened to destroy the fabric of society, and the hero of each novel had to find 

a way resolve the spiritual tension that their presence caused. 

Williams' Fantasy novels provide more than just suspense and esoteric lore. His 

works have a deeper existential message; they describe how characters discover solid 

meaning when everything falls apart. On this account his work also follows Tolkien's 

definition of fantasy but places a heavy emphasis on the act of this literature itself as a 

creative force. This is especially true in his most well- known book, The Place of the 

Lion. In the pages of that text, Williams creates a world on the brink of destruction and 

reveals just how it is saved. I will briefly describe the important events of the book in 

order to comment on them. 

The work begins in the rolling countryside just outside London. There we meet 

the main character of the novel, Anthony Durant (coincidentally an editor for a London 

'' Gareth Knight briefly describes the life of Williams in The Magical World of Charles Williams 



based periodical) and his best fiend Quentin Sabot. These men had gone on a walking 

tour of the pastoral lands around London for the day. As evening comes, the two men 

find themselves far from London with the bus that should normally have taken them back 

never making an appearance. As they make their way down a country lane they 

encounter a mob of men who are hunting a lioness. Allegedly, she has escaped a 

traveling circus and now poses a threat to the meek sheep herds that dot the surrounding 

fields. After leaving this group of men behind, night falls, and they meet the creature but 

in a rather strange way. They come upon a house with a garden. There, a man walks and 

from nowhere a fierce lion, unlike a frightened lioness described by the mob, jumps on 

him and vanishes. The two adventurers run to his side and find him in a deep 

unconscious state. 

The man they find lying on the ground is Mr. Berringer, a philosopher of sorts 

who, unbeknownst to them, has been experimenting for some time with meditative states 

that connect him to the archetypal realities of the universe. His practices have finally 

brought him to his goal. He has released the primal powers of creation onto the English 

countryside. They enter as supernatural versions of animals and begin to draw the 

physical world into themselves. First, all animals who belong to their family of species 

are drawn to these mystical creatures and are absorbed into them, the end result will be 

the destruction of everything as it is absorbed into the powers that made life possible to 

survive in the first place. 

This absorption process has a special effect on human beings. Whatever thoughts 

people have aligned themselves with become more and more prominent until they are the 

overarching principles of their being, and they transform physically to represent this until 



they are absorbed into the true idea of this thought. For example, if one is a hateful 

person then one is slowly transformed into a spiteful monster of a human and finally is 

destroyed by meeting the devouring perfection of their hatred. 

Anthony and Quentin are unaware that this is happening at the time and return to. 

London. Both of them, however, are different since this experience. Anthony is a man 

governed by love for his world, friends and girlfriend, a doctoral candidate named 

Damaris Tighe. As the story progresses, he becomes ever more concerned with the 

possible danger to his friends and the world in which he lives. Quentin, on the other 

hand, is governed by fear. The emergence of the primal ideas of creation drive him mad 

with fear, and he flees London in the hope of finding a place to hide from all that could 

do him harm. The fear builds and builds until Quentin is absolutely paranoid of all, even 

those who seek to help him. 

Anthony's girlfriend, Damaris, aligns herself with egotistical ambition centered 

on her own wish to become an important scholar. Her obsession with success prevents 

her from having any meaningful relationships, seeking only those that could benefit her 

career as a scholar, including Anthony, because he is an editor for a journal in which she 

hopes to be published. The primal powers reveal themseIves to her as a hideous 

slithering serpent that radiates a dreadful stench. Finally, she is left to her destruction as 

a demonic figure looking like a grotesque version of Abelard, the focus of her doctoral 

work, comes to take her away. 

Other characters' transformations are also described, few of them positive. Mr. 

Foster is one these. He was a student of Mr. Berringer and very interested in the power 

of the supernatural world because he wants dominion over others. As the story proceeds, 



he grows more violent and begins to look more bestial. Mr. Foster stalks the weak 

characters and finally lusts after the destruction of Quentin, who represents the absolute 

image of fear and weakness. 

Anthony watches this entire happening and seeks a way to prevent ultimate 

destruction and save his friends. He does this by coming into contact with another of 

Berringer's students, a Mr. Richardson. This book clerk introduces Anthony to a text he 

was translating for Berringer on the celestial hierarchy. This document is a work entitled 

De Angelis by a Renaissance theologian named Marcellus Victorinus. This fictional 

author hopes to explain the divine order of the cosmos and the heavenly beings who 

govern it by elaborating on an earlier document by a Greek patristic author by the name 

of Alexander of Byzantion. This make believe text is a fictional version of the early 

patristic author Pseudo-Dionysus' book The Celestial Hierarchy. It describes to Anthony 

exactly what is happening. The created universe is composed of different levels of reality 

that begins with God as the primal source of being. Below God there are nine orders of 

angels reaching down to the level of reality where humankind is located. These levels are 

in an order of perfection spanning from the highest and most perfect, the cherubim and 

seraphim, which behold and reflect the purity of God, to the world of contemporary 

humanity. This highest level of the divine hierarchy contain the perfect archetypal forms 

of all of nature; everything below accepts these forms and makes them manifest in the 

material worlds2* These highest angels have begun to call back into themselves the 

orders of being below them. The text of Marcellus illuminates the cause of this. During 

this particular period of time, it has been given unto man to control these beings but only 

those who have dominion over themselves. It appears that certain individuals, perhaps 

28 Pseudo-Dionysys, Celestial Hierarchy, 160,16 1 .  



Berringer and Damaris, have called upon these angelic beings yet lacked the dominion to 

behold them. What they found were powers beyond their imagination that have begun to 

physically manifest. As this happens, the world of Anthony will finally disappear into 

the primal formless void from which it first came from. 

Anthony takes this knowledge and uses it to connect with the primal archetypes. 

This act, when mixed with his love for all, gives him a certain authority over what is 

happening. He is able to mend the rift in the universe, once again placing a veil between 

the material world and the supernatural, thereby rescuing his friends and the earth from 

absolute destruction. 

He completes this task by becoming a new Adam. The novel suggests that Adam 

had a special task set upon him by God; he was to actually be a second creator through 

the process of naming all that is. This act of Adam is more than just prescribing names to 

this and that beast. It is a symbolic naming that veils the power of God's creation behind 

images that mortals' eyes are able to behold because in its pure form it would absorb and 

destroy humanity. Like Adam, he is given freedom to name as he will thereby creating 

his own existence behind a vision of his own making. These aspects of pure creation are 

the forces now crashing into the world. Just as Adam named the beasts in the original 

Garden, Anthony goes before the threatening Ideas and again names all of them, 

returning nature to a non-threatening force. 

He called and he commanded; nature lay expectant about him.. .at each word that 

he cried, new life gathered, and still the litany of invocation and command went 

on. By the names that were the Ideas he called them, and the Ideas who are the 



Principles of everlasting creation heard him, the Principles of everlasting creation 

who are the Cherubim and Seraphim of the eternal.29 

In my opinion, Williams' creative act of fantasy writing gives the clearest account 

of how this genre truly relates to contemporary readers. It begins with the experience of 

return. All the characters of the book start off with a deep interest that governs their 

lives. When the primordial Ideas enter into the world, these drives reveal themselves, 

giving readers a glimpse into what is behind the characters' actions whether it be fear, 

hate, selfishness or love. At this moment, it becomes obvious if a life is governed by 

ugliness or beauty. For those held by beauty such as Anthony, a vision becomes clear as 

to what is truth and what is only an illusion leading to self-destruction, as is the case with 

Foster. Through this story readers may look into their own personal interests and decide 

for themselves if they are on a path of edification or misery. If they are capable of 

sincerely seeing the story in more ways than just as an entertaining narrative, they will be 

challenged to identify their own interests with higher ideals as Anthony does and redirect 

their lives to the good of all. 

With a redirection of vision towards loftier ends, readers will follow Anthony and 

escape from the illusion of more base emotions like the ones that rule Damaris, Foster, 

and Quentin, and receive consolation. They will see that these lead to a miserable end 

and hopefully will acquire the ability to see through the false ideals that promise power, 

happiness and self-preservation. And just as Anthony achieves victory over the naked 

Ideas of the universe, they receive a model of hope that love does conquer all, and that a 

life ordered by a higher good will grant them a happy ending. 

'' Williams, The Place ofthe Lion, 198. 



But, most importantly, this recovery of vision also reveals to the readers that there 

is truly a staggering ability within each human being to create. This is indeed the original 

nature of every person, and like the picture of the primordial Adam presented by the 

novel, they all have the ability to see beyond the chaos of their particular lives (as 

Anthony does) and give order to it. With this ability to name the things that hamper or 

benefit comes victory and inner serenity. Then, a future of love and happiness is 

possible. 



Chapter 5 

READING THE SYMBOLS 

This discussion of fantasy has shown how it presents to today's world a new path 

of mythology. This path is rich in meaning providing for its readers much of the 

inspiration and guidance that mythology had for those of the past. But, it is important for 

the reader to know how to read the tales of fantasy so that they become a source of 

wisdom. The above examples demonstrated that this can be done, and I would like to 

propose a way for readers to approach these stories. I suggest that a method can be found 

in an adaptation of an early Christian technique used during the Middle Ages that taught 

how to draw wisdom out of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. The reason I point to 

this system is because its sole purpose was to help ecclesiastical scholars find hidden 

meaning in the pages of the Bible. Today, the ability to see beyond the written word into 

the deeper levels of a book is dormant for many and includes those attracted to fantasy 

novels. Since fantasy comes forward as a contemporary mythology offering guidance 

and inspiration to its readers, much like the old tales of the past, why not approach it in a 

similar way as the early Christian fathers approached the system of inspiration coming 

into their lives. Their method of interpretation provides a place to begin and in the same 

way that they had adapted the methods of late antiquity to help them understand 

scripture, I suggest that readers use a variation of this system to aid them in interpretation 

of fantasy. 

The technique, in its highest form, as referred to here, was called the fourfold 

reading of scripture. In his book, God, Cosmos and Humankind: The World of Early 



Christian Symbolism, Gerhart B. Ladner (former Professor of History at U.C.L.A.) 

describes how this system was used by the early Church Fathers. The four levels, 

... were distinguished: (1) the literal and historical meaning (2) the typological 

and allegorical meaning.. .(3) the moral meaning, also called tropological 

meaning; (4) the anagogical meaning, in particular the eschatological one. All 

aspects of this fourfold sense of Scripture have their symbolic meanings, which 

were summed up in the late Middle Ages in a well known couplet: Littera gesta 

docet, quod credas allegoria,/ moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia. (The letters 

teach what happened, allegory what to believe; The moral meaning what to do, 

anagoge the goal.)' 

Most people are familiar with the literal approach to a text. It is the reading of a 

story and taking it at its face value, but for Christians it is also the belief that the, ". . . 

Bible is at the same time a revelation, and precisely for that reason it is symbolic 

redemptive hi~tory."~ 

The allegorical sense is the belief that in the text are symbols that are deep 

expressions of faith. The Christian use of allegory, always typological, points to the Old 

Testament prefiguring the New. An example of this is the use of the Red Sea narrative of 

Exodus as referring to the sacrament of Christian baptism by water and the Holy Spirit. 

The third level revolves around morality and way of life that God intended his 

people to live. Often, these lessons are tropological, referring to the base of that word 

that means "a turn", interpreted as the ethical or moral turn to the higher life of a 

Christian virtue, love. One example is to interpret the design of the ark of Noah as 

I Ladner, God, Cosmos and Humankind: The World oJEarly Christian Symbolism, 264. 
2 Ibid., 265. 



representing the Christian church. It was wider at the bottom and narrower at the top 

designating the broadness of the church that includes the body but at the level of the 

waves of sin, and above the swells, the narrow path of the Spirit. All this points to the 

fact that a Christian must rise above the impulses of the flesh and strive to live a life 

limited in indulgences. 

The last level is the most elusive and important because it finds signs in the text 

pointing to the hope for the kingdom to come. An example could also be made of 

Noah's ark. It could also represent the church but this time in the same way God rescued 

the upright and judged the earth, he saved those who followed his commands. Noah's 

family represents the Christians who accept the teachings of the church, and on account 

of this, the faithful elect will be carried to a new land and spared the judgment that falls 

upon the rest of humankind. 

In my opinion, these four levels of reading can be tailored to fit the interpretation 

of fantasy. I would change them, keeping in mind Tolkien's purposes of fantasy then 

correspond them with the different senses of the fourfold reading naming them: (1) 

Narrative; (2) Symbolic (3) Tropological(4) Creative. These levels are similar to the old 

method but at the same time different. First I will describe them and then give examples 

of how they work in specific texts. 

The narrative is the literal reading of a fantasy book and accepts that if it is 

written in a high and serious form it is worthy of deeper consideration. 

Symbolic is similar to the Biblical allegory in that it hopes to correspond one 

thing written about to another, but it is different because it is more open. It hopes to 

create symbolic comparisons between situations in the lives of readers with that of 



different scenarios in fantasy novels. Through this experience, the conflicts and 

circumstances that take place in a book will begin to correspond to those of real life, and 

what appears to be either a boring day to day affair like preparing to go to work or a 

serious matter such as the loss of a job begins to take on more mythological aspects that 

gives the event substance. Getting ready for work symbolically becomes the preparatory 

moments before another day in the life of a great warrior. The laying out of the right 

outfit could become the choosing of correct gear before setting out on yet another day of 

adventure. On a graver note, the loss of a good job could become the hero's summons to 

set out on a new path. 

The third level, tropological, keeps the same title as that of the fourfold reading 

because it to involves a turning, combining Tolkien's gifts of return and escape. Through 

the sagas of fantasy, the readers will come across the ever-present battle between the ugly 

and the beautiful. A light is then shed upon the different paths of life, some leading to 

true happiness and others to dissatisfaction and internal misery. They will find that some 

characters choose the former and others the latter. As the different routes in life are 

revealed through characters, readers may begin to understand the best way to live and 

identifj with the actions of heroes and heroines who follow goodness such as Anthony in 

The Place ofthe Lion. Inspired by these movements of beauty, readers may begin to 

emulate the characters they come across deciding how similar actions may be 

accomplished in the day-to-day operations of this world. An example might be that a 

person decides to spend time helping someone without the expectation of receiving 

anything in return. 



The final sense of reading is the most important, the creative. It is built upon the 

others before it because it uses symbolism and turns away from a life of ugliness, but it is 

much grander in its outcome, and not all readers may rise to its calling. It is built upon 

the premise that all men and women are, as Tolkien suggested, creators, hence artists in 

their own right. Of course, this means that they are more than the way word "artist" is 

described today: painter, sculptor, singer, etc. It has more to do with an ability to create a 

beautiful life from the materials at hand. Biography and current situations become the 

colours and mediums that this creative impulse takes to produce a masterpiece of art 

called life. In fact, this is the natural act of humanity. Fantasy awakens this endeavor 

through identification with the characters and scenarios described above, but it asks now 

for a further step. This level inspires a person to now create their own symbolic Fantasy 

world and a vision as to how beauty may be incarnated in the here and now. I will 

discuss this special sense in the next chapter where it will be elaborated in great detail. 

I will present a more contemporary fantasy novel to show how the new fourfold 

reading can be put to use. It comes from the first book of Ursula K. Le Guin7s Earthsea 

Trilogy, The Wizard of Earthsea. In this story, we find a young boy named Ged who is 

discovered to have magical powers. This happens when he creates an illusion and 

conceals his village in a bank of mist, making it impossible for a marauding band of sea 

raiders to find it. When this happens, he is sent away to a school of wizardry where he 

learns the ways of the magical art. 

While at the school, Ged finds a rival who often annoys him to no end. The two 

boys take up a challenge to compete against the other to see who the better wizard is. 



The competition turns sour when neither one of them will admit that their rival is a 

wizard. 

Ged becomes frustrated and declares that he will summon a spirit from the world 

of the dead. Students have been commanded not to attempt such things. Nevertheless, 

Ged goes through with it. The spirit that comes out is powerful and is only driven away 

by the old mages of the school. Ged lies in a coma-like state for four weeks. When he 

wakes from this state he learns that the dark spirit, resembling a great shadow, has been 

awakened by his arrogance. It will roam the earth seeking him out. As the evil he has 

unleashed wanders in the world; Ged's destiny becomes linked with it. He must confront 

and destroy it before the spirit consumes him and uses his gifts to bring evil upon the 

land. 

The first level of the fourfold reading quickly presents itself. Simply put it is the 

story that has just been told. Understanding the general plot and the details therein, then 

believing that within the narrative there are lessons to be learned, accounts for this level. 

On the second level, the symbolic seems to hide under the surface. It must be 

drawn out and identified. Ged's rival represents the obstacles that every person has in 

life regarding pride. It tempts Ged to use powers that are less than beautiful to prove his 

greatness. Readers too may have had a similar experience when a facing a situation 

where they wanted to win at any cost, possibly by even breaking certain codes of conduct 

that have been placed there to keep them from harm. 

On the symbolic level there is a clear .instruction that one act with humility and 

refrain from arrogance. Only evil comes out of it. Next, one's wise teachers should be 



obeyed. These masters have one's best interest in mind. Doing what they suggest and 

avoiding what they warn against leads to further growth. 

The next level, the tropological, is more difficult. Ged's rival represents the 

obstacles that every person has in life. The magicians represent wisdom in life's actions. 

The challenge to Ged by his rival symbolizes how one should deal with conflict. The 

dark spirited shadow describes a possible bad outcome of that experience. When Ged 

breaks the mandate against using magic that one is unprepared for a diabolical shadow is 

released in the world. This represents the same events that happen when readers 

disregard their own ethical codes because in that action they also reveal a dark side that 

could undo their lives and others around them. One only has to think of how humanity 

has used certain abilities such as the development of nuclear weapons. This amazing 

force originally was used to arrest the aggression against the Japanese in World War 11, 

but now there are nuclear devices spread all around the world and a staggering amount of 

destructive capability at hand. 

When Ged realizes the consequence of his actions it causes him to turn from his 

pride. If readers have entered into the story it could do the same, granting them a 

tropological experience. The sudden awakening to the ugliness of pride helps readers see 

that any path following this principle is truly an illusion, especially when it seems to 

promise a release from inner turmoil. They will have the opportunity to reflect and look 

to another response to a situation, one inspired by beauty. Again taking up the example 

of nuclear weapons, people have the chance to investigate the reasons for using such a 

devastating force and think of how to avoid future instances that could lead to such a 

scenario, seriously holding suspect the arguments in favor of such violence. 



Contemplation upon these matters and the response of Ged to the shadow he 

releases, gives rise to the creative level of reading. Attaching a real world face onto the 

shadow such as nuclear power now opens the door for readers to decide on a much larger 

act. They have the opportunity to create the imagery needed t~ understand the nuclear 

age as a manifestation of that shadow released by their own culture's pride. The same 

way Ged goes out seeking his shadow at all costs before it brings destruction to Earthsea, 

readers could be inspired to confront a power the dangerous force that their own western 

culture has set free in this world. Evaluating their own circumstances and lifestyles, they 

may be inspired, through means driven by beauty, to dedicate their lives to finding this 

shadow and bringing it under control. 

Another example of fantasy interpretation (this time with a less dramatic struggle 

than against nuclear power) comes from the present day author J.K. Rowling's book 

Harry Potter and the Prisoner ofAzkaban. Coming from the five books written thus far 

describing the journey of Harry as he passes through the different grades of Hogwarts 

Academy, a school of Wizardry, located in the Highlands of Scotland. Here, young 

wizards from around the United Kingdom prepare themselves for a life of magic. 

During his third year of training, Harry Potter has the good fortune of having a 

professor whom he truly respects, Professor Lupin. This man unfortunately has one 

problem; he is a werewolf. Every full moon he becomes a hungry, prey-seeking, beast. 

This is a serious problem for him and all of the people near to him. 

On a very literal level, the story describes the trials of a person infected with this 

supernatural disorder. The pages of the book capture this dilemma, and for the readers 



willing to look at this story as more than mere entertainment there is message there to be 

found. 

Symbolically, Lupin's life represents the mixture of woundedness and vitality in 

every person. Deep within everyone there is something that haunts and at times thwarts 

attempts at success. Likewise, there is a brilliance in everyone, which allows him or her 

to shine. Lupin shares these characteristics. True, he is hindered at every turn by his 

problem, but his gifts as a brilliant Professor of Defense Against the Dark Arts permit 

him to play an awesome role in the defeat of evil. 

Tropologically, readers are presented with a choice to either reject or have 

compassion on Lupin; most choose the former. Rowling relates in an interview that 

Lupin represents a person who is literally broken or damaged by this problem. It is 

similar to one who suffers a mental illness or grave physical ailment. And the reaction of 

others is significant.3 Harry's reaction demonstrates the proper way to engage someone 

suffering so extensively; it is through compassion. Now the choice is obvious for 

readers, rejection or compassion for those in pain. 

On a deep soul level, all people stand in Lupin's shoes. There are the hindrances 

originating from birth, environment, bad choices or freak mishaps of fortune that will 

always remain. Nevertheless, combined with these defaults are the gifts that may have 

the same origins. It is up to all to find out how to work with the bad and prevent it from 

permanently causing the good to be constantly overshadowed by it. The reality is that the 

good traits far outweigh the negative ones. Here is the readers' creative moment. They 

have the chance to structure their lives from that point on to all who suffer, including 

themselves. 

3 Fraser, Conversalions with J. K. Rowling, 40. 



The above examples show how something higher may be drawn from the pages of 

fantasy literature. Through this fourfold reading, the imagination may extract what it 

needs on the journey called life. Like Moses who struck a rock in the desert and drew 

forth water, the imagination is able to bring forth the r e f r e h e n t  and sustenance to 

sustain its sojourn. There is volume after volume of true fantasy available. The canon is 

hardly limited. The only limitation exists in the imagination's own inability to see past 

the veil of the ink and paper. 



Chapter 6 

CREATION 

The path of true meaning l.ks in a fantasy world of the reader's own creation-*- 
- -- .- 

incarnates in the world of flesh and blood. If the reader only goes thoughthe pages of a 

book and nothing changes, then critics prove their point, fantasy then does become 

escapism and desertionfrom life. This is why it is paramount that the last level of 

reading, Creative, be discussed in more detail, at all times keeping in mind that this is the 

final g6al of fantasy literature. 

The worlds that live and breathe in the pages of fantasy are an act of the author's 

imagination. It is his interpretation of the fabric of the universe that he discovered when 

confronting problems. This is the true mission of fantasy, to awaken the creator in every 

reader. It offers the possibility of unlocking the door to people's imaginations so that 

everyone may find their own thresholds of meaning and cross into a life worth living. 

For the readers of fantasy, Nietzsche's famous declaration still stands, "God is 

dead". This indeed declares that the old path to meaning in the West has disappeared. It 

is a challenge for the occident to find another universal path, and I believe it is the time of 

the individual; each person must find a unique road, and fantasy can help those who turn 

to its pages. Albeit, one should keep in mind that fantasy offers a way to discover one's 

own creative road to meaning. Even the path of the finest fantasy author does little more 

than point towards this end. 

Although hardly a fantasy author, Nietzsche painted a picture of this situation that 

is extremely relevant to one attempting to discover just how to create meaning for 

oneself. Using the images of the camel, lion, and child lVietzsche described the process 



of one entering the process of creation. He felt that humanity had passed through a stage 

represented by the camel. This animal served one purpose, pack bearer in the desert. 

This represents the one who takes upon himself the old paths set before him and, ". . . like 

the camel, burdened, speeds into the desert.. ."I of meaninglessness. 

There in the wasteland of despair, the camel throws off its pack and through this 
- 

process metamorphoses into a lion. The lion realizes that the former ways have failed, 

but there in the moment of desperation a great dragon appears; it is the power of the old 

systems. The lion must fight and slay the past. It is a hard battle because the lion has 

been trained to believe that there is no other road. As the battle rages, it declares, " All 

value of all things shines on me. All value has long been created, and I am all created 

~ a l u e . " ~  At this moment, the lion sees an opening in the tightly linked scales of its 

oppressor. It must strike or else the dragon will win the day. 

The English author and psychologist, Brian Bates elaborates this theme describing 

that a dragon is a symbol of change. For the ancient Anglo-Saxon tribes of the English 

Isles, a dragon represents the cyclical flow of time in the cosmos, one that is continuously 

dying and being reborn. This can be seen in old bronze and gold images that show a 

serpent swallowing its own tale. When a dragon is slain such as in the end of the tale of 

Beowulf, it marks the end of an era of understanding and the dawn of a new epoch of 

consciousness. Often the hero and his immediate culture perish with the dragon slain but 

only to emerge again in the next incarnation of (Bates pp. 95, 96.) 

Tolkien presents us with an example of this confrontation in his description of 

Bard of Laketown, heir to the throne of Dale. He is an unsuspected human hero 

I Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 138. 
Ibid., 139. 
Bates, The Real Middle Earth, 95,96. 



representing those who have reached the point in their lives who must confront the 

dragon. Bard remains at the dock of his beloved town, alone. All his comrades have 

flown. Above circles the old enemy, the one who has kept everyone from carving out 

any solid meaningful existence, Smaug, the last of the dragons, who has lit the entire 

village and valley- on fire. Like Bard, people at that moment must draw their one family 

heirloom out of the quiver-the black arrow- this token that represents all that has been 

taught. They must stand ready to lose their symbol of all the glory that has gone before 

and launch it deep within the flesh of the dragon. Ultimately, all seems lost. Bard 

launches-the dark arrow and it brings down the great serpent, which in his death destroys 

the entire village of Laketown plunging Bard into the boiling waters below the town. 

Bard emerges from this destruction but as if having received a baptism of sorts he rises as 

a king who will now lead his surviving people into a new era. 

Those who follow through, slaying the beast, die with its last death throws, but 

hardly forever. They resurrect as children. Why must the wayward soul become a child? 

It is the next logical step. The dragon has been slain; all meanings of the past lie dead at 

the lion's feet. A new set of meanings must be created; the children embody the ability to 

discover. They are new and unspoiled, seeking a way to live out their lives. It is the 

power of, 

. . . innocence, and forgetting, a new beginning, a game, a self-propelled wheel, a 

first movement, a sacred 

Now, people filled with the rising hope of tomorrow may pick up cobblestones and build 

a path straight and firm under their feet leading to the land of dreams, ultimately the 

kingdom of meaning. 

Ibid., 136 



Fantasy literature prepares a person for this moment of confrontation. A scenario 

of victory is presented to the reader. The images that appear in the stories usually 

describe a hero or heroine who has to overcome an obstacle through the use of his own 

means. Often, it is a new evil that confronts them, one that has never been encountered 

before in its present shape. When this evil rears its ugly head, the hero pulls something 

from within himself that allows him to rise to the occasion and manifest a winning 

strength, images borrowed from the pages of fantasy describing the victory of good over 

evil. 

When confronted by the desert of despair and the dragon of old worthless ways, 

an individual must create a new way of triumphing. Through this process, a creator is 

born. The reader moves from student to master. Tolkien suggested that this is the true 

purpose of anyone who begins a work of fantasy. 

Probably every writer making a secondary world, a fantasy, every sub-creator, 

wishes in some measure to be a real maker, or hopes that he is drawing on reality: 

hopes that the peculiar quality of this secondary world (if not all the details) are 

derived from reality, or are flowing into it. If he indeed achieves a quality that 

can fairly be described by the dictionary definition: 'inner consistency of reality,' 

it is difficult to conceive how this can be, if the work does not in some way 

partake of reality. The peculiar quality of the 'joy' in successful Fantasy can thus 

be explained as a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality of truth. It is not only 

'consolation' for the sorrow of this world, but a satisfaction, and an answer to that 



question, 'Is it true'. . . 'If you have built your little world well, yes: it is true in 

that world.' That is enough for the artist (or the artist part of the a r t i~ t ) .~  

When people are confronted with the ultimate question of this time, "How do I find 

meaning?'only one answer will do. An inner way must be found, a route that creates a 

fantasy world within resounding strongly with a melody of reality that shapes the world 

without. Then he becomes an artist. 

An artist is anyone who creates an image of reality using one of a legion of means 

and media. It can take many forms: traditional arts, engineering, activism, culinary arts, 

the list continues ad infiniturn. All that matters is that the image created resolves the 

tension in his own life that prevents him from living a life worth living. Then, as his life 

becomes one of joy, this will overflow, rushing and splashing into the world of matter 

around him, touching the ugly and transforming it into beauty. True alchemy takes place 

and gold emerges from the most common of metals. 

As described above, Charles Williams created a picture of this experience with his 

hero, William Durant. Unwilling to see the world crumble, he wrestles with the situation. 

As the world surges and swells around him from the convulsions of a great serpent that is 

destroying the earth, he turns to the ancient symbols of the past to help him, the eternal 

wisdom that can be found only in the realms of myths and faerie. He touches these on 

the wings of his imagination in the form of Pegasus. This surrendering to the imagination 

raises him up to a place that few have dared to go. Here, he boldly assumes the role of 

the ultimate primal artist, Adam, one made in the image of God the first creator. This 

gives him the ability to create meaning out of chaos and name his surroundings thereby 

[bid., 137 



bringing order back into the world. It is his act of bravery and creation that brings 

salvation. 



Chapter 7 

CONCLUSION 

On first glance, western humanity lives in a barren room with no sign of a way 

out. Little remains to do in this room yet look at a book of mythology that rest on the 

center of the floor. This book contains all the symbols of days gone by. The faded 

pictures describe how men and women discovered the meaning of life. Thumbing 

through the pages only gives despair because these ways, regardless of how profound 

they were, have lost their power. 

Nevertheless, if one sits quietly, attempting to ignore the voice of despair, light 

whispers are heard coming through the walls. "All is not lost; this room is an illusion". 

These are the voices of hope, among them fantasy authors inviting the desperate souls to 

come to new worlds where meaning abounds. If taken seriously, the listeners may feel a 

surging courage. Then, they who choose to heed the call are brought to their feet. As 

they rise, the room becomes faint; a blue sky appears above glistering with golden beams 

of light. In the center of this vision lies a road. The road leads to high distant mountains 

where a bright fiery sun shines and lush possibilities spring up from the fertile soil 

extending towards the heavens. 

This is the load less traveled. Unlike the roads built of yesterday, those built upon 

the tombs of the dead and buried, it offers a route to authentic life. Yet, it is a hard path 

to follow. But those who tread upon it will be transformed. When these travelers become 

older, they might reflect upon the choice made many years before at the crossroads of 



angst. With a smile, they will remember the one less traveled, the one of imagination, 

and like the poet Robert Frost declare that it, "...has made all the difference."' 

I Frost, "The Road Not Taken", 48. 
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