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Abstract

This thesis is, and is about, fiction which reworks folkloric narrative using aesthetics and
ethics which react against postmodernism. Part one is a critical essay in which I define a
group of such novels written in the early twenty-first-century as ‘folklore-inflected’, and
examine how they set themselves apart from the postmodernist fairy tale fictions which
came before them. Focusing on A Summer of Drowning by John Burnside, Eowyn Ivey’s
The Snow Child, and Patrick Ness’s The Crane Wife, I show how they turn from irony to
sincerity, from magic to the Todorovian fantastic, and from overt political engagement
to a quieter ethics linked to the sublime and the sacred.

Part two comprises a novel, Depths, which enacts and develops many of the
paradigms described in part one, for example by eschewing postmodern irony in the
narrative style and focusing on characters’ various attempts at authenticity. It retells the
Celtic legend of the kelpie, a shape-shifting water horse which tempts people into
drowning, in present-day Scotland; at the same time it is a story of a disappearance (of
lain — friend, brother, and almost-lover to the protagonists) and an appearance (of
Mary, who cannot remember who she is), and their consequences for the three people
they affect most closely. Following Donall, Dia, and Fay as their lives are infiltrated and
their desires twisted by Mary’s influence, the novel maintains a fantastic hesitation
around the character of Mary, whose increasing manipulation may, or may not, have its

roots in folklore.
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Introduction

Once upon a time, again

Postmodernism in its various iterations — its ‘fragments, hybridity, relativism, play,
parody, pastiche, [its] ironic, sophistical stance’ (Hassan 16) — has been dying, if not
dead, for decades. Josh Toth claims that ‘[t]he deathwatch began [...] as early as the
mid-1980s’ (2), and Linda Hutcheon famously sounded the final death-knell in 2002.
Since then, attempts have been made to name the literature of the twenty-first-century
in terms of its postmodernist heritage. Terms from ‘post-postmodernism’ (Nicoline
Timmer) to ‘late postmodernism’ (Jeremy Green) describe contemporary literature as
working with, rather than against, postmodernism’s legacy. At the same time, there are
those who claim that ‘things really have changed in the twenty-first century’ (Adiseshiah
and Hildyard 2). For them, the continued focus on contemporary fiction’s
postmodernist heritage ‘unhelpfully obscures influences, challenges, and precursors that
are at least as important for current literary practices’ (Vermeulen 14)." Different strands
of fiction today are cither rejecting the inheritance left to it by postmodernism, or
accepting it and seeking to develop aspects of postmodernism further.

At least one strand of literature is doing both. The fairy tale is being reassessed by
contemporary novelists who, while rejecting postmodernist strategies, have accepted the
postmodernist heritage of the fairy tale form. Fairy tales were rewritten by postmodernist
writers in ‘abundance’ (Bacchilega, Postmodern 2) to the point that these writers became
‘the fairy tale generation’ (Benson, ‘Fiction’ 2). From Robert Coover’s Pricksongs and
Descants (1969), through Angela Carter’s iconic 7he Bloody Chamber (1979) and
Margaret Atwood’s Bluebeard’s Egg (1983), to Sara Maitland’s “Wicked Stepmother’s

Lament (1996), ‘fairy tales in the second half of the twentieth century [...] enjoyed an

' Vermeulen is writing here of the influence of ‘a modernist impulse’ (14) on
contemporary fiction, and the need for current criticism to rebalance itself away from the
influence of postmodernism; Adiseshiah and Hildyard, too, see modernism as an influence. This
is also attested to in the many new ‘isms’ being put forward to describe various facets of
contemporary literature and culture, many of which take modernism as their base, among them
Alan Kirby’s digimodernism, Nicholas Bourriaud’s altermodernism, Gilles Lipovetsky’s
hypermodernism, and Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker’s metamodernism.

6



explosive popularity’ (Bacchilega, Postmodern 2). Work by these writers, as well as by
Salman Rushdie, A S Byatt, and others, is postmodernist in its desire simultaneously to
inhabit and to critique old forms; Carter famously claimed that ‘T am all for putting new
wine into old bottles, especially if it makes the old bottles explode’ (‘Notes” 37). For
Bacchilega, these ‘postmodern transformations do not exploit the fairy tale’s magic
simply to make the spell work, but rather to unmake some of its workings’ (Postmodern
23). For a new generation of critics and scholars today, however, these new and exciting
revisions have, partly through the simple process of time passing, become accepted and
expected. ‘[A]s a cluster of ideas and assumptions, postmodern thinking and writing
functions as a “background” or cultural setting’ to contemporary writers” work (Timmer
13); even for those who are attempting to reject some of postmodernism’s claims or
aesthetics, ‘postmodernism always remains present as a premise and a background
against which [contemporary] novels position their attempts to move beyond it’ (Huber
216). As far as fairy tales are concerned, even ‘[c]hildren in the early decades of the
twenty-first century may very well be exposed to Shrek films, DreamWorks™ parodies of
Disney, before viewing what baby boomers would consider fairy-tale “classics™
(Bacchilega, Fairy Tales 12). Because of this, twenty-first-century retellers of fairy tales
such as John Burnside, Patrick Ness, and Eowyn Ivey are writing from a particular
position between past inheritance and present concerns: not only do they use fairy-tale
and folkloric narrative in ways which show that they have learned the lessons of
postmodernism and are therefore, in the most literal sense, post-postmodernists — the
descendants of the fairy-tale generation — but the texts they produce are also firmly of
the twenty-first-century, and exhibit the aesthetics and preoccupations which critics are
beginning to delineate as particular to now.

This is perhaps no surprise. Fairy tales and folkloric narratives are by nature retold;
more than other narrative forms, each version of a tale is both contemporary and
historical. “The fairy tale is unique in [...] being both genuinely embedded in modern
popular culture and related, albeit distantly, to premodern cultures of storytelling’
(Benson, ‘Fiction’ 4); every version is both ‘of now’ and in direct dialogue with other

times and places. Each retelling contains ‘layered critical contestations of earlier



invocations’ (Makinen 161) and so looks backwards to engage with previous iterations
of its tale. At the same time, retellings always tell a story of the specific time of their
production. From the luxuriances of the salons of Madame d’Aulnoy to the
nationalising aims of Calvino, from the bowdlerizing of the Grimms to the sexuality and
violence of Carter, the ‘permutations’ of folkloric narratives ‘have depended and will
continue to depend on human desires, desires which are shaped by varying histories,
ideologies, and material conditions’ (Bacchilega, Postmodern 146). Features are removed
or clided, elements are added or amplified which respond to current concerns, and this
makes these texts a particularly apposite tool with which to study the contemporary.
What Stephen Benson wrote of postmodernist rewritings can be seen as true of works
from other times as well: their ‘contemporaneity [...] can be said to reside in their use
and abuse of the fairy tale’ (‘Fiction” 3). The tale I will tell of the uses and abuses of
folkloric narrative in the Anglo-American fiction of the twenty-first century is firmly
contemporary, but it is also haunted by the work of the postmodernist writers who came
before it.? If ‘the death of postmodernism (like all deaths) can be viewed as a passing, a
giving over of a certain inheritance’ (Toth 2), then part of the inheritance passed on to
recent fiction is an engagement with fairy and folk tales, an engagement which is marked
by a shift away from the preoccupations and aesthetics which marked much
postmodernist fairy-tale fiction and into those which are beginning to be seen as

characterising twenty-first-century fiction.

Generational changes

Part of the inheritance of postmodernist fairy-tale fiction is a sense that perhaps the fairy
tale, like postmodernism, is dying. For Bacchilega, the ubiquity of parodies like Shrek
‘raises the question of whether the magic of fairy tales is over’ (Fairy Tales 12).° Benson,

too, asks, ‘[w]hat if instead of acceding to the maintenance of generic momentum, we

* T have restricted my study to the Anglophone fiction of the UK and North America
because it is primarily here that postmodernist fairy tale fictions came to prominence in the
1970s and 1980s, and it seems fitting to trace the descendents of these fictions in the same area.

7 She goes on to make the case for a continued engagement with a particular kind of
wonder in fairy tale transformations, but her inclusion of the possibility of the end of the fairy
tale is itself telling.



were to entertain the possibility of the fairy-tale tradition as nearing its end? [...] What
sort of fairy-tale fiction would result from a sense of the fairy tale itself as ending, or as
nearing its end?” (‘Late’ 124). One answer to this question is: a kind of fairy-tale fiction
which is moving beyond what has been thought of as the fairy tale itself. While the
European fairy tales popularised by Perrault and the Grimms provided the majority of
the intertexts for the fairy-tale generation, many twenty-first-century novels draw their
intertexts from a broader group of tales. Rather than fairy or folk tales, many work with
related folkloric forms. John Burnside’s novel A Summer of Drowning (2011) retells the
Norwegian legend of the huldra; Amy Sackville’s Orkney (2013) and Margo Lanagan’s
The Brides of Rollrock Island (2012) both rewrite legends about selkies; and Susan
Fletcher’s fishman in The Silver Dark Sea (2012) is also a creature of legend. This is not
to claim that all contemporary novels eschew fairy and folk tales. Eowyn Ivey’s The
Snow Child (2012) is based on the Russian folktale ‘Snegurochka’, mediated through
Arthur Ransome’s English translation, “The Little Daughter of the Snow’. In his novel
The Crane Wife (2013), Patrick Ness fuses the two forms together, mixing Japanese
folktale Tsuru no Ongaeshi with a volcanic legend to create a new tale which he both
tells, in a faux-traditional style, and retells, in the novel’s main London-based plot.
Helen Oyeyemi and Jess Richards also draw upon and mingle a host of folkloric
narratives of various forms as well as folkloric motifs in order to create new stories which
glance at rather than retell older tales.* All of these writers pick and choose motifs,
characters, and tales, mixing them not only with each other but with conventions from
the European novel and its various genres. As Bacchilega has said, ‘the authority of the

canonized Perrault-Grimms-Disney triad is still at stake in the re-creation of fairy tales,

“ There are also a large number of contemporary novels based on myths, from various
traditions, including Norse (A S Byatt’s Ragnarok (2011), Klas Ostergren’s The Hurricane Party
(2007), Joanna Harris’s 7he Gospel of Loki (2014)) and Celtic (Lisa Tuttle’s novels). The Greek
myths are particularly popular — Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad (2005) and Ali Smith’s Gir/
Meets Boy (2007) are just two examples — and there are numerous retellings of Christian myths
and Biblical narrative. These are often, like Philip Pullman’s 7he Good Man Jesus and the
Scoundrel Christ (2010), Naomi Alderman’s 7he Liar’s Gospel (2012), and Colm Téibin’s 7he
Testament of Mary (2012), from a demythologising perspective. While these are fruitful texts to
study in a twenty-first-century context, texts reworking mythologies, with their links to religious
belief and practice, do not descend as directly from fairy-tale fiction as those which work with
folktale and legend, and I will not be working with them here.

9



but it is no longer #he central pretext for their adaptations in literature, film, or other
media’ (Fairy Tales 27). While an interest in reworking folkloric narrative remains
strong, contemporary fairy-tale fiction has broadened its horizons; the descendants of
the fairy-tale generation have travelled away from their birthplace in the European fairy
tale to set up home in various other, related forms. These contemporary novelists are
writing what I will call ‘folklore-inflected’ fiction. This fiction is interested in the
narratives, motifs, and concerns of folkloric stories, but may not be wedded to retelling a
single tale or tale-type in the same way as much postmodernist fairy-tale fiction has
been. They also differ from their postmodernist forebears in other, related ways, which I
will explore: in their relationship with the magic of the folklore they invoke; in their
levels of political engagement; and in their turn away from irony.

Almost all postmodernist fairy-tale retellings contain significant elements of
magic, to the point that many of them, by Salman Rushdie and Angela Carter in
particular but also by Robert Coover, Sarah Maitland, and Margaret Atwood, ‘have been
classified as magic realist narratives’ (K. Smith 52). I take this much-debated term in its
simplest, formal meaning, as described by Amaryll Chanady: ‘[i]n magical realism, the
supernatural is not presented as problematic’ (Chanady 23).” She defines this against the
fantastic, in which there is a lasting uncertainty as to the nature of the events in the text
— what Todorov called a hesitation between magic and rationalism. Critics like Wendy
B. Faris would incorporate such hesitation into magical realism, creating a more
inclusive definition for it — one in which the magic ‘does not brutally shock but neither
does it melt away’ (Faris 8), and which ‘takes account of [the] strange combination of
acceptance and scepticism that characterises the reader’s experience in magical realism’
(Faris 20). However, the distinction between the fantastic and magical realism, or what

Todorov would in a more formalist way call the marvellous, is important, because it

> Many critics, notably Theo D’Haen, would argue that magical realism is a non-Western
form or genre and cannot be expressed in post-Enlightenment Western literature — D’Haen, in
fact, sees the Western expression of a magical realist impulse as more properly belonging to the
fantastic. There are others, such as Wendy B. Faris who I mention below, who would expand
their definition of magical realism to include not only texts produced in Europe and North
America, but those which create a fantastic hesitation as well. For reasons of brevity I cannot
explore these debates further; I mention magical realism only to move away from it and the
postmodernist fairy tale fictions with which it is often associated.
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provides one of the points of divergence between postmodernist fairy-tale fiction and
contemporary folklore-inflected fiction. In the former, supernatural events such as
Saleem’s extraordinary sense of smell in Midnight’s Children and the many marvels in
Angela Carter’s work are presented as simply part of the world of the text; here,
‘supernatural events provoke no particular reaction either in the characters or the
implicit reader’ (Todorov 54). In contrast, uncertainty over the ontological status of
characters described as potentially folkloric in twenty-first-century texts such as Eowyn
Ivey’s The Snow Child and Patrick Ness’s The Crane Wife provides the main thrust of
the central plot. In these novels, as I will demonstrate in chapter one below, the folkloric
magic is problematised, and the text can be seen to remain hesitant about its status.

Along with this hesitancy about magic, recent folklore-inflected fiction turns away
from the fairy-tale generation in quietening its political stance. Many postmodernist
writers wrote works which, while celebrating the magic of fairy tales, disenchanted and
deconstructed the extant narratives of race, gender, class, and nationality which they saw
in the world around them and often in the tales themselves. While this is not a necessary
condition of postmodern fairy tales — they can be ‘both affirmative and questioning,
without necessarily being recuperative or politically subversive’ (Bacchilega, Postmodern
22) — it is a ubiquitous one. Andrew Teverson, writing about Salman Rushdie, has said
that: ‘Rushdie, like many authors in a generation profoundly influenced by the work of
Roland Barthes, reutilizes fairy tales in order to contest the models of social and cultural
identity that such narratives have, in their canonical forms, reinforced” (Teverson 48).¢
In a similar vein, Sharon R. Wilson describes Margaret Atwood’s specific aims and
strategies:

As a postmodern writer, Atwood revisions her works’ fairy-tale intertexts
by using techniques such as building scenes on fairy-tale images, moving
females from object to subject, displacing the truth of traditional
narratives, making marginalized subtexts central, and reversing intertexts’
norms or ideologies. (Wilson 115)

The majority of these characteristics are based in subversion and emancipatory politics,

¢ 1 take his term ‘canonical’ to mean those versions of tales which are most commonly
known and referenced, largely from ‘the canonized Perrault-Grimms-Disney triad” to which
Bacchilega refers (Fairy Tales 27).
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and Wilson links these attributes directly to the postmodernism of Atwood’s work.
Alongside Rushdie and their other contemporaries Atwood is what Angela Carter
famously described as ‘in the demythologizing business’ (‘Notes” 38). This has been seen
as important work, ideologically, but a generation later this approach has lost some of its
potency. In twenty-first-century folklore-inflected fiction this demythologizing is a
much less pervasive presence, and works by Burnside, Ivey, Ness, and Amy Sackville all
eschew explicitly demythologizing tactics. As ‘political agendas seem to have largely
receded into the background’, though, many critics have warned that there is now a risk
of texts becoming ‘tacitly or knowingly complicit’ with the structures of power that
much postmodernist fiction saw as its duty to deconstruct (Huber 253). While I believe
these fears to be largely unfounded, their expression marks a shift in emphasis from
socio-political engagement to what I will call a quieter political stance. This quietening
is a reorientation which pulls political concerns away from the foreground of the
narrative, and I will examine it in detail in chapter two.

These changes — from fairy tale to folklore, from the marvellous to the fantastic,
and from demythologizing to a lessened, or quieter, political engagement — do not
involve the same level of critique as many postmodernist works. The novels which
contain them have not set themselves up against existing narratives in a stance of
rebellion, as many postmodernist fictions were seen to do; they are not shocking or
outrageous. Instead, they seem to be written by what David Foster Wallace famously
called:

some weird bunch of anti-rebels [...]. Who treat old untrendy human
troubles in US life with reverence and conviction. Who eschew self-
consciousness and fatigue. These anti-rebels would be outdated, of
course, before they even started. Too sincere. Clearly repressed.

Backward, quaint, naive, anachronistic. (Wallace 192-3)

Outdated or anachronistic as it may seem, sincerity and authenticity are firmly
established as traits of contemporary literature; these ideas inform the work of Thab
Hassan, Wolfgang Funk, Irmtraud Huber, and others. David Rudrum and Nicholas
Stavris describe a rise in ‘the importance of sincerity and authenticity over postmodern
irony, of faith and spirituality over postmodern scepticism’ (xxiii) as a key shift in

orientation for recent critics. Huber describes an ‘authenticity and sincerity’ which ‘is
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predicated on its own individual contingency’ (27) as being an important aspect of
contemporary literature. Clearly:

[sJuch a replacement of capitalised Truth with individualised
authenticity is quite paradoxically in keeping with postmodernism’s
agenda of fragmentation [...]. At the same time, the attempt is to recover
a confidence in the ultimate possibility of meaningful inter-subjective
communication based on a notion of referentiality that has been
ostracised by postmodernist thought. (Huber 27-8)

This, then, is a sincerity which has taken account of the concerns pointed out by
postmodernism and is now making ‘a decisive move beyond postmodernist disillusion’
(Huber 28); it is a sincerity aware of its own susceptibility to irony and ridicule, and
aware of the possibility that it could be read in more than one way. Wallace claimed that
rather than run the risk of being too shocking, [tJhe new rebels might be artists willing
to risk the yawn, the rolled eyes [...]. To risk accusations of sentimentality, melodrama.
Credulity’ (192-3). This risk is staged in relation to folklore and art in several
contemporary folklore-inflected novels. In A Summer of Drowning, the narrator, Liv,
knows that ‘the people in town will say I am just as crazy as that old man who lost his
mind’ and started telling folkloric tales as if they were true (Burnside, Summer 7). She
runs the risk of ‘accusations of melodrama’ because she believes in the folklore; one of
The Crane Wife's protagonists, George, runs the same risk when asked to respond to the
stranger Kumiko’s artwork: ““They’re...” Her face [...] was so beautiful and kind and
somehow looking right back at George that to hell with it, in he went, “They’re like
looking at a piece of my soul” (Ness 72). George cannot simply be sincere in his
appreciation of her work. Because he knows she might laugh at him, he has to pause, to
gather himself before he takes that risk — but, like Liv in A Summer of Drowning, he does
it anyway. The novels run the same risks as their characters, by daring to stage questions
of sincerity, and literary critics, too, show themselves aware of scepticism as a possible
response to their arguments claiming sincerity and authenticity as key facets of twenty-
first-century writing. While Nicoline Timmer sees in contemporary literature a desire
for ‘something “more real” (dare we say “authentic™?)’ (328), she has to doubly bracket
off this desire, first in quotation marks and then in parentheses; Huber makes a similar

gesture when she describes ‘a return to some sort of “real™ (28). Literature and its
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criticism are both turning towards sincerity and authenticity, but they are doing so in a
way which has taken account of the scepticism of postmodernism and attempts not to

ignore it but to move through it; to move past it, but not to pass it by.

I set out these distinctions in the use of the supernatural, in political engagement, and in
sincerity not in order to claim that twenty-first-century folklore-inflected fiction has
made a complete and decisive break with postmodernist fairy-tale fiction. Instead, I
would describe this current thread of fiction engaged with folklore as rising in
prominence while another subsides, in a way akin to Jameson’s description of
periodization. He writes that:

[r]adical breaks between periods do not generally involve complete
changes of content but rather the restructuring of a certain number of
clements already given: features that in an earlier period or system were
subordinate now become dominant, and features that had been
dominant now become secondary. (Jameson 123)

Formerly dominant features like a marvellous use of magic in folkloric narrative, an
ironic stance, and a demythologizing aim have not disappeared. Several writers of the
fairy-tale generation are still producing work which, like Margaret Atwood’s 7he
Penelopiad and Robert Coover’s Stepmother (2004), continues all three of these
attributes, and other writers are following in their footsteps. This is particularly true of
Carter’s demythologizing project: Jeanette Winterson creates narratives which show the
stories people believe in to be bogus; Susan Fletcher’s 7he Silver Dark Sea and Elisabeth
Gifford’s Secrets of the Sea House (2013) also, in different ways, disenchant the folklore
they invoke. Rather than simply following these more closely-related descendents of
postmodernist fairy tale rewriters into the new millennium, however, I will explore the
fairy-tale generation’s more rebellious (or anti-rebellious) inheritors. Like children
rebelling against their parents, they exhibit the characteristics of their own generation,
but in ways which are directly informed by the family to which they belong. In this way,
rather than a complete break from postmodernism, the folklore-inflected fictions of the
twenty-first century ‘can be more easily understood as both continuous and
discontinuous with their predecessors’ (Toth 17). In studying these fictions, I am

examining not only an important strand of twenty-first-century literature, but an as yet

14



relatively understudied aspect of the legacy of postmodernism.
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Chapter 1
The fantastic hesitation: ‘like a mirage, close and distant, real and

unreal’

Todorov in the twenty-first century

Folklore-inflected fictions published in the last few years have not yet received much
academic response, but the existing criticism of them in reviews is already pointing to
the dual nature of many of these novels.” Describing Patrick Ness’s novel, one reviewer
writes that ‘[wlhile 7he Crane Wife never dives headlong into the supernatural, there is a
spell that Ness is casting here’ (M. Jackson). Such hesitation about the book’s magic is
also found in reviews of A Summer of Drowning, which is described as ‘haunted by the
border between what we know and what we dream of’; ‘[t]here are moments when
Burnside pulls us into territory that hovers dangerously near the supernatural, but he
does it so adeptly that we can only gasp at the vision before us, and then watch it recede’
(Patterson). In The Snow Child, too, reviewers have seen a duality: ‘Eowyn Ivey keeps a
delicate balance between fantasy and realism’ (Feay); her work is ‘magical yet brutally
realistic’ (Holt), and ‘[t]he final truth [...] stays a mystery’ (Tucker). What these
reviewers point to as a ‘balance’ between magic and realism can be best understood as a
fantastic hesitation in the Todorovian sense.

It is worth developing the definition of the fantastic further in order to examine
how it functions in more detail, and to expand on its relationship to different forms of
folklore. For Chanady, fantastic texts are those in which ‘two distinct levels of reality are
represented. One is our everyday world, ruled by laws of reason and convention, and the
other is the supernatural, or that which is inexplicable according to our logic’ (5). While
‘our logic’ may, depending on the individual or culture encompassed by ‘our’, include
elements of the supernatural, in the folklore-inflected novels of the twenty-first-century

there is a clear division set up between rationalism on the one side and magic on the

7 John Burnside’s work is the exception to this, and I will engage with some of the criticism of his
novels later on. Cristina Bacchilega has pointed out a need for more extensive work to be done on e
Snow Child (Fairy Tales 196), and this call is beginning to be answered by, for example, Carina Hart. At
the time of writing only my own work has touched on The Crane Wife.
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other. It was Todorov who most fully defined and examined this kind of division; in his
formulation the fantastic was set between the adjacent genres, as he called them, of
rationalism and magic. These he called the marvellous, where magic is an accepted part
of the text’s created world, and the uncanny, where the text’s world runs on the
principles of rationalism, and where any apparently supernatural event could be
explained as the result of a dream, hallucination, or trick.® He characterised the fantastic
as a hesitation between the marvellous and the uncanny, a lasting uncertainty as to the
nature of the events in the text:

[t]he fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty. Once we choose
one answer or the other, we leave the fantastic for a neighbouring genre,
the uncanny or the marvelous /sic/. The fantastic is that hesitation
experienced by a person who knows only the laws of nature, confronting
an apparently supernatural event. (Todorov 25)

Todorov saw the fantastic as a borderline dividing these ‘neighbouring genres’,
represented by the following diagram:

uncanny | fantastic-uncanny | fantastic-marvelous |[marvelous (44)
Here, the fantastic is represented only by the line between the fantastic-uncanny and the
fantastic-marvellous, but Neil Cornwell expands Todorov’s diagram into a larger and
more illuminating spectrum:

non- uncanny | fantastic | pure fantastic

.. realism ] .
fiction realism | uncanny | fantastic | marvellous

marvellous | mythology (39)
This sliding scale across which tale tellers and retellers can move seems the most
appropriate way of thinking about the folklore-inflected fiction of the twenty-first
century, as the use of magic in a folklore-inflected text depends in part on the type of
folklore with which it chooses to engage. As Todorov has pointed out, ‘[w]e generally
link the genre of the marvellous to that of the fairy tale’ (54). As ‘the “classic” fairy tale is
a literary appropriation of the older folk tale’ (Bacchilega, Postmodern 3, original
empbhasis), the folk and fairy tale share many formal features, including their attitude to

magic. Max Liithi described the folk tale as being set in a one-dimensional world in

which things and people are represented without depth and described in an abstract

¥ Critics have long debated whether the fantastic is a genre (as Todorov describes it) or a
mode (the term first put forward by Rosemary Jackson, and since taken on by many others). I
will follow critical consensus in referring to it as a mode.
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style; crucially, this is also a world in which ‘the numinous’ — the supernatural — ‘excites

neither fear nor curiosity’ (Liithi 7). By contrast, in legends, ‘side by side with the world

of the everyday reality there exists an “other” world whose spirit is clearly distinct” (Liithi
4). Jason Marc Harris makes a similar distinction:

(tlhe fairy tale (mdirchen), wonder tale, or one of the “Tales of Magic”
(according to Stith Thompson’s terminology) [...] tends towards fantasy.
The fairy tale is a sustained presentation of this secondary world; a
reader, once immersed in this medium, ‘experiences no more fantastic
reversals.” The folk legend (sage) is closer to the fantastic, since the
everyday world clashes with the numinous one. (22, original emphasis)

In reworking specific forms of folklore into novels, writers have different relationships
with the supernatural to negotiate: the fairy tales reworked by postmodernist writers
developed into marvellous literary fiction, and as contemporary writers move away from
the fairy tale into forms like the legend, they are also eschewing the marvellous in favour
of the fantastic. Of course, not all recent retellings are of legends, and therefore not all
folklore-inflected novels fall into the category of the ‘pure fantastic’, or sit on Todorov’s
borderline; some lie closely on either side of it. Sackville’s Orkney and Cecilia Ekbick’s
Wolf Winter (2014) both maintain the undecideability of the fantastic hesitation until
the denouement, when Wolf Winter, based on a folk tale, moves into the marvellous and
Orkney, based on a mixture of legends, retreats to the uncanny; even novels more
securely situated at each end of the spectrum, like Susan Fletcher’s fully
demythologizing Silver Dark Sea and Lisa Tuttle’s marvellous-fantasy novel 7he
Mjysteries (2005), rely on the fantastic hesitation for narrative tension.

Beyond this, though, are novels like Burnside’s A Summer of Drowning and Ivey’s
The Snow Child, which never confirm whether the events they describe belong in the
rational or the magical world. Even if these instances of a ‘pure fantastic’ are few,
contemporary folklore-inflected fiction can be seen to have moved along the sliding scale
set out by Cornwell away from the marvellous favoured by many postmodernists and
towards, and in many cases into, the fantastic. This is not a local trend within fiction
working with folklore; it is part of a return to realism or neo-realism, or what Eaglestone
has called ‘a whole cultural turn towards the idea of reality’ (18). Robert Rebein uses the

term ‘dirty realism’. For him:
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contemporary realist writers have absorbed postmodernism’s most lasting
contributions and gone on to forge a new realism that is more or less
traditional in its handling of character, reportorial in its depiction of
milieu and time, but is at the same time self-conscious about language
and the limits of mimesis. (Rebein 20)

Josh Toth sees emerging alongside this neo-realism something quite different: ‘rather
than just new “realisms”, then, what we see [...] are narrative forms that renew the
realist faith in mimesis while simultaneously deferring and frustrating that faith via the
irony and stylistics of a now past, or passed, postmodernism’ (132-3). Whether the
texture of that writing is ‘more or less traditional’ or makes use of the ‘irony and
stylistics’ of postmodernism, it is clear that a reassessment of the role realism has to play
in contemporary literary practice is under way. Although the use of the folkloric
supernatural in contemporary folklore-inflected fiction does not allow it to be described
fully as realism or mimesis, a move away from the marvellous of postmodernist fairy-tale
retellings and fowards realism along Cornwell’s spectrum would leave it in the realm of
the fantastic. It may seem anachronistic to ally texts which are overtly concerned with
magic and folklore with a turn to realism, but, as Adiseshiah and Hildyard point out,
the ‘complication and problematisation of realism is most obviously apparent in the
presence of the unseen that haunts many of the novels’ of the twenty-first century (2). It
makes sense, too, for a larger shift to be felt in smaller groups of texts: for Hassan,
‘literary realism, though it may not suffice, remains indispensable; its discontents spill
into, indeed inform, other genres’ (24). By moving towards realism and into the
fantastic, contemporary writers working with folklore show in their different ways how
the inheritance of postmodernism can meet the concerns of the twenty-first century. In
order to explore the specific ways in which this contemporary fantastic can be created I
will focus on Burnside’s A Summer of Drowning and Ivey’s The Snow Child. Even
though the two novelists work with different folkloric intertexts, they both create ‘pure’
or borderline fantastic hesitations by offering both a realist and a supernatural reading of

the worlds in which they set their stories.

Fantastic settings

The world each writer creates is based firmly in a precise location — the Norwegian
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island of Kvaleya in A Summer of Drowning, and the frontier territory of 1920s Alaska in
The Snow Child — and are described in realist terms. When Burnside’s narrator describes
a journey across her island, she says:

We went out to the end of the earth today. It isn’t far, just a short drive
to the far side of Kvalgya, then over the bridge and the causeway, out to
the furthest point on Hillesay, where we always find krdkebolle, half-
smashed on the rocks, powder green and white, or touched with pale
blush pink. (Summer 240-1, original emphasis)

This visual, colourful description of local wildlife is touristic: the italicised Norwegian
word for sea urchin, krikebolle, and the directions given in the preceding lines imply a
reader who knows neither the language nor how to move through the landscape. While
this is in fact how one would travel from Kvalgya to Hillesoy, it is the description’s
realism, not its reality, which is important. The initial whimsy of calling the place ‘the
end of the earth’ is punctured by the mundane directions. The visual details are also in
keeping with realist description, and are something Ivey makes use of in 7he Snow
Child, too, although Ivey’s realism is not in the same touristic vein. Mabel documents
the local plant life in quasi-scientific terms in the letters she sends back to her family,
describing ‘wild roses, simple with five pink petals and prickly stems; geraniums, their
thin petals lavender with deeper purple veins’ (Ivey 366) and many more. These letters,
as well as the drawings Mabel includes, are considered to be ‘the frontier equivalent of
an Italian master studying human anatomy’ (Ivey 259); she is creating a true depiction
of something no-one from her culture has ever seen before. By tapping in to this old-
fashioned scientific language, with its empirical claims, Ivey underlines the realism of her
setting. With their touristic and frontier-scientific descriptions, both novels keep their
settings realist; at the same time, they make the places strange. This is primarily a
function of the narrative perspective: in A Summer of Drowning, even though the
narrator Liv has lived on Kvalgya all her life, and considers it one of ‘the real places, the
home places’ (Summer 22), Burnside is able to emphasise the sense that ‘[e]verything is
strange here’ (Summer 57) by directing his narrator’s story at foreigners, at people
unfamiliar with her home. She describes summer as: ‘[t]rue summer, not just white
nights, the months of snow, then thaw, then snow again, finally over’ (Summer 17).

Rather than simply referring to the season, she clarifies what summer means to her, to
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someone from there, and sets this against the idea she knows foreigners have of
Northern Europe, the white nights. She is constantly aware of the outside impression of
the landscape she inhabits, noting that the tourists were ‘surprised by how warm it could
get, up here in the frozen north. They would come with sweaters and thermal socks
expecting a cold, austere land — and they were disappointed’ (Summer 105). There is a
sense of explanation here, of Liv trying to correct an impression, but it is an impression
she has first set up, so she can challenge it. While Liv may scorn the tourists’ reading of
her landscape, it is a perspective which persists in the text, allowing Kvaloya to be
constructed as strange, even by a local narrator.

In The Snow Child, Ivey achieves the same effect by inserting foreign focalising
characters into her landscape. Jack and Mabel arrive from Pennsylvania having been
‘warned’ that ‘the Territory of Alaska was for lost men and unsavory women, that there
would be no place for [them] in the wilderness’ (Ivey 35). The town they find in Alaska
is remote, too: ‘[black home, Alpine wouldn’t have been called a town at all. It was
nothing more than a few dusty, false-fronted buildings perched between the train tracks
and the Wolverine River’ (Ivey 16). The comparison with ‘back home’ is one of many,
creating distance between the characters and their landscape. The remoteness of the
place is also clear: Alpine is the couple’s nearest settlement, a two-hour ride on
horseback from their homestead, which is totally isolated. For Mabel it is ‘raw, austere’
(Ivey 35), like the tourists’ view of Kvalayaj; for Jack, it is ‘lean and wild and indifferent
to a man’s struggle’ (Ivey 63). This wildness, comparable to Burnside’s ‘northern
wilderness’ (Summer 34), provokes awe and terror in Jack and Mabel, as they are trying
to live off the land; for Liv and her mother, though, the remoteness is a blessing. Liv
describes how her mother moved from Oslo to this island because it was ‘far away from
everything she knew’, and was full of ‘what, at the time, must have looked like remote,
empty places’ (Summer 21). While Liv maintains the distance between local and not —
her mother, ‘at the time’ (Summer 21), was an incomer — she also emphasises her
landscape’s sparseness.

Despite each writer’s realism, then, their creation of remote, strange, wild settings

distances both the focalising characters and the implied reader from the place. This
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creates a gap in knowledge, a space for a form of the marvellous which is not explicitly
magical; this gap becomes the fantastic hesitation once the possibility of magic is
introduced. This possibility is itself thrown up by the setting: both Alaska and Kvaloya
are closely associated with the unreal through folklore, madness, and dreams, which are
created by the extreme fluctuations in daylight in the far north.” As Liv explains in 4
Summer of Drowning: ‘[t]here are people who cannot take living this far north, because
of the long winter darkness, and there are others who cannot bear the endless, mind-
stopping white nights of insomnia and wild imaginings’ (Summer 17). The darkness and
the light each bring dreams and madness, in both of the novels. While it is the long days
of the eponymous summer of drowning which breed madness and an uncertainty about
what is real and what is a dream or ‘wild imagining’ in Burnside’s novel, in 7he Snow
Child the same effect is created by the long nights. Esther warns Jack and Mabel that:

The winters are long, and sometimes it starts to get to you. Around here,
they call it cabin fever. [...] [Y]our mind starts playing tricks on you. [...]
You start seeing things you're afraid of...or things you’ve always wished
for. (Ivey 80)

While each writer creates uncertainty about what can be considered real in their strange,
remote, northern wilderness, the links which join madness and dreams, folklore and the

natural world, differ in each novel.

The Snow Child

In The Snow Child the fantastic is created largely through Ivey’s two main focalising
characters’ opposing beliefs about the eponymous snow child, Faina. For Mabel, the
novel’s main folkloric intertext provides the key to this child. Mabel is the one who

knows the story ‘Sneguorchka’, in which the child is not only made of snow, but needs

? Northern wildernesses, particularly in Scotland and Scandinavia, are common settings
for folklore-inflected fiction. As well as A Summer of Drowning, Cecilia Ekback makes use of
Scandinavia: Wolf Winter revolves around Blackdsen Mountain, in Swedish Lappland, said to
have housed spirits for generations. The Scottish mainland has housed the devil (in Burnside’s
The Devil’s Footprints (2008)) and witches (in Susan Fletcher’s Corrag (2010)), but its islands
and the seas around them are where the folklore is most prolific. Amy Sackville makes use of the
selkies in the seas around Orkney in her novel of that name; Susan Fletcher’s fishman in 7he
Silver Dark Sea, and Jess Richards’ folklore-inspired characters in Snake Ropes (2012), all inhabit
imagined islands and their seas.
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it to be covering the ground in order to stay with her adoptive parents. In the novel
Faina does indeed come and go with the seasons, and even her name is linked to the
landscape: it means ‘the color on the snow when the sun turns’ (Ivey 256). Her name is
liminal, balanced on the change of light at dusk; it is also, like Faina herself, closely
associated with the snow. Her eyes are ‘rimmed in frost’ (Ivey 161) and she is ‘cool to
the touch’ (Ivey 223); indoors, where it is warm, she ‘seem[s] to wilt in her chair’ (Ivey
223) until Mabel cools her with snow brought in from outside. Snow never seems to
melt on her skin: Mabel watches as ‘[a] single snowflake lit upon her bare skin. [...]
There in the child’s hand. A single snowflake, luminous and translucent. A sharp-edged
miracle’ (Ivey 160-1). The possibility that the girl simply regulates heat differently is
challenged by the ‘miracle’ of the single snowflake, which should not be able to remain
frozen in a human hand. The folklore gives context to this ‘miracle’, and encourages a
marvellous reading of Faina, but it never fully cancels out the uncanny reading, in which
Faina is just a normal child. The other main focalising character, Jack, is not as
interested in folklore, nor as ready to believe in it as Mabel, but he, too, reaches for
folklore in response to what he cannot understand:

[Jack] had always scoffed at the superstitious and mystical. Alone in the
depths of the wilderness, however, in the fading winter light, he had
discovered in himself an animal-like fear [...] Disturbing thoughts
whirled through his brain, stories [...] about forest hags and men who
turned into bears. (Ivey 95)

Jack reaches for folklore in response to the landscape, but the wilderness comes first and
the folklore follows. He sets himself up as a rational person, then experiences the place,
its wild strangeness and its darkness, and reaches for folklore to explain it. Jack’s
relationship with Faina works in the same way: to him she is ‘a wild creature’, who
‘knew this land by heart’ (Ivey 67), and she is therefore associated with Jack’s fear of the
landscape: ‘[i]t wasn’t the girl that frightened him as much as the strange world of snow
and rock and hushed trees that she navigated with ease’ (Ivey 95). By associating the
child with the potentially marvellous setting, Jack sees her as fantastic as well:

There was something otherworldly in her manners and appearance, her
frosty lashes and cool blue stare, the way she materialized out of the
forest. In ways she was clearly just a little girl, with her small frame and

rare, stifled giggles, but in others she seemed composed and wise, as if she
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moved through the world with knowledge beyond anything Jack had
encountered. (Ivey 105)

Her doubleness is what makes her fantastic: she is at once a real girl and a strange, snow-
bound creature. However, it is her familiarity with the landscape and the strangeness of
her local knowledge which lends her her magic, not, in Jack’s narrative, her association
with folklore. Even when Jack refuses to read Faina as folkloric, she remains fantastic:
‘Jack wasn’t one to believe in fairy-tale maidens made of snow. Yet Faina was
extraordinary. Vast mountain ranges and unending wilderness, sky and ice. You couldn’t
hold her too close or know her mind’ (Ivey 242). Faina is a cipher for the landscape
itself, and Jack and Mabel’s quest to tame the child runs along similar lines to their
desperate need to understand the landscape enough to make a living from it; both the
child and the place are described as partly unknowable by Mabel and Jack. I will explore
this unknowability further in the next chapter; for now it is enough to note that it
creates a gap which Ivey’s realism cannot fill, and creates the possibility of a magical or
marvellous explanation. At the same time, the possibility of an uncanny or rational
explanation for the events in the novel is retained, and folklore is occasionally used in
the service of this alternative. Chasing Faina through the woods, Jack wonders:

What did he expect to find? A fairy-tale beast that holds young girls
captive in a mountain cave? A cackling witch? Or nothing at all, no
child, no tracks, no door, only insanity bared in the untouched snow?

(Ivey 97)
Here the character envisages two distinct possibilities: folkloric magic (although not
from Ransome’s tale), and madness. Mabel, too, worries about the ‘dark winter’s
madness’ (Ivey 138). Rather than lending magic to the landscape, this possibility of
madness lends weight to the realism of the text. It implies that the fantastic hesitation —
the possibility of a magical child made of snow — can be explained away in rational
terms: Jack and Mabel’s longing for a child has driven them mad, and they have merely
imagined Faina in the dark wilderness of Alaska. This link to the natural world is again
crucial. It is in darkness that they dream, Jack of ‘children [who] ran soft-footed through
the trees’ (Ivey 51) and Mabel of ‘[s]nowflakes and naked babies’ (Ivey 89); the dreams
themselves are seen as products of the landscape, because they ‘fell and melted like

snowflakes’ (Ivey 51). It is in the darkness of the long, northern winter that the
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possibility of madness is strongest: when ‘[d]arkness settled around the cabin [...] Mabel
glanced out the window occasionally with the thought that she might see the child, but
there was only her own reflection’ (Ivey 81). Like in the window, Faina’s presence in the
text could be simply a reflection of Mabel’s longing for a child.

Ivey sets up a duality between marvellous magic given space in the snowy
landscape, and uncanny madness left unchecked in the wilderness. It is not this duality
itself which creates the fantastic, as a kind of average between the marvellous and the
uncanny; instead it is the movement between them, across the borderline of the
fantastic, which prevents the hesitation from being resolved. Ivey creates this movement
through the use of more than one focalising character, and the shifts of belief they each
undergo over the course of the novel. Jack is at first unsure of Faina’s reality: he sees her
through unreliable eyes when he is ‘groggy with sleep’ (Ivey 49). He then tracks her
through the woods to discover the truth, and thinks that she moves ‘like a fairy’ (Ivey
95), so quickly that ‘she had become a phantom, a silent blur’ (Ivey 96). Her knowledge
of the landscape, the fact that there could be a non-magical explanation for her fast, deft
movement through it, is quashed beneath these marvellous descriptions. From Jack’s
perspective, though, the switch from belief in something ‘otherworldly’ and potentially
magical to full disbelief comes when he finds Faina’s real father, dead from drink in the
snow. He later refers to this scene as the fact which prevents him from believing in
Faina’s magic, but even within this supposedly realist scene there are elements of the
marvellous. As Jack watches Faina throw snow over her father’s grave, he notices that
‘[i]t was more snow than a child could possibly hold in her arms’ (Ivey 115); the
folkloric association between Faina and the snow remains. While Jack moves from belief
to disbelief without fully removing the possibility of the fantastic, Mabel moves in the
other direction. She thinks the girl Jack has seen in the woods ‘must have wandered
away from somebody’s cabin’ (Ivey 56), and worries about a real girl out in the snow.
However:

She had sought reasonable explanations. She asked Esther about children
who lived nearby. She urged Jack to inquire in town. But she had also
taken note of those first boot prints in the snow — they began at the
vanished snow child and ran from there into the woods. No tracks came

into the yard. (Ivey 90)
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Mabel comes to accept the folkloric, marvellous interpretation of Faina’s existence, using
the footprints as a kind of evidence for her belief. These shifts continue through the
novel, with each chapter focalising a different character; because of these constant shifts,
not only within each character’s perspective but between the two, the reader is left with
no stable source from which to glean whether Faina is real or not. The fantastic
hesitation is created here through an oscillation between the marvellous possibility that
these characters are living in a folkloric landscape where magic really does exist, and the
realist possibility that the potential magic in the landscape and in Faina is simply the

result of madness, or darkness-created dreams.

A Summer of Drowning

In Burnside’s novel the fantastic is created differently. Rather than moving between
different ways of seeing the world which are discrete and separate, thereby creating
uncertainty in the reader, A4 Summer of Drowning contains these different perspectives
within a single narrative point of view which is itself uncertain. Despite this difference in
construction, Burnside’s novel contains many of the same associations as Ivey’s. Dreams
and madness are again associated with the natural world, and are used to erode the
possibility of the supernatural. As Liv’s mother describes to a visitor: ‘[tJhe winters are
long [...] And the summers are sleepless. Everybody goes a little crazy from time to
time’ (Summer 96). Even the narrator is afflicted by a kind of madness, but it is not the
madness of ‘secing things’, as one section of the novel is titled. Hers is a clinical
madness, a temporary insanity which is the resu/t of witnessing what she believes to be a
supernatural event, not its cause. This is linked directly to the novel’s main folkloric
intertext, the huldra legend — where a creature in the shape of a woman seduces men
into drowning — but after Liv sees the creature which may or may not be this huldra, she
records her symptoms almost medically: ‘T ran a high fever that night, and [Mother]
couldn’t get me to eat. I was shivering, and I couldn’t talk for a long time, but I did
drink’ (Summer 318). This episode is referred to as a ‘madness’ (Burnside 319), a
‘breakdown’ or a ‘crisis (Summer 320), and also as an ‘illness’ (Summer 318): all terms

for mental illness. This can be read as a rational explanation of the strange creature Liv
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saw in the woods: it did not exist, because Liv was crazy, perhaps because of the white
nights of the far northern summer. But there is another interpretation, which Burnside
gestures towards. In this reading, there really is ‘a gap — a dark, clean tear — in the fabric
of the world’ (Summer 321): reality is not what we think it is, and it does contain magic,
but being forced to recognise this is such a profound shock that Liv’s brain cannot take
it, and temporarily shuts down. Even in its use of madness, then, A Summer of Drowning
maintains a fantastic hesitation between the rational and the magical. The real risk, for
Liv, is not being mad but seeming mad: she worries that ‘if I tried to talk about what I
did see, the people in the town would think I was crazy, just like Kyrre Opdahl’
(Summer 6, original emphasis). Kyrre is her neighbour and the island’s storyteller, who
tells Liv and the reader the story of the huldra in the first place. Already the constellation
of nature, folklore, madness, and dream is clear: unlike 7he Snow Child, A Summer of
Drowning does not separate them out. In Ivey’s novel the fantastic is created through a
triangulation of realism, madness, and dream, opposed to the natural world and the
folktale; here, in A Summer of Drowning, the fantastic is created within each one of these
facets.

The clearest example of this comes at the disappearance of Martin Crosbie. Liv
thinks that his presumed drowning might have been ‘a trick my mind had played on me’
(Summer 270) — a kind of madness — or ‘a leftover from one of Kyrre’s old tales’
(Summer 270) — a folkloric form of magic. She also, along with her mother, thinks that
perhaps it was caused by the dreamlike quality of the midnight sun: ‘In the morning, I
would wake and, like Alice, I would see that it was all nothing more than a curious
dream’ (Summer 270). She was, perhaps, ‘confused by the light and the unreality of it
all’ (Summer 271). The time of year destabilises Liv’s sense of reality; despite this, we are
told categorically that ‘[i]t wasn’t a dream’ (Summer 270), that this event really
happened. Liv’s final summary of this episode rejects the possibilities of madness and
dreams, linking the disappearance instead to folklore and nature: it was ‘a story that was
neither a murder, not a suicide, but a natural event, like a rainstorm, or a bird
migration’ (Summer 271). Like these natural occurrences, legends such as that of the

huldra are here linked inextricably to the landscape: not only are they stories which are
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local to Norway and particularly its coastlines, they are also consistently linked to the
idea of the natural world, to the physical geography of the place. We are told that ‘[t]he
old stories persist in the wood of the boathouses and the ferry docks™ (Summer 22); the
place itself is impregnated with folklore. Liv, too, feels that it is ‘the stories, that, more
than anything else, bind me so closely to this place’ (Summer 69). Kyrre, the storyteller,
is ‘part and parcel of the island’ (Summer 28), ‘part of nature’ (Summer 92), and he
seems to Liv to be not just an old man, but ‘old like the carved rocks in Mother’s
garden, old like the weather, or the tides’ (Summer 92). While the folkloric stories and
their teller add their air of unreality to the place-specific uncertainty provoked by the
white nights, Burnside is not creating a magical world to set against a realist one here.
Instead, he describes a conception of nature which refutes that separation: nature is itself
fantastic, containing both the magical and the rational, and refusing to choose between
them.

In A Summer of Drowning, then, the folklore is tied to the land, and it is the
folklore which gives the land its fantastic hesitation. Describing a stretch of coastline she
has named the ‘end of the earth’, Liv tells us that she chose this name because she was
‘thinking partly of a real place and partly of the true remoteness in some old fairy story’
(Summer 241). This landscape is fantastic in the Todorovian sense — on the borderline
between the magical and the real — but here, as we saw above, the fantastic includes the
folkloric. For Ivey, though, the fantastic exists before the folklore; the Alaskan wilderness
has a kind of magic of its own, which comes from the wilderness of the place rather than
a specific tale or legend: ‘[i]t was the river’s source — a glacier cradled between white
mountains. From so many miles away, the craggy peaks seemed to waver in the sunlight
like a mirage, close and distant, real and unreal” (Ivey 326). This ‘waver’ is not folkloric,
but it is fantastic; it is, in fact, the same word Lynette Hunter has used to describe how
the real and the marvellous relate to each other in fantastic narrative (128). Ivey’s novel
oscillates between the real and the unreal, constantly crossing the fantastic borderline
Todorov described, as her folktale intertext lends itself to a less constant use of the
fantastic, while Burnside’s novel statically inhabits the hesitation, as a result of the

legend from which he takes his plot: his world is real and unreal at the same time.
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Each novel’s fantastic landscape, though, is inclusive. The Alaskan peaks and the
Norwegian coast are both real and unreal — their two truths overlap, and each is given
equal weight. These doubled truths, resulting from Burnside and Ivey’s use of the
fantastic, are paradoxically akin to what Huber has described as post-postmodern
realism. This is ‘a realism of defiance that knows its truth claims to be contestable but
nevertheless does not eschew them’ (Huber 26). For Huber, such realism has absorbed
the lessons of postmodernism, specifically its distrust of truth claims which assert any
kind of universality, with the result that, in twenty-first-century fiction, any claims to
truth or reality made by a return to realism are fleeting and contingent. This is in part
due to the success of postmodernism’s critique of grand narratives: for writers like
Burnside and Ivey, as well as for Huber, it is no longer important to foreground the idea
that truth is contingent, because this idea has become simply part of the background
against which they are working. They have not reneged on this postmodern premise, but
have instead accepted it. They have learned the lessons of postmodernism and are now
attempting to answer the question: where do we go from here? Part of the answer to this
question involves a move towards realism, which for Burnside and Ivey means writing in
the fantastic mode: here, while any version of reality they set out is temporary and
contingent, they do not need to shy away from setting out these realities in the first

place.
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Chapter 2

After demythologizing: ‘the passive stance of enrapturement’

Political disengagement

Another part of the answer to the question of where fiction goes from here involves a
reassessment of the overt and often radical political engagement of much postmodernist
fiction. This explicit political critique is a significant part of the ‘cultural setting’ in
which contemporary writers are working today, and the comparative lack of it in recent
fiction — what Huber calls a ‘withdrawal from socio-political issues’ (253) — has caused
some critical consternation. Huber describes recent novels that ‘[i]n their rejection of
subversion, [...] are reconciliatory rather than oppositional, reconstructive rather than
revolutionary’ (254). Brooks and Toth, too, mark this withdrawal. They see it as a
potentially dangerous development, warning that ‘we must be wary of reactionary and
conservative blindness, of irresponsible rejections of critical and theoretical doubt, of
nostalgic returns to unchecked idealism’ (Brooks and Toth 11).

It is certainly possible to counter this note of caution by pointing to the folklore-
inflected novels which are, in fact, engaged in a similar kind of demythologizing as their
postmodernist forebears, and to draw a line of continuity from the fairy-tale generation
to contemporary work, particularly by those same fairy-tale generation writers. Margaret
Atwood’s Penelopiad, for example, retells the Odyssey from the point of view of patient
Penelope, speaking in her own voice from the afterlife; Atwood also places particular
emphasis on the twelve women who fraternised with Penelope’s suitors, at her
instruction, and who Odysseus and Telemachus killed for what they saw as sexual
treachery. Like Carter, Byatt, and others, Atwood here seeks to reinscribe women into a

story which had traditionally marginalised them, in part by giving them voice in her
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