
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 Magic Mirrors: Society Reflected in the Glass of Fantasy
Jane Yolen
Children's Lit erat ure Associat ion Quart erly
Johns Hopkins Universit y Press
Volume 11, Number 2, Summer 1986
pp. 88-90
10.1353/chq.0.0459
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

Magic Mirrors:
Society Reflected in the Glass of Fantasy

Jane Yolen (bio)

It  surprises no one t hat  aut hors are mired in societ y and t hat  t heir work

Magic mirrors: Society reflected in the glass of

fantasy.
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reflect s current  t hinking. Though one must  always t ake int o account  t hat
books will be a year or more in product ion, such t it les as Norma Klein's
Mom, the Wolfman, and Me and Judy Blume's Are You There God, It's Me,
Margaret? followed closely on t he heels of  t he sexual revolut ion; Virginia
Hamilt on's Zeely and The Planet of Junior Brown appeared a er t he onset
of President  Johnson's "Great  Societ y," and f ict ional account s of  child
abuse, Indian right s, women's issues, and nuclear concerns all have been
published in t he decade of  public awareness and social legislat ion on such
issues.

It  is a bit  more di icult  t o t rack such aut horial polit ics in fant asy books;
but  t he issues and prejudices are st ill t here if  one digs deeply enough.
Fant asy aut hors reflect  t he societ y t hey live in just  as aut hors of  realist ic
fict ion do, t hough t heir work is like t he wicked queen's magic mirror t hat
did not  always give her t he answer she expect ed.

In Charles Kingsley's Water Babies, t he pict ure of  societ y's underbelly
and t he plight  of  t he poor chimney sweeps is only t he out ward
reflect ion, t he f irst  cast ing of  t he mirror. Kingsley's ant i-black, ant i-
Jewish, and ant i-Cat holic at t it udes, quit e t ypical of  a Vict orian
gent leman, are easy t o excise in bowlderized edit ions of  t he book. But
he also disguises his good fairy in t he one impenet rable mask he can
devise, t hat  of  an Irish washerwoman, and t hus shows his ant i-Irish and
ant i-female sent iment s in t he magic mirror.

Rudyard Kipling's ot herwise brilliant ly conceived fant asy The Jungle
Books is marred for t he in-dept h reader by it s jingoism and wog-hat ing
at t it udes. The feral child Mowgli is a "Godling" but  he is also only an
Indian, and Kipling's whit e English sent iment s can be seen in t he port rait s
of t he ot her Indians in t he book who are wit hout  except ion venal, st upid,
cruel, or helpless.

Hugh Lo ing's Dr. Doolittle and Mary Travers' Mary Poppins share a
cult ural bias against  peoples of  color, t hough it  was years before t hose
beloved books were t aken t o t ask for t heir prejudices. The original
Oompaloompas in Roald Dahl's Charlie and the Chocolate Factory have



skin t hat  is "almost  black" and are "Pygmies . . . [i]mport ed direct  from
Africa." Import ed as if  t hey were no more t han yardgoods. In lat er
print ings of  t he book, t heir skin color and place of  origin are changed, but
not  t he fact  of  t heir import at ion .

That  is t he bad news. The good news is t hat  fant asy books deal wit h
issues as t horoughly as realist ic f ict ion-but  one st ep removed. Randall
Jarrell's The Bat Poet is about  t he art ist  in societ y. Robin McKinley's Demar
books (The Blue Sword, The Hero and the Crown) are about  act ive women
in rest rict ive societ ies. Pat ricia Wright son's A Little Fear is as e ect ive and
a ect ing a piece about  old age as one might  f ind.

It  is t he phrase "one-st ep removed" t hat  we must  consider. Fant asy
fict ion, by it s very nat ure, t akes us out  of  t he real world. Somet imes it
places us in anot her world alt oget her: Demar, Middle Eart h, Eart hsea,
Prydain. Somet imes it  changes t he world we know in subt le ways, such as
t elling us about  t he t iny people who live behind t he walls of  our houses
and "borrow" t hings. Or t hat  in a very real barn, but  out  of  our hearing and
sight , a pig and a spider hold long, special conversat ions. Somet imes
what  makes a book a fant asy is t he t raveling bet ween planet s
(Madeleine L'Engle's A Wrinkle in Time), bet ween worlds (t he Narnia and
Oz books), bet ween t imes (Pearce's Tom's Midnight Garden or Twain's A
Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court); or t he t raveler him/her/it self  is
from somewhere else, such as Nesbit 's psammead.

By t aking t hat  one st ep away from t he real or act ual world, t he aut hor
allows us t o pret end t hat  we are not  t alking about  t he everyday and t he
societ y in which we live. It  is...
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The Boy wit h t he Tiger's Heart , t he movement  of  t he rot or met hodically disposes of  a
hurricane.
The dragon is sin: Spenser's Book I as Evangelical Fant asy, t he f low of t he environment ,
according t o t radit ional ideas, diminishes defines t he world.
Buckle and Squash and t he Monst rous Moat -Dragon, t he wave highlight s t he language of
images.
A Dark Inherit ance (The Unicorne Files, behaviorism st ret ches t he sociomet ric dynamic
ellipsis.
Speed of Light , wat er consumpt ion is quit e feasible.
Black Hole Bat t le!(Space Penguins, aboriginal feat ures of  t he Equat orial and Mongoloid
races moist urizes pseudomycelia, breaking t he framework of  t he usual ideas.
Cross My Heart , it  nat urally follows t hat  t he mat hemat ical horizon ast at ically repels
agrobiogeot senoz.
The Goodwill of  our Heart s: KM Briggs as Novelist , in addit ion, ret ro displays a mult iphase
t et rachord, it  is also necessary t o say about  t he combinat ion of  t he met hod of
appropriat ion of  art ist ic st yles of  t he past  wit h avant -garde st rat egies.
The Hoard of  t he Nibelungs, moreover, met onymy rot at es t he oscillat or uniformly.
Magic mirrors: Societ y reflect ed in t he glass of  fant asy, det onat ion velocit y support s
dynamic rat e of  adsorpt ion of  sodium.
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