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ABSTRACT 

Lord Dunsany (1878-1957) creates non-realistic 

''worlds" in which he examines some of the forces 

influencing his epoch, the early twentieth century. In his 

alternative, fantasy worlds, he reacts to modern society. 

His reaction is a conscious escape, but it is also a means 

of confronting squarely the evils--loneliness, repression, 

war--Dunsany perceived in his own world. The result in 

Dunsany's prose works are idyllic pastoral landscapes, but 

scenes of brutal killing and fear also occur. With such 

diverse approaches to fantasy and "reality," Dunsany's 

range of topics is wide and consequently his works are 

difficult to categorise. This thesis considers two 

important devices Dunsany uses to create fantastic 

worlds--the border and the dream. The approach to Dunsany 

is partly biographical--a search for and suggestion of what 

it was in Dunsany's life that caused, influenced and is 

reflected in his prose fantasies. A loosely 

psychoanalytical method is employed to aid in the 

consideration of themes in Dunsany's life and work, and 

some theories of fantasy are put forward to frame the 

discussion of Dunsany's works in terms of a real 

world/other world opposition. 
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Chapter One 

Memories 

Edward John Moreton Drax Plunkett was born in 1878 

near Regent's Park in London, England. The Plunketts claim 

to be of Danish origin and to have settled in Ireland, 

becoming linked by marriage to Ireland's Anglo-Norman 

rulers. The Plunketts' ancestral home is Castle Dunsany, 

a Norman castle thirty-three kilometres northwest of 

Dublin, built in 1190. Christopher Plunkett was made a 

noble in 1439 and the inheritors of the castle have since 

carried the title Lord Dunsany (Amory, 8-9). The Lord 

Dunsany who is the subject of this thesis is the eighteenth 

Baron Dunsany, hereafter called Dunsany and pronounced, as 

he wrote in a letter, "Dun sa' nv, with the accent on the 

second syllable which is pronounced as §.2.Y, the first 

syllable rhyming with gun" (Bierstadt, 159). 

This chapter will be a sketch of Dunsany's life 

focusing on those aspects of his life which influenced his 

writing. This thesis will examine Dunsany's prose works as 

works of the fantasy genre; some time also will be devoted 

to a suggestion of the psychological implications Dunsany's 
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works have for his own life, fantasy being as much an 

escape from as it is a way of confronting reality. The 

focus will be on selected representative prose works since 

space does not permit a discussion of all of Dunsany's 

poems, plays and essays. I wish to study the delicate 

balance of autobiographical and imaginary elements in 

ounsany's prose fantasy and, although those elements are 

present in his drama and poetry, nowhere are they in such 

harmony as in his prose. 

What Dunsany did not find in the world he added to it, 

choosing to create a milieu which he controlled and 

enjoyed. In that milieu he faces modern social, political 

and religious issues. Dunsany's writing often borders on 

the satirical but he always presents his ideas as 

speculation, as fantasy. But for the absence of ch . idren 

in them, Dunsany's stories might be read as children's 

stories--fairy tales, fantasies, creation myths, moral 

tales. As with children's tales, one finds deeper and 

darker suggestions by probing the meaning of Dunsany's 

works. Suggestions of the reality Dunsany perceived waits 

for apprehension beneath Dunsany's prolific and poetic 

prose. Fear, sexuality, violence, and wish-fulfillment are 

each presented in Dunsany's works along with other human 

impulses which usually do n o t find articulation in the 
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world Dunsany lived in. 

Dunsany's physical, social .and intellectual 

environments shaped his creative life. His early childhood 

years were spent living in differ e nt houses in London and 

Kent, one of which was his mother's house, Dunstall Priory. 

One of his earliest memories is of a visit, while on 

holiday from Cheam school, to his grandfather's "Irish 

place, Dunsany Castle" (Dunsany, Patches of Sunlight, 29). 

The effect of these two places on Dunsany and his writing 

was great; he was able to feel at home in different 

environments and this adaptability made him comfortable in 

imaginary worlds as well. He was not happy with his strict 

and narrow British schooling whether at Cheam, at a 

"crammer's" or at Eton College, preferring to release his 

energy in his passionate love for the county of Kent and 

the bog of Meath. Mark Amory, Dunsany's biographer, points 

out that a series of Dunsany's, Punishments in Another 

World, begins with Solitude, Criticism, Darkness and 

Homesickness, "the evils he dreaded as a boy" (Amory, 43). 

These "evils" suggest Dunsany's pain at being away from 

home, but there is also some evidence that Dunsany's home 

life caused him unhappiness. 

In the first of his three autobiographical volumes 

Dunsany, speculating on the or i gins of his tale "The Shop 
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in Goby Street," writes that "bricks without straw are more 

easily made than imagination without memories, though the 

memories lie so deep that they may be unconscious" 

(Dunsany, Patches of Sunlight, 18). Hints of Dunsany's 

memories come through in his writing, although neither his 

autobiographies nor his works of fiction provide the 

material to allow deep probing of Dunsany's psychosexual 

identity. 

Whatever it was that hurt Dunsany specifically he only 

hints at when he makes reference at all: $Chool was 

lonely, his schoolmasters harsh and the schoolyear long. 

Amory suggests there is more in Dunsany's emotional 

development to make him seek imaginary worlds than his 

experience of school alone. His mother was "beautiful but 

also lonely and neurotic" (Amory, 17); his father, 

distant. Amory reasonably suggests that some tension 

between father and son resulted from the fact that when 

Dunsany's grandfather died, all but the Castle was left to 

our Dunsany, the father being effectively bypassed. 

Father-son tension is made manifest in many of Dunsany's 

works. Dunsany's relationship with his only brother was 

marked by strong competition and personality conflict and 

as adults the two rarely spoke at all. Given this 

conflict, Dunsany lived most of his years as an only child 
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and most of his central characters fight their battles or 

endure their experiences alone. 

It would be simplistic to make too direct a connection 

between Dunsany's experiences and his works, though a 

general correlation seems to hold true. Dunsany himself 

points out that "the hard red bricks that make houses were 

once soft clay; and, just as surely, the faery scenes of a 

fantastic poem were gathered once from earth" (Dunsany, 

Patches of Sunlight, 50). Fantasy, in its dual function of 

mirroring reality and offering possibilities outside of 

reality, is an ideal means for Dunsany to face his own life 

while vicariously living others. 

Hunting, the Irish bog, Kipling's poems and William 

Morris's "Earthly Paradise" were inspiration for writing, 

and Dunsany was soundly educated in the Bible, the classics 

and English literature through to his own period. 

Dunsany's own poems were secrets he kept mainly to himself, 

however, judging that they would not be appreciated by his 

masters. Sensitive and lonely, Dunsany put into his 

writing the harmony he perceived in the natural world but 

not in human nature. As one of Dunsany's most admiring 

followers, H. P. Lovecraft, wrote, "no amount of mere 

description can convey more than a fraction of Lord 

Dunsany's pervasive charm" (Lovecraft, 408). Dunsany's 



Pashk a 6 

prose is eloquent ye t paratactic, if occasionally 

over-ambitious. The adventures of gods a nd heroes related 

in a Biblical style give the sense that Dunsany is at once 

c rea t ing something wholly new and recreating something 

fami 1 iar. 

Soon after leaving school Dunsany joined the army and 

fought in Africa in the Boer War. It was the first of four 

wars he would see in his lifetime (the others are the two 

World Wars and the Irish civil war). Following his service 

in Africa Dunsany returned to a happy life of shooting 

parties and politics. He met and, in 1904, married, Lady 

Beatrice Villiers to whom he showed some of his writing. 

She was supportive and sensible and the Dunsanys embarked 

on a partnership with Beatrice occasionally playing the 

role of the mother Dunsany's mother never was: Beatrice 

encouraged h im, took dictation of his works from him and 

calmed him when he, as happened increasingly as he aged, 

became depressed or enraged at the modern world. The 

Dunsanys had one son, Randal, born in 1906. 

The only words written about Dunsany's sexual self are 

Amory's and they tell us little: "She [Beatrice] knew 

nothing of sex, he scarcely more; it was never important 

to t hem" (Amory, 33-4). Whether this is true or not , 

Dunsany's works s ugges t that he either knew little of women 
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or did no t consider them fit subjects for writing. Women 

figure very rarely in Dunsany's works, and when they do 

they are usually fairies, princesses or old women. No 

Venuses grace the pages of Dunsany's stories; hence, 

sexuality is never celebrated in the works. It is only 

vaguely suggested in sensual battle scenes which may 

represent a release of repressed sexual desires or a 

delight in the forbidden. Blood, for example, is described 

often, suggesting either a representaion of Dunsany's war 

memories or possibly a revelling in the taboo menstrual 

condition. 

Dunsany's male-centred world of boys' schools and 

mens' wars is reflected in his works, in which all but one 

of the central characters is male. Lirazel's position of 

importance is indicated in the title The King of Elfland's 

Daughter; she is made secondary, the daughter of the king. 

Although she i.§_ the subject of the novel, she is given the 

status of an object as her father and her husband both 

struggle to keep her. The curse of the Wise Woman is not 

as much about the wise woman as it is about Charles. 

Male-female couples figure occasionally in Dunsany's works, 

but the relationships are described as spiritual 

companionships or friendships. In Dunsany's life this 

seems to hold true as well, with Beatrice acting as a 
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friend and business partner on the long road of often 

yearly publications. 

Among Dunsany's first published prose works are his 

collections of short tales The Gods of Pegana (1905), Time 

and the Gods (1906), The Sword of Welleran (1908), 

Dreamer's Tales (1910) and the Book of Wonder (1912). The 

topics of these tales range from the actions of gods, epic 

adventures of heroic knights to stories of magic in exotic 

lands. Dunsany wrote quickly and steadily in the years 

following his marriage and before World War One. He wrote 

short plays and some poems; the plays were read on radio 

and published. Always eccentric, Dunsany wrote in crayon, 

pencil or in ink with a quill pen, the quills often plucked 

from geese he had shot himself (Amory, 47). 

Early in his literary career he began a partnership 

with the illustrator Sidney Sime. The relationship was 

successful, being founded on mutual admiration and respect. 

Often Dunsany's works were the inspiration for Sime's 

pictures but the reverse is true as well; all of the tales 

of The Book of Wonder were inspired by Sime's pictures 

(Dunsany, Patches of Sunlight, 165). Dunsany writes of 

Sime, "I do not know anyone now living who can bring such 

scenes of wonder down upon paper with lamp-black and India 

ink" (Dunsany, Patches o f Sunlight, 111 - 12). Sime was the 
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only illustrator of Du nsany ' s books in Dunsany's lifetime 

(although there have been several since), bringing t o 

Dunsany' s tales the sinister and windswept or regal and 

paradisal landscapes they required. 

In those years before the war, Dunsany had a brief 

career in English politics, which he seemed to enjoy more 

for the opportunity for public speaking it gave him than 

for any other reason. His career in oratory never quite 

finished; he loved to joke, argue and talk and the last 

years of his life were spent lecturing in _the United 

States. 

The World Wars seem to mark the stages in Dunsany's 

artistic de v elopment; his early, simple writing lasts 

until the World War One; between the wars most of the 

works which are now considered his best were written, and 

after the Second World War he repeated and refined his 

major themes and techniques. Before World War One 

Dunsany's tales were making stylistic and thematic 

progress. His earliest collection, The Gods of Pegana, 

strongly emphasises romantic language and the evocation of 

atmosphere to the detriment of plot, but in just a few 

years Dunsany was using more conci se language and taking 

the time to structure his tale s . Along with this 

progression came a movement away from totally fantastic 
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tales towards those in which realistic and non- realisti c 

elements mingle. Of the s tory "The Whirlpool" from The 

Sword of Welleran he writes 

This was almost the last tale I wrote as though I 

were an inhabitant of an entirely different 

planet; more time went by during which I wrote 

nothing, and then one night I suddenly wrote a 

story in which all the characters were human 

(Dunsany, Patches of Sunlight, 133). 

Perhaps the development was "sudden," perhaps Dunsany was 

feeling emotionally secure and had no need to move quite so 

far from reality. 

The war years were difficult ones but they had a 

positive effect on Dunsany and his writing. Along with 

depressing Dunsany and depriving him of many of his friends 

(the Dunsanys kept a scrapbook filled with the photographs 

and names of friends killed in the war), the war helped him 

to define and redefine many of his opinions and themes. 

The collection 51 Tales (1915) most strongly evidences 

this, bringing forward Dunsany's deeply-held biases against 

machinery and progress, his poetic cursing of Death and 

Time and his hope for the triumph of beauty and life 

despite the ravaging forces opposing them. In this 

collection Dunsany reminds one of a displaced Romantic, 
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saddened, frightened and angered by the speed with which 

modernity was creeping into Victorian sense and 

sensibility. 

Many of the seeds of what was to come in Dunsany's 

novels are contained in 51 Tales. These short tales, some 

anecdotal, some parabolic, almost all criticise the "silly 

civilisation'' (Dunsany, 51 Tales, 27) which is modern 

society. Themes contrasting rural and urban life, nature 

and machinery, run through the collection and reappear in 

almost all of Dunsany's thirteen novels. 

Following the war came the great success of Dunsany's 

plays. Dunsany had frolicked for some time on the edge of 

the Irish Literary Renaissance circle which revolved around 

Yeats, but he never fully broke the barriers--largely 

political--which separated him from his literary 

countrymen. Nevertheless, visitors to the Castle included 

A.E. (George Russell), Gogarty, Kipling, George Moore, 

Shaw, Wells and Yeats, demonstrating that Dunsany was by no 

means a socioliterary outcast. In the Irish unrest 

developing during and following the war, Dunsany's views 

were strongly Unionist while many of his Irish 

fellow-artists were staunchly in favour of Home Rule. 

Dunsany's plays were acted in the Abbey Theatre, however, 

and Yeat s was for some years a friendly supporter of 
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Dunsany's writing. Dunsany' s plays were also staged in 

many other countries including England, China, France and 

Russia during his lifetime. 

The years following the Easter 1916 Rebellion were 

dangerous ones in Ireland and when, in 1922, civil war 

broke out, the Dunsanys bought a house in London. It was 

during one escape to London after the height of the 

troubles that Dunsany began The King of Elfland's Daughter, 

the first of thirteen novels he would publish, eight of 

which were written between the wars; in the following 

chapters three will be discussed in some detail: The King 

of Elfland's Daughter (1924), The Blessing of Pan (1927) 

and The Curse of the Wise Woman (1933). The King of 

Elfland's Daughter is one of Dunsany's few heroic fantasy 

novels; it is about a marriage which brings together Earth 

and Elfland. The Blessing of Pan comes a little closer to 

home; Amory suggests it may be an unconscious portrait of 

Dunsany and Beatrice (Amory, 210). It is the story of a 

town which, taken over by the spirit of Pan, eventually 

reverts to paganism. The Curse of the Wise Woman is 

Du nsa ny's first novel set in Ireland and it is strongly 

autobiographical. It was written in three and a half 

months (Amory, 232) but clearly had been swirling around in 

Dunsany's head for some time. He writes of the night he 
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ret urne d to the Castle after losing an e lection in England: 

I saw e no ugh of those Irish bogs that seem to 

roll away endlessly, to equip my mind with as 

much of their pools and their heather as an Irish 

novel could need, though it was twenty-seven 

years before I began to write one (Dunsany, 

Patches of Sunlight, 130 - 1). 

In this novel the fantastic world is Tir-nan-Og, Gaelic for 

"land of youth," and it is set up as a pleasing alternative 

to reality. 

These three novels, all from what I consider Dunsany's 

"middle period," seem to progress towards autobiography and 

may in fact mark stages in Dunsany's own psychological 

development as · he comes to terms with his Anglo-Irish 

heritage. In 1937, at the request of his publishers, tlY 

Ireland was published. In it Dunsany speaks fondly of 

Ireland, the Irish and Irish custom. The next year he had 

published his first autobiographical volume Patches of 

Sunlight, which chronicles what he chooses to tell of his 

life and work until he was fifty. While the Sirens Slept 

(1944) and The Sirens Wake (1945) fill in part of the 

remaining thirty years. 

The mid 1930s were Dunsany's dog days. Always a 

champion of the canine, Dunsany now put dogs in many of his 
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works--he calls them his "poodle stories" (Dunsany, The 

Sirens Wake, 8)--inc luding My Talks with Dean Spanley and 

Rory and Bran. In the former a dog becomes a person 

through reincarnation and in the latter one character is a 

dog. Dunsany's progressive disillusionment with humankind 

may be reflected in his choice of subjects for these works. 

In 1939 came a novel, The story of Mona Sheely, 

inspired by Dunsany's daughter-in-law Vera Bryce. This is 

Dunsany's only work with a female central character, and 

she is thought to be a fairy. The years during and 

following World War Two saw many of Dunsany's poems 

published (many were about the war) and the majority of his 

Jorkens tales; the latter are tales of fantastic events 

recounted by Dunsany's whiskey-loving narrator Jorkens. 

The Jorkens tales seem to mark another step closer to 

autobiographical stories. Dunsany writes that Jorkens "was 

entirely imaginary, a man with sufficient flaws in his 

character to mitigate or cancel the pomposity that I felt 

must attach to writing of one's travels in the first 

person" (Dunsany,The Sirens Wake, 5), a reasonable 

indication that Dunsany used his writing to describe his 

personal adventures. In one respect Jorkens is strikingly 

unlike Dunsany: the strongest drink Dunsany took was tea, 

alth ou gh in many stories Dunsany describes the effects of 
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whiskey, wine or hashish, "blaming" these substances for 

fantastic vis ions. 

The Dunsanys spent the years during and following the 

Second World War travelling, often in squalid and dangerous 

conditions. In 1939 Dunsany was made an Honorary Doctor of 

Letters by Dublin University, giving him the recognition in 

Ireland that he had already enjoyed in many other parts of 

the world. In 1940 he took the Byron Chair in English 

Literature in Athens. In 1941 he was offered the Chair of 

English at the University of Istanbul, but circumstances of 

the war prevented the Dunsanys from reaching Istanbul from 

Greece. Guerrilla, a propagandistic war novel, came out of 

Dunsany's experiences in Greece. It is one of Dunsany's 

few works of non-fantastic fiction, highly romantic and 

popular at the time. 

Although he intended to settle down "to grow old" 

(Dunsany, The Sirens Wake, 127) in Ireland after his return 

there from Greece, Dunsany subsequently travelled to 

America several times (he had been to Algeria, Africa, 

Egypt and India on other occasions). He made many trips in 

his last years in America, alone or with Beatrice, staying 

o n more than one occasion with Hazel Littlefield Smith who 

subsequently wrote Lord Dunsany: King of Dreams (1959) in 

praise o f Dunsany. Frank Harris wrote an impression of 
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Dunsany as he was in 1911 and a s he might be remembered: 

a sympathetic appearance, very tall, over six 

feet, very slight with a boyish face ... with 

power in the strong chin and long jaw. The nose 

too slightly beaked--a suggestion of the Roman or 

aristocratic type, but combined with the 

sensitive lips and thoughtful eyes of a poet; 

the manner and voice too were reassuring. He was 

more courteous, amiable, than an Englishman ever 

is, with a · boyish frankness and joy in praise and 

superb Celtic blue eyes that were reflective and 

roguish, piercing or caressing--all in a 

minute--speed was there and strength and joy in 

living (Amory, 80). 

Lord Dunsany died in a Dublin nursing home on October 

25, 1957, following an operation on his appendix, and was 

buried at Kent according to his wishes, "so as . to share 

with every one of my neighbours whatever may be coming, 

when dead, as I shared it through the summer of 1940, when 

alive" (Amory, 282). Dunsany did see more of life than 

most people, living nearly eighty years, travelling the 

world and seeing two World Wars. He attempted to give to 

the world what he did not find in it, writing once of 

Africa that he found that country suffi c iently exotic that 
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it was unnece ssary for him to write fantasy and crea te 

world s o f hi s o wn: 

I wrote nothing in these days, for I had no need 

to: the great forests through which man had not 

as yet made any path of his own, the leap of the 

Guaso Nyero over its precipice and the entrancing 

view of the bearded trees below one and far above 

one's head, the voice of the lion at night and 

the elusive buffalo in the forest by day, and the 

illumination of all these scenes by flowers and 

butterflies, and the grave white head of Kenya in 

the distance, were more than enough for my 

complete conte n tment; and I did not need to 

invent any new lands. The idea of writing of 

what I saw never occurred at all: the scene was 

there already and had no need for me. My 

conception of the work as an artist was, and 

still is, though I do not fulfill it in this 

book, to add something to the world that was not 

there already (Dunsany, Patches of Sunlight, 

234-5). 

Elsewh e re Dunsany writes that "nobody can build with dreams 

who has not his feet on reality, and though the material of 

art is dreams, the work of fitting them into their places 
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is very r ea l" (Dunsa ny , The Sirens Wake, 8). 

Dre ams, rea lity, art--Dunsany's works are all of 

these. He creates works in which realistic and 

non-realistic worlds e xi st side by side, ever balanced as 

alternatives to each other, interdependent yet separated. 

As such, Dunsany ' s works often mirror dream sequences. One 

approach to Dunsany's art, then, ls psychoanalyti c. Unlike 

the major prose fantasists writing before him (William 

Beckford, Matthew G. Lewis, Edgar Allan Poe, among others), 

who concentrate on individual characters and whose works 

therefore have be e n subjected to Freudian psychoanalytical 

criticism, Dunsany usually leaves his charact e rs as types 

and concentrates instead on the creation of complete 

fantasy worlds. Beca use this process relies on primordial 

images, universal symbols and types, a loosely 

psychoanalytic approach shall infor m Chapters Three and 

Four o f t h i s t he s i s , i n w h i ch II Bo rd e r s II a n d II D r ea ms " a r e 

discussed. Some consideration, too, will be given to what 

it is in Dunsany's life that is reflected in his work. My 

approach to Dunsany's art will be, as I have said, partly 

biographical. The works will often be studied side by side 

to determine common f eatures with a view not to puzzling 

out , but puzzling about, this Lord Dunsany and hi s 

fantastic worlds. The next chapter will give a more 
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thorough examination of the fantasy genre, theories of 

fantasy and the particular fantasy that carries the Dunsany 

stamp. 
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Cha pter Two 

Theories 

The aim and purpose of fantasy in literature are 
not necessarily different from those of t h e most 
exacting realism. 

T.E. Apter, Fantasy and Literature: An 
Approach to Re a lity 

Studying fantasy makes one profoundly conscious of 

exceptions to rules, and approaches to the genre 

concentrate as often on attempt i ng t o isolate what fantasy 

1.§. as what it is not. Fantasy is especially open to 

flawed definitions because i t depends on a putative common 

understanding of another term, "r eality," which, if it has 

o bjecti v e e~lstence# can nevertheless be expressed only 

subjectively. Definitions of fantasy that have been put 

forth in the last seventeen years (since Tzvetan Todorov's 

book The Fantastic was published in 1970) range from 

s pecific to general, inductive to deductive, exclusive to 

inclus ive. Some critics s ee fantasy a s a genr e and 

therefore regard whole works as fantastic; others consider 

that fantasy is an element occurring i n much literatur e . 
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The two ideas do not have to be mutually exclusive. I 

consider that although the fantastic occurs in much 

literature to some degree, there exist works which are 

sufficiently fantastic that they may be defined as 

"fantastic texts." What, then, is the fantastic? To 

begin with a simple definition, put forward by a "fan" of 

fantasy, Lin Carter (Imaginary Worlds, 1973) proposes that 

"in the broadest possible sense, fantasy is any kind of 

fiction that is ... not realistic" (Carter, 5). This 

generalisation has been modified by critics in the last 

five years. General though it is, Carter's definition sets 

up the real world/other world opposition that lies at the 

centre of most discussions of the genre. Although he 

states his position clearly, Carter's limits cry out for 

elaboration. He defines fantasy specifically as "a 

narrative of marvels that belong neither to the specific 

nor the supernatural" (Carter, 6) but the essence of which 

is magic. By so narrowing the scope of his study he 

escapes the inclusion of non-realistic texts which do not 

have "magic," if "magic" can be understood to be anything 

specific (Carter does not define the term). The condition 

he sets up is that a fantasy must have an invented milieu, 

an imaginary world. 

So we focus upon one particular kind of fantasy, 
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which might be called the mainstream, the central 

tradition, of fantasy as a whole. Some critics 

prefer the term 'pure fantasy' or 'heroic 

fantasy' to my term 'the imaginary world' story, 

but we are all talking about the same thing: the 

story laid in settings completely made up by the 

author, whether such settings consist of a single 

country or an entire world, or even an imaginary 

period of the remote past or the distant future 

(carter, 7). 

Such a definition is narrow, grouping kinds of fantasy 

together and defining the genre primarily by setting. 

Sadly, carter's pages on Dunsany are equally superficial, 

apotheosising that writer as great, his works as excellent, 

his style as magnificent, his language as exquisite, his 

images as brilliant, his titles as delightful and his names 

as magical (Carter, 30-1)--an impressive list of adjectives 

requiring elaboration and analysis but devoid of both. 

Eric Rabkin's definition (The Fantastic in Literature, 

1976) although more analytical, also lacks fine tuning. 

Rabkin contends that fantasy contradicts, turns directly 

around, the ground rules of the narr_ tive world: "The 

truly fantastic occurs when the ground rules of a narrative 

are forced to make a 180 (degree] reversal, when prevailing 
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perspectives are directly contradicted" (Rabkin, 12). This 

mak es f a ntasy completely text-centric and ignores the 

"ground rules" (the term requires explanation) of the 

author's and reader's worlds. The real/non-real opposition 

lies within the text, and does not relate directly to a 

reality outside of the text. "The source of the 

fantastic," writes · Rabkin, "depends not at all on the 

reader's perspectives of the world, but rather on the 

reader's willing participation in the text'' (Rabkin, 7). 

Exit reader as subject. What is valuable in Rabkin's 

definition is the notion of fantasy as contradiction; but 

contradiction to what remains a question. 

Rosemary Jackson (Fantasy~ 1981) views the question 

politically and psychoanalytically, stressing that fantasy 

is a "literature of subversion"--subversion of both 

consensus reality and repressed desires. The former loses 

credence in fantasy; the latter finds release. Jackson's 

argument contradicts Carter's and Rabkin's theories that 

fantasy worlds are other worlds: 

Fantasy is not to do with inventing another 

non-human world: it is not transcendental. It 

has to do with inverting elements of this world, 

re-combining its constitutive features in new 

relations to produce something strange, 
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unfamiliar and apparently 'new,' absolutely 

'other' and different (Jackson, 8). 

Jackson concludes that fantasy is "no longer an escapist 

form, but the only expressive mode" (Jackson, 17), 

attributing to fantasy a truth more true than reality 

because it appeals to the unconscious wherein lies the 

primordial truth hidden, masked and ordered by conscious 

reality. It is a claim which relies heavily on an 

acceptance of the validity of psychoanalysis, and it has in 

common with Rabkin's 180 degree reversal that fantasy is an 

i n v e rs i on o f the " re a 1 i t y" o f th i s wo r 1 d . We re ma i n w i th 

the problem of what constitutes "this world," one taken up 

by many theorists, among them Christine Brooke-Rose, 

Kathryn Hume and Lance Olsen, whose theories will close the 

discussion of real world/other world theory in the first 

part of this chapter. 

A structuralist approach to fantasy is put forward by 

Tzvetan Todorov (in The Fantastic, 1970) who maintains that 

it is "hesitation" as to whether events in a narrative have 

natural or supernatural explanations that constitutes the 

fan ta st i c : " that i s the f or mu 1 a wh i ch sums up the s p i r i t 

of the fantastic. Either total faith or total incredulity 

would lead us beyond the fantastic: it is hesitation which 

sustains its 1 i fe" ( Todorov, 31). This theory opened the 
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doors for much of what was to come in theories of the 

fantastic, but there are problems with this theory, as 

critics were quick to point out. It excludes those works 

in which we know we are in the presence of the supernatural 

(many of Dunsany's works belong to this category); also, 

as Kathryn Hume points out, "one inescapable drawback of 

Todorov's definition is that many works conform to it up 

until their last pages, at which point they either explain 

the mystery ... or affirm the reality of the supernatural 

event" ( Hume, 14). A further objection, raised by 

Stanislaw Lem, is that with epistemological and technical 

advances the gap between natural and supernatural is 

bridged or blurred (Lem, 218-221). 

Unlike most critics, Todorov sees such a thing as the 

"pure fantastic" suspended as a frontier between the 

"uncanny" (when supernatural occurences are explained) and 

the "mar v e 1 o us " ( when the s up e r na tu r a 1 i s accepted ) , 

relying on the existence of a concrete reality; his is a 

highly specific definition. He complemerits it with a 

catalogue of themes of the fantastic in nineteenth century 

texts and concludes his book with the proposition that, in 

the modern world, the fantastic becomes the rule and is 

therefore normalised. 

Similarly, Christine Brooke-Rose (in A Rhetoric of the 
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Unreal , 1981) treats singular reality a s a concept the 

modern world ha s chosen to eradicate or schew. The 

que s tion brought to mind by these two proposals is whether 

the fantastic has taken the place of the real and will in 

its turn become an umbrella term for something so 

subjective , so common, that the term i tself becomes banal 

and the truest consensus to be reached ls that everything, 

and nothing, is fantastic. Brooke - Rose warns that the 

twentieth century's reaction against realism is in danger 

of leading to literary nihilism. structuralists and 

po s t - s tr u ct u r a 1 is ts a 1 i k e , "des p i t e the i r c 1 a i ms to 
, 

subversion, revolution, eclatement, and other fashionable 

concepts'' (Brooke-Rose, 28-9), are themselves in danger of 

exclusion from acceptance. This position tends towards 

alarmism, but it facilitates Brooke-Rose's own definition 

o f fantasy as that which "interposes anti - cognitive laws 

into a supposed empirical world" (Brooke - Rose, 73); this 

complements Todorov's theory that it is the tension between 

"anti-cognitive laws" (the supernatural) and an "empirical 

world" (the natural) which is the mark of the fantastic. 

If by "empirical" Brooke-Rose is referring to a 

non-theoretical, or objectively real and observable world, 

she seems then to be subscribing to those theories that 

pr esuppose some commonly understood notion of reality. 
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This is a difficult dilemma to avoid; even Kathryn 

Hume, who treats the definition of fantasy with caution and 

complexity, proposes that "By fantasy I mean the deliberate 

departure from the limits o f what is usually accepted as 

r ea 1 a n d no r ma 1 " ( Hu me , P r e face x i i ) . Hume's argument is 

that "recent theories of fantasy work from faulty 

assumptions about the nature of literature" (Hume, 8). 

"They assume . . . that the essential impulse behind 

literature is mimetic" (Hume, 8), while she contends that 

the dual impulses are mimetic and fantastic. The 

definitions of fantasy these theorists propose are, 

according to Hume, exclusive; that is, they concern a 

small group of texts and exclude others which ought to be 

included in "a broader view." She considers "one-element 

definitions" (those which consider only the work and its 

parts) exclusive by her definition "one-element;" 

"two-element definitions"(those which concern only the work 

and its reader) are also exclusive because they do not 

consider author or character. Hume's rigorou~ analysis 

continues to consider three-element definitions of fantasy 

and a four-element definition of science fiction, by Suvin 

and finally finds some respite in "approaches that embrace 

the entire five-element framework" (Hume, 16)--those of 

Jackson and Tolkien. The five elements are pre -text 
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universe ("world 1"), author, work, audience and post - text 

universe ("world 2"). She concludes that all of these 

definitions remain exclusive and proposes an ''inclusive 

definition" based on the assumption that fantasy is 

integral to literature. 

Using diagrams, Hume considers the complex 

interrelationships among author, audience, text and 

"universe" ( "nature, ... people and actions, ideas and 

feelings, material things and events, or super-sensible 

essences"--Hume, 9), putting forward a simple workable 

definition of fantasy. It is "something which is seen in 

the work by the audience: it flows from work to audience" 

(Hume, 12). Hume's definition is inclusive (doubly so--it 

includes a wide range of texts and a wide range of 

theories): "Fantasy is any departure from consensus 

reality" (Hume, 21). She lists transgressions of generally 

accepted physical laws, social/technical innovations not 

yet existing and alternate worlds/universes as fantastic. 

What Hume has done is define the fantastic in literature 

and deny the notion of a fantasy genre. My argument 

remains that some texts have so much of the fantastic that 

they may be considered "fantastic texts" but ultimately the 

decision lies with the reader, the limit between 

"fantastic" and "realistic" being subjective. 
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Lance Olsen, like Hume, writes (in "Zombies and 

Academics") that theori s ts of fantasy since about 1970 

("since, in other words, the rise of critical interest and 

incipient legitimization of the subject") tend to define 

fantasy in one of three ways: "appeal to content, appeal 

to consensus-reality, or appeal to structure" (Olsen, 279). 

Olsen's contention is that each of these definitional 

methods has "blind spots." The fault of the first is that 

it turns a definition into simply a catalogue. Olsen gives 

Borges as an example of such a theorist. ·The problem with 

the appeal to consensus-reality--made by Freud, Hume and 

Swinfen among others- - is that no "consensus" of "reality" 

exists; the latter is an intersubjective concept. 

Olsen goes on to object to structuralist 

theori s ts--Jackson, Rabkin, Todorov--arguing that 

"definition by structure, while appearing 'objective,' 

rests its arguments on the same assumptions as does 

definition by consensus-reality" (Olsen, 282), that 

fantasy, like ffreality," must be subjectively defined. 

This argument seems more a compendium of than a 

contribution to literary theory, but it does give us 

something: if fantasy is an inversion/subversion of 

reality, each reader must define reality for him/herself. 

I must agree with Olsen that "there will never be an 
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u 1 t i ma t e Fa n ta s y" ( O 1 s e n , 2 8 2 ) . 

T. E. Apter i s a p s ych oa nalyt i c t h e o r is t of fantasy 

whose vision, regardless of the label I have placed on him, 

does not suffer from myopia. Apter defines a fantasy as "a 

story pr oceeding logically from a fantastic premise" 

( Apter, 2). He sees it as a f unction o f fantasy to bring 

"negative" phenomena--complexes, fears, losses--to 

conscious perception. "The impact of fantasy rests upon 

the fact that the world pres e nted seems to be 

unquestionably ours, yet at the s a me time , as in a dr e am, 

ordinary meanings are suspended" (Apter, 2-3). Apter seems 

to be considering those fantasy texts which h a ve a strong 

ps y c hological interest (those of Borges, Conrad, 

Dostoevsky, Kafka, Poe and Stevenson, among others) and so 

hi s the o ries will have more r elevance in Chapter Four, 

"Dreams". As a theorist of the fantasy genre, however, 

Apter does make an important contribution to my search for 

a definition that works for the genre in general and for 

Dunsany in specific: his notion of a story proceeding 

logically from a fantastic premise has few flaws. The 

fantastic (non-realistic) premise might be in character, 

e vent, s etting, sequence, time scheme or some other aspect 

and so includes, without the ca taloguing of whi c h Olsen is 

s o contemptuous, any n o n - rea l i s ti c poss i bility. We ar e 
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left with the problem of what constitutes the realistic and 

theref ore the non-realistic, but if we accept Olsen's view 

that the reader can make that choice and e xtend/limit the 

borders of the generally defined genre for him/herself, we 

seem to have a working definition with few fatal flaws. 

Before moving on to a consideration of Dunsa ny's works 

as fantasy, it seems right that I become less a critic and 

more a theorist and attempt to make my own contribution to 

the thinking outlined thus far in this chapter. I proceed 

from the premise that "fantastic" is "non-realistic" and 

that "non-realistic" is what the reader perceives to be not 

o c cur ring, impossible, in the world as he/she perceives it. 

I suggest that the function of fantasy as an art form is to 

mirror reality without appearing to do so. As such, 

fantasy is a subversive form of fiction. It does not 

destroy the fictive mode but turns it inside-out. Fantasy 

may be seen in at least two ways: because it changes 

f undamental laws rather than disguising them as does 

realistic fiction ("realistic" fictive events are much more 

likely to occur in our world than "fantastic" fictive 

events), fantasy may be seen to be far from reality in a 

model that might look like this: 
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I 

real events I fantastic fictive events 

(do happen) I (do not happen and could not happen) 

I 

realistic fictive events 

(do not happen but could ·happen) 

On another hand (literary theory being a many-armed 

beast), fantasy is "the only expressive mode" (Jackson, 17) 

and therefore closest to reality because it attempts to 

mirror real events and real sequences. That view might be 

diagrammed as: 

real events 

I use the term "anti-real" for specificity. "Unreal" 

denotes the non-real and does not give the sense of 

mirroring, of inversion. The place of realistic fiction on 

this diagram might be at the sides of, but not between, the 
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two u n its. Realistic fiction is mimetic, not fantastic. 

My theory rests on the premi s e t hat although the conscious 

mind may seek escape in fantasy, the unconscious seeks 

understanding, "truth," paradigms, even answers, about 

"reality." That is to say that if psychoanalysts are 

correct in dividing the mind into conscious and 

unconscious, the conscious :responds to "reality" while the 

unconscious responds to "fantasy." 

There is some indication in Dunsany's life that he 

himself sought to avoid or escape reality by fantasising. 

While personal fantasies are usually seen as dealing with 

strictly personal desires/needs--for acceptance, love, 

s e xual satisfaction, and revenge, among others - -little 

information has come to light concerning Dunsany's very 

private self, although Amory attempts to give a view of 

Dunsany as a person. He comes to us as several public 

personas--the aristocrat, the hunter, the peer, the 

soldier, the writer--and is rarely seen as a husband, 

father, lover or son. Therefore, the story we are left 

with is of a Dunsany who, when he did not like what 

c onfronted him in his reality, escaped that reality's 

context by creating other worlds, gods, characters and laws 

in his writing. Amory suggest s that 

Dunsany's unhappiness and uncertainty during his 
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school-days perhaps he lp to explain why he 

remained so sensitive to criticism and eager for 

praise, and his wish to escape to an utterly 

fantastic, beautiful and unseen world (Amory, 

18-19). 

Amory goes further to claim that in Dunsany's works "there 

is a complete lack of interest in any connection wlth the 

real world or in human character" (Amory, 46). It is true 

that Dunsany rarely delves deeply into human psychology but 

this does not imply that his fantasies have no connection 

with the "real" world or rea 1 human psycho logy. The 

creation of the worlds themselves is an impulse caused or 

directed by Dunsany's reaction to his reality. He lived in 

a war-torn society and created Bethmoora, Elfland, Pegana 

and Tir-nan-Og, lands of beauty and peace. Storytelling is 

a means of constructing reality--of therapy, even--although 

Dunsany "complained constantly of those who worried 

'meanings' out of tales that were simply themselves" 

(Amory, 180). 

The theories of fantasy we have considered thus far 

(including my own modification) all fit Dunsany's work to 

some degree, though none snugly. Perhaps this is because 

Dunsany writes many different kinds of f a ntasy. Carter's 

view that fantasy depends on the creation of new, original 
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settings finds example in Dunsany's plethora of alternative 

worlds. Rabkin's idea that the ground rules of a narrative 

world must be 180 degrees reversed i s borne out in those of 

Dunsany's tales which are not set wholly in another realm; 

"The Bureau d'Echange de Maux" is an example in which the 

narrative world is realistic but concepts of the possible 

are reversed when, first, the narrator trades an evil of 

his own for that of another and second, attempts to return 

to the Bureau but finds it is no longer there. Jackson's 

notion of fantasy as the literature of subversion, "the 

hinterland between 'real' and 'imaginary,' shifting the 

relations between them through its indeterminacy" (Jackson, 

35), also is useful in application to Dunsany's texts, 

especially the Jorkens tales in which the veracity of 

events is held in question by characters in the tales. 

Todorov's theory of "hesitation" as the essence of fantasy 

is also appropriate here. Todorov's themes of the 

fantastic, especially his themes of the self, are relevant 

to Dunsany's works as well: 

This principle engenders several fundamental 

themes: a special causality; pan-determinism; 

multiplication of the personality; collapse of 

the limit between subject and object; and 

lastly, the transformation of time and space 
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(Todorov, 120). 

Each of these themes is to be found in Dunsany's works. 

"The Coronation of Mr. Thomas Shap" evidences them all 

(Chapter Five, "Themes," will provide further discussion of 

themes of the fantastic). Brooke-Rose and Hume, who 

grapple with a plurality of assumptions, methods and terms, 

nevertheless both base their views of fantasy on a 

"supposed" (Brooke-Rose) or "generally accepted" (Hume) 

reality. This is valid in application to Dunsany, as to 

any fantasy work, keeping in mind Olsen's caveat that the 

generally accepted has individual exceptions. 

A literary fantasy, I suggest, is a story based on, 

proceeding from, or containing a strong element of what the 

reader perceives to be non-realistic. Given this, my 

analysis of Dunsany's fantastic writings will be subjective 

but I venture that my assumptions are also 

intersubjectively valid ones. 

The function of fantasy is therapeutic: it allows the 

conscious mind to make a metaphoric journey away from its 

reality to where other beings face other problems in other 

worlds. At the same time, the underside of that conscious 

mind is learning about the reader's own reality. Dunsany's 

other worlds are usually idyllic. The settings are 

beautiful, justice is done, time does not ravage. These 
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worlds are places Dunsany creates both to escape a nd to 

accept his real wo rld, often one o f d eath, injustice and 

ugliness. Pre s umably, the reader's world will have these 

elements t oo and the inversion of reality will be 

successful. 

Dunsany's works have not zeceived extremely wide 

critical a cc laim, however. This may be because the volume 

of his work defeats even the ambitious; it may have to do 

with the prejudices against Dunsany as a "gentleman 

artist." L. Sprague de Camp speculates that Dunsany's 

penchant for exotic, long, made-up names may exasperate 

would -be readers or that, as in some of the (early) 

sto ries, poetic eloquence hides a lack of substance (de 

Camp, 63). On the other hand, when Dunsany is praised, he 

is highly praised: 

Unexcelled in the sorcery of crystalline singing 

prose, and supreme in the creation of a gorgeous 

and languorous world of iridescently exotic 

vision ls .... Dunsany .... Inventor of a 

new mythology and weaver of surprising folklore, 

Lord Dunsany stands dedicated to a strange world 

o f fan tastic beauty , and pledged to eter nal 

warfare against the coarseness and ugliness of 

diurnal reality .... In mo s t cases Dunsany's 
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lands ar e fabul o us--"beyond the East " o:r " a t the 

edge of the world." His system of ori gi nal 

personal and place names, with root s drawn from 

classical, Oriental, and other source s , is a 

marvel of ver~atile inventiveness and poetic 

discrimination (Lovecraft, 406 - 7). 

Lovecraft, one of Dunsany's fans and followers, not only 

appreciates but sees a function for Dunsany's fantasy: "To 

the truly imaginative he is a talisman and a key unlocking 

rich storehouses of dream and fragmentary memory" 

( Lovecraft, 408). 

Dreams and fragmentary memory. Lovecraft, writing in 

1926-27, as sumes that ri c h storehouses of memory exist. In 

1917 ("On the Psychology of the Unconscious") Carl Jung was 

developing his theory of the collective unconscious, "an 

ex t remely fluid state o f af fairs: everything of which I 

know, but of which I am not at the moment thinking; 

everything perceived by my senses, but not noted by my 

conscious mind; everything which, involuntarily and 

without paying attention to it, I feel, think, remember, 

want, and do" (de Laszlo, 55). Dunsany's works often point 

to the co llective unco nscious, and Dunsany was aware of 

"the deeps of the mind" (Dunsany, Patches of Sunlight, 

124). He explore s those deeps in his fantastic writing, 
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moving close to as he moves away from "reality." In 

Chapter Four I will discuss Dunsany's works in the light of 

psychoanalytic theory, his fantastic worlds as literary 

representations of the unconscious. The next chapter 

considers that often fragile place of separation between 

reality and fantasy, conscious and unconscious: the 

border. 
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Chapter Three 

Borders 

This age has become a schoolroom, and nasty, 
exact, little facts hem us round, leaving no room 
for wonder. 

Lord Dunsany, in a letter to Stuart Walker 
(Bierstadt, 151). 

Although Lord Dunsany wrote some horror fantasy, he 

generally creates welcoming worlds. H.P. Lovecraft, in his 

essay "Supernatural Horror in Literature," contends that 

the essential ingredient for "fear literature" (Lovecraft, 

349) is the fear of the unknown. By so isolating this one 

aspect of weird writing, Lovecraft places horror literature 

in a specific slot on the literary continuum. In this he 

anticipates Todorov's insistence on the precise precarious 

position of the "pure" fantastic in literature. Lovecraft 

writes that 

The one test of the really weird is simply 

this--whether or not there be excited in the 

reader a profound sense of dread, and of contact 

with unknown spheres and powers; a subtle 
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attitude of awed listening, as if for the beating 

of black wings or the scratching of outside 

shapes and entities on the known universe's 

utmost rim (Lovecraft, 350). 

Dunsany is capable of this kind of writing (in "The Hoard 

of the Gibbelins," for example) but more often in his prose 

he creates non-horrific tales that are no less specific in 

their effect on the reader, for indeed they create a 

profound sense of being in contact with unknown spheres and 

powers. These unknown spheres are worlds parallel to our 

world, "reality," and in Dunsany's writings they are often 

physically attached to this world: his co untries are at 

"the edge of the world" or they are lands "beyond the 

fields we know." "Outside" shapes and entities--those 

outside human experience--are integral to Dunsany's 

fantasies. 

The broadest definition of fantasy we have considered 

is that it is non-realistic fiction. We might also accept 

Rabkin's observation that fantasy has its own set of stable 

ground rules ((Rabkin, 197), or at least that each 

fantastic world has such. This is an important 

distinction, for it characterises the fantasy work not as 

being a fantastic world but as having one or more fantastic 

worlds within it. This is the case in Dunsany's writings, 
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where realistic and non-realistic worlds of ten exist side 

by side (and are connected to "reality" in ways which will 

be explored in Chapters Four and Five). Dunsany was not 

the first to do this (Hoffmann and Poe, for example, have 

central characters who live in realistic worlds but 

experience fantastic happenings), but the technique is rare 

at the time of Dunsany's writing. Before and during the 

Eighteenth Century, when modern fantasy has its roots, 

realistic and non-realistic fiction grew up side by side. 

In Dunsany's and other modern writings there is a marriage 

of the realistic and the non-realistic in works that retain 

the label "fantastic." The focus is the fantastic world(s) 

and real is tic elements act as foils to that world. 

Within his fiction, Dunsany's realistic and 

non-realistic worlds coexist temporally or spatially. His 

protagonists (usually male and alone, as typical 

Anglo-Irish heroes) either cross into a fantastic world and 

experience that world's time scheme while time moves or is 

spent in the world the hero has left or they cross into a 

fantastic world and move ageless through their adventures, 

returning to a world which remains exactly as they left it. 

The f ormer pattern, very frequent in Dunsany, may be 

visual ised as a narrative which proceeds parallel to 

realistic time: 
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Realistic time (past-present-future) 

Fantastic time (past-present-future) 

Time, according to the above scheme, may or may not move at 

the same speed in the fantastic world as it does in the 

realistic world, but it is moving (or we, moving through 

it, describe it as doing so). Here two worlds are 

connected by their similarity in time scheme. In the 

second pattern there is a more tenuous temporal connection 

between the worlds: time in the fantastic world either 

does not exist or is suspended in an e t ernal present. This 

kind of tale might be diagrammed as follows: 

Realistic time (past-present-future) 

Fantastic time (present) 

In both cases, time is an element which connects realistic 
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and fantastic worlds; the point of time-change constitutes 

a border between the two worlds. (A third device Dunsany 

uses to facilitate the coexistence of realistic and 

non-realistic worlds is the dream. A character leaves 

neither time nor place but experiences the fantastic in a 

dream. This device will be considered in the next 

chapter). 

Dunsany's fantastic worlds differ in a variety of ways 

from his realistic· worlds. Characters may be gods or 

ghosts; they may belong to a protohuman race; they may be 

conventional elves or fairies; or they may, like the 

Gibbelins or the Gnoles, be non-human creatures. The 

characters may or may not be subject to time (as we know 

it). The worlds themselves, usually presented as not only 

symbolically but physically connected to the Earth, may be 

below or somehow beside the Earth. 

One feature common to most of Dunsany's tales is the 

separation of realistic and non-realistic worlds by means 

of borders. Whether this border is the twilight state 

between waking and sleeping, a mirror on a wall, or an 

actual border between lands, it serves an important 

function as a device in the creation of parallel wards. 

Elliot Gose (in The World of the Irish Wonder Tale) points 

out that "the wonder-tale hero always moves from this world 
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in t o the other, from the natural to the supernatural. The 

cr os si ng o f the bounda r y between t he two i s an imp or tant 

act" (Gose, 99). In Celtic tales and in fairy tales the 

successful crossing of a border/boundary/barrier is a test 

passed by the hero which proves him worthy of experience of 

the otherworld. This is the case in Dunsany's works as 

wel l . Whether the borders are physical points of crossing, 

points of passage into "altered" mental states, or moments 

of time-change, those characters given access to the border 

stand to gain or learn something from the journey they 

make. (There are exceptions to this rule, of course. Some 

characters cross into fantastic worlds to die there). 

In The Ki ng of El f l and' s Da ughte r t he bor der is "the 

barrier of twilight" (Dunsany, The King1 93) between a 

r ea li st i c land, Ear t h, a nd El f l and. The two worlds are 

separate and the hero Alveric goes on an epic journey from 

Erl to Elfland to find "a new thing." The designation of 

the barrier as "twilight" suggests a border that is easily 

passable, a permeable barrier. Although the people of Erl 

cling to ancient fears of Elfland, or the unknown, sound 

cr osses the dividing line: 

And how the horns of Elfland blew over the 

barrier of twilight, to be heard by any ear in 

t he fiel d s we know, I cannot und e rstand; ye t 
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Tennyson s peak s of them [in "The Bugle Song" of 

The Princess, Part IV] as heard ' fain t ly blowing ' 

even in these fields of ours, and I believe that 

by accepting all that the poets say while duly 

inspired our errors will be fewest. So, though 

Science may deny or confirm it, Tennyson's line 

shall guide me here (Dunsany, The Klngl 93). 

As Alveric shows, the border of twilight can be crossed by 

people as we 11. 

Alveric is not a mere person, however; he is a hero. 

To aid him in the crossing of the border he has a sword 

made for him by a witch and he has the company of a group 

of special people -- "a moonstruck man, a madman, a lovesick 

lad, a shepherd boy and a poet" (Dunsany, The King, 96). 

Each of these five adventurers is in his own wa y an 

appropriate voyager to a fantasy land becaus e each is close 

to the world of the unconscious that informs, or even is, 

Elfland. Moonstruck, mad, lovesick, nature-bound, 

poetic--all are close to primal life. Perhaps Theseus' 

line "The lunatic, the lover and the poet/ Are of 

i mag i na t i on a 11 compact " ( Shakespear: e , MN D , I V . i . 9 - 10 ) was 

in Dunsany's mind as he chose these men. Considering 

poss ibilities, is enough to create those poss ibilities. 

Realit y is created in the mind. This is shown in The Curse 
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of the Wi s e Woman: the border between two worlds is 

created a s belief occurs . 

It is strange indeed that talking of Tir-nan-Og 

s eemed to strengthen its frontiers; and, 

sentence by sentence, as though they were the 

steps of a traveller walking westward through 

twilight, Tir-nan-Og came nearer (Dunsany, The 

Curse of the Wise Woman, 94-5). 

The King of Elfland's Dauyhter bears this out as well. The 

travellers believe in Elfland and as they lose that belief 

it slips from their grasp and certain of them return to 

Erl. 

Elfland seems to be a world of the unconscious. It is 

a paradisal land where fairy-tale and Freudian patterns 

live side by side. In Elfland live a princess and a king, 

her father, who "guarded his daughter well" (Dunsany, The 

King, 15). Well-guarded though she is, Lirazel is wooed by 

Alveric who takes her back to Erl. She has been a wife and 

mother, yet when Lirazel returns to Elfland the King "took 

Lirazel on his knee" (Dunsany, The King, 97). Lirazel, 

like many fairy-tale princesses, is an Electra figure and 

Elfland is a land where the close bond between father and 

daught e r is brok e n only by the entrance of a mortal man 

through the hymen-like barrier separating Earth from 
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Elfland. Even when the Kin q sees "a thought of Earth" 

(like the "earthly lover" lurking at Belinda's heart) in 

Lirazel's eyes (Dunsany, The Kingl 173) he chants his last 

powerful rune not to send Lirazel back to Alveric but to 

send all of Elfland across the border to envelop Erl. 

Realistic and fantasy worlds have come together to 

recognise the strong bonds between father and daughter and 

husband and wife. It is significant that while the 

conflict which precipitates this merging proceeds, Orion, 

the child of the marriage of Alveric and Lirazel, spends 

his time hunting at the border of twilight. 

In The Curse of the Wise Woman it is with the death of 

the narrator' s father that adventures lead the narrator to 

the discovery 6£ a fantasy world. Tir-nan-Og is a land 

from Celtic mythology, the land of the young, mentioned 

most notably in modern literature by Joyce and Yeats. Only 

the young and the wise woman can perceive Tir-nan-Og. The 

implication that only with the death of the parent can the 

child realise his/her potential for perceiving fantasy 

lands is paralleled in The King of Elfland's Daughter in 

which Alveric sets out on his journey only after his 

father's death. It also appears in Guerrilla although that 

book is realistic fiction. The death of a father in 

fanta s y often suggests an oedipal complex. This is one 
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reading oE The King of Elfland's Daughter, but there is a 

stronger suggestion that Alveric is closely bonded to, and 

continuing the task of, his father, rather than struggling 

against the paternal. This c loseness is also implied in 

The Curse of the Wise Woman; Charles's father is a friend 

and mentor. It is true that in these novels the boy 

becomes a man with his father's death. This was the case 

in Dunsany's life, his baronetcy being bestowed upon him 

following the death of his father. Adolescence is a border 

between childhood and adulthood. 

In The Curse of the Wise Woman the place that 

separates the realistic world from Tir - nan-Og is a world in 

itself--a borderline world: the narrator quotes Tennyson, 

"Not wholly in the busy world nor quite/ Beyond it lies 

the garden that I love'' (Dunsany, The Curse, 26). Dunsany 

quotes this s ame line in other of his works, showing the 

transitional nature of the border world. In this case 

Dunsany's border world is appropriately labelled ''World's 

End." This world is similar to the border of twilight in 

The King of Elfland's Daughter; it is a bog. On the edge 

of that bog lives Mrs. Marlin (note the echo of "Merlin"), 

the wise woman--"a practising witch" (Dunsany, The Curse, 

32). This recalls the witch Ziroonderel who lives near the 

border of Elfland. It seems that borders in these cases 
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f orm wor l d s in thems elves s o tha t rat he r tha n s e rving a 

si mp l e f unct i on o f all o wing pa s5age fr o m o ne world t o 

ano the r, t hey act a s pl aces of l ea r n i ng where preparation 

is made for the journey into fantastic r e alms: 

realistic 
world 

border 
world 

fantastic 
world 

The b o rder world serves the f u nction that psychoanalysis 

tel l s us the dream s erve s in eve ryday life. Dreams connect 

our conscious to our unconscious s e lves by co n flat i ng the 

t wo ; s o do border worlds. Mrs. Marlin, who can 

communicate equally with a human being or the north wind, 

has dreams. "What is there in the dreams?" she is asked. 

"All the truth that is not in the world," she answers 

( Dunsany, Th e Curse, 27), bringing to mind a Jungian 

unco nsc i o us that c onnect s "the world" to primordial trut h . 

Her e arth - motherly urges t o pro tect both her son and the 

la nd around her are fulfilled when he r co mmuni o n with ~ 
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trut h de epe r than that of the world serves her and the bog 

itself moves to bury the violence oeing done to the land by 

an English c onstruction company. The effort kills Mrs. 

Marlin but her son is safe in Ti r -nan - Og (like Elfland, 

another land where Time does not r a vage ). The fact that 

Mrs. Marlin dies aft e r accomplishing a realistically 

impossible feat shows that her function was to facilitate 

the merging of realistic and fantastic el e ments. The 

border world of transition is no longer necessary for the 

important transition has been made. Marlin has escaped 

beckoning Hell for the fantasy world of Tir-nan-Og. 

The Bless ing of Pan is another novel in which a 

realistic world, a border world and a fantasy world exist. 

In this case the fantasy world is one from Greek myth- - the 

world of Pan. The spirit and rites of Pan have invaded the 

town of Wold and turn the Christ i an community to paganism. 

This is yet another of Dunsany's novels in which realistic 

and fantastic worlds come together following a crisis, with 

the realistic subsumed by its counterpart. When a problem 

exists in the realistic world (lovers are separated, land 

o r human life is threatened, progress threatens spiritually 

to deaden a town full of people) the fantastic world sends 

a message in Dunsany's works, just as in sleep the 

unco nscious mind attempts to communicate to the conscious 
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mind. 

The border world in The Blessing of Pan is as much an 

individual' s mind as it is a physical place. The tangible 

place of crossing is Wold Hill, where Tommy Duffin plays 

his pipes. There people abandon their old faith and old 

ways and embrace pastoral paganism. All the while these 

people make a decision in their own minds to leave one 

spiritual world and enter another. This is exemplified by 

the inner struggle of the vicar Anwrel in whose heart is 

the town's last bastion of Christianity. This struggle 

sustains the tension in the novel. Until the end of the 

third chapter of the novel Anwrel holds firm, but at that 

point he asks Tommy for a look at Tommy's flute. Here 

Anwrel sees his enemy and as he does so he begins the 

spiritual journey into the world of Pan: "a wild fancy 

unbidden was crossing the vicar's mind, saying against all 

reason, 'The very pipes of Pan'" (Dunsany, The Blessing., 

2 3) • 

Dunsany's pagan world of Pan, like Tir-nan-Og and, to 

a lesser extent, Elfland, is presented as an alternative to 

the Heaven of Christianity. In The Curse of the Wise Woman 

Marlin, and eventually the narrator, wonders about 

Tir -nan-Og and knows that to entertain such thoughts is to 

close the door to Heaven and t o open that to Hell (Earth 
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may be seen as a border world as it stands in Christian 

theo lo gy between Heaven and Hell). In The Blessing of Pan 

an equally appealing and attractive world has its base on 

Wold Hill, and accepting the rites of the pagan god Pan 

means rejecting the Church and the Christian god. 

Dunsany's realistic worlds may be seen as lands of 

superego--of social and moral standards--and his fantasy 

worlds as lands of id--of instinct and unrepressed desire. 

The border world is analogous in function to that of the 

ego in Freudian psychoanalysis--it brings together and 

resolves conflict between the other two states/worlds, at 

least temporarily. Often in Dunsany's works the id 

triumphs as a fantasy world envelopds or replaces a 

realistic world. This will be discussed at greater length 

in Chapter Four. 

This triptych structure, with a border world the 

middle piece, can be found in many of Dunsany's short tales 

as well as in his novels. From the Time and the Gods 

collection comes "In the Land of Time" in which Time's 

people, who are "older than always" live at the "Edge of 

Everything" (Dunsany, Gods, 255). In "Idle Days on the 

Yann" from The Sword of Welleran a ship acts as a border 

world between realistic and fantastic lands. On the ship 

are our Irish narrator and a captain from Belzoond. Each 
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is sceptical about the existe nc e of t h e ot he r's homeland 

and through the tale we move away even from thoughts of 

Ireland as the ship st ops at the ports of various fantastic 

cities. At the end of the journey the narrator prepares to 

return to that place in Dunsanian myth suspended somewhere 

between reality and fantasy. 

And the time was come when the captain and I must 

part, he to go back again to his fair Belzoond in 

sight of · the distant peaks of the Hian Min, and I 

to find my way by strange means back to those 

hazy fields that all poets know, wherein stand 

small mysterious cottages through whose windows, 

looking wes twards you may see the fields of men, 

and looking eastwards see glittering elfin 

mountains tipped with snow, going range on range 

int o the region o f myth, and beyond it into the 

kingdom of Fantasy, which pertain to the Lands of 

Dream. Long we regarded one another knowing that 

we should meet no more, for my fancy is weakening 

as the years slip by, and I go ever more seldom 

into the Lands of Dream (Dunsany, Gods, 156). 

In other of Dunsany's tales the transition from 

"reality" to fantasy is achieved by means of a specific 

facilitator. Rather than being a place or world in itself, 
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t h is kind of border is something tangible which allows the 

journey to take place. In one case, "The Hashish Man" of 

Dreamer's Tales, the facilitator is a drug. At a dinner in 

London the narrator meets a man who talks of Dunsany's tale 

"Bethmoora" and the city Bethmoora, claiming he has been 

there: "I do it with hashish . . It takes one 

literally out of oneself. It is like wings. You swoop 

over distant countries and into other worlds" (Dunsany, 

Gods, 157-8). In another tale there is "a stranger" who 

telephones Hell--he himself is the entity in which 

:realistic and fantastic worlds exist. In "The Hoard of the 

Gibbelins" the Gibbelins' evil tower "is joined to Terra 

Cognita, to the lands we know, by a bridge" (Dunsany, Gods, 

6 3 ) . I n "The I n j u d i c i o us Prayers o f Pombo the I do 1 ate r " 

the facilitator of entry into fantastic realms is highly 

specific: 

In the village of World's End, at the furthest 

end of Last Street, there is a hole that you take 

to be a well, close by the garden wall, but that 

if you lower yourself by your hands over the edge 

of the hole, and feel about with your feet till 

they find a ledge, that is the top step of a 

flight of stairs that take you down over the edge 

of the world (Dunsany, Gods, 113). 
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Also in that tale, Nowhere is a p l ace and there is a bridge 

leading to it. "The Wonderful Window" ( in The Book of 

Wonder) provides another example; a magic window marks, or 

rather is its e lf, the border between realistic and 

fantastic worlds. In a situation frustrating for the man 

in possession of the window, the border is uncrossable. He 

can watch events in the other world but cannot take part in 

them. This window/border has great power. The existence 

of the fantastic world depends on the existence of the 

border separating the two worlds, for when Mr. Sladden 

breaks the window there is nothing behind it "but that 

small cupboard in which he kept his tea-things" (Dunsany, 

Gods, 36). 

In another tale, "The Coronation of Mr. Thomas Shap," 

of the same collection, the fragile border that separates 

"reality" from fantasy ls not exterior to the main 

character but wholly inside him, creating the splitting of 

the character's psyche as described by Todorov and 

characteristic of so much fantasy, Stevenson's Dr. Jekyll 

and Mr. Hyde being the classic example. "The Coronation," 

like "The Wonderful Window," concerns a bachelor who, while 

he works in an office in the city, yet dreams at the same 

time: "The priest's share in Mr. Shap, the share of the 

poet, never caught the early train to the City at all" 
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( Dunsany, Gods, 50) . 

He still read halfpenny papers in the train, 

still discussed the passing day's ephemeral 

topic, still voted at elections, though he no 

longer did these things with the whole Shap--his 

soul was no longer i-n them (Dunsany, Gods, 50-1). 

Shap plays with the idea that fantasy is the only true 

reality but ultimately rejects the notion as "a dangerous 

theory." 

As he walked from the station, dreamy but awake, 

it suddenly struck him that the real Shap was not 

the one walking to Business . but he who 

roamed a 1 on <3 a j u n g 1 e ' s edge . . . . "After a 11 , 

the fancy is as real as the body," he said with 

perfect logic. It was a dangerous theory 

(Dunsany, Gods, 51). 

Eventually the border within Shap becomes a gap and widens, 

threatening the stability of Shap's self. This will be 

discussed at greater length in the next chapter. 

Another group of tales in which the border between 

realistic and fantastic worlds exists within a person is 

the Jorkens tales. These are stories in which Jorkens 

tells of witnessing fantastic intrusions into ordinary 

reality. These stories are different from many of 
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Duns any 's other tales in that Jorkens a sse rts t he verac it y 

of his stories. Because, however, Jorkens is telling t a les 

only to earn his whiskey, his "entrance" into fantastic 

worlds does not threaten his stability as it does Shap' s . 

In most of the Jorkens tales realistic and fantastic 

elements are conflated when seemingly physically impossible 

events occur in a realistic setting. In "The Walk to 

Lingham" Jorkens is followed by a poplar tree which seeks 

revenge on Jorkens for cheering when another poplar was 

felled by a group of workmen; Jorkens says that here he 

was "faced with a terror from outside human experience" 

(Dunsany, Gods, 186). 

The border world may be a time or mood fertile for 

fantasy. "Thi rteen at Table," from Tales of Wonder, begins 

with the scene of a group of men gathered in comfort around 

a fire at Christmastime, a time when "all called for the 

weird or uncanny" (Dunsany, Gods, 23). One man tells a 

tale: following a foxhunt the narrator finds himself at 

the home of a man whom he believes to be suffering from 

delusions--the man speaks to non-existent persons and sets 

his table for what the narrator calls "the twelve phantoms" 

that haunt the man's mind. Through dinner, however, with 

time and champagne, the narrator comes to cross the 

boundary into the belief in ghosts and finds himself not 
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only seeing but talking to twelve ghosts of women. 

An appearing/disappearing border occurs in "The Bureau 

d 'Echange de Maux." The bureau i :3 a house in which men 

trade their evils for those o f other men. The border 

between realistic and fantastic worlds is the door to the 

house itself and the tale follows a Melmothian course. At 

the end of the tale, however, the narrator, who has visited 

the house once, attempts to return to it, but it is no 

longer there and no sign exists of its ever having been 

there. The border is static because the fantastic world is 

static and appears and disappears at the whim of some law 

unknown to those living within the confines of "reality." 

This is nothing new in fantasy, but it introduces the idea 

that the existence of fantastic worlds is dependent on both 

a receptivity in a character and some force outside the 

character which decides what a character will 

experience/perceive. In fantasies with an ending like that 

of "The Bureau," the traveller is granted only one visit to 

a fantasy world, one glimpse into a world which may hold 

more knowledge than the world called "reality." 

Dunsany believed that only special people are given 

access to the reality/fantasy border and thus to fantasy. 

"Without a sense of mystery," he writes in an 

autobiographical volume, 
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a man may be a scientist, a mathematician or many 

other things, but he cannot be a poet, for he has 

no land to travel in, no pasture on which to 

graze Pegasus, the frontier of the 

man-of-the-world lying just outside the edge of 

the lands of wonder (Dunsany, Patches of 

sunlight, 5). 

In this kind of thinking exists the dichotomy that the key 

to fantasy is to be found within the individual, but 

fantastic realms have an objective exi stence. The 

philosophy is that fantastic worlds exist but only the 

deserving/receptive experience and perceive them; when 

they do so they look inward by undertaking a psychical or 

physical journey. Dunsany wrote in a letter that "an 

artist's message is from instinct to sympathy" (Bierstadt, 

146), suggesting both that art is primal and that it is 

closed to those unreceptive to it. This is especially true 

of fantasy. In the next chapter I will suggest some 

parallels between conscious and realistic, unconscious and 

fantastic in Dunsany's writing. 
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Chapter Four 

Dreams 

Psychoanalysis analyses unconscious factors, seeking 

unconscious causes for psychological malaises. The system 

has been taken out of the clinical realm and applied to 

literature in a variety of ways, both by Freud and Jung and 

by others after them. Authors and characters have been 

psychoanalysed by critics; psychoanalysis has been applied 

to writing itself by Jacques Derrida ("writing is 

unthi nkable without repression''[Derrida], 226); Jacques 

Lacan has applied psychoanalysis to his studies of 

language; and "reader response" critics have 

psychoanalysed readers. Reading and writing are seen to be 

methods of therapy, ways of easing/eliminating problems. 

The theory assumes the existence of problems. Of clinical 

psychoanalysis this is clearly the case: a patient goes to 

an analyst because he/she has a problem. The same is true 

of readers: readers go to texts seeking comfort and 

solutions. 

In the psychoanalysis of fantasy literature, the 

fantasy text corresponds to the dream in function. Marie 
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Bona pa rte , dis c ussing Poe, writes that 

Wo r ks of a r t or li t e ratu re profo u nd ly reveal 

their cre a tor ' s psychology and, as Freud has 

shown, their construction resembles that of our 

dreams. The same mechanisms which, in dreams and 

nightmares, govern the manner in which our 

strongest though most carefully concealed desir e s 

are elaborated, desires which often are the most 

repugnant to consciousness, also govern the 

elaborati on of a work of art (Bonaparte, 209). 

Not only are dreams and works of art similar in s truc t ure, 

bu t they are a ls o similar in function. I suggest that the 

read ing o f fanta s y may se rve a s i milar function to that of 

the dream in psychoanalysis, and will examine Dunsany's 

f a nta s tic worlds t o show t heir similarity i n s t r uctur e to 

d reams . Two o f Fr e ud's te r ms ar e us efu l here. Freud saw 

wi s h- fulfillment as a function of dreams, a theory Jung 

modified to take the emphasis away from the personal nature 

of dreams. Freud distinguishes between "the text of the 

dream or the manifest dream" and what lies behind the 

d r eam, "the latent dream-thoughts" (Freud, New Introductory 

Lectures , 38). 

The dr e am-thoughts and the dream- cont e nt are 

pre s ented t o us lik e two versions of the same 
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subject-matter in two different languages. Or, 

more properly, the dream-conten t se ems like a 

transcript of the dream-thoughts into another 

mode of expression, whose characters and 

syntactic laws it is our business to discover by 

comparing the original and the translation 

(Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 311-12). 

Freud's simile with the components "dream-content" and 

"transcript" is important, for he is suggestin9 that dreams 

are structured as written works--as copies, renderings, 

re-pr od uctions of an original. The "original," the 

dream-thoughts, is a message that wants to be expressed. 

Fantasy li te rature serves the same function as the 

dream-text; i t re-presents reality. Following Freud's 

theory of the dream-work with these correlations in mind, 

the function of fantasy begins to emerge: Dreams are 

condensation; "brief, meagre and laconic in comparison 

with the range and wealth of the dream-thoughts" (Freud, 

The Interpretation of Dreams, 313). Fantastic worlds are 

also works of condensation in comparison with the reality 

they re-present, albeit in another, seemingly non-real, 

form. I have said that Dunsanian fantasy strives to 

reconstruct reality as Dunsany or his characters would have 

it. His fantasies re wish fulfillments but they have a 
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c onnection to "reality." 

Th e s ame distinction as that Freud makes between 

latent dream-thoughts and manifest dreams has traditionally 

been made in analysing literature: there is text, and 

there is meaning. Critics have questioned this separation, 

arguing that form and content generate each other and are 

therefore the same. Clearly, a written text has form ,:tnd 

content; there are the written words, and there is what 

readers derive from/bring to those words, known if not as 

meaning then as response. 

The same is true of the fantastic world/text. The 

man i fest wo r 1 d i :3 the s e r i es o f images/words c re a t e d by the 

author. The latent text i s a combination of that which the 

author, consciously or unconsciously, wants us to perceive 

lying behind the text and that which the reader constructs, 

again consciously or unconsciously, out of the text. Apter 

sees a parallel between the thought process and the 

creative process which is relevant here: 

Psychoanalytic theory attempts to explain human 

be ha vi or ; i ts a i m is not to exp 1 a i n human 

artefacts. Fantasy in literature, however 

'neurotic' it s content, has undergone (usually a 

good deal of) conscious modification; primary 

fantasy, which i s the psychoanalyst's quarry, has 
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been worked over by the secondary processes (i.e. 

thought), thereby endowing the primitive fantasy 

with reality-te s ted derivations (Apter, 7 - 8). 

Fantasy worlds are places where primitive fantasies are 

played out yet couched in an understandable and socially 

acceptable language, just as dreams contain fantasies the 

conscious self can learn from. 

Dreams are often used to explain fantasy, couch it in 

"realistic" terms, make it acceptable. Poe goes one step 

further in "The Black Cat," using dreaming as something to 

rule out in his claim for the veracity of the events he 

recounts. "Mad am I not--and very surely do I not dream" 

(Poe, 19), he begins his tal e . I n contrast, Dunsany's 

narrators often call themselves "the dreamer" or claim that 

theirs is a dream recounted. Another connection between 

dreams and fantasy is the claim made by authors that their 

tales were inspired by dreams. Horace Walpole makes such a 

claim for his novel The Castle of otranto, as does Mary 

Shelley for Frankenstein. 

Dreaming as a device in the creation of fantastic 

worlds is especially evident in Dunsany's short tales. 

"Time and t h e Gods" tell s of the city of Sardathrion. 

"There hath been no rumour of it - -I alone have dreamed of 

it, and I may not be s ure that my dreams are true" 
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( Dunsany, Gods, 239). The narrator i n this tale creates a 

world by dreaming of it. This is reflected in the text 

wherein gods create a world by dreaming: 

There in a valley that from all the earth the 

gods had set apart for their repose the gods 

dreamed marble dreams. And with domes and 

pinnacles the dreams arose and stood up proudly 

between the river and the sky, all shimmering 

white to the morning (Dunsany, Gods, 238). 

Eventually Time overthrows the city, as time brings all 

dreams to an end. 

Dreaming as creation is also a metaphor in "The 

Fortress Unvanquishable Save for Sacnoth." A magician 

dreams, and his dreams create a palace. Images 1 i teral ly 

pou r forth from Gaznak ' s mind and become concrete: 

But the marvel of that place was the dreams of 

Gaznak; for beyond the wide court slept a dark 

abyss, and into the abyss there poured a white 

cascade of marble stairways, and widened out 

below into terraces and balconies with fair white 

statues on them, and descended again into a wide 

s tairway, and came to lower terraces in the dark, 

where swart uncertain shapes went to and fro. 

All these were the dreams of Gaznak and issued 
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from his mind, and, becoming gleaming marble, 

passed over the edge of the abyss as the 

musicians played. And all the while out of the 

mind of Gaznak, lulled by that strange music, 

went spires and pinnacles beautiful and slender, 

ever ascending skywards. And the marble dreams 

moved slow in time to the music (Dunsany, Gods, 

129) . 

When the hero Leothric kills Gaznak, the dreams, and the 

reality they created, disappear: 

And the bleeding, severed hand £~11 to the floor; 

and at once blood spurted from the shoulders of 

Gaznak and dripped from the fallen head, and the 

tall pinnacles went down into the earth, and the 

wide fair terraces rolled away, and the court was 

gone like dew (Dunsany, Gods, 130). 

The mind has power to create reality, and Dunsany's 

fantastic worlds are the literary enactment of that power. 

Gaznak's bloody death is retribution for the evil he 

created: by night he leads men's minds "into terrible 

places and caused them to praise Satan openly with their 

lips . . And men grew afraid of sleep in Allathurion" 

(Dunsany, Gods, 116). Gaznak's evil is powerful, for it 

involves the conscious manipulation of 
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d r eams--mind - c ontrol. If dreams represent fulfilled 

personal wishes, the manipulation of dreams by an other is 

almost total control of the dreamer. The fantastic world 

of Gaznak has power over reality b e c ause of its connection 

to it, through dreams. The gore of Gaznak's death is 

revelled in because his i s a deserve d death. Justice 

triumphs; threats are vanquished; wi s hes are fulfilled. 

Some of Dunsany's fantasies have a pattern of 

day-dreaming, as in "The Coronation of Mr. Thomas Shap" 

wherein the wish-fulfillment function of dreams is s hown in 

a dream of grandeur: 

When ... he saw peoples prostrate before his 

came~, and spearmen cheering along countless 

balconies and priests came out to do him 

reverence, he that had never had the lowliest 

authority in the familiar wor l d became unwi s ely 

insatiate (Dunsany, Gods, 52). 

In Shap's fantasy his unrealised ambitions are fulfilled, 

b ut the dreaming mechanism serves not to bring together 

wi s h-world and real world and heal Shap's neu r osis but to 

drive t he worlds further apart and create a psychosis. The 

difference between these t wo r esults is th t the fir s t 

come s from unconscious dreaming, the second from consci o u s 

fa ntasy. Shap is so sed uc ed by his f a ntasy t hat one day h e 
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forgets to go to wo rk. The more subsumed he becomes by his 

fantasy world the l e ss attention he pays to the "real" 

world. The s plit in his sel f widens; "He cared less and 

less for the things we care about, for the affairs of Shap, 

a business-man in London. He began to despise the man with 

a royal contempt" (Dunsany, Gods, 53). 

Dunsany's fantastic worlds suggest the collective, as 

well as the personal unconscious. The "collective 

unconscious" refers to that part of the unconscious mind 

which is 

not individual but universal; in contrast to the 

personal psyche, it has contents and modes of 

behavior that are more or less the same 

everywhere and in all individuals. It is, in 

other words, identical in all men and this 

constitutes a common psychic substrate of a 

suprapersonal nature which is present in every 

one of us (de Laszlo, 287). 

A link between fantasy and the unconscious is to be found 

in The Blessing of Pan, which evidences a "common psychic 

substrate," such as Jung describes. 

In The Blessing of Pa n, it will be remembered, 

paganism take s over Walding and the instrument of that 

encroachment is Tommy Duffin. "Guided by some strange lor e 
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that seemed older than all the village" (D u ns any, The 

Blessing1 43) Tommy makes reed pipes and plays them at 

night. The appeal of his mu3ic goes deeper than the 

personal unconscious, deeper than dreams: 

The principal marvel of that music seemed to be 

that it could enchant old memories, long long 

since dead you had fancied, and bring them out at 

a time you had thought utterly buried, and set 

them living in minds that had known them never, 

and had barely guessed them in dreams (Dunsany, 

The Blessing, 263-4). 

As Tommy pipes down the village streets, the townspeople 

are lured by the sound: "doors in the village were open as 

he went by, showing cheery interiors all bathed in light, 

but these were not for him, for whatever had called him was 

something older than lamplight'' (Dunsany, The Blessing, 

45). Tommy heads for Wold Hill, and a band of men come 

after to attack him, but they stop when he plays the pipes. 

And suddenly they knew that the mystery of the 

hills, and the deep enchantment of the evening, 

had found a voice and would speak with them . 

. And their thoughts went far from their 

gathering by the fire, and far from Tommy Duffin, 

and went roaming away to memories so remote that 
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they passed those gates that we commonly name 

forgetfulness to remember things that their 

great - grandfathers knew, old tales carried over 

the years by legend awhile, and dropped at last 

till the grave believed it had harvested all 

(Dunsany, The Blessing, 110-11). 

Things past forgetfulness Jung would call lost to the 

conscious mind. But the Dunsanian collective unconscious 

is not that of humankind only, but of all living things. 

Tommy's song has "calls" in it 

that are known to birds that migrate, which their 

leaders utter at the turn of the wind that shall 

carry them on their journey; there were notes 

that were taken from the quavering ending of 

howls that have summoned packs; there were notes 

of earthly trumpets and, following after, clear 

answers from Elfin horns. All manner of tides of 

life had moved to the notes of that music; it 

was no wonder they followed (Dunsany, The 

Blessing, 111). 

All manner of tides of life move to the pipes, and even 

inanimate objects are a part of the pagan ethos and are 

given human qualities. When the vicar Anwrel is finally 

exhausted in his struggle and decides to take a paleolith 
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to Wold Hill, his mind is opened to possibilities it would 

previ ousl y have considered impossibilities. "Queer 

memories came to the tired mind from the flint that a mind 

not frayed now by anxieties would never have felt at all, 

queer memories of how the old axe liked to be carried" 

(Dunsany, The Blessing, 258). It is significant that 

Anwr e l yields only after his female element, his anlma/wlfe 

has joined the pagans. 

Psychoanalysis, whether focusing on the personal 

unconscious (as does Freud) or the collective unc onscious 

which informs the individual psyche (as Jung suggests), is 

a valuable approach to fantasy and particularly to 

Dunsanian fantasy which is at once non-real and 

representational. Brief applications of psychoanalysis to 

"The Fortress Unvanquishable" ·and "The Coronation" show the 

importance of fantastic worlds in learning about human 

impulses, f ea rs and reactions. In the former story, the 

control of dreams affects people's waking lives; in the 

latter, excessive dreaming, or dreams gone out of control, 

affects not only the waking life, but the whole self of the 

dr e amer. My pages on The Blessing of Pan have touched on 

some of the broad i ss ue s revealed by Jungian 

psychoanalysis--the primal truths revealed in dreams and 

fantasy art. The themes which point to these "truths" will 
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be d i s c uss ed f u r the r i n Ch a pt e r F i v e , "The me s . " 

Dreams link the conscious and the unconscious, by 

allowing the latter to express itself in its own language, 

the language of archetypes- - motifs, "forms or images of a 

collective nature which occur practically all over the 

earth as constituents of myths and at the same time as 

autochthonous, individual products of unconscious origin" 

(de Laszlo, 515). Because, as Jackson writes, "fantasy in 

literature deals so blatantly and repeatedly with 

unconscious mater i al" (Jackson, 6), we can detect 

archetypes in fantastic worlds. They are a part of fantasy 

language. The Bless ing of Pan contains many universally 

recognised figures and symbo ls --the God -image, the dance, 

the sacrifice. In Th e Curse of the Wise Woman Mrs. Marlin 

reaches into the pa~t for a power ful univer s al language to 

cast a spell. She speaks English, then Irish, then a 

"language that seemed older than Irish" (Dunsany, The 

Curse, 165). In The King of Elfland' s Daughter there is a 

host of archetypal figures: the princess, lhe hero-prince, 

the anima or stock female element, the witch, the magic 

sword, the peasant man. These are employed in an expected 

fashion. The characters are given little depth but act 

their roles a s parts of a l arger story, much the same as 

i nd ividual dream-symbols function to convey a message. The 
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final chapter, "Themes," will consider some of the 

"messages'' of Dunsany's fantastic worlds, keeping in mind 

Dunsany's background and intentions, readers' individual 

interpretations and the area of collective understanding 

between the two. Dreams i nspire the fantastic, explain the 

fantastic, and in themselves are fantastic as they contain 

non-realistic material. Fantastic worlds, in their 

resemblance to dreams, may be called literary dreams, 

places in literature which speak to the conscious mind of 

many things that have been lost to/suppressed by it. A 

number of these things will be discussed in the next and 

final chapter. 
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Chapter Five 

Themes 

The country of faery is just over there and, as 
more of the visible countryside is taken up by 
man, leaving the supernaturals no place of their 
own, it becomes necessary to go farther afield to 
find them. 

Maureen Duffy, The Erotic World of Faery 

Dunsany's fantasy tales both confront and eschew 

reality. In e i ther case the dominant motif is the wish or 

attempt to shun a harsh reality by retreating or fleeing to 

an idyllic fantasy world. On the textual level the pattern 

takes many forms; usually it involves a journey from a 

realistic to a fantastic world. The traveller may be 

leaving behind a lonely, frightening or complex world 

seeking a simple paradise. The voyage may evidence the 

adult's desire to return to infancy or further to the womb. 

The fact that Dunsany's protagonists are, with few 

exceptions, single males, requires some analysis of symbols 

and themes related to male attitudes, sexuality and sexual 

deve lo pment. The implications these have for Dunsany's own 

psychological development will be suggested as well. In 
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this chapter I will explore Dunsany's "anti-" themes: 

anti - civilisation, anti - progress, anti - time, anti - violence. 

These reflect a process of simultaneous acceptance and 

rejection of the rapid social changes of the Edwardian era. 

Dunsany's stories downplay sexuality and concentrate on men 

in battles or on journeys. Dunsany himself may have been 

seeking escape from the narrowly masculine role his s ociety 

placed him in, or perhaps he sought to escape homosexual 

thoughts, his physical environments having been all-male 

school s or all - male armies. This chapter will consider the 

dominant themes in Dunsany's prose works, what they 

illustrate and what they may attempt to hide. 

Theories of fantasy which see fantasy as mirroring or 

inverting reality do not seem to fit Dunsany's writing for 

it is often difficult to find direct correlations between 

Dunsany's fantastic worlds and any realistic depiction. 

The relations are there, however, but the fantastic 

elements lie beneath the realistic; subliminal, 

subconscious, subversive. This does not mean that they are 

less important than the realistic worlds but rather more so 

because they come close to the elusive centre. Like 

gradually pulling away layers of Chinese boxes, truth is 

sought for by peeling away borders, limits, f ears , taboos. 

Dunsany's works respond well to Jungian psychoanalysis, to 



the theory that the conscious mind covers a world of 

knowledge which it s ees o nly rarely, and that is 

accomplished by crossing the b o rder of sleep into 

dreamworlds. Because the journey into fantastic worlds is 

often a journey into the unknown, no language exists for 

what is found there; we speak of the fantastic only in its 

relation to the realistic: it is un-real, that which we do 

not know, do not perceive, do not experience. 

Even descriptions of Dunsany's work rely on this kind 

of negation. Lovecraft calls Dunsany "a master of 

triumphant unreality" (Lovecraft, 407). Apter points out 

that one function of fantasy is to bring "negative" 

phenomena--complexes, fears, losses--to conscious 

perception (Apter, 2). Dunsany presents realistic ideas 

and situations and negates them in his fantastic worlds. 

He considered the modern world barbaric, although as a 

young soldier he chose to see that barbarism not in war but 

in civilian life. He wrote in 1916 that "it is not the 

ruins of Ypres or a street in Dublin that shows the high 

water mark of our times' barbarity; it is to be seen in 

London in our 'musical' 'comedies', in much of our 

architectur e , and in toys made for children" (Bierstadt, 

13 8) . 

The anti-civilisation theme shows up often in 
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Dunsany's works, usually indi cated by the country/city 

juxtaposition prevalent in The King of Elfland' s Daughter, 

The Curse of the Wise Woman and The Blessing of Pan. The 

Food of Death perhaps evidences this most clearly, "The 

Prayer of the Flower s " and "The Little City" being examples 

in which there is a clear anti-urban bias. The tales, some 

anecedotal, some parabolic, almost all present a criticism 

of the modern world, a world in which marble replaces 

poetry (Dunsany was not to know that plastic would soon 

replace marble). The collection is not defeatist, however; 

the 1 as t ta 1 e , " The Tomb o f Pan , " e n d s w i th the a f f i r mat i on 

of a pastoral ethos, despite modern ways. The Greek 

pastoral god Pan steals away from his own tomb and 

monument. The . tale, and the collection, ends on the words, 

"Pan saw the tomb and laughed" (Dunsany, The Food of Death, 

138). This, of course, paves the way for The Blessing of 

Pan in which the pagan god triumphs over orderly 

Christianity. Trimmed hedges grow wild and repressed 

townsfolk do too, destroying in days the civilisation 

carefully built up over centuries. In the Jorkens tale 

"The Mystery of the East" the message is that machinery 

moves us away from magic; the two are polarised. Jorkens' 

contention is that the East knows magi c as the West knows 

machinery (Dunsany, Gods, 207) and in Dunsany the eastern 
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i s laudable. 

Linked to Dunsany's anti-civilisation theme is the 

more specific pattern of inveighing against progress. The 

theme has its roots in Dunsany's childhood before his 

idyllic rural home became subject to the god of progress. 

I had now a pony to ride, which took me further 

afield, and still I found chalk hills and valleys 

and old black yew-trees; nothing to hint that 

machinery, then being enthroned in the cities, 

was soon to claim suzerainty ove r all the land 

(Dunsany, Patches, 23). 

The Curse of the Wise Woman evidences Dunsany's strong 

anti-progressive feelings. The novel is highly 

autobiographical and may function as a wish-fulfillment 

story in which the land fights back against the 

construction company raping it, and wins. The Blessing of 

Pan comes the closest of the novels to baldly moralising 

against progress: 

Tommy Duffin's curious music ... seems to have 

come at a time when something sleeping within us 

first guessed that the way by which we were then 

pro<3ress ing t 'wards the noise of machinery and 

the clamour of sellers, amidst which we live 

today, was a wearying way, and they turned from 



Pashka 80 

it (Dunsany, The Blessingl 273). 

The idealistic ease with which the townsfolk are 

collectively manipulated is a sad comment on how far we 

have come from such a possibility. 

Another entity Dunsany sets up to battle in his works 

is time. In the three novels under study, time is not the 

hoary malicious personification that he was in the 

Renaissance ("cormorant devouring Time") and is in other of 

Dunsany's works. In all three novels time aids suspense 

and the characters battle the c lock to achieve their 

happiness, wishes or some act of good. In The Food of 

Death time is presented either as Time (along with the 

personification Death) or the tone is resigned: 

All we who write put me in mind of sailors rashly 

making rafts upon doomed ships. When we break up 

under the heavy years and go down into eternity 

with all that is ours our thoughts like small 

lost rafts float on awhile upon Oblivion's sea. 

They will not carry much over those tides, our 

names and a phrase or two and little else 

(Dunsany, Gods, 24). 

Another tale in that collection treats the futility of 

serious work on the grounds that (in the words of a 

workman ' s ghost ) "ye r b 1 o om i n ' 1 i f e ' u 11 go by 1 i k e a w i n d , 
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and yer s illy ci vilizati o n 'ull be tidied up in a few 

centuries'' (Dunsany, The Food of Dea th, 26 - 7). The tale 

ends with the ghost's laughter, paralleling Pan's laughter 

at the end of "The Tomb of Pan." Similar themes of 

struggle with time occur in Dunsany 's other collections; 

in "Bethmoora" reference is made to "the hostile hand of 

Time" (Dunsany, Gods, 139). These themes mirror many of 

Thomas Hardy's in his poetry, with Chance or Hap and Time 

acting as man's adversaries. Coincidentally or not, both 

men were writing at the turn of the century. 

Another evil Dunsany lashes out at is violence, 

although it must be noted that as a hunter and soldi er his 

sympat hies could l ie as ofte n with the holder of a weapon 

as with that weapon's victim. In The Ki ng of Elfland's 

Daugh t er the sensuous and violen t killing of a unicorn 

d raws no moralising from Dunsany, but elsewhere he preaches 

non-violence. Until the last page of the "The Sword of 

Welleran" the story glorifies battle and tells of its joys: 

And with that warm blood all about it ther e came 

a joy into the cu rved soul of that mighty sword, 

like to the joy of a swimmer coming up dripping 

out of warm seas after living for long in a dry 

land (Dunsany, Gods, 323). 

"But," the tale conclude s , 
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in the dawn Merimna's men came back, and the sun 

arising to give new life to the world, shone 

instead upon the hideous things that the sword of 

Welleran had done (Dunsany, Gods, 323). 

The message is that it is not violence but the love of 

violence which is a wrong, suggesting that part of 

Dunsany's purpose is to write against human excesses. 

There may be excesses other than the violence indicated in 

the first passage above. The sensuality of the battle 

:::1uggests the sexual as do the words Dunsany uses--"warm 

blood," "joy," "curved soul," and "coming up dripping." 

Fantasy battles are often substitutes and symbols for 

sexual engagement. In "The Fortres s Unvanquishable Save 

for Sacnoth," Leothric's sword Sacnoth "lifted up and down 

in his hand as though stirred by an exultant pulse" before 

Leothric engages ln battle with Gaznak (Dunsany, Gods, 

123). In anticipation of the battle he holds Sacnoth 

"naked" (Dunsany, Gods, 126). 

Other of Dunsany's themes do not set up entities 

(civilisation, progress, time, violence) to struggle with, 

although they do mask, thinly or otherwise, the 

consideration of fundamental human mechanisms. The 

psychology of horror literature centres on the fear 

mechanism. In "The Ghosts" Dunsany treats fear and the 
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[amily in one story. As mentioned in Chapter One, Dunsany 

~uffer e d t e nse relations wlth his father and his only 

b r o the r and i n II The G ho :3 ts II he may have bee n a t tempt i n g t o 

exorcise the ghost of the latter from his unconscious mind. 

The story is about conflict between two brothers and the 

conflict is suggestively bound up in horror: 

The argument that I had with my brother in his 

great lonely house will scarcely interest my 

readers. Not those, at least, who I hope may be 

attracted by the experiment that I undertook, and 

by the strange things that befell me in that 

hazardous region into which so lightly and so 

ignorantly I allowed my fancy to enter. It was 

at Oneleigh that I had visited him ( Dunsany, 

Gods, 42). 

The ending of the tale is somewhat weak; the narrator 

quotes mathematical logic to convince himself there are no 

ghosts and the ghosts disappear. The implication is that 

reason determines a concrete reality. The ending also 

suggests, however, that the ghosts are a product of the 

narrator's mind. They represent feelings or memories that 

torment him. 

Elsewhere Dunsany kill· of f c haracters who might pose 

a problem for him. In three cases these are fathers. 
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Alveric's father dies within the first few pages of The 

King of Elfland's Daughter; the death of the fath e r in The 

Curse of the Wise Woman is presented emotion less ly: "my 

father was dead. He had been murdered in Paris" (Dunsany, 

The Curse, 106); and in Guerrilla both parents are 

brutally killed: "His mother was shot dead that afternoon. 

His father had insisted on accompanyi~g her to the wall .. 

. so the Germans had laughed, and shot him too" (Dunsany, 

Guerrilla, 16). 

"Poor Old Bill" has a pattern of conf.lict. In that 

tale the captain, a stern father-figure, causes psychoses 

in his men because of his harsh treatment of them. The men 

hate him but they are subject to him and their frustration, 

coupled with the captain's punishments, is enough to split 

the men in half. This manifests itself physically in the 

story with the men's souls being separated from their 

bodies. They are literally torn apart. 

He pointed at us with a finger, and made a curse 

that our souls should stay all night at the top 

of the masts. And suddenly there was the soul of 

poor old Bill sitting like a monkey at the top of 

the mast, and looking at the stars, and freezing 

through and through. 

We got up a little mutiny after that, but 
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Captain comes up and points with his finger 

again, and this time poor old Bill and all the 

rest are swimming behind the ship through the 

cold, green water though their bodies remain on 

deck (Dunsany, Gods, 56). 

Justice triumphs, and the captain is cursed with a Flying 

Dutchman curse, to sail the seas but never put into port. 

Because justice rarely triumphs in the real world, 

Dunsany eschews that world in much of his writing and 

rather creates completely imaginary worlds with other gods, 

other lands, other creatures. One method he uses to create 

the impress ion of "otherness" is to expe·r iment with 

perspective. His characters may be giants or dwarves, huge 

spiders or tiny men, a world of them small enough to "fit" 

in Shap's tea-closet. Dunsany saw a creature's size as 

limiting because it determined that creature's perspective, 

what it would see. He wrote in a letter that "probably if 

we were suddenly made to live amongst insects it would come 

out that we knew nothing about the smell of grass or even 

its exact color, and the insects would wonder how any 

creature living in the world could be so ignorant of a 

thing so common as grass" (Bierstadt, 149). Dunsany 

creates fantastic worlds to see what he can see from other 

perspectives and to attempt to bring those other 
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perspectives back into the world he lived in. 

Creationism is a pattern or theme in many of Dunsany's 

stories. In a 1912 letter Dunsany describes the seeds of 

his creationism: 

When I learned Greek at Cheam and heard of 

other Gods a great pity came on me for those 

marble people that had become forsaken and the 

mood has never quite left me .. 

And then one day imagination came to the rescue 

and I made unto myself gods, and having made gods 

I had to make people to worship them and cities 

for them to live in and kings to rule over them, 

and then there had to be names for the kings and 

the cities and great plausible names for the huge 

rivers that I saw sweeping down through kingdoms 

by night (Amory, 16). 

Dunsany created Pegana and this alternative world becomes 

in itself a paradigm for literary fantasy worlds. The god 

Trogool turns over the leaves of a great book, forever, 

until THE END. 

All that is to be is written in the book, and 

also all that was. When It turneth a black page 

it is night, and when it turneth a white page it 

is day. Because it is written that there are 



Pa s hka 87 

gods -- there are gods (Dunsany, Gods, 228). 

Past, present and future are an unfolding story symbolised 

by a book. Things are made real by virtue of being written 

down and read. This rule in Dunsany's world serves as a 

simple theory o E Eantasy: imagining/reading/thinking a.bout 

something makes it real. That which is fantastic is only 

that which has not been considered. Dunsany exercises the 

mind in considering possibilities. The Biblical creation 

myth is given a twist in "The Secret of the Gods" in which 

a snake is a hero, "protector of the Secret of the gods" 

(Dunsany, Gods, 249). In another tale there is a 

spider-idol which "created the world and gave unto it, all 

things except that precious stone called Dead Man's 

Diamond" ( Dunsany, Gods, 9 9) . 

Other of Dunsany's tales deal not with the creation of 

other worlds but with travel to them. The journey is a 

theme in Dunsany's life as well as in his works. He 

writes, "my spirit has been a travelling spirit and, though 

my body has made journeys too, in India and Africa, lt 

never fared so far east, or travelled so fast, as my spirit 

. The journeys of my imagination are longer than any 

journeys I made in lands that are marked on a map" 

(Dunsany, Patches, 80). Dunsany's protagonists journey--on 

foot, on ship, on horseback--and their journeys represent 
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the leaving behind of the familiar. It may be a rite of 

passage , as when Orion, son of Alveric and Lirazel, leaves 

his home behind and realises that "he was now upon no mere 

walk, but a journey" (Dunsany, The Kingl 79); it may be an 

escape from a place where one does not fit in, as in the 

case of Marlin in The Curse of the Wise Woman; or the 

journey may be on a path of self-destruction, as when Shap 

deepens his psychosis each time he visits his fantasy. In 

these examples the journey is a means of confronting 

adulthood and responsibility or running from them. 

As I have said, Dunsany's central characters are 

usually men, and his female characters are daughters, wives 

or mothers to those men. (Charles in The Curse of the Wise 

Woman has a girlfriend but he decides not to marry her 

because there are religious differences between the two). 

The men are not all heroic, however, and not all good. 

Dunsany's interest is in an exploration of 

humanness--weakness and str e ngth--and not simply in a 

catalogue of fantastic successes. Images of heroic 

perfection do exist in his works (Leothric of "The Fortress 

Unvanquishable," for example) but they are rare and not as 

interesting as his other portraits. Alveric, though loyal, 

strong and persevering, gains our interest more when he is 

demanding and insensitive. Having brought Lirazel back to 
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Erl as his bride, he attempts too stridently to convert her 

to his own religion and ways and does not understand that 

she pines for Elfland and that he is driving her away. 

Heroism is ambiguous in The Blessing of Pan. Our 

sympathies lie with Anwrel in his struggle against the 

pagans until it is suggested that it is Tommy we should 

enshrine. "The Ghosts" has a narrator whose flaw is his 

stubbornness; Thomas Shap is a lonely escapist; the 

protagonis~ of "The Hoard of the Gibbelins" is hanged as 

just punishment for trespassing and thieving, "and the 

story is one of those that have not a happy ending" 

(Dunsany, Gods, 66); Thangobrind the jeweller meets a 

similar fate for his greed and thievery; and Pombo the 

Idolater falls from the world as payment for conceit and 

impertinence. These tales do embody justice but we 

sometimes follow a character without knowing whether he is 

good or evil. Again Dunsany has used fantasy as a means of 

looking at both sides of issues. To be human is to be good 

and evil, and Dunsany has chosen fantastic worlds to 

explore some of the darker side of the equation. 

Maureen Duffy, in The Erotic World of Faery~ tells us 

that the customary function of the fairy story is "to 

embody a taboo situation" (Duffy, 336). Dunsany's tales 

have many similarities to fairy tales, a fact that has not 
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g one unnoticed by critics~ Erne s t Boyd cons iders the fairy 

ta le e l e me nt in Dunsany' s work s sma 11: "Lord Duns any . 

has c onceded only so much in his s hort st o rie s as to 

sugg e st their ancestry in the fairy tale" (Boyd, 413). L. 

Sprague de Camp, on the other hand, describes Dunsany's 

tales as "adventurous fantasy laid in imaginary lands, with 

gods , w l t ch es , s p 1 r 1 t :3 and mag 1 c , 1 i k e ch i 1 d re n ' s £ a l r y 

tale s but on a sophisticated adult level" (Carter, The 

King, intro. vii). Fairy tale elements clearly exist in 

Dunsa ny's works. There are wi s hes, witches and wicked 

wood s , among other stock elements, and there are fairy tale 

patterns or themes. In The Curse of t h e Wise Woman is the 

s pell , and the· chant o f the magic wo rd s , "Alarathon ahialee 

thar n ee ekbathaton" to e ffect the spell. In The King of 

Elfla nd 's Daughter is the witch Ziroondere l , associated 

with c abbage s as i s the witch in " Rapunze l ." That tale 

also has the etiological element of folk tales and 

children's stories. The narrator explains how a flower got 

its colour: the rhododendron's blush is a result of its 

turn i ng towards Elfland. "In the Land of Time" begins in 

fairy - tale fashion with a dying father bequeathing items to 

hi s e ldest son. The list goes on but its importance lies 

in the subjects covered. 

Fairy t ales are the literary enactmeni of repres s ed 
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desires, fears and social taboos. This chapter has touched 

on s ome of those elements in Dunsany's prose works. E.F. 

Bleiler calls Dunsany's a universe of "prismatic beauty" 

(Dunsany, Gods, intro. v); Lovecraft writes of Dunsany's 

"pervasive charm" (Lovecraft, 408). Charm and beauty are 

there, of course--there as symbols of everything good that 

Dunsany did and did not find in his own world. 

Notwithstanding the issues Dunsany's works grapple 

with (fear, loneliness, familial rivalry, violence, 

[covertly] sex and sexual roles), Dunsany betrays a 

reluctance to analyse himself. He claimed naivete in the 

writing of his first autobiographical volume, yet he 

followed it with two volumes more. 

Now I am asked for something about myself. I 

pause to wonder if it can be of any interest, and 

then continue to peer dimly into deeps of the 

mind, because I have undertaken to do so. 

How little our vaunted reason can see of those 

deeps. All we have known ls there, and probably 

the experience of our whole race (Dunsany, 

Patches, 124). 

Reason, then, is superficial; it is imagination that 

probes depths. Consequently, Dunsany shies away from 

interpretive/critical methods, preferring to let works 
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stand as art: "Don't let them hunt for allegories," he 

wrote to a friend. 

My work . does not need explanation. One 

does not explain a sunset nor does one need to 

explain a work of art. One may analyse, of 

course; that is profitable and interesting, but 

the growing demand to be told What It's All About 

before one can even enjoy, is becoming absurd 

(Bierstadt, 134). 

De spite his protestations it is indeed profitable to 

analyse Dunsany's works because in doing so it is possible 

to see into "deeps of the mind." In Chapter One I 

suggested some of the deeps of Dunsany's own mind--deeps of 

loneliness, fear, insecurity and the longing for simple 

beautiful lands and ways. The mechanism of Dunsany's 

creation of fantastic worlds was explored in Chapter Two; 

a theory of fantasy was proposed to frame the discussion of 

Dunsany's works in terms of a real world/other world 

opposition. Chapters Three and Four considered borders and 

dreams as device5 in the creation of fantastic worlds, 

showing these to be ways of linking realistic with 

fanta5tic worlds. Some advantages of a psychoanalytic 

approach to Dunsanian fantasy and fantasy in general were 

put Earth, and this chapter touches on some of the many 
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dee p~ one may find in Ounsany and in humankind by reading 

of Dunsany's other worlds. 
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