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«Fantasy» will have been defined one hundred times before the end of this 
Conference *. Still, everyone of us feels obliged to define again the frame 
within which he wants or likes to act. 

Fantasy, a word quite often used in our daily life, often lacks a well 
outlined frontier, except perhaps for a couple of features: 
- fantasy is opposed to everyday reality in some way. 
- fantasy is the result of the imaginary operation of our minds. 
These are two salient features which have probably been never put into 

question by literary critics. However, the analysis of these two features 
brinns us into a very complex world. 

Fantasy opposes everyday reality, yet it is based on it. It is difficult to 
think of any fantastic monster with no resemblance whatsoever to real 
animals. They may fly in a most strange way, they may shoot flames through 
their mouths, be reptile-like or not, half human half fish; they may be giants 
or elves, they may have extraordinary powers or be immortal. In spite of ali 
those marvellous qualities we simply assign some features peculiar to certain 
beings to others which lack them. Or else these features are the simple addi- 
tion of unfulfilled human desires to a real «substratum», human or animal or a 
mixture of both, that appears or claims to be more than what it really is or is 
capable of being. This is clearly seen in the picture shown in fig. 1 .  An animal 
mounted by a naked virgin, half dragon, half serpent, winged and with legs 
like any bird. If creatures like these do not exist in our real world, then it is 

* This paper was read at the annual ISCLT Conference, held in Grantham, England, in July 
1985. 



V I R G I N  iuked,onaDragonfits, A 011, liand out-firetch'd, a chrifiall gla& doth Ihow : 
The other bearcs a dart , that deidly hits ; 
Vpoii lier head ,a  arland white as fnow , 

Of * priiit 311d E illies . Bemtie niofi defir'd , 
Were  1 her paiiiter, ihoiild be thus attir'd . 

Her nakediies vs tclls, ilie needes no art : 
Her glaffe , liow $!:e by iight are mooiid to loiie , 
Tlic woiindes vnfelt, thais ~ i i i en  by the Dart 
At firfi , (thoiigh deadly we it after prooue) 

The Dragon notes loues poifon : and the flowers , 
The frailtie ( Ladies ) of that pride ofyours . 

Cuinque aiiqicis dicet , fuit hzc forinoia, dolebis 
Et ipeculuiii incndax , cfie querere tuiiin. 

Ncc icinpcr violir , nec ieinpcr Lilia florcnt : 
Ec riget ainiffa ipiila relidla roía. 

K 1. 
Fig. 1 (Peacham) 

Orid : r. de Ar- 
te amandi. 
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most probable that they belong to  the world of fantasy, perhaps according to 
the guidelines of well-established literary conventions. 

One thing is clearly non-real in fantastic literature: the inventions of our 
creative mind. It is our imagination that plays with reality, making combina- 
tions of its elements, projecting our hidden desires onto the outside world; in 
any case, we should always bear in mind the limitations aiready stated by 
Aristotle in this famous and well-known sentence: «Nothing is in our mind 
that was not previously in our sensew. Here lies the reason for such an 
apparent contradiction (~fantasy opposes reality, yet it is based on it»). It is 
our way of acquinng knowledge that limits al1 our production, of the sciences 
as well as the arts. 

Curiously enough, therefore, fantasy and reality are not to be separated. 
They cannot be separated. And what is even more: fantasy depends on reality 
and' can hardly be fully grasped outside its realm. 

When we want to understand fantasy we face again another apparent 
contradiction: fantasy is <Can escape from everyday real i ty~.  But how could it 
be possible that what is based on reality should at the same time .escape. 
from it? 

We are certainly dealing here with two complementary facts: reality on its 
own and the product of our mind striving to get nd of, and surpass, it; it is 
man himself fully at work, revealing our dependency on nature and our striv- 
ing for independence and liberation. Contradictions are only apparent, pure 
~fantasy. after all, because reality would destroy what might be truly contra- 
d ic tor~ .  

In a broad sense, al1 literature is fantastic, at least in so far as  it is the 
literary recreation of the wnter's mind through imaginary conventions. And 
so it appears to have been from Gilgamesh, for example, through Don Quix- 
ote, Alice in Wonderland, up ti11 Animal Farm or any other fantastic novel. 
Manuel Villar's Las Españas perdidas would perhaps not be included among 
the novels t emed  fantastic. It is however, in my view, a thorough recreation 
of a character, the protagonist, an atmosphere, a situation peculiar to the 
novel, a hurnan destiny which has been only partially suggested by histoncal 
data or travel experiences through the desert. Could it then be t emed  ~ f a n -  
tastic literature» ? 

If we decide that it is not we are acknowledging that fantastic literature 
does not apply to what is the result of our imagination, but rather to only 
specific areas conceming the range of possibilities our imagination has in 
order to produce new worlds. It is not my aim to discuss this point. But it 
is relevant to raise the problem here because in some way it supports my 
attempt to  discover some features which might be shared by fantastic and 
emblematic literature. 

Since the frame within which fantastic literature moves is so ample, it is 
also necessary to keep in mind that the production of such literature admits a 
great variety . 



Fantastic literature attempts a conventional 'escape' from everyday real- 
ity. And in so doing it tries to make us aware of the outside world; or it will 
try to fulfill hidden desires, dreams expressing wishes we cannot realize. For 
that reason fantastic literature is subject to the longings and frustrations of 
individuals and groups in each particular penod of human history. It is, the- 
refore, to be expected that F L  in the modern world is not produced in the 
same way as in the Middle Ages, for example. On this assumption the title of 
this essay embraces not only significant differences, but more so significant 
similanties. 

Let me point out to you now that F L  will be considered here as: 
(1) The revealing of a parallel world which distorts reality, through addi- 

tion or defect. That is, adding something which is not real or is not present in 
the object, being, etc., actually existing (as buming flames are assigned to 
dragons); or detracting a charactenstic from the object, person, or animal 
described (such as mortality absent in human beings). 

Oras  (2) a total recreation of another secondary world, as was more normal 
in the Middle Ages or  in a contemporary novel like The Lord of rhe Rings. 

In this second instance we must take into account the predominance of 
fantastic animais, to a great extent denved from older times, popular beliefs, 
magic and myths or  religion. Monsters and dragons are as familiar to medieval 
minds as planes or  space ships are for us nowadays. 

Be it fantastic animals or distorted reaiity, such a tradition has persisted 
throughout human literary history. If we decide to compare some of Blake's 
designs to Tolkien's strange beings, we cannot but notice striking physical 
similarities. Those who have watched the film «The Lord of the R i n g s ~  have 
interesting data for such a comparison (see fíg. 2). 

If instead you compare Blake to Alice in Wonderland or Orwell's animals, 
we would stress differences rather than similarities in the way animals appear. 
Differences would increase in quantity and quality if we bnng in for compari- 
son García Márquez's Cien años de soledad, where fantasy lies in the setting 
and development of the plot rather than in the characters themselves. Coronel 
Buendía, like the rest of the characters in the novel, is a normal human being; 
no monsters are depicted or  participate in the plot. Yet, the setting suggested 
by the novel is fantastic in so far as it does not fully match reality or  in so far 
as it distances us from the world of our senses. 
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Fig. 2 
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Blake is a good illustration of my point. His designs participate to a great 
extent and in many instantes in the emblematic tradition. Blake's vision was 
basically fantastic (see fígs. 2 and 3): 

Fig. 3 
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Dragons, sea monsters, supernatural animals, unicoms and the like constitute 
an essentid part of his drawings. We can dso  notice that the text accompany- 
ing some of these drawings is of a specid kind: it might be temed fantastic at 
least in so far as it distorts reality or renders it enigmatic. Are these features 
to be considered within the genre of the afantastic~? No doubt they are, 
though not necessarily in the most 'normal' or classical way. 

This partial and restricted look at Blake's work may be an adequate motif 
to start with emblematic literature. Emblems, so popular in the XVI and XVII 
centuries al1 over Europe, have a direct relationship with bestianes, enigmatic 
figures, monsters of any kind, unicorns, dragons, etc. Emblematic designs are 
often fantastic animals or the reproduction of a fantastic setting (world ?) (see 
fig. 4). 

suod in te e f? , prom. 
'Z 

Fig. 4 (Whitney) 
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Vnicafimpm awi. 
To my countrimcn of .rhe Nampnviche in chcfl~irr. 

Fig. 4 (Witney) 
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RCX wdicwpdtrid . 30 

Fig. 4 (Peacham) 

~ d i t l u j t .  ~ d x i m i i .  d u m  ~ e d i o f .  
~mblemd 1, 

Fig. 4 (Alciato) 
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Ex arduh perpttuum nomn. XXIIJ. 

Prhraps:ubditorurn hc~lumitatm 
fromr~nr. XXI. 

Fig. 4 (Alciato) 
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Fig. 4 (La Perriere) 



Fig. 4 (Holtzwart) 
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Bee IuR for, neitber Sea nor Land, 
Shall hide theefrom the Roy all-hand. 

Fig. 4 (Wither) 



No ~affage can dibtrt thc Cour í6, 
of Pegalus, tbt Muks Ho*. - 

Fig. 4 (Wither) 
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- 
Good Fortune mil sith him abide, 

Fig. 4 (Wither) 
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Fig. 4 (Wither) 
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No Heart can tbinke, to nhat0rang;e cnds, 

Fig. 4 (Wither) 



Any reader of the motto or the accompanying text is transported to an- 
other layer of reality: the unreal world of the fantastic, strange animals living 
only through and in the imagination of the writer and the reader. 

It doesn't matter now if the author aims at attracting the reader into his 
own field in order to teach him some morals. The fact is that the pictorial 
motif itself, the speaking picture, as they used to say, suggested a new, 
strange, wonderful existence. In that sense emblems take a good deal of their 
substance from the literature already existing in medieval and ancient epic, 
popular fantastic tales, popular marvellous beliefs and current ideas on what 
was considered extraordinary. 

From this perspective emblems offer an escape into our imagination: an 
escape from what is usual and familiar, real and to be seen or tested, to this 
other world of unfulfilled desire, towards never experienced visual sensations, 
fantastic beings able to perform or achieve what humans have never been able 
to. 

The emblem depicting a man flying on a bird; the eagle striving towards 
the sun (Whitney 177) ti11 its feathers melt, even if related to mythological 
conventions (perhaps because of that) is nonetheless viewed as a fantastic 
possibility only achieved by gods or supermen, never by living men or ani- 
mals. The fox begging (Peacham 58), the crab writing (Peacham 57); a man 
riding a dragon-like bird (Peacham 58) or the dragon bearing a scepter (Pea- 
cham 30), as well as man riding «a mouton» (Whitney 214). All these exam- 
ples reveal essential fantastic features present in emblem literature. 

Dragons are probably the most important pictonal motif: they appear un- 
der many different forms, shapes and attitudes: serpent-like, buming flames 
shooting out of their mouths, winged for flying, fighting, certainly reproducing 
some of the fantastic beliefs and/or iiterature on the subject at the time. 

1s then emblem literature ~fantastic*? It would certainly be shocking to 
affirm that bluntly; but not so much to afirm that emblem literature shares 
many traditional elements of fantastic literature. 

As 1 have already noted, many pictonal motifs in emblem literature are 
typically fantastic. 1 will not insist on what is obvious at first sight. There are, 
however, other elements that allow for more similarities and parallelisms, as 
well as differences. 

Fantasy is like a beautiful dress our mind adds to the real world or to real 
things to make them appear as we want to see them. The idea or image of a 
«beautiful dress» applies also to emblematic motifs: emblems are ornate dress- 
es as weii, enwrapping a product which is not the dress itseif but something 
else, usually within the range of what might be temed edidactic~ or *moral». 
Such an instrumental funtion andlor value of the dress in fantastic literature is 
also obvious if we consider the goals at which this kind of literature aims: the 
recreation of another world, the building of a reality which is unreal by na- 
ture. Fantasy is un instrumental device added to what is real and having 
another purpose in mind. At that leve1 emblem and fantastic literature coin- 
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cide in their goals: both take advantage of a figurative world to reach specific 
results. 

The existence of a purpose in both kinds of literature irnpiies another 
feature worth rnentioning, more clearly in ernblerns, not always so in fantastic 
literature: didacticism. One of the pillars on which ernblerns develop is the 
idea of teaching: to teach people how to act, to give advice, rnorals, or 
anything concerning hurnan behaviour or attitudes towards god, religion, life. 
This is not only notorious but also of prirnary irnportance, even explicitly 
stated. in ernblern literature (see fig. 1). 

Regarding FL, more variety is certainly present in this respect. But 1 
wouldn't hesitate to afirm that rnost often didacticisrn is also present, explic- 
itly or irnplicitly. What is rnost varying in degree is precisely the explicitness 
of such a didactic purpose. Having in rnind a ((caveat~:  explicitness does not 
irnply that the author rnakes a direct reference to the rnorals involved in his 
work. This is what better distinguishes ernblern frorn fantastic literature: the 
way in which the goals -hidden or confessed- of the written text are stated 
or acknowledged. Morals, didacticisrn rnay be there even if not openly con- 
fessed. To a certain extent this is subject to convention. Ernblern writers, 
we know, do so because the structure within which they rnove includes 
such an explicit staternent. Fantastic writers, on the contrary, are required 
to adopt a different convention, which excludes the open confession of the 
rnorals or didactic lessons involved; it is the reader who rnust deduce what is 
rneant or irnplied in the convention. The writer rnust only take care of build- 
ing the story conveniently and put the necessary ingredients in orden to 
direct and delirnit the conclusion on the part of the reader. 

Orwell in his Animal Farm, for example, rnust and need not say that what 
he airns at is to rnake people aware of the comption and dangers of dictator- 
ship and power in hurnan society. By cornposing the plot of a paraiiel concep- 
tual world, that of anirnals on a farrn, he gives the reader the elernents ne- 
cessary to draw his lesson and apply it to the real world in which we live. The 
writer can safely concentrate on the structure of the story and on the 'how he 
tells it'. 

Didacticisrn, it is true, does not appear to be a salient elernent in fantastic 
literature. The reader concentrates on the pleasure of reading, unaware of 
what lies behind the story which unconsciously penetrates his thoughts or ideas. 
The didactic purpose is however present. Alice's world is a world designed 
for us to learn; reality is turned upside down precisely for that reason. Swift's 
recreation of his fantastic world of giants and rnidgets points towards a world 
of unreality which becornes 'real' as soon as we discover in it the message of 
the whole fantastic reconstruction. 

Didactic rnessages are not always evident or self-explaining, step by step, 
point by point. But this is so in the sarne way as not al1 elernents are fantastic 
in a specific piece of writing. Didacticisrn rnight ernerge out of a whole plot, 
out of the whole story, not necessarily out of every particular detail. This is a 
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central characteristic of both emblem and fantastic literature, a cornmon 
ground in which they meet and fuse. We might object that man in our modern 
times does not need so much to be taught through literary works. That our 
forefathers were more illiterate and more credulous than we are nowadays. 
that 'their' animals were less real than ours. that religion, myth and credulity 
is not so much at the centre of our lives, that fantasy and didacticisrn, 
therefore, were easier for them. I t  may be true that fewer people nowadays 
believe in rnonstruous animals; still fantasy and didacticism may be disguised 
in many different ways, and what is true is thz capacity and ability for men to 
reconstruct the kind of world we have not and we dream of. 

FL creates a mythic world. Not any possible world, but a world which is 
considered by the reader as ~logical, coherent, comprehensible*. That is in 
fact what makes a fantastic novel so believable or easily understood. A world 
without order, abounding in facts not connected through the cause and effect 
principle would end nowhere, wouldn't be comprehensible for us and hence 
sterile and abandoned. There are essential features which cannot be left aside 
in the building of a new world, even in literary works. And the easier the logic 
and comprehensibility, the easier it is to understand. ~Logic*,  by the way, 
need not be present in  every detail; it is enough if it guides the plot or moves 
forward the action of the characters (compare Animal Farm to Tolkien's Lord 
of !he Rings, for example). This «logic), has an interna1 logic of its own: 
animals that talk, pigs that walk on two legs. dragons breathing out flames, 
rabbits that establish a durable friendship with men, etc. These instan- 
ces do not follow the laws of nature. What matters. however. is that once 
the setting is established, the cause-and-effect principle applies. FL 
keeps faithfully to these guidelines. What about emblem literature? EL cannot 
be fully equated to FL frorn this viewpoint. For one reason which derives 
from the convention itself: emblems are short. isolated units, without enough 
substance to build a narrative world. Still, as a whole, an emblem book might 
be said to depict a more coherent allegorical world: the fantastic world of a 
set of actions by animals, men; facts of nature, myths, that altogether might 
have specific bearings upon human behaviour. An emblem book offers a 
consistent view, logical guidelines that the author manipulates in order to 
attain his goals. It is a world made out of isolated units as «tesselae» put 
together shaping an overall allegorical picture; but individual units alone 
would appear disconnected, even if each one of them retains an individual 
meaning. In that sense, emblems teach more individually than as a whole. 
Fantastic literature works in the opposite direction: it acquires a full meaning 
as an organic narrative, considering the novel in its entirety rather than the 
individual episodes it might contain. That being so, it remains true that em- 
blems keep also, as FL does, a distinctive kind of logic, required by their 
respective literary genre. 

1 will not be so daring as to affirm that FL and EL should be considered in 
parallel. A detailed analysis of one novel might offer more similarities to EL 
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that of another. No doubt The Lord of the Rings reminds us of EL more than 
Animal Farm, for exarnple. The kind of anirnals that appear in Tolkien's 
novel, the setting itself, recreate an atmosphere closer to what is more fami- 
liar to EL. Animal Farm, based on animals physically unchanged, beanng 
fantasy at the leve1 of ideas and action, less physical in nature, keeps a 
marked distance from those features which in EL are tightly connected to 
medieval rnythological anirnals. 

1 have tried to insist here only on those traits which 1 consider basic and 
essential and that are found as a substratum in both literary genres. Al1 fea- 
tures discussed are central motifs to the inner workings of man's literary 
activity, be it emblematic or fantastic. Which proves once more the presence 
of fundamental, unifying and similar characteristics in any human work of 
art . 


