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Tales N ew ly Told
A  Column by A lexei Kondratiev

Emma Bull’s War fo r  the  Oaks (Ace, 1987) is, 
essen tia lly , a book about e lves  and rock-and-roll. 
Knowing th is much, we expect som ething satirical, per­
haps a little  strident, a parody of conventional fan­
tasy , p laying for laughs but hardly profound, and 
certain ly ligh t years away from the genuine experi­
ence of Faerie. It is  with delighted su rp rise , then, 
that we find in th is demented juxtaposition of themes 
a tru ly mythopoeic fresh n ess , a means of depicting  
the real beauties and perils of the Otherworld. There 
are p lenty of laughs here, to be sure , but the charac­
ters  face seriou s choices, tragedy can and does strike  
as a resu lt, the gravity  of the laws of Faerie is in no 
way diminished by the stran gen ess of the settin g .

Emma Bull belongs to a remarkable "school" of 
M inneapolis fa n ta sy  w rite rs th a t in c lu d e s  S te v en  
Brust, Will Sh etter ly, Phyllis E isenstein , Ruth Berman, 
and Eleanor Arnason. She has displayed her compe­
tence as a fantasist in a number of short stories, but 
none of it prepared u s for the lik es of th is  book. It 
is , as far as genre is  concerned, contem porary urban 
fa n ta sy  v e r y  much in  th e  m anner d eve lop ed  by  
Charles De Lint, and uses Minneapolis as a half- 
rea listic, half-fantastic  se ttin g  in the same way De 
Lint u ses  Ottawa. But the human protagonists, far 
from having any "Celtic" cultural in terests  that might 
fa c ilita te  th e ir  c o n ta cts  w ith the  otherw orld , are  
im m ersed in the m odern rock -m u sic  su b c u ltu r e . 
Instead of playing ethereal chords on harp -strin gs  
(though they do display a greater acquaintance with 
the traditional folk ballads than the average rock 
m usician), They go for electr ic  gu itars and syn th esiz ­
ers. Eddi McCandry, the heroine, is  in the process of 
breaking up with both her lover and her band when 
she dragged, very  much again st her will, in to a war 
between the two kingdoms of Faerie, the Seelie court 
and the U nseelie court (who here seem to correspond  
to the Dananns and Fomorians of Celtic tradition). The 
presence of a human is  n ecessary  in a war between  
immortals in order to g ive  the ev en ts  of the conflict 
the final reality  that only comes with mortal ex istence. 
If the U nseelie Court should win, Minneapolis would 
suffer  a Fomorian blight, and become a joy less , hun­
gry , cruel place. Eddi is  put in charge of a phouka , 
whom she at f irs t  r esents bitterly  (not w ithout cause), 
but then gradually comes to see  as a person. When 
Eddi and her human friend s put together a new band, 
it  is  q u ick ly  in filtr a ted  by  e lv ish  b e in g s  w ith  
consequences at once am using and poignant. Each 
character is  g iven  a fine-tu ned  ear for both dialogue  
and descrip tion. The war proceeds with its  share of 
gore and terror, but the final outcome is decided  
through music. It is  a measure of the author’s sk ill 
that I, a lukewarm rock fan at best, warmed instan tly  
to her evocation of rock music as a healthy, life -  
affirm ing power, a "good" magic.

Most refresh ingly , Emma Bull's fa iries are not 
stereotyped icons lifted directly  from folklore sou rces, 
but composite beings — immigrants in America, like 
everybod y e lse  — affected by their environm ent, so  
that th ey  blend naturally with the se ttin g . The queen  
of Air and D arkness, d er ives much of her glamorous 
image from old m ovies (the mythic dimension of the 
new land, as it  w ere). Yet where in a le ss  remarkable

book th is hybrid material would have been used for 
ludicrous or comical e ffec t, it here serv es to enhance, 
rather than mask, the archetypal power of the Other- 
world beings, the emotional situations are as soberly  
real as in a mediaeval romance, and the pattern and 
sp irit of the mythology are scrupulously respected. 
P urists might object that the fated withdrawal of 
Faerie from Eddi’s life does not in fact take place, 
that the conclusion of the story  seem s like a case of 
having one’s  cake and eating it; but it wold come 
across as psychologically  wrong if Eddi — who, by 
her choices and experience, has surely  earned her a 
place in Faerie — should lose control over that side  
of her life. All in all, the book is a little  to u r  de  force  
put together  from the most un likely elem ents.

With Diana L. Paxson’s The P aradise Tree  (Ace, 
1987) we have another urban fantasy, se t th is time in 
Berkeley. It is in fact a "spiritual Thriller" in the 
tradition of Charles Williams and Dion Fortune. Ruth 
Racusak, a rather lonely computer hacker, is  try in g  to 
help her friend Ariel, a beautiful but psych ically  frail 
woman, who has come under the in fluence of Joseph 
Roman, a shabby guru who exploits his followers. 
After partaking of the "Paradise Drug" — A super­
hallucinogen developed by a well-m eaning but naive 
lab technician — in an irresponsib le experiment of 
Roman’s Ariel is  sh attered , forced to face asp ec ts  of 
herself she had sou ght to rep ress. When Ruth would 
help her recover by rem oving her from Roman’s influ­
ence, a powerful secret organization of black magi­
cians step s in, seek ing  to gain control of the Paradise 
Drug and to use  Ariel as a psych ic  tool (recalling  
Betty’s role in All Hallows’ Eve). In the headlong  
adventure that follows, Ruth receives the help of Del 
Eden, an older woman who runs an occult bookstore  
and is  a white magician in the Dion Fortune manner. 
Where in a Williams' novel only the ev il characters 
would actually use  magical forces, it is  here shown 
that the same forces can be used for good, if a pure  
conscience d irects the operation.

In the fir s t  half o f the novel the  descrip tions of 
Berkeley lack the v ibrancy of, say , Emma Bull’s  Min­
neapolis, or the other Berkeley in  Peter Beagle’s  The 
Folk o f  th e  Air, and the characters are a little  too 
flat, too obviously "types" (a criticism  that has been 
levelled at Williams’' novels as well). But as soon as 
the story  moves into the inner realm, the realm of 
arch etypes and immortal pow ers, all the themes and 
figu res su dd en ly come a live, and the  author’s sty le  
takes on a renewed assu ran ce. The situations convey  
a clear sen se  of what ceremonial magic is  really  about 
how it w orks. There are scen es of diabolical tempta­
tion that have a Lewis flavor to them. The final show­
down, in  which the archangels are invoked to combat 
th e ir  dem onic co u n te rp a rts , h as ech o es  of T ha t 
H ideous S tre n g th ,  but it tran scend s any such deriva­
tion and stands thrilling ly  on its  own. This passage  
contains, I think, Paxson’s stron gest w riting to date.

Also from Berkeley, through in  a v a stly  d ifferent  
mode we get Paul Edwin Zimmer’s  A G athering  o f  
H eroes (Ace, 1987), se t  in  the  same u n iverse  as The  
Dark B order, and focu sing  on earlier ad ventu res of 

continued on page 56
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eradicate, and not le ss  tem pting to the characters for 
all that. Alas, the later work seem s to have more 
plausibility  on its  side; between the two books lies the  
dark chasm of the two world wars and the p resen t 
threat of nuclear annihilation. It is  amusing but also  
somewhat shock ing to perceive  that Stoker in 1897 
ju st did not imagine that ev il could be so ev il, or that 
so  many so u ls  a s  T olkien im agin es could se ll  
t h e m se lv e s  in to  a s t a te  so  n e g a t iv e  and
self-contrad ictory . Indeed, the nightmare of modern 
civilization has deepened.

On the brighter sid e, the sw eet dream is  sw eeter, 
since Lorien and Valinor are more idyllic  and grander  
than the domestic happiness achieved by  Mina and 
Jonathan, p leasan t thou gh  th a t w as. The v e r y  
desperation also adds a note of hope, since ju st  as 
the acts o f Frodo’s  true personality continued to  
a ffect the outcome of the  q u est even  after it  had 
capitulated to the Dark Lord personality, so could  
o u rs. E ntanglem ent in  e v il does not p r e v en t  a 
c h a r a cter ’s  good a c ts  from in te r tw in in g  w ith a 
Providential pattern to produce a good resu lt. So, no 
matter how deep the nightmare g e ts , we still all have 
our m otives to keep  on our jo u r n e y  th rou gh  
M iddle-earth, with Elbereth and Luthien the  Fair 
firmly in  mind, and a friend nearby to hold our hands 
when we reach convulsively  for that Ring.
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the swordsman Istvan Di Vega. Sword and Sorcery, in 
the Robert E. Howard tradition, is  a much-maligned 
genre today; and it  can indeed inspire the shoddiest 
kind of commercial fantasy , yet in its  celebration of 
individual bravery and endurance in the face of dark­
ness  it has roots in  the sagas and ep ics of the  
ancient world, and it  cannot be separated from the 
history  of Fantasy literature as a whole. Paul Zimmer 
(like Howard at his best) is  c learly in  tune with the  
heroic philosophy that g ives life  to such stories, and 
w illing to put some sty listic  effort into expressing  it. 
He makes much use  of d iscree t alliteration and metric 
prose (I am sensitized  to th is, perhaps, by having  
heard the author read aloud from his work on many 
occasions): in some passages the w riting is  overdone 
and falls short of the mark, but in o thers it  is  str ik ­
ingly e ffec tive. There is , in the descrip tions of p h ysi­
cal combat, a sensu ality , grace and precision which I 
have found in  no other w riter. It is  indeed fortunate  
that the  heroic fantasy  genre, with its  many inherent  
limitations, should have a modern exponent of th is  
stature.
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