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parts of the globe. Travel narratives like Marco Polo’s account of his jour-
neys in Asia (c.1300) became immensely popular, starting in the fourteenth
century, and travellers’ encounters with other cultures naturally encouraged
wandering Westerners to contemplate what foreigners did better or worse
than the people back home.

Utopian fiction also arose from Enlightenment thinking itself. If
reason and science proved themselves to be superior tools for under-
standing and mastering the natural world, why not apply them to the
engineering of society as well? Writers would continue to produce utopian
tales into the twentieth century; women, in particular, wanted to picture whata
culture founded on gender equality or even female dominance might
look like and, in a sense, Marxism is a utopian dream. By the nineteenth
century, however, authors like Samuel Butler had turned to parodying utopian
idealism. Utopias, arguably, make for dull reading, but dystopian fiction has
demonstrated again and again — right up to The Hunger Games (page 296), 2
2008 blockbuster intended for teenaged readers — its power to enthral. Some
dystopias, like Yevgeny Zamyatin's We (1924, page 138) and Aldous Huxley’s
Brave New World (1932, page 148), are essentially works of social or political
criticism — attacks on the dominant ideologies and obsessions of the modern
world. Many more simply depict the age-old dilemma of a restless individual
at odds with the society into which he or she was born.

Often enough, industrialisation and the rise of the mass media
provoked this dissatisfaction, and writing a dystopian novel was not the only
way to respond to such forces. The ‘Golden Age of fantasy, during the first
sixty years or so of the twentieth century, was largely a reaction to the whole-
sale destruction of deeply rooted ways of life in which human beings lived
in intimate relation to the natural world. Another source of anxiety was the
perceived loss of long-standing folk traditions. (The Brothers Grimm first
began collecting fairy tales in the early 1800s, not to compile a book for
children, but as an act of ethnographic conservation.) The great, genre-
defining fantasies of this period, from The Lord of the Rings (1954-55, page
188) to The Chronicles of Narnia (1950-56, page 178), were fundamentally
nostalgic, celebrating a vanishing, idealised world that existed before

machines and market economies defined our lives. This was also a fertile time
for childrex’s fiction, and many of the masters of the period, from J. M. Barrie
to Tove Jansson, either incorporated the longing for a simpler, Arcadian
idyll into their work or saturated everything they wrote with a melancholy
lament for the lost innocence of childhood. Meanwhile, literary modernists
like Franz Kafka and Jorge Luis Borges deployed surreal, uncanny and absurd
elements in their writings as the ideal tools for portraying the metaphysical
paradoxes inherent in a post-religious culture.

The Jast half of the twentieth century was all about questions, and few
literary forms are better suited to fermenting questions than the fantastic.

The wonderlands devised by Ursula K. Le Guin, Kurt Vonnegut, Vladimir
Nabokov; Samuel R. Delaney and Octavia E. Butler interrogated long-held

assumptions about, respectively, the primacy of European culture, modern
warfare, the novel, sexuality and race. Angela Carter took perhaps the most
orthodox of literary forms, the fairy tale, and turned it inside out to reveal
the unspoken desires and power of women hidden within. Science fiction
became more than just a vehicle for technologically enhanced adventure and
began to challenge the rapidly evolving post-industrial world, and to warn
us about where it is heading. A few prescient writers — William Gibson and
Neal Stephenson, first and foremost - succeeded, largely, in anticipating the
central role that linked computers would play in the twenty-first century.
Most strikingly, by coining the term ‘cyberspace, Gibson recognised that
our best mental model for understanding the vast and immaterial web of
communications perpetually humming all around us is spatial. The inter-
net, we collectively decided, is a place. Much of it is made up of words. It just
might be the ultimate literary wonderland.

We still haven’t tired of books, though, even when they come to us via
a medium constituted of bits and pixels. The wonderlands being created
today and waiting to be created tomorrow will also be the work of graphic
novelists, filmmakers and video-game designers, and they, in turn, will influ-
ence the many writers who have stuck with prose text in all its unadorned
glory. Novelists like Salman Rushdie, Haruki Murakami and Nnedi Okorafor
bhave raided the toolboxes of science fiction and fantasy in order to tell new
stories of their own homelands. A generation of children has grown up
saturated in the imaginative liberty exhibited by J. K. Rowling, as well as
the trenchant social criticism of Suzanne Collins. They could not be better
equipped to build the fictional ships in which all of us will sail off into the
unknown, seeking the far horizon and fresh discoveries that will surpass our
most extravagant dreams. :

Laura Miller
New York City
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