
Books for adolescents

Fantasy and realism: Two
topics, one author; a talk
with T.A. Barron

Noic '-. nave been a huge fan of Tom
Barron 5 writing for a number of years.
1 gre>.v uc reading stones of Merlin and
Artnu: anc cne court at Cameiot. I still
emoy escaomg to that mystical and
magical time and place. That journey is
mace easy by :ne wonderful and en-
chanting ocoks by Barron. Recently. I
asked my colleague and coauthor.
Kyiene Beers, to interview Tom so that
all of us would gain some insight into
the 'ea:~ of fantasy writing.

Ten Lesesne

Fantasv literature is the literature of
discover: It is the genre of the magi-
cai. of tne pretend, of the strange and
unreal of otner worlds, wonarous
woncs rrisntenmg worlds, and para-
cox ica i iv it is the genre of tne real.
Real nrioes. areams. fears, conflicts,
connuesis real lessons learned that
lasr i-.ne rirre r the paces of tne book

are read, the covers closed, and per-
haps the title forgotten

Real lessons learned about courage
and consequences as we read of por-
ridge-eating bears, web-wnting spi-
ders, wardrobe-traveling children, and
pasta-flowing pots. Real lessons expe-
rienced vicariously in the midst of
high adventure as characters suffer
through losses and learn about the
nature of power and the realities of
greed. Real lessons learned as read-
ers trave! there and back again with
hobbits and dwarves, watch Stuart
bravely search for Margalo. battle to
preserve Salamandastron. join Cara's
fight to save the unicorns of Luster,
watch Prince len search for the wisest
of emperors, or cry with Winnie as she
leaves the everlasting Tucks.

In the midst of adventure, in the
safety of faraway lands, with the assur-
ance that "this could never happen"
readers of fantasy encounter the
breadth and depth of the human spir-
it, witness the battles of good and evil,
and watch others meet and defeat
their greatest foes—fear, temptation,
loss, hubris—and through those char-
acters learn that loss accompanies
life, fear walks hand in hand with brav-
ery, and good and evil are two sides of
the coin called power.

Many of us spent our youths with
Charlotte and Wilbur, with Meg and
Charles Wallace, with Bilbo and
Gandalf. and with Digory and Asian. We
understand why our students reach for
books that carry them to other worlds
or show them the most curious of
events within our own world. Therefore,
we constantly search out wonderful au-
thors of fantasy to recommend to stu-
dents. One author many recommend is
T.A. Barton. Tom Barren's fantasies of-
ten transport readers to new worlds,
other times they show readers the
magic in this world, but they always
treat readers to an adventure that not
only entertains but also enlightens.

I've traveled with Barron s heroine
Kate across the universe and to the
depths of the ocean. I've gone back in
time to meet the Ancient One. and I've
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Jacket illustration from The Losr /ears of Merlin
by T.A. Barron. Jacket art coovrtcht °1996 by
Mike Wimmer. Used by oerrnission of Phiiomei
Books.

TAB: No! I hope to make it possi-
ble for people to beiieve in Merlin, not
merely suspend disbelief of him. That
famous adage that fiction must create
the willing suspension of disbelief just
is not strong enough. At least not for
me. I don't think it goes far enough be-
cause that implies a shadow of doubt.
It implies that someone is holding
back in some way. My job as a writer
is not to create a willful suspension of
disbelief, but to break that down com-
pletely and create the full, willing,
whole-hearted belief.

KB: But if I'm going to beiieve the
fantasy. I've got to find the reality.
How do you make me believe in a
world that has never existed?

TAB: In part, i do it by giving that
world its own logic—it might not be
our logic—that is coherent and con-
sistent and true. If the logic is there.
then the history of the giants fits into
the history of the dwarves which also
fits into the history of the people who
can change from human form into
deer and back.

KB: Do you wnre out this history,
these rules of logic?

TAB: Yes I have to I have crib
sheets. I also have much of it in my
mind. And sometimes I leave gaps so
that later I can create new things. But
when I create those new things, they
must be consistent with what was pre-
viously created. In the end. the total
picture must be a coherent whole. If I
do that, then I've created a great place
to visit that feels true. Otherwise it
just feels random.

Not only do I work out the logic of
the world, but I do spend a lot of time
researching the things in this world
that will help that other world become
real. For instance, when i was creating
a tribe of Native Americans for the
book The Ancient One. I first had to
spend time researching the Native
American tribes that once lived in the
Pacific Northwest. Long before I began
writing The Lost Years of Merlin. I read
Celtic myths, the work of Geoffrey of
Monmouth. the writings of T.H. White.
C.S. Lewis, even Shakespeare's refer-
ences to Merlin.

Also. I create an outline of where
the book is going, which generally gets
abandoned as characters take on their
own lives. With The Lost Years of Merlin
books. I often find this old wizard sit-
ting on the edge of my desk in the attic
of my home in Boulder, Colorado,
looking at me saying "That's not at all
what happened to me. young man. Pay
attention and hear my story." And so I
do. At that point. I often must aban-
don that initial outline I had created. I
think of that initial outline as being
like a satellite photo: It gives the large
outline of the land below but the de-
tails, the texture, the real understand-
ing of the people and the land only
emerge upon close inspection.

KB: Thinking of that land that
emerges. Tom. one thing that would
have to become visible are the paths
that the characters follow. Let's talk a
bit about a different type of path that
loseph Campbell says all heroes in all
fantasies must follow, the path of sep-

aration, adventure, and return Do you
agree with his thought?

TAB: Absolutely. I agree with the
overall path But what I'd like to do is
add to the notion of adventure, specif-
ically the role of the adventure. It is
the adventure in the outside world
that so shapes heroes that they are fi-
nally prepared to face the greatest ad-
venture of all. which lies within the
hero. It's after the adventure that the
character is now ready to confront the
most challenging adventures of all—
those within himself or herself.

KB: So on this path that Campbell
is describing, the role of the adventure
is to create the hero7

TAB: The role of the adventure, and
let's stay with the notion of path, the
role of the adventure is to provide the
signposts that lead the character.
soon to be hero, toward heroism.

KB: And heroism is defined as...
TAB: Our society often defines he-

roes as those who confront dragons
outside themselves. Whether firemen
rushing into burning buildings or
mythic characters facing fire-breathing
dragons, people often labei one a hero
by the deeds performed. But the
greater challenge, and for my money
the greater heroism, comes from con-
fronting the dragons within ourseives.
Not necessarily slaying them, maybe
discovering them as a part of ourseives
and owning them, embracing them,
maybe even making them our fnend.

KB: But if fantasy follows this path,
then doesn't that limit you as a writer?

TAB: Interesting question. And the
answer is complex. Those elements—
separation, adventure, return—are uni-
versal elements. As a writer I am
bound. I wouldn't say limited, but
bound to that eternal pattern. Readers
from a young age recognize the pattern.
Hansel and Gretel will be separated
from their parents. During that separa-
tion they will have a grand adventure
with the witch in the candy house. After
their wits save them from death, they
will return home. Pinocchio is separat-
ed from Gepetto. has his adventures,
faces his dragons, and returns home. In
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T/i(? Lust Yean or >Wnm. Vlerim is separat-
ed from his home, rrom his family, even
from his identity His search for those
things leaos to many adventures.
Eventually, he will ccmciece his return
when he c ~vers his nome. his her-
itage, himsc .

That pattern is sometnmg the writer
knows and the reader comes to know.
The one person who doesn t know the
pattern is the character in the book.
That unawareness by the character is
what creates the susoense for the read-
er. We know the character is supposed
to emerge heroic but the character
doesn t. That allows readers to wonder
if the character will make the right
choices. Will the character clutch the
hope that threatens :o aisaopear long
enougn to survive me adventure? And
because the character does not know
the future, does not know the pattern,
readers can identify witn the hero be-
cause ail of us are fuil of vulnerabilities,
ail of us doubt our capacity to hold
tightly to fragile hope, wonder about
our own ability to change our world,
ourseives. Experiencing the hero's
growth gives us ail the sense that we
too can rise to that kind of height. This
fact that the character does not know
what power, what magic he or she has
down inside is the bridge between the
character and the reaaer.

KB: And the importance of that
bridge?

TAB: Well, without that bridge, the
reaaer stays outside che text, the read-
er doesn t enter into the feelings of
the character or. more importantly,
begin to explore cne feelings within
himself. That bnage is as much a
bridge between the cnaracter and the
reader as between the reader and him-
self. Literature of any genre must pro-
vide readers with a path to seeing
themselves. Without that, literature is
but words on a page.

KB: Rosenoiact says literature is an
exploration

TAB: Yes. And the best literature of-
fers many points of departure, many
roads for exploration

KB: That's what teachers do also as
they create classrooms that encourage
resoonse. encourage risk taking.

TAB: I can always cell when I'm m a
classroom where the teacher has truly
lit che fire for learning by the quality of
questions the kids ask. When kids
aren t afraid to take risks in cheir ques-
tions, when they are willing to put
themselves into their questions, when
they ask those questions that can't be
answered with yes or no. a. b. or c.
then I know I've got kids who have
been encouraged to value asking
questions as much as finding answers.

KB: Are your books more about
finding answers or asking questions?

TAB: So much of what I do in any
book is write through an underlying
question. For instance the question
underlying The Ancient One is the ques-
tion of how we are all connected. Are
we connected over time, over cultures,
over ages, over languages, pernaos
even over species? In The Lost years of
\\eriin you meet a character named
Shim who. though very small in size,
claims to be a giant. Shim became the
great opportunity to raise the question
of wnat makes a giant. Is a giant deter-
mined by the size of someone's bones?
Or is it the size of sometnmg else?

Whiie my characters mignt be trying
to find answers to the conflicts pre-
sented through the plots. 1 hope their
journeys create questions for the read-
ers. My highest goal is to create char-
acters, plots, and themes that raise the
big questions of life. Recently, a mid-
dle schooler told me: "Mr. Barron. 1
have a problem with your books. They
leave me tnmking for hours." I smiled
and went home happy.

KB: You obviously did something
chat encouraged exploration for that
reader. I agree that the bridge between
character and reader is crucial, but
witn fantasy literature what other hur-
dles must you cross before bigger
questions, bigger truths can emerge?

TAB: Well, the biggest hurdle is that
m the midst of the fantasy the book
must be real, that issue we talked
about earlier There are several levels

of realism chat must be present for cne
fantasy co work. There is realism of
place. Do I feel like I'm chere7 Do I
smell che briny breeze? Do I hear the
screeching of gulls? Do I fee! the glass
edge of che sand? As a writer, my 100 is
to make sure I describe che fantasy
world with such accuracy and detail
that readers can really experience it.
There is also realism of emotion. Have
I felt the way che character feeis? Am I
moved by the character's struggle? Do
I believe the characters pain or joy.
fear or hope? Again. I must choose the
words that will allow readers to expe-
rience emotions. Finally, there is a
deeper level of realism, a level that
goes beyond the senses, beyond che
emotions ail che way to the spirit. Why
does this ring so true? What do I know
now about the human condition?
What am I experiencing that all people
in ail cultures in ail times have expe-
rienced? At this level, che writer must
touch the basic yearnings and search-
ing, tragedies and triumphs chat ac-
comoanv life.

•••%fcjatrSEVEH SOWGS OF

Jacket illustration from The Seven Songs of
Meriin by T.A. Barron. Jacket art coovngnt
"1997 bv Mike Wimrner. Usea by permission
of Phiiomei BOOKS.
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KB: So this is the level that con-
nects us one to another across gener-
ations and cultures?

TAB: Right . And if wri t ing can reach
that level of rea l i sm, then it has the
oppor tuni ty to touch people in deep
and lasting ways. I believe that good
fantasy is not an escape from real i ty
but rather a plunge into reality in the
deepest, truest sense. Good fantasy
allows us to discover ourselves and
some of the great truths of life.

KB: And how do you discover those
truths in your l i fe?

TAB: The best way for me to work
through issues is through wri t ing. For
instance, about 1 1 years ago a close
friend died. I met Currie. we married,
and we had our first child. That was a
lot to have happen in about one year.
I worked through many of the issues of
loss and love and l i f e in a book I was
writing called Heartliaht. At that time we
lived in New York where 1 was in busi-
ness and doing all the things that go
with a fast-paced professional life—at-
tending business lunches, board meet-
ings—and at the same time trying to
write a novel. I wrote anywhere—taxi
cabs, boardrooms, at home. Final ly, 1
decided that what I most wanted to do
was be a f u l l - t i m e writer. Life is too
short not to follow your true passion.
So we left New York and moved to
Colorado, where I'd spent much of my
childhood. There I f in ished Heartlight.
which was published in 1990.

KB: And so now you spend your
days writing.

TAB: Yes. Plus I spend a lot of time
helping Currie take care of our five
children, who are all under the age of
10. And I spend many days v is i t ing
schools and speaking at conferences.

KB: And w i l l we always f ind you
writing fantasy?

TAB: Fantasy is my heartland, but I
write in other genres. For instance, right
now I 'm working on a realistic fiction
picture book called Where \s Grandpa? It
will be illustrated by Chris K. Soentpiet
and will be out in 1998orl9Q9

KB: So. Tom. even though we may
see your w r i t i n g in a variety of forms

and genres, does any one thing u n i f y
al l your wri t ing?

TAB: I hope so. I hope that readers
see that my wri t ing is about connec-
tions. Whether wri t ing a history of the
Rocky M o u n t a i n Na t iona l Park or a
picture book about the relationship
between a grandfather and his grand-
chi ldren or a fantasy about mythical
characters from misted lands, my goal
remains constant: to f ind the right
words so that readers may connect to
the world in the text, to the world
wi th in themselves, and perhaps to the
wider world called humanity. If that
happens, then my time as a writer wil l
have been well spent.
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