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Preface 

It is in reaching one’s destination that one most clearly sees the paths still unexplored. 

These words – for me, this study’s last; for you, my reader, its first – leave me, perhaps 

appropriately, with an ambivalence of feeling. I am hopeful that my efforts will be of use to fellow 

critics and, perhaps most importantly, readers of fantasy, even if only in offering some new 

perspectives on it (or should that be ‘especially if it should offer some new perspectives on it’?). As 

works of fantasy continue to prove commercial successes with mass appeal while lacking 

commensurate critical attention, I am convinced, if nothing else, of the relevance of studies like this 

one. 

Opposite this hope lies frustration. In at the start of my research kicking in a door that I found 

surprisingly less open than expected, I have been able to take only a few steps beyond it, and much 

still remains to be said. In attempting to expand both the double and fantasy into each other’s 

scopes, this study strives for as exhaustive a basis as possible to explore either, and rigorously tests 

this critical device through a diverse selection of texts. In synthesising this basis, however, it draws 

on many elements crucial to doubling and fantasy, but is forced to leave a large number of them – 

each viable avenues of enquiry in their own right – unexplored. 

For example, the uncanny’s interplay with doubling – and its frequent appearance in the fantastic – 

are touched upon as an index of their interrelation, but not engaged as one of fantasy’s 

idiosyncrasies in its own right. Research in this direction would most likely require a more 

psychoanalytical approach, especially with regards to the double’s position in psychoanalysis over 

which this study favours its status as a literary device. Such an analysis would likely engage with Le 

Guin’s conception of the shadow as one of fantasy’s most important figures, and its tendency to 

operate via the unconscious and eschew the rational, and in doing so retain the double as one of 

uncanniness’ primary loci: it is, after all, a small step from the interplay of recognition and 

difference that fantasy and doubling hinge on to the interplay of the strange and familiar in 

recognition where none should occur, which is the domain of the uncanny. 



 

vi 

Just the same, a study might focus on fantastic doubling’s close ties with Saussurian semiotics. While 

this study focuses on its core principle of negative definition, i.e. the impossibility of defining 

anything as ‘not what it is not,’ doubling and fantasy possess a whole host of parellells with this 

theory of signs, which dualistically divides the sign between the ‘signifiant’ and ‘signifié.’  As both 

fantasy and doubling similarly rely on dialectical processes to express their (often metaphorical) 

meaning, more might be revealed on either in examining how they align themselves with or diverge 

from the often complex ways in which language’s basic elements of meaning are construed are 

construed. Of particular interest might be fantasy’s ‘impossible’ content, for example its magical 

creatures, which fantasy can strikingly attempt to define in positive, often componential terms such 

as ‘a gryphon is part eagle and part lion;’ it is, however, just the same the question if a pair of wings, 

the body of a large lizard and the ability to breathe fire truly a dragon make. 

Of course, what this study attempts to introduce to the critical field could itself be expanded upon: 

while it must necessarily strive to maintain as elementary a taxonomy as possible, refinements will 

prove to be viable and perhaps even desirable. The enlargement it will offer the double’s scope from 

a text-internal, character-based device to an also spatial and intertextual one creates disparate 

levels of definition between the comparatively well-categorised former type and the newly 

introduced latter categories. The narrative-internal character double has been subdivided into the 

doppelganger, shadow self, mirror image, alter ego, evil twin etc. (as well as offering taxonomies 

that further subdivide it), while this study, given its scope, can only distinguish a single crucial 

subcategory amongst the types it introduces in the ‘world-doubling’ that juxtaposes fantasy’s 

‘secondary worlds’ with the world outside the narrative. Further research could attempt to impose 

text-internal character doubling’s subdividing taxonomies onto the newly distinguished categories, 

or attempt to find analogies for the prototypical conceptions of this kind of doubling in the ‘new’ 

ones. Of course, it could also – as these subcategories presumably came to be – attempt to discern 

recurring motifs and patterns within these comparatively undefined doublings, and see what 

further insight these might yield. 

In acknowledging these potential directions for subsequent research, the list of which is by no 

means exhaustive, I wish to indicate mainly that what follows is a beginning in as much as it is an 

end to itself. It will attempt to expand perspectives on both fantasy and doubling and probe these 

perspectives’ viability, but it of course does so in the full knowledge that most of what could, and 

perhaps should be said lies in destinations not yet reached. 
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Introduction 

Ursula K. Le Guin (“Child and Shadow,” 1975: 57) describes the protagonists of the ur-canonical 

fantasy The Lord of the Rings as “a group of bright figures, each one with its black shadow. Against the 

Elves, the Orcs. Against Aragorn, the Black Rider. Against Gandalf, Saruman. And above all, against 

Frodo, Gollum. Against him, and with him.” While in more recent fantasy this might read ‘against 

Harry Potter, Voldemort (or Malfoy) and against James Potter, Severus Snape,’  few narrative 

devices are so intimately connected with the fantastic – and fantasy as a genre - as the double; 

mirror images, shadow selves and evil twins are some of its most prototypical tropes.  These 

patterns are not restricted to just characters, but permeate the entirety of the fantasy world: against 

Minas Tirith, Minas Morgul, and against Helm’s Deep, Isengard; against the peaceful, familiar Shire, 

the whole unfamiliar and dangerous world of Man. Against Harry Potter’s magical world of wizardry, 

the technological world of Muggles. Against reality, the fantasy world. And yet the prominence of 

doubling as one of fantasy’s constitutive tropes has gone virtually unacknowledged in criticism on 

fantasy, and its connection with the genre equally unexplored in criticism on doubling; the latter 

even seems to lack an accessible, viable definition of what ‘the literary double’ is or can be. As Karl 

Miller phrases it, “[t]here can be no satisfying short description of what doubles are” (2008: 416). 

Nevertheless, the double is a prominent device in fantasy – that much, I would argue, is intuitively 

apparent from the above to any familiar with the genre – and its presence worth exploring. 

Doubling in fantasy is however not currently critically accessible: its patterns in (fantastic) 

literature have gone unexplored and its rhetorics unexamined as there is, to the best of my 

knowledge, no adequate critical device for analysing them.  This study will attempt to create one, 

rudimentary though it will be given a relative lack of theoretical support, and take the first steps in 

applying it. It will ask how the double can be constructed and read in fantasy, how it interacts with 

fantasy’s ‘reading pact’ and the willing suspension of disbelief and why it is so prominent within the 
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genre. In short, it will examine how the two interact and interdepend. As discourse on neither 

fantasy nor the double belongs to the mainstream of literary criticism1 and both are thus relatively 

unstructured and unexplored, it is my hope that this study will offer useful insight into both where 

neither field can offer it sufficient theoretical support on its own.  

Analogous to the conception of meaning in Saussurian semiotics, either might, through contrast 

and comparison, help define what the other is and is not, which in turn enriches the first. These 

same semiotic mechanics lie at the core of the subject: doubling and fantasy align in that each 

creates meaning through contrast, be it with another entity or an entire reality. This creation of 

meaning – an irrational process – I will argue to be one of the crucial traits of fantasy and doubling. 

While this study by no means belongs to the field of linguistics, references to this basic tenet of 

semiotics, and especially its oppositional structures which fuel both doubling and fantasy will thus 

be relatively frequent. 

This study will first consider what fantasy and doubling are, which is anything but an intuitive 

question, and how they can and should be defined in order to examine their interaction. It will focus 

on the double’s interplay between the familiar and different and its frequent subversion of the 

rational. Crucially, the proposed system of analysis will expand the scope of the double beyond the 

character doubling commonly exemplified by the ‘doppelganger,’ but also attempt to accommodate 

aforementioned doublings of spaces through the same methods. As fantasy invariably engages with 

reality, it will similarly consider analogous structures of doubling that operate between the 

narrative and ‘reality’ outside it, such as Harry Potter’s wizarding world mimicking the familiar, 

mundane one. Finally, after inspecting any anomalous or otherwise problematic forms of doubling 

encountered, it will take the aforementioned first steps in determining how its constitutive trope 

interacts with fantasy. 

The selection of primary literature comprises the work of four authors: Ursula K. Le Guin (who is 

both critic and author)’s iconic Earthsea cycle, with an emphasis on its first book A Wizard of Earthsea 

and Neil Gaiman’s more recent Neverwhere and American Gods provide access to two ‘eras’ 

(Mendlesohn 2008: 30-38) of canonical literary fantasy respectively, each commercial and critical 

successes. Terry Pratchett’s Pyramids, the immensely popular Discworld series’ seventh novel, 

meanwhile emphasises fantasy’s key tropes as it necessarily locks in with them by parodying the 

 

                                                             

1 Kim Selling’s 2008 Why are Critics Afraid of Dragons? and Gordon Slethaug’s 1993 The Play of the Double in 

Postmodern America offer tentative explanations why fantasy and the double respectively are relatively 

marginal critical subjects in either’s emphasis on the irrational. In spite of this critical rejection, which 

Selling’s title is already indicative of, this study will be a narratological enquiry rather than an attempt to 

vindicate either subject’s relevance. 
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genre. Finally, Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, the highly acclaimed postmodernist work of 

science (or speculative) fiction, serves as an outlier that tests fantasy’s genre definitions and the 

critical device’s resilience as it engages in the same alienating world-building that ‘prototypical’ 

fantasy does, but while maintaining plausibility and eschewing fantasy’s typical supernatural 

elements. While fantasy is a precise, exacting genre, a judiciously selecting the primary literature to 

maximally engage with the fantasy’s key tropes and motifs, among them the double, should ensure 

coherence while still enabling a representatively diverse selection. 





 

  

Part 1 Towards a Critical Device





 

  

1.1 Definitions 

1.1.1 What is Fantasy? 

Rosemary Jackson (1981: 21) argues that “the basic structure of fantastic narrative is the 

contradiction [...] [and] the basic trope of fantasy is the oxymoron.”  As will prove true of doubling, 

fantasy’s defiance of reason (Selling 2008: v-vi; 1-3) impedes exact definitions, 1 but there are 

nevertheless a viable few; Farah Mendlesohn suggests that 

[a] consensus has emerged, accepting as a viable ‘fuzzy set,’ a range of critical definitions of 

fantasy. It is now rare to find scholars who choose among Kathryn Hume, W.R. Irwin, 

Rosemary Jackson or Tzvetan Todorov: it is much more likely they will pick and choose among 

these and other “definers” of the field according to the area of fantasy fiction, or the 

ideological filter, in which they are interested. (2008: xiii) 

Amongst these definers and other critics, the most frequently agreed upon of fantasy’s traits is 

surely its irrationality, with many emphasising its symbolic nature: 

The great fantasies, myths and tales are indeed like dreams: they speak from the unconscious to 

the unconscious, in the language of the unconscious – symbol and archetype. Though they use 

words, they work the way music does: they short-circuit verbal reasoning, and go straight to 

the thoughts that lie too deep to utter. They cannot be fully translated into the language of 

reason [...] (Le Guin,  “Child and Shadow,” 1975: 52) 

Examining fantasy without limiting its scope to the prescriptions of these ‘definers’ nevertheless 

ensures greater flexibility than the double’s ‘definition’ will offer, and thus general relevance and 

broad applicability for anything learned from examining its interaction with the latter. This study 

will define fantasy as the genre of literature, rooted in the irrational, that grew out of medieval 

romanticism and concerns itself with the heroic and mythological (Selling 2008: ii-vi) whose 

diegetic2 world is necessarily assumed to be different from that of the extradiegetic ‘reality’ of 

everyday life. Paul Sheenan (2004: 21) advises on the latter’s complex epistemology that the rise of 

postmodernist thinking implies that “the notion of the ‘real world’ is permanently encased in 

 

                                                             
1 Selling (2008: 5) points out the “curious situation where the notion that ‘fantasy is undefinable’ has become 

part of its definition. 

2 The term “diegetic,” as per H. Porter Abbott’s The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, “refers to the world of 

the story – that ‘reality’ in which the events are presumed to take place” (2002: 68). “Extradiegetic” (ibid.) 

consequently refers to the ‘reality’ outside the narrative in question. 
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quotation marks.” In contrast with this epistemological difficulty, fantasy can offer a diegetic 

‘reality’ only knowable within the text, 3 which (Jackson 1981: 4) differentially interrogates ‘reality’ 

through juxtaposition.  

According to Jackson’s Fantasy, (1981: 9) however, many of the selected texts should not be 

considered ‘fantastic.’ Her delineation of what fantasy entails distinguishes “the fantastic” 

(narratives that introduce the supernatural into ‘reality,’ e.g. Poe, Kafka or Lovecraft’s work) from 

“faery” literature (which creates a nostalgic world, e.g. Tolkien, Lewis or Le Guin). Kim Selling’s Why 

Are Critics Afraid of Dragons (2008: ii) refers to the latter category as “genre fantasy” and indicates 

frequent critical resistance to it. Jackson claims that while these texts’  

original impulse may be similar, [they] move from it, expelling their desire and frequently 

displacing it into religious longing and nostalgia. Thus they defuse potentially disturbing, anti-

social drives and retreat from any profound confrontation with existential dis-ease. (1981: 9) 

In considering the (creation of) the fantastic setting as a potential conduit for doubling and a 

doubling of its own, this study will only investigate how the author links their created world with 

the reference frame of  ‘reality’ and what the narrative function thereof is. What Jackson calls 

‘fantasy’ and what she calls ‘faery’ thus become interchangeable for the purposes of this study: her 

claims about the process of the fantasy setting’s creation should apply to both ‘faery’ and ‘fantastic’ 

literature, even if the attitudes she ascribes to this creation are different. Other seemingly 

contradictory frameworks can similarly be combined within this study’s generalist scope.  

Finally, works containing elements that cannot be placed in the reference frame of 

contemporary ‘reality,’ i.e. elements that would currently be ‘impossible’ or ‘unthinkable,’ can be 

classified as science fiction, historical fantasy or other speculative fictions. They will frequently 

contain elements that are or seem fantastic and can thus through juxtaposition provide insight on 

genre fantasy as their impossibility is temporal or technological rather than metaphysical and will 

have a smaller margin for suspension of disbelief. Of course, Clarke’s assertion that “any sufficiently 

advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic” (qtd. in Medlesohn 2008: 62) still holds true.  

 

Like Selling’s (2008: 2-3), this study will differentiate between the genre of texts that Jackson 

labels ‘faery’ and “literatures that employ fantastic tropes and devices” (ibid.) through labelling 

them ‘(genre) fantasy’ and ‘the fantastic’ or ‘fantastic literature’ respectively. It will consider genre 

 

                                                             
3 Lakoff (1987: 259) asserts that “there can be no objectively correct description of reality from a God’s eye point 

of view. [...] [W]e have no privileged access to it from an external viewpoint;” fantastic world-building can 

partially restore this privileged access through creating a narrative position that does have it and, as the only 

access to this world, cannot be contradicted. 
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fantasy a subcategory of what Jackson, Todorov and others call ‘the fantastic’ and treat it as the 

focal point due to its greater emphasis on world-building. This facilitates the recognition of 

doubling, although many findings could be expanded to the fantastic in general.  

1.1.2 What is the Double? 

Duplicitous. Double-dealing. Doublespeak. When the double finds its way into daily language, it is 

often accompanied by connotations of the shadowy and obscure. While critical discourse on the 

double agrees on ‘prototypical’ (such as twinning) or ‘canonical’ (such as Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein) instances of the trope, there is to my knowledge no comprehensive system of literary 

analysis that attempts to discern and categorise as wide a range of doublings as possible, including 

doublings of space. 

Although some dualities, like yin yang, symbolise balance or equilibrium, many more are 

archetypal symbols of evil within many narrative traditions. Doppelgangers, evil twins, 

lycanthropes and mirror images all typically belong to the realm of the fantastic, but doubling need 

not be supernatural. It can also express antagonism or similarity between characters or be an index 

of what is at stake in the narrative. Even in these forms, it is strikingly prominent in literary fantasy, 

rivalling the double’s frequency in gothic fiction or ghost stories. Fantasy and doubling take 

something familiar (be it an entire world or a person) and present the reader with another instance 

of it that is somehow strange. Neither doubling (Miller 2008: 25) nor fantasy vindicates its own 

existence despite their frequent infringements on ‘reality.’  

Doubling is one of the core tropes of narrative, especially fantastic narrative. Gordon Slethaug 

recognises its use as “an ancient one. It has roots in the earliest Western literature, and it enjoys an 

astonishing capacity for survival and recombination.” (1993: 8) He (ibid. 7) also notes the double’s 

surprising under-representation in literary criticism, calling it “a discourse that [...] has been largely 

ignored suppressed and silenced by novelists and critics of realism.” While famous, canonical 

doublings such as Mary Shelley’s Dr Frankenstein and his Creature, Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr 

Hyde, Poe’s two William Wilsons or even classical doubles such as Cain and Abel are frequent critical 

subjects,4 comparatively little has been written on doubling as a narrative trope in general.5 What 

 

                                                             
4 Examples include, respectively, Paul Sherwin’s “Creation as Catastrophe,” Yonjae Jung’s “The Imaginary 

Double in “William Wilson”” and Joel N. Lohr’s “Righteous Abel, Wicked Cain: Genesis 4:1-16 in the Masorectic 

Text, the Septuagint, and the New Testament.” 

 5 Criticism on doubling typically refers to the trope and its manifestations as ‘the double’ and ‘a double,’ 

respectively. In spite of tradition, this study will refer to the concept and process as ‘doubling,’ and to its 
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criticism there is can serve as a starting point to examine its interaction with literary fantasy, it is 

important to note that although a working definition of the trope will be necessary, an exhaustive 

one is impossible. 

This resistance to definition comes from the double as a literary device being too abstract and 

versatile to be straightforward; there is no one element to doubling that makes it so.  Although 

intuition might indicate that if there was one of a thing and now there are two, this constitutes a 

doubling, this study will contain many doublings that are not simple instances of one becoming two, 

as well as enormously divergent doublings that would by this standard be identical. Slethaug, one of 

the few generalist scholars of literary doubling, warns that “[d]espite [his] or anyone’s attempts to 

categorize, elucidate, [...] [the double] will always remain duplicitous, dialogic and relativized” 

(1993: 8). As befits the trope of shadows and mirrors, it is too plural, too vague and insufficiently 

rational to tolerate definition. 

Criticism that attempts to analyse doubling is most frequently based upon three key concepts. 

These are recognition, differentiation and irrationality. Doubling is often conceived of as the 

existence of a counterpart entity that evokes a sense of familiarity6 with something other than itself. 

Despite being such a ‘copy,’7 as for example Mr Hyde is to Dr Jekyll, it requires some crucial element 

of difference with the entity copied for it to be narratively or imaginatively relevant; in this case, Mr 

Hyde’s extreme lack of self-restraint. This difference can be as minor as an otherwise identical 

entity existing under different external circumstances, but also frequently take the form of 

outwardly different entities that share an inner duality (Landkildehus 2008: 67-68), e.g. The Lord of 

the Rings’ Frodo and Gollum. In short, even though the double is a copy, it is never redundant, nor is 

the mere existence of multiple ‘copies’ of an entity necessarily doubling. Finally, some aspect of the 

trope always operates outside of the bounds of reason, e.g. Jekyll’s potion as a catalyst for the 

doubling. The double is usually not explained or approached rationally, and the trope’s sometimes 

uncanny effects typically rely on an inability to fully process it by only using reason. Its allegorical 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              

results as ‘doubles’ in order to avoid ambiguities. When discussing ‘the double (as a trope),’ this will generally 

be explicitly indicated. 

6 Especially in gothic or horror narratives, this is often an uncanny sense of familiarity (Royle 2003: vii; the 

author also indicates doubling as one of the chief triggers for the sensation of the uncanny: ibid. 187, 190). 

7 It is not always possible to consider this ‘copying’ in terms of one component of the doubling being the 

original, as ascertaining which of the counterparts has ontological priority is not always possible 

(Landkildehus 2008: 67). Given how other terms such as ‘mirroring’ or ‘reflecting’ carry the same implications 

of an original/non-original set, most language seems to presuppose originality in one of the components. 

‘Doubling’ seems the only apt term to describe the process, and it too is often received as containing this 

presupposition. 
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qualities (Slethaug 1993: 18-19) and frequently supernatural nature (Le Guin, “Child and Shadow,” 

1975: 53) motivate its frequent use in less mimetic types of narrative, such as gothic tales (of horror) 

or, crucially, fantasy, as well as its relative lack of critical attention. 
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1.2 Components of Doubling 

According to Slethaug, (1993: 8) the sign of the double is as old as Western literature itself and has 

evolved alongside it, standing at different points for “the spiritual, the psychological and [...] the 

process of signifying itself.” He highlights the twin as the prototypical double, accorded a special 

relationship in virtually every culture and representing whatever dualisms that culture possesses. 

Doubling is of course an integral component of any dualistic mythological system, and Slethaug 

(1993: 9) refers to the Greek myth of the ‘split human soul,’ where love is of one half of a doubled 

pair seeking its now-lost other half. In these myths, the double’s irrational component can be 

recognised in its tendency to represent the supernatural, transcendental or metaphysical. While it 

exists in the ‘real world’ as a signifier, the linked signified is something that supersedes the 

aforementioned ‘reality.’ Doubling’s interaction between recognition and differentiation and its 

irrationality here run parallel to the Saussurian rejection of any but the ‘negative’ definition that 

defines a sign as ‘not what it is not’ and the arbitrariness of the sign respectively (Holdcroft 1991: 

107-109, 52-53).8 

1.2.1 Recognition 

Recognition is probably the most straightforward of the double’s traits. For a doubling to function, a 

significant similarity between two entities must be recognisable, although there is typically also 

strangeness to this recognition. This trait is the most self-evident and given its frequent recurrence 

in critical discourse perhaps the most crucial:  

Romantic duality is, and has to be, charged with resemblances and coincidences, and it is in 

league with the supernatural [...] (Miller 2008: 36; emphasis added) 

I primarily distinguish between an outward, or manifested double, and an inward, or 

experiential double. In case of the former, features of similarity are largely related to physical 

appearances. In the case of the latter, features are more subtly relational, usually in terms of a 

bifurcation of the mind. (Landkildehus 2008: 67) 

 

                                                             
8 Holdcroft (1991: 48-49) notably refers to “the word as a double entity, e.g. as a signifier correlated with 

something else.” 
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Doubling offers another disturbing and yet familiar set of personae in ways of telling the self. 

(Warner 2002: 163; emphasis added) 

 Miller’s Doubles indicates that recognition between components is a necessary part of dualism 

and anticipates doubling’s alignment with the irrational. Despite construing the double only as a 

character-based trope, Søren Landkildehus emphasises this reduplicative resemblance’s many 

possible manifestations. Marina Warner characterises the double as an expression of the self (the 

most frequently applicable ‘original’). However, she simultaneously juxtaposes and unites ‘the 

disturbing’ and ‘the familiar’ in her account, suggesting the uncanny aspect that doubling often 

exhibits. While divergent, each of these interpretations of doubling emphasises recognition 

An accessible example of this recognition can be found in its interplay with the uncanny. 

Nicholas Royle’s The Uncanny expresses a profound link between it and the double (2003: 187-203), 

that originates in Rank and Freud’s psychoanalysis (ibid. 190). ‘The uncanny double’ describes the 

specific form of doubling that occurs when recognition occurs when there should be none;  as 

Warner described, the double is often familiar-yet-strange. Miller concludes his study of the double 

with an anecdote of uncanny doubling: 

During the week in which I finished writing [this book] a stranger came to see me – in the 

person of someone barely known, only faintly remembered from the past. But the books I had 

been reading made it possible to think of him as an old friend. He left behind him a dark 

threat, inscribed in a paperback on urban terrorism, and it turned out that he had taken to 

calling himself by the name of Miller. (2008: 441) 

Miller recognises a familiar element of the self – his name – where no such recognition should occur 

- outside the self, in his acquaintance. This experience is at once disturbing and familiar, as he had 

not expected to find himself, in a sense, doubled.  

Any kind of doubling, even its most basic manifestations, can of course be understood as a 

‘recognition where none should occur:’ twins’ resemblance can violate belief in individual 

uniqueness; a shadow is literally a projection of the body outside the self, and yet it is Other. All of 

these can situationally be uncanny doubles, and twinning and shadowing are two of the most 

archetypal doubles in narrative. However, it devalues the designation of ‘uncanny’ not to limit its 

use to doublings deliberately designed to evoke a disturbing combination of strangeness and 

familiarity as through the seeming conspiracy of coincidences in Miller’s anecdote.  

1.2.2 Differentiation 

Slethaug succinctly asserts that “[t]he double is constituted upon difference” (1993: 8) - this 

prevents it from being redundant. While recognition is the key to the double’s creation and appeal, 
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differentiation is the key to its use and function. Hearkening back to Saussurian semiotics, a non-

differential double is semantically empty, tautological. This is exactly what the double is not: the 

parallels between the doubled halves primarily serve to emphasise their asymmetries. Slethaug also 

draws on Saussurian semiotics, arguing that the double, through the created contrast, explores 

binary oppositions. The double is positioned in a lack or a gap9 and, like Saussure’s oppositional 

system of meanings, is in a perpetually inconstant state of doubling back on itself (Slethaug 1993: 

26).  

In the same vein, Miller (2008: 416) calls the ambience of the double the “rule of contraries:” e.g. 

“if one self steals, another may be stolen from.” While he alludes to the impossibility of adequately 

defining the double, he bases the attempt he nevertheless makes on opposition. “One self does what 

the other can’t. One self is meek while the other is fierce. One self stays while the other runs away” 

(ibid.). The double is simultaneously internal and external, “departure and return, [...] theft and 

restitution.” Doubling is not simply rooted in difference, but constructed from opposites. Miller 

anticipates Landkildehus’ outward and inward doubles (respectively physical and psychological) in 

recognising that there is an element of both to any doubling. Crucially, the double seems composed 

as much of opposites that ‘attract’ as it is upon recognition and familiarity. It is upon these 

contradictions that the double is built, being at its core a contradiction: ‘same’ and yet ‘different.’ 

Landkildehus’ (2002: 67-77) portrayal of this aspect of doubling, finally, seems a refinement of 

Miller and Slethaug’s. He not only focuses on differentiation but reads it as the locus of meaning. He 

recognises a doubling in Adam before and after the Fall, but argues that “Adam-in-between” is the 

more interesting figure, as he better displays the differences between the former two. In his 

creation of a character-based taxonomy of the double, he distinguishes them based on how the 

elements of recognition and differentiation exist in relation to one another, subdividing the double 

into inward or outward identical, symmetrical or asymmetrical doublings.  

A doubling based on outward identity or symmetry, such as a pair of twins, has exterior 

consistency. The element of recognition operates based on exterior traits; while differentiation is 

possible at this level in order to show non-identicality (through difference in features , age, attire 

etc.); this is not the focus of the doubling. The doubled halves will differ on an interior layer, i.e. 

ideas or emotions, and it will be at this layer that the doubling is given meaning or narrative 

function. Similarly, an inwardly doubled pair will have the recognition operate on the interior layer. 

Differentiation can then occur on the same layer in cases where the doubling is an asymmetrical or 

antithetical one. In all these cases, the significance or narrative function of the double is expressed 

through (or even as) differentiation of the doubled halves. 

 

                                                             
9 Jackson (1981:34) describes the fantasytic’s semiotic processes in the same terms of gaps. 
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1.2.3 Irrationality 

Irrationality, as the double’s final recurring trait, is linked to both its creation and reception. Miller 

(2008: 441) calls his own work “a book devoted to coincidence.” He emphasises that the doubles he 

discusses are spawned from “paranoia,” i.e. a tendency to see patterns where there are none. He 

associates the romantic double with the supernatural, (ibid. 36) and calls doubles’ original function 

that of “harbingers of evil and death” (ibid. 416; also present in Royle 2002: 190); from there on, 

doubling has become a more individual, psychological process, but has lost only some of its 

supernatural origin. Usage of the trope still hearkens back to its roots. 

 As previously indicated, doubling is very rarely explained when it occurs, and typically cannot 

be processed through logic and rationality alone. Slethaug (1993: 7-8) emphasises this trait not only 

as an inherent facet of the double, but also the reason behind its lack of critical attention. He shows 

the double to be as irrational and evasive as he claims in his difficulty in cataloguing and discussing 

it, as echoed by the above difficulties in doing the same. Aside from its origins in the supernatural 

and the paranoia of pattern recognition, this irrationality must also be linked with the trope’s 

prismatic nature, i.e. its apparent lack of a ‘centre’ and sheer amount of possible permutations. 

Though it is difficult to say which of these predates the other, they all serve as indexes of the 

double’s tendency towards the irrational. 

Crucially, Slethaug argues that the double is also a means to process the irrational, for example 

when it represents processes of “psychological decomposition:” 

Deviations representing the decomposition of the mind are explored through implicit (latent) 

and explicit (manifest) doubles in which the fragmentation may be both dual and multiple (or 

composite). In the process of doubling by multiplication, different characters represent the 

working out of a single ideal, problem, or attitude as opposed to doubling by division in which 

several characters represent opposing qualities. (1993: 14) 

This summary of the prior elements of recognition and differentiation runs parallel to Landkildehus’ 

taxonomy, albeit with a different focus. Slethaug describes this process as a metaphorical 

representation of different abstract concepts and ideas as each being represented by an individual 

element of a doubled set, some of them physically represented and others still mental; in this sense 

the double is literally allegorical. A psychological construct too complex to process is split up into its 

component parts, enabling piece-by-piece processing through diegesis rather than ‘reality.’ 

Although this doubling serves to facilitate processing the irrational through rational means, it is still 

constructed from irrational elements and thus, when it is again ‘unpacked,’ will always need to draw 

on irrational faculties to process.  

At the moment the double becomes an irrational, metaphorical construct, it becomes of interest 

to critics of fantastic literature, as the genre is virtually defined by its preference of the irrational 
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(primarily the supernatural) and the metaphorical over realist mimesis (Jackson 1981: 50). The 

shared origins in romantic tradition, as Miller (2008: 418) and Selling (2008: iii, v, 63-64) indicate for 

doubling and genre fantasy respectively strengthen this connection, although they can be traced 

even further back, to ancient mythology. Doubling may even be necessary to fantasy: the 

conception of fantastic world-building in itself as an act of doubling that must occur for the genre to 

exist at all will be a cornerstone of this study’s argumentation. 
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1.3 Fantasy and Doubling 

I have emphasised the obligatory irrational aspect inherent to the double; the same applies to 

fantasy. Selling (2008: 1) laments the frequent negative criticism of the genre based on its 

“impossible” content. Because it must contain elements that defy the plausible, however, fantasy 

allows the double to manifest in otherwise impossible ways. A character that metaphorically has a 

‘good self’ and an ‘evil self’ might find them literally split, as Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde are. Similarly, a 

character may be ‘shadowed’ by a shadow with its own volition rather than a person, like Earthsea’s 

Ged is. Warner (2007: 169) labels this “figures of speech [becoming] […] figures of vitality.“ When the 

figurative is eliminated from the metaphor, it becomes a literalised metaphor, and “[f]antastic 

writing about doubling throws all the devices of representation at the task of forcing the 

unrepresentable intro presence” (ibid.). 

The shared origins and similar operant principles behind fantasy and doubling have already been 

referred to; the former serve to justify the latter. The two are closely connected through their 

influencing and being influenced by Romanticism and concern with the irrational (‘sublime’) over 

reason. This intersection in Romanticism is merely an index of earlier shared roots in mythology. 

Fantasy realises many of its mythological elements through the double, as will become apparent 

in the analysis of Gaiman’s American Gods; they concern themselves, through the supernatural and 

mythological, with signification. Mythology’s aetiological function gives meaning through irrational 

means to those things that cannot be understood or explained through the rational (Thury & 

Devinny 2005: 4-5, Le Guin “Myth and Archetype” 1976: 61);10  this meaning is then located on a 

metaphysical level beyond the comprehension of ‘reality’s reference frame (e.g. the supernatural 

meanings accorded to twinning, although which they are varies based on culture; Slethaug 1993: 8). 

The languages of fantasy and its doublings are rooted in (often mythological) allegory or metaphor. 

They seldom belong to the natural world of phenomena and are even more rarely meant to be met 

with scepticism, but are often meant to provoke it in their turn. 
 

                                                             
10 Thury and Devinny (ibid.) warn that myths are not “false stories that [...] people used to tell the nature of the 

universe before a better, more ‘scientific’ explanation for the world was available.” They are not false in that 

they fulfil an additional function, “emphasis[ing] the themes and issues that concern human beings at their 

core,” a function, Le Guin (1976: 62-63) asserts, that fantasy can fulfil in contemporary narrative; she issues a 

similar warning that mythology cannot be reduced to just aetiology. 
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Fantasy, Jackson (1981: 21) claims, “reveals reason and reality to be arbitrary, shifting constructs, 

and thereby scrutinizes the category of the ‘real.’” She reiterates Todorov’s assertion that fantasy is 

“the most ‘literary’ of all literary forms” as it, by its construction, shows  the problems of creating 

reality and meaning within literature (ibid. 37). The fantastic, as opposed to genre fantasy, moves 

towards non-signification whereas those fantasies that create a “marvellous [...]’ secondary world’” 

(i.e. genre fantasies) interact with the ‘real’ almost exclusively through metaphor. Even so, the ‘real’ 

world remains present through contrast, and the fantasy world interrogates its features 

“retrospectively or allegorically.” She offers Ursula Le Guin’s science fiction as an example, which 

relativises human culture through “magnifying certain features and diminishing others.” The 

universe is a reconstruction of our own, “rather like Swift’s satirical methods in Gulliver’s Travels. 

Their other world, however new or strange, is linked to the real through an allegorical association 

[...] The basic relation is a conceptual one, a linking through ideas and ideals.” This combination of 

familiar-yet-strange recombining and metaphor through irrational means is perhaps the primary 

parallel between fantasy and doubling. Fantasy could be construed as a macroscopic doubling, and 

doubling as a microscopic fantasy. 

Specifically, the fantasy world serves as a double to ’reality.’ The secondary, diegetic ‘reality’s 

creation requires a mixture of familiarity with and estrangement from the extradiegetic one:  

Like dreams [...] literary fantasies are made up of many elements re-combined, and are 

inevitably determined by the range of those constitutive elements available to the 

author/dreamer. Freud writes, ‘the “creative” imagination, indeed, is quite incapable of 

inventing anything. It can only combine components that are strange to one another.’ 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, unfamiliar and apparently ‘new,’ absolutely ‘other’ and 

different. (Jackson 1981: 8) 

In other words, the author ‘dreams up,’11 drawing on the irrational faculties of creative imagination, 

a world that is different from that of everyday life, and the plot will often depend on these 

differences. Because this secondary world is composed of the same elements as the primary one, it is 

a familiar one. The fantastic world is simultaneously different and recognisable, brought about by an 

irrational creativity that cannot be processed entirely through rational or irrational means.12 In 

requiring all these elements, and in light of Jackson’s earlier comments about faery secondary 

 

                                                             
11 Le Guin (“Child and Shadow,” 1975: 51) notably uses the same term. 

12 If it were not different in some (irrational) way that defies our familiar frame of reference, it would not be a 

fantasy. 
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worlds as potential satirical proxies of ‘reality,’ the creation of a fantasy world can be read as doing 

the same. 

If fantasy is not only conducive to doubling but is also formed along the same lines, special 

attention should be accorded to those fantastic doublings that reflect ‘reality’ or establish a clear 

link with it. Given fantasy’s ties with mythology and legend, this process is often intertextual. 

Alternatively, those doublings completely internal to the fantasy world can also take on new 

dimensions in light of the more flexible constraints of its reality. Its more metaphorical conception 

of meanings based on ideal not only allows it to represent more complex psychological issues (as per 

Slethaug 1993: 14) through character symmetry or asymmetry, but also through doubling of places. 

This is a recurring feature in the works of many fantasy authors, such as Raymond Feist13 or, as the 

second part of this study will demonstrate, Neil Gaiman. In short, fantasy, by nature, serves as both a 

conduit to doubling and a doubled reflection of ‘reality’ of its own. The following section will 

attempt to create a simple taxonomy to differentiate these forms of doubling. 

 

                                                             
13 Magician offers the parallel worlds of Midkemia and Kelewan, the former medieval European and the latter 

more Asian. 
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1.4 Types of Doubling 

Most doublings create a duality between two characters in the same layer of the story. As 

Landkildehus’ taxonomy (2008: 67-82) indicates, this type of doubling can manifest itself on an 

outward or inward level as a doubling of appearance or psychology (including behaviour) 

respectively. It signals either a significant symmetry or asymmetry between doubled characters. 

The most prototypical example of this default mode of doubling, the ‘doppelganger,’ is found in 

fantastic works ranging from Poe’s William Wilson to Harry Potter. While it is a frequent type of 

doubling in fantasy and one whose potential forms benefit greatly from the extra allowances of 

fantasy literature, it is by no means exclusive to the genre. An equally popular trope in postmodern 

literature, it is also a crucial narrative feature in Atwood’s The Blind Assassin14 or Jeanette Winterson’s 

Written on the Body. 

Fantasy however demonstrates at least three other distinct types of doubling that should be 

accorded an equal amount of attention. This study has up to this point distinguished doubles from 

doppelgangers as the double is not necessarily character-based. Especially given the fantasy world’s 

importance, criticism of doubling should be expanded to doubling of place and world as well. 

Doublings other than of character or place are also possible, for example the doubled swords in the 

Japanese legend of Masamune and Muramasa,15 but these are typically secondary representations of 

a character or spatial doubling.  

What exactly is being doubled (i.e. a character or place) will be one half of this study’s twofold 

taxonomy. As fantasy world creation is a form of doubling that diegetically reflects ‘reality’ without 

being a part of it, the origin of the doubling will be the second component. 16 Elements of the fantasy 

 

                                                             
14 The Blind Assassin features a fantasy story embedded into the more realistic diegetic world; characters are 

doubled between the two. This hypodiegetic doubling will be discussed in the section on doubling anomalies. 

15 Masamune and Muramasa, two rivalling swordsmiths, each forge a blade and place it in a river. The latter’s 

sword cuts even the leaves that float by it, while the former’s drifts by peacefully (“The Japanese Sword” 1906: 

30). “Among  the  many  stories  connected  with  the  name of  Muramasa  is  one  which  well  illustrates  the  

difference  in moral  quality  between  his  swords  and those  of  his  high-minded  rival Masamune” (emphasis 

added). 

16 It is important to keep in mind that according ontological priority to one part of a doubling can be fallacious. 

For the purposes of clarity, the term will only be used when discussing extradiegetic doubling. When dealing 

 



Towards a Critical Device 
 

 31 

world or characters may be doubled from the ‘real’ world or mythology, legend or other texts. This 

is firstly an intertextual process, and fantasy engages and comments on these elements through 

doubling them into its own world, and lets them be explored normally impossible ways.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              

with diegetic doublings, the (conservative) base assumption is that the two parts of a double are on equal 

footing with regards to ‘originality.’ 
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1.5 An Example: Vathek 

William Beckford’s Vathek, a fantastic example of early Gothic Orientalism, provides examples of 

each of these categories of doubling. The Caliph Vathek, who rules over his lands from an extremely 

opulent palace, attempts to obtain even greater riches from the sorcerous Giaour, a visitor to his 

domain. He is tempted by his mother Carathis to walk a path of destruction, oppression and 

darkness that finally leads him to the lavish halls of the underworld where he hopes to gain the 

wealth and power of Eblis, its king, for himself. He is accompanied there by the ambitious 

Nouronihar, the bride that he stole from her innocent cousin Gulchenrouz. In the end, they are 

briefly granted power over Eblis’ domain and possessions: after a few days’ time, eternal fire shall 

consume their hearts. 

The diegetic doublings are most apparent, and the diegetic character double arguably most 

prevalent. Vathek and Carathis seem doubled in their ambition, although they differ in their 

ruthlessness. Nouronihar and Gulchenrouz are outwardly doubled, but the former’s ambition dooms 

her while the latter’s innocence redeems him. Despite these interpersonal doublings’ prominence, 

Vathek’s relevance lies in the core diegetic spatial doubling still being salient: Vathek and Eblis’ 

domains are described in comparable terms of surpassing any other location in the story in lavish 

opulence. One, however, is located at the beginning of the tale, rising high above the land, and the 

other at its end, deep beneath it. In the former, Vathek rules but does not care to; in the latter, he 

wishes to rule but is doomed to serve. The tragedy of Vathek is thus represented through what 

Landkildehus labels asymmetric double, but one of place instead of character. 

Extradiegetic doublings tend to be less salient by nature as they are not self-contained within the 

text; their efficacy depends on the reader’s awareness of what is being doubled. These doubles thus 

serve less of a narrative function and operate more within the implied dialogue between author and 

reader. The character Vathek, although heavily fictionalised, is based on Al-Wathek Ibn Al-

Mu’tasim, a ninth-century Abbasid Caliph with a great thirst for knowledge, food and the fine arts 

(Khrisat 2011: 189, 196). To those aware of the reference, this type of intertextuality adheres to the 

three traits set out as key elements of doubling. Firstly, the analogy with the historical figure is 

recognisable. Secondly, its meaning and relevance are constituted upon difference; the tale does not 

simply re-write Al-Wathek, but imagines how he would have fared in a fantastic world where 

demonic forces could have given him access to power and knowledge beyond human understanding. 
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The process is irrational simply by grace of this fantastic world Vathek exists in as Al-Wathek’s 

double. 

Finally, Vathek’s extradiegetic doubling of place, while enriching the text’s diegetic spatial 

doubles, is also highly self-indulgent as author/reader dialogue. William Beckford had a great 

passion for the Gothic and Arabian Nights tales (ibid 188), as well as architecture, as is apparent 

from the delight he took in Fonthill’s architecture. Claims that Vathek was inspired by events at 

Fonthill (ibid. 190-191) suggest that it might be reflected in the tale: a comparison of Fonthill’s 

architectural features17 with those of Vathek and Eblis’ domains reveals that there is indeed a 

doubling in play. Features such as Fonthill’s grand tower and staircase are mirrored in the fantasy 

world, albeit in impossible ways: where Fonthill is indeed an imposing piece of architecture, 

Vathek’s realisations defy the laws of physics as he “[ascends] the eleven thousand stairs of his 

tower” (Beckford 1787). 18 

Other elements receive analogous treatment, as they are lifted from the real world into the 

fantasy world in an exaggerated manner, without becoming unrecognisable to those familiar with 

(descriptions of) Fonthill. Beckford tracks Vathek’s descent into darkness through the motif of 

architecture as he travels from the highest spires to the deepest pits, but the fantastic, doubled 

elements also seem to be a manifestation of his own desires as a lover of architecture. The 

character’s grim fate aside, one aspect of Vathek seems to be that of Beckford’s proxy, acquiring 

through his limitless means and power the virtually infinite opulence and infinitely grandiose 

domain that Beckford, despite Fonthill’s magnificence, could not himself obtain within the 

boundaries of reality. Vathek’s fate could then be read as a personal meditation on the dangers of 

such excess. The double, through a recombination of elements of the ‘real,’ becomes a reflection on 

agency and possibility. 

What can be gleaned from this simple summary of doubling in Vathek is that, as the narrative 

layer of their ‘origin’ differs crucially between diegetic and extradiegetic doubles, so too does their 

function. The former, a doubling between text-internal characters or places, serves the plot by 

providing dynamic contrast between characters and places. Extradiegetic doubling, meanwhile, 

connects the diegetic ‘reality’ to the extradiegetic one. They can strengthen the metaphorical 

dimension of the diegetic doublings through a dynamic of simultaneous recognition and 

 

                                                             
17 John Rutter’s Delineations of Fonthill and its Abbey meticulously describes its architecture. The view from the 

Tower Gallery (Rutter 47-48), for example, is reminiscent of Vathek’s atop his great tower, the landscape 

stretching out below it, and this tower is similarly reached through “The Great Staircase Tower” (ibid. 44). 

18 In subsequent drafts (for example the Google Books version) the number is reduced to a more plausible but 

still impressive fifteen hundred.  
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differentiation: while the world and events of the story are indeed impossible, they serve as a 

frequently allegorical reflection and abstraction of metaphorical concepts relevant to the ‘real’. 
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1.6 Distinguishing the Double 

Table 1 Types of (Fantastic) Doubling 

Origin\Entity Character Space 

Diegetic  Active metaphor Passive metaphor 

Extradiegetic Active intertext Passive intertext 

1.6.1 Diegetic Doubling: Metaphoric Means of Processing 

Slethaug conceived of doubling as a means of processing complex ideas. Particularly within fantasy, 

this use is best represented by the diegetic double. Vathek’s patterns of asymmetric doubling 

between Vathek, Carathis, Nouronihar and Gulchenrouz signify more than just opposition and 

interaction between the characters. Although the double operates on the level of the plot, it is 

metaphorically charged. Given narrative’s position as a “concrete universal” (Pieters 2007: 31, 49), 

these characters do not just possess the vices and virtues of ambition and restraint, nor are they 

possessed by them; they signify them. Doubling creates opposition and interaction not just between 

characters, but between the moral or metaphysical concepts too abstract to understand in isolation 

that it charges them with. For example, Vathek interrogates how far one should be willing or allowed 

to go in order to achieve one’s desires, and this question is broken up into smaller, comprehensible 

opposite sides of the argument as represented by the diegetic doublings in Vathek.  

The irrational of fantasy, or rather the lack of a necessity to strive towards the mimetically ‘real’ 

or rational, means that it allows the greatest possible freedom for the metaphors behind doubles to 

interact. Outside of the limits of the real or familiar, these doublings can be recognised almost 

intuitively. While there is less obvious nuance in the opposition between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ in The Lord 

of the Rings than Berlin Alexanderplatz, for example, this need not discredit the former. When realist 

fiction makes the lines between good and evil too distinct, it is dismissed due to its failure to achieve 

what it set out to do, i.e. tell something true of ‘reality’ through nevertheless believable fiction. 

Fantasy presents its reader with an unfamiliar world and thus faces no such restrictions. This is not 

a shortcoming; when metaphor or doubling can represent abstract concepts without nuance to 

great effect, (Le Guin, “Child and Shadow,” 1975: 59) but neither is this a binary obligation; the 

versatility of its worlds is an advantage rather than an impediment. Its composition from ideals 
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rather than reality, which Jackson emphasised, lets it give almost any complex abstractions form 

and, as such, a way to be examined outside of the vacuum of pure logic. It does not prohibit rational 

thought in any way, but rather supplements it. 

1.6.2 Extradiegetic Doubling: Examination and Intertext 

If diegetic doubling is, through opposition and comparison, one of the means through which fantasy 

achieves the processing of the irrational as described by Slethaug, then extradiegetic doubling is 

most closely tied to fantasy’s function as a critique or examination of what is ‘real,’ for example 

through the satire that Jackson described as one of the chief traits of Le Guin’s science fiction. The 

estrangement inherent to fantasy not only affords it the ability to examine the abstract in a vacuum 

from preconception, but also the concrete. Vathek imports the historical artefacts of Al-Wathek and 

Fonthill, and changes not just them but the circumstances in which they exist, although these 

alterations seem ‘exaggerated’ as they reinforce themselves: the doubling into a fantastic setting 

changes both their original and eventual states.  

Al-Wathek, were he to exist in Vathek’s world without alteration, would presumably be a figure of 

moderation, and Fonthill a humble abode. The parameters of the world are different from the 

outset, and are unchecked by the limitations of reality in evolving along with the plot from there. 

When the tale begins, Vathek’s ambition has already achieved everything it conceivably could 

within the constraints of the mortal. When he gains access to supernatural means of furthering his 

ambition, the tale becomes a reflection on what such an individual as Al-Wathek’s thirst for 

knowledge or power might be like in isolation from the randomness of reality, when contained only 

by the narrative’s controlled demands. An analogous structure of fantastic doubling applies to 

Fonthill’s spatial doubling: it is first imagined at the limits of reality as Vathek’s domain, but 

elements of it return in a supernatural guise when the reader is shown Eblis’ domain. While this 

particular pattern of interaction between the extraordinary and supernatural is specific to Vathek, 

the feedback effect is more generally applicable. The fantasy world’s different rules typically set 

different norms for what is an ‘enlarged’ or ‘exaggerated’ feature from the  source it is doubled from 

(either intertext, ‘reality’ or both) so as to accentuate those very features. 

While fantasy can function as a virtual vacuum for these features to exist in, extradiegetic 

doublings also feed into diegetic ones. They are distinct in function but nevertheless entwined. 

Vathek and his domain can be read as intertextual proxies for and reflections upon Al-Wathek and 

Fonthill respectively, but are implicitly, through the diegetic doublings created on the layer of the 

plot, made to signify ambition, which the characters then play out. This shows the two layers of 

doubling to reinforce one another rather than be mutually exclusive. 
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1.6.3 Spatial Doubling:  Crafting the Fictional World while Acknowledging the 

‘Real’ One 

The difference in function between character and spatial doubles is, logically, less concerned with 

what is being conveyed by the doubling, but how the doubled elements interact. While it is possible 

to imagine very static interpersonal doubles (e.g. a hero-villain pair that exists within a world’s 

ancient legends) or a highly dynamic spatial double (e.g. two living, breathing cities) without any 

loss in the doubles’ relevance, the character double will logically tend towards the dynamic and the 

spatial towards the static. The former’s relevance lies in the way it interacts with the (strangeness of 

the) world and the latter’s in how it is interacted with, but also in the interaction between worlds 

that it allows. Fantasy worlds must by the process of their creation position themselves relative to 

‘reality,’ and the way in which these fantastic elements are introduced is critical to the narrative.  

Mendlesohn (2008: xix-xxv) distinguishes four types of interactions between the ‘real’ and 

fantastic (as well as a category of outliers that defy these types). In the “portal-quest fantasy,” the 

fantastic is entered from a ‘real’ or at least familiar world and the reader learns about the fantastic 

world along with the protagonist; the contrast between these two worlds frequently manifests as a 

diegetic spatial double. In the “immersive fantasy,” the fantastic world is considered the 

experiential standard. The extradiegetic ‘reality’ exists for the reader, but not the characters; the 

only ‘reality’ at the diegetic level is the fantastic. Thus, the only possible (but also necessary) 

doubling between fantasy and ‘reality’ occurs at the extradiegetic level. In the “intrusion fantasy,” 

the fantastic enters the ‘real’ instead of the other way around. Finally, in the “liminal” fantasy the 

fantastic and ‘real’ also exist on the same level but the character(s) do(es) not make the crossing 

between worlds. 

All but the immersive fantasy allow the fantastic and ‘real’ to exist on the same level. ‘Reality’ 

and the fantasy world can thus be doubled on both the diegetic level, which is optional but frequent 

when possible, and the extradiegetic level, which is mandatory. When one part of a doubling 

coincides with an element of the ‘real’ laden with intertext, the other, fantastic part of the double 

will trigger an initial recognition of their similarity and subsequent realisation of their situationally 

most significant difference. This allows the author to highlight their crucial element(s) through 

narrative alone, thus maintaining narrative’s function as a ‘concrete universal.’ Thus, the double is 

not just a means of ‘simplifying’ the complex purely within the fantastic or the ‘real,’ but can also 

(arguably more efficiently) perform this function within the latter through the former. 

While characters in both mimetic and fantastic narrative can be relatively blank slates, this less true 

for locations; a single space can have thousands upon thousands of attached narratives and 

associations. Fantasy has a critical (in both senses of the word) function as a means of isolating these 

associations, be they concrete tales or abstract concepts, through fantastic doubling. Through the 

creation of an inherently unfamiliar world, it can create places with no such associations but those 
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the author ascribes to them, or it can contrast its worlds with the ‘real’ in such a way that only the 

desired associations are maintained. While reductive, when capably deployed, this use of the trope 

is an amplification rather than a simplification. Elements of the ‘real’ cannot be banished from even 

the most fantastic of tales; it is in choosing which of these elements to reflect that fantasy can create 

as close to a tabula rasa of ‘reality’ as it is possible to achieve. 



 

  

Part 2 Applying the Taxonomy





 

  

Despite having drawn on prior criticism whenever possible, the proposed system of analysis is 

relatively isolated in the critical spectrum. The intuitive approach would thus be to first venture 

into the more critically familiar realms of doubling, i.e. diegetic character doubling, and expand 

from there on. While more accessible theoretically, this approach would be contextually lacking. 

According to the first section’s composite definition, fantastic narrative is primarily an act of world-

building that interacts with the consensus of ‘reality’ and the reader’s conception thereof. Any 

doubling of character or place that occurs within the fantastic narrative is invariably dependent on 

a preceding doubling of realities. It is therefore necessary to first discuss the extradiegetic types of 

doubling, as the significance of the fantastic narrative depends on this primary doubling of worlds; 

to reiterate Jackson’s argument, without the recombination of ‘reality,’ fantasy cannot exist. 

In order of priority, the discussion will progress from this extradiegetic spatial double necessary 

for fantasy to exist to its optional character-based counterpart.  Consequently, more attention will 

be given to the former, which each of the selected texts employs as a core component of the 

narrative, albeit each in different ways. The Handmaid’s Tale makes the least overt use of this type of 

doubling, but due to the narrative’s allegorical nature still makes significant use of it. Although 

eminently recognisable, the created dystopia diverges enough from reality to make it seem unreal; 

the allegory lies in the argument that it is not, as the patterns behind the nation of Gilead’s politics 

of oppression and fear-mongering are also present in ‘reality.’  The selected texts’ instances of 

extradiegetic character doubling, in turn, are of comparatively little prominence save for American 

Gods’ and Pyramids’. In the former, it plays a crucial role in intertextually embedding the various 

deities and mythic figures that make up most of the story’s cast; in the latter, a parody of both 

fantastic genre conventions and historical narratives, the parody requires extradiegetic character 

doublings, although they are so generalised as to interact more with archetypes (the ‘High Priest,’ 

the ‘Lunatic Pharaoh,’ etc.) than historic figures. 

The order of discussion is less crucial for the diegetic doublings. The spatial and character double 

both function as the frequently metaphorical carriers for the plot’s dominant themes. Many diegetic 

doubles are concerned with variations on the most prototypical duality of Manichean good and evil, 

which, Miller argues, the double is ideally suited to (Miller 2008: 46). In fantasy, this duality is in the 

most general terms usually represented in terms of ‘light’ and ‘dark’ (Le Guin, “Child and Shadow,” 

1975: 55). As the spatial double strengthens or enables the character double and generally carries 

broader metaphors such as ‘safety’ and ‘danger’ or even just a significant ‘here’ and ‘there’ it will be 

examined first.  

The analysis thus proceeds through the different types of doubling from the macroscopic to the 

microscopic. While the proposed taxonomy will be able to accommodate most of the doublings 

discussed, some cases will prove liminal or marginal, or refuse classification altogether. These will 

be discussed after the four major types. Each discussion will first look at the ‘core’ narratives of 
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Gaiman and Le Guin, and then compare them to the ‘liminal’ fantasies of Pratchett and Atwood that 

interact with them in nonstandard ways. 

 The selected texts demonstrate variance in their doubles’ manifestations depending on how 

each text introduces the fantastic in relation to ‘reality,’ which is the criterion Mendlesohn uses in 

distinguishing the four ‘types’ of fantasy in her taxonomy. Le Guin’s Earthsea cycle can be labelled an 

‘immersive’ fantasy in this classification as it presents the fantasy world as one isolated from 

‘reality:’ the fantastic does not enter the world, as the world is already wholly fantastic. Pratchett’s 

Pyramids also tends towards the immersive, but frequently refers to ‘reality’ due to the series’ 

parodic nature. Gaiman’s texts contain elements of the ‘intrusive,’ as its spaces tend to blur 

together,  but Mendlesohn still considers Neverwhere’s portal-quest aspect dominant (2008: 38); 

American Gods’ structure is similar. While The Handmaid’s Tale contains no supernatural elements, the 

‘fantastic’ can be read as those elements that seem so unlikely as to violate present-day reality.1 

While difficult to classify within this system, it thus most closely resembles the immersive fantasy as 

the dystopian reality is the only one left. 

 

                                                             
1 The novel hinges on its message that these fictional elements’ unlikeliness is an illusion, hence the constant 

contrast between the ‘old’ (present-day)  reality and the dystopian future. 
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2.1 Extradiegetic Spatial Doubling 

Table 2 Extradiegetic Spatial Doubling 

Origin\Entity Character Space 

Diegetic  Active metaphor Passive metaphor 

Extradiegetic Active intertext Passive intertext 

 

The fantastic occurs in literature when it intentionally introduces elements that defy the realistic or 

rational. In order for these elements to exist, they must be introduced in a fictional world that can 

accommodate them, and thus that world cannot be the ‘reality’ of everyday life. It is a different 

world, even if the only difference is that monsters, elves or any other irrational elements that defy 

comprehension can exist within it. The fantasy world is defined by this difference, and thus fantastic 

narrative inherently requires that the reader accept these irrational elements.  

2.1.1 Core Texts 

Jackson’s argument that these fantastic elements are recombinations of ’reality’ now becomes 

crucial. The reader, when presented with these differences, will assume them to be the only 

differences and everything else to adhere to reality as they (could) know it. When the narrator 

presents the world of Earthsea as one with dragons, wizards and shadow-creatures, the reader is 

obliged to accept this as part of fantasy’s “reading pact” (Pieters 2007: 71). If, in the same world, 

there are 36 hours of continuous sunlight or someone could leap over a mountain without magical 

aid, the reader would regard these events as unrealistic unless they are specifically noted to be part 

of the created world’s difference with our own. This will occur despite the equally irrational but 

explicitly agreed upon presence of the aforementioned dragons or magic. The former will violate 

the reader’s suspension of disbelief, the latter, as per fantasy’s altered reading pact, will not. 

Unless otherwise noted, the basic qualities of reality still apply within the fantasy world: the 

existence of gravity and the size and musculature of human beings prevent them from leaping more 

than a modest fraction of their own height. A day lasts 24 hours and is divided into day and night. 
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Whenever these basic assumptions are violated, the reader will expect these divergences to be 

significant – the more divergent, the more significant. A fantasy world can be described as having 

three moons without this either being a significant plot detail or inciting disbelief; planets with 

multiple moons exist within our own solar system. Consequently, the reader might expect a larger 

impact on the world and overall narrative if it has three suns. In a world where men are actually 

capable of leaping mountains, this would have to be a relatively crucial plot element in order for it 

not to be experienced as out of place.2 

The reverse is also true: if a single element of difference is greatly emphasised, it is possible to 

construct the narrative around it and assume reality is otherwise familiar but irrelevant. What is out 

of place can be examined in relative isolation, without predisposition or prejudice, and unburdened 

by the normally complex interrelations inherent to realist narrative’s accurate mimesis. Earthsea’s 

world is what medieval times are commonly assumed to have been like, except for seafaring’s even 

greater importance as the world is an archipelago. The former is given little attention as the reader 

is assumed to be familiar with its pastures, industries, militaries, etc.; the latter some, as it is an 

easily imaginable type of world, but for most readers an unfamiliar one. It is however also a world in 

which magic and witchcraft are an important part of society and indisputably real, and hence the 

plot revolves around this great divergence from the extradiegetic ‘reality.’ 

Extradiegetic spatial doubling in fantasy operates differently from other types of doubling as it is 

mandatory. The more prominently this world-doubling is featured in the narrative, the more 

divergent the created world will be, or the more emphasised its specific divergences. Just as 

extradiegetic character doubling draws on specific characters, its spatial counterpart can also 

interact with particular ‘real’ locations apart from the mandatory world-doubling. While such 

specific doubling is optional, it fulfils the same function of examination through change of 

perspective and circumstance as world-doubling does. While the extradiegetic character double is 

almost mandatorily intertextual, both the specific and general extradiegetic spatial double only 

require intertext in the broader definitions of the word.  

The Earthsea cycle’s The Tombs of Atuan provides a straightforward example of such a non-world 

extradiegetic spatial doubling in its description of the eponymous Tombs: 

 

                                                             
2 In her chapter on the portal-quest fantasy, Mendlesohn (2008: 28) expresses her conviction “that the primary 

character in the portal fantasy is the land [...] [and] that the fantastic can be intensified if contrasted with the 

most mundane Real possible.” While she argues that the immersive fantasy must be diegetically “sealed” (ibid. 

63) and, crucially, coherent, the reader must function as a bridge between the diegetic levels and thus observe 

the contrast. 
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Inside the loop of the wall several black stones eighteen or twenty feet high stuck up like huge 

fingers out of the earth. Once the eye saw them it kept returning to them.  They stood there 

full of meaning, and yet there was no saying what they meant. There were nine of them. One 

stood straight, the others leaned more or less, two had fallen. [...] [V]ague carvings could be 

seen or felt with the fingers – shapes, signs. These were the Tombs of Atuan. (Le Guin, Tombs, 

1972: 187) 

If a realist narrative would feature Stonehenge, most readers would expect it not to hold any 

mystical power by default. The Tombs of Atuan’s extradiegetic doubling, however, draws on the 

mystique attached to such dolmen circles while dispelling the reader’s scepticism as they exist in 

another world with actual magic, revitalising the question if the site holds mystical powers. The 

Tombs’ final collapse demonstrates that they do; the same occurring with Stonehenge in ‘realistic’ 

narrative would violate the reader’s suspension of disbelief. 

Whereas the Earthsea cycle is an immersive fantasy, Gaiman’s portal-quest fantasies feature both 

the ‘real’ world and the fantasy world,3 which are each sides of the same coin of existence. In 

contrast with the immersive fantasy, Gaiman’s protagonists are no more immediately familiar with 

the f world than the reader is, and the reader consequently discovers more of the world as the 

focaliser does. When both the ‘real’ and fantasy world exist simultaneously, frequently overlap 

spatially and act as doubles on diegetic and extradiegetic layers, many instances of extradiegetic 

spatial doubling also become also diegetic doublings, and vice versa. 

This difference in ‘type’ of narrative influences the presence of doubling between the fantasy and 

‘real’ world significantly. Whereas Neverwhere and American Gods gradually weave the supernatural 

phenomena that indicate their worlds’ difference into the narrative as it progresses, A Wizard of 

Earthsea emphasises Earthsea’s crucial differences from our own world from the outset. The title 

already indicates the primary difference: this is a world with magic. The book’s epigraph is ‘quoted’ 

from an in-world source, the “Creation of Éa” (Le Guin, Wizard, 1968: 12), which the reader might 

presume to be a document or song describing the world’s genesis. The first paragraph informs that 

“[t]he island of Gont [...] is a land famous for wizards. [...] [M]any a Gontishman [...] [has wandered] 

working magic from isle to isle of all Earthsea”  (ibid. 13). This immediately confirms the existence 

of magic in Earthsea and suggests what sort of world it is: as its name implies, it is a world-sized 

archipelago rather than one composed of Earth’s solid landmasses. 

 

                                                             
3 The ‘real’ world in the narrative and ‘reality’ itself may, again, not be confused; while the obvious differences 

in worlds due to fictionalisation apply, the mundane ‘reality’ in Gaiman’s fictions is also fundamentally 

different in that it exists in parallel with a supernatural world, and hence that this fictional reality allows for 

such a doubling. 
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The third paragraph reinforces the reader’s sense of recognition of the world, describing the lay 

of the land, its farmlands, pastures and forests. If the world were composed entirely of differences, 

their importance would not be as great as it is when the reader can recognise most of its aspects. 

Here, the narrative establishes that many of the reader’s basic assumptions about reality will still 

hold true. Providing this contrast implies that magic and the composition of the world’s islands will 

play important roles, based on how they differ from the basic reference frame of ‘reality.’  

The same opening page4  also signals two other divergences from normality that the reader must 

promptly become aware of for the immersive fantasy to function. It promises the tale of a wizard 

named Sparrowhawk who bore the name “Duny” as a child, thus marking the great importance of 

names in Earthsea, and their changeability compared to our own ‘reality.’ The timeframe is also 

marked: Sparrowhawk is remembered in the “Deed of Ged” (emphasis added), and his father is a 

bronzesmith, suggesting, as is the case with a great deal of fantastic narrative, that Earthsea will be 

roughly analogous to medieval Europe. As could be expected, the people of Earthsea work the land 

and keep animals, but the next page already shows the difference their access to magic makes in this 

when Duny tries to call goats through a magical rhyme he has heard his aunt, a witch, using:  

He yelled the rhyme out loud and the goats came to him. They came very quickly, all of them 

together, not making any sound. [...] All at once he felt afraid [...] He tried to get free of them 

and to run away. [...] [The boy’s aunt] said a word to the goats, and the beasts began to bleat 

and browse and wander, freed from the spell. (ibid. 14) 

The narrative’s outset in particular weaves easily recognisable elements together with those 

idiosyncrasies of the world that signal its greatest differences with ‘reality,’ which in turn determine 

the plot; the reader, from the familiar elements, is otherwise affirmed in their preliminary 

assumptions about Earthsea’s reality. Given the vast amount of discrepancies the created reality 

could have with Earth but doesn’t, its crucial differences become its salient features.  

These discrepancies are never fundamentally explained: the reader is told early on that magic is 

based on ‘words’ such as those that could “[make] a snail crawl out of its shell or the name that calls 

a falcon down from the sky” (ibid. 15). That magic is based on language is repeatedly confirmed, for 

example in the dominion Ged has over Yevaud, the Dragon of Pendor, through knowledge of its 

 

                                                             
4 These initial paragraphs’ interplay of recognition and differentiation in the world-doubling already 

anticipates the plot’s major themes: the protagonist Ged’s hubristic pride the wizardly talents hinted at will 

lead him to summon a shadow, wounding himself and teaching him humility, that will hound him across the 

many islands and seas. On water, he feels safer than on land. In the end, he confronts his shadow (a literalised 

metaphor for his own ‘dark side’) by sailing beyond the most distant islands and, in the most quintessential act 

of wizardry, binds it by its name. 
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name, or the claim that “if [a wizard] says a thing the thing is as he says. For that is his mastery” 

(ibid. 91). The story gives some explanations for this ability, but leaves as many questions 

unanswered as it resolves, such as what determines talent in the magical arts, how a wizard might 

learn a name, etc. The reader is not expected to question these things, nor, as a rule, do they; this is 

perhaps fantasy’s greatest discrepancy with mimetic narrative, and allows it to more easily carry a 

number of plots and narrative functions that a reader’s scepticism or disbelief might otherwise not 

allow. Why exactly fantasy’s worlds are different is a question neither asked nor answered.   

While the majority of Earthsea’s indicators of extradiegetic spatial doubling gravitate towards the 

beginning of the book, they are much more spread out in Gaiman’s portal-quest fantasies. Rather 

than immediately establish the plot-relevant differences between the fantasy world and the ‘real’ 

one, the reader is initially only made aware of the former. This is done to the point of the narrative 

seeming almost mundane or at least belonging to other genres as it initially eschews the genre 

conventions ‘typical’ of the fantasy world. In Neverwhere, Richard Mayhew is getting ready to leave 

Scotland for London in a scenario reminiscent of a ‘rags to riches’ plot or Bildungsroman,5 albeit 

written in a markedly light-hearted style. The only tenuous indications of the fantastic world of 

London Below’s existence are an old woman’s prediction that he will go to “[n]ot just any London... 

[...] Not any London I know” (Gaiman, Neverwhere, 2005: 3) and a passing mention of the “last 

Floating Market, which had been held at Westminster Abbey.” (ibid. 7) While the concepts of 

‘another London’ or a market at Westminster Abbey are strange and unfamiliar, they would not 

normally compromise the suspension of the reader’s disbelief into their suspecting the 

supernatural. Similarly, the passage concerning Mr. Croup and Mr. Vandemar, containing an 

uncannily precise knife-throw impaling a rat and the closing statement “[n]ow: onward. Things to 

do. People to damage” (ibid. 9) is certainly peculiar, but again not impossible. Within genre 

conventions, however, they already mark the important differences upon which the fantasy world 

will be constructed. 

Whereas Earthsea’s immersive narrative might bring its reader to forget the ‘real’ world, 

Gaiman’s portal-quest fantasies are resistant to this process of normalisation. They maintain a 

constant, contrastive relationship between the real world and its fantastic double. Firstly, their 

mirroring of the ‘real world’ on the extradiegetic level typically overlaps with a contrastive 

doubling between the diegetic ‘real world’ and fantasy world. Earthsea’s readers are invited and 

 

                                                             
5 The same structure is anticipated by A Wizard of Earthsea’s initial summation of Ged’s life and growth; many 

quest structures that show personal growth in their protagonists can be argued to possess features of the 

Bildungsroman. 
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implicitly led to compare the novels’ world to their own, while Neverwhere and American Gods’ are 

forced to as this comparison is explicitly present within the narrative: 

The train had stopped, facing one of the station signs: BRITISH MUSEUM, it said. Somehow, this 

was an oddity too many. He could accept the Mind the Gap thing, and the Earl’s Court, and 

even the strange library. But damn it, like all Londoners, he knew his Tube map, and this was 

going too far. ‘There isn’t a British Museum station,’ said Richard, firmly. [...] And then the 

doors closed, and the train moved away, and Richard found himself staring at a sign which still 

[...] obstinately persisted in saying: BRITISH MUSEUM (ibid. 162-163) 

As this quotation demonstrates, the contrast is maintained because the reader gains new 

information only as the protagonist does. In contrast with the immersive fantasy, this protagonist 

always hails from the familiar, mundane world and the reader’s perspective, instead of being drawn 

into the fantastic world, is closer to looking into the secondary world from the other side of the 

boundary with ‘reality.’6 Nevertheless, because the fantastic elements are present, the reader will 

remain more critical of the elements inherent to their own’ reality’ than those inherent to the 

fantasy world. 

If the narrator ensures constant awareness of the world-doubling on the reader’s part 

throughout the narrative, they can more frequently deploy indices of this doubling, and these in 

turn help to maintain the readers’ awareness of it; this process is circular. For example, it becomes 

abundantly clear as Neverwhere progresses that London Below differs vastly from London Above, to 

the point of being a deconstruction of it. An early example of the difference between worlds is Door, 

who lives in London Below, persuading “normal London pigeon[s,] the kind that [crap] on Lord 

Nelson,” to carry a message for her (ibid. 40) or treating rats as if they were not vermin, but rather 

social equals:  

‘It’s a rat’ said Richard, feeling that there were some times that a man could be forgiven for 

stating the obvious. 

‘Yes, it is. Are you going to apologize?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Apologize.’ 

Maybe he hadn’t heard her properly. Maybe he was the one who was going mad. ‘To a rat?’ 

Door said nothing, fairly meaningfully. (ibid. 43) 

 

                                                             
6 This is a recurring element of Gaiman’s narratives; Stardust features the crossing between the town of Wall 

and the land of Faerie; Coraline’s protagonist similarly crosses from the ‘real’ into the world of fantasy 

(Gooding 2008: 393). 
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While pigeons and rats are recognisable elements of London life, these passages mostly emphasise 

the difference between the two worlds, even though the reader will most likely not be fully aware of 

London Below’s nature or even existence at this point. Instead, Neverwhere’s chief means of 

connecting the two worlds while maintaining differentiation are re-appropriations of topography, 

iconic experiences and, most of all, idiom. 

As a shared space between the two Londons, the London Underground features heavily in these 

re-appropriations. The preceding quotation mentions Earl’s Court, which has an actual Earl. Baron’s 

Court and Ravenscourt are likewise implied to be presided over by a baron and ravens respectively 

(ibid. 151, 153). Similarly, Knightsbridge becomes “Night’s Bridge,” a place of terror (ibid. 101). Other 

such re-appropriations, but more complex processes of doubling, are the personifications of 

topography, such as Old Bailey, the angel Islington, Ruislip and the Black Friars (ibid. 51, 97, 115 and 

202, respectively) While these all tie into London idiom to some extent, the greatest indices of the 

worlds’ difference tie into London’s everyday expressions, such as the previously referenced ‘Mind 

the Gap’ incident: 

A voice came over the loudspeaker [...] that warned, ‘Mind the Gap.’ [...] Richard, like most 

Londoners, barely heard it any more. It was like aural wallpaper. [...] ‘Mind the gap,’ [Hunter] 

said urgently to Richard. ‘Stand over there. By the wall.’ [...] And then it erupted over the side 

of the platform. It wrapped itself tightly around Richard’s ankle [...] [pulling] him towards the 

edge of the platform, and he staggered. (ibid. 141) 

Richard goes through what he thinks should be a mundane activity, framed by language so rote it 

is almost inaudible and then discovers that he was critically mistaken. The reader, in reading the 

words ‘mind the gap,’ is likely to also assume that waiting for a train will be a respite from London 

Below’s fantastic world  because these particular words are so recognisable and mundane that 

readers are expected to gloss over them.7 This makes the ‘differentiation’ component of the world-

doubling doubly effective. The reader is led to expect that their ‘default assumptions’ apply, and this 

expectation is then subverted. The incident is given little rationalisation beyond it being intrinsic to 

London Below, which itself goes largely unexplained. Rather, it just is: 

‘What was that?’ [asked Richard.] [...] 

‘I don’t think it has a name.’ [Hunter said.] ‘They live in the gaps. I did warn you.’ 

 

                                                             
7 Extradiegetic doubles require prior information on the reader’s part to achieve their full effect; while most of 

Neverwhere’s extradiegetic doublings benefit from the reader being familiar with London and its Underground 

in particular, readers might still recognise many of them from analogues they are familiar with. This 

exemplifies the potential difficulties extradiegetic doubling from a subjective reality might pose. 
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 ‘I’ve... never seen one before.’ 

‘You weren’t part of the Underside before.’ (ibid. 142) 

Other scraps of typical Above-world idiom are similarly subverted when Richard is offered a London 

Below meal: 

‘Do you like cat?’ she said. 

‘Yes,’ said Richard. ‘I quite like cats.’ 

Anaesthesia looked relieved. ‘Thigh?’ she asked. ‘Or breast?’ (ibid. 79) 

Similarly, the Floating Market sales-pitches that present normally detrimental qualities as desirable 

and subvert familiar above-world terms such as ‘lost property:’  

Junk! [...] Garbage. Trash! Offal! Debris! Come and get it! Nothing whole or undamaged! Crap, 

tripe and useless piles of shit. You know you want it! [...] Lost property. [...] None of your found 

muck here. Everything guaranteed properly lost.  (ibid. 110)  

Although the execution varies, the pattern does not. The reader is, along with Richard, presented 

with familiar language used in a deliberately unfamiliar way to the extent that expectations are 

shaken into paranoia, suspecting subversions where none occur, as a reversal of suspending their 

disbelief. 

American Gods, out of the more prototypical fantasies, is slowest to introduce these indices of 

extradiegetic spatial doubling and relies less overtly on the linguistic subversions that Neverwhere 

employs. The ‘real world’ once again features as a counterpart to the fantasy world both on diegetic 

and extradiegetic levels. Its protagonist Shadow initially spends a significant portion of time in the 

‘real’ world he originates from, but as Mr. Wednesday’s son is also partly of the otherworld. While 

there are plenty of strange phenomena, such as Shadow’s vivid dreams, or Mr. Wednesday’s 

awareness of Shadow’s name (which is itself unusual),8 the death of his wife and his whereabouts, 

there are only minor suggestions that anything truly supernatural might be afoot, easily explained 

as tricks of perception played by Shadow’s tired mind: “[f]or a moment, it seemed to Shadow as if 

[Mr. Wednesday] was insubstantial; as if the plane had suddenly become more real, while his 

neighbour had become less so” (Gaiman, American Gods, 2004: 24).. Similarly, Mad Sweeney calling 

 

                                                             
8 Shadow’s name may itself be a reference to fantasy’s long-standing use of the double; Le Guin’s “The Child 

and the Shadow” portrays the shadow as the prototypical fantastic double, and the question is indeed who 

Shadow is ‘meant’ to be a double of, as he displays little personality of his own; the novel seems to play with 

the concept of fantastic doubling in this respect. As for the question who, it is too intricate to answer 

exhaustively; he plays the part of Wednesday’s double, of Laura’s, arguably even of the land itself, and the 

spin-off Anansi Boys represents him as an extradiegetic double of the god Baldr. 
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himself a Leprechaun that doesn’t drink Guinness out of concern for stereotypes (ibid. 39) is bizarre, 

but is more likely to stem from Sweeney’s sense of drunken humour than him being an actual 

leprechaun. 

The narrative is cannily aware of its own strangeness: “[finding the Velvet Underground’s ‘Who 

Loves the Sun’ on a jukebox] seemed very unlikely. But then, this whole evening had become 

increasingly unlikely” (ibid. 43). When Shadow finds his dead wife sitting on his bed and discusses 

the circumstances of her death with him (ibid. 66-70), the novel’s first indisputably supernatural 

phenomenon a tenth of the way in, this is commented upon: “[h]e wondered why he wasn’t scared 

of her: why a dream of a museum could leave him terrified, while he seemed to be coping with a 

walking corpse without fear” (ibid. 47). As the reader shares the protagonist’s perspective very 

intimately, these moments of fantastic self-awareness automatically cross over into the 

extradiegetic and their frequency indicates their importance in influencing the reader’s disbelief. 

The ‘real world’ and its fantastic double are in American Gods not just adjacent, like they are in 

Neverwhere; they are spatially identical. This is best exemplified by a moment during the climax, 

when Shadow goes ‘Backstage:’  

With one step he had moved from the tourist path on the mountain to... 

To somewhere real. He was Backstage. 

He was still on top of a mountain. That much remained the same. But it was so much more 

than that. This mountaintop was the quintessence of the place, the heart of things as they 

were. Compared to it, the Lookout Mountain he had left was a painting on a backdrop, or a 

papier-mâché model seen on a TV screen – merely a representation of the thing, not the thing 

itself. 

This was the true place. (ibid. 580) 

This seems to be the crucial reason behind the aforementioned self-awareness:  the narrative takes 

place in a world the reader can recognise and is (to some extent) familiar with, with the crucial 

difference being that folklore and myth are true, existing in a ‘Backstage’ and in the ‘real’ world in a 

reduced form.9 While the contrast between the two worlds is, as is to be expected, the main focus of 

the plot, it is extremely ‘close to home:’ the story does not take place somewhere that one could 

within its reality visit but would be unlikely to, such as London Below, but in places the reader may 

well already have visited. This almost forces the narrative to interact with the reader’s disbelief. 

Much of this interaction manifests through Shadow, for example after the first time he goes 

Backstage: 

 

                                                             
9 A similar contrast between a hidden ‘true’ world and the diegetic ‘reality’ occurs in many narratives within 

the fantastic tradition, such as Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress or Lewis’ The Last Battle. 
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‘Why don’t you argue?’ asked Wednesday. ‘Why don’t you exclaim that it’s all impossible? Why 

the hell do you just do what I say and take it all so fucking calmly?’ 

‘Because you’re not paying me to ask questions,’ said Shadow. And then he said, realizing the 

truth as the words came out of his mouth, ‘Anyway, nothing’s really surprised me since Laura.’ 

(ibid. 369) 

In engaging Shadow’s disbelief, the novel also acknowledges that it would be reasonable for the 

reader to experience it. Later, this is done through direct narrator-reader interaction for 

presumably the same reasons: 

None of this can be happening. If it makes you more comfortable, you could simply think of it 

as a metaphor. Religions are, by definition, metaphors [...] So, none of this is happening. Such 

things could not occur in this day and age. Never a word of it is literally true, although it all 

happened, and the next thing that happened, happened like this [...] (ibid. 551) 

The importance of these passages – and their relevance in examining the extradiegetic double –

not only lies in their indicating that the fantasy world depends on an irrational mixture of the 

familiar and the strange that forms an alienating double of the mundane ‘reality.’ They also signal 

that as the prominence of this world-doubling rises, it must depend on the genre conventions for 

effect, just as the doubling must exist for the text to belong to the genre. The reader’s base 

assumptions about reality are supplanted by a suspension of disbelief, but only where the text – 

through the genre conventions of making the impossible relevant – dictates it to be necessary.  

However, this process works both ways. A reader aware of these genre conventions will take 

things that would otherwise be impossible at face value. When Wednesday becomes less real or 

Sweeney introduces himself as a leprechaun, the reader will frequently interpret these statements 

as diegetically factual precisely because they occur within fantastic narrative. As the above 

breakings of the fourth wall indicate, this initial illusion of normalcy is a feint that both narrator 

and reader are aware of, and buy into as part of the genre conventions.  The reader knows that in 

‘reality,’ extrasensory experiences are more likely to result from a tired mind than from divine 

power and that anyone claiming to be a leprechaun is likely to be a drunk. But they are aware that 

the fantasy world is a doubled one, containing elements within which there is a crucial difference 

that the narrative will revolve around. The reader will search for this difference in spite of actual 

rationality, aware that rationality is not the basis on which the fantasy world operates: rather, the 

fantasy world is one in which the irrational narratives that structure the extradiegetic reality are 

objectively true. 
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2.1.2 Pyramids 

As a parody of genre fantasy, Pratchett’s Pyramids, like many Discworld novels, makes these processes 

of world-doubling through narrativising recombination of the ‘real’ obvious to the point of 

repeatedly causing the aforementioned fourth wall-breakings.  While closest to the immersive 

fantasy in Mendlesohn’s framework, it puts significant pressure on the reader’s immersion and 

suspension of disbelief through thinly (if at all) veiled satire on reality, anachronisms and other 

devices that seem to subvert the very concept of immersive fantasy. In the introductory pages that 

A Wizard of Earthsea uses to establish the fine dichotomy between Earthsea’s magical and mundane 

elements, Pyramids instantly creates a disjunct combination of the archaic and the modern: 

“Nothing but stars, scattered across the blackness as though the Creator had smashed the windscreen 

of his car and hadn’t bothered to stop to sweep up the pieces. [...] No-one knows the reason for all 

this, but it is probably quantum” (Pratchett 1990: 7; emphases added). It anticipates fantasy’s ability 

to speculate on supernatural scenarios even as it satirises: “[this narrative] will certainly show us 

what our ancestors would be thinking if they were alive today. People have often speculated about 

this. [...] What our ancestors would really be thinking [...] is: ‘Why is it so dark in here?’” (ibid. 8). In 

satirically deconstructing the movement of the story’s focus from the real world to the fantasy 

world, Pyramids also reaffirms fantastic narrative’s tendency to do so, while presenting a world of its 

own that, even more so than Gaiman’s pieces, operates on narrative convention more than any 

natural law. 

Instead of making relatively subtle suggestions that assign the reader the responsibility of 

making their own - albeit typically guided - conclusions, Pyramids’ satire is so heavy-handed about 

its narrative deconstructions as to lay bare the fantastic world-doubling’s patterns. It most 

frequently achieves this through a clashing discord or conversely bizarre similarity between a 

passage’s significance on the extradiegetic and diegetic levels. Teppic’s assassin examination, which 

should sensibly be a grave affair, most resembles a school exam or driving test. He prepares for it 

nervously, examining himself for general appearance and equipping the excessive amount of tools 

an assassin needs on hand in accordance to narrative conventions, and promptly topples from the 

encumbrance (ibid. 10-11). Although the examination appropriately takes place at night, it begins 

with a theoretical component, which Teppic has been poring through textbooks in preparation of. It 

is an eminently recognisable combination of rote questions of dubious practical applications, and 

even contains the typical vindictiveness on the examiner’s part in the form of a trick question and a 

fourth question while the rules prescribe three (ibid. 14-15).  

The seeming banality of the situation interacts with its gravity as part of a trained killer’s test to 

make very clear which elements of ‘reality’ are being recombined, and the effect simultaneously 

trivialises the mystery of the assassin as a literary figure, the perceived severity of examination and, 

specifically, academics. There is even the option for “post-graduate work” at the Assassin’s Guild 
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(ibid. 58).  Similar patterns of subversion of ‘reality’ through the fantasy world recur throughout the 

novel, for example in the deities of the sun fighting over it as if it were a football (ibid. 241) or 

Ephebe’s mock-Greek philosophers regularly employing the services of a Listener to make sure their 

words do not go unheard (ibid. 268-269). 

The latter is also one of the many (nonworld) extradiegetic spaces that have counterparts in the 

Discworld. Ephebe and Tsort are embeddings of Greece and Troy respectively, with each using the 

wooden horse as their primary combat tactic as “’anyone bloody stupid enough to think we’re going 

to drag a lot of horses full of soldiers back to our city is certainly daft enough to drag ours all the way 

back to theirs. QED” (ibid. 359). While fairly little is shown of Tsort, Ephebe has bickering 

philosophers (most of them recognisable extradiegetic doubles) that try to impose their postulates 

on reality to the point of disagreeing with the latter if it proves them wrong. 

The contrast between the Old Kingdom of Djelibeybi and ancient Egypt is Pyramids’ primary 

nonworld spatial doubling. Ancient Egypt is satirised in almost every aspect of Discworld’s Old 

Kingdom, particularly the pyramids its recognisability hinges on, as well as its rigid adherence to 

tradition and hieroglyphic symbols: “[Teppic read:] ‘”[t]hin eagle, eye, wiggly line, man with a stick 

[...]”’” (ibid. 102). The key difference is that these pyramids and traditions exist in a world that runs 

on narrative logic, and thus dominate the affairs of state to the point of effectively freezing it in 

time. The pyramids trap and recycle time, while the constancy of tradition maintained by the seven 

millennia old High Priest Dios ensures such a governmental status quo that tradition is the only 

thing the Old Kingdom has left. The archaic nature and constant ambition for larger monuments to 

the dead eventually causes the Kingdom to spatially and temporally collapse on itself (as it does, the 

Great Pyramid screeches  ‘Kheops’; ibid. 168), making it an otherworld to Discworld’s ‘reality’ in 

which belief and narrativity become even more powerful: 

[T]he Old Kingdom was enclosed upon itself, [...] drifting away from the general consensus that 

is dignified by the name of reality, the power of belief was making itself felt. 

For seven thousand years the people of Djelibeybi had believed in their gods. 

Now their gods existed [...] [and they had] the complete Set. [...] 

Vut the Dog-Headed God of the Evening looks a lot better painted on a pot than he does when 

all seventy feet of him, growling and stinking, is (sic) lurching down the street outside. (ibid. 

239) 

While of course satirical, the relationship between the cut-off Old Kingdom and the rest of the 

Disc is, while the latter is in itself fantastic, analogous to the relationship between fantastic 

narrative and ‘reality.’This, in turn, is similarly built on narrative consensus (Vervaeck 2007:  17-19). 

In its function as parody, Pyramids makes explicit the fantastic process of avoiding ontological issues 

through supernatural fictionalisation and the significant but normally invisible divergence between 

these fantastic narratives’ ‘realities’ and extradiegetic ‘reality.’ The in-text isolation of the Old 
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Kingdom and subsequent opposition of its internal logic and that of the external realities (the Disc 

and the extradiegetic ‘reality’) thus become a semi-embedded form of doubling that exists between 

the diegetic and extradiegetic. 

 

2.1.3 The Handmaid’s Tale 

Atwood, finally, describes The Handmaid’s Tale as a work of either science fiction or speculative 

fiction (“Aliens,” 2005: par. 3); she seems more inclined towards the latter, as the dystopic Gilead 

features extant technologies and is a socio-political recombination of ‘reality’ rather than a 

technological one (Atwood, “In Context,” 2004: 513). As Jackson claims of Le Guin’s science fiction, 

this recombination serves a satirical function, but seems more designed to viscerally provoke 

outrage rather than a sense of wonder. Due to its technological proximity to the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first century West, the recognition component of the world-doubling is especially 

potent. This emphasis on the narrative’s plausibility,10 Gorman Beauchamp (2009: 11-12) claims, was 

sufficient to make its Canadian readership wonder if and its American readership wonder when this 

dystopic future might become reality in their respective nations. Like Gaiman’s fantasies, the many 

recognisable elements heighten the effects of differentiation when it occurs but without the 

supernatural elements retain plausibility, contributing to the aforementioned visceral reactions. 

Also like Gaiman’s world-doublings, a fictionalised form of the ‘original’ extradiegetic ‘reality’ is 

present on a diegetic level, and many indices of doubling overlap between the two. Unlike in 

Gaiman, Atwood’s ‘fantastic’ and ‘mundane’ worlds are not coterminous or separated by 

perspective, but by time. The Pre-Gilead U.S. no longer exists outside of Offred and others’ 

subjective recollection. This past does diverge from the extradiegetic ‘reality’ slightly, chiefly in 

sexual matters, featuring “Pornomarts” and “Feels on Wheels” (Atwood, Handmaid, 1985: 182) but 

also more minor details such as the abolishment of physical currency, (ibid. 183), all of it having 

been replaced by “Compucounts” (ibid. 188). These two realities are nevertheless almost identical, 

and as such operate similarly to the overlapping worlds in Gaiman’s fictions. 

Gilead is seemingly a place of many (often atrocious) differences with the ‘real’ U.S.; the world-

doubling is frequently indicated by idiomatic subversions similar to Neverwhere’s ‘Mind the Gap’ 

episode. The first chapter tells that “[they] had [...] sheets, [...] old ones that still said U.S.” (ibid. 13), 

 

                                                             
10 Its status as a narrative artefact and hence non-factuality are however also emphasised; this is a frequently 

recurring trait of postmodernist fiction (Connor 2004: 77-79; Vervaeck 2007: 135-136). 
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hinting that that designation is no longer relevant and thereby straightforwardly suggests both 

recognisability and differentiation. This scene takes place in a gymnasium repurposed as what 

seems to be a shelter, with the retrospective narrative implying that some calamity may have 

occurred. Aunts Sara and Elizabeth’s presence suggests family ties that might normally imply 

comfort, familiarity and safety, until those notions are abruptly shattered by their “[patrolling with] 

electric cattle prods slung on thongs from their leather belts” (ibid. 14); rather than protectors, they 

are the oppressor. The same page mentions “Angels,” elite soldiers. Similarly, “Marthas” (ibid. 19), 

the name evocative of older generations of women (Campbell, “Behind the Name”) and thereby 

perhaps of motherly or grandmotherly care, are a caste of women whose only use is that of 

caretaker and servant. Birthdays become “Birth Days” (ibid. 117), collective celebrations of the now-

rare phenomenon of birth rather than anniversaries of one’s own. This deliberate adjustment of 

familiar idiom’s meaning is, as Atwood herself (2004: 516) indicates, similar to 1984’s Newspeak.  

In the same vein, “Salvagings” (Atwood 1985: 284-288) are public executions rather than offering 

any chance of redemption, and women who fail in their domestic or reproductive responsibilities 

are declared “Unwoman” and sent to the “Colonies” (ibid. 20), which are more radioactive wasteland 

than actual frontier. While these re-appropriations are all indices of the world-doubling, ‘Unwoman’ 

especially is created along the same semiotic principles that constitute the double: creating an 

opposition between ‘woman’ and ‘Unwoman’ questions the meaning of womanhood. As the 

difference between The Handmaid’s Tale present and past is an idiomatic and social one, it is 

surprising how different Gilead can seem by its lexicon alone; Gorman Beauchamp (2009: 13) 

however also points to its proximity to the past: the Gilead coup must have been carried out during 

Offred’s child-bearing years, and given her position as a handmaid and the age of her daughter 

(“Eight, she must be now;” Atwood, Handmaid, 1985: 74). The entire transition took place within a 

decade, explaining the uncanny interplay between the strange and the familiar throughout the 

narrative. 

The world-doubling does not just serve to isolate Gilead’s patriarchal conservatism for 

examination, but also concentrates many extradiegetic instances thereof through recombination. 

Shirley Neuman (2006: 859) elaborates on Atwood’s repeated insistence “that she had ‘invented 

nothing’ in Gilead. [...] ‘All the things described in the book, people have already done to one 

another.’” In the novel’s epilogue, Prof. Piexoto asserts that “there was little truly original with or 

indigenous to Gilead: its genius was synthesis” (Atwood, Handmaid, 1985: 319). According to Neuman, 

(2006: 859) the use of cattle prods and steel cables as a means of female torture and oppression can 

be traced back to Khomeini’s Iran, and the resistance to literacy in women to Atwood’s observations 

on Afghanistan. Jackson’s model of world-creation through recombination here also becomes an act 

of synthesis that seems highly plausible because no effort is made to disguise this process of 

recombination; on the contrary. Atwood ‘s own tendency to classify The Handmaid’s Tale as 
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speculative fiction is a reminder and consideration of what already exists within the extradiegetic 

‘reality.’ 
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2.2 Extradiegetic Character Doubling 

Table 3 Types of Doubling: Extradiegetic Character 

Origin\Entity Character Space 

Diegetic  Active metaphor Passive metaphor 

Extradiegetic Active intertext Passive intertext 

 

Extradiegetic character doubling has no special prominence in fantasy over any other genre. The 

restrictions of ‘reality’ are the result of a consensus that fiction, especially mimetic narrative, is not 

assumed to overtly violate by default. It requires a special set of narrative conventions for the 

narrative to reconfigure reality as fantasy does, and there is no such restriction on embedding 

characters or character traits into a narrative. Characters in mimetic fiction are not expected to 

adhere to ’reality,’ and thus do not require the literary devices of the fantastic. They are typically 

only expected to be psychologically realistic, but although it often does, (Le Guin, “Child and 

Shadow,” 1975: 55-56) fantastic fiction’s psychology need not by definition eschew this requirement. 

Fantasy must also often concern itself with portraying its world in as at least as much detail as its 

characters. “[T]he primary character in the portal fantasy [may well be] the land” (Mendlesohn 

2008: 28). There is little to suggest that fantasy is, outside of the parodic, is especially concerned 

with embedding extradiegetic character doubles; the traits previously set out nevertheless apply to 

the embeddings that do occur. 

2.2.1 Core Texts 

While the presence of the ‘real’ world in Gaiman’s texts allows some ‘real’ characters to find their 

way into the narrative in minor ways, there are very few instances of extradiegetic character 

doubling in Earthsea. The Tombs of Atuan‘s Tenar is perhaps the most prominent one.  She is taken 

against her family’s will at an early age and made a priestess as she was born on the moment of her 

predecessor’s death; this is a clear extradiegetic character doubling that echoes the selection of 

Lamas in Tibetan Buddhism. The intertext with a discrete narrative is obviously present, and the 
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phenomenon is examined outside of the complicating factor of Buddhist theology. The act alone is 

considered: it ruptures Tenar between her personal self and priest-self Arha and has a continuous 

impact on her psychology throughout the novel. 

Tenar is forced to grow up in social isolation, subjected to the whims of conservative women and 

kept illiterate because “[literacy] is one of the black arts” (Le Guin, Tombs, 1972: 271) in a fashion 

reminiscent of oppressed nuns. A salient indicator of extradiegetic world-doubling (the reader is 

likely to have expected that the land of Kargad was literate), these latter elements do not tie into a 

single narrative, obfuscating its potential as a character doubling. While the initial Earthsea trilogy’s 

portrayal of women has been criticised, not least by the author herself, and amended by a fourth 

novel narrating the world of Earthsea from the female perspective (Comoletti & Drout 2001), the 

reader might also interpret Tenar’s illiteracy, for example, as one of many potential signs that her 

story is meant to represent countless unknown stories of female oppression. Such a story might be 

framed within fantastic narrative to reduce social and historical factors, but without a concrete 

character or narrative to refer to, the link is too vague to evoke specific recognition or carry 

significance through differentiation. It is a potential intertext, but not doubling.11 

Similarly, Neverwhere embeds ‘real life’ in order to reinforce the contrast between the two worlds 

and the narrative’s supposed veracity, analogous to the ‘Mind the Gap’ idiomatic re-appropriation: 

“Jessica was making animated conversation with Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber, Bob Geldof and a 

bespectacled gentleman whom Richard strongly suspected of being a Saatchi.” or “[t]he one 

between them is Kate Moss, I think” (Gaiman, Neverwhere, 2005: 189-190). This may be an uncanny 

effect for many readers who, having spent a significant amount of time in the fantasy world 

unexpectedly recognise elements from their reality. This index of the contrast may pull them 

partway back into ‘reality,’ but it is no doubling. There is an obvious recognition, but, while 

unexpected, it certainly makes sense for such guests to be at an expensive reception. There is also 

little differentiation: these ‘real-life’ characters, in as much as they can be considered characters at 

all, do not appear, look or act differently despite their inhabiting a supernatural world; the double 

may not be redundant. While this is an instance of real character-embedding, it is closer to an 

indicator of the (extra)diegetic spatial doubling between London Above and London Below than a 

 

                                                             
11 American Gods references the potential effects such narratives can have if they evoke recognition of the self: 

“[t]here are accounts which, if we open our hearts to them will cut us too deeply. Look- here is a good man, 

good by his own lights and the lights of his friends: he is faithful and true to his wife, he adores and lavishes 

attention on this little children, he cares about his country, he does his job punctiliously, as best he can. So, 

efficiently and good-naturedly, he exterminates Jews [...] and if there is anything he feels bad about it is that 

he still allows the gassing of vermin to affect him. [...] Leave him; he cuts too deep. He is too close to us and it 

hurts” (Gaiman, American Gods, 2004: 345-346). 
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character doubling. Characters such as Islington and Old Bailey could be considered extradiegetic 

character doubles but, as spaces doubled into characters, violate the categories and will be 

considered in the final section as irregular doublings. 

An (arguably inverse) minor embedding that more closely approximates extradiegetic character 

doubling exists in the characters of Mr Croup and Mr Vandemar. They present themselves as the 

perpetrators of several historical disasters and actors on the historical stage in their own right, 

mostly by having removed others from it:  

Might I with due respect remind you Mister Vandemar and myself burned down the City of 

Troy? We brought the Black Plague to Flanders. We have assassinated a dozen kings, five 

popes, half a hundred heroes and two accredited gods. Our last commission before this was the 

torturing to death of an entire monastery in sixteenth-century Tuscany. We are utterly 

professional. (ibid.: 145) 

While the particulars of this list of course fall squarely within the realm of the fantastic, it plays into 

the reader’s general awareness of the histories of Troy and the Black Death. It reasonably suggests 

these histories must have had some instigator(s) and imparts that status on Mr Croup and Mr 

Vandemar, blending the ‘real’ world into the fantastic. The doubling moves from the deeper layer of 

narrative, the specific text, to the extradiegetic ‘reality’ and only then embeds the higher layer into 

the lower one. While irregular, this is still arguably a doubling: the narrative establishes a means of 

recognition in the reader’s familiarity with historical context, and a crucial difference from the 

assumption that the original perpetrator(s) are a mundane entity. The reader’s awareness that the 

proposed course of events cannot have occurred and is only true in the story reflects the process’ 

irrationality. This process is a complex highlighting of the narrative layers and it again serves to 

contrast the different realities in the reader’s mind. It is again as much an index of the world-

doubling (both diegetic layers) as a doubling in its own right. 

American Gods, which takes place in a fantasy world that coincides spatially with reality, contains 

a considerable amount of plot-relevant extradiegetic character doubles that do not just serve as an 

index of the world doublings, virtually all of them gods or other mythic figures. As is the case with 

the story’s spatial doubles, there is a considerable overlap between the narrative layers on which 

the character doubles exist. The many deities and supernatural creatures are obviously ‘copied’ 

embeddings of their original versions, recognisable but different, adapted to the particular fantasy 

world in which the story takes place.   For example, Odin and Loki’s conspiracy is unlikely within the 

traditional context of the two gods’ frequent antagonism in Norse mythology, but here is a crucial 

plot element. At the same time, these mythological beings are also subject to a diegetic process of 
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doubling that can best be described as a ‘double vision:’ when looking at them from the right 

perspective, Shadow often sees both their human manifestation and any number of divine ones.12 

These forms, while existing opposite each other as diegetic doubles, can also be read as extradiegetic 

character doubles deriving from the gods’ original mythological depictions. 

For most of the story, the gods exist in their human forms, limited – albeit flexibly -by mortal 

constraints. While they are primarily ‘ideas,’ the story emphasises that “[i]deas are more difficult to 

kill than people, but they can be killed, in the end” (Gaiman, American Gods, 2004: 65). This mortality 

is the key difference to the doubling:13 The gods, normally beings of cosmic power, are made mortal, 

and many of their typical features that have taken on mythical proportions are downsized to be able 

to exist within the relatively faithful ‘reality’ of American Gods. Put simply, Mr. Wednesday acts 

precisely as an old man with Odin’s most characteristic features would;14 these act as indices of the 

doubling; the same can be argued for all of the story’s god-embeddings.  

Wednesday is no longer one-eyed, but there is still an echo of Odin sacrificing his own eye: 

“[t]here was something strange about his eyes, Shadow thought. One of them was a darker gray than 

the other” (ibid. 24). Presumably a reference to his tree-hanging self-sacrifice, he has “a white scar 

down one side of his torso” (ibid. 72). Instead of embarking upon sexual conquests of other 

mythological beings, he simply seduces any moderately attractive woman that crosses his path, but 

with an echo of the ‘original’ Odin’s sexual appetite. Two examples are the girl from the motel desk 

(ibid. 71) or the one from the diner:  

’I’ve never been overly concerned about legality’ Wednesday told him. ‘Not as long as I get 

what I want. Sometimes the nights are long and cold. And I need her, not as an end in herself, 

but to wake me up a little. Even King David knew that there is one easy prescription to get 

warm blood flowing through an old frame: take one virgin, call me in the morning.’ 

Shadow caught himself wondering if the girl on night duty in the hotel back in Eagle Point had 

been a virgin. (ibid. 260) 

 

                                                             
12 Examples include the House on the Rock’s carousel and the final battle Backstage. These moments of double 

vision will be discussed in the section on homodiegetic character doubling. 

13 An example thereof is the agonising hit-and-run assassination of the New Gods on Bilqis, The Queen of 

Sheba, who seduced men and forced them into worship through sex, literally absorbing them in the process; 

what is left of her is “the smeared red meat of road kill, barely recognizable as human” (ibid. 400-406; emphasis 

added). 

14 Odin’s frequent trysts, trickster nature, exchange of his own eye for knowledge and the methods of 

sacrificial dedications in his cult can be found, among other details, in Munch’s 1926 Norse Mythology. Legends of 

Gods and Heroes. 
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Other indices of this doubling can be found in minor lexical peculiarities, such as Wednesday 

“spearing [fries] with his fork,” (ibid. 38) a reference to Odin as bearer of the fabled spear Gugnir, or 

Mad Sweeney calling him a “cold-blooded, heartless old tree-hanger” (ibid. 45). 

Like Odin’s original incarnation, he is a trickster, albeit, at first, in smaller ways than Odin’s 

cosmic gambits: 

 ‘That Sweeney guy said you were a hustler.’ 

 ‘He was right. But that is the least of what I am.’ (ibid. 128) 

While this exchange takes place after a relatively minor con – a bank job – Wednesday perhaps most 

closely emulates this trickster nature of Odin’s. Through his death, he transforms into an entity that 

more closely approximates the mythological Odin, as the entirety of the plot hinges upon his final 

gambit. The difference between this Odin and the ‘original’ one is made explicit in the epilogue, 

when Shadow meets the ‘true’ Scandinavian Odin‘s human form. Wednesday was an aspect of Odin, 

made to play out his trickster nature in relative isolation from the other myths: 

An old man came striding across the hillside towards him: he wore a dark cloak, ragged at the 

bottom, as if he had done a lot of travelling [...] the man seemed older than Shadow had 

imagined possible. [...] ‘I am the god of the gallows.’ 

‘You are Odin,’ said Shadow [...] ‘I saw you die[.] You tried to destroy so much, for power. You 

would have sacrificed so much, for yourself.’ [...] 

‘I did not do that.’ 

‘Wednesday did. He was you.’ 

‘He was me, yes, but I am not him.’ (ibid. 634) 

Wednesday is the most elaborately explored embedded double by far, but not the only one. The 

gods’ names are arguably the most straightforward indices of the doubling, maintaining 

recognisability while displaying the crucial difference expressed in the doubling, i.e. their existence 

in a modern, secularised world in which they have lost their relevance. Their names are a prime 

indicator of this contrast: Low-Key Lyesmith (Loki Lie-Smith), Mr Wednesday (Wotan/Odin), Mad 

Sweeney (Suibhne) and Mr/Aunt Nancy (Anansi). Shadow encounters them as human characters 

before it is revealed on the House on the Rock carousel that they are in fact gods. Afterwards, 

virtually all the gods he encounters are simply referred to by their common names, most likely 

because the contrast they foreshadowed has been revealed. While the reason for Ibis and Jacquel’s 

assumed names can be as simple as their still being a part of the social sphere as undertakers, 

Hinzelmann’s name is a more striking example. It illustrates the above by playing against it: the 

folkloristic figure of Hinzelmann the goblin is likely to evoke little recognition, and the name is one 

that seems perfectly plausible in America’s ethnic ‘melting pot.’ Thus, while he is an embedded 

folkloristic figure, Hinzelmann has no need for such an in-between name, and will not be expected 
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to be such a figure. The dramatic effect of Hinzelmann’s true identity being revealed is stronger for 

it. 

2.2.2 Pyramids 

Pyramids similarly embeds mythological and historical entities, and, as a satirical narrative, does so 

with a greater frequency than the previous texts. A number of the famous thinkers of ancient 

Greece are thus represented, including Aesop (“Iesope,” Pratchett 1990: 267), Pythagoras 

(“Pthagonal,” ibid. 252) and Epictetus. The latter’s counterpart, “Ibid,” is indicated by their both 

having written a Discourses; his name serves as a satirical jab at academic citation as he is described 

as “[thinking that he is] the biggest bloody authority on everything” (ibid. 238-239, 252). All of these 

great Ephebian thinkers are shown to be slightly off compared to their counterparts.  Xeno, who 

serves as Zeno’s embedded double, for example tries to prove the postulate that an arrow should 

mathematically be unable to outspeed a tortoise, and in doing so impales a significant portion of 

Ephebe’s tortoise population (ibid. 236-238). These historic figures’ most famous traits, such as 

Xeno’s tendency to prefer sophist logic over actual observation, are exaggerated in the fantasy to 

the point of no longer being realistic, but can still exist within fantasy’s altered mechanics of the 

suspension of disbelief. While a whimsical one, Ephebe’s philosophers still serve as an example of 

fantasy’s ability to enlarge and isolate before examining. 

While minor intertextual references abound throughout the novel, it is notable that many are 

used in order to strengthen the extradiegetic connection between Djelibeybi and ancient Egypt and 

its mythology. When Ptraci becomes queen at the novel’s end, she is betrays a fondness for asses’ 

milk (ibid. 369), echoing Cleopatra’s. As Cleopatra was the last pharaoh of ancient Egypt, (Walker 

2001: 6) this further cements the notion that with Dios’ demise and the abolishment of pyramid 

building, Djelibeybi will finally see the change it has been resisting for seven millennia. The obstacle 

posed by the Sphinx upon Teppic’s attempt to re-enter the divinely charged Old Kingdom also 

serves to cement the connection with Greek and Egyptian mythology, while maintaining the text’s 

fantastic element: “Legend had got it nearly right. The Sphinx did lurk on the borders of the 

kingdom. The legend just hadn’t been specific about what kind of borders it was talking about. The 

Sphinx is an unreal creature. It exists solely because it has been imagined” (Pratchett 1990: 310). The 

differential component of the doubling – Teppic managing to outsmart the Sphinx (ibid. 312-317) – 

reinforces the text’s parodic aspect. 
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2.2.3 The Handmaid’s Tale 

Many of The Handmaid’s Tale’s characters are intertextually constructed, with the intertextually 

engaged texts contained within the novel’s pages, e.g. biblical excerpts.  Given postmodernism’s 

penchant for intertextuality (Vervaeck 2007:  172-193), it is only possible in the space allotted to 

point out a few of the primary instances of such embedding.  The first is already present within the 

title and the epigraph: the latter indicates the handmaids’ origin in Genesis 30:3: “Behold my maid 

Bilhah, go in unto her; and she shall bear upon my knees, that I may also have children by her” 

(Atwood, Handmaid, 1985: 9). The associations of moral purity that come with this embedding are 

subverted by Offred’s pervasive awareness of all forms of sexuality in Gilead, and especially the role 

she is forced to play at Jezebel’s,(ibid. 241-267), which can itself be argued to be the embedding of a 

character into a space. Offred and the other handmaids’ ‘public’ narratives as crafted by Gileadan 

society are symmetrical to biblical handmaids like Bilhah and Hagar (Sullivan 2006: 851), but these 

selfsame circumstances force them to ensure their survival by committing less than virtuous acts by 

biblical standards. 

A second such embedding is apparent from the narrative’s form: the epilogue presents it as a 

reconstruction made from tapes supposedly surreptitiously  deposited along what is assumed to 

have been the “Underground Femaleroad” (Atwood , Handmaid, 1985: 313-318) This, along with the 

threat of forced prostitution or “The Colonies” as a death sentence, (ibid. 324) enforced illiteracy 

and the occasional Particicution, Salvaging and Birth Day as a release for the handmaids’ pent-up 

frustration offers a narrative strikingly similar to slave journals such as Frederick Douglass’ 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave:  

I believe [holidays] to be among the most effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in 

keeping down the spirit of insurrection. Were the slaveholders at once to abandon this 

practice, I have not the slightest doubt it would lead to an immediate insurrection among 

the slaves. These holidays serve as conductors, or safety-valves, to carry off the rebellious 

spirit of enslaved humanity. (Douglass 1845, Ch. X) 

Moira’s story of escape via the Underground Femaleroad (Atwood 1985: 256-262) is similar to many 

slaves narratives,’ and Piexoto (ibid.318), indicates a hesitance on Offred’s part to offer a full account 

of her escape and the names of those involved for the same reason Douglass (1845, Ch. X) does: the 

inherent danger of exposing others by doing so. While the parallels between this particular slave 

narrative and Offred’s are many, it is crucial that, as was the case for The Tombs of Atuan’s Arha, 

straightforwardly embedding a ‘generic’ narrative into a character need not be construed as a 

doubling; there is no evidence that the character of Offred was based on Douglass in particular. 

Nevertheless, the double’s interplay of recognition and differentiation does manifest; and gives 

meaning to the embedding. Just as in Offred’s narrative, one of Douglass’ greatest objections to the 

oppression of slavery is the assumption of intellectual inferiority and thus lack of stimulation based 
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on purely biological factors. The difference lies in which factors these are: in Douglass’ case, it is a 

matter of race, and in Offred’s of gender. This seems to be the recurring significance carried by 

many of the novel’s doublings: is everything ‘womanhood’ entails inherently less deserving of 

freedom and justice? In light of the embedding of a universally reviled practice of oppression, the 

novel all but answers that question for the reader.  
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2.3 Diegetic Spatial Doubling 

Table 4 Types of Doubling: Diegetic Spatial 

Origin\Entity Character Space 

Diegetic  Active metaphor Passive metaphor 

Extradiegetic Active intertext Passive intertext 

 

The diegetic double will typically be more explicitly present in the text than its extradiegetic 

counterpart, as the latter must draw on a world and characters not present within the text. The 

preceding sections have discussed several instances of strongly implied contrast or significant 

resemblance between characters and spaces that relate to one another extradiegetically. Explicit 

examples thereof, such as Gaiman’s sporadic fourth-wall breaking, have however been rare in the 

core texts. While still often expressed through textual features such as synonyms, antonyms and 

idiom, diegetic doublings tend to be more obviously present in the text: their scope is limited to it, 

and they are self-contained. 

If the extradiegetic double can be understood as a means of isolating and enlarging features of 

‘reality’ represented through narrative elements that at least carry the associated meanings, the 

diegetic doubling’s significance lies in its ability to carry plot-relevant oppositions and 

concordances and reduce those (often abstract) notions to a more easily comprehensible form. 

While fantastic literature lets any kind of diegetic doubling take on a greater breadth of 

permutations, the spatial double will see very frequent use in fantasy for the same reasons the 

extradiegetic one does: the created fantasy world, being less arbitrary than the ‘real’ one, allows for 

more straightforward spatial oppositions or similarities without jeopardising the reader’s disbelief. 

The portal-quest fantasy in particular is spatially oriented in that it needs the opposition 

between the diegetic mundane ‘reality’ and fantasy world to function (Mendlesohn 2008: 2-3); the 

fantastic characters’ movement through the world can create spatial doublings as they attach 

metaphorical meanings to different spaces. In its basic form, the familiar ‘here’ versus the strange 

‘there’ defines the portal-quest fantasy. (ibid. 13) More generally, fantasy’s protagonists rarely stay 

in the same place, but neither do they forget they have a home to return to (Martin 2009: 90); the 

two are frequently contrasted. 
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This ‘here’ versus ‘there’ contrast is the basis for many of fantasy’s diegetic spatial doublings. 

Recurring associations include safety and danger, adventure and tranquillity, light and dark and 

good and evil, with diegetic character doublings also frequently representing the latter two. None of 

these metaphors are mutually exclusive, and spaces can and often do carry several of them, ranging 

from the general to the extremely specific, depending on which themes dominate the narrative. Nor 

are they static: meanings fluctuate as the narrative progresses. 

2.3.1 Core Texts 

Earthsea provides straightforward instances of such spatial doubles with a metaphorical function, 

being a world cut off from the extradiegetic apart from its acts of world-building through implied 

contrasts with ‘reality’. A crucial part of the recurring protagonist Ged’s plot relevance lies in the 

relative ease with which he, as a wizard, may cross the borders separating these spaces. Some are 

easiest to traverse by magecraft; others can be traversed only through it. While the focus lies on 

asymmetrical doublings of ‘opposed’ spaces representing the above dualities, there are also 

instances of symmetrical doubling through two spaces being linked and carrying the same 

metaphor; in Earthsea, these are then most frequently part of a ‘home/away’ duality. 

A principal doubling lies in the classical, alchemical opposition contained in the series’ (and 

world’s) name.  Land (earth) and sea (water) are frequently regarded as antagonistic, and yet are 

both crucial to sustaining life. Earthsea is logically a world with a predominantly naval culture, as 

exemplified by the many harbours and ports encountered at beginnings and ends as well as 

seaborne moments of safety and danger throughout the stories, but the wizard is the true master of 

seafaring through his ability to magically raise the wind (Le Guin, Wizard, 1968: 34, 98). Ged learns to 

sail (ibid. 79) when he is sent to his first posting as a wizard. This is the first time that Ged is 

autonomous, without masters or teachers, which his learning to travel independently by sea 

reflects. This ability at sea also eventually leads him to the halves of the Ring of Erreth-Akbe, an 

important plot element The Tombs of Atuan, and enables his travels during The Farthest Shore. 

While Ged travels by magewind when he sails to meet the dragon of Pendor (ibid. 85), his skill as 

a sailor later helps him confront his pursuing shadow on the water. The sea represents freedom, is 

dangerous (“For Gontish fishermen fear nothing, not even wizards, only the sea.”  ibid. p124), but 

also offers a measure of safety and goodness: 

[Ged] sailed across the bay and out between the Armed Cliffs on to the Gontish Sea, there 

setting his course northwestwards to pass north of Oranéa, returning as he had come. He had 

no plan or strategy in this but the retracting of his course. [...] On the sea he wished to meet 

[his shadow], if meet it he must. He was not sure why this was, yet he had a terror of meeting 

the thing again on dry land. Out of the sea there rise storms and monsters, but no evil powers: 
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evil is of the earth. And there is no sea, no running of river or spring, in the dark land where 

once Ged had gone. Death is the dry place. (ibid. 125) 

Ged’s relationship with the sea is however changeable. Dry land offers rest and companionship 

while the sea comes to represent weariness and loneliness: “he was sick of the cold empty sea and 

the silence where no voice spoke to him. He told himself he would spend one day in Ismay, and on 

the morning go” (ibid. 143). As the duality demands, he finds companionship for the long sea 

journey ahead of him in Vetch,  whom he meets that very night, and is refreshed for it: “Ged woke 

beneath his friend’s roof, and while he was still drowsy he felt such a wellbeing as if he were in some 

place wholly defended from evil and harm” (ibid. 148-149). 

When Ged finally conquers the shadow (a significant diegetic character double) by uniting with 

it, this moment occurs in a place where land and sea seem to have joined: “[a]ll sounds of water, 

wind, wood, sail were gone, lost in a huge profound silence that might have been unbroken forever. 

The boat lay motionless. No breath of wind moved. The sea had turned to sand, shadowy, unstirred” 

(ibid. 163). In its changing nature, the duality between land and sea seems most of all to represent 

Ged’s struggle with his shadow, reaching a form of unity – and no longer carrying these oppositions 

- as the conflict’s resolution. Although the way was perilous, the sea carries them, without incident, 

back home from “the coasts of Death’s kingdom” (ibid. 166-167). 

Many of the narrative’s doublings, regardless of their status as spatial or character doubles, are 

interwoven. These instances of land/sea duality evolve along with Ged’s antagonistic doubling with 

his shadow; both it and the land/sea doubling often coincide with the spatial double between life 

and death.  It is suggested fairly early in A Wizard of Earthsea that the afterlife is closer to a physical 

location in Earthsea’s metaphysical system than it is in many of Earth’s mythologies: “If Ged had 

died that night [the shadow] might have tried to find the doorway he had opened and follow him 

into death’s realm, or slip back into whatever place it had come from” (ibid. 65). While in isolation 

this might seem a complex metaphor to explain an incomprehensible supernatural process, it is 

suggested to be more than that by Ged’s summoning of the long-deceased Lady Elfarran, who looks 

out on him from a definite place in the realm of death. 

The contrast between the realms of life and death echoes that between land and sea; as quoted 

above, “Death is the dry place.” On several occasions, Ged travels into death’s domain of his own 

accord, the first time when he attempts to bring back Pechvarry’s son Ioeth: 

There was no sound. The stars above the hill were no stars his eyes had ever seen. Yet he knew 

the constellations by name: the Sheaf, the Door, the One Who Turns, the Tree. They were the 

stars that do not set, that are not paled by the coming of any day. He had followed the child 

too far. 

Knowing this he found himself alone on the dark hillside. It was hard to turn back, very hard. 

(ibid. 80) 
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The land of death is recognisable knowable, perhaps even understandable: it has geography and 

astronomy, yet they are only familiar to Ged in what he has heard of them. At the same time, it is 

strange and different, devoid of any sound or changing of the light; the key contrast seems to be 

that while the world of life is dynamic, the world of death is static and, in Ged’s difficulty in leaving 

it, actively resistant to change: “[t]he stars did not move. No wind blew over the dry steep ground. In 

all the vast kingdom of the darkness only he moved, slowly, climbing” (ibid. 81, emphasis added). 

Ged finds himself on the threshold as a living creature confronted with “the shadow of his death” 

(ibid. 166) in the scene that best exemplifies the novel’s intertwining of character and spatial 

doubles, and the way they reflect Ged’s psychology: 

[Across] the wall, facing him, there was a shadow. 

The shadow did not have the shape of man or beast. It was shapeless, scarcely to be seen, but it 

whispered at him, though there were no words to be found in its whispering, and it reached 

out towards him. And it stood on the side of the living, and he on the side of the dead. 

Either he must go down the hill to the desert lands and lightless cities of the dead, or he must 

step across the wall back into life, where the formless evil thing waited for him. (ibid. 81) 

The how or why of death’s land is never explained, only that to travel it willingly is the purview 

of those who can work magic: “He had now made unscathed, for the first time, that crossing-over 

and return which only a wizard can make with open eyes and not the greatest mage can make 

without risk” (ibid. 82). This doubling between the lands of life and death is a recurring motif 

throughout the Earthsea trilogy, reaching its climax in The Farthest Shore chapter ‘The Dry Land,’ (Le 

Guin, Shore, 1973: 455-467). This contains an echo of the above quotation on evil being a thing of the 

earth, and Ged’s initial foray beyond its threshold; in it, Ged ‘burns through’ his wizardly power in 

order to seal the rift between the worlds. It shows the significance of the ‘death’ component of the 

double to be Ged’s hubristic pride, which had called the shadow from the realm of death in A Wizard 

of Earthsea.  

This hubris is opposed with Ged’s acquired humility in having lived despite the death of the 

Master of Roke in withstanding the shadow’s attack in A Wizard of Earthsea, and in securing the safety 

of the world through great self-sacrifice in The Farthest Shore. The number of intertwined doublings, 

ranging from land/sea, Ged/Shadow, The Tombs of Atuan’s aboveground/underground and the 

correlated but changing light/darkness and danger/safety dualities, which represent the duality of 

Ged’s psyche, make this literalised life/death duality perhaps the key doubling of the initial Earthsea 

trilogy. 

Both Neverwhere and American Gods are analogously built around a diegetic doubling of worlds as 

well as an extradiegetic one, although they largely coincide; important elements of what could be 

said on Gaiman’s diegetic spatial doublings have thus already been covered in the section on 

extradiegetic doubling.  While the specifics vary between Gaiman’s two texts, the formula behind 
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the doubling is largely comparable. The world of mundane reality exists in juxtaposition with a 

fantasy world with different metaphysics, where the mundane laws of physics and causality still 

exist, but are subservient to another set of laws and rules, narrative causality and literalised 

metaphor chief among them. In this fantasy world belief, stories and dreams are not just products of 

human psychology but hold actual power over its reality. Hence, it is a recognisable recombination 

of elements of the ‘real’, but with many of those elements subverted, re-appropriated or otherwise 

changed. These worlds exist together with the mundane ‘reality’ as two sides of the same coin, being 

closely tied together in space and more separated by perspective than any geographical difference.  

While those belonging to the fantasy world can perceive ‘reality,’ this is nonreciprocal; any 

supernatural phenomenon caused by the fantasy world perceived within the ‘real’ world is 

generally mentally classified as something else or immediately forgotten. The protagonist typically 

crosses over from a fairly mundane life to the fantasy world, and thus contrast is highlighted 

through focalisation. 

To reiterate the earlier metaphor, Neverwhere uses London as the coin and the Londons Above 

and Below as its two sides. The Tube (London Underground) is the most significant overlap between 

the two worlds, as demonstrated by the Earl’s Court, ‘Mind the Gap’ and Black Friars Ordeal15 

episodes, among others. The contrast and its metaphor are foreshadowed early, even before the 

reader is aware of the fantasy world’s existence:  

[London] was a city in which the very old and the awkwardly new jostled each other, not 

uncomfortably, but without respect [...] Gradually he realised that the Tube map was a handy 

fiction that made life easier, but bore no resemblance to the reality of the shape of the city 

above [...] [Over time] London [had grown] into something huge and contradictory. (Gaiman, 

Neverwhere: 2005: 9-11) 

This passage suggests that London Above will stand for the awkwardly new, and London Below for 

the very old. This is confirmed when the contrast is introduced in earnest, albeit that London Below 

is only present by implication through mention of London Above. It operates within the feudal 

system of London’s earlier history:16 

 

                                                             
15 During the Ordeal, Richard is forced to live as someone ‘fallen between the cracks’ as London Above would 

perceive them; there is a constant threat of him committing suicide by jumping in front of an Underground 

train. 

16 Fantasy’s recurring tendency to return to medieval times might be explained from an aetiological 

perspective– as reality was far more of an unknown in medieval times (and earlier), the magical and mythic 

could be used to explain the otherwise incomprehensible. Martin (2009: 82) links this divergent epistemology 

from realism to a lessened resistance to metaphoric significance: “[in medieval fantasy,] words, goblets, rings, 
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‘Whose barony is this?’ asked [Door]. ‘Whose fiefdom?’ 

‘Um. Sorry?’ 

She looked around her suspiciously. ‘Where am I?’ 

‘Flat Four, Newton Mansions, Little Comden Street...’ [...] 

‘I’m in London Above,’ she said, in a small voice. 

‘Yes, you’re in London,’ said Richard. Above what?’ (ibid. 31) 

London Below’s representing ‘the old’ is again a literalised metaphor: there are “still some Roman 

soldiers camped out by the Kilburn River” (ibid. 89) and when the party encounters the London fog, 

London Below’s nature is explicitly explained:  

Hasn’t been [a London fog] in the Upworld for oh, forty years now. We get the ghosts of them 

down here. Mm. Not ghosts. More like echoes.’ [...] ‘There are little bubbles of old time in 

London, where things and places stay the same, like bubbles in amber,’ [Door] explained. 

‘There’s a lot of time in London, and it has to go somewhere – it doesn’t all get used up at once. 

(ibid. 229) 

London Below is, in this respect, the ‘typical’ London famous from folklore and other stories, 

unlike its modern incarnation as “a city of shops and offices and restaurants and homes [...] a noisy, 

dirty, cheerful troubled city, which fed on tourists, needing them as it despised them” (ibid. 10). It is 

the old London that still has room for the many archaic tropes of fantasy: quests for divine beings, 

earls and their courts (ibid. 149-157), tests of mettle (bodyguard trial ibid. 115-123 and Black Friars 

Ordeal ibid. 243-255), smiths helping adventurers along the way with their craft (Hammersmith, 

ibid. 274-276) and so on, albeit all of them subverting both the conventions of the contemporary and 

the archaic into a blend of the two. London Below thus represents the archaic, but also the 

adventurous and chivalric, whereas London Above represents modernity, mundanity and 

capitalism; both sides are present in Richard. Although he works in “securities,” (ibid. 3) he tellingly 

collects trolls and eventually fills Hunter’s role as “the hero” (ibid. 220). His forced choice between 

the two is exemplified by his initial unwitting choice between Door and Jessica, and final rejection of 

both the latter and his promotion over a return to London Below. This choice is prefigured in the 

claim that Richard “can’t [return.] It’s one or the other. Nobody ever gets both”  (ibid. 88). 

This opposition is made possible – and most apparent - through London Below being a place of 

danger and irrationality while London Above is one of relative safety and reason; without danger, 

there could be no quest or heroism. Richard learns to understand London Below’s particular logic as 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              

crowns and such are tangible things and also symbols of metaphysical powers. […] Elemental symbols are 

complex metaphors.” As these are also the tropes of fairy tales (also frequently medieval) and other familiar 

but non-realistic narratives, these symbols can ease the transition into nonrational epistemology. 
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he becomes a part of it. He has an initial brush with the fantasy world’s dangers on the re-

appropriated Knightsbridge, ‘Night’s Bridge,’ and continuously indicates the worlds’ difference as 

his insight into London Below grows. The doubling between the two Londons is perhaps best 

represented in his commentary on Hunter’s performance at the bodyguard trials, where he finds his 

perception changing, and in this discovers the part of him that will keep him there: 

Richard normally found displays of real violence unnerving. But he found watching this 

woman exhilarating, as if she were finding a part of him he had not known existed. It seemed 

utterly right, in this unreal mirror of the London he had known, that she should be here and 

that she should be fighting so dangerously and so well. 

She was part of London Below. He understood that now. And as he thought that, he thought 

about London Above, and a world in which no one fought like this – no one needed to fight like 

this – a world of safety and sanity and, for a moment, the homesickness engulfed him like a 

fever. (ibid. 122) 

When Richard finally chooses London Below, he is at the peak of his understanding. The most 

crucial aspect of this understanding is his grasping London Below’s irrationality, the impossibility of 

full comprehension: “Richard was almost proud of the way he didn’t ask ‘what library?’ or point out 

that you couldn’t fit a library in a train” (ibid. 160). He remarks, after Door’s explanation about the 

pockets of time, “’I might still be hung over [...] that almost made sense” (ibid. 229). This purely 

psychological process of incorporation already illustrates the three cornerstones of the (spatial) 

doubling: Richard recognises the mirroring between the two Londons, but also how they are 

different. He learns, not in spite of but thanks to his gradual understanding of London Below, that it 

cannot be explained through rational means. While this process is exclusively process, Richard’ to 

react similarly, but does not oblige them. While the diegetic and extradiegetic doubles overlap 

significantly, this discrepancy shows them to be distinct. 

American Gods’ two worlds differ from Neverwhere’s in that they are not merely coterminous, but 

physically overlap. While the former’s portal-quest fantasy’s world-doubling does not differ 

overmuch from the formula used by the latter, it is closely tied to the story’s ongoing motif of 

optical illusions, sleight of hand and – in particular – coin tricks. This reinforces the idea that the 

two worlds are two sides of the same coin, and the difference is based on perspective. Even 

‘Backstage,’ as described in the previous section on spatial doubling, seems to be as much a matter 

of perception as an actual physical shift, although it still belongs to a different kind of people than 

the ‘real world’ does. As Wednesday puts it,”[i]t’s not good for the audience to find themselves 

walking around backstage” (Gaiman, American Gods, 2004: 374-375). It is however not a separate 

dimension; he explains that although time travelled backstage seems shorter, the ‘real’ time 

travelled is just as long  (ibid. 386). While the gods generally occupy the same space that everyday 

life occurs in, they remain largely unseen; the story constantly makes suggestions that they are 
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simply too archaic (in case of the old gods) or too ubiquitous (in case of the new gods) to be 

recognised as what they are, similar to how falling through the cracks renders London Below’s 

denizens ‘invisible.’ In this opposition, the supernatural world seems to function primarily as a 

metaphor for the power of belief and magical thinking, which as an inherent part of human 

thinking is transposed onto new technologies and institutes. 

Like Earthsea, American Gods does offer more diegetic spatial doublings than Neverwhere does that 

are set apart from the world-doubling but do tie into it. These are very broad, conceptual doubles, 

albeit still spatial ones. The primary one is, similar to the two Londons, that of the ‘New World’ 

versus the ‘Old’ one.  A second, less pervasive one is the same that dominates Earthsea, but is more 

abstract in American Gods: the world of the living versus that of the dead. Shadow enters the latter 

when he dies on the tree; it can be argued to represent the totality of an individual’s narrative, as 

foreshadowed by the words “call no man happy [...] until he is dead” (ibid. 6); this reaches a climax 

in the posthumous revelation that Wednesday is Shadow’s father and the final, uncompromising 

weighing of his soul (ibid. 517, 525-526). An arguable ‘home’ versus ‘away’ doubling revolves around 

Shadow’s time in prison and the revelation that Lakeside was ‘too perfect’ a home to actually be one, 

or for a spatial double in the sometimes vague barriers between the ‘real’ world and the realm of 

dreams, that may overlap with the realm of death. In a narrative so concerned with geography these 

doublings, while sometimes brief and minor in scope, are many and significant. 

The ‘Old’ versus ‘New World’ doubling, which seems most crucial among them, indicates that 

America’s narratives and beliefs are different, and constructed from imported elements. Its chief 

function is reflecting that, like the land’s supernatural denizens, the land itself is an often 

contradictory combination of the old and new because the new, while made out of the old, also tries 

to supplant it. In terms of the gods, this means that while the new gods could not have existed 

without the belief systems that fuelled the old ones, they are also driven to destroy them. The 

transition that leads to this contradiction is expressed in the ‘Coming to America’ chapters scattered 

throughout the novel. Wednesday poignantly expresses the crux of America’s contradictory 

difference: 

This is the only country in the world [...] that worries about what it is. [...] The rest of them 

know what they are. No one ever needs to go searching for the heart of Norway. Or looks for 

the soul of Mozambique. (ibid. 128) 

All of America is a place “of negative sacredness,” (ibid. 465) and (what is believed to be) the centre 

is worst; all of America is a little resistant to gods, and that is the source of the conflict. This 

contradictory nature of America’s is also the only reason for the presence of (fragments of) so many 

incompatible gods. The full nature of this opposition only becomes apparent when, in the epilogue, 

Shadow travels to Iceland (very firmly the ‘Old’ World) and meets the ‘true’ Scandinavian Odin, who 
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reveals that while Wednesday was him, he is not Wednesday; the New World, thus, is a collection of 

fragments of all kinds of origins forced to fit together. 

2.3.2 Pyramids 

Pyramids’ chief spatial opposition is similar to American Gods’. The archaic Old Kingdom is juxtaposed 

with the more modern rest of the Disc temporally, technologically and culturally; the High Priest 

Dios ensures that Djelibeybi remains “Shielded for all Time against the insults of Change” (Pratchett 

1990: 108). There are some very elementary parallels between the Old Kingdom and outside world, 

for example the extremely hard beds that Teppic constantly compares to Ankh-Morpork’s feather 

mattresses (e.g. ibid. 124), but overall Djelibeybi is too different from the rest of Discworld for it to 

be a mirrored world. Rather, it is an entirely foreign one. There a greater measure of recognisable 

opposition between the Old Kingdom as it exists on the Discworld and its aforementioned isolated 

form driven by belief; this relationship might be read as a tenuous doubling, and would then 

primarily support the antagonistic relationship between Dios’ adherence to tradition and Teppic 

and Ptraci’s more modern ideas. In employing it thusly, Pyramids indicates the prototypical use of 

spatial doubling as a means of strengthening character doubling. 

2.3.3 The Handmaid’s Tale 

The prime spatial opposition in The Handmaid’s Tale is also not one of ‘here’ and ‘there’ but ‘now’ 

and ‘then.’ This is one of several strategies that enhance its plausibility: time is the only thing 

dividing the dystopia from its past which overlaps with the extradiegetic world. The two are 

doubled principally in Offred’s often minor attempts, despite their significance differences, to 

recreate the past in the present. Early on she calls the room she is effectively trapped in “My room, 

then. There has to be some space, finally, that I claim as mine, even in this time” (Atwood, Handmaid, 

1985: 60). This act of possession implicitly juxtaposes it with her own spaces, which many of the 

novel’s flashbacks are set in:  

Moira, breezing into my room, dropping her denim jacket on the floor. (ibid. 65) 

We said all this in my kitchen [...] I got a better apartment after that [...] I paid for it myself 

(ibid. 181) 

She spatialises the past and present: “But the night is my time out. Where should I go? Somewhere 

good. Moira, sitting on the edge of my bed [...]” (ibid. 47). The past becomes an escapist destination 

from the dystopic Gilead and, through labelling the former ‘somewhere good,’ she renders the latter 

‘somewhere bad,’ an opposition that the entire novel spends exploring. 
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Notably, the temporality of the double makes it analogous to Lankildehus’ (2008: 66) conception of a 

‘change-of-mind’ double as he claims that “Adam-in-between” is more interesting than “Adam-

before or –after the Fall.” Similarly, Offred’s depictions of Gilead and her Pre-Gileadan life are 

juxtaposed more powerfully through her telling of the transition that the reader will anticipate as 

soon as the past and present are shown to be distinct. “Adam’s beliefs are significant only up to the 

sad knowledge that they are maintained under the new condition of having lost Eden [...] change of 

mind is remarkable as it pinpoints the mind’s disruption and struggle to adjust to the new 

knowledge.” This process of adjustment seems to be what motivates Offred’s escapist desire for the 

past. 



The Double and Literary Fantasy 

76 

2.4 Diegetic Character Doubling 

Table 5 Types of Doubling: Diegetic Character 

Origin\Entity Character Space 

Diegetic  Active metaphor Passive metaphor 

Extradiegetic Active intertext Passive intertext 

 

As the most frequently discussed and commonly employed subtype of doubling within the proposed 

system of taxonomy, the diegetic character double is both the prototypical double and the smallest-

scale one. It encompasses the doppelganger, the mirror image and the shadow among other well-

known variations. Because of established criticism’s relative familiarity17 with these manifestations 

of the double, it is not necessary or even possible for this study to examine every character doubling 

within the selected texts. For the purposes of the question of how fantasy and doubling interact, 

investigating those cases where the character doubles are constructed with fantastic elements 

and/or literalised metaphor will suffice, as these are generally unique to the genre. To illustrate, 

Earthsea places Ged in many relationships with characters that could be considered doubles or 

doubled aspects of him in their use of magic. A Wizard of Earthsea´s Serret and Jasper share his 

magical ambition and are consumed by it; the same is true of The Farthest Shore’s Cob. These 

characters represent what could have happened had Ged not learnt humility and continued on his 

dangerous path. The shadow, however, actually represents this lack of humility, bestowing and 

allegorical dimension upon Ged’s struggles with it. In gaining the wisdom and temperance, he 

becomes more like his mentor Ogion and, to a lesser extent, his older friend Vetch. He later imparts 

this same wisdom to Arren, a non-mage. While all these relationships can be read according to the 

patterns of doubling and revolve around one of the crucial elements of Earthsea’s fantasy world –

magic – transposing them to a non-magical world and replacing magic with (for example) 

 

                                                             
17 Albeit more so in specific cases than in the form of a general taxonomical framework.  While relevant to 

generalist criticism of doubling, even Landkildehus and Miller’s efforts focus on specific instances of doubling. 
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environmentalism would only fundamentally alter the shadow-doubling, as the others signify 

ethical concepts between characters and the world. 

 In a realist novel, if a character is being ‘shadowed’ by another entity, this is, by nature of the 

English language, a metaphor. If a character sees his shadow everywhere or feels he is being chased 

by it, it must be a psychological manifestation from the most likely paranoid character. 

Furthermore, both reader and character will generally assume these things, irrational or eerie 

though they may seem, to be somehow explicable. These expectations are subverted doublings 

dependent on ‘literal metaphor’ or the fantasy world’s particular rules. These change what is 

‘possible’ and therefore explicable to the point that a doubling (a shadow-self, perfectly identical 

twin, etc.) might seem possible to the character but not to the reader, or impossible to both, 

depending on the type of fantasy narrative. In all these cases the crucial difference is that the 

doubling, while inconsistent with the rules and language of ‘reality,’ is real.18  

2.4.1 Core Texts 

In Ged’s case, he is not being shadowed by someone or something that acts or feels like a shadow, 

but something that is a shadow, nor is there any indication that he is mentally unsound as others 

perceive the same phenomenon. By the (linguistic) process of making metaphor and idiom a reality, 

the narrative can examine the inevitable process of self-confrontation, tracing Ged’s flight from and 

acceptance of guilt and responsibility in a way that is real enough to be understandable, but abstract 

enough not to be hindered by the (for these purposes unnecessary) complications of exact 

psychological mimesis. 

The element of responsibility is recognisable in the shadow being a creation of Ged’s own: 

‘I do not know what it was – the thing that came out of the spell and cleaved to me –‘ 

‘Nor do I know. It has no name. [...] You summoned [the spirit of Elfarran] from the dead, but 

with it came one of the Powers of unlife. [...] The power you had to call it gives it power over 

you: you are connected. It is the shadow of your arrogance, the shadow of your ignorance, the 

shadow you cast. Has a shadow a name?’ (Le Guin, Wizard 1968: 68) 

 

                                                             
18 Or at least may be real. This ambiguity is a crucial element of the efficacy of the doublings in Edgar Allan 

Poe’s ‘William Wilson’ and Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw, among other texts. The doubles perceived by the 

narrators are either real (and thus supernatural) or imagined; neither text resolves the question. A similar 

case could even be made for Neverwhere, albeit with respect to the (extra)diegetic world doubling. The 

question, in the end, is whether London Below is ‘real’ or a product of Richard’s imagination, although the 

suggestion leans heavily towards the former. 
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While this fragment does not yet suggest that the shadow is also an aspect of Ged, this is 

foreshadowed in the word ‘cleave’ – what is clear is that in confronting the shadow Ged will also 

confront the faults that led him to create or summon it. Its connection to Ged and its position as his 

counterpart are most salient in ‘the shadow you cast.’ Ged gradually comes to incorporate it as it 

looms over him: when pressed by his ship’s captain about why the Roke-wind should repel him, a 

mage powerful enough to be a Dragontamer, Ged only answers that “that is between [him] and [his] 

shadow” (ibid. 94). 

Upon confronting the gebbeth (shadow-slave) Skiorh, Ged (and the reader) see what is at stake:  

The body of a gebbeth has been drained of true substance and is something like a shell or 

vapour in the form of a man, an unreal flesh clothing the shadow which is real [...] if it [could 

get a hold of him] it would cast aside the husk of Skiorh and enter into Ged, devouring him out 

from within, owning him, which was its whole desire. (ibid. 102) 

De-literalising the metaphor here suggests that the individual incapable of owning up to their 

mistakes risks being consumed by them; Ged almost falls prey to this temptation when offered the 

dark power of Osskil’s magically powerful founding stone, The Terrenon, which, like Yevaud the 

dragon, could have told him the name of his shadow, (that is, given him the knowledge of his error’s 

nature) but at too great a price. In twice refusing, Ged brings about a reversal that leads his mentor 

Ogion to suggest that Ged face his pursuer rather than continuing to flee from it, i.e. that he 

confront his error (ibid. 120). In doing so, he makes it his own: “I am here, I Ged the Sparrowhawk, 

and I summon my shadow!” (ibid. 126) but it also becomes more recognisably his: (“[h]e knew it, as 

it knew him, among all beings, all shadows;” ibid. 127) until it finally goes in Ged’s own shape (ibid. 

141, 147). He conquers the shadow not in a destructive display of wizardly prowess, but by returning 

to the basis of the craft that spawned it in the first place and naming it. In recognising it, he names it 

as it names him, “‘Ged.’ And the two voices [are] one voice” (ibid. 164). Through this action, Ged (and 

Vetch) know it for the part of Ged that it was:  

Ged had neither lost nor won but, naming the shadow of his death with his own name, had made 

himself whole: a man: who, knowing his true self, cannot be used or possessed by any power 

other than himself, and whose life therefore is lived for life’s sake never in the service of ruin, 

or pain, or hatred, or the dark. (ibid. 166, emphasis added) 

Because this doubling is a literalised metaphor in a fantastic world, it allows for a much ‘purer’ 

allegory that does not sacrifice rhetoric for realism. The shadow is not a full, autonomous character 

as mimetic narrative would require, but rather as close to an indistinct manifestation of Ged’s error 

and hubris as it can be, while still having the physical form and partially independent agency 

required for the metaphor’s literalisation; it is the shadow Ged cast, but a physical thing and thus 

externalised in a ‘realistically’ impossible form. Because of this, it is not a rationally explainable 
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thing, but rather unpredictable, operating by some unknowable law of the fantasy world, if any. As 

with the preceding fantastic doubles, this makes the ‘how’ irrelevant compared to the ‘why.’ 

Neverwhere has a similar fantastic doubling, albeit a less supernatural one. Hunter functions as 

Richard’s double through three devices that are, as in Earthsea, shown to be consistent with the 

fantasy world, but otherwise not explained or rationalised: the dreams and visions of battling the 

beast, the bestowal of the spear and subsequent victory over the beast, and Richard’s status as 

London Below’s ‘Warrior’ after Hunter’s defeat. They are less distinctly supernatural than Ged’s 

shadow-double, but rather symbolic as the narrative is a portal/quest fantasy that maintains a close 

tie to the ‘real’ world. Nevertheless, it still relies on the fantastic world-doubling in order to 

eliminate the influence of any preconceptions on the reader’s part.  

The doubling is asymmetrical and its characters almost wholly opposites: Richard is dangerous 

unaware of the ways of London Below while Hunter is a font of practical knowledge and, as quoted 

in the preceding section, a master of the martial prowess that London Below’s dangers require. 

Richard is often afraid, while Hunter never exhibits fear. The asymmetry is most apparent from the 

museum episode where Richard is forced to function as Door’s bodyguard  when Hunter refuses to 

enter London Above (Gaiman, Neverwhere, 2005: 183-198), and in a passage fairly late in the narrative 

where she helps Richard conquer his fear of heights (ibid. 293-294). The only symmetry – their being 

on the same side – is later turned into one of the crucial differences between the two when Hunter 

betrays the party for the Beast-spear, and Richard (reluctantly) plays the role that should have been 

hers in his victory over the Beast and the courage he displays during the final confrontation 

compared to earlier ordeals. 

The initial Beast-vision tellingly occurs after Richard has met Hunter while crossing the Night’s 

Bridge to reach the Floating Market. On the threshold of Richard’s transition into London Below 

proper, in his hallucinations brought about by the utter darkness, he sees the Beast charging at him 

while he holds his spear in hand and dies but keeps walking, the Beast charging again and again 

(ibid. 102-103); this prefigures Richard and Hunter’s eventual encounter with the Beast. While the 

connection between the two of them is not yet apparent, this dream-linking is reiterated in a later 

passage juxtaposing their dreams. Hunter dreams of previous hunts, but finds them strangely 

twisted into her dancing with the Great Weasel she had slain beneath Bangkok (ibid. 213-214). By 

contrast, it is Richard who actually dreams of fighting her fight: “And then it charges. He raises his hand 

(but it isn’t his hand) and he throws the spear at the creature. He sees its eyes, red and vicious and glowing [...] 

[a]nd then it is upon him” (ibid. 216-217). Richard’s progression towards the position of the ‘hero’ that 

should logically be Hunter’s is made explicit shortly afterwards: 

‘Your hero is unable to hold his wine, I see,’ observed Serpentine, dispassionately.  

‘He’s not my hero,’ said Door. 

‘I’m afraid he is. You learn to recognise the type. Something is his eyes, perhaps.’ (ibid. 220) 
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After the Ordeal, which functions as a rite of passage for Richard as a ‘hero,’ Hunter perceives 

that “[h]e looked less boyish. He had begun to grow up” (ibid. 254). After her betrayal, this bravery 

and the connection between them become apparent: 

‘Are you going to kill me?’ Richard asked. He was surprised to find himself no longer scared of 

death – or at least, he realised, he was not scared of that death. 

She turned her head, then, and looked at him. She looked more alive than he had ever seen 

her; more beautiful, and more dangerous. (ibid. 303) 

Immediately afterward, the Marquis orders Richard to carry the Beast-spear (ibid. 304). When he 

becomes aware of the Beast’s presence, there is a moment of recognition, after which he 

immediately steps into the role of Door’s hero: 

He knew that sound: he had heard it in his dreams, but it sounded neither like a bull nor a 

boar; it sounded like a lion; it sounded like a dragon. [...] The distant roaring began again. ’I... I 

think I’ve had dreams about the beast [...] [b]ad ones,’ said Richard. [...] 

‘[I]f you want to wait here, well, no one could accuse you of cowardice.’ 

Richard shook his head. Sometimes there is nothing you can do. ‘I’m not turning back. Not 

now. They’ve got Door.’ (ibid. 307) 

After the Beast’s victory over Hunter, she bestows the Beast-spear upon Richard, smiling at his 

ineptitude as he remarks that he at least knows to hold a spear at the blunt end (ibid. 316). After 

Richard slays the weakened, distracted Beast, Hunter insists that he is now the Warrior, “the 

greatest hunter in London Below” (emphasis added) and gives him her knife (ibid. 318), with which 

the Earl knights him in recognition of his feat and attached title (ibid 347). Richard thus succeeds to 

Hunter’s heroic destiny. From a moralistic standpoint the argument can be made that she herself 

could not attain it because she “did a very bad thing” (ibid. 316) in betraying Door, hence making it 

necessary but also possible for Richard to be Door’s ‘hero.’ 

All of this, overwhelming and strange though it seems from Richard and the reader’s ‘real-world’ 

perspective, makes sense in the fantasy’s world’s context. Its logic is unquestioningly accepted by its 

inhabitants. Unlike A Wizard of Earthsea’s shadow-doubling, the basic structure of the Richard-

Hunter doubling could be transposed into a mimetic narrative; the connection between Richard and 

Hunter is not a literalised metaphor only viable as a fantastic device. It could be transposed to one of 

a hunting expedition in the wild without needing to alter the doubling’s function, structures or 

much of its dialogue, but is nevertheless a fantastic doubling as such a transposition would not alter 

its patterns, but would alter its effect: the aforementioned strangeness, just as in Earthsea, heightens 

the reader’s suspension of disbelief and averts problems of realism and psychological accuracy that 

are superfluous to the doubling’s execution. 



Applying the Taxonomy 
 

 81 

Like Earthsea, Neverwhere creates a world with which the reader cannot possibly be familiar, thus 

forcing the reader to rely entirely on the narration to discern what is true and false and possible or 

impossible in this world. Unlike Earthsea, ‘reality’ is constantly present in a contrastive function in 

Neverwhere, heightening the strangeness of the created world, which is relatively mundane in 

contrast with Earthsea’s highly magical nature. This presence of ‘reality’ creates the possibility that 

events are in fact mundane or imagined, despite a strong implication that they are not.  

Given London Below’s other supernatural elements that adhere to narrative logic rather than 

conventional logic, Richard’s Beast dreams and their parallels to Hunter’s are enough to suggest a 

connection, an effect compounded by Serpentine’s assertion that Richard will unequivocally have 

the position of a reluctant hero. The inhabitants of London Below know more about its workings 

than either Richard or the reader, and thus Richard and the reader trust them more than if the story 

had been set in ‘reality.’  

Similarly, the logic of Richard being declared the ‘Warrior’ is unique to London Below: even 

though Hunter played the greater part in bringing about the Beast’s death, Richard is accorded the 

status of hero without question or demand for proof simply because he struck the killing blow. 

While this lack of scepticism is strange from the ‘real world’s perspective, London Below’s narrative 

logic is sufficiently unknowable to dispel Richard and the reader’s own scepticism: this is simply the 

way of things in London Below. Thus, while the doubling is more ambiguously supernatural than 

Earthsea’s, this strangeness nevertheless makes it fantastic, and it requires fantasy’s suspension of 

disbelief to attain its full effect. 

American Gods’ fantastic diegetic character doubles similarly require the existence of the fantasy 

world. They are an integral part of it and simultaneously the most salient indicators of the 

(extra)diegetic world double. American Gods’ character doublings also differ from Neverwhere and to a 

lesser extent Earthsea in that they exist not only between characters, but also within them. In 

accordance with the text’s coin motif, each of the old gods is split in form between a human side and 

a ‘divine’ one,19 which are tied to ‘reality’ and ‘Backstage’ respectively. Just like these spaces, they 

exist in the same character at the same time, with only perspective dividing them. As well as seeing 

the gods’ human form most of the time and their divine form less clearly in dreams, visions and 

backstage, Shadow has several instances of ‘double vision’ where he sees both man and god at the 

same time. This initially occurs at the House on the Rock’s carousel, solidifying the revelation of the 

gods’ true nature: 

 

                                                             
19 There is virtually no suggestion in the text that the new gods also have multiple forms or manifestations, 

likely indicating that they do not need to adapt to their environment to exist. 



The Double and Literary Fantasy 

82 

[Shadow] was unable to combine the things he was seeing, or thought he was seeing, into a 

whole that made any sense. 

He was looking at Mr. Nancy, an old black man with a pencil moustache [...] and, at the same 

time, he saw a jewelled spider as high as a horse, its eyes an emerald nebula [...] and 

simultaneously he was looking at an extraordinarily tall man with teak-colored skin and three 

sets of arms [...] and he was also seeing a young black boy, dressed in rags, [...] [and] Shadow 

was looking at a tiny brown spider, hiding under an ochre leaf. 

Shadow saw all these things, and he knew they were the same thing. (Gaiman, American Gods 

2004: 144) 

While this ‘double-vision’ is remarkable as a character-internal phenomenon, it is nevertheless a 

straightforward doubling: there are recurring, recognisable elements (dark skin and, frequently, 

multiple limbs) with each form presumably a distinct extradiegetic doubling of an aspect or 

manifestation of Anansi.20 Each form carries great differences based on the aspect it represents.  The 

irrationality is plainly signalled in the text, as is the interaction with the reader’s disbelief in that 

Shadow wonders “[w]hat should I believe?” and the answer comes to “Believe everything” (ibid. 146). 

Unlike A Wizard of Earthsea’s shadow double, which allowed the entire plot to function as an allegory, 

these doublings serve as a component of the fantasy world first. While they can be read as allegories 

of the power of belief or magical or narrative thinking, their primary function seems to be making 

the plot possible rather than carrying these metaphors, as these particular doublings are strongly 

fantastic without being literalised metaphors and would thus be very difficult to transpose into a 

mimetic narrative.  

2.4.2 Pyramids 

Pyramids contains a doubled relationship between Teppic as the king in name and his High Priest 

Dios as the king in effect, but it need not be labelled fantastic as only its resolution, where Teppic is 

proven to be king in earnest in manifesting divine powers, requires a supernatural element or the 

 

                                                             
20 “Anansi, trickster spider and national Jamaican folk hero, has his roots amongst the Asante of West Africa. 

Amongst the Asante Anansi played the role of messenger between the gods and mankind [...] [and] possessed 

the power to restructure both the world of the human and the divine” (Marshall 1). While extensive 

information on Anansi is relatively rare, his liminal status between animal (spider) and human, the natural 

and the cultural, etc. is a recurring element (ibid. 2, Thury & Devinney 343, 348-354). His multiple appearances 

in American Gods might represent these different areas he had a liminal position in, with that of the giant 

jewelled spider as the deity, the child as his human form, the six-armed man as the transitional aspect and the 

small spider as the physically impotent creature tricking the mighty Blacksnake. 
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alienation brought about by fantasy’s world-doubling. In a pun on the doppelganger trope that plays 

with the double’s frequency in fantasy, the architect Ptaclusp does enlist the aid of time-duplicated 

“[d]oppelgangs” (Pratchett 1990: 144) that are essentially temporally multiplied versions of his own 

workforces, including his own sons, Ptcaclusp IIa and IIb. The relation between differentiation and 

recognition is exemplified by a meeting between Ptaclusp and several temporal copies of his sons in 

which an argument is concluded with 

[o]ne of the IIas shrugg[ing]. ‘It’s no good arguing with him,’ he said. ‘I’m from three hours 

ahead. I remember this meeting. We couldn’t change his mind.’ 

‘I’m from two hours ahead,’ said one of his clones. ‘I remember you saying that, too.’ (ibid. 184) 

Again, the process is irrational: the temporal qualities of pyramids that make this possible are 

sporadically discussed throughout the novel, with Ptaclusp for example “remembering an idea [he]’s 

going to have” (ibid. 143), but the most frequently recurring explanation for the narrative’s 

supernatural events, including these temporal anomalies, is that “it is probably quantum” (ibid. 7).  

2.4.3 The Handmaid’s Tale 

Most of The Handmaid’s Tale’s diegetic character doublings are centred around Offred, especially 

the ‘fantastic’21 instances thereof, i.e. those that require an altered world to function. Nick and Luke 

are arguably doubles in Offred’s affection for them, but this romantic use of the trope can occur in 

any narrative where a character is torn between two lovers. Gilead’s attempts to erase individuality 

between the handmaids as a group and the handmaids and their collected wives, however, do 

depend on the unfamiliar reality created by the world-doubling to function. 

The latter depends on the previously signalled character embedding that the handmaids are 

forced to integrate into their identities: through the “Ceremony” of fertilisation (Atwood, Handmaid, 

1985 :104), Gilead forces Offred and Serena Joy, who is the Wife Of Fred, to become each others’ 

sexual doubles through subliming the two into a single entity, a change which they both resist: 

Above me, towards the head of the bed, Serena Joy is arranged outspread. Her legs are apart, I 

lie between them, my head on her stomach, her pubic bone under the base of my skull, her 

thighs on either side of me. [...] Serena Joy grips my hands as if it is she, not I, who’s being 

fucked, as if she finds it either pleasurable or painful [...] It has nothing to do with sexual 

desire, at least for me, and certainly not for Serena. [...] The Commander [keeps away from] 

 

                                                             
21 In as far as that term can be used when discussing speculative or science fiction. 
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our combined bodies [...] [and leaves] as if both of us are his ailing mother. [...] Which of us is it 

worse for, her or me? (ibid. 104-106) 

The Ceremony creates for each of them a distance to the Commander; Offred is not an object of 

sexual desire, but a proxy for Serena. The latter seems to resent Offred precisely because she comes 

between the Commander and her. They are copied in form, Offred embedded into Serena, and 

mirrored in psychology, each wanting what the other possesses: the fertile, subjugated Offred 

wishes to be in control, while Serena has control but lacks fertility. The physical aspect of the 

Ceremony, in forcing this embedding of the one woman into the other, robs them of their 

individuality: “she holds my hands, each of mine in each of hers. This is supposed to signify that we 

are one flesh, one being. What it really means is that she is in control” (ibid. 104) – erasure of 

identity is, through doubling, made a form of subjugation. 

The handmaids themselves are similarly robbed of their identity through the red dress uniforms, 

patronymics and rituals assigned to them; these rob them of the ability to differentiate. Offred 

initially describes Ofglen as “my shadow [...] Doubled, I walk the street” (ibid. 32-33). She suspects 

her of being an almost automated instrument of Gilead, and both act in show to one another (ibid. 

41) as a form of social control; they suspect (even create) differentiation from themselves in their 

respective doubles, and the fallaciousness thereof is a revelation that expresses sameness as an 

echo: 

‘I thought you were a true believer,’ Ofglen says. 

‘I thought you were,’ I say. 

‘You were always so stinking pious.’ 

‘So were you,’ I reply. I want to laugh, shout, hug her. (ibid. 177) 

This artificially created outward double (Landkildehus 2008: 68) leads to the presumption of inward 

asymmetry, which is only dispelled late into the narrative. This is then again subverted by the initial 

Ofglen’s suicide and subsequent replacement by another Ofglen, as the patronymic system dictates 

(ibid. 294-295) – Offred was unaware of the previous Ofglen’s real name, and she is thus lost to her: 

“’I am Ofglen,’ the woman says. Word perfect. And of course she is, the new one, and Ofglen, 

wherever she is, is no longer Ofglen.” 

These patronymics render identity interchangeable; Offred is herself faced with an analogous 

situation in her connection to the Offred that came before her. She finds herself fascinated with the 

phrase “nolite te bastardes carborundorum” (ibid. 195), which this predecessor left her, and asks the 

Commander for its meaning only to discover that he was the one who taught it to her predecessor; 

this cycle connects the two until she refers to the previous Offred as “my ancestress, my double” in 

her narrative’s final pages (ibid. 305), concluding that “there were always two of us.” The enforced 

non-uniqueness of each individual that creates these doublings semiotically operates on the same 
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principles that doubling does. By removing the names that differentiate between the ‘I’ and others 

and making the names that are given temporary and interchangeable, the full contrast between 

Handmaids as individuals is removed. The opposition in the names of Offred, Ofglen, Ofwarren, etc. 

do not mark them as fully developed individuals; rather, they only differ from one another in as 

much as they belong to different men. Handmaids are “two-legged wombs, [...] ambulatory chalices” 

(ibid. 146) and thus equated, differing only from each other in invisible, internal psychology. 
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2.5 Refining the Taxonomy 

A trope as malleable as the double will, when classified into only four categories, inevitably manifest 

in ways that resist or refuse such a  classification. This section will examine those instances, as well 

as possible ways of refining the system to account for them. Within the primarily literature, they 

were primarily those that interacted with several of the categories or crossed the divisions between 

them, such as Neverwhere doubling its places into characters.  

Old Bailey, Hammersmith and The Angel, Islington cross the line dividing space from character 

by making an extradiegetic- and diegetic double of the former into the latter; a ‘real’ location is 

distilled into a fictional character. As discussed in the initial theoretical section on spatial doubling, 

‘real’ spaces are often loaded with copious associations and intertexts. While the intertext ‘The 

Angel, Islington’ has with the eponymous upper-class borough is obvious from its name and is 

possibly also present in Islington’s refinement to a fault, the character is so intertextually charged 

(including references to Atlantis and the Archangel Gabriel; Gaiman, Neverwhere 2005: 200 and 331 

respectively) that is it difficult to tell which aspect of Islington derives from which intertext, and 

which are the result of other creative processes altogether. Despite their lesser plot importance, 

Hammersmith and Old Bailey’s personalities, apart from their names, might also derive from their 

namesakes’ industrial past and hub of information as a now-defunct criminal court, respectively. 

While these are all spaces doubled into characters, any permutation is possible: in Poe’s The Fall of 

the House of Usher, for example, the house seems to function as Usher’s double in that it reflects his 

mental state. 

Most doublings do not cross the line between character and space, and while dividing the 

categories of the doubled ‘entity’ into origin and destination would accommodate them, their 

infrequency renders this inefficient; increasing complexity for the sake of marginal definition would 

be an unfavourable trade-off.  It is thus most straightforward to, when in doubt, categorise based on 

the doubling’s ‘destination’22 wherever possible (in most extradiegetic cases) and base this verdict on 

the most prominent component of the doubling when not (in most diegetic cases, by lack of a 

discernible ‘original’). Old Bailey, Islington and Neverwhere’s other various embeddings of spaces into 

 

                                                             
22 As extradiegetic doubling is defined by crossing the boundary from its origin in extradiegetic reality to its 

diegetic destination, the means of distinguishing it are already well-defined. 
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characters can be considered extradiegetic character doubles in most respects, with the ‘real’ spaces 

in all relevant respects the doublings’ original components. They operate as characters that, like 

American Gods’ extradiegetic doubles, distill aspects of  the extradiegetic ‘reality’ (in this case 

associations made with London’s iconic spaces)  into another ‘reality’ in which they are relatively 

isolated from their ‘original’ counterparts. There is also no reason the type and function of a single 

complex act of doubling could not vary depending on the context in which it is being read: while 

diegetic doubling complicates ontological priority, the one between Roderick Usher and his house 

can be read as a spatial double when the character’s projection onto his surroundings is most 

relevant, and as a character double where the reverse is true. Either can still function as a 

segmentation of complex psychological concepts into more distinct, fathomable entities. The space 

will tend to be passive, the character active; in this respect it may even become possible to read the 

diegetic component of Neverwhere’s ‘spatial’ character doubles as attempts to ‘activate’ the normally 

passive setting. 

While the more frequent, straightforward doublings will generally restrict themselves to one 

type, more complex instances can occur whenever types overlap, or vary depending on reading and 

context; the different types present will generally weave together and reinforce one another. For 

example, Neverwhere’s doubling between London Above and London Below opposes the two on a 

diegetic level, but because London Above is also an extradiegetic double for the ‘real’ London any 

opposition between the two Londons also inherently reflects on the ‘real’ one, opposing London 

Below with it. This in turn strengthens the doubling between the two Londons as the reader can 

generally be assumed to be somewhat familiar with London Above, enabling Richard and the reader 

to recognise the oppositions between them without London Above’s side of the doubling demanding 

exposition. This feedback loop is further supported by the embedding of ‘real’ places as characters 

by similar mechanics as the spatial doubling described above. As this doubling has elements of all 

four categories, treating it as only a single one would be reductive; the  feedback loop is effective to 

the point of only requiring the embedded characters’ names to cement the overall doubling’s effect. 

It is equal parts extradiegetic and diegetic. Because it doubles spaces ‘into’ characters, it is primarily 

a character double, although it is reductive to consider it only that. A synthetic approach makes it 

possible to account for most complex doublings without increasing the complexity without further 

subdivision. 

Finally, there is a type of doubling that this study has not explored due to its relative rarity in 

fantasy and compared to postmodernist narrative. Hypodiegetic doubling occurs between the 
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diegetic narrative layer and layer(s) embedded below it,23 for example between the diegetic layer of 

Margaret Atwood’s The Blind Assassin and its layered embeddings, the deepest embedded of which is 

a fantasy story that takes place on the planet Zyrcon. The socially, politically and sexually oppressed 

characters are doubled in the embedded narrative’s, who act out the latter’s narratives in literalised 

metaphor; one is a muted sacrificial maiden, the other literally a blind assassin. Zyrcon’s climate of 

female oppression and political ruthlessness is an analogue for the protagonists’ world. Possessing 

both elements of extradiegetic doubling (acting between narrative layers) and diegetic doubling 

(being contained entirely within the text), logic dictates that it should be able to both isolate and 

metaphorically charge diegetic elements. As it is a comparatively rare type of doubling more typical 

of another narrative tradition, an in-depth analysis would fall outside of this study’s scope. 

 

                                                             
23 Vervaeck (2007: 29) for example points to postmodernism’s penchant for mise en abyme, i.e. recursive 

embeddings of hypodiegetic levels, which greatly facilitates hypodiegetic doubling. 
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2.6 Analysis and Implications 

Throughout this analysis of the different types of (fantastic) doubling, it has been a recurring 

argument that they make narratives possible that the reader’s suspension of disbelief would not 

allow within a mimetic, realist system of poetics. The accommodation of this violation of ‘realism’ is 

perhaps fantasy’s single most defining trait. In introducing its supernatural or irrational 

divergences, it can neither fully conform nor fully break away from the extradiegetic ‘reality’ which 

mimetic narrative is expected to adhere to. It can only recombine it; thus the act of fantastic story-

telling also becomes an act of doubling. This extradiegetic doubling is what creates the fantasy 

world. 

While fantasy weaves its story out of these recombined elements, its different interaction with 

the suspension of disbelief also entails a different interaction with its basic plot structure. Fantasy 

frequently employs diegetically doubled characters, places and other elements of the world to, as 

Slethaug suggested, metaphorically represent concepts such heroism (Neverwhere), error and 

humility (A Wizard of Earthsea) or new and old (Pyramids and The Handmaid’s Tale). In doing so, it has a 

tendency towards allegorical plots with echoes of ancient mythology (American Gods) and other 

older forms of storytelling like fairy tales or legends. Like these now marginalised genres, fantasy 

tends toward fairly unambiguous and often mirrored pairings and binary oppositions (Le Guin, 

“Child and Shadow,” 1975: 57-58), most typically between good and evil (or ‘light’ and ‘dark’). As the 

previous sections have indicated, these oppositions and pairings can be metaphorically present in 

almost any aspect of the fantasy world imaginable. The allegorical, rather than the mimetic, tends to 

be fantastic narrative’s primary focus, although the in-depth exploration of the fantasy world itself 

can often add a mimetic element to the narrative. 

The fundamental imbalance between the poetics of fantasy and realism is that in the latter, the 

narrator and reader are on roughly equal footing regarding their possible knowledge of the ‘reality’ 

represented in the narrative; this is determined by personal circumstance, experience and 

imagination. Mimetic narrative is often used as a ‘concrete universal’ in order to convey these 

experiences. Hence, to represent the totality of experience, these texts must often be complex 

entanglements of various texts and personal narratives (Fokkema 1991: 57) that attempt to provide 

as inclusive a representation of the fundamentally unknowable extradiegetic ‘reality’ as possible. In 

fantasy, the reverse is true; fantasy reading pact presupposes an inequality between the reader’s 

potential knowledge of the world and the narrator’s. Because the world is an entirely fictional 
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construct, the former has to rely on the latter’s authority as their only potential source of 

knowledge of the world; this is why it is important for the reader to be safe in assuming that any 

divergences not mentioned are as they know them in ‘reality.’  The narrator’s authoritative averts 

potential epistemological issues and furthers narrative functions other than the ‘concrete universal’ 

such as narrative’s allegorical function, as reflected by the discussed texts’ tendency towards the 

latter. Narrative of which the diegetic reality aligns with the extradiegetic is capable of allegory, but 

the irresolvability of debate between a reader and narrator on equal epistemological footing, as well 

as the more limited suspension of disbelief threaten the full rhetorical force of the allegory and 

(literalised) metaphor. 

While fantastic literature and especially genre fantasy employ an inherently more flexible 

suspension of disbelief as part of this altered reading pact, it is important to be mindful that the 

requirements of coherence and credibility (‘realism’ is not an appropriate term) are not wholly 

waived. As previously discussed, whether an element is an acceptable deviation from ‘reality’ is 

determined by said deviation’s severity and plot relevance; the greater the former, the greater the 

latter needs to be as vindication. Hence the relevance of reading fantastic word-building as a 

doubling: as initially established, the double’s significance lies not in the recognisable elements, but 

in the obligatory deviation from them. The significance carried by the fantasy world’s deviation 

must be commensurate to its scale; failure to maintain this ratio violates the constructive principles 

behind the trope, and thus behind the construction of the fantastic world: Earthsea cannot be a 

world permeated by magic unless that magic also dominates it; Pratchett’s Discworld or Gaiman’s 

alternate worlds cannot be ruled by narrative rather than natural causality unless the reader finds 

familiar tropes and stories to be fact rather than fiction when they enter these worlds.24 Similarly, 

because it is set in a dystopia that has made paranoid conservatism reality rather than idea, The 

Handmaid’s Tale cannot but focus on the consequences of existing in such a world.25 

Plot elements on the text-internal layer operate analogously, offering an explanation for the 

double’s prominence in fantasy. The aforementioned allegorical elements often function as an index 

of one of a fantastic narrative’s primary functions, but similarly to the basic ‘truths’ of its world 

violate the epistemological complications of the extradiegetic ‘reality,’ and the mere act of making a 

character or place, through metaphor, objectively signify something violates them. The prominence 

of doubling can be explained as an interaction of two aspects: firstly, their irrationality heightens 

 

                                                             
24 This is one of the primary reasons why Gaiman and Pratchett’s worlds are utterly suffused by fantasy, 

folklore, mythology and even history’s most familiar tropes, prominently among them the double, and seem 

to alternatively flaunt and flout them at every possible juncture. 

25 This is not to say that every fantasy must adhere to these conventions, as it can introduce greatly deviant 

elements as red herrings or otherwise subvert them; virtually every fantasy will however engage with them.  
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the fantasy world’s own without endangering the suspension of disbelief. Secondly, their interplay 

between recognition and differentiation makes them ideally suited as carriers of the abstract 

concepts these metaphors convey, in accordance with Saussurian semiotics.  

While any meaning can only be expressed as a negation within this framework (Holdcroft 1991: 

107-109), these abstract concepts are inherently unable to offer the possibility of approximating 

signification through deictically indicating ‘it is this.’ The double’s basis in difference if not outright 

contrast does however frequently allow these concepts to be expressed as ‘not this’ (typically the 

‘antagonistic’ role in a doubling) and ‘hence, more like this.’  These more often occur as weighted 

questions after the meaning and value of something than outright statements thereof. Neverwhere 

can be read as posing through doubling the question if Richard, despite his ineptitude, is not more 

valorous than the highly capable Hunter because he is true to his companions and his cause; the 

narrative heavily slants the answer towards ‘yes.’  Similarly, A Wizard of Earthsea almost outright 

states through its principal doubling that a willingness to face one’s mistakes as one’s own is a 

better means of conquering them than any actual power to fight or flee their consequences might 

be. Nevertheless, both fantasy and doubling, through their emphasis on the irrational and the 

differential, always take the form of a question, not an answer. 
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Conclusion 

The difficulty in concluding a study on the double lies in it perhaps being best summarised by its 

resistance to summarisation. To echo Slethaug’s initial warning, it is impossible to adequately 

represent what lies at the core of the double because it has no core; it is neither objective nor 

rational. The double is too “relativized” (1993: 7-8) to tolerate an exhaustive definition; this study 

has not attempted to create one, but rather a means of recognising, categorising and interpreting 

the double. In the most concise terms possible, it has conceived of the double as an irrational, 

patterned interplay of recognition and differentiation between several entities.  In Landkildehus’ 

terms, it is symmetrical and asymmetrical: whereas this study has emphasised doubling’s subject 

(character or place) and its origin (diegetic or extradiegetic), Landkildehus’ categorisation 

distinguished doubles based on how they manifest – inward or outward. Rather than being 

incompatible taxonomies, they indicate that, as Slethaug (ibid.) points out that the double cannot be 

categorised – at least not in absolute terms. 

This much can be gleaned from examining its interaction with fantasy: if criticism on the latter 

can content itself with drawing on what consensus there is and defining the field as their enquiries 

demand, then the same can be done with the double. Using the irrational interplay of the 

recognisable and different to distinguish doubles in a literary field based on the same principles has 

hopefully proven fruitful in that regard, and served to shed light on why the trope and genre 

interact as closely as they do: they are constructed, especially in their interaction with ‘the real,’ 

from the same components. To paraphrase Le Guin, each of them bypasses the conscious, rational 

mind in order to express their meaning; the one more often than not through the other (“Child and 

Shadow,” 1975: 55). 

Fantasy can thus be called a world-sized double: a ‘mirror image’ of what exists in the world into 

a form that doesn’t and often couldn’t but is nevertheless the same world, patterned differently. The 

double might be called a minor fantasy: the imagining of a pattern between entities when each 

seems a recombination of the other. While recognition and differentiation allow this pattern 

meaning, it is the irrational that allows it to exist.  Neverwhere is silent on how a second subterranean 
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London could go unnoticed beneath the first one for centuries; A Wizard of Earthsea does not reveal 

how shadows can be animate. The reader does not expect them to explain. Both fantasy and the 

double rely on the same contrast: while it is the similarities between two entities – be they 

characters or entire worlds – that indicate their patterns, like in Saussurian semiotics the 

discrepancies between entities give these patterns meaning.  

 While virtually every generalist study like Slethaug and Miller’s emphasises the double’s 

versatily, this versatility crucially expands beyond its prototypical form as the ‘doppelganger’ and 

variations thereup, which this study has called the ‘diegetic character double.’ I have argued for and 

given examples of doublings of space that match the doppelganger’s permutations in structure but 

differ in narrative agency: the character double acts, while the spatial double is acted upon or 

within; Earthsea’s land and water alternate between safety and danger, and their eventual fusion 

reflects resolution. Both character and spatial doubles bypass the wholly conscious in making the 

abstract concrete, subdividing concepts too large to otherwise process and allowing them to 

interact as (literalised) metaphors or allegories. Ged’s shadow, for example, can be read as a 

manifestation of his hubris. Similarly, doubling is sufficiently versatile not to be limited to the 

diegetic; along the previously indicated patterns, its recombinations can and often do draw on the 

extradiegetic ‘reality’ and just like diegetic  doubling’s subdivisions reduce – but also refine – those 

elements of reality that are otherwise too complex to be processed. For example, Gaiman’s 

extradiegetic character doubles seem to ask after the meaning of ‘godhood’ among other things; 

their spatial counterparts after the ephemeral ‘essence’ of belief, of narrative, of London or America. 

Fantastic narrative requires some measure of extradiegetic (spatial) doubling as reconfigures the 

world and hence must draw on reality. At the macroscopic level, this inevitably juxtaposes the 

fantasy world with this extradiegetic reality in what has been labelled the ‘world-doubling.’ Because 

it requires a recombination of reality, fantasy’s reading pact however also waives restrictions on 

faithfulness of this world, thereby facilitating any form of spatial doubling. This recombination 

similarly facilitates literalised metaphor, which manifests extradiegetic idiom in impossible 

fashions. Finally, this altered reading pact and constant (implicit) juxtaposition of the fantasy world 

with reality interact to ensure that the reader is aware of a divergence’s importance to the doubling 

through its importance as a plot element and vice versa, but can otherwise still rely on their 

elementary assumptions about reality. Fantasy’s reading pact and its world-doubling are interlocked 

and intertwined.  

In closing, I would like to end, as I began, with a quotation from Le Guin’s “The Child and the 

Shadow:” “even in merely reading a fairy tale, we must let go our daylight convictions and trust 

ourselves to be guided by dark figures, in silence; and when we have come back it may be very hard 

to describe what where we have been” (1975: 56-57). In encompassing the double, fantasy and their 
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interplay, this is perhaps as good a definition as any: a deliberate step towards the different, the 

shadow-side of the rational, to see what the change of perspective might bring. 
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