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Introduction 

Last year, Dr. Rob Maslen, of the University of Glasgow, founded the first ever Fantasy 

Masters Programme. It is a postgraduate taught degree programme, equivalent to our MA 

programmes, and focuses on both a historical and a more recent perspective on fantasy. 

Before that, there had been courses on the subject of fantasy (there was one given by Maslen 

at the University of Glasgow, for example), but this is the first MA programme dedicated in 

its entirety to the subject of fantasy. That an entire MA programme on the subject of fantasy 

has been founded shows that academic interest in fantasy has been on the rise recently. The 

programme, however, remains an exception: for most people, fantasy is a genre that is more 

frequently found on shelves in bookstores than listed as the topic of an academic article or 

book. 

Opinions about fantasy are very divided: some think it is a simple genre, suitable for 

children but not for adult readers, and certainly not worthy of academic interest; others find it 

a complex genre that is more than just stories for children. I belong to the latter group: I have 

been reading fantasy all my life, and I very much enjoy it. The fact that I very much enjoy 

fantasy does not stand in the way of unprejudiced research in this MA thesis, on the contrary: 

I am that much more interested in various opinions about fantasy in order to give a more 

complete image of fantasy. This interest has led me to the book I will be discussing in this 

MA thesis: The Eye of the World, the first volume of the "The Wheel of Time" series written 

by Robert Jordan. It was published in 1990, but the series (that contains 14 volumes) was only 

recently finished by Brandon Sanderson, a fan of the series, who wrote the last three volumes 

after Robert Jordan had died. The last volume, A Memory of Light, was published in 2013, 

which gives this series a relevance that stretches over two decades, into the very recent past.  

The fact that the series has finished only recently is one reason for this MA thesis; the 

other reason brings us to my research question. A year after the publication of the last volume 

of the "The Wheel of Time" series, Brian Attebery, one of the world's leading scholars in 

fantasy criticism, published a work on the relationship between fantasy and myth: Stories 

about Stories: Fantasy & the Remaking of Myth. In that recent work, Attebery examines and 

discusses the connection between fantasy (written both in the recent and in the distant past) 

and the myths they so often draw on for material. Another work that was published recently, 

in 2008, and that also deals with the relationship between fantasy and mythology, is Marek 

Oziewicz's One Earth, One People. The recent academic interest in the connection between 
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fantasy and myth is an important motivation for this MA dissertation, as this dissertation 

explicitly discusses that connection. The research performed here is thus very much 

embedded in this recent wave of critical work on the relationship between fantasy and myth. 

In this MA thesis, I will investigate and analyse the relationship between fantasy and 

mythology, and discuss Robert Jordan's The Eye of the World in light of this connection 

between fantasy and myth. Specifically, I will discuss the metaphors of fate that Jordan uses 

in The Eye of the World, and examine how they compare to metaphors of fate as they existed 

in several mythologies. After that, I want to consider what the effect of these particular 

metaphors of fate in The Eye of the World is, and how that reflects on the relationship 

between fantasy and mythology, and on the popularity of the genre of fantasy. Jordan very 

explicitly and elaborately utilizes two metaphors (the metaphor of the wheel and that of 

weaving), and the analysis of these metaphors, in light of their relationship to metaphors of 

fate used in different mythologies, will hopefully provide useful insights into the notion of 

fate that Jordan puts forward in his book and how that notion affects both book and reader. 

In the first chapter, I would like to take a closer look at fantasy in four different ways: 

first, I would like to take a closer look at fantasy literature itself; then, I will discuss fantasy as 

a genre; after that, I want to examine fantasy as a literary genre; and finally, I will consider 

fantasy as a popular literary genre. Firstly, through various definitions that have been given in 

an attempt to define fantasy throughout the latter half of the 20
th 

century and the first decades 

of the 21
st
, I will propose a working definition of fantasy. This working definition will contain 

the elements that have occurred in most of the definitions I will list in this part, and thus 

provide a useful, but simple definition with which I can work throughout the rest of this MA 

thesis. For clarity's sake, I will examine the difference between fantasy literature itself and 

two other genres that can also be termed 'fantasy': science fiction and magic realism. With that 

difference clearly established, I will turn my attention to the issue of fantasy as a genre. In this 

part, I will discuss Brian Attebery's concept of the genre of fantasy as a fuzzy set. Following 

that, I want to take a closer look at fantasy as a literary genre, and more specifically discuss 

literary criticism on the subject of fantasy, and how that affects the perception of fantasy as a 

literary genre. Next, I will consider the history of fantasy as a genre, as it provides useful 

insights into the development of fantasy as we now perceive it. The last of the four different 

ways of looking at fantasy is fantasy as a popular literary genre, a topic which I will only 

touch upon briefly. In the next part of the first chapter, I will examine Robert Jordan's The 

Eye of the World more closely. First, I want to introduce the author, Robert Jordan, very 
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briefly, and then I will proceed to a short overview of the content of The Eye of the World, so 

that it is clear what the story is actually about. Then, I want to discuss Farah Mendlesohn's 

concept of a portal-quest fantasy. That category is a very useful one, and I will examine it in 

more depth at the end of the first chapter. 

Having discussed fantasy in the first chapter, I will move on to the second major 

component of this MA dissertation in the second chapter: mythology. It is clear that myth and 

mythology are as difficult to define as fantasy: there is no actual consensus about the 

definition of a myth. Just like fantasy, I want to touch upon a few authors that have produced 

theoretical writing on myth and mythology. I will briefly discuss the definitions of myth they 

have given, in an attempt to arrive at a working definition that is similar to the one I worked 

out for fantasy: a simple, yet useful definition that can be worked with throughout the rest of 

this MA dissertation and that gives a fairly straightforward idea of what a myth is. Again, it is 

not my aim to put forward one conclusive definition about the nature of myth: that is not 

within the scope of this dissertation. Then, I want to move on to the discussion of two recent 

works that are about the relationship between myth and fantasy: Marek Oziewicz's One Earth, 

One People: The Mythopoeic Fantasy Series of Ursula K. Le Guin, Lloyd Alexander, 

Madeleine L'Engle and Orson Scott Card, published in 2008; and Brian Attebery's Stories 

about Stories: Fantasy & the Remaking of Myth, published in 2014. After the discussion of 

these two works, I will briefly examine the differences and similarities between myth and 

fantasy: at first sight, they occur in a completely different context and serve totally different 

purposes, but nonetheless, fantasy often uses mythic elements and motifs. Two very important 

concepts with respect to that use of mythic elements are those of recontextualisation and 

reactivation. I will discuss these in depth at the end of the second chapter, as they constitute a 

crucial part of my analysis in the third chapter. 

At the beginning of the third chapter, I will briefly introduce metaphors and how they 

are a part of our everyday way of thinking; and touch upon Hans Blumenberg's notion of 

absolute metaphors. Moving on to the analysis of metaphors of fate in The Eye of the World, I 

will first give a practical definition of fate, so that it is clear what I refer to when I use the 

word 'fate' throughout the rest of the remaining chapters. My analysis of the metaphors of fate 

starts with a description of these metaphors in Jordan's book: what metaphors (and images) 

are used throughout the book, and what notion of fate do they convey? I will examine these 

metaphors in detail, as they are very elaborate and form a central part of the story. Following 

that discussion, I will move on to the metaphors of fate as they occurred in several 
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mythologies. I want to examine these metaphors in Greek, Roman, Norse, Chinese, and 

Japanese mythology, because the metaphors that occur in those mythologies can be related to 

those used by Jordan and are thus relevant for my further analysis. That further analysis will 

consist of the comparison of the metaphors of fate in The Eye of the World  and the different 

mythologies: what are the similarities and differences between them? How do those 

similarities and differences contribute to the notion of fate that Jordan puts forward? What is 

the effect of that specific notion of fate on the story? And how is that a recontextualisation 

and a reactivation of myth? Those are some of the questions I will turn to at the end of the 

third chapter. 

Finally, in the fourth chapter, I will take up the issues of the metaphors of fate in a 

broader context. The findings about the notion of fate that these metaphors bring with them 

are taken to a more general level, and are specifically applied to the popularity of the genre, as 

I have illustrated it in the first chapter. There are four points that I will go discuss in more 

detail. The first is that the notion of fate, supported by these metaphors, provides a kind of 

escapism for the reader. The second point is that the protagonists, through the particular 

notion of fate that Jordan puts forward, can become a kind of ideal and model to strive for. A 

third perspective is more negative and sees the worldview proposed in fantasy, with that 

particular notion of fate, as an unattainable, utopian worldview that remains limited to the 

world within the fantasy story and does not have an effect on the reality of the reader. Finally, 

the fantasy narrative can also be seen as a formulaic expression of a very basic storyline. 

With this research, I hope to contribute to the increasing interest, in literary studies, in 

the connection between myth and fantasy. In that recent wave of criticism on that subject, 

there has not been much research on the topic of fate, and I hope to fill in that gap with this 

dissertation. There has been research on the topic of fate in fantasy, but not in connection with 

the relationship between fantasy and myth: I hope that my research fills in that vacuum. That 

notion of fate has not yet been linked to the popularity of fantasy, so in that respect too, I hope 

that this dissertation can fill in a gap in the research performed until now. It is my aim to 

connect the following three elements: the relationship between fantasy and myth, the notion 

of fate that is present in a fantasy narrative, and fantasy's popularity. Those are elements that 

have not been brought together in research, so I hope that my research can fill in a gap and 

provide new and useful insights into each of those three elements, and the combination of all 

three. 
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1. Fantasy as a Popular Literary Genre 

The title of this chapter contains four different elements: first, that there exists such a thing as 

fantasy literature; second, that fantasy is a genre; third, that fantasy is a literary genre and 

finally that fantasy is a popular literary genre. In this chapter, I will address each of those four 

elements, after which I will turn to the "The Wheel of Time"-series and more accurately 

describe its position in the entire genre of fantasy. 

1.1. Theory on Fantasy 

1.1.1. Working Definition of Fantasy 

First of all, I would like to point out that throughout this MA thesis, I will be using the 

term ‘fantasy’ to denote the whole of fantasy literature, and not the more common meaning of 

‘imagination’. In what follows I will discuss the definition of fantasy, but it is by no means 

my goal to come to one conclusive definition of fantasy, because, as Oziewicz has stated, “we 

are nowhere near the successful completion of the taxonomy of fantasy, let alone its 

definition” (One Earth 15). Rather, I would like to attain some kind of working definition that 

is viable and usable throughout the rest of my MA thesis. This working definition should 

contain the important elements of fantasy that are mentioned by various critics, but will not be 

a precise or complete definition of fantasy. 

When we think of fantasy literature, we commonly associate the term with a story 

involving magic, monsters and other fantastic creatures, frequently set in a world we would 

relate to our own world during the medieval period. This implies that people fight with 

swords or bow and arrow, that horses are the main means of transportation, that there are 

kings and queens ruling the land, etc. The story would also involve a battle between good and 

evil, in which the good eventually triumphs. This might be a very cliché description of 

fantasy, but it contains important elements (such as the impossible) of the working definition 

(cfr. infra). 

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) gives the following definitions for the word 

'fantasy': "imagination; the process or the faculty of forming mental representation of things 

not actually present" ("Fantasy"), "a mental image" ("Fantasy"), "a product of imagination, 

fiction, figment" ("Fantasy"), "an ingenious, tasteful, or fantastic invention or design" 

("Fantasy") and "a genre of literary compositions" ("Fantasy"). Although only the last 
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definition specifically refers to fantasy literature, it is also worth looking at the other 

definitions. It is clear that fantasy (in the more common, everyday sense of the word) is linked 

to imagination, but so too is fantasy literature. In our imagination, impossible things can 

happen, and this brings us to Irwin's definition of fantasy: "an overt violation of what is 

generally accepted as possibility" (4). Later on in his book, he expands that definition: 

"whatever the material, extravagant or seemingly commonplace, a narrative is a fantasy if it 

presents the persuasive establishment and development of an impossibility, an arbitrary 

construct of the mind with all under the control of logic and rhetoric" (Irwin, 9). Attebery 

agrees with this definition: "any narrative which includes as a significant part of its make-up 

some violation of what the author clearly believes to be natural law - that is fantasy" (Fantasy 

Tradition 2). After listing some of the areas in which a narrative can "proclaim its fantastic 

nature (Attebery, Fantasy Tradition 2)", he goes on to state: 

and fantasy treats these impossibilities without hesitation, without doubt, without any attempt 

 to reconcile them with our intellectual understanding of the workings of the world or to make 

 us believe that such things could under any circumstance become true (Attebery, Fantasy 

 Tradition 2). 

Kathryn Hume agrees with this perspective: "by fantasy I mean the deliberate departure from 

the limits of what is usually accepted as real and normal" (xii). In her Fantasy and Mimesis, 

she argues "not to isolate fantasy from the rest of literature" (Hume xii), and argues that 

"fantasy is not a separate or indeed a separable strain, but rather an impulse as significant as 

the mimetic impulse, and [...] both are involved in the creation of most literature" (Hume xii). 

Mimesis refers to the fact that something is somewhat resembling of reality, and not an entire 

fantasy. Hume argues for an inclusive definition of fantasy, as opposed to exclusive 

definitions given by other critics such as Brian Attebery (in his Fantasy Tradition), Tzvetan 

Todorov, Harold Bloom, W. R. Irwin, and J. R. R. Tolkien. An inclusive definition of fantasy 

would, as the term itself already suggests, include most literature that makes use of fantastic 

elements in the category of fantasy; an exclusive definition, on the other hand, would exclude 

works that are not fantasy (as the authors mentioned above have defined it in their work) from 

the category of fantasy. This inclusive view, however, does not imply that all literature is 

fantasy, but that "most literature includes fantastic elements, even as it includes mimesis" 

(Hume 22). As she discusses a larger body of literature in her book, I understand that Hume 

uses this inclusive definition. I, on the other hand, will only be discussing a single novel, The 
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Eye of the World, which is part of a particular kind of fantasy, and because of that an 

exclusive definition is more useful to me. 

This feature of treating "an impossibility as if it were true" (Attebery, Fantasy 

Tradition 2-3) seems to be a defining characteristic of fantasy to me, yet I think it is useful to 

look beyond this feature to more accurately (try to) define fantasy, as the work I will be 

discussing later on is part of a particular kind of fantasy literature. Other authors have 

emphasised different criteria for fantasy. Farah Mendlesohn, for example, stresses the 

relationship between reader and author: "the fantastic is an area of literature that is heavily 

dependent on the dialectic between author and reader for the construction of a sense of 

wonder, that it is a fiction of consensual construction of belief" (xiii). An important question 

for her is: "where are we asked to stand in relationship to the fantastic?" (Mendlesohn xviii). 

She also refers to a 'reader position': "on the one hand a reference to our ideal and implied 

reader [...] also an invitation to construct a fictionalized self who can accept the construction 

of the rhetoric of a particular fantastic text" (Mendlesohn xviii). Fantasy is, according to her, 

linked to reader expectations. In the following essays in her book, she explains these 

expectations for the four different subgenres of fantasy she identifies. Later on in this chapter, 

I will return to one of these subgenres (namely the portal-quest fantasy) in more depth (cfr. 

1.2.3). Attebery too refers to the reader when addressing the particular issue of how fantasy 

treats the impossible (cfr. supra); he argues that "reader and writer are committed to 

maintaining the illusion for the entire course of the fiction" (Fantasy Tradition 2). Tolkien 

refers to this as "secondary belief", a kind of "willing suspension of disbelief" that adults can 

achieve "in the presence of a fairy story" (37). For Attebery, "fantasy is a game of sorts, and it 

demands that one play whole-heartedly, accepting for the moment all rules and turns of the 

game" (Fantasy Tradition 2). If we are willing to play this game when reading fantasy, C. N. 

Manlove argues, the reward might be a sense of "wonder" (7). Attebery terms this sense of 

wonder "an occasional sense of unexpected beauty and strangeness" (Fantasy Tradition 2). 

This sense of wonder also returns in Mendlesohn's writing as the result of the interaction 

between author and reader (cfr. supra). It is only logical that, when we are reading fantasy, we 

should expect that something 'out of the ordinary' might happen, something we would 

consider impossible in our reality. If we are not open to features such as magic or monster, it 

is impossible to appreciate fantasy in its own right. 

John Clute, in the Encyclopedia of Fantasy, gives the following definition of fantasy:  
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A fantasy text is a self-coherent narrative. When set in this world, it tells a story which is 

 impossible in the world as we perceive it; when set in an otherworld, that otherworld will be 

 impossible, though stories set there may be possible in its terms ("Fantasy"). 

This definition contains different elements which Clute goes on to explain. With regards to 

self-coherence, Clute links that feature to the fact that fantasy texts are stories: "a story is by 

definition a self-coherent narrative" ("Fantasy"). In a way, he argues, "a fantasy text clearly 

invites its readers to co-inhabit the tale", which is linked to the transparency of stories, 

"typical of fantasy" (Clute, "Fantasy"). This feature contrasts fantasy with modernist or 

postmodernist texts, which often "decline to take on the nature of story" (Clute, "Fantasy")) 

and which are not as transparent as fantasy. Another element that returns in most of the 

definitions we have seen so far (and also in this one) is the factor of the impossible. Clute 

states that "the perceived impossibility of these stories was their point - that they stood as a 

counter-statement to a dominant worldview" ("Fantasy"). Again, the impossibility of fantasy 

is being put forward as one of the key features ("their point"). This definition is also the first 

of this chapter to mention a characteristic a lot of readers would immediately associate with 

fantasy: the otherworld. Otherworld and secondary world are terms that are, for the most part, 

interchangeable: they "designate autonomous worlds that are not bound to the mundane 

world" (Clute, "Otherworld") and "are impossible in terms of our normal understanding of the 

sciences and history" (Clute, "Otherworld"). The prototypical otherworld (or secondary 

world) is Tolkien's Middle-Earth. Throughout the rest of my MA thesis, I will be using the 

term secondary world, because I find it a simpler term: it clearly shows the connection 

between our 'primary' world and the secondary world the fantasy narrative is set in. Clute 

states that "it [i.e. the otherworld] certainly points towards the natural venue for the self-

coherent impossible tale; i.e., an internally coherent impossible world in which that tale is 

possible" ("Fantasy"). The reason why we associate fantasy with this secondary world is the 

fact that, as Clute asserts, "almost all post-Tolkien fantasy inhabits this region" ("Fantasy"): 

the use of a secondary world in fantasy has been so widespread over the last few decades that 

we have come to consider it a key element of fantasy. 

Clute also mentions the specific structure or content of fantasy in his entry in the 

Encyclopedia of Fantasy: 

A fantasy text may be described as the story of an earned passage from Bondage – via a 

 central Recognition of what has been revealed and of what is about to happen, and which may 

 involve a profound Metamorphosis of protagonist or world (or both) – into the Eucatastrophe, 

http://sf-encyclopedia.uk/fe.php?nm=bondage
http://sf-encyclopedia.uk/fe.php?nm=recognition
http://sf-encyclopedia.uk/fe.php?nm=metamorphosis
http://sf-encyclopedia.uk/fe.php?nm=eucatastrophe


9 
 

 where marriages may occur, just governance fertilize the barren Land, and there is a Healing 

 ("Fantasy"). 

This can be linked to the identification of four key elements of a fantasy narrative: wrongness, 

thinning, recognition and healing/return (Clute, "Fantasy"). I will briefly discuss these four 

terms here, as I want to use them in my working definition, but I will return to them in more 

depth when I will be discussing The Eye of the World as a portal-quest fantasy, later on in this 

chapter (cfr. 1.2.3). Wrongness is, as the word itself indicates, a sense that something is 

fundamentally wrong in the world the fantasy narrative is set in (Clute, "Wrongness"). 

Thinning is very related to that, it points towards a "diminishment" (Clute, "Thinning") that 

needs to be restored. Recognition is the realisation by the protagonists of a fantasy narrative 

that they have a role to play in a story (Clute, "Recognition"), and healing/return is the 

restoration that typically occurs at the end of a fantasy story (Clute, "Healing"). 

Two more definitions are worth mentioning: one by Marek Oziewicz in his One Earth, 

One People, and one by Brian Attebery in his Stories about Stories. Oziewicz argues that 

fantasy is "at the same time a cognitive strategy and a worldview" (One Earth 13) and 

Attebery states that fantasy is something "inescapably metaphoric" (Stories 21). I will not go 

into detail explaining these definitions now, as they will reappear in the next chapter, when I 

will discuss the relationship between myth and fantasy, the subject of both of these books. 

Fantasy is, as these various definitions have shown, not easy to define. One element 

that keeps returning in almost all of these definitions is the impossible: things happen in 

fantasy that cannot be logically or rationally explained (from the point of view of our reality, 

not the world the novel itself is set in). This feature alone, however, is not enough for my 

working definition of fantasy: a lot of postmodern fiction contains impossible or fantastic 

elements. That is why Clute's definition of fantasy as a story that contains four elements 

(wrongness, thinning, recognition, return/healing) seems very appropriate and should be 

added to the working definition. That working definition goes as follows: fantasy is 

fundamentally a story with different structural elements, often (but not always) involving a 

secondary world, in which the impossible is treated as if it were possible. 

Having established a working definition that will be sufficient for this MA thesis, I 

want to take a look at the difference between fantasy and two other genres that can be 

described as 'fantasy' or 'fantastic literature': science fiction and magic realism. The 

http://sf-encyclopedia.uk/fe.php?nm=land
http://sf-encyclopedia.uk/fe.php?nm=healing
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boundaries between these genres are often blurry, so the differences as I will describe them 

here are by no means conclusive.  

Science fiction too incorporates impossible elements and treats them as if they were 

true, but the difference lies in the name of the genre: science fiction. For Clute, the difference 

is as follows:   

By contrast with fantasy – which can be quickly defined as a body of self-coherent but 

 impossible narratives – the label sf normally designates a text whose story is explicitly or 

 implicitly extrapolated from scientific or historical premises. In other words, whether or not an 

 sf story is plausible it can at least be argued ("Science Fiction"). 

This means that the impossible in science fiction can be scientifically extrapolated or argued, 

which is not the case for the impossible in fantasy. Turning to magic realism, we can again 

see that this genre, as well as fantasy, incorporates impossible elements. But, as Clute argues, 

"the regions of the real may be irradiated with dream imagery, dislocations in time and space, 

haunting juxtapositions, etc., but reality is the frame within which the narration, whether 

visual or textual, proceeds" ("Magic Realism") and there is always "an ultimate frame that 

acknowledges the ongoing world" ("Magic Realism"). Fantasy may be framed in our reality, 

but more often, as already stated in the working definition, involves a secondary world that is 

different from our world (cfr. supra). In order to avoid confusion, when I refer to fantasy in 

this MA thesis, I do not refer to works of science fiction or magic realism. 

1.1.2. Fantasy as a Genre 

I will now focus on the issue of fantasy as a genre. In the first chapter of his book 

Strategies of Fantasy, Brian Attebery explicitly deals with the problem of fantasy as a genre. 

He distinguishes between fantasy-as-mode, fantasy-as-formula and an in-between category: 

fantasy-as-genre (Attebery, Strategies 2).  

Mode is a very broad term, encompassing not only works that modern-day readers 

would regards as quintessential fantasy literature such as Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings 

(1954), but also Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream or Apuleius' The Golden Ass; 

whereas formula is a very restricted term, denoting fantasy as a commercial product that is 

predictable and easy to consume (Attebery, Strategies 2). Mode, Attebery argues, is “a way of 

[...] telling stories” (Strategies 2) and “a stance, a position on the world as well as a means of 

portraying it” (Strategies 2). He links the concept of mode to Northrop Frye's fundamental 
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division between the mimetic and another pole, which he struggles to name in his Anatomy of 

Criticism:  

At the other pole is something that seems to be connected to Aristotle's word mythos  and 

 with the usual meaning of myth. That is, it is a tendency to tell a story which is in origin 

 a story about characters who can do anything, and only gradually becomes  attracted 

 toward a tendency to tell a plausible or credible story (51). 

Attebery argues that this other pole of literature, as opposed to the mimetic, is the fantasy-as-

mode (Strategies 3). However, this division is not absolute:  

Though they are contrasting modes, mimesis and fantasy are not opposites. They can  and 

 do exist in any given work: there are no purely mimetic or fantastic works of fiction. Mimesis 

 without fantasy would be nothing but reporting one's perception of actual events. Fantasy 

 without mimesis would be a purely artificial invention, without recognizable abjects or 

 actions. Even if such a completely fantastic story could be written, no one could read it with 

 any understanding or pleasure. (Attebery, Strategies 3-4).  

The mode of the fantastic is thus a very broad concept that can be applied to an immense 

variety of works, but that is also one of its disadvantages: “the fantastic mode always seems 

larger than any theory that tries to encompass it” (Attebery, Strategies 5).  

If we turn to the opposite of the mode of the fantastic, we find the fantasy-as-formula. 

As the name suggests, some authors have moved to the use of a particular predictable 

formula, “a rigid pattern of setting, character and plot” (Attebery, Strategies 9) which 

immediately triggers a reader's response and interest. The fact that an author of fantasy 

literature turns to formula is not necessarily negative for Attebery: “a poor non-formulaic 

story may be far worse than a good performance of the formula” (Strategies 10) and “every 

element of the formula may be present in a tale of sparkling originality” (Strategies 10). Yet 

not all authors follow the conventions “slavishly” (Attebery, Strategies 10), and this is where 

the in-between category comes into play. 

Attebery has termed genre “the middle ground between mode and formula” (Strategies 

10) and sees the history of the fantasy genre “as the story of the imposition of one particular 

set of restrictions on the mode of the fantastic” (Strategies 10). He admits that this division is 

“a somewhat artificial one” (Attebery, Strategies 11), but he also states that it is “a useful way 

of designating stories that are more alike than required by mode, and yet less uniform than 

dictated by formula” (Attebery, Strategies 11). As Attebery suggests, genres are often seen as 
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“territories on a map, with definitional limits” (Strategies 12), but he proposes a different, 

very interesting model: that of fuzzy sets. The concept of fuzzy sets entails that (in this case) 

genres are defined “not by boundaries but by a center” (Attebery, Strategies 12). In the centre 

of such a fuzzy set we would then find a prototypical example of the category we are 

examining, and the more we move to the boundaries of that set, the more the examples would 

deviate from that prototypical example in the middle of the fuzzy set. Applied to the category 

of fantasy, a prototypical example could be Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings, a work that we, 

as modern-day readers, would regard as quintessentially fantastic, and that is also suggested 

by Attebery (Strategies 14). In her Rhetorics of Fantasy, Mendlesohn argues for several fuzzy 

sets instead of just one single fuzzy set of fantasy that moves from genre to slipstream (xvii), 

which ties into the design of her book (the splitting up of fantasy into four different 

categories), a subject we will return to later on, when we examine The Eye of the World. I 

deem Mendlesohn's division of fantasy as a genre into several fuzzy sets useful, because it 

allows us to further specify a specific novel and more accurately analyse it, as I will do for 

The Eye of the World, later on in this chapter. However, this division into several fuzzy sets (a 

taxonomy, as Mendlesohn terms it) “needs to be understood as a tool, not as an end in itself, 

and it needs to be understood in the modern context that taxonomical practices are 

increasingly polysemic and multiplex” (Mendlesohn xv). Both Attebery's concept of fantasy 

as a fuzzy set and Mendlesohn's several fuzzy sets are taken up by Lykke Guanio-Uluru in her 

recent Ethics and Form in Fantasy Literature (2015). She states that Attebery "launched the 

now fairly widely accepted idea that fantasy can be defined through significant examples of 

what best represents it" (Guanio-Uluru 12). In their introduction to The Cambridge 

Companion to Fantasy Literature (published in 2012), James and Mendlesohn also adopt 

Attebery's view of fantasy as a fuzzy set (1). This proves that, although Strategies of Fantasy 

was already published in 1992, the concept of fantasy as a fuzzy set still remains important 

and widespread in fantasy studies. 

It is also useful to take a look at which works such a fuzzy set should (or should not) 

contain. For this MA thesis, I think it is appropriate to construct a fuzzy set of more or less 

'pure' fantasy. What I mean by this is that the fuzzy set of fantasy should not contain science 

fiction or magic realism, two other genres that make use of fantastic elements. Hume would 

include these genres in her inclusive view of fantasy, and, although I do not deem Hume's 

viewpoint worthless, I think it is convenient to leave these genres out of the fuzzy set of 

fantasy and create two additional fuzzy sets for both science fiction and magic realism, for 
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clarity's sake. As Attebery already suggested, a fuzzy set of fantasy should contain Tolkien's 

The Lord of the Rings as a central work. I would also include C.S. Lewis's "The Chronicles of 

Narnia" series (1950-1956), as both Tolkien's novel and Lewis's series have had an enormous 

influence on fantasy written in the second half of the 20
th 

century, which will become clearer 

when we take a look at the history of fantasy as a literary genre (cfr. infra). A lot of fantasy 

has been written based on the examples of these two authors. I would place the works written 

in the slipstream of Tolkien and Lewis in the centre of the fuzzy set as well, although they are 

not as canonical (and therefore absolutely central to the fuzzy set) as The Lord of the Rings 

and "The Chronicles of Narnia". The more we move towards the boundaries of the fuzzy set, 

the more we would find works that could also belong to the fuzzy set of science fiction or that 

of magic realism, as the boundaries between fantasy and science fiction on the one hand, and 

between fantasy and magic realism on the other hand, are sometimes very blurry. An intrusion 

fantasy for example, a work of fantasy in which the fantastic elements intrude into our reality 

(Mendlesohn xxii), can sometimes clearly be classified as a work of fantasy, but can also be 

on the border between fantasy and magic realism or clearly be an instance of magic realism. 

For this MA thesis, I will focus on the centre of the fuzzy set as I have outlined it here: the 

absolutely central works of Tolkien and C.S. Lewis and their 'followers' in the second half of 

the 20
th 

century. 

1.1.3. Fantasy as a Literary Genre 

Having established the way in which fantasy can be seen as a genre, it is now time to 

turn to fantasy as a literary genre. If we would ask modern-day readers to give examples of 

literature, few would name fantasy novels from the past decades. Some might give The Lord 

of the Rings as an example, but I highly doubt it would go any further than that. And indeed, 

as Attebery suggests, “fantasy has generally been excluded from the canon of great literature” 

(Strategies ix) and “fantasy is all too often ignored by serious readers of fiction” (Strategies 

x). However, this does not mean that there has been no literary criticism on the subject of 

fantasy: “in the last few years the number of studies of fantastic literature has grown 

prodigiously” (Attebery, Strategies vii). And indeed, there have been quite a number of 

studies on fantasy
1
: Attebery's Fantasy Tradition in American Literature (1980) and 

                                                           
1
 There are also historical studies such as Stephen Prickett's Victorian Fantasy (1979), Tobin Siebers's The 

Romantic Fantastic (1984) and Richard Bleiler's Supernatural Fiction Writers (1985); critical readings of classic 

fantasy texts like C. N. Manlove's Modern Fantasy (1975) and The Impulse of Fantasy Literature (1983); 

typologies such as Ann Swinfen's In Defense of Fantasy; Rosemary Jackson's Fantasy: The Literature of 

Subversion (1981); C. N. Manlove's The Fantasy Literature of England (1999). 
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Strategies of Fantasy (1992), Mendlesohn's Rhetorics of Fantasy (2008) and W. R. Irwin's 

The Game of the Impossible: A Rhetoric of Fantasy (1976). These are (almost) all works that 

have been written before the turn of the millennium, but more recently there has been the 

publication of the Cambridge Companion to Fantasy Literature (edited by Edward James and 

Farah Mendlesohn) in 2012, and the online publication of the Encyclopedia of Fantasy in 

2012 (edited by John Clute and John Grant), which was published in print in 1997.  The fact 

that the Encyclopedia of Fantasy is now available online and accessible to a much larger 

amount of readers has undoubtedly increased (critical) interest in fantasy literature. Oziewicz 

states that “much has been achieved” (One Earth 17) and that the difficulties of defining 

fantasy as a literary genre 

have stimulated a popular and academic discussion of fantasy which was impossible among 

 the contemporaries of MacDonald and would be a dream for such pioneers of the genre as 

 Lewis and Tolkien, whose generation was extremely reluctant to see fantasy as the subject of 

 scholarly study (One Earth 17). 

Still, as Attebery argues, it is difficult to say that “the fantastic has now achieved 

proper recognition from the literary establishment” (Strategies vii). He also explains that, 

despite recent publications in journals such as Extrapolation and the Journal of the Fantastic 

in the Arts, “most literary periodicals seem either unaware of its existence or convinced of its 

unimportance” (Attebery, Strategies vii). Despite being the subject of numerous critical 

studies, we can still ask the question: where does this leave fantasy as a literary genre? To 

answer that question more in depth, it is worth taking a look at the history of fantasy as a 

literary genre. 

1.1.4. The History of Fantasy 

Throughout the history of literature, a huge number of texts have incorporated 

fantastic elements. This, however, does not mean that these texts can be classified as fantasy: 

the working definition above has shown that there is more to fantasy than just the 

incorporation of fantastic elements (cfr. supra). Where, then, does the genre of fantasy begin? 

Wolfe traces debates about the fantastic back to the early 18
th 

century, but argues that fantasy 

only fully came into being in the 19
th 

century, under the impulse of the German Romantic 

interest in the fairy tale and the arrival of the literary fairy tale, Kunstmärchen (12). These 

"literary imitations of the folktales popularized by Musaeus and the brothers Grimm" 

(Attebery, Strategies 10) provided an important source for fantasy during the 19
th

 century. 
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There are four names that are central to the development of fantasy into the genre that it is 

today: George MacDonald, William Morris, J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. The author that 

generally appears as the first author to have written a work of fantasy (as we have defined it in 

our working definition) in English is George MacDonald (1824-1905). Wolfe states that 

MacDonald is "sometimes credited as the author of two of the earliest modern fantasy novels" 

(13) and Attebery too regards him as one of the key figures in the development of the fantasy 

genre (Fantasy Tradition 6-8). MacDonald was an author of both children's and adult fantasy 

(Wolfe 14). For children, he wrote "The Golden Key" (1867) and The Princess and the 

Goblin (1872), the latter of which sometimes is regarded as "his masterpiece" (Wolfe 14). The 

two works that he is more generally associated with when it comes to the development of 

fantasy as a genre are Phantastes (1858) and Lilith (1895), two of the earliest fantasy novels 

for adults (Wolfe 13). Moving on to William Morris (1834-1896), Wolfe argues that he is "the 

next author to add substantially to the recipe for what eventually became modern fantasy" 

(15). Among his more important works are "The Hollow Land" (1856), The Wood Beyond the 

World (1894) and The Well at the World's End (1896). His most important contribution to the 

development of fantasy was that he tried "to revive the medieval romance through stories of 

his own invention, set entirely in imagined pseudo-medieval fantasy environments" (Wolfe 

16). He was among the first to employ secondary worlds in his fantasy: "imaginary worlds 

that were not represented as dreamscapes or spiritual journeys" (Wolfe 16). This proved to be 

an enormously influential development, as a significant part of fantasy produced today is set 

in such a secondary world. MacDonald and Morris can be considered contemporaries of each 

other, and so can J. R. R. Tolkien (1892-1973) and C. S. Lewis (1898-1963), who were born 

in the same decade. They were not only contemporaries, but also "close friends" (James 62) 

who have had an enormous impact on the development of fantasy. James argues that "they 

stand together at the origins of modern fantasy" (62-63). In the 1950's, they both produced 

their masterpieces: Tolkien wrote The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955) and Lewis wrote The 

Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950), the first volume of the "The Chronicles of Narnia" 

series. It is predominantly the former who has exerted the most influence: "[The Lord of the 

Rings] looms over all the fantasy written in English – and in many other languages – since its 

publication; most subsequent writers of fantasy are either imitating him [i.e. Tolkien] or else 

desperately trying to escape his influence" (James 62). According to James, Tolkien 

"establishes many of the characteristics of genre fantasy" (64), but his greatest achievement 

was "in normalizing the idea of a secondary world" (65). Middle-Earth came to be the 

prototypical secondary world and has had an impact on all subsequent fantasy set in a 
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secondary world. Lewis's "The Chronicles of Narnia" series might not have had the impact 

Tolkien had, but "nevertheless reached a large audience" (James 62). Not only did these two 

authors produce hugely influential works, they were also among the first to theorise on the 

practice of writing fantasy. Attebery states that "Lewis is the first [...] to write at length about 

his methods as a writer of fairy tale or fantasy" (Fantasy Tradition 9), and Tolkien wrote an 

essay called "On Fairy-Stories", about which James states that it "has [arguably] been as 

influential as LOTR [i.e. The Lord of the Rings] itself in the construction of modern fantasy" 

(66). The influence Tolkien and Lewis had is also linked to their commercial success: Lewis's 

books appeared in paperback from 1959 onwards and "continued to sell steadily for the next 

fifty years" (James 72), while Tolkien's work only came out in paperback version in 1965, but 

still "eclipsed" (James 72) the sales of Lewis's books. From that moment on, "publishers 

began to realize the commercial potential of fantasy" (James 72). The 1960s was the period in 

which children's writers such as Lloyd Alexander and Ursula K. Le Guin started publishing 

fantasies, in the wake of Lewis and Tolkien (James 73). By the 1970s, James argues, the 

publishers realised that fantasy was becoming a commercial genre, and so the fantasy boom 

began (73). A crucial year in that decade was 1977: it saw the publication of the first volume 

of Stephen Donaldson's "Thomas Covenant" trilogy and of the first of Terry Brooks's 

"Shannara" series (James 74). An important indication of the fact that fantasy was being 

established as a genre was the appearance of parody: Terry Pratchett's "Discworld" series 

started off as a parody of fantasy in the 1980s, but has moved beyond the parody of the earlier 

books by now (James 75); and in 1996 Diana Wynne Jones published her parody The Tough 

Guide to Fantasyland (James 70). The 1990s was the decade in which two best-seller series 

started: Robert Jordan published The Eye of the World in 1990, the first volume of the "The 

Wheel of Time" series and the subject of this MA thesis; and Terry Goodkind published 

Wizard's First Rule in 1994, the start of his "Sword of Truth" series. This has led to the 

popularity of fantasy nowadays, which I will discuss next. 

1.1.5. Fantasy's Popularity 

After the discussion of fantasy as a literary genre, it is time to move on to a brief 

examination of fantasy as a popular literary genre. First of all, I would like to point out the 

twofold meaning of the word 'popular', both of which I will be addressing. One meaning of 

the word 'popular' is 'known and liked by a lot of people' ("Popular"), as the seventh definition 

of the word in the OED suggests; but another interpretation of 'popular' might be 'of the 



17 
 

(ordinary) people, as opposed to literary critics' ("Popular"), which corresponds to the fourth 

definition of the word in the OED. The second meaning ties into the issue of fantasy as a 

literary genre (cfr. supra): often fantasy is not really recognized as a literary genre by critics or 

literary periodicals. Still, fantasy has an enormous readership, which brings us to the first (and 

more generally known) meaning of the word 'popular'. That popularity has been discussed by 

several authors, both in recent and earlier criticism. Even in 1985, Sheila Finch-Reyner 

noticed an "unprecedented growth in the [...] genre of fantasy" (127). She noticed that a lot of 

books that were in the science fiction section of bookstores were actually works of fantasy 

(Finch-Reyner 127). It is significant that the popularity of fantasy is already noticeable in 

1985, but since then, the genre's popularity has only increased. More recently, it was 

particularly J. K. Rowling's series of Harry Potter books, published between 1997 and 2007, 

that has drawn an immense audience towards fantasy. Mikita Brottman and David Sterritt 

mention the series' "enormous popularity" (156), with both children and adults (156). K. V. 

Johansen argues that the audience for the Harry Potter series is very broad (257) and that, 

"for many, Rowling has been a gateway into fantasy" (258). The popularity of the Harry 

Potter series also led to the reissuing of a lot of works of fantasy (Johansen 260), such as The 

Lord of the Rings, that remains one of the bestselling novels of all time.  Another important 

factor in the popularity of fantasy is the fact that a lot of fantasy has recently been turned into 

a movie or a TV-series. In the early 2000s, Peter Jackson's The Lord of the Rings movies were 

very popular, with each of the three movies grossing between 850 million and 1.1 billion 

dollars worldwide ("All Time Box Office"); and more recently the Game of Thrones (GoT) 

TV-series keeps millions of viewers in front of their television screens every Sunday night. 

These adaptations have directed a lot of attention to their respective sources: Tolkien's The 

Lord of the Rings and George R.R. Martin's "A Song of Ice and Fire" fantasy series.  

1.2. Robert Jordan's The Eye of the World 

Now I want to introduce The Eye of the World, the actual topic of my MA thesis which 

will be analysed in more detail in the third chapter. First I will say something about the 

author, Robert Jordan, then I will proceed to give a brief overview of the content of the book, 

and finally I will discuss it as an instance of a portal-quest fantasy, as described by Farah 

Mendlesohn in her Rhetorics of Fantasy. 
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1.2.1. Robert Jordan 

Robert Jordan is the pseudonym of the American writer James Oliver Rigney Jr. 

(1948-2007). He was born in Charleston, South Carolina, and he served as a soldier in 

Vietnam; it was only after his military service that he graduated in physics and started 

working as a nuclear engineer. He started writing in 1978 and his first novel, The Fallon 

Blood, was published in 1980 under the pseudonym Reagan O'Neal. In 1982, Jordan started 

writing sword-and-sorcery novels set in the universe of Conan, which was created by Robert 

E. Howard during the 1930s and knew a revival in the 1960s. Sword-and-sorcery is a 

subgenre of fantasy: it stages heroes (often of the muscular type, like Conan) who have to face 

evil wizards, witches or monsters in order to save the day (Clute, Langford and Kaveney, 

"Sword and Sorcery"). The term is sometimes used pejoratively, as sword-and-sorcery novels 

are often quite formulaic and predictable. However, his major work of writing was the "The 

Wheel of Time" series, which started in 1990 with the publication of the first of what would 

become a fourteen book-series: The Eye of the World. Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, 

he kept writing and publishing the books of the "The Wheel of Time" series. Jordan had 

originally planned to finish the series in twelve volumes, but due to his declining health, work 

on the last volume, A Memory of Light, was put on a sidetrack. At the end of 2005, he was 

diagnosed with a terminal heart condition and he was forced to gather his notes on the last 

volume, so that another author could finish his work. Brandon Sanderson, a fan of the series, 

was appointed by Tor Books, publisher of the series, to assume this role. Because of the huge 

amount of material that Jordan had gathered in his notes, Sanderson decided to split up the 

last volume into three volumes, which eventually became The Gathering Storm (2009), 

Towers of Midnight (2010) and A Memory of Light (2013). What was originally planned as a 

twelve book-series eventually turned into a fourteen book-series and was drawn to a close in 

2013, with the publication of A Memory of Light. Jordan himself had already passed away in 

September of 2007 ("Jordan, Robert" 130-131). 

1.2.2. The Eye of the World 

From the author, we move to the content of the first book of the series. The story of 

The Eye of the World (TEotW from now on) begins with Rand al'Thor, a young farmer living 

outside of Emond's Field, a small village in the kingdom of Andor. One night Emond's Field 

is attacked by Trollocs, foul creatures and the servants of the Dark One, and a Myrddraal, 

their captain. It turns out that they were looking for Rand and two of his friends, Matrim 
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(Mat) Cauthon and Perrin Aybara. To avoid endangering their village even more, they decide 

to leave, accompanied by the mysterious Aes Sedai (a female mage) Moiraine Damodred, her 

Warder (protector) al'Lan Mandragoran, the gleeman (a kind of minstrel) Thom Merrilin and 

Egwene al'Vere, one of Rand's best friends. Together they flee Emond's Field and set out to 

reach Tar Valon, the city of the Aes Sedai where Moiraine hopes to find out more about these 

three young men and a place where they will be safe from the forces of the Dark One. 

Nynaeve  al'Meara, the village Wisdom (a kind of leader), decides to follow them and 

eventually joins Rand's group. They then pass through different towns where they encounter 

various difficulties and are eventually forced to go into Shadar Logoth, a long abandoned and 

cursed city. There, they are again attacked by Trollocs and Myrddraal, which forces them to 

split up: Rand, Mat and Thom manage to reach safety on a boat heading downriver; Perrin 

and Egwene are forced to go on without their horses; and Moiraine, Lan and Nynaeve decide 

to follow Perrin and Egwene, whom they eventually save from the hands of the Children of 

the Light, a religious order. They all eventually manage to reach Caemlyn, the capital of 

Andor, where Rand meets Elayne and Gawyn Trakand, the children of Andor's queen 

Morgase; and Loial, an Ogier (a large creature-, who decides to join their cause. Loial tells 

them of a threat to the Eye of the World, which forces them to go and find the Eye of the 

World, an important pool of saidin (male magic) still untouched by the Dark One's influence. 

They head into the Blight, an area corrupted by the Dark One, and manage to find the Eye of 

the World, where they face off in battle against Aginor and Balthamel, two of the Forsaken 

(important and powerful servants of the Dark One) who had been imprisoned along with the 

Dark One ages ago, but who managed to escape. Rand eventually succeeds in defeating both 

of them. In the battle, it is revealed that he has great powers, which leads Moiraine to 

conclude that he must be the Dragon Reborn whose return the prophecies have foretold. These 

prophecies refer to the Dragon, Lews Therin Telamon, an enormously powerful user of saidin 

who lived ages ago and murdered his own kin, which earned him the nickname Kinslayer. 

According to the prophecies, the Dragon Reborn will return "in the greatest hour of need to 

save the world" (Jordan 789). But, he will also bring a new Breaking of the World, which 

already happened when Lews Therin Telamon and one hundred powerful mages were tainted 

by saidin, went mad and destroyed a part of the world: this is why the return of the Dragon is 

certainly not welcomed by everyone. In the thirteen volumes of the series to follow, the story 

of Rand as the Dragon Reborn and his companions is told. It is clear from this overview of the 

content of The Eye of the World that it is a work of fantasy as I have described it in my 

working definition (cfr. 1.1.1): it is very much a story, there is the element of the impossible 
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(mainly present in the magic), and there are the four structural elements (wrongness, thinning, 

recognition and healing/return), but I will discuss these structural elements in more depth 

when I examine The Eye of the World as a portal-quest fantasy in the next part. 

1.2.3. The Eye of the World as a Portal-Quest Fantasy 

In her Rhetorics of Fantasy, Mendlesohn states that her division of fantasy into four 

distinct categories is based on the "quadripartite template or grammar–wrongness, thinning, 

recognition and healing/return–" (xv). The reason why I want to place TEotW in the category 

of portal-quest fantasy is because, as Mendlesohn writes, the taxonomy "needs to be 

understood as a tool, not as an end in itself" (xv) and it is "capable of existing alongside other 

configurations" (xv). I use this taxonomy here to provide a better understanding of how this 

category, and in particular TEotW, functions, so as to be able to better analyse the metaphors 

of fate that are being used in it in chapter three. It is by no means, as has already been stated, 

the only taxonomy of fantasy that exists, but I found it a very useful one in this particular 

case. 

First, there needs to be some explanation of the four elements that Clute identifies in 

fantasy narratives: wrongness, thinning, recognition and healing/return. Such a narrative often 

starts with a sense of wrongness: it "generally signals not a threat from abroad but the 

apprehension of some profound change in the essence of things, [...] a recognition that the 

world is - or is about to become - no longer right." (Clute, "Wrongness"). In the case of 

TEotW, the destruction of the rural village of Emond's Field by Trollocs, servants of the Dark 

One, can be seen as an instance of wrongness. The idea of wrongness is strongly related to 

that of thinning. As Clute argues, fantasy narratives can be described as tales of recovery, 

meaning that there is some kind of restoration at the end of the narrative, which in turn 

implies that there was a "diminishment" before this recovery ("Thinning"). This thinning is 

often accompanied by a sense of wrongness and is, in most of the cases, caused by a "Dark 

Lord" ("Thinning"). The Trolloc raid of Emond's Field can be seen as thinning, but a clearer 

example would be the fact that the Blight, an area affected by the Dark One, has extended its 

reach: "a reduction of the healthy land to a parody of itself" (Clute, "Thinning"). The third 

element is recognition: a shift from ignorance to knowledge. It is the moment when the 

protagonists "begin to understand what has been happening to them" (Clute, "Recognition"): 

they realize that they have a role to play in a story. In Clute's words: "they understand, in 

other words, that they are in a Story; that, properly recognized (which is to say properly told), 
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their lives have the coherence and significance of Story; that, in short, the Story has been 

telling them." ("Recognition"). It dawns on them that, so far, they have been playing a role in 

a story, and that they will have to play this role to the very end. In TEotW, this moment of 

recognition comes when it is revealed that Rand, Mat and Perrin are ta'veren (central figures 

in the unfolding of the events around the world), a term that will be discussed in much more 

detail in chapter three. Later on in the series, that moment of recognition returns more fully 

when Rand realizes that he is the Dragon Reborn. The last element, healing (later renamed to 

return by Clute), is quite straightforward: "it is what occurs after the worst has been 

experienced and defeated" (Clute, "Healing"). What was broken, is made whole again; the 

land returns to its original state after a process of thinning; and the Dark Lord has been 

defeated. This can be seen as the common 'happy ending' a lot of fantasy narratives have. In 

the case of the "The Wheel of Time" series, this healing only occurs at the end of the 

fourteenth volume, A Memory of Light, when the Dark One is imprisoned again by Rand. 

According to Mendlesohn, a portal-quest fantasy consists of two movements: 

"transition" and "exploration" (2). In a lot of cases,  

the quest fantasy protagonist goes from a mundane life, in which the fantastic, if she is aware 

 of it, is very distant and unknown (or at least unavailable to the protagonist) to direct contact 

 with the fantastic through which she transitions, exploring the world until she or those around 

 her are knowledgeable enough to negotiate with the world via the personal manipulation of the 

 fantastic realm (Mendlesohn 2). 

Along with the protagonist, the reader is also assumed to be unknown of the fantastic 

elements the protagonist is discovering during the exploration. This means that during the 

narrative, a lot of new elements are being explained to the ignorant protagonist (and alongside 

with that protagonist, the reader), often by a guiding figure such as Moiraine in TEotW. This 

has also been confirmed by Mendlesohn: "almost all portal and quest fantasies use the figure 

of a guide to download information into the text" (15). The information that is being given by 

such a guide "is delivered entirely in the authoritarian mode" (Mendlesohn 15) and "[these 

narratives] are uninterruptible, unquestionable" (Mendlesohn 15). Mendlesohn also states that 

"the naive hero [...] ensures that the structure is geared to "show and tell" with the Land as the 

subject" (42). The exploration of character and world is linear: "we follow characters through 

their beginning, middle and end" (Mendlesohn 3).  
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Often, as Mendlesohn argues, "there is a destiny to follow" (3) and tied to this destiny 

is the "increasing use of prophecies in quest fantasies" (41). Because of these prophecies, "the 

hero does not have free will" (Mendlesohn 42) and a moment of recognition (as described 

above) occurs when the hero realizes his part in the prophecy and "loses free will" 

(Mendlesohn 42). Destiny, and more specifically fate, will be important elements in chapter 

three, when I move on to the discussion of metaphors of fate. Morality is another important 

element for the portal-quest fantasy: "a quest is a process, [...] the real reward is moral 

growth" (Mendlesohn 4) and there is an underpinning "idea of moral expectation" 

(Mendlesohn 5). Often, these moral expectations are only achieved when the evil power that 

disturbs the world has been dealt with. The characteristics of the portal-quest fantasy as I have 

outlined them here will undoubtedly sound very familiar. As Mendlesohn states: "from 1977 

onward, quest fantasies in particular came to dominate the bookshelves of many bookstores, 

to the degree that in many minds, it was thought of as the default form of fantasy" (43), a 

point which I can only agree with. Understanding TEotW as a quest fantasy will only help us 

comprehend the particular use of metaphors of fate in Jordan's novel. 

Having discussed fantasy as a popular literary genre and having directed our attention 

to The Eye of the World, the proper subject of this MA thesis, it is now time to turn to the 

other component that will feature in my analysis: mythology. As the primary concern of my 

MA thesis is still a fantasy novel, the discussion will limit itself to a concise introduction to 

mythology, the setting up of a simple working definition of myth, a brief examination of how 

fantasy and mythology have appeared together in recent criticism, and a brief exploration of 

how the relationship between myth and fantasy is relevant for the further analysis in this 

dissertation. 
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2. Fantasy and Mythology 

In this chapter, I will briefly examine mythology, discussing several authors who have given 

various definitions of what mythology and myths actually are. After that, I will move on to 

the combination of myth and fantasy. In the past few years, a number of studies have 

appeared that discuss both myth and fantasy, and more importantly, their interrelationship. 

The two studies that I will look at are Marek Oziewicz's One Earth, One People, which 

discusses the category of mythopoeic fantasy, and Brian Attebery's Stories about Stories: 

Fantasy & the Remaking of Myth. A discussion of these works should provide insight into 

how mythology and fantasy are related to each other, a topic that will return in the actual 

analysis of Robert Jordan's TEotW in chapter three. The reason why I will go into some depth 

to propose a working definition of myth, is because at the end of this chapter (cfr. 2.2.3), I 

will compare myth and fantasy, starting from both of the working definitions I will then have 

set up. That comparison will provide useful insights into the relationship between myth and 

fantasy, and particularly into the reactivation of myth as Attebery has discussed it (cfr. 2.2.2) 

2.1. A Working Definition of Myth and Mythology 

Just like fantasy, myths and a mythology are not easy to define. As in the previous 

chapter, I will only be touching upon a few definitions of mythology, so as to give a brief 

overview of theoretical writing on mythology: it is by no means an exhaustive account of all 

that has ever been said or written about mythology. Again, I will try to work towards a 

working definition. When we think of mythology, we commonly think of stories about gods, 

demigods or heroes told (and sometimes written down) in ancient Greece. We know that there 

is something more to these stories than just their content, but we are not always sure what that 

is. Yet, myth also has a negative connotation: the second definition of the word 'myth' in the 

OED goes as follows: "a widespread but untrue or erroneous story or belief; a widely held 

misconception; a misrepresentation of the truth" ("Myth"). This means that the word 'myth' is 

still associated with something untrue or false. However, this does not stand in the way of 

other definitions or real appreciation of myth and mythology, but it still remains an important 

factor to keep in mind. 
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A lot has been written on myths and mythology during the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries
2
. 

Here however, I want to focus on recent attempts to define myth. 

As is the case for fantasy, there is no real consensus about what exactly myths are and 

what their function is: various theorists have proposed several explanations. Laurence Coupe 

establishes three concepts in relation to which myths can be defined: paradigm, perfection and 

possibility (8). Coupe argues that mythographers often privilege one paradigm over the other 

paragdigms: "one kind of myth may serve as the paradigm for mythology itself" (5). He 

argues against such a view: "it is advisable for the mythographer to acknowledge that her own 

chosen emphasis is only one of many" (Coupe 6) and "exceptions to, and contradictions of, 

any particular paradigm are endless" (Coupe 6). To avoid this view of only one paradigm, 

Coupe uses Don Cupitt's family-resemblance approach to myth, which goes as follows: 

So we may say that a myth is typically a traditional sacred story of anonymous authorship and 

 archetypal or universal significance which is recounted in a certain community and is often 

 linked with a ritual; that it tells of the deeds of superhuman beings such as god, demigods, 

 heroes, spirits or ghosts; that it is set outside historical time in primal or eschatological time or 

 in the supernatural world, or may deal with comings and goings between the supernatural 

 world and the world of human history; that the superhuman beings are imagined in 

 anthropomorphic ways, although their powers are more than human and often the story is not 

 naturalistic but has the fractured, disorderly logic of dreams; that the whole body of a people's 

 mythology is often prolix, extravagant and full of seeming inconsistencies; and finally that the 

 work of myth is to explain, to reconcile, to guide action or to legitimate. We can add that 

 myth-making is evidently a primal and universal function of the human mind as it seeks a 

 more-or-less unified vision of the cosmic order, the social order, and the meaning of the 

 individual's life. Both for society at large and for the individual, this story-generating function 

 seems irreplaceable. The individual finds meaning in his life by making of his life a story set 

 within a larger social and cosmic story (Cupitt 29). 

Cupitt's approach mentions a lot of important elements for myth, but it does not favour any 

paradigm. Moving on to perfection, Coupe mentions Kenneth Burke's 'perfectionism', which 

can be related to Aristotle's 'entelechy' or 'actualisation of potential' (6). Entelechy is the 

                                                           
2
 During the 19

th 
and 20

th 
century, myth has been regarded from different perspectives. Edward Tylor regarded 

myth as a pseudo-scientifical explanation for natural phenomena; James Frazer, in his Golden Bough (1890) 

focused heavily on the fertility myth; Sigmund Freud, the psychoanalyst, focused on the myth of Oedipus and 

the corresponding complex; Carl Gustav Jung, who followed in Freud's footsteps, sought for archetypal images 

in myths; Joseph Campbell saw myths as variations of a single, universal story; and Claude Lévi-Strauss looked 

at myths from a perspective based on structuralism. I will not discuss these theories in depth: all of these 

theorists, and some more, are discussed in Segal's Theorizing about Myth (1999). 
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complete realisation of the potential of a concept or function. 'Perfectionism' entails that 

"making myths and reading myths imply a drive towards completion, an insistence on seeing 

things through to as near their full development as practicable" (Coupe 6). Both Burke and 

Coupe are sceptical about this 'perfectionism': "the drive towards completion and unity can 

create not only powerfully imaginative stories but also systematic violence" (Coupe 8) and 

"myth may imply totality, but 'perfectionism' is to be resisted where it becomes totalitarian" 

(Coupe 8). For the third element, possibility, Coupe uses Paul Ricœur 's ideas. Ricœur argues 

for myth's power of discovery and revelation (Coupe 8) and sees myth as a "dimension of 

modern thought" (Ricœur, Symbolism of Evil 5). He also states that a myth is "a disclosure of 

unprecedented worlds, an opening on to other possible worlds which transcend the established 

limits of our actual world" (Ricœur, Reflection and Imagination 490). Myth may thus carry 

with it "a promise of another mode of existence entirely, to be realised just beyond the present 

time and place" (Coupe 8-9). 

Robert Segal, in his Myth: A Very Short Introduction is careful about the definition of 

myth. First and foremost, he defines myth as a story (Segal, Myth 3). He admits that myth can 

also "be taken more broadly as a conviction or credo" (Segal, Myth 3), like is the case for the 

American rags to riches myth (which consists of the rising to fame out of a seemingly 

hopeless position), but he sticks to his definition of myth as a story (Segal, Myth 4). That story 

is about something, but Segal goes no further than to state that it is "about something 

significant" (Myth 4) and "can take place in the past, [...] or in the present, or the future" 

(Myth 4). Stories also involve characters, but here too Segal is very cautious: "I will only 

insist that the main figures be personalities – divine, human, or even animal" (Myth 4). On the 

function of myth, Segal states that "the function is weighty" (Myth 5) and that "myth 

accomplishes something significant for adherents" (Myth 5), but he "leave[s] open what that 

accomplishment might be" (Myth 5). He also addresses the negative connotation that the word 

'myth' nowadays has: "in today's parlance, myth is false" (Myth 5). He concludes his attempt 

at a definition of myth as follows: "[T]o qualify as a myth, a story, which can of course 

express a conviction, must have a powerful hold in its adherents. But the story can be either 

true or false" (Myth 5). Segal's definition of myth is much less detailed than Cupitt's family 

resemblance approach that Coupe uses. For Segal, a myth is fundamentally a story about 

something significant, a story with a weighty function that is meaningful to those who believe 

in it to a certain extent: the adherents. 
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Ken Dowden, in The Uses of Greek Mythology (1992) opens his discussion of myth 

with the issue of 'falsity' of myth. He states that myths "are not factually exact: they are false, 

not wholly true, or not true in that form" (Dowden 2). Myth is not fact, and myths "have a 

power which transcends their inaccuracy, even depends on it" (Dowden 2). Like Segal, 

Dowden sees myth as something that is believed in, to a certain degree: "myths are believed, 

but not in the same way that history is' (2). Somebody who believes in a myth will not say that 

it is false, but "rather that it has some valuable meaning, that it has its own 'truth'" (Dowden 

2). As the title of his work suggests, Dowden focuses more on Greek mythology as a whole in 

his attempt to define myth, rather than on individual myths. He sees Greek mythology as a 

system: "Greek mythology is a shared fund of motifs and ideas ordered into a shared 

repertoire of stories" (Dowden 6). Again, the term 'story' appears. Dowden sees these stories 

as linked with each other, contrasting and comparing themselves with the body of stories that 

has been established previously: they serve as an intertext and gain new meanings depending 

on how they position themselves compared to other stories (6). These stories are transmitted 

to us textually, but were often performed orally or were part of works of art (vase paintings, 

wall paintings, etc.) (Dowden 5). On the content of these stories, Dowden argues that "Greek 

mythology is fundamentally about men and women" (14) and that "it is not the participation 

of gods, talking animals or magic that makes Greek myth mythical; rather, it is the 

participation of men and women who lived in illo tempore ('yon times'), the times before 

recorded history began and beyond reliable oral tradition" (14). As in Segal's Myth: A Very 

Short Introduction, story is mentioned as a central element of myth. It is also something that 

is believed in to a certain extent, although it is factually false, and has meaning for those who 

believe in it. 

From these three attempts at definition, we can extract certain elements that are central 

to myth: myth is fundamentally a story, not only about gods, but also about men and women, 

that means something significant for those who believe in it. The 'adherents' of a myth are not 

just a few individuals, but whole communities. They are believed in (to a certain degree), 

although they are factually false: they have their own kind of meaning. The function of myths 

is not clear, but what is certain is that they have a greater significance than just 'being stories'. 

2.2. The Relationship between Fantasy and Myth 

Having established a working definition, I want to focus on two recent studies on the 

topic of myth and fantasy, and the connection between those two elements. The first recent 
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study that I will discuss here is Marek Oziewicz's One Earth, One People: The Mythopoeic 

Fantasy Series of Ursula K. Le Guin, Lloyd Alexander, Madeleine L'Engle and Orson Scott 

Card, published in 2008.  

2.2.1. Marek Oziewicz's One Earth, One People 

Before moving on to the discussion of Oziewicz's One Earth, One People, I would like 

to point out that he assumes a holistic and transcendentalist perspective on fantasy and its 

relation to myth. As we will see later on, he sees fantasy as a source of higher knowledge and 

as having a transcendental, supernatural function that provides us with spiritual knowledge. In 

what follows, I will outline his viewpoint, but I do not go along with his assumption that there 

is a component to fantasy that is situated 'above' our reality. I do not think that fantasy serves 

a transcendental function and that there is a higher reality and a transcendental component to 

it. The fact that I will discuss the issue of fate later on in this thesis (cfr. infra) does imply that 

there is something more to fantasy, but I do not believe that it serves the higher, 

transcendental purpose Oziewicz argues for. He does, however, have something interesting to 

say about his category of mythopoeic fantasy, and to arrive at that category it is necessary to 

outline his approach. 

The subtitle of his work requires some explanation of the word 'mythopoeic'. It is 

derived from the term 'mythopoeia' (also 'mythopoesis'), which signifies myth-making. By 

combining this term with fantasy, Oziewicz argues that fantasy, and more specifically 

mythopoeic fantasy, is a fundamentally myth-making genre (One Earth 66). This ties in with 

his view of fantasy as "a worldview" (Oziewicz One Earth 19). Oziewicz sees this worldview 

as including "basic ideas concerning the nature of reality and of the human being, our origin 

and the purpose of our existence, and the meaning (or meaninglessness) of the universe" (One 

Earth 20). In his work, he makes a radical distinction between two paradigms: reductionism 

and holism (Oziewicz, One Earth 28). Oziewicz himself clearly adheres to the latter 

approach, which views the whole of something as more than just the sum of the parts, and 

denounces the former approach. Holistic thinking, for him, sees everything as connected to 

each other and can be seen as a "spiritual perspective [...] according to which humans are 

considered spiritual beings" (Oziewicz, One Earth 28). Later on, he refers again to humans as 

spiritual beings: "their [i.e. humans'] activities – especially imaginative creations such as 

those of literature – reflect human spiritual longings as well as the depth of their connection to 

their spiritual nature" (Oziewicz, One Earth 33). In this view, transcendence plays an 



28 
 

important role: "human life is a search for meaning defined especially by our relation to 

transcendence" (Oziewicz, One Earth 33). Another important concept within this approach is 

that of poetic knowledge: "a mode of knowing things intuitively" (Oziewicz, One Earth 52). 

Through that poetic knowledge, "the supernatural is sensed as real though impossible to 

prove" (Oziewicz, One Earth 53), and "fantasy in literature can be seen as one expression of a 

broader search for the recovery of poetic knowledge" (Oziewicz, One Earth 53). The category 

of mythopoeic fantasy plays a central role in this holistic approach. 

Oziewicz gives an extensive definition of the particular characteristics of a work of 

mythopoeic fantasy (plot, setting, theme, etc.), but I will limit myself to the discussion of 

those that are related to the topic of this chapter: myth. Mythopoeic fantasy starts with two 

canonical fantasy authors: J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis (Oziewicz, One Earth 65) and 

continues to exist up until today. According to Oziewicz, it is "constructed from a variety of 

artistically re-imagined and reconfigured mythic elements – archetypes, plot structures, 

characters, events, motifs –" (One Earth 84) and it "may use old, classical mythologies as 

much as contemporary myths produced by our civilization and present in our daily lives" 

(One Earth 84). He also states that "it is written in the "poetics of myth"" (One Earth 84), 

which means that " [myths] were, at some point, believed to be true, [and] mythopoeic fantasy 

takes over this attitude" (Oziewicz, One Earth 84). About fantasy sequences, Oziewicz writes 

that  

these sequences often include creation stories on the origin of the universe, contain etiological 

 elements which explain human institutions and practices in the secondary world, and 

 incorporate components of nature myths that explain the secondary world's natural phenomena 

 (One Earth 85). 

This links these sequences to clusters of myths, which can contain the content that Oziewicz 

describes. Another element he mentions is that of "mythic time", which "involves a departure 

from a linear, objective, Newtonian time [...] replaced with a circular time" (Oziewicz, One 

Earth 89). This circular time is characteristic for myth, there is a "stress on repetition, phases, 

and eras" (Oziewicz, One Earth 89). However, these characteristics of mythopoeic fantasy are 

not what defines it as a category: "since many of its mythic components can be found in other 

genres, the distinction based solely upon literary criteria will never be absolute and needs to 

be supplemented by the functional criterion, a reflection on what the work was intended to 

achieve" (Oziewicz, One Earth 90). As Oziewicz argues, these elements can also be found in 

other genres of fantasy: they are not limited to mythopoeic fantasy (One Earth 90). The 
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defining feature of mythopoeic lies in what the author intends to achieve: Oziewicz mentions 

"a new mythology of unified humanity" (One Earth  90) and, in the next chapter, expands on 

humanity's search for a new story. In his article "Joseph Campbell's "New Mythology" and 

the Rise of Mythopoeic Fiction", Oziewicz links the genre of mythopoeic fantasy to the 20
th 

century revaluation of myth in the writings of Campbell, Frye, Eliade and Jung, all of whom 

have written on the topic of myth. As the title suggests, Oziewicz's focus is on Campbell's 

(search for) new mythology, in which works of mythopoeic fantasy participate. I agree with 

Oziewicz as far as the formal characteristics go: they can, however, also be found in other 

genres, and are therefore not what defines mythopoeic fantasy as distinct from other genres. 

What I do not agree with, is the spiritual, transcendental function that Oziewicz ascribes to 

fantasy and his genre of mythopoeic fantasy in particular. 

2.2.2. Brian Attebery's Stories about Stories 

More recently, Brian Attebery also published a book that deals explicitly with the 

interrelationship between fantasy and myth: Stories about Stories: Fantasy & the Remaking of 

Myth (2014). As with Oziewicz, an important element is revealed in the subtitle: Attebery 

sees fantasy as a remaking of myth. This remaking is central to what Attebery aims for in this 

work: "I am looking at the way writers use fantasy to reframe myth: to construct new ways of 

looking at traditional stories and beliefs" (Stories 3). Like Oziewicz, who talks about re-

imagining and reconfiguring myth in his One Earth, One People (cfr. supra), Attebery argues 

that "we should look at how the fantasist appropriates from, engages with, travesties and 

reconstitutes the myth" (Stories 3). Recontextualisation is key: "fantasies recontextualise 

myths" (Attebery, Stories 4) and "fantasy provides new contexts, and thus inevitably new 

meanings, for myth" (Attebery, Stories 3). For Attebery, this recontextualisation is linked to 

myth-making, but this myth-making consists only of "recreating that which has always 

existed only in performance, in the present" (Stories 4). Myth-making can, in his view, be 

seen as myth-remaking. Because fantasy uses and reframes myth, Attebery states that 

"fantasy, as a literary form, is a way of reconnecting to traditional myths and the worlds they 

generate" (Stories 9). Besides reconnecting to myths, he also argues that "fantasy is an arena – 

I believe the primary arena – in which competing claims about myth can be contested and 

different relationships with myth tried out" (Attebery, Stories 9). Related to that, he declares 

that "fantasy pits different myths and responses to myths against one another" (Attebery, 

Stories 21). More than just reframing and thus remaking myth, fantasy is considered a space 
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in which different myths and claims about myths can be seen alongside each other, which 

could lead the reader to weigh these off against one another. Attebery also sees some parallels 

between fantasy and myth: because fantasy does not claim to report directly on reality, it 

"acquires the potential (not always realized) to generate powerful symbols" (Stories 21). Like 

myth, fantasy "uses symbols to tell the truths that the conscious minds cannot grasp or fears to 

face" (Attebery, Stories 21). Fantasy however, unlike myth, "speaks with no cultural 

authority" (Attebery, Stories 21) and "it pretends to be a mere game" (Attebery, Stories 21). It 

has the potential to tell important truths like myth, but should also be seen in its context of 

having no cultural authority. That context allows fantasy to show different views on myth and 

mythology alongside each other, without having to account for it, because it never claims to 

speak of reality as we know it. In the rest of the book, Attebery goes on to discuss various 

uses of myth in the work of George MacDonald, C.S. Lewis, and other authors. 

What I think is most important in Attebery's work on fantasy and myth is the 

recontextualisation of myth: fantasy, by using and working with different myths, can infuse 

these myths with new, actualised meanings.  

2.2.3. Fantasy and Myth 

What is clear from both of the working definitions that I have established in the 

previous chapters is that fantasy as well as myth are both fundamentally stories. However, the 

differences are even more clear: whereas myth has no specific author (Cupitt 29), fantasy 

always has one. Fantasy can be defined as a literary genre (cfr. supra), something that is more 

difficult to do for mythology: myths are stories that, in a lot of cases, have been written down, 

but did not specifically originate for the purpose of being written down (Dowden 5). A 

fantasy story is written down by the author in the definitive version, a myth is written down 

by an author in a version, which can be one of several versions of the myth. Another 

difference between the two lies in the function: myth, according to the authors discussed here, 

has a greater significance for those who believe in it (Segal, Myth 5; Cupitt 29). Fantasy, on 

the other hand, is written with different purposes: to attract a large readership, to entertain the 

readers, to provide a source of escapism, etc. We would not commonly associate the genre of 

fantasy with a greater significance, a significance that myth does have. Myth is, to a certain 

degree, believed in by its adherents (Dowden 2): this belief, however, does not equal the 

belief in a religion; the adherents are more free to choose what they want to believe. No 

reader of fantasy will believe that the story he is reading could ever happen, although he will 
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engage in a temporary suspension of disbelief to accept the impossible elements that occur in 

fantasy (otherwise he would not start reading fantasy). 

Nevertheless, as the discussion of the two works on the interconnection between myth 

and fantasy has indicated, fantasy can use mythic elements and motifs. By doing this, fantasy 

recontextualises myth (Attebery, Stories 4) and 'reactivates' myth. As I have shown earlier, 

fantasy originates in an entirely different context than myth, and also serves different 

purposes. If a myth is then transferred from its original context, a mythology, into a fantasy 

narrative, the myth will receive a different meaning and purpose (Attebery, Stories 4). Here, I 

want to build on Attebery's discussion of recontextualisation and take it further by using both 

of my working definitions. The original context of a myth, a mythology, serves as an intertext 

for the different myths that are part of it: their meaning depends on their connection with 

other stories in that mythology (Dowden 6). That meaning is by no means fixed. When a myth 

is then transferred into a fantasy narrative, that body of stories that can serve as an intertext 

disappears and is replaced by one single story: the story told by the fantasy narrative. This 

means that the myth will receive meaning in relationship with just that one story, which 

implies that the meaning of that myth becomes more fixed. What that meaning is, depends on 

the specific fantasy story that myth is transferred to, and what position the myth takes up in 

that story. The fact that a fantasy story is written down (and with that story, the myth that 

features in it) in one conclusive version, further points toward a definitive fixing of the 

meaning of that myth. This will become more clear when I give the example of metaphors of 

fate in TEotW (cfr. 3.2.4). Whereas the myth had some significant function in a mythology, 

that function is now limited to the fantasy narrative. It may still have a significant function in 

that narrative, like is the case for the metaphors of fate in TEotW (cfr 3.2.2), but its important 

function for the 'adherent' of that myth is reduced. The meaning of a myth becomes more 

fixed, and its significant function is reduced, but that myth is at the same time reactivated. 

What I mean is that a myth, that first functioned in a mythology that is often distant to us (like 

the mythologies I will refer to in the third chapter, cfr. 2.2.3), is now brought back to us, 

although in a very different context. We often know these myths as stories, but their meaning 

in the body of mythology is often (partially) unknown to us. When it is inserted into a fantasy 

narrative, the myth is again infused with meaning (although that might be a different meaning 

than its original meaning) and, equally important, actualised in our present reality. It is this 

reactivation of myth (and specifically of metaphors of fate) that will be the subject of the third 

chapter, in which I will analyse the metaphors of fate in Robert Jordan's The Eye of the World. 
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3. Metaphors of Fate in The Eye of the World 

This chapter will contain the analysis of the metaphors of fate in Jordan's novel The Eye of the 

World. Before that, however, I will briefly examine and discuss metaphors, and in particular 

the concept of absolute metaphor as it was used by Hans Blumenberg. After I have done that, 

I will move on to the analysis of the metaphors of fate in The Eye of the World, as I have 

indicated before. Then, I will discuss the metaphors of fate in mythology, which will lead us 

to the final part of this chapter: the comparison between metaphors of fate in TEotW and those 

metaphors in mythology. Through this comparison, it will become clear what exactly Jordan 

has done with these metaphors and how that reactivates them. 

3.1. Metaphors 

The definitions in the Oxford English Dictionary for the word 'metaphor' go as 

follows: "a figure of speech in which a name or descriptive word or phrase is transferred to an 

object or action different from, but analogous to, that to which it is literally applicable" 

("Metaphor") and "something regarded as representative or suggestive of something else, esp. 

as a material emblem of an abstract quality, condition, notion, etc.; a symbol, a token" 

("Metaphor"). More simply put, a metaphor occurs when something is expressed in terms of 

something else, generally some abstract quality that is expressed in terms of something more 

concrete. The definition of the OED indicates that it is a "figure of speech" ("Metaphor"), 

which would mean that it is part of a more literary discourse. As George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson argue in Metaphors We Live By (1980), this is not the case: metaphors are a 

fundamental part of our everyday life. For them, the essence of metaphor is "understanding 

and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another [emphasis in the original]" (Lakoff and 

Johnson 5) and its "primary function is understanding" (Lakoff and Johnson 36). Metaphors, 

however, do not only occur in language: they are "pervasive in everyday life" (Lakoff and 

Johnson 3) and "our conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is 

fundamentally metaphoric in nature" (Lakoff and Johnson 3). This means that "the way we 

think, what we experience, and what we do every day is very much a matter of metaphor" 

(Lakoff and Johnson 3). Metaphors are a part of our daily reality, and also define that reality: 

"new metaphors, like conventional metaphors, can have the power to define reality" (Lakoff 

and Johnson 157). We, as human beings, "define our reality in terms of metaphors and then 

proceed to act on the basis of the metaphors" (Lakoff and Johnson 158). Not only do 

metaphors have the power to define reality, they also "highlight some features of reality and 
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hide others" (Lakoff and Johnson 157). According to Lakoff and Johnson, metaphors have a 

far-reaching influence and important function in our day-to-day reality. They confirm that it is 

often the case that more abstract terms are expressed via metaphors: 

Because so many of the concepts that are important to us are either abstract or not 

 clearly delineated in our experience (the emotions, ideas, time, etc.) we need to  get a grasp 

 on them by means of other concepts that we understand in clearer terms (spatial  orientation, 

 objects, etc.). This need leads to metaphorical definition in our  conceptual system (Lakoff 

 and Johnson 115). 

An example of such an abstract term that we get a grasp on by means of other concepts is that 

of fate. However, before we move on to the discussion of metaphors of fate, I will briefly 

introduce the concept of absolute metaphors. 

Absolute metaphor is a term coined by Hans Blumenberg in his essay "Paradigmen zu 

einer Metaphorologie", that was first published in 1960. Absolute metaphors are those 

metaphors that deal with the totality of our reality, or express a concept that is related to the 

totality of our reality: he uses light as a metaphor for truth in his essay "Light as a Metaphor 

for Truth: At the Preliminary Stage of Philosophical Concept Formation" (1993) and 

discusses the metaphor of nature as a book that can be read in Die Lesbarkeit der Welt (1979). 

Our entire reality is so vast, complex and abstract that it can only be seen and understood in 

terms of a metaphor. What those metaphors do is "give structure to a world, representing the 

nonexperienceable, nonapprehensible totality of the real" (Blumenberg 14). Absolute 

metaphors can function as "images to 'stand in' for this objectively unattainable whole" 

(Blumenberg 15). The sum of all aspects of our reality cannot be described in objective terms, 

and thus requires a metaphor: an absolute metaphor. Those metaphors then represent the 

totality of our reality, and can only be replaced with another metaphor (Blumenberg 5). 

Blumenberg has done a lot more with absolute metaphors, but this short definition suffices for 

the next part of this chapter, in which I will discuss the metaphors of fate in TEotW. These 

metaphors of fate function as absolute metaphors because they represent the totality of reality: 

not our reality in this case, but that of the secondary world Jordan has created in the "The 

Wheel of Time" series. The two metaphors of fate that I will focus on are the metaphor of 

weaving (and spinning, in the case of some of the mythologies) and that of the wheel. 
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3.2. Metaphors of Fate in The Eye of the World 

3.2.1. Fate 

Before moving on to the discussion of metaphors of fate in TEotW and several 

mythologies, a definition of the concept of 'fate' proves useful to clarify what I mean when I 

refer to it throughout the rest of this chapter. Fate is a very difficult and abstract concept, but 

Lisa Raphals offers a simple working definition that suffices for this MA thesis: 

By fate or destiny I mean the notion that there is a set or immutable pattern to the world. It 

 may be understood as humanly knowable or ultimately inscrutable, personified as (or under 

 the power of) a God or independent of any divine will. At the level of individual agency, a 

 conscious agent is apt to consider the "fate" she is "given" in life, and ask what can be changed 

 and what is unalterable (537). 

I am conscious of the fact that fate is not defined that easily, but this working definition 

should prove sufficient for my analysis of metaphors of fate. 

3.2.2. Metaphors of Fate in The Eye of the World 

To start the analysis of metaphors of fate in TEotW, it is important to explain some of 

the concepts that Jordan regularly mentions throughout the book. Luckily, he has provided the 

reader with a clarifying glossary at the end of his book. The first, and perhaps the most 

important, element is that of the Wheel of Time. The series was not named after this concept 

for no reason. As Jordan explains,  

Time is a wheel  with seven spokes, each spoke an Age. As the Wheel turns, the Ages come 

 and go, each leaving memories that fade to legend, then to myth, and are forgotten by the time 

 that Age comes again. The Pattern of an Age is slightly different each time an Age comes, and 

 each time it is subject to greater change, but each time it is the same Age (799). 

This cyclical view of time is a significant aspect in the series, but I want to focus on a 

different concept that is introduced in Jordan's explanation of the Wheel of Time above: the 

Pattern of an Age. Again, Jordan provides us with a clarification of that term in his glossary: 

"the Wheel of Time weaves the threads of human lives into the Pattern of an Age, which 

forms the substance of reality for that Age; also known as Age Lace" (795). This definition 

contains three key elements: first, that the Wheel of Time is a wheel that weaves patterns; 

second, that these patterns form the "substance of reality" (Jordan 795); and third, that the 
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Wheel of Time uses human lives as threads. Reality is, in this view, seen as something that is 

being woven: weaving, in TEotW is an absolute metaphor as we have defined it (cfr. 3.1). 

This is further reinforced by Jordan's explanation of the Great Pattern: "The Wheel of Time 

weaves the Patterns of the Ages into the Great Pattern, which is the whole of existence and 

reality, past, present and future. Also known as the Lace of Ages" (792). Here it is again 

indicated that the Wheel of Time weaves the whole of existence and reality, another 

indication towards the use of an absolute metaphor. Reality is a pattern that is being woven 

and human lives are used as threads: that is what Jordan has already established in his 

glossary. Now it is time to turn to the novel itself to examine what that implies. 

As we have seen from the discussion of TEotW as a portal-quest fantasy (cfr. 1.2.3), a 

lot of information about the world the protagonists are entering (in this case, they are moving 

from their small rural village into the 'real' world) is disclosed by characters that serve as 

guiding figures for the protagonists. This makes it easy to discuss the dominant worldview, as 

it is often explicitly explained to the protagonists. If the totality of reality is a pattern, and 

human lives are threads that are being woven into that pattern, it is easy to assume that the 

fates of human lives are fixed: they are set into the pattern and undergo whatever the Wheel of 

Time wants to weave with them. This is stated several times in the text: "the Wheel weaves as 

the Wheel wills" (Jordan 92; Jordan 418; Jordan 558; Jordan 580; Jordan 614; Jordan 638). 

This explicit statement, and the amount of times it is stated, really reinforce the will of the 

Wheel: there is no escaping it, things just happen the way the Wheel wants them to. Similar to 

that, it is stated that "all things must grow where they are, according to the Pattern [...] and 

face the turning of the Wheel" (Jordan 743). Human lives are woven into the pattern, and they 

do not know where that pattern will lead them: "no one knows the Great Pattern the Wheel 

weaves, or even the Pattern of an Age" (Jordan 29). Reality is structured in a pattern, but still 

remains confusing and impossible to get a grasp of for those who are inside it: "no eye can see 

the Pattern until it is woven" (Jordan 418) and "no one can tell how the thread of his own life 

will be woven into the Pattern, or how the thread of a people will be woven" (Jordan 550-51). 

The Pattern is something that cannot be changed: "what is done is already woven in the 

Pattern" (Jordan 140) and when something happens, it is simply "part of the Pattern" (Jordan 

142). Even the Dark One, the single greatest evil power in the world, is only able to touch the 

pattern (Jordan 632), not change it: "not even the Dark One can change the Pattern 

completely" (Jordan 678). The pattern is clearly seen as an inescapable force: everybody is 

forced into it and plays the role the Wheel wants them to play. Nevertheless, "there is always 
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room for small changes" (Jordan 554) and if someone "tries to change the direction of his life 

and the Pattern has room for it, the Wheel just weaves on and takes it in" (Jordan 554). This, 

however, does not apply to big changes: "the Pattern simply won't accept a big change, no 

matter how hard you try" (Jordan 554). It is not a fixed pattern, and there is some room for 

changes in a man's life, but in the end everybody is still part of the Pattern and cannot escape 

it. 

This view, however, is nuanced when it is revealed that Rand, Mat and Perrin, the 

three protagonists of TEotW, are all three ta'veren. Again, Jordan provides the reader with an 

explanation of this particular concept in the glossary: somebody who is ta'veren is "a person 

around whom the Wheel of Time weaves all surrounding life-threads, perhaps all life-threads, 

to form a Web of Destiny" (797). Such a Web of Destiny is "a great change in the Pattern of 

an Age, centered around one or more people who are ta'veren" (Jordan 799). Those concepts 

provide a different point of view on the changeability of the Pattern: where the Pattern is 

normally only inclined to allow small changes, it is now possible for some people (those who 

are ta'veren) to achieve a significant change in the Pattern, and even a total change when all 

life threads are involved in it. How this actually works is stated more explicitly in the novel 

itself. In the text, ta'veren is defined as follows: 

But sometimes the change chooses you, or the Wheel chooses it for you. And sometimes the 

 Wheel bends a life-thread, or several threads, in such a way that all the surrounding threads are 

 forced to swirl around it, and those force other threads, and those still others, and on and on. 

 That first bending to make the Web, that is ta'veren, and there is nothing you can do to change 

 it, not until the Pattern itself changes The Web –ta'maral'ailen, it's called– can last for weeks, 

 or for years. It can take in a town, or even the whole Pattern. (Jordan 554) 

People who are ta'veren can change the Pattern, and particularly influence the life threads of 

those who are around them. They are central to the Pattern: "the Pattern is forming a Great 

Web, what some call the Lace of Ages, and you lads [i.e. the protagonists] are central to it" 

(Jordan 580) and "[Y]ou three are central to the Pattern. A Web of Destiny is being woven, 

and every thread leads straight to you" (Jordan 643). This centrality means that the Pattern 

weaves itself around the protagonists: "the Pattern wove itself around them" (Jordan 644) and 

Rand is the most central of them, as he is told that "the Pattern weaves itself around you, and 

you stand at the heart of it" (Jordan 622). But where does that leave their own lives? They can 

influence other people's lives, but what happens to their own? It is stated that "sometimes 

being ta'veren means the Pattern is forced to bend to you, and sometimes it means the Pattern 
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forces you to the needed path" (Jordan 644), which implies that they themselves are not 

wholly free from the pattern either: although they can effectuate changes, they too can be 

forced back onto the path the Pattern has set out for them. This is supported by the statement 

that Rand, Mat and Perrin are told that they "did not choose; [they] were chosen by the 

Pattern" (Jordan 649). They obviously occupy a privileged position within the Pattern, but 

that does not mean that they are free from it and can do whatever they want: "running, hiding, 

will not save you from the weaving of the Pattern" (Jordan 649). The first explicit mentioning 

of fate only occurs near the end of the book, but it is a very significant statement: "your [i.e. 

the protagonists'] fate chooses ours" (Jordan 691). It is significant in the sense that it reveals 

that they too are bound by fate: although they have the power to change other people's fates: 

they were chosen by the Pattern to have that power and in that sense are as much a part of the 

Pattern as everybody else. 

Still, the fact that they can achieve significant changes in the Pattern, a Pattern that can 

only admit very small changes for other people, remains important. It is interesting to see that 

ta'veren, a kind of counterforce to the otherwise inescapable and almost unchangeable Pattern 

of the world, occurs precisely with the protagonists. It is an element that makes TEotW a 

portal-quest fantasy as we have already discussed it (cfr. 1.2.3): the protagonists move from 

ignorance to a position in which they realize that they have an enormously important role to 

play in the world they live in. It is also a moment of recognition, as Clute has defined it (cfr. 

1.1.1). Nevertheless, ta'veren remains a part of the Pattern itself, which is the reason why I 

have termed it a kind of counterforce, not a counterforce in full. It can change the Pattern, but 

the people who are ta'veren are chosen by the Wheel of Time, as is stated several times. It is 

their fate to change other people's lives and fates, which makes them as fundamental (and 

perhaps an even more fundamental) a part of the Pattern as everybody else in the world they 

live in. In the next part, I will turn my attention to metaphors of fate in mythology and then 

examine how these two uses of metaphors of fate (in fantasy and mythology) compare to one 

another. 

3.2.3. Metaphors of Fate in Mythology 

In what follows, I will outline and briefly discuss some of the metaphors of fate that 

have been used in different mythologies, both in the European and the Eastern tradition. My 

focus will be on the metaphors of weaving and the wheel, as I have also discussed these 

metaphors for TEotW (cfr. 3.2.1). I am fully aware that these two metaphors are not the only 
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ones used in mythology to express fate, but as they are the focus of my research, I will limit 

myself to the brief discussion of those. It is also by no means my intention to provide an 

exhaustive account of metaphors of weaving and the wheel (that are related to fate) in all of 

the known mythologies: I will only mention a few mythologies. I have chosen the particular 

mythologies I will discuss here because they are significant and somehow useful for the 

discussion of metaphors of fate in TEotW: their notion of the concept of fate parallels 

Jordan's, or their use of the metaphors of weaving and the wheel resemble the use of those 

metaphors in TEotW. I will discuss Greek, Roman, Germanic (Norse), Chinese and Japanese 

instances of these metaphors; those metaphors in other religions or cultures (such as the 

South-American or African cultures) would lead me too far into the study of mythology 

(which is not the focus of my research) and thus lie beyond the scope of this MA thesis. My 

aim here is to provide several points of reference to which I can compare the metaphors of 

fate in TEotW. 

The idea of fate as being woven or spun is a very old one. As George Giannakis 

argues,  

 The metaphorical comparison of life with a thread is an old one and appears to be pan-Indo-

 European. This idea is connected with the deterministic belief that man's life is spun by some 

 superhuman, sometimes perhaps even superdivine, force or forces, which in many traditions 

 are captured under the name of "Fate(s)" (Part I 1) 

This pan-Indo-European metaphor is represented in several mythologies: "the length of man's 

life is represented by a thread, or in some cases by a loom or web; this web or thread is spun 

for man by the Greek Moirai, the Roman Parcae, the Norse birth- (and fate-) goddesses 

Norns, and by similar figures in other Indo-European traditions" (Giannakis, "Part I" 1). What 

draws attention here is the fact that Giannakis mentions spinning, and not weaving. Bernard 

C. Dietrich argues that, in Greek mythology, fate is related to spinning (86), whereas weaving 

is more of a metaphor for telling stories. I will still discuss the metaphor of fate as spinning, 

because spinning and weaving are two very related activities: a thread is spun from the 

material the spinner uses and then the threads are woven into a pattern. A very important 

concept (and term) for fate in Greek mythology is that of moira. I will discuss the issue of 

moira in Homer's work, as his work provides a good source for how moira was viewed in the 

Greek tradition. William Chase Greene argues that moira was originally a term for share, 

portion, or allotment (8) and thus referred to someone's "allotted life span" (Raphals 554). 

Over time, this term became associated with spinning (Raphals 553; Raphals 560), and it is 
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this use of moira that is found in Homer. It is clear that someone's fate is spun at birth, by 

moira (Dietrich 87; Dietrich 100; Giannakis, "Part I" 2; Giannakis, "Part I" 8; Raphals 557) 

and, in that sense, refers to the moment (or the way in which) that person will die (Dietrich 

100). Fate was thus directly connected to death. It was seen as a thread that was spun around 

someone, like a thread around a spindle (Raphals 553) and was connected to a person in that 

way. In Homer, however, it is not only moira that spins: the gods also spin someone's fate 

(Dietrich 98; Giannakis, "Part I" 12; Greene 15; Raphals 557). Dietrich argues that "what the 

gods spun for mortal men in Homer they could usually grant in simpler terms" (98), so that 

spinning only was "a colourful image to describe the usual function of the gods" (98). He also 

doubts whether the metaphor of fate as spinning was a result of the creativity of the Homeric 

poets, or whether it was borrowed from popular religious belief (Dietrich 86). On this topic, 

Dietrich concludes that the metaphor of spinning was added to the concept of fate by the 

Homeric poets (88; 89; 98; 100). Giannakis, on the other hand, argues that the metaphor of 

spinning was already present in popular belief, contradicting Dietrich's viewpoint ("Part I" 

15).  

Moira can be seen as an impersonal force that first allotted men's lifespan, and only 

later spun their fate. This fate was fundamentally linked to their death, and not so much to 

particular events in their life. The fate spun by moira was inescapable, as even the gods could 

not change it (Giannakis, "Part I" 13). This would imply that there is certainly no free will 

when it comes to mortal men, but Greene nuances this view: "to ask whether Homer believes 

in fate or in freedom of the will is to ask an idle question; like most men, he believes in both – 

in the power of external forces (moira, given expression by Zeus), and in man's own choices" 

(22). Moira certainly points toward an external force that is beyond the control of man or god, 

but, as it is not the only expression of fate used in Homer, Greene also mentions "man's own 

choices" (22). Other expressions of fate, however, lie beyond my scope here. Dietrich asserts 

that the concept of spinning of fate "proved to be of great moment to subsequent literature" 

(101). Fate was indeed an important factor in subsequent literature in Greek (in the Greek 

tragedies for example), but that too lies beyond the scope of this MA thesis. I am well aware 

that the Greek tragedies provide an interesting point of view on fate, but there is simply no 

space for the discussion of that viewpoint here. 

 It is only later, with Hesiod, that moira was personified into the three Moirai that we 

now commonly associate with fate in Greek mythology.. The three Moirai are known as 

Klotho, Lachesis and Atropos. Anthony Winterbourne describes their function as follows: 
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"while it is Clotho's task to preside over birth, it is for Lachesis (who was the Fortune-

goddess) to spin out the events of a man's life; and finally, it is for Atropos to cut the thread of 

life with scissors" (85). The three Moirai were paralleled in Roman mythology by the Parcae, 

and in Norse mythology by the Norns. The three Norns were figures parallel to the Greek 

Moirai (Giannakis, "Part II" 95). Their function is the same: they are also related to birth 

(Winterbourne 85) and they also spin  man's fate (Winterbourne 92). But, in addition to that 

spinning, they also "weave and bind" (Winterbourne 92). Giannakis sees this weaving as the 

weaving of a "web that hangs over every man" ("Part II" 95). This weaving is related to death, 

just like the Moirai are linked to death as well: "as if weaving the fate (i.e. death) of the 

heroes who are destined to die" ("Part II" 95). Winterbourne argues that the binding " was 

thought of as the effect of the spinning of fate (whether by the gods, as in Greek mythology, 

or the Norns) and was regarded as fate being fastened onto or ensnaring man" (93). Fate was 

bound to a man, but also received a more negative connotation: it ensnares (i.e. traps) a man, 

making it unable for man to escape his fate. The role of the gods is similar to that of the gods 

in Greek mythology: here, in Norse mythology, they are "frequently referred to as "those who 

bind"" (Winterbourne 92), implying that they too, like the Greek gods who can also spin 

someone's fate, assume a part of the function of fate. However, as Winterbourne states, "they 

too are subject to the fetters [i.e. shackles] of the Norns" (92), which means that they cannot 

reverse, undo or change fate. The powerlessness of the gods (in that respect) is affirmed by 

Winterbourne in the following statement on the duality of fate: 

On one side there is the affirmation [...] that for the Germanic races there was no fatalism; on 

 the other side there is a profound and persevering preoccupation with the all-encompassing 

 power of fate as personified by the Norns. This universal power was both personal and 

 impersonal, as well as being inescapable and having such hegemony as to embrace even the 

 gods themselves (88). 

As Winterbourne asserts, there is the inescapable fate on the one hand, a fate that is 

contradicted by the claim that there was no fatalism (i.e. the belief that everything is 

predetermined by fate) on the other hand. This leads to the assertion that, within man's fate, 

"[he] can strive to bring about the greatest possible realization of his faculties" (Winterbourne 

88). In this view, man is allowed "a certain freedom of will (or at least the illusion of it), 

making us somehow active participants with fate in the unfolding of our lives" (Winterbourne 

88). This means that there is no total predetermination in Norse mythology: within a man's 

fate (i.e. his death), he can make the best of his faculties and his life. 
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A very interesting metaphor of weaving occurs in Shinto (i.e. a part of Japanese) 

mythology: the goddess Amaterasu is also called the cosmic weaver. This name of Amaterasu 

is very revealing: she weaves the cosmos and, according to Alan Miller, "it is in the process of 

weaving that the cosmic and therefore mythic power of Amaterasu is most clearly seen and 

most unambiguously stated" (43). Miller argues that the metaphor of weaving occurs around 

the world (43) and that ", wherever there are weavers, there exists a possibility–perhaps even 

a probability– that a religious valorisation of the weaving process might take place, and this 

independently of similar events anywhere else" (44). He also states that the process of 

weaving is very apt to be considered a metaphor for the cosmos, because of its "hypnotic 

effect [...] its motion and its quiet and regular sound" (Miller 44). This is only reinforced 

when Miller asserts that "what more graphical symbol of Amaterasu's primary religious 

function –that of the maintenance of a cosmos– could be imagined than the regular, orderly, 

disciplined, integrative, binding activity so obvious in the smooth operation of the sacred 

loom" (43). The totality of reality is viewed as being woven, a crucial element that returns in 

TEotW (cfr. 3.2.2). Amaterasu is "the creator of cosmic order" (Miller 48), and once that 

cosmos is created, she does not serve that order (Miller 48). This means that that order does 

not encompass and determine her: "[T]he divine weaver continually creates the order of the 

cosmos. It is a process, never finished" (Miller 48). She is constantly weaving the cosmos, but 

is not controlled by it whatsoever: she remains a higher force than the order she creates. One 

element that seems to be missing here is that of fate: Amaterasu constantly creates, but it is 

not clear what that implies on the level of the fate of an individual.  

Concerning the metaphor of the wheel, it occurs more sparsely in Greek (and Roman) 

mythology than that of the spinning of fate. The Roman concept of rota fortunae played an 

important role in medieval philosophy, but, as David Robinson argues, "the idea of the Wheel 

of Fortune is originally Greek" (207). This idea, however, was not very common until Cicero 

(Robinson 212). Robinson traces the popularity of the concept in the Middle Ages back to 

Boethius, whose De Consolatione Philosophiae was enormously influential during the Middle 

Ages (214). Eric Ziolkowski states that references to Fortuna and her wheel during the Middle 

Ages and the Renaissance are extremely numerous (889). He mentions allusions to the Wheel 

of Fortune in Dante (Ziolkowski 889) and Bocaccio (Ziolkowski 888), the latter of whom is 

also mentioned by Robinson (215). Robinson adds Petrarch (215) and the Roman de la Rose 

(214) to that list. It is clear that the Wheel of Fortune was a concept that was often referred to 

in medieval and renaissance literature. These references, however, do not lie within the scope 
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of my MA thesis. The Wheel of Fortune is a wheel that revolves (Robinson 208) and the main 

point is that it is not clear where it is going to stop, and whether or not it will give you good 

fortune. Robinson stresses the "fickleness" (214) of the wheel, the randomness and instability 

of it. 

The notion of the wheel in Chinese mythology is very contradictory to that of Greek 

(and Roman) mythology: "the Chinese notion of fate as a wheel or cycle (yun) partakes of a 

metaphor of wheels or cycles, which are perfectly predictable insofar as they are both regular 

and repetitive" (Raphals 561). The cycles of the wheel are repeated and regular, allowing 

them to be predictable. Raphals explicitly contrasts the two different views of the wheel: " 

The Chinese ""wheel of fate" is a wheel in constant motion and regular recurrence; the 

Western Wheel of Fortune turns and then comes to rest. The force of this metaphor is an 

arbitrary and unknowable point at which the wheel will stop" (Miller 561). Whereas the 

Western, Greek notion of the wheel stresses the randomness and unpredictability of the wheel, 

the Chinese notion does exactly the opposite: the regularity of its patterns and returning cycles 

are emphasised. 

There are, as I have just outlined, very different views on the metaphors of weaving 

(and spinning) and of the wheel in the various mythologies I have referred to. They provide us 

with different points of reference to which I can compare the metaphors of weaving and the 

wheel as Robert Jordan uses them in The Eye of the World. 

3.2.4. Comparison of Metaphors of Fate 

The metaphors of fate that Jordan uses in TEotW clearly do not derive from a single 

source. Their basis, however, more closely resembles the metaphors of Eastern mythologies 

as I have outlined them than those in Western mythologies. His Wheel of Time in particular 

bears a lot of resemblance to the Chinese notion of fate as a wheel: the Wheel of Time is a 

wheel with seven spokes, each spoke resembling an Age that returns (Jordan 799); the 

Chinese wheel of fate too stresses regularity and recurrence (Raphals 561). Whereas the 

Chinese wheel of fate is predictable, as the cycles keep returning (Raphals 561), Jordan's 

notion of the Wheel of Time entails that the Pattern of an Age differs slightly each time that 

Age returns (799) and thus does not allow that Age to be predicted. The metaphor of weaving 

that is used in TEotW is also similar to a metaphor of weaving in Eastern mythology: the 

weaving of the Pattern brings Amaterasu's weaving of the cosmos (in Shinto mythology) to 
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mind. Just like Amaterasu is constantly weaving the cosmos, i.e. the totality of reality (Miller 

48), the Wheel of Time is constantly weaving the Pattern that entails the whole of reality 

(Jordan 795). Miller stresses that the regular, orderly, and disciplined character of the weaving 

(43) is very suitable to stand metaphorically for the cosmos (44). Jordan approves of that 

notion as he uses the metaphor of weaving into a pattern (a term that implies some kind of 

structure) as the basis of his notion of fate. Like in the case of the metaphor of the wheel, 

Jordan differs slightly from Shinto mythology in his use of the metaphor of weaving: he is 

less inclined to stress the regularity and orderliness of that weaving. This comes from the fact 

that he adds a significant notion of fate to the metaphor of weaving, a notion that is not really 

present in the figure of Amaterasu. 

That notion of fate stems from the metaphors of fate that were used in Western (i.e. 

Greek, Roman, Germanic) mythologies. These metaphors expressed an inescapable fate: 

someone's death was spun, be it by the Moirai, the Parcae, or the Norns, and there was 

nothing that could be changed: even the gods could not avert it (Giannakis, "Part I" 13). A 

similar notion of fate occurs in TEotW: "the Wheel weaves as the Wheel wills" (Jordan 92), 

and there is very little that an ordinary person can do about that. The Greek fate, as it was 

spun by the three Moirai, was a completely inescapable force; the Pattern, however, does 

allow some (very) small changes, but no significant ones, and only if the Pattern has room for 

it (Jordan 554). Jordan also makes use of the concept of life as a thread: lives are threads that 

are constantly being woven into the Pattern by the Wheel of Time (550). This notion fits very 

well into his metaphor of weaving based on the Eastern versions of that metaphor, and does 

not really connect with the notion of a life as a thread in Western mythologies. There, it is 

fundamentally linked to death: when your thread is cut by one of the Moirai, you die 

(Winterbourne 85). In TEotW, the thread is linked to the totality of someone's life, not just 

birth and death. Every event in someone's life is a part of the Pattern into which that particular 

thread is woven, which means that the Pattern is constantly controlling people's lives, and not 

just pinning down the moment of their death. There is not a lot of free will in TEotW: 

someone may think that he does something according to his own will, but it is almost always 

already set in the Pattern (Jordan 140). This is contrary to the Germanic notion of fate, for 

example, where, within the limits set by fate, you can fully realize your own potential 

(Winterbourne 88). Fate is not a very controlling force in that view, and only determines the 

moment of death. 
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A significant difference between metaphors of fate in Eastern and Western 

mythologies on the one hand, and The Eye of the World on the other hand, is that there is no 

personification in the latter. It is the Wheel of Time that weaves the Pattern and determines 

people's fates, not a goddess like Amaterasu or figures such as the three Moirai. There is the 

figure of the Creator, an entity that has created the world and bound The Dark One at the 

moment of Creation (Jordan 14). Other than that, there is virtually nothing known about this 

figure: it is stated, however, that the Creator has made the One Power, the force that turns the 

Wheel of Time (Jordan 168). This figure can be seen as a divine creator indirectly responsible 

for the turning of the Wheel of Time that weaves the Pattern, but there is no direct 

involvement. When the weaving of the Pattern is mentioned, there is only made reference to 

the Wheel, not to the Creator. It is thus difficult to see the Creator as a personified entity that 

is responsible for people's fates: it is rather the Wheel of Time, an impersonal force, that is 

engaged in the weaving of the fate of human lives. In that way, the Wheel more closely 

resembles the impersonal force moira, the force that determines people's fates, from Greek 

mythology. 

The metaphors of fate in TEotW serve a very significant function. Jordan very 

consciously and overtly raises the issue of fate in his novel. This is because the metaphor of 

weaving (in the inescapable, unchangeable version Jordan uses) provides an ideal background 

for the actual story of the novel: that of the protagonists. The common view of fate in the 

world Jordan portrays is that of an unchangeable, inescapable wheel that weaves everybody's 

fate, without the possibility of doing anything about it. Small changes can happen, but only if 

the Pattern has room for it. The fact that it is an impersonal entity (i.e. the Wheel of Time) 

that is weaving the whole of reality, only reinforces the absolute power of the inescapable fate 

everyone has to face. There is no (moral) god that weaves reality and that people could pray 

to in hope for help: the Wheel of Time weaves as it wills (Jordan 92). This particular view of 

fate is employed as a background to the unfolding story of the protagonists. They are 

extraordinary, in the sense that they are ta'veren and are thus able to change other people's 

fates and their own (cfr. 3.2.2). They can force the Pattern in another direction, as they are key 

figures in the world of TEotW: they are able to cause the Pattern to swirl around them and 

thus form a Web of Destiny that can encompass the entire world they live in (Jordan 797). 

The exceptional position of the protagonists in the world they inhabit is an enormously 

important feature of the portal-quest fantasy (cfr 1.2.3). This position is consciously adopted 

by Jordan through his use of metaphors of fate: the weaving, in the way he uses it, stands for 



45 
 

an inescapable fate that everyone has to face; yet, the protagonists are extraordinary in the 

sense that they are able to change the Pattern, and with that, the fate of other people. 

The metaphors as I have just described also have an impact on the level of the story of 

TEotW itself. The story is centred around the three protagonists, Rand, Mat, and Perrin, but 

their central position in the Pattern is not immediately clear. In the beginning of TEotW, it is 

evident that there is something special about the three boys, but it is only when Loial reveals 

that they are ta'veren that the metaphors of fate really come into force. Side characters such as 

Nynaeve and Egwene (two friends of Rand, Mat, and Perrin) and Thom Merrilin (the 

gleeman) turn out to be "part of the Pattern that weaves itself around you three [i.e. the three 

protagonists]" (Jordan 676). Their role is now seen in relation to the central role of the three 

boys who are ta'veren. More and more, there is explicit reference to the fact that the Pattern 

does not accept big changes (Jordan 554), that the Wheel of Time weaves the Pattern as it 

wants to (Jordan 580; Jordan 614; Jordan 638), and that the fate of human lives is already 

fixed in the Pattern. Parallel to that, there is a lot of reference to the exceptional position of 

Rand, Mat, and Perrin in the Pattern: "the Pattern weaves itself around you, and you stand at 

the heart of it" (Jordan 622), "the Pattern wove itself around them" (Jordan 644), "you three 

are central to the Pattern [...] a Web of Destiny is being woven, and every thread leads straight 

to you" (Jordan 643). This exceptional position of the protagonists, that is increasingly 

explicitly referred to, culminates in the battle between Rand and the two servants of the Dark 

One at the Eye of the World, at the end of the book. There, it is revealed that Rand is the 

Dragon Reborn (Jordan 782), which means that he occupies the most central position in the 

Pattern, and can change the fate of a whole world (by saving it from the corruption of the 

Dark One). As TEotW is only the first volume of a fourteen volume series, it is 

understandable that the exceptional position of the protagonists is only introduced. In the 

following books of the series, it becomes more clear just how central and exceptional the 

position of Rand, Mat, and Perrin actually is in the world, with the help of the concept of 

ta'veren and the metaphors of fate related to that. The fact that Rand is the Dragon Reborn is 

of course the central storyline the series is based on, but it was only briefly introduced in 

TEotW. The following volumes of the series, however, are not within the scope of this MA 

dissertation. 

As I have stated earlier, the use of myth in fantasy implies that a particular myth is 

reactivated and recontextualised (cfr. 2.2.3), and receives new meaning in its new context. 

Jordan does exactly that: throughout the novel, he consciously and overtly refers to the 



46 
 

weaving of the Pattern, thus effectively reactivating it in a new context. The new context is 

that of a fantasy narrative, as opposed to a mythology in which the metaphors originally 

received their meaning. In this fantasy narrative, the metaphors are repurposed: instead of 

being part of a system that was believed in (in a certain degree), they are now used as a 

background to contrast the protagonists of TEotW with. These protagonists have some control 

over their own fate and primarily change other people's fates, to an extent that their fate can 

encompass and include the whole world TEotW is set in. The particular metaphors of fate 

Jordan uses are thus reactivated in order to serve the purpose of his fantasy narrative: to 

highlight the extraordinary position of his protagonist, a key feature in the portal-quest fantasy 

as defined by Mendlesohn (cfr. 1.2.3). In the chapter that follows, I want to discuss the effect 

of the use of these metaphors in a broader context, and how they contribute to the way the 

genre is perceived. Some of the questions I will turn to are: What is their (i.e. the metaphors') 

effect on the reader? Why do they occur in fantasy, a highly popular, but less critically 

appreciated and discussed genre? Do they reinforce the cliché that exists when it comes to 

fantasy, or do they add to fantasy's value? Do they add to the popularity of the genre? 
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4. Metaphors of Fate and Fantasy's Popularity 

As I have already argued in this MA dissertation, fantasy is a popular literary genre, but not a 

genre that has been widely discussed in literary magazines or books on the subject (cfr. 1.1.5). 

Recent years have seen the publication of critical work on fantasy, but it still remains a genre 

that is enormously popular amongst readers, not amongst literary critics. In this chapter, I will 

examine how the metaphors of fate (and the notion of fate that they bring with them) that I 

have analysed in the previous chapter (cfr. 3.2.4) contribute to the way the genre is perceived: 

extremely popular amongst its readership, especially in the last few decades, but quite 

unpopular amongst literary critics, despite the publishing of critical works in recent decades. 

There are various perspectives on how that particular notion of fate influences the way 

in which fantasy is perceived: on the one hand, that notion might reinforce and enlarge 

fantasy's value; but on the other hand, it might also reduce that value and strengthen a more 

negative view of fantasy. I am inclined to support the former perspective (the one that is 

rather positive of fantasy), a point to which I will return later on (cfr. 4.5). Finch-Reyner 

already indicated in a remark on the popular works of fantasy, that "it would be missing the 

significance to see them only as formulae leading to commercial success at the bookstore, for 

their roots lie deeper than surface commercialism, in the stuff of mythology itself" (131), 

which corresponds exactly to the view of fantasy I support: that the use of myth is more than 

just a commercial formula (cfr. 4.4 and 4.5). To be complete, I will give an overview of 

different points of view on the matter here, expressing both positive and negative views on 

fantasy here. Escapism has been named as a reason for fantasy's popularity by various critics 

(cfr. 4.1), but to further elaborate this view, I have come up with two other concepts 

(ideal/model and utopian worldview) myself, as they, at least partially, derive from the notion 

of fantasy as escapism. The last perspective, fantasy as a formula, is based on Attebery's 

discussion of fantasy as formula in the first chapter (cfr. 1.1.2). 

4.1. Escapism 

A first perspective is linked to how we, as readers of fantasy, stand in our view of the 

world. An everyday reader of fantasy has a quite regular life: we might make a significant 

impact on the people around and close to us, but, generally speaking, we will not make an 

impact that is significant for the entire world we live in. Fantasy, in that case, provides a 

radically different worldview: in fantasy stories, we are confronted with individuals that make 
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the difference for the whole world the fantasy narrative is set in. This is also most definitely 

the case for Jordan's The Eye of the World: the protagonists are ta'veren and can create a Web 

of Destiny that involves every single person's life threads (Jordan 797). This view is, as I have 

argued, reinforced by the particular metaphors of fate Jordan makes use of (cfr. 3.2.4). The 

metaphors of fate thus support a worldview that is radically different from the reality the 

average reader of fantasy inhabits. In that sense, fantasy functions as a kind of escapism from 

the reality the readers finds himself in and proposes a different worldview in which the 

protagonists are able to change (and eventually save) the entire world they inhabit. This kind 

of escapism works and is so popular precisely because it entails a radically different view of 

fate: whereas, in the everyday reality of the reader, it is most probable that the majority of the 

people who read a particular fantasy novel (TEotW, in this case) will not make a significant 

impact on the entire world, the protagonists of the fantasy novel that is being read do just that. 

That escapism is a factor that increases the popularity of the genre of fantasy is supported by 

Brottman and Sterritt, who argue that the escape from our everyday reality is "appealing" 

(156), reinforced by our "desire to escape the limited confines of our mental and physical 

routines" (157). Finch-Reyner agrees with the fact that escapism is related to fantasy's 

popularity in her discussion of that popularity (134). The protagonists in a fantasy story do not 

live their lives in the anonymity of a world that is often being controlled by individuals, on the 

contrary, they occupy such a position of power. The readers can then be compared to the life 

threads that are being influenced by such a central individual, and can, through the fantasy 

novel, identify themselves with the protagonists, i.e. the central individuals. 

4.2. Ideal/Model 

This kind of identification leads us to a second perspective. In its escapist and different 

worldview fantasy can become a model to strive for. The key to this model lies in the 

identification of the readers with the protagonists. They will (probably) not identify 

themselves with the fantastic elements in a fantasy narrative, such as magic and monsters, but 

will rather identify themselves with the protagonists and their story. The protagonists move 

from a mundane life into a position in which they can negotiate with and influence the realm 

they inhabit (Mendlesohn 2). Mendlesohn also presents the quest, that is so often an element 

in fantasy narratives (and very much so in TEotW), as a quest towards moral growth (4), and 

it is that moral growth the reader can also strive for. The metaphors of fate play a role in this: 

they only increase the unique position of the protagonists, who are able to take up their fate in 
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their own hands and also change other people's fates in their quest towards moral growth. The 

reader can identify with the mundane life the protagonists first find themselves in, and 

continue following them throughout their quest towards moral growth, an ideal the reader is 

then also encouraged to strive for. Not only moral growth, but changing other people's fate is 

an ideal to strive for too. That change is often for the better, whether it be for that person in 

particular or the whole world, and in that sense it is also an ideal worth pursuing. This model 

of doing good (and eventually saving the world) is one that readers can take up in their own 

lives, taking their fate in their own hands and hoping to mean something for someone else. 

4.3. Utopian Worldview 

The worldview that I have outlined here, providing both a kind of escapism and a 

model worth striving for, can also be subjected to criticism. It is easily argued that that 

worldview is a utopian worldview, unattainable in its presentation of fate and the 

protagonists, that, whatever its influence on the reader, remains limited to the secondary 

world, as I have defined it earlier (cfr. supra), of the fantasy narrative. Fantasy, in all cases, 

remains restricted to the realm of that which is, and will always be, impossible, due to the 

fantastic elements that are found at the core of it. This impossibility can also be extended to 

the worldview that is presented in it. A world in which a lucky few (i. e. the protagonists) are 

'chosen' to save the world from its inevitable doom, in the process of which they change the 

fate of the entire world, can be considered as a utopian view of the world. It can certainly be 

found in TEotW: Rand, Mat and Perrin turn out to be destined to something greater than just 

living their lives in the rural village they were born in. The metaphors of fate only reinforce 

that utopian, unattainable image of the world, in the sense that they stress the helplessness of 

most people when they are faced with their fate, and the power the protagonists have to 

change their own fate. On top of that, this worldview remains restricted to the secondary 

world the fantasy narrative is set in. Especially in narratives where the secondary world is 

fully detached from our own, as is the case for TEotW, it is more difficult to transfer that 

utopian worldview to our own reality and do something with it there. The reader is 

fundamentally aware that the fantasy narrative he is reading might be true for the secondary 

world it is set in, but cannot be true for our own reality. 
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4.4. Formula 

The story of one (or a few) protagonist(s) that can change the fate of an entire world is 

of course a story that has been employed over and over again by authors, especially in the 

genre of fantasy. In that sense, that notion of fate, reinforced by the use of specific metaphors 

of fate in the case of TEotW, is part of a formulaic expression of a basic story that has already 

been written dozens of times in the course of the latter half of the 20
th 

century and the first two 

decades of the 21
st 

century. A prototypical model of that story is Tolkien's The Lord of the 

Rings, published in 1954. As I have already argued, its influence on the development of 

fantasy cannot be overestimated (cfr. supra). A lot of fantasy authors after Tolkien have 

written a story that resembles Tolkien's in some way or another: the protagonists turn out to 

occupy an exceptional position in the world, are being sent on a quest to save that world and 

eventually succeed. This story, formulaic as it may sometimes be, has proven to be a 

commercial success. It is a story that somehow appeals to readers and remains, up until today, 

an extremely popular one that keeps attracting readers. In that sense, an interesting use of 

metaphors of fate, such as occurs in TEotW, can provide a new perspective on a narrative that, 

although it might be modelled on earlier versions of the same basic plotline, is a commercial 

success and still appeals to readers of fantasy. An interesting reworking of that model is more 

than just a formulaic expression of it. 

4.5 Escapism and Fantasy's Increasing Popularity 

Now I want to examine TEotW itself, and argue which of the four views I have 

outlined in this chapter is reinforced the most by the metaphors of fate Jordan uses, and is thus 

the principal reason for the popularity of the "The Wheel of Time" series, and fantasy in 

general. I think that escapism is the perspective that is reinforced the most by the metaphors 

of fate. Robert Jordan offers a fundamentally different worldview to his readers: one in which 

a few protagonists can change the fate of the whole world. This worldview is supported by the 

metaphors of fate he uses, as they reinforce the exceptional position the protagonists occupy 

in the world they live in (cfr. 3.2.4). This worldview works because it is so very different 

from our worldview. It might be a simplified and simplistic worldview that sees the fate of the 

world as depending on a few individuals, but it is clearly a worldview that speaks to readers. 

That simplicity might also be its strength: we sometimes want to escape our reality, that is 

often very chaotic, into a realm that offers a more simple view of things. In that simplified 

view, the fate of the entire world is in the hands of the protagonists, an element that also 
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speaks to us as we can identify with it, and thus escape our own reality. That identification, I 

think, will not go as far as seeing such a protagonist as an ideal to strive for. Seeing such a 

worldview as an expression of a utopian wish is a valid point, were it not that fantasy, as we 

have seen in our working definition, is fundamentally linked to the impossible (cfr 1.1.1). The 

fact that fantasy is so fundamentally linked to the impossible, does discredit the perspective of 

that utopian (i.e. impossible) worldview to a certain extent. Jordan's clever and explicit use of 

metaphors of fate make it more than just a simple, formulaic expression of a different 

worldview. As a number of critics have argued that the perspective of fantasy as a kind of 

escapism has increased fantasy's popularity (cfr 4.1), I think that Jordan's metaphors of fate 

support and reinforce that view, and thus also increase fantasy's popularity. 
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Conclusion 

I think that the research performed in this MA thesis has provided new insights into not only 

the relationship between fantasy and myth, a recent topic of interest among fantasy scholars, 

but also into the workings of fate in a fantasy narrative, and how that contributes to the 

popularity of the genre as it exists today. 

Fantasy is not an easy genre to define. Various critics have proposed several 

definitions, but very simply put, a work of fantasy is essentially a story that is fundamentally 

linked to the impossible, with various elements that structure the story (wrongness, thinning, 

recognition, and healing/return), and that often involves a secondary world. A bookmark 

example of a work of fantasy is The Eye of the World by Robert Jordan: it is a story about 

Rand, Mat, and Perrin, the three protagonists of the book, who go on an adventure that leads 

them through several dangerous situations, and who eventually realise that they have an 

important role to play in the fate of the entire world. Such a story is central to the genre of 

fantasy if we regard genre as a fuzzy set: a set with a clear centre and blurry boundaries. The 

genre of fantasy has undergone major developments during the second half of the 20
th

 century 

and has provoked more and more literary studies throughout that period, although the genre is 

sometimes still regarded as unworthy of literary criticism. The Eye of the World is a work 

published in that period (1990) and, besides being an example of the broad category of 

fantasy, it is also an excellent example of a portal-quest fantasy. 

Myth too is difficult to define. More so than fantasy, it has provoked a lot of research 

throughout the 20
th

 and into the first decades of the 21
st
 century. A simple definition regards 

myth as a story that is believed in to a certain extent, and that has a significant function for 

those who believe in it. Myth and fantasy occur in very different contexts and serve other 

purposes, but fantasy often uses mythic elements and motifs. The relationship between 

fantasy and myth has been an object of study in recent critical work. Marek Oziewicz has 

discussed the category of mythopoeic fantasy, and, more importantly, Brian Attebery thinks 

of the use of myth in fantasy as a recontextualisation and reactivation of those myths. 

Building on Attebery's concepts, I have argued that the meaning of myth becomes more fixed 

when it is inserted into a fantasy narrative, and that its significant function is reduced to the 

level of the narrative itself. At the same time, that myth is reactivated and brought back to the 

present due to its occurrence in a work of fantasy. 
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That is exactly what happens to the metaphors of fate in Jordan's The Eye of the 

World. He uses the metaphor of the wheel and that of weaving in a very elaborate and explicit 

way in his work. In The Eye of the World, the Wheel of Time weaves the Pattern that stands 

for the totality of reality. It weaves that Pattern with the threads of all of the human lives in 

that reality. Throughout the novel, it becomes clear that the Pattern is an inescapable force 

that determines everyone's fate, although it sometimes leaves room for small changes in 

individual lives. However, there are also people who are ta'veren: they occupy a central 

position in the Pattern and can change the outlook of the Pattern as well. Their influence on 

the Pattern makes the threads of other people's lives swirl around them and forces the Pattern 

to form a Web of Destiny that can be so expansive as to encompass the entire world. The 

inescapable and unchangeable fate that the Wheel of Time weaves for people in the Pattern is 

thus counteracted. Not surprisingly, the protagonists of The Eye of the World (Rand, Mat, and 

Perrin) are ta'veren and have an influence on the fate of the people around them, and 

eventually on the fate of the whole world.  

The metaphors of the wheel and that of weaving also occur in several mythologies. In 

Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology, weaving (and spinning) is related to the inescapable 

fate that marks someone's death. In Japanese mythology, the metaphor of weaving is used to 

represent the totality of reality. The metaphor of the wheel occurs primarily in Roman 

mythology, where it stands for the inconsistency of fate, and in Chinese mythology, where it 

represents the recurrence and predictability of certain elements. Jordan has combined different 

elements from these mythologies: he has used the Japanese metaphor of weaving that 

represents the totality of reality as a basis, and he has infused it with a sense of inescapability 

of fate that occurs in Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology. His Wheel of Time resembles the 

Chinese metaphor of the wheel, as it also emphasises the recurrence of elements. His notion 

of fate is impersonal, rather than the personal fate goddesses of Roman and Norse mythology, 

and has influence over the full length of someone's life, not just the moment of death, as is the 

case in Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology. Jordan has thus effectively recontextualised 

various myths, and reactivated them to serve a different purpose: to emphasise the 

extraordinary position of the protagonists, a key feature of portal-quest fantasy. 

The notion of fate these metaphors put forward also has an influence on the popularity 

of the genre. The metaphors of fate reinforce the view of fantasy as a form of escapism, an 

important factor in fantasy's popularity. Because they support the extraordinary position of the 

protagonists, they provide a radically different view of reality in which a few individuals can 
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decide the fate of the whole world, an element the readers of fantasy can definitely identify 

with, as it provides an escape from the reality in which the influence of the reader is not felt 

on a world-wide level. The use of those particular metaphors of fate thus increases the 

popularity of fantasy, as they provide an interesting variant of that escapism through the 

recontextualisation and reactivation of metaphors of fate that already occurred in several 

mythologies. Rather than offering a formulaic expression of a different worldview, Jordan has 

consciously used metaphors of fate to increase the effect of fantasy as escapism and thus 

reactivated them to serve a different purpose: to make the genre even more popular. 

Of course, there is room for further research on this topic. I have limited myself to 

only one volume of the fourteen volumes that constitute the "The Wheel of Time" series. It 

would be interesting to see how those metaphors develop throughout the whole series, and 

what effect they achieve in the totality of the series. Such an extended analysis would perhaps 

provide different views on the notion of fate that Robert Jordan puts forward in his series, and 

how it evolves from the first to the last volume. In this dissertation, I have only discussed 

metaphors of fate in a few mythologies: comparisons between TEotW and other mythologies, 

such as the Indian mythology for example, could shed a new light on the workings of the 

metaphors of fate in The Eye of the World. In the fourth chapter, I have proposed four 

different perspectives on a possible effect on the popularity of fantasy. Those perspectives are 

of course not the only possible views: research on other perspectives could also lead to 

interesting insights into the effect of metaphors of fate on the popularity of fantasy. 

Some might say that myths are just stories that had a function and were relevant in 

mythologies from a distant past, but it is clear that they still have a significant function 

nowadays: they are very relevant in the genre of fantasy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



55 
 

Works Cited 

"All Time Box Office." Box Office Mojo. IMDB, 19 May 2016. Web. 20 May 2016. 

Attebery, Brian. Stories about Stories: Fantasy and the Remaking of Myth. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014. Print. 

---. Strategies of Fantasy. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992. Print. 

---. The Fantasy Tradition in American Literature. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

1980. Print. 

Blumenberg, Hans. Paradigms for a Metaphorology. Trans. Robert Savage. Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 2010. Print. 

Brottman, Mikita and David Sterritt. "Allegory and Enigma: Fantasy's Enduring Appeal." 

Contemporary Literary Criticism 193 (Nov. 2004): 155-157. Print. 

Clute, John. "Fantasy." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 28 March 2016. 

---. "Healing." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 31 March 2016. 

---. "Magic Realism." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 8 April 2016. 

---. "Otherworld." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 8 April 2016. 

---. "Recognition." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 31 March 2016. 

---. "Science Fiction." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 8 April 2016. 

---. "Thinning." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 31 March 2016. 

---. "Wrongness." Encyclopedia of Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 31 March 2016. 

Clute, John, David Langford and Roz Kaveney. "Sword and Sorcery." Encyclopedia of 

Fantasy. n.p., 2012. Web. 8 April 2016. 

Coupe, Laurence. Myth. London: Routledge, 1997. Print. 

Cupitt, Don. The World to Come. London: SCM Press, 1982. Print. 

Dietrich, Bernard C. "The Spinning of Fate in Homer." Phoenix 16 (1962): 86-101. Print. 



56 
 

Dowden, Ken. The Uses of Greek Mythology. London: Routledge, 1992. Print. 

"Fantasy." Oxford English Dictionary. 3
rd

 ed. 2007. Print. 

Finch-Reyner Sheila. "The Unseen Shore: Thoughts on the Popularity of Fantasy." Journal of 

Popular Culture 18.4 (Spring 1985): 127-134. Print.  

Frye, Northrop. Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1957. Print. 

Giannakis, George. "The "Fate-as-Spinner" motif: A study on the poetic and metaphorical 

language of Ancient Greek and Indo-European (Part I)." Indogermanische 

Forschungen 103 (May 2010): 1-27. Print. 

---. "The "Fate-as-Spinner" motif: A study on the poetic and metaphorical language of 

Ancient Greek and Indo-European (Part II)." Indogermanische Forschungen 104 (May 

2010): 95-109. Print. 

Greene, William Chase. Moira: Fate, Good, and Evil in Greek Thought. New York: Harper & 

Row, 1963. Print. 

Guanio-Uluru, Lykke. Ethics and Form in Fantasy Literature. Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015. Print. 

Hume, Kathryn. Fantasy and Mimesis: Responses to Reality in Western Literature. London: 

Methuen, 1984. Print. 

Irwin, W. R. The Game of the Impossible: A Rhetoric of Fantasy. Urbuna: University of 

Illinois Press, 1976. Print. 

James, Edward. "Tolkien, Lewis and the explosion of genre fantasy." The Cambridge 

Companion to Fantasy Literature. Eds. Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 62-78. Print. 

James, Edward and Farah Mendlesohn. Introduction. The Cambridge Companion to Fantasy 

Literature. Eds. Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012. 1-4. Print. 

Johansen, K. V. "Twenty-first century: J. K. Rowling, Neil Gaiman and Garth Nix." 

Contemporary Literary Criticism 217 (Mar. 2006): 257-260. Print. 



57 
 

Jordan, Robert. The Eye of the World. New York: Tom Doherty Associates, 1990. Print. 

"Jordan, Robert." Something about the Author Vol. 294. 2016. Print. 

Lakoff, George and Mark Johnson. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1980. Print. 

Manlove, C. N. Modern Fantasy: Five Studies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1975. Print. 

Maslen, Rob. Postgraduate taught degree programme: Fantasy. Glasgow University, n. d. 

Web. 14 May 2016. 

Mendlesohn, Farah. Rhetorics of Fantasy. Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2008. 

Print. 

"Metaphor." Oxford English Dictionary. 3
rd

 ed. 2007. Print. 

Miller, Alan L. ""Ame No Miso-Ori Me" (The Heavenly Weaving Maiden): The Cosmic 

Weaver in Early Shinto Myth and Ritual." History of Religions 24.1 (Aug. 1984): 27-

48. Print. 

"Myth." Oxford English Dictionary. 3
rd

 ed. 2007. Print. 

Oziewicz, Marek. One Earth, One People: The Mythopoeic Fantasy Series of Ursula K. Le 

Guin, Lloyd Alexander, Madeleine L'Engle and Orson Scott Card. Jefferson: 

McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 2008. Print. 

---. "Joseph Campbell's "New Mythology" and the Rise of Mythopoeic Fiction." The 

AnaChronisT 13 (2007-2008): 114-130. Print. 

"Popular". Oxford English Dictionary. 3
rd

 ed. 2007. Print. 

Raphals, Lisa. "Fate, Fortune, Chance, and Luck in Chinese and Greek: A Comparative 

Semantic History." Philosophy East and West 53.4 (Oct. 2003): 537-574. Print. 

Ricœur, Paul. A Ricœur Reader: Reflection and Imagination. Ed. M. J. Valdes. London: 

Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991. Print. 

---. The Symbolism of Evil. Boston: Beacon Press, 1967. Print. 



58 
 

Robinson, David M. "The Wheel of Fortune." Classical Philology 41.4 (Oct. 1946): 207-216. 

Print. 

Segal, Robert Alan. Myth: A Very Short Introduction. 2
nd 

ed. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2015. Print. 

---. Theorizing about Myth. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1999. Print. 

Tolkien, J.R.R. "On Fairy-Stories." Tree and Leaf. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 

1965. Print. 

Winterbourne, Anthony. When the Norns Have Spoken: Time and Fate in Germanic 

Paganism. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2004. Print. 

Wolfe, Gary K. "Fantasy from Dryden to Dunsany." The Cambridge Companion to Fantasy 

Literature. Eds. Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012. 7-20. Print. 

Ziolkowski, Eric J. "Don Quijote's Windmill and Fortune's Wheel." The Modern Language 

Review 86.4 (Oct. 1991): 885-897. Print.



 
 





 
 

 


