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      Introduction: “A Knot in the Grain”

    


    
      In the title story of Robin McKinley’s short story collection A Knot in the Grain and Other Stories, Annabelle’s family moves to an old farmhouse in a small town shortly after her sixteenth birthday. A voracious reader and an avid gardener, Annabelle takes solace in planting and maintaining a new garden, and the secret pleasures and old friends of her favorite childhood fantasy books. An additional solace in her new surroundings is her attic bedroom, which affords her an idyllic view of the pastoral landscape into which she has been transplanted.


      The similarities between McKinley’s growing-up years and those of her protagonist can be found in Annabelle’s comforts while adjusting to a new home. McKinley was a self-described “Navy brat” and an insatiable reader who moved regularly. As a young adult, she considered books among her greatest and most constant friends and, even now as an adult, she keeps track of the places where she has been by remembering the books she was reading when she was there. McKinley is able to render Annabelle’s loneliness and anxiety as the “new kid in town” from her own experience.1


      Among the first things Annabelle does to orient herself to her new home and occupy her time in the summer before her junior year of high school is to explore the library. There she seeks out her oldest and most beloved literary friends—the books that have been temporarily misplaced by the move—as a means of finding familiar faces in a new setting. Her trip to the library is rewarded: “The . . . books were in a delicious muddle, from The Reluctant Dragon, which Mom had first read her when she was not quite four, to The Last Unicorn, which she’d read herself out of the adult science fiction a couple of years ago in her old library.” She also succeeds in identifying some potential new friends when she stumbles upon “half a dozen kids of about her age. . . . They stared at one another for a moment; or they stared at her, and she stared at the fact of them without being able to take in much about any of them. After a few seconds one of the girls smiled slightly. . . . ‘Hi,’ she made herself say.”2 And though her literary friends are easier to identify and trust, and Annabelle “flees” the library feeling awkward, the potential flesh-and-blood friends leave the protagonist as well as the reader feeling hopeful; here is a peer group hanging out in the library and promising like-mindedness.


      While reading and gardening, Annabelle spends a good amount of mental energy categorizing the “okay” things about the move. “Okay” things include the view from the attic bedroom and leaving her boyfriend Bill behind (these actually account for one and a half things, but Annabelle can’t quite decide which one is the half), and the library. Other perks include certain liberties in her reading selections. As does McKinley, Annabelle recounts her life as a reader. In a long and significant passage, she notes that from the seventh grade on:


      She’d had less time for reading, and told herself she was outgrowing the fantasy and fairy tales that had been her favorite escape through childhood. When she got into high school and started taking advanced English courses, she kept herself busy with stuff on reading lists; she’d read War and Peace for extra credit over the summer last year. . . . She told herself she didn’t need books about imaginary places and things that weren’t real. But she knew she wouldn’t have had to go on telling herself this if it were really true. So another sort of okay thing about the move became that she let herself read anything she wanted, and didn’t even look at the “classics for young adults” reading list hanging on a chain at the librarian’s desk. But it was a little scary, too, because she knew she was older, and wondered if she was going backward somehow, and the stories sometimes looked different from what she remembered, and some she liked better than she had and some worse. (“Grain,” 164)


      The disorientation of the move, and of having one’s routine lost to a sea of moving boxes, frees Annabelle and allows her to justify her choice of reading material. What’s “okay” is that, through the library, Annabelle is able to surround herself with comforting companions.


      And yet Annabelle is still lonely for her peer group. Her loneliness is perhaps exacerbated by what her carefully justified choice of reading indicates to her: not that she has outgrown the “fantasy and fairy tales that had been her favorite escape through childhood,” but that she has developed a more adult relationship with the genre. The resulting awareness that she is growing up is “a little scary.” Fantasy and fairy tale thereby shift from offering an “escape” to offering a kind of grounding, a reminder of who Annabelle has been and who she is turning out to be.


      Annabelle’s exploration of her attic bedroom brings her in touch with a knot in the grain of a rafter which, like the favorite books of her childhood, she returns to, running her fingers over it when feeling pensive or in need of the reassurance of familiarity. Rather a knot in the grain herself, Annabelle is stuck; she has not yet found her way into her new life in a new town. But shortly after finding the knot, and coinciding with her “catching up on new stuff by authors she’d officially missed—Peter Dickinson, Diana Wynne Jones, Margaret Mahy” (“Grain,” 178)—fantasy that she is now reading with an increasingly adult perspective—Annabelle discovers a hidden pull-down stairway to an annex of her attic room. The annex is a writer’s retreat, lined with bookshelves and a fully equipped writing desk. In the annex, Annabelle also finds a box, filled with small, irregular metal shapes that tingle to the touch. Gradually, she learns that the shapes grant her wishes and that her lovely new town is soon to be dissected by the construction of a superhighway. Annabelle attends a town meeting with some new friends from the library—among them Nell, a writer whom she likes immediately (“she almost had to like anyone who would admit in public that she still reread The Borrowers the summer before her junior year of high school” [“Grain,” 187]). Although she has sworn off using magic instead of her own hard work, Annabelle lies awake considering the options.


      Annabelle carefully wishes that her old car Clunker will start quietly, and for once it does. She drives in a wide, ragged circle around town, periodically stopping to bury a shape from the box. Just as she is settling the last piece into the ground, it occurs to Annabelle to make a final wish, that the attic-over-the-attic no longer be there and that her relationship with the supernatural should not continue, for she is, as she describes it, “an ordinary girl,” and she would like to remain just that. Well schooled by her reading of fantasy and fairy tales, Annabelle exercises an innate healthy respect for magic. Her final actions, the planting of a protective boundary around her new home, sowing hope in the ground like so many seeds, even her wish that the attic-above-the-attic will disappear, reveals her faith in natural magic.


      McKinley, too, has learned this lesson from the fantasies and fairy tales she read while growing up. In her work, ordinary girls are capable of extraordinary things; they live with magic but never rely on it, and their honest efforts are rewarded by the salvation of their people and their ultimate sense of belonging. The profound influence of her girlhood reading, especially of fairy tales and fantasy, can be seen in the three main bodies of her work as examined in the following pages:


      1. The novels and short stories of Damar, which introduce and develop McKinley’s secondary world. These high fantasies weave the tales of Damar’s heroic figures as well as its invisible and unsung folk with its rich geographic, social, political, and linguistic history.


      2. The retellings of folk and fairy tales, which reveal not only McKinley’s encyclopedic knowledge of source stories but her respectful and highly literate approach to their contemporary adaptation.


      3. Her other works, less easily categorized but generally most recent, written for more mature readers, and featuring a diverse set of influences from vampires to homeopathy.


      A dominant theme that runs through McKinley’s work is a feminist articulation of character and social setting. McKinley’s protagonists—almost always female—are girls who do things, who get to have adventures. In interviews and award acceptance speeches, the author has described the impetus of this theme in her own young adulthood. Frustrated with passive heroines in the books with which she grew up, McKinley righted this wrong in her own work.


      Using the classic plot lines of fantasy and fairy tale, McKinley contemporizes both genres through “the McKinley girls.” As seen in the first few chapters, her Damarian heroines are born into, or discover that they rightfully belong in, a social system that includes women warriors and matriarchal inheritance. The next chapters examine the proactive fairy tale heroines that characterize her retellings: capable girls who battle their enemies and determine their own futures. In the final chapters, McKinley’s twenty-something girls are confident and experienced people who see men neither as knights in shining armor nor their opponents to equal rights. Her only male protagonist of a novel is a teenage “mom.” Throughout McKinley’s work, her female friendships are sisterhoods, and romantic love is based on equality and compassion.


      From her early fantasies, through her retellings, and in her recent works, whether she is writing for young adults or crossover readers, she develops and promotes a third-wave feminist agenda—one increasingly more inclusive as influenced by turn-of-the-century postcolonial feminism, drawing parallels between women and patriarchy with more diverse subgroups and dominant cultures; ecofeminism, equating the oppression of women and nature; and gender studies, analyzing the phenomenon of gender as a social and cultural construct. Girl reader turned woman writer, Robin McKinley reminds us of where we have been and describes our current condition.


      Notes


      1. For this and all biographical references, the reader is referred to Robin McKinley’s official website, www.robinmckinley.com.


      2. “A Knot in the Grain,” A Knot in the Grain and Other Stories (New York: Harper Trophy, 1982), 161–62. Hereafter referred to as “Grain.”
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      The Novels of Damar

    


    
      The World of Damar


      The Hero and the Crown and The Blue Sword describe the world of Damar, a fantasy landscape. These two novels tell stories from its literary, military, and political history through the eyes of two female heroes. While the author has explained that most of her novels and short stories are set in Damar—with the most obvious exclusions being The Outlaws of Sherwood and the title story “A Knot in the Grain”—The Hero and the Crown and The Blue Sword specifically treat the construction and development of this world and the coming-of-age of the continent and its ruling forces.


      The Damar of The Hero and the Crown and The Blue Sword is a continent of desert and hills. As we are told in “A Pool in the Desert,” a short story in the collection Water: Tales of Elemental Spirits, Damar is a “subcontinent in southwestern Asia [that] comprises a large landmass including both inland plains, mostly desert with irregular pockets of fertile ground, between its tall and extensive mountain ranges, and a long curved peninsula of gentler and more arable country in the south.”1


      Published as a prequel, The Hero and the Crown introduces the legendary Lady Aerin, dragon killer, and describes the City that houses the royal family, the sols and solas (princesses and princes), carefully ranked in relation to the king. In Aerin’s day, the royal family thrives, and the palace is full to capacity. When Harry Crewe of The Blue Sword arrives uncounted generations later, the stone city is a cold and forbidding place, empty and without comfort.


      In an author’s note, Robin McKinley is careful to explain that “The Hero and the Crown takes place some considerable span of years before the time of The Blue Sword. There are a few fairly dramatic topographic differences between the Damar of Aerin’s day and that of Harry’s.” Presumably, McKinley is referring to the hills and the lush valleys that dominate the setting of Damar for Aerin in The Hero and the Crown. Aerin saves Damar from the evil machinations of a poisonous wizard, and the vast desert of Harry’s Damar is singed into being by Maur’s severed head.


      McKinley’s note also reminds her readers to be careful not to draw too fine a map of the author’s fantasy world. Clearly plagued by fans demanding more stories of Damar written with a painstakingly—and arguably unnecessary—explication of its geography, McKinley firmly states that there are more novels of Damar in process and recommends that the Damarian historians and map-makers among her readership give up their insistences rather than be driven mad by her sworn promise not to deliver or appease.


      Although McKinley’s message is characteristically prickly and privacy seeking, the author’s reasoning is understandable. Fantasy readers may be spoiled by the architectonic constructions of such fantasy series writers as J. R. R. Tolkien, Philip Pullman, or J. K. Rowling. But the creation of McKinley’s Damar and its stories is an ongoing process, one shaped less by some master plan than by a serendipitous marriage of imagination and experience. McKinley’s stories of Damar reveal her experiences as a girl reader and the arguments of a woman writer. By first examining the longer narratives of Damar, by getting to know the country in some depth, and then taking in the details of the short stories, we are rewarded with an increased appreciation of the author and her works.


      The Hero and the Crown


      The Hero and the Crown tells the story of Lady Aerin when the legendary queen and dragon killer was a young woman. In Aerin, McKinley creates a character who may credibly inherit the status of legend, one who comes of age through a series of epiphanies throughout this classic quest novel.


      Named for her mother and for Aerinha, the Damarian “goddess of honor and flame” who “first taught men to forge their blades,”2 the young legend-to-be Aerin is a prototype for McKinley’s heroines and has much in common with the author. Many aspects of Aerin’s character and experiences are similar to McKinley’s, and through her, McKinley shares her insights and observations on young adulthood.


      A “military brat” who was regularly transplanted by her military family, Jennifer Robin McKinley grew up a well-traveled, bookish outsider who understands a career of duty and honor. McKinley’s Aerin is the only daughter of the king and his second wife, who was a Northerner, an outsider, and reputed to be a witch. Despite her legitimate claims to royalty, Lady Aerin just doesn’t belong; the flaming red hair and pale skin that set her apart from her countrymen are daily reminders of her unnatural nativity.


      McKinley “grew up believing that books were more reliable than people,” and with strong attachments to animals. During her self-prescribed training, Aerin loses herself in quasi-historical dragon lore and her scientific research and development of kennet, a fire- and heat-proof balm. This balm also proves effective on Talat, the retired war horse whom Aerin adopts and with whom she has much in common. Wounded in battle, the once-proud stallion is older and lame. Egged on by her vain and contemptuous cousin Galanna, Aerin eats a leaf from the surka vine, which is reputed to be fatal to those not of royal blood. What does not kill her makes her stronger, but only after a long and very serious illness. It takes two years for Aerin to sweat “the last of the surka out of her system,” and she does so partly through swordplay and military training received from her cousin Tor, the first sola who shall inherit the throne (Hero, 45). While recovering, Aerin cares also for Talat, exercising his leg until he is able to carry a rider; she becomes adept with a sword, and through painstaking experimentation learns the exact amounts for the production of kennet.


      Lady Aerin and her story bear McKinley’s indelible stamp. Almost all her young adult protagonists are female but not at all “girly.” Without apology, Aerin can’t stand doing—and cannot do well—anything traditionally feminine, such as mending. She has no interest in the fine clothes she is frequently required to wear (although these clothes are carefully described). Aerin, like McKinley herself, and like all the McKinley girls, is tall and tomboyish. The reader is told that the dragon killer had been “large and awkward” as a child and tended to break things by mere proximity (Hero, 13). One unfortunate result of this has been that it calls unwanted attention and serves as a reminder of Aerin’s foreignness to her nonsupporters.


      The legendary Lady Aerin of The Hero and the Crown dislikes the feminine finery she is expected to wear, particularly for formal occasions. The sol is more comfortable in leggings and tunics, which can better withstand the smears of fire-resistant “kennet” to which they are subjected and are better suited to the riding of retired war horses and the slaying of dragons. This is the clothing Aerin-sol chooses for her adventures, the clothing in which she rides out of the City and into the Hills in to face Maur the Black Dragon and the evil wizard Agsded, who would destroy Damar.


      Aerin is not conventionally pretty, as with the majority of the McKinley girls (although they come into their own with the coming-of-age), and she has a wry, self-deprecating sense of humor. As Teka, her beloved nursemaid, explains, Aerin is not a beauty but she does catch one’s eye. Aerin retorts that this is just the result of her orange hair. The daughter of the king and a witch-woman from the North, flame-haired and pale-skinned against the dark-haired and dark-eyed people of the land to which she was born, Aerin fears that what her malicious cousin Perlith says is true, that she does not carry true royal blood, that she’s an embarrassment. Her public image is only made worse when Tor, the first sola and heir to the crown, teaches her swordplay and she rides Talat, the retired three-legged war horse. But her fears do not force her to abandon her pursuits.


      Aerin is an outsider and persistently blind to matters of romantic love. When the lovestruck Tor kisses her for the first time, the dragon killer hugs him absentmindedly, her mind on the development of the dragon balm, kennet. Despite all contrary evidence, she is convinced that Tor’s affection for her is that of a “farmer’s son’s love for his pet chicken” (Hero, 17). This indicates both Aerin’s lack of romantic interest in Tor as well as her low estimation of herself. Although she is at times painfully aware of her shortcomings, of the ways in which she does not fit in, she remains true to herself; she acknowledges her strengths and holds high expectations for herself.


      Additionally, like all of the McKinley girls, Aerin is driven. She spends three years on the development of the recipe for kennet and more than that training with Tor to be an accomplished swordswoman, putting in hours of repetitive, grueling physical practice. She alternates between wanting to be invisible, especially to the many cousins and countrymen who distrust her and wish her ill, and wanting to be of useful service to her father and his subjects. Just days after she discovers the recipe for kennet, Talat promises recovery, and it seems that her goal may be achieved of becoming a successful slayer of the dragons who are terrorizing and destroying the kingdom. Aerin may never belong, but perhaps she may be needed.


      She becomes increasingly useful to her kingdom, although her father is rather too distracted to take her full measure. He has problems of his own, for there is an uprising threatening. Relentlessly demon driven by the Northerners, nearly broken by them, Damarians to the north of the king’s city are poised to invade. It looks futile, and even more so since the king is not in possession of the Hero’s Crown, a circlet of gold that is believed to hold the strength of Damar. Its disappearance threatens the kingdom and its people. Without the Hero’s Crown, the king’s army will surely fall before the Northerners, and Damar as Aerin knows it will be lost. The situation seems hopeless and grim.


      Concurrently, the increase in demon-driven activity has brought about an upsurge in dragon-related phenomena. Whether this upsurge is occurring naturally or has been supernaturally initiated to distract the king from the Northerners’ plot is uncertain. The bad tidings nevertheless prove positive for Aerin. Finally of use to her father and his subjects, and with full knowledge of kennet, the fire-proofing balm, she takes it upon herself to quest after and slay the dragons that are vexing her people. While not endearing her to the court, Aerin’s success as a dragon slayer wins her the love and admiration of the succored Damarian villages, who express their gratitude by composing heroic ballads about her feats, thereby insuring her status as a legend.


      Shortly thereafter, Aerin asks to ride west with the king and his army. The king hopes to persuade Damarian allies to join Damar in the fight against the North, rather than join the Northerners in a fight against Damar. When her father denies her request, Aerin is hurt and frustrated. Despite her popularity throughout the villages, and having been given a sword and title of service to king and country, Aerin feels that the rumor of her birth continues to mask her best and loyal intentions. She is commanded to stay at home partly because her father the king cannot afford to travel with the daughter of a woman who came from the North.


      Despite Aerin’s feelings of betrayal and inadequacy, she awakes at dawn to bid goodbye to her father, Tor, and their army. Just as she holds the stirrup for her father’s mount, a messenger arrives with news that the Black Dragon, Maur, has awoken and is terrorizing the border villages to the North. Without the king’s knowledge, Aerin rides out to meet the great evil.


      Aerin’s meeting with Maur proves to be both successful—in that she slays the Black Dragon—and near fatal. She sustains wounds that disfigure, immobilize, and dispirit her. Thus, although she returns to the city victorious and with her legendary status enhanced, Aerin is profoundly sick in body and soul. In her weakened condition, she hears the dragon laughing at her, mocking her from where his severed head hangs in the Great Hall. For the second time since the beginning of the novel (when Aerin eats the surka leaf) she suffers an illness that pains those who love her—in particular her nurse, Teka, the only mother she has ever known, and Tor, whose romantic love for her blossoms in high McKinley style on Aerin’s eighteenth birthday and continues to grow. Teka and Tor fear for her life. With Maur relentlessly plaguing her, even in her sleep, Aerin almost doesn’t hear the dream-voice of a man promising to help her, to heal her, if only she comes to him.


      Eventually, Aerin listens to the voice and follows its direction. Her departure from the city marks the true beginning of Aerin’s quest. This departure is much less conscious than the one undertaken to slay Maur. Weakened by the Black Dragon’s poisonous whisperings—an evil so insidious as to prey upon the doubt and despair of its victims—Aerin leaves a note for Tor explaining her absence and promising her return, if possible. Then the dragon killer and Talat, her stalwart steed, wander into the mountains to find the man of her dreams, the only one who might cure her.


      The mysterious man with the far-reaching voice is revealed to be the mage Luthe. Luthe is “not quite mortal,” a long-lived and reclusive sort who nevertheless cares deeply for Damar and the lives of its people, both of which he watches from his elusive encampment at the edge of the Lake of Dreams in the Damarian mountains. There time passes at a slower pace; Aerin spends many seasons recovering from the psychically parasitic infection of Maur, from her lonely childhood along the margins, and whatever lasting effects the surka leaf may have had, while the world outside stands still (rather like a reverse Sleeping Beauty). It is Luthe who, to save Aerin, must make her like him, “neither human . . . nor mortal” (Hero, 165).


      Luthe tends and teaches Aerin and gives her the Blue Sword, Gonturan, by which she must defeat the evil wizard Agsded. Agsded is Luthe’s nemesis from their days together as student mages. He is Aerin’s mother’s brother, a great wizard who has whipped the Northerners into rebellion against Damar and woken the dragon Maur, and who it is believed can only be defeated by “one of his blood” (Hero, 165). The purpose of her quest, the destiny to which she has been born, is made clear: Aerin must vanquish this greatest of evils and master of masters. With the arrival of spring, Aerin and Talat leave Luthe’s encampment to meet with Agsded and fulfill her destiny.


      Along the way, she is joined by a company of wild folstza, enormous and powerful wild cats, and by a pack of yerigs, wild dogs twice the size of the royal hounds. In the tradition of the McKinley girls, Aerin meets her greatest challenge, as a solitary and unlikely tomboy-princess flanked by her many loyal animal friends. Her band travels north and east through Damar until they come upon a tower the size of a mountain. There Aerin must leave her trusted animal army and climb the seemingly endless stairs toward the great evil who is one of her blood.


      Like the Black Dragon Maur, the evil wizard Agsded’s form of attack is to wear Aerin down by bruising the old wounds of her deepest fears—the shame and anxiety of being an outsider, of not belonging, of being undeserving of her birthright and distrusted by her people. At the top of the tower stairs, down a long dark corridor and behind double doors framed with a red light, they meet. Agsded strikes against Aerin’s parentage, her position among her people, her perceived unworthiness. He claims that her mother is the reason that Aerin is reviled by her people; he suggests that her father, Arlbeth the king, has said and done nothing in her defense; he proposes that Tor only loves her because she has cast a spell on him to do so and not because she is loveable herself. The evil wizard then goes on to describe her lonely quest as proof of her illegitimacy: she comes alone, as a runaway and without even a foot soldier. And finally, the great Agsded turns to the subject of Luthe, Aerin’s greatest ally and truest friend, calling him “slow” and capable only of children’s games.


      This is Agsded’s mistake, for Aerin is sure of Luthe above all else; her well-being has been restored by his healing; her confidence has grown through his patient tutelage. She forcefully denies Agsded’s “nonsense,” his “cheap insults” (Hero, 187). It is a significant turning point for Aerin, as the evil wizard who is of her own blood is also the embodiment of her worst fears. Agsded’s laugh and hazel eyes are strikingly similar to her own, and Aerin recognizes her uncle immediately, having seen his face in her own mirror. As closely related to her as he is, the similarities between them and Agsded’s overconfident error in judgment allow her to see even more clearly the differences between them. With an epiphany, she comes to appreciate what her long coming-of-age has proven to be true about her: that she is brave, capable, and deserving of love, that she is, after all, not like Agsded, nor the sum of her childhood hurts and fears. The dragon killer notices that her uncle’s hair is the color hers used to be before it was burned off by the dragon Maur and grew in a deeper color. Aerin has been healed by Luthe but also through her own heroism. So empowered, she raises Gonturan the Blue Sword against the evil wizard who would destroy Damar, her beloved home.


      Aerin and Agsded are well matched. She has swum in Luthe’s Lake of Dreams and is not quite mortal, and he wears the long-lost Hero’s Crown against which no mortal can stand. Their combat—his red sword against her Gonturan the Blue—exerts both the master mage and the dragon killer. But Aerin’s life lessons culminate in battle and serve her well. She defeats Agsded by denying his evil, throwing a surka wreath with concentrated evil (a dragon stone formed by the last drop of blood from the heart of the Black Dragon nestled deep inside) over the head of the great wizard. Agsded dies screaming in a ring of fire. The tower falls.


      At first Aerin believes that her quest is a failure, since her dream of bringing the Hero’s Crown back to the City and presenting it to her father and Tor seems dashed. She awakes from the tower’s collapse to find herself in a strange setting, lying against a pile of rubble, without the Hero’s Crown. It is a brief sense of failure, however. The Hero’s Crown, along with the dragon stone, are returned to Aerin by the folstza king and the yerig queen, the loyal animals who accompany Aerin and Talat back to their beloved City.


      They travel partway with Luthe, who has once again come to her aid. Aerin and Luthe’s deep love for each other is consummated before a bittersweet parting. Aerin’s new not-quite-mortal condition, a condition shared by Luthe, suggests that they will meet again, once Aerin has concluded her quest and fulfilled her duties. She returns to the City with the Hero’s Crown, arriving just as the City is about to fall to the Northern rebels, saves Damar from ruin, and goes on to marry Tor and rule with him as a beloved queen of Damar. The novel concludes with a historical snapshot of the integrated woman Aerin is destined to become: a legendary queen whose past and future self must wait until she is no longer honor-bound to serve her people, but destined to live beyond them by Luthe’s side at his encampment on the shores of the Lake of Dreams, a true “living” legend.


      The Blue Sword


      In The Blue Sword, the sequel to The Hero and the Crown, the mage Luthe tells Angharad “Harry” Crewe: “‘In you two worlds meet. There is no one on both sides with you, so you must learn to take your own counsel; and not to fear what is strange, if you know it also to be true.

      . . . It is not an enviable position, being a bridge.’”3 Luthe should know, being a bridge himself. (He simplifies his situation by calling himself a bridge between the past and the present, although as such he also bridges the human and the supernatural and Damar’s mythic legends and contemporary politics.) Ostensibly, Luthe is referring to Harry as a bridge between two worlds—that of Damar, the country she discovers as her true home, and of the Homeland to which she was born, a country assiduously engaged in colonizing Damar and bearing other resemblances to Great Britain.


      Published two years before The Hero and the Crown but taking place perhaps hundreds of generations after Lady Aerin’s time, McKinley’s The Blue Sword contains a plot line sensitive to the concerns of contemporary postcolonialism. While the great majority of McKinley’s novels are set in Damar—the world of McKinley’s imagination, her own Middle-earth—her novels of Damar are the two most occupied with telling the story of that world rather than stories that have taken place in that world. The Hero and the Crown tells the story of Damar’s mythic history through Aerin, its legendary warrior queen; The Blue Sword tells the story of Damar’s colonial period through Harry, who acts as a bridge between the Homelanders who are colonizing Damar and the Hillfolk who are its indigenous people. Born and raised in the Homeland, Damar is nevertheless in Harry’s very blood. Her great-great-grandmother was a highborn Hillwoman, and the magic of the Hillfolk runs strong and true in Harry’s veins. In The Blue Sword, it is this trait that explains Harry’s outsider status, common to the McKinley girls and to the author herself. In the Homeland and among the Homelanders, Harry has never quite fit in; she has always been a bit of an oddball.


      Like her fellow McKinley girls, Harry’s misfit qualities are related to her lack of feminine graces or interests. At the opening of the novel, following the death of her father in the Homeland, Harry travels to Istan, Damar, where her brother, now her guardian, has been posted by the Homelander military. Newly arrived, Harry reflects on her uncommon character with some concern for the embarrassment and inconvenience she may cause her brother Dickie. She considers both her lack of classic female beauty (too big, taller than most men, never considered a beauty but largely unconcerned by that), as well as her disinclination for traditional female pursuits. She prefers books, particularly adventure novels with a swashbuckling hero, a beautiful horse, and a silver sword. Harry’s embroidery is barely fair, and her only incentive to learn to dance has been its benefit to her balance in the saddle.


      Under the guardianship of her brother, Harry sees herself as an encumbrance, and her days spent at the Residency under the care of Lady Amelia and Sir Charles Greenough as empty of purpose. The residency is located in Istan (the Hillfolk’s Ihistan) at the edge of the Damarian desert, under the shadow of the Ossander Mountains, which are the only area of Damar still under native rule. It serves the General Leonard Ernest Mundy Fort at the border of colonized Damar, where Harry’s brother Dickie is stationed under the command of Colonel Jack Dedham.


      The stately interior of the Residency, with its chiming grandfather clock and draperied windows (absurd for desert living but typical of colonial British furnishings), shows the dramatic differences between the Homeland and native Damar. The Residency also serves to describe both Harry’s unsuitability for life as an Outlander and her increasing attraction to all things Damarian. Despite their kindnesses, Sir Charles and Lady Amelia cannot assuage Harry’s discomfort at the Residency. But she is not without empathetic friends; Colonel Jack Dedham reveals himself as another one compelled and enchanted by Damar.


      Harry’s time is indeed empty of purpose, occupied by horse riding with Beth and Cassie Peterson (who are close to her in age and the reputed beauties of the station) and attending dances, escorted by Dickie. It is upon return from a ride with the Misses Peterson, with the intention of attending a dance that very evening, that Harry first encounters Corlath, the king of the Hillfolk.


      Corlath has swallowed his pride and put aside his (not unfounded) prejudice against the Homelanders—whom the Hillfolk call Outlanders—in an attempt to save what’s left of his native kingdom from the Northerners. Still and always a threat to Damar from Aerin’s day to the present, the Northerners are also a threat to the colonials. But the Outlanders’ inability to recognize this, coupled with Her Majesty’s government’s long-distance mandate not to get involved in any civil disputes, renders Corlath’s offer of alliance futile. Angered by the Outlanders’ disinterest in the plight of his people and unimpressed by their lack of foresight, Corlath’s kelar—the Gift that runs through highborn Damarians and that allowed Aerin to withstand the ingestion of the surka leaf in The Hero and the Crown—is unchecked when he sets his eyes on Harry.


      Corlath is surprised into having some respect for Harry when she endures his furious golden gaze. Impressed by her fortitude, if not by her looks, Corlath reflects upon the strength he sees in Harry’s face. Corlath would like to dismiss Harry, as he has the shortsighted Outlander men with whom he deigned attempt alliance, but his kelar—here working as a prophetic and visionary sixth sense—insists that this girl is important to him, to Damar. And so, with shame at the ignoble act, Corlath returns to the Residency to kidnap Harry in the middle of the night.


      Although surprised and alarmed by her capture, Harry’s poor fit among the Outlanders and her relief at being wrested away from the Residency can be seen in her reaction to it. Harry is more concerned with maintaining her dignity than with terror or homesickness, for in truth she feels neither. And she recovers quickly from her kidnapping. Although she is frustrated by her—and Corlath’s—lack of understanding about her role in current events, Harry finds that she feels a greater sense of being in her new surroundings. After restless days spent without purpose, Harry experiences an awakening in the desert and hills of Damar. While she recalls the “garden country” of her former life, Damar is immediately more vivid than the indistinctly recalled native home to which she never belonged.


      Like Corlath, Harry prefers to be in traveling encampments in the desert, sleeping and eating in the peaked tents the Hillfolk call “zotars,” which can be easily collapsed and moved across the desert and made welcoming with embroidered pillows and bed rolls, rather than the forbidding and formal stone city. Similarly, Harry prefers the clothes best suited to desert encampment—long, light-colored tunics tied with bright sashes and worn over loose, wide-legged pants—over the ceremonial robes of Damar, stiffened by embroidery.


      The now full days she enjoys with Corlath and the King’s Riders at the Hillfolk encampment—days full of purpose and directed focus—undoubtedly contribute to Harry’s indistinct recall of her native land. To acclimate Harry to their way of life, to learn how her obvious belonging might fit into their plans for the immediate future, Corlath chooses to prepare her for the imminent battle with the Northerners. They need all the soldiers they can get, and the vision Harry receives when she drinks the Water of Sight suggests that she is well suited to that position. Of the King’s Riders, an esteemed and prestigious group of soldiers not unlike the Arthurian Knights of the Round Table, Corlath assigns Mathin to be Harry’s teacher. Mathin begins her instruction by teaching Harry the language of the Hills one word at a time as they circle the encampment. Shortly thereafter, they travel into the Hills, camping in a protected valley for six weeks while Mathin trains Harry to ride her own horse, Tsornin (Sungold), bareback, as the Hillfolk do, and to wield a sword. Mathin also teaches Harry their language and shares many of the customs and stories of Damar, Harry’s new home.


      Among the best-loved stories are those about the Lady Aerin, dragon killer, who visits Harry in dream visions and is a source of comfort to her. A Damarian matriarch and one of its greatest female warriors, Aerin is an important exemplar for Harry, who has always felt like an oversized curiosity set apart by her lack of femininity. Even in Damar, Harry is exceptional. The only woman among the King’s Riders, she fears that she is a pet or a nuisance. But Lady Aerin’s visits help assure Harry that she belongs among the Hillfolk and that she is central to Damar’s history.


      As she grows more confident as a Damarian, more convinced of Corlath’s cause, and more surefooted in the native landscape of Damar, Harry’s recollections of the land and people to which she was born become even more indistinct. She remembers her green and garden-filled homeland, her brother Richard and Colonel Jack Dedham, but her remembrances are dimmed by the long and arduous days spent in training and the evenings spent in cultural instruction. Finally, Harry is living the active and purposeful life she has long desired. She thrives under Mathin’s tutelage and proves herself with distinction. Once she has unhorsed her patient and beloved teacher, Harry is ready to compete at the Laprun Trials, where the most gifted warriors compete for the honor of serving in the king’s army.


      The Laprun Trials, for which Harry has been training so exhaustively, both mask and highlight several of her anxieties. The focus they demand from her forces Harry to shut out her growing awareness of the love she has for Corlath as well as her fears that she does not belong in the Hills despite her desperate desire to do so. Harry’s shifting sense of identity is articulated in the novel through the many permutations of her name. Unable to pronounce “Harry,” the Hillfolk call her Hari, short for Harimad (“Mad Harry,” she thinks) (Sword, 103), and Harimad-sol because she is gifted with kelar and is therefore clearly of noble blood. After she gains notoriety by coming in first at the Laprun Trials and is finally unhorsed by Corlath himself, she is also called laprun-minta (Laprun First) and Damalur-sol (Lady Hero). It is Damalur-sol that makes her most uncomfortable.


      Even though she is given Lady Aerin’s sword Gonturan and made a King’s Rider at a formal ceremony in the King’s City, Harry questions her position among the Hillfolk. She worries that Corlath has singled her out as a lady hero visited by the legendary queen, not because she has proven herself as equal to the king’s riders or worthy of that distinction, but because the king feels that his people need someone to look up to, a connection to the golden age of Damar. Harry worries that she is useful only as an icon, to give the Damarians hope and inspire them to fight the Northerners with greater confidence than they might have otherwise. For Harry is, after all, a McKinley girl; adoration makes her uncomfortable; she fears that she will let the cause down; she is a self-doubting hero disinterested in fame or glory yet fated to accomplish great things.


      Harry’s self-doubt continues to weigh heavily upon her as she finds herself at odds with Corlath, for the King and his Damalur-sol are in disagreement regarding his military strategy for the upcoming battle with the Northerners. The point of dispute is the Northwest Pass, by which intruders may access the entire Province, leaving vulnerable the mountains, the only parts of the old kingdom of Damar that remain under Damarian rule. Corlath refuses to position soldiers at the Pass, as his numbers are too few to risk anyone who might stand against the Northerners. Harry is convinced that the Pass presents a real threat and that Corlath is therefore being dangerously shortsighted and pigheaded, yet she cannot help but wonder if it is she who is in error, having been born and raised an Outlander and thus perhaps lacking a proper native understanding. Still, her time among the Hillfolk and her training with Mathin has taught Harry to pay attention to the hints and hunches of her kelar, so she breaks with Corlath and his army, determined to hold the Pass on her own for as long as she is able.


      Harry and her trusted war horse, Tsornin, and the foltsza Narknon, who has become loyal to her, are followed by two friends and admirers of Harry’s from the Laprun Trials, Senay and Terim. Along the way, their number is increased by soldiers from Senay’s father’s village. Led by their reluctant but grateful leader, the small band travels to Fort Mundy to seek aid from Colonel Jack Dedham.


      Back among the people of her home culture, the changes in Harry are unmistakable. Her onetime admirer Tom Lloyd “found himself thinking . . . without putting any of it into words, that the girl he had danced with months ago, and thought about as he blacked his boots, and lost sleep over when she disappeared, was gone forever” (Sword, 199). In conversation with Harry, Jack Dedham remarks, “‘You’re different, you know, than you were when you still lived with us Outlanders. Something deeper than the sunburn,’” to which Harry replies, “‘I am different. But the difference is a something riding me as I ride Sungold’” (Sword, 222).


      Colonel Dedham attributes Harry’s discomfort to command responsibility; by the time she arrives at the Northwest Pass to await the Northerners, Harry rides at the head of a small army consisting of Hillfolk (Terim, Senay, and her people), some sympathetic Outlanders (Jack Dedham, a couple dozen army veterans who “don’t have much to lose,” and her brother Richard) (Sword, 238), the filanon (legendary women archers), and various and assorted animal friends (this is a McKinley novel, after all; fantastic animal characters are just as “real,” as fully realized, and as necessary to the story as the human characters—and generally with more reliable judgments).


      Harry’s followers stand by her—despite her warnings that this is a losing battle, that she hopes only to hold off the Northerners and buy as much time as she can for Corlath and his army, and despite that she expects to lose her life doing so. Ultimately, of course, Harry’s stand saves the lives and interests of all those she represents and who stand with her, since many of the Northerners—hideously half-human—do indeed storm the Northwest Pass.


      The battle between Harry’s small army and the vast hordes of Northerners lasts two days. On the first day of battle, Harry’s band is reduced by nearly half. She encourages those remaining to retreat to safety. They refuse. On the second day of battle, Harry climbs into the mountain, armed only with Lady Aerin’s sword Gonturan. She calls on Lady Aerin and Corlath for strength and support, raises her sword, and brings the mountains down upon the Northern army. She does so with the same supernatural efficiency with which her guide, the Lady Aerin, defeated the evil wizard Agsded. Like Aerin, too, Harry awakes among a pile of rubble, unsure of what she has done or what has transpired. She is helped to her feet by her closest friends and supporters, her brother Richard, Jack Dedham, Terim, Senay, and Narknon.


      Even having accomplished this great deed, contributing to and ensuring the defeat of the Northern army, thereby saving the kingdom of Damar, Harry’s return to Corlath and his army is fraught with anxiety: Will Corlath be angry with her for leaving? Will he accept her back as a King’s Rider? Will he regard her insubordination as the traitorous actions of an Outlander? What she discovers is that Corlath has had his own share of self-doubt and anxiety: Does she love me as I love her? Or am I just the inflexible soldier king who kidnapped her from home, friends, and family? As a result, the joy of Harry and Corlath’s reunion is satisfyingly mutual.


      As is common in McKinley’s works and typical of the McKinley girls, Harry has not allowed herself to dwell upon or articulate her romantic love for another until she has completed the heroic task assigned to her. Upon meeting again, Corlath explains in his native Hill speech that, according to Damarian custom, a couple who have promised each other may exchange sashes, thereby pledging their honor to each other and their intention to be recognized by their community. In the hope that Harry will return to him, will return his affections and prove his faith in her, Corlath has been wearing Harry’s abandoned sash. Harry’s answer, also in Hill speech, that her heart and her honor have belonged to Corlath for the past many months, explains the acute dread she felt when journeying back to her king. Like Corlath, Harry could not see her love for him until they were parted, and then she feared that she could not return to him. Having thus pledged their troths, Harry and Corlath’s exchange is quickly translated for the Outlanders—Jack, Dickie, and the others—who have followed Harry into native Damar and thereby severed their ties to the Homeland. Harry and Corlath’s cross-cultural union is then celebrated by the Outlanders and Damarians who have stood both with the king and the queen-to-be.


      Luthe’s prophetic description of Harry as a bridge between two worlds is accurate both circumstantially and deliberately. Born with both Hillfolk and Homelander blood, stolen from the border town of Istan to defeat an army ultimately threatening both her blood cultures, Harry finds herself an active learner and a necessary translator. This circumstantial experience prepares her to use her position as a bridge with a self-conscious deliberateness. Once Harry marries Corlath and is both queen and rider, she is careful to establish goodwill between the Homeland and Damar, righting the balance of colonial power: “And so diplomatic relations between Outlander and Damarian began, for the first time since Outlanders had come over the sea and seized as much as they could” (Sword, 271). This is a diplomacy also reflected in Harry’s acceptance of her position as a bridge, as a being who is of two worlds but who has grown into a fully integrated person, Damar’s lady hero.


      Notes


      1. “A Pool in the Desert,” Water: Tales of Elemental Spirits (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 2002), 230.


      2. The Hero and the Crown (New York: Puffin, 1984), 18. Hereafter referred to as Hero.


      3. The Blue Sword (New York: Puffin, 1982), 99. Hereafter referred to as Sword.
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