“On Fairy-Stories”
Excerpt of essay by J.R.R. Tolkien (1947)

Children
The common opinion seems to be that there is a natural connection
between the minds of children and fairy-stories, of the same order as the
connection between children's bodies and milk. I think this is an error…
Actually, the association of children and fairy-stories is an accident of our
domestic history. Fairy-stories have in the modern lettered world been
relegated to the “nursery,” as shabby or old-fashioned furniture is
relegated to the play-room, primarily because the adults do not want it, and
do not mind if it is misused.
Fairy-stories banished in this way, cut off from a full adult art, would in
the end be ruined; indeed in so far as they have been so banished, they
have been ruined.

Fantasy
The human mind is capable of forming mental images of things not
actually present. The faculty of conceiving the images is naturally called
Imagination. Fantasy is a natural human activity. It certainly does not
destroy or even insult Reason; and it does not either blunt the appetite for,
nor obscure the perception of, scientific verity. On the contrary. The
keener and the clearer is the reason, the better fantasy will it make. Fantasy
remains a human right: we make in our measure and in our derivative
mode, because we are made: and not only made, but made in the image
and likeness of a Maker.

The Happy Ending
I would venture to assert that all complete fairy-stories must have it... I
will call it Eucatastrophe. The eucatastrophic tale is the true form of fairytale, and its highest function.
The consolation of fairy-stories, the joy of the happy ending: or more
correctly of the good catastrophe, the sudden joyous “turn”: this joy... is a
sudden and miraculous grace: never to be counted on to recur. It does not
deny the existence of dyscatastrophe, of sorrow and failure: the possibility
of these is necessary to the joy of deliverance; it denies universal final
defeat.

It is the mark of a good fairy-story, of the higher or more complete kind,
that however wild its events, however fantastic or terrible the adventures,
it can give to child or man that hears it, when the “turn” comes, a catch of
the breath, a beat and lifting of the heart, near to (or indeed accompanied
by) tears, as keen as that given by any form of literary art, and having a
peculiar quality.

Epilogue
The peculiar quality of the ”joy” in successful Fantasy can thus be
explained as a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality or truth. It is not
only a “consolation” for the sorrow of this world, but a satisfaction, and an
answer to that question, “Is it true?” The answer to this question that I
gave at first was: “If you have built your little world well, yes: it is true in
that world.” That is enough for the artist.
I would venture to say that approaching the Christian Story from this
direction, it has long been my feeling (a joyous feeling) that God redeemed
the corrupt making-creatures, men. The Gospels contain a fairy-story, or a
story of a larger kind which embraces all the essence of fairy-stories. They
contain many marvels—peculiarly artistic, beautiful, and moving:
“mythical” in their perfect, self-contained significance; and among the
marvels is the greatest and most complete conceivable eucatastrophe.
The Birth of Christ is the eucatastrophe of Man's history. The Resurrection
is the eucatastrophe of the story of the Incarnation. This story begins and
ends in joy. It has pre-eminently the “inner consistency of reality.” There
is no tale ever told that men would rather find was true, and none which so
many sceptical men have accepted as true on its own merits.
The joy would have exactly the same quality, if not the same degree, as the
joy which the “turn” in a fairy-story gives: such joy has the very taste of
primary truth. It looks forward to the Great Eucatastrophe. The Christian
joy, the Gloria, is of the same kind; but it is preeminently high and joyous.
But this story is supreme; and it is true. Art has been verified. God is the
Lord, of angels, and of men—and of elves. Legend and History have met
and fused.

