
 

 

Magic, Power Dynamics, and Gender Relations  

in Alison Croggon’s Pellinor Series 

 

 

 

DIPLOMARBEIT 

zur Erlangung des Magistergrades 

Mag. phil. 

 

an der Kultur- und Gesellschaftswissenschaftlichen 

Fakultät der Universität Salzburg 

 

Fachbereich Anglistik und Amerikanistik 

Gutachter: Univ.-Prof. Dr. Ralph Poole 

 

 

eingereicht von  

MANUELA KAROLINE BRUCKNER 

 

 

Salzburg 2021 



 

 

Eidesstattliche Erklärung  

Ich erkläre hiermit eidesstattlich, dass ich die vorliegende Arbeit selbständig verfasst 

und keine anderen als die angegebenen Quellen und Hilfsmittel verwendet habe. Alle 

Stellen, die wörtlich oder inhaltlich den angegebenen Quellen entnommen wurden, sind 

als solche kenntlich gemacht. Die vorliegende Arbeit wurde bisher in gleicher oder 

ähnlicher Form noch nicht als Bachelor-/ Master-/ Diplom-arbeit/ Dissertation 

eingereicht.  

 

_________________________________  

Datum, Unterschrift 

  



 

 

Abstract 

 

This thesis investigates fantasy literature as a genre and analyzes novelist Alison 

Croggon's Pellinor series. It does so in terms of literary categories, magic systems, power 

dynamics, and gender relations. The Pellinor series showcases a largely egalitarian 

fantasy setting, in which magic, philosophy, and communality (i.e., Barding) have 

enabled the development of a society that defies many of the genre’s typical societal 

norms – especially gender norms. As such, this thesis draws comparisons to other popular 

works of fantasy literature and assesses the series in its meta and literary context. In the 

first chapter, the difficulty of defining fantasy literature, its significance in academic and 

usage in educational contexts, as well as its various categories, are addressed briefly. 

Since magic constitutes an integral element of most fantasy literature, the second chapter 

discusses its primary functions (for both the plot and the author), its connection to 

technology, its potential laws and limitations, and questions surrounding its morality. The 

analysis suggests that the Pellinor series utilizes a loosely defined, evocative, spiritual, 

“soft” magic system. The third chapter explores power dynamics commonly encountered 

in fictional settings featuring magic systems, such as hierarchies, governance, classism, 

and other societal conflicts. The exploration of Bardic lore and the story shows that the 

peaceful coexistence of mages (Bards) and non-mages (Non-Bards) strongly depends on 

the magical society’s current state and specific actions. The final chapter investigates 

gender relations, specifically in terms of gender equality, medievalism, misogyny, 

hegemonic and toxic masculinity, violence, and representations of LGBT+ characters. 

Within the narrative, the protagonists are shown to strive for egalitarianism, inclusion, 

and empathy, whereas the antagonists stand for exclusion and the rejection of femininity 

and vulnerability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Abstrakt 

 

Diese Arbeit beschäftigt sich sowohl mit Fantasy-Literatur als Genre, als auch mit Alison 

Croggons Pellinor-Saga. Dabei liegt der Fokus vor allem auf literarischen Kategorien, 

Magiesystemen, Machtdynamiken und Geschlechterverhältnissen. Die Pellinor-Saga 

zeigt ein weitgehend egalitäres Fantasy-Setting, in dem Magie, Philosophie und 

Gemeinschaftlichkeit (sprich, das Bardentum) die Entwicklung einer Gesellschaft 

ermöglicht haben, die vielen der genretypischen Gesellschaftsnormen – insbesondere den 

Geschlechternormen – trotzt.  Daher werden in dieser Arbeit Gegenüberstellungen zu 

anderen populären Fantasy-Werken vorgenommen und die Serie wird in ihrem meta- und 

literarischen Kontext bewertet. Im ersten Kapitel wird kurz auf die Schwierigkeit der 

Definition von Fantasy-Literatur, ihre Bedeutung im akademischen und schulischen 

Gebrauch, sowie auf ihre verschiedenen Kategorien eingegangen. Da die Magie ein 

integraler Bestandteil der meisten Fantasy-Werke ist, werden im zweiten Kapitel ihre 

primären Funktionen (sowohl für die Handlung als auch für den Autor), ihre Verbindung 

zur Technologie, ihre möglichen Gesetze und Grenzen, sowie Fragen zu ihrer Moral 

diskutiert. Die Analyse zeigt, dass die Pellinor-Serie ein eher diffuses, atmosphärisches, 

spirituelles, „weiches“ Magiesystem verwendet. Das dritte Kapitel erforscht 

Machtdynamiken, die in fiktionalen Settings mit Magiesystemen häufig anzutreffen sind, 

wie Hierarchien, Herrschaft, Klassismus und andere gesellschaftlichen Konflikte. Das 

überlieferte Wissen der Magier und die Handlung der Serie zeigen, dass die friedliche 

Koexistenz von Magiern (Barden) und Nicht-Magiern (Nicht-Barden) stark vom 

aktuellen Zustand der magischen Gesellschaft und ihren spezifischen Handlungen 

abhängt. Das letzte Kapitel untersucht die Geschlechterverhältnisse, insbesondere im 

Hinblick auf Gleichberechtigung, Mediävalismus, Misogynie, hegemoniale und toxische 

Männlichkeit, Gewalt und der Repräsentation von LGBT+ Charakteren. Innerhalb der 

Erzählung wird gezeigt, dass die Protagonisten nach Gleichberechtigung, Inklusion und 

Mitgefühl streben, während die Antagonisten für Ausgrenzung und die Ablehnung von 

Weiblichkeit und Verletzlichkeit stehen. 
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Introduction 

 

As an avid reader of fantasy and science fiction novels, an enthusiastic participant in 

tabletop role-playing games, and a casual player of fantasy video games, I have always 

been fascinated by fictional worlds. Over the years, I have become increasingly aware 

that fantasy literature can be a tool to reflect on and discuss real-world issues in a subtle, 

eye-opening or even playful way. However, I have also become increasingly critical of 

certain worldbuilding tropes, especially when it comes to the use of magic. After a brief 

introduction to fantasy literature and the categories of fantasy fiction, the first part of this 

thesis investigates how magic is used in fantasy literature, as it can be used both as a plot 

device or in a systemic way, where the laws and constraints of a magic system are directly 

addressed and constitute a major part of the setting.  

Furthermore, Naomi Alderman’s The Power has finally made me wonder how 

magic might impact gender relations and power dynamics when worldbuilding is taken 

seriously. Therefore, the second part focuses on the implications the ability to use magic 

has on the power dynamics and hierarchies within a fictional society. After all, in most 

settings featuring mages, wizards, witches, sorcerers, enchantresses, etc., it would be 

unrealistic to expect them to stay at the margins of society and be content to follow the 

lead of their non-magical counterparts. Unless, of course, they are forced to stay hidden. 

Moreover, in fantasy literature, there are numerous magical worlds in which 

women are just as oppressed and exploited as they are (or were) in the worst of 

circumstances in the real world – even though sometimes powerful witches and 

sorceresses roam or even govern those imaginary places. Medievalism and/or nostalgia 

is/are especially common in fantasy settings, which often include a certain degree of 

oppression of women, be it casually implied or blatantly obvious. The fantasy literature 

of decades past is full of negative examples, where patriarchy, heteronormativity, 

hegemonic and toxic masculinity, as well as the objectification of women were the rule 

rather than the exception. Consequently, this topic constitutes the final part of this thesis. 

 Most of all, and most importantly, I want to take a closer look at a book series 

written by the Australian author and theater critic Alison Croggon – the Books of Pellinor. 

The entire series consists of five books: The Gift/The Naming, The Riddle, The Crow, and 

The Singing, which feature Maerad and Cadvan’s adventure, and The Bone Queen, a 
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prequel about Cadvan’s youth. Unlike most other novels I enjoyed reading in my youth, 

the Books of Pellinor feature a fictional, pseudo-medieval world – or rather, a continent 

– where women are often just as powerful as men. Even though many years have passed 

since I first read her works, I can still remember my fascination with the magical society 

Croggon has created: a society in which female leadership is not suspicious and thus 

subject to undue scrutiny, in which women do not have to play political games to make 

their voices heard, and in which men can shed tears and harness their sensitivity without 

worrying about being perceived as emasculated. What is more, I can remember my initial 

astonishment, followed by great delight, about the inclusive nature of the novels, since I 

had never come across a fantasy novel featuring multiple people of color as main 

characters before, or read about a (fictional) society in which homosexuality is considered 

so natural, it is not even being commented on. 

A common feature of Alison Croggon’s writing style any reader of this thesis 

should be aware of is the frequent capitalization of appellatives and many other terms, 

such as Bards, Elidhu, Fate, Doom, Sight, School, King, etc., which I attempt to mirror in 

this thesis. Moreover, to avoid confusion, it should be mentioned that the titles The Gift 

and The Naming refer to different versions of the same novel. Apart from minor variations 

in the preface (text) and appendix (page numbers), they are basically identical.  

 

1 A Short Introduction to Fantasy Literature and the Pellinor Series 

 

1.1 On defining and researching fantasy literature 

 

For a long time, literature critics and academics have looked down on speculative fiction, 

i.e. science fiction and fantasy literature. Even Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, arguably 

the most iconic work of fantasy fiction, is (or was) considered a classic only by some 

scholars due to its “defiance of so many literary conventions“ (Shippey). Roine has 

observed the same phenomenon: “[Both] fantasy and science fiction have, more often 

than not, been completely ignored in the wider discussion of the relevance of fiction, 

which is probably due to the fact that they are viewed as popular genres with no genuine 

depth or ‘serious’ themes” (Roine 15). One more reason why academia might not have 

been too keen on investigating fantasy as a genre in the past might be the difficulty in 

defining it. The general question as to what exactly constitutes fantasy literature seems 
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easy to answer, at least at first glance. However, the consultation of a dictionary reveals 

the genre as an umbrella term for a myriad of subgenres, its core subject matter and 

limitations being not at all clear-cut: 

 

Fantasy, from the Greek ϕαντασία meaning ‘making visible,’ is a genre of fiction 

that concentrates on imaginary elements (the fantastic). This can mean magic, the 

supernatural, alternate worlds, superheroes, monsters, fairies, magical creatures, 

mythological heroes—essentially, anything that an author can imagine outside of 

reality. With fantasy, the magical or supernatural elements serve as the foundation 

of the plot, setting, characterization, or storyline in general (Literary Terms, 

“Fantasy”).  

 

If this definition is deemed accurate, if follows that all kinds of works would have to be 

included: horror stories, superhero movies and comic books, fairy tales, mythological 

texts, and even epic poems such as Homer’s Odyssey, among many, many others. In this 

case, the study of fantasy literature becomes much more complicated, and the genre itself 

may end up with more prestige than some scholars might wish to grant it. Nevertheless, 

it seems that this definition is indeed favored, at least in certain contexts: “While there 

are many definitions, a generous approach to the genre includes any work that contains 

magic or other elements that cannot be understood by the rules of reality” (Burcher et al. 

227). No matter how exactly fantasy literature is defined, a comprehensive investigation 

into the many subgenres, areas of study, or even just a complete mapping of the genre in 

its entirety is well beyond the scope of this paper. Some scholars suggest that the very 

fact that fantasy literature is so difficult to define is a feature rather than a fault of the 

genre:  

 

FANTASY, both in literature and out of it, is an enormous and seductive subject. 

Its association with imagination and with desire has made it an area difficult to 

articulate or to define, and indeed the ‘value’ of fantasy has seemed to reside in 

precisely this resistance to definition, in its ‘free-floating’ and escapist qualities 

(Jackson 1).  

 

An interesting approach might be to ask what fantasy, in comparison to other genres, does 

not do. In her work, Jackson observed that fantasy texts “have refused to observe unities 

of time, space and character, doing away with chronology, three-dimensionality and with 

rigid distinctions between animate and inanimate objects, self and other, life and death”; 

therefore, many “conventions and restraints of more realistic texts” simply do not apply 

where this genre is concerned (Jackson 1-2).  

https://literaryterms.net/genre/
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Interestingly, the above-mentioned descriptions of what fantasy does not do can 

just as well be applied to science fiction, a genre which usually enjoys a higher status than 

fantasy fiction. Mendlesohn argues that “[in] contrast [to fantasy], although science 

fiction is notoriously difficult to define in terms of plot or narrative structure, there are 

generally accepted definitions of ‘hard sf,’ of the ‘space opera’, and of ‘cyberpunk’ stories 

which relate to both landscape and to mode and which offer routes into sophisticated 

comparative analysis” (169). This paper argues that fantasy has similarly agreed-upon 

sub-genres, some of which will be discussed in the next chapter. It is generally understood 

that fantasy is focused on the past and present, whereas science fiction looks to the future. 

Nevertheless, if the broad definition of fantasy is taken seriously, it could potentially 

encompass the entirety of science fiction, whereas the opposite is not possible (Literary 

Terms, “Fantasy”). As Burcher et al. point out, “forms are changing, genre lines are 

blurring, and new spin-off genres are appearing”, which makes it difficult to separate the 

two genres entirely (226). It is evident that Alison Croggon’s Books of Pellinor feature 

no actual science-fiction elements, which makes a deeper investigation of this particular 

differentiation unnecessary. However, if viewed from a purely utilitarian standpoint, 

especially when social commentary is the central focus, rather than the manner in which 

it is explored, it becomes evident that magic does indeed have a lot in common with 

technology. 

No matter how hard it might be to draw clear boundaries between the various 

types of fantasy fiction and other genres, there is no doubt that what comes to mind when 

one thinks of typical fantasy settings, i.e. epic high fantasy, was heavily influenced by J. 

J. R. Tolkien’s works. It seems that no serious attempt at investigating fantasy literature 

as such can be carried out without including his enormously popular novels, which in turn 

were greatly inspired by Norse literature and mythology (St. Clair). Tolkien’s novels have 

paved the way for countless other authors, who have modeled their fictional settings after 

core characteristics of Middle Earth, such as the existence of fictional races like elves, 

orcs, and dwarves. Roine argues that this excessive usage of Tolkien’s ideas, among 

others, has led to generic fantasy and science fiction settings, as can be seen in numerous 

examples of popular speculative fiction. In her estimation, this influx of copycats does a 

disservice to the entire genre: 
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It seems that being familiar with the basics of setting up the props of pseudo-

medieval landscape and remembering to enliven it with a few dragons, a wizard, a 

hero with a magical sword and a multi-skilled entourage is enough. It is, likewise, 

quite an easy task to construct a stereotypical science fictional setting full of 

spaceships equipped with FTL drives and capable captains, and a galaxy that 

abounds with “Class M” planets, humanoid lifeforms and anomalies in the space-

time continuum. These constructs are awkwardly familiar to us from all media 

(Roine 15). 

 

First and foremost, Roine dismisses “the ones that have more or less taken the premise of 

Tolkien’s novel but not used it for the purpose of profound speculation such as his 

understanding of language” (17). Given Tolkien’s legacy and influence, it is hard to argue 

against her. Her argument is especially valid when some degree of novelty and originality 

are considered a requirement for serious literary investigation. Anyone interested in 

speculative fiction as a genre will have come across some unimaginative jump-on-the-

bandwagon works, which are so heavily influenced by famous authors, they barely 

deserve being referred to as original work. However, this paper argues that even though 

the introduction of new concepts and ideas is desirable, especially in a genre that prides 

itself on its imaginativeness and the authors’ willingness to go beyond literary constraints, 

more subtle aspects of worldbuilding, no matter how closely linked to preexisting 

literature, are just as capable of enrichening the reader’s worldview, and are therefore just 

as worthy of investigation. At the end of the day, it comes down to the research focus. 

Alison Croggon’s overall setting – which does include a pseudo-medieval landscape, 

wizards, and magical swords – is not particularly original, even if it lacks elves, dwarves 

and dragons. However, not only has Croggon created a world that is, for all intents and 

purposes, her own, but she has also framed good and evil in a way that creates space for 

the dissection and investigation of gender norms, power dynamics, and profound 

philosophical and psychological questions. In a way, she builds upon philosophical 

themes that are integral to The Lord of The Rings, but finds her own way to talk about 

them, as well as include other subject matters. Her approach might not be “profound 

speculation” per se, but she does encourage the reader to envision a better, more merciful 

social order, which is shown to emerge naturally in a society focused on maintaining 

balance – a core concept of The Books of Pellinor. Moreover, some societal commentary 

may well be easier observed in a more familiar setting where the reader’s attention is not 

caught up in an endless array of new ideas.   
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Nevertheless, Roine’s arguments illustrate the fact that there are elements so 

frequently found in fantasy literature, they have become almost synonymous with the 

word – a notion affirmed by other researchers: 

 

We can identify that fantasy [was] influenced by, and contemporaneous to, the 

scientific romance; we can see also the gothic, and the fantastic alternative worlds; 

and we cannot avoid the swathes of what has, worryingly, come to be typified as 

“genre fantasy,” a wide category which generally encompasses quest fantasies and 

anything with elves in it (Mendlesohn 169).  

 

Quest fantasies seem to be especially common in entirely fictional settings, likely because 

the author wants the reader to explore and immerse him or herself within the world that 

has been so carefully crafted. Apart from Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, prominent 

examples of quest fantasies include C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia and Ursula Le 

Guin’s Earthsea, but also video games such as Dragon Age and The Witcher (based on 

Andrzej Sapkowski’s novels), as well as the widely popular tabletop game Dungeons and 

Dragons.  

While the lack of originality may cause some academics to remain skeptical, the 

enormous commercial success and cultural influence of wide-read fantasy book series 

(such as Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings, the Twilight Series, The Chronicles of 

Narnia, and many more) has convinced many a scholar that a closer look at this genre is 

indeed warranted (see Jackson, Mendlesohn, Hancock).   

Keefer sees the great works of the fantasy and science fiction genres as “a pop 

culture analogy to epic literature” (77). To him, the popularity of the genre does not come 

as a surprise at all:  

 

In almost all epics, [e.g. the Iliad and the Aeneid,] two groups vie for supremacy. 

The epic narrator […] sympathizes with one faction and structures the work so that 

the outcome seems preordained. Civilization itself hangs in the balance. 

Furthermore, in these battle epics, dualism dominates.  That is, almost every 

character within the work must choose one of two sides; neutrality is rarely allowed. 

The lasting popularity of works such as these shows that throughout human history, 

elaborately drawn clashes between good and evil (on the narrator's terms) have 

enthralled audiences, allowing them to participate vicariously in fictive battles (77-

78).  

 

Countless (fantasy) texts are predominantly based on such a structure, regardless of 

whether they come in the form of a book, a comic, a film, a video game, a board game, 
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or any other medium. If magic is added to the description above, the result bears a 

great resemblance to the text-book definition of epic high fantasy, which is the exact 

kind of fantasy literature fathered by Tolkien (Burcher et al. 227). 

  

1.2 Fantasy literature as social commentary  

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Jackson sees a considerable part of the value of 

fantasy as a genre in its “‘free-floating’ and escapist qualities”, whereas Roine praises its 

ability to facilitate what she describes as “profound speculation” (Jackson 1; Roine 17). 

Another possible benefit of fantasy literature is its potential for reframing real-world 

issues in a way that makes commentary on said issues more palatable and/or better suited 

to be discussed with children, or simply encourages the investigation of new ideas and 

questions.  

However, scholars are not the only people who may not be keen to investigate 

important sociological questions within the framework of what is regularly perceived as 

common entertainment. As fantasy writer Damien Walter points out: “The last thing 

anyone wants while trying to escape into a fantasy world is some clever clogs popping up 

to tell you the novel you’re reading is a reactionary construct perpetuating an outmoded 

value system in the face of a post-industrial reality”. While some readers might genuinely 

prefer simple entertainment – or at least not to have their reading flow interrupted by an 

innate need to philosophize about certain topics – other reasons for wanting to ignore the 

potential discourse value of speculative fiction are more problematic. As O’Hagan points 

out, resistance towards social liberalism has been on the rise in recent years and has not 

stopped at popular culture. 

Nevertheless, the sheer popularity of some works, such as the Harry Potter series, 

which addresses slavery, bigotry, classism, and authoritarianism, among other issues, 

indicates that social commentary does not have to put off readers, especially if it has been 

included skillfully (Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets ch. 2, ch. 7; Barratt 23). As 

Vezzali et al. have observed in their study: “Since many fantasy novels do not explicitly 

refer to any type of real group or category, they address general issues of prejudice in an 

indirect way, thus overcoming the barrier of direct and explicit attempts to modify out-

group attitudes, which can precipitate people’s defensive reactions and are subject to 

political correctness” (117). Therefore, using literature to discuss important but sensitive 
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subject matters in an indirect manner might be more effective than addressing them 

directly. 

Moreover, extensive analyses of political and social issues in popular fantasy 

literature, such as Barratt’s comprehensive examination of the politics of the Harry Potter 

series, show just how much can be learned from them. In addition, research has proven 

that fantasy literature can be a valid resource when it comes to teaching values and raising 

awareness for stigmatization and marginalization in society: “Educational interventions 

based on reading fantasy books that have characteristics similar to those of the Harry 

Potter series may improve relations with several types of stigmatized groups” (Vezzali et 

al. 117). 

While the Pellinor series is nowhere near as popular as J. K. Rowling’s works, 

and even more binary when it comes to the dichotomy of good an evil, one could argue 

that it has the potential to be similarly thought-provoking, as it also addresses subjects 

such as abuse of power, authoritarianism, bigotry, love, etc. In addition, war, 

vulnerability, trauma, femininity, masculinity, and the importance of societal core values, 

among other themes, are discussed. The following chapters will delve into these topics 

and investigate how Croggon incorporated them into her works. 

 

1.3 Categories of fantasy fiction 

 

There are many ways to categorize fantasy literature. If literature is seen in a broader 

sense, video games, tabletop games, and other works of popular culture may even come 

up with their very own categories. A popular and possibly helpful way to categorize this 

genre is to describe settings as well as the degree of magic present in said settings. Burcher 

et al. distinguish between the following main categories: epic high fantasy, 

paranormal/urban/contemporary fantasy, historical fantasy, realistic fantasy, political 

fantasy, hero fantasy, dark fantasy, romantic fantasy and fantasy romance, humorous 

fantasy, fables, and science fantasy (227). 

  Mendlesohn proposes a different approach, which perceives the genre from 

different angles, including the reader’s perspective. She identifies four distinct categories 

within fantasy literature: portal fantasy, immersive fantasy, intrusive fantasy, and 

estranged fantasy (Mendlesohn 173-181).  
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Portal fantasy describes a scenario where a fantastic world can be entered through 

a portal, and the protagonist is usually the reader’s guide (173). Mendlesohn points out 

that the portal does not necessarily have to be a bridge from the real world to a fictional 

place, but that the concept is meant to describe “entry, transition, and negotiation”, and 

maintains that a lot of quest fantasy falls into this category, rather than the often-assumed 

immersive fantasy:  

 

Characteristically in quest fantasy, the protagonist goes form a mundane life, in 

which the fantastic, if he or she is aware of it, is very distant and unknown (or at 

least unavailable to the protagonist) into direct contact with the fantastic through 

which he or she transitions to the point of negotiation with the world via the 

personal manipulation of the fantastic realm (Ibid.).  

 

Alison Croggon’s The Naming/The Gift can be seen as a typical example of portal fantasy. 

In the first chapter, the reader follows the central character’s transition from a mundane 

(almost hellish) life as a slave, filled with toil, fear, violence, and superstition, to Annar, 

a land which is greatly influenced by the philosophy of mages (1-17). In this case, the 

“portal” is not an artefact, a spell, or a magical wormhole, but an unexpected meeting 

with another major character, the Bard Cadvan of Lirigon, who recognizes Maerad’s 

magical capability and decides to take her with him. 

 Immersive fantasy, on the other hand, describes a scenario where both the reader 

and the protagonists are assumed to be natives to a fictional world. As Mendlesohn points 

out: “We do not enter into the immersive fantasy, we are assumed to be of it” (175). Thus, 

the fictional world is not discovered, but essentially taken for granted, and likely assumed 

to be the only reality in existence. The fact that Croggon introduces the story of the 

Pellinor series like a scholar who is studying an epos from an ancient civilization, 

complete with references to fictional secondary literature, destroys the otherwise fairly 

“immersive” character of the series.  

 Contrary to the first two fantasy types, intrusive fantasy keeps the reader within 

the real world. While the protagonists may be chased by werewolves, aided by elves, 

threatened by orcs, visited upon by ghosts, taught magic by witches and wizards, or just 

as well encounter any other conceivable scenario peculiar to fantasy settings, it is likely 

to take place in popular areas of this world. In some cases, a secret society has access to 

imaginary extensions of existing places. A popular location for immersive fantasy seems 

to be the City of London, of which J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series and Neil Gaiman’s 



10 

 

 

Neverwhere are prime examples. A typical sub-genre of this fantasy type is Urban 

Fantasy, which includes popular works such as Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight Saga and Jim 

Butcher’s The Dresden Files. Moreover, Mendlesohn argues that intrusive fantasy is 

deeply connected to specific science fiction literature, such as the first-contact novel: 

“What links the two is the strong sense that the one ‘met’ is the ‘alien’, the intruder, and 

the out of place” (177). 

 Mendlesohn’s final category is the estranged fantasy. This category describes the 

sheer peculiarity that comes with certain fantastic texts, which may cause the reader to 

experience cognitive dissonance: “When the fantastic appears, it should be intrusive, 

disruptive of expectation, but instead while the events themselves might be noteworthy 

and they may cause chaos, their magical origins barely raise an eyebrow. We [the reader] 

are disoriented” (179). Estranged fantasy is incredibly difficult to pin down. The major 

difference between immersive and estranged fantasy seems to be the reader’s reaction to 

fantastical elements. It might be argued that estranged fantasy is more suitable for low-

fantasy settings, where the reader’s expectations are disrupted more easily, as he/she is 

not immersed in an entirely alien world. In contrast, the difference between portal fantasy 

and estranged fantasy is relatively clear-cut: “Whereas in the portal fantasy we sit on the 

protagonists' shoulder, in the estranged fantasy we sit in the subconscious of the point of 

view character, quietly screaming ‘but something is wrong’; a dream on the point of 

becoming lucid” (180). Mendlesohn’s prime example for this category is Joan Aiken's 

Armitrage family, “who remain remarkably calm when unicorns appear on their lawn” 

(179-180).   

 

1.4  Maerad and Cadvan’s quest to save Edil-Amarandh - The magical setting and 

story of the Pellinor series 

 

Alison Croggon’s fictional world is not as far away as other magical places, such as 

Narnia or Middle Earth. In fact, it was once part of our ordinary world. Croggon very 

deliberately takes on the role of a scholar and introduces the reader to the history of a 

long-lost civilization, located on the continent of Edil-Amarandh, which mysteriously 

disappeared sometime between 10,000 and 150,000 years “before the beginning of the 

last ice age” (The Naming 471). Its tragic fate – and presumed location – is suspiciously 

reminiscent to that of Atlantis (472). Every book comes with a preface, a pronunciation 
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guide, as well as an appendix (the only exception being The Bone Queen), complete with 

fictional notes and a corresponding bibliography. 

Croggon's Books of Pellinor series starts at Gilman's Cot, where 16-year-old 

Maerad carves out a miserable existence as a slave. One day, she meets a stranger, 

Cadvan, who recognizes her as a fellow Bard (i.e., a mage), and it is revealed that she is 

(presumably) the only survivor of the sacked School of Pellinor. He helps her escape and 

takes her to the School of Innail, where Maerad makes her first friends and is officially 

made a Minor Bard of Pellinor, as well as a student of Cadvan's. It is also revealed that 

Maerad may potentially be the “Foretold One”, the one who is prophesized to bring about 

the final downfall of the Nameless One. The Nameless One, who was once named 

Sharma, had attempted to conquer and subjugate all of Edil-Amarandh twice before, and 

is in the process of gaining strength and gathering followers once more. Maerad’s 

abnormal powers seem to confirm this assumption. At Innail, Maerad feels at home and 

is happy for the first time in her life, even though their stay is short, and Cadvan soon 

takes her with him across all of Annar in order to bring her to the School of Norloch, 

hoping that he can speak to his mentor, Nelac, and instate Maerad as a full Bard. On their 

way, they encounter Ardina, an Elemental (also referred to as Elidhu) who introduces 

herself to Maerad as a relative. Shortly after, they leave her realm and stumble upon Hem, 

Maerad's little brother. While they do receive help in Norloch, it turns out that the Dark 

has corrupted the very center of the Light and Bardic society. They narrowly escape the 

clutches of the School’s ambitious First Bard, Enkir, but manage to instate Maerad as a 

full Bard beforehand. During this ritual, Maerad’s identity as the “Foretold One” is 

confirmed. The pair flees to the Island of Thorold, whereas Saliman, an old friend of 

Cadvan's and former student of Nelac, takes Hem with him to Turbansk in the South. 

The Riddle starts on the Island of Thorold. During their stay, Cadvan attempts to 

search for information about the Treesong, an important part of the prophecy, but comes 

away empty-handed. Enkir, who wants to proclaim himself the High King of all the Seven 

Kingdoms, has not abandoned his hunt for Croggon's protagonists and thus forces them 

to flee to Annar once more. Maerad continues to both impress and terrify Cadvan with 

her immense magical capabilities. Their blossoming friendship soon begins to sour as 

Cadvan slowly grows weary of and impatient with her, which causes Maerad to feel 

misunderstood and rejected by him due to her traumatic childhood. The situation worsens 
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considerably when Maerad kills a Bard who she is worried might deliver them to their 

enemies. During another violent encounter, Cadvan and his horse are buried under a 

rockslide, and Maerad, heartbroken, believes them to have perished. Ardina rescues her 

once more and brings her to a safe haven, where she is nursed back to health. Thanks to 

her Truedreams, Maerad has a vague idea that she has to go North, so she travels onwards 

to the Pilani, her paternal ancestors. Her kin help her reach her destination, the Wise 

Kindred (who are similar to the Inuit), where she finally receives half of the Treesong. 

On her way back, however, she is taken hostage by the Jussacks, enemies of the Pilani, 

and delivered to Arkan, the Winterking, another powerful Elidhu and an old rival of 

Ardina's. Arkan imprisons her, but reads the first part of the Treesong to her. Ardina once 

more saves Maerad, and in the ruins of Pellinor, she is reunited with Cadvan. 

The Crow focuses entirely on Hem and Saliman. Saliman has brought Hem to the 

School of Turbansk, where he studies as a Minor Bard at the beginning of the novel. The 

fact that Hem is barely able to speak Suderain, the language spoken in Turbansk, he finds 

himself friendless and compensates for his frustrations by causing mischief. During a 

venture into a garden that is forbidden to the public, he saves the life of a young white 

crow. Turbansk soon faces a siege by the forces of the Nameless One during which Hem 

helps the healers. He also befriends a girl called Zelika. After the fall of Turbansk, Hem 

and his friends flee to an underground city. There, Zelika and Hem are trained as spies. 

However, their first mission fails when Zelika unexpectedly discovers her little brother 

among the child soldiers of the Nameless one. Hem attempts to save her, staying at their 

camp while searching for Zelika. He even follows the child soldiers to Dagra, the bastion 

of the Dark, where he discovers that Zelika is no longer alive. However, while still in 

Dagra, his crow, Irc, steals a magical object from the Nameless One – a musical 

instrument which turns out to contain the second part of the Treesong. 

In The Singing, Maerad is finally able to return to her beloved School of Innail, 

which is soon under siege from the Landrost, a hostile Elidhu and follower of the 

Nameless One. Maerad accomplishes the impossible and almost destroys him completely. 

Meanwhile, Saliman and Hem are on their way to Annar and befriend a travelling group 

of players. Unfortunaely, Saliman gets infected with a deadly illness after an attack by a 

terminally ill stranger. It soon turns out that one of the players has betrayed Hem and 

Saliman to the enemy, so the groups separate. Against all odds, Hem, who has developed 



13 

 

 

his healing skills considerably during The Crow, manages to heal his mentor. Soon after, 

Hekibel, the only woman among the players, who is in love with Saliman, returns to them. 

Together, they continue onwards in their search of Maerad and Cadvan. Maerad finally 

embraces her powers and manages to communicate with Hem over a vast distance. The 

siblings find each other and travel to the ruins of Affinil, where they restore the Treesong 

and thus banish the Nameless One for all eternity. Maerad and Cadvan become a couple, 

although the epilogue reveals that they never marry and spend a considerable amount of 

time apart from each other.  

The Bone Queen tells the story of a young Cadvan, who, after inadvertently 

causing the death of a fellow Bard by summoning the feared Bone Queen, is banished 

from the Schools. At the beginning of the novel, Selmana (another young Bard) becomes 

a target for the Bone Queen and is saved and aided repeatedly by Ardina, Maerad's 

ancestor. When it turns out that the Bone Queen has not been dealt with properly and is 

still lingering in Edil-Amarandh, Cadvan, Nelac, Dernhil, and Selmana work together to 

get rid of their fiendish opponent. After the successful banishment of the Bone Queen, 

Cadvan is reinstated as a member of Bardic society. 

 

2 Magic – An Analysis 

 

2.1 What is magic, and what is its purpose in literature? 

 

Given its vague, intuitive nature, magic may be difficult to define at times, and it can be 

tricky to properly integrate it into a novel’s setting. Nevertheless, since magic systems 

can easily determine how fictional – and existing – societies are organized, how power is 

distributed, whether illness and natural catastrophes are something to be feared or not, 

whether women are required to spend most of their time on child rearing or not, it is 

necessary to delve deeper into this topic.  

The ongoing aspiration towards more and more objectivity and reason, especially 

when it comes to describing and researching natural phenomena, has alienated most of 

Western populations from magical thinking outside of religious practices. However, this 

view of reality was far more common in former times than many people may believe. 

Federici, as an example, is convinced that “all precapitalist societies have believed in 

[these powers, i.e. magic]” (142). Kieckhefe, whose work focuses on the more sinister 



14 

 

 

kinds of magic, agrees: “It would be a mistake to think of necromancy as a peripheral 

phenomenon in late medieval society and culture. Secular as well as ecclesiastical courts 

took it seriously and at times executed those charged with its practice; monarchs and 

popes as well as commoners lived in fear of becoming its victims” (10). He goes even 

further and insists that “virtually every magical technique one encounters appears so 

deeply rooted in tradition that magical practice seems essentially timeless and perennial” 

(11). In fact, even today, magic is still being practiced by several communities around the 

globe, one of which being the witches of Romania, who “make a living through 

conducting rituals that help their clients find love, money and adequate punishments for 

their enemies” (Cohen). Middleton offers a list of common practices and purposes, which 

includes most types of magic commonly encountered in both fictional settings and 

societies where the prevalent worldview features supernatural practices and occurrences: 

 

Practices classified as magic include divination, astrology, incantations, alchemy, 

sorcery, spirit mediation, and necromancy. The term magic is also used colloquially 

in Western popular culture to refer to acts of conjuring and sleight of hand for 

entertainment. The purpose of magic is to acquire knowledge, power, love, or 

wealth; to heal or ward off illness or danger; to guarantee productivity or success 

in an endeavour; to cause harm to an enemy; to reveal information; to induce 

spiritual transformation; to trick; or to entertain. The effectiveness of magic is often 

determined by the condition and performance of the magician, who is thought to 

have access to unseen forces and special knowledge of the appropriate words and 

actions to manipulate those forces. 

 

This illustrates just how versatile magic can be. Rites and practices of witchcraft 

employed by pre-enlightenment societies are often similar to commonly encountered 

supernatural powers in today’s popular culture, as is also confirmed by Federici’s 

compiled list (142).  

 A more simplistic definition can be found in Harper’s Online Etymology 

Dictionary, according to which magic is the “[Art] of influencing or predicting events and 

producing marvels using hidden natural forces” (“magic (n.)”). 

As has been established in the previous chapter, magic can indeed be used to 

advance the plot: a fairy godmother, a witch, a wizard, a dragon, or any other magically-

capable being might appear seemingly out of nowhere in order to help the protagonist 

achieve his ultimate goal, or a magical object might open up new opportunities of any 

kind – the possibilities are endless.   

https://www.britannica.com/topic/divination
https://www.britannica.com/topic/astrology
https://www.britannica.com/topic/alchemy
https://www.britannica.com/topic/sorcery
https://www.britannica.com/topic/necromancy
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/culture
https://www.britannica.com/art/conjuring
https://www.britannica.com/topic/magician
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2.1.1 The “magic wand” in the writer’s toolbox 

 

There are hardly any fixed rules when it comes to designing magic systems for fantasy 

literature, and magic can essentially perform any functions the plot may demand. 

Consequently, there are countless variations of what exactly magic can or cannot do, and 

some authors have truly turned the invention and exploration of innovative magic systems 

into an artform. While the very definition of fantasy seemingly enables authors to fully 

unleash their imagination and come up with scenarios that would alienate the audience of 

any other genre, magic is usually not entirely without constraints. Depending on how the 

author chooses to approach the topic of worldbuilding, the magic system imbedded within 

the setting may well determine what is possible and what is not, or even how an entire 

story will be told.  

The power granted to wielders of magic and magical beings in fantasy settings 

may vary greatly between different subgenres and types of media, let alone individual 

stories. While a video game or a tabletop role-playing game might wish to grant its players 

almost godlike powers, especially once the final parts of a game have been reached, 

giving a classical literary character the same capabilities might destroy the entire plot. It 

seems that many fantasy and science fiction authors struggle with striking the balance 

between giving their characters more and more power as they develop, or showing the 

reader a more and more sophisticated and intriguing setting as the story progresses, as 

well as staying true to the story they have envisioned while avoiding the creation of plot 

holes. The impressive number of forums, fan videos, blogs, and other content on social 

media dedicated to pointing out such inconsistencies, errors in reasoning, and plot holes 

in popular works of speculative fiction is testament to this phenomenon. A popular 

example is the YouTube channel How It Should Have Ended, which envisions alternative 

endings for almost all popular fantasy and science fiction movies and TV series released 

in the last few decades. One particularly famous example rewrites The Lord of the Rings, 

in which the Great Eagles take Gandalf and Frodo straight to Mordor after Elrond’s 

council. Although many a fan has shown great knowledge of Tolkien’s works in their 

attempts to discredit the validity of this thought experiment whilst staying true to canon, 

the most compelling counterargument may well be “that [it] would have been a bad story 

and was not what Tolkien was interested in telling” (Wysocki).  
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Many a fan of fantasy literature has lamented the excessive use of “[badly] 

explained magic that's conveniently able to serve up whatever's necessary to keep the plot 

moving” (Fistocracy). However, this paper argues that while magic may seemingly – or 

in actuality – be (mis)used as a “cheap” plot device at times, there are instances when a 

clear-cut, definitive magic system with elaborate rules and boundaries might have stood 

in the way of conveying the feeling the author wanted to convey, or telling the story the 

author wanted to tell. Brandon Sanderson’s laws of magic, which will be investigated in 

greater detail later in this chapter, delves deeply into this problem. Unless the actual 

author of a story is consulted, it may be difficult to determine whether magic was used 

intentionally or just as a makeshift solution.  

When one thinks of mages, wizards, witches, sorcerers, etc., the image of Gandalf 

the Gray, or any other figure with a pointed hat, usually comes to mind. Today’s fantasy 

literature draws from a conglomeration of folklore and older literature (see ch. “Long live 

the King… or the Archmage? The politics of magic”). In video games and tabletop role 

play, mages are often among the most dangerous actors on any battlefield. While they 

usually forego heavy armor and most weaponry, they often have the power to turn the 

tide of an entire battle. For this reason, the trope “Shoot the Mage First” has long been 

established in video games (TV Tropes). 

 

2.1.2 Magic as technology 

 

It is commonly understood that technological innovations can tip the balance during 

struggles for power. A good example is the invention of gunpowder, which had a plethora 

of consequences for both warfare and social hierarchies: “First, this invention devastated 

the entire feudal order in Europe – skilled knights and fortified castles were easily brought 

down by the firing of canons. A social shift took place as a result – the commoners rose 

by virtue of their ability to fire in battles and the nobility slowly dismantled as they lost 

their military supremacy” (El Ghandour). Other inventions, such as drones and the atomic 

bomb, had a major impact as well. However, weapons are clearly not the only technology 

capable of changing power structures – the inventions of the internet, mass media, and 

social media are testament to that. Urban fantasy notwithstanding, most modern kinds of 

technology are rarely encountered in fantasy settings, even if they are more or less post-

medieval. As it is, electricity and similar technologies are often unnecessary, since magic 
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tends to be to fantasy what technology is to science fiction. Consequently, even though it 

might be tempting to assume magic to be the opposite of technology, both exist to help 

humans (or aliens, or elves, or any other fictional species) accomplish feats that the body 

and mind are incapable of achieving on their own. Technology is usually based on 

scientific facts, on reason, or simply on real-world knowledge gained by education, 

experience, and trial and error. As a rule, it discovers and utilizes the laws of physics 

rather than breaking them. Magic, on the other hand, is almost per definition a violation 

of natural laws. Since this violation is much more easily accomplished in fictional worlds 

than the real one, and fictional technologies may well inspire future innovations, it is easy 

to understand why science fiction is often said to have a better reputation than fantasy 

(Short). In one of her reviews for The Guardian, Ursula K. Le Guin even mentions that 

“[serious] science fiction is a mode of realism, not of fantasy”. Unlike exciting visions of 

future technologies, strategies involving magic tend not to work in reality. While there 

are ways to make an object levitate – wind channels come to mind – it is impossible to 

accomplish such a feat by moving a wooden stick or staff in a specific way and uttering 

what would be commonly referred to as an incantation.  

However, the idea that science fiction is devoid of magic turns out to be just as 

much a misconception as the notion that fantasy is entirely without technology. As J. 

Robinson points out in his article, iconic science fiction works may feature a concept 

which fits the definition of magic perfectly, it merely has another name. A prime example 

would be The Force in Star Wars. Similarly, Superman can be categorized as something 

between the two genres, as he is said to be an alien (Ibid.). However, the existence of his 

powers cannot be explained by valid scientific theories or the laws of physics, and it is 

unlikely that they could offer significant inspiration for developers of new technologies.  

Another intersection between magic and technology can be found in the creation 

of (artificial) servants or fighters. This topic is investigated in depth by Strand, who reads 

the Harry Potter novels as (partially) science fiction. She draws a comparison between 

the house-elves native to the Potterverse and robots, as well as golems originating from 

Jewish mythology (182). There are beings who indeed seem robotic or akin to golems. 

When Hem invades a training camp of the enemy, he observes the so-called 

“dogsoldiers”, which are “a weird mixture of metal and flesh”, where it is “hard to tell 

where their armour [ends] and their bodies [begin]” and which give off “heat”, “like 
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braziers” (The Crow 405). Another indication is the fact that they are “heavily built, half 

as tall again as a big man” and move “with a deliberate, menacing slowness”. Hem 

continues to list the most frightening features of these beings, such as having “grasping 

instruments of articulated metal, with retractable claws of blue steel” instead of hands 

(Ibid.).  

Strand’s research indicates that older stories about robots feature machines that 

look almost exactly like humans, so much so that those who grow close to their artificial 

servants may have to constantly remind themselves that the robots are not truly alive 

(184). This is what ultimately led her to think of the house-elves as the Harry-Potter 

version of a golem (193-197).  

 

But it wasn’t their size, or that they so clearly existed only in order to kill and maim, 

that made him recoil. He had caught a glimpse of the face under a dogsoldier’s iron 

helmet, a face disfigured by the monstrously fanged steel muzzles that projected 

from its cheekbones, and he saw its eyes. Human eyes, with a human intelligence. 

In that moment, he realized with a shock that the dogsoldier was, or had once been, 

a human being. [...] In that flash of empathy, Hem hoped passionately that the 

dogsoldiers felt nothing at all. If they did, then to be a dogsoldier must be ghastly 

beyond imagining. […] There was no clue in their distorted faces: their eyes were 

hard and expressionless, as pitiless as any Hull’s. But perhaps, in the depths of those 

mutilated bodies, there still existed the ghosts of softer memories; even, perhaps, of 

love… The thought filled Hem with a bottomless horror (The Crow 405-406). 

 

It remains unclear whether dogsoldiers were indeed humans. They are evidently 

Croggon’s version of Tolkien’s orcs from The Lord of The Rings, although Tolkien’s 

creatures seem much livelier than dogsoldiers, who are as silent and robotic as artificial 

beings (Book 3, ch. 3). Just as there were rumors in Middle Earth that orcs were once 

elves who were tortured and molded into a bastardization of themselves, so Hem suspects 

that something similar might have happened to humans (The Crow 405). This theory is 

not affirmed, however. An old healer tells Hem that “[they] are not human [anymore] if 

they ever were, […] They are creatures of flesh and metal and fire, made by some foul 

sorcery in the forges of Dén Raven, and they do not know what mercy is” (40). They have 

heads like dogs with muzzles of blue metal. Their very bodies are weapons, from which 

they shoot a liquid fire. It sticks to flesh and eats into it. It’s the strange fire, how it sticks, 

that makes the burns so bad” (Ibid). The dogsoldiers’ fate after the demise of the 

Nameless One remains unclear. However, while orcs communicate with each other and 
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seem to have emotions and a will of their own, dogsoldiers are much more robotic, 

carrying out their master’s will without question.  

Another connection between magic and technology lies in how they are perceived 

and comprehended depending on the spectator or user’s familiarity with them. As Arthur 

C. Clarke describes his Third Law: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is 

indistinguishable from magic” (qtd. in Milner 103). This law was then turned around, 

allegedly by Larry Niven: “Any sufficiently rigorously defined magic is indistinguishable 

from technology” (Ibid.).  

Clarke’s considerations, which are clearly geared towards science fiction, may not 

be the most suitable framework to look at high fantasy novels. After all, at first glance, as 

a pseudo-medieval fantasy world, The Books of Pellinor seem to come with very little 

technology (apart from basic appliances). However, while it is true that Maerad and 

Cadvan rarely get in touch with post-medieval technology on their journey, in the 

appendix in The Crow, Croggon points out that Bards “had a sure theoretical grasp of 

many surprisingly modern concepts”, among them knowledge of “bacterial and viral 

infections, or in the field of astronomy”, and even “a full mathematical basis for quantum 

mechanics” (494-495). While this knowledge can mostly be attributed to the use of simple 

devices, other discoveries are clearly the result of a blend of magic and technology: The 

actual form of DNA, the double helix, has been discovered only after x-ray machines 

were invented, so the suggestion that the Bards knew about it implies that Bards use magic 

in combination with devices (Chaikovsky; The Crow 495). And indeed, Croggon stresses 

that the Bards “[use] the Speech for all the Arts of the Knowing: […] healing […] song 

[…] and […] all spells, as well as [for] investigations – such as astronomy or natural 

science – [that] we would be accustomed to thinking of as scientific” (The Naming 482). 

The Speech, the Bards’ language and the basis of their magic, will be discussed further 

in the following chapters. 

Even where relatively simple appliances are concerned, for the uninitiated, the 

difference between magic and technology may indeed be impossible to spot anyways, 

especially in a world where magic is already a fact.  

Ultimately, magic can be seen as “an imaginary force that can represent both 

technology and nature”; as Friedman observes, “[in] some ways, a magic spell is a kind 

of stand-in for the computer program, coding the fantasy world in its digital image. But 
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at the same time, magic is rooted in the ancient traditions of animism, a worldview that 

insists human consciousness is inextricably interwoven with the natural world” (2). This 

description of magic is probably the most fitting for the world of The Books of Pellinor, 

where human consciousness, magic and nature are indeed closely related. Niven’s 

counterpart to Clarke’s argument leads to an even more important aspect of magic 

systems and the resulting power dynamics within a fictional setting: its laws. 

 

2.2 The laws of magic  

 

As has already been pointed out, where there is magic in literature, there is always the 

temptation of misusing it to gloss over poor storytelling, planning, and plot holes. 

However, not every magic system is equally likely to facilitate the development of such 

plot holes or gloss-overs, or to put the author in a difficult position after he/she has made 

certain decisions concerning the progression of the story.  

 To determine the direction a particular magic system is leaning towards in all its 

complexity and regarding its purpose as well as potential to create plot holes, fantasy 

author Brandon Sanderson has established the concepts of “soft magic” and “hard magic” 

(“Sanderson's First Law”). These self-coined terms that are clearly an allusion to “hard 

science fiction” and “soft science fiction” (Literary Terms, “Science Fiction”).  

Subsequently, he has come up with Sanderson’s first, second, and third Laws of Magics, 

which are intended to help other authors – and hobbyists and passionate readers – 

understand the importance of defining rigid limitations to their magic systems and thus, 

ultimately, build better worlds. The first law states: “An author’s ability to solve conflict 

with magic is DIRECTLY PROPORTIONAL to how well the reader understands said 

magic.” The second law points out that limitations are what makes a magic system, as 

well as a story, interesting (“Sanderson’s Second Law”). Finally, the third law instructs 

authors to “[expand] what [they] already have before [adding] something new” 

(“Sanderson’s Third Law”). 

Sanderson vehemently disagrees with John Campbell's idea that fantasy should be 

fundamentally free of constraints and rules, and that this freedom should then constitute 

its major difference from science fiction. "If we simply let ourselves develop new rules 

every time our characters are in danger, we will end up creating fiction that is not only 

unfulfilling and unexciting, but just plain bad” (“Sanderson’s First Law”). 
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 However, Sanderson acknowledges that there are different kinds of fantasy 

literature which intend to convey different messages and want to evoke different feelings 

in the reader. He recognizes that some authors want to evoke a sense of mystery, of 

wonder, of the fantastic: “Books that focus on this use of magic tend to want to indicate 

that men are a small, small part of the eternal and mystical workings of the universe. This 

gives the reader a sense of tension as they’re never certain what dangers—or wonders—

the characters will encounter. Indeed, the characters themselves never truly know what 

can happen and what can’t” (Ibid.). The most representative example for this kind of 

magic system, which Sanderson refers to as “soft magic”, can be found in The Lord of the 

Rings. Tolkien’s hobbits are not mighty heroes, who cause swathes of destruction in their 

enemies’ ranks. Instead, they are small, gentle folk, fond of food and gardening, who 

usually are rather averse to adventures (The Hobbit 3-6). This sense of smallness, of not 

being able to know what exactly can happen, is also an underlying mood in many parts 

of The Books of Pellinor. However, it is not Maerad, the heroine and main character of 

the story, who experiences this feeling the most – it is much more present in Hem’s 

experience, Maerad’s little brother. Especially in The Crow, when Hem invades the camp 

of the so-called “Snouts”, child soldiers enslaved by the Nameless One – the god-like, 

seemingly indomitable villain of the series – his despair, fear and sense of overwhelming 

powerlessness is conveyed vividly. In such scenes, the sense of wonder is replaced by 

one of horror. One might argue that elements of soft magic are better suited to instill 

horror in both the characters and the reader. This seems especially effective when 

something mundane, something that even has a distinctly positive connotation, turns into 

a source of horror and torment without any warning or indication that such a turn of events 

is even magically possible. A vivid example thereof are the trees in the corrupted regions 

of the land of Suderain, which are shown to kill many of the child soldiers quite horribly 

and gorily (The Crow 412).  

 Another clear indication are the vivid descriptions of the auditory and visual 

effects of magic, such as the healing of Cadvan, which are mentioned in the chapter 

“Magic and Morality”. This sensual approach to introducing magic is clearly intended to 

evoke wonder, similarly to how Tolkien uses magic in The Lord of the Rings. This feeling 

of mystery is clearly present in Maerad, especially throughout the first chapters, and is 

also reflected in how Bardic magic is represented: when Bards such as Cadvan use it, they 
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often mutter unspecified charms, cause seemingly random flashes of light, and powerful 

healing spells are accompanied by disembodied, heavenly choirs (The Naming 230, 383). 

However, Guethert points out that in Middle Earth, magic tends to be “utilized […] as a 

momentary aid, or useful tool rather than an underlying element of the plot, or the world 

setting itself” (18). In this aspect, Middle Earth and Edil-Amarandh differ greatly. Bardic 

culture, which happens to be the dominant culture in many parts of the continent, ensures 

that magic is accepted as a part of life and a part of the normal world. Also, it is made 

clear that the characters do indeed use magic. Guethert points out that “Gandalf merely 

performs certain actions that are described in a wondrous manner, leaving the reader to 

assume that he is indeed using magic” (Ibid.). Croggon writes magic as something that is 

addressed and spoken of as magic (although it is usually referred to as “Barding”), so this 

particular principle of soft magic does not apply to the Pellinor novels.  

The second category, which Sanderson clearly favors, is “hard magic”: “This is 

the side where the authors explicitly describes the rules of magic. […] The magic itself is 

a character, and by showing off its laws and rules, the author is able to provide twists, 

worldbuilding, and characterization” (“Sanderson’s First Law”). Video games often seem 

to imply a magic system that one could at least partially refer to as “hard magic” – if not 

on the story level, at least on the meta level. Video games usually provide the player with 

a limited number of spells and specializations, often require a definite amount of magical 

energy for each spell, and the player is usually quite limited in the ways he/she can utilize 

those powers.  

 Sanderson declares the Harry Potter novels to be a good example of balance 

between the two modes, stating that Rowling’s work is “near the center point” (Ibid.). 

However, Strand disagrees with this placement: “There is no established consensus on 

where Potter falls on Sanderson’s hard/soft fantasy spectrum, but several features seem 

to locate it more toward hard than soft, and these features of Potter can be cited as 

preliminary, general evidence of the influence of science fiction on Rowling’s Hogwarts 

saga” (178). To support her claim, Strand points out that magic in the Potterverse has to 

be precise. An incantation requires exact wand movements and the correct pronunciation, 

as Hermione reminds Ron in Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (Harry Potter and 

the Philosopher’s Stone ch. 10). Another is, as mentioned in the previous chapter, her 

reading of the house-elves as golems. 



23 

 

 

 There is no evidence that this kind of precision is required or even taught in the 

schools of Edil-Amarandh, although the text alludes to it from time to time. In fact, 

Maerad is not only capable of, but even expected to intuitively grasp simpler spells, such 

as glimmer spells, as becomes evident when Cadvan simply instructs her to do so without 

any guidance whatsoever. Maerad not only manages to make herself invisible on the first 

try, she also explicitly states that it is “easy” (The Riddle ch. III). 

Ultimately, even though Croggon offers a general overview in her appendixes, she 

provides the reader with very little information on the possibilities and limitations of the 

magic system, even though the system is indeed quite limited in some ways. Also, a lot 

of the restraints on Bardic magic seem to be a moral imperative, rather than natural limits.  

Nevertheless, there are a lot of indicators pointing to its likely rules. 

 

2.2.1 The laws and limitations of Barding 

 

An aspect of magic systems that is particularly relevant for the analysis of power 

dynamics is the prevalence of magic users and whether magic can potentially be learned 

by anyone. As far as the Pellinor series is concerned, the answer to this question is not as 

straightforward as it might seem. According to Guethert, “[in] a fantasy setting magic can 

be either passive [...] or active” (12). The former describes beings or aspects of a fictional 

world, which are inherently magical. A good example of passive magic in the Pellinor 

series would be the Elidhu, also known as Elementals (since they are usually bound to a 

physical place, a season, or the elements of nature), as Elidhu without magic do not seem 

to exist. Active magic refers to “something that has a distinct source that can be tapped 

and manipulated” (Ibid.). A classic example would be the mages of Dragon Age, whose 

magic originates in the Fade, the place where everyone’s mind goes when he or she 

dreams (Dragon Age: Inquisition).  

The origins of Bardic magic are not as well-known. One theory suggests that “as 

the Elementals withdrew into their natural forms”, the Bards appeared “in all places where 

the Elementals had dwelt”. Another one states that the Bards originally “arrived from the 

west shortly after the disastrous Wars of the Elementals reshaped the lands of Edil-

Amarandh” (The Naming 483). Croggon implies that the first theory is correct, but it was 

often challenged or deemphasized due to the mistrust between Bards and Elidhu (Ibid.). 

Thus, the Bards are likely an example of “active” magic. This assumption is supported 
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by Cadvan’s fear that Maerad and Hem’s restoration of the Treesong (which belongs, in 

fact, to the Elidhu) might rob all Bards of their powers (The Singing 249). A 

counterargument would be that the Speech of the Bards is not the same as the language 

of the Elidhu.  

What is certain is that the Speech, which behaves “like a language” and “[can] be 

learned”, is the basis of Bardic magic. However, “in the mouths of those who learned it, 

rather than in those with the Gift, it had no Bardic virtue”, so an inborn ability is still 

necessary (The Naming 480). Another certainty is that the magic of Bards is strongly tied 

to, likely even partly based on music, as numerous incantations are evoked by “chanting 

words in the Speech” (50). Croggon is not the first fantasy author who uses music as a 

conduit for magic: In Tolkien’s Silmarillion, Sauron and Finrod Felagund engage in a 

battle of songs (ch. 19).  

The world of Dungeons and Dragons, a tabletop game, is a classic example of a 

setting where everyone can potentially learn magic. On the other hand, in Edil-Amarandh, 

those who were born as Bards but never found their way to a School or someone else who 

could reveal their “Truename” to them, could never develop their full Bardic potential 

(The Naming 50). Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea, among many other works, features a 

similar premise (Dikmen). Unlike in, e.g., the Harry Potter novels, or the Kingmaker, 

Kingbreaker series by Karen Miller, magic is not necessarily passed on through 

bloodlines. It is also possible for someone to have a few Bardic capabilities, but not be a 

proper Bard. A shepherd, whom the heroes meet on their journey and who receives a 

blessing from Cadvan, is neither a full Bard, nor a Non-Bard. Cadvan explains to Maerad 

that he probably had the Gift “a little”, though “[not] the Gift of a Bard, but enough to 

have a little Bardsight.” Cadvan suggests that he is likely “good with beasts. Probably he 

runs the healthiest flock in the district” (The Singing 6). Another example of someone 

with considerably more power is Larla, a good friend of Nelac’s, Cadvan’s mentor. Nelac 

describes her as having “powers beyond magery” (The Bone Queen ch. XX). Larla seems 

capable of certain feats, such as knowing when someone is going to visit her, claiming 

that she saw Nelac and his friends in her basin (Ibid.). 

The limitations of Bardic magic are easiest to observe when it comes to healing 

magic. On the one hand, Bards are capable of literally bringing hope to people, implanting 

it within their hearts and heads, as Cadvan does when he meets the downtrodden, unhappy 
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shepherd: “[The] stranger reached forward and touched his brow briefly, and for a 

moment it was as if a soft sun bloomed in the old man’s forehead, and spread its golden 

warmth through his whole body. [...] His step was light: for the first time since he could 

remember, hope stirred in his heart” (The Singing 5-6).  On the other hand, Bards have 

very limited possibilities when it comes to healing severe cases of mental illness. When 

Maerad and Cadvan encounter a Bard on the road who has gone mad with grief and 

sorrow, Cadvan remarks that “healers [...] might be able to soothe his suffering, if nothing 

else”, but expresses certainty that he will never truly heal (16). Their capability of healing 

severe wounds or restore lost limbs is even less. It seems that Maerad can temporarily 

bring back a corporal illusion of her fingers (which she had lost to the cold before her 

captivity in the Winterking's lair), but it is suggested that other Bards are not capable of 

this feat, so a lost limb likely cannot be replaced (24).  

 Over the entire course of The Crow, Hem is repeatedly confronted with the many 

limitations of Bardic healing magic, especially when he helps out in the healing houses 

during a siege. It is indicated that most of the lethally wounded still die (148-151). Bards 

also brew potions to alleviate smaller ailments, such as exhaustion (The Naming 62). 

However, Croggon does not divulge any details about the act of potion making, or even 

spell creation, so it is difficult to gouge the overall potential of healing magic and other 

types of Barding. 

At times, it made clear that there are indeed some hard rules to Bardic magic, 

which are taught at the Schools, although not many are truly relevant for the events in the 

books:  

 

“If it is a matter of undoing what has been wrongly done, then the place of the doing 

is the proper place,” said Cadvan. He sounded as if he were quoting something, and 

Saliman looked up and unexpectedly laughed.  

“Menellin’s Rules,” he said. “Learned by rote by every Minor Bard in Annar. How 

many times I wished, as I chanted them over and over again in the learning halls and 

watched the sun playing outside, that he hadn’t written so many! But yes, perhaps it 

will do to remember our first lessons…” (The Singing 374).  

 

A major advantage of being a Bard is having an incredibly accurate, even prophetic 

intuition, which is referred to as “Knowing”. Especially Maerad and Hem seem to just 

know that the other is still alive, even when there are periods of severe doubt. In The 

Singing, Maerad manages to pinpoint her Brother's approximate destination by doing little 
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more than listening to this Bardic Knowing: “I think it is south […] Some kind of – tug – 

that way. I don’t know anything else” (32). Her Knowing proves, again and again, to be 

correct, even though Cadvan does warn her that she "must not let the Knowing be 

muddied by [her] hope” (31). While it is possible that Maerad’s spatial Knowing is not a 

wide-spread talent, as is often the case with Maerad’s many gifts, the fact that Cadvan is 

not surprised at all indicates that it is not nearly as odd as her other powers. Cadvan, 

Saliman, and many other Bards have similar moments of intuitive “Knowing”. The ability 

to have Truedreams, i.e. truly prophetic dreams, is considerably less common; Cadvan 

does not have this capability, though all Bards have a “measure of foresight” (The Naming 

152). However, in extreme situations, when powerful magical beings are involved, even 

Non-Bards can temporarily have Truedreams, as is the case in The Bone Queen (ch. VIII). 

In some ways, Bardic incantations are also more intuitive than systematic. One example 

among many is Maerad’s attempt to conceal herself from a hull in the beginning of the 

series, where Cadvan merely instructs her: “Think of a shield around you, hiding you,” 

which turns out to be sufficient (The Naming 237).  

A very striking ability of Bards is changing the local weather with very little effort 

(The Crow 366). This nearly effortless way of influencing the weather in the Pellinor 

series is in stark contrast with the Weather Working in the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker 

series. The King of Dorana suffers terrible pain, causing his blood to drop from his mouth 

and eyes, in order to do the Weather Working that is so vital for his kingdom – and he 

has to do it regularly (The Innocent Mage ch. 18).  

Another aspect of Barding is that certain spells affect Bards more than Non-Bards, 

and vice versa. While Bards seem to be more susceptible to the dark spells of the Elidhu, 

Non-Bards are more susceptible to the dark spells of Hulls (undead, immortal Bards who 

serve the Nameless One), which Hem attributes to them “not having the defenses of 

Bards” and thus being “more vulnerable to the desolation they [wreck] in the spirit” (The 

Singing 159, 366). 

 There is little indication that magic is used for cooking, sweeping, locating lost 

items, teleportation, or other useful spells/charms/enchantments, unlike in both the Harry 

Potter series, and the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series, where magic is clearly a part of 

daily life. Due to the requirements of the Balance, which will be discussed in greater detail 

in the next chapter, using magic carelessly is very much frowned upon. Consequently, 
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apart from healing magic and a few examples of utility magic, typical Barding seems 

impractical, more fitting for great quests, creating wonderful art, or facilitating societal 

progress.  

Nevertheless, there are some very practical spells and enchantments that Bards are 

capable of: One of the biggest passive abilities that Bards enjoy and which helps them 

every day is having a memory as accurate “as any written text”, as well as superior hearing 

(The Bone Queen ch. II). A major example for the more practical applications of Barding 

is the mending of things, which Cadvan does in his youth. It also illustrates that there are 

nuances when it comes to the mastery of specific domains: 

 

“CADVAN could patch a broken kettle or a worn boot with a word when he was 

seven years old. Patching was the least of mageries, as easy as making illusions. It 

was sometimes a useful skill, but the result was never as good as crafting: after a 

few days the charm would evaporate, usually leaving the object more tattered than 

before. A mending charm required a more profound magery, and was beyond the 

untaught skill of a child, however talented: the aim was to make the object whole, 

as if it had never been broken (ch. XXX). 

 

Of course, the Dark (the Nameless One and his followers) has its very own, often quite 

sinister powers, a potion for mind control being one of them. However, very powerful 

Hulls have no need of such a concoction. In The Bone Queen, Likod, Cadvan’s adversary, 

even manages to gain control over twelve powerful Bards at once. Cadvan describes his 

own thoughts as being “slow and thick”, sliding “around his will”, and that there was 

simply “no way of resisting it” (ch. XXXIV). Ultimately, Likod forces the Bards to 

summon the dreaded Bone Queen against their will. What is quite possibly the most 

extreme kind of sinister Bardic magic has been performed by the Nameless One, who has 

rejected his Truename in order to gain immortality. One might argue that the Nameless 

One is clearly an almost god-like villain, comparably to the likes of Sauron from The 

Lord of the Rings. However, although the champions of the Light prefer to ignore this 

truth, the villains use the same Speech to cast spells as the Light does, so the Hulls’ 

capabilities (and therefore also that of the Nameless One) are within the constraints of 

Barding. 

 To conclude, it is very difficult to map the terrain of Barding. Whereas Bards 

clearly have amazing abilities, such as restoring broken things, changing the weather, and 

magical mass surveillance (as can be seen in Dagra, the lair of the Nameless One), they 
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also seem to rarely make use of it in their daily lives. Other kinds of magic, such as healing 

magic, seem to be underdeveloped, especially in comparison to other fields. 

 It is evident that the magic of Edil-Amarandh is closely tied to identity – both 

Bardic and Elidhu magic. Bards come into full power as soon as they know their 

Truename, their truest self, whereas the Nameless One achieves a painful, monstrous sort 

of immortality when he rejects this Truename (The Crow 497). When Maerad turns 

herself into a wolf, a feat she is capable of only due to her Elidhu blood, she can do so by 

letting go of her human self:  

 

[She] focused deep within herself, sinking through layers – slave, Bard, Pilanel, 

Maerad, Elednor, woman – deeper and deeper, until she came to a place where all 

the skins fell away and she had no name at all, and her mind was as empty and clear 

as water. Now she sought the still point of transformation, the fulcrum on which all 

turned; she found it and balanced, swaying easily like an eagle on the wind. Be 

wolf, she thought; be my heart, my hunger. Be my freedom (ch. XXVI). 

  

2.2.2 Restrictions are for minor characters – Maerad, the Deus Ex Machina? 

 

As has been discussed before, implementing sudden new magical abilities, peculiarities, 

or events in order to advance the plot or justify the characters’ escape from a seemingly 

inescapable situation can annoy readers and cause them to view the writer as a “lazy 

storyteller”. It could be argued that Croggon’s writing of her protagonists implies that she 

might be slightly too much in love with the allies of the Light – many craftspeople, 

warriors, healers, cooks, etc. that the protagonists interact with or become friends with 

are said to be “famous” or known to be unusually skilled in some field, as are most 

recurring adult characters. Even though Cadvan is likely to know who to turn to, having 

travelled around in Edil-Amarandh all his live, and Saliman is similarly well-connected, 

these indications of fame happen frequently enough to become noticeable after a while. 

However, in no other character is this unusual capability more pronounced than in 

Maerad, the heroine of the story. One could argue that Maerad is simply “the chosen one”, 

and thus entitled to being more powerful and stronger than all other characters combined. 

And indeed, there is a long-standing tradition of giving the main character almost godlike 

powers. Arguably, many examples can be found in video games such as Tyranny, God of 

War, The Darkness II, etc. but also in novels and films (Kvothe of the Kingkiller 

Chronicles, Luke Skywalker of Star Wars, and many others).  
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 However, in the Pellinor series, Maerad’s powers save the day many, many times. 

So many times, in fact, that one could argue that she is the series’ very own deus ex 

machina. Deus ex machina can be defined as an “unexpected power or event saving a 

seemingly hopeless situation, especially as a contrived plot device in a play or novel” 

(Lexico). One of the most vivid examples is her destruction of the Landrost, who may not 

be the most powerful Elidhu of Edil-Amarandh, but who is nonetheless an ancient 

magical being of enormous powers, easily capable of killing off the entire Bard populace 

of Innail, a village that is considered a “bastion of the Light”. When Maerad destroys her 

seemingly invincible opponent, even though the battle was not very spectacular from the 

outside and seemed to be more of a battle of wills, she describes the build-up of her 

powers as follows: 

 

Now she was a tiny star, unbearably bright, pulsing with raw, unmeasurable power, 

a radiance beyond imagining; she was no longer tiny, she was growing, her power 

was growing, brighter and brighter; she was no longer herself, not even a mind. She 

was the power of the sun; nothing could burn her because she was fire itself, the 

soul of the flame that lived in the core of rock and living things, that tore open the 

face of the earth, that broke the feet of mountains, their arrogance and drove through 

their fragments like molten breath, until rock ran like rivers of white water, stone 

transformed into living fire itself (The Singing 163).  

 

After Maerad kills the Landrost, Cadvan expresses his fear of her uncanny powers which 

he recognizes to be neither Bardic, nor Elidhu, but something else entirely (257-258).  

Another example is a scene where Cadvan and Maerad are nearly overpowered 

by a Hull carrying a dangerous magical artefact. In this dire moment, she suddenly 

discovers her ability to turn other people into animals. Maerad turns the Hull into a rabbit, 

rendering the sorcerer utterly helpless (The Riddle ch. VII). This occurrence is not entirely 

random, as Maerad has managed to turn herself into a wolf before. 

 Hem, although magically extremely gifted, is considerably less powerful than 

Maerad. His own special ability, by courtesy of the Elidhu Nyanar, is a kind of earth 

sense, which allows him to detect corruption in food and drink, as well as the land 

surrounding him. Hem sees it as “the only thing he [has] that other Bards [lack]” (The 

Singing 229). 

The second character who fills the role of an unexpected savior in a dire situation 

at several points during the story is not human. As mentioned previously, in the beginning 

of The Naming, Maerad, and thus also her brother Hem, are revealed to be descendants 



30 

 

 

of Ardina, a particularly powerful Elidhu (287). The Elidhu, also referred to as 

Elementals, are an important aspect of the magic of Edil-Amarandh. Elidhu are immortal 

beings, who bear “affinities with natural forces such as fire, water, earth, air, the sun, the 

moon, and the tides” (472). In general, Elidhu are powerful beings, who are able to “take 

different forms at will” and are often “associated with particular places or regions, such 

as rivers or mountains”. Most Elidhu are not particularly interested in the fates of humans 

and seem to care little for the struggle between the Dark and the Light. However, some 

Elidhu, such as the Landrost, were enslaved by the dark forces and thus count among 

Maerad and Cadvan’s adversaries (27-29). Within or close to their dominion, it is 

extremely difficult to escape their grasp, as is shown when Cadvan and Maerad barely 

manage to escape the Landrost, and Maerad escapes Arkan only when Ardina helps her 

out (The Naming 44; The Riddle XXVI). Some Bardic abilities seem to hint at great 

sensitivity to a Bard’s surroundings. At some points during their journey, Maerad and 

Cadvan can feel what the latter calls “the lament of the earth […] heavy with sorrow” 

(The Riddle ch. XVII). And indeed, although she first dismisses it as “fancy”, Maerad can 

hear the wind “lament”, and there seems to be “far-off sobbing, or a thin wail” in the air 

(The Naming 267). 

Maerad’s understandably great fear of her mysterious powers is a common theme 

throughout the four main books of the Pellinor series – a fear that is shared by most other 

main characters either continuously (Cadvan) or during the final chapters of The Singing 

(Saliman and Hem). At times, Maerad notes that she feels “no volition over her powers”, 

and she is equal parts wary and thrilled by her own uncanny capabilities (The Naming 

262-263). 

 In other novels, such as Tamora Pierce's Alanna: The First Adventure, the main 

character is also afraid of her powers, especially in the beginning when she cannot 

properly control them (Day 64). Maerad, too, expresses fear of her own powers early on, 

for basically the same reason, but unlike Alanna, she never truly learns to control them. 

Day suggests that Alanna eventually learns to accept and control her magic (66). In 

contrast, Maerad’s alienation from her own powers remains unresolved for most of the 

series, and after she truly embraces the Darkness inside of her, all her doubt and hesitancy 

go away completely, even though her magic is slowly killing her at the time (The Singing 

271-272; 382-386). Ultimately, Maerad must face and embrace her inner darkness to 
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unleash her true powers, which is described as her entering of “the darkness that was her 

inner self, the place from which she began all her magery” (268).  

While Gandalf was always cautious with his magic so as not to alert Sauron on 

his quest through Middle Earth, Maerad throws all caution to the wind as soon as she is 

free from her former constraints. After the ritual, Cadvan admonishes her:  

I’ll wager my life that every Hull in North Annar will be riding hard for the Hollow 

Lands right now, and that it will not be long before the Nameless One himself 

knows that you are here; that is, if he hasn’t heard already. You might as well have 

lit a beacon, Maerad. Anyone for leagues with the slightest touch of the Gift, down 

to the simplest village midwife, will have sensed you, and will know that you’re 

here (The Singing 345).  

 

Maerad immediately gains a great deal of confidence, however. When Cadvan suggests 

seeking safety elsewhere, she insists that they would “be no safer there than here” and 

that Cadvan is “probably safer with [her] than with any other person in Edil-Amarandh” 

(Ibid.) However, while Maerad’s coming into “her” powers gives her a boost in 

confidence and the means to destroy her foe, it soon becomes clear that they were not 

meant to be held by a living being, as they severely distort the way Maerad experiences 

time, making her simultaneously feel as if no time had passed at all, and as if she had 

“been in this one place since the beginning of time” (The Singing 347). 

 Maerad’s capability of wielding her uncanny powers culminate in the destruction 

of basically all remaining enemies who still stand between her, her brother Hem, and the 

fulfillment of their mission: the restoration of the Treesong, which had been split in two, 

to its former glory, and thus giving it back to those to whom it has always belonged – the 

Elidhu (The Singing 373). Maerad should actually be physically incapable of this feat, for 

she can no longer eat or sleep at this stage, and her days and nights are haunted by visions 

of the dead. Ultimately, however, the extent of her powers does make sense. As Arkan, 

another Elidhu, warns her, her powers are essentially like that of the Nameless One (174). 

This view is confirmed by Ardina, whom Maerad asks for advice on how to use her magic. 

To this, Ardina answers: 

 

I am no teacher. But even if I were, I could not teach you how to use your magery. 

It is neither Elidhu nor Bard, although it partakes of both of them. […] “[Like the 

Nameless One], like Sharma. […] The Light and the Dark are not so different, and 

neither can attain their full power until they acknowledge all their nature, both the 

fire and the ice, the sun and the shadow. But you are also not like Sharma. I tell 
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you, whereas you are a Lily of Fire, that grows ever towards the Light, he is the 

poisonous fume that eats up the air, so that nothing else might live (254).  

 

Thus, it becomes evident that Maerad is intended to be the counterpart, both the 

opposite and equivalent, to the Nameless One. 

 

2.3 Magic and morality 

 

One of the big differences between magic and technology is that technology is often seen 

as neither good nor evil (Simon). Even severely destructive technologies, such as atomic 

bombs, are not usually spoken of in terms of “evil technology”, but rather it is debated if 

using them could ever be morally justified (Fisher). However, it is worth noting that this 

stance on technology is slowly changing, not least because of the moral implications 

surrounding artificial intelligence. As Allen pointed out during a plenary discussion on 

ethics in technology in 2019: “Every technology is a designed solution to a problem, 

seeking often to optimize something […] The choice about the problem and the choice of 

what to optimize is a decision. It is never neutral. That first priority-setting moment is 

incredibly important” (Simon). This statement could just as easily be applied to magic. 

However, unlike technology, some types of magic are generally perceived as inherently 

evil, their use often being deemed a deeply immoral act, regardless of the circumstances. 

A classic example, which also appears in Croggon’s novels, would be necromancy. 

Fantasy villains, such as Lord Voldemort from the Harry Potter series, often try to 

convince the protagonists that magic is just as neutral to them as technology seems to the 

Western world. To him, magic is basically synonymous to power. As Professor Quirrell 

has learned from Lord Voldemort, and later tries to impress upon Harry: “There is no 

good and evil, there is only power and those too weak to seek it” (Rowling, Harry Potter 

and the Philosopher’s Stone ch. 17). The Harry Potter series features several kinds of 

magic, some of which are clearly attributable to the Light or the Dark. The components 

required to finish a spell or ritual are often an unmistakable indication. Whereas simple 

utility spells, such as cleaning or levitation spells, are portrayed as neutral and often 

require little more than a flick of the wand and the utterance of a word or two (see ch. 

“Magic as technology”), more powerful magic is often clearly not at all neutral. 

Especially for the Dark Arts, sinister components may be required. The aforementioned 

villain was only able to make himself immortal because he was willing to murder another 
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human being in cold blood in order to achieve this goal (Harry Potter and the Half-Blood 

Prince ch. 23). In contrast, magic intended to chase away or ward off the Dark requires 

the caster to think happy thoughts (Patronus Charm) or even feel true love and be willing 

to sacrifice one’s own life (immunity against the killing curse) (Harry Potter and the 

Philosopher’s Stone ch. 17).  

Bardic magic is, in many ways, very similar. However, unlike the wizards and 

witches of the Potterverse, Bards are much more hesitant to employ magic in their day-

to-day lives, not so much as to completely avoid the use of what one might also call 

mundane magic, but so much so that magic seems almost binary in Edil-Amarandh, 

especially in comparison to magic systems of other literary works. The reasons and 

circumstances surrounding this aspect of Bardic magic will be investigated further in the 

following chapter. While components do not play a big role in spellcasting in Edil-

Amarandh, their nature is revealed by the visual and audio effects that appear on or near 

the caster. A good example of magic that is cast in service of the Light can be found in 

The Gift, where Cadvan is healed by his old mentor, who happens to be a renowned and 

capable healer: 

 

Nelac put his hand on Cadvan’s brow and, as Maerad watched in wonder, she saw 

a silver radiance gather about them, growing in intensity. Nelac shut his eyes. After 

a short time, his hand was brighter than anything else in the room, and the Bard 

himself seemed to be a form of sheer incandescence, a being of air and light rather 

than flesh. Very far away, or very deep in her mind, Maerad could hear an ethereal 

music; she thought it was like bells or pure voices, but it was really like nothing she 

had ever heard before (383). 

 

In contrast, Hem, Maerad’s brother, describes areas that have been touched by the Dark 

as if the land itself were suffering from a terrible affliction: “He turned around and 

contemplated the dark mass of the Glandugir Hills. The sense of illness beat out of them, 

like heat from a fevered body; he could feel it on his face” (The Crow 473).  

Another interesting aspect when it comes to the use of magic is how it influences 

the way in which people perceive themselves and the world around them. In her work, 

Caliban and the Witch, Federici investigates the intricacies of witchcraft, magical 

thinking, and specifically the persecution thereof from an economic – i.e. Marxist – 

standpoint. She argues that the witch hunts, which cost tens of thousands of women, men 

and children – but especially women – their lives, have paved the way for capitalism, as 
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the belief in witchcraft was ultimately incompatible with industrialism: “How could the 

new entrepreneurs impose regular work patterns on a proletariat anchored in the belief 

that there are lucky and unlucky days, that is, days on which one can travel and others on 

which one should not move from home, days on which to marry and others on which 

every enterprise should be cautiously avoided?” (142). Even more interesting and 

particularly relevant to this thesis is how this development enabled the advent of a concept 

that is central to today’s neoliberalism – personal responsibility. As Federici points out, 

“the bourgeoisie had to combat [magic’s] power because it undermined the principle of 

individual responsibility, as magic placed the determinants of social action in the realm 

of the stars, out of their reach and control” (143). She mentions prophecies as a prime 

example of this paradigm.  

 Prophecies are a vital part of the story Croggon tells in her Pellinor series. Their 

validity is rarely questioned. The only ones who truly discredit certain prophecies and 

spread misinformation about them are those threatened by it. Enkir, who is revealed to be 

a major antagonist and ultimately responsible for Maerad’s mother’s death, is well aware 

that the prophecy is playing out before his very eyes, so he can only attack Cadvan and 

Maerad and smear them as traitors (The Gift 443-444). Over the course of the series, 

Maerad and Hem have a great number of Truedreams that are taken incredibly seriously 

by both Cadvan and Saliman, as they usually convey some truth. 

Ultimately, the struggle between the Light and the Dark can also be interpreted as a 

struggle between “demonic magic” and “natural magic”. As Kieckhefer points out in 

Forbidden Rites: A Necromancer's Manual of the Fifteenth Century,  

 

There are recipes for madness in Picatrix, which involve not imitative magic  

but potions (made from the body parts of a cat, a hoopoe, a bat, a toad and other  

creatures) to be taken in food or drink, or a fume to be inhaled, whereupon the  

victim will be bedevilled ( demoniabitur ), losing his senses and memory, and not  

even knowing where he is.— The Munich handbook is perhaps remarkable for its  

thoroughgoing avoidance of such potions. It rarely combines the techniques of  

demonic with those of natural magic, and avoids giving recipes for potions  

whose magical virtue would normally be seen as inherent and natural, but does  

use imitative rituals, more readily seen as signs and signals to demons (75). 

 

Guethert reads this commentary as an indication that there must indeed be two types of 

magic – demonic and natural (15). Not only does the same principle apply to the magic 

of the Pellinor series, but the very potion described above is very similar to a potion 
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occurring in The Crow. While the recipe for the concoction responsible for turning 

hundreds of children into mindless, fearless, sanguinary killers likely differs from the 

above-mentioned one, the effects it has on said children may indeed be best described as 

a kind of madness. When the Hulls sentence a snout to die, they weaponize his 

companions. A truly grizzly scene ensues: 

 

[Hem] had a brief glimpse of the boy’s face, his mouth stretched in a scream that 

no one could hear, and then he was overwhelmed by a surge of punching, biting, 

kicking figures, transformed into frenzied demons. Someone elbowed Hem aside, 

almost knocking him over, in their frantic desire to get their blow in. […] The 

snouts, their bloodlust sated as quickly as it had been summoned, began to walk 

towards the mess hall, joking and laughing. Many were splattered with blood; some 

were even wiping blood from their mouths. A latecomer kicked the pathetic remains 

of what had been, only a few short moments before, a human being (The Crow 369). 

 

Apart from mental manipulation, the villains of the Pellinor series clearly partake in 

necromantic practices. Christians of the past saw necromancy as “the first forbidden art”, 

the “black art”, which is “the worst of all, because it proceeds with sacrifices and services 

that must be rendered to the devils. One who wishes to exercise this art must give all sorts 

of sacrifices to the devils. […] Then the devils are obedient” (Kieckhefer 33). Also, the 

resurrection of the dead, when not performed by Christ himself, has often been attributed 

to the Antichrist, wo was said to be capable of temporarily animating a dead body, thus 

pretending that it is alive (63). While the exact rite or spell for the Hulls to become undead 

is not revealed, it is made clear that the Nameless One is responsible for it (The Crow 

497-498). The Hulls themselves no longer consider themselves to be Bards once they 

have undergone this change (The Bone Queen ch. XVIII). Since the Nameless One is 

described as having a near-demonic presence, one may argue that it seems as if the Hulls 

are indeed sacrificing their own lives as well as that of countless other people, even little 

children, all for a fake kind of immortality and even more power, to a “devil”. 

This tendency can also be found in other novels, where there are mages who are 

capable of or willing to employ different kinds of magic. It is not necessarily demonic vs. 

natural magic, but it is often a struggle between forces who try to control nature vs. those 

who work with it. In the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series by Karen Miller, the magic of 

Dorians is more potentially aggressive and much more flashy and overt than the gentle, 

mostly subtle magic of the Olken, which is also much more in tune with nature. The king 

of the Dorians must control the weather within his entire kingdom for several important 
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reasons. One of them is simply that his people have unlearnt how to deal with storms and 

other unpredictable weather events. The Olken, on the other hand, have been led to 

believe, after a period of brutal colonization, that they have no magic at all. Theirs is a 

gentle kind of magic, working in tandem with instead of against nature, which they still 

use at very specific rituals integral to their own culture, but without being aware of it (The 

Awakened Mage ch. 31). The magic of Bards is less subtle, but ultimately very similar. 

During the Battle of Innail, when the Bards fail to ward off the storm, it is implied that 

they do not actually dominate the wind but try to work with it instead: “[The] wind would 

not listen, and raged against the magery” (The Singing 68). 

 A more classical example can be found in The Black Magician triolgy by Trudi 

Canavan, where black magic, which utilizes the life force of living beings to attain greater 

magical power, is outlawed in Kyralia. However, it is commonly used and endorsed in a 

hostile neighboring nation, which eventually discovers this fact – very much to the 

detriment of Kyralians. Thus, ultimately, the heroine has no choice but to start utilizing 

dark magic herself (Canavan 483-513).  

 In the video game Dragon Age, roughly the same principle applies to what is 

referred to as “blood magic”. This uniquely powerful kind of magic is not attainable by 

training but can only be given to a mage by a demon (Dragon Age: Origins). However, 

mages are uniquely vulnerable to being possessed by demons, which can result in the 

creation of one of Thedas’ most dangerous monsters. A demon possesses – and kills – the 

mage and utilizes his/her body and magic to brutally murder any living being around it, 

often leading to horrific killing sprees; sometimes communities are terrorized by these 

so-called Abominations for years (Ibid.). Thus, magic is strongly tied to evil in Thedas. 

 Naturally, the question as to whether magic – or a branch of it – is “evil” or 

“good”, whether it is “demonic” or “natural”, whether it is inherently constructive and 

restorative, or destructive and harmful, has an enormous effect on the entire setting, 

especially if a certain number of people are capable of or even forced to utilize it in either 

way. 
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3 Long Live the King… or the Archmage? The Politics of Magic  

 

All stories feature some sort of struggle, be it for love, for truth, for autonomy, for the 

common good, or simply for survival. One could argue that in most cases, at least some 

struggle for power, however subtle, is part of the plot. It stands to reason that the 

occurrence of magic within a fictional setting impacts interpersonal, political, societal, 

and environmental circumstances in some form, even if its influence seems negligible 

rather than world-changing. And indeed, there is an enormous number of differing 

approaches to the topic of magic and (political) power. On the one side, there are works 

such as Game of Thrones, where extremely few people are capable of wielding magic, 

and for the most parts, society is barely affected by their doings. On the other side, there 

are works such as the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series, where it turns out that almost 

everyone is capable of utilizing magic, although half of the population (the Olken) had 

been led to believe that they are not, and where magic plays an important role in the lives 

of those who know of their gift and are allowed to use it (The Awakened Mage ch. 31). 

 This paper argues that the influence of magic on the politics of a setting is merely 

the logical consequence of a (part-)magical populace. Moreover, it is not only fantasy 

worlds in which magic had a tangible impact on power dynamics. As Frazer points out:  

 

A relationship between politics and magic is common, both in canonicalpolitical 

theory and also […] in popular political cultures both historical and contemporary. 

In Elizabethan and Jacobean Britain magic loomed large, as a factor of the 

everyday, as a factor in state rule, and as a matter for sovereign concern (360). 

 

Frazer observes that magical powers can be seen and used as an alternative to other kinds 

of political power and means of intimidation, which she observes in Shakespeare's 

Macbeth and Tempest (361-366). In Macbeth, the weird sisters “use magic as a way to 

victimise Macbeth, to sabotage rule, to undermine the order of the state” (365). Macbeth 

and Prospero, on the other hand, “deploy ‘magic’ as a political resource, for their political 

ends as dominators, as sovereign rulers” (368). In this way, magic becomes a very neutral 

source of power, which can be used to achieve all kinds of political goals. Using magic 

as a means to an end, however, is not the only way to relate magic to power. As Frazer 

points out, “magic and a reputation for it” can be read as either “straightforward resources 

for political domination”, “trickery or delusion”, or as a metaphor for the “power of the 
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ruler, the political competitor, and even of democratic actors” (366). The metaphor of 

magic as power is very compelling, because magic offers the possibility of changing the 

world according to one’s wishes, especially when the realization of said wishes would 

have been very difficult to accomplish without this kind of power.  

A prominent figure of popular culture is also the magical advisor to the king, or 

the magical scholar. This position at court, which many people will remember from the 

Arthurian legends, has also existed in reality. As Frazer suggests, Queen Elizabeth I had 

a supposedly magical advisor: John Dee, an alchemist, who is said to have performed 

certain kinds of magical services for the queen (e.g. divination), and his reputation as a 

“magus” proved to be of considerable use to the Elizabethan government (366). Landman 

also mentions this tradition and its evident link to the Harry Potter novels, which 

doubtlessly constitutes the most prominent example of a magical society in popular 

culture: “The history of magic is no stranger to politics. Rowling’s fictional world is very 

much based on the history of the “scholar magicians,” such as Cornelius Agrippa, 

Paracelsus, John Dee, Robert Fludd, and Sir Isaac Newton” (x). 

However, fictional witches are not the only ones exerting influence even today: 

Modern witches in Romania, as pointed out by Frazer, cursed their government in 

retaliation for its blatant corruption in 2011 (367). Ultimately, Frazer’s examples illustrate 

that magic has always been associated with political power, either metaphorically or in 

actuality. Similarly to Landman, Marciniak has also studied the politics of magic of 

J.K.Rowling’s Harry Potter series. In his paper, Marciniak differentiates between three 

applications of power: ideologies, interpersonal/collective actions, and institutional 

implementation (6). These categories can also be applied to other works of fiction, such 

as the Pellinor series, and will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapters. 

 

3.1 Examples: From suppression to oppression and magical colonialism in Dragon 

Age and the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker novels 

 

One especially striking example of the impact of an unequal distribution of considerable 

magical power can be found in the popular video game Dragon Age, where the social 

standing of mages varies significantly – from enslavement or lifelong imprisonment to 

absolute rule over a vast “magocratic” Imperium. Due to the heightened danger of 

demonic possession, mages are often perceived as ticking time bombs, and the non-mages 
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of Ferelden have deemed the lifelong containment of their magical compatriots to be the 

only way to keep both groups safe from each other (Michał). However, as is addressed 

specifically in Dragon Age II, the forceful imprisonment and ruthless oppression of the 

mages comes with its own set of problems. In some cases, the mages suffer extreme 

dehumanization and mistreatment at the hands of their keepers, who are specially trained 

warriors (“templars”) and part of an oppressive religious organization very much 

reminiscent of the Christian Church (“the Chantry”). At the end of Dragon Age II, the 

struggle between templars and mages escalates, leading to a nationwide mage uprising 

during which the magic wielders even go so far as to seek the help of demons voluntarily. 

 While Dragon Age II illustrates the cruelty and ultimate futility of the prolonged 

oppression of mages, it must be pointed out that the mages themselves are no strangers to 

exerting power over others. Long before the events of all three Dragon Age games, the 

powerful Tevinter Imperium ruled over almost the entire continent with an iron fist. The 

economy of the powerful magocracy was mostly kept alive by slaves, while the so-called 

“magisters” of the imperium spent their time honing their magical abilities (Dragon Age 

II). 

 An important factor concerning the relations between magical individuals or 

societies and the non-magical population is also whether everybody is technically able to 

learn magic, or only a select view are lucky (or unlucky) enough to be able to utilize 

supernatural powers. In the realm of Edil-Amarandh, the answer is clear: A Bard is born 

a as Bard and cannot learn to be one. The same is true for wizards and witches of the 

Harry Potter series. It is not a coincidence that the villain of the series chooses the slogan 

“magic is might” to be engraved on the above-mentioned statue to further legitimize the 

planned subjugation of (all) Muggles. As Marciniak suggests, “The engraving ‘magic is 

might’ is a reinvention of the old adage ‘might is right’ whereby the magic folk have a 

natural born right to subjugate the Muggles, who are represented as a naked and barbaric 

people. It is a distinct hierarchy based on that fundamental difference, the ability to 

perform magic” (23). Without a doubt, “magic is might” describes the prevalent ideology 

and notion of power within the Tevinter Imperium most aptly. Not only that, but in many 

ways the mages of the Imperium have already realized Voldemort’s most sinister plans – 

to not only subjugate, but also enslave those without magic. However, this ideology is not 

the only one used to determine social hierarchy within the realm: A closer look at the lore 
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of Dragon Age reveals that the once powerful, mage-ruled Tevinter Imperium believed 

that “magic in Tevinter culture had always been a mark of the favor of the gods, not an 

accident of birth. The magisters and the temples refused to acknowledge this mage 

underclass of elves and other newly ‘liberated’ foreigners” (Dragon Age: The World of 

Thedas 38).  

A more extreme version of (magical) racism can be found in the Kingmaker, 

Kingbreaker novels, where institutionalized racial segregation is the norm, and the 

intermarriage and reproduction between Dorians (fair-skinned mages) and Olken (dark-

skinned non-mages (supposedly)) is forbidden by law (The Innocent Mage ch.9). 

Although many magical societies have investigated this phenomenon and have come up 

with their own theories, or at least thought of possible explanations, the question as to 

why some people are capable of using magic while others are not is answered in none of 

the above-mentioned works of fantasy.  

 The Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series also features an especially striking variant of 

what one might call “magical inequality”, where the Dorians have essentially made the 

Olken forget that they do possess their own kind of magic. As has been mentioned in the 

chapter “Magic and morality”, the series is a direct reflection of real-world colonialism 

and takes place in a fictional land, which a white-skinned people with superior military 

capability (i.e. more aggressive, deadly magic) had conquered, and which used to belong 

to an indigenous people with dark skin and gentler magic. In this case, the Doranen have 

not only stolen the Olken’s land, but also their magic, and thus their power. As it seems 

that their magic was closely linked to their traditions and culture, this theft essentially 

constituted a destruction of the Olken’s very identity.  

These two examples illustrate how the existence of different kinds of magic – 

including uncontrollable variants such as demon possession – and warring groups of 

mages influence politics and struggles for power. Evidently, magical discrimination can 

become intertwined with other kinds of prejudice, such as class, race, and ancestry. 

 

3.2 Guardians of the “Balance” – The mages of the Pellinor series  

 

As has already been established, when there are mages in a fictional setting, they are 

rarely insignificant to the story. Not only are mages and magical beings – Bards and 

Elidhu – the main characters in Croggon’s novels, but they have essentially controlled the 
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fate of Edil-Amarandh for millennia. However, unlike mages commonly found in other 

fantasy literature, the Bards of Edil-Amarandh adhere to the Balance, a metaphysical 

concept, which not only severely limits the use of magic a Bard is encouraged to perform 

in daily life, but also establishes a code of conduct and commonly accepted laws. The 

mages of Edil-Amarandh have their own distinct culture, magical language, traditions, 

and purpose, which is likely why Croggon has decided to give them their own name, 

instead of calling them “mages” or “wizards and witches”. For Non-Bards, it is often very 

difficult to tell whether someone is a Bard or not, as there are often neither magical nor 

visual cues, and they are traditionally dressed “in tunic and cloak” (The Bone Queen ch. 

XXXIV). Within the framework of her novels, Croggon explains her choice of referring 

to mages as “Bards” by elaborating on their language:  

 

I have used Bard to translate Dhillarearë from the Speech. It means, literally, 

Starpeople. With its particular resonance of artistic mastery and spiritual authority, 

Dhillarearë has no real equivalent in our language. I also considered the fact that 

in the Annaren language, dhillë has the verb “to sing” or “to chant,” and this 

bilingual pun led to the popular designation of the Dhillarearë as Singers of the 

Gift. Bard seemed the most transparent and useful word available to me in English 

for imputing political, social, and cultural status to those it describes (The Naming 

x). 

 

This explanation reflects the inherent closeness of magic and music even on a linguistic 

level. However, the author’s Bards (with a capital “B”) should not be confused with the 

bards her audience might know from Irish and Welsh traditions: “Bards in Edil-Amarandh 

held a very different political place and power from the bards in these later societies” 

(Ibid.). She describes the “courtly chroniclers and flatterers” of the past and “the present-

day eclipse of poets, whom we presume to be [the Bard’s] contemporary descendants” as 

a regression (x-xi).  

In Croggon’s Pellinor series, magic itself is not at all neutral, and neither is its 

use. As Cadvan tells Maerad almost immediately after their first meeting: “Know then, 

Maerad, that in Annar and the Seven Kingdoms the Bards are charged with the keeping 

of the Light” (The Naming 22). This vows towards the light are a very important aspect 

of Barding. Throughout the entire series, the importance of keeping the Balance and 

adhering to its rules is stressed repeatedly. Despite the series’ dark themes of 

totalitarianism and war, it is evident that the Pellinor books also describe a utopia. In 

many ways, Bardic society is a kinder, more compassionate, even gentler version of Non-
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Bardic society. An especially important aspect of the Balance is the duty – primarily of 

Bards – to take care of those who cannot take care of themselves. This becomes evident 

during multiple scenes throughout the series and constitutes a stark contrast to the 

immense suffering the population experiences under the rule of the Dark, i.e. Bards who 

have forsaken the Light. When the shadows of the past threaten to undo Maerad, Cadvan 

reminds her that she is “in another world now, where it is considered that every human 

being is worth the trouble of being cared for. No matter who they are” (The Naming 97). 

The contrast between the Non-Bardic variation of the Dark, Gilman’s Cot, and one of the 

greatest bastions of the Light, Innail, is especially stark, even though not nearly as stark 

as the difference between Innail and the stronghold of the Nameless One. It stands to 

reason that Croggon uses this contrast to illustrate the differences between the worst of 

Non-Bards and the best of Bards early in the series. In this way, Maerad leaves hell behind 

and enters a true utopia, a place that one might argue is to the Pellinor series what 

Rivendell is to Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. In view of the all-important distinction 

between the Dark and the Light in Bardic traditions (see ch. “Magic and Morality”) one 

could argue that the philosophical and spiritual dimension of Barding is explained in 

considerably more depth than its actual mechanics. In fact, there are countless instances 

throughout the series when Bards refer to their value system but reveal little else. For 

example, when Nelac’s colleagues are in favor of permanently barring Cadvan from 

reentering Bardic society after he committed his crime in The Bone Queen, he reminds 

them: “Is it not said, on the opening page of the Paur Libridha, that the Way of the Heart 

is the keystone of all knowledge? And did not Maninaë also say that a Bard without 

compassion is no Bard at all, since love is the key to insight, and knowledge without 

insight is an empty husk which nourisheth not the body nor the mind nor the soul?” (ch. 

IV). These principles and values of the Light, which every Bard is expected to uphold 

following his or her initiation ritual, evidently form the basis of Bardic rule, at least before 

and after the rule of the Nameless One. 

Like humans in the real world, Bards are not a homogenous group. There are many 

different ethnicities and cultures across Edil-Amarandh. Moreover, Bards can specialize 

in a variety of professional fields, some of which requiring more use of magic than others. 

A basic distinction is made between “Readers” and “Makers”, the former often being 

scholarly inclined, whereas the latter – as the name suggests – may focus on perfecting 
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one or several crafts. When Cadvan compares his teacher, Nelac, to the First Bard of 

Norloch, Enkir, he remarks, “The First Bard is Enkir, another great Reader. The First 

Bards at Norloch have almost without exception been Readers, although there have been 

a few Makers” (The Naming 226). This remark implies that in Bardic society, much like 

in real societies, scholars are usually considered to be better suited as holders of power 

than craftsmen. It also seems that healers have their own category. Although Cadvan tells 

Maerad that “[all] Bards are healers”, it is evident that not all Bards are equally capable 

of and trained in the art of healing, and that some have truly devoted their lives to this 

profession (46). 

A core aspect of the Balance is its relatively strict regulation of Barding. Unlike 

the Harry Potter novels or the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series, where spells are cast 

almost constantly, and the use of magic is largely unrestricted, Bards are strongly 

discouraged from using magic liberally. In many cases, convenience is not considered a 

sufficiently valid reason for employing Bardic powers, provided that the task can be 

completed by mundane means in a reasonable amount of time. Indeed, Cadvan seems to 

actively dislike using magic to accomplish what can be done with a pair of hands. When 

he and Maerad find themselves struggling with truly dreadful weather conditions and 

Maerad suggests using magic to get a fire going, Cadvan declines: “I will not use what 

you call magic at my whim, like a cheap magician doing tricks for children,” emphasizing 

the great respect he has for the Balance (The Naming 266). Though the power of Bards is 

not nearly as potentially destructive as that of mages in other works, such as the Dragon 

Age franchise, Bards are likely well aware that wielding great magical power can have 

disastrous consequences if it is wielded without caution. Cadvan proves to be one of them 

as he repeatedly warns Maerad to be wary of her gift: “A Gift of this kind is a double-

edged blade, and its possession can damage you if used wrongly” (32). 

The greatest departure from the doctrine of the Balance happened during the Great 

Silence, the reign of Sharma, the Nameless One. The Bards’ guileless and trusting nature 

in Affinil had been their downfall as Sharma rose through the ranks until he was 

considered the most powerful Bard of his time. He then began to ensnare others by 

promising them “unending life and absolute power” (The Naming 475). This alone was a 

major breach of the “Laws of Balance” the Bards adhere to, and it is unclear whether his 

Bardic followers knew their fate was to become Hulls. After Sharma’s first defeat, Bards 
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were more careful and had established a much more warlike culture in their new capital 

city, Norloch (Ibid.). 

In spite of all their strengths and advantages, Bards are not the only powerful 

beings in Edil-Amarandh – or even the most powerful ones. During the “Age of 

Elementals”, the Elidhu held considerable power over the geography of the entire region 

and thus influenced the entirety of human civilization in major ways (The Naming 472). 

The Ice Witch, also known as the Winterking, or Arkan, made all of Edil-Amarandh suffer 

through a never-ending winter, and after having been thwarted by an alliance between 

some Elementals and other peoples, he yet again rearranged the structure of the entire 

continent (472-473). Ardina, the Moonchild, is similarly powerful, having preserved and 

hidden away her own little queendom for many centuries. If Innail is akin to Rivendell, 

Rachida is akin to Lothlorien – a paradise hidden in the woods. Maerad describes the sky 

as seemingly “veiled by a golden mist” (297). When Maerad first meets Ardina, she 

reveals herself to be the girl’s ancestor. Cadvan, however, cautions her to be careful in 

her dealings with Elementals, as they “cannot be relied on in the human world” and “are 

apt to forget what we must remember, and turn like fire in a trice from benign to deadly” 

(225). However, he assures Maerad that before the Great Silence, a period in which the 

dark was strong and the light was weak, Elidhu and humans had been much closer, and 

many Elidhu had sung with the Bards of Affinil (226). Again and again, the Elidhu are 

said to be mostly neutral, to tend to their own affairs, because they live so much longer 

than mortals (The Crow 501-504). During the events of the series, the Elidhu seem to be 

almost entirely forgotten by Non-Bards, and for a Bard to meet an Elidhu has become 

almost unheard of. If not their powers, at least their presence has evidently waned over 

the centuries before and after the Treesong was split (The Naming 472-473). 

Consequently, it is plausible that this event has had at least some impact on the overall 

power of Elidhu, or their willingness to use them in front of humans. 

 

3.2.1 Power Dynamics between Bards, Non-Bards, Hulls, and other groups  

 

From time to time throughout the series, it becomes evident that the Bards’ potential for 

causing mischief and mayhem is considerable. In The Naming, Cadvan easily changes his 

own appearance and that of Maerad – whom he temporarily turns into a boy – with a 

simple spell (230). However, unlike Polyjuice Potion in the Harry Potter franchise, a 
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potion which allows the user to change his/her appearance to that of another existing 

person, it is suggested that Bards can alter a person’s appearance more or less exactly as 

they please. Cadvan, however, points out that “it takes more to fool the eyes of Bards than 

other people” (231). Consequently, if ordinary people were to turn against the Bards, the 

odds would be stacked against them quite significantly. Unlike non-mages (“muggles”) 

in the Harry Potter novels, who have access to technology equal to or even surpassing 

their magical equivalents and weapons of mass destruction, ordinary dwellers of Edil-

Amarandh clearly have no access to any means that might counter magic and are often 

less educated than their magical counterparts. Therefore, in most situations, Non-Bards 

have little hope of stopping Bards from seizing power, as is confirmed by the experiences 

of Croggon’s protagonists in cities where the Dark is strongest. 

Since the return of the Nameless One caused a sharp decline in Bardic culture, the 

setting in the books is not representative of the coexistence of Bardic and Non-Bardic 

communities, especially in peaceful times. However, many territories where the Light is 

still strong, such as Innail, split governance between the two groups. When Maerad and 

Silvia speak about means of punishment, the latter introduces her to Innail’s 

administrative and legal system:  

 

There is a Steward of Innail, who lives in Tinagel, a town about five miles from 

here, and then there are the Bards […] Together they govern the Fesse, which is to 

say, the region and the people. […] We have laws, but they are not often broken. If 

they are, there are punishments: a man who murders another, say, will be tried in a 

court of Bards and townspeople. They will decide what is best. Usually it is some 

kind of restitution – he might be bound to serve the family which he has hurt for a 

number of years, for example, or perhaps pay wergild. If he is sick, or mad, as 

sometimes happens, he will be treated for his sickness. Someone who steals will 

have to return what is stolen. In the worst instances, people will be banished from 

Innail. We don’t imprison people here (The Naming 104). 

 

Arguably, this system is also slightly reminiscent of the separation of church and state 

since many Bards seem to serve their community not only in many practical ways, but 

also in some spiritual capacity. While Bards are sworn to uphold their duty to the Light 

and the Balance, the ordinary people living among them must have accepted this doctrine 

at the very least to some extent, if not outright embraced it. Unlike the Harry Potter novels, 

which feature a strict segregation of Muggles and Wizardfolk, to the extent that Muggles 

are not even allowed to know about the Wizarding World, Bards and Non-Bards not only 
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often co-exist peacefully in Edil-Amarandh, but their lives are also intertwined. Croggon 

explicitly mentions the existence of “dual authorities of Barding and ruling authorities” 

in the appendix of The Naming as being an important aspect of the Balance, emphasizing 

that Bards and both “shared governance of their various peoples, and which by their 

complex nature mitigated against absolute rule”. She further explains that “political 

systems differed in each region, but in many areas those “mutually dependent 

autonomous structures” led to a democratic system, where all adults were allowed to vote 

a steward into office (479). However, it is quite evident that Non-Bards have become 

much less significant on the world stage by the time Cadvan saves Maerad from Gilman’s 

Cot, as they seem to be essentially barred from wielding political power in several great 

cities and towns, such as Norloch and Ettinor (417-418). Moreover, while Bards and Non-

Bards do not seem particularly alienated from one another in those parts of the world 

where the Light is still strong – usually they intermarry and work closely together – there 

are still numerous indications that in many other parts of the world, and in certain life 

circumstances, there is still considerable distance between the two groups. A major 

example is provided in The Singing, where Hekibel, the only main character who is not 

a Bard, falls in love with Saliman. Her love runs so deep that she barely manages to leave 

him behind when he becomes mortally ill, regardless of the fact that he is already dying 

and poses a great danger to all of his companions. Her friends and companions, other 

Non-Bards, berate her for it: “‘You were always soft on him,’ said Marich, turning on her 

bitterly. ‘He’s a Bard, Hekibel. A Bard. They have their own ways. They don’t have 

anything to do with us.’” (The Singing 212). While Marich’s admonishment is not entirely 

wrong, as many Bardic and Non-Bardic communities seem to have indeed become more 

segregated in many places over time, he neglects to mention the influence of social class, 

which likely makes it harder for Non-Bards in poorer areas to come into contact with 

Bards and Bardic communities. This circumstance is especially apparent in The Bone 

Queen, where Cadvan finds refuge in a mining settlement. In spite of all the ideals of the 

Balance, it is evident that outside of the major cities, towns and areas of the Seven 

Kingdoms in which Barding is still strong, equality between Bards and Non-Bards, 

especially concerning power and governance, as well as access to education, has not really 

been achieved, or was never even pursued. 
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Assuming that Bards could most likely have seized power well before the return 

of the Nameless One, the fact that they did not do so – at least not on any large scale – is 

testament to their dedication to the Balance. Throughout the series, it is often implied that 

Bards who are faithful to the Light, i.e. who are committed to maintaining the Balance 

and opposing the Dark, enable rather than stand in the way of Non-Bards’ attempting to 

increase their prosperity. 

Apart from one legendary hero, being a Bard and a King or Queen simultaneously 

was prohibited in the Bardic society that reemerged after the first defeat of the Nameless 

One. This rule was universally considered “a crucial element of the balance” (The Naming 

478). However, monarchs never held much power to begin with, and “[the] unity of Edil-

Amarandh was a result of the influence of Barding, rather than any enforcement under 

Kings” (478). Thus, it was evidently the Bards who were the greatest source of stability, 

power and order in all or most of Edil-Amarandh.  

A major motivation for writing this thesis was the idea that a fictional society in 

which a force such as magic has a positive influence, especially if it is evenly distributed, 

a fairer, more equal society would have to emerge, even if the setting itself is a medieval 

one. This notion is clearly reflected in Croggon’s novels, who explains the power 

dynamics in Edil-Amarandh as follows: “The Bards were […] a source of the relatively 

loose hierarchies in Edil-Amarandh; since a Bard might come from anywhere, even the 

poorest of communities, it was entirely conceivable – and commonly happened, 

especially in the first centuries after the Restauration – that the lowest might hold sway 

over the Wise” (The Naming 479). This balance tipped when strive and struggle for power 

destroyed the royal line of Norloch. “After this, Bards ruled alone in Norloch […] it 

seemed to some this was better, and that the Bards, constrained by their vows to the Light 

and the Balance, would rule more wisely. But there were others who said this was a 

distortion of the Balance; and they also pointed out that women were no longer placed in 

authority in Norloch, as they continued to be in most other Schools, and saw this as 

another symptom of imbalance” (The Naming 476-477).  

It is unclear how and when exactly the new decline of Bardic culture in Edil-

Amarandh started. The return of the Nameless One is clearly an important factor, and it 

is suggested that his disturbing the Balance had a ripple effect, which slowly crept across 

the entire continent, slowly poisoning both minds and, as has been mentioned before, the 
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land (The Crow 476). Sometimes it is indicated that those who break their vows to the 

Light tend to lose what makes them human – the Hulls do so quite literally – and soon 

they no longer shy away from committing atrocities. Another path lies in an even more 

gradual shift away from the Balance. This explanation is mirrored in The Bone Queen 

when Nelac reflects on his unwillingness to accept Cadvan’s sentence: 

 

In her time, the Bone Queen had had many willing servants. Thinking of Bards like 

Noram and Coglint, Nelac’s belly lurched with contempt: he could see so clearly how 

they would fall, listening to their fear. Milana’s alarm after the discussions about 

Cadvan’s exile was well founded: a just mercy in the face of wrongdoing was the 

easiest to argue against, the hardest to defend in times of crisis. And once that was 

swept aside, it was easier to ignore other principles, little by little, act by act, until they 

embraced the most unthinkable atrocities of the Dark, while telling themselves they 

were merely obeying necessity and reason (ch. XXVIII). 

 

Or as Cadvan tells Maerad many decades later:   

 

In some places it’s the Bards’ fault: they have become arrogant and distant, and 

despise the people among whom they live, and no longer care as they should for the 

life of the land. But elsewhere there are other forces at work which blacken the 

names of Bards and the arts of Barding, sowing lies to plant suspicion where once 

was trust, and hatred where once was love. To all our loss (The Naming 125).  

 

This notion is confirmed when an inn keeper – ignorant of Cadvan and Maerad’s true 

nature – laments the fact that the Bards living in another area “leave scarce little for the 

people make a life with, living high on the sweat of others with nary a thank-you” (192). 

As Cadvan explains to Maerad later, Bards collect a tithe from landowners. In return, they 

teach the children, heal the sick, and create things for the good of the community without 

demanding any additional money. In corrupted areas, this balance has been distorted, and 

Bards pressure the populace into giving more than they can afford for fewer and poorer 

services (242-243). Croggon also mentions this in her appendix: “[Some] Schools began 

to be estranged from their people, demanding high tithes and begrudging their services, 

which caused an enormous loss of the Bard’s prestige in many parts of Annar, and 

sometimes outright and violent resentment” (477). Indeed, the protagonists repeatedly 

encounter situations in which renegade Bards blatantly misuse their power. A particularly 

vivid example is a Bardic official who takes away the instruments belonging to a group 

of performing minstrels right after rendering them incapable of movement with as little 

as a gesture of her hand, as only Bards should be allowed to perform (The Naming 250). 
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This casual assault on Non-Bards’ bodily autonomy and basic rights may still be a rare 

occurrence in some parts of the continent, but no longer is in others. Moreover, it hints at 

the beginnings of an extreme version of disenfranchisement. When Cadvan saves a sick 

child near a place where this kind of corruption is occurring, a local tells him, “Only Bards 

are allowed to do the Healing”, which even includes midwifery, and is clearly another 

measure to consolidate power (The Naming 247). This circumstance than the common 

narrative of a magical elite (where basically all power is held by the magical populace) 

as midwifery is clearly a medical field which does not necessarily require any magic at 

all, thus robbing ordinary people of all independence where health care is concerned. 

Upon Maerad’s worry about their cover being blown, Cadvan states that “I could not 

stand by idly, knowing I could save him. That is not the way of Bards” (248). Similar 

examples of a magical elite can be found in many literary works, e.g. Karen Miller’s 

Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series, where non-mages are strictly forbidden from even 

attempting to use magic in any way, shape or form. Since the mages (Dorians) have 

successfully convinced the Olks that the latter are utterly incapable of using magic 

anyways, such attempts rarely occur (The Innocent Mage ch. 10). However, if any task 

can be accomplished without magic, non-mages are generally encouraged to find their 

own solutions – if only because mages and non-mages rarely mingle. Ultimately, it seems 

that the very presence of Sharma in the world weakens the forces of the Light and 

strengthen those of the Dark. The influence of the Dark has grown considerably between 

the events in The Bone Queen and Cadvan and Maerad’s journey through Edil-Amarandh, 

though not exceedingly. Cadvan is clearly still worried and surprised by their unexpected 

encounter with a Hull, which he sees as a sign that the Nameless “must feel sure in his 

power, to be so closely folded in the bosom of his enemy” (The Naming 240). The rise of 

the Dark is followed by worsening living conditions and overall decay in many areas, as 

the protagonists observe again and again during their journey (The Naming 242; The Crow 

V).  Whereas part of the decline of Barding in Edil-Amarandh is decidedly caused by the 

Bards’ behavior and the rise of the Dark itself, the decline in numbers of Bards in Edil-

Amarandh has also weakened the Light considerably.  

One task in which the forces of the Dark excel without a doubt is amassing armies. 

Both the Order of the Phoenix (heroes) and the Death Eathers (villains) in the Harry 

Potter series attempt to gather followers, but towards the end, the death eaters are proven 
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to be much more successful (Marciniak 33). The same applies to the Pellinor series, 

where the Bards do attempt to form an alliance against the Nameless One, but fail to do 

so effectively. Sharma’s vast army of dogsoldiers, child soldiers, Hulls, slaves, and other 

followers, “stretching further than the eye [can] see”, is all but steamrolling Annar by the 

time the siblings manage to restore the Treesong (The Singing 28). Norloch, arguably the 

most powerful School of Annar, has ultimately enabled and aided the Nameless One in 

his conquest. Therefore, in addition to power in numbers, the Dark has hijacked major 

institutions of the Light and added institutional power to its arsenal. However, unlike the 

Ministry of Magic in the Harry Potter novels, Enkir cannot simply command the Seven 

Kingdoms to follow his lead – he can only threaten them with military retaliation, but his 

rule does not have the same legitimacy and “generally unquestioned authority” as the 

institutions of magical Britain (Marciniak 39). In the end, only Maerad and Hem’s 

intervention can bring about Sharma’s downfall, just as only someone as powerful as the 

Nameless One was capable of bringing the thriving societies of Annar to its knees in the 

first place. If one considers the Balance itself to be a kind of ideological power, the 

philosophy of Barding can certainly be highly influential and its followers a force to be 

reckoned with. However, in the end, it does little to help prevent the advent of the 

Nameless One. Consequently, individual power, rather than collective, institutional, or 

even ideological power turns out to be the most potent kind in Croggon’s story.  

Nevertheless, this individual power is mostly limited to Bards. One of the few 

Non-Bardic characters who contribute to the struggle between Light and Dark is Hekibel, 

Saliman’s love interest, who manages to steer Hem and Maerad into the right direction 

when they first attempt to restore the Treesong in the wrong location (The Singing 371). 

Hekibel’s former friends and companions (all Non-Bards) berate her for her affection 

towards Saliman: “‘You were always soft on him,’ said Marich, turning on her bitterly. 

‘He’s a Bard, Hekibel. A Bard. They have their own ways. They don’t have anything to 

do with us.’” (212). While Marich’s admonishment is certainly not wrong, as many 

Bardic and Non-Bardic communities seem to have indeed become more segregated in 

many places over time, he neglects to mention the influence of social class, which likely 

makes it harder for Non-Bards in poorer areas to come into contact with Bards and Bardic 

communities, unless a Bard is born to them. This circumstance is especially apparent in 

The Bone Queen, where Cadvan finds refuge in a mining settlement. In spite of all the 
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ideals of the Balance, it is evident that a balance of Bards and Non-Bards in communities, 

as well as a balance of power and education, has not really been achieved, or was likely 

never intended. 

 

3.2.2 Holier than thou – Classism among Bards 

 

The capacity for magic alone is rarely the only requirement for achieving a desirable 

social standing. The Harry Potter novels are not only a classic example of scholarly 

mages, but also of classism and bigotry related to ancestry. Lord Voldemort would likely 

not have come to power if the pureblood families among Rowling’s wizardfolk had not 

felt threatened by their society’s ever-growing tendency towards inclusion and acceptance 

of Muggle-borns as equals (i.e. wizards and witches born to non-magical parents). 

Similarly to many other researchers, Barratt compares the situation to Nazi Germany: 

“Just as Hitler skillfully used symbols of traditional German nationalism to lend 

legitimacy to his racial ideology, so Voldemort claims to be restoring old, traditional 

standards of magical behavior, selectivity, and empowerment that have been lost” (63). 

Interestingly, this class struggle does not even play a secondary role in the Pellinor series. 

It seems that there are considerably more Bards from families in which there are no other 

Bards than there are Muggle-borns in the Harry Potter series. Cadvan mentions that 

“[some] Bards, perhaps about half of them, come from families in which Barding has 

never been known – I am one of those – others do not”, and that Maerad’s mother was 

descended from an “ancient family of Bards” (The Naming 225). Cadvan does not like 

the notion of social class, especially among bards: “I do not trust the idea of inherited 

Barding. There are those who are not worthy of their ancestry, and who are proud beyond 

their ability or right” (Ibid.). As Cadvan reveals to Maerad a while later, being the only 

Bard in a family of “simple folk” is often not easy, least of all because of the Bards’ 

increased lifespan (296). For a short while after their conversation, Maerad perceives a 

certain distance between herself and Cadvan, because of which she grows slightly 

infuriated, as, after all, her heritage “wasn’t her fault” (225). Her lack of care or even 

awareness of social class throughout the books is easily explained through her upbringing 

as a slave. It is also reminiscent of another literary orphan’s disregard for his own wealth 

and potential status: Harry Potter is deeply uncomfortable when the Weasleys witness the 
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riches in his vault, while having barely anything left in their own (Harry Potter and the 

Chamber of Secrets ch. 4). 

The question as to what happens when a Non-Bard is born into a Bard family 

remains unanswered. In Harry Potter, it is obvious that Squib – non-magical children born 

to wizarding families – face significant difficulties, and often choose to live their lives as 

muggles, as they never truly fit into magical society (Harry Potter and the Chamber of 

Secrets ch. 9). However, it seems that this is still a great improvement over outdated, 

more cruel practices. Barratt points out that “at least when Albus and Aberforth were 

growing up [i.e. during the late 19th century], Squibs were kept behind closed doors and 

not talked about, much as many disabilities were until recently, all over the world” (65). 

Equating a lack of magic with disability is also a common theme in the Kingmaker, 

Kingbreaker novels, where the prince of the mage-kingdom Dorana is regularly shunned 

for his “deformity” by other Doranen (The Innocent Mage ch.1). As being the only Bard 

of a family is evidently difficult, it stands to reason that being the only Non-Bard of a 

family of Bards is equally, if not more difficult. However, the Bards’ doctrine of Balance 

likely facilitates better treatment and inclusion of their “Squibs” than those in Harry 

Potter and Kingmaker, Kingbreaker can hope for. 

In Innail, Maerad observes great diversity among the people, and that all are 

richely dressed (The Naming 113). However, Edil-Amarandh is no stranger to racism, as 

Saliman, the only black main character, experiences repeatedly in his dealings with 

northeners. During a Meet in Innail, Saliman is openly shunned by a female Bard, who 

later turns out to have turned to the Dark (118). This Bard also opposes Maerad’s 

acceptance into Bard society on the basis that she is an uneducated stranger, hinting that 

Maerad may be an imposter, regardless of the fact that pretending to be a bard is simply 

impossible (131). This argument is reminiscent of the pureblood ideology that some 

witches and wizards in the Harry Potter universe buy into, which dictates that witches and 

wizards born to Muggle (non-magical) parents are inherently inferior to “real” witches 

and wizards in many aspects (Marciniak 19). Ideology is an extremely important factor 

when it comes to power struggles in Rowling’s fantasy series. Blood-purity, an ideology 

perpetrated by Voldemort and his followers, which is very similar to the Nazi’s 

justifications for Aryan supremacy, is a core aspect of power imbalances in Wizarding 

society (Ibid.). Moreover, Voldemort never made a secret of his ultimate goal to subjugate 
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Muggles, a wish that is aptly symbolized by a gigantic grotesque statue in the Ministry of 

Magic after he comes to power (qtd. in Marciniak 22-23). Thus, magic itself becomes a 

means to justify the suppression of a minority: 

 

To justify power, pureblood ideology uses magic as its rationalization. […] 

Justifying social superiority by binding it to a biological trait that is assumed to 

produce essential differences is not a new method for establishing hegemony 

created by this fictional ideology. In fact, it is a very old method and in the real 

world it is used to justify racism and the structures of white privilege (Marciniak 

20).  

 

As has already been discussed, Croggon’s villains may also subscribe to such an ideology, 

but only in certain circumstances. The discrimination of “low-born” Bards does not occur 

on a large scale, and even the subjugation of Non-Bards seems to be a means to an end 

rather than an end in itself. However, it is not unlikely that some sort of ideology-driven 

extremism was part of the Nameless One’s plan to rule over Edil-Amarandh, at least at 

some point. Even if his powers are supposedly capable of tainting the very Speech itself, 

there is little indication that even morally ambiguous Bards are sufficiently susceptible to 

the Darkness to throw away all of their principles on a whim. Hem’s experience with an 

entitled, wealthy Non-Bard in Turbansk and Zelika’s descriptions of her previous life of 

luxury hint at a class division other than that between Bard and Non-Bard: socioeconomic 

status. It is not entirely unthinkable that the divide between Bards, who are usually 

wealthy or at least comfortable – or so it seems – and Non-Bards is not as great as that 

between wealthy people and poorer ones, regardless of whether they are capable of magic 

or not. Interestingly, the situation used to be similar in the Wizarding World of 

J.K.Rowling, where especially the Malfoys were known to socialize with the upper crust 

of Muggle Britain before the statute of secrecy was implemented and all magical folk 

went into hiding (Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire ch. 26). 

 Ultimately, the struggle for power in Edil-Amarandh is a genuine struggle 

between the Dark and the Light and in this way quite similar to The Lord of the Rings. 

 

4 Gender Relations and Gendered Magic in Fictional Worlds and Former Times 

 

So far, this thesis has mainly focused on how the ability to use magic influences social 

structures and power dynamics in general. Another important aspect of social 
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coexistence, which also involves power dynamics that may be influenced by supernatural 

powers, is gender relations. Fantasy novels, especially those taking place in pseudo-

medieval settings, often feature bleak, blatantly sexist societies, mirroring the prevalent 

image of medieval society in popular culture (Carroll 26-27). In recent decades, the 

literature and entertainment industries have made great strides in eschewing outdated 

gender roles. While the Pellinor books are likely not intended to be read as feminist 

literature, they feature a setting in which magic has not only influenced the overall 

organization of society, but also gender relations. In many ways, the equality found in 

Bardic societies stands in stark contrast to several other, more mundane communities, and 

gender equality is no exception. 

This chapter discusses magic as a means for women to level the playing field, 

gendered types of magic, and the portrayal of (magical) women and men in fantasy 

literature in general and in the Pellinor series in particular. 

 

4.1 Of witches and wizards 

 

Supernatural powers of various kinds have long been ascribed to specific genders within 

certain contexts. For instance, in most circumstances the word “witch” is feminine-coded, 

whereas “wizard” is masculine-coded. A rare exception, at least in popular culture, is the 

book, TV, and video-game series called The Witcher. However, according to Harper, both 

terms seem to share the same root in Old English – wicce (witch) and wicca (wizard) 

(“witch (n.)”). The term “wizard” is often associated with elderly, wise, long-bearded 

men, the most iconic example of which is most certainly Tolkien’s Gandalf, a character 

which was influenced considerably by Christian values, Norse mythology, and the 

Arthurian Legends (Mudrová 19-49). However, while “wizard” and “witch” may share 

the same root, they most definitely do not have the same connotation. As M. Miller points 

out, “[when] we say witch, we almost exclusively mean woman. Sure, men have also 

been accused of witchcraft, but they are by far the minority. Further, the words used to 

describe men with magical powers – warlock, magus, sorcerer, wizard – don’t carry the 

same stigma”. Nowadays, being called a “witch” may not imply a threat to one’s life or 

social standing anymore, but it is still used as a slur. A prominent and quite recent 

example would be Hilary Clinton, who has repeatedly been depicted and referred to as a 

witch during the US election in 2016 (M. Miller). As has already been discussed, the 
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practice of magic and magical thinking was extremely widespread in bygone eras, and in 

some parts of the world, these traditions have survived until today – their upsides as well 

as their considerable downsides. In her work, Mary Douglas lists various examples of 

accusations of witchcraft and witch trials during Africa in the second half of the 20th 

century (726). Behringer also describes similar examples where a poor understanding of 

causal versus correlational relationships is closely connected with the persecution of 

“witches”. In those cases, misfortune, sickness and death was often not attributed to 

natural causes or even God, but to the intervention of witches (12-14). Yet another 

perspective is provided by Müller and Sanderson, who mention that even in the 21st 

century, numerous women have been ostracized or even killed by their communities after 

they had come under suspicion of practicing witchcraft, “especially in Africa but also in 

Southeast Asia and Latin America”. They further indicate that communities often accuse 

women who have become either too old or too independent. This fact points to the 

utilization of accusations of witchcraft as a convenient way to get rid of perceived 

troublemakers, elderly widows who rely on the benevolence of their (wealthier) neighbors 

to get by, women who refuse to follow the dictates of the patriarchal social order, or step 

out of line in some other way, is confirmed by Federici (96). 

 Marshall, who focuses on the Salem witch trials in her article, also points out that 

“[witch] trials didn’t target the powerful. They persecuted society’s most marginal 

members – particularly women”. However, other sources indicate that the matter is 

slightly more complicated, and that it is difficult to point to a specific demographic group 

as having a considerably higher chance of becoming a victim (Rowlands 88). 

Nevertheless, many studies point to power struggles and imbalances as important, 

frequently encountered factors. 

Indeed, the witch trials may well mark an unprecedented force of aggression 

specifically against women:  

 

Beyond the male magi that serve as Rowling’s inspiration, history is replete with 

the politics of hate with respect to the prolonged persecution of women accused of 

being engaged in witchcraft. Across Europe the state engaged in direct persecution 

of women, torture for confessions, and capital punishment for those found guilty. 

Of course, most of the accused ended up being found guilty (Landman x).  

 

Nevertheless, in spite of all the stigma surrounding “witches” of the past as well as the 

present, practicing witchcraft can actually be truly empowering. A great example would 
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be the previously-mentioned witches living in Romania, who still practice their magic 

rituals and spells and even offer their services on the internet. As the self-proclaimed 

“Queen of White Magic, Maria Campina” points out, “[we] are witches from mother to 

daughter […] This power is not for everyone. Only my daughters can inherit it.” (Luca). 

Queen Campina is “a frequent guest on television shows where she predicts the fortune 

of local celebrities”, as well as “[one] of the richest people in the country” and “a 

celebrity” (Ibid.). The article also cites Mihaela Dragan, the founder of “Roma 

Futurism—an art movement promoting the idea of an empowered Roma woman”, who 

points out that “[witches] are the only matrilineal tribe of Roma people. All others 

transmit inheritance through male lineage” (Ibid.). Thus, being a witch is a legitimate way 

for Roma women to escape some of the injustices of their strictly patriarchal society. 

Unfortunately, young Roma girls are often expected to leave school at around 10 years of 

age to help raise their younger siblings, and they often end up marrying young (Ratcliffe). 

Consequently, “being born into a witch clan” is one of the very few ways for Roma 

women in Romania to live a truly self-determined, independent lifestyle, even though it 

further fuels the stigma of them being “associated with witchcraft” (Luca). Interestingly, 

the renowned witches of Romania seem to exude considerable authority, which may not 

be possible otherwise. As Hall points out, “Stereotypically, masculinity is associated with 

authority, while femininity is associated with emotional care, leaving women 

disadvantaged in the working world” (4). It is this very authority which might have 

protected the witches of Romania from persecution during the witch trials. As Luca points 

out, while Romania’s witches were sometimes barred from entering a church, or faced 

similar exclusions from the community, they were rarely persecuted during Europe’s 

period of witch trials, for they performed vital tasks, especially in rural communities. 

Consequently, to be a witch can also mean to wield tangible power. M. Miller also 

perceives the word “witch” as a way to curb the power of women, especially when it is 

wielded as an insult: 

 

A better parallel to “witch” is the word “whore”. Both are time-honoured tools for 

policing women, meant to shame them into socially prescribed behaviour. A whore 

transgresses norms of female sexuality; a witch transgresses norms of female 

power. Witches are often called unnatural because of their ability to threaten men. 

With her spells, a witch can transform you into a pig, or defeat you in battle. She 

can curse you, blight your crops, ignore you, refuse you, correct you. Punishing 



57 

 

 

witches accomplishes two things: it ends the threat and makes others afraid to 

follow in the unruly woman’s footsteps. 

 

Research indicates that women who are perceived as wanting power have to grapple with 

scrutiny that their male counterparts simply do not experience (Okimoto and Brescoll 

933). Consequently, having a “witch” be the heroine of an epic story can be seen as a 

great way to double down on female empowerment and celebrating wise elderly women, 

female healers, independent spinsters, suffragettes, ambitious career women, 

inconvenient wives, and others who refuse to fit into the narrow box of what constitutes 

acceptable female behavior. 

In the Pellinor series, both Maerad and Hem were slandered as a “witch”, 

regardless of their gender. Arkan, the Winterking, was also referred to as the “Ice Witch” 

(The Gift 269). Consequently, the term may be considered gender-neutral in Edil-

Amarandh. Especially where Hem is concerned, the behavior of his fellow orphans once 

again points to the deep divide between Bards and Non-Bards, especially in poorer areas 

where the presence of Bards is no longer experienced as benevolent. 

 

4.1.1 Gendered magic 

 

Usually, the portrayal of wizards and witches differs at least slightly in many literary 

works. In some cases, their very capability of using magic is shown to manifest in 

different ways. However, it seems that more often than not, magic is not truly “gendered”, 

i.e. witches and wizards have roughly the same magical potential, and are thus neither 

fundamentally advantaged nor disadvantaged in the various magical domains – at least 

not due to their gender. This is true for almost all works that have been mentioned so far 

(the Harry Potter novels, the Kingmaker, Kingbreaker series, the tabletop game 

Dungeons and Dragons, the video games Dragon Age and The Witcher, etc). In many 

ways, magic does indeed level the playing field, although conventional gender norms are 

often still observed in some way, as is pointed out by Battis during her analysis of the 

Harry Potter novels: 

 
Magic as a site of agency in contemporary children’s and adolescent fantasy writing is 

both gendered and transgendered – that is, it is both constrained by gender norms 

beyond the text, while simultaneously allowing for the possibility of gender 
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insubordination (and gender variance) within the text. In some instances, magic can be 

read as “genderless”, in that shared magic between the sexes might be seen at first to 

erase sexual difference (qtd. in Rodrigues 94).  

While gender does not influence a wizard’s or witch’s aptitude for magic in general, Battis 

brings up what she perceives to be a distinction between Hermoine’s and Harry’s magic, 

meaning that Hermione's magic represents “learned or competent magic”, whereas 

Harry’s can be seen as being closer to “intuitive or creative magic” (95). While this 

distinction may seem inconsequential at first glance, studies have shown that the 

emergence of gender stereotypes concerning intellectual ability happens early in life, and 

girls show signs of losing faith in their innate abilities as soon as by age 6 (Bian et al. 1). 

Throughout the novels, there are several instances which suggest that this may indeed 

apply to Hermione, as she is often shown to work exceptionally hard and be genuinely 

afraid of academic failure. Still, two or three characters are not representative of how 

gender roles influence the way in which magic is used, let alone how magic and gender 

norms correlate within a magic system. 

Moreover, there are examples depicting much more drastic differences between 

“men’s magic” and “women’s magic”. One major example can be found in Terry 

Pratchett’s Discworld novels, where magic “is explicitly gendered, and Pratchett’s 

witches and wizards demonstrate and even consciously uphold distinct gender separation 

regarding magical practice, methodology, knowledge, and responsibility” (Williams 5). 

In fact, there are hints which seem to suggest that witches use magic to effect change in 

the world in a fundamentally different way to how wizards use it: 

Pratchett’s witches pride themselves on avoiding the actual use of magic unless 

absolutely necessary, preferring to rely on the art of “Headology,” their particular 

brand of psychology, which derives from the belief that by understanding how 

people’s perceptions of the world constitute their reality, a witch can then alter an 

individual’s reality. Therefore, witches need not use magic to transform a person 

into a frog; they merely use Headology to convince that person they are already a 

frog (6). 

 

The magic of wizards, on the other hand, resembles that which comes to mind when one 

thinks of stereotypical types of magic in fantasy literature – fireballs, illusions, weather-

making (Pratchett and Briggs 244). In this way, Pratchett’s witches resemble Croggon’s 

Bards much more than Pratchett’s wizards – they do their best to avoid using magic as 
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long as there is another way to accomplish their goals and are not interested in putting on 

a show. 

Education constitutes yet another field where the wizards and witches indigenous 

to the Discworld favor vastly different approaches. Wizards develop their skills at the 

Unseen University, and since their lives seem to rotate around this particular institution 

quite considerably, they practically embody the principle of the scholar living in the ivory 

tower. Witches vastly prefer a more hands-on approach and pass on their knowledge from 

one generation to the next in smaller groups, focusing on real-world knowledge and 

personal experience (Williams 6). As Pratchett and Briggs humorously point out, and as 

is also mentioned by Williams, “[another] significant difference between wizards and 

witches lies in the attitude to books. Most witches can read and write but place no 

particular value on books; wizards without a library would just be fat men in pointy hats” 

(qtd. in Williams 6).  

Ultimately, these differences between witches and wizards solidify a very 

traditional notion of what constitutes male and female knowledge, intelligence, 

competency, and ultimately, spheres. Whereas wizards are the “true” scholars, the 

scientists, the rational pursuers of knowledge, witches swear by more natural types of 

magic and components, such as potions, certain spells, and other kinds of nature magic. 

This also leads to a lack of acknowledgement and respect between wizards and witches, 

who accuse each other of using magic in the wrong way. Whereas wizards insist that 

witches are incapable of what they refer to as “high magic”, witches, similarly to Edil-

Amarandh's Bards, do not look kindly upon unnecessary and vain uses of magic, which 

they regularly accuse wizards of indulging in (6-7).  

Another common difference between male and female wielders of magic is 

therefore quite reminiscent of gender norms in the real-world job market. Whereas 

wizards prefer to further their studies at their university, where they have established a 

strict hierarchy, witches are much more equal, and often roll up their sleeves to complete 

tasks that need to be done, but are considered beneath a wizard’s dignity:  

 

Unlike the laziness, intellectual haughtiness, and selfishness of the wizards at UU, 

Pratchett’s witches scurry across the countryside relying on whatever is handy to 

cure and correct human misfortunes. The witches stand apart from the general 

public just as the wizards do, yet while wizards seek to dominate and control the 
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people of Discworld, witches serve and protect those unable or just too unaware to 

solve their own problems (40). 

 

This dichotomy brings to mind the differences between magic as a technology and the 

more natural, evocative sorts of magic. This expectation of women to be capable of 

“softer” or more practical kinds of magic, i.e. healing, housework spells, etc. is part of 

many fantasy novels. Even Harry Potter and Ron Weasley expect a similar aptitude for 

healing from Hermione (Croft 136). However, their expectations can also be attributed to 

Hermione’s overall competency and vast knowledge. 

While Pratchett’s witches enjoy considerably less prestige than his wizards, they 

are nonetheless very independent and autonomous, and well-respected in their own 

communities. An example for a fictional setting where this segregation of genders leads 

to more drastic consequences, and the power imbalance between male and female mages 

is therefore much greater, would be Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea. In the center of 

Earthsea, “language and magic is controlled by men, correspondingly power belongs to them 

and women and their magic is denigrated” (Dikmen). This gross imbalance leads to a world 

in which magic users – at least properly-educated ones, are almost exclusively male. Dikmen 

mentions Roke Island as a particular striking example:  

 

Because the school of wizardry is more like an institution of higher education of magic, 

only ‘boys’ are supposed to attend this school, but as it is revealed in the story 

“Dragonfly”, girls are not banned in fact. But there are expectations of patriarchy from 

people; inevitably because women are not seen appropriate for “high magic” they never 

attempt to join the school of wizardry. According to authoritative doctrine, women’s 

magic is denigrated by male mages; it’s functional rather than performing an art and 

the magic they use can be named as “use-magic”. It is thought as dark, unreliable, and 

dangerous and associated with the Dark Powers of the Earth. And in Earthsea such 

powers are represented as inimical to men. 

 

In Edil-Amarandh, Norloch seems to have adopted a similar stance on women’s education 

and initiation into Bardic traditions, as Nelac informs Maerad, Cadvan, Hem and Saliman: 

“Three years ago he forbade the teaching of swordcraft and unarmed combat to women. 

Late last year he published the edict that women should not be taught as Bards” (The 

Naming 406). However, unlike Pratchett’s and Le Guin’s wizards, male Bards have 

neglected to broadcast a doctrine to justify their exclusion of women from positions of 

power and even barring them from answering the call of their powers altogether. Their 

exclusion of women from magical academia seems to constitute an arbitrary, yet 
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unmistakable sign that the Balance is badly shaken. The novels’ appendixes and the story 

itself also fails to provide an explanation for the Bards’ apparent lack of opposition to this 

distortion of what is ultimately the core principle of their traditions. Cadvan’s mentor, 

Nelac, who also lives in Norloch, merely laments that “[it’s] been more than a lifetime 

since there was a woman on the First Circle. I like it not. Something is wrong in the 

Balance here, and it slips always more awry” (406-407). To Maerad’s question as to why 

Enkir treats women so unjustly, Nelac only has one answer: “It is a measure of his power” 

(206). When Cadvan is about to take Maerad to Enkir, he too is well aware of the latter’s 

misogyny: “There’s the question of the One being a woman, to begin with. Enkir will see 

that as a direct attack on him. And for some, that will be enough to discount our arguments 

altogether” (414). However, considering Nelac’s relentless dedication to the principles of 

the Balance, he seems strangely apathetic when it comes to the gross injustice that all 

female Bards of Norloch are forced to endure. Either Enkir’s conduct has become so 

normal by the time Maerad comes into Cadvan’s life, or this disruption of the Balance, 

perhaps even the apathy people seem to have towards it, is yet another sign that the 

influence of the Nameless One is poisoning not only the land itself, but also the minds of 

its denizens. This interpretation seems not entirely unreasonable, for Nelac is shown to 

be considerably more confrontational in the face of injustice during the events in The 

Bone Queen than he is during Cadvan and Maerad’s journey decades later, even though 

he insists that he opposes Enkir whenever he can.  

As far as magic in terms of overall ability or aptitude is concerned, there seems to 

be little difference between male and female Bards. The strict distinction between 

“scientific magic” and “natural magic”, or “High Magic” and everything else, is certainly 

nonexistent – at least among Bards who have not (yet) succumbed to the lure of the Dark. 

Moreover, judging by the number of male characters who are shown to have an aptitude 

for healing, healers seemingly tend to be male rather than female in Edil-Amarandh. 

 

4.2 Medievalism, female power, and masculinity in Edil-Amarandh 

 

4.2.1 Misogyny and domestic violence in pseudo-medieval settings 

 

The first chapter of The Gift introduces the reader to a place which is reminiscent of many 

other medieval fantasy settings in recent popular culture. The frequent mistreatment of 
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women, the strict and patriarchal hierarchy, the displays of hypermasculinity, and the 

casual cruelty with which those at the bottom of the social order are treated, are an integral 

part of fictional societies encountered in many fantasy novels and book series, such as 

George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire, Andrzej Sapkowski’ The Witcher, Peter 

V. Brett’s Demon Cycle, Terry Goodkind’s The Sword of Truth, etc. A popular 

counterargument to appease the voices complaining about misogyny and toxic 

masculinity in fantasy settings is often made in the name of “historical accuracy”. 

Ironically, according to Federici, women were afforded more opportunities to live 

independently and exert bodily autonomy during the Middle Ages than was often the case 

in later times (87; 88). She explains this circumstance from an economic perspective:  

 

Women's dependence on men within the servile community was limited by the fact 

that over the authority of their husbands and fathers prevailed that of the lords, who 

claimed possession of the serfs’ persons and property and tried to control every 

aspect of their lives, from work to marriage and sexual behavior. […] The authority 

of male serfs over their female relatives was further limited by the fact that the land 

was generally given to the family unit, and women not only worked on it but could 

dispose of the products of their labor, and did not have to depend on their husbands 

for support. […] In the feudal vil1age no social separation existed between the 

production of goods and the reproduction of the [workforce]; all work contributed 

to the family’s sustenance. Women worked in the fields, in addition to raising 

children, cooking, washing, spinning, and keeping an herb garden; their domestic 

activities were not devalued and did not involve different social relations from those 

of men, as they would later, in a money-economy, when housework would cease to 

be viewed as real work. (25). 

 

Arguably, one of the biggest problems women have faced for many centuries, usually 

negatively affecting their finances and financial independence, is the fact that what is 

often referred to as “women’s work”, i.e. rearing and educating children, caring for the 

elderly, housework, etc., is still considered to be worth less than other types of work, i.e. 

paid work. During the Middle Ages, women even had what may be referred to as a 

“Golden Age” after the Black Death had led to a considerable shortage of skilled 

craftsmen. In London, during the late 14th century, women enjoyed the ability to inherit 

wealth, to “trade separately from their husbands as femmes soles”, or run their own 

businesses (Barron). These opportunities continued into the 15th century, when “one-third 

of all brewers paying dues to the Brewers’ Company were women. Some of these were 

single, while others were widows or married women trading sole” (Ibid). 
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Nevertheless, one cannot ignore the extreme violence running like a thread 

through the Middle Ages. Skoda mentions several such examples, from war, revolts, and 

family feuds to rampaging gangs of privileged students (Skoda, 00:04:45 - 00:29:15). 

Most of the time, women were the victims of said violence rather than the perpetrators. 

From a medieval standpoint, the way in which Gilman treats his wife would not have 

been considered abuse at all, as such was considered almost normal, albeit shameful and 

therefore best kept secret (00:29:30 - 00:32:37). An especially harrowing example of 

mariticide in France in the early 14th century is also provided by Skoda, wherein a man 

was acquitted after a “murderous assault on his wife”, because his friends claimed that it 

was “justifiable discipline”, as “she just was so annoying that she’d had it coming” 

(Skoda, 00:33:09 - 00:33:34).  

These examples show that while the Middle Ages constitute an era in which 

misogyny and sexism were doubtlessly rampant, to pigeonhole the entire era as a single 

nightmare for women and use it as an excuse to continue to deny women meaningful 

representation in works popular culture, is short-sighted. At the very least, the argument 

that medieval settings all but requires the worst of sexism and misogyny in order to be 

authentic should be viewed with skepticism – not only because the modern world is 

acknowledging the damaging effects of sexism, sexual violence, and patriarchy on the 

entire population more and more, and thus increasingly demands a more empowering 

representation of women in all kinds of media, but also because depending on the period 

that inspired the literary work, it may simply be factually wrong.  

Moreover, many argue that fantasy does not have to be an accurate representation 

of Earth. As fantasy author G. Robinson points out, “[we] accept without question that 

these worlds have magic, elves, dragons, creatures of folklore and fairy tale. Do we think 

readers would really, truly struggle with the concept of women who hold an equal role in 

society with men?”. While this attitude is often reflected in more recent examples of 

popular culture, some popular works still use rape, sexual coercion and violence towards 

women disturbingly liberally. For example, the oftentimes harrowing rape scenes of 

Game of Thrones, the televised version of A Song of Ice and Fire, have repeatedly sparked 

outrage among fans and critics alike (Ferreday 21). Nevertheless, it also needs to be said 

that (sexual) violence against women is a well-researched issue most societies are 

sensitized to, whereas (sexual) violence against men is regularly trivialized, perceived as 
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normal, or even made fun of (Mitchell; Vermeulen). Vermeulen states that sexual 

violence, especially in armed conflict, is “all about power and dominance over the 

victim”, and ultimately also about emasculation – figuratively or literally. Furthermore, 

men often struggle even more than women when it comes to speaking about, let alone 

reporting the incident, because victimization is often associated with femininity.  

 

4.2.2 Toxic masculinity in Edil-Amarandh, and its struggles with female power 

 

Fictional societies usually feature established ideas of what it means to be a man or a 

woman, and in most cases, these ideas are almost identical or at least relatively similar to 

the gender roles, stereotypes, and other societal norms surrounding gender identity in the 

Western world. As Clemens points out, “[many] of these “strong” male characters […] 

are defined within the narrow limits of images of hegemonic masculinity. They are 

expected to be brave, physically adept, not to give way to their emotions, and to 

successfully surmount any obstacle in their path. (Clemens 5). 

There is no doubt that gender norms and gender ideology can influence an 

individual’s, a group’s, or even a society’s collective behavior considerably. In their 

paper, Levant and Richmond describe masculine ideology as follows: 

  

Masculinity ideology can be defined as an individual’s internalization of cultural 

belief systems and attitudes toward masculinity and men’s roles. It informs 

expectations for boys and men to conform to certain socially sanctioned masculine 

behaviors and to avoid certain proscribed behaviors (131). 

 

Many problems surrounding gender inequality can be attributed to the fact that 

masculinity is still a very narrowly-defined concept in today’s society. Thus, men are 

often expected to operate within a very narrow set of acceptable behaviors, or risk 

“losing” their masculinity (Leone and Parrott 36; Goldberg 54-55).  

Croggon’s Pellinor series features societies, individuals, and groups that define 

masculinity in different ways. She also included several male characters who defy 

traditional gender roles in one form or another (as seem from both the reader’s and other 

characters’ perspectives), and who are clearly portrayed as heroes and role models. 

However, Edil-Amarandh is a place of both Light and Dark, which is also reflected in 

gender relations. While the Pellinor series lacks graphic depictions of rape and other 

forms of violence against women, Maerad is evidently traumatized by her experiences at 
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Gilman’s Cot. Whereas this issue is less present throughout most of the protagonists’ 

journey, for the women Maerad grew up with, there was ultimately not much difference 

between being “free” and being a slave. The way in which she describes the daily life in 

her youth leaves no doubt that she is very much aware of the deplorability of her own 

treatment: “For as long as she could remember, Maerad had been imprisoned behind 

walls. She was a slave in Gilman’s Cot, and hers was the barest of existences: an endless 

cycle of drudgery and exhaustion and dull fear” (The Naming 1).  She is also aware that 

violence towards women is no marker of strength or courage, and recognizes the 

illegitimacy of Gilman’s authority: 

 

[Gilman’s Cot’s] virtue, as far as the Thane Gilman was concerned, was its 

isolation; here he could be tyrant of his domain, with nothing to check him. It was 

a well-defended fortress, though no one came to attack. […] About a hundred and 

fifty souls lived there: the Thane Gilman and his wife, who had been beaten to a 

shadow after bearing him twelve children, of which five still lived, and his 

henchmen and their women and bastards. The rest were slaves like Maerad, 

captured in raids in Gilman’s youth, or bargained for at the gate, or simply born 

there. […] His many guards served to reinforce his tyranny, and, not 

inconsequentially, gratified his own opinion of his authority. Like many who ruled 

far vaster territories, Gilman was not above the pettiness of vanity (1-2). 

 

The behavior Maerad observes from the men living inside this “prison” is clearly an 

example of what might be referred to as “violent masculinity” or “toxic masculinity”. 

While especially the term “toxic masculinity” can be quite problematic, as it may 

stigmatize masculinity itself, the term ultimately fits the black-and-white dichotomy that 

is simply part of Croggon’s series (Seager and Barry 112).  

This tendency towards violence is often wrongly ascribed to “natural” differences 

between men and women: “Critical to shaping masculine identity in our culture is the 

belief that male aggressiveness is “natural” – rooted in the biochemical, genetic and 

testosterone-soaked attributes of male physicality. This belief underscores broad social 

tolerance of many behaviours that would otherwise be treated as unacceptable – after all, 

boys will be boys” (Davis). Gilman is also quite competent at ensuring his slaves cannot 

not leave his fortress: “The prospect of being hunted down, and a few rumors about 

dangers in the outer world kept slaves from trying to run” (The Gift 2).  

Isolation is an important factor when it comes to power dynamics and gender 

relations within Gilman’s Cot. It enables Gilman to have an iron grip on the people living 
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in his stronghold and allows him to treat his lesser subjects with utter cruelty – a cruelty 

which has become common throughout the entire stronghold. Slaves are severely 

punished for even minor mistakes, and their living spaces are shoddy and barely 

inhabitable (4-7). Bird argues that “homosocial interaction, among heterosexual men, 

contributes to the maintenance of hegemonic masculinity norms by supporting meanings 

associated with identities that fit hegemonic ideals with suppressing meanings associated 

with nonhegemonic masculinity identities” (120). Therefore, Gilman’s Cot’s isolation 

and rigid social hierarchy has likely exaggerated toxic behavior, as their norms are 

unlikely to be challenged from outsiders for as long as it lasts. Male gender roles, 

masculinity, and consequential conflicts in society and communities have been 

investigated extensively by researchers. Bird, for example, has identified “emotional 

detachment, competition, and the sexual objectification” as the “meanings that are 

perpetuated via male homosociality”, which also “characterize hegemonic masculinity” 

(122). Other approaches include scales to measure overall endorsement of specific norms 

that men are expected to adhere to. One of the earliest examples would be the Brannon 

Masculinity Scale (BMS), developed by Brannon and Juni in 1984, which focuses on 

North American masculine gender roles (qtd. in Mahalik et al. 15). These include the 

following aspects: “Avoiding Femininity, Concealing Emotions, Breadwinner, Admired–

Respected, Tough, Male Machine, and Violence and Adventure” (Ibid.). In fact, many 

approaches suggest that avoiding everything feminine is crucial to traditional masculinity 

(Helgeson 70). Maerad’s descriptions suggest that the vast majority of men living at the 

stronghold adhere to these norms. 

Although Maerad was relatively powerless throughout her youth, her Bardic 

nature afforded her some measure of protection, even though she had little insight into 

the workings of her mysterious powers. Up until she meets Cadvan, her entire world is 

essentially mundane, her own powers being little more than a mystery she is vaguely 

grateful for, but does not feel comfortable with. The situation is reminiscent of the Harry 

Potter novels, where young wizards and witches are capable of “accidental magic”, which 

usually allows them to escape potentially dangerous or simply uncomfortable situations 

(Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone ch. 2). Thus, magic provides Maerad with a 

shield against the worst kinds of abuse, but it also causes her to feel even more alienated 

from her peers: 
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She was used to her own strangeness. It had often been a protection as much as a 

curse. Because of her blue eyes and black hair, the fair-haired Northeners called her 

a witch, and she had played the part from an early age, making a virtue of what set 

her apart. And Maerad did possess the power of cursing: if she glared at someone, 

they might trip over and fall for no reason, or a beaker might fall from a shelf and 

break on their head, and once she had blinded a man for three days. She was also 

especially good with animals, another sign of witchcraft; those she tended grew fat 

and yielded twice the milk of the others. Most of the slaves feared and avoided her, 

and Gilman’s men… well, the Thane’s men had also learned to leave her alone” 

(The Naming 10-11). 

 

The constant harassment has made Maerad extremely distrustful of men in general, and 

she is careful to hide her true self behind a shield of repartee and encouragements of her 

compatriots’ suspicions. Even after Cadvan helps Maerad escape, her traumas are far 

from healed, and it takes a long time for her to allow herself to trust even Cadvan:  

 

Her rough life in the cot had taught her to be wary of men; it had taken all her guile, 

and all her summonings of witchfears, to ward off Gilman’s thugs. She had seen 

what they did to others weaker than they were. She was acutely aware that she was 

alone in a wild place, wholly in the power of this Cadvan; but he wasn’t like any 

man she had met before, not even Mirlad, Gilman’s dour and tacticurn singer (30).  

 

Consequently, Gilman’s deathly fear of powerful women and especially the supernatural, 

which Maerad clearly recognizes, also affords her a measure of safety: “Gilman was 

deeply superstitious and, like all bullies, a devout coward. He believed that if Maerad 

were murdered, her ghost would drive him to a grisly death” (The Naming 11). This 

generalized fear of the supernatural is quite common in Edil-Amarandh, at least away 

from the settlements and towns of Bards. Where Maerad is concerned, this fear even leads 

to some measure of grudging respect. When it comes to Hem, the situation is quite 

different. In the years before the events of The Gift, when other orphans witnessed him 

speaking to birds, they suspected him of being a witch as well, but plotted to drown him 

instead (The Gift 362).  

Ultimately, Gilman’s Cot is a place from which femininity has been all but purged. 

One could argue that the entirety of Gilman’s Cot is a portrayal of toxic masculinity and 

patriarchy in its worst form – a sheer nightmare for anyone who is not male and high-

ranking. According to Evans, “[violence] is one of the stylised acts that constitute 

patriarchal masculinity in society and in fiction” (87). Violence against women can serve 

a number of functions as well as take on many different forms. It can be used to exert 
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control over them, to force them to stay in a toxic relationship or situation, or to execute 

demonstrations of prowess in front of oneself or other men. The latter is often deemed 

necessary in patriarchic societies, as it tends to define masculinity as something 

‘precarious’, something which can be lost by falling short of expectations or expressing 

“unmanly” characteristics (Türkoğlu 2). Gilman and his men clearly utilize violence to 

consolidate their power and uphold order within the tiny realm, and their general behavior 

towards women indicates the derision and contempt they must harbor for the female sex. 

As it is, in order to place themselves above women, men have to devalue femininity both 

in women and themselves. However, Sultana goes so far as to put into question the very 

existence of characteristics which are somehow fundamentally “feminine” or 

“masculine”:  

 

In this patriarchal system, men and women behave, think, and aspire differently 

because they have been taught to think of masculinity and femininity in ways which 

condition difference. [A patriarchal] system […] [demands] that men have, or 

should have, one set of qualities and characteristics, and women another. Such as 

‘masculine’ qualities (strength, bravery, fearlessness, dominance, competitiveness 

etc.) and ‘feminine’ qualities (caring, nurturing, love, timidity, obedience etc.) (10). 

 

This position is largely confirmed by Carothers and Reis, who have found that “grouping 

[psychological variables] into ‘male’ and ‘female’ categories indicates overlapping 

continuous distributions rather than natural kinds” (17). However, a deeper analysis of 

the “nature vs. nurture” dichotomy in men and women (and other genders) would exceed 

the scope of this thesis. For the sake of simplicity, it makes a clear distinction between 

“femininity” and “masculinity”, i.e. traditionally feminine and masculine traits. 

Regardless of whether the strict differentiation between feminine and masculine traits is 

grounded in reality, it most definitely has a great impact on how men and women perceive 

their gender identity and the way in which gender relations play out in daily life: 

 

[Research shows] that men who perceive greater threat from subordination to women 

and to their household accountability depending on the patriarchal reputation, and men 

who endorse traditional male role norms regarding anti-femininity had more favorable 

attitudes towards wife abuse. These men viewed violence as a functional and justifiable 

way of controlling women while minimizing the importance of its negative 

consequences” (Türkoğlu v). 
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Maerad certainly sees the most negative, most stereotypical masculine traits – i.e. toxic 

masculinity – reflected in Gilman’s henchmen, whom she perceives as utterly barbaric 

when she recounts being forced to play music for them at a feast:  

 

Because she was the only musician in the cot, she had sat in the Great Hall all night 

playing the ballads she found so tedious: tales of the slaughter of deer and the valor 

of men and dogs – and later, drinking songs, and the bawdies, which Maerad hated 

most of all. […] [The men] hadn’t bothered to wash, and their acrid smell and the 

wood smoke made her eyes water. No one tried to paw her, to her infinite relief, but 

even so, the hot red eyes of the men made her feel filthy (The Naming 5).  

 

Croggon almost exclusively portrays rapists as savage, uncouth, unkept brutes. When 

Innail is attacked, one of Maerad’s teachers describes the perpetrators as follows: 

“Mountain dwellers. Rough warriors, decent weaponry, cunningly led…they kill any 

male, of any age, and the women and girls… […] You don’t want to lose those battles” 

(The Singing 39). The same applies to another “ruffian”, who unabashedly expresses his 

intentions of raping Hekibel right in front of Saliman, whom he assumes to be her husband 

(311-313). 

 At this point, it needs to be said that while toxic masculinity is portrayed as 

entirely black and white and detrimental to mostly women in the Pellinor series, it often 

has a lot of negative consequences for men in real life too, especially when it comes to 

deteriorating relationships, stress from unreasonable expectations, or not being able to 

express emotions or show vulnerability confidently (Hoang, Tu-Anh et al. 85-88). In this 

way, male Bards, who evidently have learned to embrace their feminine side and exude a 

more gentle strength, have it much easier. 

At any rate, this absolute negation of femininity, beauty, grace, gentleness, and 

women’s inherent worth serves as a stark contrast between Non-Bardic communities as 

well as Bardic ones who are under the influence of the Dark and Bardic communities 

loyal to the Light. The world of Bards that awaits Maerad in Innail is the exact opposite 

of Gilman’s Cot. Here, women are well-respected and frequently hold positions of power. 

The Bard school of Innail, for instance, is led by a woman: “Oron is the First of the Circle 

of the Innail, and of great rank in Annar by virtue of her power and learning” (The Naming 

92). In the appendix, Croggon explains that a major factor of why men and women in 

Bardic society are often equals concerns childrearing: 
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The long life of Bards – which meant that childrearing occupied a relatively small 

proportion of their lives – meant that women were never considered merely 

procreators of children, as they are in some traditional dogmas; and it appears that 

childcare was considered a responsibility not only of both parents but of all adults 

socially connected to a child. The family was a much broader concept than the 

contemporary nuclear family, or even the older extended family (485-486). 

 

Moreover, the men in and around Bardic communities are shown to embody more 

feminine traits, such as emotional openness and gentleness. Especially male Bards 

represent the exact opposite of Gilman and his men, as will be discussed further in the 

following chapters. 

 

4.3 The masculinity of Bards and Hulls  

 

4.3.1 To embrace or crusade against femininity, vulnerability, and beauty 

 

Croggon portrays the Nameless One (Sharma) as a typical pure-evil villain, who has a lot 

in common with Sauron from The Lord of the Rings and Lord Voldemort from the Harry 

Potter novels. In terms of raw power and potential destructiveness, the Nameless One 

most definitely comes much closer to the former than the latter. He clashed with the gentle 

and spiritual nature of the Bards for millennia before he turned into the monster he has 

become by the time Maerad fulfils her destiny. In the appendix, Croggon explains that he 

“demanded tuition, offering gifts of gold and jewels”, but the Bards of Affinil, then a 

legendary city of Bards, had no use for them, as materialism was not part of their 

worldview, and gave it to him for free (The Naming 474). The Bards of Affinil were likely 

most similar to the Elves of Middle Earth than at any other people during any other time 

in the history of Edil-Amarandh. While it is unlikely that this incident changed the course 

of history, the hatred of the Nameless One towards that which the Bards hold most dear 

is quite remarkable. When Maerad and her companions have finally found the ruins of 

Affinil, razed to the ground by Sharma, Cadvan remarks that “this will be the fate of all 

the great cities of Annar, if he has his way” (The Singing 417). While Sharma differs 

greatly from the men at Gilman’s Cot, one could argue that he may well be the character 

who embodies toxic masculinity the most, although it needs to be said that he goes far 

beyond its set of typical behaviors, venturing far into the area of classic villainy and 

psychopathy.  However, seen collectively, it is evident that his entire campaign, his 
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ultimate goal, seems to be the eradication of vulnerability in all its forms. It starts with 

the perceived affront by the Bards of Affinil, who do not recognize his power (wealth) in 

their realm and thus mortally offend him by offering him what he wants for free: “Sharma, 

who was proud and quick-tempered, was deeply offended by the Bard’s gentle mockery; 

but he concealed his anger and bent his mind to study” (The Naming 474). Eventually, it 

culminates in his attainment of true immortality. As is mentioned in the chapter “The laws 

and limitations of Barding”, the Nameless One “made a binding spell” to make himself 

immortal, which is a very torturous state to be in for someone who was once mortal, and 

required him to take on forms which are “abominable and dreadful to the eye” (214).  

Ultimately, Sharma’s rejection of his own Name, his truest self, in order to gain 

immortality, can be interpreted as the ultimate rection of his own vulnerability. After all, 

he chooses a life of torment over having to face the fear and vulnerability that are often a 

part of death. To take this argument even further, the Nameless One himself could be seen 

as a metaphor for an almost hateful kind of self-denial aimed to avoid all weakness and 

thus vulnerability, which is then projected onto others in the form of pure hatred. This 

mechanism can also be seen in Hulls, who are described by scholars of Edil-Amarandh 

as follows:  

 

And with their comeliness, so any pleasure in living vanishes; and they are filled 

with a hatred for anything fair or good, or that flourisheth in its innocence and joy 

in the gentle meadows of the world, and all that they make in their cunning is 

designed to hurt or to do ill or to cause despair, even when it seemeth that to do so 

makes little sense. For there is a wantonness in how the Hull makes others suffer 

that is beyond most human cruelty, that taketh an active joy in the pain inflicted, 

even in its seeming indifference; and this evil joy and indifference together seemeth 

to me to be the very essence of the Dark (The Crow 498).  

 

In a way, Sharma’s crusade against the Light, against anything Bards hold dear, is also a 

crusade against femininity. His army destroys all that is gentle, fragile, impermanent, and 

beautiful and establishes a hellish, militaristic empire in its stead. This leads to yet another 

great difference between the governance of Bards and Sharma and his Hulls, as Dagra is 

the first city of magical rulers that is organized in a brutal hierarchy:  

 

Unlike most of Annar and the Seven Kingdoms, where the influence of Bards meant 

that social status was usually a fluid concept, Dén Raven society was strictly 

hierarchical. At the apex, beneath the authority of Sharma himself, were the Hulls, 

but even within the Hulls there were strictly observed rankings. During the Great 
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Silence, the Nameless One had instituted a system of Circles, each of different 

status. There were nine Circles of the Dark, ranging from the Sick (or Sickle) Moon 

[…] to the Eyes – Hulls who were in charge of surveillance in Dén Raven and were 

greatly feared […] to the Circle of Insects – the lowest rank, from which were drawn 

petty officials such as slave masters. Beneath the Hulls was an intricate caste 

system, kept in place by fear: the Hulls used their sorceries for both surveillance 

and punishment, and employed a wide system of spies. Any sign of rebellion among 

the populace was crushed with terrifying ruthlessness. The most powerful class 

beneath the Hulls were the Grins, fabled for their greed and cruelty, who ruled the 

small towns and often ran the huge farms and mines and armouries. The Grins were 

invariably extremely wealthy. Below them were artisans, valued for their skills; 

these trades were usually hereditary and each had its own status. Below them, at the 

bottom of society, were the numerous slaves who were required to labour in the 

industries of Dén Raven and to serve in its huge armies (The Crow 499-500). 

 

However, it is unknown how the Nameless One treats women. It is reasonable to assume 

that he cares little about the original gender of his own subjects. In The Bone Queen, 

Cadvan mentions that Hulls are neither male nor female: “They have no sex. When they 

reject death, Hulls reject the life of their flesh. It no longer matters to them. And so the 

bodies of others don’t matter to them either: they become only objects for them to use at 

their will. They are not man nor woman nor any other of the five sexes. And they do not 

love” (ch. XX). However, since it is said to be the Nameless One who causes the distortion 

of the Balance in Edil-Amarandh, and gender inequality seems to be a symptom of this 

distortion, one could argue that he likely does reject femininity in more than just a 

metaphorical way.  

Apart from the Nameless One himself, only a handful of Bards are shown to 

embody toxic masculinity and embrace misogynist behavior. One of them is Amusk, a 

Bard and the most powerful leader of a hardy people living in the far North, the Jussacks. 

The Jussacks, whose appearance is based on visual stereotypes of Nordic Men, are similar 

to the men in Gilman’s Cot in both their misogynistic tendencies and hierarchical 

organization (The Riddle ch. XXII). The only exception is Nim, who treats Maerad kindly 

even though his task – looking after and caring for a woman – is considered demeaning 

in their culture.  

Enkir’s misogyny may have enabled Maerad to be found by Cadvan, as becomes 

evident when she explains his treachery: “[Enkir] knew the Fated One would be born to 

my parents. We don’t know how he knew. But he took my brother Hem instead of me; 

he thought only a boy could be the Fated One” (The Riddle ch. II). If it had not been for 
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the travelling folk who ended up saving Hem from the Hulls who once held him captive, 

he would have remained lost to the forces of the Dark.  

Hrunsar is the son of the First of the Circle in Desor. He seems his underlings 

threaten to rape Hekibel. Hem is shocked by this encounter, as he has “never seen a Bard 

act with such careless savagery before” (The Singing 313). Saliman ends up killing 

Hrunsar, and later remarks to Hem that in his estimation, “such as he do not deserve the 

title” (317).  Another Bard by the name of Grigar confirms Hem and Saliman’s 

impressions: “He was as corrupt a Bard as I’ve known, worse than his father […] I believe 

his father took him to the torture chambers when he was a child” (327). Evidently, 

Hrunsar and his father must have utterly forsaken the doctrine of the Balance in order to 

justify torture and rape. 

The only Hull (i.e. former Bard) who is shown to harass and “rape” a woman in 

the Pellinor series, is Likod. In The Bone Queen, he first kisses Bashar, the First Bard of 

Lirigon, against her will in spite of her protests and then proceeds to “rape” her mind with 

sorcery in order to fully control her – a deed which kills her shortly after (ch. XVIII). 

A major part of Maerad’s character development is the gradual healing of her 

trauma surrounding emotional and physical closeness to men. As has been established in 

previous chapters, Maerad’s childhood has taught her that men are dangerous, and that 

she must always be on her guard around them and keep them at arm’s length, or risk being 

harassed and worse. Only when she meets Cadvan and Hem does she begin to remove 

her emotional barriers bit by bit. Maerad’s leaving Gilman’s Cot not only marks her 

transition from an inherently cruel world to a much kinder one, it also constitutes a 

significant change in how masculinity is defined by the people around her. Most male 

Bards (i.e. those who have internalized the principles of the Balance) seem to be much 

more in tune with not only their feminine side, but also their vulnerability. Moreover, 

most Bards exude a certain gentleness and natural authority, which is very different from 

the enforced hierarchies at Gilman’s Cot, Dagra, and amongst the Jussacks. 

In Norloch, the Bards have clearly established social hierarchies that are just as 

rigid and almost as misogynistic as the above-mentioned communities, although not 

nearly as (openly) violent. In this case, social status is not derived from physical prowess, 

but from magical capability and likely also lineage and wealth. Whereas crude manners 

and brutality are part of life in Gilman’s Cot and help its ruling class to maintain power 
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and class affiliation, Norloch presents itself as a much more civilized place, where the 

classes are divided by imposing and excluding architecture, as well as laws and 

regulations. For this reason, when Maerad meets Nelac, she is intimidated by him and his 

grand house in one of the most privileged areas of the city, which he shares with his 

students. However, like virtually all male protagonists of the Pellinor series, Nelac proves 

to be unimpressed with his own fame and wealth and shows kindness and wisdom in his 

interactions with her: “Rather than his nobility, [Maerad] perceived his gentleness, and 

beneath that the sadness which seemed a quality of all Bards and which confused her at 

times, because so often it modulated without warning into joy” (The Naming 396-397). 

Another example of a male Bard who exudes extraordinary gentleness and 

wisdom is Dernhil, a scholar living in Innail and an old friend of Cadvan’s. He is also 

Maerad’s first suitor. Maerad is quite averse to even his subtlest advances, as “[her] life 

had taught her that male desire meant only violence, and an instinctive, primitive fear 

overwhelmed any other response” (The Naming 156). When Dernhil makes a huge 

misjudgment and kisses her spontaneously, in a way that leaves no doubt about his 

designs on her, even more old trauma resurfaces, and Maerad reacts accordingly. Dernhil 

is deeply ashamed of his conduct, insisting that he has forgotten how young she is and 

“how cruel [her] life has been” and apologizes with a poem (173-175). Maerad is deeply 

worried that she has done something wrong by rejecting him, but nobody reacts 

negatively to it, and Silvia reassures her that “[there] is no shame in loving: it is the sign 

of a generous heart, and pain the price of an open soul. [Dernhil] knows that” (174-175). 

When Hulls try to get information about Maerad out of Dernhil, he refuses to help them 

and pays with his life. Upon getting the sad news via raven, Cadvan assures Maerad: “I 

know he loved you. He was one of those who can see clearly into another’s soul, and his 

feelings were true. Such things have little to do with brevity of meeting. And in that lies 

our hope: for the Dark understands nothing of love. And if, as seems almost certain, the 

Hulls sought news of you, maybe his love protected you as nothing else could” (200). 

Over the course of the novels, Maerad gradually fights to overcome her fear and distrust 

of men and manages to do so in the end. By then, she also realizes that she did indeed 

love Dernhil back, and Cadvan has an explanation for Dernhil’s uncharacteristically hasty 

confession: 
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She looked up and saw that Cadvan was studying her gravely. “I did love Dernhil,” 

she said in a low voice. “But I only understood later. And now he’s dead, and it’s too 

late.”  

“Perhaps Dernhil knew there was no time. He had foresight…” Cadvan sighed and 

looked away (The Singing 259).  

 

All in all, Bards speak of love often – not only of romantic love, but also the platonic love 

between friends of any gender, as well as teacher and student. When the city of Turbansk 

falls after a long siege, Saliman laments the passing of his friend and mentor, who gave 

his life to buy the fleeing survivors more time: “I cannot speak his loss: it goes deeper 

than words, deeper even than song. I have no words for Juriken, my friend and my master; 

Juriken of Turbansk, greatest of Bards; Juriken, whom I loved” (The Crow 210). Hem is 

not quite as vocal about his love for Saliman, his mentor and guardian, but well aware of 

it. However, one could argue that Croggon was at least partially inspired by Tolkien’s 

The Lord of The Rings, whose characters sometimes speak in a similar fashion. One 

example would be Merry, who speaks of Bilbo fondly: “‘Bless the old hobbit! I love him 

more than ever’” (Book 2, ch. 6).  

 Unlike the men at Gilman’s Cot, the Hulls of Dagra, and other patriarchs in Edil-

Amarandh, Bards are very sensuous and perceptive; they are incredibly fond of beauty, 

good food, poetry, music, art, and often strive to create artefacts which may bring people 

joy. They are also very much in tune with their emotions and not shy to show them to 

others if the situation allows it. For example, after the fall of Turbansk, Hem and Saliman 

are safe but still on the run, Saliman takes the time to mourn his beloved home in song 

(The Crow 210). Ultimately, it is evident that most Bards define masculinity in a way that 

differs greatly from what Western scholars describe as toxic or hegemonic masculinity. 

It is reasonable to assume that many – or most – Bards consider treating women 

respectfully and maintaining relative gender equality to be pillars of the Balance, even 

during times in which the Dark grows in strength. In short, male Bards who honor the 

Balance are much more in tune with their feminine side than other men, be they Bards or 

Non-Bards. According to Thomas, traditional feminine traits include “gentleness, 

modesty, humility, sacrifice, supportiveness, empathy, compassion, tenderness, 

nurturance, intuitiveness, sensitivity, unselfishness” (248). Most male protagonists 

display these traits at some point throughout the series. 
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 One might argue that it is unfair to ascribe all these positive traits to femininity. 

And indeed, it might be only fair and fitting to ascribe some of these traits to positive 

masculinity, or at least speak in gender-neutral terms. Positive masculinity, or even 

positive femininity may be difficult to define, but if broken down into the basics, 

according to Englar-Carlson, they may look quite gender-neutral indeed: “Gender and 

masculinity are constantly evolving due to social and contextual factors, but terms like 

healthy, prosocial, adaptive, and socially responsible are often in the definitional mix” 

(xi). 

 Without a doubt, Tolkien’s Elves were a major inspiration for Croggon’s Bards. 

Many characteristics of Tolkien’s fictional race, including the name, are derived from 

Norse mythology, and they are now an integral part of the fantasy genre (Wettstein). Like 

Bards, Elves often do not subscribe to traditional gender roles – as seen from a Western 

standpoint – and have great affinity for the natural world, magic, healing, and especially 

the arts. A fan of Lord of the Rings offers an apt description of Legolas, the most 

prominent male Elf of Tolkien’s books:  

 

The attentive eye of Legolas often saw beauty when others missed it, especially in 

the realm of nature. Legolas was a great lover of the natural world, and he 

introduced his friends to its charms. When he first saw Fangorn Forest, he rejoiced; 

when he gazed at the stars, he marveled at their grace; when he contemplated the 

Sea, he sang of its distant shores. Legolas was not one to stay closed inside a 

cottage. His intrepid masculinity made him entirely at home in the rugged and 

refreshing outdoors. Legolas also appreciated the beauty of good craftsmanship. 

His gear was well made, and his clothing was attractive and sharp. He paid attention 

to his appearance, not because he was proud, but because he respected himself. […] 

Wherever he went, Legolas created beauty and spread goodness. Everyone around 

him benefited from his art (theosebes). 

 

Cadvan, Hem, and Saliman regularly display a similar appreciation of the beauty of 

nature, art, and craftsmanship. Although Bards are not immortal as Elves, their lives are 

considerably longer than that of Non-Bards, and they face similar problems when it comes 

to “interracial” marriage. Even more similarities can be found in the very names of the 

two peoples, as well as the nature of their magics: “Elvish magic is particularly involved 

with the transcendence of time, not only in their personal immortality, but in their 

association with the enduring beauties of starlight and of song. Elven song wields the 

power of art to beguile time: travelers stopping at Rivendell lose track of the passing days 
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and nights as they listen to stories and songs” (J. Miller 139). The songs of Bards do not 

ensnare listeners thusly, but they still hold considerable power. And, as has been 

mentioned before, Dhillarearë, Croggon’s actual name for the Bards, means 

“Starpeople”. 

J. Miller suggests that Tolkien expresses various kinds of masculinity through 

Middle Earth’s races (136). Miller links these masculinities to locations: “The woods and 

caves of Middle-earth, though populated primarily by male characters, are, through both 

conventional symbolism and specific features Tolkien attributes to them, gendered as 

feminine, or perhaps more accurately, in ways that challenge the gender norms of Men, 

and Men like Boromir tend to be wary of them” (138). Apart from frequently embodying 

a “non-traditional” notion of masculinity, patriarchy is clearly not the predominant way 

in which Elvish societies organize themselves: “The Elves have a social system with 

matriarchal elements; Galadriel wears one of the three Elven rings of power, and supplies 

the Fellowship with much of the wisdom and assistance necessary for its success” 

(Wheaton 21). As mentioned previously, in many Bardic cities, women do indeed hold 

positions of power. In Turbansk, it is not only Bardic women who are introduced to the 

reader by name and wield such power, but also Non-Bardic ones: the Ernani of Turbansk 

is portrayed as a truly fierce warrioress and ruler, who ends up leading a suicide squad 

into battle against the forces of the Nameless One to buy her fleeing subjects more time 

(The Crow 182-187). 

 

4.3.2 Cadvan of Lirigon 

 

Since Cadvan is the male main character, a closer look at his personality is warranted. 

Cadvan of Lirigon is not only the first Bard Maerad has ever met (apart from her mother 

and her music teacher, whom she hadn’t known to be Bards), but also the first man who 

shows her any true kindness. When they first meet, Maerad is the only person at Gilman’s 

Cot who is able to see him, and he later uses magic to bring forth Maerad’s subconscious 

memories about her true identity (The Naming 8). Cadvan of Lirigon is a complex 

character. Having unleashed a terrible monster upon his world before the events in The 

Bone Queen, Cadvan is clearly emotionally scarred and can be both arrogant and taciturn. 

However, all in all, he is mostly a typical Bard: fiercely loyal to his friends and the Light, 

merciful, wise, and empathic. He instinctually knows when to give Maerad space and 
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sometimes dissipates her fears before she has uttered as much as a single word (31-32). 

On the other hand, he can be quick to lash out when he is stressed or in pain, and at times 

acts quite condescending, although it is often clear that it stems from the great age 

difference between him and Maerad (aged 16), rather than her gender, as he repeatedly 

refers to her as a child in the beginning of the series (The Naming 47-48). However, he 

often acts dismissive towards her, which causes a lot of friction. When Maerad gets angry 

after Cadvan’s refusal to tell her where they are going and what his mission is about, he 

has little patience for her insecurities and inquiries: “There are more important things than 

the vanity of a young girl” (47). At the same time, especially in times of crisis, he demands 

that Maerad grow up, as he “can’t be patting [her] hand like that of a terrified child” (56). 

Therefore, it is quite remarkable and potentially problematic that Maerad and Cadvan 

become a couple at the end of The Singing. Cadvan is quite old, though not by Bard 

standards. Since the events in The Bone Queen take place 50 years prior to Croggon’s 

first four books, he is likely in his 70s, though Maerad describes him as looking “neither 

young nor old, the countenance of a man of perhaps thirty-five years, but somehow with 

the authority of age” (The Naming 6). Nevertheless, it is obvious that Cadvan always 

strives to do better, to be kinder and more understanding than his own shadows of the past 

allow him to be at times (48). What is more, he openly admits to needing Maerad’s help 

occasionally and is unafraid to ask for it (Ibid.). He is much more laid back after the 

danger is gone, honoring Maerad’s great Gift (i.e. magic) when his friend Malgorn tries 

to stop Cadvan from taking Maerad on a potentially dangerous though enlightening 

journey: “‘Forgive me for saying this, Maerad, but we’re talking about a young girl, not 

a great mage.’ Cadvan suddenly grinned. ‘Why can they not be the same thing?’” (94). 

Even in front of Maerad, who is still more or less a stranger, Cadvan is utterly unashamed 

of being moved to tears by the sight of his homeland, which he had not expected to ever 

see again (73). Unlike Cadvan, Maerad is not easily able to cry, having grown up in a 

world that “had been too harsh for tears” (97). In this way, especially in the beginning, 

Maerad often acts in more traditionally masculine ways than the Bardic men around her. 

It needs to be said, however, that Maerad is ultimately not a tomboyish heroine. Her harsh 

upbringing has instilled quite a bit of practicality in her, but she is not averse to expressing 

her femininity by wearing a beautiful dress (109).  
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4.3.3 From catharsis to “mind rape” – Transgressing mental barriers 

 

At the beginning of the series, a suspicious Cadvan asks Maerad to allow him to “scry” 

her, i.e. to determine whether there is darkness within her or not, since their meeting 

seems to be so much more than just a wink of fate. Comparably to the art of 

Legillimency in the Harry Potter series, scrying allows a Bard to look into another 

human’s mind. Cadvan makes it abundantly clear that if Maerad does not wish to 

proceed, he would accept it and speak of it no longer (The Naming 37-39). When 

Maerad allows him to do so, she recovers a plethora of subconscious childhood 

memories and is finally able to remember her true origins and identity, even though 

the process is emotionally painful for her, and – courtesy to the extreme anguish her 

memories of Gilman’s Cot evoked within her – she almost scries Cadvan in return by 

accident (38-41). Being scried has an almost cathartic effect on Maerad, as the grief 

and pain she harbored for years is finally coming to the surface: 

 

Before Cadvan scried her, she hadn’t cried for years: not after her mother died, 

not for anyone, not for anything. The world she lived in had been too harsh for 

tears. She felt as if a grief dammed up in her for years was bursting its banks, 

about to give way, and each of Cadvan’s words loosened further its bulwarks 

(The Naming 97). 

 

In fact, if witnessed from the sidelines, the visual effects of scrying – as long as it is 

voluntary – are similar to those of healing spells. When Nelac scries Hem, Maerad 

observes the following:  

[Nelac] began to glimmer with the same silver light as when he had healed Cadvan. 

This time it was not so intense; it was a gentler radiance, as mild as starlight. It 

seemed to Maerad that light gathered about Hem as well, only the luminosity around 

him was slightly different: more golden (410-411). 

Thus, it might be possible for Bards to use scrying as an effective way to heal or soothe 

a wounded soul. Cadvan likely used a similar kind of magic in order to bring hope to a 

stranger, as mentioned in chapter “The laws and limitations of Barding”. This possibility 

is all but confirmed in The Bone Queen, when Dernhil scries him out of necessity, and 

afterwards Cadvan is “conscious of a new buoyancy within him, a sense of relief. It was 

said that scrying could do that, by bringing hidden wounds to the surface of the mind and 

draining them of poison” (ch. XIV). There also seems to be nuance when it comes to 
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scrying. When Nerili tries to determine whether Maerad is the Promised One, Maerad 

merely feels “a delicate touch in her mind, a light like music”, which only allows Nerili 

to gain the slightest of glimpses into the girl’s nature (The Riddle ch. II). In The Bone 

Queen, Cadvan lists the various kinds of scrying: “Bards had many ways of linking their 

thought. Scrying was the deepest and most profound, the complete entering of another’s 

mind; at the other end of the spectrum was a lightly sensed web of relationship, as Nelac 

had of his students. Melding was more formal, the mutual permission to share their 

powers to strengthen magery” (ch. XIX). 

Regardless of how valid a method scrying may be when it comes to mental 

health, Cadvan and other Bards leave absolutely no doubt that scrying someone against 

his or her will is an utterly abhorrent act. When the Nameless One sends his allies to 

capture Maerad, they attempt to scry Dernhil, a dear friend of Maerad’s, to forcibly 

learn about the girl’s whereabouts: 

 

Dernhil’s eyes widened in disgust and fear as the hand mercilessly forced him to 

look the figure in the face. He could not shut his eyes nor turn his head, and it 

seemed the two figures, the Bard and the cloaked one, stood there an age, engaged 

in a desperate, silent battle. At last Dernhil let out a great cry and collapsed on the 

floor. […] Dernhil lay unmoving on the floor where he had fallen, his eyes glassy 

and wide with horror (The Gift 195). 

 

In The Bone Queen, the series’ prequel, Bashar is also scried very much against her will, 

and the scene bears a harrowing resemblance to a scene which describes bodily rape:  

 

Bashar realized then that Likod intended to scry her, and such was her fear and 

panic that she almost wrenched herself free. There was a flicker of surprise in his 

eyes. He spoke and a hidden claw within her clutched at her throat and silenced her, 

a parasite that paralysed her will even as she perceived it with a horror that made 

her choke. Nothing could now stop him: he would scour her most intimate being, 

and he would use that power to possess and dominate her mind. The world closed 

around her until the only thing she saw was Likod’s eyes, which were now lit with 

a cold flame, a cruel and pitiless power. She heard herself screaming, but she knew 

she made no sound, and her scream echoed in the caverns of her mind until at last 

it faded, obliterated by pain (XVIII). 

 

Once Bashar is free of Likod’s control, her ordeal becomes evident, as does the damage 

it caused her. Those in Bardic society who adhere to the Balance seem to be relatively 

untouched by most of the misogynistic tendencies in Western culture, which is why the 
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crime against Bashir is in no way made light of (Levant and Richmond 193). When 

Selmana asks Nelac whether Bashar will be okay, he answers: 

“No. […] If I am right in my guess, and I think I am, there is no returning from what 

has been done to her. The Hull might be expelled from her mind, but even if she 

survives that, she will be forever after broken and diminished. Sometimes Hulls do 

this to Bards for no reason except their own amusement, to laugh at their torment.” 

His voice broke and he was silent for a time. “Bashar was a great Bard, wise and 

just. A true friend, through all our differences. To think of what has happened to 

her is beyond bearing” (The Bone Queen ch. XX). 

 

In this way, forced scrying is a kind of crime, a kind of “rape” which can only be 

perpetrated by Bards or Hulls. 

 

4.4 Homosexuality, intersexuality, and transgender identity in Edil-Amarandh 

 

Another particularly problematic aspect of hegemonic and toxic masculinities is the 

frequent, outright rejection of and hostility towards – among others – homosexual and 

transgender communities, sometimes with deadly outcomes (Levant and Richmond 131-

140; Berg). While the majority of the Pellinor novels are not directly targeted at an LGBT 

audience, the series does address non-binary gender identity, and the prequel and final 

installment of the series, the Bone Queen, features a lesbian or bisexual main character.  

As Croggon informs the reader in the appendix of The Naming: “Bardic 

communities, […] also by reason of Bards’ longevity, sometimes more than three times 

the lifespan of an ordinary human being, were remarkably tolerant. Bigotries of sex or 

race were unknown in Afinil, as prejudice of any kind was thought to cloud judgement 

and was abjured as a sign of corruption of the Mystery of Barding” (485). She further 

elaborates that “[homosexual] love was not considered aberrant, and was never 

persecuted as it was in some less civilized regions of Edil-Amarandh. It was celebrated 

in many popular lays, such as The Lay of Lamark and Colun, just as the lays of Andomian 

and Beruldh or Ardina and Ardhor celebrated the love between man and woman, or man 

and Elidhu” (Ibid.). This philosophy is still reflected millennia later by the protagonists 

of the series. Cadvan specifically mentions that the Bards recognize five sexes (see ch. 

“To embrace or crusade against femininity, vulnerability, and beauty”). It is important to 

point out that according to contemporary notions of gender identity, gender expression, 

and biology, sex and gender are not the same. Whereas sex is commonly assumed to refer 
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to “anatomical and physiological” between males and females, gender refers to “the 

socially constructed characteristics of women and men, such as norms, roles, and 

relationships of and between groups of women and men” (Newman; see Butler). One 

proponent of the recognition of five sexes is Anne Fausto-Sterling, who has proposed this 

idea in her quite controversial paper “The Five Sexes: Why Male And Female Are Not 

Enough,” which focuses mostly on intersex people and hermaphrodites. However, there 

are indigenous peoples who have acknowledged more than two sexes and genders long 

before Western society was truly cognizant of non-binary and transgender identities. In 

her article, Brayboy introduces the reader to one of them: “At the point of contact [with 

Europeans], all Native American societies acknowledged three to five gender roles: 

Female, male, Two Spirit female, Two Spirit male and transgendered.” While it is not 

clear from which source Croggon drew her inspiration, the fact that she repeatedly and 

vehemently defended the transgender community from onslaught on social media shows 

that writing Bardic society as tolerant of genderqueer communities was extremely 

important to her (Twitter). 

The first named non-heterosexual character in the series is Arkan. When he traps 

Maerad in his realm, he reveals to her that he had once held a male Bard in high regard, 

and Cadvan later suggests that they were likely lovers (The Riddle ch. XXVII).  

In the Bone Queen, Selmana, the central female character, falls in love with 

Ardina, Maerad’s ancestor, who has assumed the name “Anghar” and appears to her as a 

young girl. However, Ardina does not requite the young Bard’s feelings (ch. XXXVI). 

Although it is not specified whether Selmana is bisexual or a lesbian, she is portrayed as 

a stereotypical lesbian. These stereotypes often ascribe certain physical and psychological 

characteristics to lesbians, such as being “masculine, ugly, fat and other unflattering 

qualities” (Schwartz 3). Schwartz also mentions that heterosexuals often have a certain 

expectation of gay or lesbian couples to still follow traditional gender roles, meaning that one 

individual takes on the role of the masculine or feminine part, but points out that this is more 

stereotype than truth: “While some gay or Lesbian couples may comprise a butch-identified 

individual and a femme-identified individual, not all gays or Lesbians identify as ‘Butch’ or 

‘Femme’”(4).  

Indeed, Selmana is a tomboy, wishing to be a smith and a Maker, and suffers when 

her father deems the job inappropriate for her; when Nelac meets her for the first time, he 
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describes her as “strong […] broad-shouldered and well muscled, and her red, curly hair 

[is] cropped short” (ch. IV). However, it is not indicated that Selmana is otherwise 

exaggeratedly masculine – or ugly. Furthermore, she often proves to be very caring and 

gentle – qualities which are often ascribed to femininity. All in all, Selmana is a well-

rounded character who matures considerably over the course of the novel. Her affection 

for Ardina/Anghar is not a problem in the eyes of her peers, or even her own. Her friends 

are much more worried about the fact that she has fallen in love with an Elidhu than that 

she has fallen in love with a girl (ch. XXXIII). Another situation in which the Bards’ 

casual handling of homosexuality presents itself is when Cadvan barges into Dernhil’s 

quarters at night, intending to further their investigation into the whereabouts of the Bone 

Queen by uncovering subconscious knowledge within their own minds via scrying. 

Having listened to Cadvan, Dernhil responds, “I’d rather you wanted to make love […] 

That was my first thought, when you barged in here. I could easily refuse that”, and 

Cadvan jokingly answers, “It occurs to me that I might love you well enough” (The Bone 

Queen ch. XIV). 

To Selmana, falling in love with Ardina/Anghar is evidently just as natural and does 

not necessitate further deliberations. It seems that heteronormativity does not exist in 

(Bardic) Edil-Amarandh. 

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, it is evident that even though academia was extremely reluctant to give the 

fantasy genre – which is notoriously difficult to define – the respect it may deserve, things 

have begun to change in recent years and decades. Although Croggon's Pellinor series is 

heavily influenced by Tolkien, she offers the reader a window into a new fictional world 

that allows people to envision a kinder, more compassionate world than the one we 

currently live in, as well as ponder issues that are often difficult to talk about. 

 The first chapter provided an overview of both fantasy literature in general and all 

five books of the Pellinor series. Among Mendlesohn's categories of fantasy literature, 

the “portal fantasy” is what describes Croggon’s series most aptly, considering that 

Maerad effectively enters a new world after Cadvan rescues her from Gilman's Cot, at 

least in a metaphorical sense. At first glance, “immersive fantasy” may seem more fitting; 
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however, the definition of this category is not compatible with the way in which Croggon 

introduces the reader to her setting. 

 The second chapter, “Magic”, discussed the first major focus of this thesis. A 

closer look at magic in the real world has revealed that magical thinking is much more 

prevalent and influential in today's world – let alone in former times – than it might seem 

at first glance. Even when it comes to literature, story characters are not the only ones 

who can profit from magic, as it is also a popular toolbox for authors. 

 We have seen that a major function of magic is providing a setting with an 

alternative to technology, even though it needs to be said that fantasy literature is often 

not entirely without technology. In the Pellinor series, an almost exclusively pseudo-

medieval setting without most modern technologies and amenities, the Bards’ inventions 

and Sharma's dogsoldiers as well as his surveillance systems constitute a potential 

overlapping of both magic and technology, or even forerunners of modern science. 

 If viewed through the lens of Sanderson's First Law of Magic, Croggon's magic 

system is evidently very much on the “soft” side, since hardly any spells or principles of 

Bardic magic are discussed explicitly, and Barding is clearly used to evoke a “sense of 

wonder” in the reader. Unlike in other magic systems (e.g. that of Dungeons and 

Dragons) only Bards can utilize Barding and speak in their language, the Speech, with 

power. However, there are some examples of Non-Bards who do have very limited Bardic 

capabilities. Healing is perhaps the magical discipline in which the constraints of Edil-

Amarandh's magic are most easily discerned. There are many instances where soothing a 

patient's pain is the only thing healers can do. Apart from healing magic, Barding is often 

not very practical, and its utility in daily life remains obscure. 

 Of all the characters, Maerad’s powers are described in the greatest detail, and yet 

they are not at all easy to grasp. Throughout the series, the girl frequently acts as a deus 

ex machina, for there are many instances in which yet another previously unknown 

special power of Maerad's surfaces, and the protagonists miraculously survive the day. 

Croggon divulges much more information about Barding when it comes to its 

morality. The powers of Hulls and other forces of the Dark are often portrayed as more 

sinister-looking and tend to evoke feelings of despair and terror. Ordinary Bards, on the 

other hand, are uually portrayed as (mostly) good, and the same applies to their magic, 

which is frequently accompanied by pleasant and beautiful audiovisual effects. Thus, the 
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powers of the Dark are coded as “unnatural” and “demonic”, whereas the powers of the 

Light are coded as “natural” and “good”. 

 The third chapter and second major focus of this thesis addressed power dynamics 

among and between mages and non-mages. From rural witches who serve their 

communities, to magical advisors to the king, to vast magocratic empires ruled by ruthless 

sorcerers, magic wielders are shown to influence a fictional world’s political affairs in 

many ways. Unless mages are forced or choose to hide their true nature, non-mages are 

likely to react to the presence of magic wielders in their vicinity, and depending on how 

dangerous the mages are, it may well be a very brutal or restrictive reaction, as is the case 

in Dragon Age. Thus, magic can have a great impact on the way in which political power 

is wielded and distributed. 

The most important and influential principle of Bardic ethics, philosophy, and 

magic has proven to be the Balance. Not only do Bards strive to only cast spells when 

they cannot accomplish a task by mundane means, they are also very mindful of the 

“social” balance within their societies. As a result, Bards often take care of vulnerable 

communities and share governance with Non-Bards, even though it is evident that Bards 

could easily seize power if they wished to do so. This truth becomes apparent early on in 

the series, when Cadvan easily conceals himself from Non-Bards, or even chances his 

appearance. During times when the forces of the Light are strong, Bards facilitate the 

implementation of democratic systems and offer their services to Non-Bardic 

communities for a small fee from the wealthy within that community. As the forces of the 

Dark strengthen, the Balance (and thus the Barding) gets distorted and diluted more and 

more. Consequently, relations between Bards and Non-Bards sour, if there are any Bards 

to be found in rural the area at all. During the Nameless One’s conquest of Annar, Non-

Bards lose more and more influence, and corrupted Bards harass them in the streets and 

all but steal their money and resources without giving (much) back. This development, 

including the devastating consequences it has on poorer Non-Bardic communities, is 

plainly visible in many areas the protagonists travel through. 

 Ultimately, it is mostly individual power –Maerad's and Hem's – that saves Edil-

Amarandh from the Nameless One and his forces. The Bards who are loyal to the Light 

fail to muster a sufficiently strong defense, meaning that there is little strength to be had 

in numbers, and Norloch, the corrupted center of Barding itself, turns institutional power 



86 

 

 

into yet another instrument to facilitate Sharma's rise to power. However, unlike magical 

societies in other literary works (such as Harry Potter, Dragon Age, etc.), Bards grapple 

with very little classism amongst themselves. 

 The last chapter focused on the link between magic and gender relations, as well 

as the representation of gender (issues) and sexual orientation in the Pellinor series. An 

important observation was the fact that the terms “witch” and “wizard” do not share the 

same connotation. Whereas “wizard” often evokes the image of Gandalf and other wise, 

old, staff-wielding men, “witch” is used as a slur or even a potentially deadly accusation 

even today. However, in some communities, such as the Roma in Romania, being a witch 

can offer economic independence. In the Pellinor series, “witch” is used as a gender-

neutral slur. 

 As far as gendered magic is concerned, it turns out that witches and wizards 

usually do have the same aptitude for wielding magic. However, in some fictional 

settings, there is a stark difference between “men's magic” and “women's magic”, or at 

least the way in which their education is handled. Moreover, even in mostly egalitarian 

magical societies, traditional gender roles are often observed regardless, especially when 

it comes to the type of magic a magic wielder decides to specialize in or is expected to be 

capable. In general, Barding leans slightly more towards feminine types of magic, such 

as nature magic and healing, although “scientific magic” does exist and is seen as just as 

valid. All in all, the Bards of Edil-Amarandh seem to favor egalitarianism in most 

circumstances and tend to refrain from differentiating between men and women 

needlessly. Distortions of the Balance and also gender equality in Bardic societies is 

generally attributable to the strengthening of the Dark, which serves as the only 

explanation as to why women have been banned from becoming Bards in Norloch. 

A frequent argument to justify the depiction of horrific gender violence and 

misogyny in pseudo-medieval fantasy settings concerns the creator's supposed aspirations 

towards authenticity, regardless of the fact that the Middle Ages were much more diverse 

than they assume. In such settings, hegemonic and toxic masculinity is often the norm 

rather than a marginal phenomenon, the latter of which being the case for most of Edil-

Amarandh. Whereas places such as Gilman's Cot have traumatized Maerad greatly, 

instilling a deep distrust of men within her and forcing her to wear allegations of 
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witchcraft like a shield, the world which awaits her on the outside is mostly a very 

different one. 

 Similarly to Dagra, Gilman's Cod maintains rigid hierarchies and uses violence as 

punishment and as a tool to maintain said hierarchies. Femininity, gentleness, beauty, and 

compassion have been all but purged from these places. Sanctuaries such as Innail 

represent the exact opposite - places where women are free to lead their lives as they 

please, and where masculinity is not seen as something “fragile”. 

 In many ways, the Nameless One and the Hulls, or at least their deeds, can be seen 

as a direct metaphor for the ultimate rejection of vulnerability and femininity. They seek 

to eradicate all that is gentle, intuitive, fragile, beautiful, and impermanent, even life itself. 

 Apart from Sharma, few (former) Bards display outright misogynistic behavior. 

The worst offender by far is Likod, who “rapes” the mind of Bashar in order to gain 

control over her, killing her in the process. 

 One of my biggest motivations for choosing Croggon's series to focus on in this 

thesis is the masculinity of “true” Bards. They are unashamed of their emotions, in tune 

with their feminine side, and also unusually caring and kind towards vulnerable people. 

Of course, female Bards also embody these virtues. In short, Croggon offers a glimpse at 

a pseudo-medieval society without patriarchy - a setting I had never encountered before. 

It needs to be said, however, that Croggon was doubtlessly greatly inspired by Tolkien's 

Elves. 

 Another divergence from Western hegemonic masculinity is the Bards’ 

unconditional acceptance of sexual orientations and genderqueerness of all kinds. Indeed, 

when homosexuality comes up in The Bone Queen, nobody bats an eye. It is seen as 

utterly normal and natural. 

 To conclude, Croggon has created a refreshingly progressive and inclusive fantasy 

setting that is well worth studying. There are many more themes, interesting scenes, and 

aspects to her books which I have not been able to address in this thesis. Especially where 

the Elidhu are concerned – a truly fascinating species – I have barely scratched the 

surface. Furthermore, the power dynamics and cultural differences between the many 

ethnic groups and peoples populating Edil-Amarandh offer much more material for 

investigation.   
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