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INTRODUCTION

Harry Potter’s Bookshelf

What This Book Tries to Do and How  
You Can Get the Most Out of It

 

 

 

 

 

This is the fourth book I’ve written on Harry Potter, believe it or not, and, as in all the others, my e-mail address is at the end of the introduction with an invitation asking you to write to me with your comments and corrections. The only real compensation for being a Potter Pundit is conversation with serious readers like you about books you love and the ideas you have—and I have been richly compensated with conversation and far-flung friendships. I hope very much that you will write to me to share your thoughts as you read and when you finish reading this book.

The most common request I get in my in-box is for “further  reading.” A common ambition of the books I have written is answering the question, “Why are the Harry Potter books so popular?” and my response is always a variation on “It’s the literary artistry that engages and transforms readers that is the real magic of the books.” That answer involves discussing the usual English literature topics like narratological voice and setting, as well as the more bizarre and less well-known devices and story scaffolding that Ms. Rowling uses, like literary alchemy and vision symbolism.

Take alchemy as an example. The requests I get for “further reading” are for books that use literary alchemy as Ms. Rowling does (Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Perelandra by C. S. Lewis, Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities) and for books about literary alchemy per se (Darke Hieroglyphicks by Stanton Linden, Lyndy Abraham’s A Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery ). These requests, which I get from serious readers, as well as from teachers, students, and librarians, usually come with one note of delight about understanding and experiencing an unexpected dimension of storytelling and another note of disappointment that their studies hadn’t ever mentioned something that spans English literature from Canterbury Tales to  Harry Potter.

I taught a Harry Potter online course from 2003 to 2005 and started writing this book then because of the interest expressed in learning more about Harry Potter as English literature. My hope at that time was to write a fun and inviting text that would simultaneously open up the meaning and magic of Ms. Rowling’s novels while revealing how much of her artistry has its roots in the traditions of great writing. That hope continues to be the heart of what Harry Potter’s Bookshelf  tries to do.

Writing Bookshelf has been, to risk a cliché, a labor of love. It has also been more than a little frustrating over the years it has taken to put it together, with stops and starts to work on other projects. The big problems I ran into were selection and organization. I knew, for instance, that the book would have ten chapters from the first time I outlined it. There are ten genres that the author “rowls” together seamlessly from hero’s journey and alchemical drama, to satire and Christian fantasy. But how was I to select what specific authors and works to choose and leave out? Certainly I’d be obliged to include the five or six authors and books Ms. Rowling has mentioned in ten years of interviews as important influences on her work, but what about those subjects she rarely if ever mentioned?

Taking alchemy again for illustration, Ms. Rowling said in 1998 that she read a boatload of books on alchemy before she started writing Harry Potter and that it sets the magical parameters and logic of the books. She hasn’t been asked or said a word about it since, so your guess is almost as good as mine about what books she read and which alchemical authors she found helpful and meaningful. Shakespeare? Dickens?  Charles Williams? Blake? Yeats? The Metaphysical Poets? That’s quite a range.

And Ms. Rowling has mentioned quite a few authors and books that she loves that I don’t think influenced her writing of the Harry Potter adventure stories as much as others she hasn’t mentioned or downplays when asked. She has said more than once that her “big three” favorites are “Nabokov, Collette, and Austen”; that her favorite living writer is Rodney Doyle;1 and that she loved Noel Streatfield’s Ballet Shoes, Paul Gallico’s Manxmouse,2 Clement Freud’s Grimble,3 and Roald Dahl’s books. Jane Austen overshadows much of Ms. Rowling’s work certainly (see chapter two), but Lewis and Tolkien, with whom Ms. Rowling has a bizarre love-hate relationship, are obvious influences in a way Nabokov and Collette are not, and Jonathan Swift, whom Ms. Rowling hasn’t mentioned, is a bigger part of Harry than Doyle or Clement Freud, acknowledged or not.

It may strike you as a bit snooty and bizarre not to focus just on the authors Ms. Rowling has mentioned in interviews (Nabakov, Collette, etc.), but Harry Potter’s Bookshelf is not  Joanne Rowling’s Library—and the author herself has made it clear that she is skeptical about tracking point-to-point influences from her reading list and history. It isn’t a mechanical one-way process, in which the writer reads a book, enjoys it, and writes a book very much like the first. As she says, it’s a more organic, human thing than that.

Speaking with Writer’s Digest in February 2000, she listed several authors she admired but added quickly, “But as for being influenced by them . . . I think it [may be] more accurate to say that they represent untouchable ideals to me. It is impossible for me to say what my influences are; I don’t analyze my own writing in that way.”4 In an interview with Amazon in 1999, though, she explained that “it is always hard to tell what your influences are. Everything you’ve seen, experienced, read, or heard gets broken down like compost in your head and then your own ideas grow out of that compost.”5  Writers read books, and the best writers, like Ms. Rowling, have read voraciously, profoundly, and widely. These books, as she says, don’t mechanically become models for the writers’ stories. They become the soil out of which the seeds of the author’s talent and ideas can grow. The richer and more fertile the soil, the more the talent and ideas will flourish and blossom. The greater the talent and ideas, the more nutrients will be drawn from the rich soil and the more delicious and refreshing will be the fruits from this tree and vine.

My job in selection, consequently, has meant less sifting through the historical record to find things Ms. Rowling has admitted reading and liking and more exploring the various streams of the English literary tradition in which she lives and writes. That meant, inevitably, making controversial inclusions and omissions; I look forward to reading your thoughts on my biggest blunders and better catches. (Before you write to  share your disappointment, yes, I wish I could have included Tennyson, Chesterton, and more Dante and Shakespeare!) The selection argument is one of the more powerful engines of the “Potter as literature” conversation, and I’m not offering my choices as anything but a fresh beginning to that discussion.

Organization of the choices I have made, as I mentioned, fell naturally into ten genre and story element divisions based on those Ms. Rowling uses. I decided fairly late in the assembly of the book, though, not to write this up as simply “Here are the choices Ms. Rowling makes for setting (or voice or allegory, etc.) with the most important historical giants that are echoed in her books.” Not only would that be a boring book to write, it wouldn’t challenge readers who want to gain a larger perspective on what literature is and what reading does to them. I decided, consequently, in addition to producing a book that simultaneously opens up both Harry Potter  and English literature, using one as key to the other, to try to provide a model for thinking about great books and to provoke you with a controversial thesis about the intention of a large part of better literature. I’m confident that most readers will find the model and thesis helpful, if only because they will define the field of battle for spirited disagreement.

There are books available online and at your local bookstore that offer to help you learn How to Read Literature Like a Professor or How Fiction Works, and I don’t doubt that there is great value in these guides. I suggest, though, that such introductions do more to take us out of our reading experience for objective knowledge rather than deeper into that experience for our transformation. I wonder, too, if books like this do more than confirm the prejudices and blind spots of our age, i.e., how we think already.

The thousands of Harry Potter readers I have met and spoken or corresponded with during the last nine years love the books because of the way the meaning resonates within them. They want to learn more about Ms. Rowling’s artistry, not for credits toward a general studies or English degree but to understand and amp up that experience. Postmodern aesthetic surveys or deconstruction exercises throw a wet blanket on the fire driving their transformation. Yeats is supposed to have said that education is lighting a fire not filling a bucket; the model and thesis of Bookshelf are kindling for the fire rather than just more information for your cranial data files.

The model I’ve chosen is what Northrop Frye called the iconological school of literary criticism. In a nutshell, we’ll be looking at Harry Potter as a text like all great art with four layers of meaning: the surface, the moral, the allegorical, and the anagogical or spiritual. Bookshelf ’s chapters are divided into four sections corresponding to these layers. Voice, drive, and setting, for example, are the subjects of the surface meaning section in the first few chapters and in which I discuss the important influence of Jane Austen, Dorothy Sayers, and Enid Blyton on Ms. Rowling’s surface meanings.

The controversial aspect of iconological layered reading, and the reason it has largely disappeared from the modern academy, for instance, despite being the default model until the twentieth century, is that it assumes writers are writing for the readers’ edifying transformation rather than for pure, mindless entertainment. That books work to “baptize the imagination”—to overturn our mistaken view of reality—is the heart of iconological criticism.

Which brings me to the thesis I offer for your consideration and our continuing conversation. What I found when reading the authors featured in this book was that they were writing on multiple levels, certainly, and that they had a larger purpose in writing than storytelling for storytelling’s sake. I think this diverse group of writers, from Austen to Lewis, from E. Nesbit to Elizabeth Goudge, were writing with a shared, subversive purpose that Ms. Rowling has picked up and run with. In brief, beginning with Swift’s Ancients versus Moderns “Battle of the Books,” and defined largely by the natural theology of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the Romantic vision, great writers seem to believe that materialism and reductive thinking are dehumanizing, and thus are arguing against and undermining by parable the modern materialist worldview. Austen is dueling David Hume, Gothic writers like Shelley and Stoker the amorality of science, and Goudge and Lewis with their unicorns and lions campaign as Platonic idealists and Christians against the empiricists and Marxists of our age. The better poets, playwrights, and novelists, in brief, of the last few centuries have been waging an under-the-radar war to “baptize the imagination” and overturn our mistaken view of reality.

So, how then can you get the most out of this book? First, take a look at the table of contents to see how the four sections correspond with the four layers of meaning in iconological criticism and how I’ve divided up the ten genres and tools Ms. Rowling weaves into the Hogwarts adventures. You can start anywhere you want, of course, though the book was written to be read front to back as the argument builds to the finish in chapter ten.

Next, I hope you’ll take notes while you’re reading of examples you think are better than the ones I chose or which contradict my thesis. I make the case that Ms. Rowling is only the most recent warrior in the centuries-old subversive resistance to Dursley-an “normalcy” and conventional materialism and scientism. I do not believe for a minute that my argument is in any way final or demonstrative. It is meant to be only engaging, perhaps even goading, to stimulate you to think about what reading does to us and what layered meanings writers are sharing with readers who are willing to do the “slow mining” and meditative reflection to get at the subversive, spiritual heart of better books. That mining and meditation may draw you out of the story occasionally, but we won’t, as Wordsworth says in his poem The Tables Turned, “murder  to dissect” or deconstruct. The step back will only be to enter the books again and, as Lewis’s heroes in The Last Battle chant as they enter paradise, to rush “further up and further in.” I’m hopeful that both the iconological model I provide and the thesis I use to provoke your thinking will help you have a more profound and rewarding experience of Harry’s adventures and apotheosis.

I hope, too, as I said, that you’ll write and tell me what you think or just join in the conversation serious readers like you have already been enjoying online at HogwartsProfessor. com. Thank you for purchasing and reading this book, and, in advance, for your correspondence, comments, corrections, and questions.

Gratefully,

 

John Granger 
John@HogwartsProfessor.com




PART ONE

The Surface Meaning
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CHAPTER ONE

Narrative Drive and Genre: Why We Keep Turning the Pages

Harry Potter as a Dickens Orphan and  
the Hero in a Sayers Mystery

 

 

 

 

 

In this literary companion to Harry Potter I’m attempting Olympian multitasking, as we descend layer by layer from the surface meaning down to the more profound depths of Harry Potter. Starting at the surface, we’re obliged to be clear about what specific tools Ms. Rowling chose to tell her story because her decisions about how to move the plot along, the voice in which to tell the story, as well as the stage setting for the drama determine in large part how much any reader will be engaged enough to read the book. As counterpoint to that discussion, I’ll talk about other authors and the books in which they made similar decisions, immersing us in English literature via Harry Potter.

To begin, let’s talk about what genre the Potter novels fall into. It turns out they don’t have one. Believe it or not, there are at least ten different types of stories being told in the  Harry Potter novels. If it hadn’t been confirmed by reporters and biographers, I would suspect Ms. Rowling’s surname was a cryptonym, as are so many of her characters’ names. Her books are a gathering together of schoolboy stories, hero’s journey epics, alchemical drama, manners-and-morals fiction, satire, gothic romance, detective mysteries, adventure tales, coming-of-age novels, and Christian fantasy.

So how do we know where to start? Well, one easy way is to figure out what keeps you turning the pages. Literature professors call this the narrative drive, but you can think of it as the novel’s conveyor belt. When we think about Harry and his adventures, what is it that moves us along from page to page to learn how the story turns out?

Despite our fascination with Hermione’s love choices (Ron or Harry?), the Potter epic is not the boy-meets-girl, boy-loses-girl, lovers-unite romance formula. It’s also not a hero’s epic: We are not caught up in mythic history, as we are in the Aeneid and The Lord of the Rings, in which we travel along to learn Aeneas’s and Frodo’s fates and their ultimate destinations.

We have some idea of what Ms. Rowling thinks about the stories she has written because of the following comments  made in an interview with two very young fan-website leaders in 2005:There’s a theory—this applies to detective novels, and then Harry, which is not really a detective novel, but it feels like one sometimes—that you should not have romantic intrigue in a detective book. Dorothy L. Sayers, who is queen of the genre, said—and then broke her own rule, but said—that there is no place for romance in a detective story except that it can be useful to camouflage other people’s motives. That’s true; it is a very useful trick. I’ve used that on Percy and I’ve used that to a degree on Tonks in this book, as a red herring. But having said that, I disagree inasmuch as mine are very character-driven books, and it’s so important, therefore, that we see these characters fall in love, which is a necessary part of life.1




Ms. Rowling says her Harry Potter epic is “not really a detective novel, but it feels like one sometimes.” With respect to how the story works and what keeps us turning pages, however, it certainly is a detective mystery. Exploring how Harry’s years at Hogwarts are and are not formula mysteries will introduce us to a wonderful (and currently neglected) writer of detective fiction and point us to the second power driving the conveyor belt of Ms. Rowling’s stories.




Hercule Poirot, Meet Harry Potter 

There is a simple formula for detective fiction and accepted rules by which most writers abide. Tess Gerritsen tells us the crime novel detective formula: “A crime is committed. An investigator seeks out the truth. The truth is revealed.”2  In the classic formula from the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, essentially the first fifty years of the twentieth century, this involves an English country estate, characters from the Edwardian minor gentry, a murder, a brilliant detective, stumbling policemen, and a drawing room finale in which the whodunit is resolved with an explanation of the hows and whys, not to mention a confrontation with and the confession of the guilty party (“Colonel Mustard in the library with the revolver!”). The Mysterious Affair at Stiles and The Murder at the Vicarage, the mysteries in which Agatha Christie introduced Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, respectively, are mysteries of this type.

Harry Potter is clearly not a mystery according to this Country Estate murder formula, but it does hold to the narrative drive elements of a good mystery well told. Those elements are reader mystification, the detection of cause, and restoration of order.3




From Poe to Chandler 

From Poe to Chandler, the characters and action of mysteries are largely the same. We are given a disturbing, seemingly insoluble situation, usually involving a murder, preferably in a closed room in which the murderer could not have entered or exited. The essential players are the detective, the individual who needs his help (often but not always the one accused of the crime or not satisfied with the official explanation of it), the victim, and the criminal, with a supporting cast of Dr. Watsons and incompetent, empiricist gendarmes. The insoluble problem is set, the narrator presents the clues, the detective resolves the mystery, the criminal is confronted in a dramatic denouement, and the moral order returns to one degree or another.4

The essential part of this formula with respect to its ability to keep us turning pages, however, doesn’t involve the players or the murder. It is our confusion. We are engaged first and foremost by the mystery involved, the insoluble puzzle confronting us. Our desire to learn what we don’t understand, how what couldn’t have happened did in fact actually happen, not to mention why it happened, all but drags us headlong into and through the story—from beginning to resolution.

Harry Potter’s adventures do not feature a private detective like Sam Spade, Sherlock Holmes, or Poe’s Auguste Dupin. Every year at Hogwarts, though, a puzzle or mystery  unfolds that Harry, Ron, and Hermione team up to solve. One by one:• In Sorcerer’s Stone, the U.S. title, the trio are desperate to learn about what Hagrid picked up at Gringott’s bank and brought to Hogwarts. Most of the story turns on their search for the Stone and the identity of Nicolas Flamel.
• In Chamber of Secrets, Harry is all but accused of being the Heir of Slytherin responsible for the mysterious attacks on Hogwarts students. The gang teams up again to discover who really is the Heir and the location of the Chamber.
• Prisoner of Azkaban’s mystery is the identity, location, and “crime” of Sirius Black.
• Harry’s agonies in Goblet of Fire during the three tasks of the Triwizard Tournament are all consequent to his mystification about who put his name into the Goblet and why they would have done it.
• Order of the Phoenix turns on both the dementor attack on Harry and Dudley in Little Whinging and the visions Harry has of a corridor ending in a door that fascinate him sufficiently that he does not shield his mind from them—with tragic consequences.
• The mystery of Half-Blood Prince is the question of who the “Half-Blood Prince” is or was.
• And the series finale’s puzzle, besides the question of what sort of man Albus Dumbledore really was, is how the trio understands the “triangular eye” Hallows symbol correctly and why Dumbledore left them this puzzle to solve.



Harry, as we’ll see in chapter two, is anything but the razor-sharp incarnation of deduction and induction that we look for in heroic detectives or even sad sacks like Columbo. For the most part, as earnest as he is in the search for clues and answers with Ron and Hermione, our boy hero is at least as clueless as the mystery formula’s affable sidekick-narrator and as often as not is the suspect of the crime or the aggrieved party seeking relief—hence Ms. Rowling’s assertion that Harry is “not really a detective novel, but it feels like one sometimes,” as well as her mention of Dorothy Sayers and her belief that her stories differ from detective novels in being character driven. The detective fiction of Dorothy Sayers is the mystery model for Ms. Rowling’s work precisely because of the depth of the development of her characters.




Dorothy Sayers: Rule Maker, Rule Breaker 

Dorothy Sayers’s mysteries featuring Lord Peter Wimsey have fallen out of popular taste today, but during her lifetime she was famous for her detective fiction. Her Peter Wimsey work includes fourteen volumes of novels and short stories, but Sayers was also known for her work with the Detection Club. The detective writers’ equivalent of the more celebrated Inklings, the Detection Club had members who were the brighter lights of the age, including G. K. Chesterton, the club’s first president, and Agatha Christie, president for nearly twenty years. Sayers was a founding member and a club president, too, from 1949 to 1958, and it was in this role that Ms. Rowling probably thinks of her as a detection rule maker.

The Detection Club’s rules are the definition of the classical formula. They prohibit any concealing of essential clues, any servant murderers, or unimaginative mystery clichés like an unknown evil twin, the dog who does not bark, and “the bogus spiritualistic séance to frighten the culprit into giving himself away.”5

The Detection Club’s idea of the detective fiction puzzle is essentially that it must be a fair puzzle and just about the puzzle. Hence:A detective novel should contain no long descriptive passages, no literary dallying with side-issues, no subtly worked-out character analyses, no “atmospheric” preoccupations. Such matters have no vital place in a record of crime and deduction. They hold up the action, and introduce issues irrelevant to the main purpose, which is to state a problem, analyze it, and bring it to a successful conclusion. To be sure, there must be a sufficient descriptiveness and character delineation to give the novel verisimilitude.6




Sayers, however, thinks there can be more to good mystery writing and that the formula as proposed by the Detection Club is ultimately limiting.

We also took occasion to preach at every opportunity that if the detective story was to live and develop it must get back to where it began in the hands of [Wilkie] Collins and [Sheridan] Le Fanu, and become once more a novel of manners instead of a pure cross-word puzzle. My voice was raised very loudly to proclaim this doctrine, because I still meant my books to develop along those lines at all costs and it does no harm to let one’s theory act as a herald to one’s practice.7


Which, of course, means “no romance.” As Wright requires in Rule #3:There must be no love interest. The business in hand is to bring a criminal to the bar of justice, not to bring a lovelorn couple to the hymeneal altar.8





Sayers, however, thinks that Collins is the model for good mystery writing and that the formula as proposed by Wright is ultimately “a literature without bowels”9 and the last thing she wanted to be writing. She prefaced her Wimsey play,  Busman’s Honeymoon, consequently, with this apology for its romantic interest:It has been said, by myself and others, that a love interest is only an intrusion upon a detective story. But to the characters involved, the detective intrusion might well seem an irritating intrusion upon their love-story. This book deals with such a situation.10




Ms. Rowling is correct in saying that Dorothy Sayers breaks the “no romance in detective fiction” rule but not in saying that she “broke her own rule”; it was Wright’s rule and the Detection Club’s, not hers. And this is no small thing because J. K. Rowling breaks the strict rules of mystery fiction for precisely the same reason as Sayers did: for the sake of full-blooded characters rather than cardboard cutouts or Clue board game figurines. Sayers is known, in fact, as a “character-driven” mystery writer and this is what distinguishes her from the more formulaic whodunit writers of the Golden Age, like Agatha Christie and John Dickson Carr.

J. K. Rowling shares the outlook and much of the experience of Sayers. For starters, both had a classical education with modern language studies at university, a spell of single motherhood, and remarkable if not proselytizing Christian faith. To that mix add, as I’ll argue in later chapters for Rowling, a taste for Dante, hermetic writing, and a penchant for delivering layers of meaning in stories that on the surface are light reads for diversion. At least half the narrative drive in the Harry Potter novels comes from the mystery Harry, Ron, and Hermione are trying to solve. Ms. Rowling follows Ms. Sayers’s lead in using the genre and its formulas only until such obedience to literary convention makes it harder to deliver the story’s intended meaning.

[image: 005]

What sort of meaning was Sayers smuggling into her stories? A sacramental worldview, certainly, from her upbringing and education as an Oxford Platonist and “an existence on a totally different plane,” a non-local eternity within mundane reality but invisible to Muggles:One must remember that though in one sense the Other World was a definite place, somewhere beyond the Atlantic Ocean, yet in another the kingdom of gods was within one. Earth and fairy-land coexist upon the same foot of ground. It was all a matter of the seeing eye . . . The dweller in this world can become aware of an existence on a totally different plane. To go from Earth to faery is like passing from this time to eternity; it is not a journey in space, but a change in mental outlook.11 (Emphasis added.)



Remember “the seeing eye” and the Oxford Platonists; we’ll be running into them repeatedly as we work through Rowling’s greater influences to get to the many “seeing eyes” in Deathly Hallows. It is the heart of the subversive attack of Romantic writers in English literature on the soulless scientism of the modern era.

As mentioned above, the mystery element is “at least half ” of the narrative drive of the Harry Potter novels. Ms. Rowling gives us the clue we need to find the missing half that powers her literary conveyor belt. She points to it in her claim that Harry’s adventures are less mystery than “character-driven books.” What is it about the lead character that keeps us reading through books that are up to eight hundred pages long? It cannot be romance; Harry’s romantic life doesn’t begin in earnest until Phoenix, the fifth book, and Half-Blood Prince, the sixth book.

It’s not anything Harry says, has, or does; it’s what Harry  is. An orphan.




Loveable Underdog 

When I first got out of college, I taught Latin at a small prep school in western North Carolina called the Asheville School. I think it was there I first heard a teacher say, “They won’t care how much you know ’til they know how much you care.” It’s true in the classroom and on the playing field with  high-school age students, certainly, but it also is something of a guideline for writers. Until the reader cares about the characters in the story, really identifies with them, drops the disbelief, and experiences the story as if he or she had passed through the looking glass into Wonderland, nothing else matters.

Write majestic prose like Philip Pullman or J. R. R. Tolkien. Baptize the imagination like Bunyan, Spencer, and Lewis. Create locked-door and chilling mysteries like John Dickson Carr and Edgar Allan Poe. If the reader doesn’t care for the character involved like he or she would for a dear family member in need (assuming the reader isn’t at war with his or her family . . . ), it won’t matter. No one will read the book to its finish.

Beyond believability, then, an author has to do whatever is possible to get the reader on board with the characters. There are tricks that can be done with narratological voice. As we’ll see in the next chapter, choosing to tell the story in the “third person limited omniscient” view—sitting on a character’s shoulder and sharing his or her perspective—fosters sympathy. Another way to grab the reader by the heart is to trigger the trip wire tied to the reader’s sense of fairness or justice. This is the “gotcha” of mystery writing, truth be told. When presented with a crime and a messy set of clues, not to mention the stray corpse or two, our conscience flashes a red light, especially if there is someone unjustly accused or a murderer  escaping without punishment. I don’t know if we are hardwired this way (I suspect we are) or if this is a conditioned response from childhood training. Whatever the cause, it’s a rare reader who doesn’t want to have the pieces to the puzzle assembled and justice served for the innocent and the guilty. Who won’t read to the very end to learn the solution and hear the confession of the bad guy?

Take this one step further and you have Rocky (the boxer, not the squirrel). Readers love the underdog, the nobody who fights all odds and comes out on top. The traction of this kind of story is in our immediate sympathy for the little guy, the disadvantaged person, the poor, the minority, and the disenfranchised. Unless the marginalized protagonist is a real loser, just the fact that he or she lives on the periphery, outside of an in crowd, means the reader will wave pom-poms on the sidelines of the playing field.

No one gets this better than Ms. Rowling: All of her good guys are misfits. Hermione is a Mudblood. Ron and the Weasleys are dirt poor and blood traitors. Hagrid is a half-giant. Sirius is an escaped prisoner and convicted murderer looking at a Dementor’s Kiss first thing if he is caught. Remus? Werewolf. Tonks? Metamorphmagus. Firenze is a friendly centaur who might as well have a red shiny nose like Rudolph. Mad-Eye has gone round the twist with “constant vigilance.” Mundungus is a thief and coward. Severus . . . well, where do you start with the Potions Master? Dumbledore seemed  the only Boy Scout in his army but we learn in Deathly Hallows he has a Machiavellian streak as big as the Room of Requirement.

You get the picture. All the bad guys are pureblood psychopaths, too, or over the top in pursuit of power. But they are normal in terms of fitting in with every accepted convention. Like the Dursleys, they take conformity steroids and are on constant watch for folks who are different just in order to despise them. Why do we hate their guts? And I mean really despise them, however hypocritical, for their despising our misfit heroes?

One of the core beliefs of our times is that “prejudice is evil,” the flip side of which is that “tolerance is good.” I’ll come back to this in chapter six but, for now, just remember that Ms. Rowling, by celebrating the underdog, is playing what politicians call the “identity card.”




The Ultimate Underdog: The Dickensian Orphan 

Ms. Rowling, though, doesn’t just make Harry a sympathetic character or underdog to win your sympathy and enlist you in his cause. She pulls the ultimate empathy-winning card in English literature and plays it to the hilt. Harry Potter is an orphan, and, not only does he not have loving parents, he is saddled with relations who are almost unbelievably  cruel to him. Game. Set. Match. Every reader not on heavy medication for psychoactive disorders is on Harry’s side and wants the Dursleys locked up in the room under the stairs.

Quite simply, there is no one to care for the orphan. The reader can step right in, at least imaginatively, and do the human, caring, right thing—namely, adopt and embrace him as one of our own. He has no one, so we identify him as one of us.

If you struggle to see this and imagine I’m overstating the importance of Harry being an orphan in our engagement with his story and this fascination carrying us through his oversized adventures, I plead “Dickens.” A finalist in any “greatest novelist of all time competition”—not one of whose books has ever gone out of print—Charles Dickens changed the English novel almost single-handedly from gentry diversion to popular entertainment, agency for social change and personal transformation, and vehicle of profound meaning.

And he did all that with orphan novels.

[image: 006]

From Oliver Twist (1837) to David Copperfield (1849) to Pip in  Great Expectations (1860), Dickens created orphans who won readers’ hearts. In fact, if you survey Dickens’s complete portfolio, you find sixteen leading-role characters in the fifteen novels without surviving parents or parents known to them, two novels featuring title characters with only one parent,  and only Dickens’s first book, The Pickwick Papers, an ad hoc collection of stories, does not feature an orphan or a neglected and estranged child.

I want to come back to Dickens and his influence on Rowling in chapter nine, where we’ll cover Shakespeare, Dickens, and alchemical drama with a close look at A Tale of Two Cities. Here, though, we need only note the importance and impact of Ms. Rowling’s choice to follow Dickens’s lead and write an orphan novel. It is so much a part of Harry—the first thing other than “boy wizard” we remember about Harry—that the meaning and effect of his being an orphan is neglected. Harry’s orphan status, like the meaning of his remarkable name (see chapter nine), is overlooked for being hidden in plain sight.

Harry’s helplessness as an orphan left on the Privet Drive doorstep of the Dursleys and their borderline sadistic treatment of him lock in our sympathy and our curiosity about how he will turn out. In this fashion, Ms. Rowling has fixed a ring in our noses and can lead us anywhere she likes. She wants to give us the experience of watching Harry grow up with all the attendant changes of adolescence and young adulthood. As she said in a 2001 interview about the differences between Harry’s adventures and other children’s literature:A problem you run into with a series is how the characters grow up . . . whether they’re allowed to grow up.

I want Harry Potter and his friends to grow up as well as older, though I’ll keep it all humorous, well within the tone of the books. I want them eventually to be truly seventeen and discover girlfriends and boyfriends and have sexual feelings—nothing too gritty. Why not allow them to have those feelings?12





And we do see changes in Harry. In each book, as I’ll explain in chapter nine, Harry goes through an alchemical transformation and the reader does, too, because of our identification with him. Ms. Rowling also delivers on her promise to show us the changes Harry, Ron, and Hermione experience as they grow older beyond their few snogging episodes. The depth of their studies, their growing awareness of the world and their responsibilities, and their heightened sense of injustice is handled masterfully so it is both believably realistic and light enough to be welcome change.




Story Type, Story Drive 

I doubt very much that anyone would care much about Harry’s growing pains from story to story, though, if the narrative drive didn’t own our attention the way Class 5 rapids grab a canoe or kayak. This is why Ms. Rowling’s decision about what sort of story she was going to write was as important as in what voice she would tell it. The story type sets the drive, which determines our engagement.

It’s no accident that the most popular stories in English literature—the classic mystery, the orphan novels of Charles Dickens, and, now, the hybrid orphan-mystery of the Harry Potter adventures—use the most engaging drives. Drive is what gets us hooked and keeps those pages turning. The insoluble mystery that awakens our desire for revelation and resolution as well as our sense of injustice, combined with the ease and surety that an orphan novel uses to win our identification with and interest in a sympathetic character, is a story that acts as a conveyor belt in overdrive.

By understanding the importance of story drive—the first aspect of a story’s surface meaning that draws us out of our ego concerns and into what Coleridge called the “primary imagination”13 in which we can experience more profound meanings—we can begin to appreciate the difference the right choice of voice can make. Ms. Rowling’s voice is taken from her favorite book and favorite author, it turns out. I hope you’re sufficiently engaged by that mystery to go on to the next page.




End of sample
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