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This book is for my father, Robert Alexander Cameron, who passed away during the passage of this project. Thank you for giving me my first copies of Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings—the quintessential forebears of contemporary fantasy. Was there an epic fantasy you did not read? I’m sorry you did not have a chance to read this. Rest easy in Avalon, White Wolf.
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Introduction

Yael Thomas Cameron

Soundbites from The Witcher, such as Geralt’s “Evil is evil” line, have entered popular culture in an enduring way.1 Andrzej Sapkowski first wrote about the grizzled, white-haired Witcher, Geralt of Rivia, in 1986 as a short story for a Polish fantasy magazine, Fantastyka. In an interview on the occasion of the release of the Netflix series, Sapkowski himself describes the original story as coming to him like a kind of revelation, something out of the heavens.2 He demurs that if it was not for the miracle of a publishing deal with Supernowa in 1990, The Witcher short stories, novels, and comic books set in their grimdark medieval milieu would not have seen the light of day, let alone garner such a following that Sapkowski would be henceforth heralded as the Polish Tolkien.3 Not long after the novels were published, a Polish film adaptation of Wiedźmin followed in 2001. The most significant platform for Sapkowski’s work, however, was yet to come. Gaming company CD Projekt Red bought the rights to use The Witcher to create a fantasy RPG released in 2007. For Sapkowski and CD Projekt Red, this was a blessed endeavor. The games became a global phenomenon, and in 2015, with the release of the third edition of the computer game, The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt went on to sell over 50 million units.4 Wild Hunt is a critically acclaimed game with an ambitious and complex world, compelling characters, immersive graphics, and a highly philosophical narrative. Wild Hunt still lists as one of the greatest games of all time.5 One would think the saga had reached its apogee at this point, but in 2019 Netflix started streaming the first English language small screen adaptation of The Witcher, and the White Wolf gained a vast new audience. Created by Lauren Schmidt Hissrich6 and with Henry Cavill seemingly made for the role of Geralt, this adaptation gathered a cult following. The combination of Sapkowski’s captivating stories and the high-quality, expansive cinematography and committed production/direction by Schmidt Hissrich captured a whole generation of new believers.7 The Netflix Witcher phenomenon was commended with a comic degree of reluctance by Jenna Sherer, reviewer for Rolling Stone: “I watched The Witcher the way Geralt of Rivia does everything: with great annoyance that accidentally blooms into grudging devotion.”8

What might be less often detected by new audiences is how, at many a turn, Sapkowski offers within The Witcher saga a tantalizingly theological glimpse into the elemental chaos and spiritual-political-ethical tensions of a world that has been torn apart at its core. Since the cataclysmic Conjunction of the Spheres, this fantasy world, in an almost biblical kind of Fall, has experienced dehiscence at its foundations. A mystical force named “chaos,” which, rather like Christian conceptions of “sin,” has proliferated through this alternate realm at every level. Chaos manifests as a curse and a power. For those who can harness this chaos-force, magic is the consequence. With it, the gifted can bend and corrupt nature. As folktales teach us, power often comes at great cost, and in this instance, the cost is one’s soul. For the continent, the taint of chaos is performed otherwise, in political conflict, feudalism, empire-building, evil monarchs, wicked mages, outlaws, sorceresses, witchers, and a whole bestiary of evils and horrors drawn from European folklore, nightmarish monsters lurking in every dark corner.

Debate rages as to Sapkowski’s personal relationship with religion. There are a variety of reports, from attributions of atheism to profound faith. Harley J. Sims, writing for Mercator, situates Sapkowski as an openly practicing Catholic, Sapkowski apparently laying this bare in an interview during the 2001 premiere of the Polish film adaptation of Wiedźmin.9 While Sapkowski’s own stance is not that clear, it can readily be seen in the conflicted grimdark world he has created that he is conscious of the failures and hypocrisies of organized religion and its ideologies, and that, where he uses church symbolism, he rarely paints it in a kind light. The ruthlessly patriarchal Church of Eternal Fire, appearing in the short story “Eternal Flame,” is an example of this.10 With its seat in Novigrad, it is an oppressive religion that has a penchant for putting heretics, practitioners of magic, and strangers on burning stakes.11 The city Novigrad, understood to have been inspired by the Polish city Gdańsk, has its own grim church history, and it is not hard to see how Sapkowski might have formed his concept. The feminine spirituality that traces the maternal cults like Melitele and the nature religion of the matriarchal dryads, are more often represented by Sapkowski in a benevolent light.12 When pressed on this difference, Sapkowski apparently responded to interviewer Stanisław Bereś: “I believe that the feminine element dominates in nature. Women are generally stronger than men. All power of this world should be in the hands of women. Life, the world is too serious to leave it in our hands.”13 A great deal of the Witcherverse harks tangibly back to pagan roots and is clear evidence of Sapkowski’s fascination for the arcane, that of not only pagan Slavic antecedents still evident in local folklore and fairytales but Celtic, Gallic, Latin, and Norse mythology. Religions and spiritualities abound in The Witcher, from the Sun cult of Nilfgaard to the beliefs and rituals of schools of sorcery, the legends and cycles of the elves, dwarves, druids, and not least the terrifying spider cult of Coram Agh Tera. In an intricate world full of failed kingdoms and rising empires are a myriad of human, humanoid, and other sentient creatures, all with complex systems of lore, sacrament, and faith.14

For Sapkowski’s irrepressible heroine, Yennefer of Vengerberg, sorceress of the school at Aretuza, and irrevocably entangled with Geralt: 


Magic . . . is, in some people’s opinion, the embodiment of Chaos. It is a key capable of opening the forbidden door. The door behind which lurk nightmares, fear and unimaginable horrors, behind which enemies hide and wait, destructive powers, the forces of pure Evil capable of annihilating not only the one who opens the door but with them the entire world.15 



Certainly Yennefer’s description of magic that we find in Blood of Elves echoes a cautionary verse in Genesis 4, that, “Sin crouches at the door; its urge is towards you, Yet you can be its master.”16 Much of Yennefer’s storyline is one of hardship and frustrated desire. She begins her own story as little Janka, an ill-fated child born under an evil star, the kind of child who in tales is left out in the forest to die. Even her father decries her as a monster because of her twisted little back, and in response, her mother beats her.17 Under the tutelage of Tissaia de Vries, magic has given her the beauty and power Yennefer has long sought, but regret plagues her for choosing this forbidden door. She has lost her ability to bear a child, forfeit to her magic, and she is willing to do almost anything for her body’s restoration. It is a fascinating twist in Yennefer’s tale that, like Geralt, her destined embrace of the child surprise, Cirilla, is a salvific move. By the end, she will be able to forgive, to be tested against the guideline of Faith, Love, and Sacrifice, and thus receive absolution: 


“Something has happened, something strange. None of us knows how to explain it. But I can guess. Grace. . . . The goddess has bestowed her grace on you, Yennefer.” . . . the sacred jewel of Modron Freyja . . . was lying at her feet.18



Enter Geralt, the witcher, titular antihero, rippling with enhanced strength and arcane powers. He is loyal to no king and has allegiance to no faction. In a rather lonely profession, he drifts from village to village, faithful only to the bounty he receives when he puts to the sword the increasing numbers of monsters that plague the villages in the north.19 In a time prior to The Witcher saga, the rulers of the northern kingdoms, so harried by these manifestations of evil, retained mages to concoct a solution. The mages took children and through alchemical means created a mutant class of warriors out of them. In time these warriors became known by the derogatory term “witchers,” a gift from superstitious townsfolk. This is on account of their ability to use magical signs that can tip the scale in battle. Geralt of Rivia was one of these children left by his sorceress mother to be raised by witchers at the grim fortress Kaer Morhen.20 He is one of the few boy children able to endure the Trial of the Grasses and the more advanced experiments. These trials turned his hair white and profoundly affected him in other ways. His grim posture is a combination of an early childhood experience of maternal abandonment, the cruelty of the Wolf’s school, and finally the cruelty of the world. At the same time, Geralt is unique in this class. As a result of his exceptional trade
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