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  Once in a generation, a work of fantasy comes along that changes everything in the field. Works like these change not just the literary aspects of the field, but the way that fantasy is experienced by the readers, the way the world perceives great fantasy, and even the way fantasy is published. Everyone knows that this happened with The Lord of the Rings. J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books made a similar change, but it’s not generally appreciated just how deep that change was. And Jeff Smith’s Bone also changed fantasy in comic art, certainly just as deeply as the other great works of fantasy have, and in ways that are unexpected, not yet fully appreciated, and still unfolding in publishing as well as a generational appreciation for great fantasy epics.


  When The Lord of the Rings was published by a relatively small British company, Mr. Unwin, the publisher, expected to lose money on the books, but he told his editors to go ahead, because they were excellent books and it was worthwhile to lose money to publish fine and important works. No one expected that transatlantic success would spark a fantasy boom that truly has yet to end. But the changes go beyond just sales, dollars, numbers. The Lord of the Rings marked an advance in the quality, reach, and sources of fantasy. Like other great works of literature, it summed up what had gone before, from medieval romances to Lord Dunsany’s The King of Elfland’s Daughter, and moved the field ahead with its literary quality and psychological insights. It changes the readership of fantasy, generationally, demographically, in every way possible. The success of The Lord of the Rings also changed how fantasy is published, particularly extending it into new formats, from mass market paperbacks to lavish illustrated editions.


  Bone has changed fantasy and how it’s published in comic format as well, and it is a unique journey in that Bone has changed the publishing of fantasy several times, in several different comics and trade publishing historical contexts. When Jeff Smith and Vijaya Iyer began self-publishing the Bone comics back in the 1990s, they contributed markedly to the new movement in independent comics that supported a whole new set of ideals of creator control, rights ownership, and one that directly addressed the comics’ audience through convention appearances and well-made graphic novels. At a time when self-publishing was dominated by autobiography, pendants to superhero comics (like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles) or underground comix-inflected autobiographical works, Bone embodied the great fantasy, allegory, and animal stories traditions of comics, working at the very highest level of this utterly crucial area of comics. Without Barks’s Donald Duck, Kelly’s Pogo, and even the insightful strips and cartoons of Frederick Burr Opper and Heinrich Kley, comics would be a poorer and less resonant place. Jeff Smith’s Bone was imbued with these traditions from the beginning, carving out in independent comics a place for metaphorical and socially resonant, but also adventurous and totally engaging comics built on the work of his predecessors. The early embrace of Bone by Don and Maggie Thompson, editors of Comics Buyer’s Guide and the founders of Walt Kelly studies with their fanzine Newfangles, both showed its quality and helped ensure its embrace by comics.


  When the first Harry Potter book was published in England, like The Fellowship of the Ring, to low expectations, readers embraced it, not through a marketing campaign, but good reviews and especially word of mouth. Like Tolkien, Rowling had taken the strengths of the fantasy genre and extended them in ways that were socially aware and grew more psychologically complex as the series progressed. Rowling enlivened the genre by combining elements of other works in it, like the British schoolboy novel, and the long series arc gave her room to incorporate a variety of genre strengths, and draw on various sources. Like The Lord of the Rings and Bone, Harry Potter changed how fantasy books were published. If The Lord of the Rings brought mass market paperbacks to the fore, Harry Potter brought the prestige of hardcover publication to young adult fantasy, and changed the terms and readership of fantasy to extend broadly across all age groups and demographics. The Hunger Games, as one example, stands in the path marked out by Harry Potter.


  Bone changed fantasy in comics in a similar way. Like Rowling, Jeff Smith took on the challenge of an extremely long and complex
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