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FROM THE CONFERENCE CHAIRS

ALICIA FOX-LENZ, GRACE MOONE, AND LEAH HAGAN

WE BEGAN QUEER LODGINGS: A TOLKIEN PODCAST in 2022 after meeting through the Mythopoeic Society, shortly after Mythcon 52 in Albuquerque. We left the comforts of home to journey the road that goes ever on, because whenever we looked, we did not see ourselves. There wasn’t enough attention being directed toward queer perspectives in Mythopoeic studies. Not of the favorable kind, at least. And there weren’t enough spaces for showcasing this work.

Queer readings and scholarship were of course happening in fan spaces and scholarship, but often on the fringes and margins—added on to or threaded in among other event themes, one paper or presentation here or there. It remains rare to find queer perspectives on mythopoeic works shared and discussed in the media, especially in a positive light.

While analysis through queer perspectives should of course be integrated into the greater fabric of the rich scholarly tapestry, existing on the margins makes it easier for perspectives which challenge hegemonic norms and interrogate the status quo to be attacked, minimized, or dismissed entirely. Queer perspectives and readings are some of the threads in the tapestry that are most tugged and unraveled by the most malicious hands. In our current reality, it is easy to not recognize where those threads have been removed, snipped short, or left aside entirely. It is easy to think that such threads and perspectives never existed nor belonged.

This was the reason that we decided to ask the Mythopoeic Society to allow us to host an online midwinter seminar, and to organize it around the theme of “Something Mighty Queer.” Our aim with this seminar was to center queer perspectives—to gather together people who are doing this important work and create a platform which intentionally holds space for queer perspectives on mythopoeic works. Here is a place where we are able to embody “the middle way” that Glen GoodKnight advocated the Mythopoeic Society should strive to follow, seeking a balance between academia and fan perspectives, and intentionally being a medium of exchange.

We hope that by providing this space, the ideas shared here are given the attention they deserve, and we can encourage the further consideration and analysis of queer perspectives, for the benefit of us all.

ALICIA FOX-LENZ (they/she) is a steward of the Mythopoeic Society, a co-host of Queer Lodgings, an LGBTQIA+-led Tolkien podcast, and an independent scholar studying Tolkien through a Cultural Studies lens and expanding the mantle of mythopoeic literature to interactive narrative platforms. They have been published in Critical Insights: The Hobbit, “Something Has Gone Crack”: New Perspectives on J.R.R. Tolkien in the Great War, Mythopoeic Narrative in The Legend of Zelda, and is currently editing a collection tentatively titled “I’m Going on an Adventure”: Seeking Tolkien’s Influence in Game Design and Culture.

GRACE MOONE (she/her/hers) is a writer, podcaster, educator and activist. She is a Steward of the Mythopoeic Society and Co-host of Queer Lodgings: A Tolkien Podcast. She holds a M.Ed in Educational Policy and Leadership from Marquette University as well as a B.A from Rockford University in History and Theatre, and serves on the Steering Committee for Bi+ Pride Milwaukee. Grace collects books like Smaug collects gems and gold. Her non-literary hobbies include quilting, fiber-arts, gardening, and almost any craft she can get her hands on.

LEAH HAGAN (she/her) is just another queer girl and Tolkien geek who likes to read. She is the co-host of Queer Lodgings: A Tolkien Podcast, and holds a BFA in Film/Digital Video from The University of the Arts. In February 2024, she co-chaired “Something Mighty Queer,” an online seminar with The Mythopoeic Society. She lives on unceded Duwamish territory (Seattle WA, USA) with two rabbits and far too few books.
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TAYLOR DRIGGERS

PICTURE IT: SOUTH CAROLINA, 2006. A gangly fifteen-year-old hunches over a copy of J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Two Towers (1955) in the high school cafeteria, lingering over the passage in which Samwise contemplates the beauty and seeming age of Frodo’s sleeping face. “I love him,” Sam murmurs to himself. “He’s like that, and sometimes it shines through, somehow. But I love him, whether or no” (Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings IV.4.652). Son of a Southern Baptist minister, the reader is well-versed in the Christian underpinnings of Tolkien’s fantastic imagination and his friendship with C.S. Lewis. But something else pulls at him in this passage, some surplus of meaning that tugs at an inarticulable longing . . . .

Picture it: Oxford, 2012. A twenty-one-year-old hunches over his laptop in the Upper Reading Room of the Bodleian library, finishing off his final essay on Christian heroism in The Lord of the Rings and Idylls of the King (1885) for his semester abroad. His mind keeps wandering to two men who have reshaped his religious life over the past few months. The deep bonds he feels with each of them—one shared and acknowledged but never spoken aloud, the other a painfully unrequited projection—start to blend in his mind with the image of Tennyson’s Arthur, himself possibly a projection of Tennyson’s lingering grief for his male companion, Arthur Henry Hallam . . . .

These two images, drawn from my own personal history, are illustrative of how theology and queer reading have often converged in my reading of fantasy. They also bring to mind Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s location of an origin point for queer reading in “the interpretive absorption of a child or adolescent whose sense of personal queerness may not (yet?) have resolved into a sexual specificity” and who reads “for news about herself” (Sedgwick 2–3). This news can surprise us, and offer us very different answers than the ones we are looking for; it can even reveal to us news that we were not even aware we were seeking, and to which we might even initially be hostile. In my case, what outwardly presented itself in my research as solely an interest in the theological affordances of fantasy turned out to be messily entangled with as-yet unnameable homosexual desires and fixations. Fantasy became a medium in which these strange bedfellows—Christian theology and queer desire—occupied the same space of eucatastrophic longing for another world, without either of them quite resolving into the other. If queerness complicated my view of fantasy as re-invigorating Christian imagination, then Christianity, for me, also added a further wrinkle to Jes Battis’s observation that queer fantasy emerges from a “psychic lack that can only be recuperated through mythical discourse” (Battis 10). And yet, the question remains: how can we map the relations between these longings?

In my debut monograph, Queering Faith in Fantasy Literature (2022), I argue that fantasy affords sexually marginalized people the ability to creatively re-vision Christian theology in queer ways, thanks to its fixation on strange bodies, its longing for other worlds, and the ways in which both of these may reflect back on theological narratives of incarnation and salvation. This project emerged out of a particular sense of dissatisfaction with the limitations and exclusions then, and, to some extent, still present within dominant scholarly attempts to map the relationship between fantasy writing, theology, and religious devotion. As I demonstrate in the book’s introduction, studies that posit fantasy literature as straightforwardly revitalizing Christianity via a sense of enchantment, adventure, or mythic significance may be written by individuals who personally hold progressive views on gender and sexuality. However, they frequently maintain silences around these subjects that at best implicitly uphold what Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner characterize as the “sense of rightness” (554) that accrues around heterosexual patterns of life, and at worst demonstrate a comfort with religious business as usual in the form of institutional structures, practices, and ideologies that oppress trans and queer people as well as heterosexual, cisgender women. Contrary to this approach, over the monograph’s four chapters, I argue that by both confronting theology with its “others” and by defamiliarizing the incarnation of Christ as “other,” fantasy enacts a transformative theological activity comparable to the subversive play of gender on display within drag performance, in which dominant Christianity’s horizons of possibility fail in the face of the messianic, and eucatastrophic, encounter with the other.

This is a project that continues to have relevance not just for Christian trans and queer people but also, unfortunately, for trans and queer people worldwide of all faiths and none who are affected by the continued legacies of Christian heteronormativity via colonialism, genocide, censorship, denial of healthcare, reproductive control, familial exclusion, and other forms of violence. Additionally, as Marcella Althaus-Reid has argued, the question that animates much of queer life—“Will love prevail?”—is at its core a theological one (Althaus-Reid 2). Yet while I continue to couch this discussion in terms of Christian theology and practice for the aforementioned reasons and because it is the theological paradigm in which I locate my own religious formation, I find that I now come to the subject of queering faith in fantasy literature with a slightly different set of questions and priorities than I did when I initially wrote the book. In this keynote, I aim to further develop the arguments I advance in Queering Faith, while also taking the opportunity to engage in critical self-reflection as part of a reconsideration of how fantasy can not only tell a more liberating story about Christian theology and queerness but also help us map more ambivalent relations between them, especially as they intersect with other axes of privilege and oppression. Additionally, I want to consider what implications this exercise may have for analyzing queerness in fantasy beyond the confines of Christian theology, including reflection on how the frame of Christian theology may constrain or prematurely foreclose queer fantasy’s own horizons of possibility.

I have titled this talk “Cruising Faërie” as a deliberate reference to José Esteban Muñoz’s influential work of queer theory, Cruising Utopia. Muñoz characterizes queerness as “that thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed something is missing. [...] Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world” (1). There is something theological, something messianic, and indeed something fantastical in Muñoz’s positioning of queerness as hope in a world to come. This characterization echoes both the eschatological contours of Tolkien’s definition of eucatastrophe or the “happy ending” of fantasy—associated, for Tolkien, with the hope of the resurrection and the second coming of Christ—as well as Battis’s contention that fantasy “releases a global queerness, a force like an enormous spell that can change human relations, bodies, psyches, class positions, and gender expressions” (Battis 261). Fantasy provides us with the ability to imagine otherwise; as Ursula K. Le Guin puts it, “seemingly by a denial or evasion of current reality, fantasists are trying to assert and explore a larger reality than we now allow ourselves” (Le Guin 319). In the pages of fantasy, liberating and treacherous lands like Kai Ashante Wilson’s Wildeeps (from his 2015 novella The Sorcerer of the Wildeeps) and Le Guin’s own Gethen (from The Left Hand of Darkness [1969]) become names of possible worlds where gender, sexuality, and relational structures can be recast. If Muñoz views the project of queerness as one of mapping the conditions for new ways of living and relating, then, following Battis, I would like to suggest that “we might very well have the most success enacting them first within the field of fantasy, by expanding our sense of pleasure” (Battis 42).

Applying Muñoz’s utopian and worldmaking view of queerness to a theorization of fantasy literature means looking beyond questions of representation and self-recognition. For Muñoz, to identify a utopian potential within queerness is also to refuse a self-congratulatory, liberal queer politics that enshrines whatever LGBTQIA identities are currently legible within the dominant social frame as all there is to know about queerness. Such a politics mimes the dominant order it purports to resist in recasting the current status quo—structured by the same conditions that many trans and queer people find unlivable—as itself utopian. By contrast, to posit queer as the possibility of another world is also to suggest that “we are not quite queer yet, that queerness, what we will really know as queerness, does not yet exist” (Muñoz 22). As Muñoz suggests, orienting queerness toward this eschatological horizon—in theological terms, locating in queer cultures and sociality an “already not yet” state of messianic anticipation—engenders a humility that “staves off the ossifying effects of neoliberal ideology and the degradation of politics brought about by representations of queerness in popular culture” (22). Muñoz is here responding to the decades-long process, from at least the 1970s onward, by which some LGBTQIA individuals came to be integrated into the dominant mainstream culture and, as a result, politically neutered. As Jennifer V. Evans has noted, this adoption of a politics of visibility, legibility, and representation “traded the radical oppositionality of a postwar queerness for a seat at the table,” resulting in some LGBTQIA people being “taken up as models of a new civic ideal, while others have been marginalized as a challenge to the norms of respectability” (2). It has, in other words, often sacrificed the drive to realize another world in favor of incorporating some into the present state of things.

All of this suggests that if we are to continue to champion fantasy as participating in a transformative activity of queer worldmaking, we must take care that queer scholarship of fantasy does not itself ossify into a mere practice of identity cataloguing. Online publications, fandom platforms, social media outlets like TikTok, and publishing industry press releases proliferate lists of fantasy novels and short story anthologies that represent LGBTQIA identities, often accompanied by Archive of Our Own-style tags detailing what types of relationships or gender identities appear in-text. In a recent conversation, my husband likened this practice to the lepidoptery, the practice in which butterflies are pinned to corkboard and labelled for the purposes of collection, cataloguing, and study. This is an exercise in which the vibrant desires, pleasures, longings, transformations, couplings and uncouplings of queer lives and cultures in motion are immobilized, reduced to data points for marketing directors to exploit for profit, offering us not the promise of another world but a meagre sense of validity. There are no surprises to be had here, no thrill of unexpected pleasure or unlooked-for encounters that shift the ground beneath our feet, no horizon of possibility yet to be realized, just sanitized versions of ourselves repackaged and sold back to us.

The danger of a marketized politics of representation carrying over into scholarship is epitomized by Stephen Kenneally’s (2016) attempt to curate a canon of pre-2000 LGBT+ fantasy, which premises its inclusion of texts on their mimetic representation of identity categories that exist within the twenty-first century, Anglophone, primary world, and devises a coding system for labelling them accordingly. This methodology leads Kenneally’s study, by his own admission, to exclude texts whose depictions of gender and sexuality are more fantastical and speculative than strictly mimetic, or whose secondary worlds themselves diverge so thoroughly from heteronormativity as for the characters’ sexualities or genders to have no clear primary-world analogue (Kenneally 43). Among these is Laurie J. Marks’s Children of the Triad trilogy (1989–91), which Kenneally states “was excluded as its representations were considered to diverge so significantly from human experience that it could not be said to possess an LGBT main character in any meaningful understanding of the term” (67–8). Yet a closer look at Marks’s series shows that it is in fact deeply invested in a project of queer worldmaking as outlined by Muñoz. Centered around the lives of the Aeyries, a species of androgynous winged creatures, the trilogy chronicles the struggles of a community called Triad to bridge the cultural divides between the Aeyries, the sea-dwelling Mer people, and the humanoid Walkers, all while contending with the looming threat posed by the dominant and rapidly industrializing Walker society. The fragile but intimate bonds forged across species are necessary for maintaining the precarious existence of all life within the novels’ secondary world, but the mutual dependency between characters that this creates also extends to their sexual politics.

Aeyrie society is sexually open and polyamorous by default, and characters’ sexual encounters, from the pleasurable to the traumatic, are one of the primary means by which the texts engage in their exploration of the opposing impulses between struggles for dominance and mutual cooperation. When Aeyries come of age, they are assigned a Companion who “is supposed to be as much parent as lover, to steady [them] through the transition year,” instructing them in all areas of life, including sex (Marks, Delan the Mislaid 60). Meanwhile, the Triad itself owes its existence to the love affair between Lian, a Walker, and Pilgrim, a Mer, and similar cross-species relationships crop up throughout the series, such as that between the Aeyrie martial artist Laril and the Walker witch Bet in the series’ second volume, The Moonbane Mage (1990). Thus, not only does Aeyrie society already present itself as a queer otherworld, but the more surprising cross-species bonds that occur over the trilogy also require constant negotiation of intimacies across bodily difference. The Triad’s home base is carefully constructed and situated to accommodate its inhabitants’ widely varying physiologies and normal habitats, which becomes even more complex once the Triad forms an alliance with the Orchth, a society of large mammals from a neighboring continent. At one point, noticing an Orchth’s difficulty in navigating the house, the Aeyrie Delan remarks, “Someday we’ll widen this doorway,” to which the Orchth laughingly responds, “Someday. Someday you will widen the house, yes?” (Marks, The Moonbane Mage 193). Marks’s presentation of such a radically alien world thus calls to mind Sami Schalk’s observation that “nonhuman and nonrealist worlds [...] defamiliarize social categories, thereby demonstrating how the meaning and experience of (dis)ability, race, gender, and sexuality vary based on individual bodyminds as well as social and environmental contexts” (Schalk 115).

Contrary to Kenneally’s dogged insistence on mimesis in LGBTQIA representation, it is precisely in their departures from primary-world human gender and sexuality that the Children of the Triad novels are able to gesture toward more expansive understandings of these categories, and prompt serious consideration of the possibilities as well as the difficulties of maintaining kinship bonds across difference. The Triad is not a wholly successful utopia, but as Muñoz reminds us, this is not terribly surprising: “Utopia can never be prescriptive and is always destined to fail,” but “[w]ithin failure we can locate a kernel of potentiality” (173). The Triad embodies this potentiality, consisting of people living in the here and now of the novels’ setting, but continually striving to manifest the promise of a different world, in the same way that primary-world queer communities enact performative gestures of fantasy. In Battis’s analysis, for instance, collective actions like “the Kiss-Ins and Die-Ins of ACT UP and Queer Nation” function like a magic spell, at once articulating a longing for pleasure curtailed by systemic homophobia and government inaction in the face of AIDS while also heralding the possibility of something different (Battis 42). By untethering embodied existence from the bounded categories of the human and recasting it as something altogether stranger, Marks is able to chart relationships to embodiment, including how we understand our bodies in relation to others, that are both surprising and revealing. As Battis notes, “Fantasy makes us monsters to ourselves, providing us with a unique arena [...] for the corporealization of our own bodily daydreams, extensions, and gender-prostheses” (30). In rendering gender and sexuality strange through the strategies of fantasy, we can humble ourselves to what is still strange and unfamiliar within ourselves, and to what more might be possible.

Despite Muñoz’s insistence on the malleability and inevitable failure of utopia, however, the utopian impulse is not the only thing fantasy offers to either queer reading or theology. While Battis does consider fantasy to be “a critically utopian genre” (259), they equally stress that fantasy’s magical grammars are often oriented around the work of mourning. “Rather than suggesting a ‘solution’ to melancholia,” they suggest, fantasy becomes part of the negotiation of the space between lack and hope, engendering “a queer mode of life that both allows for and celebrates gaps, dissonances, and imperfections in the prima materia of survival” (34–5). I speak frequently in my work of eucatastrophe and of liberation, but this is crucially not to be mistaken for what Tolkien characterizes as the “Flight of the Deserter” (Tolkien, “On Fairy-stories” [OFS] 69) in which the escape into fantasy crosses over into a refusal to acknowledge the present complications of the primary world. Cruising does not just suggest traversing and mapping the contours of a space; it is also a metaphor (albeit one that Muñoz is careful not to simplistically valorize) for clandestine, promiscuous sexual activity, often occurring in the midst of queer marginalization. To cruise Faërie, then, is also to be attentive to the fleshy encounters, the sidelong glances and gestures, the complex interchange of desires fulfilled and frustrated, pleasures given and denied, the overflow and exchange of substances that linger, that we may encounter there as well as in our own world. As Tolkien, taking cues from the Victorian fantasist George MacDonald, contends, “[t]he road to fairyland is not the road to Heaven; nor even to Hell” (OFS 28); it is instead a third space, a Perilous Realm both familiar and alien. While I have previously given attention to fantasy’s potential to place queerness and theology in conversation in a positively transformative and even liberative sense, I want to turn now toward ways it can map more ambivalent relationships between sexual and religious desires. I will demonstrate this through analysis of Chaz Brenchley’s novel Tower of the King’s Daughter (1998), the first volume in his Outremer trilogy (1998–2003).

Set in a secondary world closely modelled after Palestine and surrounding lands at the time of the Crusades, Tower of the King’s Daughter chronicles the homoerotic bond that emerges when Marron, a lowly monk in a militaristic religious order occupying the titular land of Outremer, comes into the service of the Knight Ransomer Sieur Anton d’Escrivey as his squire. The intensity of this relationship is complicated not only by the fact that homosexuality is prohibited by the Order to which both men belong, but also by Marron’s growing horror at his complicity in the atrocities wrought by the Order’s religious authority in the land, and the shift in his loyalties that follows from this. Both the potency and fraughtness of the bond between knight and squire are signified by a wound in Marron’s arm that Sieur Anton gives him in a practice duel, and it is this initial act of wounding that initiates Marron’s status as Anton’s squire and seems to seal the bond between them, both formal and erotic. Marron even goes so far at one point as to reflect that the wound seems to be “a sign from the God or perhaps from Sieur Anton: a brand of ownership that he could mar but not mend” (Brenchley 298). Over the course of the novel, this wound repeatedly re-opens and festers as Marron experiences multiple ethical crises that cause him to cyclically question, transgress, and—often after an enforced penance—recapitulate his vows of fidelity to God, Sieur Anton, and the Church.

Marron spends much of the novel trapped between allegiances, in one instance choosing to free an indigenous Catari family condemned for heresy and in another alerting Sieur Anton to a sneak attack by nomadic Sharai warriors on the castle of Roq de Rançon, resulting in the slaughter of countless Sharai and Catari. The physical pain, swelling, and oozing of Marron’s wound—aggravated by Marron’s military training as well as the tasks of hard labor and fleshly mortification he must perform as penance for his transgressions against the Church—bear witness to the untenability of this position. The repeatedly ripped flesh of Marron’s arm signals multiple ruptures, both sexual and ethical, in his sworn bodily service to the Church. Battis has additionally read Marron’s wound as a mark of queerness, “a kind of organic lack that cannot be healed, as well as a permeable space, perhaps even a genital space” (Battis 142). This mark, then, is a stigma in more than one sense: it marks Marron as “other,” but more specifically cements him as a violable and penetrated male body in a way that closely aligns his wounds with the wounds of Christ, which remain unhealed even after the Resurrection. For many medieval saints and mystics—such as Catherine of Siena, whose oral fixation on the spear-wound in Christ’s side signifies a heightened version of the bodily intimacy suggested by the Eucharist—the stigmata of Christ exist as a site of pleasure and spiritual communion as well as of suffering and violation, and are often represented in a manner that evokes a vulva and thus ambiguously sexes Christ’s body. Linn Marie Tonstad has cautioned against too readily adopting what she terms ‘womb-wound’ imagery as a redemptively queer emblem of the incarnation, arguing that it prematurely installs suffering and violence into sexuality in a way that poses particular problems for women and other gender-marginalized subjects (Tonstad 68). However, when approached more ambivalently in the context of Brenchley’s novel, it becomes a potent way into considering the relationships between religious marginalization and violence, relationships to religious authority, and sexual pleasure.

In Battis’s reading, Marron’s wound doubles as an “uncanny signification of Anton’s own sense of lack, which he inscribes upon Marron” (151). Anton’s position within the Knights Ransomers places him both at the center and at the margins of this religious institution, commanding authority even as his homosexuality remains an open secret among the other knights, a stigma that also extends to Marron as his squire even long before the two actually become sexually intimate with one another. Battis argues that, in the scene in which the two men finally do have sex and Marron has to patiently coach
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