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Glasgow international fantasy conversations. university of Glasgow, Glasgow, uk, 26-27 april 
2018.

Returning to the picturesque University of Glasgow, the second annual Glasgow 
International Fantasy Conversations (GIFCon) was a landmark for this exciting student-led event. 
Originally inspired by the university’s MLitt in Fantasy, GIFCon 2018 built upon the spirit and success 
of last year’s inaugural symposium for early career scholars: the playful yet hard-working atmosphere 
created an imaginative space in which academic investigations of the intersections between 
speculative genres sat side-by-side with creative studies, to which the degree course has a close 
relationship.

The expansion of the GIFCon programme to three streams of academic and creative 
papers brought greater diversity and international participation, both in-person and online. This 
year’s theme, “Escaping Escapism in Fantasy and the Fantastic,” prompted discussions going 
beyond the perceived escapist character of fantastic genres to explore tensions between perceived 
realities within speculative works, timely debates over truth and free will in narrative, and how works 
across different media play with the restrictions of narrative frameworks and tropes, philosophical 
approaches, cultural memory, and more. As a result, 2018 will be remembered as the year GIFCon 
grew into a truly inspiring snapshot of the future of Fantastika studies.

Thursday’s keynote speakers explored escapism within two very different areas. Firstly, 
Dimitra Fimi (Cardiff Metropolitan University, UK) explored the impact of real, imagined, and cultural 
nostalgia, especially on the popular imagination, in “In the Blood and in the Landscape: Escaping 
(into) the ‘Celtic’ Past in Contemporary Children’s Fantasy.” Covering the works of Alan Garner, 
Jenny Nimmo, Susan Cooper and more, it was not only an insightful talk, but included a lesson 
for those whose Welsh pronunciation was a little rusty. Will Slocombe (University of Liverpool, UK), 
meanwhile, offered a less optimistic, but more darkly humorous approach to the theme in “There is 
No Escape from Here (Wherever Here Is): Fantasies of Control in Fictions of Artificial Intelligence.” 
Slocombe investigated how notions of true ‘free will’ and ‘control’ become illusory under close 
examination, drawing parallels with Baudrillard’s concept of Simulation.

The panel sessions began that afternoon, with Rachael Grew (Loughborough University, 
UK) giving us a dazzling tour of “The Fantastical Costumes of Leonora Fini” as part of the “Pictures 
are Worth a Thousand Words” panel. Over at “Fear, Fantasy and Fairy Tales,” Gabrielle Cohen 
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(University of Glasgow, UK) took a thoughtful, psychoanalytic approach to the Cthulhu Mythos in “The 
Instability of Knowledge: Three Types of Fear in the Works of H.P. Lovecraft.” Meanwhile, Thomas 
Moules’s (Independent Researcher, UK) insightful and wryly humorous approach in “Escapism as a 
Weapon: An Exploration of N. K. Jemisin’s Broken Earth Trilogy,” part of the “Breaking the Rules” 
panel, made for a refreshing examination of one of this year’s most popular texts for analysis.

The second session opened at the “Abandoning the Analogue” panel with Anna Mackenzie 
(University of Chester, UK) presenting her paper written in collaboration with Patricia Flores (Lancaster 
University, UK), “Locating the Secondary World of Harry Potter within the Primary Landscape: A New 
Digital Humanities Approach.” Mackenzie introduced a fascinating new approach to the relationship 
between primary and secondary worlds within the constructions of real, imaginary, combination, 
and vague spaces. During “The Shape of Suffering: Monsters and Escapism,” Elena Pasquini 
(Independent Researcher, UK) explored how monsters have evolved into guides and guardians in 
Children’s Fiction in “Monsters: Patron Saints of Children.” Finally, in the second of the day’s panels 
exploring political and social change in Fantasy, “Escape or Confrontation? Realities and How (Not) 
to Face Them,” Allan Rae (University of Stirling, UK) examined a radical, Lacanian approach in “‘The 
Impossible is True’: Fantasy as Emancipatory Theory in the Work of China Miéville.”

The final session of the day boasted two of the most popular panels of the event, with 
Will Slocombe chairing “Out of the Books: Metafiction Against Escapism” and celebrated Tolkien 
scholar Dimitra Fimi chairing “The Legacies of the Professor.” However, “There Be Dragons: Maps, 
Architecture and Worldbuilding in Fantasy” also offered some fascinating insights into the growing 
sub-field of Fantastic landscapes. Siddharth Pandey (University of Oxford, UK) showed how notions 
of craft both within and as a conceptualisation of worldbuilding can offer new insights in “Distant 
Estrangement or Deep Engagement?: Countering Fantastical Escapism through Materialist Making 
in British Fantasy.” Christopher Lynch (University of Glasgow, UK) showed how maps can be used as 
a form of political and spatial control over both the landscape and its inhabitants, warping the reality 
of space and how it is perceived in “Off the Map: Spatial Revolution in Terry Pratchett’s Discworld.” 
Finally, Lena Abraham (ZfL Berlin, Germany) explored “Poetics of Pending in F. Hernández’s ‘The 
Balcony’” and how the time-space relationship can be distorted by the liminal nature of key spaces 
in stories. The discussion that followed explored the relationship between the intention of the author 
and audience interpretation, as well as structure within worldbuilding.

With the day’s programme over, attendees reconvened for mid-event dinner, which this 
year returned to the seventeenth century public house The Curler’s Rest, for relaxed discussions over 
the programme that went on late into the night.

2018 saw several firsts for GIFCon, and two of these came on the Friday. Along with the 
increase in the number of academic streams, the creative side of the event expanded to include 
three writing workshops at the start of the second day’s events. Hosted by SQIFF award-winner 
Elaine Gallagher (UK), Uncovered Artistry co-founder Angie Spoto (University of Glasgow, UK), BSFA 
award-winner Ruth EJ Booth (University of Glasgow, UK) and acclaimed poet and author Oliver 
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Langmead (University of Glasgow, UK), the workshops were variously praised for their relaxed, 
encouraging atmosphere and helpful techniques for both new and returning creative writers.

Friday’s first panel sessions examined the metaphor of the mirror within Fantasy in “Mirrored 
Portals and Distorted Idols,” while the limitations of tropes within genre were the topic of “When 
Fantasy is Not Enough.” “Escape in Japan,” a panel largely focussed on the works of Studio Ghibli, 
provided a range of insights into the relationship between modern day Japanese society and recent 
Fantasy releases. Hanna Greenblott (University of Glasgow, UK) examined the role of colour palette 
and relationships with the elements in “Flying Again: An Examination of the Studio Ghibli Heroine’s 
Subversion of the Traditional Hero’s Journey.” Meanwhile, Ruth Booth (University of Glasgow, UK) 
explored how Hayao Miyazaki’s aim of awakening cultural memory within children sits alongside 
the concept of kamikakushi in “Growing up in the Time of No Face: Escapism, Illusion, and Identity 
in Spirited Away (2001).” Miguel Cesar (University of Edinburgh, UK) extended the discussion into 
other anime, looking at the relationship between key events in the history of twentieth and twenty-
first century Japan and properties such as Fullmetal Alchemist in “Death, Loss and the Fantastic in 
Japanese Contemporary Media.”

Friday’s keynote speakers embodied both the creative and academic aspects of the event. 
Alice Jenkins (University of Glasgow, UK) applied her work on inductive and deductive knowledge in 
nineteenth century to one of Fantasy’s most common tropes in “Prophecy, Prediction and Escape in 
Fantastic Literature,” contrasting the serious nature of prophetic knowledge with its often comedic or 
satirical contexts. Meanwhile, Arianne ‘Tex’ Thompson (USA), author of the Children of the Drought 
series, gave a manifesto to attending scholars in “Once Upon a Time in the West: Fantasy and 
Identity on the Fictional Frontier.” Their talk explained how marrying the conventions of Westerns 
with Fantasy fiction allowed them to go beyond the traditional ‘Chosen One’ trope. With reference 
to Robert Levy’s hypocognition and the orientation of modern-day identities around consumerism, 
attendees were urged to create a new chronic protagonism by developing our vocabulary of 
contribution. An edited copy of this talk can be found online.

Panel sessions continued into the afternoon, with “Fantasies Against the War,” “Crossing 
Screens: TV, Film, and Games,” and “Category-Breaking Escapes” offering three diverse perspectives. 
Alix Beaumont (University of York, UK) explored how the God of War video game franchise flips 
the mythological conventions for heroes and villains in aspects such as settings in “Escaping from 
Myth into Fantasy, and from Fantasy into Myth…,” adding to the unsettling nature of the actions 
of its antihero protagonist, Kratos. Elaine Gallagher’s (Independent Researcher, UK) “Escaping 
Straitjackets of Identity: Representation of Gender Variance in Science Fiction and Fantasy” was the 
beginning of a promising exploration into a fledgling area of genre academia, particularly where the 
representation of trans identities is concerned.

Meanwhile, “Fantasies Against the War” saw another first for GIFCon in the symposium’s 
first remote broadcast, with Syrian scholar Mohammed Al Mohammed Al Sibahi (Damascus 
University, Syria) presenting a pre-recorded paper during the “Fantasies Against the War” panel 
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on Friday afternoon. This gave added resonance to “‘Quo Vadis?’ The Carnivals: No-Man’s Land 
and Entombment,” his development of Bahktin’s notion of the carnivalesque into the no man’s land 
carnival of war.

The final panel sessions of the event highlighted the value of the societal impacts of 
Fantasy. In the “Power of Words…” panel, Maayan Priel (Goldsmiths, University of London, UK) 
highlighted how the growth of tabletop gaming podcasts has helped revitalise interest in genre 
games, in “Adventures Away from the Table: Social Escapism in Actual Play Podcasts.” Meanwhile, 
in the “Women and Witches” panel, Lucinda Holdsworth (Independent Researcher, UK) offered a 
manifesto to academics and writers in highlighting issues with the representation of a truly feminist 
magic in “‘Weak as Women’s Magic’: The Domesticity of Women’s Magic.” Finally, one of the most 
anticipated papers of the weekend was Taylor Driggers’s (University of Glasgow, UK) use of The 
Last Jedi’s (2017) break with Star Wars’s nostalgic tendencies as an alternative way of engaging with 
theology in Fantasy, in “Escaping (into) the Past?: Nostalgia and Radical Theological Imagination in 
Star Wars: The Last Jedi.” An edited copy of this paper has been made available online here.

As we moved into the nineteenth century terraces of University Gardens for the closing 
statements and wine reception, there was time to reflect on the past two days. The event was 
praised for its online engagement, especially on Twitter, where many participants live-tweeted under 
the #GIFCon18 tag, allowing those unable to attend the full event to engage with the panels, and 
prompting further discussion of topics amongst social media savvy attendees.

The beautiful setting of the University of Glasgow was an attractive compliment to the 
event, with keynote speeches taking place in the magnificent Memorial Chapel, while panels were 
hosted at the stately University Gardens, originally designed by Sir John J. Burnet. There were 
issues with disabled access in some rooms, and one speaker did not make use of the microphone 
provided. However, the team were responsive to these issues, with changes made to the layout of 
rooms and instructions to speakers as a result. The committee hope to be able to use more access-
friendly venues within the University in the future. 

The final hour of GIFCon held a special treat for attendees. Following a social media 
campaign launched by attending users under the competing hashtags #MakeRobSing and 
#AskRobNicely, GIFCon chair and MLitt in Fantasy convenor Robert Maslen (University of Glasgow, 
UK) serenaded attendees with a rendition of “I Sit Beside the Fire and Think,” from The Road Goes 
Ever On (Music: Donald Swann, Lyrics: J.R.R. Tolkien). This performance (which can be found online 
here) embodied the playful approach to scholarship in Fantastika that permeated the two day 
symposium – an event that took diverse and creative perspectives on genre and blended them 
into a fascinating, insightful discussion of the notions of escape and escapism across the breadth of 
the field. With such imaginative approaches from the early career attendees, the future of fantastic 
academia appears to be in safe hands. 

A full list of GIFCon 2018 abstracts can be found at http://www.gifcon.org, while updates 
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and photos from this year’s event can be found on Twitter (@GIFConGLA), Facebook (GIFConGLA) 
and Instagram (@GIFCon_GLA).

BioNote

ruth Booth is a doctoral student at the University of Glasgow, Scotland. A graduate of the 
university’s celebrated MLitt in Fantasy her current project examines Hamlet, the Fantastic, and 
women’s complicity in toxic masculinity in genre communities. She is a co-organiser of GIFCon and 
Ytterbium, the upcoming seventieth Eastercon event. As Ruth EJ Booth, she is a winner of the BSFA 
Award for Best Short Fiction (2014), a columnist for SF journal Shoreline of Infinity, and a former 
editor for arts journal From Glasgow to Saturn. For more information, see www.ruthbooth.com.
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