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A Shadow Within: Evil in Fantasy and Science Fiction. Luna Press 

Publishing, 2019. 422 pp.

In the introduction to her edited collection A Shadow Within: Evil in Fantasy and Science Fiction 

the technology of the period, and even their understanding of humanity” (vi). Accordingly, the essays 
that follow in the collection represent a broad spectrum of approaches to, and understandings of, 

interactive media, and visual art. The result is a diverse collection of essays attempting, with varying 
degrees of success, to come to grips with the necessarily pliable, adaptable, and ambivalent nature 
of ‘evil’ as it is invoked in Fantastika genres.

 The array of essays that Barbini has assembled in this volume represents an impressively 
inclusive cross-section of various spheres of discourse on the fantastic. The collection boasts 
essays from academics, independent researchers, fans, creative writers, and other creative industry 

research-oriented audiences. This diversity of contributors is a strength, as it represents the 
opportunities for cross-disciplinary collaboration and popular appeal afforded by Fantastika studies, 
as well as a weakness. The essays are written with a wide variety of goals in mind, with varying 

of different writing styles, and there are many places where a stronger editorial hand may have been 
desirable to lend the collection greater coherence of purpose and consistency in quality. While 
this is perhaps an understandable drawback for a non-peer-reviewed collection distributed by a 
small, independent press that may not have the same resources of time and money available to 

 Following an all-too-brief introduction by Barbini, the collection opens with Alice Capstick’s 
essay examining what may well be the most archetypal embodiment of evil in Western literary 

of the Dark Hero,” Capstick posits that the arc followed by John Milton’s ambivalent but sympathetic 
treatment of Satan in Paradise Lost
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with the potential for ‘redemption,’” Capstick convincingly argues that antiheroism is not simply a 
variant of heroism or villainy, but a separate category worthy of careful attention, although her case 
for the enduring legacy of Milton’s Satan could stand to be more conclusively evidenced (4). If the 

sic) engagingly analyses how “The Incalling” (1978), “The Ice Monkey” (1980), 

into every atom of a story’s environment” (34). 

 Meanwhile, Sharon Day’s essay “Through the Veil of the Digital Revolution and into the 

existence more generally – may extrapolate existing human evils into ever more calculating and 
impersonal variants. Given its title, this essay had the potential to offer an analysis of how AI and 
digital technology industries participate in and often heighten the social and political violences of 
day-to-day life. Day, however, largely forgoes these material concerns in favour of a more abstract 
and generalised argument regarding “the lack of empathy” and the ostensible “rewiring” of brain 
patterns with each successive generation, which unfortunately leads her essay to come across more 

archetype throughout the history of the Fantasy genre. Dalton’s political historicisation of popular 
Fantasy’s changing moral landscapes from its roots in the Christian imaginaries of J. R. R. Tolkien 

American and British) exceptionalism brings forth many original and long-overdue insights which 

however, hampered by some idiosyncratic applications of terminology, particularly where genre is 
concerned, and some observations seem derived more from second-hand impressions of the texts 
under consideration than their actual content, particularly when discussing The Lord of the Rings 
(1954-1955) and Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series (2005-2008).

 Following this are a pair of articles delving into the wider social resonances of evil and 

S. Malan’s “Xenomorphobia,” is the weaker of the two, rehearsing well-established talking points 
Aliens 

(1986) but struggling to develop these observations into a sustained and focused reading of the 

of evil in Halloween (1978) and The Terminator
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regarding the catharsis of witnessing violent acts depicted on screen, noting how John Carpenter’s 

form to the mundane evils that threaten to unsettle the tranquil appearances of respectable middle-
class society and draw our attention to the potential for evil in ourselves. The banal presence of evil 

Predator.” Drawing on a rich tradition of feminist and psychoanalytic fairy tale scholarship, Bellamy 
traces how the ‘Bluebeard’ archetype popularised by Charles Perrault has transformed from a 
cautionary tale about the dangers of curiosity to a tale of how powerful and wealthy men conceal the 
individual and systemic acts of violence against women upon which that status rests. This is well-trod 
territory, critically speaking, but the continued relevance of these readings to the often aggressively 
misogynistic political landscape of the 2010s give Bellamy’s analysis a particular urgency.

 The collection then shifts its attention toward secondary-world Fantasy and Science 
Fiction, starting with a pair of essays turning a more critical eye toward characterisations of evil, 
both with reference to the Star Wars

intervention into Western appropriations of Taoist principles in fantastic worldbuilding. When 

in Fantasy offers a refreshing alternative to Western moral binarism that prioritises balance and 
openness to difference. When handled clumsily, as Holdsworth shows through her examination of 
the Star Wars The Legend of Korra

Sanderson, the result is an incoherent ethics “in which total imbalance is deemed acceptable so long 
as it is unbalanced in favour of the individuals the viewer cares about” (165). Some of Holdsworth’s 

a successful application of Taoist principles in worldbuilding is merely a matter of sincerity of intent 

and nuanced examination of an under-researched phenomenon in fantastic worldbuilding. Rostislav 
Star Wars saga, meanwhile, 

within the franchise, but I would have liked to see these further contextualised both in terms of the 

 The historical contextualisation of depictions of evil introduced by Dalton and the 

popular Fantasy of the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s, to being more thoroughly examined and critiqued 
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authored by white men risks creating a false sense of linear progression. On the contrary, there exists 

coding of ‘evil’ in popular Fantasy in general.

framing, and what a given work chooses to show or withhold from its audience. This is also the 
focus of Katarina O’Dette’s essay “Yesterday’s Tyrant,” which analyses the redemption of villains 
in Fantasy television as “a careful public relations campaign run by the production team” (227). 
O’Dette’s entertaining but rigorous study pinpoints four strategies deployed by television writers 

protagonists” (210). Crucially, O’Dette is careful to distance the insights gleaned from her analysis 
from real-world ethics; as she argues, “[t]he narrative strategies used to reform villains are effective 

to who is afforded it, are very much at play in Octavia Cade’s “Spring Again,” which alternately 
The Chronicles 

of Narnia

grievous sins.

 Tam Moules’ ‘“I have done only what was necessary”’ and Barbara Stevenson’s “The 
The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant by Stephen Donaldson” are two essays that 

The Broken Earth trilogy (2016-2018); in Jemisin’s texts, they 
argue, evil is perpetuated by individuals constrained by and participating in larger systems of power. 

seemingly protagonist-centred morality of Donaldson’s work, but her chapter reads more like an 
informal rant than a sustained close reading of the text.

 The latter portion of the collection contains some of its strongest and most rigorously 
researched contributions. Jyrki Korpua’s analysis of the Shadows of Babylon 5 (1993-1998) and the 
Reapers of Mass Effect (2007-present) in “Machines of Chaos” adds some disquieting notes of 
relativism to the anxieties over the morality of AI discussed elsewhere in the volume. Meanwhile, 

sensationalism with which fantastic literatures and media have appropriated the murderous Hungarian 

approaches these archetypes, however – are they being invoked as eternal, naturally-occurring 
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Creatures” are both highlights of the volume. Riemenschneider historicises the aesthetic principles 
of Gothic architecture and the multitude of reasons why this aesthetic shifted from evoking the holy 
in the Middle Ages to being a shorthand for ancient evil in contemporary Fantastika media by way 

of the witch, deftly dispelling common misconceptions and demonstrating that, contrary to popular 
assumptions, the witch as an archetype of evil is more a product of early modern Protestantism 
than of medieval Catholicism. The essay ends, however, with Bianchini lamenting the necessity of 

‘witchcraft’ in the modern imagination; in her words, “reconstructing the history of [witchcraft] is 
like, at best, trying to compose a mosaic that is fragmented and, at worst, doing so with important 
missing tiles” (356). The following pair of essays pick up the threads of Bianchini’s interest in modern 

of several different mythological archetypes evoking nature and the non-human world, evolved from 

essay, like Bellamy’s earlier in the volume, treads familiar ground for feminist fairy-tale scholarship, 
but it is notable for the uniquely critical eye it turns toward the strengths and limitations of the 
various approaches contemporary authors take towards redeeming the witch.

both in terms of discerning its intended argument, and as a cap to such a widely varied collection 

practices, seems primarily focused on the privately held virtues of individual scientists, and on the 
public-facing optics of the sciences more generally. Yet as many of the essays in this volume have 
sought to point out, appearances can be deceiving, and good and evil are often larger matters 
than can be accounted for by individual agency. What unites most of the contributions to Barbini’s 
collection is a sense that evil is elusive: concealed by the narrative and aesthetic strategies of the 
fantastic as often as it is revealed by them, seeming to appear in the face of the ‘other’ at the very 
moment it may be residing in our own individual or collective consciousness. A Shadow Within: Evil 

in Fantasy and Science Fiction is itself by turns frustrating, bewildering, and illuminating. Overall, it 
represents a worthy contribution to research in a frequently cited, but rarely examined, phenomenon 
in Fantastika, gesturing towards numerous opportunities for further study and likely to be accessible 
to academic, professional, and casual audiences alike.
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