Is There a Text in This Advertising
Campaign?: Literature, Marketing,
and Harry Potter

Philip Nel

In July 2000, The Boston Globe's Dran Wasserman drew o cartoon that
predicted what would become the most prominent threat 1o Harry
Potter’s literary degacy. Several months ahead ol the beginning of the
Harry Potter marketing bonanza and more than a year belore the release
of the Tirst Potter film, Wasserman’s cartoon shows two children walking
down a city streel. One child holds a Harry Potter novel: and everswhere
they ook, advertisements amnounce all variety of Harry merchandise, A
shop’s sign offers "Harry Wares.™ A restaurant offers “Potter Pies.”
“Wizard Fries.” and “Happy Harrs Meals!™ An eyeglass store proclaims
“Just In—Harry Frames.™ A poster (located, perhaps appropriately, on a
trash cany invites them o “Visit the Harry Potter Theme Park.”™ And a
store’s display window reminds passers-by that “We carry a full line of
Harry schloch!™, including robes. swands, and “muggle mugs.”™ One child
says 1o the other, 1 can atready see how it ends—the dark forces win.™
(Wassermani. In Juls 20000 such @ cartoon was a sativical comment on
(the culture industry. Less than two years laler, it became merely
deseriptine.

Ihe aggressive marketing predicted by this cartoon also describes a
critical problem: the novels and the hy pe become intertwined. resulling
in analyses that lail to take into account the Tull complexits ol either.
Because Harrs Potter is both o marketing phenomenon and a literan
phenomenon, critical conflatton of the two does not really adyance the
understanding of the marketing apparatus or the books themselves,
Author ). K. Rowling herselt appears to be aware ol this problem. as June
Cummins has observed. Citing Rowling™s charitable work and critical
comments about Potter merchandise. Cummins notes that the Harry
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Potter author “seems determined to separate the books from the uggres-
sive marketing pursued by Scholastic, Warner Brothers, and Mattel.”
Cummins then ashs, “But is her goal realistic? 1 say it is not™ (2, 1,
however, would argue that it is both realistic and necessary 1o separate
the hooks Trom the marketing. First of alf. conlTating the hooks with the
marketing fuils to produce o satliciently sophisticated analysis of the
latter. Scecond. such eritical contlation leads some critics o overlook the
novels” considerable literan achieyements,

Consider the marketing side of the question first, Jack Zipes, Andren
Blake. and John Penninglon correctly  underscore Harry Polter as a
conlemporars capitalist phenomenon. In his essay “tFrom Elland to
Hogwarts, or the Acesthetic Frouble with Harry Potter.”™ John Peaninglon
pravides the most succinet version ot this idea: “So what are the Polter
books really about. then? Well, monctary success primarily™ (92,
Pennington has a point. 1t is difficult to tadk about Harry Potter and 1o
ignore the marketing. You can see the movies. you can buy the movies,
you can buy Legos, action figures, stickers, notehooks, a card game, a
board game. puzsles. address boaks, calendars, Band Aids k. tooth-
brushes, toothpaste. ©shirts, sseatshirts, mugs, trading cards, greeling
cards, Bertie Botws Fvery Flavour Beans, a Nimbus 2000 broomstick, a
Harry Potier wallet, wizarding-world mones. and even pina coladu—
flavored “Dementor’s Kisses.™ Much of the Harry Potter merchandising
must make even the most ardent fan cringe just a dittle bit. And it is
difficult o applaud the ways in which these Potter spin-ofl products
encourage consumption for its own sahke.

Howeser, o say that the books are only aboul monetary success
ignores the late capitatist conditions of their production. Zipes and Blake
offer more nuanced versions of Pennington’s claim. As the reason [or
Harry Potter’s success, Zipes cites:

the conditions under which literature for the young hin e been transformed
through istitutional corporate conglomerates controbling the mass media.
and market demands. Phenomena such as the Harry Potter books e
driven by commadity consumption that at the same time sels the param
cters of reading and aesthetic taste. Today the experience of reading tor
the young s mediated through the mass medicand marketing so that the

pleasure and meaning of o book will often be preseripted or dictated by
convention. (172

Judiciously placing his comments in the context of the changing children’s
literature industry. Zipes points to “institutional corporate: conglomer
ates.” und 1o the role of marketing in selling children’s titerature. As
Zipes explains in Stucks and Stones: The Troublesome Success of
Children’s Literatire from Slovenly Peter to Harry Potter . the chitdren's-
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book industry has grown more interested in creating marketable products
than in nurturing good- quality books (31-2.39). Andrew Blake's 7he
{rresistible Rise of Harry Porter, a Potter-themed critigue of Tony Blair's
New Labour party. offers a version of this argument in the conteat of how
Harry Potter has boosted the tinancial tortunes ot Rowling’s British
publisher. Bloomsbury. According 1o Blake. “Cupitalisi is, as the truism
has it global: certainly, the much-translated Harry has repeated his
Bloomsbury trick for child-consumer capitalism the world over™ (883, Ax
Gary Cross™s Kids " Stttz Tovs and the Changing World of American
Childhood. Stephen Kline's Qur of the Garden: Tovs, TV, and Children's
Culrre in the Age of Marketing. and Marsha Kinder's Plaving with
Power in Movies, Television, and Video Games: From Mupper Babies 1o
Teenage Mutamt Ninja Turdes have all pointed oul. there has been g
proliferation of child-targeted marketing over the last few decades. In the
LS. this phenomenon began to {lourish in the 1980, inspired by the
deregulation of children’s television (Cross 198; Kiine 139, 278, 317;
Kinder 40). Though these marketing practices began on 'V, characters
from children™s hooks have with increasing regularity also been trans
tormed into corporate pitchmen. selling all manner of “tic-in™ products.
Harry Potter is but part of a trend: Curious George appears in ads ertise-
ments for Altoids (in the ad. the phrase “The Curiously Strong Minis™
puns on George's name). and Winnie-the -Pooh sells his own brand of
cercal, “Hunny B3 Foltowing the 2000 relcase of Ron Howard's
Grineh film, even the Grinch began selling eredit cards. candy, and
cercal: D Seuss™s original Hosw the Grineh Stole Christinas! (19357
actively eriticized commercial exploitation of the holiday., When the
Girinch can change from anticonsumerist grouch (o enthusiastic sales-
man. we hnow that Harry Potter is not alone. Harry Potter. then, may be
seenas aovery prominent example of current business practices in
children’s literature and culture.

However it seems o me that citing mass medin-controlled “institu
tional corporate conglomerates™ as the printary reason for Harry Potter’s
success has the unfortunate effect of limiting one’s analy sis. 11 we share
Zipes’s concerns ahout corporate influcnces on children’s literature tand
Ido then we might find a critically productiy ¢ approach to this problem
where business and the entertainment industry meet: intellectual property
law. Not coincidentadly. the oldest case currently on file in Los Angeles”
Superior Court involves intellectual property and children's literature:
Lhe beirs of AL A Milne's titerary agent are suing the Walt Disney
Company for cheating them on the royalties for Winnie: the-Pooh mer-
chandise (Toohin 38).
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In the background of Wasserman’s cartoon (mentioned at the begin-
ning of this essay), a bus’s billboard advertises “Harry Potter: The
Movie.”™ While Scholastic and Bloomsbury did promote the Harry Potter
books in the US and (he UK, respectively, the proliferation of mass-
marketing Harry  Potter tic-ins hegins with Warner Brothers, Warner
Brothers relies upon merchandising to help make buck some of the
extraordinary expense of making a film. 1" Rowling had not agreed to
allow her characters 10 be merchandised. then the Harry Potter films
might not have heen made at all. Given Chris Columbus’s rather tepid
film yersions of the first two books and all of their associated products,
an ahsence of Harry Potter lilms may have been a good thing, However,
since three films have been released and more are on the way, Warner
Brothers™ role must be addressed.

Warner Brothers markets such a wide variety ol Harry Polter products
because the American entertainment industry relies more on trademark
law than on copyright law. It does so because it regards trademark as
stronger than copyright, and the difference between these Taws helps o
explain why. Copyright faw protects authors and arists. but trademark
law protects products and the marks attached to those praducts. So.
copyright protects the book Harry Porter and the ¢ hamber of Secrets.
hut trademark protects a Ron Wi casley action figure or a Hedwig plush
0y, Why then, is trademark stronger? ‘T'wo reasons. The first is that
trademarks lust as long as they remain in use. although they need 1o be
renewed every ten years if granted on or alter November 16, 1989 (as the
Polter trademarks would have been). In contrast, copyright lasts for u
fixed period of time, As per the Sonny Bono Copyright Term Extension
Actof 1998, copyright on works published after 1978 now lasts Tor the
author’s dife plus seventy years (LIS Copyright Office). The cateh here is
that trademarks must be attached to a product: in other words, for
Rowling’s work to gain protection under trademark law, she must enter
into licensing agreements, allow tng others 1o make spin-oft products like
hats. notebooks, toothpaste. and so on.

A second reason why trademark is regarded as stronger than copy right
can be traced o a landmark case in entertainment Taw. As June M. Guines
poirts out in her Contesred Culture: The Image. the Voice, and the Law-,
since the 1954 Sam Spade case entertainment lawyers have favored
trademark over copyright. The case sturted because Warner Brothers
owned the movie rights to Dashicll Hammett's 7he Maliese Falcon, but
Hammett wanted o make sequels using Sam Spade. the novel’s main
character. The Sam Spade case —officially known as Warner Brothers,
Ineov. Columbia Broadcasting Co.—“turned on whether Warner Broth-
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ers” motion picture rights o the novel The Maltese Faleon included (he
right to enjoin author Dashicll Hammett from using the characler in
sequels™ (Gaines 211). The court allowed Hammett ™to continue to use
his fiterary creation™ but it also decided that characters were “mobile
picces in rekation Lo the work. the wholeness and totality of which is
cructal to copyright luw™ (211). The result was that the “Characters — the
‘mere chessmen.” devices. or vehicles for telling the story —were now
seen as less protectable as authorial creations than the work itself™ (21—
12), Where copyright law failed to protect the characters or title of a
work. trademark. “with its cmiphasis on source. origin, and sponsorship.
not authorship. protected both title and character™ (212). To maintain
protection under trademark faw. one needs 1o enter into licensing
agreements, permitting the ereation of spin-ot products.

These spin-off products — such as the Harry Potter paraphernalia—are
symptoms of a legal system that has, in effect, reversed tademark law.
As Gaines explains, trademark Taw is supposed to protect the public,
guaranteeing that “the buyer could expect. from the source behind the
gouds. the same vatues and qualities reccived with the last purchase™
(21D, However, “the inversion of this principle in American common
faw™ means that “the trademark comes to ensure nor that the public is
protected against Iraud but that the merchant-owner of the mark s
protected against infringers™ (211), This “inversion™ of trademark law
feads (o the increased production of mass-marketed Harry Potter mer-
chandise. So. while one might reasonably be skeptical of Harry Potler as
a manifestation of corporale marketing. Harry is an effect and not the
causce.

Like the characters of Dr. Scuss, A. A. Milne. and H. A. and Margret
Rey, Harry Potter has become a symptom ol a legal system designed to
benetit capitalism more than moral or artistic salues, One practical
consequence of this fact is that, shoutd we wish to diminish the power
that corporations have oy er children’s Hierature. then the Jaw is one place
to begin. As Targue in Dr. Seuss: American {con, were the United States
1o uphold the provisions ol the Berne Convention, then we would remove
the need for artists 1o seek legal protection under trademark law.! The
Berne Convention recognizes the moral rights of the author over his or
her creation, even afrer the copyright has been transferred 10 another
party. For this reason. the copyright page of Bloomsbury™s Harry Potter
and the Philosopher’s Stone—and. indeed. the copyright page of virtu-
ally every book published in Britain—includes the tollowing sentence:
“The moral right of the author has been asserted.™ No such sentence
appears on the copyright page of the American edition. Harry Poter and
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the Sorcerer’s Stone. nor does it appear on any other book published in
the Uhnited States, because in the United States authors do not has ¢ moral
rights. Tt authors and artists did have moral rights in the US, then
intellectual property Law would not rely so heavily upon trademark faw.,
Another legal solution would be o change trademark law so that a
tademark need not be constantly in use in order to remain enforecable.
As Gaines reports, “American trademark law gives an emphasis to “use’
that it doesn™t have in other countries, where, for instance. it is not
necessary to demonstrate use’ |. .| before registering a mark. Whereas
in other countries. first registration guarantees the monopoly |. ] in the
LS. tuse” stahes out the owner’s claim™ (223). In other words. il US
trademark Taw operated more like British trademark law, then Warner
Brothers would need only regisier these Harey Polter items: it need not
actually produce them.

While Rowling has follow ed standard entertainmen Law in permitting
such merchandising, she has also tuken the less common step ot placing
same restrictions on how her characiers can he used. Though The Coca-
Cola Company has a licensing agreement with Warner Brothers. Rowling
has refused o allow her characters 1o be shown drinking Coca-Cola, so
Coke instead agreed to sponsor a reading initiative, In cooperation with
Reading is Fundamental. Coca Cola underwrites “Live the Magic.”
providing “10.000 Classroom Library Collections Tor at-risk schools.”
and “Ingenuity: Grants o help explore innovative ways (o encourage
children o embrace reading”™ "Reading Is Fundamental™). In o 60
Minutes TV interview prior {o the production of the Potier toys, Rowling
siid, 1 ean only say now to all of the parents out there that il the action
{igures arce horrible. just tell the kids: don’t buy them!™ She paused. then
added, “Sorrs. Warner's™ (Stahl). In response to Rowling™s concern that
action figures may promote violent play. Mattel agreed 1o calt its action
figures “collectible characters™ (Barnes). Changing a name [tom “action
ligure™ tocollectible character™ may not diminish the product’s capacity
to promote vielent play. Similarly, Rowling’s publicly expressed skepti
cism may not dissuade people from buying these products. However, she
deserves credit for her attempls to control o marketing apparatus
perpetuated by the American legal system.

Indeed. given that changing the American legal system is a rather tall
order. another ol Rowling's responses —focusing on how the money is
used- may he a more effective approach 1o what we might call Late
capitalist children’s culture. While Seuss. Milne. and the Revs are no
longer among the living, Rowling is very much alive and actively
invohved in managing the profits generated by Harry Potter. donating



242 Philip Nel

large amounts to charitable causes. So it seems o bit of an oversimplifi-
cation 1o say. as John Pennington does. that Harry Potter is only about
“moncetary success” or. “H Rowling is out stmply to make a buck. then
she has succeeded spectacularly™ (923, Capitalism is amoral, but w hat
people do with their capital does not have 10 be, Row ling’s depiction ol
the Dursleys. the Malfoys. and Harry exemplifies preciscly this point: all
three have sufficient money to five comfortably, but the Dursleys and
Malloys like to dord their socioeconomic stalus over other people. The
Dursleys 2o out into their front yard “10 admire Uncle Vernon's new
company car (in very loud voices, so that the rest of the street would
notce it o)™ (Prisoner of Azkaban 8): simitarly. Lucius and Draco
Maltoy never tire of displaying their wealth to the Weasley family. In
contrast, Harry uses his money 1o buy treats for his Iriends and gives his
Triwizard Tournament winnings 10 Fred and George Weasley, making
them promise that they will use some of the moncey o buy Ron new dress
robes, and use the rest as an investment in their Joke shop (Chamber of
Sccrets A8 Goblet of Fire 635-6). As Karin E. Westman obseres in
“Specters of Thatcherism: Contemporary British Culture in J. K. Rowling’s
Harry Potter Series,” “An outsider to the Dursleys™ materiatism. Harry
comes o embody all that his relations are not: he is unseifish. conps-
sionale and good-hearted™ (310). Simitarly, what Rowling has done with
her money shows her to be an ally of Harry, not of the Dursleys or the
Maltoys.

While Harry Potter functions as an agent of multinutional capitalism,
Rowling does her hest not to. In September 2000, she donated £3500.000
lo Britain’s Nationat Council for One Parent Familics, and has taken on
the role of being the organization’s ambassador, giving speeches on its
behall and even writing a foreword (o the organization’s Families Just
Like Us: the One Parent Families good book guide. In 2001, she wrole
Quidditch Through The Ages and Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find
Them—the two “Harry Potter Schoolbooks™—and donated afl proceeds
to Comic Relief UK. raising £15.6 million for fighting paverly and social
injustice in Britain, Africa. and around the world ("Harry’s Books™). She
also has helped to raise thousands of pounds for Maggic's Centre, an
Edinburgh organization that provides information and support for people
suffering from cancer (MeGinty, “The legacy of Harry™). In 1990, al the
age of forty-five. Rowling's mother died from multiple sclerosis. In
addition 1o supplying Haery's feclings ot loss for his own parenls, her
mother’s death motivated Rowling to donate (0 the MS Society of
Scotland in 2001, and to underwrite “a senior fellow ship in MS research
at Aberdeen University™ (McGinty ). For MS Mearters. the magazine of
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the UK MS Society. Rowting wrote an autobiographical article tited 1
Miss My Mother So Much,™ in which she described her mother’s decline
and called for more government funding for both MS rescarch und drugs
that help MS patients live longer and healthier Tives, That article was
published in 2001 thanks 1o her advocacey, by 2002 Britain's National
Health Service hegan preseribing discase-modifyving drugs for people
with MS (Reeves). So, while “commodity consumption”™ and a mass
media controlled by “corporate conglomerates™ do fucl the success of
Harry Potter. the market forces that motivate the sates of Potter and his
merchandise are sor the same Torees that motivate Rowling.

Another way in which Rowling has responded o the marketplace has
been 1o include her own eritique of conspicuous consumption within the
Harry Potter books themselves. As Westman notes. when Harry s
tempted to buy a Birebolt, his response offers w subtie critique of
consumption for its own sahe (311, Although he needs “to exereise a dot
of control not to spend the whole Tot Jof” his money ] at once,”™ Harry
manages W be thrifty, recognizing that “he had five years o 2o al
Hogwarls™ and would need his money for school supplies (Prisoner -43).
As he savs 10 himselt. “what was the point in emptying his Gringotts
vault for the Fircholt, when he had a very good broom already 27 (). As
Westman observes, "While the wizarding world offers a fantasy of
consumer purchases, Harry remains wary ol the conspicuous and selfish
consumption embaodied by the Dursleys he has left behind™ (311,

While Rowling is by no means critical of all such commerce (she
presents the enterprising Weasley twins® joke shop with an affectionate
wink). she does remind readers that the pleasures ol mass produced tie-
in prodacts are often short-lTived. The rapid decline of the green roseties
that Ron. Harry. and Scamus buy s a case in poinl. When it is new., a
rosctie keeps “squeaking™ the names ol the frish National Quidditch
Team: “Trov=Auller Moran!” (Goblet 97). However, the magic ol a
roselie soon wears off, and it becomes just an annoying little gimmich.
When they meet Seamus on the Hogwarts bapress a week atter the
Quidditch World Cup. he is “still wearing his Ireland rosette.™ Howeser,
“Islome of its magic seemed to be wearing off now it was still squeaking
“Trov! Mullet! Moran!”, butin a very feeble und exhausted sort of way ™
(149). Rowling’s (fictional) rosette seems o gentle parody ot some ot the
(real) plastic gadgets spawned by the Harry Potter merchundising
industry. Howe listen closely. her rosette does not squeak Quidditeh
players’ names: rather, it whispers “caveat emptor.”

So. although Harry Potter is o capitalist juggernaut promoted by
corporate conglomerates. it is alsa too compley to be written ol as only
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that. It we take into account the legal context ol the merchandising. the
charituble uses o which Rowling directs some of the profits, and the
anticonsumerist messages in the books themselves. the Harry Potter
phenomenon cannol be seen only as an example of corporations” latest
attempts o sell sadt to chitdren, Alsol it is casy to forget that the 1ilm
deals came well before Harry Potter became an international phenoms-
cnon and Rowling one ol the wealthiest women in Britain. Harrey Potter
and the Philosopher’s Stone was published in the UK in June 1997: by
July, Hollywood studios had alrcady approached her with the idea of
making a 1ilm out of her novel (Glaister). By 7 October 1998, reports
trom the Frankfurt Book Rairindicated that “Warner Brothers had paid “a
heavy seven-figure” sum to acquire the thvo books For at least one major
il CAlherge). Al the time, the first Potter novel had sold 70,000 copics
in the VK, the second novel had been released — prompthy going 1o the
top of the bestseller charts in the UK —and the Tirst book had just been
published in America. In December. the book began its ascent up the
New York Times” list of hardeover bestsellers, In 19949, Harry Potter and
Row ling would become superstars. However, when she began entertain-
ing offers, the first book had only just been published. and when she sold
the film rights. Rowling was only afes years anay from being on public
assistance. When considered in this context, her decision 1o agree o
these marketing arrangements seems a very practical. responsible choice:
alter severab years of seraping by, she found linancial security for herself
and her daughter.

It may also be worth mentioning here that, while it is now hard to
imagine Harry without the hype. the books caught on well before the
hype began. The marketing didn’c really take over until 19949 the
products didn’t appear until the latter half” of 2000: and the first movie
(accompanicd by its many tic-in productsy didn’t appear until November
2001, At first, the novel caught on because ol strong reviews ol two
Kinds: those in nesvspapers, and reviews by children themsehes. By word
ot mouth, children 1old cach other about Harrs simply becuause they
thought it was w good book. Even though it certainly contribuges o the
books™ current popularity. hy pe alone is not a sulticient explanation for
Harry 's appeatls,

Turning, then, to the second hall of my argument, approaching the
Harry Potter books solely as a0 contemporary capitalist phenomenon
lends o cause even scholars of children’s Titerature to overlook the
liierary merits of Rowling's series. As Lana A, Whited apthy obseryves,
“the cloud of commercialisnt encircling the books™ leads us away {rom
“the serious discussion we ought o be has ing about the literary merits of
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J. K. Rowling™s Harry Potter novels™ (12) For example. reasoning that
“For anything 1o become a phenomenon in Western socicts. it must
become conventional ™ Zipes claims that the novels “are casy and
delightful to read. carefully mantcured and packaged. and they sell
extraordinarily well precisely because they are so cute and ordinary™
(175, Making a similar argument. Philip Hensher claims that the Haary
Potter “books virtually read themselves.” but warned that we “shouldn’t
contuse the success of the pedagogic tool with literary merit™ Cerowd-
pleaser™). Echoing Hensher's remarks, Zipes suggests that the “Harry
Potter books [ . will help children become functionalhy literate, for
they wre part of the eternal return to the same and [ .. partof the success
and process by which we homogenize our children™ (188). Pennington s
more direct: “Rowling [ ] seems to purchase her maryelous assorted
creatures from the Scars catalogue of fantasy ¢lichés™ (82), Or, as Suman
Gupta puts it, the novels “often refer back o a shimmering vista of
folklore, Tairy tale and myth drawn indiscriminatels from a range of
sources and contexts™ (97).

The Harry Potter novels represent the ereative ssnthesis of a lifetime
of reading and to evaluate their literary qualities. we might consider how
Rowling uses all that she has read. Asked about her influences, Rowling
replicd. “leis always hard (o tell what your influences are. Evervthing
youlve seen. experienced. read. or heard gets broken dow n like compost
tn your head and then sour own ideas grow out of that compost”
C"Magic, Mysters. and Mayhem™). One ey ingredient in this compost is
Janc Austen, whom Rowling requently mentions as her lasortle writer,
naminy Emma (18135) as her fav orite novel. Rowling has stated., 1 reread
Austen’s novels in rotation.” adding thut she “must have read Enima at
least twenty times™ CFet me tell youa story ™). Rowling ¢ven names Mrs.
Norris, Fileh™s snooping cat. after Fanny's nasty. bossy aunt in Austen’s
Mansficld Park (1814,

There are two sty listic tendencies that Rowling may has ¢ learned from
Austen. the first of which is the art of satire. Doubtless. Roald Dahl
influences Rowling's satirical view of the Dursley s —monstrous carica-
tures ol bourgeois parents, who bring 10 mind Dahl's Mr. and Mrs,
Wormwood, the parents of Matilda, But Rowling gives most of her
satirtzed characters acertain nuance usuathy absem from Roald Duhl's,
Like James Henry Tratier's Aunt Sponge and Aunt Spiker in Dahl's
James and the Giant Peach (1961), the Maltoys and other Death Baters
secem irredecemably bad. However, as Sirius tells Harry in Order of the
Phoeniv, “Yes, but the world isn’t split into good people and Death
Faters™ (2713 Rowling’s ability to provide some sympathy even (o
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characters she is mocking brings her ty pe ol satire closer o Austen’s than
1o Dahl’s —or at east places it somewhere between the (wo. In Enina.
Austen gently pokes fun at Miss Bates: a gossipy character who “was a
grcat talker upon hittde matters™ (18), especially when she prattles on
during Emma’s visit to her apartment. However, Austen tahes care to
remind the reader that, while Miss Bates may be no great intellect, she is
Kind: alter Emma makes o johe at Miss Bates™s expense. she defends
herself by saving that “what is good and what is ridiculous are most
unlortunately blended in her™ (339). Knightley concurs, but lectares her
for being “unleeling™ Miss Bates “is poor.”™ he reminds Emma, and
“Ihier situation shoutd secure your compassion™ (339).

A comparable character in Rowling's novels is the accident-prone
Neville Longbottom. Though he at fiest appears to be a ligure of fun—
losing his toad. bungling his potions. constantly torgetting the passw ord
to Gryfindor tower— Rowling never atllows him to he ondv a joke. As
Harry learns in Gobler of Fire and his triends learn in Order of the
Phoenix.a group of Death Eaters tortured Neville™s parents into insunily.
On holidays, when Neville visits them at St Mungo's Hospital for
Magical Maladies and Injuries. his parents do not recognize him (Goblet
523). Alter Tearning this sad tact of his roommate’s history, Harry looks
over at the sleeping Neville, and “imagined how it must feel to have
parents still tiving, but unuble to recognize you. He often got sy mpathy
from strangers for being an orphan. but as he listened to Neville's snores,
he thought that Neville deserved it more than he did™ (327). Given details
lthe these. Nicholas Tacker’s claim that the Harry Potler characters “are
on the whole two-dimensional, piched out by particular physical features
plus one overriding personality trait™ (228) talls a bit short of the mark,
Rowling does have two-dimensional secondary characters. but her cen-
tral characters are three-dimensional. and  their complenities gives
Rowling’s satire o compassion that Dahl’s novels often lack.

The second skill Rowling has learned from Austen is the subtle art of
narrative misdirection. Rowling calls Emma “the most skillfulty man-
aged mystery Ive ever read.” adding: 1 must have read Evona at least
wenty times, wondering every time how 1 could have missed the
glaringly obvious fact that Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfay were
engaged all along™ et me telt you a story ™). Ta ereate their my sterics,
Rowling and Austen give us third-person narratives that are closely
aligned with a first person perspective—a technique known as (ree
indirect discourse. Although a third-person narrative may feel more
objective or omniscient thane a lirst-person account. a third-person
narratis ¢ aligned with Harrs s or Emmu's point of view is actually rather
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limited. This is how Rowling and Austen trick us: readers primarily see
the world through the exes of Emma and Harey and so are more willing
o identify with them. missing their mistakes. For example, during the
Box Hill picnic in Emma, Emmacis so busy flirting with Frank Churchill
that the reader may il to notice June Fairfax’s strong reactions to their
behavior (337-8). In Harry Poter and the Philosopher’s Stone. at the
opening banguet. "I happened very suddenly. The hook nosed teacher
looked past Quirrell’s turban straight into Harry s exes — and a sharp. hot
pain shot across the scar on Harry's forchead™ (9-h. Because the third-
person narrator is here aligned with Harrs, we think that Snape (the
hook-nosed teachery is causing the pain in Harry's forchead. Bul he's not,
This narrative method is subtbe and cffective. As Rowling savs of
Austen’s novels, “You're drawn into the story, | L] and you knos
vou've seen something great in action.”™ but “you can’t see the pyrotech-
nics: there’s nothing flashy ™ (7. K. Rowling’s Bookshelf™).

Those who find fault with Rowling’s prose sivle often invoke the
boarding-school novel. While Anthony Holden's description ot Harry
Potter as “Billy Bunter on broomstichs™ seems a bit unfair, it's true that
Rowling owes a debt to the English school story (1), Sarah Fielding's
The Governess: or Little Female Academy (1749) is the tirst boarding-
schoal story, and, as David K. Steege notes in his “Harry Potter, ‘Tom
Brown. and the British School Story: Lost in Transit?” (2002), some
“ninety other school stories | ... | appeared between that in 1749 and”
Thomas Hughes's Tom Brown's Schooldavs in 1857, bul Hughes™s is the
most famous and the most influential (140). Hogwarts under Albus
Dumbledore. fike Rugby under Thomas Arnold and the Litde Female
Academy under Mrs. Teachum, seeks to provide its students not onls
with knowledge but with a moral education as well, What the characters
learn inside the classroom is as important as what they learn outside ol it
Justas it tahes courage for Tom Brown to stand up 1o Flashman, so Harny
shows his moral fiber by standing up to Draco Maltoyv: as Tom excels at
foothall and cricket. so Harry exeels at Quidditeh, However. beyond
these generie similarities. the comparisons falter— Rowling’s co-educi-
tional Hogwarts lacks the “muscular Christianity ™ of Thomas Hughes's
all-boys Rugby or the relentless Evangelical moralizing of Fielding's
Little Female Academy. Nor does Harry Potter replicate some ol the
racistideologies of some boarding school books, such as Frank Richards’s
Billy Bunter tales. As Blake points out. Harny 's classmate “Parvati Patil
is an ordinary minor character. not a comic caricature like Hurree Ramset
Jam Singh in the Billy Bunter stortes, who s there to be laughed at
because of his cecentric use of English™ (107,
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Rowling infuses the school story with a contemporary social con-
science. Tom Brown has (o learn to be a good Christian and a defender of
the weak. not only because he must set an example (o the younger
students but because he must be prepared to become a tuture leader of
Brituin. As Hughes tetls his readers, “The object of schools is not 1o ram
Latin and Greeh into boys, but to make them good boyvs, good tuture
citizens™ (63). Later he explains, “For hoys Tollow one another in herds
like sheep. for good or evil ™ and “itis the leading boys for the time being
who give the tone 1o all the rest. and make the School cither a noble
institution for the training of Christian Englishmen. or a place where a
young boy will eet more evil than he would i he were turned out o make
his way in London strects, or anything between these two extremes™
(16%). Though Harry does defend those weaker than himseli” and s
developing into a leader, a critique of racism is the central moral lesson
of the Harry Pouter novels. Voldemort and his followers helieve in the
superiority o “pureblood™ wizards—that is. he and they think that
wizards descended only from other witches and wizards are superior o
those who have Muggles (nonmagicul people) in their ancestry.
Voldemort's is an argument for racial purity. In Harry Potier and the
Chamber of Secrets, when Draco Mulfoy calls Hermione a “tilthy litle
Mudblood.™ all of the good characters react with shock and outrage (86).
hey can’t belicve he would say something fike that because. in the
Potter universe. calling someone a "Mudblood™ is the equivalent ol using
aracial sturs As Westman savs, Malloy s “taunt has the cultural shock of
the word “nigger™ in contemporary America™ (314). In giving Muggle
ancestry 1o Voldemort, the lead proponent of purchloods. Rowling defth
underscores the point that racism is an ideological condition. As Westman
wriles. "Pure blood.” then, is a construction of identity based on the
hady. but upon a body that reveals the fissures such an ideology strives (o
acchude. To be “pure blood™ means not to be of pure hlood. per se. but to
subscribe to g particular set of ideological beliefs hased on differences in
soctad class and its concomitant power™ (314 -3), The good characlers —
Harry. Hermione, Rone Dumbledore. for example —tight racism and
bigotry in their battle against Voldemort and his followers, In showing
her readers how racism works and how (o light it, Rowling provides
some practical advice. Tuckers claim that “contemporars social issues
do not exist in Potter books™ is simply not true, The Harry Potter books
are antiracist novels. Promoting peace and understanding between people
irom ditferent backgrounds is not only the goal of the Trinwizard
Tournament: it's Rowling™s goal. because she trusts that her readers can
deal with serious subjects.
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In creating churacters who are destined to tackle tough problems, the
Harry Potter series falls firmly in the fantasy tradition. Iike Taran in
Iloyd Alexunder's chronicles of Prydain (1964-68), Will Stanton in
Susan Cooper’s The Dark Is Rising series (1965-77). 1 Ara Silvertongue
in Philip Pullman’s 71is Dark Meatericals trilogy (1995-2000). and Bufly
Summers in Joss Whedon's TV series Buffv the Vampire Slaver (1997—
2003). Harry is the apparently ordinary child who turns out to be special.
These are ordinary ¢hildren, but also they are the chosen ones: Will has
to defeat the Dark, Lyra has to fight for free will, Harry has to defeat
Voldemort, Bufly has to find and destroy vampires —these protagonists
all have to save the world, A young person who discovers his or her
powers and grand purpose is a common feature of the fantasy novel and.
very likely, a secret wish of many children. As Rowling has said. =T was
aware when T was writing that this was a very common fantasy for
children: “T'hese boring people cannot be my parents. They just can't be,
I"'m so much more special than that™ ( (Phillips). She has a point. While
not all readers of Harry Potter may want (o save the world. some may
have wished tor a life that is more than ordinary. Harry. Ron. Hermione.
Faran, Will. Tyra, and Bufty are all special. Through the stories ol
funtasy heroes like these, readers may also experience the pleasures and
perils of an extraordinary life.

Despite the novels™ obvious imvestment in tropes of fantasy,
Pennington’s “From Elflund o Hogwarts, or the Acsthetic Trouble with
Harry Poller™ insists thal Harry Potter is “fundamentally failed fantasy™
because Rowling “violates the integral rules of the funtasy game. never
Lap[urm“ the integrity of the very Fantasy tradition that she is mining for
riches™ (79). In arguing that Rowling does not create sufficiently original
fantasy. Pennington is offering a more fully developed version of A S,
Byat's claim that Rowling creates only “sccondary secondary worlds™
(A13) and of Harold Bloom's Lmulmn that the first Potter novel lacks

“an authentic imaginative vision™ (A26). Peanington also echoes a
review of The Lord of the Rings in which Edmund Wilson claimed that an
“impotence of imagination seems 10 me o sap the whole stony™ (3143, OF
Quidditch, for example. Pennington says, “the game is certainly not
fabutous or inventive. signaling Rowling’s inahility to depart trom
consensus reality and change givens so she can tabricate an original
fantasy wortd™ (80). Although Penninglon’s conclusion acknowledges
that ¢laims about acsthetics will alw ays be somewhal subjective. the rest
ol his essay runs into a range of Togical inconsistencies that undermine its
thesis. His article both claims that Rowling is “mining™ the “fantasy
tradition |. . .| for riches™ (79) and that Rowling “scems unaware that
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there is a history of children's fantasy literature™ (87). In addition to
being sclf-contradictory, these are unsupported assertions about what
Rowling thinks or fects. As Pennington sees it. the core of Rowling's
“acsthetic troubles™ s her tendeney 1o read books other than fantasy
novels. Rowling, Pennington argues. “is not necessarily true o the
Tolkien fuzzy set that seems to be at the heart of her books™ (82)—
another unsupported assertion—and. furthermore. her “fuzzy set ol
influence constantly shitts™ (82). If we are to take Rowling at her word.
Tolkien has not been a major influence on her and therefore cannot be “at
the heart of her books.™ Asked in an on-line chat. “What do you think
about Tolkien's Lord of the Rings?™ Rowling replied. T read it when |
was about twenty. | think, and I'liked it a lot although Uve never re-read
1 which is revealing (usually with my Tavourite books 1 re-read them
endlessly).”™ As an afterthought, Rowling does add. “but he created a
whole mythology. an incredible achievement.™ but her disinterest in
rercading Tolkien suggests that other influences may have a ercater hotd
on her imagination ("JK Rowling Transcript™). Rowling’s wide array of
influences. Pennington explains, confirms that she “does not have a firm
footing in fantasy: her Potter creations are never certain about fantasy
content. structure, theme, and how these components are cssential to the
reader’s response to the fantastic™ (82-3), These under-defined terms,
togical contradictions. and a tendencey to defend its points by deferri ng to
“the reader” (alway s a synonym for “Pennington™) render the quality ol
the essay’s unalysis mixed. at best. As Suman Gupta notes in his Re
Reading Harry Potter. “what I think Pennington savs is. on close
scruting, not coherent (it is difficult to understand Penninglon’s acsthet-
Ics)” (65).

While readers with so specific a set of aesthetic requirements may be
troubled by Rowling’s willingness to draw from a range of sources. other
readers may find it more fraitful o at least try to meet the Harry Potter
novels on their own terms. Rather than charge Rowling with writing
books insufficiently like Tolkien's, we might look elsew here to find her
roots in lantasy. When asked o name her favorite authors as a child.
Rowling frequently cites E. Nesbit, even going so far as 1o ¢laim, ™1
identily with k. Nesbit more than any other writer™ ("1 .el me tell YOu
story ). In ko Nesbit's The Phoeniy and the Carper (1904). the chitdren
meet their phoenix on Guy Fawkes Day. It is no coincidence that
Dumbeldore’s phoenix is named Fawkes: just as Rowling numes Filch's

Fawkes is her tribute to E. Nesbit, author of the classic fantasy novels she
read as a child. Rowling identifies with E. Nesbit. adding that one thing
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Neshit said has struck a chord with her: "By some lucks chance. |
remember exactly how T felt and thought at 117 (7). K. Rowling’s
Bookshell™ 155). As in E. Nesbit's novels, Rowling's Poller series offers
a matter-of-fact fantasy @ secondary and primary worlds exist side by side,
lrequently overlapping with one another. Just as Platform 9 3/4 stands
hetween the mundane Platforms 9 and 10, 4 sand-Tairs might live in the
back yard (as it does in NesbiUs The Five Children and 1 [1902]). a
phoenin can be your Iriend. or an amulet may transport you to distant
times and places (in Neshivs The Story of the Amulet [ 1906]).7 To claim
that Row ling’s description “docs not ereate that estrangement that ey okes
wonder.” as Pennington does (83— seems to miss the point. Following
Neshit, Rowling's frequent juntaposition ol ordinary and extraordinary
creales a fantasy that has o deliberately everyday  quality. Indeed.
Rowting™s secondary world gains credibility from the wass in which her
characters aeeept the magical as normal, When Harny explains that in
“the Muggle world, people just stay pul in photos.” Ron's response
endows Rowling's fantasy with a sense of reality: =" Do they? What., they
don’t move at atl?” Ron sounded amazed, “Weird”™ (Philosopher s Stone
77). The close provimity of Mugele and magical communities highlights
both continuities wisd discontinuitics between the two: cach world shares
[eatures in common (such as photographs), set each Tooks strunge to an
inhabitant of the other.

Instead o asking whether or not Rowling writes “true™ fantasy. we
might instead evaluate the wass in which she blends her many influ
ences. For example, Rowling frequently names Elizabeth Goudge's The
Linle White Horse (1946) as a fayorite book [rom her childhood. This
novel combines fantasy with Austenesque social obsersation, as do all of
the Harry Potter novels. most notably hooks tour and five. The recurring
figure of the unicor in Rowling’s novels seems an almaost conscious
ccho of Goudge's title character. who at first seems to be o horse but
proves to be a unicorn. For hoth novelists, the unicorn is sacred and
glowing white: Goudge deseribes the unicorn as having a “perlect milk-
white bady ™ from which. “as from a Jump. there shone the light™ (210),
and Rowling™s unicorn is “so brightly white that it made all the snow
around it look grex™ (Gobler 379). Maria recognizes the “shining purity ™
and “perfection™ ol her “little white horse™ (153). Similarly, Firenze
describes the unicorn as an almost sacred creature: to kil “something
pure and defenseless to save yvoursel™ would give you “bat a half-life, u
cursed lite™ (Philosopher's Stone 188). Goudge's sutivical sensibilities
cmerge in her portrayal of Marmaduke Scarlets a dwart servant whom
Maria mects at the castle (which, like Hogwarts, is enchanted and
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hiddeny where she has come to Tive, When Maria otters to help bim clean
up the dishes. Marmaduke say s, in a tone worthy of Percy Weasley, that
she may dry them: “You may take one of those disheloths from the line,
leteh yourself a stool. and give me the benelit of your assistance during
those ablutions that necessarily, though unfortunately. invariably totlow
the exercise of the culinary art™ (86). After listening to this inflated
speech, Goudge's narrator observes, “Marmaduke Scarlet. it seemed,
madce up for the shortness of his stature by using very long words in
conversation”™ (86). In terms of Goudge's importance in Rowling’s
imaginative life. when asked about her influences Rowling says. "Goudge
was the only one whose influence | was conscious of. She always
described exactly what the children were cating, and [ really liked
knowing what they had in their sandwiches™ 7). K. Rowling’s Book-
shelt™).

Lavish descriptions of [ood are another trait that Goudge and Rowling
share, but I suspect that the narrative tone is an equally strong attraction.
In an interview with Amazon.com conducted in 1999, Rowling men-
tioned “three books [she| read as a child that stand out in [her| memory™
("Magic. Mystery, and Mavhem™). The tirst was The Little White Horse,
the second was Paul Gatlico™s Manvmouse, and the third was Clement
Freud's Grimble. On the cover of Grimble (1968) is the title character. a
boy of about ten: his hair is combed but unruly, he is wearing glasses, and
he is dressed in a schoolboy s uniform. In other words, Grimble hears
more than a passing resemblance to Harry Potter. Though Grimble™s
parents are alive, they are absent for nearly all of the book, suggesting
another parallel between Grimble and Harry, In identifying Grimble as
one of her favorite childhood books. however, Rowling cites not the
paratlels with her own character but Grismble’s humor: she calls it “one of
funnicst books I've ever read™ ("Magic, Mystery, and Mavhem™). In the
opening page of the book, we learn that Grimble's age is “about ten”™
because he has “rather odd parents who were very vague and seldom got
anything completely right™ (1), Freud continues, “Tor instance. he did
not have his birthday on a fined day like other children: every now and
then his tather and mother would buy a cake. put some candles on top of
it and say, “Congratulations Grimble. Today vou are about seven', or,
“Yesterday you were about cight and a half but the cuke shop was
closed™ (1), Introducing his central character, Freud also explains that
his parents usually communicate with him by leaving notes:

Usually, when he left home in the morning. his parents were still asleep
and there woukl be @ note at the bottomn ol the stairs saxing. ENCLOSTD
PLEASE FIND TENPENCE FOR YOUR BREAKFAST. As lenpence is not
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very nourishing he used to take the money o a shop and geta glass of
ginger beer. some broken picces of meringue and a shice of streaky bacon.
th

Descrtbing parents who forget their only son’s birthday as being “very
vague™ or rather odd.” Freud employs a bemused tone, and the humor of
the line “As tenpence is not very nourishing™ is a bit off-heat,

Although Rowling’s narrative voice adopts a similar tone (notably, in
the first chapter ot Phitosopher’s Stoney. Dumbledore is most likely 1o
express himsell using such a wrnvly absurdist sense o humor. At the
banquet that kicks oft the new school year i Harey Pouer and the
Philosopher™s Stone. Dumbledore says. “Welcome! Welcome (o a new
searat Hogwarts! Before we begin our banguet. T would like o say afew
words. And here they are: Nitwit! Blubber! Oddment! [weak!™ He then
pauses and adds. “Thank you!™ (91-92). During the beginning-ol-term
banqguet in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, he says, “some of you
will not know what the Friwizard Tournament involves. so | hope those
who do know will forgive me for giving a short explanation. and allow
their attention to wander freely ™ (163). Playing on the Titerat meaning of
Ta few words™ much as Grimble plays on “tenpenee tor breakfast,”
Dumbledore’s speeches recall the amused narrator of Freud's novel. As a
possible inspiration for Dumbledore’s —and Rowling’s —sense of huinor
and us a likely anspiration Tor Harry Potter himsell, Clement Freud's
Grimble is wn infTuence that deseryes further study.

Paul Gallico's Manvmouse (1968), a whimsical (antasy about & blue
and tailtess ceramic mouse who comes to lile, has a gently humorous
lone, suggesting that it oo, nkey be aninfluence on Rowling's narrative
voice, On the night that Manymouse leaves the ceramist’s house. he
meets & Clutterbumph who “was looking for someone to entertain with a
bad dream ora little agrecable terror in the night™ (24). The Clutterbumph,
Gallico™s narrator explains, takes the form ol “w [hatever it is that
Irightens one the most™ and it “cannot exist to frighten any one unless that
somebody thinks of it first and decides what it is going 1o be like™ (25},
Since boggarts appear in novels such as Susan Cooper’s The Bogeart
(1993), Gallico™s Clutterbumph may not be the sole source for Rowling’s
Boggart, However, a Boggart abso takes “the shape of whatever it thinks
will frighten us most.” as Hermione explains in Prisoner of Azkaban
(F01). And successtul encounters with both Rowling's Boggart and
Gallico’s Clutterbumph always involve humor. As Professor Lupin
explains. “the thing that really finishes a Boggeart is faaghter™ (101),
Neither Manyntouse nor any readers find the Clutterbumph to be scary
because Gallico writes the scene with abundant humor, After the
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Clutterbumph explains that his job is to inspire fear. Manxmouse
apologizes, "1'm sorry, Freally can’t think of any thing I'm frightened of ™
(26). The Clutterbumph suggests. "What about dark corners when you
never know what’s going to jump out at you? That's something 1 do
beautitully, by the way. T was fiest in my class jumping out from dark
corners™ (27). When Manxmouse explains that he doesn’™t now how to be
alraid of that cither. the Clutterbumph suggests a cat: “Wait il you see
the Kind of cat I can be. Made the Honour Roll Tor it™ (27). Their
comversation continues in this vein until the Clutterbumph wanders off,
discouraged. While itis Gallico, instead of his character. who uses humor
to drive oft the shape-shifter. both his Clutterbumph and Rowling’s
Boggart remind readers that laughter can ward ofT fear.

Though the combination of humor, fantasy, and realism signals the
influence of Freud. Gallico. Goudge. and Nesbit, the Potter novels’
miaing of fantasy with mystery suggests that Rowling may have been
influenced by detective fiction, 10o. The quests of cach book follow the
patlerns of hoth the fantasy’s epic journcy towards fulfilling a grand
purpose and the mystery’™s progress towards uncovering a hidden truth.
Like Arthur in 'l H. White's The Once and Future King (19635) and Ged
in Ursula LeGuin's first Farthsea tritogy (1968-72). Harry is on a quest
both lor a goal and ftor sclt-discovery, In Harrv Potter and the
Phitosopher's Stone. he seeks to protect the Philosopher’s Stone: in the
second. to stop the basilisk from attacking students: in the third. to clude
and to be revenged wupon Sirius Black. whom he believes was an
accomplice in his parents” murder: in the tourth, to win the Triwizard
Tournament: in the fitth, to learn emotional sell-control so that he may
prevent Voldemort's attempts o manipulate him. As the epic unfolds,
Harry is also lcaring what he needs to know —about magic and about
himself —so that he may succeed in the final confrontation between
himself and Lord Voldemort. Although T would not be willing to say that
all fantasy lacks any clement of mystery, Rowling is perhaps more
explicit in presenting cach of these fantasy quests as mysteries. Harry,
Ron, Hermione, and their friends are detectives, discovering clues and
imyestigating what they might mean. In Harry Potter and the Order of the
Phoenix. Harry s visionary dreams offer glimpses of Voldemort's activi-
ties in the Department of Mysteries. They discuss what this information
might mean, seeking further evidence by reading between the lines of
The Daily Prophet, and by cavesdropping on people with access to more
information. In Order of the Phoeniy, the trio and their allics wonder:
Does the Department house the seceret weapon that Voldemort seeks?
What is that secret weapon? The mystery plots make these novels page-
turners. endow ing them with a strong narrative drive.
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Contrary to Pennington’s assertion. Tolkien is not “at the heart of
[Rowling™s| books™ (82)—narrative is. Tolkien lets his narrative unfold
as a history, and Rowling has her history unfold as a narrative. The
increasing length of the Harry Potter books is not, as Pennington
suggests, a sign ol their “growing longwindedness™ (86). Instead. the
books grow longer because, with cach new volume in the series. the are
of Rowling’s narrative expands. Starting with the end of Harry Potter
and the Prisoner of Azkaban, the world beyond Hogwarts begins playing
a larger role in the characters™ lives, a trend that continues in Goblet of
Fire and Order of the Phoenix. After Dumbledore announces that he
cannol prove Strius’s innocence to the Ministey of Magic, Harry's
thoughts offer a metacommentary on the tidy endings of the first two
novels. and foreshadow the fact that the endings will no longer be so
neat. Harry “had grown used to the idea that Dumbledore could solve
anything. He had expected Dumbledore to pull some amazing solution
out of the air™ (Prisoner 288). Readers who had grown used 1o
Dumbledore’s solutions also may be surprised. but in all Potter novels
after book three, Rowling cannot be accused of “remain|ing] within the
predictable happy-end school of fairy-tale writers™ (Zipes 182). As
Row ling reveals more of the magical universe that she has created, her
stortes need 1o grow more compley and to become Tonger because she
uses plotto convey the intricate and tangled histories of her characters. In
contrast, the novels in the Lord of the Rings trilogy are cach of
comparable length because, as books more invested in history than in
narrative. they provide full detaits of Middle-carth throughout the serics.
Rowling’s universe is no less Tulty imagined than is Tolkien's, as
cvidenced by the fact that the first Potter novel introduces Sirius Black,
Arabella Figg. and the implications of Harry's scar hurting (in, respec-
tively, chapters one, two. and seven). Instead of faulting Rowling for
heing long-winded or predictable. one might instead note that she reveals
the full range of her inventive powers over time, preferring to guide us
through Harry's world through the pleasures of narrative,

Her gifts as a storyteller may cause readers (0 miss the many games
she plays with language. Suspense inspires rapid reading, as one turns
the pages to find out what happens next. Yel there is much in these novels
to warrant slowing down and rereading, Suggesting that he has done so,
Zipes offers a gloss on the ctvmologs of Voldemort. claiming that, since
mort “is clearly French for death™ and “the old Norse vole [. . .| means
ficld mouse or rat,” Voldemort is “evil as a death ficld mouse or death
rat.” However, rather than pursue the implications of this stimulating
interpretation, Zipes concludes. “But the meaning is treelevant. 1 is the
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association of Voldemort with uncontrollable evil that is important™
(1&81). Yet, since virtually all of Rowling’s names have symbolic signifi-
cance. the meaning would in fact seem quite relevant. The French
ctymology ot Voldemaort suggests that it means not death rat but flight
Jrom deaihi or clieating dearh, relevant because Voldemort so fears death
that he has attempted to make himsell immune o dying. When, in Order
of the Phoenix, Voldemort claims, “There is nothing worse than death,
Dumbledore!™ Dumbledore replics, “You are quite wrong. Indeed, your
failure to understand that there are things much worse than death has
always been your greatest weakness™ (718). In other words. the name
Voldemort identifies the Dark Lord™s greatest strength (presumed immu-
nity to death) and his greatest weakness (he assumes that there is nothing
worse than death). As Zipes wiscly notes belore he dismisses his insight,
“Rowling likes to play with names using foreign associations und
phonetics to induce associations™ (181),

Rowling uses names thut connote character traits, as do Auslen,
Dickens, and Tolkien. There are too many examples of these names to
cite them all in this essay. but here are some representative examples.
Row ling, who at Exeter University majored both in French and in Greek
and Roman Studies. seems quite tamiliar with Ovid's Mceranmorphoses,
which (Tfor example) tells of the hundred-eyed Argus. whom Juno ordered
1o walch lo. When coupled with ~fifch™ (which means o piller, espe-
cially something of smalfl value). we have Rowling’s character Argus
Filch, the petty. vigilant Hogwarts carctaker, ever cager 1o punish
students for the tiniest infraction of (he rules. Narcissa Malfoy, Draco’s
mother, is named for Narcissus, the man who fell in love with his own
reflection. And Minerva McGonagall takes her [irst name {rom the
Roman goddess of wisdom. Not incidentally. just as Rowling’s Minerva
can change from human being to cat, so Ovid's Minerva--like most
gods --can transform herselt. appearing disguised as an ofd woman when
she arrives (o chatlenge Arachne. tor example. Hermione shares a name
with the character who. in Shakespeare’s A Winter's Tule (1610-11), is
thought dead until what appears to be her statue comes to life—an
appropriate name. given that she is petrified and then revived in the
seeond Potter novel.!

Dolores Umbridge, the High Inquisitor who tyrannizes Hogwarts
during Order of the Phoenix, has a first name derived from the Latin for
sorrows, and a surname homophonic with wnbrage. This noun can mean
offense, unnovance. or displeasure, but also has the rool ol wmbra, atin
for shadow. As an casily offended figure who atempts to shadow
students™ and teachers™ every move, Dolores Umbridge spreads sadness
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and suspicion. just as her name suggests she might. Borgin, the propn-
ctor of Borgin and Burkes, o pawn shop that trades in items of dark
magic. has a name derived trom borg. an Old English word for foan or
borrow—and an apt name tor a pawnshop owner. Gilderoy 1T.ockhart, the
vain, tatuous writer who takes credit for other people’s heroic deeds, has

a name suggesting both “gilding the LIy and “gilt.” or fuke gold
(Randall -h. As Jessy Randall notes, “Gilderoy Lockhart™ also sounds
like "a character in a Harlequin romance™ (1. Strect names and the
names of ohjects have double meanings, too. For example, the Dursleys
live on Privet Drive. Priver is a shrub often grown as a hedge (which
Harry is forced to trint in the tiest book), and Priver also has connections
o Private and to privy —the Later word can also mean cathouse. Privet.
then. links the Dursley s to toilets and (o hedges Cridiculous und resaonant
with the orderliness and repression of a suburban English childhood.™ as
Gillian Lathey notes on page 146 of her essay in this issue), suggesting a
sty criticism ol the Dursless™ faith in privacy and private property. And
there s the pun in the “Pensicve”™ where Dumbledore coltects his
thoughts. As he eaplains,

Isometimes find [ ] that [simply has e 1oo many thoughts and memaories
crammed ntoomyomind, |00 ) AU these times]” sid - Dunbledore,
indicating the stone basing 1 use the Pensieve, One stmply siphons the
exeess thoughts from one's nund, pours them into the basing and examines
them at one’s Jersure, [t becomes casier o spot the patterns and Jinks, you
understand, when they are in this torm. (Gobfer 31819y

In other words. Dumbledore uses the Pensicve when he is feeling
pensive.

There is much in the Harry Potter novels (o make us pensive, oo,
shoutd we take the time to read slowly and to think as we read. In
promating the pleasures of slow contemplation, the Harry Potter novels
can pull readers away from the consumerist pleasures of the Harry Potler
merchandising industey, While it is true that. unfess borrowed from a
library or w friend. many will first need to purchase the books in order (o
read them,itis equadly true that by rewarding rereading. the series may
encourage us o enjoy what we already have, instead of spending more
moncy on hooks, video games. or action figures.

Faen the money in Harry Potter’s world has symbolic significance. In
Harry "s vers first visitinto the wizarding world (which occurs during the
“Diagon Allex™ chapter of book one). he learns its monetary system:
there are 29 Knuts toa Sickle, and 17 Sickles w a Galleon (Philosopher s
Stone 38). Twenty-nine and seventeen are both prime numbers, and the
chapteris fall of prime numbers: James Potter used an eleven-inch wand.
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Harry"s wand is cleven inches also; he puys “seven gold Galleons™ for
the wand, and gives the owl “five Knuts™ for delivering a letter
(Philosopher's Stone 63,65, 30). Eleven, seven, and live are primes.
Why all the prime numbers? As 1 suggest in my J. K. Rowling's Harry
Potter Novels: A Reader’s Guide (2001). some people consider prime
numbers (o be mystical; so, the many prime numbers introduce the
novel's themes of magic and the supernatural (31-3). When discussing
the fact that there will be seven books in the serics, Rowling has
observed, “Seven is a magical number, a mystical number™ (Mchren).

If the “magic™ of prime numbers is one reference here, another is
money itsel. Rowling is poking fun at the British monetary sy stem prior
to 1971, Twenty-nine Knuts to a Sickle and seventeen Sickies to a
Galleon means that there are 493 Knuts to a Galleon. Belore 1971, there
were twelve pence 1o a shilling. and twenty shillings to a pound, which
translates to two hundred forty pence to a pound. Today, there are one
hundred pence to a pound—just as there are one hundred cents in a
dollar. But the British system ol cotnage used to be quite complicated.
Rowting. who was born in 1965, would have been famitiar with the older
British monctary system because the coins remained in circulation
through the carly 1980s. Whether the Sickles, Knuts, and Galleons make
magical allusions or satirize an overly elaborate currency, numbers are
some of the details that make rercading these novels fun. Rercading
reveals other Tayers. changing the ways we think about the nosvels.

Her inventiveness notwithstanding, many have (aulted Rowling’s
prose style. Peanington claiming that it fails o “induce wonder™ (85).
and Robert McCrum calling it as flat {(and as English) as old beer™ (3).
Offering a more diplomatically phrased version of this comment, Tucker
say § that the Porzer books have been ™[written up in good, workman-like
prose with no frills attached™ (228). Zipes observes, more critically. that
“ltihere is nothing exceptional about Rowling’s writing in comparison
with that o many other gifted writers of children’s and young adult
literature.™ and he offers his own list of “gifted writers™ Llovd Alexander,
Natalic Babbitt, Diana Wynne Jones, Francesca Lia Block, Philip Pull-
man, Jane Yolen, Donna Jo Napoli, wiwd “many others who are constantly
experimenting ininnoyative ways” (174-3), Claims ot literary merit are
closely linked to individual taste and therelore nearly impossible 1o
prove. Admitting, then. that my own comments will be as subjective as
those just mentioned, T would argue that Rowling compares favorably to
most of the writers Zipes mentioned. though she may be surpassed by a
few of them. Atits best, Block's [yrical imagery exceeds that of Rowling,
and Pullman’s gift for writing beautiful sentences is unmatched by
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Rowling or any wriler on Zipes's list. Pullman’s His Dark Materials
trilogy has both a more Tinely crafted stale and a0 greater intellectual
depth than does Rowling's series.

Fucker miakes @ good point in describing Rowling’s stale as “work-
man-like.” but I would instead argue thit she is an etficient writer, skilled
at choosing cach detail for maximum effect. and consequently able to
create an extremely visual experience without indulging in long descrip-
tive passages. Her shill at telling an engaging story allows readers o
forget that she often tells by showing. In this sense, Pennington™s claim
that Rowling “tells but does not show™ (83) is a natural assumption (o
mihe after experiencing Rowling's prose. However, upon closer exami-
nation. the showing is there, but it is alb in the service of telling the tale.
In Prisoner of Azkaban, when Harry and Hermione mount Buckbeak so
that they may Iy up o Hogwarts™ West Tower and rescue Sirius,
Rowling’s narrative tells us, "Buckbeak soared straight into the dark air.
Harry gripped his tlanks with his knees, feeling the great wings rising
powertully  bencath them™ (302). ‘These sentences creale an inage
synechdotally, selecting strong details o sngeest the larger piclure.
Having tuliv described the Hippogrift on many  previous occasions,
Rowling here uses “llanks™ and “great wings rising powerfully ™ 1o
highlight Buckbeak's defining features. Referring 1o the flesh between
ribs und hip, the word “TTanks™ remind us that Hippogrifts have the
“bodies. hind legs and tails of horses™ the “greal wings rising power-
futhy ™ remind us that they have the “wings and heads ot | o0 0] giant
cagles™ (87). That is. “flanks™ and "wings™ say just enough (o convey
cach half ot the horse-and-cagle combination. These detaits are sulticient
hecause Harry and Hermione have spent the lastten pages with Buckbeak,
during which time Rowling has Buckbeak breaking into o “trot™ (294),
“digging his beak into the ground. apparently scarching for worms™
(29%), camering along behind them,™ and “Told[ing| his wings content-
edlx™ (299 When she tells us that “Buckbeak soared straight into the
dark air.” we should already have a clear picture of the Hippogrill. The
words “soared straight™ conv ey his abrupt fift-off, and “dark air™ frames
the Hippogritt and his riders in black space. creating a sharp contrast
between them and the surrounding night sky. In sum, Rowling writes
sentences that are both vividhy deseriptive and actively propelling the
plot forward. Every detadl tells: nothing's supertiuous.

This rescue of Buckbeak and Sirius calls atiention 1o Hermione's
centrality 1o the Potter epic: the combination of her intelligence and
Harry s quick thinking arce vital to the success of their mission. Harry
realizes that they must rescue Buchbeak and iy him o Hitwick's office.
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rescuing Sirius: Hermione. who understands the seriousness of meddling
with time. mahkes sure that they do not exceed Dumbledore’s mandite of
“savling] more than one innocent life tonight™ (Prisoner 288). She also
ensures that they time their actions carelully, moving Buckbeak after the
exccutioner Macnair has seen him, but helore Macnair leaves Hagrid's
hut to do the execution (Prisoner 291-3). Despite Hermione's evident
importance. Tucker and Zipes. Christine Schocler, and Donna Harrington-
Lueker all fault Rowling for her representations of girls. “Gender roles
are stercotyped.” says Tucker. “with boys out for action and the one
salient girl character forever urging caution™ (229): “the girls are alway s
icltto gawk and gaze at Harry's stunning prowess,” observes Zipes (179).
As the title character, Harry Potter will of necessity be the series™ main
hero, but Hermione s the intellectual hero and possesses sutticient
bravery—that defining Gry findor trait—1o break the school rules. to
help Sirtus escape, to protect the Philosopher’s Stone, and to fight a band
of Death Eaters. She does urge caution. but when she does, she s alway s
right. In Plilosopher's Stone, she's correct 10 warn Harry that Malfoy s
challenge 1o a duel is a trap: iCis, as we learn when Malfoy fails o turn
up. but Filch doces. nearly catching Harry. In Order of the Phoenix, she's
correct to encourage Harry to study  Occlumency: had he done so.
Voldemort would not have been able 1o lure him to the Ministry. Her
intelligence frequently saves the trio. At the end of Philosopher’s Stone.
only she Knows how to stop the Devil™s Snare from strangling them. and
only she can solve the logic puzzie (202, 207-08). In Gobler of Fire.
Hermione discovers the Four-Point Spell that helps Harry navigale the
maze (608). In Chamber of Seerets, Hermione solves the mystery of the
Chamber of Secrets (189, 215-16). Hermione is so well read that
Rowling has appointed her the historian of the series. That is, whenever
Rowling needs to introduce sonte of Hogwarts™ history. she gives the job
1o Hermione, Rowling even mukes o joke of this narrative tendencey:
“Honestly, am | the ondy person wha's bothered o read flogwarts, A

History?” said Hermione . .
“Probably,” said Row, “why ™ (Azkaban 123)

{Uis true that Hermione is made Tan ol Tor being a know -it-all. but it is
equally true that Harry and Ron would have died several times over
without her assistance. As Lupin tells her, “You're the cleverest witch of
yvour age I've ever met, Hermione™ (Prisoner 346). As Eliza Dresang
demonstrates in her thorough analysis of gender in the Potter series.,
“Rowling’s Hermione is a strong. intelligent, thoughttul, compassionate
female who is not only assisting the males with whom she has an
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interdependent retationship but also working to become her own agent as
well as a catalyst for social change™ (242).

The Potter novels do have an activist spirit to them, bul the agency of
the books themselves—the way in which they act upon the reader—
grows out of Rowling’s provocative use ol ambiguity. Far from describ-
ing "a world of simple heroies and moral absolutes™ (Tucker 22917 the
Pouer novels endow all but the most villainous characters with a mixture
of admirable and distasteful qualities: these complexities can prompt
reflection, as readers are foreed to think about what they read. Snape, the
clussic example of such a character, is neither the villain he at first
appears 1o be, nor a particutarly likeable fellow, Though a former Death
Fater. he s also a member of the Order of the Phoenix: though cruet to
Harry, he also saves his lile. Order of the Phoenix gives us even more
reasons for thinking about Snape: the memory of being bullied by James
Potter elicits our sympathy. even as Snupe comtinues to delight in
bullying Harry and Iricnds. As Rowling told a reader w ho inquired about
Snape, “Keep an exe on him™ (Barnes and Noble Chat).

Iwould suggest readers keep an eye on the Harry Potter phenomenon.,
It is, like Snape, more complex than it al first may scem. Harry s a
marketing juggernaut, the most visible example of the least admirable
trends in today s children's literature industry. However, we should be
wary ol conflating the Harry Potter novels with the Harry Potter hype.
Although Rowling, Harry, and Warner Brothers may he complicit with
the legal and markel forees that create the Harry Potter phenomenon,
Rowling and her books—1o the degree that they can—do offer a limited
resistance. Further, while reasonable people may disagree about the

novels™ artistic merits, the books have sulficient textual richness to
warrant further study. As il to confirm this fact, three collections of
critical essays have been published in the last three years: Tana Whited's
The vory Toseer and Harry Potter: Perspectives on a Literary Phenom-
enon. Blizabeth Vo Heilman's farry Potter’s World: Multidisciplinary
Critical Perspectives, and Giselle Liza Anatol's Reading Harry Potter:
Critical Essays.

Given the appearance ol these collections and ol the many other books
and scholarly ¢ssays on Harry Potter, the hypercommercialization of the
Hurry Potter franchise has not obscured the appeals of the books, In a
scene oflen cited approvingly as a description of the Harry Potter novels'
magical effect on readers, Ron warns Harry about an enchanted “hook
that you could never stop reading.”™ As he explains, “You just had 1o
wander around with your nose in it, teying to do ¢verything one-handed™
(Chamber 172). When Rowling wrote Ron’s admonition against be-
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witched texts, Harry Potter was not the massive capitalist enterprise be is
now, so the metaphor of the enchanted book scemed o represent the
power of Rowling’s literary art, how her words held readers™ attention,
making them reluctant to put the books down. Today, some fook around
at all the hype and say, reasonably, that the metaphor of the enchanted
book dramatizes how people have been bewitched by adyertising, lured
into reading a popular but sccond-rate series. The confluence of cultural,
fiscal, and fegal forces in which Harry Potier is enmeshed may foster the
belief that Harry’s “magic™ is nothing more than savvy markeling. but
there is a magic beyond the marketing—the magic of good storvielling,
Most of the literary criticism to date conlirms this perception. That said,
even if there comes a time when we are no fonger bombarded with all
masner of Harry Potter merchandise. the books will never be able 1o be
severed from the vast commercial enterprise of which they are a part.
However. the literary magic should never be confused with the marketing
magic: if we are o fully understand cither aspect of the Harry Potter
phenomenon, the Titerary text and the marketing campaign must be given
their due.

Philip Nel is Assistant Professor of English ar Kansas Stare University.
His most recent book is Dr. Scuss: American Icon (Continuinn, 2004).

Notes

"The United States signed the Berne Convention in 1988, but did so ina way
that exempts itsell frony upholding it. See Nel, Dr Seass: American leon (166--
7). See also Naney Updike's “Green Lges and Lawsuits.”

*As Roni Natov observes. “Situating the train that takes people to Hogwarls
at 9-34, between tracks 9 und 10, reinforees the centrad Tocation of these stories
as between the earth-bound and magical worlds™ (318).

CFor more on Termione's name, see Dresang (212 14,

Flucker echoes some of Wilson's criticisms of Tolkien, OF The Lord of the
Rings. Wilson writes, “The hero has no serious temptations: is lured by no
insidious enchantments. perplesed by few problems. What we get is a simple
confrontation— in more or less the traditional terms of the British melodrama
of the Forces of Evil with the Forees of Good™ (343).
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