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As a genre, urban fantasy consists of texts that explore the imaginary collisions and 

collusions that might occur if the ordinary, workaday world of cities and suburbs were 

simultaneously inhabited by magical or mythological beings. These beings generally come from 

pre-established genres of magic or myth, ranging from vampires and werewolves to woodland 

fairies.  During the course of an urban fantasy, a human character discovers the magical world 

and become a part of it in some meaningful way.  In addition, the human characters learn the 

rules or methods that keep other  humans oblivious to the magic.  

As a whole, urban fantasy approaches the human discovery of the co-existent world in 

different ways. In some texts, the discovery of the hidden worlds brings the humans into an 

adventure, but does not change the human being into a wholly magical character. Instead, the 

adventure changes the quality of the person who has experienced it. The person becomes more 

aware, more loving or more worthy of notice by the inhabitants of the hidden world. Holly 

Black’s (2009) Spiderwick Chronicles, for example, tells the story of a human family 

discovering the hidden world of faery alive in their backyard. Emma Bull (2001) takes an adult 

approach to that same discovery in War for the Oaks. In other urban fantasy texts, however, the 

discovery of the magical world completely transforms the character into a magical being. The  

Alchemyst (Scott, 2007) describes the journey of twin siblings who join Nicholas Flamel in his 

attempt to keep an important secret. In the process, a witch gives power to one of the siblings. 
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Likewise in Stephenie Meyer’s (2005-2008) Twilight series, Bella is drawn into the world of 

vampires and werewolves, eventually choosing to become a vampire herself. But in yet a third 

type of urban fantasy, much like the Harry Potter stories, the discovery of the magical world 

simply awakens the magic latent in the character to begin with. In Rick Riordan’s (2006) Percy 

Jackson and the Lightning Thief, Percy comes into his own as a demigod after discovering the 

myths of Ancient Greece are alive and well—in Manhattan. Deborah Harkness (2011) writes an 

adult and more reluctant version of this in A Discovery of Witches: her protagonist knows she is 

supposed to be a witch, but has both refused and been unable to access her powers. When she 

encounters another magical being in the library, she begins to accept her power and recover the 

use of it.  

In addition, authors of urban fantasy tend to remove these human characters from their 

ordinary context for training, reprieve, or full immersion into the magical world. Harry Potter 

goes to Hogwarts (Rowling, 1997-2009), Percy Jackson goes to Camp Half-Blood (Riordan, 

2006), the twins follow Nicholas Flamel into Yggdrasil (Scott, 2007), and the children of the 

Spiderwick Chronicles delve deep into the forest (Black, 2009). In all these cases, a young adult  

leaves his or her familiar surroundings for education and training.  In fact, it is nearly impossible 

for these young characters to receive their education without leaving the known world, either 

literally or metaphorically. However, this is true in adult urban fantasy as well.  Even Bull’s 

(2001) adult protagonist crosses the line into the party world of the fey folk—both for nights of 

war and for one night of enchantment. Similarly, Harkness’s (2011) protagonist, Diana Bishop, 

retreats to Matthew’s secluded castle and eventually heads off into history to meet a witch who 

can help her fully engage her powers. In every instance, the protagonist must be removed from 

the usual milieu in order to access the next level of training or transformation.   
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Pivotal to urban fantasy is also the method by which the ordinary human world is kept in 

the dark about the existence of the magical world. In some instances, there is a political power 

keeping the secret.  In Rowling’s stories (1997-2009), for example, there is a Ministry of Magic 

charged with keeping the secret, and laws governing the use of wizarding powers when ordinary 

humans—Muggles—are about. The same is true in Twilight (Meyer, 2005). However, in other 

urban fantasies, there is a physical or magical power that prevents humans from discovering the 

hidden world. This magical force is certainly at work in Riordan’s first novel (2006), when the 

demigods and creatures have control of the mist, which obscures humans’ abilities to see magical 

happenings. Or, in Black’s (2009) Spiderwick Chronicles, humans are blind to magic without the 

aid of the saliva from a magical creature or a special spying glass. However, akin to the more 

peripheral figures of Diana Bishop’s extended family in Harkness’s A Discovery of Witches 

(2011), some other urban fantasy writers hide their magical characters in plain sight as a 

component of their magic. For those types of characters, the question of hiding becomes more a 

question of how, when and to whom they choose to reveal themselves rather than one of how, 

when and from whom they choose to hide themselves.  

Ultimately, urban fantasy is a true flight of fancy for a reader, an opportunity to imagine 

that the world in which we live is invisibly and magically co-inhabited by the creatures of our 

imaginations and nightmares. Urban fantasies also offer a clear, contemporary connection 

between the literary traditions of the past and the modern sensibility.  J.K. Rowling’s Harry 

Potter series (1997-2009) introduces readers to the universe of Anglo-Celtic mythology—from 

witches and wizards to dragons and giants, while Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson and the 

Lightning Thief (2006) provides a primer on the Greek pantheon. And this painless education in 
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classical structures, myths, allusions and creatures means that the young adults of today will have 

genuine, heartfelt access to the great books of the past. 

  


