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Abstract 
 

Linnea Brae is a university adjunct with a miserable life and an obsessive-compulsive 

disorder. Intrigued by strange messages appearing on the whiteboards and the disappearance of 

one of her students (Jay), she stumbles upon the University of Shadows, a parallel-world university 

which exists in the same space as the one in this world but which only functions at night.  

Everyone in the University of Shadows (students, professors, and administrators) have 

received an invitation because there is something each of them needs to learn which is only 

possible within the confines of this alternative world.  

Since Linnea did not receive an invitation, the administrators are not prepared for her 

arrival. Despite that, Linnea is named Head Librarian, a post for which she would have been called 

if the previous librarian had not died unexpectedly.  

As Linnea takes her new post in the Imaginary Library, the books start to disappear. 

Simultaneously, there are attempts on Linnea’s life.  Tricked into using the Room of Dreams, 

Linnea unknowingly unleashes a half-human creature, an actant, that starts to stalk and attack other 

campus inhabitants.  

Linnea needs to find out who is trying to kill her, why the books are disappearing from the 

library, and why she failed to receive an invitation to be part of this intriguing world. 

The novel deals with themes of rationality versus imagination, and technology versus 

mysticism, as the main character seeks to establish the reasons for her being there and understand 

the changes in her life brought up by this new place. 
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Artist’s Statement 
 

 
Richard stood there, alone in the throng, drinking it in. It was pure madness—of that there 
was no doubt at all. It was loud, and brash, and insane, and it was, in many ways, quite 
wonderful. People argued, haggled, shouted, sang. They hawked and touted their wares, and 
loudly declaimed the superiority of their merchandise. Music was playing—a dozen different 
kinds of music, being played a dozen different ways on a score of different instruments, most 
of them improvised, improved, improbable. Richard could smell food. All kinds of food—
the smells of curries and spices seemed to predominate, with, beneath them, the smells of 
grilling meats and mushrooms. Stalls had been set up all throughout the shop, next to, or even 
on, counters that, during the day, had sold perfume, or watches, or amber, or silk scarves. 
Everybody was buying. Everybody was selling. Richard listened to the market cries as he 
began to wander through the crowds.  
"Lovely fresh dreams. First-class nightmares. We got 'em. Get yer lovely nightmares here."  
"Weapons! Arm yourself! Defend your cellar, cave, or hole! You want to hit 'em? We got 
'em. Come on darling, come on over here..." (Neil Gaiman, Neverwhere) 
 
 

 
 
 
The University of Shadows is an urban fantasy that mixes elements from gothic fiction and 

the campus novel. The novel’s basic premise is of a university that exists in a parallel world to 

which individuals can go to discover things about themselves or to change as they affect the 

institution. Linnea, the main character, reaches the University of Shadows accidentally only to 

discover that she was supposed to have received an invitation to be there.  

 

From its conception, The University of Shadows was linked to the urban fantasy genre, as 

part of the inspiration for the novel was Neil Gaiman’s description of the Floating Market in 

Harrods. Gaiman’s Neverwhere (1996) is considered to be definitory of the urban fantasy genre 

(Irvine; Benczik; Meteling) in that it emphasizes the city as a space of alterity. In Neverwhere, 

London Above (the real city or primary world) and London Below (the fantastic space or 

secondary world) are interconnected in various ways, most notably through the tube stations but 

also through characters who can cross between realms. Gaiman relies on the othering of the city 
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namespaces to create a sense of the uncanny, what Sigmund Freud, referring particularly to 

emotions derived from the work of E. T. A. Hoffman calls unheimlich (Freud). 

 

The University of Shadows explores the tension between imagination and rationality, 

science/technology and mysticism, isolation and cooperation. Linnea, whose imagination has been 

crushed, hashad a series of experiences which caused her to sever herself from others making her 

more and more obsessive and isolated. However, her excess of focus is the element that leads her 

to find the University of Shadows. Linnea’s presence at the university affects and changes her, 

while she discovers the secrets of the Imaginary Library and her connection to it. In order to 

achieve this, Linnea must uncover various truths about herself as well as about the world she has 

stumbled upon. 

 

This work sprang from a series of disconnected ideas which became entangled in my mind: 

Gaiman’s Floating Market, multiverse theory, and the mysterious messages which were appearing 

in white boards in North American Universities between 2011 and 2012. Combining them, as well 

as other elements related to the physical structure of the campus university, provided the setting 

and the initial motivation for the story. 

 

The novel is a limited third-person narrative, very close to Linnea’s consciousness. This 

narrative mode allows world building while maintaining some distance from the main character 

which invites the reader to share in a sense of wonder in experiencing the new reality through 

Linnea’s eyes.  
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 The University of Shadows plays with our prejudices about knowledge, how it is acquired, 

and who controls it. The novel presents a multilayered text following the detective fiction tradition 

and leaving clues for curious readers to follow.1 

 

Situating a novel in its literary context can present difficulties for works bringing together 

elements characteristic of different genres. For example, Welsh author Jasper Fforde, who writes 

parodic mash-up novels mixing speculative and detective themes with his own brand of political 

criticism, seems to defy categorization to the point that bookstores place his work in very different 

genre-specific sections depending on the interpretation of the booksellers.  

 

In order to understand what we say about urban fantasy it is necessary to explore its related 

concepts, their expanse and limitations. Asking a seemingly basic question such as “what is 

fantasy?” is easier than answering it. However, understanding the term is fundamental to one’s 

comprehension of related genres. The term fantasy evokes magical realms and impossible feats, 

but fantasy as a literary genre can be entirely different from that. The problems with the range of 

the term are not new. In the 1980s, Rosemary Jackson was already considering the issue from a 

terminological perspective: 

 

As a critical term, ‘fantasy’ has been applied rather indiscriminately to any 

literature which does not give priority to realistic representation: myths, legends, 

folk and fairy tales, utopian allegories, dream visions, surrealist texts, science 

fiction, horror stories, all presenting realms ‘other’ than the human. (13-14) 

                                                      
1 Despite some aspects of The University of Shadows which fall in line with Todorov’s definition of thriller in The 
Poetics of Prose (47), this is not mainly a detective novel. 
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The scope of non-realistic texts expressed by Jackson is too extensive and all-encompassing to be 

of use. Something similar happens with C. W. Sullivan, who presents an initial definition of fantasy 

which he contrasts, following Hume, to mimesis:  

 

‘Fantasy’, as a literary term, refers to narrative possibilities limited, at least 

initially, only by the author’s own imagination and skill as a story-teller. (...) 

Fantasy, or the fantastic element in literature, has been most usefully defined by 

Kathryn Hume. In her book, Fantasy and Mimesis: Responses to Reality in 

Western Literature, Hume argues that any work of literature can be placed 

somewhere on a continuum, one end of which is mimesis and the other fantasy. 

All literature, Hume suggests, is the product of two impulses. These are mimesis, 

felt as the desire to imitate, to describe events, people, and objects with such 

verisimilitude that others can share your experience; and fantasy, the desire to 

change givens and alter reality – out of boredom, play, vision, longing for 

something lacking, or need for metaphoric images that will bypass the 

audience’s verbal defences. (Sullivan 436) 

 

Sullivan’s view of literature as a spectrum in which one can locate mimetic and non-mimetic works 

is capable of containing the totality of literary production. This, however, does not tackle the 

problem of what is to be considered “real” or “unreal,” and how to address the changing nature of 

our understanding of what is true. Jackson suggests that many genres arise from the “literary mode” 

that is fantasy (7) and states:  



 

 viii 

As a literature of ‘unreality’, fantasy has altered in character over the years in 

accordance with changing notions of what exactly constitutes ‘reality’. Modern 

fantasy is rooted in ancient myth, mysticism, folklore, fairy tales and romance. 

(4) 

 

This is a useful distinction, particularly in the context of epic fantasy (also known as high fantasy), 

discussed below. Our sense of what is real limits what is ‘unreal.’ This also explains how, for 

example, Alejo Carpentier develops the theory of lo real maravilloso (not to be confused with 

magic realism) in which strange happenings are the norm and reflect reality, as it happens in his 

novel El reino de este mundo (1949, The Kingdom of this World), where seemingly marvellous 

events are accounts of the historical reality of Haiti (Carpentier). This demonstrates how reality 

construction is culturally dependent and, moreover, it often reflects imposed colonial views and a 

Eurocentric perception of reality.2 

 

High fantasy falls into Farah Mendlesohn’s “immersive fantasy” category which is defined 

as “...a fantasy set in a world built so that it functions on all levels as a complete world. In order to 

do this, the world must act as if it is impervious to external influence; this immunity is most 

essential in its relationship with the reader” (200). It is this isolation, the lack of exchange with 

any other worlds, which defines the immersive fantasy in Mendlesohn’s view. These immersive, 

self-contained, and unaffected worlds are characteristic of high fantasy. C. W. Sullivan, in defining 

high fantasy, distinguishes between content and intent: 

                                                      
2 Empiricism and other related epistemological systems depend on a White European perspective of what is real and, 
for this reason, are in direct contradiction with most native (or syncretic) Latin American systems of belief where 
non-religious, seemingly magical practices are performed routinely.  
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The Wood Beyond the World illustrates the difference between content and 

intent, a difference that many fantasy critics and historians have ignored. 

Certainly there appeared in myth, legend, and folk tale all of the paraphernalia 

of high fantasy – dragons, witches, wizards, shape-changers, magic spells and 

rings, cloaks of invisibility and the like; but having any or all of those elements 

in the content of a story does not necessarily mean that the author was intending 

to write high fantasy. At one time, people did believe in witches, wizards and 

magic spells and would have thought them mimetic, not fantastic, elements in a 

story. By the late nineteenth century, consensus reality no longer included those 

items; and Morris’s intent in including them in the content of The Wood Beyond 

the World was to create a story that was, in fact, a departure from consensus 

reality – that is, a high fantasy. (440) 

 

William Morris’ The Wood Beyond the World, published in 1894, is considered to be the first 

modern fantasy. Sullivan’s point is that, for the first time, an author made use of elements in a 

deliberate attempt to create a fantastic, otherworldly effect. Because Morris’ work is “immersive” 

in Mendlesohn’s sense, we are in the presence of high fantasy. 

 

  When J. R. R. Tolkien first wrote Lord of the Rings (1954-55), with its vast universe 

expanding beyond the novel and into other works and its quest-structure in which the main 

characters are tasked with the destruction of the one ring, epic fantasy was defined. The book 

merged the traditional heroic quest as found in classical epics with magical and folkloric elements, 
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while at the same time constructed linguistically accurate languages and mythological 

cosmogonies to develop a rich and complex, if not fully-fleshed, world.  

 

 Sullivan distinguishes science fiction and high fantasy in that the departure of reality in 

science fiction has to do with advances brought upon by technology, while “high fantasy departs 

from contemporary consensus reality by creating a separate world in which the action takes place” 

(Sullivan 436). This idea of the creation of a separate world might or not be correct (in the sense 

that most science fiction succeeds in creating one); however, it is a fundamental one in the 

distinction between high (epic) and low fantasy. It is possible that Tolkien might have been the 

first one to articulate the concepts of primary and secondary worlds when he wrote: 

 

What really happens is that the story-maker proves a successful ‘sub-creator’. 

He makes a Secondary World which your mind can enter. Inside it, what he 

relates is ‘true’: it accords with the laws of that world. You therefore believe it, 

while you are, as it were, inside. The moment disbelief arises, the spell is 

broken; the magic, or rather art, has failed. You are then out in the Primary 

World again, looking at the little abortive Secondary World from outside. 

(Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories” 37) 

 

The primary world is the one of reality as we accept it to be; the secondary world presents 

characteristics that set it apart from our reality. When a fiction is set solely in the secondary world, 

we call it high fantasy. All of Tolkien’s literary works fall into this category, as do many other 

novels, such as Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea Cycle (1964-2018), or G. R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice 
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and Fire series (1996-). Each of those worlds is presented as a single reality. Sullivan points out 

that significant proportion of high fantasy derives from medieval romance in both culture and 

technology. The style of the romance also influences high fantasy works (Sullivan 438). Martin’s 

innovation rests on the increased complexity of the secondary world brought on by conflicting 

religions, political aims, cultures, and an involved economic and banking system, each of which 

interacts with the characters’ personal goals. 

 

Low fantasy exists in opposition to high fantasy. Within this genre, there are two worlds, 

the primary world, often devoid of magic, and the secondary world, where most of the action takes 

place. An exception to this order is Phillip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy (1995-2000),3 

where the action begins in a version of Oxford which is a secondary world, but eventually, returns 

to the primary world at the beginning of the second book, The Subtle Knife, where Will, a young 

boy who accidentally kills a stranger, runs away. Will finds a portal which he uses to leave the 

primary world for a secondary one. A portal, however, is not the only way in which low fantasy 

can work. Mendlesohn, who isolates four types of fantasy,4 offers intrusion fantasy5 as another 

mode of low fantasy, while explaining that “[i]n both portal and quest fantasies, a character leaves 

her familiar surroundings and passes through a portal into an unknown place” (51). This is what 

                                                      
3 Although The Golden Compass is mostly set in a secondary world where Oxford has been made strange by the 
introduction of a seemingly magical set of characteristics (including the daemons); The Subtle Knife, and The Amber 
Spyglass both rely on world crossing to further their plots.  
4 The four types are Portal-Quest, Immersion, Intrusion, and Liminal (Mendlesohn).  
5 Mendlesohn explains that “[i]n intrusion fantasy the fantastic is the bringer of chaos. It is the beast in the bottom of 
the garden, or the elf seeking assistance. It is horror and amazement. It takes us out of safety without taking us from 
our place.” (Mendlesohn 40) This type of fantasy is the one in which elements which are not commonly accepted as 
real move into the primary world disrupting the life of the main character.  
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we could call the rabbit-hole effect, where there is a particular space which, either permanently or 

not, allows passage between worlds:  

 

A portal fantasy is simply a fantastic world entered through a portal. The classic 

portal fantasy is of course The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950). 

Crucially, the fantastic is on the other side and does not “leak.” Although 

individuals may cross both ways, the magic does not. (Mendlesohn 32-33) 

 

Portal-Quest fantasy seems to be somewhat common. Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There, Phillip Pullman’s 

Northern Lights (published in North America under the title The Golden Compass), The Subtle 

Knife, and The Amber Spyglass, Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere and Coraline (2002), Michael Ende’s 

Die unendliche Geschichte (1979, The Never Ending Story), as well as the Lewis’ Narnia 

Chronicles books (1950-1956) rely on different types of portals which allow movement between 

worlds. This is also true about The University of Shadows, in which, as in The Lion, the Witch and 

the Wardrobe, the portal might remain in place for a period of time and change at some later point.  

 

Urban fantasy mixes fantastic elements but emphasizes the city as its main setting. 

Depending on the story, the city might become almost a character in the narrative. Vera Benczik 

defines it as follows: 

 

Called urban fantasy, this subcategory of texts features the metropolis as its 

setting—sometimes well beyond its function as mere backdrop to the action. 
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Alexander C. Irvine identifies two basic ways in which authors use the cityscape 

in urban fantasy, “either an existing city [is] made fantastical or a fantastical city 

[is] made real.” Fantastical cities include China Miéville’s New Crobuzon in the 

Bas-Lag stories, or Jeff VanderMeer’s Ambergris, at the center of much of his 

fantasy. Both are baroque collages which rely and reflect on various urban 

‘sources,’ most notably on the essence of the metropolis associated with London 

in particular. (162) 

 

This is also true about Neverwhere, where London Below works both as a character and as a 

fantastic setting paralleling and othering London Above. The city becomes an active setting 

emblematic of urban fantasy. This occurs whether the city is completely imaginary or reflects a 

real space. For Irvine, other factors define this genre. He writes: 

The elements common to all urban fantasies – a city in which supernatural events 

occur, the presence of prominent characters who are artists or musicians or 

scholars, the redeployment of previous fantastic and folkloric topoi in unfamiliar 

contexts – hint at a characterization if not a rigorous definition. Within those 

common elements, there are two fundamental strains of urban fantasy, which 

might be loosely differentiated as those in which urban is a descriptor applied to 

fantasy and those in which fantasy modifies urban. (Irvine 200) 

 

Irvine’s character classification is pertinent because The University of Shadows fits the pattern as 

its characters are scholars. Naturally, the university setting calls mostly for such character. The 

novel also fits what Irvine calls urban fantasy’s “constituent qualities:” “the fantastic pocket 
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universe, the sense of alienation from city life that creates a desire that (in the urban fantasy) only 

the encounter with the uncanny can satisfy; and the flight from the city in the end (205).  

 

The University of Shadows, besides being an urban fantasy, is a type of campus novel. A 

campus novel’s story centres on university life. Some can be serious like Javier Marías’ Todas las 

almas (All Souls, 1989), Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999), or Philip Roth’s The Human Stain (2000), 

while others are satirical, like Kinsgley Amis’ Lucky Jim (1954), for example. They can combine 

more than one genre as is the case of The Rule of Four (2004) by Ian Caldwell and Dustin 

Thomason, which is both a campus novel and a thriller. Notably, the campus novel has been used 

“to explore how race, gender, and class can limit upward social mobility and how the university 

has aided, impeded, or ignored students’ social ambitions” (Findeisen 288). Łysik states that: 

 

...the academic life is more like other lives than I expected – and hoped – it was 

going to be. That it consists of people, their issues, and insecurities, just like 

everywhere else I worked. That people can be gratuitously cruel. That there is 

no justice in human outcomes here, either. That the work is hard, sometimes 

repetitive, and occasionally not very interesting (the administrative tasks I am 

required to do suck out all of my creative juices). That academics are under stress 

a lot of the time, that they face frustration, that, in short, the outcome of taking a 

Ph.D. is not a guaranteed “happy ending.” (110) 

 

The academic experience as described by Łysik is also present in The University of Shadows, not 

only in the primary world, where one would expect it, but also in the secondary world, where it 
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might not have been present. There is at least one other urban fantasy connected to a university. A 

Discovery of Witches (2011) by Deborah Harkness follows Diana Bishop, a scholar who finds a 

long-lost manuscript at the Bodleian library in Oxford. Harkness’ novel is populated with fantastic 

creatures: witches, vampires, and demons. Unlike The University of Shadows, A Discovery of 

Witches is set in the primary world in which magical elements coexist with mundane happenings.6 

 

In Spanish, a campus university is referred to as a ciudad universitaria (university city). 

The name refers to the fact that Latin American universities function as self-contained “cities 

within cities.” Such universities have their own hospital, residences, security, but even more 

importantly, they are considered sanctuaries, i.e. the police and the military have no authority to 

make arrests or trespass into the autonomy of the university. This is historically relevant because 

universities have been places in which people could speak up against authoritarian regimes under 

the protection granted by their autonomy. Although this has not always been respected, it allowed 

a degree of freedom of information which might have been impossible outside the sanctuary 

offered by these institutions. This influence of an essential aspect of Latin American culture is 

present in The University of Shadows, where even paranoid Jay finds himself more at ease than he 

was in the primary world.  

 

The Gothic aspects of The University of Shadows developed almost unconsciously. It 

became clear that the novel required a sense of dread and, for this reason, some elements needed 

to suggest that not everything was as wonderful as it might appear. The creatures patiently waiting 

at the bottom of the water mirror or lurking in the entrails of the library, the long and dark corridors, 

                                                      
6 This is reminiscent of J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997-2007) and Cassandra Claire’s Mortal Instruments 
(2007-2016).  
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the faceless actants, and other details darken the narrative with their menacing presence. There is 

also a glimpse of darkness in the trip to Adagreb, where Linnea meets Ricketts who removes the 

part of the telecommunicator attached to her nervous system. Once more, each of these elements 

emphasizes the dichotomy between technology and mysticism present through the novel. This is 

particularly evident in the need for control exerted by the University of Shadows or, more 

precisely, by its leaders over the Imaginary Library. The latter is revealed as a sentient being, with 

independent will and capable of its own decisions.  

 

These themes expose a complex world with intersecting stories that, little by little, highlight 

Linnea’s weaknesses while giving her the space and opportunity to embrace imagination and faith. 

A hyper-rational approach might have led to the founding of The University of Shadows, but the 

mystical forces it successfully contains can be awakened by imagination and faith. 

 

Bárbara Bordalejo 

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 

June 2019 
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