· [bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6][bookmark: _GoBack]Project title: Forest Ecology in Fantasy Fiction: 
Mobilising the Imaginative Resources of Fantasy Fiction for Living with Forests 
· Project highlights:
· Interrogating the value and meanings of the forest within fantasy fiction
· Combining literary-critical and social-science methodologies to show how responses to actual forest environments compare to and are shaped by fiction 
· Partnering with Ruskin Land in the Wyre Forest to compare the forests imagined in fiction with forest management and use inspired by literature 
· Project overview:

Since at least the late nineteenth century, writers have used fantasy fiction to reimagine humanity’s relationship to nature. From lush rainforests to temperate woodlands, forests have been central to this enterprise. Where the forest in Gothic literature is typically menacing, fantasy literature offers a counter-narrative in which forests enable diverse individuals and peoples to thrive within a complex ecology. Yet these forests, like those in the real world, are often under threat from rampant exploitation. The forest thus becomes a site of devastating human impact upon ecosystems as well as a model for sustainable relations between humans, animals and plants. 

Fantasy fiction provides a sophisticated medium for thinking through the values we invest in forests and the meanings we ascribe to them. Fantasy emerged as a genre in reaction against the societal and environmental trends – urbanisation, mechanisation, over-consumption, pollution – which precipitated the Anthropocene. Often misconstrued as ‘escapist’, it repeatedly insists on our need to reconceive our relationship to environments which we threaten even as we depend upon them. Although epidemiological literature has revealed the therapeutic importance of forests, humans, now predominantly an urban species, are increasingly losing the capacity to interact healthfully with the natural world. Given its popularity, fantasy literature, with its rich appreciation of forests, has the potential to assist in reversing this trend. 

This fully-funded PhD project will undertake an interdisciplinary study of the function and representation of forests in fiction set in imagined worlds. Major authors under consideration include William Morris, J. R. R. Tolkien and Ursula K. Le Guin. The forests in their fiction will be considered as ecologies including imaginary as well as real beings, who in turn epitomise alternative ethical and psychological conceptions of life as part of a forest configured in relation to place, space and time. Through focus groups and an extended partnership with Ruskin Land, these fictional forests will be compared with responses to actual forest sites and experiments in dwelling with forests to establish their potential to contribute to healthy engagement with forest environments and to advance reafforestation and wider rewilding strategies designed to combat climate change and environmental degradation. 
· How this project fits into the Forest Edge research programme:  
If we are to adapt our society to live in a more sustainable way, we have to invest imaginatively and emotionally in that mode of life. Fantasy fiction offers models of how to live with forests that are imaginatively compelling and psychologically satisfying. Forest Edge will provide the PhD student with an interdisciplinary community of researchers whose work will inform the project, for example by helping to identify salient social, physical and biological features of (and omissions from) fictional forests and to assess how they compare with actual forest ecologies and their prevailing meanings today. In its turn, the project will enrich the programme by bringing new methodologies into play, deepening our understanding of how fiction influences and channels the value invested in forests and how it models positive relationships with forest ecologies. 

· [bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Supervisors, partners and collaboration:  

The PhD student will be supervised by Prof John Holmes and Dr Will Tattersdill in the School of English, Drama, and Creative Studies (EDACS) and by Prof Jon Sadler in the School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (GEES). The project will initiate a new partnership between BIFoR and Ruskin Land, a practical experiment in sustainable forestry in the Wyre Forest modelled on principles set out by John Ruskin. Ruskin’s influence on Morris and Tolkien makes this an especially appropriate site for examining the roots of the conceptions of the forest developed in fantasy literature and their practical possibilities. The Director of Ruskin Land, John Iles, will provide site-specific support for the project as a whole as well as the use of the Ruskin Studio for focus groups and interviews. 
· Methodology:  

The student will undertake literary-critical analyses of fantasy fiction informed by an understanding of forest ecology and of the social and political role of forests enhanced by the Forest Edge programme and the collaboration with Ruskin Land. The aim will be to open up the imaginative and ethical dimensions of the texts to posit ways in which individuals and societies might better value and inhabit forest ecologies. To achieve this, the literary readings will be supplemented by and compared with the findings of focus group studies of responses to forests in fiction and to the Ruskin Land and BIFoR sites. 
· [bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]Application:

Applicants should have experience of studying literature at university level. Beyond this, we welcome applicants with diverse educational and disciplinary backgrounds and professional expertise for this interdisciplinary PhD. For funding details and to begin an application, please click on the link below:
https://www.findaphd.com/phds/project/forest-ecology-in-fantasy-fiction-mobilising-the-imaginative-resources-of-fantasy-fiction-for-living-with-forests/?p117723

If you would like to discuss this project further before applying, please email the lead supervisor Prof John Holmes (j.holmes.1@bham.ac.uk) in the first instance. 


