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PRAISE FOR
THE LAST UNICORN

“A softer tale at the boundaries of magic and reality, that place where one grapples with what it means to be human.”

—The Atlantic

“[Peter S. Beagle] has both the opulence of imagination and the mastery of style …. If you’re interested in ­unicorns—­and who in his or her sane sense isn’t?—­this is your book.”

—The New York Times

“A delicate, sensitive, yet powerful rendering of all the intangibles that make a fairy tale unforgettable.”

—­St. Louis ­Post-­Dispatch

“Peter S. Beagle is (in no particular order) a wonderful writer, a fine human being, and a bandit prince out to steal readers’ hearts.”

—­Tad Williams

“Beagle  … has been compared, not unreasonably, with Lewis Carroll and J. R. R. Tolkien, but he stands squarely and triumphantly on his own feet …. The book is rich, not only in comic bits but also in passages of uncommon beauty. Beagle is a true magician with words, a master of prose, and a deft practitioner in verse.”

—The Saturday Review

“An inspired tale, a ­well-­deserved classic with unforgettable characters and profound themes. The unicorn and her friends have enchanted readers for fifty years. May they continue to do so for many, many more.”

—­Fantasy Literature

“As smooth and graceful as its mythical protagonist, satisfying, resonant, ­self-­contained, with hidden depths …. As you read along you’ll find that its questions have become your own, that every choice that you make about how to feel and react and interpret is a part of the overall ­tale—­not the simple quest that drives the plot, but the underlying story of what kind of world we live in, and what kind of people we really are.”

—­Tor.com

“This book, whimsical, evocative, tantalizing, darts from low comedy to high fantasy quicker than a hummingbird’s tongue and is about as original as they come …. A unicornucopia of enchantment for fantasy fans of all ages.”

—Kirkus Reviews


To the memory of Dr. Olfert Dapper, who saw a wild unicorn in the Maine woods in 1673, and for Robert Nathan, who has seen one or two in Los Angeles
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INTRODUCTION

I love this book.

That’s the only truly important thing I have to say here. Everything else I write will be secondary to that. Embellishments. Flourishes. Variations on that theme.

So. If you’re standing in a bookshop, reading this introduction, wondering if you should buy this book and give it a ­try … the answer is yes.

If someone gave you this book as a gift, and you’re looking for a new read, trying to decide if it might be worth your time, the answer is also yes.

If you read this book when you were younger, and loved it, and you’re worried that it won’t be as good as you remember, that it will have faded somehow: Don’t worry, it hasn’t.

If you’re worried that perhaps it’s you who have changed too much, grown weary, had your heart hardened by the world, your palate roughened by less subtle stories, let me reassure you. This story is perfect as a pearl. It is sweet as the kiss you remember most fondly in the quiet corner of your heart.

I’ve given this book to people I love, pushed it on strangers in bookstores, and read it aloud to my children. I keep several copies on hand so I always have one to give away. It is a book I recommend to anyone and everyone, no matter who they are, no matter their age, their genre preferences, or whether or not they’re interested in unicorns.

And I’m recommending it to you, right now. Do yourself a favor. Please read it. Please.

This is not simply a book I love. It is my favorite book, and it has been my favorite book for the better part of thirty years. It is the book my heart loves best.

For those of you who haven’t read this book, fear not. I’m not going to commit the biggest sin of introductions and spoil it for you by talking about all my favorite bits, or steal all the good jokes and put them here so I look clever, or give away plot points, or make references you can’t understand because, well, you haven’t read it yet.

But two paragraphs from here, I am going to reference a couple characters for the folks who have read the book before. So if you want to avoid even that, you can skip to the next section.

When I was younger, I read The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. And so I spent my childhood wanting nothing more than to stumble into Narnia. I was old enough to know it wasn’t real, but still young enough to hope. And so I looked for hidden doors and secret ways. For years.

Now I am staring fifty in the face. Some folk will say that’s not old, but it is. At the very least, it’s the oldest I’ve ever been. I need glasses now. I don’t laugh as often as I used to. Every day I feel I am becoming less Schmendrick and more Haggard. I’m old enough to know that unicorns aren’t real, but still young enough to hope I might meet one. And when I do, I hope I can rise to the occasion and be better than I am, which is to say less King Haggard, and more Molly Grue.

I hate introductions.

Yes, I realize this is an odd place to make a statement along these lines. For this to make sense, I should probably give a little background.

Growing up, I lived out in the country. It wasn’t es­pecially rustic, and I’m not trying to imply any hardship. It’s just that I didn’t grow up in a suburb, surrounded by a bunch of other kids to play with or places to go. Instead, I grew up with books.

It’s hard to look back in time and try to calculate exactly how much I read, but it was a lot. I remember rereading my mother’s big red hardcover copy of The Lord of the Rings every summer, laying on my bed.

I remember packing up for school before getting on the long bus ride in the fifth grade. I always made sure I had two paperbacks in my backpack. They weren’t the book I was ­reading—­THAT book was always in my hand or my coat pocket. The books in my backpack were for when I finished that one. That way, I always had a ­backup … and then a spare after that. I might forget to take my lunch to school, but I never forgot to take books… .

Interestingly, I never read The Last Unicorn in all that time. I know this because when I watched the animated movie with my mother and grandmother, it was completely new to me.

This trend continued through high school. I read at lunch. I read when my mom took us to the beach. Did you know that there is a limit to the number of books you can check out from the library? There is. My allowance was mostly spent on books, and I packed a duffle bag of paperbacks for family vacations.

Most of these books were fantasy, and most of them were what my mother would have called “popcorn books,” which meant they were fun but not really substantial. Delightful, delicious, garbage books full of elves and magic swords. At a rough estimate, I’m guessing I must have read at least two or three thousand novels before I left for college.

(I’ll mention here, so you know where I’m going with this, that I can’t remember a single one of these books ever having an introduction.)

At college I discovered kissing and the humanities. As a result, by the end of my first year I had abandoned my chemical engineering degree and my habit of reading a book or two every day. It was at this time that I stumbled across a copy of The Lord of the Rings that included an introduction written by someone named Peter S. Beagle. It’s the first introduction I remember encountering, let alone reading.

I was filled with an odd indignation. “Who the hell does this guy think he is?” I wondered with all the arrogance of a ­twenty-­year-­old. “Why would you need to write an introduction to the best fantasy books of all time?”

Despite this, I read the introduction, and it was oddly comforting to me. I’d been taught that fantasy was ­low-­class, a waste of time. But Peter spoke in glowing terms of Tolkien and Middle Earth, saying, “We are raised to honor all the wrong explorers and ­discoverers—­thieves planting flags, murderers carrying crosses. Let us at last praise the colonizers of dreams.”

(Forgive me if I pass lightly by the word “colonizers” here, which back then didn’t have the ­well-­deserved negative connotation it does today.) The reason I remember this so clearly is that this was one of the first times I’d ever seen anyone defending fantasy as something beautiful and worthwhile. This is when I started to realize that maybe I didn’t need to feel bad about liking fantasy. Maybe it didn’t need to be a guilty pleasure.

I tracked down this Beagle guy’s unicorn book and was impressed by the language and how different it was from a lot of the other stuff I’d read. It wasn’t all about armies fighting and magic swords and quests. How strange. How wondrous strange.

Though I wasn’t reading a book a day anymore, I still read constantly. It was a rare semester where I wasn’t taking at least one class where the focus wasn’t on reading something, something. (Novels. Plays. Poetry. Philosophical and religious texts.) Afterward, I would discuss what I’d read with professors, classmates, and friends. This went on for about ten years. It was an amazing educational experience and one of the happiest times in my life.

Then I made a terrible mistake: I graduated and went to get my master’s in English literature. In graduate school, the focus shifted: We discussed books before reading them. Or instead of reading them.

It took me a disturbingly long time to realize why I was so bothered, so unhappy and unsatisfied. But eventually, it dawned on me. The structure of these classes, the nature of the essays and introductions I was being forced to read, they made one thing abundantly clear: What other people think and feel about a book is more important than what you think and feel.

Personally, I don’t think this is true.

Part of this is probably just that I’m cussed and contrary. We love best what we love first, and I grew up reading books myself and thinking my own thoughts. Later in college, I learned the joy of reading, thinking, then sharing and discussing those thoughts. But you’ll note the order of those: You read and think your own thoughts first… .

I’ve read far too many introductions that forget they’re only here to introduce. Do I want you to read this book you’re holding in your hands? Of course. It’s the same way I might want you to meet someone I dearly love. Someone interesting and funny. Someone that I think you might be great friends with. Hence the introduction. Reader? Meet book. Book? Reader.

But in my experience, an introduction rarely stops at that point. More often you get someone desperate to make sure you read the book in the proper way. Which is to say, the way they read it. And before you know it, you’re ­knee-­deep in their hot take about how obviously the whole thing is an attempt to recontextualize Heidegger’s phenomenology through a Marxist lens or something like that.

Personally, I find this as appealing as the thought of someone chewing up my lunch for me before I eat it.

But it’s more than that. It’s worse than that.

A book by itself is nothing. It’s lifeless clay. I once heard someone say a book is like lightning in a bottle, and it needs a reader to work the stopper loose. And while that’s an evocative image, it’s dead wrong. It implies that whatever magic stories have lives entirely inside the book. But that’s simply untrue.

You see, a book isn’t a packet of ramen.

God. I hope they don’t put that on the cover. I sound crazy here. But stick with me. I’m trying to say something I’ve never really taken the time to articulate before.

A book isn’t like ramen. Or a packet of hot chocolate. You interact with those, but they’re still separate from you. External. Independent. Anyone could pour the water and get the same thing.

Books are different: A book is a kiss. A book is a dance.

A story might come from a book, but the story doesn’t live there. The story lives in you. And that version of the story is different than any other version in the world because of what you bring. Because of what you think and feel. That’s unique. It’s rare and wonderful.

So there. Books aren’t ramen. You heard it here first. They’re dances. Or rather, you dance with the book. The two of you work in concert, and the story is the dance. It’s unique because you’re not just adding water, you’re adding yourself.

This is probably true for all types of art, but I think it’s particularly true of books. What’s more, books vary in how wild the shared experience can be. Some books are constantly surprising you with new steps they show you when you come back to dance. Some books help us surprise ourselves.

So. Reader? Meet book. Book? Reader.

As much as I might want to stick around and make sure you two hit it off, I should go. Sure, I have plenty of thoughts and feelings about the story you’re holding here. I’ll talk all day about how much I love the language. The arc of story. Schmendrick the Magician. Molly ­Grue …

But if you want my hot take on Haggard and the Red Bull, you can read it on my blog. It doesn’t belong here. You have dancing to do.

Patrick Rothfuss
February 2022
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