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Praise for Ellen Kushner

‘Elegant and beautiful . . . a magical tour de force shot through with strange melodies. I loved it’

Neil Gaiman

‘A perfectly splendid story, splendidly told with great style and originality’

Anne McCaffrey

‘Thomas the Rhymer is as warm and earthy as Swordspoint was witty and cool; both are novels I can unequivocally recommend’

Charles de Lint

‘Lyrically written and humanly moving. Ellen Kushner’s treatment of the True Thomas legend is worthy to rank with those of Kipling and Cabell’

Poul Anderson

‘Kushner’s prose is dazzling . . . this is a book that other faerie stories must be measured against’

Holly Black

‘Few books are this good! If you read fantasy at all, don’t miss this one’

Locus

‘Splendid . . . touching and tender’

Interzone
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Introduction

Thomas the Rhymer was a real person: a prophet, poet and small border laird in 13th century Scotland. Very little is known about the events of his life, not even the precise dates of his birth or death, but there are documents, deeds signed by him and his son, which identify him as “Thomas Rymour de Erceldoune.” Erceldoune, where he lived, is today the village of Earlston, where remnants of “the Rhymer’s Tower” still stand, and there is a gravestone embedded in the walls of the church that declares “Auld Rymr Race Lyes in this Place.” By tradition, his family name was Lear-month or Lermont; the Russian writer Mikhail Lermontov was a descendent of a member of this same Scottish family.

Thomas of Erceldoune is usually identified as the author of the metrical romance, Sir Tristem, and a great many prophecies have been connected with his name, some regarding historical events, like the death of Alexander III or the Battle of Bannockburn, others survive to this day as bits of local folklore, such as this one about two large stones in the Firth of Tay:


“When the Yowes o’ Gowrie come to land,

The Day o’ Judgement’s near at hand.”



Prophecy has a long, rich tradition in Scotland, connected with the Second Sight – a gift that’s usually a birthright. But the man who came to be known as True Thomas was not born with it, but received his gift from the Queen of Elfland, who took him as her lover after he kissed her under the Eildon Tree (a spot now marked by the Eildon Stone), and kept him in her magical realm beneath the earth, sending him back after seven human years had passed with a double-edged sword of a parting favour: a tongue that could not lie.

The story of his romance with the fairy queen may have been in circulation as early as the end of the 13th century, when he was still alive. After his death, Thomas the Rhymer became even more important as a figure in Scottish legend. He was remembered as that rarest of beings, a mortal who had sojourned in Faerie and returned to tell the tale, and his story became conflated with the Matter of Britain. Many places have tales of sleeping warriors beneath the hills, who will wake to save the country in its hour of greatest danger, but in several places in Scotland – Eildon, Tomnahurich, Dumbuck – the leader of those sleeping knights is not Arthur, but Thomas.

How could any fantasy writer fail to be captivated by this story?

Ellen Kushner calls True Thomas “the King Arthur of writers.” When I first met her, in Manhattan, in December 1979, she was working as assistant editor to David Hartwell, who had just bought my first novel. We hit it off immediately. Because I was a visitor, Ellen took me to the bar at the famous Algonquin Hotel, home to an earlier generation of writers known as the Algonquin Round Table. There we talked and talked about the writers and the books and the music and the stories that had formed us, discovering we knew and loved so many of the same things. I don’t remember how we got on to the subject, but it was inevitable, because we both felt passionately that Thomas the Rhymer was one of the most interesting characters of all time.

We agreed that his story – which she had first encountered in her teens, as one of the Child Ballads, whereas I had come across a retelling more recently while researching the subject of visits to and from Fairyland - would make a great novel. How was it possible that no one had written it yet? Could we really be the first fantasy readers to think of it? Lots of people would adore such a novel. Someone ought to write it.

Ellen then made a dramatic announcement – I can’t remember if she also swore a mighty oath - “I will write it,” she said. “Unless somebody beats me to it.”

Seven years went by – more or less the same time Thomas the Rhymer spent in Elfland – as Ellen wrote her first novel (Swordspoint, published in 1987). Apart from the historical novelist Nigel Tranter (his deliberately non-fantastic True Thomas was published in 1981) no one else seemed to recognize the fictional potential stored up in the old ballad. In 1986, Terri Windling told Ellen she was planning to edit a series of fantasy novels based on traditional ballads, and she realized there was no time to delay, unless she was going to let someone else beat her to it. Under a deadline – which focuses the mind wonderfully – she remembered she had written a play in college called “The Homecoming of Thomas the Rhymer,” which gave her the other three most important characters in the book, and an idea for its structure.

In the end, Terri’s fantasy ballad series did not happen, but Ellen wrote her book and sold it anyway. Thomas the Rhymer was first published in 1990, and won The World Fantasy Award and the Mythopoeic Fantasy Award, as well as a permanent place in the hearts of all who have read it. I am doubly honoured: not only was I the first to hear that it would be written, but now I have the chance to introduce it to a new generation of readers. Lucky readers!

Lisa Tuttle
Torinturk, Scotland
January 2015



Part I

GAVIN




Jack Orion was as good a fiddler

As ever fiddled on a string

He could make young women mad

With the tunes his fiddle could sing:

He could fiddle salt from the salt water

Or marble from a marble stone

Or the milk out of a maiden’s breast

Though babies she’d got none.

—TRAD. AND A. L. LLOYD

(from Child ballad no. 67, “Glasgerion”)
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