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One Book in Action 
 

The Lost Years of Merlin by T. A. Barron 
 

Choosing a single title of fantasy for emphasis is one way of inviting 
children to sample the genre, particularly kids who might not have tried it 
before. Although many readers have become avid fantasy fans through the Harry 
Potter phenomenon, there are still children who may find the faraway settings 
strange and the length and vocabulary of fantasy novels challenging. Thus, it can 
be helpful to guide children’s experiences with fantasy literature in purposeful 
and creative ways. For this chapter, we will center on T. A. Barron’s fantasy 
novel, The Lost Years of Merlin (Penguin, 2007), the story of the famous wizard 
Merlin’s childhood years.  

In this story, we meet Merlin as a young boy, abandoned and unable to 
remember anything about his past. He is washed ashore on a beach in Wales and 
learns ancient ways from a distant woman who claims to be his mother.  But his 
quest for his true identity leads him on a journey alone to the enchanted land of 
Fincayra, caught between earth and sky, where he meets mystical creatures both 
good and evil, and contends with his nemesis, the warlord Rhita Gawr. 
Gradually, he comes to understand how his fate is intertwined with that of 
Fincayra’s and begins to see his own destiny take shape. In the tradition of King 
Arthur lore, Barron’s novel weaves together classic elements of magic, quest 
tales, Celtic folklore, Druid beliefs, and sheer adventure to create a timeless story 
about a young person—who happens to be a wizard-- looking for his place in the 
world. 

Voted an ALA Best Book for Young Adults and recognized as a finalist for 
the Colorado Blue Spruce Young Adult Book Award, Georgia Children's Book 
Award, Virginia Reader's Choice Award, Pennsylvania Young Reader's Choice 
Award, and Massachusetts Children's Book Award, The Lost Years of Merlin, has 
enormous kid appeal with its central character of the reluctant boy wizard. 
However, rather than a wizard like Harry Potter, the English school boy, the 
Merlin story is set in a mystical past and weaves together elements from 
Arthurian lore that give the book a unique flavor.  
 
The Lost Years of Merlin Series 
 

Children who enjoy the story may want to continue reading additional 
books by T. A. Barron in the continuing saga that has sold over a million copies. 
They are, in order: 

 
The Seven Songs of Merlin (Penguin, 2000) 
The Fires of Merlin (Penguin, 2000) 
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The Mirror of Merlin (Penguin, 2001) 
The Wings of Merlin (Penguin, 2002) 

 
Each of the first four books in the five book “Lost Years of Merlin” series is also 
available in audiobook format (from Random House Audio), a good alternative 
for children who may find the length of the books intimidating, but still enjoy 
listening to the fantasy stories. In addition, there are plans for developing The 
Lost Years of Merlin into a feature-length film.  
 
Merlin in the Movies 
 

In fact, in recent years, with the popularity of “The Lord of the Rings” 
movies, many fantasy novels for young people have been adapted into very 
successful films and television series. Seek performance rights and plan a “book 
and movie night” to showcase Barron’s “Merlin” books. Some possibilities 
include the following Merlin-related movies available on DVD: 

 
Excalibur (Warner, 1981) 
Merlin (Lion’s Gate, 1998) 
Merlin: The Return (Allumination, 1999) 
The 10th Kingdom (Lion’s Gate, 2000) 
The Mists of Avalon (Turner Home Entertainment, 2001) 
Merlin’s Apprentice (Hallmark Entertainment, 2006) 

 
Merlin Read-Alikes 
 

Other authors have also created fantasy fiction focused on the King 
Arthur and Merlin legends. Major Merlin fans may want to explore some of these 
novels: 

 
The Merlin Conspiracy by Diana Wynne Jones (HarperTrophy, 2004) 
The Once and Future King by T. H. White (Penguin, 1958) 
The Young Merlin Trilogy: Passager, Hobby, and Merlin by Jane Yolen 
(Harcourt, 2004)  
 
Or for a more visual treatment, they can consult the beautifully illustrated 

picture book, Merlin and the Making of the King by Margaret Hodges (Holiday 
House, 2004) with art by Trina Schart Hyman in the style of a medieval 
illuminated manuscript. 
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Magical Series 
 

For more wizards, heroes, and magic stories, there are several popular 
series to recommend, including:  

 
The Bartimaeus Trilogy by Jonathan Stroud 
The Septimus Heap series by Angie Sage 
The Artemis Fowl series by Eoin Colfer 
The Chronicles of Prydain by Lloyd Alexander 
The Percy Jackson and the Olympians books by Rick Riordan  
The Chrestomanci series by Diana Wynne Jones 
and of course, the Harry Potter books 

 
Wizard Manuals 
 

Finally, for the truly adventurous, look for wizard “manuals” such as 
Wizards: The Quest for the Wizard from Merlin to Harry Potter by John Matthews 
(Barron’s, 2003) or Wizardology: The Book of the Secrets of Merlin by Dugald Steer 
(Candlewick, 2005). Consider creating a “Camelot” environment similar to the 
Harry Potter “world” that Elizabeth Murphy describes in “Librarians in Action.” 
Or checkout fan Web sites for Barron’s Merlin books created by children 
(http://www.gtoa.net/) as an example of what kid readers might try 
themselves.  

 
By Sylvia Vardell 

 
 

http://www.gtoa.net/

