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Source 1b
Jones, Howard Andrew. “Swords of The Old Ones: Historical Swashbucklers
From The Pulps.” Sword and Sorcery, 2009, http://www.swordandsorcery.
org/pulp-historicals.asp/.
The pulp era began around the turn of the 20th century, in the days before radio and television.
Magazines on all sorts of diverting topics were found on the newstands, printed on cheap, pulpy
paper, hence the term “pulps.” There was something aimed at almost every reader, rather like all the
television shows on cable channels today. And like television today, most of it was bad. That’s why
“pulp fiction” has certain connotations-—cheap, sensationalist, over-the-top. As with most things,
though, there was some good in there along with the bad. Many famous writers got their starts in the
pulps, or were printed in the pulps.
Most pulp historical fiction writers were crafting tales of action and adventure, and many tried their
hands at serial characters. After all, if you sold one story about a hero, the magazine might buy more
about the same fellow--and every writer wants to up his or her chance of a sale.
This pulp historical fiction of the early twentieth century (circa 1915-1940) has almost all of the same
elements as sword and sorcery. In place of the imaginary land is a distant era that, in the hands of the
better writers, sparkles with more power than many an invented setting. There are heroes who must
live by their wit and weapon skills in deadly borderlands, beset by schemers and intriguers. There is
treasure to be found, and ancient secrets, and lovely women: some are keen-eyed adventurers on
whom you should not turn your back, and others are damsels in need of rescue. There are loyal
comrades, implacable foes, powerful but foolish kings, secret societies, fabulous kingdoms, and those
who pass themselves off as wizards and miracle workers. In short, if you read the sword and sorcery
writers and the pulp historical fiction writers, the lineage is obvious-- their stories are fashioned with
the same spirit, from love of the same plot elements.

Source 2b
Jones, Howard Andrew. “Defining Sword and Sorcery.” Sword and Sorcery,
2009, http://www.swordandsorcery.org/defining-swordand-sorcery.asp/.
Those who have only a passing familiarity with fantasy fiction are apt to use the terms “fantasy” and
“sword and sorcery” as though they are interchangeable. While sword and sorcery is certainly a type
of fantasy fiction (as a sports car is a type of automobile), the label sword and sorcery was proposed
by Fritz Leiber to distinguish the genre from other fantasy.
Karl Edward Wagner, creator of the sword and sorcery hero Kane and renowned speculative fiction
editor, preferred the term epic fantasy, describing it as
“a fascinating synthesis of horror, adventure, and imagination. . . the common motif is a
universe in which magic works and an individual may kill according to his personal code.
When the universe is effectively envisioned and the characters are convincingly realized, epic
fantasy [sword and sorcery] can command the reader’s attention on multiple levels of
enjoyment. When the universe is a cardboard stage set and the characters comic book
stereotypes, the result is cliché ridden melodrama.”
Lin Carter, likewise a renowned fantasy editor and a speculative fiction author, wrote the following in
his introduction to the anthology Flashing Swords #12:
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We call a story sword and sorcery when it is an action tale, derived from the traditions of the
pulp magazine adventure story, set in a land, age, or world of the author’s invention--a milieu
in which magic actually works and the gods are real--a story, moreover, which pits a stalwart
warrior in direct conflict with the forces of supernatural evil.
Carter simplifies here: he knew full well that gods weren’t necessarily real in all sword and sorcery-certainly Crom never descended from upon high to aid Conan, who frequently swore by him. Dark
gods and evil entities are common, however. Sorcerers conjure many a fiendish creature to confront
sword and sorcery heroes. This is true to one of the genre’s underlying themes-- protagonists must
overcome challenges with their own strengths, not through the intercession of higher powers. They
must rely upon themselves and their close allies, not on deities, governments, or laws. In the strange
lands and situations in which they find themselves, they themselves must impose order, sense, or
justice through their own actions. Rarely is the cavalry waiting on the sidelines.
Scholar John Flynn has additional, worthwhile observations about the field that can add further
clarification to this discussion.
. . . Sword-and-Sorcery focuses on the darker, more sinister and often brutal nature of that
struggle [with supernatural forces]. The emphasis is almost always on the might of the sword
as contrasted with the power of magic. The protagonist is frequently strong, clever and
resourceful, but he (or she) can also be savage, barbaric and brutally ambitious to the point
where he often negates his ‘goodness.’ His heroic challenges repeatedly find him in lost
worlds (nearly always tribal or feudal) where the laws of science and reason have been
replaced by mysticism and the occult. While he doesn’t necessarily deserve to triumph over
these forces, the hero’s physical courage and tenacity nonetheless make the victory possible.
In sword and sorcery, the supernatural is usually depicted as dark and malignant-- magic users are
rarely working in the interest of sword and sorcery’s heroes. Magic is not the happy, easy thing it often
is in fairy tales or in the stories of Harry Potter: it is most often practiced with great effort, using
lengthy, sinister rituals.
The protagonists of sword and sorcery are most often common folk or barbarians struggling not for
the world’s sake, but for their own gain, even their own survival. Its heroes are “blue-collar,” rebels
against authority and the status quo, skeptical of civilization and its rulers and adherents. While the
strengths and skills of sword and sorcery heroes are romanticized, it is a different sort of romance
from that which casts lovely princesses, dashing nobles, and prophesied saviors as the leads in other
types of fantasy. Sword and sorcery heroes face more immediate problems than those of questing
kings. They are the lone gunslingers of westerns, or the wandering samurai of Japanese tradition,
adventuring through the countryside to right wrongs, or simply to live another day.
Unknown or hazardous lands are an essential ingredient to the genre, and if they should chance upon
inhabited lands sword and sorcery protagonists are often strangers to either the culture which they
encounter, or strangers to civilization itself.
L. Sprague de Camp wrote extensively about sword and sorcery. He preferred “heroic fantasy” to
Leiber’s label (although, aptly enough, the following quote originates from an anthology titled Swords
and Sorcery). His description captures much of the genre’s flavor when he writes that sword and
sorcery
. . . is the name of a class of stories laid, not in the world as it is or was or will be, but as it
ought to have been to make a good story. The tales collected under this name are adventurefantasies, laid in imaginary prehistoric or medieval worlds, when (it’s fun to imagine) all men
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were mighty, all women were beautiful, all problems were simple, and all life was adventurous.
In such a world, gleaming cities raise their shining spires against the stars; sorcerers cast
sinister spells from subterranean lairs; baleful spirits stalk thickets; and the fate of kingdoms is
balanced on the bloody blades of broadswords brandished by heroes of preternatural might
and valor.

Source 3b
Martin, Phillip. A Guide to Fantasy Literature: Thoughts on Stories of
Wonder and Enchantment. Crickhollow, 2009.
Adventure-fantasy yarns share a common goal: to satisfy the desires of their characters for
interesting escapades. The adventures come straight from our own wishful imaginations: to wield
mighty swords, seek out buxom maidens, and exchange barbs with other barrel-chested barbarians
[...]
These stories seldom offer the culminating quest or defining moment found in Tolkien or other
high fantasists. Instead, the escapades often end with a return home-- with the suggestion that the
characters will venture out again soon. These stories lend themselves to open-ended series, like the
numerous novels of Conan the Barbarian [...]
The foe in the adventure fantasy is not grand Evil personified, but a cousin that operates on a
smaller scale: Chaos. In adventure fantasy, the forces of evil (or uncertainty) are everywhere in neverending supply: dragons, sorcerers, scheming barbarians, stalking Heffalumps. Unlike big Evil, which
can be defeated once and for all, chaos is fluid and constant. As one gnarly barbarian thug is
defeated, another is lurking just beyond the horizon,
46
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ready for a sequel. [...]
Accordingly, throughout the fantasy adventure tale runs a distinct thread: a moral code.
Adventure fantasy glorifies the cult of the good knight, gallivanting about to save those in distress,
freeing all from the cruel yoke of monster, dragon, or pirate. Conan’s code, while not particularly highminded, at least had its principles: stubbornness and brute strength will prevail. [...]
Adventure fantasy is marked by this essential attitude, needed to deal with the forces of chaos:
a knight-like commitment to always do the right thing, to bounce from one challenge to the next, to
fight the good fight.
47
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Source 4b
“Fantasy.” The Encyclopedia of Fantasy. Ed. John Clute and John Grant, St.
Martin’s Griffin, 1997.
A fantasy text is a self-coherent narrative. When set in this world, it tells a story which is
impossible in the world as we perceive it; when set in an otherworld, that otherworld will be
impossible, though stories set there may be possible in its terms.
Some of the terms used here warrant explanation.
Text Any format in which a fantasy story can be told [...]
Story Much that is said about “self-coherence” could be said here as well, because a Story is
by definition a self-coherent narrative. Stories are traditionally transparent: they do not conceal the
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fact that something is being told, and then something else, and then we reach the end. This
transparency of Story, which is typical of fantasy, creates what Brian Wicker describes in the title of
his A Story-Shaped World (1975): “We may say that the characters in fairytales [to which it is possible
to add characters in Fantasy] are ‘good to think with’ . . . [and that] the job of the fairytale is to show
that Why? questions cannot be answered except in one way: by telling stories. The story does not
contain the answer, it is the answer.”
Fantasy is a way to tell stories about the fantastic.
Perceive as impossible Before the beginning of the scientific revolution in Western Europe in
the 16th century, most Western literature contained huge amounts of material 20th-century readers
would think of as fantastical. It is, however, no simple matter to determine the degree to which various
early writers distinguished, before the rise of science, between what we would call fantastical and
what we would call realistic. Nor is it possible with any certainty to determine how much various early
writers perceived stories which adhered to possible events and stories which did not as being
different. There is no easy division between realism and the fantastical in writers before 1600 or so,
and no genre of written literature, before about the early 19th century, seems to have been constituted
so as deliberately to confront or contradict the “real”. Though fantasy certainly existed for many
centuries before, whenever stories were told which were understood by their authors (and readers) as
being impossible, it is quite something else to suggest that the perceived impossibility of these stories
was their point – that they stood as a counter-statement to a dominant worldview. [...]
Otherworld In “The Fantastic Imagination”-- in A Dish of Orts (coll 1893)-- George MacDonald
comes close to creating a full definition of the Otherworld or Secondary World: “The natural world has
its laws, [which] themselves may suggest laws of other kinds, and man may, if he pleases, invent a
little world of his own, with its own laws.” In “Boiling Roses: Thoughts on Science Fantasy” – in
Intersections: Fantasy and Science Fiction (anth 1987) ed George E Slusser and Eric S Rabkin –
Robert Scholes (1929-2016) suggests that Macdonald’s “invented world, with laws of other kinds” is
the “key” to modern fantasy. If it is not the key, it certainly points towards the natural venue for the
self-coherent impossible tale; i.e., an internally coherent impossible world in which that tale is
possible.
338
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Source 5b
“Magic.” The Encyclopedia of Fantasy. Ed. John Clute and John Grant, St.
Martin’s Griffin, 1997.
Although notions of magic differ slightly from writer to writer, there is a remarkable consensus
among fantasy writers, especially writers of Genre Fantasy: magic, when present, can do almost
anything, but obeys certain rules according to its nature. Generally ideas as to its nature are left
undefined. [...]
The primary assumption is that magic is possible in the world of the fantasy, and the exact
nature of this ambient magic strongly influences the narrative. [...]
Then, too, magic can be seen as a sequence that runs through white magic, green magic,
grey magic, black magic. Here the magic, however present, is seen as a neutral force used for
differing ends, from extremely good to very evil, with green magic as a benevolent ecological activity.
This same line can be viewed from another angle so that, starting again from the idea that magic is
neutral, one has high ritual of a benevolent kind at one end, moves on to low or domestic magics in
the centre, and thence arrives at dubious witchcraft and finally Black Masses.
615
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Source 6b
Mendlesohn, Farah and Edward James. A Short History of Fantasy. Libri, 2012
The first name in sword-and-sorcery is Robert E. Howard. He began writing for Weird Tales in
1925 when he was nineteen and published most of his stories featuring King Kull and Conan the
Barbarian, in that magazine, up to his suicide at the age of thirty. Howard’s reputation has been badly
damaged by the posthumous editing and rewriting of his work by L. Sprague de Camp and Lin Carter
starting in the late 1960s, and more recently by the movie starring Arnold Schwarzenegger (1981).
The version of Conan handed down to us is of a not terribly bright, muscle-bound, over-sexed
adolescent fantasy hero. The original stories are quite different: John Clute has written that “In REH’s
hands... the barbarian’s shrugging contempt for effete civilisation is married to a wintry fatalism clearly
reminiscent of the doom-laden worldview expressed by heroes of Nordic saga.”
Robert E. Howard’s Conan set the model for a new kind of hero, but also for a new kind of
tale, one frequently episodic and set beyond the fey civilization that the late-nineteenth-century British
fantasy writers had constructed. It is not stretching a point to argue that Howard (along with authors
we have not discussed because their work is not strictly fantasy, such as Edgar Rice Burroughs),
constructed both an “American” hero, and a frontier landscape in the historical settings they chose.
Almost all sword-and-sorcery tales take place in worlds reminiscent of the Roman, Greek or early
medieval worlds. There are decadent empires and violent barbarians, and conflict is often over
conflicting ideas of morality and honour. The stories are told in a context in which gods, demons, and
the supernatural are an ever-present and assumed reality. Unlike the quest fantasies to which they
are sometimes
36
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------seem allied, they are almost always episodic. Frequently, the hero breaks up other people’s grand
narratives
37
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Source 7b
McCullough V ,Joseph A. “The Demarcation of Sword and Sorcery.” Sword and
Sorcery, 2009, http://www.swordandsorcery.org/demarcation-ofsword-and-sorcery.asp/
The term “Sword and Sorcery” first entered into popular language with the release of the 1982 film,
Conan the Barbarian. Since then, the term has been sporadically and haphazardly applied to any
story that happened to have both sword fighting and magic involved. In the last few years, sword and
sorcery has even cropped up in a few reviews of The Lord of the Rings, but unfortunately this is one
of the works that the term was invented to exclude. Despite this repeated misuse by people who do
not know any better, and occasional misuse by people who should, a significant distinction can be
made between Heroic Fantasy (the term that should be used by those who wish to group Conan and
The Lord of the Rings together) and sword and sorcery. To prove and define this distinction, it is
necessary to take a look at the origin of both terms and to establish the definitive works that fall into
each category.
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The origins can be traced to the middle of the twentieth century, when Lin Carter and L. Sprague de
Camp became the first authors to attempt book-length discussions of the new popular fiction genre
called “fantasy,” and they are owed a great deal of credit for being the first to try to define, explain,
and codify this new type of writing. As part of their explorations they coined a new term, Heroic
Fantasy, to discuss a specific group of fantasy stories. Later, John Flynn defined heroic fantasy thus:
The term heroic fantasy . . . refers to a sub-genre of fantastic literature which chronicles the
tales of heroes and their conquests in imaginary lands. Heroic fantasy emphasizes the conflict
between good and evil, and often casts a reluctant protagonist (human or hobbit) in the role of
champion. Though he may not always be saintly, the hero’s strength, wit, and resourcefulness
help him triumph over evil forces. The background for that struggle is almost always an exotic
one [. . .]the settings are sometimes as important as their mythopoetic narratives. Often
confused with sword and sorcery, weird fantasy, science fiction or historical romance, heroic
fantasy is as old as the first stories told (and written down) about heroes and their legendary
deeds.
Carter and de Camp were less focused on establishing an exactly worded definition for the genre than
they were interested in bringing together the authors who defined heroic fantasy through their works.
They mention briefly the historical works that could qualify as heroic fantasy; the works of Homer, the
Epic of Gilgamesh, Beowulf, and the Icelandic Sagas, but they concentrate on the works of the
twentieth century. From a large number of contributors, Carter and de Camp, along with later critics,
have established the works of two men as being truly representative of heroic fantasy.
The first is Robert Ervin Howard. Born in Texas in 1906, Howard became one of the most popular
authors writing for the much-maligned pulp magazines. These magazines, which achieved massive
popularity between the two world wars, focused on quick, action-oriented stories. Although Howard
wrote for a variety of pulps, including western and boxing pulps, he is best remembered for his
fantasy, nearly all of which first appeared in the pulp magazine Weird Tales. His creations include the
dour puritan wanderer, Solomon Kane; Bran Mak Morn, the last King of the Picts; and most famous of
all, Conan the barbarian.
In the introduction to Dark Valley Destiny, a biography of Howard written by L. Sprague de Camp,
Catherine Cook de Camp, and Jane Whittington, Catherine states “We know even less about the boy
who grew up to create, almost single-handedly the subgenre of American fiction that is now called
‘Heroic Fantasy’”. This is perhaps an overstatement, but it does emphasize the importance that many
people place on Howard’s writing when discussing the subgenre. L. Sprague de Camp said, “Next to
J. R. R. Tolkien, the most widely-read and influential author of heroic fantasy is Robert E. Howard
creator of Conan”.
J. R. R. Tolkien is the second (at least chronologically) of the definitive writers of heroic fantasy.
Sometimes called “The father of modern fantasy,” no discussion of heroic fantasy can go far without
mentioning Tolkien or his massively influential work, The Lord of the Rings. Establishing these two
authors as definitive of the genre will become crucial in the later discussions of the differences
between heroic fantasy and sword and sorcery.
Despite the debt owed them for their work promoting the genre, Carter and de Camp have also
managed to create quite a bit of confusion. Partly this is due to their occasionally suspect research,
mostly by de Camp, but also because both men had the tendency to use the terms “heroic fantasy”
and “sword and sorcery” interchangeably. Even in the face of large quantities of evidence to the
contrary, which will be examined in a moment, this mistaken use of terminology still appears in writing
today […]
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Despite creating the term to fit his own writing, Fritz Leiber certainly thought other writing fell within the
confines of sword and sorcery. In fact, at one point, Leiber would go so far as to declare, “The best
pulp Sword and Sorcery writer was Robert E. Howard”. At first glance, this statement would seem to
undermine the entire argument for the distinction between the genres, for how different can they be if
the works of one author are definitive to both? To this there are two answers. The first is that heroic
fantasy is a much broader term that includes sword and sorcery. Thus while J. R. R. Tolkien defines
one end of heroic fantasy, Robert E. Howard defines the other. The two exist on the same genre
spectrum, as it were, but still remain far removed from one another and distinct. Somewhere in the
middle of the spectrum where heroic fantasy and sword and sorcery meet, the two subgenres get
hopelessly muddled to the point that a specific work cannot be clearly identified, but this is a problem
with any attempt at defining genre and does not invalidate of the value of the definition. Perhaps the
best evidence for the distinction can be found when it is noted “J. R. R. Tolkien once remarked that he
enjoyed Howard’s Conan stories despite the fact that they differed greatly in theme and temperament
from his own writings.” Thus we come full circle: Leiber pairs himself with Howard and distances
himself from Tolkien. Tolkien returns the favor by distancing himself from Howard, and yet they are all
definitely heroic fantasy as defined by Carter and de Camp.
Now to return to the question of Howard’s being a definitive writer in both genres, there is a second
and probably more important argument to be made. Although best known for creating Conan the
Barbarian, Howard is well known in fantasy circles for creating four major fantasy character cycles of
which Conan was the last. Many critics, when talking about sword and sorcery, have pinned the birth
of the genre down to a specific Howard story, “The Shadow Kingdom”. This story, published in Weird
Tales in 1929, thus becomes critical, not just for what it includes, but also for the stories that preceded
it and have been excluded from the definition of sword and sorcery. “The Shadow Kingdom” is the first
of a group of stories about King Kull, but before this story saw print, Robert E. Howard had already
written and completed two story cycles about the characters Solomon Kane and Bran Mak Morn.
These two characters are a part of the heroic fantasy tradition as codified by Carter and de Camp, but
have been left out of the more exclusive camp of sword and sorcery. This distinction that exists within
Robert E. Howard’s own writing becomes of tremendous importance when trying to ascertain the
differences between the two genres.
So, although it is clear that many of the critics and most of the authors agree that there is a distinction
between heroic fantasy and the more exclusive sword and sorcery, it still remains to be shown where
this distinction lies. This distinction can be made clear by a careful comparison of the definitive works
of the two genres with Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and Howard’s Solomon Kane and Bran Mak
Morn representing heroic fantasy, and Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser and Howard’s Kull and
Conan representing sword and sorcery. This comparison reveals glaring differences in two key areas:
character and scope.
The characters of heroic fantasy take full advantage of the ambiguity of the word “hero” and can vary
as greatly as Sir Galahad does from Mordred. It is partially this ambiguity that allows sword and
sorcery to exist within the scope of heroic fantasy, despite the fact that its characters universally share
three traits that separate them from the majority of the great fantasy heroes. They are all selfmotivated, outsiders, of heroic stature.
To start with the last first, because it is the most obvious and the least revealing of the nature of sword
and sorcery, it is readily apparent that all the heroes are men of action. (Until recently there were few
heroic women, but this is a trait of all heroic fantasy, and thus beyond the scope of this essay). Of the
four characters cited to represent sword and sorcery, three, Conan, Kull, and Fafhrd, are muscular
barbarians whose strength dwarfs the normal men with whom they come in contact. The fourth, the
Grey Mouser, is small in stature, but an expert swordsman and deadly quick. Contrast this with two of
the protagonists of The Lord of the Rings, Frodo Baggins and Sam Gamgee. Frodo and Sam, being
members of a small humanoid race called hobbits, are both physically weak and, at least at the
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beginning of the book, have never held a weapon in anger. The Lord of the Rings is also peopled with
great warriors, but the fact that it can have hobbits as heroes clearly demonstrates a fundamental
difference in the thinking behind the two genres.
The second distinction is found in the concept of the outsider. As mentioned before, three of the
representatives of sword and sorcery are barbarians, which by definition places them outside of
society. The Grey Mouser, though not a barbarian, was also raised in an isolated environment.
Perhaps the most interesting outsider of this group and one who deserves extra attention is Kull, or,
as he is sometimes called, King Kull. Kull was born on Atlantis, mythically the greatest civilization the
world has ever known. But instead of being part of that society, Kull was abandoned as a child and, in
the great heroic tradition, raised by wolves. Thus through Kull, Howard created the greatest distance
between his character and human society that could be conceived of in the world in which Kull
operated. This idea of the outsider allowed Howard to write about society through the eyes of an
unbiased character. It might seem curious and contradictory then that Kull goes on to seize the crown
of Valusia, the greatest empire in the world (Atlantis had by this time fallen into the sea). In actuality,
this just gave Kull/Howard a better view to explore society through the outsider. In only one of the Kull
stories does the idea of society versus the outsider play a major role. In, “By this Axe, I Rule!” King
Kull is torn between doing what his conscience tells him is right and what the ancient laws of his
empire demand. At the end of the story, Kull takes his axe and smashes the stone tablets that contain
the ancient laws of the empire, thus rather graphically reasserting his outsider values over the laws of
society.
In contrast to these outsiders, many of the characters of heroic fantasy are enmeshed within their
societies. The hobbits Frodo and Sam are wonderful examples of the simple hobbit life, which mostly
involves gardening, eating, and playing. In fact, when the gathering of heroes known as “The
Fellowship of the Ring” is formed in The Lord of the Rings, several of the members are part of the
group specifically because they are representative of the society from which they come. One of these
heroes, Aragorn, stands as a great contrast to Kull. When Aragorn is first met, he is introduced as a
ranger, a kind of wild woodsman, seemingly an outsider much like the sword and sorcery barbarians.
But as the story later reveals, Aragorn is actually the true king of Gondor, the greatest nation of men.
So, although Aragorn begins the tale an outsider, by the end of the book, he has fully embraced
society. Another example of a different way in which the outsider/insider argument can play out in this
context is by examining Robert E. Howard’s first heroic fantasy character, Solomon Kane. Kane is a
puritan in Elizabethan times who wanders Europe and Africa fighting evil. Although he is an outsider
in the specific setting of most of his stories, he is not an outsider to most of his readership, who come
from the same Judeo-Christian philosophy and western culture that he does. So the concept of the
outsider is critical to sword and sorcery in that the protagonist isn’t bound by the same social
conventions or morals that the readership is used to from their own societies.
This concept helps to provide an explanation of the third and perhaps most important trait that
separates the protagonists of sword and sorcery from the rest of their heroic fiction cousins. Unbound
by any societal sense of right and wrong (at least as most would recognize it) these men are free to
chart their own destiny, and their motivations and actions are purely self-defined. Thus when Leiber
writes about his heroes, he says, “they drink, they feast, they wench, they brawl, they steal, they
gamble, and surely they hire out their swords to powers that are only a shade better, if that, than the
villains.” In short, Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser are motivated by their lust for life and lust for
adventure. Conan, the giant who casts his shadow over all the other characters of sword and sorcery,
puts it thus: “Let me live deep while I live; let me know the rich juices of red meat and the sting of wine
on my palate, the hot embrace of white arms, and the mad exultation of battle when the blue blades
flame crimson, and I am content.” This has prompted some critics to say that the protagonists of
sword and sorcery are in fact “anti-heroes,” which if the term is just taken to mean “a self-motivated
protagonist” is probably true. However, to be self-motivated does not necessarily mean to be driven
by the baser instincts. In fact the last of the definitive sword and sorcery heroes, Kull, rarely seems to
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take much pleasure in any of the pleasures of the flesh. Instead, as strange as it may seem, the
barbarian king is continually searching for meaning to the universe. Though he may be a king, his
stories almost never involve his people: only in the above-mentioned “By this Axe, I Rule” does he
take any notice of those he rules; instead, he wanders on his own existentialist journey. Kull is as
completely self-motivated as the others, just not in such a blatant, anti-social way.
The contrast then, between these heroes and many who populate heroic fantasy is readily evident.
The Lord of the Rings is filled with reluctant adventurers. Frodo by virtue of being a more or less
average hobbit is almost the antitheses of a sword and sorcery hero. He loves the simple things and
would prefer to live his life in peace. But destiny conspires to deny him this option and literally puts the
fate of the world in his hands. He must leave his home and his way of life, not because of any
personal desire, but because only he can save the world. In the same story, Aragorn takes the crown
of Gondor, not out of a sense of personal achievement or a lust for power, but because only by doing
so can he save the race of man. Perhaps the feelings many of the heroes of The Lord of the Rings
can be summed up in the words of the human warrior Faramir, “War must be, while we defend our
lives against a destroyer who would devour all; but I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor
the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory. I love only that which they defend.” By putting
this quotation next to the one from Conan above, the distinction of self-motivated versus selfsacrificing becomes clear.
To prove the point further, this difference can be seen within the works of Robert E. Howard by
contrasting Kull and Conan with Howard’s other two fantasy characters. Bran Mak Morn spends the
entirety of his short story cycle fighting a hopeless battle on behalf of his people, the Picts. He never
expresses any love for what he does, but possesses the knowledge that he is the only hope that
remains for an ancient race. Solomon Kane is on the surface more like Conan in that he is a wanderer
who seems to enjoy battle and adventure, but “Solomon Kane is the religious man, the man of faith.
His abiding concern is not with the temporal world, but with the advancement of the human spirit.”
(This is an advancement he wants for everyone, not just himself). Thus, his true motivating factor is a
faith in God.
This idea of God leads right into the second major difference between sword and sorcery and the rest
of heroic fantasy, the idea of scope or scale. Part of this is the obvious difference between the
preferred method of story telling for the two genres. Sword and sorcery is most commonly found in
short stories, often linked by a continuing character, but with little other connection between the tales.
In the rest of heroic fantasy, Tolkien made the trilogy the common form, and many modern heroic
fantasy writers are taking it even further, writing five, and even ten, book sets. This longer narrative
allows authors to use much more complicated plot lines, bring in more characters, and have those
characters journey all over the world. This idea is not definitive though, as examples exist to disprove
both sides, and it is a concept driven as much by market forces as artistic ones.
Instead the definitive aspect of the idea of scope or scale lies in the idea that something exists that is
bigger and stronger than the heroes. This can be God, gods, fate, destiny, good and evil, law and
chaos. But these must be more than mere concepts. They must be tangible driving forces at work in
the world.
So, to return to Solomon Kane, we find a character who is guided by God, and who acts as His agent
on earth. And this is more than a concept that exists in the mind of the hero; often in the course of his
adventures, Kane’s faith becomes an actual force allowing him to defeat immaterial monsters or
creatures that can only be overcome by those possessing the faith of the one true God. A similar, if
opposite, idea is at work in the stories of Bran Mak Morn. Despite Bran’s heroic stature as a nearperfect warrior, there are forces at work in his world much larger and more powerful than him. In his
story, “Worms of the Earth,” Bran sells his soul to the material embodiment of evil in order to have his
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revenge. Such a thing was foretold in the stories, for all the stories of Bran are overhung by a powerful
doom, an inescapable fate.
This concept of the higher power is even more prevalent in The Lord of the Rings. This tale is infused
with the concepts of fate and destiny. Ancient prophecies are fulfilled and new prophecies are spoken
and come to pass. At one point, Aragorn stands atop the castle walls, looking out at an enemy army,
and says they should go or by morning they shall all be killed. At the time he spoke, it was almost a
laughable thing to say, but come morning it is proved true. Time and time again, the idea that there is
a higher purpose being played out intrudes upon the narrative.
The higher powers are represented by more than just unseen forces. Though the actual gods of
Middle-Earth (the land of The Lord of the Rings) are distant and remote and only occasionally referred
to, their direct servants (beings equitable with angels) walk the earth in physical form. This is true of
both the central antagonist, Sauron, and one of the heroes, Gandalf. Although the exact purpose and
motivations of these characters are not always clear, it is apparent that they are attempting to
implement the will of their gods. At one point in the story, Gandalf is killed with his mission unfulfilled,
and is resurrected and sent back by the higher powers.
The contrast between the above ideas and those presented in sword and sorcery could not be further
apart. In the stories of Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser, the gods of Lankhmar, and the gods in Lankhmar
are most often the butt of jokes and usually exist only as background scenery. The one time the gods
of Lankhmar appear in a story, they are chased off by an army of rats, leaving Fafhrd and the Grey
Mouser to save the city--not out of any feeling of obligation, but because they have a score to settle.
Kull, despite his search for meaning to the universe, never gives any consideration to God, and in the
course of his adventures never encounters anything that can’t be solved by his intelligence or more
often his axe. Of the great sword and sorcery heroes, only Conan has any kind of respect for higher
authority. In one story he says he believes in a god named Crom, but that there is no point in ever
calling upon the god, for the most he is every likely to grant a worshiper is a quick death. In another
story, Conan admits that he believes in the gods, but that he “would not stand in their shadow.” So
although some higher powers seems to exist in the world of Conan, that power is irrelevant to human
existence in general and more importantly to the actions of the hero.
So there can be little argument that a great deal of separation exists between sword and sorcery and
the rest of heroic fantasy when discussing the scope of the narratives. Combine this idea with the
obvious gap between the protagonists that populate the genres and a clear distinction begins to
develop. Sword and sorcery tells the tales of men who are free from all constraint. Their stature and
skill mean they are free from the tyranny of other men. Their birth and raising free them from the
morals and mores of society, and the lack of higher powers unbinds them from any concept of fate.
Thus the heroes of sword and sorcery become the true representatives of free-will, and through their
stories, readers are able to imagine the capabilities and the triumphs of men who are completely free
to chart their own destiny. This is likely why sword and sorcery throughout the years has often
appealed to a teenage crowd, who feel they are suffering from the pointless tyranny of the elders;
while the rest of heroic fantasy, with its duties and obligations, has historically appealed to an older
audience who are aware of the realities of such notions. Which is not to say that even old Oxford
professors don’t occasionally like to escape from the world of demands into the freedom embodied by
Conan the barbarian.

