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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










INTRODUCTION: NEOMYTHOLOGY



“SWORD AND SORCERY” is the term by which aficionados affectionately refer to that school of fantastic fiction wherein the heroes are pretty much heroic, the villains thoroughly villainous, and action of the derring-do variety takes the place of sober social commentary or serious psychological introspection.


In a word, then, Sword & Sorcery is written primarily to entertain: a motive generally suspect and largely obsolete in modern letters.


This heroic school of fantasy dates, of course, from remote antiquity and boasts an illustrious lineage. The prototypes of swordly-and-sorcerous swashbuckling can be clearly traced back to the voyagings of Odysseus, the adventures of Jason, the labors of Hercules, the wanderings of Aeneas, the explorations of Sindbad, the exploits of Beowulf, Siegfried, and St. George, and the chivalric questings of Amadis and Orlando, of Lancelot and Galahad.


Most national literatures spring from bodies of heroic and fabulous legendry—except in countries like America, too recently founded to have enjoyed a myth-making period. Persia has her Rustum, Germany her Nibelungs, Norway her Volsungs, India her Rama, Arabia her Antar, France her Carolingian peers, Russia her Ilya Murometz, Spain her Cid, and even smaller nations like Ireland and Finland their Cúchulainn and their Lemminkainen. But America—whose age, measured in centuries, can still be counted on the fingers of one hand—has to make do with such feeble follow-ups to the doughty dragon-slayers of yore as the likes of Hiawatha, Davy Crockett, and Dan’l Boone.


This may explain why, although the modern revival of heroic fantasy began in the mid-nineteenth century, when William Morris penned his inimitable medieval romances, it remained for some half a century a predominantly British field of literary endeavor. Having once been transported across the Atlantic to these shores, fantasy took root. It proliferated so abundantly that today the primary living practitioners of this ancient craft of legend-spinning are all Americans, with the lone exception of England’s Michael Moorcock.


In a nation too young to have a mythology of its own, heroic fantasy has created a unique neomythology, in which so recent a creation as Superman has the status of an antediluvian epic figure, and Conan and Jirel, Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser, Vakar of Lorsk and Thongor of Lemuria form a new Round Table.


It is difficult to praise Literary Swordsmen and Sorcerers enough, and even harder to give it its fair and just proportion of criticism. This is, after all, only the second book ever published to attempt anything like a history of modern fantasy—the first being my own Imaginary Worlds, published by Ballantine Books in 1973.


Instead of attempting a comprehensive approach to fantasy as a whole, going back to MacDonald and Vathek as I did in my own book, L. Sprague de Camp has, I think wisely, chosen to examine the evolution of Sword & Sorcery through the works of key writers whose œuvres were central to the growth of the genre. He begins quite properly with Morris, therefore, the “man who invented fantasy,” upon whose monuments later generations upreared their own. He follows with Lord Dunsany, the first writer to introduce an element of the Oriental fable into Morris’s predominantly medieval and Malorian invention, who was also the first to adapt the genre to the short-story form. He then looks at E. R. Eddison, the British romancer of the 1920s who revolutionized fantasy by bringing in documentation. Whereas Morris had set his scenes in a dim world-scape remote from history or geography, and Dunsany had established his little kingdoms at the World’s Edge or in the Third Hemisphere, it was Eddison who buttressed his romances with firm chronological tables and detailed, seemingly-realistic maps—imaginary historical dates, to be sure, and invented geographies, of course: but they looked real.


De Camp then goes on to consider major writers in the development of Sword & Sorcery such as Robert E. Howard, T. H. White, J. R. R. Tolkien, and Clark Ashton Smith.


If I felt minded to quarrel, or even quibble, with de Camp, it would be not so much with the writers he includes in his study, as with those writers he leaves out. I don’t see how you can discuss major British literary figures like Morris and Dunsany and Tolkien, without discussing so major an American literary figure as James Branch Cabell, who is barely mentioned. And I would have given more space to the gigantic A. Merritt.


Obviously, de Camp reasoned that he lacked sufficient room to treat each of the dozen or so primary fantasy authors in the depth and detail he wished, and narrowed his choice of authors to be so discussed to the few seminal figures about whom he had something interesting and insightful to say. I really cannot fault him for his choice of writers—a critic has to deal with the book as it exists, not with the book as it might have been written—but it is precisely in this area, the writers who were left out, that my main gripe originates.


For, when it comes to the major living fantasy writers, Sprague has limited himself to those who wrote before the 1940s. This arbitrary choice of a cut-off date forces him to ignore any writer in the field later than the redoubtable Fritz Leiber.


I’m delighted that he was able to include the creator of Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser in this book, which is only Fritz’s due: Fritz is, after all, unquestionably the finest living Sword & Sorcery writer, and to have left him out of this book would have been an unforgivable omission.


But Sprague has chosen to leave out other living masters of heroic fantasy as well, and this is most unfortunate. I would enjoy reading a judicious and clear-eyed appraisal of such as the Dying Earth stories of Jack Vance, or Andre Norton’s Witch World books, or Lloyd Alexander’s Prydain pentalogy, or the Brak the Barbarian yarns of John Jakes, or Michael Moorcock’s saga of Elric of Melniboné and his several avatars and incarnations, or Jane Gaskell’s Atlantis trilogy. For that matter, I’d be interested to see what Sprague really thinks of my own Lemurian books, my Green Star cycle, or the three volumes so far published of my Gondwane epic.


But the most indispensable author L. Sprague de Camp has omitted from Literary Swordsmen and Sorcerers is, of course, L. Sprague de Camp. I don’t for a minute believe he couldn’t have stretched his self-imposed cut-off date by another year or two, to include his fantasy novels The Undesired Princess and Solomon’s Stone (written in 1941 and published in Unknown Worlds the next year), or his Harold Shea novels in collaboration with Fletcher Pratt, which began to appear in print in 1940. Nosirree; it was sheer modesty on de Camp’s part. To paraphrase Madame Roland, O Modesty, what crimes are committed in thy name! Modesty in authors is an overrated, even a superfluous, almost an unexpected, virtue. Thank Cthulhu, Noshabkeming, and Crom I possess little of it, myself….


In this particular case, an attack of the modesties has incontrovertibly robbed this book of whatever pretensions it could have had to authoritative completeness. The omission of the one living writer who runs Fritz Leiber a hair-thin second is lamentable. And, since Sprague, rather carelessly, gave me carte blanche in the composition of my introduction, and promised beforehand not to tamper with my judgments, I will take him at his word and squeeze herein one more essay in the Literary Swordsmen and Sorcerers series, to wit:


QUIXOTE WITH A PEN


In 1950 a small publishing firm called Gnome Press, which operated out of Hicksville, New York, began publishing hardcover books made up of Robert E. Howard’s deservedly popular Conan stories, which had run in the magazine Weird Tales in the 1930s. The man behind the Gnome Press imprint, an old-time fan and collector named Martin W. Greenberg, launched the series with an edition of “The Hour of the Dragon,” the only full-length novel about Conan which Howard ever wrote.


Greenberg retitled the novel Conan the Conqueror in order to capitalize on the magic of that character’s name. In due course, a reviewer’s copy was dispatched to Fletcher Pratt. Pratt, a diminutive man with a wispy, straggling beard, owlishly-thick eyeglasses, and a taste for plaid shirts of the most excruciating loudness, gave the book short shrift. Although fond of the Icelandic sagas and the romances of William Morris, and enthralled by the word-witchery of Dunsany and the ringing Tudor gusto of Eddison, Pratt had little patience with the muscle-bound hero who could only batter his way out of sticky predicaments, relying on beef and brawn rather than brains. Pratt handed the book to his friend, colleague, and collaborator, L. Sprague de Camp, with some casual remark to the effect that here, perhaps, was something he might find amusing.


De Camp was then, as he is now, a tall, lean, distinguished-looking man with piercing black eyes, a stiff, military manner, and short, neatly-trimmed dark hair (his short, neatly-trimmed Van Dyke beard he added to the ensemble later). He was forty-two years old and had been writing fantasy or science-fiction stories for the pulp magazines for thirteen years, and was the author of some ten books. His first published story was “The Isolinguals” in John W. Campbell’s Astounding Stories for September 1937; his first book was a nonfiction item called Inventions and Their Management, done in collaboration with Alf K. Berle and published by the International Textbook Company in Scranton, Pennsylvania, in 1937.


Pratt was a war-gamer before the term had even been coined, and conducted elaborate naval war-games complete with carefully detailed, whittled-out models of warships. These games, which sometimes drew as many as fifty participants, were played out on the floor of Pratt’s apartment in Manhattan. In 1939 de Camp’s old friend John D. Clark, Ph.D. (they had been college roommates at the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena, California, from which de Camp took a Bachelor of Science degree in aeronautical engineering in 1930) introduced de Camp into Pratt’s war-gaming circle, and, of course, to Pratt himself.


They hit it off, despite many differences between them of age (Pratt was de Camp’s senior by ten years), background (Pratt was the son of an upstate New York farmer, born on an Indian reservation near Buffalo; de Camp came from an old family of certain social pretensions, and had a more-or-less upper-class upbringing), experience (Pratt had been a prizefighter, flyweight class, reporter on two newspapers, and held down a desk in one of those semi-legit “writers’ institutes” which, for a fee, guarantee to turn every would-be wordsmith into another Wordsworth; de Camp held several educational and editorial jobs before settling down to free-lancing full time), education (Pratt never got past his freshman year at Hobart College at Lake Seneca, New York; besides de Camp’s B.S. in Aeronautical Engineering, he also took a Masters in Engineering and Economics from Stevens Institute of Technology, and studied at M.I.T.), temperament (Pratt was ebullient, impulsive, and sometimes quick-tempered; de Camp is always the suave, courtly gentleman whom I have never seen even slightly ruffled), and height (Pratt stood five feet three inches; de Camp tops six feet and looks even taller, with his habitual ramrod-stiff military bearing).


De Camp, a hearty naval buff, joined in the war-games; and before very long, he and Pratt joined in a close literary partnership which made their dual by-line one of the delights of fantasy buffs from the 1940s on. The year they first met, 1939, John Campbell launched a new magazine called Unknown, which was to specialize in fantasy, but not just the fairly routine swashbucklement which had made Howard famous in the pages of Weird Tales: fantasy that was written with intelligence, not merely with verve; wit, not just the occasional pratfall; modern literary style, not the old, adjectival guff.


Responding to Campbell’s challenge for new, thought-provoking, original ideas in fantasy, Pratt cooked up the notion for a sequence of novelettes about a snooty, self-important young psychologist whose experiments with symbolic logic catapult him and his friends into a variety of alternate world-lines “where magic works, and the gods are real.” In particular, these worlds would be imaginary worlds, drawn either from legend, i.e., the world of Norse mythology, or from literature, i.e., Ariosto, Spenser, Coleridge & Co.


The first fruit of their efforts, “The Roaring Trumpet,” took their itinerant psychologist, Harold Shea, into the above-mentioned world of the sagas and the Eddas. It appeared in the May 1940 issue of Unknown, and the readers loved it. They loved even more “The Mathematics of Magic” in the August 1940 issue, when Harold and his pals ventured into the universe of The Faerie Queene. The following year, in a short novel called The Castle of Iron, my personal favorite of this series, Shea wandered into the chivalric cosmos of Ariosto’s Italian verse romance, Orlando Furioso. The acclaim for this series was truly remarkable. Even more remarkable, before the ink was dry on that issue, the staid, very legitimate (and literary) publishing house of Henry Holt issued the first two Harold Shea stories in book form under the title of The Incomplete Enchanter.


Nowadays it is not at all unusual for a science-fiction novel or magazine serial to appear in the dignity of hard covers after its initial baptism of printer’s ink on pulp pages. But in 1941 this was unheard of: I cannot think of a single fantasy or science-fiction novel or collection of stories which traversed the enormous gulf then separating the science-fiction pulp magazine world from the prestigious world of hard-bound book publishing before The Incomplete Enchanter, save for de Camp’s previous time-travel novel Lest Darkness Fall (1939–41). The scientific romances of Wells, Verne, Burroughs, Merritt, and Cummings had been translated into book form earlier, of course, but with the single exception of The Master Mind of Mars by Edgar Rice Burroughs, which had been reprinted from Amazing Stories Annual of 1927, those others who had bridged the gap were taken from the loftier adventure pulps, Argosy and Blue Book and the like, not from the lowly and despised SF magazines, with their gaudy cover art and flamboyant titles in which a blatant adjective—Weird, Astounding, Thrilling, Startling, Amazing, Fantastic—played so prominent a rôle in the largest possible lettering style. Only Burroughs did it earlier than they: and his novel appeared in Amazing only because it had already been rejected by everyone else!


Several things had happened to make the Harold Shea stories such a success with the readership of Unknown. In the first place, the stories were well-written in a neat, trim, modern prose that neither dripped with prose poetry, à la Merritt, nor with spooky adjectives, as with Lovecraft, nor weltered in reeking gore as was the case with Howard and his earlier imitators. The prose—as prose—was good, tight, decent modern journalistic prose. It was not hokey. It did not rant and rave, clamoring to pile marvel upon marvel, massacre on top of massacre.


Then again, there was the novelty of the background and of the situation: once precipitated into the world of Ariosto or Spenser, Shea had to learn the laws of magic in order to cope with more occultly-gifted adversaries, whereas a hero of Conan’s breed would simply bash and bludgeon his way out of tight spots by brute force. Then again, there was the matter of characterization: Harold Shea was really a character, not just something cut from cardboard. Sure, he was a hero, but heroes in most fantastic romances before The Incomplete Enchanter were either indomitable physical supermen like Conan and Tarzan, or just natural-born master swordsmen, like John Carter of Mars, who could hold twenty rampaging Tharks at swordpoint simultaneously.


Shea was no Hercules or D’Artagnan, but an ordinary bloke: a flashy dresser, a bit of a fop, brash, conceited, known on occasion to affect a phony British accent, a remarkably unsuccessful man with the ladies, and not even particularly good-looking. In all, a most decidedly unheroic hero!


The success of these early stories, and of the other Shea stories, “The Green Magician” and “The Wall of Serpents,” and of the further novels and stories Pratt and de Camp collaborated upon, such as Land of Unreason (Unknown, October 1941—the issue in which the magazine’s title became Unknown Worlds), and The Carnelian Cube (Gnome Press, 1948), were a tremendous impetus to de Camp’s career. He had only had seventeen stories published by the time he and Pratt pooled their talents on the first Harold Shea yarn, whereas Pratt was an old hand at the game and had been selling science fiction since 1929.


Sprague learned quite a bit from Fletcher during their period of collaboration: the early or pre-Prattesque stories of de Camp’s had been clever enough, but unmemorable: cute, but not trophy-winners. Only in one story, the celebrated Lest Darkness Fall (Unknown, December 1939), which de Camp was working up during his first year’s acquaintance with Pratt but in the making of which Pratt played no part whatever, is it possible to discern something of de Camp’s future excellence. Indeed, that novel, in which a modern American ordinary man is accidentally precipitated back into history, to Rome during the twilight age of the Gothic occupation, displays one of de Camp’s primary interests: the minor nooks and crannies of history.


De Camp himself credits Fletcher Pratt with having exerted a powerful shaping influence on the development of his style—as emphatic an influence, he acknowledges, as that of John Campbell himself, the most exacting, as he was the most excellent, of editors. But de Camp’s fiction, on the whole, demonstrates another faculty gained neither from Pratt nor Campbell, and that is humor, which both of de Camp’s literary gurus doubtless possessed in their private social lives, but for which their literary productions are not particularly noted. De Camp’s keen appreciation of the ridiculous element in human affairs is probably innate and unlearned; his employment of it in his fiction, however, perhaps derives from his fondness for the fictional hilarities of P. G. Wodehouse and Thorne Smith. From the first writer he may have learned how to bring out the humorous frailties and failings of his characters purely through their dialogue, while the second writer probably served as a model for farcical action of the pratfall and funny-predicament sort.


Like every other writer worth his salt, de Camp was sharp enough to learn from his betters, and honest enough to admit to the fact.


When Pratt tossed that historic copy of Conan the Conqueror into his colleague’s lap, he started something that, even now, is not finished. De Camp read, and yielded helplessly to Howard’s gusto and driving narrative energies. He had never before read any of Howard’s fantasies that he can recall, although he was certainly around while they were being published in Weird Tales. The reason for this, simply, is that he had never read an issue of Weird Tales.


How any red-blooded reader of omnivorous taste and strong inclinations towards fantastica could possibly have avoided snatching up the monthly Weird Tales during the decade of the 1930s seemed to me, when Sprague first confessed his failure to have ever done so, thoroughly inexplicable. He offers the explanation, I would say the remarkably feeble explanation, that he had for some reason gotten the notion that Weird Tales was a magazine devoted wholly to ghost stories, and as he had always been immune to the theoretical fascination exerted by the macabre, he passed it by, notwithstanding those luscious Margaret Brundage covers which adorned the prince of pulps during its most legendary decade.


It also baffled me that de Camp’s friends, like John D. Clark, and colleagues, like P. Schuyler Miller—both of whom collaborated on an “informal biography” of Conan and were among the first and most devoted of Howard’s fans—never tipped Sprague off to the good stuff he was missing every month in WT. I asked Doc Clark about this, and he points out that when he and de Camp were college roommates, Howard had only begun to be published, and that later on, when his Kull and Conan and Kane stories were the rage of Weird’s readership, de Camp was off in Scranton or somewhere, and Clark buried away in upstate New York, and they were just not that closely in touch.


At any rate, once introduced to the magic of Howard, de Camp made up for lost time by reading everything by Howard he could obtain, and when Donald A. Wollheim published a previously unknown Howard story in his Avon Fantasy Reader not long thereafter, de Camp tracked down its source—a trove of forgotten manuscripts left in the hands of Otis Adelbert Kline, Howard’s agent, at Howard’s death. Among these papers were some previously unknown Conan stories and others that could be rewritten as Conan stories. The rest is history.


A year later, de Camp tried his hand at some Howardian heroica, in a novella called The Tritonian Ring. It appeared in the Winter 1951 issue of Larry Shaw’s magazine, Two Complete Science-Adventure Books. Although hampered by one of the ghastliest titles any magazine ever labored under, TCSAB coaxed some remarkably good novels out of some remarkably good writers like de Camp, James Blish, and Arthur C. Clarke. For his Tritonian Ring, Sprague concocted an elaborately-invented world à la Howard’s Hyborian Age: but, where Howard’s imaginative integrity, or forethought, or something, lapsed, leading him into gross errors of taste in the devisal of pseudo-geography, de Camp took patient care and had the expertise to do the thing right. The Tritonian Ring is laid in a post-Atlantean era, “the Pusadian Age,” like Conan’s world in general, but far more cleverly and thoroughly done.


The novel was followed by a number of Pusadian Age short stories, such as “The Eye of Tandyla” (1951), “The Stronger Spell” (1953), “Ka the Appalling” (1958), and so on. Twayne published a hard-cover edition of the novel and the first three Pusadian stories in 1953. The cycle is not yet finished: I coaxed a new Pusadian yarn from de Camp as recently as 1971 (“The Rug and the Bull” in Flashing Swords! #2).


But even in The Tritonian Ring, where his literary model, clearly and obviously, was Howard, de Camp’s sense of the ridiculous in human doings insists on rising into view despite his determined efforts to squelch it. The characters are all faintly comical: the hero, Vakar of Lorsk, albeit bound on a world-saving quest, has sufficient leisure to debate philosophy and fool around with women. Queen Porfia, like Catherine the Great, views healthy specimens of masculinity who visit her realm primarily as potential bedmates. Even magicians, both of the benign sort and of more proper villainy, tend to be amusingly grumpy or forgetful, or both. In subsequent fantasy novels, like The Goblin Tower (Pyramid, 1968), The Clocks of Iraz (Pyramid, 1971), and especially in The Fallible Fiend (Signet, 1973), his knack for humor, or his inability to resist the humor in a situation or a character, comes more fully to the fore. In Fiend, for example, the fact that the narrative is told from the viewpoint of a genuine demon trapped on the human plane and forced to observe human behavior at close range, gives de Camp a perfect position from which to score the foibles and inanities of his fellow men.


De Camp is too sane and civilized really to believe in heroes per se. He knows enough about history to realize that too often the heroes of this world, from Richard Francis Burton to Lawrence of Arabia, act in what seems to observers as a heroic manner because of inner weaknesses, compulsions, or desperate needs to overcompensate for what they dread is cowardice or less than complete masculinity. Knowing this, he finds it difficult to create fictional heroes who do not suffer from something which serves to goad them into acting like heroes—incurable gas pains, post-nasal drip, deviated septums, or a galloping mother fixation, let us say.


He is also, I suspect, too sane and civilized to be able to swallow whole such pretty notions as patriotism, saintliness, nobility, without their leaving a bad taste in his mouth. Puritanism can be a mask for perversion; saintliness has been known to stem from the most masochistic motives; and patriotism, like politics, is more than occasionally a comfy and remunerative refuge for scoundrels.


De Camp is gifted with that clarity of vision that is more often a curse than a blessing, and which enables one to see in unpleasantly keen detail the realities, often sordid, frequently venal, behind patriotic flag-waving, political sloganeering, and the call to crusading zeal which often masks cynicism, corruption, greed, and the lust for power. He sees as clearly as ever did Voltaire or, for that matter, Socrates, that men often act from base or ignoble motives—while loudly proclaiming their nobility of purpose and purity of character.


But he is no crusader against pomposities and inanities, however obvious they are to him. Don Quixote imagined the windmills were hostile and monstrous giants, therefore the born enemies of man; he so firmly accepted his own delusion that he charged those same windmills, armed only with a spear, ready to give his life in battle to support his own delusions.


De Camp has no delusions; or, if he has them at all, he has only those few which men need in order to permit their existence to continue in the face of the ultimate futility of all existence. He sees the men around him as inexplicable beings, often acting from sordid and selfish motives, all too blatantly venal and silly, convincing themselves that they believe in the most transparent hoaxes and hocus-pocus. However swinish, they seem to him irresistibly comic. The ignorance, superstition, and vapid biases to which they cling tickle his funnybone, whereas in another these qualities might arouse fury or loathing.


Voltaire laughed at humanity; Cabell saw endeavors as pricelessly ironic: de Camp belongs with that company, and is one with them and with Rabelais, Aristophanes, Lucian, and Apuleius, who saw humanity as raw material for comedy. At the other end of this spectrum is a writer such as Swift, who saw humanity as bestial but who was too incensed at men’s folly and blindness and ignorance to see anything remotely funny about it.


Swift wrote with savagery. He would have killed the object of his rage, if he could, like Quixote with the lance. But such as Voltaire and Cabell and de Camp prefer a subtler instrument: the pen. As keen as any lancehead, the penpoint, and able to sting as sharply. But somehow or other, it is a more civilized weapon.


Although he has yet to win a Hugo or a Nebula—to say nothing of a Pulitzer—de Camp enjoys his work, and works at it assiduously. At 68, he is hale and hearty, in excellent health after a recent operation or two.


A former Lieutenant Commander in the U.S. Naval Reserve, who fought World War II from a desk in a research facility along with Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein, de Camp still rises at six A.M., still holds himself with the erect bearing of an officer treading the quarterdeck, or a corridor in the Pentagon. He enjoys a convivial martini before dinner, and smokes an occasional pipe or two of evenings, but these remain his only known fleshly weaknesses except for the pleasures of connubial life (de Camp and his petite blond wife, Catherine, have two tall sons, Lyman and Gerard).


He is what most Sword & Sorcery writers ought to be, but only Dunsany and he actually were: he rides horseback, goes yachting, speaks several languages fluently (including a little Swahili), knows a genuine maharaja. An inveterate globetrotter, de Camp has seen the ruins of Carthage and jungle-lost Tikal by moonlight, and was most recently a visitor to the Galápagos Islands. He even fenced in his college days.


His fund of colorful anecdotes about the far lands he has seen, the interesting people he has known, is delightful. De Camp is what most storytellers are not—a charming raconteur. Indeed, he does so many things so very well that he is, I suspect, the envy and despair of many of his fellow-writers less disciplined, less traveled, and less common-sensical about things in general. I, who tend to pry myself grudgingly from bed about noon—by which time Sprague has easily put in a full day’s work at the typewriter—regard him at times with incredulity. The way he takes care of himself, Sprague will still be going strong at ninety, by which point I, twenty-two years his junior, will probably have been a good ten years in a cigarette-smoker’s grave.


His affable and generous nature is known to few of the many who know his wit. When I was a raw beginner, toiling over my first Sword & Sorcery novel, The Wizard of Lemuria, he inquired, without my even hinting, if he might read it. He returned the manuscript with a five-page, single-spaced criticism, flawlessly pinpointing every mistake of grammar, spelling, internal logic, and consistency. Having taken my poor manuscript apart, he admitted having read it “with gusto.”


Years later, after I had completed a bookful of Howard’s fragmentary King Kull stories, Sprague thrilled, delighted, and completely astonished me by diffidently asking if I would mind collaborating with him on some new Conan tales. I said “yes” very quickly, before he could change his mind. To date we have written close to a quarter of a million words together. The process has been exasperating, enjoyable, exhilarating, and exhausting; but on that topic I will unburden myself in more detail at another time, when once he has entered that Fiddler’s Green reserved for storytellers and yarn-spinners, and is trading tall tales with Gulliver and Sindbad over a tankard of ale and a fragrant pipe.


As to de Camp’s genuine and lasting importance as a fantasy writer, it is hard to appraise his work, for he is, happily, still with us and still writing. But some observations, however premature, can be made even at this interim point in time. He was the first great popularizer of heroic fantasy and its most tireless and eloquent champion. He edited the very first anthology of Sword & Sorcery ever published—a book titled, with great aptness, Swords and Sorcery (Pyramid, 1963). He continued in this vein with The Spell of Seven (1965), The Fantastic Swordsmen (1967), and Warlocks and Warriors (1970), the first anthology of heroic fantasy in hard cover. With four books to his credit thus far, he has edited more anthologies of literary swordsmanship and sorcery than anyone else.


Singlehandedly he has laid the foundations for all future scholarly studies of heroic fantasy in a voluminous series of articles, essays, memoirs, and reviews so immense by now that the articles which comprise Literary Swordsmen and Sorcerers are only a small portion of this body of work. In Amra and other magazines, both fan and pro, he has written knowledgeably and with wit, insight, and appreciation concerning Howard, Smith, Pratt, Eddison, Lovecraft, Morris, Dunsany, Tolkien, Ball, Moore, Kuttner, Derleth, White, Mundy, Rohmer, Lamb, Moorcock, Barringer, and just about anybody else who has had anything to do with the Sacred Genre, however peripherally. The present book is only one of several volumes which include these articles.


His work on reviving interest in Robert E. Howard, in getting Howard’s work back into print again and before the public, in completing the unfinished manuscripts, in collaborating with me or Björn Nyberg on new Howardian pastiches, is singularly important. He has performed for Howard the same splendid service that Derleth did for Lovecraft: writing him up, anthologizing him, keeping his work alive and his name before the readers. De Camp not only edited some of the Conan stories for Gnome Press but was also instrumental in getting the entire series into paperback editions by Lancer Books.


For this alone, de Camp has earned the gratitude and esteem of all fantasy buffs the world over. Derleth, at least, knew Lovecraft, corresponded with him, regarded him quite rightly and with good reason as his literary mentor. But de Camp never met Howard and never so much as exchanged a postcard with the man whose life work he was to spend a quarter of a century getting into print. A more sincere and unselfish devotion to another man’s work by a later writer I cannot call to mind.


But then there is the question of de Camp’s own fiction. Just how good is it, and just how lasting? This is a difficult question to answer right now, although easy enough from the perspective of time. Give me another twenty years post de Camp, and I guarantee an accurate estimate. (Hindsight is so easy in questions of literature, you know.)


I am persuaded that a goodly number of his novels and stories will survive the test of time, at least for a while. Few—very few—writers are lucky enough, or gifted enough, to have their writings survive them by more than half a century. Looking at those fantasy writers who died twenty or thirty or forty years ago, you see that such as Burroughs, Merritt, Lovecraft, Haggard, and Howard are still very much “alive.” But writers of comparable worth, or nearly so, are flirting narrowly with oblivion. By how slim a margin—and for how long—did the Ballantine Adult Fantasy Series postpone extinction for Morris, Dunsany, Ernest Bramah, and Hannes Bok? George Allan England and John Taine, to say nothing of Clifford Ball or Nictzin Dyalhis, are forgotten, except by a few buffs; neither Ball nor Dyalhis has received book publication.


When it comes to de Camp, any guess as to the viability of his work must essentially be based on personal preference. But some informed estimates may be put forth. I should hazard the opinion that his nonfiction study of the Atlantis theme, Lost Continents, has a strong claim to permanence, not only because it is written with zest and wit, but because the scholarship is exhaustive and impeccable. For those reasons, and because no comparably comprehensive study of this field has ever been written, it should become a standard reference work, and should remain deservedly popular. I have much the same opinion concerning The Ancient Engineers. De Camp has a rare gift for making scholarly writing entertaining to read and enjoyable.


Of his work with Pratt, surely The Castle of Iron, at very least, will last during our time. It is the strongest and the most thoroughly exemplary of their collaborations, while the other works are more or less flawed in one way or another and reveal their pulpish origins all too plainly.


While even the best of de Camp’s science fiction—even Divide and Rule—now seems dated, the most purely entertaining of the Krishna stories have the timeless appeal of good, vivid storytelling. The Tower of Zanid (1958) should continue to find its way into the hands of new generations without difficulty. Lest Darkness Fall, his first novel and still perhaps his best, is so completely original, refreshing, and entertaining that I cannot imagine its being easily forgotten. Of the Pusadian stories, “Ka the Appalling” and “The Eye of Tandyla” can be endlessly anthologized as long as a sufficient readership exists to encourage the publication of fantasy. The Goblin Tower seems to be the most perfect of his Sword & Sorcery novels. But these are merely personal preferences: time, as always, will have the last word in these matters.


As a writer of heroic fantasy, L. Sprague de Camp brought a unique personal talent for injecting humor into even the most serious plots of quest and war and adventure, and a delightful whimsical irreverence to the creation of heroes, heroines, and villains. The best of his prose is so cleanly written, so well constructed, that for it ever to seem quaint or outmoded is difficult to imagine. To the craft of world-inventing he brought several ingenious and insightful new techniques: no writer I can think of before him quite so thoroughly realized that preliterate people, such as generally inhabit fantasy worlds, will quote from apothegms, tales, and legends in lieu of the written word. For superior use of this device, see in particular the Zanid. And no writer before him who dealt with imaginary prehistoric ages had so thoughtfully, carefully, and intelligently constructed his invented milieux—certainly not Howard or any of the Atlantis novelists.


Among fantasy writers, he stands out virtually alone as being devoid of annoying eccentricities of taste or invention. It is possible to enthuse over Morris, Eddison, Lovecraft, Howard, Merritt, or Smith, while admitting serious flaws in their command of the narrative art. I do not think it is possible to do that with de Camp. He wrote purely to entertain, not to convert or crusade or complain. Behind his choice of the literary craft lies no neurotic compulsion, lurks no guilty fears as to his lack of masculine machismo, whimpers no inferiority complex’s hunger for attention. Quite early on he saw where his best abilities lay, and pursued perfection in his craft from that moment.


Somewhere in the qualities listed in the paragraph above may be found the secret of his greatness in our field. Perhaps in all of them.


LIN CARTER


Hollis, Long Island, New York
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THE SWORDS OF FAËRIE




O hark, O hear! how thin and clear,


And thinner, clearer, farther going!


O sweet and far from cliff and scar


The horns of Elfland faintly blowing!1


TENNYSON





In 1965–66, a publishing phenomenon took place. Two American paperback publishers issued rival editions of an immensely long fantasy novel by an elderly Oxford don. The story had appeared a decade before in three big clothbound volumes. It had received reviews—more in its native United Kingdom than in the United States—from the wildly enthusiastic to the sternly damnatory and had become the ikon of a small cult of enthusiasts. Its sales had not been spectacular.


Now it became a paperback best-seller, with sales of more than a million a year for a number of years. It sold especially well to—of all people—college undergraduates. Some of these wore buttons reading FRODO LIVES, Frodo being one of the story’s heroes. A fierce quarrel arose among the two publishers, the author, and his admirers as to which publisher was doing right by the author.


The author was J. R. R. Tolkien; the book, his Lord of the Rings trilogy or three-volume novel. However excellent of their kind, books of this type had not up to then aroused much general public enthusiasm. The story was a fantasy-adventure in an imaginary setting—a kind of adult fairy tale. It was not a story of skullduggery in Washington, or of fornication in Hollywood, or of the woes of an anti-hero, a wretched twerp with neither brains nor brawn nor character, who can do nothing right and whose only function is to suffer. At that time, all these themes were popular in mainstream fiction. This story was about as far from the real world of the here-and-now as one could imagine.


Theretofore, adult fantasy had seldom shown much profit. True, there had been several adult fantasy magazines. One, Weird Tales, had run for thirty-one years before perishing in 1954; most others had proved ephemeral. It looked, in fact, as if fantasy could never be successfully revived.


Close on the heels of The Lord of the Rings came another success in the same genre: Lancer Books’ paperbacked series of Robert E. Howard’s stories of Conan the barbarian, hero of gore-spattered adventures in an imaginary, magic-fraught prehistoric world. The Conan paperbacks did not sell so well as The Lord of the Rings but went well over the million mark. Then other authors persuaded publishers to purchase similar tales of swordplay and sorcery in imaginary settings, where magic works and modern science and technology do not exist. Such fiction is now a well-developed sub-genre in the general class of imaginative fiction—that is, science fiction and fantasy.


This sub-genre is sometimes called “heroic fantasy” and sometimes “sword-and-sorcery fiction.” The names are about equally descriptive, although neither exactly fits all the stories in the field. I prefer “heroic fantasy” as more concise but have no objection if others prefer the other term. It will, I hope, be interesting to trace the development of the genre from its revival in the 1880s down to the Second World War, through the lives and works of its leading authors of that period. These writers include some very singular personalities indeed—individuals whom some consider even more interesting than their stories.


With the revival of heroic fantasy in the last quarter-century, the Hero rides again. For a time, it looked as if he had been buried for good. During and after the Second World War, writers of science fiction and fantasy gave us many stories of anti-heroes; sentimental, psychological, introverted stories; stories using the “slice-of-life” technique instead of that of the “well-wrought tale” previously favored; stories with experimental narrative techniques, like those pioneered by James Joyce half a century before. The results were often more confusing than stimulating.


Then the Hero reappeared in heroic fantasy. He strides through landscapes in which all men are mighty, all women beautiful, all problems simple, and all life adventurous. In such a world, gleaming cities raise their shining spires against the stars; sorcerers cast sinister spells from subterranean lairs; baleful spirits stalk crumbling ruins; primeval monsters crash through jungle thickets; and the fate of kingdoms is balanced on the bloody blades of broadswords brandished by heroes of preternatural might and valor.


Such stories, written in recent decades and still coming off the press, are not all of equal value. They come good, bad, and indifferent like the other works of man. But they have action, color, vigor, and recognizable heroes. This gives them an advantage, as pure escape reading, over fiction of some other kinds. And heroic fantasy is the purest escape fiction there is; the reader escapes clean out of the real world.


Much ink has been spilled in trying to define “science fiction” and “fantasy.” Practically speaking, we can divide all fiction into two kinds: realistic and imaginative. Realistic fiction, let us agree, consists of stories laid in the known world, either in the present or in the historical past. It tells of people like real human beings, doing the ordinary things that real people do and governed by the same natural laws. Realistic fiction does not tell what actually happened (save when, as in a historical novel, the storyteller brings in some real event or person) or it would not be fiction. But, as far as the reader knows, the events could have happened.


Then let us use “imaginative fiction” for stories that could not have happened. They may be laid in the future, which has not yet come to pass, or in the prehistoric past, about which no detailed information survives, or on another world. Or they contain elements like ghosts, magic, and miracles, in which most readers—at least the more sophisticated ones—do not really believe.


There is no sharp line between these two classes. For instance, many stories, otherwise realistic, have been laid in an imaginary place, like the Balkan kingdom of Ruritania in Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda (1894).


Anyone can open an atlas to prove that no such place exists. That, however, is to be like the literal-minded German publisher who, offered Tolkien’s fairy tale The Hobbit, turned it down on the ground that his people had searched dictionaries and encyclopedias, and they reported that there was positively no such thing as a Hobbit. Any fiction involves some make-believe, and a reader incapable of flights of fancy had better stick to nonfiction.


A story may be realistic to one reader and imaginative to another. To a firm believer in ghosts, a ghost story is “realistic.” The difference between realistic and imaginative fiction is one of degree rather than of kind.


Likewise, no sharp line divides science fiction from fantasy. We use “fantasy” for stories based on supernatural ideas or assumptions, such as demons, ghosts, witches, and workable magical spells. “Science fiction,” on the other hand, is used for stories based upon scientific or pseudo-scientific ideas, such as revolutionary new inventions, life in the future, or life on other worlds. Some stories, like several of H. P. Lovecraft’s, fall on the border.


Whether the things in the story are possible does not necessarily classify the tale. There is more evidence for werewolves than for the possibility of time travel. Yet a werewolf story is classed as a fantasy, while a time-travel tale is deemed science fiction. Neither is much more unlikely than the assumptions of many detective stories, such as the little old lady who always comes upon freshly-cooled corpses and solves the mystery after the bungling police have failed.


We find a curious thing in the history of fiction. Nearly all the stories told around primitive campfires, in ancient royal palaces, or in medieval castles and huts were what we now call imaginative fiction. Before 1700, realistic fiction—stories of ordinary people doing ordinary things—hardly existed. Save for a few scattered early examples, it is only in the last three centuries that realistic fiction has come into being, become widely popular, and grown into the main kind of fictional entertainment. Hence its name of “mainstream fiction.” To this day, however, imaginative fiction continues to thrive beside its younger competitor.


Imaginative fiction took shape in the myths and legends of ancient times and of primitive peoples. These tales of gods and heroes were passed along by word of mouth before people learned to write.


In their most primitive form, myths and legends are often childishly irrational and exuberantly inconsistent and contradictory. As barbarism evolves into civilization, bards piece this amorphous mass together and iron out the most obvious inconsistencies. The resulting narratives take the form of long narrative poems or epics, like the Iliad, the Mahâbhârata, and the Völsungá Saga.


Early epics are full of details that modern readers recognize as elements of science fiction or fantasy. In Homer’s Odyssey, composed about 800 B.C., the witch Circe turns the companions of Odysseus into pigs, and Odysseus has to threaten her with his sword to make her turn them back. Robots had a fictional forebear in Talos, a bronzen giant who ran around the island of Crete, throwing boulders at unwanted visitors.


As literacy developed, a class of literary men appeared. Some, tired of copying and recopying ancient epics, decided to compose their own. These tales, imitating the traditional form, are called pseudo-epics or romances. About 20 B.C., the Roman poet Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro) wrote his Aeneid in imitation of the Odyssey. A little over a thousand years later, a Welsh monk, Geoffrey of Monmouth, wrote a History of the Kings of Britain in imitation of Virgil.


Many science-fictional ideas took shape among the Classical Greeks. Aristophanes invented the mad scientist and the artificial earth satellite; Plato proposed tunnels in the earth, islands in the sky, an ideal commonwealth where everybody was healthy, wealthy, and wise, and the sunken continent of Atlantis. Loukianos of Samosata sent his characters to the heavens and involved them in an interplanetary war.


After the West Roman Empire fell to the barbarians in the fifth century of the Christian Era, literacy in Europe all but vanished. For several centuries, most fiction took the form of hagiographies. In these imaginary lives of saints, some martyrs, after being beheaded, went about carrying their heads in their hands.


During the Dark Ages, civilization continued much as before in the Near and Middle East, India, and China; but, because of poor communications, the writings of these lands had but little effect on barbarous Europe. At this time, however, writers set down many traditional tales told among the barbarians on the fringes of the former Roman Empire. Thus the Scandinavian sagas, the German Nibelungenlied, the Welsh Red Book of Hergest, and the Irish epics of the Red Branch were saved from oblivion. Some of the old stories were given a thin Christian veneer to save them from the hostility of the Church.


With the revival of European learning after the eleventh century, some of the earlier Classical literature was copied and circulated. Inspired by Virgil and others, European storytellers began composing their own romances, of which more than a hundred appeared in the next few centuries. Anyone who likes to read of parfit gentle knights rescuing maydenes faire from vile enchauntours will find here material to occupy his time for years.


Among these romances were tales of the more or less legendary King Arthur and his knights of the Table Round. Others told of Arthur’s adviser Merlin, the prototype of the good magician, the wise, white-bearded old wizard, who so often appears in modern fantasy. Another cycle dealt with Charlemagne and his twelve paladins. Outstanding in this group is the Orlando Furioso (“Mad Roland”) of the early 1500s, by Lodovico Ariosto, later imitated by Edmund Spenser in his Faerie Queene. The Orlando Furioso revived the theme of a voyage to the moon; one of Ariosto’s heroes flies thither on the back of a hippogriff.


The medieval romance came to an ignominious end about 1600. A Spaniard, Miguel de Cervantes, had fought against the Turks in the great naval battle of Lepanto and had been wounded there. Later, he was captured and enslaved by the Moors. Having led a rough, adventurous life, Cervantes knew that real adventures were seldom so picturesque, sanitary, and enjoyable as those of the romances. So he wrote a long novel, Don Quixote de la Mancha, about a woolly-minded would-be knight. This work so hilariously burlesqued the medieval romance that nobody thereafter dared to write one.


Freed of the conventions of the traditional romance, writers continued to play with imaginative ideas. Thomas More, Francis Bacon, and Tommaso Campanella revived Plato’s concept of the ideal commonwealth. Stories of marvelous journeys, like those of Jonathan Swift’s Captain Lemuel Gulliver, continued popular. Stories were written about flying, about journeys to the moon, and about trips through those hollows inside the earth of which Plato had written. Cyrano de Bergerac sent his hero to the moon in a rocket ship; Voltaire brought to earth visitors from other planets.


Aside from some ghost stories, tales of witchcraft, and religious tracts, few supernatural fantasies were written in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Cervantes had slain the medieval romance. Moreover, after 1650 came a general decline in belief in the supernatural. The eighteenth century saw the growth of a skeptical, rationalistic, materialistic outlook. It also saw the rise of the realistic novel, of which Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) was one of the first. Books for children, pioneered by John Bunyan in the seventeenth century, also began to be written, although for a long time they consisted of grimly moralistic tales with a maximum of uplift and a minimum of entertainment.


In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, however, fantasy reentered the stream of European fiction. It sprang from three sources. One was the oriental extravaganza. In 1704 a French scholar, Antoine Galland, found an Arabic manuscript containing tales of Sindbad the Sailor. After he had translated them into French, Galland learned that these stories were only part of a much larger collection called The Arabian Nights or, more accurately, The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night. These stories, mostly composed in Egypt between the years 900 and 1400, have since been translated into many European tongues.


Another source of modern fantasy was the Gothic novel, invented in Germany and introduced to England by Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764). This lively and still surprisingly readable novel of medieval murder and spookery contains all the elements that became standard props of the Gothic horror story: an Italian locale, a lecherous tyrant, an imperiled virgin, an impoverished young hero of noble blood, a monk, a castle with trapdoors and secret passages, eldritch legends, a ruined monastery, and two ghosts. Who could ask for more?


Otranto was followed by a flood of Gothic novels in England and Germany: for example, by William Beckford’s Vathek (1786) about a caliph who, avid for power and knowledge, sells himself to the Evil One; by The Mysteries of Udolpho and others by Mrs. Ann Radcliffe in the 1790s; by Charles Maturin’s endless Melmoth the Wanderer (1820). The best-remembered is Frankenstein (1818) by Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, mistress and later wife of the poet Shelley. Mrs. Shelley’s melancholy, murderous monster is the ancestor of all the robots and androids that shamble through modern science fiction.


The third source of modern fantasy was the fairy tale. In medieval and Baroque times, the European peasantry continued to hand down traditional tales as they had before the rise of Western civilization. In the nineteenth century, people like the Grimm brothers in Germany began to collect and publish such tales. Then others like Lewis Carroll and George MacDonald began composing original stories in the genre.


During the nineteenth century, many eminent writers like Hawthorne, Melville, and Bulwer-Lytton tried their hands at an occasional imaginative story. Dickens introduced the theme of time travel in A Christmas Carol (1843). Fitz-James O’Brien had an invisible monster attack his protagonist in “What Was It? A Mystery” (1859). Edward Everett Hale described an artificial earth-satellite vehicle in “The Brick Moon” (1869). Stanley Waterloo gave a naïve picture of caveman life in “Christmas 200,000 B.C.” (1887).


Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49) made major contributions to the imaginative genre, writing of hypnotism, alchemy, a flight to the moon, and a future transatlantic balloon flight. After Poe died, poor and neglected, his work came to the notice of the French writer Charles Baudelaire, a leader of the self-styled Decadents. Fascinated, Baudelaire translated Poe’s works into French in the 1850s and 60s.


This translation much impressed an unsuccessful young French lawyer, stockbroker, and playwright named Jules Verne (1828–1905). As a result, Verne became the world’s first successful full-time science-fiction writer, with nearly a hundred novels to his credit. Most of his stories take the form of a marvelous journey, on which the author sends along one or two learned characters to explain the wonders of science to the other characters and the reader. After Verne, Rudyard Kipling, H. Rider Haggard, and A. Conan Doyle made distinguished contributions to imaginative fiction, while Herbert George Wells (1866–1946) outshone them all.


Fantasy evolved along parallel lines. Bulwer-Lytton, Dickens, Hawthorne, O. Henry, Henry James, and many others tried their hands at ghost stories. In O’Brien’s “The Diamond Lens,” the hero makes contact with the spirit of Leeuwenhoek, the inventor of the microscope, through a Spiritualist medium. Alexander Dumas père brought the werewolf theme into current fiction with The Wolf Leader, while Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu revived the vampire motif in Carmilla, later and more effectively exploited in Bram Stoker’s Dracula.


While the Gothic novel bloomed, Sir Walter Scott launched the modern historical novel with his Waverly (1814) and its many successors. Many earlier writers had composed stories laid in a time well before their own. Homer’s Iliad and Xenophon’s Youth (or Education) of Cyrus belong in this class. Such writers, however, made no special point of the differences between their own times and those whereof they wrote. Often they were not even aware of these differences.


Scott discovered not only that the past was different in significant ways from the present but also that these differences could be turned to account. The costumes and customs of a bygone age had entertainment value in themselves. To an ordinary man in any civilization, harassed by the petty everyday needs of a drab existence, life in an earlier century seems more colorful and dramatic than that of his own world. Hence Scott looked back to the Middle Ages, just as medieval men looked back to Rome, the Romans to Greece, and the Greeks to the days of Minoan Crete and Mycenae.


Needless to say, those who fancy that they would relish life in a bygone era assume that they would arrive in the earlier milieu with all the health, wealth, and social status needed to enjoy their visit. Nobody would wish to find himself an Irish peasant during the Famine of the 1840s, or a medieval serf, or a slave in the Athenian silver mines at Laureion. Actually, if one were translated to the body of such a dweller in former times, chosen at random, one would be hundreds of times more likely to find oneself a downtrodden proletarian than a baron or an Athenian eupatrid, because the affluent in those days were such a tiny fraction of the whole. For that matter, such a translation would drastically cut one’s life expectancy, because there were so many illnesses and injuries that in those days were fatal.


Scott’s novels touched off a wave of romantic medievalism in the British Isles. Rich men built synthetic medieval ruins on their estates, where they could sit and brood like Shelley’s Alastor.


In 1817, a man named Ashford accused another, Thornton, of murdering Ashford’s sister. Thornton then challenged Ashford to appear in the lists in full armor for trial by battle. When Ashford failed to appear, armored or otherwise, Thornton claimed to have won his case. The lawyers found to their amazement that indeed he had, for Parliament had never gotten around to abolishing trial by battle. Then in 1839 a sporting young peer, Lord Eglinton, and his friends, at enormous expense, staged the last authentic medieval tournament on Eglinton’s Scottish estates. Alas for romance; it poured!


This wave of medievalist enthusiasm affected a generation of British architects, who speckled Britain with Gothic churches and public buildings; of British artists, who painted Arthurian characters in anachronistic plate armor and soulful attitudes; and of British writers, who wrote medieval romances in prose and verse.


In the 1880s William Morris revived heroic fantasy, moribund since the death of the medieval romance. In effect, Morris combined the antiquarian romanticism of Scott and his imitators with the supernaturalism of Walpole and his imitators, in a series of novels laid in imaginary pseudo-medieval worlds, where magic works. Practically speaking, this began the modern sub-genre of heroic fantasy or swordplay-and-sorcery fiction: stories laid on another world—in a parallel universe, or on another planet, or on this world in the remote past or future—where gunpowder and machinery are unknown and where spirits and workable magic are part of the nature of things.


In the medieval romances on which Morris’s novels were modeled, the storytellers sited their tales on this world, usually in some time a few centuries earlier. Spirits and magic gave no trouble, because they (or at least most of their audience) believed in such things. The advances of science and history since then, however, have made it harder for a modern reader to become emotionally involved in a story of this kind, if laid in a real, well-documented earthly scene. So most modern heroic fantasists place their narratives in completely exotic milieux.


A strong element in modern heroic fantasy is that of romantic primitivism. This is the concept of the primitive, the lusty barbarian, as the hero, the superman, superior to the decadent weaklings of urban civilization.


Romantic primitivism goes back to the “noble savage” proclaimed by Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–78). In 1672, John Dryden published a verse drama, The Conquest of Granada. At the beginning, one of Dryden’s characters declaims:




I am as free as Nature first made man,


’Ere the base laws of servitude began,


When wild in woods the noble savage ran.





The phrase “noble savage,” epitomizing the idea of the primitive as the superhuman hero, was taken over by Rousseau’s critics when that weepy Swiss philosopher praised primitive life. The notion that primitive men were better than those of today goes back to the Greek myth of the Golden Age and the Judaeo-Christian myth of Eden, but it got an enormous boost from the writings of Rousseau. So far as I know, Rousseau did not himself use the term “noble savage”; neither did he ever know any savages, noble or otherwise.


In 1755, Rousseau published a Discourse on the Origin and the Foundations of Inequality Among Men. He headed the second chapter: “That Nature has made man happy and good, but that Society depraves him and makes him wretched.” “Man,” he declared, “is naturally good,” but civilization, especially the institution of private property, renders him evil. Seven years later, Rousseau developed the same argument on more conservative lines in The Social Contract.


When Rousseau wrote, scientific anthropology hardly existed. Philosophers speculated about the “state of nature,” preceding civilization, by analogies with Genesis and with existing primitives. European navigators were then discovering the South Sea Islands and sending home idyllic but fanciful, unrealistic accounts of Polynesian life. These descriptions were taken as portraying “noble savages” in actual fact. Fiction writers made supermen out of American Indians and other barbarians. This attitude is sometimes called “soft primitivism” in contrast to the more realistic “hard primitivism,” which took a less idealized view of primitive life. Generally, the further that writers were from first-hand observation, the softer was their primitivism.


In 1791, one of these writers, François René de Chateaubriand, came as a youth to America to see the noble savage in his native haunts. In the Mohawk Valley in upstate New York, he was enchanted by the forest primeval until he heard music coming from a shed. Inside, he found a score of Iroquois men and women solemnly dancing a fashionable French dance to the tune of a violin in the hands of a small, powder-wigged Frenchman. This Monsieur Violet had come to America with Rochambeau’s army in the Revolution, stayed on after his discharge, and set himself up as a dancing teacher among the Amerinds. He was full of praise for the dancing talents of Messieurs les Sauvages et Mesdames les Sauvagesses. Chateaubriand’s disillusionment did not prevent him from later writing an Amerind novel, Atala, which became a classic of romantic primitivism.


Rousseau was not the utter fool that selected quotations from his writings can make him appear, even though his reasoning powers, while not negligible, were usually overborne by his intense emotionalism, and his principal emotion was a passionate love of Jean Jacques Rousseau. But consistency was never one of his virtues. He condemned intolerance but proposed an official “civil religion,” compulsory to all on pain of exile. He praised chastity and wrote a revolutionary treatise on education but sent his own several illegitimate children to orphanages as soon as they were born. He sang the praises of liberty but idealized Sparta, whose serfs suffered under the world’s most grinding class tyranny, enforced by terrorism.


Rousseau’s arguments were often ingenious and subtle. Sometimes he even made sense, or as much sense as one should expect of a political philosopher before modern anthropology, sociology, and psychology. He preached effectively for republican government.


On the other hand, he argued mainly by definition—an elementary fallacy. He juggled abstractions like “mankind,” “society,” “natural law,” “the sovereign,” and “the general will,” having little connection or none with the real world; Jeremy Bentham called such terms “nonsense on stilts.” Rousseau explained that his “state of nature … perhaps never existed, and probably never will.” It was an ideal to shoot for. He did not, he said, mean the hypothetical “original state of man,” when the “war of all against all” prevailed and, as Hobbes had said, “the life of man [was] solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and shorte.”


Rousseau had in mind a “patriarchal” culture, when people lived in families and clans and had perhaps begun to enjoy the fruits of husbandry, but before private property was invented. Indications are that there was no such time. Families and small, cooperative bands probably go back to our australopithecine ancestors. Even the most primitive of living men have ideas of property, if only in the form of hunting and fishing rights. But Rousseau lacked our advantage of living after Darwin, Mendel, Freud, Lewis H. Morgan, and their successors.


The search for the fictitious “state of nature,” when all men were peaceful, happy, and good, continued through the Romantic Era, fathered by Rousseau and dominant roughly 1790–1840. The movement continued afterwards, for example in the utopian colonies formed in the nineteenth-century United States. The romantic illusion of a primitive Golden Age has, in fact, flourished right down to the present, as witness the commune movements of the so-called counterculture of the 1960s. (The only such cults that have shown any real staying power are those like the Amish and the Hutterites, which, recruited from the stolid German peasantry, combine intense religious convictions, puritanical austerity, and a passion for hard work. Would-be founders of communes may take note.)


During the nineteenth century, the windy German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, played a similar tune with his talk of the Superman, the “great blond beast,” who would someday reappear, smash the Judaeo-Christian “slave morality,” and impose proper discipline upon the masses of Europe. Nietzsche was vague as to how this hero was to be created, save for the interesting suggestion that the mating of German army officers with Jewish women might engender him.


The romantic illusion was further fostered by several very popular writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Jack London, who incongruously combined Marxism, racism, and romanticism, was full of it. Rudyard Kipling’s Jungle Books (1894–95) presented one of the purest examples before Tarzan. Kipling’s Mowgli, reared from babyhood by wolves in India:




… must have been nearly seventeen years old. He looked older, for hard exercise, the best of good eating, and baths whenever he felt in the least hot or dusty had given him strength of growth far beyond his age. He could swing by one hand from a top branch for half an hour at a time, when he had occasion to look along the tree-roads. He could stop a young buck in mid-gallop and throw him sideways by the head…. The Jungle-People, who used to fear him for his wits, now feared him for his mere strength, and when he moved quietly on his own affairs the whisper of his coming cleared the wood-path.2





Kipling’s animal characters make snide remarks about “civilized” men: “Men are only men. Little Brother, and their talk is like the talk of frogs in a pond.” “Men must always be making traps for men, or they are not content.” “Men are blood-brothers to the Bandar-log [monkeys].” “Who is Man that we should fear him—the naked brown digger, the hairless and toothless, the eater of earth?” (By “Man,” Kipling meant the Indians, whom he never much liked. He was more respectful of his imperial fellow-Britons.)


In 1912 appeared in All-Story Magazine the first successful novel by one of the most voluminous writers in the genre of imaginative fiction. The story was “Under the Moons of Mars,” by “Norman Bean.” The author was a Westerner in his thirties, who had unsuccessfully tried several occupations, including bookkeeper, cowboy, prep-school teacher, railroad detective, salesman, and soldier. Once, when he read a magazine story that struck him as especially bad, he swore that even he could do better. Thus did Edgar Rice Burroughs (1875–1950) write his first story. In 1917, the tale was republished as a book, A Princess of Mars, under the writer’s true name.


John Carter, an adventurer and professional soldier who cannot remember his childhood, is mustered out of the defeated Confederate army and goes west to try prospecting. Trapped in a cave by Apaches, he hears a rustling noise behind him and finds himself paralyzed. Presently he leaves his material body lying unconscious. He sees the Indians approach the cave, look in, and flee in terror. Watching them go, Carter sees the planet Mars on the horizon. He focuses his will upon it—and finds himself (or perhaps his astral body) standing naked on the moss-covered dead sea bottoms of Mars. The mysterious rustle is never explained.


Carter is captured by four-armed green men fifteen feet tall, with eyes at the sides of their heads. Mars harbors other humanoid races, and Carter falls in love with a fellow captive, a princess of the red race, altogether human save that they lay eggs.


Life on Burroughs’s Mars, with its four-armed giants and its boat-shaped aircraft supported by the Eighth Barsoomian Ray, is suspiciously like life in Atlantis as described by the Theosophists, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and William Scott-Elliot. Several interplanetary novels of earlier decades have been named as possible precursors of A Princess of Mars, but the connection is uncertain. What is certain is that Burroughs used the speculations of the astronomer Percival Lowell, a few years earlier, that the straight lines astronomers thought they saw on Mars were canals built by intelligent Martians to carry water from the poles to the arid equatorial regions of their planet.


This was the first of ten Martian novels (and two novelettes): The Gods of Mars, The Warlord of Mars, and so on. In 1932, Burroughs started a companion series: Pirates of Venus and its successors. These, however, never had quite the grip of his Martian stories.


After “Under the Moons of Mars,” Burroughs wrote a historical novel, The Outlaw of Torn, but this did not see publication for years. He followed this medieval tale with the most popular story he ever wrote: Tarzan of the Apes, which appeared in All-Story for October 1912. When this tale came out as a book in 1914, it made Burroughs’s fortune. Tarzan became the hero not only of more than a score of books but also of a long series of movies and comic strips.


The story is too well known to need a summary. Burroughs told contradictory stories of where he got the basic idea for Tarzan, sometimes admitting and again denying that he had read Kipling’s Mowgli stories. Burroughs gave the credit to the legend of Romulus and Remus. But then, Burroughs never admitted that he got his ideas for Barsoom3 from Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical Atlantis, either, although the resemblances seem too close for coincidence.


The Tarzan stories show the romantic illusion of primitive simplicity and virtue in its purest form. Tarzan is forever contrasting the vices of civilization with the supposed virtues of the wild: “In reality he had always held the outward evidences of so-called culture in deep contempt. Civilization meant to Tarzan of the Apes a curtailment of freedom in all its aspects…. Clothes were the emblems of that hypocrisy for which civilization stood…. In civilization Tarzan had found greed and selfishness and cruelty far beyond that which he had known in his familiar, savage jungle…. in the bottom of his savage heart he held in contempt both civilization and its representatives…. Always he was comparing their weaknesses, their vices, their hypocrisies, and their little vanities with the open primitive ways of his ferocious jungle mates….”4


Romantic primitivists like to think of barbaric or savage life as simpler than that of civilization. According to some who have tried it, it is anything but simple. The preliterate peasant must carry in his head a vast amount of knowledge of when and how to plant what crop, how to foster its growth, and how to gather and process it. The same applies to his flocks and herds.


The true savage—that is, the primitive hunter and food-gatherer, who has not yet learned husbandry—must likewise be, in his own way, a highly educated man to survive. Moreover, if the primitive makes one bad mistake, he dies. Nor is his way eased by the fact that much of what he thinks he knows is untrue.


The yawning gap between the romantic primitivists’ fictitious “state of nature” and the real thing has often been exposed. Thor Heyerdahl’s recent Fatu-Hiva tells of the attempt of young Heyerdahl and his bride to go native in the Marquesas Islands. After a year, they were heartily glad to get back to civilization before primitive life killed them, as it nearly did.


Civilized men, however, still cling to the illusions of romantic primitivism. The Tarzan stories appealed to a huge and largely male audience, to whose deepest emotions tales of “righteous violence in primitive settings” appealed.


Burroughs also wrote other imaginative novels, laid on the moon, inside a hollow earth, or on an unknown island in the Pacific. Many of these stories, especially the Tarzan novels, are based on the lost-race theme. Tarzan blunders into some lost city, inhabited by Atlanteans, or ancient Romans, or ape-men left over from the Pleistocene. He is captured and imprisoned, escapes, is recaptured and forced to fight in the arena, escapes again, and so on.


Burroughs’s stories, with interplanetary adventures and super-scientific gadgetry, are science fiction rather than fantasy. Still, Burroughs furnished themes and concepts often used in later heroic fantasy. Although Burroughs’s own outlook was anti-supernatural, he did use a few touches of fantasy, such as the phantom bowmen of Lothar in Thuvia, Maid of Mars.
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