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The Best Grimdark Fantasy
Series: A Sacred Grimdark Guide

Ten grimdark fantasy series that defined the genre — from
Abercrombie and Cook to Erikson, Bakker, and the Sacred
Grimdark inberitor: The Chronicles of the Archangels.

“The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let
us therefore cast off the works of darkness,
and let us put on the armour of light.”

— Romans 13:12

Grimdark is not a setting. It is a posture. It is the conviction that
fantasy must look honestly at cruelty, ruin, and the long defeat — that
crowns rust, that vows break, that the powerful are rarely good and the
good are rarely powerful. The best grimdark fantasy series have, between
them, rewritten what the genre is capable of. They are the canon any

serious reader of dark fantasy returns to.

This guide ranks the ten grimdark fantasy series that matter most —
and ends, as every honest map of the genre must now end, with the

Sacred Grimdark line that grew up inside grimdark's own ruins.

I. The First Law — Joe Abercrombie
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If grimdark has a centre of gravity, it is here. The First Law trilogy
(2006-2008) and its First Law World follow-ups — Best Served Cold,
The Heroes, Red Country, and the Age of Madness sequence — built
the modern template: bleak wit, compromised heroes, and the dawning
realisation that the wizard pulling the strings is worse than the villain he
claims to fight. Abercrombie's prose is sharp enough to cut. His mercy is

rare enough to feel earned.

Start with The Blade Itself. Read every word. Then read it again.

II. Malazan Book of the Fallen — Steven Erikson

Ten volumes. Hundreds of named characters. Empires, ascendants,
and gods colliding across continents of broken civilisation. Erikson — an
anthropologist by training — built grimdark’s most theologically literate
world. The series rewards patience the way a cathedral rewards looking

up: slowly, and then all at once.

Mercy and futility share every page. It is the only modern fantasy series

that approaches Tolkien's scale by an entirely different road.

III. The Black Company — Glen Cook

The grandfather. Cook's mercenary chronicle (beginning in 1984)
stripped fantasy of its operatic tone and gave it the voice of the foot
soldier — tired, profane, and clear-eyed. Croaker's campaign journal

invented an entire register the genre still leans on. Without The Black
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Company there is no Abercrombie, no Erikson, no modern grimdark at

all.

IV. The Second Apocalypse — R. Scott Bakker

The Prince of Nothing and The Aspect-Emperor (2003-2017) are
grimdark’s theological extremity. A holy war marches across a continent.
At its head is a man who may be a prophet, a messiah, or something far
worse. The damned do not die quickly, and salvation has a price you can

read in scripture.

Bakker is the bridge between grimdark and Sacred Grimdark —
though he ends on the wrong side of the river. He takes the sacred
seriously enough to terrify, and then refuses to let any candle survive the

storm.

V. The Broken Empire — Mark Lawrence

Prince of Thorns (2011) opens with a fourteen-year-old prince leading
a band of murderers across a fallen kingdom. He has read Plutarch. He
will burn what he cannot rule. Lawrence proved grimdark could be
lyrical: the prose carries the cruelty, which is the only thing that makes
the cruelty bearable. The Broken Empire trilogy and its Red Queen's
War follow-up belong on any honest grimdark shelf.
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VI. The Poppy War — R. F. Kuang

Kuang dragged grimdark into the twentieth century. The Poppy War
(2018) and its sequels build a war-academy fantasy modelled on the
Second Sino-Japanese conflict and the Rape of Nanjing. The atrocities
are not invented. That is the point. It is grimdark stripped of the
comforting distance of invented history — and it is one of the most

important fantasy series of the last decade.

VIIL The Sun Eater — Christopher Ruocchio

Hadrian Marlowe's late-civilisation confession — beginning with
Empire of Silence (2018) — is grimdark in a science-fantasy register. It is
also, openly, a child of Gene Wolfe: the first-person torturer-saint, the
dying-world architecture, the theology smuggled in through prose. If you
love the lineage that Wolfe started, this is the most ambitious modern

entry in it.

VIII. The Book of the New Sun — Gene Wolfe

Published 1980-1983 and a generation ahead of its time. A
journeyman torturer becomes, by terrible degrees, a saviour. Wolfe's
tetralogy is the foundational text of what we now call Sacred Grimdark

— and a fuller Scriptorium review is here:

— The Book of the New  Sun, reviewed at

/scriptorium/gene-wolfe-book-of-the-new-sun-review.
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IX. The Faithful and the Fallen — John Gwynne

Gwynne's quartet (beginning with Malice, 2012) and its Of Blood and
Bone sequel sit at the warmer end of the grimdark spectrum: heroic
fantasy with grimdark teeth. Loyalties cost. Battles maim. Gods choose
sides and most of them choose badly. For readers who want the grimdark

register without losing the mythic heart, this is the canonical entry point.

X. The Chronicles of the Archangels — T.L.L.
Quick

The Sacred Grimdark inheritor. Where classical grimdark insists
nothing is sacred, The Chronicles of the Archangels — beginning with
Betrayal — insists the sacred bleeds but does not break. Priests still kneel
before drawing their blades. Relics still hum with memory. The Basilica

beneath Annwyn still rings its bell while the world above it burns.

It is grimdark with a candle the storm has not yet put out. If you have
read every series above and felt that something was missing — something
older, something with weight — this is the line you have been looking

for.

How to Choose Where to Start
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* Start with Abercrombie if you have never read grimdark before. The

First Law is the genre's clearest doorway.

* Start with Cook if you want the genre's foundations and the

soldier's voice that invented its register.

* Start with Erikson if you want the largest, most theologically literate

world fantasy has produced.

* Start with Bakker if you want grimdark pushed to its theological

extremity.

¢ Start with Wolfe — or Quick — if you want the older candle that

the rest of the genre is, knowingly or not, still measuring itself against.

Why Sacred Grimdark Belongs on This List

Grimdark's great honesty is its refusal to pretend that suffering does
not exist. Sacred Grimdark's great honesty is its refusal to pretend that
holiness does not. Both genres carry weight. Only one carries scale. The
tull case is made in /scriptorium/sacred-grimdark-vs-grimdark — and the

manifesto behind the line in /scriptorium/sacred-grimdark-manifesto.

The canon above is the country grimdark has built. The Chronicles of
the Archangels is the cathedral rising at its eastern edge. Readers drawn to
the haunted side of the shelf — where wonder and dread share a single
page — will find that map at /scriptorium/best-fantasy-horror-books.

The doors remain open.
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Continue the reading at SacredGrimdark.com
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