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Can Grimdark Fantasy Have
Hope?

Darkness, Nihilism, and the Case for Sacred Grimdark

“And the light shineth in darkness; and the
darkness comprebended it not.”

— John 1:5

Grimdark fantasy has never been afraid of darkness.

Its worlds are scarred by war. Its heroes are compromised. Its
kingdoms decay beneath ambition, betrayal, violence, and corruption.

Victory, when it comes at all, often arrives wounded.

That is part of grimdark's power. It refuses to pretend that evil is
shallow. It refuses to make suffering easy. It refuses to guarantee that

courage will be rewarded simply because courage is good.

But somewhere along the way, another idea became attached to

grimdark: if the world is truly dark, hope must be foolish.

Goodness becomes naiveté. Mercy becomes weakness. Faith becomes
delusion. The honourable man is merely the man who has not yet

discovered how the world really works.

And that raises a question worth asking: can grimdark fantasy have

hope without ceasing to be grimdark?
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I believe it can. More than that, I believe darkness can make hope more

meaningful. But only if hope is allowed to cost something.

Darkness Is Not Nihilism

Darkness and nihilism are not the same thing. A story can contain

terrible evil without declaring that good and evil are meaning]ess.

A character can suffer without suffering being meaningless. A hero can
fail without heroism being meaningless. A kingdom can fall without
truth falling with it. And a character can die without everything for

which that character lived becoming a lie.

This distinction matters. Nihilism does not merely say that the world is
dark. It ultimately asks whether anything within that darkness possesses

permanent meaning at all. That is a very different claim.

Dark fantasy can show us a world where evil is powerful. Grimdark
can show us a world where good people suffer terrible consequences. But

neither requires us to conclude that goodness itself is an illusion.

Indeed, I would argue that the darker the world becomes, the more

important that distinction becomes.

“A candle means little beneath the noonday sun. Carry
it into the abyss, and suddenly everyone understands
what light is worth.”
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Hope Is Not the Same as Optimism

Part of the problem may be the way we use the word hope. Hope is

often confused with optimism. They are not the same.

Optimism says: things will probably get better. Hope can say: things

may become much worse, and still I will not surrender what is true.

That kind of hope belongs naturally in dark fantasy. Perhaps it belongs

there better than almost anywhere else.

A warrior who believes victory is certain needs courage. A warrior who
knows victory may never come and stands anyway needs something

deeper.

A person who shows mercy when mercy costs nothing is kind. A
person who shows mercy knowing that mercy may wound him has

revealed something about what he believes mercy is worth.

Faith when the heavens are bright is one thing. Faith when heaven

seems silent is another.

That is where darkness becomes useful. It strips away the easy reasons

for being good. Then it asks the character: now what do you believe?

Evil Must Be Allowed to Be Evil

Hope also becomes cheap when evil is cheap. This is one of the reasons

I write dark fantasy.
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I do not want evil that merely looks frightening. I want evil that
corrupts. Evil that deceives. Evil that knows what a person loves and
understands how to twist that love. Evil that leaves consequences behind

even after it has been defeated.

Because if evil is merely an obstacle placed before the hero so that the

hero may demonstrate his strength, then defeating it tells us very little.
Real darkness should cost something.

* People should carry wounds.

* Decisions should matter.

* Betrayal should leave scars.

* Forgiveness should not erase consequence.

* Redemption should never mean that everything which came before

suddenly did not matter.

* And death should remain an enemy.

If darkness is going to be real, then the story cannot protect its
characters from the cost of entering it. But that still does not require
nihilism. In fact, it creates the possibility of something nihilism has

difficulty explaining: sacrifice.

Sacrifice Requires Something Worth Sacrificing For

Why sacrifice yourself if nothing ultimately matters? Why remain
faithful when betrayal would be easier? Why forgive when hatred is
justified? Why stand between another person and death? Why tell the
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truth when a lie would save you?

Dark fantasy becomes extraordinarily powerful when characters are
forced to answer those questions. Not with speeches. With blood. With

loss. With consequence.

The meaningful question is not whether the hero wins. The
meaningful question is: what does the hero refuse to become in order to

win?

There are victories that destroy the person who achieves them. There
are defeats that reveal a person's soul. There are moments when survival is
not the highest good. And there are things worth dying for precisely

because they are worth living for.

This is where I believe grimdark can move beyond despair without
becoming sentimental. Hope does not have to remove the darkness.

Hope can enter it.

Redemption Must Never Be Cheap

The same is true of redemption. Modern storytelling sometimes treats
redemption as a change of opinion. A villain realises he was wrong. A
betrayer regrets what he has done. A corrupted character chooses the

good side. And therefore everything is restored.

But redemption worthy of dark fantasy should be harder than that.
Forgiveness does not make wounds disappear. Repentance does not

resurrect those we have killed. Grace does not negate consequence.
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A redeemed person may still have to walk through the ruins he helped
create. He may be forgiven and still bear scars. He may receive mercy and
still spend the remainder of his life confronting what his choices cost

others. That does not diminish redemption. It makes redemption matter.

“Cheap redemption says: what you did no longer
matters. True redemption says: what you did matters

terribly — and mercy bas come for you anyway.”

There is an enormous difference.

This Is Where Sacred Grimdark Began

As I wrote The Chronicles of the Archangels, I discovered that the
stories I wanted to tell did not fit comfortably within the usual
boundaries. They were too dark to be traditional heroic fantasy. But I

was unwilling to accept that darkness required meaninglessness.

My world could contain demons, betrayal, corruption, war, suffering,
death, and ancient evil. My heroes could fail. Good people could die.

Victory could carry terrible cost.

But goodness would remain good. Evil would remain evil. Truth
would remain true even when everyone rejected it. Mercy would remain
mercy even when it was undeserved. And redemption would remain

possible — but never cheaply.

Eventually I came to call this Sacred Grimdark. Not because the
darkness is sacred. It is not. The sacred things are what the darkness

cannot finally redefine: truth, faith, sacrifice, mercy, love, redemption.
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“The darkness exists partly to reveal what those things

cost.”

— T. L. L. Quick

Sacred Does Not Mean Safe

The word sacred can create the wrong impression. Sacred Grimdark is
not sanitised fantasy. It is not a promise that beloved characters will
survive. It is not a world where faithful people are protected from
suffering. It is certainly not a world where goodness guarantees earthly

victory. Quite the opposite.

If something is sacred, then there must be things worth defending even

when defending them costs us.

Sacred Grimdark therefore allows the darkness to become genuinely
dark. The abyss is permitted to look like an abyss. The question is
whether the abyss gets the final word. I do not believe it does.

The Difterence Is Not How Dark the Story Becomes

This may be the most important distinction. Sacred Grimdark is not
necessarily less dark than grimdark. Sometimes it may be darker. The

distinction is what the darkness means.

In nihilistic ~darkness, suffering can finally collapse into

meaninglessness. In Sacred Grimdark, suffering remains an enemy — but
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it cannot erase truth. Death remains terrible — but it cannot make love
meaningless. Evil can corrupt what is good — but it cannot transform

evil into good merely because evil has become powerful.

A character may lose everything and still possess something the
darkness could not take. That is not optimism. It is hope. And hope
becomes most visible precisely when there is no earthly reason left for

optimism.

So, Can Grimdark Fantasy Have Hope?

Yes. But the hope must be strong enough to survive grimdark.

* It cannot be sentimental.

* It cannot depend upon everyone surviving.

* It cannot promise that every wound heals.

* It cannot make evil harmless.

* It cannot turn sacrifice into an inconvenience.
* It cannot make redemption cheap.

Hope worthy of a dark world must be willing to walk into that
darkness knowing exactly what the darkness can do. And remain hope.

That is the territory I call Sacred Grimdark. The darkness is real. The
suffering is real. The consequences are real. But so are truth, mercy,

sacrifice, faith, and redemption.

The darkness does not make those things smaller. It reveals what they

are worth.
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“Faith is not comfort — it is endurance under fire.”

— T. L. L. Quick, author of The Chronicles of the Archangels and creator of
Sacred Grimdark
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