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By Lee A. Breakiron 

 

 

THE  DARK  MAN  MEN,  PART  THREE      
 
     The 10

th
 or 11

th
 issue of The Dark Man (depending on whether you count Vol. 2, #1/2 as one 

or two issues) was numbered Vol. 3, #1 and published in 2006 by The Dark Man Press in a print 

run of 300 copies.  It and the remaining issues have no cover price; this one sold for $15.00.  The 

entire issue of 102 pages plus covers is devoted to REHupan Patrice Louinet’s analysis of the 

early untitled, unfinished REH story that Howard refers to as “The Isle of the Eons” in his semi-

autobiographical novel Post Oaks and Sand Roughs (Grant, 1990) written in 1928.  The issue’s 

wraparound cover is another color montage by REHupan Larry Richter and is based on elements 

of the story. 

 

     “Isle” was not published until 1979, when it appeared in the Ace paperback anthology The 

Gods of Bal-Sagoth.  REH started it in 1925 and worked on it off and on through 1930.  Louinet, 

in the introductory essay that was a virtual collaboration with REHupan Rusty Burke, traces the 

story’s history and apparent sources, using copies of unpublished drafts provided by Glenn Lord.  

Probably inspired by Edgar Rice Burroughs’s The Land That Time Forgot (1924), it starts as an 

adventure that morphs into a pseudo-historical travelog and ends up as a fantasy, each segment 

driven by Howard’s interests and motivations at the time. 

 

     Louinet attributes the story’s uneasy relationship between the narrator (an REH persona) and a 

Dutchman to a brief falling-out, mentioned in Post Oaks, between Howard and his best friend 

Tevis Clyde Smith in 1925 over a woman who became Smith’s wife (more on whom later).  The 

Dutch antagonist appears to be based on the Teutonic-looking Smith.  The woman never appears 

in the story, though, so the conflict in the story seems weakly based.  Names and a sense of 

paranoia in “Isle” suggest those in the Kull stories some 2 years before the completion of “The 

Shadow Kingdom.”  Louinet also points to examples of a woman providing a cause for 

antagonism between male characters in “Wolfshead” of 1925 and “The Gods of Bal-Sagoth” of 

1930, the latter also having a Teutonic antagonist.  Louinet compares elements in five drafts and 

an outline of “Isle,” which are all published in this issue for the first time.  He is able to roughly 

date the drafts by comparing details of their typography and grammatical and spelling errors, 

showing that the different segments of the yarn correspond to the different periods in which REH 

worked on the story.  Howard even changed the tropical setting and rewrote the first portion of 

the story when the plot became too incoherent. 
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     Louinet demonstrates that the travelog portion of the story has its origins in texts about 

Atlantis and Mu/Lemuria by the theosophist E. A. Allen and the folklorist Lewis Spence that 

REH was reading at the time and would incorporate theories from in his Kull stories.  The last, 

fantastic portion of “Isle” introduces the theme of reincarnation, which emerges often in 

Howard’s writings.  REH finally abandons the story when its incoherency makes it clear that it is 

unsellable.  The fact that he worked on it so long, however, signifies to Louinet that its 

inspirations, in particular the conflict with Smith, meant a lot to Howard.   Certainly the changes  
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in topic and style throughout “Isle” reveal much about REH’s developing interests and abilities 

during his formative years as a writer, making it much more important than its flaws and failure 

as a story.  The issue ends with first appearance of the 1928 story fragment “Tallyho!,” again 

provided by Lord, as Louinet’s example of another tale containing similar characters.  For similar 

reasons, “The Hyena” of 1924 is also included. 

 

     This issue of TDM illustrates both the strengths and weaknesses of the publication.  On the one 

hand, it is the perfect venue for Louinet’s scholarly treatise and the various versions of “Isle.”  On 

the other hand, such esoteric details and the issue’s lack of variety in content and its few 

illustrations limit its appeal for the casual reader.  The initial “The” from the title of “Isle” is 

omitted on the issue’s cover, in the table of contents, and in editor Mark Hall’s introduction.  A 

leaf of errata is laid in. 

 

     The next issue, Vol. 3, #2, is dated 2007, sold for $15.00, and had a print run of 200 copies.  It 

features a larger font, 116 pages plus covers, and a wraparound color cover consisting of a 

montage of REH paperback book covers, mostly by the French publisher Nouvelles Editions 

Oswald (NéO), assembled by REHupan Scotty Henderson. 

 

     Robert M. McIlvaine, who was attending Slippery Rock University, debuts with an article on 

the possible influence on Howard of a series of boys’ novels by Joseph A. Altsheler (1862-1919), 

in particular his Young Trailers Series.  Extremely popular when REH was a boy, these novels 

contained much historical detail engagingly told.  McIlvaine argues that Howard almost certainly 

read some of them.  Though there is no direct evidence that he did, the unusual term “forest-

runner” was employed by both Altsheler and Howard, the latter in “Beyond the Black River” and 

“Wolves beyond the Border.”  Even apart from this, the sheer prevalence of the books and the 

near Howardian tone of their adventuresome prose makes it seem quite likely that REH was 

familiar with them. 

 

     Ian Nichols, next reviewing The Black Stranger and Other American Tales (Univ. Nebraska, 

2005), approves of editor and REHupan Steve Tompkins’s approach of classifying the stories as 

literature imbued by the atmosphere of the American frontier.  “I believe the anthology brings 

together a wide selection of well-chosen stories which display Howard at his best.” (p. 26) 

 

     The centerpiece of the issue is the massive essay “Mind-forg’d Manacles? Back to School 

with Robert E. Howard” by Tompkins (1960-2009).  Don Herron, editor of The Dark Barbarian: 

The Writings of Robert E. Howard – A Critical Anthology (Greenwood, 1984) and The Barbaric 

Triumph: A Critical Anthology on the Writings of Robert E. Howard (Wildside, 2004), was 

critical of the essay, calling it “one of the worst train wrecks I’ve ever seen, jumbled up mounds 

of verbiage randomly littering the landscape.” [1, p. 49]  I find this assessment unduly harsh.  The 

article is a review of two books, Fantasy: The Liberation of Imagination (Routledge, 1997) by 

Richard Mathews and Tolkien: A Cultural Phenomenon (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) by Brian 

Rosebury.  These are critical studies of some heft in both size and content, and Tompkins’s 

characteristically thorough treatment is surely warranted. His signature style of deep insights, 

clever turns of phrase, and unique recognition of cross-cultural connections is everywhere in 

evidence as he makes good use of the required space and displays such a range of knowledge that 

one is left with the impression that he was familiar with every related source of consequence, 

regardless of medium. 

 

     Tompkins opens with a hail and welcome to Leo Grin’s new prozine, The Cimmerian.  “The 

term ‘lit-crit’ is often spat out like gristle, something to be eschewed rather than chewed.” (p. 27)  

TC is intended to be “read and enjoyed by the average fan.  No footnotes, no interminable 
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academic jargon, no articles that read like homework.” (p. 27)  Tompkins finds that TC and TDM 

do and should “complement one another, and the presence of both in Howard studies in no way 

resembles a race between the tortoise and the hare-brained.” (p. 27)  “It is possible for articles or 

even lengthier works of criticism to reflect the upside of having done homework without 

necessarily reading like homework.” (p. 28)  He goes on to illustrate this approach in his essay, 

even inserting massive footnotes that are relevant, informative, and a pleasure to read. 
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     Restating the epigraph of Mathews’s book, a poem by William Blake containing the phrase 

“mind-forg’d manacles” of the essay’s title, Tompkins further quotes Marc Cerasini and Charles 

Hoffman, authors of Robert E. Howard: Starmont Reader’s Guide #35 (Starmont House, 1987) as 

asserting that because Conan lacks “neuroses and inhibitions,” he operates “free of what Blake 

called ‘the mind-forg’d manacles.’  Howard would consider these ‘manacles’ to be the trappings 

and conventions of civilization.  …  [A]dvocates of pantheon-placement for Howard must slip 

their own fetters and restraints as part of unlocking the manacles of academic or critical close-

mindedness.” (p. 31)  Mathews does the same by including Howard in the all-star line-up of 

fantasy authors he treats in Fantasy and by his placement of The Hour of the Dragon alongside 

The Lord of the Rings, The Once and Future King, and A Wizard of Earthsea.  Tompkins calls 

Mathews’s survey of the Conan series in his Chapter Six an important step toward rectfying 

REH’s lack of academic recognition so resoundingly demanded by Herron [2].  Tompkins also 

notes the positive mention of Howard in John Clute’s Encyclopedia of Fantasy (St. Martin’s, 

1997, which is omitted from Tompkins’s references) and the inclusion of “The Tower of the 

Elephant” in Shippey’s Oxford Book of Fantasy Stories (Oxford Univ., 1992), but cites several 

other surveys that REH should have been incorporated in. 

 

     Mathews contends that “[f]antasy is a literature of liberation and imagination.  Its target may 

be politics, economics, religion, psychology, or sexuality.  It seeks to liberate the feminine, the 

unconscious, the repressed, the past, the present, and the future.” (p. 33)  He makes the case that 

the popular imagination in Britain and America was nearly starved for fantasy due to the relative 

absence of universal folkloric and mythic traditions and the inhibiting effects of the 

Enlightenment, industrialization, and scientific advances.  Mathews deems it “remarkable that a 

writer of short pulp fiction should deliver such a strong performance in his single Conan novel” 

(p. 34) and that Howard’s talent for hybridizing genres ensured that his signature subgenre, 

Sword & Sorcery, would enjoy longevity and vitality.  Tompkins states: 

 

Although [Mathews’s] references to “Conan the Barbarian” and Howard’s choice 

of “a brute as hero” are winceworthy, he quickly improves by remarking that the 

Texan “moved decisively beyond mere Gothic tribalism and northern European 

sagas” to devise the Hyborian Age, an “oddly familiar, yet unfamiliar and 

untamed geography appropriate for bringing an American frontier mentality into 

fantasy.”  So Howard’s playground borders not only on historical and pulp 

adventure fiction, but also on American classic literature, and the prehistory 

posited by the series turns out to be history that has been telescoped, cherry-

picked, essentialized, and both heightened but also deepened to create a 

crawlspace for chthonic and demonic forces. (p. 44) 

 

     Tompkins notes that Mathews’s analysis of Hour separately from the other Conan tales entails 

misperceptions about what Mathews refers to as Conan’s “painful, childlike honesty,” when of 

course Conan could be quite cunning and self-serving.  More importantly, Mathews also singles 

out Conan’s clarity of understanding both moral and spatial relationships, the latter evident in his 

architectural (and, I would add, topological) descriptions (even though he accidentally inverts east 

for west in “The Man-Eaters of Zamboula”/”Shadows in Zamboula” [3]).  Mathews finds the 

Venturer/slave revolt sequence in Hour to be pivotal, stating “The supreme evil in Howard’s 

work is always linked to the loss of freedom to slavery.” (p. 45)  Still, Tompkins feels it 

necessary to point out the Texan’s self-identification as a Southerner with residual or ancestral 

loyalties to the Old South, as well as the fact that much of the evil driving the action in the novel 

derives from a thousand centuries of black magic and diabolism.  Further discussing such 

manifestations of evil in Hour as the haunted catacombs and the infernal Heart of Ahriman, 

Tompkins endorses a remark of Mathews as being a half-century overdue, namely: “Though 
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Howard is not known as a philosophical writer, he speaks very directly about meanings from time 

to time, wisdom in dreams, the heart of one’s kingdom.” (p. 47)  Tompkins adds that “[w]e might 

expand upon this by arguing that speaking very directly about meanings is one of good fantasy’s 

chief virtues; at its best, by simplifying, the genre also clarifies and testifies.” (p. 47) 

 

     Tompkins does score Mathews for speculating that the “grasp of the enslaving power of evil 

and its accretion of force of magnitude over time” on display in Hour “might have helped drive 

Howard to suicide in 1936.” (p. 46)  Mathews later says, “The frequency with which Conan is 

saved by a woman perhaps supplies a key to what might have helped preserve Howard’s life: if 

only the slave who would be queen” (i.e. Zenobia) “had come to his rescue.” (p. 48)  Tompkins 

comments, “Unfortunately, we need not believe that Dark Valley was necessarily destiny to 

reflect that a queen, or a dowager empress, was already installed at the center of Howard’s 

existence.” (p. 48) 

 

     Tompkins’s main criticism of Fantasy is that the book ends too soon, with only a chapter on 

Le Guin when there really should have been chapters on Peake, Moorcock, Leiber, and Wagner. 

 

     And I, unfortunately, must fault Tompkins and TDM for consistently misspelling Mathews as 

“Matthews.”  Also, specifying the REHupa Mailing numbers in the references would have helped 

those who otherwise have no way of locating publications like Burke’s Celtic Weirdness 

Productions and McCollum’s House of Arabu. 

 

     While the rest of the essay concerns Rosebury’s Tolkien: A Cultural Phenonmenon, Tompkins 

finds enough parallels to and connections with REH that even one who is primarily a Howard fan 

will find the essay fascinating.  A chapter on Tolkien’s narrative accomplishments “serves to 

remind us that for all that has been written about intensity, immedicay, and in media res openings, 

we need more on the mechanics, the ballistics, of Howard’s narratives.” (p. 49)  For Rosebury, 

the danger of stiltedness and artificiality is at its greatest in Tolkien’s dialog, and Tompkins feels: 

 

[M]uch more work must be done on the words that Howard put in his character’s 

mouths.  He usually steered with remarkable navigational éclat between the 

Scylla of stiltedness and the Charybdis of slanginess.  …  Lines like “What evil 

wind brings you into this land, feeder of ravens?” or “Aye, we kept the life in 

him until he screamed for death as for a bride” speak Howard’s worlds into being. 

 

     Where the skillful and selective use of archaism distances a story’s setting but 

not its characters and conflicts, unskillful and unselective use fences most readers 

out while walling the characters up inside an affectation.” (p. 53) 

 

Tompkins lauds the outstanding speeches by REH’s characters as “shameless actor-bait, and it is 

correspondingly shameful that actors have never been allowed to have at them,” as at least was 

the case for some of Tolkien’s lines in the Peter Jackson films. (p. 54) 

 

     While Darrell Schweitzer has reminded us that “Howard is not Shakespeare,” Tompkins notes 

that REH had absorbed the Bard’s works and points out several parallels to the latter’s plays:  

“By This Axe I Rule!” and Julius Caesar; The Hour of the Dragon and Hamlet; “The Shadow 

Kingdom” (among others) and Macbeth; and “Graveyard Rats” and Titus Andronicus.  Tompkins 

also draws parallels between Shakespeare’s contemporary Christopher Marlowe:  both were poets 

of “torrential imagination” who made their names and livings in the less elitist entertainments of 

their day (playhouses or pulps), put impassioned speeches in the mouths of their characters, and 

came to violent ends.  “[C]omparing Howard to Marlowe may seem like a stretch, … [t]he more 
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we succeed in embedding Howard in the classics, the more pre-pulp roots we can point to, the 

more convincing his entitlement to a place in not just American but Western literature becomes.” 

(p. 59) 

 

     Jeffrey Kahan returns with, finally, a worthwhile contribution:  “Conan the Shakespearean/ 

Hamlet the Barbarian.”  Displaying his knowledge of the Bard, Kahan takes his own stab at 

analyzing REH’s inspirations from and connections with Shakespeare.  Howard seemed to have a 

love/hate relationship with Shakespeare, absorbing and occasionally emulating his work, but 

claiming that Shakespeare “nauseated” him quickly, saying he admired only his character Sir 

John Falstaff, and criticizing the Bard’s ethics, as though (I add) the playwright could be assumed 

to share the ethics of his characters.  (Perhaps, because REH put himself and his ideas into his 

prose, he assumed other writers did as well.)  Kahan singles out the sources of Howard’s 

Shakespeare parody “Bastards All!” as Cymbeline and The Merry Wives of Windsor, as well as 

William Kendrick’s Shakespeare pastiche Falstaff’s Wedding (1766).  In a note accompanying 

his parody, REH declares that Shakespeare “narrates the doings of a bastard, makes you see he is 

a bastard, then leaves you with the impression that after all, the bastard was morally in the right.” 

(p. 85)  Postulating various motives Howard might have has for disparaging the Bard, Kahan 

argues that REH did not see him as “the ultimate warrior who defeated all rivals; he was just a 

writer, one who, like Howard himself, often hid his own name and his own borrowings.” (p. 88) 

 

     Citing Louinet’s comparisons between Hamlet and The Hour of the Dragon, Kahan goes on to 

suggest that Hamlet was an able talker, but is indecisive as a man of action and inept as an 

avenger.  Conan, on the other hand, as a kind of anti-Hamlet, would have settled matters in short 

order.  REH even parodies Hamlet’s inaction in another of his Shakespearean spoofs, The Dook 

of Stark: A Dramma by Willie Shakesbeer.  While Kahan spends too much time analyzing the 

irrelevant Conan the Barbarian movie by John Milius, he at least does not resort to his usual 

litany of Howard’s supposed sexual themes. 

 

     Next is a section on REH-related news.  Paul Herman describes the events leading up to the 

first Robert E. Howard Birthday Celebration on 21 January 2006 in Fort Worth, Tex., which was 

a well-attended poetry-reading “bash” or “jam.”  (Later birthday celebrations have not been jams, 

but were parties held in Cross Plains, Tex., in 2008, 2009, and 2011 and in Austin, Tex., in 2010, 

usually organized by Dennis McHaney.)  S. T. Joshi then announces that he has included “Old 

Garfield’s Heart” in his Penguin anthology, American Supernatural Tales (2007).  “So let it not 

be said that I don’t find some value in Howard’s work!” (p. 100) 

 

     The issue concludes with the letters of Finn, Kahan, Gruber, and Schweitzer discussed in our 

previous installment. 

 

     The next issue (Vol. 4, #1, “2009 for 2008”) bears REH’s fedora photo on the front cover and 

a photo of the Howard House on the back.  The journal was now being published under the 

auspices of the Department of English of the University of La Verne, Cal., in print runs of about 

250 copies.  In his editorial, Hall explains that the publication delay since the last issue was 

caused by his job termination following the University of California’s elimination of the Federal 

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act funding to UC Berkeley’s Hearst 

Museum.  (Hall had gotten his doctorate in anthropology from Berkeley in 1992; most of his 

career was spent working and doing research in museums in Ireland, Japan, and the UK until he 

was employed at the Hearst Museum from 2006 to 2007.)  He also announces that Kahan is 

joining REHupan Charles Gramlich as assistant editor and that Gene Melton and REHupan Chris 

Gruber have joined the journal’s review board.  Hall notes that he gave the paper, “Pastiche: 

Boon or Bust? – The Case of Conan of Cimmeria,” at the March 2008 meeting of the Popular 
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Culture Association in San Francisco, as well as another paper on REH (title not given) at the 

Mythcon XXXVIII meeting of the Mythopoeic Society in August 2007 at Berkeley.  Finally, he 

plugs the Robert E. Howard Foundation. 

 

     Gruber opens the book review section with assessments of two books about the boxer James J. 

Braddock.  Gruber is an expert on the manly sport that was a preoccupation of Howard, one that 

provided him exercise, stress relief, and the friendship and respect of his peers, not to mention 

fodder for a series of popular boxing stories, serious and comic.  

 

     Brian Taves of the Library of Congress follows with a review of REH’s The Lord of 

Samarcand and Other Adventures of the Old Orient (Univ. Nebraska, 2005) edited by Burke.  

Taves says: 
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     Beyond the widespread association of Howard with near-mythic characters 

and dark fantasy, the stories in this volume reveal a master of historical adventure 

fiction.  Howard wrote that it was his preferred genre, and were it not for the 

constraints of the historical market, and the time required for research, he would 

have made the genre his specialty. (p. 13) 

 

… 

 

… [C]learly Howard has engaged in vast research to give his stories the aura of 

authenticity, although he almost never cites specific dates.  While not departing 

from the confines of the genre, Howard also does not allow history, even in its 

broadest brush-strokes, to get in the way of a gripping narrative. (p.14) 

 

Taves observes that REH’s prose has a more modern ring than that of the preeminent historical 

fictioneer of the time, Rafael Sabatini.  It is also more graphic as to action and violence, 

anticipating the changing tastes of readers and moviegoers in the decades to come.  “Howard is 

unique among his predecessors and contemporaries as a writer with an incredible flair for quick, 

graphic, brutal action that reflects the ethics of his own century.  His scenes have a verve and a 

sometimes overwhelming energy seldom seen before in the genre.” (p. 15)  Taves deems the book 

important, not only for revealing the range of REH’s writing, but also for allowing the writer to 

take his own place within the tradition of the best of historical adventure literature.  Unfortunately, 

production errors on the book resulted in the omission of the ending of “Shadow of the Vulture” 

and the beginning of “Gates of Empire,” as well as in the rendering of Howard’s friend and one-

time coauthor’s name as “Travis Clyde Smith” rather than Tevis Clyde Smith. 

 

     Tompkins is again on board with a review of Mark Finn’s Blood & Thunder: The Life and Art 

of Robert E. Howard (MonkeyBrain Books, 2006), a biography much needed as an antidote to L. 

Sprague de Camp et al.’s Dark Valley Destiny: The Life of Robert E. Howard (Blue Jay Books, 

1983), with the latter’s condescending point of view and amateur psychologizing.  Tompkins 

heartily approves of Finn’s approach of anchoring his account to Texas regionalism and history, 

and treating Howard’s life “as a story with an ending, not an ending with a story” (p. 19), as de 

Camp did.  Finn also broadens his treatment to embrace REH’s work beyond Conan, which 

wasn’t in de Camp’s interest because it did not serve to promote his own posthumous 

collaborations and pastiches.  Finn debunks the myth that Howard was a gun-toting paranoid by 

quoting a passage from Novalyne Price Ellis’s One Who Walked Alone (Grant, 1986) in which 

Novalyne comes off as the more gun-conscious one.  Tompkins does point out some errors and 

omissions, which have been rectified in the biography’s expanded second edition issued by the 

Robert E. Howard Foundation in 2011. 

 

     Ending the review section is REHupan Steve Trout’s coverage of Franklin Walker’s Jack 

London and the Klondike: The Genesis of an American Writer (Huntington Library, 2005).  

London was far and away REH’s favorite writer and, I would add, the most Howardian-sounding 

of his predecessors because of that very influence.  Trout notes that REH’s Post Oaks and Sand 

Roughs is modeled on London’s Martin Eden (1909).  Walker’s own pioneering work has done 

much to elevate London’s current reputation above that of a writer of popular dog stories for 

children.  London admitted that his imagination was weak, but he was adept at turning his own 

experiences into literature. 

 

     The centerpiece and final feature of the issue is the essay, “A Comparison of the Idealogy of 

Robert E. Howard’s Conan Tales and J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings” by Ian Nichols, 

who was finishing his doctorate at Curtin University.  Though quoting from such journals as 
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Marxism and references as Fantasy, the Literature of Subversion, the article fortunately turns out 

to be not a leftist screed, but a generally perceptive and persuasive treatise of the major works of 

“two authors … embedded in their societies and … deeply influenced by what was around them.” 

(p. 35)  Sketching the lives of Howard and Tolkien amidst their blue-collar and academic 

surroundings respectively, Nichols goes on to discuss how their contrasting environments and 

cultures affected the different types of fantasy each produced, especially as to the fictional 

societies created.  In Tolkien, “[a]s a rule, women have second-class roles in their societies,” 

aside from Éowyn, who still eventually “enters into the role most endorsed for women in the 

novel: wife.” (pp. 40 & 41)  Family and tradition are all-important.  Nichols notes that there are 

more female characters in REH’s fantasy, most of whom are subordinate to men, but Bêlit in 

“Queen of the Black Coast” and Valeria in “Red Nails” are stand-out exceptions.  Furthermore, 

unlike in Tolkien, sex is a major concern; women are more alluring and also more attainable. 

 

     And as in their own societies, race and class differences play important roles in the societies 

described in Howard’s and Tolkien’s narratives.  REH’s Aquilonians (the dominant culture) and 

Cimmerians are white (like Howard) and pure-blooded.  “The implication is that their blood is 

untainted by any admixture from races that are not white.” (p. 43)  (One could argue about how 

important this actually was to Howard.)  “Howard described non-white people as savages, who 

are most efficient when there are white people to lead them,” such as Bêlit. (p. 43)  (One wonders 

what the distinction is between “savages” and barbarians like Conan; Nichols later characterizes 

Conan as a Noble Savage.)  Nichols even claims that black mages are portrayed as inferior to 

their white counterparts, though any evil sorcerer comes to a bad end at the hands of Conan.  

“Black magic is no match even for white brawn.” (p. 44)  Even in his choice of lovers, Conan 

makes his preference for white women clear,” (p. 44) though, I note, one would expect this 

anyway in view of Conan’s racial identity, especially considering REH’s time and audience.  

“Given [his] background, it is understandable that Howard, in general, shows blacks as inferior or 

childish beings.  It is to his credit that he resists the ideological imperative to always show them 

that way.” (p. 46)  In Tolkien, whiteness is more often seen as an indicator of goodness and purity, 

though class consciousness is even more important, as one would expect given the author’s 

British origin and colonial experiences. 

 

     Comparing the history and religions of the worlds created by the two fantasists, Nichols draws 

the interesting distinction that Tolkien employed the Christian conceit of knowledge and 

aspiration corrupting and disrupting a world that was initially one of Edenic tranquillity and 

innocence.  In Howard, however, though cataclysm and devolution repeatedly occur, the process 

is cyclic and barbarism neither lasts forever nor is clearly preferable to civilization.  Wilderness 

and wasteland settings contrast with the pastoral ideals of Tolkien, and their domestication is seen 

in REH as positively as it was in Howard’s own frontier society.  Tolkien saw the preservation of 

the privileges of Middle-Earth’s aristocracy as a natural and desirable objective, while Howard’s 

attitude is strongly individualistic, progressive, and anti-colonial.  And though magic can be for 

good or evil in Tolkien, for Conan it is always derived from evil. 

 

     Nichols claims that Conan is a representative of the Noble Savage and, like that concept, a 

large part of the Hyborian world’s idealogy is based on that of the Romantic poets and novelists, 

even though he acknowledges that REH denounced the Noble Savage idea in his letters.  But how 

then, I wonder, do Howard’s grim settings fit in with the Romantic view of the natural world as a 

bucolic paradise?  Nichols is more convincing when he argues that Tolkien’s world is 

Neoclassical in its values, where order is desirable and everyone has a rightful place.  And one 

can’t quarrel with Nichols’s final conclusion that REH’s world “is a celebration of individualism, 

a place where one man can make an immense difference, particularly if that man is Conan the 

Cimmerian.” (pp. 73 & 74) 
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     The Dark Man, Vol. 4, #2, dated June 2009, runs 84 pages plus covers and is bannered as a 

“Special Issue: Howard, the Pulps and Sexuality.”  It is graced with a color Brundage-style front 

cover by Richter and a photo of a University of La Verne building on the back.  It has enlarged 

margins, an even larger font than before, and sold for $12. 

 

     Hall opens his editorial with a paean to Tompkins, who had died on 23 March 2009.  “He has 

been a steady contributor over the years, and as a scholar, he always brought concrete, fair, and 

objective criticism to the submissions.” (p. 1)  Hall also announces that Gramlich and Kahan were 

joining him as co-editors, and that Louinet was now on the review board.  
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     Burke appears first with the note, “On Editing Robert E. Howard,” in which he reveals that, in 

preparing the story “The Shadow of the Beast” from REH’s typescript for publication in The 

Horror Stories of Robert E. Howard (Del Rey/Ballantine, 2008), it was discovered that the villain 

Joe Cagle was originally a black man, though in previously published versions he had not been 

identified by race.  As it happened, Cagle’s race is irrelevant to the story, but the unfortunate way  

that this fact and his description are worded can only be seen as racist today.  “It probably added 

another frisson to the menace for the white readers of pulp magazines in the 30s, but it just 

appears to be ignorant racism to a twenty-first century reader.” (p. 4) 

 

     Hoffman is again on deck with a short lament on the passing of Tompkins.  Gruber contributes 

a photo of Tompkins and Leo Grin at (as it was corrected on the TDM Web site to read:) the 2006 

World Fantasy Convention in Austin. 

 

     The main feature of the issue is Hoffman’s essay, “Elements of Sadomasochism in the Fiction 

and Poetry of Robert E. Howard.”  Displaying a gifted researcher’s familiarity with both REH’s 

writings and the background subject matter, Hoffman addresses the topic with understanding and 

humanity, when it might so easily have been taken as a cause for revulsion and condemnation, 

and has been so in the past.  As Hoffman demonstrates, there are explicit instances of 

sadomasochism throughout Howard’s work.  He explains: 

 

     Sadomasochism, of course, is an erotic passion that involves the melding of 

pleasure and pain in order to achieve a heightening of sensation.  It finds 

expression both in actual practice and art.  Real life practitioners indulge in 

bondage, flagellation, and similar activities as an erotic pastime, utilizing 

costumes and other theatrical trappings to enhance drama.  ...  Most lifestyle 

sadomasochists adhere to the “safe, sane, and consensual” rule. 

 

     In art, however, we find a different story.  Since the reader is engaging 

vicariously in a wholly imaginary experience, the fictional adventure is apt to be 

more extreme than anything the reader is likely to encounter in the course of 

everyday living, so as to make a more memorable impression.  Thus, 

sadomasochistic episodes in fiction tend not to be consensual, so that the erotic 

aspect is mingled with other sensations such as fear and suspense. (p.8) 

 

     Given that  REH’s writings are characterized by violent action, bizarre situations, brooding 

menace, and unrelenting emotional intensity, it is not surprising that their erotic aspects would 

tend toward the extreme.  Hoffman finds elements of sadomasochism in as early a work as “The 

Hyena,” written in 1924, whose protagonist not only confesses to being racist, but evinces 

feelings of inferiority and other characteristics of a male submissive.  “This undercurrent of 

sexual yearning in “The Hyena” thus reveals significant evidence of Howard’s early interest in 

exploring elements of sadomasochism in his fiction.” (p. 14) 

 

     Erotic themes also appear in REH’s poetry, ranging from light and playful in tone to dark and 

passionate.  Sadomasochism might appear as spankings of headstrong women or sexual 

encounters either consensual or forced, and either heterosexual or lesbian.  In the poem, “Strange 

Passion,” the narrator describes himself spanking women and as being spanked by them.  The 

prose poem, “Flaming Marble,” depicts what seems to be a recurring sex dream or fantasy about a 

sadomasochistic encounter between a barbarian slave and his aristocratic mistress. 

 

     In “The Moon of Skulls,” Puritan Solomon Kane is both aroused and repelled by the black 

villainess Nakari, who binds him in a dungeon, where the semi-nude vixen endeavors to seduce 
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him and then threatens to whip Kane’s white companion Marylin.  This story was bowdlerized 

when it was first reprinted for book publication in the 1960s. 

 

     Howard was more explicit in “Xuthal of the Dusk”/ “The Slithering Shadow,”  where the bold, 

haughty, and sensuous Thalis, the most powerful woman in the city of Xuthal, administers a 

lashing to the submissive slave girl Natala.  Reworking elements of “Xuthal” in one of his 

masterpieces, “Red Nails,” REH has the formidable pirate Valeria flog a treacherous serving 

woman.  Valeria is later overpowered by the bull-like ruler Olmec, only to be further humiliated 

by the sorceress Tascela.  Sadistic sexual abuse is also referred to in “Iron Shadows in the 

Moon”/”Shadows in the Moonlight” and graphically depicted in “The Black Stranger,” wherein 

Count Valenso brutally whips the child Tina.  Hoffman believes that this sequence was not meant 

to be titillating, but to emphasize the depravity of the nefarious characters. 

 

     Flagellation is also referred to in “Pigeons from Hell” and described vividly in “The Black 

Stone.”  Finally, sadomasochistic elements occur in stories written for the spicy pulps, notably in 

the story, “Daughters of Feud,” in which a catfight between two women is followed by a 

disciplinary spanking of one of them by the male hero. 

 

     While instances of flagellation and bondage in the Conan stories have been dismissed as 

purely commercial panderings to readers, Hoffman thinks there is more to it.  Howard owned 

several books of flagellation erotica and mentions reading works on sadomasochism in a letter to 

Lovecraft.  Hoffman concludes: 

 

     The presence of sadomasochistic elements in Howard’s poetry and fiction, 

viewed in light of the S/m erotica in this collection, does seem to indicate that 

Howard’s sexual interests extended beyond a simple taste for vanilla.  Howard 

was a physically vigorous young male with no regular sexual outlet, and 

possessed a vivid imagination.  It would actually be surprising if he had no 

sexual fantasies whatsoever.   

 

     A common thread running through Robert E. Howard’s work is a craving for 

more intense experience than there is to be found in ordinary, everyday life.  The 

sadomasochistic elements in Howard’s writings are a reflection of this, as far as 

his libido is concerned.  Hearts, flowers, and Cupid, or the moon in June weren’t 

enough for him. (pp. 50 & 51) 

 

Virtually trapped in a small Depression-era town with the limited opportunities and repressive 

sensibilities of the time and place, I note, REH probably had no sexual experience or, at most, a 

rare encounter with a prostitute by the time he was thirty.  It must have been frustrating for him 

indeed.  For him not to indulge in some sort of “pornography” would have been more strange 

than if he did. 

 

     Hoffman’s article was the subject of a letter three issues later (Vol. 6, #1/2) by REHupan and 

Howard poetry expert Barbara Barrett, who challenges his premise that REH’s work was mainly 

a response to a craving for more intense experiences.  Marshalling several poems as evidence, she 

argues that Howard was, instead, often trying to escape such experiences, and at other times was 

displaying intense despair or raw emotion.  Even so, she says: 

 

     Of course, the “voice” belongs to Howard in all his poetry—his ability to “be 

there” is what gives his verse such depth and reality.  As a writer, Howard was 
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very good at conjuring up images.  After all words were his business, his bread 

and butter.  However, does what he writes define him as a man? (p. 12) 

 

One is left with the impression that REH’s poetry and other works are still rich with possibilities 

for psychological analysis. 

 

     Returning to the Vol. 4, #2 issue, Robert M. McIlvaine revisits with an article in which he 

concludes that a scene from Howard’s story, “The People of the Black Coast,” was inspired by a 

similar scene in H. Rider Haggard’s novel, Allan Quartermain (1887).  Haggard was one of 

REH’s favorite authors and the scenes, involving a man being attacked by giant, seemingly 

intelligent crabs, do appear similar.  But McIlvaine makes some derogatory and incorrect 

statements about the story, which Brian Leno takes issue with [4]. 

 

     The first of the book reviews is by David R. Werner (University of La Verne) of Sumathi 

Ramaswamy’s The Lost Land of Lemuria: Fabulous Geographies, Catastrophic Histories (Univ. 

Califronia, 2004).  Ramaswamy gives an overview of hypothetical lands like Atlantis, Lemuria, 

and Mu, the general interest in which has been in seeming reaction to the loss of unknown lands 

as the world was finally fully explored by the end of the nineteenth century.  Lemuria, in 

particular, was invented as a hypothetical bridge between Africa and Madagascar to explain the 

species of lemurs (hence the name) on each landmass, in a time when plate tectonics and 

continental drift had yet to be conceived of.  Lemuria was then appropriated for various purposes 

by theosophists, American occultists, New Agers, Tamil nationalists, and of course Howard. 

 

     Gramlich follows with a review of Night Voices, Night Journey: Lairs of the Hidden Gods 

(Kurodahan, 2005), an anthology of Cthulhu Mythos tales by Japanese writers edited by Ken 

Asamatsu. 

 

     Ending the issue is a piece by Brian Murphy in which he makes the case that too many critics, 

including Stephen King, dismiss Sword & Sorcery as “escapist” fare, as if that differentiated them 

from serious literature.  “Fantasy of course does offer its readers escape, anong other, often more 

substantial rewards.  But the very word ‘escape’ is a loaded term.  It conjures images of a blind 

flight, a willy-nilly retreat.  It also implies a childish denial of the complexities of the real world.” 

(p. 74)  He quotes Lin Carter as saying, “We read fantasy not so much to escape from life ... but 

to enlarge our spectrum of life-experience, to enrich it and to extend the range of our experience 

into regions we can never visit in the flesh.  For fantasy is not all airy-fairy nonsense, it can be 

deadly serious and deeply meaningful.” (pp. 74 & 75)  Indeed.  And Hoffman has stated: 

“Howard endeavored to offer his readers a wider vista.  ...  In its way, the adventure story is a 

subversive art form in the sense that it carries with it the implicit suggestion that everyday life is 

inadequate.  No author has been more militant in conveying this message than Robert E. 

Howard.” (p. 75)  Murphy declares that one unfortunate side-effect of the “REH as hard-boiled 

heroic fantasist” concept of George Knight/Don Herron is that it underestimates Howard’s 

achievements in the Kull and Conan stories, which would have remained substantial even if he 

had lived to write, say, realistic western fiction. 

 

     There is much to be said for reading Howard for pure escape.  Howard’s 

stories offer an overwhelming sense of adventure and displacement, allowing the 

reader to voyage to worlds and locales far more colorful and vivid than our own.  

But escape has other rewards than adventure and decadent retreat.  Howard’s 

Conan stories and his other fantastic tales also cast a spotlight on his personal 

values, including what he scorned in modern society, and what he admired most 

in mankind. (p. 80) 
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     The following issue, Vol. 5, #1 for March 2010, contains 82 pages plus covers, though for 

some reason only the first 56 pages are numbered.  The front cover features the photo of REH 

standing in front of a fence, and the back cover is another shot of the University of La Verne.  

The format has been somewhat downsized to 5 in. × 8 in., and the font and margins are reduced 

to the size they were two issues previous.  It sold for $10. 

 

     Leading off is another essay by Hoffman, this one an examination of “The Shadow of the 

Beast,” in which he confronts the racial issues raised by Burke in the previous TDM.  W hile 

Burke thought the racial element added nothing to the story,  Hoffman argues that the uncensored  
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story is a raw depiction of racist paranoia that often afflicted the imaginations of white males of 

the time, but with none of the redeeming qualities possessed by other tales like “Black Canaan” 

and “Pigeons from Hell,” though there are no racial epithets like the ones in those stories.  The 

offensive aspects of “Shadow” lie in the physical and mental descriptions of the black fugitive,  

Joe Cagel, which liken him to an ape or  gorilla, e.g. “From all accounts, he was an unusual man, 

a complete savage, so bestial, so low in the scale of intelligence that even the superstitions of his 

race left him untouched.” (p. 5)  Like the black villain of “Black Hound of Death,” Cagle is 

described as a primitive avatar, and explicitly not representative of his race.  Hoffman believes 

that Cagle’s role in the story is as the embodiment of white dread concerning miscegenation, a 

fear that also surfaces in “The Hyena” and, I would add, “Marchers of Valhalla,” wherein REH 

states: 

 

     A man is no better and no worse than his feelings regarding the women of his 

blood, which is the true test of racial consciousness.  A man will take to himself 

the stranger woman, and sit down at meat with a stranger man and feel no 

twinges of race-consciousness.  It is only when he sees the alien man in 

possession of, or intent upon, a woman of his blood, that he realizes the 

difference in race and strain. [5] 

 

The sudden appearance of the “ghost ape” when Cagle dies, which then pursues the narrator, 

suggests a thematic link with Cagle, as if both are symbols of racial anxiety.  The use of the ape 

may have been inspired by Howard’s viewing of the movie King Kong (1933), which also has a 

sexual/miscegenetic subtext.  

 

     TDM’s editors should have caught Hoffman’s two misspellings of “complements” as 

“compliments.” 

 

     Kahan is again on stage with another sex-themed interpretation of an REH story, namely 

“Marchers of Valhalla,” this time concerning Howard’s alleged employment of castrati.  The 

essay reads like a stream-of-consciousness fantasy in which Kahan makes cultural, etymological, 

and literary references as they occur to him, without demonstrating that they exist outside his own 

mind.  His thesis is that the story is about the goddess Ishtar and her cult of Babylonian eunuch 

priests, despite the fact that REH makes no mention of castrati in “Marchers” or even his letters.  

Richardson has pointed out that the story’s declaration that the priests had “possessed” the slave 

girl Aluna (even quoted by Kahan) entails that they had indeed taken her sexually. [6]  I would 

also add that King Akkheba is said to be a priest of Ishtar and yet to have a seraglio.  Richardson 

also singles out etymological and other errors in Kahan’s essay, including the unsupported 

statement that the narrator, James Allison, has a peg leg, a prosthetic that Kahan employs as a 

metaphor for Allison’s impotence.  Kahan’s explicit references to Howard’s intentions do not 

permit recourse to the current academic fad whereby literary texts are regarded as existing 

independently of an author’s intentions.  While it might be understandable that this particlular 

essay was abstruse enough to slip past TDM’s reviewers, surely it fits a pattern that should have 

demanded closer scutiny.  It’s difficult to resist the impression that Kahan is getting a pass 

because he is one of the journal’s editors and a member of the English Department publishing 

TDM. 

 

     Shanks reviews this issue of The Dark Man [7,8].  He takes Kahan to task for “one leap of 

faulty logic after another” and taking “every mythological reference that Howard makes (and 

there are many in ‘Marchers’) and then looks for any way, however obscure, to tie that reference 

into the theme of fertility, without taking into account at all the context in which Howard uses 
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those mythological names.” [8, p. 7]  Shanks also scores Kahan for erroneous etymological 

conclusions. 

 

     Shanks expands on his objections in a letter in the next issue of TDM, saying that Kahan’s 

article is marred by inaccuracies and a flawed methodological approach which seems to ignore 

Howard’s own intentions and understanding of the mythological elements that he included in the 

story.” (p. 15)  Shanks points out that only one branch of Ishtar’s priesthood was what some have 

interpreted as being composed of eunuchs, and that Kahan doesn’t even show that REH knew of 

these castrati or was referencing them in “Marchers.”  Furthermore, “[t]here really is little 

evidence of any fertility theme beyond that which was already inherent in the the mythological 

elements that Howard used.” (p. 18)  Clearly Kahan had not done his homework. 

 

     Next in Vol. 5, #1, Phillip Emery provides a survey of Celtic influences on REH.  The myths 

and legends of the Celts are surprisingly constant throughout his fantasy.  His avid interest in the 

Celts is also manifested in his corrrespondence and the books he is known to have read.  Emery 

classifies the various Celtic legends and connects them with the relevant stories of Conan, Kull, 

Bran Mak Morn (which he misspells), Cormac Mac Art, and others, especially those with 

supernatural horrors like “The Worms of the Earth.”  Emery does find it strange that there is such 

an antagonism between Howard’s heroes and sorcery, when Celtic hero-god legends often 

combined warriors and magicians. 

 

     The review section begins with another assessment of Ramaswamy’s The Lost Land of 

Lemuria, this time by REHupan Morgan Holmes.  Holmes, unlike Werner in his review in Vol. 4, 

#2, cites the relevance to REH, but feels the book would be a tedious read for a layman.  He gets 

the gender of the author wrong, which, considering that it was noted in the previous review, 

someone should have caught. 

 

     Hoffman is up again with a review of The Savage Sword of Conan reprints of the Marvel 

Comic magazines by Dark Horse Comics.  These magazines were an important part of the 

popularization of Conan in the 1970s, along with Marvel’s color comics.  Still unreprinted, 

though, are the excellent text articles by Fred Blosser and others, which Roy Thomas had 

commissioned in a conscientious effort to make readers aware of the author behind the 

magazine’s hero. 

 

     Holmes reappears with a review of Cross Plains Universe (MonkeyBrain Books, 2006) edited 

by Scott A. Cupp and Joe R. Lansdale.  It’s an anthology written by residents of Texas for the 

World Fantasy Convention of 2006 in Austin and collected fiction ostensibly inspired by Howard.  

Holmes finds most of the contents to be worth reading, especially the stories by Bill Crider, Mark 

Finn, Charlotte Laughlin, Michael Moorcock, James Reasoner, L. J. Washburn, and Gene Wolfe. 

 

     Hoffman rounds out the issue with a nostalgic look at the 1968 Lancer paperback Wolfshead, 

which introduced him to REH’s fiction other than Sword & Sorcery. 

 

     Issue Vol. 5, #2, dated August 2010, starts with page 81, so the first page of content (p. 83) 

immediately follows the last page of the previous issue.  This wasn’t done in the two issues of 

Vol. 4, so perhaps the issue was initially part of what was intended to be another double issue.  At 

any rate, the issue is 60 pages long in the same downsized format as Vol. 5, #1.  The front cover 

is a black-and-white drawing of Solomon Kane by Bo Hampton and the back cover is the same as 

for the previous issue.  Hall announces in his editorial that, because it was the twentieth 

anniversary issue, the price was the same as for the first issue ($3.50).  Finn is joining the review 

board. 
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     Kahan swings back to normality again with an interview of Roy Thomas, the man who 

introduced REH’s Conan to the comics and championed him for about a decade (not counting a 

10-year hiatus) at Marvel, for almost 3 years in a newspaper strip, and recently on a limited basis 

at Dark Horse Comics.  Many similar interviews have been done of Thomas (e.g. [9-12]), but his 

importance to the popularization of the character is such that any interview is welcome, especially 

if there are fresh questions, as there are here.  Thomas covers the usual ground about how he got 

into comics, was introduced to Howard, and licensed material from Glenn Lord and, later, de 

Camp.  He goes into the dynamics of his collaboration with artist Barry (later Windsor-) Smith 

and insists that the arrangement was more even-handed than Barry has claimed.  They were 

constantly pushing the envelope set by the Comics Code Authority as far as the depiction of sex 

and gore.  This was the main reason for the long-running publication of The Savage Sword of 

Conan, which, as a black-and-white magazine, did not require CCA approval.   
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Kahan and Thomas also talk about Thomas’s limited involvement with the first two Conan 

movies, as well as the film depiction of his own Red Sonja, which was inspired by REH’s 

character Red Sonya.  Understandably, Thomas doesn’t care much for the movies.  He reveals 

that Sylvester Stallone was even briefly considered for the role of Conan.   He is proud, though, 

that he always insisted on putting Howard’s name as creator on every REH comic and magazine 

he did, even though he wasn’t forced to, and has never thought of Conan as anything other than 

Howard’s character.  

 

I wanted people to know who wrote the story, and who made up the character, 

and I wanted them to go to the original stories, and quite a few people did.  It 

achieved the aim—the one that motivated Glenn Lord to make the deal with us—

which was that it brought Conan to a new audience.  That wasn’t my primary 

motivation, of course.  I was working for Marvel Comics, but I was sincere about 

wanting to promote the character. (pp. 155 & 116) 

 

     The next and final article in the issue is a slight revision of my second REHupa zine [13], 

which is the same as my fourth REHEAPA zine, about Jonathan Bacon’s Fantasy Crossroads 

semi-prozine.  It contains three illustrations.  

 

     Herron reviews the issue, generally liking the contents, but opining that the journal needs new 

editors [14]. 

 

     The latest issue of TDM is another double: Vol. 6, #1/2 for November, 2011, which sells for 

$8.50.  It is published in the upsized format of Vol. 4 by the printer-on-demand Lulu.com, though 

it is still sponsored by the University of La Verne.  It comes in at 114 pages plus covers.  

Henderson does the cover, which features a blue square Celtic knot frieze; the back cover is blank.  

A second edition with color interior art and a color cover from the Barack the Barbarian comic 

book is also published by Lulu for $10.00. 

 

     Hoffman leads off with an appreciation of the late-in-life-transsexual artist Jeffrey Catherine 

Jones (1944-2011), who painted such stunning covers for the Centaur paperbacks of Solomon 

Kane stories, two different editions of Red Shadows (Grant), and many Zebra paperbacks which 

reprinted, among other things, REH’s lesser known works, an important factor in the Howard 

Boom that brought about the revival of interest in the author and his work.  Hoffman follows this 

with his own Ode, honoring Jones’s only real artistic rival in Howardian illustration, Frank 

Frazetta (1928-2010). 

 

     After the letters from Barrett and Shanks discussed earlier, Kahan returns with another offbeat 

article (with three illustrations), this time about a series of Devil’s Due comic books entitled 

Barack the Barbarian.  The comics are amusing, clever parodies of President Obama’s actions 

and effects on his political friends and rivals, employing many terms and metaphors obviously 

derived from the Conan tales.  As such, they deserve a review of a few pages, but not the 

extended treatment Kahan gives them, which morphs into a political and cultural commentary 

that is totally irrelevant to Howard or Conan.  “In the case of Barack the Barbarian, the comic 

book registers both conservative angst and liberal dissatisfaction concerning the nation’s first 

African American president.” (p. 24)  Is anything being accomplished here, outside of allowing 

Kahan to publish rather than perish? 

 

     A welcome restorative is provided by Burke and fellow REHupan Rob Roehm with “Gloria,” 

a real-life literary detective story about a mysterious figure in Howard’s life.  Gloria is Clive 

Hilton’s (Clyde Smith’s) girlfriend in Post Oaks and Sand Roughs.  She was the central figure in 
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the first real falling-out between Steve Costigan (REH) and his friends in both the novel and 

reality, latter becoming preganant by Smith, who marries and is soon divorced by her.  On the 

trail of the real-life Gloria, Burke and Roehm, aided by Charlotte Laughlin of Howard Payne 

University, scour REH’s letters, interviews of Howard’s girlfriend Novalyne Price (later, Ellis), 

high school and college yearbooks and newspaper articles, genealogical and newspaper archives, 

and census records, identifying her as one Echla Laxson and roughly tracing her later life.  Their 

work is an excellent example of the information that can still be gleaned about REH’s life, 

especially when pursued assiduously and with thorough use of digital resources. 
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     The principal contribution to the issue, both in size and importance, is the superb essay 

“Theosophy and the Thurian Age: Robert E. Howard and the Works of William Scott-Elliot” by 

Shanks.  He explains that one of REH’s greatest accomplishments as a writer of fantastic fiction 

was his creation of a consistent fictional world with an epoch-spanning history that rivals in 

richness and depth—and predated—any produced by other fantasy writers.  Grounded in realism 

rather than in fairy tales or imagination, it was a reflection of Howard’s own interest in history, 

anthropology, geology, and evolution, even though the knowledge available at the time was 

limited and sometimes from fringe sources.  Shanks’s particular interest has been in those  

elements derived from theosophy, a fringe movement that claimed to trace major geological 

processes and human evolution and migrations, supposedly from occult sources, but in reality 

cobbled together from scientific, metaphysical, and legendary sources.  Founded in the mid-1870s 

by spiritualist and medium Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and others, theosophy’s fundamental tenet 

was that humanity has passed and will pass through a series of seven physical and spiritual phases 

of development called “Root Races” which started with ethereal beings.  In the third phase, the 

first true humans emerged as Lemurians on a now sunken continent in the Indian and Pacific 

Oceans.  The fourth phase saw the rise of the Atlanteans, and the fifth the Aryan Race, which 

includes those of European and Middle Eastern descent.  The Atlanteans were variously described 

as advanced or primitive; REH said he favored the latter version, but may have believed they 

were two different branches of the same race.  These evolutionary changes were supposedly 

accompanied by cataclysmic geological upheavals such as the rising and sinking of continents 

like Atlantis and Lemuria/Mu, which in turn affected human survival and migrations. 

 

     Since Howard’s main interest in theosophy was to construct a realistic and consistent 

prehistory as a setting for his fiction, as well as a source for story ideas, it is debatable how much 

of it he actually believed, but he cared enough about it to read what references he could find, talk 

about them with his friends and correspondents, and try to reconcile their sometimes 

contradictory claims.  He began using a chronology based on theosophy in his unpublished Bran 

Mak Morn tale, “Men of the Shadows,” of late 1925 or early 1926.  Shanks surveys the 

thesophical literature and deduces from the elements REH used, as well as the book’s wide 

circulation at the time, that The Story of Atlantis (1896) by William Scott-Elliot was most likely 

Howard’s principal reference.  This book contains maps of antediluvian epochs superimposed on 

the outlines of present-day continents, much like the Hyborian Age ones that REH plotted himself.  

Still, REH cherry-picked and altered the ideas he took.  Many of these ended up in the Kull 

stories and his pseudo-scientific essay “The Hyborian Age,” which he did not intend for 

publication, but to be a guide describing a chronological and geographical framework that would 

help him maintain consistency and add verisimilitude as he wrote his new Conan stories.  As he 

progressed through the Kull stories, successive drafts of “The Hyborian Age,” and the Conan and 

other tales, though, Howard utilized fewer and fewer theosophical concepts, and he telescoped the 

chronology from hundreds of thousands of years to a few thousand years as he developed and 

firmed up his view of prehistory.  In tracing this development, Shanks demonstrates as 

unnecessary the conjectual contortions Dale Rippke goes through in his The Hyborian Heresies 

(Wildcat, 2004) in attempting to reconcile REH’s chronology with that of modern science.  

 

The theosophical model of prehistory was fine for the purely fantastic world of 

Kull, but the Hyborian Age was something different.  It was a period that was set 

immediately antecedent to the earliest civilizations of real history and was 

connected to them in a way that the Thurian Age of Kull could never be.  Unlike 

the completely invented Valusia and her contemporaries, many place-names of 

the Hyborian world were taken directly from or were loosely based on names 

from history and mythology, and therefore served a euhemeristic function, 

providing a fictional origin for many of the tribes and nations of the historical 
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ancient world.  The Hyborian Age of Conan was not so much a fantasy age as it 

was a proto-historical age (albeit with fantastic elements). (p. 76) 

 

     The book reviews begin with a review of The Horror Stories of Robert E. Howard (Del Rey, 

2008) by Jason Ray Carney of Case Western Reserve University, an anthology, together with 

Burke’s introduction, which Carney finds useful and needed by REH scholars and enthusiasts.  

However, he makes it a point to claim that Howard’s work is too often divided and analyzed in 

rigidly categorized genres that belie their innovative, genre-transcending qualities.  While this is 

true (and well known) as far as it goes, the contents of this book and Burke’s introduction make 

this observation clear already, something that Carney implies is not true, a view that Burke 

himself is at a loss to understand. [15] 

 

     John Goodrich follows with a review of Black Wings: Tales of Lovecraftian Horror (Hornsea, 

2010) edited by Joshi.  Then comes Tompkins with an appraisal of the first three volumes of 

Night Shade Books’ series of the collected fantasies of Clark Ashton Smith.  Tompkins’s review 

is jeweled with as may rare words and descriptions as any Smith story.  Hall brings the issue to a 

close with notes on the Robert E. Foundation Newsletter; The Ring of Words: Tolkien and the 

Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford Univ., 2006) edited by Peter Gilliver, Jeremy Marshall, and 

Edmund Weiner; and O Fortunate Floridian: H. P. Lovecraft’s Letters to R. H. Barlow (Univ. 

Tampa, 2007) edited by Joshi and David E. Schulz.  In the latter, Lovecraft states, in a letter 

written shortly after Howard’s suicide: 

 

His desperate response to the bereavement shows how highly-strung & neurotic 

he was, since most persons accept philosophically the inevitable loss of the older 

generation, even when the strongest degree of affection exists. (p.  112) 

 

leading Hall to suggest that the idea that REH was “crazy” may not have originated with de Camp, 

but with Lovecraft. 

 

     In the past 2 years, editor Hall has brought The Dark Man onto a semiannual publication 

schedule.  During his 6-year tenure, he has secured a standing for it among other academic 

journals, published a fair number of excellent articles, changed its look to an eye-catching one 

with slick color covers, an easy-to-read format, and occasional illustrations, and made it available 

on a print-on-demand site.  TDM does have the disadvantage of having occasional dry or abstruse 

content (though progress has been made against this lately) and a dearth of reader interaction not 

uncommon among academic journals.  While additional front-rank articles and more appealing 

submissions are always desirable, these are dependent on acquirable contributions, which are a 

function both of editorial proactiveness and reader/contributor interest.  The latter is a two-way 

street, however; prospective contributors may be discouraged by the limited audience and 

academic venue.  

 

     Part of The Dark Man’s value is as a peer-reviewed journal, something that even the 

Lovecraftians do not have.  The principal weakness of its current incarnation lies not only in what 

it doesn’t publish, but also in what it does.  Gramlich’s editorial in TDM, Vol. 3, #2 on proper 

scholarly journal procedures states that “All ideas and points of view must be considered,” but 

this has effectively been interpreted to mean “All academicians’ ideas must be published,” which 

defeats the purpose of peer review and has led to an undermining of the journal’s quality by such 

submissions as Kahan’s.  This, in turn, turns readers and contributors away.  Generating 

controversy, as Herron did in The Cimmerian, is one thing, but publishing irrelevant and 

fallacious essays like Kahan’s that demand debunking and invite derision is quite another.  
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Incompetence and ridicule can be fatal to an academic journal.  The simplest and fairest way to 

address this problem is to raise the journal’s standards while not giving academic papers a pass. 

 

     Mark Finn has made a controversial suggestion: 

 

Something else that needs to happen is this: a regular journal of pulp studies.  

This needs to be something new that will make a splash, and it needs not to be 

The Dark Man.  I think that well has been well and truly poisoned.  It was a good 

try, and after it publishes a “best of” trade paperback, it needs to go back into the 

shadows, having done its job.  I say this with no rancor or acrimony whatsoever.  

But I feel The Dark Man is living (and dying) on “best intentions” and is not in a 

position to help Howard studies the way a more generalized publication covering 

all the pulp authors and subject[s] potentially could.  This would serve Lovecraft 

studies, too, which would easily double or triple the audience for such a 

magazine. [16] 

 

And this is from one of the journal’s review board members.  The idea of a pulp studies journal is 

timely and excellent; one is definitely needed for the sake of REH and his cohorts, whether or not 

TDM continues.  It could advance the academic reputations of the Weird Tales triumvirate while 

recapturing the popularity and vibrancy of the late, lamented The Cimmerian.  But the biggest 

question is: who is going to do it?  And one hesitates to advocate ceasing publication of a 

reasonably successful journal without first ensuring that it has a viable successor, or knowing that 

REH studies might not benefit from the contributions of both journals. 

 

     Whoever publishes REH journals in the future would benefit from a look back at what is the 

most successful prozine published to date, The Cimmerian, though it did not seek to achieve 

academic recognition.  We will look at that publication next time.  
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THE  ROBERT  E.  HOWARD  BIBLIOGRAPHY  OF  SECONDARY  
SOURCES,  PART  XII 
 

     The list of articles below is complete insofar as it contains all items relating to Howard, 

excepting those by Howard himself (being primary references and cataloged elsewhere) and those 

inspired by Howard, such as poems by others (being primary references by those authors).  It is in 

alphabetical order by author and then by title.  The abstract, if any, is in brackets.  

 

The Dark Man #s Vols. 3-6: The Journal of Robert E. Howard Studies 

 

 (edited by Mark E. Hall) 

 

  AUTHOR                                                                 REFERENCE 

 

Barrett, Barbara “Howard’s Escape?” [letter disagreeing with Hoffman’s essay in Vol. 

4, #2, that REH was always seeking more intense experiences] in The 

Dark Man, Vol. 6, #1/2 (Lulu.com), pp. 8-15 (Nov., 2011) 

 

Breakiron, Lee A. “Fandom at a Crossroads” [history of the fanzine Fantasy Crossroads] 

in The Nemedian Chroniclers #4, in REHupa Mailing #220, 17 pp. 

(Dec., 2009) & at REHEAPA  (winter, 2009); reprinted as “Fandom at 

a Crossroads: The Legacy of Jonathan Bacon  in The Dark Man, Vol. 

5, #2 (The Dark Man Press, La Verne, Cal.), pp. 117-139 (July, 2010) 
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“The Shadow of the Beast” was orig. black] in The Dark Man, Vol. 4, 
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Man, Vol. 6, #1/2 (Lulu.com), pp. 41-52 (Nov., 2011) 

 

Carney, Jason Ray “Howard’s Horror” [review of The Horror Stories of Robert E. 

Howard (Del Rey, 2008)] in The Dark Man, Vol. 6, #1/2 (Lulu.com), 

pp. 91-95 (Nov., 2011) 

 

Emery, Phillip “Celtic Influences in the Works of Robert E. Howard” in The Dark 

Man, Vol. 5, #1 (The Dark Man Press, La Verne, Cal.), pp. 41-56 

(Mar., 2010) 

 

Finn, Mark Letter [counters letters by Maeve Edwards & Jeffrey Kahan in TDM, 

Vol. 2, #1/2, esp. Kahan’s perception of gay motifs in REH’s boxing 

stories] in The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #2 (The Dark Man Press), pp. 100-

103 (2007); see letter by Kahan on pp. 103 & 104 

 

Gruber, Chris Letter [rebuts letter by Jeffrey Kahan in TDM, Vol. 2, #1/2 perceiving 

gay motifs in REH’s boxing stories] in The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #2 

(The Dark Man Press, 2007), pp. 105-113; see reply by Kahan on p. 

114 

 



REHEAPA Winter Solstice 2012 

 26 

Herman, Paul “News: The Birthday Bash” [2006 REH poetry fest, Ft. Worth, Tex.] in 

The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #2 (The Dark Man Press), pp. 97-99 (2007) 
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Darrell Schweitzer, & S. T. Joshi] in The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #2 (The 

Dark Man Press, 2007), pp. 99-100 

 

Kahan, Jeffrey “Conan the Shakespearean/Hamlet the Barbarian” [Shakespeare’s 

influences n REH] in The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #2 (The Dark Man Press, 
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Kahan, Jeffrey “Faction and Fiction in Barack the Barbarian” [review of that comic 

book series & related sociopolitical commentary] in The Dark Man, 
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Kahan, Jeffrey Letter [claims Mark Finn misinterpreted his letter in TDM, Vol. 2, 
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Man, Vol. 3, #2 (The Dark Man Press, 2007), pp. 103 & 104 

 

Kahan, Jeffrey Letter [responds to Chris Gruber’s letter therein] in The Dark Man, 
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Kahan, Jeffrey “‘Marchers of Valhalla,’ Creation, and the Cult of Castration” [claims 
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 Jeffrey Shanks in TDM, Vol. 6, #1/2  

 

Louinet, Patrice “The Mysterious Island” [inspiration & motivations for & drafts of 

REH’s story “The Isle of the Eons”] in The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #1 
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pp. 55-61 (June, 2009); see Brian Leno, REH: Two-Gun Raconteur 

Blog (www.rehtwgunraconteur.com), 9 July 2011  

 

McIlvaine, Robert M. “The Influence of Joseph A. Altsheler’s Young Trailers Series on 

Howard’s Pictish Wilderness Fiction” in The Dark Man, Vol. 3, #2 

(The Dark Man Press, 2007), pp. 5-22 

 

Murphy, Brian “An Honorable Retreat: Robert E. Howard As Escapist Writer” 
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Nichols, Ian “A Comparison of the Ideology Robert E. Howard’s Conan Tales and J. 
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Press), pp. 23-26 (2007) 
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