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Abstract
Despite what are now long-standing challenges to the prominence of the realist paradigm in British cinema history, the significance of fantasy film remains a largely underexplored area. This article focuses on a group of early 1980s British films — mostly critically and commercially unsuccessful — popularly labelled as ‘sword and sorcery’, in order to explore their significance for conceptions of both the fantasy genre and British cinema in this period. In doing so, the study examines aspects of the industrial and cultural circulation of the films at the time of release, drawing on promotional materials, industry and press reviews, and genre-based fan publications. The article contributes to the historical study of British film genres and the contexts in which they are produced and circulate. It also further expands conceptions of popular British fantasy cinema.
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Introduction
Toward the end of 1979, the UK’s main weekly film trade paper Screen International offered the bold headline ‘Sorcery spells success in 1980’ and reported on British involvement in the emergent trend. The front-page report anticipated a significant role for the British film industry in a new line-up of productions, including two films with reported budgets of $9 million then titled The Dragon Slayer (later Dragonslayer [1981]) and (the unmade) Thongor in the Valley of the Demons. These joined other projects also in development, including John Boorman’s retelling of the Arthurian legend Excalibur (1981), leading the paper to conclude: ‘The message is clear. Sword and Sorcery is to be the natural successor to sci-fi in the filmmaking stakes’ (17-24 November 1979). Such rhetoric documents the industry’s promotion of the ‘sword and sorcery’ label during the early 1980s, framed in terms of potential profitability and appeal to a growing – mainly family – audience for fantasy cinema. 
This article identifies a prominent cycle of sword and sorcery films within early 1980s British fantasy cinema and examines how these productions emerged at a key moment of change. Focusing on films discussed in trade and popular publications — ranging from the low-budget adventures Hawk the Slayer (1980) and Sword of the Valiant (1984), to international co-productions such as Dragonslayer, Excalibur and Krull (1983) — the article explores how this largely critically and commercially unsuccessful group of films nonetheless contributes to our understanding of the fantasy genre and British popular cinema.
The use of ‘sword and sorcery’ here reflects the discourses of marketing and reception at the time and invites reflection on both the historical construction of genre categories, and academic canons of British cinema (Hutchings 2019). Fantasy film is a notoriously difficult genre to define, with porous boundaries and frequent overlap with categories such as children’s cinema, the family film, fairy tale, horror and science fiction. These problems of definition are compounded in British film history, where fantasy has been comparatively overlooked. While the discovery of ‘lost continents’ in British cinema has become an established scholarly practice (Petley 1986), fantasy remains an underdeveloped category. As Ian Conrich observes, ‘Despite being prevalent in British cinema, fantasy films and films exhibiting fantasy properties have been neglected by the dominant cultural and historical accounts’ (2013: 241). 
With the notable exception of Excalibur — most often discussed within scholarship on Arthurian cinema (Harty 2002; Austin 2022), or in relation to John Boorman’s auteur status (Hoyle 2012) — limited academic attention has been paid to this or other production cycles of British fantasy. More broadly, sword and sorcery emerged as a prominent cinematic genre in the early 1980s, following a decade that some critics regarded as relatively unproductive for fantasy film (Butler 2009: 72). By the end of the 1970s, both trade journals and fan publications such as Cinefantastique were predicting a resurgence of the genre, noting ‘a trend in fantasy films that seems to be waiting in the wings’ (1979, quoted in ibid.: 73). The resulting sword and sorcery trend was international in scope and popularity but met with uneven box‑office success, and this article examines the discourses through which the British contribution to the cycle was framed and evaluated.
The boundaries between fantasy film and fiction sub‑categories such as high fantasy and sword and sorcery are often unstable. Both may describe narratives of conflict between good and evil set in fantastic, often medieval‑inspired worlds, yet accounts of sword and sorcery cinema typically emphasise action‑oriented heroes and sequences (Sutton 1982; Ipsen 2012). The longer generic tradition of sword and sorcery is relevant here, as the term was coined by American writer Fritz Leiber in the early 1960s to describe literary fantasy drawing on antecedents such as The Iliad and The Odyssey (ibid.). Through the works of authors including Robert E. Howard and J. R. R. Tolkien, sword and sorcery gained popularity during the 1970s (Butler 2009: 71). In cinema, the success of Conan the Barbarian (1982) has come to dominate our popular and critical associations (Gerrard 2023: 39), but the film cycle also included diverse productions from Hollywood, Italian cinema and Britain. As Films and Filming observed at the time, sword and sorcery was understood inclusively as ‘a kind of swashbuckling sub genre of the general fantasy mode’ (Sutton 1982: 5).
The early 1980s fantasy cycle emerged within a broader cultural context shaped by the rise of the blockbuster and the influence of filmmakers such as George Lucas and Steven Spielberg. The commercial success of Star Wars (1977) strengthened popular interest in science fiction and fantasy cinema, encouraging studios to invest in these genres. Alongside cinema, fantasy’s visibility was sustained by popular fiction and its expansion across media, making it an identifiably ‘cross-media phenomenon’ by the early 1980s (Sergeant 2019: 58). As Alexander Sergeant also notes, Hollywood sought to capitalise on the popularity of fantasy fiction within the new blockbuster production model, resulting in a series of ‘mid-range’ fantasy films in the late 1970s and early 1980s (2021: 95).
Within this context, this article approaches Dragonslayer, Excalibur and Krull as British-based but American-financed ‘runaway’ productions, made by major US studios in Britain in return for tax incentives and subsidy (Chapman 2021). It situates these films within the challenging production landscape of early 1980s Britain, a period more commonly discussed through the lenses of heritage cinema, art cinema and social realism (Hill 1999; Friedman 2006). Whereas British genre scholarship has increasingly addressed science fiction and horror, fantasy remains comparatively marginal, appearing mainly in studies of specific filmmakers like Powell and Pressburger, or Terry Gilliam, and studios such as Gainsborough or Ealing (Conrich 2013: 241), or Amicus Productions’ ‘lost world’ films (Chapman 2008). In more recent work, Carolyn Rickard’s British Fantasy Cinema (2024), focuses on the genre’s ‘golden age’ in the twenty-first century, leaving the early 1980s as a particularly significant but underexplored moment.
Methodologically, the article adopts a predominantly reception‑studies approach, drawing on holdings at the British Film Institute library to analyse promotional materials, press coverage and genre fan magazines. Through this analysis, the article examines patterns of reception that shaped the meanings of these films in relation to industrial conditions, genre expectations and cultural value. It first introduces the sword and sorcery cycle of production in British popular cinema through Hawk the Slayer and the unmade Thongor in the Valley of the Demons, before examining how Excalibur and Sword of the Valiant were received in relation to British myth and heroic fantasy. Finally, it considers the American financed productions Dragonslayer and Krull, with particular attention to production design and genre categorisation.

‘A British Winner with Sword and Sorcery’: The First Film in the Production Cycle
The early 1980s sword and sorcery cycle of fantasy productions in Britain began inauspiciously with Hawk the Slayer. The film’s promotion was eager to lay claim to being the first entry in the cycle, released just before the critical and box office successes of Excalibur and Conan the Barbarian respectively. The production discourse made a particular virtue of the film’s quick, opportunistic development and low budget to achieve this status, whereas other bigger budgeted Hollywood films were reportedly delayed due to funding difficulties or production problems (Cinefantastique, Fall 1980). While other films in the cycle had already been announced, in Britain Terry Marcel and Harry Robertson planned to swiftly go into production and launch the trend in cinemas. Promotional descriptions of the film emphasise a thrilling saga of family revenge, with nuns held to ransom, warriors battling to death, a giant, elfin bowman, witch and a dwarf amongst the cast of helpers, and a magic mind-sword set in a mythical fantasy land. The script centres on a familiar good‑versus‑evil conflict.  Although early reports suggested a $4 million US–UK co‑production (Boxoffice, 31 Dec 1979), Screen International later confirmed that the film was financed by Lew Grade’s ITC and shot over a two‑month schedule at Pinewood Studios. In the trade publication, ITC Film Distributors enthusiastically advertised ‘Hawk the Slayer...A British winner with Sword & Sorcery’. Interviewed on set, Marcel remarked that ‘being the first S&S film isn’t just a matter of pride, it’s a matter of money’ (Cinefantastique, Fall 1980).
It is notable that the iconic British James Bond character and franchise were regular touchstones during Hawk the Slayer’s production and promotion. By this time Bond had already become a long-standing institution in popular culture, and although the conditions of production and exhibition were challenging during the mid to late 1970s and early 1980s the franchise nonetheless remained commercially successful at the international box-office. When Screen International visited the set of Hawk the Slayer, it headlined ‘Unveiling the new “Bond”, a swordsman’ (19 April 1980). This was echoed in the coverage in Cinefantastique, which more hesitantly introduced, ‘It’s the first entry in the Sword & Sorcery sweepstakes, and trying to be the Bond of S&S’ (Fall 1980). Marcel was interviewed for the regular ‘Coming’ feature in the magazine about forthcoming releases, which quoted: ‘“Our character is somewhat akin to James Bond, in so much that he was the first spy and everyone went to see a James Bond picture as opposed to a spy picture.”’ (ibid.)  The Bond comparison says much about the aspirations to achieve industrial and economic success – even British franchise production – and create a popular hero. To Cinefantastique, Marcel added, in part, predictively: ‘I would like to see Hawk as the Bond of the ‘80s. We could be a total failure, of course, but at least we are having a go” (ibid.). 
However, such comparisons to the biggest film franchise in the history of British cinema were noticeably absent from the cool critical reception that Hawk the Slayer received, focused mainly on the script and acting and its production values and stylisation, which was influenced by Kurosawa and Spaghetti Westerns, but also had the look and feel of Hammer Productions. As with the Carry on and Hammer films, the budget of Hawk the Slayer was kept down partly by filming close to the studios. The ‘favourite location’ of Black Park (Ede 2010: 83), adjacent to the Pinewood studios, was used as the major outside location, in this case for the many forest scenes that take place in the film’s mythic world (‘Beyond the Edge of Darkness’, publicised the poster). Whereas, in the run up to release, the promotion was at pains to emphasise the advantages of the low-budget approach and the production team’s creative agency, the attitude was very different in the film’s reception. After visiting the set for Film Review journalist David Badger eagerly described an impressive sounding scene that required ‘a snowstorm raging on the set as crew members fought to hold giant wind machines in place, blowing tones of artificial snow in all directions’ (September 1980). Similarly, when interviewed by Alan Jones in advance of the film’s release, Marcel keenly recalled filming the ‘storm created by a wizard in the church interior, and we had to show a snowstorm pre-empted by hundreds of firing comets everywhere’ (Cinefantastique, Fall 1980). But when Jones later reviewed the film for Starburst, he found that the (‘hurried’) film had not lived up to his earlier expectations: ‘The magic snowstorm scene, which was filmed using ping pong balls covered in a reflective tape looks exactly like a lot of ping pong balls covered in reflective tape’ (no. 30 1981). As the New Statesman summarised, ‘One or two crafty special effects, notably a magic sword, do not an epic make’ (19-26 December 1980). Jones was further unconvinced by the film’s claim to sword and sorcery, concluding that: ‘Hawk is closer to fairytale than the fantasy landscapes of Conan or Thongor’ (Starbust, no. 30 1981). In short, ‘The less said about ITC’s Hawk the Slayer the better’ (ibid).
Nonetheless, Hawk the Slayer was expected to do some decent business in UK cinemas at a time when cinema admissions were generally low. On release in December 1980, Screen International gave a positive box office prediction of ‘Average to good in popular cinemas, if it can be programmed not to clash with Flash’ (20 December 1980). Such comparison between Flash Gordon (1980) and Hawk the Slayer was inevitable given the timing of release and fantasy genre. For Alan Brian in the Sunday Times both were ‘Sunday morning serials pumped up as far as their budgets will stretch to amuse adults who want to pretend they are still kids at heart’ (21 December 1980). However, whereas Flash Gordon was praised for its visual flair and knowing approach to the comic strip character, Hawk the Slayer’s ‘po-faced’ earnestness was judged to produce unintended comedy for the most part, which Brian at least found to be ‘oddly endearing’ (ibid.). Elsewhere though, the monthly Screen International ‘Your letters’ page printed an especially acerbic response to Hawk the Slayer. Headed ‘Fun for the family?’ – a question rather than a statement of fact - the letter follows that ‘Having recently paid to endure “Hawk the Slayer”, the reasons for declining cinema admissions suddenly become clear’, and goes on to decry the film as representative of weaknesses in the film industry in Britain (Screen International, 10 January 1981). Some months earlier another letter from a self-described ‘young outsider’ had also used Hawk the Slayer (‘sword and sorcery!’) to illustrate the decline of the film industry and cinema audiences. ‘The public loves films as much as it ever did, maybe more so. But the right films must be made’, wrote Tommy Powers, for whom Hawk the Slayer was proof that some British filmmakers ‘seem to have no idea what the public want’ (Screen International, 21 June 1980). (By contrast, positive mention is made of Star Wars and Monty Python, presumably in reference to The Holy Grail (1975), which influenced the Arthurian-type quest adventure film by satirising it [ibid.].) In the event, the instability of Britain as an economic base further impacted Hawk the Slayer, since the collapse of ITC ultimately prevented a US release.
Whilst Hawk the Slayer opportunistically traded on the title of the first film of the sword and sorcery cycle, another of the British films that Screen International heralded with the ‘Sorcery spells success’ headline, Thongor in the Valley of the Demons did not make it into production. Like Conan, Thongor was a mythic barbarian superhero from a popular series of comic books (by Lin Carter) and as such also had a built-in fanbase. To make this film and other projects Milton Subotsky and Andrew Donally formed the British-based independent company Sword and Sorcery Productions, a name which surely indicates the type of films that they expected to make. As a team, Subotsky and Donally already had a wealth of experience to draw on, including production on fantasy films; Donally was involved in The Golden Voyage of Sinbad (1973) and Sinbad and the Eye of the Tiger (1977), and Subotksy had previously cofounded Amicus Productions, which was involved in what Chapman (2008) labels as the 1970s ‘lost world’ fantasy cycle. Chapman observes that although in British film history Amicus ‘has usually been regarded as something of a poor relation to Hammer’ (ibid. 57), a strong case can be made that it was a more creative force in early 1970s film production (particularly associated with the anthology horror film). When Amicus ended in 1975, Subotsky co-formed Sword and Sorcery Productions.
In July 1975 Variety announced a planned production schedule for Sword and Sorcery Productions, which included a series of Thongor films – Thongor in the Valley of the Demons, Thongor in the City of the Sorcerers and Thar, Son of Thongor -- to be shot back-to-back and reported that the first release would be October 1976. Had this come to pass a Thongor film would have made it to cinemas sometime in advance of Star Wars, which as it turned out the production cycle later attempted to capitalise on. Reports in the trade press on the production of the Thongor films continue throughout the late 1970s, including the announcement that Harley Cokeliss (second unit director on The Empire Strikes Back [1980]) would direct the first film and that finance would supposedly come from United Artists (Screen International, 17-24 November 1979), although this deal was reported at an end in 1980 (Variety, 28 May 1980). It is certainly not uncommon for projects to be abandoned in the British film industry (and elsewhere), but unproduction studies scholars like James Fenwick et al. (2021) have compellingly argued for the importance of a ‘shadow cinema’ that can exist in production materials and archives, and rather than writing the Thongor films off as a failure, there would be opportunity to understand the significance to the history of this cycle despite being unmade. 
When approached from this perspective, the way that genre fan publications eagerly previewed Thongor during the period is especially notable. A preview feature in Starlog magazine (US) August 1978 includes a synopsis of the storyline adapted for the screen, three drawings from the advertising pitch book and photographs of the preliminary lizard-hawk animated models designed by Tony McVey. From this it appears that the early visual concept for the film was reminiscent of the Lost World films from Amicus Productions. Later, when Starburst gave readers a six-page preview on Thongor and Subotsky in September 1980, Subotsky was described in terms appropriate for the trend, as a heroic creative (‘full of ideas’) producer struggling to survive in an evil, money-obsessed industry unable to appreciate the importance of fantasy and imagination (‘his long-cherished Thongor’) on screen. On the issue’s cover, a colour painting of Thongor fills half of the front page, and the ‘The making of Thongor’ feature reports on pre-production with more drawings and paintings by art director Tony Pratt to celebrate what can be recognised as the unfilmed creativity of this unmade sword and sorcery project, and as Fenwick et al. say, this history ‘adds shade and complexity to our established interpretations and knowledge’ (2021: 7).

‘Magic Sword, Anyone?’ Mythic Pastness and Heroic Fantasy
Excalibur is another British film production that became part of the sword and sorcery cycle, which also spent a long time in development, but did get made and reached large audiences on both sides of the Atlantic. Prior to its UK release, Excalibur had proved commercially successful in the US, where it was widely framed as part of a broader cinematic turn to mythic fantasy (New York Times, 22 February 1981). In Britain, the Guardian later headlined ‘Boorman’s magic touch’, and billed Excalibur in the subhead: ‘The latest popular fantasy to sweep America and reach London is pure Bit’ (29 June 1981). The Guardian article presents Excalibur in relationship to the earlier success of Star Wars and the boom of sword and sorcery in popular fiction, but Boorman speaks of his preoccupation with myth, and how the film challenges the restrained image of British cinema: ‘I tell [people] that there is another kind of English tradition, or at least there was in the past...I want to seduce audiences, to make believe in an imagined world’ (ibid.). Derek Malcolm similarly frames Excalibur as a director‑driven reworking of a worn epic form (Guardian, 2 July 1981).
As mentioned above, compared to the other films discussed here, Excalibur has since received greater academic attention as a film by British auteur Boorman, and in the context of ‘Cinema Arthuriana’, where it is grouped with other versions of the legend of King Arthur. However, it is clear in the press reception that these legitimising discourses (of artistic authorship and mythology) which may be associated with cinematic quality are already held in tension with attention to the commercial film cycle context in which Excalibur emerged. Press profiles accompanying the film’s London opening highlighted Boorman’s auteur status and his resistance to claims that Excalibur merely followed a fantasy bandwagon (Observer, 28 June 1981). It is worth mentioning that Excalibur is also markedly different from other productions in this article because it is not a family film. Trade coverage noted tensions between Excalibur’s heroic spectacle and its restricted audience reach, particularly in the US, where its R rating limited its appeal to younger viewers (Boxoffice, 1 April 1981). In the UK, Excalibur was classified AA, and Screen International gave the audience rating that it was ‘Primarily for the under 30s because they are least likely to have fixed opinions about how the Arthurian legend should be adapted for the screen and the most likely to respond to the ideals and ideas’ (11 July 1981). I will return to the family friendly aspect of the cycle later in the article.
Although Boorman’s creative rendition of the Arthurian myth divided critical opinion, the film received recognition at the 34th Cannes Film Festival, where it won an award for ‘Best Artistic Contribution’. At the same festival were other films of the cycle, which Variety reported on 9 June 1982 to (re)name the developing trend and invite ‘Magic Sword, Anyone?’ Variety explained that it preferred to use the ‘Magic Sword’ label to best reflect the hybrid approach developing in cinema across genre and tone, including Excalibur in Britain, the French-Canadian co-production Quest for Fire (1981) (advertised as a science fantasy adventure) and from Hollywood The Sword and the Sorcerer (1982) and Conan the Barbarian. Variety characterised this as a hybrid category combining mythic pasts, heroic spectacle and genre blending. This also included Sword of the Valient, a remake of the 1973 British film Gawain and the Green Knight by some of the same of the same team, including director Stephen Weekes and executive producer Philip Breen. Sword of the Valiant is an adaptation of an enduringly popular source myth, but in contrast to Boorman’s film it was not noted for its potential relevance to contemporary audiences. Nevertheless, of particular significance to this study is how both productions were promoted and received in terms of indigenous fantasy in Britain and distinctively English legends and folktales. 
The Variety article on the ‘magic sword’ films rightly recognises a broader international trend, but Excalibur and Sword of the Valiant are both concerned with a British mythic pastness that was widely commented on. As already noted, interviewed at the time of Excalibur’s release, Boorman spoke about his long held and deep personal faith ‘in the healing meaning and life-enhancing value of the Arthurian story’ and was directly quoted: ‘If nations lose touch with their myths, it’s dangerous. Stories should be retold continuously’ (Observer, 28 June 1981). In a largely favourable review in Screen International, to conclude Marjorie Bilbow conjured the power of Britain’s world-famous spiritual site and heritage monument to make a comparison: ‘Boorman’s Excalibur is magical as Stonehenge is magical, because it evokes folk memories we cannot define or comprehend with our thinking minds but recognise with the inner eye that never sleeps’ (11 July 1981).  On promotion, Boorman had earlier pointed out to Sight and Sound that Hollywood’s Orion Pictures ‘wanted to help emphasise the action aspects of the story’, which had necessitated a title change during the film’s production from Merlin Lives to alternative Arthurian icons, including Knights and later Excalibur (Summer 1980). Yet despite this title change made to sell the action element of the Arthurian legend, Merlin is crucial to the storytelling in the film. For one reviewer ‘Merlin is a mediator between us [Boorman and the audience], a Joker in the pack who often stumbles like we do, through a period of time when magic is ending and man’s own consciousness is taking over’ (Guardian, 2 July 1981), and for another similarly, ‘This Merlin mediates between present and future, between reality and legend’ (Observer, 5 July 1981). However, as David Butler (2009: 108-120) assesses of the initial critical reception of Excalibur, there were opposing interpretations of the film’s approach to mythology and creation of meaning. In the Films and Filming overview of sword and sorcery already quoted, Martin Sutton criticises the film’s heroic spectacle, arguing that its visual excesses and Wagnerian score produce an uncritical celebration of mythic power (1982: 9). Sutton goes so far as to comment that ‘the overall effect of Boorman’s epic would not have disgraced a Third Reich history film’ (ibid.). Yet the Observer review reads Boorman’s use of visual references and choice of music differently, as a means to underscore the film’s critique, noting that: ‘Siegfried’s funeral march ... is identified with Arthur to suggest that his dreams contain the seeds of their own destruction’ (5 July 1981). 
Like Excalibur, Sword of the Valiant adapts the Arthurian legend for the big screen but also draws upon another mythic association provided by the rather starry casting of Sean Connery (at a reported cost of $1 million for six days work) in the antagonist role of the Green Knight (Western Mail, 27 July 1985). This was during the later stage of Connery’s international career, during a break in filming the unofficial Bond film Never Say Never Again (1983) when he returned to play the iconic spy, and the choice of role can be understood as part of what Andrew Spicer refers to as ‘a middle period in which his attempts to rebel against the Bond image sometimes produced, in the hands of talented directors, a searching exploration of the nature of heroic myths’ (2001: 229). Although most reviewers of Sword of the Valiant certainly did not consider Weekes to be among the ranks of the more talented directors that the ageing Connery worked with at this time, his (brief) appearance in the film was commented on to deliver a characteristically ‘robust performance’ as the Green Knight (Variety, 5 December 1984). But in contrast to significant (if not universal) critical praise for Excalibur, Sword of the Valiant was panned by critics, albeit with a grudging acknowledgement that some audiences might enjoy the (deconstruction of) mythical heroism in the Arthurian fantasy adventure which otherwise traded on the sword and sorcery industry trend to little effect (Starburst, May 1984). Although largely shot in Britain, Sword of the Valiant was produced by Cannon Films, mainly known for shlocky and action-orientated exploitation films of the era. Such financial backing from American companies produced a cycle that benefitted from Hollywood investment and creative talent from the British film industry, as discussed further in the final section.  

‘Pinewood Fantasy’: Film Production Design and Genre Categories 
Dragonslayer and Krull were also British based but American financed productions in the cycle that provide examples of ‘mid-range’ Hollywood runaway productions. Significantly, both Dragonslayer and Krull were (like Hawk the Slayer) shot at Britain’s major studio complex at Pinewood (and on location), meaning the studio space, facilities and expertise were central to the creation of fantasy in these film productions. This involvement was widely remarked on both during production and after the films were released. Early during filming Sight and Sound headlined that Krull was ‘a Pinewood Fantasy’, although the article later makes the judgement that ‘it’s the kind of film...that would probably be much the same wherever it was founded’ (Spring 1982). Elsewhere during production, Cinefantastique and Starburst gave extensive behind the scenes coverage for genre fans. After an on-set visit during the making, US magazine Cinefantastique noted the comparatively small-scale operation of the British film industry: ‘Unlike Hollywood’s motion picture facilities, Pinewood’s entrance appears that of a country estate with only a small sign announcing the studio’ (November/December 1982). Described by Dan Scapperotti on arrival after a flight into London and a car journey through ‘the lush green countryside’, this is a quaint setup where ‘A cordial gateman, recognizing the car, lifts a red and white gate which lets us pass through the Double Lodge, a Tudor style building with twin car portals, and into Pinewood Studios’ hundred acres of tree-lined walks, gardens and movie magic’ (ibid.). By contrast, in UK magazine Starburst, which opened its making of Krull special with a column on Pinewood, the studio space and expertise in Britain were claimed to be cutting edge and vital to major film production in the genre, historically considered: ‘one of the best equipped filmmaking facilities in the world...And, in recent years...the perfect facility for the filming of some major fantasy films’ (December 1982).  
Of all the British films in this cycle Dragonslayer and Krull are most spectacularly effects-laden, and film design provides the major source of attention and attraction in the publicity and reception of both these productions. In particular, the dragon design of Vermithrax and (award-winning) effects made by Industrial Light and Magic (ILM) are a large focus of behind the scenes attention to Dragonslayer, but a Screen International special supplement on the film pointedly documents the ‘huge contribution’ made by British labour and talent, including costume designer Anthony Mendleson, cinematographer Derek Vanlint and production designer Elliott Scott (16 January 1982). Of interest here is the role of production design which emerges as an important theme, given that the cinematic sword and sorcery is invariably set in fantasy or medieval-inspired worlds to give the look of the film. In Laurie Ede’s account of British film production design he observes how from the late 1970s studios, like Pinewood, were boosted by Hollywood finance (following the withdrawal of American money at the end of the sixties), which also ‘brought fresh impetus to [the] never-ending “Culture and Commerce” dilemma’ about the ‘Britishness’ of British film, including concerns like which films ‘represent genres that we have come to call our own’ (2010: 167). Although the full debate about what qualifies a film as British is outside the scope of this article, references made to the Britain and Britishness can also productively be analysed to understand genre activity and the British film industry. As James Leggott observes, ‘Certain questions tend to crop up in considerations of British cinema and genre. Firstly, and perhaps most significantly how helpful is it to address British cinema in generic terms?’ (2008: 54). Adding, ‘Furthermore, how might patterns of genre assist our comprehension of the relationship between British and Hollywood cinema?’ (ibid.: 55). Yet for I. Q Hunter, writing on British science fiction cinema, ‘It is meaningless to extricate from the complex realities of international co-production the “Britishness” of [such genre films]...; one simply notes the involvement of British personnel in a genre defined by American product’ (1999: 24). In many ways the transatlantic co-productions in the sword and sorcery cycle likewise illustrate the dilemma of finding Britishness in popular films of the fantasy genre.
Another dilemma that the bigger budget co-productions in this section can illustrate is how cycles intersect with genre expectations and audiences in ways that can be considered problematic. Some of the reviews of Dragonslayer perceive it as more of a monster movie than a sword and sorcery fantasy due in part to the appearance of the dragon. As Philip French describes: ‘The creature is no jolly old-time Disney dragon or sad Kong-like beast, but a truly terrifying monster of unrelieved evil who scorches the earth and devours priests’ (Observer, 14 February 1982). The Monthly Film Bulletin review observes that as well as drawing on the cinematic trends inspired by Star Wars and Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), ‘At the same time, the picture represents a “family” version of an Alien-style monster movie’ (1 January 1982). Entertainment industry reviews of Dragonslayer also raised concerns about the film’s use of elements associated with horror (including ‘unsettling scenes with a friar whose burnt to a crisp and young princess whose body becomes a feast’ [The Film Journal, 6 July 1981]) and family audiences – a wider anxiety about cinema at the time, which as Filipa Antunes (2020) has demonstrated, resulted in the creation of a PG13 rating in the mid-1980s. In scholarship, Dragonslayer has alternatively been discussed in the context of children’s horror for this reason. Horror scholar Mark Jancovich (2022) assesses that Dragonslayer ‘managed its horror’ through associations with fairy tale fantasy. Jancovich reflects on a New York Times review which refers to the film as ‘“part monster movie” and one with “considerable violence”, these features were supposedly justified through their combination with other elements, so that the film was also “part love story, part magical fable”’. Although this evidently produced a tension, the New York Times praised ‘a sweetness and conviction that amount to a kind of magic’ (26 June 1981). Yet Dragonslayer’s poor performance at the box-office was largely attributed to the darker take on fantasy storytelling, especially given the wider connection between Disney and the fantasy film genre. 
Meanwhile, Krull attempted to combine elements of fantasy (magical abilities, fantastic creatures) and science fiction (spaceships, lasers, an alien called ‘The Beast’). Krull was developed in light of Dragonslayer’s disappointing box-office from The Dragons of Krull to put greater emphasis on science fiction elements, and the result was generally not well received by critics: ‘Krudd’ headed a biting review by Harlan Jacobson, in a none-too subtle wordplay which called the film ‘a hapless mishmash of sword, sorcery and fairy tale set in the future’ (Village Voice, 9 August 1983). Krull was a ‘blatantly derivative hodge podge… [of] Excalibur meets Star Wars’ said Variety (27 July 1983), or ‘Robots versus the Round Table’ as the Daily Telegraph called it in a somewhat more positive assessment overall (23 December 1983). 
Tellingly, Alexander Walker argued in the Standard that Krull chiefly demonstrated how ‘box‑office spells wear out like anything else’, suggesting that the short‑lived sword‑and‑sorcery cycle was already exhausted (22 December 1983). By the end of 1984, the Daily Mail likewise declared that ‘the recent vogue for tales of sword and sorcery is limping to a standstill’, a judgement that coincided with the release of later‑cycle productions such as Sword of the Valiant (21 December). In the same preview, the newspaper predicted that ‘what with the struggling against the weather, the soul and the terrorists, 1985 is going to be the year of realism’ (ibid.), signalling a broader critical retreat from fantasy genres. Such responses align with what James Leggott describes as British cinema’s ‘oft‑discussed commitment to realism, in terms of both a stylistic naturalism and a dedication to certain types of subject matter’ (2006: 56), which he suggests has historically limited the cultural legitimacy of more fantastical forms of filmmaking. Certainly, Britain’s contributions to the sword‑and‑sorcery cycle were initially regarded as underwhelming, but their reception reveals much about attitudes to British national cinema and popular genres, where fantasy has been comparatively neglected.

Conclusion
This article set out to examine how a group of sword and sorcery films of the early 1980s were presented and understood in the period. It has not been my intention here to make claims for most of the films in this cycle as unfairly underrated, but it surely can be argued that these productions are of significance to our understanding the British film industry in the period, and the conception of the fantasy genre at a particular historical and cultural moment in time. This is particularly important to scholarship on British film, where the dominance of a realist paradigm has long been challenged by accounts of popular British cinema, but fantasy has been comparatively overlooked when analysing and categorising film genres. The focus of this article was primarily analysis of the reception of the sword and sorcery films during production and at the time of release. This can demonstrate the value of ‘placing and making sense of British film genres both generally and as particular sets of films that operate within specific historical contexts’ (Hutchings 2019: 160). The article identifies and reflects on elements and trends through which the films were understood, but also the broader discourses used to endorse or critique them. Beyond this article, there is scope to further consider fantasy film as part of changes in 1980s British film culture, including the video boom (Walker 2022), which greatly affected film production and consumption. The legacy of this production cycle also deserves attention, because however short-lived and unsatisfying when measured according to box-office and the majority of critical opinion, films like Krull and Hawk the Slayer have a strong cult reputation today that indicates that the sword and sorcery spell cast in the early 1980s has not been entirely broken. 
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