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INTRODUCTION TO
THE FIRST LAW
THE BLADE ITSELF:
A GRIMDARK
MASTERPIECE

In  the  landscape  of
m o d e r n  f a n t a s y
literature,  few  novels
have left as indelible a
mark  as  The  First
Law The Blade Itself.
Wr i t ten  by  Br i t ish
author Joe Abercrombie
and published in 2006,
this novel serves as the
explosive  opening  to
the First Law trilogy. It
introduced readers to a
world  that  is  morally

complex,  bruta l ly
h o n e s t ,  a n d
refreshingly  devoid  of
traditional heroism. For
those  unfamiliar  with
the genre of  grimdark
fantasy,  The  First
Law The Blade Itself
stands  as  a  defining
entry  point—a  novel
that  challenges  the
conventions  of  epic
fantasy  by  presenting
flawed  characters,
a m b i g u o u s
motivations,  and  a
world  where  the  line
between good and evil
is not just blurred but
entirely  erased.  This
article will  explore the
n o v e l ' s  p l o t ,  i t s
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
c h a r a c t e r s ,  i t s
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thematic  depth,  and
why  it  continues  to
resonate  with  readers
nearly  two  decades
a f t e r  i t s  i n i t i a l
publication.

THE WORLD OF
THE FIRST LAW
THE BLADE ITSELF:
SETTING AND
ATMOSPHERE

The world of The First
Law The Blade Itself
is one of gritty realism
a n d  u n r e l e n t i n g
tension.  Abercrombie
crafts  a  setting  that
feels  lived-in,  worn,
and  dangerous.  The
primary location is the
Union, a sprawling and
decaying  empire  that
resembles a fantastical
v e r s i o n  o f  l a t e -
medieval  Europe.  The
capital city of Adua is a
p l a c e  o f  s t a r k
con t ras t s :  g rand
p a l a c e s  s t a n d
alongside  squal id
slums,  and  political

maneuvering occurs in
shadowy  corridors
while  common  folk
struggle  to  survive.
The  atmosphere  is
thick  with  cynicism,
and the narrative does
not shy away from the
u g l i n e s s  o f  w a r ,
poverty,  and  human
cruelty.
However,  the  world
extends  beyond  the
Union.  Readers  are
also introduced to the
frozen  landscapes  of
the North, where clans
wage  endless  wars
under the harsh rule of
warlords. There is also
the  distant  land  of
Dagoska,  a  hotbed  of
religious  conflict  and
colonial  tension.  Each
setting  in  The  First
Law The Blade Itself
i s  rendered  with  a
tactile  sense of  place,
making the world  feel
both vast and intimate.
Abercrombie's prose is
sharp,  often  darkly
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humorous,  and always
grounded  in  sensory
detail.  The world does
not  exist  merely  as  a
backdrop;  it  actively
shapes  the  characters
and  their  choices,
reminding readers that
i n  t h i s  u n i v e r s e ,
su rv i va l  i s  neve r
guaranteed.

PLOT OVERVIEW:
WHAT HAPPENS IN
THE FIRST LAW
THE BLADE ITSELF

The plot  of  The First
Law The Blade Itself
is  a  masterclass  in
narrative  momentum.
Un l i ke  many  ep i c
fantasies  that  begin
with a slow build, this
novel  throws  readers
directly into the action.
The story follows three
main  threads  that
gradually  converge.
The  first  thread
i n v o l v e s  L o g e n
Ninefingers,  a  feared
barbarian warrior from

the  North  who  has
surv ived  a  b ru ta l
betrayal  and  finds
himself  reluctantly
allied  with  the  Union.
The  second  thread
fo l lows  Inquis i tor
Glokta,  a  cr ippled
former  soldier  turned
torturer, who is tasked
w i t h  r o o t i n g  o u t
corruption  within  the
Union's  government.
T h e  t h i r d  t h r e a d
introduces  Jezal  dan
Luthor,  a  vain  and
arrogant  young  army
officer  who  is  more
concerned with fencing
tournaments  and
personal  glory  than
w i t h  t h e  l o o m i n g
threats  fac ing  h is
nation.
A s  t h e  n o v e l
progresses,  these
three  characters  are
drawn  into  a  larger
c o n s p i r a c y  t h a t
i n v o l v e s  a n c i e n t
secrets,  forbidden
m a g i c ,  a n d  t h e



4

4 The First Law The Blade Itself 2022-06-28

machinations  of  the
en igmat i c  magus
Bayaz. The First Law
The  Blade  Itself  is
not a novel with a tidy,
self-contained plot; it is
very much the first  act
of a much larger story.
T h e  b o o k  s e t s  u p
conflicts  that  will  be
r e s o l v e d  i n  l a t e r
volumes, but it does so
w i t h o u t  f e e l i n g
incomplete .  Each
character  undergoes
significant
development,  and  the
story builds to a series
of tense confrontations
that  leave  readers
hungry  for  more.  The
pacing  is  deliberate,
with moments of quiet
c h a r a c t e r  s t u d y
interspersed  with
v i s c e r a l  a c t i o n
sequences.

Logen

Ninefinge
rs: The
Barbarian
with a
Conscien
ce
Perhaps  the  most
iconic character in The
First Law The Blade
I t s e l f  i s  L o g e n
Ninefingers,  also
known as "The Bloody-
N ine . "  Logen  i s  a
warrior  of  legendary
ferocity,  a  man  who
has  killed  countless
enemies and earned a
reputation that terrifies
even  his  allies.  Yet,
Abercrombie  subverts
the  typical  barbarian
archetype  by  giving
Logen  a  thoughtful,
introspective  side.
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Logen  is  haunted  by
his past and struggles
with the violent nature
that  lurks  within  him.
He wants to be a better
man,  but  the  world
consistently forces him
back into the role of a
killer.
What makes Logen so
compe l l i ng  i s  h i s
internal  conflict.  He  is
capable  of  genuine
kindness  and  loyalty,
but he is also capable
o f  u n i m a g i n a b l e
savagery.  His  journey
in The First Law The
Blade Itself is one of
self-discovery,  though
the discoveries are not
a lways  p leasan t .
Readers  find
themselves rooting for
Logen  even  as  they
fear  what  he  might
b e c o m e .  H i s
relationship  with  the
spirits  of  the  North
a d d s  a  l a y e r  o f
mystical  depth  to  his
character,  suggesting

that  there  is  more  to
his  brutal  nature than
mere human violence.

Inquisitor
Glokta:
The
Torturer
Who
Hates
Himself
Glokta  is  one  of  the
most  or ig ina l  and
memorable  characters
i n  a l l  o f  f a n t a s y
l i terature.  Once  a
dashing young soldier,
he  was  captured  and
tortured  by  enemies,
leaving  him  a  broken
and  cr ippled  man.
Now,  he  works  as  an
inquisitor for the Union,
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u s i n g  t h e  v e r y
techniques  that  were
used on him to extract
in fo rmat ion  f rom
suspects. Glokta is not
evil  in  the  traditional
s e n s e ;  h e  i s  a
pragmatist  who  has
learned to survive in a
corrupt  system  by
becoming a tool of that
system.
H i s  i n t e r n a l
m o n o l o g u e — w r y ,
sarcastic,  and  filled
with  self-loathing—is
one of the highlights of
The  First  Law  The
Blade Itself. Glokta is
acutely  aware  of  the
moral compromises he
makes,  but  he  justifies
them as necessary for
survival.  His  chapters
are  a  masterclass  in
d a r k  h u m o r  a n d
psychological depth. As
he  inves t igates  a
c o n s p i r a c y  t h a t
threatens  the  Union,
Glokta must navigate a
web  of  lies,  betrayal,

and violence, all  while
managing his constant
physical  pain.  He is  a
character  who  elicits
both  sympathy  and
revulsion,  often in the
same paragraph.

Jezal dan
Luthor:
The
Arrogant
Young
Noble
Jezal enters The First
Law The Blade Itself
a s  a  t h o r o u g h l y
unlikeable  character.
He  is  vain,  selfish,  and
obsessed with his own
reputation.  He  spends
his  time  practicing
fenc ing ,  chas i ng
women,  and  looking
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down  on  those  he
considers beneath him.
However,  Abercrombie
is too skilled a writer to
leave  Jezal  as  a  one-
dimensional  brat.  As
the  novel  progresses,
J e za l  i s  f o r ced  t o
c o n f r o n t  h i s  o w n
insignificance.  His
arrogance is  gradually
c h i p p e d  a w a y  b y
circumstances  beyond
h i s  c o n t r o l ,  a n d
readers  begin  to  see
the  insecure  young
m a n  b e n e a t h  t h e
bravado.
Jezal's  arc  in  this  first
novel is primarily about
h u m i l i a t i o n  a n d
growth.  He  is  thrust
i n to  a  dange rous
journey  that  removes
him from the comforts
of Adua and forces him
to  rely  on  people  he
w o u l d  n o r m a l l y
despise. By the end of
The  First  Law  The
Blade  Itself,  Jezal  is
still  far  from  a  hero,

but he is beginning to
question everything he
once  bel ieved.  His
transformation  is  one
of the most rewarding
aspects  of  the trilogy,
and it begins here with
small  but  significant
cracks  in  his  facade.

THEMES IN THE
FIRST LAW THE
BLADE ITSELF

The  thematic  richness
of The First Law The
Blade Itself is one of
the  reasons  i t  has
endured as a classic of
the grimdark subgenre.
Several  major  themes
run through the novel,
each  explored  with
n u a n c e  a n d
intell igence.

The
Illusion of
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Morality
One  of  the  central
themes  is  the  illusion
o f  m o r a l i t y .  I n
traditional  fantasy,
characters  are  often
so r ted  i n to  c l ea r
categories of good and
evil. In The First Law
The Blade Itself, such
d i s t i n c t i o n s  a r e
meaning less .  The
Union,  which  presents
itself as a civilized and
benevolent  empire,  is
revealed to be corrupt,
hypocr i t i ca l ,  and
brutal.  The  Northern
barbarians,  who  are
viewed  as  savage  by
the  Union,  have  their
own  codes  of  honor
and  loyalty.  Even  the
m o s t  v i l l a i n o u s
characters  are  given
moments of humanity,
while  the  most  heroic
a r e  s h o w n  t o  b e
capable  of  monstrous
acts.

This moral ambiguity is
not  presented  as  a
gimmick; it is central to
the  novel's  worldview.
Abercrombie  suggests
that  mora l i ty  i s  a
luxury  afforded  only  to
those who have never
been  forced  to  make
impossible  choices.
The characters in The
First Law The Blade
Itself  are  constantly
faced  with  situations
where  any  choice  will
lead to harm, and they
must  simply  decide
how  much  they  are
wil l ing to sacrifice.

The
Brutality
of Power
Another  dominant
theme is  the  brutality
of power. Whether it is
the  political  power  of
the  Union's  Closed
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Council,  the  physical
power  o f  Logen ' s
v i o l e n c e ,  o r  t h e
mag ica l  power  o f
Bayaz,  every  form  of
authority  in  the  novel
i s  s h o w n  t o  b e
corrupting.  Power  is
not  used  for  noble
purposes; it is used to
control,  manipulate,
and  destroy.  Those
who  seek  power  are
rarely  motivated  by
altruism,  and  those
who  hold  power  are
a l m o s t  a l w a y s
compromised.
Glokta's  storyline  is
particularly effective at
exploring  this  theme.
He is  a man who has
e x p e r i e n c e d
p o w e r l e s s n e s s
firsthand, and now that
he  has  a  measure  of
authority,  he  uses  it
ruthlessly.  Yet,  he  is
also acutely aware that
he is a pawn in a larger
game. The First Law
The  Blade  I tsel f

suggests  that  true
power  is  an  illusion;
everyone  is  someone
else's  tool,  and  the
o n l y  q u e s t i o n  i s
whether you are aware
of your chains.

Identity
and
Transfor
mation
Each of the three main
characters undergoes a
crisis of identity. Logen
questions  whether  he
c a n  e s c a p e  h i s
reputation  as  a  killer.
Glokta  struggles  with
t h e  m a n  h e  h a s
become  versus  the
man he once was. Jezal
is  forced  to  confront
the  gap  between  his
self-image and reality.
The  First  Law  The
Blade  Itself  is ,  in
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many  ways,  a  novel
about  the  difficulty  of
change.  Can a person
t r u l y  r e i n v e n t
themselves,  or  are
they forever bound by
their  past  actions and
the  perceptions  of
others?
The  novel  offers  no
easy answers.  Logen's
a t t e m p t s  t o  b e
p e a c e f u l  a r e
repeatedly  thwarted.
Glokta's self-awareness
does not free him from
his role. Jezal's growth
is  incremental  and
painful.  Yet,  the novel
suggests  that  the
struggle  to  change  is
itself meaningful, even
i f  s u c c e s s  i s  n o t
guaranteed.

WRITING STYLE
AND PROSE IN THE
FIRST LAW THE
BLADE ITSELF

Joe  Abercrombie's
writing  style  in  The

First Law The Blade
Itself  is  a  significant
factor  in  the  novel's
success.  His  prose  is
direct,  muscular,  and
often  laced  with  dark
humor.  He  has  a  gift
for dialogue that feels
natural  and  revealing.
Each  character  has  a
distinct  voice,  from
Logen's blunt Northern
dialect  to  Glokta's
sardon ic  in terna l
monologue  to  Jezal's
pompous  arrogance.
Action  scenes  are  a
particular  strength.
Abercrombie  writes
violence  with  a  sense
o f  w e i g h t  a n d
consequence.  Fights
are  not  glorified;  they
are  messy,  chaotic,
a n d  t e r r i f y i n g .
Characters  feel  pain,
make  mistakes,  and
somet imes  d ie  i n
undignified  ways.  This
real ism  makes  the
action  in  The  First
Law The Blade Itself
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more gripping than the
choreographed  battles
found  in  many  other
fantasy novels.
Another notable aspect
of Abercrombie's prose
is  his  use  of  internal
m o n o l o g u e .  H e
f r e q u e n t l y  g i v e s
readers  access  to  the
t h o u g h t s  o f  h i s
characters,  and  these
passages are often the
most  revealing  and
entertaining  parts  of
the  novel.  Glokta's
in terna l  vo ice ,  in
particular, is a constant
s o u r c e  o f  d a r k
a m u s e m e n t  a n d
insight.

THE LEGACY OF
THE FIRST LAW
THE BLADE ITSELF

The  First  Law  The
Blade  Itself  did  not
m e r e l y  l a u n c h  a
trilogy; it helped define
a  subgenre.  Before
Abercrombie,  grimdark

fantasy existed but had
n o t  a c h i e v e d
m a i n s t r e a m
p r o m i n e n c e .  H i s
success  opened  the
door  for  a  wave  of
authors who wanted to
e x p l o r e  m o r a l l y
complex  worlds  and
flawed  characters.  The
novel's  influence  can
be seen in  everything
from  video  games  to
television  series  to
countless  other  books.
T h e  n o v e l  a l s o
s p a w n e d  a  r i c h
expanded  universe.
Abe rc romb ie  has
written  several  stand-
alone novels set in the
same world, as well as
a  second  trilogy,  the
Age of Madness, which
takes  place  decades
after the events of the
original  trilogy.  The
world  of  The  First
Law The Blade Itself
continues  to  grow,
attracting new readers
and  rewarding  those
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who  return  for  re-
reads.
Part  of  the  novel 's
enduring  appeal  is  its
will ingness  to  defy
expectations.  Readers
who come to The First
Law The Blade Itself
expecting a traditional
fantasy story are often
s u r p r i s e d  b y  i t s
cynicism  and  realism.
Yet,  the  novel  is  not
nihilistic;  it  finds
meaning  in  human
connection,  in  small
acts of kindness, in the
struggle to keep going
despite  overwhelming
odds.  This  balance

between darkness and
hope is  what  elevates
the  book  above  mere
grimdark posturing.

WHY YOU SHOULD
READ THE FIRST
LAW THE BLADE
ITSELF

I f  you  are  a  fan  o f
fantasy  fiction,  The
First Law The Blade
Itself  is  essential
reading.  It  challenges
the conventions of the
g e n r e  w h i l e  s t i l l
delivering  the  thrills
that  fantasy  readers
crave.  The


