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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Preface


The following essays circle about, hover over, and occasionally home in on science fiction. Four—and only four—examine individual science-fiction writers’ works; the last three of these presuppose recent if not repeated intimacy with the texts. This book is not an introduction to its subject.


The fourteen pieces here were written from 1966 to 1976. They are not a unified project, and there is terminological inconsistency from one to the other—the more confusing, I’m afraid, because I have not presented them in that strictly chronological order which would allow a reader to follow the terminological development. But I have chosen to group them (somewhat) according to subject because that arrangement seems to afford them and the reader the greatest service in other ways. Some minor inconsistencies I have been able to bring into line—along with the excision of some minor infelicities of style and analysis. The major inconstant terms, however, “science fiction,” “speculative fiction,” and “s-f,” I could not integrate without major surgery—plastic rather than radical, I suspect, but still beyond my current energies if not skills. I must therefore assume those interested enough to read these pages most probably bring their own ideas on how the terms’ thrusts differ, as well as where their loci overlap.


For science fiction, here we must make do with Damon Knight’s ostensive definition: “Science fiction is what I point at when I say ‘science fiction’”—with the rider that after we have said a great deal more and, besides pointing, have handled and examined and taken some apart, even if no strict definitions are forthcoming, we shall still know a great deal more about what we are pointing at than we did before.


Speculative fiction, roughly between 1964 and 1972, was an active term among a number of science fiction writers (borrowed, in some cases unknowingly, from Heinlein a decade and a half earlier) in their talk with one another about what they and a number of other writers were doing. Since then, it has by and large passed out of the talk of these same writers, except as a historical reference.


S-f, happily or unhappily, is the initials of both.


For our purposes, this explanation for when each term appears and when it does not, however inadequate, must suffice.


The recent passage from “mainstream” to “mundane” as a term to designate that fiction which is neither science nor speculative strikes me as a happy gathering of generic self-confidence. (I first came across “mundane fiction” in a 1975 Galaxy essay by Roger Zelazny.) Yet the insecurity it remedies is part of our genre’s history. Though a comparison with the original of some of these pieces might suggest that I have shamelessly rewritten it other places, here at least I have avoided the temptation to revise that insecurity out and let “mainstream” stand in the older essays—only noting that we have all been unhappy with the term as far back as I can remember.


Rereading the pieces for this edition, I am pleased with a consistency in their movement toward a language model that all of them, for all their different levels, their different methods of approach—intuitive, thematic, textural, or structural—ascribe to. And that model is, after all, their object.


Intensive criticism of science fiction is a comparatively new phenomenon. Its most effective organizing principles have not been established. Also, I emerge into such criticism from a most subjective position: a practicing science fiction writer. The center provides a fine view of certain aspects of our object of consideration and a very poor one of others. Among the poorest it provides is a view of that object’s edges. In the s-f world of readers and writers, we are all used to the phrase, “Fandom is a way of life.” Being an s-f writer is a way of life too: it is a way of life which courts all the traditional problems of the artist as well as those problems unique to an artist socially devalued in a particularly systematic way—a way that has nothing to do with the family’s disapproval of John for enrolling at the Art Students’ League, or with the neighbors’ suspicions that the Colton girl has not only been writing poems again but sending them to magazines that actually publish them. The Rimbaldian intensity with which our writers are forever abandoning the s-f field is, I suspect, emblematic of the process by which s-f writers, along with losing sight of the edges of their object, tend to loose, by the same process, their own edges as well. And if money is a reason frequently cited for these defections, well, money is our society’s most powerful symbol: it exists at points of social and material vacuum; its trajectory has seemingly infinite potential; its strength is measured by all that moves in to displace it: food, sex, more money, shelter, art, or anxiety.


There are places in these pages where I have exceeded my object’s edges (for my own are no more intact than any of my colleagues’), notably in Shadows and the closing Autobiographical Postscript. “What,” my reader may ask, “does Quine’s hesitation to quantify across predicates or the play of light on Mykonos in winter have to do with science fiction?” My answer is simply: I don’t know. Yet the ontology suggested by much in the Quinian position as I understand (or possibly misunderstand) it seems an ontology that much of what I value in science fiction strives to reinforce; and the particular analytic flight the light on that most lovely of Greek islands called from me in the winter of ’65/’66 seems a fine topos for a kind of thinking that goes into the richest science fiction. Thus the inclusion of these and similarly “unrelated” bits of speculation and/or autobiography.


In a sense, then, this is the most subjective of books on science fiction—by someone who spends much of his subjective energies analysing the s-f phenomenon. But the discourse of analysis must not be confused with some discourse of privileged objectivity. Such privileges in our epoch have less and less place.


Here I must thank the people who first requested that some of these essays be written, oversaw their publication as editors, or to whom they were written in response: Terry Carr, Thomas Clareson, Leslie Fiedler, David Hartwell, Peter Nichols, and Robin Scott Wilson.


Finally I must thank the students of my two extremely astute classes at SUNY Buffalo during the winter ’75 term (particularly Jane Nutter, Mayda Alsace, and Charles Thomas, III); and also Randson Boykin, Eugenio Donato, Marc Gawron, Carol Jacobs, Judith Kerman, Maureen O’Merra, Paul David Novitsky, Judy Ratner, Robert Scholes, Janet Small, Eric Steis, and Henry Sussman for everything from stimulating converse over these and related subjects to detailed response (in person, letter, or fanzine) to various of the pages here, the results of which are evident in minor revisions of the older works and hopefuly inform the newer. Needless to say, errors and eccentricities are all my own.


MARCH 1977


For this Berkley Windhover edition I must also thank—for myriad microimprovements—Camilla Decarnin of San Francisco, Florine Dorfmann of New York City, and Professor Teresa de Lauretis. Assistant Director of the University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee’s Center for Twentieth Century Studies, where I was so happily a Fellow in 1977.


MARCH 1978




I


INTRODUCTION




Letter to a Critic: Popular 
Culture, High Art, and the 
S-F Landscape


Dear Sir:


  How happy I was to have someone of your academic background and accomplishments turn his attention—as more and more of your co-freres seem to have been doing of late—to my sequestered precinct of genre writing, science fiction. And how exciting it was to hear you begin your evening talk: “Pornography, comics, science fiction, poetry, westerns, mysteries, and the serious novel all can and must be examined seriously by the serious critic.” And as a comic book artist worthy of such examination you cited, with a great grin, S. Clay Wilson! My reaction was, blatantly, “Right on!”—right up till your summation: “I hope science fiction does not lose its slapdash quality, its sloppiness, or its vulgarity.”


There, I grew angry.


Articulating it may sound self-righteous, but it comes down to this: Slapdash writing, sloppiness, and vulgarity (unless one means [and you didn’t] the sophisticated vulgarity implicit in Durrell’s “Good taste is the enemy of great art.”) are, no matter how you catch them, fat, diseased lice.


Some art survives in spite of them (Dreiser, Dickens, Dostoyevsky…); in some, the good is so infested with them you cannot separate it out (Edgar R., and William S., Burroughs, gnawing at the idea of civilization from their respectively fascist and radical positions); but slapdashery, sloppiness, and vulgarity only have camp value—where we giggle at what we or our parents were taken in by. That giggle is embarrassed nostalgia for lost ignorance.


Sometimes writing is good in spite of sloppiness.


It is never good because of it.


Some time before this passion for popular culture seized you, you yourself wrote an incisive description and appraisal of the psycho/social mechanics of its purveyors (you talked of Hollywood film producers and studio executives of the fifties), explaining how they were intimidated by, hated, and tried to subvert (all with the best intentions) anything they suspected to be art.


The identical mechanic operates in the publishing/editorial complex that handles “popular genres” like science fiction. And every science-fiction writer at one time or another has conflicted with it.


You would be appalled how closely your summary remarks (even to the tone of voice—a little too friendly, a little too cheerful, as if nothing really serious were being said) echo what comes from these well-intentioned people whose motivating processes you once so succinctly described.


Well—there is my anger: spent.


In the hope that some larger cultural points will fall out, I’d like to talk specifically about science fiction—not about what motivates a given writer to create a given story, or even how a particular story may be constructed, but rather about the attitudes and values of the people who contract and pay for it, and publish it once it is written, as well as those who read it and make it profitable to publish—the landscape in which I work. For an understanding of science fiction that will keep usefully fixed to its object the more “rarefied” criticism that, yes, must be done, that landscape has to be explored, if only to define the pressures it puts on production within it. It’s a landscape I feel ambiguous before. Much in it, even as I dislike it, stimulates me. Much in it that is comfortable is also destructive. And it is a landscape in change.


Forty-nine out of fifty s-f novels are bought before they are written.


The good and bad points of this situation clear quickly: an editor, having paid money for a book, is more likely to put up with a certain amount of texture or substance experiment not specifically spelled out in the outline. On the other hand, the quality of the final product is never a factor in setting the price. That is left up to the individual writer’s integrity (or ability); so that “fine execution,” without which, Emily Dickinson claimed, “nothing survives,” is not economically encouraged.


A friend of mine—a Yale Younger Poet five or six years ago—published a delightful book of experimental fictions with Atheneum a few years back (sales to date are near three hundred copies). She is at work on a novel (about a werewolf). Her husband is a corporation lawyer; they live back and forth between Europe and the United States. She is an avid science-fiction reader.


I read two or three books of current poetry each week. I have for the last four or more years. I was in a remedial reading class in elementary school; reading for me has always been hard work. I want a lot out of it because I don’t do it easily. I don’t get a lot from most fiction: I do from poetry.


My friend and I were familiar with each other’s work when we met. She was surprised to find someone who knew hers … At any rate, we delight in talking about writing till all hours over the bathtub Calvados she and her husband smuggled in from Norway. We agree about most things. And she worries over the reaction of her readers, using the same vocabulary and syntax I use worrying over mine … an odd matrix of care-passionately/don’t-care-at-all.


But for all our temperamental congruence, matched tastes, and shared aesthetic concerns, she and I are in very different professions.


Despite her awards and publications, she feels chances for the publication of her new novel or a new book of poems are more against than for her. But when, and if, she publishes again, she has no worry that an editor will force upon her his concept of what her audience wants.


I have made my living as a science-fiction writer for nearly fifteen years. I can say nothing about the golden-age editorships of Campbell, Gold, or Boucher. They were over when I entered the field. Most science-fiction writers today have not known them either. I can only talk about the editorial realities I have known.


Science fiction is a wanted commodity: publication per se, as long as my work stays within the loose bounds of s-f, is not something I have had to worry about for five or six years. But all editors have their idea of what “the audience” (never themselves) wants. With a few glorious exceptions, most s-f editors’ sensibilities are the result of having had to read incredible amounts of bad work in a genre that they never particularly enjoyed in the first place. So each book is a battle with an atrophied editorial image of what the editors think someone who is not them is going to like and buy.


If it stopped there, winning that battle in the court of sales would be very rewarding.


But science fiction is commercial writing in a way that Literature with a capital L has never been, even in the days of the blue-paper-covered editions of Dickens or George Eliot. Science fiction, with its set, small sales, is considered the lowest rung on the commercial publishing ladder. (To argue whether s-f is the lowest or the next to lowest rung within that is a masochism we can avoid here.) The point is that in overall form, editorial policy must reflect this, even if the personal preferences of a given editor do not.


A Doubleday editor told me recently that a large publisher with good distribution can expect to sell between two and five hundred copies of a first novel in a hardcover trade edition, even one by a writer with a good reputation in the little magazines and quarterlies—five hundred if they can pass the book off as a romance that might appeal to some distorted image the sales department has of “the average housewife.”


A trade edition hardcover, first s-f novel by an unknown writer with no previous magazine publication will sell between twelve and eighteen hundred copies.


The break-even point on a six or seven dollar book is around nine hundred.


Science-fiction novels make money on the average. Ordinary novels, on the average, do not.


And the s-f money made is small.


Nevertheless, since 1965, the s-f audience has created a seller-market. Publishers have taken on some fairly far-out books to fill up their lists; and the experimental work usually seems to sell well above the break-even point, both hardcover and paperback.


“We’ve been instructed to suggest to some of our young, literary novelists,” another editor told me more recently, “that they let us bring their work out as Science Fiction—especially those whose work has a more imaginative, surreal, or experimental bent.” Then he frowned: “I feel pretty bad about having to do that.”


I know very well why he feels bad about it.


The best-selling hardcover science-fiction novel for 1968, John Brunner’s Quicksand, sold seven thousand copies. No trade edition, hardcover science-fiction novel has ever sold more than twelve thousand—except Stranger in a Strange Land, to which I’ll return.


Only one of New York’s six Doubleday Bookstores stocks any hardcover s-f regularly. Scribner’s Bookstore may have as many as five titles at any one time—two of the titles on their s-f shelf are always Stranger and 2001. Brentano’s stocks none—though recently it has been taking one or two s-f titles with a clearly ecological slant. The Eighth Street Bookshop carries none. Marboro carries none.*


And 2001 and The Andromeda Strain aren’t s-f anyway: Neither the words science fiction nor the initials s-f appear anywhere on the hardcover or paperback editions—not even in the blurb recounting author Clarke’s past achievements. Booksellers don’t stock books labeled s-f. Book distributors don’t distribute them.


They’ll tell you as much if you ask.


A crate of books reaches a distributor. The first stock boy who rips off the crate cover also removes any and all “science-fiction” books and puts them in a separate pile for special, limited distribution: this is before anyone looks at author, title, or cover. Only after that pile has been made (a similar one is made for “mysteries” and “westerns”) are the books looked at and further specialization decided on. A brochure accompanying the s-f books, from publisher to distributor, telling how wide an appeal this or that particular title should have, may mean the distributor will put a little more pressure on the highschool libraries or specialist bookstores which normally take these books.


If science fiction should appear only on an inside blurb and not on the outside jacket (e.g., “J.G. Ballard has been the author of some of the most acclaimed science fiction of the past years …”), the distributor’s incensed reaction is: “What are you trying to do? Sneak this by? Will you please label the books clearly so we can get them where they ought to go. We know how to sell books, it’s our business!”—I quote, from memory, a memo to the Doubleday art department.


People have criticized Vonnegut for not calling his books science fiction. But frankly, his publisher wouldn’t let him even if he wanted to. One editor has estimated that if Vonnegut’s next novel were to bear the words “science fiction” or the initials “s-f,” simply because of the distribution machinery, his sales would be cut—even today—perhaps seventy-five percent. The distributor’s reaction would be: “For some reason, Vonnegut has decided to write a science-fiction novel. Well, when he comes out with another, real one, we’ll put it in the stores.” A children’s book or a cookbook by Vonnegut would get wider distribution: Doubleday, Eighth Street, Brentano’s, Marboro, and Scribners all have wide selections of both.


Back as promised, to Stranger in a Strange Land.


It sold some ten thousand copies in its initial trade edition in nineteen sixty. It was kept alive in hardcover through a nontrade, book-club edition for ten years, where its sales approached three hundred thousand despite a simultaneous paperback sale in the millions. After ten years the publishers finally decided, since the book-club edition was selling as well as ever, to release a new trade edition—with only the smallest “s-f” in the corner of the jacket.


It sold another ten thousand copies, was unavailable in Brentano’s, Doubleday, etc. So Stranger, one of the most popular books of the last decade, has still only sold twenty thousand in a trade edition. And the trade edition of Dune, by the way, has still sold under twelve thousand.


An editor (or writer) who suspects (or even hopes) he has a book that might approach twenty-five thousand sales—and that’s not tickling the bottom rung on the ladder to best-sellerdom—would be an idiot to label a book “science fiction,” even if the hero graduated from the Space Academy in the first chapter and squelched the Bug Men of Uranus in the last.


Here is a synopsis of a talk I recently heard Isaac Asimov give: James Blish, some years ago, in response to Vonnegut’s “disavowal” of science fiction (and as a slap at some writers somebody or other, around nineteen sixty-six, called “the New Wave”) suggested that all true and loyal (“loyal” to what, I remember wondering) science-fiction writers insist that their s-f books be clearly marked as such—for the prestige of the field. Ike had just published his first novel in sixteen years, The Gods Themselves, a story set in the future about the transfer of elements from universe to universe via black and white holes, and the multisexed aliens from the other universe who are involved. He was astonished, then, when Doubleday suggested the book “not be published as science fiction.”—i.e., not have the tell-tale words or initials anywhere on the book.


Ike, recalling Blish’s campaign, protested: “But it is science fiction! I’m a science-fiction author! Put science fiction on it!”


Doubleday refused.


Over the last decade, with talk shows, popular science books, the reissue of his forties and early fifties science-fiction novels, Asimov has become a familiar enough name so that a new novel by him might break that twelve thousand sales barrier the distribution machinery of s-f imposes. Therefore, s-f it cannot be.


Ike finally went along.


I saw the book in Brentano’s this afternoon. But, as the clerk told me when I went up to him five minutes later to ask, as I do periodically, “No, Brentano’s stocks no hardcover science fiction. The paperbacks are downstairs …”


You can understand my ambiguous feelings: I am delighted that the s-f audience will absorb new works similar to Barthelme’s or Coover’s without any of the critical ballyhoo that the non s-f audience demands before it will pay attention to anything “experimental.” But I am also painfully aware of the inequity of the labeling and distributing process that keeps the s-f writer/reader concert so limited.


Practically speaking, however, this is the position I must finally take: Words mean what people use them to mean. When editors, distributors, and, when all is said and done, science-fiction writers say “science fiction” or “s-f,” they mean a distributor’s category synonymous with “not of interest to the general public.”


Although this does not define the field aesthetically, it certainly defines it economically.


Easily three hundred s-f books are published each year. But because s-f is “not of interest to the general public,” the price of an s-f novel to all but about ten authors is $1,250.00 to $3,000.00 for a book, paperback or hardcover.


Therefore, you can make a decent living writing s-f—if you write a lot of it: four to six novels a year. (The magazines pay so little you couldn’t possibly live on story sales, even if you were Robert Silverberg or Randall Garrett who, in the fifties and early sixties, were responsible for whole issues of s-f magazines each, the stories appearing under various pseudonyms.) Many s-f writers work at this rate—for years. Four such I know well are among the most intelligent men I’ve ever met. One began writing at age forty in 1962: He produced between four and ten books a year until he had a stroke in 1971. Two others, in their middle or late thirties today, having kept this pace up for six and ten years respectively, are now in the middle of year-plus writing blocks.


But virtually every great name in s-f—Sturgeon, Bester, Bradbury, Knight, Merril, Leiber, Pohl, Van Vogt, Asimov, Tenn, del Rey, Clarke—any writer, indeed, who began publishing in the thirties or forties when these high-production demands became tradition—has had at least one eight-to-sixteen-year period when he could write no science fiction at all. (Heinlein seems to be the one exception: A few writers who first began writing in the fifties—Anderson, Dick, and Farmer—seem to have gotten by so far with only one or two two/three-year blocked periods to date.) A handful of writers, during these decade-plus dry spells, turned to other kinds of writing, or editing. The lives of most, however, during these years are an incredible catalog of multiple and exploded marriages, alcoholism, drugs, nervous collapse, and stay in mental hospitals. A third of the writers I’ve named are still “blocked.” Perhaps the same could be said of any group of creative temperaments. Still, the number of writers, age fifty, appearing at all the conventions, busily autographing reprints of their books, who consider themselves, in the blurred and boozey conversations of the “pro” parties at the worldcon, “primarily science-fiction writers,” but who have written no s-f since they were thirty-five (one runs out of fingers and toes) is a frightening prospect for a writer between twenty and thirty beginning in the field.


Well, H.G. Wells himself wrote no “romances of the future” after age thirty-six.


Still, it makes you wonder.


But while we are wondering, editors want/demand/connive for, and generally presuppose that your work will be turned out at, this rate. And there is a crop of young writers already—Dean R. Koontz (age twenty-four with fourteen s-f books), Mark Geston (twenty-two with six books), Brian Stableford (twenty-four with six books)—who produce. Indeed, my own first five s-f novels were finished while I was still twenty-two.

Then I spent a summer in Mt. Sinai mental hospital: Hallucinations, voices, general nervous exhaustion … even at that pace, I did three complete rewrites on each book.


Here is what editors and older writers who should know better have told me till I am ill with it:



	You are not an artist, you are a craftsman.



	You should be able to take any idea (“… like that nutty one I just suggested to you …”) and make a “competent” story from it.



	Science fiction is ideas, not style. What do you care about a few words here and there; whether I cut or rewrite a paragraph just to make things fit?



	You’re a great writer: you get your work in on time.



	You can be as sloppy and as slapdash as you want: just tell a good story.





The whole vocabulary of “competent/craftsman/saleable” and the matrix of half-truths, self-deceptions and exploitation that it fosters are rabid making.


There are very few “ideas” in science fiction.


The resonance between an idea and a landscape is what it’s all about.


S-f writers survive entirely as verbally discrete personalities—what are ‘Bradbury,’ ‘Sturgeon,’ ‘Cordwainer Smith,’ ‘R. A. Lafferty,’ ‘Roger Zelazny,’ ‘Heinlein,’ and ‘Jack Vance’ if not, essentially, the individual narrative tones with which their ideas are put? You’d have to be style deaf to mistake a paragraph of Asimov for a paragraph of Clarke, Phil Dick, Phil Farmer, or Bob Silverberg. You’d have an easier time mistaking a sentence by Christina Stead for one by Malcolm Lowry.


Once a writer has written one good book or, often, one good story, there is an active demand for the s-f audience that will absorb years of mediocre production waiting from the next high point. “Look,” I heard an agent tell his s-f writer client, “if you write six books a year, I can sell them—considering you’ve just won the Hugo for best novel of the year—for two thousand dollars apiece. If you write two books a year—like you’ve always said you wanted to—I can sell each for fifteen thousand!”


I mentioned that there were approximately ten authors who can command (though they don’t always) a price of more than twelve hundred to three thousand per book. I’m one.


My last published s-f novel, Nova, probably made more money than any of Asimov’s (discounting The Gods Themselves, which, as we noted, is not “s-f”), including their numerous reprints. That would be an outright crime if the criminal act had not been committed by the publishers who bought Asimov’s books in the fifties.


Nova’s paperback sale in 1968 marked a record paid by any publisher, hardcover or paperback, for an s-f novel. Since then, that record has, happily, been broken several times. Admittedly, I have a sharp agent. But, essentially, what brought about that record price was very simple, though it goes back several books.


When I got out of the mental hospital, I decided that to write the next science-fiction novel I wanted to write, I would have to take in the neighborhood of a year to do it. I never announced this to anyone. Besides my editor, I knew no one to announce it to.


The book won a Nebula for best s-f novel of the year.


The book I worked on for the next year, while I was living in Europe, won a second Nebula.


Publishers, with standard two- and three-book contracts, began to bob up here and there, wondering why I didn’t sign them all.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not going to have a half dozen new novels finished any time soon. When I have one, I’ll show it to you and you can tell me how much you want to pay for it.”


And the offered price began to rise.


My not having a bale of manuscripts lying around to be sold off like yard goods, I’m sure, pushed it higher.


No author can make a sane comment on the quality of his own book, whether he has worked on it three weeks, three years, or three decades. But if a book is sold after it is written, whatever quality it does have is there to be judged, however accurately or inaccurately, by the editor buying. My book was bid for, bargained over, and eventually sold—and sold well. The only thing I did personally, however, was to stay out of the way of as many people in the field as possible while bargaining was going on. I’ve developed a reputation for being hard to find. I don’t like the editing/ publishing attitudes the people who edit/ publish s-f have to hold, personally or practically: I stay hard to find. What they want, essentially, is reassurance they’re doing nothing wrong. And that I can’t give.


* * *


I’d like to move on to a couple of points about the general rise in intelligent interest in “popular culture”—of which the rise in interest in s-f is just a part.


The first of these points must be made often:


The only reason to be interested in popular culture today is because—today—so much is being done here with vitality, skill, intelligence, and relevance.


In underground comics, there is the work of S. Clay Wilson, Richard Corben, De Spain, Bodé, Crumb …


In overground comics, there is the work of Neil Adams, Denny O’Neil, Jim Aparo, Barry Smith, Mike Kaluta …


More important, as the underground artist will be the first to tell you, you can’t really appreciate one without the other. The dialog between them is constant.


In pornography, there’s Michael Perkins, Marco Vassi, Dirk Vandon (as well as the reprints of Alexander Trocchi) …


About s-f itself, Clifford Simak, who began writing science fiction in the thirties, said recently:




I would hazard a guess that if a panel of competent critics were to make a survey of science fiction through the years, they would find far more praiseworthy pieces of writing in the last few years than in any previous period. And that does not exclude the so-called golden age of science fiction.*





But the current excellence, which has produced the current interest, in comics and pornography (to cite two fields with which I am somewhat familiar) must be emphasized again and again; if it is not, the historically minded critic, busily “reevaluating the traditions,” even if he is aware of the present vitality, usually ends up talking only about Fanny Hill and Little Nemo in Slumberland.


My next point is also one I deeply feel the critics coming from “High Art” to “Popular Culture” must keep before them if their statements are to have any proportion. To make it, however, I must go somewhat afield.


Let’s take a quick (and admittedly biased) look at British poetry in, say, 1818—the year Keats finished Endymion, Byron The


In 1818 the population of England was near twenty million, eighty percent of whom were functionally illiterate. The literate field, then, was approximately four hundred thousand. This was not only the maximum poetry audience; more germane, it was the field from which the country’s poets could come.


How many poets were there?


Coleridge-Wordsworth-Blake-Byron-Shelley-Keats …? Certainly. But we can pull out over another dozen without even opening our Palgrave: Crabbe, Hunt, Reynolds, Campbell, Scott, Moore, Southey, E.H. Coleridge, Landor, Darley, Hood, Praed, Clare, and Beddoes were all writing that same year. And at this point we’ve pretty much scraped the bottom of the barrel for acceptable thesis topics in British poetry for that decade.


Twenty all together!


And if you can think of five more British poets of any merit what-so-ever who were writing in the year of Emily Bronte’s birth, good for you! Out of a field of four hundred thousand, that’s six poets of major interest and fourteen of varying minor interest.


In the United States today we have nearly two hundred and twenty-five million people. Perhaps eighty percent are literate, which gives us a literate field of one hundred eighty million from which we can cull both our audience and our poets—a field fifty times as large as the field of Great Britain in 1818.


Forgive the litotes, but it is not unreasonable to suppose that where there were six major and fourteen minor poets in England in 1818, today there are fifty times six major poets (about three hundred) and fifty times fourteen (about seven hundred) of merit and interest in America today.


The blunt truth?


These statistics are about accurate.


Three or four months ago. Dick Allen in the sacrosanct pages of Poetry (Chicago), without recourse to any statistics at all, said: “Let’s face it. There are well over a thousand fine poets working in America today.” I am, as I said, an avid poetry reader, and my own reading for pleasure certainly bears those figures out, even though I doubt I read ten percent of what is published. Certainly, somewhat more than half of what I read is bad. This still leaves a staggering amount of incredibly fine work—most by people whom I have never heard of before and, after I’ve read another fifty books of poetry, whose names I will not be able to recall without a trip to the bookshelves or the cartons in the closet. Browsing through a bookstore, I am far more likely to find good poetry from a small, or even vanity (!) press than I am from Doubleday, Scribner’s, Harper & Row … I am as likely to find it in a mimeographed or offset pamphlet as I am from Black Sparrow, Oyez, or Wesleyan. I don’t write poetry—I doubt I ever will. But, short of modern science fiction, current poetry is the most exciting reading adventure I’ve ever had.


Now the academic establishment, for years, has invested amazing energy, time, money, and (above all) mystification in perpetuating the view that, somehow, Eliot, Auden, and Pound form some mysterious qualitative analog with Byron, Keats, Shelley, while (and I quote the list from the opening pages of Howard’s Alone with America:) “Berryman, Bishop, Jarrell, Lowell, Roethke, and Wilber” start to fill, along with Frost, Stevens, and Hart Crane, the places left vacant by the minor romantics of 1818. Waiting below, the hordes …


This, to anyone who reads poetry, is ridiculous. Even among the recently dead (O’Hara, Olsen, Plath, Spicer …) there are who-knows-how-many who were doing as (or more, or simply different) fine poetical work as any of the living or dead already mentioned. In general, the standards of poetry are far higher than in Shelley’s time. Few little magazines today will accept verse with as much padding as the lines that filled The Edinburgh Review. Many people will admit, in an anti-intellectual moment, that they can’t tell why the latest bit of Lowell in the New York Review of Books is any better than the latest poem by their twenty-four-year-old graduate student or poet-in-residence. Like as not, though, the reason is that both poems really are just as good. Still, most people would rather not respond to a poem at all without the reassurance of critical approbation/mystification … that element so necessary if a writer is to be, to whatever degree, “famous.” Fame has been used, by the academic, as a sort of mineral oil to make works of culture slip down the throats of students a bit more easily. But fame is a matter of individual attention/ fascination. And, at present, there just isn’t enough of it to go around—not if you want to dole it out to poets according to merit. I think people have known this in a vaguely inarticulate way for years: it has resulted in an immense effort to propagate the lie that while the population rises geometrically, the amount of poetic excellence remains an arithmetic constant.


But, at the risk of impugning the Emperor’s tailor, barring a fantastic decrease in population and/or literacy, no one person will ever be familiar with the scope of American Poetry again. Nor can anybody be familiar with more than a fraction of the best of it—unless he or she makes that an eight hour a day job, and even then it is doubtful. Consider becoming thoroughly familiar with the work of—and the influences on—300 writers:


So: One classic job of the (poetry) critic—the establishment of the canon of excellent work—is undoable … and uncheckable should someone claim to have done it.


Some nineteenth-century-oriented academics still uphold the sacred tenet of the arithmetic stasis of excellence. But to anyone who can multiply, much less read, they begin to look like fools. Yes, ninety-nine percent of what is written is awful. And perhaps seventy-five percent of what is published—a microscopically small fraction of what is written—is trivial. But what is good and published would fill barns.


There are hundreds on hundreds on hundreds of American poets.


Hundreds among them are good.


One critic cannot even be acquainted with their complete work, much less have studied it thoroughly.


And I suspect one can find analogs of this situation with the novel, the theater, the dance …


Which brings us back to Popular Culture.


The Cartoonist Workers of America (the underground comic-artist guild) has some fifty members. A completist collector of underground comics tells me that well under a hundred artists’ work has appeared in anything that could be called a professionally printed, underground comic.


ACBA, The Academy of Comic Book Artists (the overground comic artists’ guild), has approximately one hundred fifty members, about a third of which are writers and editors, and about two thirds of which are artists, colorists, letterers. A former member of the ACBA board tells me well under two hundred artists’ work appears in professional, overground comics today.


I have no figures for pornographers.


The SFWA, however (the Science Fiction Writers of America), lists some four hundred fifty active and associate members. Associate members are editors, publishers, teachers of science-fiction courses, libraries interested in more extensive science-fiction collections. Active members are currently working writers of which there are approximately two hundred fifty. Slightly under one hundred are full-time, working writers. Of these, there are perhaps fifty who make the bulk of their living writing only science fiction.


And there are more comic-book artists, pornographers, and s-f writers today than ever before. Still, despite venerable histories, the current production in the areas of popular culture, compared to current production in the areas of high art—poetry, for instance—is rather small.


The various areas of Popular Culture are knowable.


The various areas of contemporary High Art are not.


And this is one attraction Popular Culture has for the modern critical mind.


Artists, already working in the popular fields, have perhaps been attracted for similar reasons. As fame is a goad to art, there is, obviously, less competition. I can more or less keep up with the work of the fifty who, full time, write science fiction—and read poetry too. Indeed, the real competition, I feel, is with no more than ten of these. Also, I suspect, the personalized response from a specialized and enthusiastic audience is more important than the necessarily limited fame available to an artist in such a field. The artists here feel more comfortable in areas with more defined yet ultimately more flexible traditions than seem to be available in High Art.


But, abandoning the abstract for the personal: I began writing science fiction because a handful of writers I read in my adolescence (Sturgeon, Bester, Heinlein, and McLean) wrote a few books and stories that I found more moving and stimulating than anything I’d ever read. (Other things I was reading and liking? Genet’s plays, Beckett’s novels, “San Francisco renaissance” poetry, Camus, Baldwin’s essays.) A few other science-fiction writers (Asimov, Clarke, Bradbury, and Leiber) were managing to hew clumsily—and I was aware of the clumsiness even then—great, mysterious shapes of mind, lit here and there with the coalescing energies of our new technology, but, for the most, black and unholy with mythic resonances. Their scientific, or pseudoscientific, explanations seemed to have made them brave enough to venture a step or two closer to the dark, lithic mysteries—while they shouted back descriptions of what they saw.


That was the potential and the accomplishment of science fiction. Without either, I doubt I would have wanted to write it.


I write books I have an overwhelming desire to read but cannot find on library shelf or bookstore rack. (Unlike many writers, I can reread all my published work with delight.) And I am sentimentalist enough so that when yet another bright-eyed sixteen-year-old runs up to me at some convention and blurts, in confession, that he has read my last book over five times (this is the way I read “More Than Human” and “The Stars my Destination”) I feel quite warm. And, though such an occurrence makes no comment at all on one’s aesthetic success, at least one can feel, for a moment, one has done something humane.


Last summer, in the mail, I received a copy of a master’s thesis concerned with “mythical” imagery in two of my books. Flattered as I was by the attention, I still cannot remember the author’s name or college. Most of his sixty-odd-page paper was, at worst, irrelevant, at best, amusing. He did point out two typographical errors in one of the books—he, however, did not recognize them as errors and made much of them. I have a note to myself giving the page on which they occur and will correct them next edition.


From here I turn to the buzz behind me: critics, scholars, and even some writers, asking among themselves in concerned voices whether the advent of serious criticism will “corrupt” science fiction. To me this sounds like critical megalomania. The tidal wave of well-being that sweeps from the avid fourteen-year-old who has read and reread one lovingly and hopelessly—I recall one girl who had memorized (!) a short story of mine and quoted half of it back to me till I made her stop—is more corrupting than any possible scholarly examination. (I assume “corrupting” for the writer is synonymous with “distracting.”)


I suspect the critics are in far greater danger of corruption than we are: I have run across a fair number of “corrupt” critics—that is, critics who praise worthless writers for nonexistent reasons. The amount of wordage writers of science fiction (or poetry) spend praising any kind of critic is negligible.
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II


CRITICAL METHODS




About Five Thousand Seven 
Hundred And Fifty Words


 Every generation some critic states the frighteningly obvious in the style/content conflict. Most readers are bewildered by it. Most commercial writers (not to say, editors) first become uncomfortable, then blustery; finally, they put the whole business out of their heads and go back to what they were doing all along. And it remains for someone in another generation to repeat:


Put in opposition to “style,” there is no such thing as “content.”


Now, speculative fiction is still basically a field of commercial writing. Isn’t it obvious that what makes a given story s-f is its speculative content? As well, in the middle and late Sixties there was much argument about Old Wave and New Wave s-f. The argument was occasionally fruitful, at times vicious, more often just silly. But the critical vocabulary at both ends of the beach included “… old style … new style … old content… new content…” The questions raised were always: “Is the content meaningful?” and “Is the style compatible with it?” Again, I have to say, “content” does not exist. The two new questions that arise then are: (1), How is this possible, and (2), What is gained by atomizing content into its stylistic elements?


The words content, meaning, and information are all metaphors for an abstract quality of a word or group of words. The one I would like to concentrate on is: information.


Is content real?


Another way to ask this question is: Is there such a thing as verbal information apart from the words used to inform?


Most of the vocabulary of criticism is set up to imply there is. Information is carried by/with/in words. People are carried by/ with/ in cars. It should be as easy to separate the information from the word as it is to open the door of a Ford Mustang: Content means something that is contained.


But let us go back to information, and by a rather devious route. Follow me:




red





As the above letters sit alone on the paper, the reader has no way to know what they mean. Do they indicate political tendencies or the sound made once you pass the b in bread? The word generates no significant information until it is put in formal relation with something else. This formal relation can be with a real object (“Red” written on the label of a sealed tin of paint) or with other words (“The breeze through the car window was refreshing. Whoops—red! He hit the brake”).1


The idea of meaning, information, or content as something contained by words is a misleading visualization. Here is a more apt one:


Consider meaning to be a thread (or better yet, the path) that connects a sound or configuration of letters called a “word” with a given object or group of objects (or better, memories of those objects). To know the meaning of a word is to be able to follow this thread from the sound to the proper recollections of objects, emotions, or situations—more accurately, to various image-modes of these objects/emotions/situations in your mind. Put more pompously, meanings (content or information) are the formal relations between sounds and images of the objective world.2


Any clever geometry student, from this point, can construct a proof for the etymological tautology, “All information is formal,” as well as its corollary, “It is impossible to vary the form without varying the information.” I will not try and reproduce it in detail. I would like to say in place of it, however, that “content” can be a useful word; but, again, it becomes invalid when it is held up to oppose style. Content is the illusion myriad stylistic factors create when viewed at a certain distance.


When I say it is impossible to vary the form without varying the information, I do not mean any formal change (e.g. the shuffling of a few words in a novel) must completely obviate the entire informational experience of a given work. Some formal changes are minimal; their effect on a particular collection of words may be unimportant simply because it is undetectable. But I am trying to leave open the possibility that the change of a single word in a novel may be all important.




“Tell me, Martha, did you really kill him?”


“Yes.”





But in the paperback edition, the second line of type was accidentally dropped. Why should this deletion of a single word hurt the reader’s enjoyment of the remaining 59,999 words of the novel …


In my second published novel I recall the key sentence in the opening exposition described the lines of communication between two cities as “… now lost for good.” A printer’s error rendered the line “not lost for good,” and practically destroyed the rest of the story.


But the simplicity of my examples sabotages my point more than it supports it. Here is another, more relevant:




I put some things on the desk.


I put some books on the desk.


I put three books on the desk.


I put Hacker’s Presentation Piece, Ebbe Borregaard’s Sketches for Thirteen Sonnets, and Wakoski’s Inside the Blood Factory on the desk.





The variations here are closer to the type people arguing for the chimera of content call meaningless. The information generated by each sentence is clearly different. But what we know about what was put on the desk is only the most obvious difference. Let’s assume these are the opening sentences of four different stories. Four tones of voice are generated by the varying specificity. The tone will be heard—if not consciously noted—by whoever reads. And the different tones give different information about the personality of the speaker as well as the speaker’s state of mind. That is to say, the I generated by each sentence is different.


As a writer utilizes this information about the individual speaker, his story seems more dense, more real. And he is a better artist than the writer who dismisses the variations in these sentences as minimal. This is what makes Heinlein a better writer than Van Vogt.


But we have not exhausted the differences in the information in these sentences when we have explored the differences in the “I …” As we know something about the personality of the various speakers, and something about what the speaker is placing down, ranges of possibility are opened up about the desk (and the room around it) itself—four different ranges. This information is much harder to specify, because many other factors will influence it: does the desk belong to the speaker or someone about whom the speaker feels strongly; or has she only seen the desk for the first time moments before laying the books on it? Indeed, there is no way to say that any subsequent description of the desk is wrong because it contradicts specific information generated by those opening sentences. But once those other factors have been cleared up, one description may certainly seem “righter” than another, because it is reinforced by that admittedly vague information, different for each of the examples that has been generated. And the ability to utilize effectively this refinement in generated information is what makes Sturgeon a better writer than Heinlein.


In each of those sentences the only apparent formal variation is the specificity of what I put on the desk. But by this change, the I and the desk change as well. The illusion of reality, the sense of veracity in all fiction, is controlled by the author’s sensitivity to these distinctions. A story is not a replacement of one set of words by another—plot-synopsis, detailed recounting, or analysis. The story is what happens in the reader’s mind as his eyes move from the first word to the second, the second to the third, and so on to the end of the tale.


Let’s look more closely at what happens in this visual journey. How, for example, does the work of reading a narrative differ from watching a film? In a film the illusion of reality comes from a series of pictures each slightly different. The difference represents a fixed chronological relation which the eye and the mind together render as motion.


Words in a narrative generate tones of voice, syntactic expectations, memories of other words, and pictures. But rather than a fixed chronological relation, they sit in numerous inter- and overweaving relations. The process as we move our eyes from word to word is corrective and revisionary rather than progressive. Each new word revises the complex picture we had a moment before.


Around the meaning of any word is a certain margin in which to correct the image of the object we arrive at (in the old grammatical terms, to modify).


I say:




dog





and an image jumps in your mind (as it did with “red”), but because I have not put it in a formal relation with anything else, you have no way to know whether the specific image in your mind has anything to do with what I want to communicate. Hence that leeway. I can correct it:


Collie dog, and you will agree. I can correct it into a big dog or a shaggy dog, and you will still concur. But a Chevrolet dog? An oxymoronic dog? A turgidly cardiac dog? For the purposes of ordinary speech, and naturalistic fiction, these corrections are outside acceptable boundaries: they distort some essential quality in all the various objects that we have attached to the sound “dog.” On the other hand, there is something to be enjoyed in the distortions, a freshness that may be quite entertaining, even though they lack the inevitability of our big, shaggy collie.


A sixty thousand word novel is one picture corrected fifty-nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine times. The total experience must have the same feeling of freshness as this turgidly cardiac creature as well as the inevitability of Big and Shaggy here.


Now let’s atomize the correction process itself. A story begins:




The





What is the image thrown on your mind? Whatever it is, it is going to be changed many, many times before the tale is over. My own, unmodified, rather whimsical The is a grayish ellipsoid about four feet high that balances on the floor perhaps a yard away. Yours is no doubt different. But it is there, has a specific size, shape, color, and bears a particular relation to you. My a, for example, differs from my the in that it is about the same shape and color—a bit paler, perhaps—but is either much farther away, or much smaller and nearer. In either case, I am going to be either much less, or much more, interested in it than I am in The. Now we come to the second word in the story and the first correction:




The red





My four-foot ellipsoid just changed color. It is still about the same distance away. It has become more interesting. In fact, even at this point I feel vaguely that the increased interest may be outside the leeway I allow for a The. I feel a strain here that would be absent if the first two words had been A red … My eye goes on to the third word while my mind prepares for the second correction:




The red sun





The original The has now been replaced by a luminous disc. The color has lightened considerably. The disk is above me. An indistinct landscape has formed about me. And I am even more aware, now that the object has been placed at such a distance, of the tension between my own interest level in red sun and the ordinary attention I accord a The: for the intensity of interest is all that is left with me of the original image.


Less clearly, in terms of future corrections, is a feeling that in this landscape it is either dawn, sunset, or, if it is another time, smog of some sort must be hazing the air (… red sun …); but I hold all for the next correction:




The red sun is





A sudden sense of intimacy I am being asked to pay even greater attention, in a way that was would not demand, as was in the form of the traditional historical narrative. But is? … There is a speaker here! That focus in attention I felt between the first two words is not my attention, but the attention of the speaker. It resolves into a tone of voice: “The red sun is…” And I listen to this voice, in the midst of this still vague landscape, registering its concern for the red sun. Between the and red information was generated that between sun and is resolved into a meaningful correction in my vision. This is my first aesthetic pleasure from the tale—a small one, as we have only progressed four words into the story. Nevertheless, it becomes one drop in the total enjoyment to come from the telling. Watching and listening to my speaker, I proceed to the next corrections:




The red sun is high,





Noon and slightly overcast; this is merely a confirmation of something previously suspected, nowhere near as major a correction as the one before. It allows a slight sense of warmth into the landscape, and the light has been fixed at a specific point. I attempt to visualize that landscape more clearly, but no object, including the speaker, has been cleared enough to resolve. The comma tells me that a thought group is complete. In the pause it occurs to me that the redness of the sun may not be a clue to smog at all, but merely the speaker falling into literary-ism; or at best, the redness is a projection of his consciousness, which as yet I don’t understand. And for a moment I notice that from where I’m standing the sun indeed appears its customary, blinding-white gold. Next correction:




The red sun is high, the





In this strange landscape (lit by its somewhat untrustworthily described sun) the speaker has turned his attention to another gray, four-foot ellipsoid, equidistant from himself and me. Again, it is too indistinct to take highlighting. But there have been two corrections with not much tension, and the reality of the speaker himself is beginning to slip. What will this become?




The red sun is high, the blue





The ellipsoid has changed hue. But the repetition in the syntactic arrangement of the description momentarily threatens to dissolve all reality, landscape, speaker, and sun, into a mannered listing of bucolica. The whole scene dims. And the final correction?




The red sun is high, the blue low.





Look! We are worlds and worlds away. The first sun is huge; and how accurate the description of its color turns out to have been. The repetition that predicted mannerism now fixes both big and little sun to the sky. The landscape crawls with long red shadows and stubby blue ones, joined by purple triangles. Look at the speaker himself. Can you see him? You have seen his doubled shadow …


Though it ordinarily takes only a quarter of a second and is largely unconscious, this is the process.


When the corrections as we move from word to word produce a muddy picture, when unclear bits of information do not resolve to even greater clarity as we progress, we call the writer a poor stylist. As the story goes on, and the pictures become more complicated as they develop through time, if even greater anomalies appear as we continue correcting, we say he can’t plot. But it is the same quality error committed on a grosser level, even though a reader must be a third or three-quarters of the way through the book to spot one, while the first may glare out from the opening sentence.


In any commercial field of writing, like s-f, the argument of writers and editors who feel content can be opposed to style runs, at its most articulate:


“Basically we are writing adventure fiction. We are writing it very fast. We do not have time to be concerned about any but the grosser errors. More important, you are talking about subtleties too refined for the vast majority of our readers who are basically neither literary nor sophisticated.”


The internal contradictions here could make a book. Let me outline two.


The basis of any adventure novel, s-f or otherwise, what gives it its entertainment value—escape value if you will—what sets it apart from the psychological novel, what names it an adventure, is the intensity with which the real actions of the story impinge on the protagonist’s consciousness. The simplest way to generate that sense of adventure is to increase the intensity with which the real actions impinge on the reader’s. And fictional intensity is almost entirely the province of those refinements of which I have been speaking.


The story of an infant’s first toddle across the kitchen floor will be an adventure if the writer can generate the infantile wonder at new muscles, new efforts, obstacles, and detours. I would like to read such a story.


We have all read, many too many times, the heroic attempts of John Smith to save the lives of seven orphans in the face of fire, flood, and avalanche.


I am sure it was an adventure for Smith.


For the reader it was dull as dull could be.


The Doors of His Face, the Lamps of His Mouth by Roger Zelazny has been described as “… all speed and adventure …” by Theodore Sturgeon, and indeed it is one of the most exciting adventure tales s-f has produced. Let me change one word in every grammatical unit of every sentence, replacing it with a word that “… means more or less the same thing …” and I can diminish the excitement by half and expunge every trace of wit. Let me change one word and add one word, and I can make it so dull as to be practically unreadable. Yet a paragraph by paragraph synopsis of the “content” will be the same.


An experience I find painful (though it happens with increasing frequency) occurs when I must listen to a literate person who has just become enchanted by some hacked-out space-boiler begin to rhapsodize about the way the blunt, imprecise, leaden language reflects the hairy-chested hero’s alienation from reality. He usually goes on to explain how the “…s-f content …” itself reflects our whole society’s divorce from the real. The experience is painful because he is right as far as he goes. Badly-written adventure fiction is our true antiliterature. Its protagonists are our real antiheroes. They move through unreal worlds amid all sorts of noise and manage to perceive nothing meaningful or meaningfully.


Author’s intention or no, that is what badly written s-f is about. But anyone who reads or writes s-f seriously knows that its particular excellence is in another area altogether: in all the brouhaha clanging about these unreal worlds, chords are sounded in total sympathy with the real.


“… you are talking about subtleties too refined for the vast majority of our readers who are basically neither literary nor sophisticated.”


This part of the argument always throws me back to an incident from the summer I taught a remedial English class at my Neighborhood Community Center. The voluntary nature of the class automatically restricted enrollment to people who wanted to learn; still, I had sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds who had never had any formal education in either Spanish or English continually joining my lessons. Regardless, after a student had been in the class six months, I would throw at him a full five hundred and fifty page novel to read: Dmitri Merezhkovsky’s The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci. The book is full of Renaissance history, as well as sword play, magic, and dissertations on art and science. It is an extremely literary novel with several levels of interpretation. It was a favorite of Sigmund Freud (Rilke, in a letter, found it loathsome) and inspired him to write his own Leonardo da Vinci: A Study in Psychosexuality. My students loved it, and with it, lost a good deal of their fear of Literature and Long Books.


Shortly before I had to leave the class, Leonardo appeared in paperback, translated by Hubert Trench. Till then it had only been available in a Modern Library edition translated by Bernard Guilbert Gurney. To save my latest two students a trip to the Barnes and Noble basement, as well as a dollar fifty, I suggested they buy the paperback. Two days later one had struggled through forty pages and the other had given up after ten. Both thought the book dull, had no idea what it was about, and begged me for something shorter and more exciting.


Bewildered, I bought a copy of the Trench translation myself that afternoon. I do not have either book at hand as I write, so I’m sure a comparison with the actual texts will prove me an exaggerator. But I recall one description of a little house in Florence:
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