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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.


      






The one hazard facing science fiction, the Trojan Horse being trundled toward its expanding ghetto … is that faceless creature, literary criticism.


J. G. Ballard








Preface



New Worlds was always the foremost British science fiction magazine, from its first issue in 1946. When Michael Moorcock took over the editorship in 1964, it became something more: the locus of a vigorous literary movement, organised almost single-handedly by Moorcock himself. His purpose was firstly to publish a more ambitious and flexible kind of science fiction which would no longer subscribe to the narrative conventions established in American ‘pulp’ magazines. When this policy met with hostility from science fiction fans and professionals who preferred to stick with what they knew, Moorcock opened the magazine to new kinds of imaginative writing beyond the categories of genre fiction. Most prominent in New Worlds were the works of Brian W. Aldiss, J.G. Ballard, and Moorcock himself; other major contributors included M. John Harrison, D.M. Thomas, and Langdon Jones, and the Americans, Thomas M. Disch, John Sladek, Norman Spinrad, and James Sallis. The inspirational effect of the magazine can be seen in the large proportion of new young writers whose work it stimulated and published.


Despite the commercial crises which continually threatened New Worlds, including censorship by its own printers and distributors, Moorcock and his colleagues never lost sight of their principles and ideals. New Worlds was very much a magazine of the 1960s in its commitment to the popular arts, to freedom of imagination, to the original and unconventional, but it remained sceptical about other ‘revolutionary’ novelties of the period –  prophetically, as it turned out. The anarchic movement it generated, called ‘New Wave science fiction’ by friends and enemies alike, spreads much further than that label indicates. It has helped to make the elements of science fiction more important to contemporary fiction in general and to the popular imagination at large. The Entropy Exhibition is a critical examination of New Worlds as a singular literary phenomenon, and an insight into how science fiction can articulate some of the elusive, often ambiguous ideas and problems of modernity.





Chapter One



The Cybernetic Cuckoos


science fiction and the popular imagination in the 1960s


In John Wyndham’s The Midwich Cuckoos extra-terrestrial aliens visit a dull little English village and leave behind an embassy of their own seed implanted in human host-mothers. Though human enough in appearance, the offspring grow at an accelerated pace and soon began to exercise extraordinary mental powers, with violent effect. Gordon Zellaby, who has observed their upbringing, remarks,1




We are presented with a moral dilemma of some niceness. On the one hand, it is our duty to our race and culture to liquidate the Children, for it is clear that if we do not we shall, at best, be completely dominated by them, and their culture, whatever it may turn out to be, will extinguish ours.


On the other hand, it is our culture that gives us scruples about the ruthless liquidation of unarmed minorities, not to mention the practical obstacles to such a solution ….


It makes one long for H.G.’s straightforward Martians.





Alien visitors to Earth in Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End, though less straightforward than Wells’s, are more benevolent than Wyndham’s. They have been sent to prepare for the emergence of a new species out of the human race. Again it is the children that threaten humanity with extinction, but these are not of alien stock; their superhuman mental capacities are the result of an evolutionary jump. George Greggson, father of the first mutant, consults one of the alien supervisors.2




‘I’ve only one more question,’ he said, ‘What shall we do about our children?’


‘Enjoy them while you may,’ answered Rashaverak gently. ‘They will not be yours for long.’


It was advice that might have been given to any parent in any age: but now it contained a threat and a terror it had never held before.





In an essay first presented at a 1965 conference on ‘The Idea of the Future’, Leslie Fiedler referred to Clarke’s novel,3




at the conclusion of which the mutated offspring of parents much like us are about to take off under their own power into outer space. Mr. Clarke believes that he is talking about a time still to come because he takes metaphor for fact; though simply translating ‘outer space’ into ‘inner space’ reveals that what he is up to is less prediction than description; since the post-human future is now, and if not we, at least our children, are what it would be comfortable to pretend we still only foresee.





Fiedler’s justification of science fiction is not by any count of correct predictions, but by its subtext, its inner meaning, what he calls the ‘myth’ of science fiction:4




quite simply the myth of the end of man, of the transcendence or … transformation (under the impact of advanced technology and the transfer of traditional human functions to machines) of homo sapiens into something else: the emergence –to use the language of Science Fiction itself–of ‘mutants’ among us.





The ‘mutants’ Fiedler identifies are his own children, his students, and their contemporaries: ‘Beatniks or hipsters, layabouts and drop-outs we are likely to call them with corresponding hostility.’ One adolescent is a misfit; a village-full is an invasion; an international host of them is a new species.


Fiedler’s proposition, that ‘the post-human future is now’ and that the Western younger generation in the mid-1960s intentionally made a cultural disconnection equivalent to an evolutionary mutation, however biologically unsound, is a prominent image of its time. He was by no means alone in his claims, nor in his rhetoric; and least of all in assigning a new importance to science fiction.5




Surely, there has never been a moment in which the most naïve as well as the most sophisticated have been so acutely aware of how the past threatens momentarily to disappear from the present, which itself seems on the verge of disappearing into the future.


And this awareness functions, therefore, on the level of art as well as entertainment, persuading quite serious writers to emulate the modes of Science Fiction. The novel is most amenable to this sort of adaptation, whose traces we can find in writers as various as William Golding and Anthony Burgess, William Burroughs and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., Harry Matthews [sic] and John Barth – to all of whom young readers tend to respond with a sympathy they do not feel even toward such forerunners of the mode … as Aldous Huxley, H.G. Wells and George Orwell.





Fiedler observes that the evolutionary ‘moment’ is expressed in fiction that anticipated it, like Vonnegut’s, and fiction that followed it, like Barth’s. He recognises semi-conscious premonitions in earlier science fiction like Clarke’s, and deliberate adjustments in later ‘quite serious’ fiction, that bracket the moment. This book will look between those brackets to examine the fiction of the moment itself, the work of a group of writers dedicated to the ‘awareness’ and ‘seriousness’ of science fiction, and to doing away with naivete forever.


In The Midwich Cuckoos the Children represent a race with a very strong survival imperative which is a certain threat to mankind. In the end, however, they are destroyed by Zellaby in an exercise of a human (and characteristically British) impulse which they could not have foreseen: heroic self-sacrifice. In the terms of his own society Zellaby plays a moral trump, reasserting the endangered culture and so preserving it. In Childhood’s End the Children are not hostile to Terran life and culture but effectively outgrow it. Their parents accept obsolescence and watch their evolution open-mouthed. As the Children’s departure for outer space burns up the old planet behind them the last adult human survivor gives a commentary of approval.


The notion of a ‘generation gap’, of historical, social and cultural discontinuity between parents and children since the Second World War, is now extensively familiar. The rise of a ‘counter-culture’ that threatened not just to supplant but to destroy previous forms can be traced back to the 1950s, when England and America attained levels of national prosperity secure and high enough to permit internal diffraction. In Watch Out Kids, his history of the youth revolution, Mick Farren describes the split with characteristic cynicism.6




During the early fifties a new life style began to evolve; previous to this, humanity had passed from childhood to maturity with little comment, a kid put on long pants, he went to the factory with his old man and Pow! he was hooked for life.


The system had produced another one.


This was fine until the post war boom, when Madison Avenue realised that the fourteen to twenty-one age group had a vast consumption potential, particularly for luxury goods. The problem was to give those kids a collective identity and so the phrase teenager appeared in about nineteen forty-nine. Giving an identity to this group was one thing, controlling them was an entirely different matter. This group identity began to lead to something of a group consciousness and this led to a critical appraisal of the world that had been shaped by the previous generation.





Though stimulated and supplied by the commercial establishment, the teenagers rejected its ideology. Seizing what they had been offered and finding it altogether preferable to the prospects adult society held for their future, they began to develop a counterculture, deliberately geared to the present and in defiance of the conventions of their parents. They were energetic, sexual and loud; giving full vent to the normal erratic impulses of adolescence, they inverted them into virtues, to be defined and streamlined by a progression of new heroes – from the sullen menace of Marlon Brando, the Wild One, through the frustrated urgency of James Dean, to the sneering aggression of Elvis Presley. Their access to those rebel heroes was, however, controlled by businessmen, the managers, promoters, and producers; their accessories, an integral part of their new culture, were similarly produced and marketed. The young rebels had not rejected consumerism, but their materialism did not show the spirit of compliant placidity which characterised their parents’ consumption. The teenagers’ taste was for a whole new range of goods, outside the valuation of parental society: leather jackets, jeans, motorbikes, guitars. They conferred their own meanings on them, put them to their own uses, often in opposition to the ideology of their manufacturers. Jerry Rubin, instigator of the anarchist Yippie Party, records this ironic alchemy of wealth, leisure, and technology.7




On the surface the world of the 1950’s was all Eisenhower calm.


A cover story of ‘I Like Ike’ father-figure contentment ….


Dad looked at his house and car and manicured lawn, and he was proud. All of his material possessions justified his life ….


Elvis Presley ripped off Ike Eisenhower by turning our uptight young awakening bodies around. Hard animal rock energy beat surged hot through us, the driving rhythm arousing repressed passions …


Elvis told us to let go!


                            let go!


                                    let go! …


Affluent culture, by producing a car and car radio for every middle-class home, gave Elvis a base for recruiting.


While a car radio in the front seat rocked with ‘Turn Me Loose’, young kids in the back seat were breaking loose. Many a night was spent on dark and lonely roads, balling to hard rock beat.


The back seat produced the sexual revolution, and the car radio was the medium for subversion.





The next step was obvious. After merely appropriating products of an affluent economy the young began to usurp processes too, to explore and exploit new technology. The Beatles and Bob Dylan used the pop music industry to articulate and amplify the concerns of a section of the human race that had previously lacked a coherent identity, let alone an international voice. Behind the ephemeral and playful facade of Carnaby Street was a radical pragmatism: civilisation was to be redesigned, thoroughly and permanently.


In the mid-1960s a huge populist upheaval, inchoate but for that aim and a broad commitment to the principle of pleasure, spread from the West Coast of America all the way across Europe. Nowadays the hippies are remembered as an anti-materialist movement, devoted to mysticism and puritan agrarian values. They were technophobic: computers, bombs, wrist-watches and domestic appliances were bad; the state itself was ‘The Machine’. Theodore Roszak makes their opposition to ‘the technocracy’ the centre of his analysis of the cultural conflict. What is less obvious and less appreciated is that this rejection was only one face of a technological innocence. There were nice machines as well as nasty ones: motorcycles, vibrators, stereos and offset lithography were good. To the urban radical, automation was liberation. Every job eliminated meant another opportunity to drop out. The young, with the leisure industries coming under their influence, looked forward to an extended lease of childhood, which they idealised. Richard Neville published the Schoolkids’ Oz magazine and a guide to the revolution called Playpower. Farren wrote:8




It is a technical fact that man need no longer be concerned to such an extent (that is, to the extent of eight hours a day plus) with the production of his own life support.


The robots are coming—make way for the robots.





A second technological feature on the revolutionary programme was further reaching and even more alien to the preceding generation, and that was the issue of psychedelia, the sudden popularity of mind-altering drugs. One way the young proposed to enjoy increased hours of leisure was by consuming cannabis and LSD. Over and above enjoyment, they claimed that these drugs offered philosophical and moral benefits, in the liberation of the senses and imagination from physical and habitual restraints. Anyone who takes LSD undergoes intense reorganisation of his perception of matter, space, time, and identity. He makes a complete reexamination of the foundations of consciousness, not systematically but spontaneously, experientially. This in itself makes him different from someone who does not take LSD. The experience certainly involves confusion and evanescent hallucinatory effects that seem meaningless to him, but it is also characterised by broad and extremely lucid patterns of metaphysical thought which can survive the ‘trip’ and will bear comparison with the reports of visionaries and traditions of mysticism, especially those of the East. The whole experience can be coloured by a profound feeling of revelation and conviction. As Richard Neville put it, ‘Non-acid takers regard the LSD trip as a remarkable flight from reality, whereas cautious devotees feel they’ve flown into reality …. After an acid trip, you can reject everything you have ever been taught.’9 The sensory distortions produced by cannabis are easily assimilated to the loosened frame of reference provided by LSD, mescalin, or psilocybin.


There are the makings here of a complete social division: revolution in the head, along the highways of perception and understanding. The psychedelic experience, being entirely subjective, is self-authenticating. It sweeps away mundane distinctions and criteria and provides an altogether different vision, perfect material for a message. It gave its first advocates an inexorable sense of rightness in opposing their holistic, libertarian ethos to the discriminatory and repressive outlook of their elders. ‘Grass teaches us disrespect for the law and the courts. Which do you trust: Richard Milhous Nixon or your own sense organs?’10 They really were exclusive. In legislating against cannabis and LSD the governments of America and Europe were not only outlawing drugs that encouraged disaffection among the young but making a stand on a crucial problem of phenomenology. They were reaffirming faith in Western materialism and a single objective reality. Anyone who does not act in that faith is mentally unstable; any substance that promotes his disbelief is a poison. Nevertheless, there was no way for them to reconvert the children who had seen reality flicker and melt, could reproduce the experience at will, and felt themselves wiser for it. National economies might compromise with new tastes and demands, but to embrace a resurgence of solipsist philosophies was not in their interest.


Timothy Leary, prophet of psychedelia, preached that hallucinogenic drugs offered the best opportunity for coming to terms with a world transformed by technology.11




Human beings born after the year 1943 belong to a different species from their progenitors. Three new energies, exactly symmetrical and complementary – atomics, electronics, and psychedelics – have produced an evolutionary mutation. The release of atomic energy placed the mysterious basic power of the universe in man’s hands. The frailty of the visible. The power of the invisible. Electronic impulses link the globe in an instantaneous communication network. The circuited unity of man. Psychedelic drugs release internal energy and speed consciousness in the same exponential proportions as nuclear and electronic space-time expansions.





Though coming from a follower of the other camp, Leary’s rhetoric echoes Fiedler’s. (This is not a sociological trend. It’s an evolutionary lurch. The generation gap is a species mutation.’12) He speaks like a comic book professor, borrowing numinous phrases from science and from science fiction, where evolutionary lurches have already been described by Wyndham and Clarke.


Science fiction, essentially the literature of altered circumstances, is the obvious place to seek a language for the unprecedented, especially since it offers as many anxious images as utopian ones. Leary dreads ‘the dead posturing of robot actors on the fake-prop stage that is called American reality.’13 R.D. Laing feels doubtful ‘whether my world is not a five-channel synchronized hallucination.’14 William Burroughs habitually calls reality a movie, and a mediocre one at that. This is the vocabulary of dehumanisation. familiar to psychiatrists from the conversation of schizophrenics. Poets and orators do not always misconstrue their borrowings from the languages of science, or those of insanity. These new metaphors are not altogether arbitrary. Much of their vibrancy in the popular imagination is because they tremble on the edge of becoming literal. The distinction between man and machine is no longer as clear as can be. This fact is attested not only by the fantasies of Leary and Laing or by the sensations of prosthesis patients, but also by the existence of a science of cybernetics. Norbert Wiener founded it precisely in the overlap:15




I have spoken of machines, but not only of machines having brains of brass and thews of iron. When human atoms are knit into an organization in which they are used, not in their full right as responsible human beings, but as cogs and levers and rods, it matters little that their raw material is flesh and blood. What is used as an element in a machine, is in fact an element in the machine.





The pundits who turned to science fiction for a vocabulary did so because their students and children were doing so, though they expressed their alienation by identifying with the aliens, not like Laing with the machines or like Fiedler with the obsolete parents. In one of their songs the San Francisco band Jefferson Airplane quoted lines from Wyndham’s The Chrysalids, while David Bowie seemed to have ‘translated’ Childhood’s End in the way Fiedler recommended:16




Look out at your children,


See their faces in golden rays.


Don’t kid yourself they belong to you—


They’re the start of the coming race.


The Earth is a bitch,


We’ve finished our news;


Homo sapiens have outgrown their use.


All the strangers came today


And it looks as though they’re here to stay.





Neil Young and the Pink Floyd were also to take texts from the book of Clarke. Dressing up as an alien certainly had its glamour, not to say menace, which Bowie later paraded as Ziggy Stardust.17 But the image also covered some more drastic attempts at dissociation from civilisation, as Neville noted.18




‘We want our son to be free, unprogrammed and completely unidentified with the state,’ says one child’s young father, who delivered the baby himself. and told no one except the Underground press. That means no birth certificate, no schooling unless the child wants it, no taxation, no official record of his existence …. And if [he] is ever discovered by the bureaucracy? ‘He will tell them he’s from another planet.’…


And in a sense, he will be.





The sense of fantasy in hippy doctrine, however dynamic and vital, was too large to be manageable. Juvenile egotism, militant against conformity, made the revolutionaries pursue desires rather than possibilities. Their reaffirmation of the force of subjectivity accomplished liberations on the way, but could lead only to division and dissent. After the first joyful fraternity of rebellion they could find no community of cause. Differences of attitude towards established society and its projected replacement were quickly revealed. The extreme, often fantastic solutions offered by instant mystics, acidheads and politicos proved generally incompatible. In the disintegration the number of private worlds multiplied. Confidence in the existence or nature of objective reality has not yet been consolidated again. Technology continues to grow in ambiguity; the future flickers ever more urgently. Science fiction is still very popular and, if the two are not the same thing, highly appropriate to our place and time.


Writing elsewhere, Fiedler suggested what the implications were for science fiction itself.19




Science Fiction … found … its real meaning and scope only after World War II. At that point, two things become clear: first, that the Future was upon us, that the pace of technological advance had become so swift that a distinction between Present and Future would get harder and harder to maintain; and second, that the End of Man, by annihilation or mutation, was a real, even an immediate possibility. But these are the two proper subjects of Science Fiction: the Present Future and the End of Man – not time travel or the penetration of outer space, except as the latter somehow symbolize the former.





This book deals in large part with a science fiction writer and the magazine he edited, into whose pages crowded a large number of writers concerned with those ‘proper subjects’, the end of man – indeed, the end of everything—and the place of the future in the present. While poets and orators were making free with old images of utopia and Metropolis, starmen and robots, these writers were occupied with a newer theme: entropy. They saw the degeneration of energy as a fit image for the disintegration of society and the individual consciousness. Brian Aldiss’s Barefoot in the Head, serialised in the magazine between 1967 and 1969, is a perceptive chronicle of the hippies themselves, from the brilliant, ecstatic sunlight of the first Summer of Love to the confused moral chiaroscuro at the end of the decade.


Michael Moorcock and the writers he gathered about him were conscious, even self-conscious, about science fiction, its symbolism. its immediacy, its responsibilities, and above all its possibilities. They were the first generation in science fiction to consider and discuss their work principally as art, not as cult, didactic tradition, intellectual pastime, or anything else. Some of them, including Thomas M. Disch and Charles Platt, contributed to the leading article in issue 173 of New Worlds in July 1967. It was printed as an anonymous editorial statement on ‘The Lessons of the Future’.




Man has changed, and is changing. The process, begun a century ago or more, is still accelerating. He has become, characteristically, an urban dweller who lives out his life in an environment of artifacts and artifices where he cannot avoid a consciousness of his own mutability (a theme of much of the best speculative fiction). The social sciences, imperfect as they still are, indicate this much at least: that a man’s character (and soon, perhaps, his physical person) is as artificial and arbitrary as any accessory of his culture.





The article gives examples of ‘artifacts and artifices’ that alter our relationship to our world. The urban dweller lives in a controlled environment, impervious to ‘basic rhythms of night and day and of the seasons’, by virtue of everything from street lighting to frozen food. The erosion of ‘the Protestant work-ethic’ by automation means that he has to rearrange his priorities, while the mass media bombard him with random images from the whole spectrum of human thought and behaviour, thus broadening his awareness but modifying his choices. His identity is threatened by depersonalisation to one unit in a socio-economic mass; his sociality by the general arbitrariness of the city; his territorial sense by the geographical distortions of high-speed transport. Man is destroying and remaking himself, at best only semi-consciously: the argument is familiar, rehearsed by many in our time. This New Worlds version goes on:20




It is our intention only to point out that literary art has characteristically lagged behind in dealing with these elements of modern life, even sometimes in recognising them. When our best writers have recognised them, it has too often been to renounce them and turn from them to a past that is viewed as somehow more congenial and ‘humanistic’. Lawrence’s primitivism and Eliot’s orthodoxy represent two popular alternatives to an acceptance of the present world.


There have been, since the time of Kafka, many writers who have made the effort to deal with the present on its own terms, though they have all suffered … from the common uncertainty of our age as to what exactly those terms are. So much of the significance of the present lies not in the past but in the future.


We all stand in need of the ‘new sensibility’ that can enable us to handle experiences and ideas for which nothing in our past lives has prepared us, and this sensibility can be won only by an act of sustained and informed imagination. It is to be hoped that this magazine can provide, in some degree, imaginative works that will fulfil this need.





As well as its useful symbols and flexibility of assumptions, science fiction offers two approaches to the present: through science and fiction. It encourages the interaction of intellectual analysis with literary imagination. Not all New Worlds writers would have offered such a utilitarian argument for the magazine, which soon became primarily literary, but their attitudes provided a counterbalance to the impracticality of the optimism of the ‘new mutants’. Science fiction writers know best what all utopias come to. It is significant that of the principal contributors whose works I shall be assessing, J.G. Ballard and Brian Aldiss were ten years older than its average writer or reader, while Michael Moorcock’s personal experience of the last days of the bohemians in Europe gave him a head start on many things the young revolutionaries thought they were inventing themselves. Strongly influenced by drugs, the magazine never became a platform for the psychedelic gospel.21 Leary’s The Politics of Ecstasy received a brusque, dismissive review, and hippy extravagance elsewhere was observed with a jaundiced eye.22 A copy of of New Worlds looks rather different from (and much less dated than) its contemporaries Oz and IT, though it attracted many of the same readers. It looks even less like its erstwhile competitors, Analog or Galaxy. I shall describe and account for this divergence from the genre, discuss themes and attitudes taken up in New Worlds, and the transformation of style and prose design that accompanied them. Eventually we shall see how the literary movement that came to be known as ‘New Wave science fiction’ spreads far and wide across contemporary fiction; but first we must look at the origin of that movement, in the history of New Worlds.





Chapter Two



The ‘Field’ and the ‘Wave’


the history of New Worlds



Perhaps the most characteristic volume of New Worlds writings did not appear as an issue of the magazine, but as an anthology edited by one of Moorcock’s co-editors and regular contributors, Langdon Jones. Under the title The New SF1 he collected pieces from almost all the principal writers – Moorcock himself, Brian Aldiss, James Sallis, Charles Platt, Michael Butterworth, John Sladek and Thomas Disch – and from other associates – Giles Gordon, Maxim Jakubowski and Pamela Zoline – with poetry by George MacBeth and D.M. Thomas, and an interview presenting J.G. Ballard at his most emphatic and enigmatic.


In his preface to the anthology Moorcock declared: ‘If proof were needed of the contention that much of the very best modern literature is emerging from the SF field, this book should supply that proof’.2 The notion of an ‘SF field’ and a modern literature ‘emerging from it’ is central to my analysis. Hilary Bailey’s precise and witty survey of the ‘field’, ‘this mysterious stretch of land, property no doubt of some worried farmer with many sons,’3 demonstrates how uneven and populous it is, and how inadequate any generalisations about it must be. It is a task for the theoretical critic to say what science fiction should, and for the encyclopedist to say what it does, encompass. I shall do neither. As more critics turn their attention to it, the problem of defining science fiction is becoming more difficult, not less. I shall not attempt to contribute to the solution, since one of the few things the New Worlds writers shared was their impatience with the limitations of genre fiction. Their own fiction was intended to defy categorisation, and I shall follow that as far as possible. I may even end up contributing to the problem; though when I speak of ‘the New Worlds writers’, I am not instituting a new category, only stating that they all contributed to the magazine and so may temporarily be considered together. Similarly, the term ‘New Wave’, which is as misleading as most critical labels, signifies only that the writers were considered together, as a collective movement sharply distinct from and hostile to what they saw as the old order. This collectivity the writers themselves affirmed in editorials and in public. Though they now disclaim any artistic unanimity, they were associated at the time, and much, I think, may be critically induced from that association, however unstable it proved.


So, injustice is about to be done all round. I shall refer sweepingly to ‘traditional science fiction’, and more often to ‘sf, the initials unexpanded as a reminder of their uncertain provenance. Many better read than I will probably take issue with my assertions and disagree with how I present ‘the tradition’, especially since I shall be looking at it over my shoulder and in contrast to the achievements of Moorcock and his dissenters. Attracted by the imaginative potential of sf and inspired by its best, they felt strongly that it was encumbered by its worst and struck out accordingly. They saw no reason why sf should be segregated from the rest of fiction, and resented editors, writers and readers who seemed to be in conspiracy to keep it insulated, governed only by low standards hardly changed for forty years.


Sf is popular fiction. Its public image as a trivial, sub-literary pastime was a product of the specialist sf magazines and their cultivation of a coterie audience. Magazines bring writer and reader closer than any other form of publishing. Serialisation can permit readers’ reactions to influence a story during composition, and they will almost certainly have an effect on what revisions the author makes before publishing it as a complete novel. From month to month (or quarter to quarter), the magazine relies directly on audience approval for survival. An editor will often court readers by appealing to them not as isolated individuals engaged in the private act of reading, but as participants in a larger group, a society of like-minded people, to which the magazine is the entree. Some of these groups actually exist. Of these, the sf enthusiasts are surely the most organised, vociferous and demanding. They have a nationalistic (though anarchic) conception of themselves as ‘fandom’, with hierarchical degrees of greater or lesser loyalty; they converse in their own jargon; when not gathering at ‘sf cons’ they gossip indefatigably about writers, and about each other, in ‘fanzines’; they judge authors fiercely and possessively, idolizing favourites and heaping scorn on the rejected. No editor can ever remain in doubt as to their feelings about his policies. However, those feelings are those of an elite, and tend to be conservative. The period when specialist magazines dominated sf publishing is over, but fandom has survived the transition to paperbacks, intact.


New Worlds was itself created within this close collaboration. In the late 1930s the Science-Fiction Association, a group of fervent fans, keen writers and readers, met in London pubs and teashops to plot, if not the future of mankind, then fictional versions of that future. Their fanzine, Novae Terrae, was a typical cyclostyled newssheet, but E.J. Carnell, the Association’s treasurer, had plans and material to develop it into a magazine of fiction and discussion, a British alternative to the American magazines that they all read and to which some of them had sold stories. After the war he was given the opportunity to do so. His magazine, now called New Worlds, was issued by Pendulum Publications in July 1946. The economic uncertainty of the period brought about the collapse of Pendulum in the following year, but not before three issues of New Worlds had been produced and the old Association had swollen from an itinerant board-meeting to a vast informal congregation that occupied the White Horse Tavern in Fetter Lane every Thursday evening. Carnell acquired the title and in 1948 he and five others set up Nova Publications Ltd to publish and distribute the magazine themselves.


NW was not the first British sf magazine, but it was the first to be ‘home-grown’ in this way, from the very capital of British fandom. The six directors met formally in the private bar of the White Horse while the fans and pilgrims overflowed the saloon. NW survived where others failed: Tales of Wonder, for example, and Fantasy, both edited by Walter Gillings, had already folded when he became a co-founder of Nova. NW came to be respected in America too. Nova Publications were taken over by a larger firm and brought out a sister magazine, Science Fantasy, which Carnell also edited. The company acquired a third title, Science Fiction Adventures, an American magazine which was dying in 1958; revived, it ran for another five years in England.


Nevertheless, the Americans still dominated the market in the early 1960s (with Amazing, Analog, Fantastic, Galaxy and Fantasy and Science Fiction), while Nova was running into difficulties. The parent company, faced with declining sales and dim prospects. decided to discontinue the remaining two magazines. Carnell’s last issue of NW, no. 141 for March 1964, gave the results of a statistical survey of 350 readers. Limited though this sample was, it showed a fall in demand for specialist sf magazines of any nationality, and a corresponding rise in paperback purchasing. Import restrictions imposed in wartime had been lifted in 1958, causing a flood of cheap commercial fiction from America. Sales of NW had begun to fall off in 1959, and had never recovered.


The correspondence columns of NW, no. 141 included a letter from Michael Moorcock, a young fan whom Carnell had published in both his magazines. Moorcock deplored their demise; he was an adventurous writer, impatient of timid editors, who knew that Carnell, though essentially conservative, could be persuaded to print experimental work that the American sf magazines would not entertain and that did not conform to the specifications of magazines like Argosy, or Playboy. Together with J.G. Ballard, another unconventional author similarly frustrated, Moorcock put together a dummy issue of an ideal magazine, in a large format on good quality paper, intended to bridge the widening gap between experimental art and the general public. As well as popularising the work of artists already established in more exclusive circles (such as William Burroughs and Eduardo Paolozzi), it would offer an outlet for the different and the new by authors yet unrecognised (such as Michael Moorcock and J.G. Ballard); moreover, it would attempt a cross-fertilisation of popular sf, science and the work of the literary and artistic avant garde.’4


For the moment their idealism was only wishful thinking, stimulated by the death sentence on New Worlds and Science Fantasy. But just before his last issues appeared Carnell had written to Brian Aldiss telling him that ‘Nova has sold the two magazines to …Roberts and Vinter Ltd who plan to continue them immediately.’5 David Warburton of Roberts and Vinter saw in the magazines some potential for publishing imaginative fiction of a higher standard than the American magazines maintained. This was a policy that Carnell had always tried to pursue, and the company asked him to continue as editor; but, as he told Aldiss, ‘After a whole weekend of mulling things over, I turned down their offer and have recommended a ‘certain person’ to them as editor. He sees them today.’ This was Michael Moorcock, whose name Carnell had advanced without his knowledge, though with sympathy for his aspirations and faith in his editorial experience – as well he might, since Moorcock had begun with a magazine devoted to the fantasies of Edgar Rice Burroughs, at the age of seventeen. Also interested in the Nova magazines was Kyril Bonfiglioli, a novelist and bookseller, and Warburton decided to give them one each. Moorcock explains,6




Many people expected me to opt for the editorship of Science Fantasy, since most of my work had previously appeared in that magazine, but in fact I was interested in broadening the possibilities of the SF idiom and New Worlds, being a much more open title, seemed the best place to do it.





He had to shelve his ideal NW because of financial restrictions, so issue 142 for May and June 1964, Moorcock’s first, came out in Compact Books as a cheaply produced paperback on familiar pulp paper. Its editorial announced that, however familiar the format, the contents of NW would be altogether new, ‘a kind of SF which is unconventional in every sense.’7 ‘A popular literary renaissance’, declared Moorcock, ‘is around the corner. Together, we can accelerate that renaissance.’ The new Renaissance Man would be William Burroughs – ‘his work is the SF we’ve all been waiting for’ –whom J.G. Ballard champions in the same issue as the ‘true genius and first mythographer of the mid-20th century.’8 The excitement and exaggeration aside, Moorcock proved himself as practical an editor as Carnell had hoped. Aware that too swift a transformation would alienate the habitual buyers of NW before it could build up a new readership, Moorcock changed the contents of the magazine much more slowly than he pretended to. Alongside Ballard’s fiction and his own, ‘taboo-breaking’ stories by Langdon Jones and Hilary Bailey, and novelties by John Hamilton and David Rome, Moorcock continued to include plenty of traditional sf. In his first year on NW he published perfectly commonplace work by P.F. Woods, Donald Malcolm, Sydney J. Bounds, E.C. Tubb – even Arthur C. Clarke. The correspondence columns began to fill with altercation over the new versus the old. The unfamiliar fiction did not seem to have any corporate identity or even many common factors, but it was quickly lumped together under the label that now seems to be attached to surprising developments in any popular art, a label that may be useful historically but otherwise only compounds confusion: the ‘New Wave’. Advocates (led by the eclectic American anthologist Judith Merril) and opponents began to convene.


There were many who completely misinterpreted Moorcock’s policies. Carnell, editing his new series of anthologies, New Writings in SF, understood nothing of what was going on back at the old homestead. After three issues of Moorcock’s editorship, Carnell wrote to Aldiss: ‘The new NW … is degenerating into an imitation of Nebula – in fact, I think the salvation of my old magazines lies solely with Bonfiglioli and S-F.’9 But Bonfiglioli had none of Moorcock’s vision or skill. He lost circulation by changing his title from Science Fantasy to SF Impulse at a time when distributors were reluctant to handle new promotions. In 1966 he resigned the ailing magazine to J.G. Ballard, who took only a few days to realise he didn’t want it after all. The amiable Harry Harrison caught it. knocked it back into a more traditional shape, and kept it alive until the end of the year when Thorpe and Porter, distributors for Roberts and Vinter, went bankrupt, owing £20,000. Cutting back, Roberts and Vinter decided to amputate sf, the less profitable end of their range.


In fact Moorcock had improved the sales of NW and was just getting into his stride. Brian Aldiss, who had been hesitant over Moorcock’s reorganisation at first, but was now convinced that he had ‘worked … wonders with the magazine’,10 began to look for someone to buy it from Roberts and Vinter. Aldiss, never having suffered from the disrepute that writing sf could often earn, had more influence in the republic of letters than Moorcock, who in any case had personal and principled disagreements with the literary establishment. He sought help from Kingsley Amis, Charles Osborne of the London Magazine, and Douglas Hill of Pan Books. In addition he approached a number of writers and critics to gather support for an application to the Arts Council for a grant for NW: ‘a wild idea, but everything must be tried.’11 Kenneth Allsop, Anthony Burgess, Edmund Crispin, Roy Fuller, Marghanita Laski, and J.B. Priestley all replied in favour, and on 11 January 1967 Aldiss wrote to Ken Slater and Doreen Parker of the British Science Fiction Association:




I seem to have saved the day with New Worlds. I was up in London yesterday, met David Warburton, and we went round to the Arts Council. We had a brief discussion there, but it appears the Council has already made up its mind to move on our behalf … and … provide financial help for a year …. Although there is a 95% certainty we shall get the grant, this won’t be confirmed yet awhile.





Moorcock, who had not been altogether in agreement with the application and had never expected it to be approved, found himself in receipt of a guaranteed £150 per issue. It was not enough to finance a whole magazine, but the award and the prestige it brought persuaded Warburton to continue his involvement. He entered partnership with Moorcock to produce NW themselves, though Panther and Fontana had already expressed interest in it. In the meantime a couple of bridging issues (nos 171 and 172) had been assembled from shelved material and special donations (including stories by Aldiss and Ballard which had proved too radical for other publishers), and personally guaranteed against loss by Aldiss and Warburton. With Charles Piatt, responsible for the design, layout and later much of the editing of NW, Moorcock looked over the dummy magazine he and Ballard had originally compiled, and Warburton agreed to print it in that format. There was an unexpected delay in the certification of the grant – on 17 May Aldiss wrote to Judith Merril, ‘The damned thing is still not official’ –but in July 1967 NW, no. 173 came out as a large magazine, on glossy paper, with a cover that reproduced a picture by M.C. Escher. This was a clean break with the traditional sf ‘pulps’; in neither form nor content did it now bear any resemblance to the magazine Carnell had left three years earlier, though its progress was to be no less uneven. Merril, writing to Moorcock in October 1967, was already referring to ‘New Worlds’ current difficulties’. While Moorcock was in America in November Warburton decided that the sales had not been good enough to sustain his interest. To Moorcock12




it seemed yet again that New Worlds was to fold …. David Warburton had decided to end his involvement with the magazine and had gone to Scotland, leaving me a note to tell me that the magazine was now mine to do with as I pleased





– and, of course, solely his financial responsibility. Unexpectedly Sylvester Stein of Stonehart Publications offered rescue; his firm had scant experience of dealing with fiction, much less the radical and avant-garde, but Stein had a liking for NW.


Before long there was trouble of a different kind. Norman Spinrad’s ‘Bug Jack Barron’, an aggressive and tumultuous story of media and political corruption in a near future America, was serialised for most of 1968. It was intended to disturb, and did. A Member of Parliament dubbed Spinrad a degenerate and asked the Minister of Arts why taxpayers’ money was being spent on an obscene publication. W.H. Smith and John Menzies refused to stock it, thus effectively crushing its circulation and consigning it to commercial obscurity. Stonehart began to regret their agreement. Moorcock had lost heavily by investing his own money in pay for contributors; contributors were not paid, and began to queue up; there were difficulties with the Arts Council grant; Stonehart delayed paying the printers; the printers refused to deliver; the press, enticed by bans and accusations of obscenity, gave NW some inaccurate and unwelcome publicity; the distributors grew nervous, secretly withheld stocks and pulped back numbers; the staff were to be seen selling copies on the street.


Despite all, the quality and aspirations of the magazine were upheld. In October 1968 Moorcock took over complete responsibility and published it himself. Since his energies were stretched between this and writing commercial fantasy to finance it. the magazine came to depend heavily on the commitment of everyone involved, each issue being assembled communally. The Arts Council seemed about to withdraw but renewed their grant; but in April 1970 Moorcock and Platt found they could stand the strain no longer. No. 200 was the last of the series; Moorcock made up a special farewell issue, containing an index, for subscribers only, and it seemed that this time NW really was dead.


In autumn 1971, however, the first New Worlds Quarterly came out from Sphere Books. Moorcock, determined that NW should continue, but avoid the troubles that had beset magazine publication, thought the answer was to return to paperback editions distributed and controlled as ordinary books (much as Carnell’s New Writings in SF were). It was an excellent opportunity to relax a little and to reprint some material from previous issues that few people had had the chance to read, but the Quarterly never achieved the immediacy and vigour of the monthlies, and after only a year had contracted their endemic irregularity of appearance. A letter to Moorcock from the publishers mentions a contract for volumes 7 to 11,13 but another breakdown intervened. Moorcock gave up editorial involvement again, handing no. 7 to Charles Platt and Hilary Bailey, ‘experienced editors who have not become, as, frankly, I feel I have become, jaded!’14 A disagreement with Sphere resulted in a change to Corgi Books for nos 9 and 10, and then a long silence. In 1976 Moorcock wrote, ‘Plans are afoot to publish NW again in large size, probably through Quartet. Format will be reminiscent of the old NW under my editorship but even more lavish. Hilary Bailey will edit.’15 Two years later, in spring 1978, an envelope of xeroxed sheets calling itself New Worlds, no. 212 was distributed to a small number of interested parties. Once again, Moorcock was responsible. Most of the material featured, by regular contributors, had first been printed in Frendz magazine.16 A flyer for the next issue announced, ‘There will be no conventional narrative fiction in New Worlds and little conventional criticism. The majority of the material will have a strong visual flavour.’ This last series was irregular and short-lived. Moorcock edited two issues, David Britton a third and Charles Platt a fourth. The principle was that editorial continuity and conformity of design and schedule are unnecessary impositions: the material should dictate the magazine, not vice versa. Sales were hardly encouraging; plans for a fifth issue by Phil Meadley were not carried out; personal disagreements became divisive. Now Moorcock warns, ‘If ever I start to talk about doing another issue, that’s the time to send for the ambulance.’


The divorce between NW and the genre sf magazines was inevitable rather than intentional. When Moorcock’s original bid to develop sf on its own terms met with misunderstanding and vehement resistance, he rejected those terms and committed the magazine to a broader range of imaginative fiction which might still acknowledge sf, but only as a point of departure.17




We were surprised by the lack of response from old guard sf fans, who we had assumed were as hungry for real imagination as we had been. Naively, we had honestly expected that these readers would be more open to new kinds of writing. It took me some years to learn that a certain kind of sf fan is about the most conservative reader of all!





The ventures that Moorcock proposed threatened the denizens of fandom. What the outsider may perceive as the limitations of genre the fan feels as the security of city walls. Commercial genres exist by exclusion, have specific functions, satisfy particular tastes. Some less parochial enthusiasts would be happy to open the gates and encourage visitors to enjoy the peculiar virtues of the region, its climate, geography, flora and fauna – the critical benevolence of C.S. Lewis and Kingsley Amis, for example. Others want to keep the walls closed, prize the esoteric delights of belonging to a clique, and relish exchanging conspiratorial grins while the outsider stands baffled – the nationalist zeal of Sam Moskowitz and Donald A. Wollheim. Moorcock’s programme amounted to knocking down the walls and trading local resources with countries far and wide. It met with much disapproval. Begun in a spirit of benign optimism, it was pursued determinedly, even aggressively. Editorial manifestos pounded a party line, belying the fact that the party hardly knew where to draw one. Today it was a return to the values of H.G. Wells; tomorrow an advance to the innovations of William Burroughs; next month a sidestep to embrace Mervyn Peake. Meanwhile reviewers sniped at the sacred colossi: Heinlein, Asimov, Blish. NW broke the pulp taboos, kindling controversy, to challenge the reader’s assumptions and stretch the limits of his acceptance. Nowhere was there more scandal, or more success, than in the areas of psychology and sexuality, two topics of much popular interest and excitement in the 1960s, and two respects in which science fiction, with its chaste and cardboard characters, was famous for its deficiency.





Chapter Three



Love Among the Mannequins


sex and science fiction


In NW no. 144 Moorcock published ‘I Remember, Anita’ by Langdon Jones.1 It makes dreary reading now: a neurotic music student falls in love with an older woman who has been victimised and damaged in just about every way available: born illegitimate, raped in her teens, exploited, impregnated and deserted to bear a child that does not survive. He and she are wonderfully happy and make love with great frequency until someone drops the Bomb. The story, as the title indicates, is all flashback delivered by Mike as he rants and vomits over the grave where he has just buried the bits of Anita’s body. The style is atrocious, a mixture of protest poem, soft porn, and women’s magazine romance (Anita worked for a women’s magazine):2




‘It’s a funny thing about people,’ I replied shakily, ‘they always try to hurt those they love the most.’


Suddenly my mouth was on yours and our bodies were pressed violently together. My tongue found the fever heat of your mouth, and my hands ran over your body. I thrust my hand up underneath your loose jumper, and found the warm flesh of your breasts.





That phrase ‘fever heat’ and those anatomical dislocations characterise the story: the writing is sick, and the story is about sickness – the sickness of those who corrupt and are corrupted, the sickness of men who drop bombs, and the sickness of Mike at Anita’s grave. The sickness of society was often ruthlessly diagnosed in protest writings of the 1960s, usually with the same effect on the reader or listener: disgust, disinterest, and disbelief, in varying proportions. Cataloguing the symptoms of disease (‘I remember … and I remember …’) is no way to arouse sympathy, especially if each term is adjectivally overloaded (‘solitary sadness’. ‘grinding depression’, ‘convulsed ecstasy’). Sex is ostensibly Mike and Anita’s escape from their inherited disease, as it was for Winston Smith and Julia, but Jones’s ponderous, obsessive tone failed to distinguish the joys of loving from the agonies of living.
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