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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.







Introduction


All fiction is fantasy. In all of its forms, including the historically recent ‘realistic’ novel, it springs from the human urge to fantasize. For a while, as popular fiction burgeoned under the demands of a newly literate public, the term was restricted to a sub-category of stories which dealt with atavistic fears and allegedly discredited beliefs. A public which happily accepted private eyes who solved fiendishly complicated mysteries despite repeated blows to the head and stupefying doses of alcohol, cowboys who never had to count the cost of ammunition, and lovers whose most intimate problems concerned their cheque-books, baulked at the implausibilities of space-travel and the supernatural. The current contents of bookshop shelves suggest that these prejudices are fading.


If all fiction is fantasy, how can it be possible to select the one hundred best? It isn’t. The reader will not find Little Dorrit, Blood on the Moon, or The High Window among these choices, nor expect to. Fantasy has been narrowed down to ‘Fantasy’. The only quibble, apart from the merits of the chosen books, is likely to be over whether some might more properly belong to another sub-category, sf. The answer, to misquote an American critic, is that ‘Fantasy’ is what I point to when I say it.


Greater public acceptance has stimulated publishers and authors to step up production. To keep abreast of the torrent of dragons, unicorns, mages and moody swords sluicing through the bookstores is impossible; the spate of the late ’80s is represented here by a single title, Expecting Someone Taller. Most of the choices are considerably older, from less prolific years. An immensely helpful side-effect of the boom has been the resurrection of such rarities as Lindsay’s A Voyage to Arcturus, The Haunted Woman, and the novels of William Hope Hodgson. Reading the encylopedic The Gothic Quest by Montague Summers, however, almost makes me grateful that much of the literature of the past two centuries is no longer available. There are limits.


In an earlier volume in the ‘100 Best’ series, H.R.F. Keating says that he excluded certain titles because they are now almost unobtainable. The contrary view is taken here, in the hope that it might help to revive interest in neglected works and encourage their reprinting. An example is Caravan for China by the late Frank Stuart. Published at the outbreak of World War Two, it was obliterated by subsequent events, like so many of the books of that time. My own copy, discovered after the war, is the only one I have ever seen, as was my copy (now lost) of his Elephant in Jet.


It is a depressing fact that the quality of a book does not guarantee it against neglect. Maurice Richardson’s The Exploits of Engelbrecht, last seen in 1977 in a limited paperback edition, is surely due for revival in a more ambitious format. The massive and unique fantasies of Wm. Hope Hodgson virtually disappeared from his native Britain for decades, kept in print only by the superb Arkham House edition from America, until fairly recently. Jack Vance’s The Dying Earth became a much-sought item by those who had missed its original appearance in 1950, but they had to wait twelve years for a second chance.


The many references to films are the result of growing up in a time and place where radio and the cinema were the chief sources of mass family entertainment. There was less concern then about the effects of films upon the infant psyche; consequently, I was three years old when I saw King Kong, which proved to be the first item in a steady diet of mummies, werewolves, vampires, zombies and other future cult figures. Later, having learned that they mostly originated in books, I became intrigued and puzzled by the discrepancies between literary and cinematic horrors. Later still, I became familiar with the bizarre philosophies of film-makers, and some of the discrepancies were explained.


Looking back, the fiction and films of those days seem wholesome by comparison with current offerings, however resolutely they set out to titillate and scare us. Still influenced by nineteenth-century traditions and constrained by the morality of their times, authors and directors used indirection to heighten the impact-of whatever crawled, leaped, lurched or flapped through the shadowed chambers of their fancies. It has been left to today’s exponents to stake all upon explicitness, inducing nausea rather than the shivery thrill, and replacing the haunted room with the abattoir. Overkill has become the norm; Spielberg’s Indiana Jones series, supposedly his homage to the Saturday matinees of his childhood, are actually banana-fingered and costly exercises in gratuitous, sadistic violence. The widespread feedback between book and screen is part of a growing preference for clubbing the audience into acceptance, rather than prodding it into awareness.


The selections in this book naturally reflect this background and these views, but offer, I think, an interesting cross-section of the genre. In the end, all such lists are highly personal—and, as it turned out, the choices are mainly of one person rather than two …


—JAMES CAWTHORN


I was originally commissioned to write this book by Xanadu, but when other commitments made it clear that I would not be able to deliver it for a long while, the publishers and I agreed that James Cawthorn was the person to take it over. We could think of no one better qualified or better read, and I think that his text—by far the greater portion, including the parts about a certain albino—bears out our judgement: his range, expertise and the witty, affectionate judgement he displays are, as always, impressive.


I should not be so impressed. I have now worked with Jim for over thirty years, first on fanzines like BURROUGHSIANA, later on TARZAN ADVENTURES and then on NEW WORLDS, where his reviews were regularly published, together with his fine illustrations. We were also co-authors of a Sexton Blake story, Caribbean Crisis, wrote The Distant Suns together for THE ILLUSTRATED WEEKLY OF INDIA and co-scripted the film version of Burrough’s The Land That Time Forgot. My only disappointment is that Mythago Wood and/or Lavondyss by Robert Holdstock did not find a place here, though I have written about Mythago Wood in a companion to the present volume, Horror: 100 Best Books. But overall, I am rather glad of the circumstances which lead to Jim, rather than myself, doing the main work on the book: I believe that he has done a far better job than I could have done alone, and am convinced that thanks to him this will remain a standard work when most other guides to fantastic fiction are forgotten.


—MICHAEL MOORCOCK




NOTES AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


The books chosen are presented in broadly chronological sequence: ‘broadly’ because it is sometimes difficult to know exactly where a particular piece belongs. The ‘Zothique’ stories of Clark Ashton Smith, for instance, were not collected together until 1970, but were mostly written in the 1930s. More important, they are very much of the 1930s, and so that is where they appear in this book. In quite a few other cases too, stories appeared in magazines some time before attaining book form, so the sharp-eyed reader will occasionally notice a discrepancy between the date at the top of an essay and the one in the bibliographical details at the end, which list first book editions only (the true first edition comes first, followed by the first transatlantic edition if there is one). This information was kindly supplied by John Clute.


Thanks are also due to Dave Britton, Charles Partington and the publisher for advice and copies of hard-to-find titles, to our families and the staff of Gateshead Central Library, and to others who offered encouragement. The piece on Expecting Someone Taller first appeared in THE LOS ANGELES TIMES, 1988.


All errors, particularly of fact and taste, are our own.
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JONATHAN SWIFT


Gulliver’s Travels
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When William (Rural Rides) Cobbett was eleven years old, he set out to walk from Windsor to Kew, a crow’s-flight of fifteen miles. He was seeking work as a gardener, demonstrating that mobility of labour is not an exclusively modern preserve. In a Richmond shop, a book-title caught his fancy. The book cost three pence, exactly as much as stood between himself and a supperless night. He bought it. Luckily, he got the job he sought. The title was A Tale of a Tub. The author, by then thirty years dead, was Jonathan Swift.


Two centuries later, Swift is still persuading people to part with their money. A Dublin-born Protestant, he was ordained a minister in 1694. In an age which did not subscribe to our curious notion that religion should exist in a vacuum, he plunged deeply into English politics. Inevitably, this involved the unhappy relationship between England and Ireland, a problem already old. The death of Queen Anne and the crowning of George the First precipitated a political witch-hunt which obliged him to retreat to Dublin. There, while serving as Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, he transformed his experiences into the stuff of fiction, in the adventures of a ship’s surgeon from London, Lemuel Gulliver.


Terra, diminishingly incognita, was already being processed by travel-writers for the benefit of a readership hungry for wonders. These forerunners of coffee-table books and endless television series were a mixture of accurate observation, pardonable ignorance and perhaps less pardonable misinterpretation. In this latter aspect, they were more akin to those specious works telling us how interstellar visitors taught us to tie up our shoelaces. Swift, with malice aforethought, adapted the form to satirical uses. Published under a pseudonym, after undercover negotiations carried out during a return visit to England, the book sold out within a week.


Plainly, a satire which is still bought and read after 250 years does owe its continuing popularity to the reader’s interest in the Whigs and Tories. For anyone desiring specific political references, there are numerous scholarly commentaries available. Those who are content to find universal applications for Swift’s lampooning of the ways of statesmen and princes will appreciate that depressingly little has changed, in that respect, since the eighteenth century. Dramatizations tend to be confined to the Lilliputian episodes, skipping lightly over the more pungent details; suitably bowdlerized, the unfailing doll’s-house appeal of the miniature kingdoms has made it a children’s classic.


The savagery of Swift’s view of humanity grows as Gulliver, for whom the perilous seas seem preferable to any extended contact with his wife and family, takes ever more improbable voyages. Imaginary islands in profusion dot the world’s oceans, a vast peninsula is grafted on to North America, while ships whizz from Africa to the Pacific at speeds which suggest supersonic winds. Throughout, the good doctor protests his honesty and unwillingness to exploit the reader’s credulity. He is the most impressionable of travellers, for ever taking on the characteristics of the peoples he encounters, only to be discomfited by his return to European ways. The generally humane attitudes of the sea-captains who rescue him, and their patience with one whom they not surprisingly consider to be deranged, never seem to dent his soured opinion of his kind. Only once, after recruiting a crew of obvious malcontents, is he ill-treated, and even then his life is spared.


A giant in Lilliput, Gulliver becomes a midget in monstrous Brobdingnag. His friend and guardian is a girl of nine, Glumdalclitch, who stands a mere forty feet tall. Older girls submit him to titillatory indignities and he is exploited as a physical freak. Carried off by an eagle and rescued by British seamen, he is soon outward bound again, fated to land anywhere but at his intended destination.


His third voyage presents the literature with its first fully fashioned flying saucer, Laputa. Clashing head-on with the scientific New Men of the Royal Society, Swift populates his airborne island with purblind introverts bent on devising implausible means for achieving the impossible. Ironically, his Laputians anticipated the real world’s discovery of the twin satellites of Mars, then unsuspected by stargazers. A passage in which Laputa was clearly meant to represent the British Government was judged to be too subversive to print, but Swift, back in Ireland, knew nothing of the deletion until after publication.


Encounters with magicians and immortals precede Gulliver’s final and most controversial adventure, in the country of the Houyhnhnms. These graceful and intelligent horse-like beings employ as labourers the squalid, man-like Yahoos. Gulliver, in common with many of Swift’s critics, shrinks from being equated with the latter; in particular, from being embraced by a female Yahoo on heat. Upon returning to England, he transfers this antipathy to his long-suffering family. Had Swift fallen among the Houyhnhnms, it seems probable that he would soon have found their nobility as unbearable as the hypocrisy and shallowness of his fellow men. Whatever Jesus took him for, it can’t have been a sunbeam.


As Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World … by Lemuel


Gulliver London: Benjamin Motte, 1726


First US edition, as The Adventures of Gulliver Philadelphia: Young and M’Culloch, 1787


As Gulliver’s Travels London: Walker, 1808
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HORACE WALPOLE


The Castle of Otranto
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There are novels so fundamental to the development of a particular genre that the question of their literary merit is of secondary importance. Horace Walpole did not invent the basic constituents of the Gothic novel, but in The Castle of Otranto he combined them in a manner which became a standard formula for the next two centuries. It was the publisher’s equivalent of sliced bread. Their readers took to its clammy horrors with delight, and in growing numbers as the ‘penny dreadfuls’ set out to wring the last drop of ichor from its lurid lexicon.


By then, the Gothic had travelled far from its original sources of inspiration. The prevalence of castles in the literature was no accident, nor was the frequency with which they were built on the iceberg principle, with nine-tenths of their structure consisting of subterranean vaults. These spectre-infested spaces were rooted in the fantasies of an architect, Giovanni Piranesi. A revised edition of his Carceri d’lnvenzione appeared in 1761, featuring a series of drawings of prison interiors conceived on a titanic and overpowering scale.


Walpole, who had already converted his Twickenham home into a mock-Gothic castle, took from Piranesi the central image of his novel, a black-plumed helmet of monstrous size. Around it he gathered the now familiar cast of wronged and lovesick maidens, unhinged and tyrannical nobles, younger sons of ancient families travelling incognito. Among the male and female writers who followed in Walpole’s wake, some, apparently unwilling to commit themselves to the supernatural, rationalized their apparitions and so destroyed their credibility. Walpole went to the other extreme, decking his narrative lavishly with examples of the inexplicable.


Otranto stands squarely in that Continental never-never land later to be staked out by Universal Studios and Hammer Films. Within its walls, the situation is ripe for calamity. Piranesi’s helmet merely serves to bring matters to a head. The castle’s lord, Prince Manfred, whose grandfather was granted tenure by the last of the original heirs, Alfonso the Good, is haunted by an enigmatic prophecy. When the ‘real owner’ of the castle grows too large to inhabit it, runs the message, Manfred’s family will be dispossessed. As he presses forward with the wedding of his sickly son, Conrad, and the daughter of the Marquis of Vicenza, Isabella, disaster strikes. Conrad is crushed beneath the suddenly materialized helmet, a gigantic replica of that worn by an effigy of Alfonso. At the same moment, the original vanishes.


Hippolita, Manfred’s wife, is unable to bear him another child. He resolves to marry Isabella himself. Meanwhile, he imprisons an impetuous young peasant on a charge of using sorcery to kill Conrad. As Isabella retreats from his abrupt advances, the towering black plumes on the helmet rustle and sway, violently. Manfred is halted in his pursuit of her by the spectacle of the figure of his grandfather stepping from a portrait on the wall. Temporarily distracted by this novel phenomenon, he is too late to prevent Isabella from taking refuge in the vaults.


Undeterred, he follows her. Traffic is already heavy down below. To his astonishment, he meets the young peasant, escaped from his prison, who in turn has met Isabella. He is diverted from this baffling underground episode by two knockabout comics, nominally household servants, who claim to have seen a colossal armoured leg in one of the castle galleries. Though he is cast in the role of oppressor, it is impossible not to have a sneaking admiration for Manfred as he charges off to greet this new manifestation. Scarcely has he done so before a troop of horsemen arrive, bearing an enormous sword, the property of a being straightfacedly referred to as The Knight of the Gigantic Sabre.


False identities are endemic to the Gothic novel and Otranto is no exception. Stalwart youths in peasant garb cannot be taken at face value and anything may be concealed by a monkish cowl, from displaced aristocracy to death’s-heads. Otranto has both. Characters show a marked inability to recognize their next of kin in subdued lighting, usually with fatal or near-fatal results. As revelations and visitations multiply, Manfred ploughs on, tenaciously hugging his resolve to perpetuate his line. Like Ted Hughes’s Iron Man, the spectral giant gathers to himself appendages, here a leg, there a hand, finally arising in majestic totality to provide a literally shattering climax.


Walpole’s headlong dialogue, punctuated by hyphens, aptly suggests the terror and panic of the castle’s inhabitants but can be confusing in places. Occasionally a note of genuine horror is struck amid the creaking of the Gothic mechanisms. Though some of the finest flowerings of the genre were yet to come, including Melmoth and Dracula, Jane Austen and Thomas Peacock had skilfully parodied it with Northanger Abbey and Headlong Hall by 1818. There is enough evidence in Otranto to suggest that Walpole might have taken the joke more lightly than some of his doom-laden successors.


First edition London: T. Lownds, 1765


First US edition New York: Shakespeare Gallery, 1801
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WILLIAM BECKFORD


Vathek
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In the beginning, the Gothic was not so much a literary movement as a way of life. Under the influence of the visionary architect Piranesi, its more affluent disciples surrounded themselves with mock-medieval trappings. Among that fraction of the population which could afford to live vicariously in the past instead of scrabbling for survival in the present, William Beckford was pre-eminent. Inheritor of a huge income derived from the labour of slaves on his father’s West Indian sugar plantations, he was said to be the richest man in England. He was also extravagant upon an heroic scale.


The project which eventually sapped even his resources formed a fitting setting for ‘The Caliph’, as he was dubbed. Artistic talent combined with vast wealth produced Fonthill Abbey, a dream-palace which anticipated Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ by a year. Twelve miles of wall enclosed a park ornamented with woods and lakes, surrounding a building in which forty-foot doors gave admission to halls crammed with beautiful and costly objects. Vathek, published a decade earlier, reads like a prospectus for the life which Beckford was to lead within his Xanadu.


Unlike the standard Gothic romance, the novel draws heavily upon the Arabian Nights for inspiration. Vathek, a grandson of Haroun al Raschid, is outwardly a generous and affable Caliph, devoted to worldly pleasures. Only rarely does he manifest his anger, and then his baleful glance terrifies those upon whom it falls. In the service of his pleasure he builds five palaces, each designed to gratify one of the senses. A sixth structure, a tower ascended by means of 1,500 steps, offends Mahomet. Regarding it from Paradise, he prophesies disaster for such overweening ambition. Beckford crowned Fonthill with a tower almost 300 feet high. Being built chiefly of wood, it fell without benefit of prophecy.


Vathek’s tower is an instrument of his fatal curiosity, bringing him closer to the stars and portents of the heavens. They do not forewarn him of the arrival of his Fate, in the guise of a nameless and superlatively ugly Indian purveying strange merchandise. So singular are this traveller’s powers that Vathek pursues him, after many misadventures, to the brink of a great black chasm. There he is revealed as an agent of Eblis, the Devil, and proposes a bargain.


Unable to resist the promised revelations of Infernal secrets, Vathek agrees to supply the Indian with the blood of fifty of his realm’s fairest boys, the sons of his viziers and grandees. Tricking them into approaching the chasm’s brink, he hurls them into the depths. Or so he thinks. Whereupon the shadowy gulf closes, shutting him out.


Pursued by his infuriated subjects and vassals, he retreats to the sanctuary of his tower. Carathis, his mother, a fearsome Greek matron, takes the situation in her stride. As a keen student of the black arts, she decides that further sacrifices are the answer. Soon a bonfire of disinterred mummies and freshly strangled citizens is blazing merrily. The offering is accepted and Vathek regains the favour of Eblis. Contented, he returns to his favourite form of recreation, eating.


So far, the parallels between author and character are plain enough. Both were deprived of their fathers at an early age; both inherited vast fortunes, which they used to translate their visions into reality; both, if Beckford’s envious critics can be believed, had perverse tastes. Vathek now moves into regions denied to the merely rich, where only Beckford’s fancy, steeped in Oriental imagery, could follow. Obeying Eblis, the Caliph organizes a magnificent caravanserai with which to approach the gates of the underworld. He has been warned not to turn aside along the way, but is diverted by the hospitality of the Emir Fakreddin and his lissom daughter, Nouronihar. Carathis, finding her son entangled with his new love, berates him for endangering his good standing with Eblis. Vathek defies her, and so seals Nouronihar’s doom. Together, they ride to Hell.


Among modern masters of the ironic and macabre, Clark Ashton Smith comes readily to mind as a literary heir of Beckford. Lovecraft might have devised horrors to match those which inhabit the domain of Eblis, but only Smith could equal Beckford’s dark humour. As Nouronihar and the Caliph, hand in hand, enter the endless subterranean Fonthill, they gaze appalled upon throngs of the lamenting dead, whose hearts are literally and visibly burning.


The promised knowledge is theirs, but only fleetingly. Deciding that his upbringing by Carathis is the cause of his plight, Vathek uses his brief authority to summon her below. She arrives by Afrit and plunges enthusiastically into the Infernal afterlife, discounting her son’s recriminations. Soon, however, her heart is burning as agonizingly as any of them.


Beckford was cast down from his custom-built Paradise by nothing more fiendish than bad management and the ending of the slave trade. He built himself a lesser palace near Bath, where he died at eighty-four and so added longevity to his ill-gotten gains.


First edition London: J. Johnson, 1786 as An Arabian Tale


First US edition Philadelphia: P. Carey, 1816 as Vathek
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MATTHEW GREGORY LEWIS


The Monk
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To have written, and had published, a sensational first novel crammed with sex, violence and diabolism, and then to be condemned for combining this achievement with being a Member of Parliament, is the stuff of which tabloid headlines are made. Add to it the fact that the perpetrator of these offences was twenty-one years old and you have Gregory ‘Monk’ Lewis, a man for all frissons.


Twenty years before his birth, the Great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755 had shaken the foundations of orthodox Christianity in Western Europe. Was it an Act of God which brought down the city around the ears of the faithful on a day of worship or a device of Satan? Or, more frightful still, the chance blow of a blind, uncaring Universe? The question of which would be the greater impiety was only one of many troubling the philosophers of that revolutionary era. The shock, however, had not unseated Hypocrisy. Only when Lewis became a member of the legislature did his novel draw serious criticism.


That the youthful author, bored with his minor diplomatic post in Holland, revelled in this outlet for his fantasies cannot be doubted. A gleeful mockery of the narrow monastic life surfaces time and again amid the welter of sadism, necrophilia, rape and incest. Those who profess celibacy exercise an unfailing fascination for the public imagination, inflamed by the high walls which make it impossible to watch them not At It. Lewis exploits this voyeuristic element to the full. Religious observance in the Convent of St Clare appears to consist largely of the browbeating of errant nuns, followed by their incarceration in those indispensable architectural adjuncts of Gothic fiction, the cellars.


The ramifications of the cellars are matched by those of the narrative. Ambrosio, the Monk, spends long stretches in the wings, gnawing his beads, while supporting players take centre-stage. Eventually, however, all the strands of Lewis’s complex web of subplots are drawn together. Though Ambrosio tries to play the spider, he is in reality the most thoroughly entrapped of flies. Parted from his parents in early infancy, he has passed his formative years within the confines of the Church, knowing little of the world. His faith has the fragile inflexibility of a stained-glass window and the pressure which will reveal its flaws is already being applied.


Satan obviously rates Ambrosio’s influence upon the people of Madrid very highly, for his scheme to overthrow the Monk is long laid and subtle. A painting of the Madonna, the only female image permitted by his religion, hangs in Ambrosio’s cell. Often in his cell too is the youthful novice Rosario, who professes admiration for him bordering on worship. This being a Gothic novel, beautiful young boys are not what they seem. Rosario confesses ‘himself’ to be Matilda and the model for the Madonna. Ambrosio, already conditioned by the painted image, is soon being introduced to his submerged sexual self by a suspiciously proficient Matilda. The versatile novice has a third aspect, yet to be revealed. She is a demon, an agent of Satan.


The Monk is now firmly on the downward path. Having exhausted the charms of Matilda, or having been allowed to think that he has, he discovers a new inamorata. Antonia, a fair and impressionable virgin, admires him from her place in the cathedral. His compliant demon-mistress turns procuress to obtain her favours. The dashing Don Lorenzo also admires Antonia, but his path, as with all of the novel’s lovers, is destined to be rocky. Lorenzo’s sister, Agnes, is loved by his friend, Raymond, who is travelling incognito at the time. In a disastrous attempt at elopement, Raymond finds himself sharing a coach with the spectral Bleeding Nun. Not surprisingly, the coach crashes. The subsequent complications are resolved in an encounter with the Wandering Jew, but Raymond recomplicates the relationship by pursuing Agnes to the Convent of St Clare. Agnes becomes pregnant. The Lady Prioress, feeling that convent discipline has become lax, resolves to make an example of her.


From here on, though it may not seem possible, the plot thickens. Duels, illnesses—every one of the principals, save for Ambrosio and Matilda, suffers a nervous breakdown at some point—murders, apparitions, graveyard worms, the full Gothic armoury is deployed with amazing deftness and vivacity by the nineteen-year-old author. More impressive than the charnel-house apparatus is the way in which the Monk and his supporting cast emerge as characters who engage the reader’s sympathies. At the terrific climax, Ambrosio, driven by fear of the Inquisition into making a pact with the Devil, finds himself betrayed by God and Satan. In an involuntary aping of his infernal master’s fall from grace, he is hurled to his death upon eagle-haunted crags.


As if providing an ironical coda to the Monk’s damnation, Lewis compromised with his critics by bowdlerizing later editions. Ambrosio would have appreciated that.


First edition London: J. Bell, 1796


First US edition Philadelphia: W. Cobbett, 1798




[1818]


5


MARY SHELLEY


Frankenstein


[image: image]


‘An uncouth tale,’ said the Monthly Review in 1818, ‘setting probability at defiance’.


‘Hubris clobbered by Nemesis’ is the succinct definition of SF devised by Brian Aldiss. Yet the phrase applies equally well to Fantasy, and aptly describes Frankenstein. Science is the ostensible generative force behind Victor Frankenstein’s creation of an artificial man, but the Monster’s true origin lies in the alchemical texts which he was taught to despise. The odour of a Gothic charnel-house hangs about his labours from the beginning. His achievement is the reanimation of the dead rather than an electrochemical immaculate conception.


Dramatizations of the story usually make no bones about this. No graveyard is left unturned in the vicinity of Frankenstein’s laboratory. In the series of films illuminated by Boris Karloff’s powerful, if inaccurate, portrayal of the Monster, the visual aspects rise to grandiose heights. The original ill-lit, fetid chamber cluttered with chemical apparatus and unspeakable components gives way to reeling Expressionist towers thunderous with Promethean lightnings. Only when Hammer Films injected new vigour into the flagging genre, incidentally setting it on a slippery slope to bloody mindlessness, did something of the huddled, pathological furtiveness of Frankenstein’s activities reach the screen.


Where Hammer fell short was in the choice of an actor for the title-role. Peter Cushing was a convincing figure as a ruthless scientist driven beyond society’s limits of toleration by an unacceptable obsession. What he was not was the Romantic hero, young and idealistic, graceful of physique and spirit, yet fatally flawed. At one point, Mary Shelley has Frankenstein compare his plight to that of a fallen angel. Such comparisons, spoken or implied, echo throughout the text. He has usurped the Divine prerogative and must suffer accordingly.


Frankenstein and the Monster would seem to be cast in the roles of pseudo-God and pseudo-Adam respectively. Yet it is the Monster which possesses inhuman strength and endurance, and the power to determine the fate of his creator. Man, as in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s later ‘Prometheus Unbound’, has made God in his own image. When Frankenstein first confronts his living handiwork, he flees from it in revulsion, no longer sustained by the frenzy of the creative act. The Monster, understandably enraged, resolves to wreak destruction upon him and his kin. Rejected by Man, it has become a God of Vengeance, all capacity for good destroyed by the withdrawal of love and recognition.


When Mary began work upon Frankenstein in 1816, she was barely nineteen and had been Shelley’s lover for two years. He was in many ways the personification of the Romantic spirit: highly gifted, headstrong, iconoclastic, physically attractive. Like the young Victor, he had studied chemistry and mathematics, in his case in the teeth of academic disapproval. Latin and Greek were considered fitter subjects for a gentleman. Shelley, in fact, had mastered both of these subjects and in addition could out-quote his critics in the matter of Biblical studies. Given the intimacy of their relationship, signs of his influence upon Mary are to be expected, but her work after his death in 1822 refutes assertions that his was the dominant hand. The story of the agreement between Mary, Shelley, Byron and Byron’s physician, Dr Polidori, to write a tale of the supernatural is now almost as well known as her novel. Oddly, the enduring products of the agreement were written by the lesser-known participants. Polidori’s The Vampyre is still obtainable and is no longer seriously attributed to Byron.


Whatever elements of Shelley there may be in Victor Frankenstein, they do not include the poet’s tangled marital relationships. When he leaves Geneva for the University at Ingolstadt, Victor’s consuming passion is for knowledge; he has devoured the writings of such ancients as Paracelsus, Agrippa and Albertus Magnus. He is astounded to learn that their theories are obsolete and discredited, but this setback is only temporary. Soon he is outstripping his tutors in the sciences and applying their teachings to a search for the generating principle of Life, his private obsession. Mary Shelley’s account of the construction of the Monster is necessarily impressionistic rather than precise. Electricity—the miracle-worker of the age—chemistry, live animals and human cadavers figure in it, rather as writers of the 1930s invoked radium and cosmic rays to back up their flights of evolutionary fancy.


Deserted by his creator, the Monster learns how to fend for himself. He acquires clothing, literacy and a fluent command of language, through a series of happenstances made somewhat less implausible by being related in his own words. None of these attributes softens the terrifying effect of his size (he is eight feet tall, a fact which filmmakers seem reluctant to face) and overpowering hideousness, which makes all sighted mankind his enemy. Goblin-like, his deformities do not prevent him from moving with superhuman speed and agility as he pursues his vendetta against Frankenstein’s hapless family. As the climax approaches, Monster and Maker flee across the icebound terra incognita of the Arctic in an epic pursuit, each given purpose only by the presence of the other.


In an age in which monsters have become acceptable industrial byproducts, even the illusion of effective individual action has a nostalgic charm.


As Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus


First edition London: Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor & Jones, 1818


First US edition Philadelphia: Carey, 1833
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CHARLES ROBERT MATURIN


Melmoth the Wanderer


[image: image]


‘Call me Melmoth,’ Oscar Wilde told the world as he sailed for France, bereft of fortune and reputation. In the manner of devotees of Fantasy the world over, he had adopted the identity of a fictitious personality in whom he saw aspects of himself reflected. Strangely, the personality was not a product of his own imagination, but that of another Irishman, Charles Maturin. Maturin’s Satanic reaver of souls came into being seventy-seven years before Wilde went into exile, yet his baleful influence lingered.


It had long preceded Wilde into France. Poe, Maturin and others of the Gothic school were highly regarded by the French, their works being translated almost as soon as they were published. Balzac wrote a sequel to Melmoth; he was one of several prominent authors, including Sir Walter Scott, who gave praise and support to their Irish colleague. The original was adapted for the London stage, despite the Chinese-box complexity of its structure. That the terrible destiny of the Wanderer struck a responsive chord in Wilde is understandable; there is a touch of Melmoth in most artists, especially when the bills are due.


Maturin found his own respectable Protestant origins lacking in romance. Amateur theatricals became a lifetime preoccupation, and he invented an ancestor, the love-child of a female French courtier who escaped to Ireland after incarceration in the Bastille. When he became a curate in order to ensure a steady income, his preaching packed the pews of St Peter’s in Dublin, but certain eccentricities of manner, combined with theologically suspect sentiments, barred his way to advancement. The picture he drew of Catholicism in Melmoth was marginally kinder than that in Lewis’s The Monk, yet scarcely an advertisement for any of the major brands of orthodox Christianity. Damned if you do and damned if you don’t appears to be the message.


The involved narrative, sprouting branches like some malign family tree, begins in 1816 with the arrival of student John Melmoth at the decaying mansion of his dying uncle. Asked to open a locked room, he sees within a portrait bearing the legend ‘Jno. Melmoth, 1646’ and is stricken with horror by the expression of the eyes. His uncle’s assertion that the subject of the painting still lives adds to his disquiet. When the old man dies, among his effects is an ancient, discoloured MS. Alone in the shadowed chamber, in the sleeping, storm-swept house, John begins to read.


The Melmoth of the portrait, his appearance unchanged down the years, is committed to Satan’s service. At moments of spiritual extremity, those unfortunates who fall under his burning gaze are given a choice between whatever Earthly nemesis awaits them or the false salvation offered by his Master. If he can persuade one victim to take on his pact with the Devil in exchange for illusory freedom, Melmoth will be released from his hellish servitude. The novel is the story of his century-long and ultimately doomed search for such a victim.


John Stanton (Maturin’s inventiveness did not seem to extend to masculine first names), the English author of the MS., meets the Wanderer in Spain, a location much favoured by novelists of the period. European civilization’s uttermost tip, a hand’s breadth removed from the pagan darkness of Africa, it furnished an arena for the heightened passions, murderous feuds, ruthless banditry and Inquisitorial atrocities beloved by their public. An old woman tells Stanton of the appearance at a wedding of a strange Englishman and the three deaths which followed. Her description of the man is familiar to Stanton; they are destined to meet on two more occasions, the last with Stanton chained in a madhouse. From this point, the influence of the Wanderer spreads like an evil blight over the lives of young and old as he passes the barriers of time, space and the Inquisition’s dungeons with supernatural ease.


Monsters are at their most fascinating when their nature is ambiguous. Melmoth is also a victim, destined for damnation more surely than those upon whom he preys. He is Satan’s black hound, who will sooner or later be called to heel. Alone on an island off the Indian coast lives white-skinned Immalee, knowing nothing of her origins. She is Eve unawakened, Melmoth’s spiritual opposite pole, and no more tempting quarry could be imagined. In the dual role of Adam and the Serpent, he invades her solitude, bringing news of the fabulous lands across the sea.


Through diverse circumstances, Immalee is reunited with her prosperous Spanish parents, taking the name of Isidora. Still the Wanderer seeks to seduce her, unaware that he pursues his own destruction. As the story comes full circle, he returns to John Melmoth’s desolate mansion and is given a vision of the Inferno which awaits him.


Maturin died at forty-three, accidentally poisoned. Of his many published plays and novels, only Melmoth continues to exert its grip upon the contemporary imagination. If he left any unpublished masterpieces behind him, they will remain unread, for his papers met the same fate as the Wanderer, at the hands of his son.


First edition London: Hurst, Robinson & Co; & Edinburgh: Constable, 1820


First US edition Boston: Wells & Lilly, 1821




[1838]


7


EDGAR ALLAN POE


The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym
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In recent decades, it has become increasingly difficult to disentangle the real Edgar Allan Poe from the creations of other writers’ imaginations. Few authors have proved so irresistible to literary and cinematic myth-makers. Son of an American actor and an English actress, orphaned and adopted, a failed student, a discharged West Point cadet, married at twenty-seven to a cousin barely half his age, he was dead at forty. Titillating mystery surrounded his death. Biographers and critics could choose between drink, epilepsy, or that popular 19th-century nemesis, brain fever, to mention only the more plausible causes. Roger Corman, Richard Matheson, Ray Bradbury and Joseph Cotten, are a few of the names involved in re-creating the man and his fictions.


Poe was extremely popular in France, and the equally uncertain fate of the hapless Arthur Gordon Pym seemed to exercise a similar fascination upon Jules Verne. Unable to resist the lure, he completed—to his own satisfaction at least—the apparently unfinished story. His version appeared in 1897 as The Sphinx Of The Ice-Fields. The Antarctic remained a region of mystery, capable of accommodating the wildest of speculative fantasies, far beyond the time of Verne. In 1931, H.P. Lovecraft could, with confidence, use it as the setting for At The Mountains Of Madness, in which the cry of Poe’s great spectral birds, ‘Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!’ is echoed.


It is, of course, the very ‘incompleteness’ of the novel which completes its effect. The climax is vertiginous, sweeping the reader to the brink of the unknown at an ever-accelerating pace. To bridge the gulf which lies beyond would inevitably be anti-climactic. Even so, it must be said that the opening stages of the story can be hard going, as much for the reader as for Pym.


The omens, to put it mildly, are not auspicious. Young Pym, with the collusion of a friend, stows away aboard the Grampus, a ship described as ‘an old hulk … scarcely seaworthy.’ The crew are well-matched, being recruited from the same school of seamanship as that of Lord Greystoke’s Fuwalda, and consequently the body-count is high. Despite the wild oceanic setting and the unusual amount of violent action, Poe still finds opportunities to introduce the premature burial motif to great effect. The narrative, in fact, is crammed with the sort of incident common to the hag-ridden voyages of Gothic fiction, interspersed with lectures upon natural history and seamanship. But for readers willing to press on through these occasional Sargassoes, there are better things to come.


Anyone who has read ‘Ms. Found In A Bottle’ will readily recognize similarities between the novel and this earlier short story. Both involve voyages, partly involuntary, to the terra incognita of the Antarctic, voyages in which storms of supernatural ferocity are encountered and the crews of doomed ships. Most significantly, enigmatic messages occur in each—in the short story, the single word ‘Discovery’ is written without conscious intent by the protagonist, while the novel describes gigantic hieroglyphs graven deep into the rocks of a strange black island. Both voyages reach a climax at which, hurled southwards by irresistible winds and currents, the characters face death, or revelation.


It is when Pym reaches black Tsalal that the novel finally shakes off the cobwebbed trappings of lesser Gothics, and begins to truly grip. Tsalal is one in a chain of islands set in a warm sea in the far south of the world. Soil, rocks, vegetation, all are black. The native islanders are black from toenails to teeth. They abhor that which is white, so that, when allowed aboard Pym’s ship, a British schooner which rescued him and one other from the wrecked Grampus, they recoil from such commonplace objects as flour or the pages of an open book. The carcase of a strange white animal plucked from the sea by the British crew fills them with fear and horror. And in the end, their true attitude towards the white strangers becomes all too clear.
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