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            LEGACY OF THE CORRIDOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Way back in 1994, M. Shayne Bell put together Washed by a Wave of Wind, an anthology of short works by authors from “The Corridor”, an area that covers Utah, most of Idaho, parts of Wyoming and Nevada, and stretches into Arizona and parts of northern Mexico. Sometimes, the area around Cardston, Alberta, Canada, is included, too. For those unfamiliar with this area, it was settled by Mormon pioneers, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

      Shayne’s anthology highlighted science fiction and fantasy works by authors from the area, as The Corridor contained an unusually high number of successful authors—for the population in the area—both genre and non-genre, both members and non-members of the predominant religion. That legacy continues today with an impressive list of authors such as:

      
        
        Jennifer Adams

        D. J. Butler

        Orson Scott Card

        Michael R. Collings

        Michaelbrent Collings

        Ally Condie

        Larry Correia

        Kristyn Crow

        James Dashner

        Brian Lee Durfee

        Sarah M. Eden

        Richard Paul Evans

        David Farland

        Diana Gabaldon

        Jessica Day George

        Shannon Hale

        Mettie Ivie Harrison

        Tracy Hickman

        Laura Hickman

        Charlie N. Holmberg

        Christopher Husberg

        Raymond F. Jones

        Matthew J. Kirby

        Gama Ray Martinez

        Brian McClellan

        Stephenie Meyer

        L. E. Modesitt, Jr.

        Brandon Mull

        Jennifer A. Nielsen

        Wendy Nikel

        James A. Owen

        Ken Rand

        Brandon Sanderson

        Caitlin Sangster

        J. Scott Savage

        D. William Shunn

        Jess Smart Smiley

        Eric James Stone

        May Swenson

        Howard Tayler

        Brad R. Torgersen

        Nym Wales

        Dan Wells

        Robison Wells

        David J. West

        Carol Lynch Williams

        Dan Willis

        Julie Wright

      

      

      That’s a big list of names, and it only barely scratches the surface. Hemelein Publications created this publication series to highlight authors from The Corridor, both well-known and lesser-known. We think Shayne did a wonderful job drawing attention to these amazing writers back then, and we want to continue what he started.

      You can learn more about the series at:

      
        
        http://hemelein.com/go/legacy-of-the-corridor/

      

      

      
        
        Joe Monson

        Managing Editor

        Hemelein Publications

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS THAT CANNOT BE HID

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve known Michael for most of his writing career. I remember listening to his readings back in the late 1980s at Life, the Universe, & Everything. He was a fixture back then, always there, willing to talk to anyone, and willing to offer help and suggestions to anyone trying to improve their craft.

      It’s been going on 34 years since I first met him, and I was very excited when he agreed to do this collection. The sheer amount of poetry, short fiction, essays, and other works that he’s produced is amazing. Being able to collect a broad sampling of those works for your enjoyment has been interesting and fun, as I revisited works I’d previously read and discovered new (to me) works.

      My favorite poem by Michael is “The Program”, a modern twist on “The Raven” by Edgar Allan Poe. Instead of a looming raven, a gleeful and malicious computer program goes after its programmer. It makes me grin every time I read it.

      Michael is extremely smart, with a very broad knowledge of poetry and how to write stories, and his kindness is immeasurable. When he attended conferences and conventions, he was a great sounding board, and he’d often point you in directions you hadn’t considered. It’s sad that he is unable to attend those events anymore.

      Hence, one reason why I thought it important to put together this collection. I want to make sure his skill and knowledge is readily available to everyone possible. Michael’s essays and studies of Stephen King, Orson Scott Card, and others help the speculative fiction community as a whole to better understand those writers. He is a true light in the darkness with his broad range of knowledge on and skill in writing.

      His poetry is touching, scary, humorous, and epic. He has a splendid command of the English language, skill at selecting just the right words to convey his stories and thoughts, and willingness to explore the broad spectrum of human thought, hopes, and fears.

      His works have broad appeal, as well, accessible to anyone who reads them. Michael holds a rare position from which he can appeal to both the more literary crowd and those who simply enjoy a well-written and engaging story. There are only a few writers who can appeal to such a broad group.

      I hope you get as much enjoyment out of Michael’s works as I had putting them together for you. There’s something here that everyone will enjoy, and most will find many things to savor. Enjoy the banquet!

      

      
        
        Joe Monson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE POWER OF STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Some sixty years ago, I was a member of a Sunday School class consisting of high-school students at that difficult stage of almost knowing everything better than any adult ever could. Over the course of a year, we saw half-a-dozen teachers come and go, often requesting to be released after only a few weeks of trying to deal with us. Then something odd happened; when we graduated to the next level at the end of that year, we were met with a teacher who smiled maternally, nodded at the assembled faces, said “I’ve heard all about this class,” and assured us that she would be there until the class again graduated twelve months later.

      And, despite our best efforts, she was.

      On the last day we met, she revealed her secret, something that has resonated with me ever since. One of the class members asked how she managed to put up with us for all that time.

      “Simple,” she said. “Whenever the class started to get out of control, I would tell a story.”

      A story. And, thinking back over the year, it really had been that simple. As soon as she had shifted into story-telling mode, voices stilled, random movement ceased, and every eye in the room had trained on her. It was a lesson I’ve never forgotten, and in many ways it molded my thinking about my future. Whatever I ended up doing with my life, it would have to do with story and storytelling.

      By the time I finished my undergraduate work in English and History at Whittier College, I had refined that somewhat nebulous goal. I was inordinately fortunate to study under several remarkable professors who, while not using quite those words, not only re-emphasized the importance of story but demonstrated ways of achieving it, both through the traditional outlets of literature and literary criticism but also through the shifting perspectives of history.

      The essays, stories, and poems in this collection reflect over half a century of engagement with those elusive words. Beginning with “The Persistence of Darkness,” sixteen essays display the possibilities in telling stories about stories, in suggesting ways that readers might approach the vast well of human storytelling, immerse themselves in it, and return to their own worlds with deeper understanding and appreciation for what humankind is capable of now and in the distant past. They range through topics from the ancient Epic of Gilgamesh, the ‘best-selling’ narrative (or at least, judging from extant clay tablets containing it, the most widely distributed) of that world for nearly 1,500 years, to the many attempts to define horror in recent literary discourse. They touch upon the nearly infinite ways we have explored in our need to suggest order in a chaotic world, to penetrate the darkness of the unknown and the unknowable, to defeat our external enemies and our internal fears.

      Ten stories represent my involvement with what is the primary mode of overt storytelling in twenty-first-century Western culture: prose fiction. They are, I must admit, somewhat peripheral to my longer forays in some sixteen novels—science fiction, horror, thrillers, and that appealingly British type, the ‘cozy’ murder mystery. Most of my shorter works are grounded in science fiction for reasons explained in the second essay I selected for this volume, “The Epic of Dune”: science fiction represents the modern extension of the powerful epic impulse into a technologically oriented world. Whether the landscape is recognizably Earth or an impossible world in which uttering words generates concrete, tangible manifestations of power, at the base of each tale lies an unspoken “What if…” designed to expand our understanding of our role in the universe and the creatures we confront to help define it.

      The eleventh story, “The Egress from Hell,” is a bit of a special case. It was written as a submission for a specific anthology, James Wymore’s Windows into Hell. Each story in the volume would deal with a vision of what Hell might be like—a real, physical Hell, whether connected to any specific religious theology or not. From the moment I received the invitation, I knew that my protagonist (perhaps not a particularly heroic one) would be a poet, and not just that, but a rather ego-driven, at times bombastic Epic Poet, convinced of the immortality of his own works. And beyond that, his ticket out of Hell would have to be a perfect poem. For me, an epic…in which he tells multiple stories that lead to his own redemption.

      As a story in poetic form or a single poetic voice bearing the weight of an entire complex narrative, not fully understood by the poet himself, “The Egress of Hell” is both story and poem in multiple senses and provides a link among the three genres represented here. It critiques a literary form as it reproduces it, and it employs the traditional language of that form in English, blank verse. It is intended as an introduction to the third section of this volume, poetry.

      Whether directly science-fiction, fantastic, mythic, or horror, poetry uses the rhythms and music of a language, intensifies them, and presents a concrete moment designed to appeal to the readers’ senses, intellect, and imagination. Some may be somber, as in my various collections of experimental “sonets,” here represented by “The Galactic Ambassador…,” in which much of the speculative edge is found in the hyper-extended title. Or they may find expression in rollicking narratives, in pastiches based on well-known horror motifs and themes, or in twists on verses not traditionally associated with serious literature. Yet each attempts to suggest the undercurrents of darkness I have chosen to explore for over five decades.

      Taken as a whole, this volume represents more than half a lifetime of engagement with story: stories about stories; story explored directly through narrative; and story as woven through the magic of poetry. But more than that, it is a long-belated thank-you to a perceptive Sunday School teacher who taught so much more than just the lesson outlined in the manual…perhaps more than she herself knew.

      
        
        Michael R. Collings

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ESSAYS—PART ONE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PERSISTENCE OF DARKNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This essay was presented as the Academic Guest of Honor Address at the World Horror Convention, 2008. As noted in the opening paragraphs, portions were earlier presented during the Arts Festival, Seaver College, Pepperdine University, on November 19, 1991.

      

        

      
        A much shorter version appeared as the introduction to George Beahm’s biography of Stephen King: “Introduction: The Persistence of Darkness—Shadows Behind the Life Behind the Story” in The Stephen King Story: A Literary Profile (Andrews & McMeel, 1991). It reflects my ongoing interest in understanding why Darkness, in any of its literary and pre-literary manifestations, has characterized the human imagination since the earliest times.

      

        

      
        While the essay samples British literature from the tenth century to the sixteenth, it could as easily have included The Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the oldest surviving artifacts attesting to the persistent struggle against forces of chaos and darkness.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Some years ago, the Humanities Division at my university sponsored an Arts Festival to commemorate the opening of the new Cultural Arts Center. Select colleagues from the division—the English, History, and Philosophy departments of Pepperdine University—were scheduled to present papers relating to their current research.

      I was a bit taken aback when my division chair asked me to present one. He knew that my research centered primarily on horror—and on Stephen King in particular; and I knew that many in the division looked upon my activities as an unfortunate aberration of an unsettled mind. One colleague, for example, had noticed a King novel among the books one of his advisees was holding during a meeting in his office. He took the opportunity to explain to the poor benighted child that such books were not appropriate on a college campus and certainly not welcome in his office. The student—to my enormous gratification—calmly explained that the text was required reading for one of his classes (mine, to be precise) and that even if it weren’t, he would be reading it anyway.

      Another colleague, whose attitudes toward any sub-literary forms, including science fiction, fantasy, and horror, were less than enthusiastic, took great pains to explain to the rank, tenure, and promotion committee the extent to which she felt I was wasting my time and the university’s money in such trivial pursuits. She even objected to the fact that my early Starmont House King studies were printed in courier font, as if reproduced directly from a typewriter—obviously the work of amateurs among the great unwashed. She made her point. Over my thirty years at the university, her attitude and similar attitudes among others, cost me several promotions.

      Given his constant support for my work, however, I shouldn’t have been surprised when the division chair extended the invitation, but I was. And a bit trepidatious, since I knew that the audience would include not only fellow professors but the Humanities faculty from across the University; administrators, including most probably the president himself; wealthy potential contributors from nearby Malibu; and members of the board of regents…not a few of whom easily fit the stereotype of conservative little old “blue-haired” ladies.

      After some soul-searching, I decided, “Well, what have I got to lose?”

      When the big moment finally arrived, I took a deep breath, surveyed the audience, and opened my presentation with the simple statement: “William Shakespeare was the Stephen King of his day.”

      I swear you could hear neck-bones snap as heads jerked up. I tried not to look at those colleagues from the English program whom I knew had no senses of humor; but I did notice a mischievous twinkle in the division chair’s eye.

      I recall that experience because it has influenced my approach to most of my work since. I continued to write about Stephen King…and Orson Scott Card, Dean Koontz, Robert McCammon, Piers Anthony, Brian Aldiss, and pretty much anyone else who caught my interest. My subsequent division chairs, all three of them, continued steadfastly to support the directions of my research. And those persistent colleagues continued to try to block any promotions or advancement … rather successfully, I’m afraid, and that in face of the fact that I had pretty much out-published the entire division combined. And the conclusions expressed in that presentation about the role and nature of horror continued to color everything I taught and wrote, whether it related directly to science fiction, fantasy, and horror, or to Edmund Spenser, John Milton, and the Renaissance epic.

      For that reason, I would like to recall, restate, and expand upon a couple of those points. And, as then, instead of trying to be theoretically cutting-edge or to ‘deconstruct’ the genre until it becomes clear that I really hate horror but figure I can get publication credits by writing about it, I would like to make some suggestions about the continuity of horror—both the monsters and the motifs—in literary history.

      But first, a plot synopsis:

      
        
        A handful of people have gathered in a building in the center of a small, isolated community. Inside, they have found safety…or at least the illusion of safety. Outside, there is only darkness, and fear, and death. Daylight is dying. With the night will come the monster. The people huddle close for warmth, for comfort. They know that by the time the sun dawns again, some, or most—or all—of them may be dead.

      

      

      Is this an outline of a Horror novel? Koontz’s Strangers, perhaps, or Phantoms? Or better yet, King’s early novella, The Mist? Those would be good guesses. They seem logical. To a degree even probable. But this summary doesn’t actually speak to any of these. The story I had in mind was written a few years before King assumed the mantle, willingly or not, of “King of Horror,” or before King, Koontz, McCammon, or the others began writing…or, for that matter, were even born. This story goes back somewhere between 1200 and 1400 years.

      I’m speaking of Beowulf, the earliest and greatest of the surviving Germanic epics that helped to form our literary heritage. It is the exciting story (as long as you can read it in a good translation) of a small group of people forced to confront terror and horror. The building is the golden mead-hall, Heorot (upon which J. R. R. Tolkien modeled Edoras in The Lord of the Rings). The cluster of people are the warriors, the comitatus, of the Germanic king Hrothgar. And the monster is Grendel. The monster has visited the great mead hall before, at night, and each time he has left a trail of blood and death. The poem survives in a single manuscript from the tenth century, preserved, probably not because it was obviously a masterpiece of early English writing, but because it was about a monster. Hastily written, it was bound with four other texts, including stories of adventures, wonders…and, most significantly, monsters.

      It is intriguing and instructive, I think to notice how closely Beowulf and, say, The Mist, represent departures from a similar narrative point. Both focus on small groups, the core of a culture that defines characters dually as individuals and as parts of their community. Both groups are isolated by the physical darkness of the landscape and the internal darkness of their fears. Individuals in both must work together for communal strength, protection, and survival—but their gathering does not work. Despite everything, they must emerge and confront head-on the monsters…the darkness, and the fear, and the specter of death.

      There are differences, of course. In Beowulf, we quickly learn that the poet has found a hero, a single warrior with the courage and prowess to combat monsters. Grendel has devoured thirty of King Hrothgar’s retainers:

      
        
        
                  Straightway he seized a sleeping warrior

        for the first, and tore him fiercely asunder,

        the bone-frame bit, drank blood in streams,

        swallowed him piecemeal: swiftly thus

        the lifeless corse was clear devoured,

        even feet and hands…. (XI)

      

        

      

      The hero Beowulf, symmetrically enough, is endowed with the strength of thirty men. In the fury of single combat with Grendel, he rips the monster’s arm from its body and nails the bloody trophy to the wall above the mead-hall door:

      
        
        
        For him [Grendel] the keen-souled kinsman of Hygelac

        held in hand; hateful alive

        was each to other. The outlaw dire

        took mortal hurt; a mighty wound

        showed on his shoulder, and sinews cracked,

        and the bone-frame burst. To Beowulf now

        the glory was given, and Grendel thence

        death-sick his den in the dark moor sought …. (XII)

      

        

      

      In The Mist, events do not proceed quite as smoothly. There is no single hero, no outlander suddenly arrived to kill the beast and rescue the community. In a technologically oriented world such as ours, individual heroism is generally not encouraged; nor does King insult his reader’s intelligence by importing one—not even from the distant, almost mythic shores of Geatland (Sweden). There are individual battles fought against the monsters that inhabit the mist, to be sure, but King’s vision allows no simple ending. His characters are stripped of everything until all that remains is the courage of a few to face the darkness directly and to attempt to discover the extent of the mist…and the monsters.

      And then the next wave of monsters strikes, in Beowulf as well as in The Mist. In the Anglo-Saxon epic, even Beowulf, the impervious hero, ultimately suffers defeat in battle with the Firedrake. All that he has accomplished—the deaths of Grendel and Grendel’s dam; the consolidation of his kingdom; his fifty years of faultless rule, summarized in a single phrase, “he was a good king”—all is called into doubt as his body burns and the forces of darkness gather once again. In The Mist, the time frame has been condensed from fifty years to hours and days, but the effect is the same. Humanity may raise buildings, construct moral and civil codes, and create a veneer of civility, but in the face of the darkness most of that counts for little. The implications of such stories, ancient and contemporary, are consistent with a pervasive theme in Western literature, captured by both the Beowulf-poet and modern Horror writers: ‘Here there be monsters,’ here in the darkness of the human soul, and here in the darkness of the worlds we imagine.

      Nor did this concern with explicit horror die out with the passing of the culture that generated the Beowulf-poet. Throughout the Middle Ages, writers—and by implication—audiences appreciated the creation and re-creation of horror. One enormously popular form, the “metrical tragedy,” incorporated tales of the “fall of great men” in rhymed verse that reveled not only in horrific details but in particularly graphic—and thus, presumably, more spiritually elevating—deaths. In his Induction to Tragedy (1939, 1965), Howard Baker argues that such tales did not simply conclude with a death scene but expanded far beyond to a “general loosening of the forces of death, a repercussive slaughter led up to by earlier bloodshed.” One author felt impelled to describe the ghost of Pompey, face disfigured by smoke and seawater, while

      
        
        a huge slaughter was accepted casually by Chaucer’s Monk as the natural end of the tragedy of Samson…. This had to be so because tragedy was meant to illustrate the essential horror of life and the reasons for a Contempt of the World morality. In its essential aspects medieval tragedy was…a Dance of Death. (172)

        

      

      Beyond the more-than-coincidental fact that King borrowed a variation on the phrase for his own quasi-scholarly history of horror as genre, Danse Macabre (1981), is the more salient fact that in many ways our world is also concerned with bringing moral value out of an increasing sense of the “essential horror of life.” A society struggling under the weight of such disparate collective burdens as nuclear weaponry (with their threat of devastation even when used for peaceful means), disease, the implicit horrors of technology and its wildfire proliferation, and the constant threat of terrorism, might also search for illustrations of the idea—held in common with the Beowulf-poet—that after the short and bitter struggle comes a welcome death.

      But enough of the Middle Ages.

      Let’s try another story.

      
        
        Plot Summary:

        A frightened man confronts a midnight apparition, a specter that by all logic cannot exist, but does. He speaks to it, he demands that it speak to him, and it reveals tales of darkness and fear and death. It grants him visions of murder, blood, revenge, and—again—death.

      

      

      Does this describe King’s The Dark Half? Or a segment of It? Koontz’s Phantom? McCammon’s Stinger? Perhaps. The synopsis could apply equally to a number of contemporary horror novels. But again, none of those was the story I had in mind. Instead, I was thinking of Hamlet. There, three times in the course of what is now almost universally hailed as the greatest tragedy in English literature (some would broaden that to include Western literature), we find…a ghost. A specter. A haunted shade whispering of murders past and murders yet to come.

      By all existing accounts, the audiences of Shakespeare’s day loved the play. They flocked to the Globe Theater to watch it, standing for the full four hours of its performance (unlike modern audiences, they were not subjected to editors and rewriters who know more about dramaturgy than the Bard himself). They might have stood in the rain to see it. They might have paid the equivalent of a week’s wages for the privilege.

      Why? Did they come to watch a performance of the greatest play by the greatest English playwright?

      Hardly.

      F. E. Halliday begins his Shakespeare and His Critics (1949,1958) by noting that at the time of Shakespeare’s death, there were no popular newspapers to herald the tragic tidings from shore to shore; and even if there had been, “it is more than probable that the death in the provinces of a retired actor and writer of plays which could scarcely be considered as serious literature would have passed unnoticed.” In fact, until the middle of the eighteenth century—a century and a half after Shakespeare’s death—there was remarkably little evidence of the “bardolotry” that has since colored our assessments of his works.

      No, the Elizabethan playgoers went to see a drama, and not coincidentally to see blood, and fear, and death…and a ghost. Samuel Johnson, writing over a century after Shakespeare’s death about another of Shakespeare’s initial theatrical successes, Titus Andronicus, urged that the play not be considered part of the Master’s canon: “The barbarity of the spectacles, and the general massacre, which are here exhibited, can scarcely be conceived tolerable to any audience; yet we are told by [Ben] Jonson, that they were not only borne, but praised. That Shakespeare wrote any part…I see no reason for believing” (Halliday 142). Despite now being frequently excoriated as among Shakespeare’s worst plays, to the point that many critics struggle to demonstrate that Shakespeare only contributed part—or perhaps none—of the lines, Titus Andronicus was unusually and undeniably popular in its time. G. B. Harrison notes in his edition of the plays that it remained in the stage repertory for two full decades after it first appeared. Based on tales preserved for over a thousand years in classical myth and specifically in Seneca’s Latin revenge tragedies (one of the more popular genres of the Elizabethan period), the story was sensational and horrific even by Elizabethan standards, full of graphic representations of blood and death. Many of the more objectionable episodes were eliminated in variants written by Shakespeare’s contemporaries, but, again in Professor Harrison’s words, “Shakespeare spared his audience nothing.”

      Shakespeare’s audience—not being ‘modern playgoers’ and lacking the foreknowledge that they were in the presence of a work by one of the premier dramatists of Western culture—found nothing absurd in the presentation of horrors. In English Drama (1988), Alexander Legatt summarizes the blood-soaked episodes that—not coincidentally—find close parallels in King’s restored edition of The Stand (1990), with its extended passages of bloodletting in the face of global plague: Titus’s initial, ritual sacrifice of a gothic prince to “appease the ghosts of his sons”; his daughter’s rape and mutilation in retribution; Titus’s euthanasic killing of his daughter; the trapping of his sons in a “detested, dark, blood-drinking pit” with the body of a murdered noble; the deaths of his sons; his manipulation into chopping off his own hand—and his revenge on Tamora, Queen of the Goths, for these atrocities. He kills Tamora’s sons and serves them up to her baked in a pie. For Shakespeare’s audience, the highlight of the play must have been the on-stage removal of Titus Andronicus’ hand, after which the character puns on multiple meanings of ‘giving one’s hand’ as a symbol of loyalty. One of my undergraduate Shakespeare professors, in fact, lectured at length on that scene, noting that the actor portraying Titus Andronicus would often wear a bladder of pig’s blood beneath his arm and, at the climactic moment, spray blood onto the footlings surrounding the stage.

      Many critics today argue that the play fails miserably although, in a society in which horror is an increasingly popular genre, the play is also increasingly accepted as having been written by Shakespeare. G. B. Harrison’s Shakespeare (1980), for example, argues that

      
        
        Few critics can seriously defend Titus Andronicus; but its failure is not solely due to a revolting and fantastic story. Modern playgoers may regard rape, mutilation, and severed heads and hands as unsuitable for stage presentation; yet there are scenes quite as painful in plays which are among the very greatest—the blinding of Gloucester in Lear for instance, or the conclusion of Sophocles’ Oedipus the King; these are horrible but still justifiable in their contexts. The horrors in Titus Andronicus are too much; if ever presented on a modern stage they would move the audience not to shudders but to guffaws. (296)

        

      

      For us, perhaps. But Shakespeare’s audiences apparently loved it.

      Nor did his audience’s responses differ substantively from the assessments of most of Shakespeare’s contemporaries. Following Shakespeare’s death, two acting companions of his, John Heminges and Henry Condell, put together a volume of his plays. The act of collecting plays was itself an anomaly during the period, since plays were considered ephemeral, certainly not ‘literary’ in the sense that poetry might be. As was the custom, they invited commendatory verses, of which only one—Ben Jonson’s—suggested the status Shakespeare today enjoys:

      
        
        
        Triumph, my Britain, thou hast one to show

                  To whom all scenes of Europe homage owe.

        He was not of an age, but for all time.

      

        

      

      Marchette Chute’s biography, Ben Jonson of Westminster (1953), itself aimed at a popular rather than a scholarly audience, notes in passing that

      
        
        This judgment of Jonson’s is the only contemporary piece of writing on Shakespeare that assigns him the position he now holds. Several other playwrights—Drayton, Beaumont, Heywood and Webster—wrote favorably of Shakespeare and his work, but there was usually a touch of patronage in their remarks and never any indication that here was a giant who towered over them all. In general Shakespeare’s contemporaries did not take him seriously as an artist or give him the praise that is now considered his due. (275)

        

      

      In fact, Chute argues, Heminges and Condell were taking a calculated risk by publishing Shakespeare’s works at all; he was not “one of the writers whom it was correct to admire and whom every gentleman of the period was expected to know” (271). In other words, Shakespeare had spent his career writing, not for scholars and critics, but for his audience; he was a “common playhouse poet” writing sensational, unrealistic, often horrific, commercially successful but artistically flawed works, and would thus have been considered to some extent “academically incorrect”:

      
        
        …the plays of Shakespeare stood for everything that Jonson disapproved of in the theatre and everything he had fought against in his long career as a playwright….in general [Shakespeare] had produced an untidy, sprawling body of work that a true classicist could only regard with something approaching despair. (273)

        

      

      Jonson’s remarks—coming as they did from a Royal pensioner (the equivalent of Poet Laureate) and the generally acknowledged arbiter of English poetic taste—clearly indicate that during his own lifetime, Shakespeare’s reputation paralleled that of writers like King, Koontz, McCammon, and others today: immensely popular with the masses but largely ignored or slighted by the critics and scholars. And there are good reasons for this. Jonson’s avowed aim was to reform the English stage by restoring the virtues, values, and structures of classical drama; Shakespeare ignored such things entirely, concentrating instead on plays that elicited his desired responses from his audience. In Jonson’s words (related by William Drummond of Hawthorndon, a Scots poet Jonson visited in 1619, three years after Shakespeare’s death), “Shakespeare wanted art.” Whether by dramatizing ghostly visitations that lead to revenge and bloody death, or more directly by the on-stage removal of body parts, Shakespeare shows himself acquainted with the age-old techniques of fear, terror, and horror—including what King has described in his own works as the “gross out.”

      Now, let’s examine yet a third story:

      
        
        Plot Summary:

        For a paltry price, a mysterious stranger offers the things dearest to a man’s heart. The man accepts. For a while—a short while—he enjoys the pleasure his desire brings…but then the reckoning falls due, and he discovers that the thing he desired will ultimately cost him something even more precious: his soul.

      

      

      Again, the summary strikes a familiar tone, suggests King’s Needful Things, for example, in which a mysterious stranger sets up shop in the small town of Castle Rock, where a steady stream of customers enter and leave one by one, each with a small parcel clutched under a protective arm, each with an oddly trance-like expression. As the narrative progresses, Mr. Gaunt, the proprietor of Needful Things, extracts from each of his customers fulfillment of the bargains struck, leading to an intensifying spiral of violence, viciousness, mayhem, and murder. At the end, the town itself explodes in a metaphorical eruption of the private emotions its inhabitants have been tempted to release. More than a little reminiscent of Mark Twain’s “The Man Who Corrupted Hadleyburg,” Needful Things becomes a powerful statements of horror’s persistent analysis of the forces of light and dark as evil struggles to possess human souls.

      Yet—perhaps no surprise at this point—King’s Needful Things was not the title I had in mind when I wrote the plot summary.

      Instead, I was considering another Elizabethan drama, nearly contemporaneous with Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus, and written by the leading pre-Shakespearean dramatist: Christopher Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus.

      To return for a moment to Shakespeare and Renaissance revenge tragedy, King’s Needful Things develops a close parallel. Each character is entrapped by the seduction he or she defines—Gaunt does little except provide them with an external, physical device by which they can explore and develop their own internal weaknesses, corruption, guilt, and obsessions. This pairing of action and morality echoes a similar pairing—coupled with frequent and violent death—that extends throughout the revenge play tradition. As Leggatt notes:

      
        
        In Antonio’s Revenge [the revenge killings] are lurid and sensational, but purposeful in that the victim is punished for good reason. In Titus Andronicus, where Tamora is made to eat her sons, in Hamlet, where Claudius is killed with his own poison, and in The Revenger’s Tragedy, where the Duke is made to kiss the poisoned lips of the woman he lusted after and killed, the manner of the killing is morally logical. Aesthetic design and nemesis come together. Even in the crazy last scene of Women Beware Women the individual deaths, using tricks like poisoned love-darts and showers of gold, are significant judgments on the victims. (162)

        

      

      This sense of judgment recurs throughout horror as genre. Human societies become corrupt, greedy, unfeeling, willing to pollute, destroy—and they are visited by appropriate monsters. On one of the narrowest levels, we see this in any number of horror novels and films when young people—too young to understand and consciously accept adult responsibility for their actions—engage in illicit sex … and die horribly as a result. Often during the act itself. A general social consensus (admittedly one more honored in the breach than in the keeping) has been ignored; justice is served…immediately.

      Like Faustus, horror literature frequently anatomizes greed, avarice, vanity, lust for power, repaying a heedless humanity in a coin of our own choosing. McCammon’s Swan Song (1987) makes this sense concrete as character after character emerges from a mask-like growth that has covered their faces, to discover that they have altered physically. What they are truly like inside has become their external identity…and monsters are born.

      Like Faustus, horror literature focuses on central fears of the society it anatomizes. Faustus’ audience was concerned with matters of heaven and hell. Catholicism. Patriotism. Witchcraft. Damnation. And they took such concerns quite seriously.

      In Histriomastix, a rabid attack on the theater published in 1633, William Prynne recounted a performance of Dr. Faustus at an inn-yard theater, referring to “the visible apparition of the Devill on the Stage at the Belsavage Play-house in Queene Elizabeths dayes (to the great amazement both of the Actors and Spectators) whiles they were there prophanely playing the history of Faustus.” Not only did the onlookers think they saw an extra devil capering on the stage, but they also fled the inn-yard en masse and refused to re-enter it for a year and a day.

      We see different concerns confronting our society: the breakdown of home and family; the breakdown of educational institutions (King for one has always portrayed schools as places more dedicated to destruction than elevation); lack of ethics in politics, in government, in authorities; lack of central spiritual guidelines and a concomitant quest for spiritual truth—again, King provides a superb example of the latter in Desperation.

      Marlowe’s England, Shakespeare’s England, the Beowulf-poet’s Britain—all were cultures experiencing turmoil similar to ours. They too experienced physical and spiritual threats, internal and external. They too confronted a future in which traditional standards and beliefs would be increasingly questioned, if not destroyed. They too stood on the threshold of a world in which everything they accepted would be challenged, in which their very conceptions of the universe itself would undergo radical alterations.

      And they, like us, found a means of symbolizing, confronting, and adapting to that world: the images, emotions, and vicarious purgation of literary fear, terror, and horror.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE EPIC OF DUNE: EPIC TRADITIONS IN MODERN SCIENCE FICTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        During my final year of doctoral coursework at the University of California, Riverside, I completed a directed studies on manifestations of classical epic in Science Fiction and Fantasy. It was an outgrowth of an interest in epic that began when I was introduced to John Milton’s Paradise Lost in high school and continued through my graduate studies and well beyond. The original of this essay was among my first professional contributions, presented in 1981 at the Second International Conference on the Fantastic in the Arts and subsequently published in the conference proceedings volume, Aspects of Fantasy, edited by William Coyle.
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      Traditionally, the epic was considered as among the highest forms of literary expression. From pre-classical times until well into the nineteenth century, the epic held its position as second to none (or, on occasion, second only to tragedy) in listings of literary forms. In fact, as E.M.W. Tillyard points out in The English Epic and Its Backgrounds (1966), its preeminence was so widely recognized that during the Renaissance, critics often defined it as the ultimate creative achievement from whose rules all other genres depended.

      With the publication of John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667, 1674), however, the development of the English verse epic reached a climax. Milton so extended the boundaries of language and form that to go beyond the Miltonic epic would be to burst the limits of the language itself and turn English into something foreign to its own speakers. Consequently, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the epic languished while simultaneously (and paradoxically) retaining status as the monarch of poetic forms. What successful approaches there were to the epical generally were subsumed under the rubric of “mock epic.” Alexander Pope’s two masterpieces, The Rape of the Lock (1712, 1714) and The Dunciad (1728, 1743), depend for much of their effectiveness on the readers’ knowledge of epic conventions and of the degree to which Pope reversed those conventions. Nearly a century later, Byron invoked the mock epic in Don Juan (1819-1824), consciously parodying and inverting epic expectations.

      This is not to argue that poets never attempted serious epics. Numbers of Biblical epics, slavishly modeled on Paradise Lost, appeared and disappeared, largely unread. In the New World, Joel Barlow attempted a definitive American Epic, The Columbiad (1807), which proved a difficult amalgam of continental literary conventions superimposed on an American theme earlier explored in Barlow’s earlier The Visions of Columbus (1797). William Wordsworth’s introspective autobiographical poem, The Prelude (1798-1850), provided a new definition of epic, bridging as it were the gap apparent to readers and critics alike between adulation for Milton’s achievement and the necessities of contemporary poetic theory. Yet perhaps the most nearly epical of the major poems of the century, Tennyson’s Idylls of the King (1859-1885) was deliberately denied the dignity and elevation of epic by the poet, who feared that to claim for the Idylls an epic dimension would bring charges of pretentiousness and self-aggrandizement; in short, he feared that if he called the poem an epic, it would go unread. His solution was to use in its title a word specifically related to millennia-long, non-epic, pastoral traditions.

      By the twentieth century, many critics argued that the classical verse epic—in spite of attempts by Walt Whitman, Hart Crane, William Carlos Williams, and others—had not survived the apocalyptic consequences of Paradise Lost. Some suggested, in fact, that the epic impulse itself had died, the underlying impetus for an outworn genre inappropriate to the age of the common man; others argued, perhaps more reasonably, that the epic impulse had merely been diverted to a new form. Poetry had always been the accepted language of the highest literary achievements, it was argued, and therefore the epic had been a verse form. But by the mid-to-late nineteenth century, the prose novel had pre-empted the status earlier claimed for poetry. Perhaps, then, the epic continued within the novel, expressed in new ways more appropriate to this new form. Examples of hybrids between epic and the novel seemed easily identifiable; Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851) might justifiably be considered not only as a prose epic but more specifically as the heir to the Miltonic epic impulse.

      Countering this point of view is the suggestion that the modern novel more often than not consciously tries to portray “real life,” and nothing is more devastating to the epic spirit than an overdose of that rather stultifying element. Worship of the common man—even of the anti-hero rather than the hero—works against every tradition of the epic. Consequently, the word epic, while still used frequently, has largely ceased to define a literary form and has instead become merely a noun or adjective appended to any work of unusual bulk. An otherwise undistinguished film might be, because of its length, billed as an ‘Epic of the Old West’; a television mini-series broadcast over six consecutive nights is assumed to be an “epic”; and novels of more than five-hundred pages, especially if historical or multi-generational, are advertised as “epic.”

      These redefinitions are, of course, partially legitimate; it is difficult to proscribe certain new uages while admitting others, particularly when new senses of words become widespread. However, one consequence is that many modern readers have lost sight of what epic actually implies and thus apply the word less discriminately than it deserves. Or if the traditional definition emerges, it is taken to suggest a long, archaic, and essentially uninteresting poem.

      There is, however, at least one narrow area in which the epic in its formal sense still survives, somewhat altered in external appearance but fundamentally the same, and that is in the science fiction novel. Not all such are included in this category, or course. Epics, after all, have been relatively rare throughout history, and great ones even rarer. One might name a score or so memorable verse epics in the Western tradition; of those, only a handful are acknowledged masterpieces: Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, Beowulf, Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata, and Milton’s Paradise Lost and its completion piece Paradise Regained come most readily to mind. There is little to wonder at, then, if relatively few science fiction novels contain more than superficial resonances of epic traditions. Yet there are those few, and in them the epic survives.

      It would be possible to define a science fiction novel as epic by listing two dozen or so literary conventions common to verse epics; to do so, however, would remain unconvincing since these conventions often remain on the surface. Indeed, one of the characteristics of most forgotten epics is their slavish dependence on superficial conventions at the expense of originality, genius and achievement. Instead, it might be more fruitful to concentrate on several essential elements of the epic and to suggest ways in which they provide structure and form to a particular work—one among several that might repay close attention—Frank Herbert’s Dune (1965).

      The primary feature of traditional epic was that it centered on the exploits of a hero—of a single individual superior in talent and ability. We think immediately of the central characters of the major epics: Achilles, Odysseus, Aeneas, Adam, and Christ. In each instance, the hero is elevated beyond common mortals by particular traits, conventionally either peculiarities surrounding birth and lineage or unusual mental or physical strength. Just as the form itself was the highest manifestation of the poetic impulse, so the character it defined was superior to all others.

      In Dune, the hero, Paul Atreides, is introduced immediately, and within the first few pages we discover that he is unusual. He is aristocratic, the sone of a duke and a distant cousin of the Padishah emperor. Beyond that, he is the son of a Bene Gesserit; indeed, he one of only two in the entire novel, the second being his ostensible opponent in the final duel, the Count Fenring. This heritage is essential to the working out of the plot, since the Bene Gesserit are instructed to only bear daughters as a method of preserving the purity of the Sisterhood and of segregating essential bloodlines.

      Paul’s birth interferes with the breeding plans of the Sisterhood, but more importantly it defines him as a potential Kwisatz Haderach, the “one who can be many places at once.” Through his father, he inherits the honors and perquisites of royalty; through his mother, the genetic and psychic makeup necessary to pass the Reverend Mother Mohiam’s Gom Jabbar—the ultimate test of humanity. Even the Reverend Mother, irritated though she might be by Jessica’s affrontery in bearing a son, acknowledges Paul’s inherent superiority, admits that he withstands more pain than a woman could bear, and suspects that she wanted him to fail the test.

      Paul’s essential difference is underscored continually in his relationships with key characters. The Imperial planetologist Kynes is shaken by Paul’s seemingly impossible ability to fit into the Arakeen way of life without previous instruction. The Fremen, and especially their leader Stilgar, immediately see in him characteristics implicit in their messianic legends, amplified by his training in the “weirding ways” of the Lady Jessica. Fenring, the imperial executioner, refuses to meet Paul in personal combat, defying the Emperor’s express command and ignoring his own knowledge that he could in fact kill the younger man. In each instance, Paul impresses those around him with his superiority, both in degree and in kind (to borrow a distinction from Northrop Frye). He is set apart in the opening pages of the novel and remains isolated until the end. Even in his final victory, as he assumes the Imperial throne, he remains beyond the full understanding of even the most astute observers.

      His actions, like those of the traditional epic hero, are of worldwide (and in Paul’s instance, galaxy-wide) impact. In classical epics, the hero performs actions which irrevocably alter the history of the world. Achilles compounds the insanity of the siege of Troy, leading to the deaths of many warriors. Aeneas founds the Roman Empire. Adam chooses to Fall and thereby initiates mortality. Through his actions on Arrakis, Paul alters the face of his universe. As a member of the royal family, illegally deprived of his fief, Paul wages war against the evil Harkonnens and an unscrupulous emperor. He honors his oath to the emperor as long as the Imperium recognizes his rightful ducal claims. However, when Shaddam IV chooses to abet the Harkonnens by allowing Imperial troops to support their treachery, thus aligning himself with Paul’s enemies, Paul has no choice but to resist the Empire. Through the power of his Fremen forces, he topples the static, rather degenerate Shaddam IV and breathes new life into the Imperium.

      As the Kwisatz Haderach, however, Paul initiates actions which vastly overshadow his political importance. He becomes a reluctant messiah, in whose name a religious “jihad” will sweep the galaxy, forever diverting the direction of human history. As the “one who is in many places,” he can foresee many cataclysmic events resulting from his actions and struggles to avert them.

      A final characteristic of the epic hero is that he is frequently not positioned at the top of the power hierarchy. Achilles, for example, is warrior, not a king. He owes allegiance to Agamemnon, whose decisions in part cause the conflict in the Iliad. During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, this division between rex (king) and dux (leader) became more pronounced. In The Song of Roland, the poet specifies Roland’s subordinate position to Charlemagne; the Cid is the chief warrior of King Alphonso; and Beowulf initially fights in defense of the king, Hrothgar. Even in Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained there is a carefully defined hierarchy of authority, with the hero of each poem (Adam and Christ respectively) in the subordinate position. The interrelationships between the active, heroic warrior and the more passive authoritarian ruler often blended with the heroic fable itself to lend the traditional (usually military) epics greater complexity in character development.

      In Dune, the same divisions into rex and dux exist—literally as well as figuratvely. Paul Atreides is in fact the Duke of Arrakis; as such, he acknowledges his responsibilities to his direct overlord, the emperor. His initial scrimmages against the Harkonnens are merely to reaffirm his hereditary and legal right (through Imperial decree) to sovereignty on Dune. In a sense he fights to reaffirm the legality and authority of the Empire. Only when it becomes obvious that the Empire itself is corrupt does Paul move against it…and then explicitly as a Fremen battle-leader. In his final encounter with the emperor, Paul clearly differentiates between his roles as a duke and as a member of the royal entourage. As a duke, Paul responds to the conventions and limitations of the Imperial court; as Muad-Dib, the Lisan al-Gaib of the Fremen, however, he acts according to a different standard.

      A second major element of traditional epics involved the world of the action itself. The epic was a narrative on a grand scale—world-wide in the case of the wanderings of Odysseus, cosmic in Paradise Lost. The epic presupposes a conviction on the part of the author that his words are of paramount importance, that the actions he describes are essential to the human race. Frequently the epic traces the destruction of old standards and the creation of new. In the Iliad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid, there are physical upheaval and literal destruction; in Paradise Lost, the conflict is primarily spiritual, but its ramifications are physical—the introduction of mortality. In each work, however, key definitions for understanding the universe are altered. The epics attempt to create order out of the chaos that results when human societies undergo drastic changes.

      In the science fiction novel, the author may investigate the complexity and constant upheaval that characterize modern society. In a society frequently convinced of the meaninglessness of life, the science fiction novel many posit an alternative universe in which there are coherence, meaning, order, and tradition. In Dune, the setting is far-flung. The immediate action encompasses three distant planets—Caladan, Arrakis, and Geidi Prime—and through the prescient visions of Muab’Dib the rest of the galaxy as well. Herbert has successfully limned new worlds beyond this familiar earth, peopled by strange beings (not all even remotely human) and quasi-mythical beasts. The sandworms of Arrakis, for example, take on the attributes of a demiurge and become, in fact, the basis of a new mythology. Paul’s battles engage the known galaxy, with ships from every planet orbiting Dune during the final confrontation, waiting to despoil the world when the emperor eliminates the Fremen rabble.

      In addition, Dune reflects the turmoil and political chaos that characterized the twentieth century. Man’s weaponry outstripped his moral development, and instruments of destruction were turned against himself. Throughout, the novel references kanly, vendetta, revenge, and concerns over the possible misuse of family atomics, all of which lead to the creation of conventions designed to preserve at least a tenuous sense of order. In “Toward an American Epic” (Hudson Review 12, 1959), Roy Harvey Pearce included within his definition of the “new epic” the proviso that it would be “one of ordering, not of order; of creation, not confirmation; of energizing, not memorializing.” To a large extent this defines both Paul’s purpose within the context of Dune and the impact his story will have on the reader.

      Into a seething society comes Paul Atreides, who though the force of his personality and his powers-beyond-human imposes order on disorder. He displaces the old levels of authority—the dissipated, treacherous emperor, the hired assassins, the depraved Harkonnens—and establishes a new hierarchy based on loyalty, trust, and competence. The former emperor is to be stripped of all power; Paul, in turn, bestows honors and titles on his loyal supporters. What seems superficially to be blatant sharing of the spoils of victory is in fact an appropriate delegation of power among those who throughout have fought for order, legality, and justice. Paul’s followers are placed in positions of authority not because they are his followers but because they are the most capable administrators within the new order.

      A third element of traditional epic is the epic character’s heroic journey, not merely a physical journey through difficult landscapes but also a spiritual journey of enlightenment. In one of the earliest surviving epics, the hero Gilgamesh journeys to the dwelling of Utnapishtim to discover the secret of immortality. Some two millennia later, Aeneas journeys to the underworld to receive a vision of the future history of the nascent Roman Empire. Centuries later, Adam journeys to the mount of revelation for a vision of the history of all humankind. Through such visions, the epic transcends the immediate concerns of individual readers and involves itself instead with the fates of nations and of worlds.

      In Dune, this tradition is an essential part of the story. Paul undertakes a desperate journey for survival, descending into the underworld figuratively (he is considered dead by his enemies and his friends through much of the novel) and literally (as Muad’Dib he dwells in the subterranean caverns—sietches—of the Fremen). More importantly, and more relevantly in terms of the relationship between Dune and traditional epics, he undertakes an internal journey of revelation. Descending to the lowest point of the sietch, the dungeon of a captive sandworm, Paul imbibes a drop of the unchanged poison secreted by the dying sandworm and enters a death-like trance. On recovering days later (and narrowly escaping premature interment), through the mediation of the Maker’s poison Paul is able to see not only the past and the future but also the Now. Like other epic characters before him, he emerges from his journey armed with vision and truth and with the power to create order, stability, and justice in a world of disorder, instability, and injustice.

      In addition to these structurally essential characteristics of the epic hero and the epic milieu, a number of less crucial conventions have become associated with the epic…and most of them appear as integral parts of the plotting and development of Dune.

      The traditional epic opens with either a propositio or an invocatio. Lacking an external muse to invoke, and thus denying the sense that the fable is essentially being dictated to the poet, Herbert provides an internal propositio, a brief opening statement of the purpose of the narrative. In the headnote from the “Manual of Muab’Dib” by the Princess Irulan the as-yet undefined narrator identifies the hero, the time the story takes place, and the location of the action.

      From this brief introduction, the novel moves directly into the action of the plot and in doing so fulfills an additional epic requirement—that the fable begin “in the middle of things.” The first sentences indicate that events had begun to move long before the reader meets Paul Atreides. Even the structuring of the opening raises questions that will only be answered when the full backstory is known: “In the week before their departure to Arrakis, when all the final scurrying about had reached a nearly unbearable frenzy, an old crone came to visit the mother of the boy, Paul.” Who are they? Why are they leaving? Where are they now and where are they going? Who is the old crone? The mother? The boy? Only as the reader becomes immersed in the complex history of vendetta and kanly, of treachery and intrigue between House Harkonnen and House Atreides, do answers to these questions emerge. The novel does indeed begin “in the middle of things.”

      This convention leads to another. In classical epics, backstory is revealed most frequently by means of councils, often held in conjunction with a meal. In Dune, there are a number of epic councils, each with the specific purpose of revealing essential information and thus allowing the reader to understand further convolutions in the plot. One of Duke Leto’s first actions upon arriving on Arrakis is to convene a war council with his lieutenants: Gurney Halleck, Duncan Idaho, the Mentat Hawat, and Paul. In addition to providing insights into the characters, the council reveals necessary facts about the history of Dune, the Harkonnens and their tactics, and the state of the galactic empire. Paul senses confusion in the minds of those in the council and for the first time considers the possibility of defeat. Herbert suggests that the microcosm of the council parallels the macrocosm that is the empire. The epic council simultaneously defines characters, situations, and the status of the plot. Shortly thereafter, Herbert includes a prolonged banquet scene, which is both an additional revelation of background (particularly in terms of Dune and its inhabitants) and a definition of Paul’s emerging powers. At the banquet, Paul temporarily replaces his father; within hours, Leto is dead and Paul becomes in fact the ruling Duke of Arrakis.

      A final convention which deserves attention in the context of Dune is something that on the surface might seem inconsequential: the presence of meticulously defined funeral rites. As in the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Aeneid, and the Beowulf, in the world of Dune, death is ritualized. Battle is conducted along rigidly traditional lines as a way of providing controlled outlets for individual aggression. In one example, Feyd-Rautha, the Harkonnen heir, counts on this awareness of undeviating ritual in his encounter with a slave-gladiator. After arranging for an undrugged gladiator to meet him in the arena, Feyd-Rautha treacherously inverts the rules of combat by using poison on the blade that is traditionally pure. After individual combat—interspersed with flyting, the exchanging of taunts and insults typical of epic battles—Feyd-Rautha kills his opponent, relying not only on the treacherously poisoned blade but also on hypnotically implanted key words which momentarily paralyze the slave’s muscles. Feyd-Rautha finally responds to a sense of honor. The slave fought well, coming closer than planned to killing the heir, and so the slave is honored in death. His body is not mutilated; he is buried intact with his knife in his hand.

      The Harkonnens’ perverted attention to the ceremonial of death and of battle provides an effective counterpoint to Paul’s reaction on killing his first opponent. Fremen battle rites are rigidly defined, down to the comments of spectators and the ritual challenges. Paul is unaware of the rules of combat and unused to fighting without a shield, nor does he know that he must kill his opponent. He seeks to wound, to injure, to win by default. As a result, he rouses the ire of those surrounding him by seeming to toy with his opponent. Yet when the battle is over and Jamis is dead, Paul responds as is required by the ritual. As a consequence, he is given his sietch-name, Usul, to be kept secret among the tribe, and Muab’Dib, his Fremen name. He participates in the funeral rites for Jamis, listening to the formal words intended to set the spirit of the newly dead man to rest. He delays his own participation in the ceremony until urged to speak by Stilgar, the leader. When he stands, he fully immerses himself in the required ritual of death; he calls himself a friend of Jamis and sheds precious tears, a “gift to the shadow-world.” Feyd-Rautha’s superficial gesture of respect toward the dead earned him momentary approval from the mobs of Geidi Prime; Paul’s intense and unselfconscious tribute to his opponent cemented the relationship between himself and the Fremen, allowing him to mold them into the most devastating troops in the Empire.

      Throughout Dune, the reader is exposed to literary and symbolic devices which, originating as they do in the epic traditions, elevate the worlds and characters of the novel, investing them with a grandeur and significance surpassing mere plot summary. The reader leaves Dune at once enlightened and uplifted, having participated for a time in a world in which heroism is still viable, where the actions of a single individual may in fact decide between order and disorder, tradition and chaos. The conventions of epic lend a dignity to this novel and to a number of others that incorporate these conventions to a greater or lesser degree.

      In Dune, Herbert creates characters that provide paradigms of heroism and courage applicable to technological society. In a post-heroic, anti-romantic, cynical world burdened with burgeoning technology and often revealing itself as lagging in moral development, the science fiction novel may, in fact, represent one of the last surviving strongholds of the true epic impulse. Here the writer can create worlds in which human potential is investigates, stretched to its limits, and the infinitely expanded. Dune, as an epic in the multiple senses, falls legitimately into the category as an heir of the concerns, techniques, and impact of the traditional epic.
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