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MANY years ago, a veteran and widely respected editor of pulp fiction magazines, Robert A. W. Lowndes, launched a new digest publication called Weird Terror Tales as a companion to two existing titles he was already editing: The Magazine of Horror and Startling Mystery Stories in which had appeared the first commercially published work by an unknown author named Stephen King.

Reacting to Lowndes’ new magazine, reader Justine Voorhees wrote from Irvington, New Jersey: “I was only born in 1948, but I’ve been reading these stories since I could read.... Why does every terror-horror magazine insist on resurrecting [Edgar Allan] Poe? The master is as good, it’s true, today as he was twenty or fifty years ago, but I’m sure every connoisseur of frightening tales has read all his works or most of them.”

Justine went on to suggest that Lowndes should publish more little-known stories by H. P. Lovecraft or Margaret Irwin.

While Irwin was not available to Lowndes, he did publish a vast number of stories by Lovecraft and his contemporaries in all of his weird fiction titles, many of them drawn from the pages of the most famous pulp of its kind, Weird Tales (1923-1954).

But all of this was way back in 1970. Over the intervening years the practice of reprinting material from the classic WT has continued apace. So many hardback and paperback anthologies have acquired their content from the crumbling brown pages of the old magazines that the stock of “lost” stories by Lovecraft, Robert E. Howard, Clark Ashton Smith, Fritz Leiber et al has run out. They have become as familiar to today’s horror and fantasy readers as Poe was to Justine and her friends.

What is the answer for their successors who look in the twenty-first century for weird fiction they’ve not already come across elsewhere?

Since the original Weird Tales ended its run in 1954, many attempts have been made to revive the magazine in print, with mixed results. Several of the later editors have striven to bring a modern, sophisticated approach to weird fiction, both in content and narrative style, thereby largely and willfully overlooking that the great WT writers were always cognizant of tradition and actively plundered antiquity for their themes and language.

For the “new weird” movement the keywords appeared to be “speculative,” “progressive,” and “experimental,” used in the same way as they have been applied to a large percentage of science fiction or modern art. The old conventions were out.

Outspoken supporters of this trend blogged in glowing terms about editorial vision and guidance.

In August 2011 rights to the Weird Tales title changed hands yet again, and a new owner and editor, Marvin Kaye, expressed a desire to be “Janus-faced ... honoring the long history of the publication while continuing its legacy of discovering new and unusual fiction.”

The more vociferous commentators were appalled, fearing Kaye would cut the magazine back to its 1920s roots. One wrote, “Unfortunately, my take on Kaye’s vision, which is based on the type of stories he has published in his anthologies over the years, is of someone in love with storytelling as it used to exist.”

Meanwhile, a few others, quietly optimistic, took heart and privately applauded Kaye’s intentions, looking forward to new stories of the kind which had formed the foundation of Weird Tales and made it all that it was. It has long and rightly been observed that few other periodicals have approached the classic WT for the number of its stories that have been reprinted in hard- and softcover books, or dramatized for the large and small screen (for starters, think Lovecraft, Howard and Robert Bloch).

As a professional writer and editor, I was interested in Kaye’s manifesto, too. I’ve worked for magazines, books, newspapers, or comics all my life from the age of 18, being published in Britain, the United States, Scandinavia, and elsewhere. The truth is I’ve never earned a living any other way. My fiction has covered many genres, including the supernatural. Under the pen-name Chap O’Keefe, I’ve had 25 Western novels published, every one in at least two printings, hardcover and paperback, and many now as eBooks, too.

As a reader, I became acquainted with Weird Tales in 1965 by way of the Pyramid Books anthologies Weird Tales and Worlds of Weird. I became an instant fan and for years snapped up every book or magazine (especially the Lowndes magazines) I could that reprinted eerie gems from WT’s master writers of the ’20s, ’30s, and ’40s.

I quickly submitted to Marvin Kaye the first of the two stories that follow here.

Black Art in Vyones is a new tale of Averoigne, the medieval province created by Clark Ashton Smith as the setting for eleven completed short stories, ten of which were first published in Weird Tales between 1930 and 1941. All are favorites with CAS fans, myself included. Lowndes once wrote, “Pastiches may be burlesques, spoofs, or works of sincere appreciation.” This one is the last, although not without the touches of black humor in which CAS himself indulged.

In October 2011 Kaye wrote back, “I just read Vyones and think it is an excellent story. I definitely want to use it for Weird Tales, though I’m not sure yet which issue it would appear in. Do send us new material when possible.”

I then submitted the second story, Wildblood and the Witch Wife, a sword and sorcery tale in the vein WT had been the first to popularize in the mass market.

Kaye responded, “Thanks for the new submission. Though I’ve never been a fan of Howard, my partner is and he has been urging me to consider doing a sword and sorcery issue, so now is a good time for such a submission.... I also thought Wildblood and the Witch Wife quite good ... a hint of [Fitz Leiber’s] Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser, though just a little. It may take some time to run it, especially since we already took your earlier story, but I’d certainly like to use it in Weird Tales.”

Now I take a man’s word as his bond. When it’s in writing, it’s also as good as the handshake that can’t be had when the parties are geographically far apart. So I settled down to wait patiently, as I’ve learned to do in the publishing business.

But fast forward to June 2013 and I find out to my shock that, for Kaye, a word, though it might be a bond, is not bonds.

Kaye wrote impersonally, “Dear Contributor, I regret to inform you that the publisher of Weird Tales has decided to pass on quite a few stories, yours included. This is a measure to reduce our huge fiction inventory. If you have not sold your submission elsewhere, try us again in nine months. If we have room at that time, it will be an automatic sale (but do remind us of this message).”

Replying to my reflections on this, and an inquiry about his position in the light of it, Kaye wrote further, “I’m both editor and co-publisher [of Weird Tales], besides owning the rights with the publisher. I don’t like having to do this, but the pressure to reopen the submission portal has been growing and we can’t ignore it any longer.”

Clearly, the latest reincarnation of Weird Tales had hit a bad patch, only one issue prepared under the new regime having made its appearance since the announcement in August 2011.

Wikipedia reported, “The first issue under Marvin Kaye’s editorial direction was sent only to subscribers after having lost newsstand distribution earlier in the year. As The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction has pointed out, its future is once again in the balance.”

Fortunately, we today have technology which the readers of WT in its heyday would have found as every bit as astonishing and fascinating in concept as their favorite pulp’s contents. The availability of weird tales is no longer dependent on a gatekeeeper-publisher’s financial standing, his access to distribution channels, his space and print limits, or even the permanence of a smile on one of Janus’ two faces.

When the first edition of Witchery appeared in 2013, a reviewer for a leading online retailer wrote: “I thoroughly enjoyed reading these weird tales! Job well done, I say! I believe to my soul that if I read these stories in the middle of a Clark Ashton Smith compilation, I would be none-the-wiser that Clark Ashton Smith did not write ’em!”

Unlike the first two fantasies in this collection, the third story, Night Howl, is set in more modern times. It was originally written in the 1970s as a comic-book script for Charlton Publications, Inc., of Derby, Connecticut. Their products included a line of horror comics euphemistically listed as “ghost” or “mystery” titles. Scripts I wrote for Charlton comics as a freelance were carried in issues of Ghostly Tales, Scary Tales,  Baron Weirwulf’s Haunted Library,   and The Many Ghosts of Dr Graves. I had the pleasure of seeing them brought to life by top artists like Steve Ditko (of Spiderman fame) and Tom Sutton.

Unfortunately, while I was establishing a market for fiction at Charlton, its fortunes were already in serious decline. In December 1975 executive editor George Wildman who had accepted every one of my “great” stories wrote, “At present I have more than enough scripts on file. Try me much later.” The following June managing editor Paul DelPo wrote, “We are again cutting back on comic titles and inventory. As a result freelance scripts are being curtailed and we will only have enough work for our regular staff.”

To cut costs the company switched from publishing “All New” stories to a reprint policy. Some scripts I had done for Charlton were never used, including Night Howl. Eventually I rewrote the script as a text story, but it appeared online only, in David Cranmer’s webzine Beat to a Pulp in 2010, under the descriptive title Outback Gothic.

For aficionados much of this introduction will have been in the nature of a recap. All that’s left to add is the once-familiar words, “Now Read On ...”

— Keith Chapman

TALE ONE
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Black Art in Vyones
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A Story of Averoigne

ALAIN’S mother, the Widow Villon, pulled him to her and hugged him in her frail arms. And it was as much as Alain could do to choke back tears. He tried to straighten his back and hold his head high, but his country-strong shoulders were bowed by the sorrow of parting.

Looking into his mother’s careworn face reaffirmed the wretchedness of their circumstances. Her complexion had assumed the ominous finality of coffin grayness; grief and hardship had produced worry lines deep as the cracks that scarred the mudflats bordering the sluggish River Isoile during a summer’s drought.
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