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	Living in the Future

	Robert Silverberg

	on Science Fiction


	Foreword

	Long ago some gloomy character wrote to me to say that he was putting together a collection of epitaphs that writers had written for themselves. I was invited to add to the group. After perhaps thirty seconds of deep contemplation, I came up with this: “Robert Silverberg spent his life writing about the future and then he was condemned to live in it.”

	And so it has been. I live in my own future now—the complex, often baffling future of the internet with all its wonders and confusions, of gigantic jet planes that whisk me soundlessly from continent to continent, of tiny telephones that provide vast computer capacity and that everybody stares into all the time, of medical marvels that we all take for granted now, of—well, you know. You live there too. But as someone who has one foot deeper in the past than most other people, now, I find myself adrift in a sea of wonders that were unknown except in the pages of science fiction when I was a boy. I have spent my life—quite a long life, by now, more than eighty years—thinking about the future, dreaming about the future, writing about the future. And here I am in it, somewhat to my own surprise. This is, more or less, the world I was reading about and then writing about back there in 1948 and 1958 and 1968. I have, in effect, been living in the future all this time, forever looking forward not merely to next week or next month or next year, but to the astonishing things I will never live to see, a thousand or ten thousand or a hundred million years from now. I have written whole bookshelves of science-fiction stories and novels setting forth what I thought the future was going to be like, even as I have seen myself edging into that future at a rate of one second per second. Some of what I imagined is now reality. Some is not, and never will be. That is the risk of being a prophet, though I have never really tried to be a prophet, only a storyteller writing works of fiction, what we call science fiction, though often there isn’t very much science in it. And, inevitably, I have accompanied all those works of fiction with hundreds of essays on what I think science fiction is and what it ought to be.

	I drifted into science fiction as a reader when I was nine or ten years old, somewhere around 1945, when I encountered Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea and, soon afterward and to much more profound effect, H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine. I had not yet heard the words “science fiction,” but I knew that whatever the sort of stuff Wells and Verne had written was, I wanted to read more of it. It turned out to be not very hard to find. In the next couple of years I discovered two anthologies edited by Donald A. Wollheim, The Pocket Book of Science Fiction and Portable Novels of Science, made up of stories so vivid and powerful that they left me with a lifelong addiction to what I now knew was called science fiction, and then three anthologies by other hands, Groff Conklin’s The Big Book of Science Fiction and The Treasury of Science Fiction and, under the editorial auspices of Raymond F. Healy and J. Francis McComas, the massive and unforgettable collection Adventures in Time and Space. Even now, some sixty years later, I can still recapture the impact those books had on my pre-adolescent mind simply by reciting their titles.

	The copyright acknowledgments in those anthologies told me of the existence of such things as science-fiction magazines, and in short order I began reading them too, first by buying a 1948 issue of Weird Tales and one of Amazing Stories at a local newsstand near my home in Brooklyn, and then by acquiring used copies, ten cents apiece and three for a quarter, at the second-hand bookstore where I had previously been collecting National Geographic magazines. My parents were tolerant of this new hobby, even as the house began to fill up with copies of Amazing and its companion Fantastic Adventures, and the gaudy, disreputable-looking Startling Stories and Thrilling Wonder Stories, and the occasional issue of the more sedate Astounding Science Fiction, much of which, though not all, I found too abstruse for my taste.

	I was the sort of little boy who published his own newspaper when he was six or seven years old, written out in longhand, and banged out incoherent detective stories on my father’s sturdy Royal typewriter, and wrote for my school newspaper as soon as I was old enough to read. So, it surprised no one who knew me when, devouring science fiction as avidly as I suddenly was, I would start writing some of the stuff too. I began in February or March of 1949 with a story called “The Last Days of Saturn,” written in collaboration with my classmate and closest friend, Saul Diskin (with whom I would maintain a friendship across some seventy years, until his death in 2014). We hashed it out day after day after school, laboriously stretching it to nine pages or so. (I still have the handwritten manuscript, with ends with the majestic flourish, “FINIS THE END COMPLETED ALL DONE” and the proud total, 1,948 words.) It is a truly terrible story, but it will shine forever in my mind as the first milestone in the long, long journey that has been my career as a science-fiction writer.

	I wrote plenty of stories after that, of course, rather better ones than “The Last Days of Saturn,” and sent them off to my favorite magazines, and got them back with printed rejection slips, and then with encouraging little notes from the editors, and then, beginning in 1953, with actual checks denoting acceptance. I was still in my teens, then, but I had already figured out the knack of writing salable fiction, and I went on writing it for many a long year until, early in the twenty-first century, I decided that I had written enough of it, and gave up my career as a storyteller.

	But even as I was starting to sell stories to the science-fiction magazines, I was also writing about science fiction, starting back around 1950 when I was still in high school. As a teenage fan I was much given to making dogmatic statements about s-f stories and writers in the amateur magazines (“fanzines”) of the day. Back then, any s-f aficionado who happened to own a typewriter felt empowered to cut loose with uninhibited blasts of opinion on all matters having to do with their favorite kind of reading matter, just as vast hordes of bloggers do today. A few of those fanzines, particularly in their earliest days, were elegantly printed from hand-set type; but most were crudely produced items reproduced by such methods, largely obsolete today, as mimeography, hektography, and dittography. I know. I published one of them myself, an effusion called Spaceship, between 1949 and 1955, abandoning it only when I moved over from the pontificating side of things to the productive side and became a professional science-fiction writer.

	But I didn’t stop expressing opinions about my chosen field. I started getting paid for them, is all.

	The earliest of my professionally published essays in the field was, so far as I recall, a piece called “Fanmag,” which set out to explain the arcane world of s-f fandom to the uninitiated readers of the science-fiction magazines. In 1953 a young writer and illustrator named Harry Harrison had become editor of Science Fiction Adventures, one of the many new s-f magazines of the era, and somehow he had come across a recent issue of my fanzine Spaceship. It was quite neatly mimeographed, as that sort of thing went, then, and fairly literate, too, as well it should have been, since I was in my junior year at Columbia at the time. Harry wanted to run a series of columns about fandom in his magazine and found me in the telephone book and asked me to come downtown to his office to talk to him about writing one.

	An exciting moment! Not my first visit to an editorial office—I had previously, as a young fan, dropped in on Sam Merwin of Thrilling Wonder Stories and Jerome Bixby of Planet Stories, both of whom had spoken kindly at my primitive attempts to write stories—but this time I was being summoned to discuss an actual writing commission. Merwin’s office and Bixby’s had been in the headquarters of large, prosperous magazine chains, but all I got to see was their well-appointed lobbies, where our chats took place. Now I looked about me with wonder at the scruffy backstage scenery of a real science-fiction magazine office, a cubicle in a dreary old building well outside Manhattan’s central business district. Harrison was 25 years old, or so—to me he seemed immensely worldly and experienced—and greeted me in friendly fashion, initiating a friendship that would last for the next fifty years as his career and mine evolved in ways that neither of us could have dreamed of that day in 1953. He wanted a 3000-word piece about fandom, for which he would pay a robust $30 (not an inconsiderable sum in those days, with a purchasing power of $300 or thereabouts in modern money). I lost no time writing it, and he put it into his next issue, dated September 1953. I used the byline “Bob” Silverberg then, because that was how I was known in the informal world of s-f fandom, and I wanted everyone in fandom to be absolutely certain that I was the author of that professionally published piece. A couple of months later, when I attended the World Science Fiction Convention in Philadelphia, the first Worldcon for me in what would become a string stretching over seven decades, at least three of my fellow fans let me know that they had seen the piece. It was enormously gratifying; I felt like a pro already. Harry paid me my $30 out of his own pocket at the convention, a great boon to the impecunious college sophomore I was then. (He had to wait two years to get reimbursed by the miserly publisher of the magazine.)

	A few months afterward, I made my first professional sales of fiction. The Thomas Y. Crowell Company, at that time a widely known publisher of children’s books, accepted my proposal for Revolt on Alpha C, a young-adult novel, in January of 1954, and a month later the Scottish magazine Nebula bought my short story, “Gorgon Planet,” for the splendid sum of $12.60. So I was on my way: I was going to be a writer.

	I was still a college student, though, in my sophomore year now, and though I was writing stories as fast as I could in those frantic days, I was also investigating the complexities of the opposite sex, going to classes, reviewing plays for the campus newspaper, and writing term papers on literary classics for my various courses, which were taught by such great men of letters as Lionel Trilling, Mark van Doren, Moses Hadas, and Jacques Barzun. With one eye turned toward pulp science fiction and the other to the great books of literature, it was a pretty schizoid existence, but I was young and full of energy and managed to function in both worlds at once, working on my novel for Crowell, doing essays on Kafka and Jacobean drama and Thomas Mann for my professors, and in my spare time running around Manhattan to see the plays that I was reviewing for the college newspaper. Inevitably there would be some overlap: somehow I found time to do literary essays of the same sort as I was doing in class for an assortment of semi-pro and amateur magazines about science fiction, the difference being that instead of writing about Faulkner or Lawrence I was writing about my favorite science-fiction writers. A reasonable example is “Cosmic Conflagration,” a piece I did on an obscure novel by Olaf Stapledon for the spring, 1954 issue of a handsome semi-pro magazine called Fantastic Worlds, published in Los Angeles. I reprint it here as an example of the sort of critical work I was doing back then in the dawn of my career.

	The next few years were busy ones for me, to put it mildly. I got my degree from Columbia, married the girl I had been dating at school, moved into an apartment on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, and wrote stories at a ferocious pace for the science-fiction magazines, selling them at a rate of a dozen a month or more all through 1955, 1956, 1957, and 1958. Though fiction was my main line of business, a bibliography of my published work shows that I could not resist continuing to do critical pieces as well—oh, I was full of opinions, I was!—for some of the same magazines that were publishing my stories. I began writing book reviews for three of those magazines (Infinity, Science Fiction Adventures, and Science Fiction Stories) late in 1957, sometimes under my own name, sometimes under the pseudonym of “Calvin M. Knox,” which everyone in the field knew was mine. I continued doing reviews, on and off, for this magazine and that, until 1965, but by then so many of my colleagues were also my close friends that I began to feel diffident about criticizing their work in public, and I ceased reviewing current books. (A little selection of those early reviews is included in this volume.) I did, however, go on writing more formal essays on the genre, some of them as introductions to the many anthologies I was editing in the 1960s and 1970s, or as prefaces to collections of my own stories, and others as essays on specific themes, such as 1969’s “Characterization in Science Fiction” or 1971’s “Science Fiction in an Age of Revolution.” These were sporadic efforts, a piece every year or so; but in 1978 I began to write a regular column of opinion for one of the magazines, and, with scarcely an intermission, I have continued to do so for close to forty years so far.

	The magazine that put me in the business of regular public opinion-mongering was called Galileo, which was pretty much a shoestring operation, published out of Boston by a bunch of people whose main excuse for publishing it was that they were passionate about science fiction, and edited by the ambitious and determined Charles C. Ryan. I suppose you would have to call Galileo a semi-pro operation, considering its irregular publishing schedule, its not-quite-ready-for-prime-time format, and its basically subscriptions-only distribution scheme. But so far as its editorial content went it was as professional as any s-f magazine of its era. Looking through my file of Galileo, I see its contents page studded with such names as Connie Willis, Joan D. Vinge, John Kessel, Alan Dean Foster, and Lewis Shiner, each of them writers in the early years of careers that soon would shine with high accomplishment. Veterans like Brian Aldiss, Harlan Ellison, Marion Zimmer Bradley, and Jack Williamson had stories in it too; and there were non-fiction pieces by the likes of Carl Sagan, Arthur C. Clarke, Hal Clement, and Frederik Pohl. All in all, it seemed to me a fine place for me to set up shop in as a pontificator.

	I very much wanted to do some pontificating, too. After a quarter of a century as a professional science-fiction writer, I had wandered into a time of personal and creative crisis that had led me, late in 1974, to retire from writing fiction “forever.” A great deal of my motivation for walking away from my career had to do with the changing nature of science-fiction publishing in the United States in the mid-1970s and my profound dissatisfaction with those changes. The exciting revolution of concepts and literary technique that had acquired the label of “the New Wave” had failed in a big way; the ambitious work of the writers who were considered to be part of the New Wave was swiftly going out of print, and what was coming in was the first surge of Star Trek novelizations, Tolkien imitations, juvenile space adventure books, and other highly commercial stuff that I had no interest in writing or reading. I felt crowded out by all the new junk; and, having also hit a period of mental burnout after years of high-level productivity, I was too tired to fight back against the overwhelming trend toward more juvenile s-f. So, I simply picked up my marbles and walked away, intending my disappearance from the field to be permanent.

	When Charlie Ryan of Galileo approached me about doing a regular column three and a half years later, I was still deep in my irrevocable and permanent retirement, but I had begun to feel as though I were living a weirdly posthumous existence. It was apparent to my friends, if not yet to me, that I was growing increasingly troubled and confused by my extended period of self-imposed silence. Although I had had plenty of offers to write my kind of science fiction on quite generous terms, I wasn’t yet ready to get back into the business of writing fiction again; but I wanted to write something, if only to re-establish my connection with the field of fiction that had been the center of my imaginative experience since my boyhood. The truth was that I missed science fiction and my role in shaping it. I could no longer bear to be invisible, after so many years at the center of things. So, I accepted Galileo’s invitation to do a regular commentary piece gladly and eagerly, and with some relief.

	Galileo closed up shop with its sixteenth issue, dated January 1980, by which time I had done six columns dealing with current issues in science fiction and the general problems that science-fiction writers faced in the course of their careers. Scarcely had the magazine been laid to rest but I had an offer from Elinor Mavor, then the editor of the venerable Amazing Stories, to move my column to her magazine. Which indeed I did, beginning with the May 1981 Amazing; and there it remained for thirteen years, through a change of publisher, three changes of editor, one change in the column’s name (from “Opinion” to “Reflections”), and a total transformation of the magazine’s format. Issue after issue, Amazing’s readers were confronted by Robert Silverberg spouting off for a thousand words or so on this topic or that, for something like a hundred columns.

	Then Amazing too went under, and, caught without a podium for my orations and accustomed after sixteen years to holding forth, I quickly accepted Gardner Dozois’s invitation in the spring of 1994 to transfer the site of my column to Asimov’s Science Fiction, which had become the leading magazine in the field, and there I have remained, even after Gardner retired as editor and his place was taken by Sheila Williams. It is my hope that both the magazine and I enjoy enough longevity to allow me to equal Isaac’s record for long-term column production. I have had a column in each issue since the one dated July 1994, except for one time when I was struggling to finish a novel that was running greatly overdue, and my wife Karen stepped in and wrote that month’s essay on my behalf. (Not as a ghost-writer, mind you. She got her own byline.) The bulk of this latest collection of my essays is made up of those Asimov’s columns, interspersed with some occasional pieces written as introductions for various books.

	Two collections of the essays I’ve done in these many decades of column-writing, plus some that I wrote long before the idea that I would write a regular column ever came about, have preceded this one. The first, Reflections and Refractions, was published in 1997 by Underwood Books, and its 425 pages included most—not all—of the magazine pieces written between 1973 and 1996. A second edition appeared in 2016, revised and expanded to include seven additional essays. That second edition was published under the auspices of Nonstop Press, which in 2011 had brought out Musings and Meditations, my second volume of collected essays, which contained much of my 1996–2010 work (and one piece from 1995). And now comes this third book, in which are reprinted many of my more recent essays, plus an assortment of my earliest work for which there was no room in the two Nonstop volumes.

	A number of the essays collected in this book, and in its two predecessors, are personal ones. I don’t just mean that they represent my own opinions—that goes without saying—but that a good many of them deal with my own books and stories, with my own life, with my own experience of being a science-fiction writer. That should cause no surprise, and I offer no apologies. As I said at the beginning, I have spent my life in science fiction. I was a teenager when I set out to become a professional science-fiction writer, and I am moving along through my eighties as I write this now, which means that pretty much the entirety of what by now has been quite a long life has seen me deeply enmeshed in the art and craft of science fiction. It has been my life’s work in the way that the art of medicine is a doctor’s life work or the art of architecture is an architect’s life work. Willie Mays would not talk about baseball, I suspect, without mentioning some of the important games he took part in during his playing career. It’s equally impossible for me to talk about science fiction without illustrating some of my arguments by referring to my own experience as a writer. Hence you will find that this book of opinionated comment is very Silverberg-oriented. If you see that as a monument to mad egotism, well, put the book back on the shelf and go no further. If you see it as a quasi-autobiographical series of statements about science fiction by someone who has loved it and tried to serve it well for the past six decades and then some, then I think you will find much to interest you here.

	*        *        *

	For this third volume of my collected essays, I am grateful to the collective membership of the New England Science Fiction Association, who made it possible for this collection to exist and with whom I have enjoyed an amiable relationship for fifty years or more; to Tony Lewis of NESFA, my long-time friend; to Tim Szczesuil and David G. Grubbs, the editors who saw this volume through the press; once again to Gardner Dozois and Sheila Williams, who gave me the space in their magazine to sound off, month after month; again to Barry Malzberg, over many decades a valuable correspondent with whom I can test my opinions; to Alvaro Zinos-Amaro for research and assistance of myriad kinds; once more to Tony Adams, for dedicated bibliographical research that made it ever so much easier for me to compile a mass of unrelated short pieces into a coherent book; and, above all, to my wife Karen, who not only listened to the early versions of many of these pieces as I talked them out around the house, but who suggested the themes for a number of them.

	—	Robert Silverberg

	Oakland, California

	March 2017 


	One:

	Beginnings


	Fanmag

	[Science Fiction Adventures, September 1953]

	The weird and wonderful world of science-fiction fandom is a development unique in the history of fiction. Science-fiction fandom is an outgrowth of that announcement in the December 1926 issue of Amazing Stories which proclaimed the institution of a “Discussions” column to begin the following issue and to provide a place where readers of Amazing (a lusty ten-month-old infant of a magazine at the time) could “discuss scientifiction and their impression of this new literature.” Those readers began to correspond with each other, as well as write to the editor of Amazing, Hugo Gernsback, and in this way “fandom” originated.

	Science fiction’s fans are quick to distinguish between themselves and the hundreds of thousands of science-fiction readers. Fandom is an inner circle sort of movement, its members composed of readers of the many science-fiction magazines. Fandom’s numbers have been estimated at any number up to three million, but an accurate count would reveal some thousand active “fans.”

	The activities of fandom constitute a lively and booming hobby. Fans have their own jargon, developed over more than twenty years: magazines are “mags,” bug-eyed monsters are “bems,” and so on. Each year, during the Labor Day weekend, a World Science Fiction Convention is held, where fans, writers, readers, bems, and other interested parties congregate for a three-day get-together. This year’s convention was held in Philadelphia; the first such affair took place in 1939 in New York, and succeeding ones have been held in Chicago, Denver, San Francisco1, Philadelphia, Toronto, Cincinnati, Portland (Oregon), New Orleans, and Chicago for a second time. Those present at each convention choose the site of the next year’s event, and this usually provides a lively scene, with fan clubs in many cities jockeying for the right to stage the convention.

	Besides the big one, there are hosts of smaller annual conventions—“cons,” in fan parlance. One of the most popular is held each year in mid-May at Indian Lake, Ohio: the Midwestcon. Another takes place annually in November, in Philadelphia. A third is held in late April each year, in New York. There are others, too: recent years have seen minor conventions in Buffalo, San Diego, and several other cities.

	The first World Convention, the 1939 “Nycon,” was attended by about 200 fans. This number has steadily increased, and the past two years have seen attendances of more than a thousand at the Chicago and Philadelphia conventions.

	What goes on at these conventions? In 1952, for example, the Chicago convention was highlighted by a Science-Fiction Ballet, “Asteroid,” with music and choreography by science-fiction fans. Also on the program were scientific and pseudo-scientific discussions, panel debates by fans, writers, and publishers, a science-fiction masquerade that lasted till dawn one evening, and plenty of other things. Besides, there were smaller private parties, meetings, and general fannish camaraderie.

	Fans are social creatures, as a rule, and few are the major cities which don’t have their own science-fiction clubs. These groups meet weekly, or monthly, or whenever the urge strikes, and discuss science fiction and related topics. There are numerous science-fiction clubs in the country, probably fifty or more. And, besides the local clubs, there are two major national clubs.

	The larger of these, The National Fantasy Fan Federation (usually abbreviated as the N3F) is aimed for the “average” fan. Just now, it has some 400 members in America, Canada, Australia, England, and various points west. The N3F attempts to bring fandom closer together. It distributes checklists, pamphlets, and a bi-monthly official organ to all members and operates a correspondence bureau. Each new member is greeted by a Welcoming Committee of about 25 fans, who try to aid him in adjusting to fandom. Brand-new fans can find companionship and plenty of people with common interests by joining the N3F. Membership cost is $1 a year, payable to the secretary, Janie Lamb, Route 1, Heiskell, Tennessee.

	The other national fan organization is considerably different. It’s called the Fantasy Amateur Press Association, FAPA for short.

	FAPA is a limited circle of amateur science-fiction publishers who distributed their mimeographed (and occasionally hand-printed) magazines in regular quarterly mailings. To join FAPA, you must fulfill certain membership requirements: you must have had material published in two different amateur science-fiction magazines in the twelve months prior to your application, or you must have published your own amateur magazine in that time. Membership is limited to 65, and right now there’s a waiting list of about eight. Dues are $1.50 a year, and to maintain membership you must publish at least eight 8½ × 11 pages per year.

	FAPA serves as a means of expression for fans, and as an audience of highly critical readers who will read and comment upon what you write or publish. Four times a year, FAPA members receive a massive bundle containing the quarterly output of their fellow members; the most recent bundle contained a record 479 pages. For further information about this organization of amateur writers and publishers, contact Redd Boggs, 2215 Benjamin Street, NE, Minneapolis 18, Minnesota.

	Mention of amateur publishing brings up another facet of fandom: the “fanzines,” a contraction of “fan magazines.” (Fanzines are also called “fanmags,” with the same derivation.) Fanzine publishers are ambitious chaps—their ages run from 13 to 40—who are willing to come home after school or after work and edit their own mimeographed or hektographed magazines. These usually have limited circulations (few publishers have the time or money to run off more than one or two hundred copies) and sell for ten or fifteen cents per copy. Invariably, the fanzine publisher loses money; in one case, it cost the publisher 35¢ to produce each copy of a magazine which he sold for 25¢!

	But fanzine publishers are willing to stand considerable losses for the sake of their hobby. The idea in amateur publishing is not to provide a steady income for the editor. Rather, the fanzines offer vehicles for young writers not quite ready to make the grade, and also constitute a meeting of the minds, as it were, where science-fiction fans are able to discuss their favorite literature. And, at the same time, each fan editor has a chance to put himself in the position of a professional editor; he rejects and accepts, edits, plans formats, and does all the other things which he’d probably love to do as a full-time job.

	At present there are nearly 100 fanzines being published regularly, and in each issue of Science Fiction Adventures this column will review a few of the best and most representative. These magazines usually contain twenty or thirty pages, filled with the work of other fans and occasionally some professional authors who are also interested in fandom. Fanzines contain some fiction, and also articles analyzing and describing science fiction, biographies of fans and authors, checklists of magazines, and all sorts of other things.

	One of the most attractive fanzines is Rhodomagnetic Digest, which is one of the few titles able to afford a more expensive means of reproduction than mimeographing. Rhodo, as it is nicknamed, is a 60-page magazine, lithographed in several colors, featuring the best artwork in fandom and much of the best material found anywhere in the field. The most recent issue on hand includes a short story by Jack Vance, a Gilbert & Sullivan parody by Anthony Boucher, and much other material, plus some artwork which no professional magazine would be ashamed to publish. Rhodo is published by an Active group of West Coast fans calling themselves the Elves’, Gnomes’, and Little Men’s Science Fiction, Chowder, and Marching Society, and is edited by Don Fabun, 2524 Telegraph Avenue, Berkeley 4, Calif. It sells for 30¢ per copy, ten for $2.50, and is worth every bit of it.

	Not quite so ambitious as Rhodo, but still a fine effort, is Harlan Ellison’s Science Fantasy Bulletin, published bi-monthly and selling for 20¢ per copy. SFB is a bulky large-size mimeographed magazine which uses occasional lithographed covers. The last issue features a cover by professional artist Ed Emsh and was dedicated to Galaxy Science Fiction. The issue includes material by Galaxy’s editor, H. L. Gold, and considerable critical material analyzing Galaxy pro and con. Harlan’s address is 12701 Shaker Boulevard, Apartment No. 616, Cleveland 20, Ohio.

	Harlan Ellison is a typical science-fiction fan. He’s a young fellow, eighteen or so; he works during the day, goes to school at night, and somehow finds time to publish a forty-page magazine, write copiously and well for many of his competitors, read the thirty-odd professional science-fiction magazines, and eat and sleep. How he does it all is a mystery to his friends, but he’s dropped dark hints that it’s all done with mirrors.

	Another young fan-editor is Joel Nydahl, who publishes Vega. Joel is not yet sixteen, but he turns out a popular and mature fanzine, and has also managed to sell a story to one of the professional magazines. Vega comes out monthly and contains 25 or 30 well-mimeographed pages, and sells for only 10¢ a copy, three for 25¢, making it one of the least expensive being published. It features columnists and writers who comment on every aspect of science fiction and its fans, in quite capable fashion. Sample copies can be obtained from Joel at 119 S. Front Street, Marquette, Michigan, at 10¢ each.

	But not only youngsters put out fanzines. There’s Lee Riddle of 108 Dunham St., Norwich, Connecticut, who publishes Peon. Lee, a navy man and father of three future fans, has been publishing his fanzine for six years, something of a record. Peon appears four times a year, usually contains about 30 pages, flawlessly mimeographed, and is looked upon as one of the most consistently good fanzines around. It sells for 10¢, 12 issues for $1. The issue on hand is No. 26, and contains a short story, two columns, a review of other fanzines, an article on limited editions of science-fiction books, some fan poetry, and other material.

	These are just four of the many fanzines; space doesn’t allow discussion of all of them at once. But there are many others, and each editor tries his hardest to put out the best of all. Their very names indicate a sort of ingenuity and inspired madness…Tyrann…Sol…Quandry…Slant…Variations…Spaceship…Oopsla!…Fiendetta…Scintilla…Opus…Confusion…Utopian….

	There are also specialized fanzines, such as Science Fiction Advertiser (Roy Squires, 1745 Kenneth Road, Glendale, California, 20¢ per copy) and Kaymar Trader (K. Martin Carlson, 1028 Third Ave. South, Moorhead, Minnesota, 10¢ per copy) which specialize in running advertisements of science-fiction books and mags wanted or for sale, or Fantasy Times (James V. Taurasi, 137-03 32nd Ave., Flushing 54, N. Y., 10¢ per copy) and Science Fiction Newsletter (Bob Tucker, Box 702, Bloomington, Illinois, 20¢ per copy) which report all the doings in the world of science fiction and fandom.

	Fandom is by no means an American monopoly; on the contrary, it stands out as a remarkable example of international harmony. There are no known fans behind the Iron Curtain, though there are a reported 30 professional s-f mags published in Russia. But there are hundreds of active fans from Australia to Great Britain, from Canada to Israel, in Eire and Ulster, in Wales and Scotland. In fact, Walt Willis, probably the world’s best-liked fan, hails from Northern Ireland. Last year a spontaneous movement among fans raised enough money to import the fabulous Willis to attend the Chicago convention; after the Chicago affair, he traveled all over the country, visiting fans from California to Georgia.

	There are a dozen fanzines published in Australia, and twice that number in England. Fans from both Australia and England are active contributors to American fanzines, and the policy is reciprocal. Both Australia and England also hold their own annual conventions every spring.

	Occasionally fandom produces something more permanent than a fanzine. A group known as the Atlanta Science Fiction Organization is hard at work publishing The Immortal Storm, a history of fandom by Sam Moskowitz. This monumental work covers fannish doings from early Gernsback days on; it runs to more than 150,000 words, and the story, as the title implies, is by no means all told yet. Copies will probably be available by the time this sees print; it is being published by the ASFO Press, c/o Carson F. Jacks, 713 Coventry Road, Decatur, Georgia, at $5. About 200 pages and including numerous photos, this work is a remarkable chronicle of a remarkable movement.

	Another fan-published work of similar importance is Don Day’s Index to the Science Fiction Magazines, published last year by the Perri Press, Box 5007, Portland 13, Oregon at $6.50. This huge book is the result of 20 years’ labor by Day; it is a comprehensive index to the first quarter century of magazine science fiction, covering every story, every author (and his pseudonyms), cover artists, etc.

	The output of each author during the 25-year period is indexed and cross-indexed; all stories are listed alphabetically; there is a checklist listing each issue of each s-f magazine during the period. The book is a goldmine of information, painstakingly prepared.

	Fandom even has its own version of the literary quarterly. It’s Sam Sackett’s Fantastic Worlds (1449 Brockton Avenue, Los Angeles 25, California), a very attractive 32-page lithographed magazine selling for 30¢, four issues $1. Fantastic Worlds is certainly not a professional magazine (“prozine” in fan terminology), but, since it offers token payments for its material, it is not quite amateur. The issue on hand features a long article by Philip José Farmer (who has caused a greater storm of comment in fandom than any other author of recent years) telling the story behind his controversial first story, “The Lovers.” Also in this issue are two short stories, an essay by British author William F. Temple, and a bit of reminiscing by old-time favorite Bob Olsen. Editor Sackett’s announcement of forthcoming material is a juicy one—coming up is material by Robert Bloch, Wilson Tucker, David Keller, A. Bertram Chandler, and dozens of others, including both prominent fans and prominent pros—and his magazine bears watching by anyone seriously interested in the science-fiction phenomenon.

	And anyone seriously interested in that self-same phenomenon would do well to watch this column regularly in Science Fiction Adventures. It’ll be conducted by a number of different hands, but you can be sure that each editor of SFA’s FANMAG will do a good job of casting some light on that curious phenomenon, fandom. This first edition of FANMAG has been in the nature of an introduction to fandom; future installments will keep Science Fiction Adventures’ readers posted on the fans, their fanzines, conventions, and general doings. But you folk reading this needn’t be on the outside looking in for very long; fandom is not a closed corporation, and it’s always looking for some new blood to expand the ranks.

	Subscribe to a few fanzines, write to a few other fans, and before long you’ve become a full-fledged fan. Anyway, the monkeys looking out through the bars have lots more fun than the people staring in.


	

	

	
		1 This con was actually in Los Angeles. –eds.

	


	Twin Prophets of Doom

	[Spaceship, October 1953]

	[Between 1949 and 1955 I published a mimeographed amateur science-fiction magazine—a fanzine—called Spaceship. I was barely into my teens when I brought forth the first issues, in collaboration with my friend and schoolmate Saul Diskin, and they were unthinkably crude little things, filled mostly with my unthinkably crude little short stories, which gave absolutely no hint that their author would grow up to write such books as Nightwings and Dying Inside a few decades later.

	But Spaceship grew more mature as I moved on into my fifteenth year. It began to attract praise from my fellow s-f fans and contributions from some of the best amateur writers of the day. By then I had become a pretty good writer myself, and I used a fair amount of my own work in the magazine, of which this piece on Orwell and Huxley is a representative sample. By the time it was published, I was a sophomore in college and already at work on the stories that would lead me into a professional career, and the October 1953 issue of Spaceship was one of the last issues. The magazine staggered along for another year and a half on an irregular basis, but I was just too busy with my college work, my burgeoning social life, and my preoccupation with writing and selling stories to the professional science-fiction magazines; by 1955, when I began to regard myself as an established writer, Spaceship came to its final issue. But it had served its purpose in my growth and development as a writer and as a figure in the world of science fiction.]

	Brave New World by Aldous Huxley. Doubleday, 1932. Bantam, 1953, 35¢

	1984 by George Orwell. Harcourt Brace, 1949. Signet, 1950, 25¢.

	Aldous Huxley, like that other portrayer of the future, George Orwell, is a prophet of doom. Huxley and Orwell both have examined our culture and found it wanting. Both are frightened men.

	Now that the paperback publishers have made both of these classics of the science-fiction field available at low cost, they deserve comparison. Both have achieved popularity far greater than does the average science-fiction novel, or even the superior science-fiction novel. Both 1984 and Brave New World—particularly the latter—are not really science fiction at all, but warnings set in a futuristic cast. And Brave New World, like most of the works of Bradbury, is actually anti-science fiction.

	Huxley sees technology—apparently as exemplified by bright-eyed young American college graduates in white smocks—swallowing humanity. Brave New World, aside from its entertainment value, is a tract. Huxley desperately wants the world to make a conscious choice between two paths, one path leading to the technological civilization of The Year of Our Ford 623, and the other path leading to a more “natural” development of mankind.

	Orwell, too, saw uncomfortable trends developing in our society, and extrapolated them into his picture of 1984. It’s fortunate, perhaps, that Orwell wrote his book five years ago and died shortly after; had he written his novel today, amidst McCarthy probes, guilt-by-association theories, and other Big Brother techniques which have come into being in the last few years, his protest would probably be too strong a dose for the reader to take.

	Huxley fears science; Orwell, political power. The horror of 1984 is considerably more immediate than is that of A. F. 623 and is a simpler concept. It is not difficult to extrapolate today’s book-burnings, revisionist historians, and limitations on free thought, into the rigid thought-control of 1984. It is a bit harder to picture modern technology becoming the monster that engulfs all of human life in the brave new world. Huxley is even more of a pessimist, if possible, than is Orwell.

	Both books have one other feature in common: the bewildered anachronism who is the central figure. Winston Smith is the child of his times, but in the back of his mind there is a memory of a better time, and it is this yearning for the early twentieth century that leads Smith to the final betrayal in Room 101.

	Similarly, John, the Savage of Brave New World, is a twentieth-century man who has landed in A. F. 623 without benefit of time travel. Having been born on a Reservation, he knows nothing of the chrome plated Fordian civilization, but clings to the only morality he knows, that which he has found in forbidden books. Each man comes to hate and fear the civilization he finds himself in, and in the end, both come to ignominious ends: Smith, broken in Room 101, admits that two and two make five whenever the State considers it so; John finds his only retreat from the brave new world in suicide.

	The motives for Orwell’s fear of the developing trends lie on the surface. Orwell was a firm believer in the rights of the individual and saw the developing pattern as something inimical to his way of life. 1984, which points out the dangerous trend developing, is his natural protest.

	Huxley, on the other hand, is the son of one famed popularizer of science, and the brother of another, and yet he appears to regard science (and, more specifically, technology) in an almost medieval light. But does he? A superficial glance might show him as totally anti-science, but this is scarcely the case, any more than is Orwell totally anarchistic.

	No one, not even Huxley, will deny that Science is a Good Thing. Huxley must not be interpreted as a voice crying in the wilderness, demanding that we burn the scientists, smash the radio and television sets (on reflection, this is not so bad an idea) and do away with steam heating. Huxley realizes that the conveniences developed by science are of immeasurable aid, just as Orwell knows that the political state can be of service to Man. But the burden of the arguments both of Orwell and Huxley is that Man must be the master, never the servant of the State or of Technology. Once man becomes the servant, all is lost.

	Thus, the basic motives of Huxley and Orwell are the same. Orwell fears encroachment on the rights of the individual by political power. This is obvious. Huxley, although it is not quite so obvious, fears exactly the same thing, and also fears encroachment by technology upon the freedom of mankind. He hints—but never explains—how the world of A. F. 623 came into existence: some 200 years from now, it will be legislated into existence. Somehow, science and government will join to control man.

	This, according to Huxley, is the great menace, the element of control. In the brave new world, an opiate called “soma” is the chief remedy for any troubling thoughts. But the greater menace, Huxley says, is not the fact that the populace takes soma, but that the populace is controlled. It does not take soma; it is given soma. The operative words are in the passive.

	All manner of arguments have been fought about the purpose of science fiction. Some editors claim that science fiction is an entertainment medium alone. But these two works somehow rise above the science-fiction field, because besides entertainment (and both are entertaining stories) the books provide angry protests against present-day civilization.

	Both Orwell and Huxley prefer “unhappiness”—in the sense of physical discomfort, starvation, cold—to controlled “happiness.” Neither wants any limit whatsoever set upon the free development of mankind. It is easy to misunderstand Huxley as a reactionary or worse, demanding the abolition of gadgetry and of all science. He is not. Brave New World, like 1984, is an eloquent tract for the freedom of Man.


	Cosmic Conflagration

	[Fantastic Worlds, Spring 1954]

	The ten novels of Olaf Stapledon fall readily into two distinct classes. One is a rather small group, his conventional fiction. It consists of just three works: the masterful Odd John, the wartime Sirius, and the quite dreadfully dull and nearly posthumous A Man Divided. All of these can be construed as orthodox novels: they have characters of considerable dimensions, and plots.

	The remaining books fall into some entirely different category, which can only be described—in terms of itself—as Stapledonian fiction. This group includes that truly cosmic-minded trio, Last and First Men, Last Men in London, and The Starmaker, as well as most of Stapledon’s later fiction: Darkness and the Light, Death into Life, Old Man in New World, and The Flames.

	Several years ago, Fantasy Publishing Company gathered up three short Stapledon works and bundled them together in one $3 volume, making them available in the United States for the first time. They are The Flames, Death into Life, and Old Man in New World. All are apparently photographic copies of the original English editions, judging by the typeface. The book totals 282 pages, with the first novel occupying the first 88, the second taking 170 pages, and the last only 30.

	Of these The Flames is the most intriguing. It is one of the slimmest of Stapledon’s works, hardly of the same physical magnitude as his earlier, more famous novels. Despite its lack of mass, though, it poses as much of an intellectual challenge as any of his full-length novels. The Flames can be interpreted on a number of levels: as a novel of science fiction, in which case it is notably deficient in story interest and action; as an allegorical treatment of the conflict between philosophies, in which case it is phrased in remarkably roundabout terms; or as a depiction of alien philosophy, set in the framework of a novel for the sake of convenience.

	The story is told in something less than an unusual fashion: the narrator, only identified by the nickname of “Thos” (short for Thomas—doubting Thomas) has received a bulky manuscript from Cass, a friend of his, bearing the address of a “well-known mental home.” Thos proceeds to quote the manuscript, which occupies 62 of the novel’s 79 pages.

	Cass, it seems, had been afflicted with ESP, which Stapledon refers to as “unusual powers.” He has gone into seclusion in order to study his powers of foresight and paranormal ability and finds himself in a lonely part of England.

	He discovers an old, disused mine and in it stumbles across a small stone. Cass picks it up, then flings it away. Immediately he is seized by “an agony of desire and alarm” and locates the stone. Considerably alarmed, he brings the stone back to the farmhouse.

	There he muses over it—just a bit of igneous rock, he thinks, probably longing to be back in the primeval fire from which it came. He throws the stone into his furnace and piles up coal to keep the fire hot.

	Suddenly a minute white flame appeared to issue from the stone itself. It grew, till it was nearly an inch tall; and stood for a moment, in the draught of the fire. It was the most remarkable flamelet that I had ever seen, a little incandescent leaf or seedling, or upstanding worm, leaning in the breeze. Its core seemed to be more brilliant than its surface, for the dazzling interior was edged with a vague, yellowish aura. Near the flame’s tip, surprisingly, was a ring or bulging collar of darkness, but the tip itself was a point of brilliant peacock blue. Certainly, this was no ordinary flame, though it fluttered and changed its shape in the air-current much like any other flame.

	And so Stapledon introduces one of the most thoroughly alien conceptions of an alien being: an intelligent flame.

	The flame, which emerges from the stone and contacts Cass’s mind by extra-sensory means, is depicted sympathetically at first. It comes into contact almost immediately with some sort of race-mind of the flames—the old gestalt concept cropping up again—and then begins to narrate a mournful story to Cass.

	Billions of years ago, a civilization of these immortal flames flourished in the heart of the sun, living a life of contemplation and unity. It was no placid Utopia, though, for even they had to struggle against the elements: they had to fight the furious energy-storms of the photosphere, and sometimes they were flung upward for thousands of miles by solar currents (the currents of space!) into an ice-cold region which destroyed them. Life for them, although happy, was a constant struggle to remain in the habitable levels of the sun.

	Stapledon then describes at great length the intellectual and spiritual ideals of the solar civilization. And then he tells of the great catastrophe which overtook the people of the sun after they had blended together to form the gestalt racial mind.

	The solar upheaval that produced the planets was something completely unexpected and bewildering. For us who were exiled, it was the great and tragic turning point of individual life, and of history. The vast protuberance which was plucked out from the sun’s surface carried with it many thousands of millions of us. Quite suddenly our familiar world was lost.

	The flame tells of the sadness of the exile: the disruption of the race-mind, the loss of contact with those who remained on the sun, the slow deterioration of the planet-bound exiles as their worlds cooled. Cass’s flame describes the final outcome, with most of the flames forming spores and hiding in rocks, while others managed temporary existences in volcanoes and, after the coming of man, in man’s fires.

	The flame goes on to speak of the strivings of his people, and of their hardships. He attempts to build up Cass’s confidence and does so well for a while. But Cass begins to suspect the good intentions of his fiery friend when the flame begins speaking of the aid his people will require of man.

	The flame attempts to give Cass some idea of the advanced spiritual stage of his people and then, thinking he has won Cass’s confidence, makes his request: a reservation covering a few hundred square miles, in Central Africa or South America, an area of “rather more than furnace heat,” with the high temperature maintained by atomic energy. After a tolerable home had been created for them on Earth, the flames would continue their psychical research and, in return, would offer mankind the spiritual guidance necessary to lead it away from its inevitable self-destruction.

	Like so many other intelligent kinds, scattered up and down the cosmos [the flame says], your very nature itself dooms you to find power and never to find wisdom, save through external help. As one of your writers has said, man is only a pterodactyl of the spirit, not a true bird, perfected for flight.

	We have a vision, he said, of this planet as a true symbiotic organism, supported equally by your kind and my kind, united in mutual need and mutual cherishing. What a glorious world-community we shall together form!

	The flame attempts to influence Cass to tell the world of the existence of the sentient flames, in order to have the reservation set aside. Cass, meanwhile, fears domination by the flames, and fights an internal conflict.

	While he is deciding whether or not to accept the word of the flame, the fire grows low. As he reaches for the coal scuttle, he thinks of an act of independence which will demonstrate to himself that he is not the helpless instrument of the flame. He reaches for a jug of drinking water and suddenly flings it at the flame, which vanishes in steam and smoke. There is silence.

	Christ! There is no silence like the silence when one has murdered a friend.

	This is one of the few moments of emotion in Stapledon’s unconventional fiction. The flame, a life that anteceded the creation of the Earth, is suddenly blotted out in a shower of drinking water. The death of the flame is jarring; it ends the first episode of the story.

	Now there is a swift reverse. The story becomes a confession of a madman, in which Cass is virtually self-damning in indicating his insanity.

	Since that day I have had almost no sleep. Every night the accursed flames have tortured me with shame and guilt. At first they did not speak to me at all. They were simply present, and silent. And they seared my mind with love of my killed friend, and with bitter regret. Later they did speak. They professed to have learnt to understand my behavior, to sympathize with my motives, to respect my integrity. And they implored me to help both our races.

	But by day I have worked resolutely to defeat the flames. I have peered into a thousand fires, looking for the characteristic bright and slender cone. Whenever I have seen one I have killed it. And after every murder I have felt my soul sink deeper into the pit. Yet I know, Christ, I know, that I must be loyal to humanity. I must do my utmost to destroy those plausible fiends that intend man’s ruin.

	Cass goes on crusading, writing letters to newspapers, snooping around factories with furnaces, looking for the flames. He enters a great locomotive factory in the guise of a journalist looking for copy.

	I had telepathic evidence that the furnaces were infected with the living flames, whom it was my mission to destroy.

	He discovers a colony of the flames living in the blast-furnace of the factory and attempts to turn a hose on them. At that point he is seized and placed—rightly so—in the local asylum.

	And now begins the final episode of Cass’s story. Cass adds a few lines exhorting Thos to join the fight against the flames and closes with an invitation for Thos to visit him at the asylum.

	Thos adds an epilogue, describing his visit to the mental home. He finds Cass looking well, and then is told that the publication of the manuscript must be stopped. And there the irrepressible cosmic Stapledon intervenes for a dizzying final burst.

	It seems that the flames continued to keep in touch with Cass, and gradually persuade him to outgrow his former hostility. The terrestrial flames, their intelligence increased by the heat of the air-raids of World War II, have come to make telepathic contact with the solar survivors, who have continued their own civilization for the two billion years since the separation.

	The racial mind had formed anew and had made contact with other flame populations living in distant stars. Together, they had welded into one cosmical mind, a single-minded community of many diverse worlds.

	The cosmical mind, he said, was alone, and in great need of love. Apparently, these age-long explorations had brought increasing evidence of theism; or increasing awareness of something felt to be “the divine presence”; or an increasing promise that some universal Lover would presently be made known. In earlier ages the minded worlds had carefully avoided any kind of metaphysical belief; so well was it realized that finite intelligence was incapable of conceiving any deep truth about reality. But under the influence of “the new promise,” the life of every individual in every awakened world was now oriented to this bright star of certainty or seeming certainty; of “doubt-less faith,” to use Cass’s own words. The longing for the final culminating revelation became a universal passion. In all the worlds, the hosts of individual spirits waited with baited [sic!] breath for the consummation of the union of the cosmic mind with God, the hyper-cosmical Lover.

	Here is Plato in science-fictional terms! One of the strongest points of this novel is Stapledon’s translating of familiar philosophic themes into an alien frame of reference.

	About this time of the appearance of mammals on Earth, the cosmic mind began to suspect that the evidence for the existence of the Divine Lover and the impending consummation of the whole cosmical process was false. The theocracy which had come into being on the sun collapsed; chaos ruled.

	Naturally any society that had been organized on a strictly theocratic basis for a whole geological age would be thrown into confusion by the discovery that its beliefs were baseless.

	In time, two sects arose on the sun—the skeptics, who wished to re-adjust the cosmical order on an Epicurean (or perhaps Lucretian?) basis, and the faithful, who wished diligently to search for confirmation of their beliefs. Sometimes for a few thousand years one would dominate, then the other. And sometimes they invented methods of violence, and war was at last known on the sun. (Sunspots?)

	When the terrestrial flames re-established contact with the sun, they found the solar society in confusion. Some new party had recently appeared, attempting a synthesis of the views of the old parties. It was, it seems, an agnostic group, but yet declared—Lucretius again—that we do not really need to know the basis of the cosmos, and that all that is needful is the perception, the indubitable perception, of the spirit’s overmastering beauty; and the perceived certainty that we are all by nature instruments of the spirit’s expression.

	Cass sympathizes with this view, and therefore loses his sympathy for the terrestrial flames, who have come to accept the theistic viewpoint. He maintains that it is necessary to establish contact between the flames and human scientists, reckoning that each might modify the other’s attitude, and that the upshot might be a triumph of the agnostic faith among both races.

	Cass asks Thos to search for the flames, and after some diligent poking in furnaces he finds nothing. Several weeks afterward he hears from Cass that the latter is trying to write a book, but that the terrestrial flames are trying to convert him to the theistic philosophy and are undermining his sanity.

	Three months later Thos receives a letter from the chief of the mental home, saying that Cass had been killed in a fire in his room. Lately Cass had become deranged and had suggested arson; therefore, all matches were taken away from him. However, he might have started the fire with a large reading-glass found in his room.

	Thos suggests that he had been trying to focus the sun’s rays in an attempt to introduce somehow a living solar flame friendly to his views into the room. Or, Thos adds, possibly a terrestrial flame might have leaped from his hearth-fire to destroy him. At any event, Thos will publish the original statement in spite of Cass’s wish to have it withdrawn.

	And in this epilogue, I have made it clear that Cass’s final attitude was very different from his earlier hostility to the flames. In taking this course, I feel that I am being loyal to Cass himself, to the real Cass, the sane, though brilliant, scientist, who would suppress no evidence that might lead to the advancement of knowledge.

	And so, the book ends. Stapledon, of course, is being either whimsical or subtle in naming his central figure Cass—short for Cassandra, that is, the prophetess of Greek mythology and of Aeschylus’s Agamemnon. Cassandra’s peculiar characteristic as a prophetess was not that she always spoke truth (which she did) but that she spoke truth and was never believed until too late. This, I suppose, is left for the conjectures of Stapledon’s readers, who can go on to picture mankind dominated by the flames, or perhaps incinerated by them.

	It is possible to recognize many of the world’s philosophies as the backgrounds for those of the flames. Each philosophical concept, however, is subtly adjusted to fit a thoroughly alien mind—which, in the long run, is the closest anyone can come to devising a satisfactorily convincing alien philosophy so long as there are no aliens available. It is for this reason that I regard The Flames not as a rather crude novel or as a philosophical discussion but as a highly imaginative concept of alien life.

	Although I am inclined to accept this last interpretation, it is unfortunate that Stapledon did not scrap writing conventions altogether and merely describe the type of civilization a culture of sentient flames living in the sun might have. He portrays such a culture nobly, but his tale is weighted down by the attempt at novelizing, which detracts from the grandeur and sweep of the concept and adds only melodrama.

	Of course, Stapledon should never be read for fictional content. Often, when he uses the conventional fictional framework, it is poorly handled, or rather neglected. Stapledon is one of the few philosophers to use the science-fiction form; he is, as the glib Forrest Ackerman says, “a meal for the mind.”

	The Flames is skimpy fiction. The flames are a remarkable concept, and only the slimness of the book keeps them from being widely heralded as one of the major intellectual tours-de-force of the fantasy field.


	Some Book Reviews (1958–1964)

	• August 1958 (Infinity)

	The Seedling Stars by James Blish, Gnome Press, $3.00.

	Out of five independent short stories and novelettes, James Blish has woven a fascinating portrait of Man’s interstellar colonization via pantropy: that is, by adapting Man to fit other worlds rather than by adapting the other worlds to fit Man.

	The idea is not new, but no other author has pursued it with so much ingenuity, genuine scientific knowledge, and keen vigor. Blish is an arch-exponent of science fiction; when he puts forth an idea he backs it up with solidly researched scientific thinking, never permitting himself the easier path of using magical devices to make his plots work.

	In this case it is genetic alteration of the human form that interests him. In the first of the four sections of The Seedling Stars, he tells of a colony of adapted men living and breathing on Ganymede, in the story that appeared under the title “A Time to Survive” in Fantasy & Science Fiction several years ago. This opening sequence, a short novel in itself, not only sets forth the background against which the pantropy project originated, but richly sketches a world of the near future, dramatizes an interesting though occasionally mechanical story of character development, and creates in enviable detail the aspects of life on Ganymede. The section is the most recently written of the four, and the writing shows Blish at his best: lively, concise, crisp.

	The second sequence appeared in If in 1954 as “The Thing in the Attic.” Told from the viewpoint of adapted men living in a treeborne world on a tropical planet, it demonstrates pantropy in action; and though it is a minor episode in the pattern, it is not without warmth and humor as well as lovingly woven background work.

	Next comes what is undoubtedly the high point: “Surface Tension,” which is composed partly of Blish’s 1942 story “Sunken Universe” (Super Science Stories) and his Galaxy novelette, “Surface Tension,” published in 1952. The heroes here are microscopic humans on a watery world; they struggle against their protozoan enemies, ally themselves with paramecia, and—in a weirdly brilliant episode—venture out into “space” in their two-inch-long spaceship.

	And finally comes “Watershed,” from If circa 1955: a short story set in a distant future when pantropy has seeded the universe with altered Earthmen. Slim in itself, it provides an ironic postscript to the book.

	This is real science fiction: the unadulterated article, stimulating and thoughtful. With each successive book, James Blish makes more solid his claim to the top level of the field.

	The Graveyard Reader, edited by Groff Conklin. Ballantine Books, 35¢.

	Some sociologist in search of a thesis might care to investigate the reasons behind the abrupt and severe circulation decline suffered by nearly every science-fiction magazine just about the time the sputniks burst into the headlines. In October, the magazine publishers were smiling smugly and making plans for expansion; by December they were staring bewilderedly at circulation charts and wondering what had happened.

	Simultaneous with the decline in s-f sales came an equally startling rise of interest in weird and fantastic fiction, long thought commercially kaput. New magazines of the gruesome are planned, old ones are thriving, and now Ballantine has published its first horror title—an anthology of twelve stories compiled by Groff Conklin.

	Perhaps the newspapers are supplying enough space travel information to keep readers more than replete; perhaps the very real presence of satellites in the sky has caused a sudden fear of science, deep and unadmitted, which drives people from our transistor-and-hyperspace kind of fiction toward the older irrational and fantastic sort. Whatever the reason, it has led Ballantine, a bastion of s-f, to issue a book subtitled “Twelve Terrifying Tales.”

	And most of them are. Conklin has avoided, with only a few exceptions, the oft-reprinted warhorses of weird literature, and has concentrated on finding frankly bloodcurdling yarns of lesser fame. On hand, in order, are:

	“The Screaming Woman,” Ray Bradbury—a murder story with all of Bradbury’s excesses and beauties, notable for utterly grisly insight into the child-mind.

	“A Bottomless Grave,” Ambrose Bierce—a broad and cheek-tonguing farce in what has since become known as the Charles Addams vein; this story is as good a parody of the weird-tale genre as has ever been penned.

	Richard Hughes’s “The Cart”—not a complete story but a brief fragment of nightmare, memorable as it stands but irritatingly oblique at the end.

	“The Graveyard Rats,” by Henry Kuttner—the first-published story by the late Kuttner; it’s strictly derivative, borrowing from Lovecraft all the way, but it’s notable as a demonstration of Kuttner’s technical mastery even in 1936, and the finale is magnificently gruesome.

	“The Skin,” by Roald Dahl—a New Yorker story and the sprightliest in the book: light, grotesque, funny, brilliantly told. Not a fantasy at all, but it has a definite place in this volume.

	“Night Court,” by Mary Elizabeth Counselman—a tract against reckless driving, written in slickly sentimental terms and annoyingly moralistic in tone, but redeemed totally by the unexpected shocker at the end.

	“Free Dirt,” by Charles Beaumont—a sort of surrealistic horror story, awkwardly written and clumsily contrived. It doesn’t seem to belong in the company it finds itself keeping here.

	“Listen, Children, Listen,” by Wallace West—plenty of local color, Maw-and-Paw stuff; I don’t find this sort of story appealing, but of its kind it seems to be well done.

	“Special Delivery,” by John Collier—Collier’s classic story of the young man who falls in love with a window dummy. Comic and tragic all at once, with that wonderful Collier cruelty.

	“The Child that Loved a Grave,” by Fitz-James O’Brien—oldest story in the collection, dating from 1861, and a peculiar little thing it is, too: an oddball story of childhood, faintly musty in the writing and inexplicably moving despite it.

	“The Outsider,” by H. P. Lovecraft—the Master himself, in one of his most-familiar stories: as usual, overwritten, almost funny in its Poeishness, and yet—in spite of its being based on what seems to me to be some totally untenable propositions—the ending still comes with the frisson its author intended.

	The final item in the collection is also the lone new one: a short story by Theodore Sturgeon, cleverly (and appropriately) titled “The Graveyard Reader.” In the space of a few thousand words Sturgeon compresses not only a lovely and unique weird-tale gimmick but a story of marital infidelity and another warmly compassionate Sturgeon ending. Sturgeon’s simple story is deeper and infinitely more moving than the adjectival fancies of the Lovecraftian school; it’s also the best in the book.

	But most of these stories are by intention nasty and unpleasant, while the rest deal in lighter fashion with nasty and unpleasant themes. Can it be that people sufficiently perturbed by what they read in the papers are no longer interested in reading of interstellar wars and atomic doom in fiction magazines? It can be the only explanation for the surprising resurgence of interest in the creepy-crawly stuff. It’s a depressing thought for science-fiction writers to consider: no longer confident that there will be a future, the public is losing interest in fiction that purports to deal with that future, and is turning instead to the older tradition of fantasy. Those of us who earn our bread by satisfying the public’s reading desires might do well to start brushing up on ectoplasm and ghouls; meanwhile, an enterprising sociologist could find fertile ground for investigation here.

	• October 1958 (Infinity)

	A Case of Conscience by James Blish, Ballantine, 35¢.

	This complex, fascinating, uneven, difficult book is probably the most adult novel yet to appear in this era of “adult” science fiction. It is adult in the sense that Blish has made no concessions to his readers’ intelligence, or lack thereof, in writing the book; only a reader who can see the power and excitement inherent in an abstract theological argument is apt to enjoy this book. Others are likely to regard it as a thundering bore. The kind of reader who finds the writings of, say, Aquinas or Kierkegaard stimulating and challenging will find much to admire and relish in A Case of Conscience—but such readers are in a minority, and admirers of Blish’s new book will probably be likewise.

	Like most of Blish’s recent novels, this is reworked from an earlier magazine story, the novelette of the same title that appeared in If in 1954 when it was under the editorship of Larry Shaw. Blish has retained the original 25,000-word story virtually intact, with the insertion of minor new plot elements here and there to foreshadow the second half of the book; that second half, actually much longer than the first, is completely new.

	On the action level, remarkably little happens. A commission of four Earthmen is sent, about the year 2050, to study the planet Lithia, 50 light-years from Sol and inhabited by intelligent reptilian beings. The job of the four-man commission is to evaluate the planet, Lithia, and recommend the sort of relationship Earth should attempt to establish with it. But after an elaborate argument the commission reports itself deadlocked and unable to reach a decision; it returns to Earth, bearing a gift from the Lithians, an unborn member of their species.

	Earth is largely a troglodytic world, thanks to the rush to build bomb-shelters in the 1960s, and it is in this unhappy culture that the young Lithian is reared. He develops none of the calm rationality of his forebears and becomes rather a demonic figure who swiftly causes the ruin of the shelter world, and whose activities lead to a climax that quite literally comes with the impact of a thermonuclear weapon.

	So much for the action chart. The real conflict of the book is on a subtler level, told through the viewpoint of the Jesuit biologist Ramon Ruiz-Sanchez, a member of the Lithia commission. The Jesuit, in studying the Lithians, is led to believe that the perfection of their way of life stems from a sending of the Devil—and from there he deviates into the ancient and beguiling heresy of Manichaeism, which maintained the independent strength of the Adversary.

	The core of Blish’s novel is the conflict within Father Ruiz-Sanchez, and its ultimate spectacular resolution. That such a plot element could serve as the basis for an entire s-f novel—or even a short story—would have been incomprehensible twenty or ten years ago. Even today it is a distinctly uncommercial concept, and it’s hard to see hundreds of thousands of paperback novel-readers deriving much satisfaction from A Case of Conscience; the book will simply be over many heads.

	It is not a complete success. The five-year gap between the writing of Parts One and Two causes a sharp discontinuity in tone that many may find jarring. The earlier segment is leisurely, discursive, almost talky; the pace of the latter is much more frenzied, even including a well-handled Besteresque cocktail-party in a decadent countess’s home.

	Characterization, which is almost at a minimum in the abstruse 30,000-word prologue that is Part One, becomes far deeper in the new section, though we never really learn much of the past history of Blish’s protagonists. And typical of Blish’s work is the fondness for tangential references to contemporary culture—references to Finnegans Wake, Ezra Pound, Colin Wilson, and others; these are fun for those in the know, annoyingly obscure to the rest. I chuckled over the choice of Hadrian VIII as the name for the Pope (a sly reference on Blish’s part to a book by Frederic Rolfe, Hadrian the Seventh) but other references troubled me. And it seems unlikely that 21st Century intellectuals will refer as frequently as they do here to Colin Wilson, whose much-heralded book is already sinking into a deserved obscurity two years after its publication.

	But these are minor quibbles. In A Case of Conscience Blish has written that rarest of books, the intellectually exciting science-fiction novel. Captain Future fans take heed and purchase only at your own risk. This book will give your mind a workout.

	Skylark Three by E. E. Smith, Ph.D., Pyramid Books, 40¢.

	I bow to no one in my admiration for “Doc” Smith, a courtly and kind-hearted man, vigorous and salty at 74, who deservedly gets a roaring ovation each year when he and his charming wife appear at the s-f convention. I wish I could feel as warmly about Smith the writer as I do about Smith the man—but his galactic epics, with their boy scout heroes and opaque dialogue, leave me cold.

	This one is billed as a science-fiction “classic,” and I suppose it is. It was a serial in Amazing Stories back in 1930, and, without checking it against the files, I’d say it was spruced up slightly for its 1948 hardcover appearance, of which this is a reprint. It’s one of Doc’s three “Skylark” novels, preceded by The Skylark of Space which Pyramid reissued a while back. Presumably the other one, Skylark of Valeron, is on the way.

	In the first novel, Smith’s wooden-headed hero, Dick Seaton, and his wooden-headed but wealthy friend, Mart Crane, put together a space-drive in a bathtub and took off all over the galaxy. By popular demand, Smith sent them haring off again a few years later, piling wonder upon wonder upon wonder as Seaton and Company get mixed up with a bunch of squabbling alien beings.

	The wonders are fine. Unfortunately, between each description of an alien world and each rip-roaring space battle, the characters talk to each other. I can’t bring myself to quote any of the phrases Seaton and Crane use in talking to their respective wives, but this is a fair sample of how they swap words with each other:

	“Want some advice, Mart,” Seaton says. “I’d thought of setting up three or four courses of five-ply screen on the board—a detector screen on the outside of each course, next it a repellor, then a full-coverage ether screen, then a zone of force, and a full-coverage fifth-order screen as a liner. Then, with them all set up on the board, but not out, throw out a wide detector. That detector would react upon the board at impact with anything hostile, and automatically throw out the courses it found necessary.”

	“That sounds like ample protection,” Crane opines. “But I am not enough of a ray-specialist to pass an opinion. Upon what point are you doubtful?”

	Upon this point I am not doubtful: the Skylark books may have been great guns in 1930, but they haven’t aged well. The young, the young in heart, and the nostalgic may be able to wade through this one and tingle all the way. I didn’t find the occasional moments of really wonderful scope and grandeur worth the struggle through the ghastly dialogue. Doc’s Galactic Patrol series is easier to swallow. This creaky classic won’t win him many new fans in this sophisticated era.

	• October 1964 (Amazing Stories)

	Doctor to the Stars by Murray Leinster, Pyramid Books, 40¢.

	About ten years ago, when I was a new and very young science-fiction writer, I happened to submit a story to s-f’s most experienced and revered editor, John W. Campbell. A few days later, I called up to get the verdict, and was told it was No Sale. Campbell liked the idea very much—but something was wrong with the plot, and (with all his years of editorial experience) he could not quite put his finger on the flaw.

	I went to his office to pick up the script. The man who writes under the name of Murray Leinster was there, on some business of his own. As I took the rejected yarn and started to put it away, Leinster said, “Let me see that.”

	He leafed through it, reading perhaps every third page, finished it, nodded, and told me exactly what was wrong with it as a story. Looking over at Campbell, he said softly, “Wouldn’t you agree, John?”

	Right then and there, on the office typewriter, I wrote two new pages to mend the story according to Leinster’s suggestion. Campbell read them and bought the story. I relate this personal episode not so much to demonstrate Murray Leinster’s generosity as a human being—why, after all, should he spend half an hour of his day bothering with somebody else’s rejected story?—as to indicate the depth of his craftsmanship as a writer. A quick skimming told him where I had gone astray—for Murray Leinster, whose career as a storyteller extends back nearly half a century, knows as much about how fiction is made as any living man.

	Here are three Leinster novelettes, part of the “Med Service” series that has been appearing in various magazines, including this one, over the past few years. They, too, indicate the Leinster craftsmanship. Indeed, craftsmanship is their prime virtue. They are not really memorable science-fiction stories. The prose is bland; the characterization is negligible; worst of all, they are not really about anything. (As Leinster’s own classic “First Contact” is about something—the problem of communication between strangers.) Nothing here challenges the mind as a James Blish story challenges the mind, nor is there the poetry and psychological richness of a Sturgeon, the felicity of prose of a Damon Knight, the dazzle of an Alfred Bester. They are simply good stories, marvelously well put together.

	The three are “The Grandfathers’ War,” from Astounding of 1957; “Tallien Three,” which was “The Hate Disease” in Analog last year; and “Med Ship Man,” from a 1963 Galaxy. All three deal with one Calhoun, a roving agent of the Interstellar Medical Service. The formula is the same: Calhoun (accompanied only by a squirrel-like alien pet Murgatroyd) arrives at an alien planet, finds strange goings-on, and sets the situation aright.

	Calhoun is hardly more than a stick-figure. Does he ever feel lonely? Does he have intellectual interests? Was he an only child? Leinster never tells us. Calhoun exists only as a solver of puzzles. Murgatroyd—who sometimes gets too cute for this reader’s taste—chiefly serves the technical function in the stories of giving Calhoun someone to talk to, but he is always an integral part of the plot as well as merely a companion. (Craftsmanship, again: nothing is introduced which does not figure into the plot.)

	In each story, the puzzle is set up fairly and solved fairly. Leinster never resorts to mumbo-jumbo or magic; he has always been a practitioner of science fiction, and he works his rationales out conscientiously. The one flaw in the storytelling is his habit of getting each significant plot-datum across three or four times, if not more often; but this at least serves to keep the reader reminded of the story’s basics. I don’t think any of these Med Service yarns will live down the ages—but I recommend them most heartily, all the same. It’s a pleasure to watch such a masterly craftsman at work, producing a couple of hours of diverting reading with unfailing skill.


	SF and Escape Literature

	[Amazing Stories, January 1969]

	[In 1957, when I was out of college, newly married, and enmeshed in a fantastic flurry of story-writing for all the science-fiction magazines in the business, I made my first overseas trip, to London to attend that year’s World Science Fiction Convention. Worldcons then were nothing at all like the gigantic extravaganzas they have become; the London event, the first to take place outside North America, took place in a small, dilapidated hotel at the western edge of the city, and had less than 300 attendees, most of them, of course, British. (Transatlantic air travel was slow and very expensive then.) Arthur C. Clarke was there, and John Wyndham, and Eric Frank Russell, and such future major figures in British science fiction as Brian Aldiss, John Brunner, and Michael Moorcock. Still, a fairly good number of Americans, fifty or sixty of them, made the journey across the Big Pond. Among them were the great editor John W. Campbell, Jr. of Astounding Science Fiction, and H. Beam Piper, then a prominent contributor to Campbell’s magazine, but hardly any other American science-fiction writers were attended—no Isaac Asimov, no Robert Heinlein, no Robert Sheckley, no Philip K. Dick. One American writer who did make it, though, was the extremely young Robert Silverberg, then in the first flush of a career that had had a very fast start and starting then to set out on a lifetime of world travel. Clarke, Wyndham, Brunner, and the rest of the British writers present were no news to the British fans, but I was, the prolific kid whose stories were suddenly filling all the American s-f magazines, and I came in for more than a little attention at the convention. All the local writers wanted to buy me their favorite brand of beer, and the leading British editor of the day, E. J. (“Ted”) Carnell of New Worlds, took me on a tour of London and brought me back to his suburban home as a house guest a day or two after the convention. This led quickly to a pleasant editor-author relationship by which Carnell arranged to reprint many of my American stories in his magazine, and in 1961, by which time I was no longer a promising newcomer but a well-known figure on both sides of the Atlantic, he asked me to do a guest editorial for him. The result was “SF and Escape Literature,” which he ran in his August 1962 issue, and which was reprinted, seven years later, in Amazing Stories when it was under the editorship of Barry Malzberg.]

	If ever a weary and overworked phrase deserved retirement from public circulation, it’s “escape literature.” That tag strikes me as redundant and needlessly pejorative, to use a couple of educated-sounding words. It deserves to be sent to the graveyard of empty phrases.

	The pejorative effect is one that every reader of science fiction has felt: the automatic put-down we get so often. “Oh, that’s only escape literature,” we hear, when trying to persuade a friend to sample the wares of a Heinlein or a Sturgeon or a Clarke. Condemning a book as “escape literature” seems to put it beyond the pale without the need of further qualification. Anything falling into that grim category is lumped lightheartedly in with such other “escape literature” genres as the spy story and the western and is scorned as mere mental eyewash.

	“Escape literature,” then, is a nasty phrase among the dispensers of quick literature judgments. Which would be quite all right—nasty phrases are stock-in-trade for these a priori experts—except that this particular phrase is not only nasty, but meaningless as well. I hold that it’s a redundant phrase—that the term “literature” embodies the concept of escape. To stigmatize a book or a genre as “escape” literature, then, is to say nothing at all about it. It’s not an act of criticism to add an empty word to a meaningful one.

	I don’t wish to get into an argument about the purpose of literature, which is a vexed and muddied subject. But I am interested in the effect of literature. And let us, for the sake of this discussion, include as literature all forms of printed prose fiction. I’d rather characterize some things as “good” literature and others as “bad” literature than start trying to decide which classes of prose fiction deserve the name of literature and which do not.

	The effect of literature in general, I submit, is to draw the reader from the world he inhabits and into the world created by the author: that is, to permit escape. Take as an example a work that no one will deny falls into the class “literature”—the lengthy novel by Marcel Proust known in English as Remembrance of Things Past. At the moment, no doubt, it is being read with eager interest by a young man in a Bayswater flat, by a girl in New Jersey, by a professor of mathematics in Australia. The novel has nothing to do with life in Bayswater, even less contact with the daily routine of existence in New Jersey and does not mention Australia at all.

	Rather, it is a kind of time machine. It transports the reader to an alien culture of another era—some 80 years ago [now 140 years –eds.], in France—and gives him entry to a very special segment of French civilization. It carries him far from contemporary troubles and lets him peek undetected at the vanities and posturings of people removed culturally, geographically, and temporally from our everyday experience.

	Yet who would call Remembrance of Things Past “escape literature”? Literature, yes. But escape literature? It provides escape, of course, just as effectively as though it were set on a planet of Alpha Centauri; but no one thinks of it in those terms alone.

	All literature is escapist in effect. The more successful the writer is in providing escape—that is, in creating on paper a detailed, convincing, and enterable world—the more memorable his work will be as literature.

	A novel’s escapist qualities, then, should not be cause for damning it outright. Through his art the great writer gives us escape, entry into an imagined world, temporary leave of absence from our familiar environment. The untalented writer offers simple-minded escape into a world of flimsy, hastily rigged cardboard props. The great writer creates a complete and unforgettable world, and thus lets us return to our own world enhanced and enriched. The quality of the imaginative act, and not the locale or theme of the story, is the important criterion of judgment.

	Science fiction is escapist. Of course. As I keep insisting, all imaginative writing is escapist. Where the critics go astray is in attacking us for our escapism—a straw villain—and not for our literary faults. At its best, s-f is magnificently escapist, and should glory in it. Who could not return from a visit to the world of Jack Vance’s The Dying Earth without feeling that he has seen through Vance’s eyes something strange and precious that had not previously been accessible to him? What of Stapledon’s escapist Last and First Men? S. Fowler Wright’s The World Below? Too much s-f is mere plot-spinning, but when it succeeds as art, it succeeds not in spite of but because of its escapist nature.

	S-f at its poorest is trivial and thin stuff which fails precisely because it is not escapist, because it deals too prosaically with things of today, with transient preoccupations and clichés. Its failure is a failure of the imagination. But at its finest, s-f offers a myriad of new worlds, worlds of the imagination, harbors for the mind seeking…escape. Escape is necessary. We escape from the city on weekends, we escape from our livelihoods for weeks at a time. The human organism, if it is to grow and prosper, needs change, refreshment, periodic release.

	Literature offers one form of escape. Proust offers it, Balzac offers it, and so does this magazine. As long as the critics on high get no closer to science fiction than is necessary to determine, redundantly and pejoratively, that it is “escape literature,” they will never understand what it is we look for, and what we sometimes find. Nor will they really comprehend the joys of fiction, science or otherwise. Readers of all ages have looked to the narrative art for many things—for moral instruction, for exercises in style, for comment on society—but mainly they seek windows into other worlds, by which I mean Proust’s world or Heinlein’s.

	We have an admirable exit route from daily woes. We call it science fiction.

	Escape literature? Of course!


	Diversity in Science Fiction

	[Fantastic, February 1969]

	[“Diversity” in science fiction now is a code word for the use of stories by non-white and mostly non-male writers, which accounts for the presence on the awards list of all those Chinese and African names. But fifty years ago, it meant something quite different: the arrival in our field of fiction that was derived, not from pulp-magazine tropes of the 1930s, but from mainstream literature by such writers as Kafka, Joyce, Faulkner, and William Burroughs. This kicked up a tremendous storm in the s-f microcosm, with old-guard writers (some of whom had been quite revolutionary in their own day, thirty years before) denouncing the new experimental s-f as misconceived, incoherent, and, in some cases, downright depraved, while the younger set of writers fought back with equal ideological fury. As a graduate of the pulp world who had also had a thorough literary education, I found myself on both sides of the conflict, and eventually emerged as something of a transitional figure, making use both of the traditional fictional structures and the newly permitted high-literary techniques. My friend Barry Malzberg, then involved briefly and brilliantly as editor of Amazing Stories and its companion Fantastic, asked me to do an editorial on the subject, which appeared in the February 1969 issue of Fantastic.

	The battle still seems to be going on, half a century later, as is indicated by the recent warfare over the Hugo awards and the savage polemics emerging from a newer set of protagonists. I’m no longer in the midst of the struggle, and very glad of it.]

	Science-fiction writers and fans have been engaged, for the last couple of years, in lengthy and often bitter debate over the direction their favorite literature seems to be taking. Tempers have been short on both sides, mostly notably at the World Science Fiction Convention in New York in 1967, when partisans of the “new” s-f and supporters of the “old” s-f met in a series of explosive confrontations. Some of the most respected writers of the older generation denounced the new stuff and were denounced right back by their contemptuous juniors. The whole thing had the Byzantine air of a quarrel at a conclave of anarchists over the proper techniques for blowing up the Pentagon.

	 Summarizing the conflicting viewpoints is no simple thing. The older writers, who are by no means closely organized or in any general agreement among themselves, appear to stand for straightforward, direct prose style, plots that demonstrate the ability of a strong and sympathetic protagonist to surmount all obstacles, the story situations that spring from an accurate understanding of the aims and methods of science. The younger writers prefer experimental storytelling methods and put no premium on easy clarity; they disdain standard plot formulas, regarding them as irrelevant to modern s-f; they see no reason why a story’s central character must be “strong” in a physical or a moral sense, or why he must necessarily triumph over obstacles instead of being crushed by them; and they have so little interest in the aims and methods of science that they prefer to call themselves writers of “speculative fiction” rather than “science fiction.”

	Nearly all the writers who were publishing science fiction before 1950 have taken up positions on the conservative side; the most vigorous spokesmen for this group seem to be Lester del Rey, Frederik Pohl, and Isaac Asimov. The advocates of the new s-f belong generally to the group of writers centering around the unconventional British magazine, New Worlds; among them are J. G. Ballard, Brian Aldiss, Thomas Disch, and New Worlds’ editor, Michael Moorcock. The factionalism crosses the lines of age; Judith Merril, who has been around s-f for a quarter of a century, is one of the chief prophets of the new wave, while such younger writers as Larry Niven and Ted White incline toward the traditionalist school. Trumpets and fanfares come from all directions, and the struggle is often obscure. Frederik Pohl, though he has gone on record in opposition to much of the new approach, has opened the pages of his magazines to many stories of the new sort. Harlan Ellison, a vociferous new wave advocate, brought out the massive anthology Dangerous Visions as a kind of manifesto of the revolution, but few of its stories were experimental in the New Worlds sense. Norman Spinrad, a writer whose early work had been generally cautious and conservative action fiction, created an international cause célèbre with his novel Bug Jack Barron, hotly debated even before its publication because of its uninhibited obscenities and eroticism and its uncompromisingly difficult prose.

	Though the battle lines are not clearly drawn, the clash is the latest skirmish in a campaign now nearly two decades old. Before 1950 all science fiction—even the best—was a relatively unsophisticated kind of writing, relying heavily on fast-paced action, unadorned style, and simple characterization. Sexual and psychological complications were usually avoided by mutual consent of writers and editors; and the result was a remarkably wholesome and innocent product. No one suggested that a touch of neuroticism might improve the outstanding works of Heinlein, Asimov, Leinster, van Vogt, and other stars of the 1940s; but a few writers felt that there might be more to science fiction than the often-naive stuff the magazines were printing.

	The advent of two new magazines in 1949 and 1950, edited by men of wide literary taste and high ambitions, gave these writers their chance. During the extraordinarily fertile 1950–53 period, dominated by Theodore Sturgeon, C. M. Kornbluth, Fritz Leiber, and others whose view of the world and the human spirit was darker and more complex than that of the previous decade’s leaders, s-f advanced into some strange and fascinating new territory. The liberation of the writer in that era also produced some excesses, though: scores of stories so involuted, so deeply rooted in abnormal psychology, so leadenly introspective, that tradition-minded older readers were turned off. Cries were raised against those who were “ruining” s-f by importing so many of the techniques and preoccupations of what became become known as “mainstream” literature; and there were loud debates remarkably like those now being heard. Eventually—for reasons having nothing to do with the type or quality of the fiction they were producing—most of the magazines of that era collapsed, and the survivors generally sought a rollback to the days of action and adventure in s-f. The ray gun and the bug-eyed monster displaced the robot psychiatrist; and this relentlessly juvenile s-f of the middle 1950s succeeded in alienating most of the adults who had begun buying the magazines for a few years before. They quit, and few of them have returned. Now the cycle has come around again. New writers, their heads full of Kafka and Joyce and William Burroughs, want to transform the traditional themes of s-f, to explore new territory. Experiments are being made, many of them conspicuously unsuccessful; new readers are coming in, and old ones are being driven away; and writers of both schools argue far into the night. We are having exciting times, but harsh polarities make for unpleasant dissension.

	What the extremists of both factions fail to realize, I think, is that science fiction is no monolith, and neither is its audience. We take all the universe as our province, and there are many ways of exploring that universe in fiction, from the bang-bang space opera to the abstruse excursion to “inner space.” There are many types of readers, too, from teenagers newly graduated from comic books to professors of medieval literature. Writers also vary: some are happiest when they constantly face new challenges in their work, others incline by temperament and outlook to work within traditional bounds.

	This is an intolerant era, much given to fierce quasi-theological disputation in everything from politics to civil rights to the function of the university. Something of that has entered the world of s-f. I think, though, that when the rancor dies away, we will find that there is room for all the science fictions, for all schools of writing, and for all kinds of readers. A kind of fiction that lays claim to infinity can hardly afford to be anything but diverse.


	Characterization in Science Fiction

	[Amazing Stories, August 1969]

	The traditional weakness of even the best science-fiction writers lies in the depiction of character. S-f has always been a plot-oriented literature; the work of the writer has centered on telling what happens, on describing the pattern of conflicts encountered by the main characters, rather than in sketching those characters in depth. What has distinguished the good writers from the bad ones, generally, has been complexity of ideas, not richness of character-drawing.

	Any experienced fan can cite a slew of “great characters,” of course—E. E. Smith’s Blackie DuQuesne, Heinlein’s Lazarus Long, Hubbard’s Lieutenant, Smith’s Lensmen, van Vogt’s Gilbert Gosseyn, and so on. But a close analysis of any of those characters shows that the authors have built them out of two or three exaggerated traits and some sleight-of-hand. They have no innerness. We have no idea what they might think about during a long night of insomnia, how they might handle themselves in a complicated emotional situation such as the breakup of a marriage, or what they really believe is the proper relation of man to man in society.

	Of course, these things are irrelevant to the stories as told. We don’t particularly care about the philosophical beliefs of Gilbert Gosseyn or the sexual hang-ups of Kimball Kinnison. The novels in which they appeared might have been richer if it had been possible to deal with such material in them, but given their straightforward pulp-fiction nature, any real probing of character in depth would have been fatally intrusive. Where the power and wonder of a story stem from its being so gloriously implausible (as in The World of Null-A or the Lensmen saga), the presence of plausible characters would shatter the entire framework.

	Still, character is the usual mainspring of good fiction; the customary technique of the novelist is to let plot arise from character by allowing conflict to grow out of the necessary intersection of people with opposing needs. The people are the starting point; the conflicts, that is, the plot, follow from them. In s-f the usual practice is to choose a background situation, a worldview, of a sweeping sort. (Beings from the stars conquer Earth; or a $10 time machine is invented; or robots make man idle and purposeless.) Next, conflict situations are generated from the basic background. (Man fights back against the alien invaders; dedicated time patrolmen attempt to eliminate paradoxes; an underground of human beings strives to defeat the usurping robots.) Lastly, the author assembles a cast of characters to act out his patterns of conflict and to bring his story to a resolution. Almost any characters at all will do; the protagonist of the man-against-the-aliens story can equally well be a football player, a scientist, a homosexual cowboy, or a retired colonel. Whereas a novel like Catch-22 begins with the subtle, complex character of Yossarian and develops its action to meet Yossarian’s aims and needs, a typical s-f novel works from action back to characters.

	This is not necessarily a bad thing; there’s no real reason why science fiction should follow the techniques of non-specialized fiction, and a good many reasons why it shouldn’t. The novel of ideas is just as worthy as the novel of character. Where trouble comes in is where the s-f writer, trying to orchestrate his novel by giving it some characters, settles for “characterization” instead. That is, he assembles a cast of stereotypes (hero, villain, beautiful maiden) and tries to conceal its pulp-fiction nature by coating each stock figure with decorative garb. The hero is given a compulsion to take unnecessary risks in his automobile; the villain is secretly a stamp collector; the beautiful maiden’s hobby is Sanskrit philology. These quirks and tags are passed off as differentiation of character.

	Lack of skill, not laziness, is the usual reason for this. As a class, science-fiction writers have never had much literary depth; more of them can describe the mechanics of an electrical generator than can name four contemporaries of Shakespeare. (A lot can do neither; more’s the pity.) Even those who are formidable extrapolators and dazzling technicians of plotting show little insight into character—their own, their friends’, their characters’—and little awareness of how fiction writers in general have solved the problem of transferring living personalities to paper. Sometimes, recognizing their shortcomings, they have made deliberate attempts to educate themselves; a case in point is Henry Kuttner, who after a brilliant career as a pulp craftsman, dealing cleverly in stereotyped characters, went back to college to study literature. Unfortunately, Kuttner died before he had a real chance to put his new knowledge to work; but his last work showed a new richness, a fusion of his technical brilliance and his belatedly achieved concern with depth of characterization.

	The newer s-f writers—most notably Roger Zelazny, Samuel Delany, and Thomas Disch—did not serve a pulp apprenticeship, and do have a broad acquaintance with forms of literature other than science fiction; their own work, whatever its standing in relationship to the s-f classics of the 1940s, can hardly be faulted for use of stock characterization. I submit that this is a useful gain. Any kind of fiction, including ours, makes its greatest impact when it draws the reader inextricably into itself, and since Homer’s day the most effective way of doing that has been to write about people whose fates are a matter of concern to the reader. Cardboard philatelist villains do not compel much attention, at least not from adults; the richer, deeper characters of modern science fiction do. Whether we can maintain the epic sweep, the fertility of idea, the pace of narrative action of the older kind of story, while taking time out to illuminate the souls of our characters, is of course the big question of the moment. I think we can; I think we are doing it; and, while I would have regretted a discussion of the childhood traumas of Hari Seldon, I think we are getting a deeper and more stimulating s-f as a result of the changes in approach of the last few years.


	Two:

	What is Science Fiction?


	Heidelberg World Science Fiction Convention, Guest of Honor Speech, 1970

	[Guest of Honor Speech, Robert Silverberg, Heicon ’70: The Twenty-Eighth World Science Fiction Convention, Heidelberg Stadthalle, Heidelberg, West Germany 1970]

	[The World Science Fiction Convention held in Heidelberg, Germany from August 20 to 24, 1970 was the first Worldcon to take place outside the English-speaking world. (Only three had been held outside the United States: two held previously in London and one in Canada. Since Heidelberg there have been Worldcons in the Netherlands, Japan, Australia, Finland, and various other places, including Glasgow (twice), two more in Canada, and another three in London.) In 1970, before the Grand Master award of the Science Fiction Writers of America had come into being, the highest honor in the science-fiction world was to be named Guest of Honor at the Worldcon, and it was somewhat to my surprise that I was asked to be Guest of Honor in Heidelberg.

	Somewhat to my surprise, because in those years I was writing productively and well, and I assumed that sooner or later the big honor would fall to me. But not quite so soon. I was only 35, and the senior writers of the field, the Heinleins and Asimovs and Sturgeons, were the ones to whom the honor usually fell. Besides which, such grand figures as Frederik Pohl, Clifford D. Simak, Jack Vance, Jack Williamson, and Ray Bradbury had not yet had their turns. The Heidelberg people turned to me, though, perhaps because I was known to be a frequent visitor to Europe and was likely to attend the convention; it would have been awkward to invite someone like Bradbury, who might well not have made the trip. So, only mildly embarrassed at being chosen a bit out of turn, I accepted immediately. (To underscore the international flavor of the convention, there would be three guests of honor instead of the traditional one: the writer Herbert Franke would be the German guest of honor, E. C. Tubb the British one, I the American one.)

	The chief duty of the guest of honor is to deliver a formal speech. And so, one afternoon during the convention, I delivered mine in a large, bare, ugly room at the convention center, where, with the rear half of the hall shrouded by clouds of cigarette smoke (this was Europe, in 1970, remember!) and with streams of convention members wandering randomly in and out, I found myself on stage in a foreign country, about to deliver my Worldcon Guest of Honor Speech in English to an audience that might very well be made up of a majority of people who didn’t speak that language. I always speak extempore at science-fiction conventions, sometimes working from a page of sketchy notes but more often simply improvising as I go. Though I was at that point a very experienced public speaker, I felt uncharacteristically nervous as I launched into my speech—in all likelihood, the only Worldcon Guest of Honor speech I would ever deliver, since only a few writers have ever been chosen more than once—wondering, even as I began, whether I would set forth the points I hoped to make in any clear and logical way, and whether I would hold the attention of my audience while trying to do so. The sound system in the room was poor, the streams of wandering convention-goers continued to wander around as I spoke, and very quickly I became convinced that I was failing in my task, that I was delivering an incoherent and dreary speech to which no one was listening. I pushed myself through it nonetheless, and left the stage feeling depressed, and for the next thirty or forty years was convinced that my Worldcon Guest of Honor speech had been the worst public moment of my career.

	But someone had been taping my speech, and, years later, someone transcribed that tape, and a few years ago I received a transcript of my speech. Which I read with mounting surprise and pleasure; for I saw, as I read on and on, that in fact I had not been incoherent and dreary after all, that I had set forth everything that I had hoped to say in a straightforward and lucid manner, that the speech that I had so long regarded as a failure had actually been quite all right. And so, I reprint it here, as delivered in Heidelberg on that August afternoon close to fifty years ago.]

	Ich danke Ihnen meine Freunde für die grosse und unvergesslische Ehre heute hier zusein. That exhausts my Deutsch, but thank you, thank you all. I cannot really properly tell you how astonished I was last year when the letter came from Manfred Kage asking me if I would serve as American guest of honor at the Heicon. I read the letter in great surprise several times. I thought, I was asked to be toastmaster, perhaps, or to appear on a panel, but he said, no, American guest of honor, in English.

	My first response to this, my first thought, was “Isn’t that wonderful, but yet it’s perhaps premature.” Guest of honorship goes usually to an older writer. A writer more advanced in his career. And I thought of several deserving older writers who had not yet been chosen for this honor and a kind of humility came over me…for a moment.

	Then I did some research in the archives, checking on past guests of honor, simply to see whether my theory was right. And I discovered that Isaac Asimov when he had been a guest of honor had been no older than I am today. That Robert Heinlein, his first time as a guest of honor, had been younger than I am today. Poul Anderson as a guest of honor was almost my present-day age. Several others, several others. Jim Blish was perhaps two years older than I am now when he had his turn. So that calmed me a bit. And I began thinking of all the undeserving younger writers who might perhaps be asked if I were to decline. And with that, my modesty, this sudden fit of modesty, evaporated and I wrote to Manfred to tell him that I would be most grateful and happy to accept his astonishing invitation.

	And so, here I am. My topic, my theme, is science fiction in an age of revolution. I do believe we are living in an age of revolution. We are not yet at the barricades consistently, not all the time. The outbreaks are going on all around us, though, have been for perhaps five years. The world is changing at a great rate. We are victims of what the author of a recent and very interesting book calls “future shock.” Time is bursting in on us in a strange and frightening way. And we who are professionally concerned with the future, as writers and, of course, as readers, wonder how our literature is responding to the social revolution of our times.

	First, what is the nature of the revolution? What is happening? What changes are coming over our world these days?

	You understand I speak primarily for what is happening in the United States, but I believe the wave of change and upheaval is world-wide.

	In the United States, one of our many simultaneous revolutions is a racial one. The black man who for many years acquiesced in his own oppression has decided not to play that game anymore and has established his own identity as free human being. This, of course, has aroused great tension on the part of those whose egos are best satisfied by feeling superior to other people. Thus, we have had, in the space of about ten years, racial revolution and counter-revolution and assassination and dreadful polarity of opinion. Constituting, I believe a social revolution in the United States. Of course, the problem of the Negro is confined largely to the United States, though there are other problems elsewhere.

	We are also having now, a sexual revolution in the United States, several of them, in fact. Repression versus liberation. Something that has been going on for quite a while. The breakdown of censorship, the breakdown of tabu, the opening of the folkways to the body.

	 We are also having now a strange new sexual revolution which is male versus female, or should I say female versus male. I don’t know whether the women’s liberation movement has reached the shores of Europe yet, but it certainly has had its impact on the culture of the United States within the past year.

	There’s also in the United States and in Europe a political revolution, now five years old. It’s a revolution of bizarre rhetoric. A revolution which has brought us the Orwellian phenomenon of bombing for the sake of humanity and freedom. Destruction as an act of love. The response, the outraged response of the young American to the outrageous behavior of his government. A massive social convulsion that has swept the United States triggered, I believe, by the war in Viet Nam. Because the factors of social repression are more obvious in that war. It is easier to see the injustices operating, easier to see tyranny operating in the name of freedom in that war. And it has led to what amounts to a continuing insurrection of the young and the not so young against the powers who have imposed this war. It has also led to excesses of the other side. The nihilism of the new left, the rhetoric of the bomb, which is I think the most dismaying aspect of this revolution. When the good guys, when the heroes, begin using the weapons of oppression and hatred, very little is left for civilization.

	At any rate, we do have in the US this convulsion. We have it in Europe too. Partly I think it’s just a little innocent anti-Americanism, but also there is much to protest here, and everyone is protesting it simultaneously.

	The existence of our contemporary news gathering and news distributing techniques has furthered this revolution. Everybody knows, at once, everything that’s happening everywhere. It’s all on the machine, it’s all in the newspaper. It’s electronically shipped everywhere to Mr. [Marshall] McLuhan’s “Global Village.” And so, it is impossible not to be filled with a constant state of outrage, because there is something outrageous happening everywhere, somewhere, every day. And we hear it all.

	The techniques of revolution have been disseminated by the same devices, so that the method of interrupting a political meeting, the method of striking down political leaders, the method of communicating protest, now have reached Tanzania, and the Congo, and Lappland, as far as I can tell. Making the feeling of unrest worldwide. It is a universal phenomenon. These are not peaceful times.

	Now there’s also an artistic revolution underway. Perhaps those who are most concerned with making the political revolution, the social revolution, find very little of interest in the corresponding artistic upheaval, which has actually been going on since 1914. The disintegration of forms that began, I think with the collapse of the old empires, the passing of the dynasties in the First World War. The process begun by [James] Joyce, [Arnold] Schönberg, [Pablo] Picasso, [T. S.] Eliot. The replacement of the nineteenth-century tradition of comprehensible high redundancy art, art which has predictable and visible patterns, art which attempts to make itself known at least on the objective, the narrative level, immediately accessible art. The replacement of that with the fragmented, difficult, relatively inaccessible art of our times, the entire contemporary movement. As society’s pace of change increases through a process of entropic speed up, one artistic revolution succeeds another every two or three years. The search for new forms to replace the old becomes frenzied and hasty.

	Now, given all of these simultaneous revolutions, given this eruption of the new, this period of future shock where each day’s television broadcast brings us some astonishing fact to digest and absorb and try to believe, how has science fiction responded? What is science fiction doing during the tumult of the late 1960s and how is science fiction entering the 1970s.

	Well, what was science fiction before the revolution? It was basically a genre of commercial fiction, popular fiction, rather primitive, whose readers were largely conservative in a social, though not necessarily political sense. Americans, most of them, who, if they had any education at all had a purely technical education. Perhaps they were adventurous of mind in their childhoods, but in some fashion their souls had fossilized through excessive consumption of sub-literate fiction. Those readers of the past rarely read anything but s-f, had little acquaintance of the world outside them, perhaps with good reason, and were unequipped by their own literature, by their own preferred literature, to deal with the changes going on in the world and within science fiction.

	I think the naïveté of much of the old science fiction and the vehemence with which its admirers attack what has succeeded it is a reflection of the enclosed system in which they chose to live. It is no longer possible to live in an enclosed system; the world keeps breaking in, the future keeps breaking in, the real future, not the future of the pulp magazines, not the future of the bug-eyed monster and the blaster, but the future of the color television set and the future of the instant revolution and the future of the psychedelic drug and all the rest of the things that burst around us. Now into science fiction in the past decade have come new writers, more closely attuned to their own contemporary world, because they couldn’t help it. Isolation is much more difficult for an adolescent now than it was forty years ago.

	Highly educated perhaps, more familiar with the wide range of creative options that literature offers, these writers, some of them, have chosen to deal with the world they find through the medium of science fiction, using the contemporary techniques of world literature, not simply to display their own literacy and high mode of intellect, but because this is their natural mode of expression. The works they had read, that they were reared on, were not Buck Rogers but [Franz] Kafka, [James] Joyce, [Marcel] Proust, that crowd, that sinister crowd. Therefore, they have brought a new tone to science fiction, both a new content and a new style. And, of course, their output is regarded with shock and scorn by those who do not want to regard science fiction as a branch of adult literature, by those who prefer the enclosed and simplistic world in which they find their preferred entertainment. So that we have reactionary movements, in the United States, at least; I can’t speak for this continent. Reactionary movements dedicated not merely to the appreciation and cultivation of the old science fiction, which I think is a worthy goal—many wonderful ideas and many great stories were written prior to 1960. Science fiction did not burst full blown from Roger Zelazny’s forehead one day in 1962. But the groups, the “Second Foundation,” so called, now there’s a new one, the “Philosophical Corps,” have devoted themselves to the stamping out, if possible, of such decadent manifestation in our times in science fiction as literary skill and artistic vision.

	The “Philosophical Corps,” according to a manifesto I received recently, is not yet organized, yet when it is, it will be sending teams of hecklers to science-fiction conventions so that when one of the villains of the avant garde speaks, clarifications will come from the truth squad in back.

	This is interesting. This is part of the revolution of our times, just as in 1913 when Le sacre du printemps [The Rite of Spring] was given its premiere in Paris, people rioted in the theater at this hideous piece of music. It’s wonderful to be so involved in any art that a musical composition can drive you to a riot. Well, it’s wonderful, I suppose that the Philosophical Corps is going to come around and explain the truth. I must say that I am not regarded by the Philosophical Corps and the Second Foundation as one of the villains of the science-fiction avant garde. I am rather regarded as a good man gone astray. I have been led, beguiled, I am a dupe, a dupe of the literateurs, and occasionally these people will come up to me sadly and they will cite some blood and thunder piece that I wrote when I was nineteen years old and tell me, with tears in their eyes, how sad they are that I’m not writing good old stuff like that anymore.

	All right, this is professional dirty linen. We have within science-fiction fandom an active, highly vocal body of polemicists who wish to prevent science-fiction writers, I believe, from dealing honestly and in a serious way with the problems of fiction. Who feel that—eschatological romanticism is the current catchword—eschatological romanticism is what we need more of and whatever we’re writing today is what we need less of.

	Okay, well that’s a revolution within science fiction. I find it fascinating, I find it a cultural artifact, a sign of our times. I don’t like it, I don’t agree with it, but it’s there.

	What about the content? I’ve been talking mainly about the style, the technique of writing in my mention of the literary revolution—it’s a revolution of prose—but what about the content of science fiction? Has that changed? How has that responded to the turmoil of our era?

	Much of the new science fiction is familiar in content, revolutionary only in technique, in the author’s choice of the method he will tell his story or tell his non-story, but at the St. Louis convention one year ago, Harlan Ellison called for a new science fiction which would be revolutionary and propagandistic, revolutionary in the precise sense of that word: science fiction that would lead us to the barricades. A radical literature. What Harlan called “Street Fiction for days of blood.” The image that comes forth to me from that is young radicals on their way to burn a university library carrying Analog tucked in their breast pockets. Or actually Galaxy, or any other. I don’t mean to imply that Herr Campbell’s magazine is a vehicle for radical revolutionary thought. What Harlan spoke for was greater relevance in science fiction, a new New Wave of politically conscious stories. Now one interesting factor of this is that Harlan Ellison’s own fiction, the best of it, is surrealistic, Dadaistic, experimental, certainly not “relevant” in the sense that he, himself called for. But of course, a man does not have to, I suppose, follow his own example if he doesn’t choose to. If it pleases him to write about events in other times and other spaces while simultaneously demanding of us that we address ourselves to the problem of the Negro in the twentieth-century New York slum, this is his privilege.

	However, should science fiction attempt to lead the revolution of the 1970s? Should it become street fiction providing convenient blueprints for the Provos and the SDS and the rest of the New Left? Should it…even if it doesn’t go that far, should it address itself to the problems of our time with the end of changing the world? Is it possible to change the world through fiction? And specifically, through science fiction.

	Well, I’ve brought along to you some thoughts on artist propaganda, which I would like to read to you before I continue.

	They say things well and they’re worth repeating.

	One is from Hayden Carruth, an American poet.

	“I doubt that politics needs art. Certainly not for its immediate ends. Propaganda and art have no real points of contact. And if arts sometimes become politically effective, as happens more often than many people think, so much the better. But art needs politics just as it needs the other elements of life: sex, metaphysics, the natural world, and so on. Art without politics is a lie, in bad faith with itself. But this has an important corollary. Many poets today are going around saying that the need of our times is for this or that kind of art, we must all become more and more radicalized, we must fracture tradition, form, even language. But this is just the kind of prescriptive criticism I deplore. Let each poet speak for himself, let him say what his poetry needs, not mine. Art may not be autonomous, as the new critics try to make it, but it is autochthonous, it inhabits its own territory. Art needs life, all life, but as servant, not master, as material, not exemplary form. Art which shapes itself to the needs of the times may turn out to be no art at all.”

	Thus, Hayden Carruth.

	Another man said, “The writer, on no account, looks on his work as a means. It is an end in itself. And so little a means that, if necessary, he sacrifices his entire existence to the existence of the work.” That was Karl Marx.

	“The writer, on no account, looks on his work as a means.”

	 Michael Kustow, Director of London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts, in a recent interview said something that I felt like tacking up on my wall to use regularly in speeches such as this.

	He said, “Every sentence which begins, ‘The role of the artist is…’ is untrue as soon as spoken. Professors have roles. Politicians have roles. Speakers in debates have roles. No sooner do you clothe an artist in a role than he slips out of it and is skipping away down a road you haven’t imagined. Roles are things to be performed in front of other people. The artist does something else: obeys a necessity, solves a puzzle, fills a hole, sheds a skin, makes a mess, sets fire to himself. Whatever he does is an act of freedom and cannot be contained in the straitjacket of any definition.”

	Well, I’ve enlisted Herr Carruth, Herr Marx, and Herr Kustow on my side because this is where I stand and where I part company with Harlan Ellison and with others of the current revolutionary faction who would, indeed, turn science fiction into a revolutionary propagandistic vehicle. I am myself in sympathy considerably with the artistic literary revolution of our times. I am in sympathy with the aims, although not the methods necessarily, of the political revolutionaries of our times. I think the world is in great need of change, other than the technological changes that are flooding on us constantly. The world is in need of social political reconstruction. I think that the theories of renovation of society are wanting, but the aim is a pure and good one.

	However, what can science fiction be? Not propagandistic, I think. Not overtly so. Carruth says that…let each poet speak for himself. “Propaganda and art have no real points of contact.” I think that this is so. The writer makes use of all that is available to him in the world. The bombing of libraries for the sake of expanding human harmony is an interesting phenomenon, socially. It is something fascinating to comprehend. It is the breakdown of language at work 1984 is upon us. War is peace, violence is tranquility.

	And this to a writer is a fascinating thing to observe and to use in his work. However, for the writer then to go on and to join the people on the barricades, to attempt to lead them, to shape them through his art is, I think, a fatal fallacy. Today’s cause is tomorrow’s museum piece.

	The socially conscious art of the 1930s, and there was a great deal of it then, has only historic value now. Of all that was written then in the United States to further social justice, only one novel, I think, survives, and that leads a very tenuous life. That’s John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Which not only said poverty is a terrible thing and those people out there in Oklahoma are being treated shamefully by society, but also worked within, used them in the framework of a work of art, so that when the poverty in Oklahoma became a thing of the past and all those dirt farmers struck oil, one could still look at that novel as a work of art when the propaganda had become obsolete.

	Now we of all people, who function professionally in the future, should not tie ourselves to the cause of the moment. Should not devote ourselves to the overthrowing of the outrageous tyranny in Greece or the suppressive government in Spain or the war-mongering government in Washington, D. C. or any of the other deplorable entities of our time. We may work as private citizens for this end, but by the time we finish denouncing Lyndon Johnson in our stories of the far future, Richard Nixon has come upon us. So, we are producing worthless propaganda, short-lived propaganda, and, I believe, worthless art, also.

	It is fatal to any form of art to impose a common ideological content and purpose on its authors. The very revolution that Harlan would have me support is not only somewhat deplorable to me, but downright dangerous to John Campbell or Poul Anderson. What kind of science fiction, then, can Poul Anderson write in an environment where we are all out preaching Harlan’s revolution? Poul represents a different viewpoint. It is not Harlan’s viewpoint; it is not my viewpoint. But it is a viewpoint which informs his art to some extent, to some mild extent. I do not notice Poul Anderson in his novels propagandizing for the conquest of Asian countries by the United States. No, he writes science fiction. Of course, we should throw out clichés, evil clichés, now that we’ve had colonialism collapse in our time. I think that to export colonialism to the stars is a serious ideological error.
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