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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION


THERE ARE FEW more misused words than criticism.


In one false sense, it’s used to mean restrictedly adverse (what authors call destructive) criticism, as if a favorable (constructive) evaluation could not be the result of critical analysis.


And in another misprision, it’s used to mean reviewing.


Reviewing is a lesser art, with a more immediate functional purpose. The reviewer’s objective is to express his reactions to a work in such a way that the readers of a given periodical will know whether or not they want to read it. The critic attempts to measure the work by more lasting and more nearly absolute standards, to determine its place, not for the reader of the moment, but for the cultivated mind viewing the entire art of which this work forms a segment.


All of the rest of us—Henry Bott,* Groff Conklin, August Derleth, Floyd C. Gale, Villiers Gerson, H. H. Holmes, J. Francis McComas, P. Schuyler Miller, Hans Stefan Santesson—are primarily reviewers; damon knight, in most of his published assessments of science fiction and particularly in those gathered here, is a critic.


Professional criticism is extremely rare in the science fiction field. God knows criticism of science fiction has been more than plentiful outside our orbit; but the critical contributions of self-appointed scholars and intellectuals have been marked by equal portions of distaste for science fiction and complete ignorance of it. (It’s worth noting that one of America’s most esteemed journals of opinion recently asked Ward Moore to contribute a critique of science fiction—then canceled the assignment when an outline showed that the piece would be both informed and favorable.)


Within science fiction, criticism—and frequently of a high order—has appeared almost solely in amateur publications; indeed the wealth of material, critical, bibliographical and biographical, that has appeared in fanzines, from Fantasy Commentator to Inside, is such that a university library with a complete fanzine file would be the Mecca of Ph.D. candidates in the twenty-first century.


But damon knight* has introduced criticism into professional magazines—partly because he is equipped with the background and intellect to do so (but then so are most of the reviewers mentioned above), and largely because his magazine outlets, if not always the most affluent or the most widely circulated, have given him free rein and virtually unlimited space.


Most of us have free rein to the extent of being allowed to say precisely what we think (though at least one of my reviewing colleagues has been subject to arbitrary editorial revision of his expressed opinions), but we’re very tightly restricted in the matter of space, so that we are forced to present a persuasive (we hope) statement rather than a closely reasoned analysis.


With all due respect to E. E. Smith, Ph.D., who has expended a good deal of serious research in statistically tabulating the percentage of verdicts in which various reviewers and critics are “right” or “wrong,” both reviewing and criticism are matters of opinion. There is no ultimate, absolute Esthetic Truth; and if you attempt to judge the rightness or wrongness of others, you simply set yourself up as a reviewer of reviewers, a critic of critics, and just as fallible as any of them.


Nevertheless, you tend to rate a man according to the extent to which his opinions agree with yours; but knight, by virtue of the analytical, essayistic treatment made possible by his freedom in space, has an all but unique quality: You can disagree completely on the book in question, and still admire (and even to some extent agree with) the critique.


Personally I find myself agreeing with knight to an embarrassingly suspicious degree.** But when I do sharply disagree, I always recognize that knight has read the same book (some reviewers seem to have read a wholly different collection of words printed and bound under the same title) … and that a rereading might possibly convert me to his viewpoint. A striking example is Curme Gray’s Murder in Millennium VI, which originally struck me, in 1952, as one of the most unprintable abortions I had ever read. The knight critique in this volume not only brought the entire book vividly back, after four years, to a mind which thought it had mercifully forgotten the whole thing; it also persuaded me that the novel does indeed possess one rare virtue which I had completely overlooked, and I now find myself tempted to go back and reread the book with knight’s analysis in mind.


Successively or simultaneously, damon knight has been a science fiction fan, even an actifan (the uninitiated will have no trouble with that fannish word if they’ll simply pronounce it aloud), an editor, a critic and a creative writer.


Science fiction readers are used to the phenomenon of the writer-editor; in this field, unlike most others, almost every successful editor is or has been a successful writer. But the writer-critic is more controversial, if by no means uncommon. The question of whether an arbiter should also be a creator is, as I’ve written elsewhere,* a tough one: “Either way, the victim of an unfavorable review can make what seems a legitimate complaint. If the reviewer is not a writer, what does he know about the field? He’s probably soured and frustrated because he can’t sell, and takes out his spite on those who do. If he is a writer, he’s jealous of competition, he can understand only his own kind of story, and who’s he to talk anyway—look at his own stuff!”


In knight’s case, at least, the writer-critic duality seems to work out admirably. There’s plentiful evidence in this volume that he loves competition and that he understands intimately many types of stories not remotely related to his own work. And if you “look at his own stuff,” you can only be dazed and delighted by such virtually perfect short stories as “To Serve Man” (Galaxy, November, 1950) and “Not With a Bang” (F&SF, Winter-Spring, 1950) and such an imperfect but brilliantly stimulating novel as Hell’s Pavement (Lion, 1955).


(Pavement, incidentally, is knight’s only previous book. The present volume marks an unprecedented event: the publication of a science fiction author’s collected critiques before his collected short stories. The latter collection is long overdue—publishers please note!)


And the practice of the critical profession has developed in knight-the-writer an unusual and valuable quality of self-criticism. He is able, as is almost no other professional writer of fiction, to stand apart from his completed work and look at it objectively. While an editor is still brooding over what suggestions to make for salvaging a flawed but potentially fine knight story, he’ll receive an unsuggested rewrite which solves all the problems.


Knight can be so dazzlingly individual as either critic or writer (he didn’t do badly as an editor either; possibly the most tragic instance of stupidity in the whole misbegotten science fiction “boom” was the almost contraceptive killing off of Worlds Beyond) that writers and readers alike have been highly curious as to what he is like as a person.


The science fiction universe teems with flamboyant outsize extroverts; surely a man who, in print, manages to stand out as a personality in such company must be something spectacular in the flesh.


So came the Thirteenth World Science Fiction Convention in Cleveland in 1955 (that happiest, warmest, most delightful of Conventions!), and damon knight, who had been out of direct contact with fandom since before his rise to professional prominence, decided to attend.


The fans at the convention got ready to bug their eyes; the professionals checked the condition of their body armor. (I don’t know why knight has such an undeserved reputation as a hostile critic; this volume contains far more praise than attack, and if the debunking of Austin Hall is as devastating a hatchet job as I’ve read, the section on Heinlein is a sheer love letter.)


And damon knight appeared … and suddenly one understood the reason for those minuscule initials. One could not possibly write, with conventional capitalization, “And Damon Knight appeared”; it would be overstating the facts.


A batch of editors and writers staged for the Convention a satiric skit on the past, present and future of science fiction—written, memorized, rehearsed, costumed, lighted and presented in something under 24 hours. And while we were writing it, there I was in a room with three men who could out-talk me. This is not a common event, even in science fiction circles; but Fritz Leiber has trained Shakespearean articulation and projection, Randall Garrett has an improbable and even indecent amount of the Effervescence of Youth, and Sam Moskowitz has a voice which is obviously the Creator’s working model for the Last Trump.


I know when I’m licked. I stretched out on a bed and settled down to the pleasant task of contemplating fellow-collaborators Mildred Clingerman and Judith Merril, while creative contention thundered around me.


And off in a corner of the hotel room, damon knight found a typewriter, set it up on a desk, found paper and carbon, and wrote the skit.


All of the rest of us had starring parts and chewed them down to the last scrap of hamfat; knight did not appear in it.


I should like to know damon knight well; I hope in time I shall do so (and possibly even discover the existence of Damon Knight). But meanwhile I think of him as the man at the typewriter, quietly getting something done while the rest of us make a great foofaraw about it.


This book is, I think, another example of knight’s getting something done.


What kind of book is it? Well, it’s easier to start off by defining a few things which it is not.


It is not an earnest endeavor to reach the ultimate implications of science fiction as a form and its place in our culture; if you want that, see Reginald Bretnor’s Modern Science Fiction: Its Meaning and Its Future (Coward-McCann, 1953).


It is not, except inadvertently, a compendium of useful how-to notes for the writer of science fiction; see L. Sprague de Camp’s Science Fiction Handbook (Hermitage, 1953).


It is not a gently persuasive lure for the reader who knows nothing of science fiction; see Basil Davenport’s Inquiry Into Science Fiction (Longmans, Green, 1955).


It is not even, to be strictly accurate, quite a book, any more than loosely assembled series of shorts and novelets, as knight points out, are really novels.


It is a collection of critical notes and essays managing to cover, among them, most of the principal trends and individual authors of modern science fiction—in book form, I should add, since the magazines are considered only indirectly as sources of book material.


It is addressed—though the wit and clarity of the writing should make it readable to anyone—specifically to the regular reader of science fiction … a marked advantage in that the writer of critiques for the general literary public must spend much of his time in uncomfortable defensive or evangelistic postures. (And too, among ourselves one can attack faults in science fiction without being misinterpreted as attacking the genre itself.)


And (this is the “getting something done”) it provides conclusive proof that, to quote knight’s introductory credo, “science fiction is a field of literature worth taking seriously, and that ordinary critical standards can be meaningfully applied to it.”


Some of us have been going around, aggressively or piteously, arguing that look, science fiction is a part of literature. Others have disregarded the problem; and most astoundingly, John W. Campbell, Jr.—who of all people should know better—has recently* asserted flatly that science fiction is not literature and cannot be assessed by normal literary standards or critical values.


Meanwhile damon knight has simply gone ahead, taken science fiction seriously as a field of literature, applied ordinary critical standards, and made the result meaningful.


It’s as easy as that if you settle down to your typewriter in a corner away from the foofaraw.


ANTHONY BOUCHER


Berkeley, California




AUTHOR’S NOTE


To the First Edition:


THIS BOOK CONSISTS mainly of critical pieces written from 1952 to the present. I owe very grateful thanks to people like Jim Blish who said there ought to be a book, as well as to editors Lester del Rey and Robert W. Lowndes, who between them gave me my start in this field, and to Earl Kemp and Sidney Coleman for many invaluable suggestions.


These short essays make up an informal record of the period that will be known to science fiction historians as the Boom of 1950–1955. It was a period that produced some of the best science fiction ever to appear in hard covers, along with a fascinating flood of the worst science fiction ever conceived by the mind of man. Bad and good, I’ve taken it all for what enjoyment or moral could be squeezed out of it. The flood has now receded, but if science fiction runs true to its cyclical pattern, there’ll be another about 1960. And, I trust, I’ll be on hand with the same net and gun.


To the Second Edition:


THE FLOOD CAME, but I was not there. I resigned as F&SF’s book reviewer in 1960 because the then editor, now my agent and a good friend, declined to publish one of my reviews as written. (The review in question appears here for the first time, on p. 104.) Afterward I had a couple of invitations to review s.f. books for magazines, but there seemed to be good reasons why, having stopped, I should not start again.


This new edition contains a few things written especially for it, along with the reviews I wrote between 1956 and 1960, and a mass of material that was omitted from the first edition for one reason or another. I have taken the opportunity to try to correct the typographical errors, dropped lines and other blemishes of the original edition. I have corrected some errors of my own (such as writing “Isaac” when I meant “Jacob”) and have made some minor revisions for style. With one or two exceptions, I’ve made no effort to update the book; topical references, like the one about L. Ron Hubbard’s disappearance into the Middle West, remain as written.


DAMON KNIGHT


Milford, Pennsylvania





1.



CRITICS


THIS CREDO APPEARED in my first review column for Lester del Rey’s Science Fiction Adventures (November, 1952); I have stuck to it ever since, and I think it introduces this book as well as the column.


Some readers (not to mention writers, editors and publishers) may be unpleasantly surprised by the pugnacious tone of the reviews that follow. I won’t apologize—not very often, anyhow—but I will explain. As a critic, I operate under certain basic assumptions, all eccentric, to wit:


1. That the term “science fiction” is a misnomer, that trying to get two enthusiasts to agree on a definition of it leads only to bloody knuckles; that better labels have been devised (Heinlein’s suggestion, “speculative fiction,” is the best, I think), but that we’re stuck with this one; and that it will do us no particular harm if we remember that, like “The Saturday Evening Post,” it means what we point to when we say it.


2. That a publisher’s jacket blurb and a book review are two different things, and should be composed accordingly.


3. That science fiction is a field of literature worth taking seriously, and that ordinary critical standards can be meaningfully applied to it: e.g., originality, sincerity, style, construction, logic, coherence, sanity, garden-variety grammar.


4. That a bad book hurts science fiction more than ten bad notices.


The publishers disclaim all responsibility; angry readers please apply to me.


Nowadays, we like to think, everybody loves science-fantasy, from Artie Shaw to Clifton Fadiman; but occasionally we are reminded that not all the world’s respectable literary parlors are yet open to us. Such a reminder is Arthur Koestler’s short essay, “The Boredom of Fantasy,” in the August, 1953 issue of Harper’s Bazaar.


After a burst of good-humored laughter at the expense of one of A. E. van Vogt’s wilder novels (the hero of which Koestler identifies as “Robert Headrock”), Koestler admits that he is partially addicted to the stuff himself, deals briefly and penetratingly with the history of the field, and then gets down to his major point: He likes it, but it isn’t art.




… Swift’s Gulliver, Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four are great works of literature because in them the oddities of alien worlds serve merely as a background or pretext for a social message. In other words, they are literature precisely to the extent to which they are not science fiction, to which they are works of disciplined imagination and not of unlimited fantasy.





This criticism is less than we might have expected from one of the most brilliant of all living novelists. All that Koestler says here is inarguably true, and perfectly irrelevant.


“A similar rule holds for the detective story,” he goes on. Just so; and for the historical story, the realistic story, the story of protest, the story of ideas, the story of manners, the story of adventure; in short, for all fiction. Science-fantasy is a form: what matters is what you put into it.


Again: “This is why the historical novel is practically dead today. The life of an Egyptian civil servant under the Eighteenth Dynasty, or even of a soldier in Cromwell’s army, is only imaginable to us in a dim outline; we are unable to identify ourselves with the strange figure moving in a strange world.” Koestler should have added, “unless the writer has genius”; in science-fantasy as elsewhere, this is not a true statement of a limitation but only of an obstacle. We have not been to Mars; neither have we been to Elsinore, nor to ancient Rome, nor, most of us, to a Russian prison, to a penthouse, to a sweatshop, to a DP camp.


This obstacle was brilliantly surmounted in Koestler’s own first novel, The Gladiators; and what is Darkness at Noon but a masterful exercise in speculative imagination?


If science-fantasy has to date failed to produce much great literature, don’t blame the writers who have worked in the field; blame those who, out of snobbery, haven’t.


This question of the respectability of science fiction has vexed a lot of the people who read it. Thousands, I suppose, have torn off the covers of science fiction magazines before taking them home, and many must have felt guiltily doubtful about the contents even then. Science fiction has long had, still has a dubious aura: we read it for a certain special kind of satisfaction, but we are frequently aware that according to ordinary standards of taste we ought not to like it.


Dozens of scholarly articles have been written to demonstrate the special nature of science fiction (“the genre”) and why it really is (or isn’t) a scare literature for adolescents. Most of these have been produced by people with only a superficial acquaintance with the field, but even knowledgeable critics often add to the confusion.


To see what may be at the bottom of all this argument, suppose we try asking two questions:


1. What is reputable fiction?


2. What is special about science fiction?


Reputable fiction—meaning fiction that the critics and the librarians like—has many distinguishing characteristics, but two of them appear to be central: It is fiction laid against familiar backgrounds (familiar, at least, to readers of reputable fiction—as far as the reader’s personal experience goes, a Dakota wheat farm may be as exotic as the moons of Mars); and it tries to deal honestly with the tragic and poetic theme of love-and-death.


The disreputable forms, the Western, science fiction, sports story and so on are defined by their backgrounds; but please note that this is a convention. You could define all of fiction in this way, piecemeal—“New York stories,” “Dakota wheat farm stories” and so on, but it isn’t convenient or necessary to do so. What really distinguishes the disreputable forms is their reduction of love and death to perfunctory gestures, formalized almost like ideographs. (The villain falls over a cliff; the heroine falls into the hero’s arms; neither event takes more than a paragraph.)


Detective fiction, a half-reputable form, owes its half-acceptance to its partial honesty with death. The popular forms, the slick short story, TV serial and so on, suppress both love and death (substituting “romance” and “menace”); that’s why they are popular.


Now, what is special about science fiction?


It might be more appropriate to ask what is special about “mainstream” fiction. The latter is restricted to a small number of conventional times-and-places. Science fiction includes all these, and all others that a writer of our time-and-place can imagine.


Science fiction is speculative; but so is every work of fiction, to some degree; historical and exotic fiction particularly so.


These are convenient standards, and it’s inevitable that librarians and critics will use them—but there must have been a time when stories about India or Alaska or the South Seas were “outlandish,” “weird,” “unbelievable,” “unheard-of” and so on. Such stories have gained mass acceptance simply by being around long enough to become familiar; and we may expect that science fiction will do the same.


What we get from science fiction—what keeps us reading it, in spite of our doubts and occasional disgust—is not different from the thing that makes mainstream stories rewarding, but only expressed differently. We live on a minute island of known things. Our undiminished wonder at the mystery which surrounds us is what makes us human. In science fiction we can approach that mystery, not in small, everyday symbols, but in the big ones of space and time.


That’s all—or nearly all.


Science fiction is already moving out of the realm of disreputable forms, just as the Western is, and just as, to a considerable degree, the detective story is moving upward from its half-reputable status. It can’t, I’m afraid, ever become a popular form—it won’t stand the suppression. But it can be wholly respectable, and in such stories as C. L. Moore’s “No Woman Born” (Astounding, Dec., 1944), Philip José Farmer’s “The Lovers” (Startling, Aug., 1952) and many more, it’s already well on the way.


The librarians are already on our side; give the critics time.


Literate and informed criticism of our field is rare, as you know; even in the s.f. magazines, book reviews are mostly of the “shopping guide” type, written by men who, in James Blish’s phrase, “like everything, but not very much.” In the organs of respectable criticism, we are used to reading awe-inspiring blurts of ignorance from people like Phil Stong, who once innocently revealed that he thought a light-year was equivalent to 186,000 “plain years.”


This volume, therefore, is a unique treasure: The Science Fiction Novel, Imagination and Social Criticism. Here are three brilliant and searching essays by Robert A. Heinlein, Robert Bloch and the late C. M. Kornbluth (plus one dud, by Alfred Bester), and an equally brilliant introduction by Basil Davenport.


Heinlein’s contribution is especially valuable, first, because he happens to have written so many of the pivotal works in the field since 1939; second, because he has a seldom-displayed but highly developed critical talent.


For the first time, in this book, he gives the sources of such stories as “Waldo” and “Blowups Happen”—both frequently cited as examples of prophecy in s.f.—and shows why they were no more prophetic than “for a man to look out a train window, see that another train is coming head-on toward his own on the same track—and predict a train wreck.”


He pays a graceful tribute to Edmond Hamilton, whose imaginary spacesuits in a 1931 story influenced Heinlein’s in 1939—which in turn influenced the real ones he and L. Sprague de Camp helped develop during the war. And he asks, “… is it surprising that the present day space suit (or high-altitude pressure suit, if you prefer) now used by the U.S. Air Force strongly resembles in appearance and behavior the space suit visualized by Edmond Hamilton in 1931?”


In the dispute over the best definition of s.f., Heinlein casts his ballot for Reginald Bretnor’s (paraphrased): “(Fiction) in which the author shows awareness of the nature and importance of the human activity known as the scientific method, shows equal awareness of the great body of human knowledge already collected through that activity, and takes into account in his stories the effects and possible future effects on human beings of scientific method and scientific fact.”


This definition is perhaps at once a little too broad and too limited (it includes Arrowsmith, but excludes stories which most informed readers would simply call bad science fiction): but it does have the great virtue of defining good science fiction, and of showing that much of the magazines’ current contents is not s.f. at all, but “pseudo-scientific fantasy.”


Kornbluth’s main point, or at least the one which gives his paper its title, is that science fiction is ineffective as social criticism. Within the narrow terms he chose, the point is made; s.f. has produced no novel which has visibly and inarguably changed the ways of the world, as did Don Quixote and Uncle Tom’s Cabin. (But I wonder if Kornbluth didn’t get a negative result merely because he was looking in the wrong place. Heinlein mentions an electronic device he thought up for a 1939 magazine serial; a classmate who read the story was intrigued and put the idea into development; the final version was in use all through World War II.)


The remainder of the paper is given over to Kornbluth’s first and only try at the tricky, fascinating field of symbological criticism. He warned us he would make mistakes, and I think there is no doubt that he made some: for instance, his calling Swift’s Houyhnhnms symbols of primitive virtue is pretty clearly an error (tipped off by his remarking in the next breath that “It is curious that Swift’s symbol for primitive virtue should be the horse”). He was mistaken, too, in supposing that there is anything unusual in the womb-image as the symbol of dread and horror; see Erich Neumann’s monumental work, The Great Mother. But his interpretations of Orwell’s “Room 101” in 1984, the unspeakable Eich of Dr. E. E. Smith’s Lensman series, and other matters, are nothing short of spectacular.


Alfred Bester’s breezy, rambling monologue is disappointing to me as some of his stories are, and the fact that one throws light on the other does not seem to help matters much. My admiration for Bester as an artist is all but unbounded (and goes back almost twenty-five years, to a story he has probably forgotten himself: “The Unseen Blushers”*). But even in his best, most dazzlingly pyrotechnic work, his carelessness with scientific fact sometimes bothers me; and to hear him say, as he does here, that the essential ingredient in a story is charm, or “personality,” and that the science in it is unimportant—even though it perfectly and logically accounts for The Stars My Destination—only intensifies the irritation.


When Bester suggests that people don’t turn to science fiction for information, of course he’s right: but people don’t turn to s.f. for misinformation, either.


Robert Bloch, a loyal s.f. fan for many years, begins by describing his childhood, when “stories about Bug-Eyed Monsters were read by bug-eyed boys.”


He notes in passing, very perceptively, that most science fiction is symbolic rather than realistic. For the adolescent rebelling against his elders, “There’s a vicarious thrill in breaking the law, even if it’s the law of gravity.”


But he wonders what has happened to the uncompromising social rebelliousness of thirty years ago, when novelists dared to suggest that our Way of Life was not in all details sacrosanct: and he shows, in a devastating attack, that s.f., supposedly the last stronghold of independent thought, actually has been repeating the same safe old ideas for years. Part of the list follows (condensed): “1. A TOTALITARIAN STATE. 2. The UNDERGROUND. 3. FORCIBLE PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC TECHNIQUES. 4. The assumption that SCIENCE WILL GO ALONG WITH THE GAG and obediently wash brains for Capital, Labor, the Military, the Clergy or whatever …” (This one, incidentally, seems to me to be no assumption but a well-documented fact.)


The full list runs to nine points, all deadly accurate. It may be true, as Bloch intimates, that if better stuff is not being written, it’s because the readers don’t want it; but it can hardly do any harm to wake writers up occasionally with such a well-directed battery of pins in the rump.


I’ve said hardly anything about Basil Davenport’s introduction, because it is itself a critical summary, competing with this one (and, I’m afraid, superior in every way). But I can’t do better than to quote his closing lines, as the publisher’s jacket blurb does:


“This book has given me the pleasure, all too rare since my college days, of being a book that I could argue with. No one can agree with all these papers, since they do not agree with each other; but where you disagree you will find yourself wanting to say exactly how far and why. That is my idea of a really stimulating and enjoyable book.”


I now turn to a less authoritative but equally stimulating book: New Maps of Hell, by Kingsley Amis.


Amis, the lionized author of Lucky Jim and other satirical novels, is a young English lecturer who in 1959 took part in the Christian Gauss Seminars in Criticism at Princeton, and had the temerity to take for his subject, not the early English poets, but science fiction. This book is based on the lectures.


“… whatever my shortcomings, I am not that peculiarly irritating kind of person, the intellectual who takes a slumming holiday in order to ‘place’ some ‘phenomenon’ of ‘popular culture’; one recalls with aversion those attempts to ‘place’ jazz by academic musicians who thought Duke Ellington’s band was a kind of minstrel troupe.”


Jazz and s.f., for Amis, have a good deal in common. “Both emerged as self-contained entities some time in the second or third decade of the century, and both, far more precisely, underwent rapid internal change around 1940 … Both of these fields, again, have thrown up a large number of interesting and competent figures without producing anybody of first-rate importance; both have arrived at a state of anxious and largely naive self-consciousness …”


He notes that s.f., like jazz, has an indefinable and incommunicable special interest—you either dig it or don’t—and goes on to try his hand at two definitions of the field, of which the second is of interest: s.f. “presents with verisimilitude the human effects of spectacular changes in our environment, changes either deliberately willed or involuntarily suffered.”


His tone is self-deprecatingly, and rather self-consciously, ironic; nevertheless, his observations are impressively documented and shrewd. Inevitably, he slips now and then, as when he swallows Richard Matheson’s puerilities, in I Am Legend, as plausible scientific rationalizations of the vampire story (and writes “aerophobic” for “anaerobic”); or when he states flatly, “What will certainly not do is any notion of turning out a science-fiction love story.”*


What particularly fascinates me about the book, however, is its vivid demonstration of how much any critic is at the mercy of his own bias. To Amis, although he perceives and respects other values, the main thing about science fiction is its satiric quality. This shows conspicuously in his assessment of s.f. writers: he calls Fred Pohl “The most consistently able writer science fiction, in the modern sense, has yet produced.”** At the other end of the scale, he deprecates H. G. Wells’ work as being not “a daring imaginative statement” but “a concretization.” By this ugly word, Amis means the quality which to me is the supreme achievement not only of the story in question, but of all notable fantasy writing: the quality which gives a story life, makes it a thing-in-itself, rather than a shadow or projection of anything else.


Amis’ hunger for satire in s.f. is unsatisfied even by Orwell’s savage and bitter 1984, “which instead of being the remote nightmare it is could have been the savage short-range admonitory satire on political forces that Orwell had it in him to write and that nobody since has even looked like writing.”


Presumably what Amis likes most about Gulliver’s Travels is its mockery of the people and institutions of Swift’s day, rather than the story for its own sake. From my own bias over to this is such a leap that I get a strictly science-fictional jolt out of sharing Amis’ viewpoint.


But certainly his bias is as good as mine; so is the bias of the technically-minded critic who wants more wiring diagrams, or the socially-minded critic who wants more lectures. If there is anything reassuring in all this, it is that s.f. is more fruitful and various than we generally (in our biased impatience) realize; it contains all the things Amis praises, as well as all the things for which he professes to look in vain: short-range satire, sexual inventiveness, anti-interplanetary-colonialism propaganda, and a lot more, all except a tithe of it crud, according to Sturgeon’s Rule; yet what are we all but God’s sparrows?





2.



THE CLASSICS


NOW THAT AMERICAN science fiction, past its majority, is heading for the peaceful middle age of an established form, some of its earliest adherents feel as if they had suddenly grown long gray beards; there is nothing more pathetic, I suppose, than the look on the face of an old-guard fan who’s waiting to say something about Stanton A. Coblentz, while all around him people are talking about Heinlein.


With understandable bitterness, some have been driven to the extreme position that no science fiction published later than 1935 is worth reading—while among their younger colleagues it isn’t hard to find those who will put the date still later, and argue that everything published before it was trash.


But whether you belong to either group, or to neither, there’s almost certain to be something in The Heads of Cerberus for you. Those who yearn for the Good Old Days are bound to like it—it was first published in The Thrill Book in 1919. Those who insist on the close reasoning and the satirical wit of modern science fiction will find surprising amounts of both here; and if, like myself, you have a foot in both camps, you’re sure to be delighted by this connoisseur’s blend of the quaint and the ageless.


Terry Trenmore, not the ingenu but the hero of this story anyway, is the sort of big, flamboyant, sentimental stage Irishman that used to turn up all the time in the popular arts until, I guess, about the time Victor McLaglen retired and Brian Ahearne went back to drawing-room comedy. You couldn’t write about such a man today, he doesn’t exist; but here he is, for those that love him, musclebound and poetic as ever.


For contrast, look at the world into which Trenmore and his friends stumble: Philadelphia in the year 2118, ruled as a pocket oligarchy by “Penn Service” and its glittering court of Superlatives—the Loveliest, the Cleverest and so on—chosen and kept in power by blatantly rigged tests, while the proletarians have no names at all, only numbers which they must wear on Landon-sized lapel buttons. It isn’t the best social satire in the world; but it’s modern enough, if you like, to have come out of the pages of a 1956 magazine.


P. Schuyler Miller calls this “perhaps the first work of fantasy to envisage the parallel-time-track concept.” You can read it that way, to be sure, but it’s perversity; the author tells you in plain terms that the story’s about something quite different and at least as interesting.


Philadelphia 2118 is a world of might-be, a philosophical spark struck off from the brain of the first traveler to find the way out of our prosaic universe of what-is.




“Many times have I sought him there. Many times has his name come up in some such fantastic connection as it came to you. I have seen, as it were, the shadow of his thought sketched in the tangible phantasmagoria which surrounded me. But either he evades me purposely, or he is dead, and only his mind endures as an invisible force …”





That passage has a dusty taste, and much of the writing is the same or worse, but not all by any means. Let me quote the beginning of Chapter 5:




When the marvelous oversteps the bounds of known possibility there are three ways of meeting it. Trenmore and his sister, after a grave discussion of certain contingencies connected with the Catholic religion and a dismissal of them on grounds too utterly Celtic and dogmatic for Drayton to follow, took the first way. From that time on they faced every wonder as a fact by itself, to be accepted as such and let go at that.


Drayton … compromised on the second way, and accepted with a mental reservation, as “I see you now, but I am not at all sure that you are there or that I really believe in you!”


Fortunately there was not one of the three so lacking in mental elasticity as to discover the third way, which is madness.





Now that, I submit, is not dated writing and is never likely to be; it’s lucid, didactic, analytical and above all, zestful: an adjective which describes nearly the whole of the book. “Francis Stevens,” we are given to understand, wrote only out of need and stopped at once when the need ended; but she wrote in the only way good writing is ever done: with joy. There is no plot necessity for the interlude in the half-world of Ulithia; it’s pure fantasy for the love of it; and there are lines in that chapter that are feather-touches along the cheek.


One of science fiction’s few genuine classics, out of print in this country since 1937, is Karel Čapek’s wonderful War With the Newts.


The publisher’s cover blurb for the Bantam paperbound edition (“… a great novelist’s electrifying story of what might happen to our world tomorrow …”) is of course pure space gas, as Tom Corbett would say. This is a satire, one of the great ones. It has enormous charm, human warmth, gaiety, wit—and all the time, gently, patiently, it is flaying human society by inches.


The Newts (a giant species hitherto known only as a fossil) were discovered on the shore of Tanah Masa by gloomy old Captain J. van. Toch, who took a paternal liking to them. (“‘What’s the use, you ought to be honest even with animals.’”) At first they brought up pearl shells, in exchange for tools to build their dams and breakwaters, and weapons to fight sharks. Later, when it was discovered that they could talk, it was natural for more and more people to seek other uses for them.


With great ingenuity, and in spite of the most disheartening obstacles, people succeeded.




The flesh of the Newts has also been taken to be unfit for human consumption and even poisonous; if eaten raw, it causes acute pains, vomiting, and mental hallucinations. Dr. Pinkel ascertained after many experiments performed on himself that these harmful effects disappear if the chopped meat is scalded with hot water (as with some toadstools), and after washing thoroughly it is pickled for twenty-four hours in a weak solution of permanganate of potash. Then it can be cooked or stewed, and tastes like inferior beef. In this way we ate a Newt called Hans; he was an able and intelligent animal with a special bent for scientific work; he was employed in Dr. Pinkel’s department as his assistant, and even refined chemical analysis could be entrusted to him. We used to have long conversations with him in the evenings, amusing ourselves with his insatiable thirst for knowledge. With deep regret we had to put Hans to death, because my experiments on trepanning had made him blind …





Fed, protected, dissected, exploited, armed by every nation against every other, the Newts continued to grow in numbers as well as in knowledge. Not so many years after old Captain van Toch passed away, there were already twenty billion worker and warrior Newts in the world, or about ten times more Newts than people.




… The young Newts apparently stood for progress without any reservations or restrictions, and declared that below the water they ought to assimilate all land culture of every kind, not omitting even football, fascism, and sexual perversions; …





Then one day the world awakened to find an earthquake had sunk three hundred square miles of Louisiana under shallow water. A strange croaking radio voice came out of the sea:




“Hello, you people! Don’t get excited … There are too many of us. There is not space enough for us on your coasts any longer. Therefore we must break down your continents …”





Only out of a landlocked and tired little nation could have come such raw despair, so incredibly blended with gentle, calm affection. “The Newts,” says Egon Hostovsky in his Note on the Author, “are, of course, symbols of nazis and communists.” So they are, fleetingly, at the end of the book, which trails off into a nightmare much as Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee does; but most of the time, I think, the Newts are ourselves as Čapek saw us—gentle, long-suffering, mute; the natural prey of businessmen, politicians, experimenters, militarists, and all other sharks of the land.


Under the Triple Suns, by Stanton A. Coblentz, is a wild, heavy-handed 1930-style adventure story, which I can’t honestly recommend to modern readers: but I think science fiction writers ought to read it.


I’m speaking to you, from Doc Smith on, who have fallen into the habit of describing an alien city, on another planet, as if it were Manhattan seen through slightly cockeyed spectacles. There is a failure of communication, the expected article is not reaching the customer, when a science fiction hero arrives in the metropolis of Ub-Gloob, on Sirius XII, to find that the only difference between it and New York is that the cars move faster.


Looking back, it’s easy to see how the gambit began: the slam-bang science adventure epic whose growth took place in the thirties would have been intolerably slowed down if the writer had felt obliged to examine every new race and culture in detail. But it’s easy to see, too, that the new convention was a betrayal of science fiction.


Science fiction exists to provide what Moskowitz and others call “the sense of wonder”: some widening of the mind’s horizons, no matter in what direction—the landscape of another planet, or a corpuscle’s-eye view of an artery, or what it feels like to be in rapport with a cat … any new sensory experience, impossible to the reader in his own person, is grist for the mill, and what the activity of science fiction writing is all about.


So: notice, once you have passed (or skipped) the wooden dialogue and stereotyped action of the early chapters, Coblentz’s notion of a city on another planet:




He was peering into an enclosure that hardly seemed an enclosure at all. Far above, at a height of thousands of feet, the gray cobweb ceiling curved like an actual sky. Though from without, it had looked opaque, from within he saw it to be translucent: the subdued and filtered radiance of the three suns penetrated it with a soft, even glow … The walls were ribbed with thousands of strands of some fabric that looked like bamboo and crossed it irregularly, and yet somehow gave the impression of branching supports, which likewise suggested a cobweb, curved and bent and twisted between the floor and the ceiling, with closely woven whorls and patterned spirals and platforms and slim long cables that swung faintly as if in an invisible current.





Coblentz’s story unfolds itself steeped in the sunless gloom of this gigantic spiderweb tent—a vivid sensory experience that never was in the world before. Coblentz uses this background for an engaging but primitive satire about “social climbers” (the social status of the Ugwugs, the city’s inhabitants, depends on their height above the tent’s floor) and similar conceits; but it would have served equally well for a straightforward xenographic story, or puzzle, or mood story, or whatever you like. The point is:


If your alien planet is just like Broadway, or even just like Uganda, what the devil is the use of leaving Earth at all?


John Collier, who must now be getting on towards sixty, was once an impudent young man with a poet’s heart and an engagingly apelike countenance, the latter two of which qualities he retains to this day. These traditionally Hibernian attributes have been the making of many a great minstrel, warrior, king or rogue. The combination cannot help but explode into things utterly new and astonishing—into heads carved off with goose-quill nicety, or rhymes chopped out with an axe.


Except he take a club or a dirk in his hand, a man so endowed is doomed to be disappointed in love, tyrannized by relatives, gulled twice a week by the unscrupulous, and mocked at by Philistines: but give him a pen, and he will get his own back twice over.




There was a young man who was invariably spurned by the girls, not because he smelt at all bad, but because he happened to be as ugly as a monkey. He had a good heart, but this soured it, and though he would grudgingly admit that the female kind were very agreeable in shape, size, and texture, he thought in all other respects they were the most stupid, blind, perverse, and ill-natured bitches that had ever infested the earth.





This is the first paragraph of “The Devil George and Rosie,” one of the fifty stories in Collier’s collection Fancies and Goodnights, in which ugly, good-natured and gullible persons figure at length. Clearly enough, all these persons are Collier himself; very infrequently one of them, like George, is allowed to take the principal role; but most of them appear as demons.


“Hell,” said Percy Bysshe Shelley, “is a city much like London”; Collier has made it as easily reached and very nearly as familiar.




In Hell, as in other places we know of, conditions are damnably disagreeable. Well-adjusted, energetic, and ambitious devils take this very much in their stride. They expect to improve their lot and ultimately to become fiends* of distinction.





This is an ill-founded hope, however; Collier’s demons vary somewhat in appearance and disposition, but there is nothing really objectionable about any of them; on the contrary, they are rather likeable fellows but in their pure state hopelessly incompetent to meet the challenges of modern living. The nastiest of the lot is old Tom Truncheontail of “Fallen Star,” from which story the quotation above is taken; and even he, after psychoanalysis, becomes well-tailored and taillessly respectable, and makes a fortune in Wall Street.


Not as much can be said for all the human characters in these stories, which also abound in spiteful and tight-fisted male relations, fat hennaed sluts, murdered wives and the like; however, there is a bit of Collier in the worst of them, and whatever they may be doing—poisoning or disemboweling each other, leaping from the tops of skyscrapers, posing as specimens of the taxidermist’s art—it is sure to be done with the utmost aplomb.


Nearly all these stories belong to one canon: the conventional romantic fantasy, or domestic tragedy, or sophisticated love story, with the fur side in. Nothing ever works out even approximately as expected; every turn of the plot is a wild (but remorselessly logical) tangent; wives become husbands, the innocent are guilty, jinn equals Aladdin.


Collier takes an innocent childish delight in pulling the rug out from under his reader, sometimes before he is fairly on it, as in the opening sentence of “Pictures in the Fire”:




Dreaming of money as I lay half asleep on the Malibu sand …





These first lines are an especial preoccupation of Collier’s (and the last lines as well); there is nothing like them anywhere else in literature; they are sandbags between the eyes. “Great Possibilities,” for example, opens as follows:




There are certain people who do not come to full flower until they are well over fifty. Among these are all males named Murchison.





Collier, besides, was quick to learn the unpalatable truth that bitterness does not make art until it is transmuted into satire, that tragedy bores us unless it is preventable, that beauty is like pablum without a touch of the ludicrous. Only twice in fifty stories, in “The Lady on the Grey” and “Special Delivery,” has he made the error of taking himself too seriously; and these are stories that would shine in other company.


In addition to Hell and its environs, Collier has taken a great interest in the domestic scene. In the same volume there are two stories in which a man kills his wife (the classics “De Mortuis” and “Back for Christmas”); one in which the job is carried out for him by an obliging monster; one in which he does his best, but owing to a regrettable misunderstanding is hoist by his own mushroom; and one in which two soul-mates simultaneously poison each other for the insurance; this without taking any account of slaughtered uncles and nephews. Collier has also done incredible things to the triangle as well as the quadrangle plot, and has turned his attention upon M.D.’s, dentists, psychoanalysts, bohemians and other curious fauna in London, Hollywood and New York. Some of these tales have the dramatic simplicity of an anonymous anecdote, and in fact one of them (not included here) appeared as such, condensed and shorn of its author’s name, in a jackdaw volume of Bennett Cerf’s. Three others demand special mention and a category of their own: three tours de force, conversation pieces in which the implications are everything, the events visible onstage nothing: “Little Memento,” “The Chaser,” and the finest short murder mystery ever written, “The Touch of Nutmeg Makes It.”


In nearly all the stories here collected, the influences of poet and ape are equally felt, which is to say that these stories are brilliantly balanced on the tension between farce and tragedy.


It is the business of the satirist to make his readers forget that he is a living human being, able to be hurt, able to love or hate singlemindedly and without reserve; but in one story, “The Steel Cat,” Collier’s art is something more than satire. Here the ape speaks alone; the poet has been temporarily won over, and is present only to contribute the artistry that makes the death of a mouse a more shameful and terrible thing than the death of Desdemona.


Elsewhere, however briefly, the poet also is audible alone; and I think it fit to end with this one last quotation, the opening lines of “Variation on a Theme”:




A young man, with a bowler hat, cane, flaxen mustache, and blue suit, was looking at a gorilla in a zoo. All about him were cages floored with squares of desert. On these yellow flats, like precise false statements of equatorial latitudes, lay the shadows of bars. There were nutshells, banana skins, fading lettuce; there were the cries of birds who believed themselves mewed up because they were mad, the obeisances of giraffes, the yawns of lions. In an imitation of moon crags, mountain goats bore about ignobly eyes that were pieces of moon.





We, by Eugene Zamiatin, is an apocalyptic novel first published by Dutton in 1924. Except for a Russian version issued by an emigre group in Czechoslovakia in the late twenties, the book has never been published in the author’s native language, and it is still banned in the Soviet Union.


The novel is written in the form of a diary kept by a citizen of a thousand-year-old autocracy, the United State. Names and other personal identifications have been abolished; male and female Numbers dress in identical uniforms, live in identical transparent cells of great cubical buildings of glass; they rise, eat, work and return to bed at the same moment.


The trouble with this brief description of the book is that every word is true, essential, and misleading. We is not a museum specimen, not a crude political satire, but a live and kicking masterpiece.


If he had made this future world only to mock it, Zamiatin’s book would have been a failure: but his nightmare is only too real.




We were down in the street. The avenue was crowded. On days when the weather is so beautiful, the afternoon personal hour is usually the hour of the supplementary walk. As always, the big Musical Tower was playing the March of the United State with all its pipes. The Numbers, hundreds, thousands of Numbers in light blue unifs … were walking slowly, four abreast, exaltedly keeping step …


Then, as this morning on the dock, again I saw, as if for the first time in my life, the impeccably straight streets, the glistening glass of the pavement, the divine parallelepipeds of the transparent dwellings, the square harmony of the grayish-blue rows of Numbers. And it seemed to me that not past generations, but I myself, had won a victory over the old god and the old life, that I myself had created all this. I felt like a tower; I was afraid to move my elbow, lest the walls, the cupola, and the machines should fall to pieces.





In such passages, and with an exuberant flow of mathematical analogies, the diarist conjures up the fearful joy of unfreedom. And yet, sentence by sentence, in the very midst of his hymns of praise for the United State, this dedicated Number who is building a spaceship, the Integral, to take the blessings of order to distant planets; this mathematician, this poet of sterility, unmasks himself in a flood of sensual images.


Balanced in this way between two worlds, good-humored, naive, bubbling with ideas, the diarist can at one moment show you a glimpse of a 20th-century street, and make you see it as an incredible and absurd spectacle of disorder; and at the next, succumb to an erotic attachment of such extraordinary power that his betrayal of the world-state becomes perfectly credible.


This is a bouncing, lively, enormously readable book; its characters, O-, the round and pathetically young woman who loves the diarist; R-, the Negro-lipped poet, with whom they have an amiably triangular relationship; I-, the mysterious woman rebel (“again a smile, bite, and white sharp teeth”), D- himself, the diarist, all grow comfortably and affectionately familiar. The author’s prose is deceptively simple, like his city of glass, which he turns with casual ease into a mirror of symbols.




… The Morning Bell! I got up; everything looked different. Through the glass of the ceiling, through the walls, nothing could be seen but fog—fog everywhere, strange clouds, becoming heavier and nearer; the boundary between earth and sky disappeared. Everything seemed to be floating and thawing and falling … Not a thing to hold on to. No houses to be seen; they were all dissolved in the fog like crystals of salt in water. On the sidewalks and inside the houses dark figures, like suspended particles in a strange milky solution, were hanging, below, above, up to the tenth floor. Everything seemed to be covered with smoke, as though a fire were raging somewhere noiselessly.





Although Zamiatin wrote this story in the early twenties, when he could already feel the Soviet monolith hardening around him; although he anticipated prefrontal lobotomy and other modern horrors; although his book shows a striking parallelism with Orwell’s 1984, these are not the important facts about We. It’s a delightful and profound book, a work of art; a lasting pleasure.


The Coming of Conan, by Robert E. Howard, is of interest to Howard enthusiasts, who will treasure it no matter what anyone says, and to students who may find it, as I do, an intriguing companion piece to L. Sprague de Camp’s The Tritonian Ring. Howard’s tales lack the de Camp verisimilitude—Howard never tried, or never tried intelligently, to give his preposterous saga the ring of truth—but they have something that de Camp’s stories lack: a vividness, a color, a dream-dust sparkle, even when they’re most insulting to the rational mind.


Howard had the maniac’s advantage of believing whatever he wrote; de Camp is too wise to believe wholeheartedly in anything.


This book contains the only fragment of a Conan story that I remember from Weird Tales—Conan tippy-toeing along a ledge with a naked girl held by the hair, and then dropping her carefully into a cesspool—which turns out to be neither as isolated nor as insignificant as I had supposed. Another naked lady friend of the hero’s, in another episode, winds up hanged to a yardarm with a rope of jewels; and for that matter, hardly anyone, man or woman, squeaks through the Conan saga without some similar punishment, except Conan himself.


All the great fantasies, I suppose, have been written by emotionally crippled men. Howard was a recluse and a man so morbidly attached to his mother that when she died he committed suicide; Lovecraft had enough phobias and eccentricities for nine; Merritt was chinless, bald and shaped like a shmoo. The trouble with Conan is that the human race never has produced and never could produce such a man, and sane writers know it; therefore the sick writers have a monopoly of him.


This volume contains seven stories, of which the first two are pre-Conan episodes and deal with a warrior-king named Kull; the difference, except for the name, is not remarkable. The book has been pieced out with snippets of the Howard-Clark essay, “The Hyborian Age,” and of Clark’s and Miller’s “An Informal Biography of Conan the Cimmerian,” as well as with letters written by Howard and Lovecraft, and a bit of doggerel, “The King and the Oak”—not credited, though it appears as part of “The Hyborian Age,” so that we don’t know whether to curse Howard or Clark. All this makes a crowded contents page, and a patchwork book; I think it would have been more sensible of Gnome—as well as more honest—to integrate the scholarly notes with the stories and forget them.


I found one passage in “The God in the Bowl” that struck me as unusually fine; since this is one of the two posthumous stories which de Camp edited for publication, I wrote to him to ask if he’d made any changes in the scene that begins with Promero’s entrance on page 137, and learned that he had: one word, Promero’s last, which to me makes all the difference between climax and anticlimax. It seems a great pity that de Camp and Howard never collaborated while Howard was alive. De Camp has been careful, in this recent work, to edit the stories as little as possible, for fear of making them sound like his rather than Howard’s; but if he’d been on hand when they were being written, to put solid ground under Conan’s feet and an honest itch on his back—what fantasies might we not have seen then!


Enchanted Beggar, by Norman Matson, originally published, in 1926, as Flecker’s Magic, offers itself as the gentle, unassuming story of Spike Flecker, a red headed young art student in Paris. Spike is living on irregular checks from his grocer uncle in Ohio, and his talent so far is nothing spectacular; the only extraordinary thing about him is that he is so much aware and alive.


The first thing you notice about this story is its pleasing simplicity, making no demands, no effort to shock or startle. The next thing is that everything in the story is observed with the clearest and most innocent vision. Next, that this vision somehow draws beauty out of the simplest things; for instance, a boarding-house meal eaten by Spike in Chapter 14. If there’s magic in this story, it is not brought by the witch who offers Spike a wishing ring; the magic is in the story itself, on every page.


Considered as fantasy, within the narrow definition of our field, this book is an astonishing success. The old problem—if you could have any one wish, what would you choose?—here seems as fresh as if newly invented. Reading of Spike’s sleepless agonies, you’ll find yourself lacking the usual self-satisfied conviction that you would know how to handle this, even if the hero is too stupid.


But this does not give the measure of the book. It isn’t an exercise on a familiar theme; nothing in it is perfunctory or artificial. What it is, is almost impossible to convey: it escapes all categories, is uniquely itself.


Nowadays, when the novels we read are concerned, almost as a matter of course, with hatred, violence and misery, it comes as a shock to realize that this engrossing book is about human goodness and the joy of living.


If this were a fantasy novel of the machine-made variety, when it turns out that the witch has given Flecker the ring in hopes he will cause some enormous catastrophe, the hero ought surely to go charging off and inflict on the villainess some gorily appropriate revenge. We get to know her better instead, and she turns out to be a wonderfully loony old girl, anxiously dithering in a garret full of dusty notebooks—her incomplete and uncompletable history of the world. And: this visit to the witch’s garret, which would have been satisfactory enough in itself, and certainly would have contented a writer who only wanted to advance the plot, is embellished by a couple of charming fables told by the witch, one about the beginning of the world, one about its end—as if this were a musical comedy, and one of the leading characters had stepped forward to stage center and burst into song.


I’m trying to say that this is a work which shows evidence not only of skill and intelligence, but of love. It’s a rich, warm confection of a book, full of unexpected good things. Don’t miss.





3.



CHUCKLEHEADS


MY PUBLISHERS have asked me to open this chapter by dealing with a hypothetical reader’s hypothetical question: “If these books are so bad, why bother writing so much about them?”


I had to stop and think. I have been throwing bad tomatoes at worse performances for so long, and so entirely instinctively, that it had never occurred to me to think up a reason for it.


Why should anybody rip a bad work of art to shreds? Why, to find out how it is made.


The critical method is to take things apart. The critic uses the same sharp-edged tools on all stories, but good stories resist; bad ones come to pieces. One of these tools happens to be laughter; that’s all. I should have thought it was obvious.


The Blind Spot, by Austin Hall and Homer Eon Flint, is an acknowledged classic of fantasy, first published in 1921; much praised since then, several times reprinted, venerated by connoisseurs—all despite the fact that the book has no recognizable vestige of merit.


Hall, who wrote 39 of the book’s 48 chapters, had these faults:


He was style-deaf. Sample, from the prologue:




For years he had been battering down the skepticism that had bulwarked itself in the material.





Another, from page 273:




… he had backtracked on his previous acts so as to side in with the facts …





He was totally innocent of grammar. This is not an exaggeration; Hall could not tell a noun from an adjective, or a verb from either. Two samples, both from page 20:




She is fire and flesh and carnal—… at whose feet fools and wise men would slavishly frolic and folly.





He was so little at home in the English language that he could not lay hands on the commonest idiom without mangling it. Three samples, out of dozens:




It was a stagger for both young men. (Page 264.)


There was a resemblance to Rhamda Avec that ran almost to counterpart. (Page 172.)


It was a long hark back to our childhood. (Page 30.)





He was credulous without limit. The myths solemnly subscribed to in this book—none of them having anything to do with the plot—include the intuition of women, the character-judgment of dogs, “animal magnetism,” “psychic vibrations” and the influence of intelligence on the color of the eyes.


He had no power of observation.




The men about him purchased cigars and cigarettes, and, as is the habit of all smokers, strolled off with delighted relish. (Page 1.)





He had no empathy, and, I might add, no sense of humor. This is his notion of writing like a woman:




I am but a girl: … I should be jealous and I should hate her: It is the way of woman … I am a girl and I like attention; all girls do … I had all of a girl’s wild fears and fancies. I am a girl, of course … (Pages 101–103.)





His knowledge of science, if he had any, is not discoverable in these pages. He used “ether,” “force” and “vibration” synonymously. On page 85, a chemist refers to a stone’s thermal properties as “magnetism.” “Magnetic”—like “sequence,” “almost,” “intrinsic,” “incandescense” (sic) and “iridescense” (sic)—is a word Hall kept tossing in at random, hoping to hit something with it eventually. For example:




She [a dog named Queen] caught him by the trouser-leg and drew him back. She crowded us away from the curtains. It was almost magnetic. (Page 95.)





He was incapable of remembering what he had already written or looking forward to what he was about to write, except when it was inappropriate to do so. For example, the book opens with the introduction of a character known as Rhamda Avec. (Didn’t I say Hall had no sense of humor?) “Rhamda” is a title, but the narrator does not know this, no one who uses the name in conversation knows it, and the reader is not supposed to find out about it until page 58. Nevertheless, Avec is consistently referred to as “the Rhamda.” And then, on page 171, we get this:




By this time Watson was convinced that the word indicated some sort of title.





This Rhamda is a mysterious personage who, it goes on to appear, has come through the Blind Spot—an intermittent passageway between the Earth and another world. Somehow connected with the Spot is a blue jewel of odd properties, which the Rhamda spends the first half of the book trying to recover from one of the four protagonists; but inasmuch as he refuses to tell anybody why he wants it, what it is, who he is, or what happened to kindly old Dr. Holcomb—who vanished through the Spot shortly after being seen with the Rhamda—it’s not surprising that he never gets it.
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