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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


MOST OF THESE ESSAYS ORIGINALLY APPEARED in science fiction fan magazines—mimeographed journals with circulations under two hundred. The Atheling project was begun in Redd Boggs’ Skyhook, and revived some years later for Larry and Noreen Shaw’s Axe. The book also includes several pieces that were not originally signed by Atheling, but which seem to me to be fitting to Atheling’s intent and tone; these came from Richard Bergeron’s Warhoon and Dick and Pat Lupoff’s Xero. I am more indebted to these people than I can say for their courtesy and hospitality.


The last two essays were originally speeches. The final one is the talk I delivered in a scared whisper as guest of honor at the 18th World Science Fiction Convention (Pittsburgh, 1960); the other I read even more badly at the 21st Convention (Washington, D.C., 1963).


With few exceptions, these pieces took the form of criticism of magazine science-fiction stories as they appeared, and hence have little continuity. For the book, I thought seriously of reorganizing them—perhaps grouping them by the authors discussed, as is common practice when one is making a book out of a collection of reviews. But this didn’t turn out to be practicable, for in this instance I was mostly discussing a large number of short stories, and such an arrangement would have left me with some “chapters” not much more than a page long.


In general, therefore, the pieces are presented here in order of publication, though in a few places I have violated this order where I could find a common subject (e.g., the religious science-fiction story). The dates are shown, and the reader should bear in mind that statements about conditions in the field in a given text refer to those prevailing at the time stated, not necessarily in 1964. For the rest, I can only hope that a faint thread of consistency to the principles set forth in the first essay will contribute some unity to the group.


The columns were signed “William Atheling, Jr.,” a pen-name I adopted for two reasons:


(1) Since I was then, as I sometimes am now, writing science fiction for the commercial magazines in the field, I was afraid that I’d be excessively cautious—a fatal disease for a critic—in any such criticism I wrote under my own name; and,


(2) I wanted to discuss my own work in the column as legitimate occasions arose, and I doubted that I could do so under my own name without my objectivity—if any—being discounted by my readers more or less ab initio. (As most of the editors of the commercial magazines can testify, with rather white lips, I have never at any time hesitated to antagonize them under my own name, so that consideration didn’t arise.)


As on every previous occasion when I’ve adopted a pen-name, my reasoning turned out to be superficially plausible and completely ill-founded. There is no form of caution, I discovered, so crippling and at the same time so suspect as using a pen-name in the field of criticism. Furthermore, it is in the nature of the masquerade that it cannot be maintained indefinitely, and once it is broken, the critic is lucky if he can survive the mildest constructions which are put upon it. As for the second motive, objectivity is a quality which is put down on the paper for anyone to see; what name is signed to it is irrelevant.


Officers in Missing Persons bureaus will tell you that many of those who disappear want to be found, and—often unconsciously—choose an alias with the same initials as their real names, as a sort of muted cry for help. (Anagrams, because they require conscious effort, are even more obviously made to be broken.) In fiction I have used a dozen pen-names without making any such mistake as far as I know, but “Atheling” was different. It was known to quite a few people that I am deeply interested in the writings of Ezra Pound, and have written about him for the literary quarterlies. Most of these people also knew that I love concert music and have done some composing. Well, “William Atheling” was the pen-name under which EP wrote all his music criticism (for an English magazine, The New Age). Not an easy clue, perhaps, but it may mean something that I provided any at all.


As it happens, only Larry Shaw and Damon Knight, independently, solved the problem, although there was a lot of speculation about it. When Redd Boggs suspended Skyhook, I gave away the secret myself. After some years had passed, however, I found that I was missing Sour Bill; furthermore, nobody had come along in the meantime to pick up the task of technical criticism of what the commercial magazines were publishing. Eventually I proposed to Shaw that I bring Atheling out of retirement for his magazine; he agreed, and Boggs gave permission.


By this juncture, of course, I could just as well have signed my own name, but I was fond of Atheling, and apparently so were others, so I took the traditional course, I have done so with this book, too, but I have signed my own name below, belatedly but honestly.


Slight revisions have been made here and there, and I have added a number of afterthoughts, mostly in the form of footnotes, or in square brackets. I have been careful, however, not to change Atheling’s mind on any major point, even where I now disagree with him. He was never ashamed of his biases, and I have no right to meddle with them.


JAMES BLISH


Milford Science Fiction Writers’ Conference


June, 1964





I. SOME PROPOSITIONS [Autumn, 1952]



TO BE AN AVOWED PRO-PHILE* AMID FANS these days can be a hazardous position, and I’m not sure that I can qualify for it. After dealing with the newsstand magazines professionally over several decades, one is likely to wind up as at least a fifty per cent pro-phobe. Dealing with them now, when most of them claim that they’re seeking maturity (and one that it has attained it), is doubly hard on the patience.


If science fiction is really growing up (a proposition that could use some defining), however, it is going to need a lot more criticism than it’s been getting. The nature of the criticism will be determined by just how far science-fiction readers would like to see the idiom grow. If, for instance, you’re satisfied that it’s come of age already, then it already has the kind of criticism it deserves: (a) book reviews in general newspapers, usually segregated under a common head as detective novel reviews are, so as to warn the prospective buyer that none of the books mentioned in these little concentration camps are to be taken seriously; and, (b) occasional reviews of magazine stories in the magazines’ letter columns or in fan magazines, usually lists of likes and dislikes, the rationales for which are seldom stated even in the rare instances where they exist.


If you’d like to see science fiction move out of the detective-story kind of specialty classification, and become at least as well established in the literary mainstream as straight fantasy has been for at least two centuries, then science-fiction criticism will necessarily have to be more ambitious. Remember that the detective story has never lacked for praise from public figures of all sorts, and admiring that genre has been the particular hobby of the Grade B, or Christopher Morley type of literary figure. It’s even been remarked that to be able to say “I never read anything but detective stories” is one of the unfailing signs of a successful man. Despite all these things in their favor, detective story reviews are still confined in most papers to the usual ghetto, and the form never has worked itself to stay into the category of an art-form. I doubt that it ever will.


Science fiction is at this stage now. It has a ghetto of its own in most major newspapers; public figures have been photographed with science-fiction magazines before their faces; to be a confessed reader of science fiction still makes one an eccentric, but no longer a complete outcast. Even the slick magazines now print science-fiction stories at least as willingly as they do detective or western stories, and three years ago the circle was completed by the founding of an all-science-fiction magazine devoted to importing slick standards into the realm of the aficionados. Recently, too, a book publisher was paraphrased as saying, “Give us a science-fiction novel that is written like a good mystery, preferably hard-boiled and sexy, and we’ll print it and be glad to get it.” Is this the millennium?


Or, if we’d like to go farther, how do we go about it?


Before we say that the answer is, “Ask for it,” we have to be sure that we know what we’re asking for. This is where criticism comes in. The function of the critic in this field, as it is in others, is two-fold: First of all, he must ask that editors and writers be conscious of the minimum standards of competence which apply in the writing of all fiction; secondly, he must make reasonably clear to his non-professional readers what those standards of competence are. Primarily this double job is destructive, because its effect is to undermine editors’ confidence in many writers, and to lower the level of tolerance toward sloppy work among the readers. It has its constructive side, however, for it’s also aimed at wider appreciation, and hence wider publication, for writers who show reasonable craftsmanship.


Technical competence in story-telling is of course not the sole factor which turns a piece of fiction into a work of art. Freshness of idea, acuity of observation, depth of emotional penetration are all crucial; and there are other such factors. But technical competence is the one completely indispensable ingredient; the use of an old idea, for instance, is seldom fatal in itself, but clumsy craftsmanship invariably is.


This, then, ought to be the first thing we ask for. The major science-fiction magazines, by laying claim to a “maturity” either already attained or else attainable by a good boarding-house grab, have also laid themselves open to critical examination of the same order of severity as that applied to other mature works of fiction. In this light we’ll have to dismiss as irrelevant Galaxy editor Horace Gold’s recent plea that we ignore what poor stories he prints on the grounds that most of his readers like these stories; criticism and public-opinion polling have nothing to do with each other—the setting-up of a scale of competence in any field is inherently anti-democratic, simply because it always reveals that in ability all men were created unequal, and because the only people capable of setting up such standards are those who already have technical competence, a question which cannot ever be settled by majority vote.


These are the propositions I offer, as a beginning in serious criticism, to the writers and editors of science fiction:


(1) We know that there is a huge body of available technique in fiction writing, and that the competence of a writer—entirely aside from the degree of his talent—is determined by how much of this body of technique he can use. [Talent is measured in some part by how much he adds to it.]


(2) We know (from study, from our own practice, or from both) the essential features of good narrative practice; we expect writers and editors to know no less than we do.




(a) We also know that at least half of the science-fiction writers being published today are, from the point of view of technical competence, taking up our time unnecessarily; this being true,


(b) we also know that, from this same point of view, every science-fiction editor operating today is flying by the seat of his pants. If this were not so, the authors mentioned in point (a) above would never have been published, but would have been sent back to school instead.





In saying this much—and in saying it repeatedly—the critic is exercising his first function: to “ask that editors and writers be conscious of the minimum standards of competence which apply to the writing of all fiction.” This is the easiest of his jobs, since it requires nothing of him but the knowledge that such standards exist (a notion which nevertheless will come as a shock to most professionals in science fiction today). For the few antibiotic-resistant cases who insist that science fiction is too aberrant a medium to be judged by the standards of other kinds of fiction, we can reply flatly and without much desire to be polite that we are not interested in any form of fiction which cuts itself off from human life and human values—and those are the only values which make technical competence meaningful. For this purpose we can apply Theodore Sturgeon’s definition of science fiction, which puts the matter in succinct and unbetterable form:




“A science-fiction story is a story built around human beings, with a human problem, and a human solution, which would not have happened at all without its scientific content.”*





This still leaves the critic with the second task of making “reasonably clear to his non-professional readers what those standards of competence are.” It is in this department that the critic’s arrogance is tested, since in doing this he is also answering the doubts of professionals as to whether or not he knows what he is talking about. Both these tasks have to be carried out in detail, and for the most part by example—with the examples being taken from current work, for there is absolutely no sense in analyzing the “tension-curve” of “The Fall of the House of Usher” if it is modern science fiction we hope to improve.


One would think, for instance, that no writer should need to be told that a story cannot get along without at least one believable person in it; and that no editor would buy a story that lacked such a person. If you think both these points self-evident, please turn to “Night Talk,” signed Charles E. Fritch, in the September, 1952 Startling Stories (p. 129). There will probably be a great deal of talk over whether this story was or was not written by Ray Bradbury; certainly if it was not, Mr. Bradbury has a plain case of pastiche on his hands. Internal evidence (“jet-controlled sardine cans”) makes it most likely that Fritch is Bradbury, * but that isn’t the point at issue. The basic point is that there is nobody in the story. The man from whose point of view the story is told has no name; he is referred to only as “the traveler.” Also, he has no appearance; the sole clue we are given to help us visualize him is that he is wearing boots … and, on the second page of the piece, “clothing.” The illustrator has given him fur cuffs, collar and hat, but this is a completely creative gesture on the illustrator’s part, and gives the author more aid in reaching his readers than he has earned.


Toward the end of the story, it is clumsily suggested that the anonymity of the two main characters (there are no others on stage) is deliberate: They are supposed to represent two different kinds of reactions to the second coming of Christ, and thus to be representative of mankind as a whole. Since both of them are ciphers, the total effect is to make the second coming of Christ into an event about as important as the annual Mrs. America contest.


Certainly there can be no objection to the use of the science-fiction idiom as the vehicle for a parable; profound and moving effects have been obtained by such means in other idioms; but to expect the parable by itself to carry the reader with it, without any observance of such elementary requirements of fiction as characterization, is to expect the impossible. Both Mr. Fritch and the author of “The Man” (the Bradbury story Fritch was imitating) had better spend a little time over Anatole France’s “The Procurator of Judea” before tackling this kind of task again. Granted that the France story is a historical fantasy, not science fiction; whatever “The Man” and “Night Talk” are, they are not science fiction either, regardless of their pseudo-Martian settings.


This may seem to be heavy artillery to bring to bear upon a story which can be little over a thousand words long, but I can’t see why a story should be excused for being bad because it is short. Editorially I suppose [Sam Mines, then the editor] would plead that yarns of this length are handy for plugging chinks, and that good ones are extremely rare. This is true, and it is the main reason why a writer like Bradbury, who has seldom worked at any other length, can attain an extraordinary popularity among editors long before the verdict of the readers is in. Good short-shorts, however, continue to remain as scarce as ever.


Mines is a self-styled middle-of-the-road editor, who has said that he is interested primarily in a good story, rather than in sociological documents, wiring diagrams, or works of art. The bulk of the issue under discussion is taken up by Jack Vance’s “Big Planet,” a good story by anybody’s standards. Vance himself is a fascinating study in the technical development of a free-lance writer. He began with three apparently natural gifts: a free, witty, unmannered style; an almost frighteningly fertile imagination; and a special talent for the visualization of physical color and detail. Any one of these gifts in excess in a young writer can prove fatal, since they can be and often have been used to mask or substitute for the essential construction problems of story-telling. Exactly this happened to Vance in his early work: He tossed off ideas, wisecracks, splashes of color and exotic proper names like a Catherine wheel, while his plotting remained rudimentary or non-existent. His Hillman novel, The Dying Earth, is a typical sample, exuberant, chaotic, colorful and shapeless.*


But he is learning fast. In the present novel he has gone back to basics, as he was going to have to do sooner or later. “Big Planet” has the simplest possible construction a long story can have—it is a saga, the primary narrative form of all cultures in the first stages of development. Its sole trace of narrative sophistication is in the circularity of its plot, that is, its return at the crisis to the essential situation with which the story began. But it is still only a beginning, a shade or two of awareness above Beowulf, but not advanced as far as is a saga like the Odyssey, where the essential starting situation emerges only gradually by implication and the poem proper begins “in the middle.” By taking himself back to this primitive a narrative form, Vance has found, entirely temporarily, a story structure suitable to his talents and one which he can control. The result is quite striking and completely satisfying, where earlier long stories of Vance’s were not, because for once the technique and the material are wedded to each other. The efflorescence of color, strongly reminiscent of C. L. Moore (I said “like a Catherine wheel,” didn’t I?) but lacking her control, this time didn’t flood out the story proper because Vance has made structural provision for it. What he will be able to accomplish when he knows as much technique as, say, Mr. Kuttner [Miss Moore’s brilliant husband, who died in 1958], offers plenty of material for speculation. I at least predict prodigies.


Incidentally, both the important writers we have been talking about have been the object of the absurd pen-name detecting bee which has become a mania in the last few years, and both offer interesting evidence that most science-fiction readers are still completely uncritical. It should have been immediately evident that the “Brett Sterling” of “Referent” was Bradbury; one would have to have been style-deaf to have missed it, since Bradbury’s style is so determinedly mannered that he can be spotted within two paragraphs, and can just as easily be told from his imitators, who usually mistake the mannerisms for the style.* Similarly there was never any justification for believing that Vance was Kuttner. As Damon Knight pointed out at the time, Vance has yet to learn basic elements of narrative technique which have been at Kuttner’s fingertips for years; it has been over a decade since Kuttner has been guilty of falling into the story-telling traps strewn all through Vance’s early work. That Vance has been heavily influenced by both Kuttners is obvious, but that he is also somebody else entirely is proboscis-plain.


Reprinting helps to confuse the issue; so does the existence of more than thirty science-fiction magazines, which makes it possible for a known writer to sell virtually everything he has on hand, no matter how old or how bad. Recently Kuttner has been selling a lot of old material as “C. H. Liddell,” in which he may be seen committing the same fumbles that plague Vance; one might be justified in guessing that Vance was Liddell if one didn’t know better. The Kuttner novel, “A Million Years to Conquer,” reprinted in the September, 1952 Fantastic Story Magazine, a twelve-year-old job, certainly also reads like current Vance.


Astounding Science Fiction for August, 1952 contains a gratifyingly skillful piece by Walter M. Miller, Jr., called “Cold Awakening,” and a gluily overwritten novelette called “The Face of the Enemy,” by Thomas Wilson, which between them manage to summarize and continue two trends in John W. Campbell, Jr.’s editing which I suspect are going to lead to Schrecklichkeit before long. Both trends seem to have emerged as a direct result of the competitive pressure of Galaxy, and both actually are the same trend in different guises. They are:


(1) Phony realism. This is a kind of writing which we have all had to suffer through in the detective story field, and now, apparently, science fiction is to go through it also. It consists, in essence, of the minute description of the entirely irrelevant. In detective stories it can most often be found in descriptions of smoking. The character takes out a match folder, tucks the cover back, yanks off a match, scratches it, lights his cigarette, chucks the match into an ash tray … and so on. All this has nothing to do with the story, illuminates no side of anybody’s character, fails to advance the plot an inch, tells nothing about the situation; nevertheless the ritual is repeated over and over again. This is only one of several conventions of current, mechanized “private eye” stories which are now leaking over into science fiction, mostly in Campbell’s magazine. In one recent story, whose title and author, mercifully, I have forgotten (male character tries to fake examinations leading to qualification for spaceflight—yes, that one), the manipulation of cigarettes occupied about twenty per cent of the wordage, to the total exclusion of characterization. Almost the whole “private eye” canon was imported in one dose in Frank M. Robinson’s “Untitled Story”; and in the Miller piece—otherwise as smooth and competent a job as anybody could ask—the story problem is again essentially a detective story problem, solved not by human but by mechanical detective methods. I am at least as tired of reading detective stories as I am of writing them, and I doubt that science fiction is going to be benefitted by inflicting upon it the clichés of another and now completely fossilized idiom.


(2) Deep purple. The phony realism began to creep into science fiction shortly after the advent of Galaxy, under the hands of writers who were unable to provide H. L. Gold with the slick Ladies’ Home Journal kind of copy which he seems to prefer, and who therefore had to seek substitutes from other fields of successful commercial fiction. (They were extensively encouraged in this by Howard Browne, then the editor of Amazing Stories and Fantastic, who was a detective story writer himself and who avowedly hated science fiction. Not surprisingly, he loaded both his magazines with literary bastards, including one by-lined Mickey Spillane.) The deep purple patches of fine writing are coming in by the same back door—patches of souped-up adolescent emotion and imperfectly visualized color, to say nothing of the so-genannt irony characteristic of most fan fiction. Young men trying to crack Gold’s citadel, and incapable, at least thus far, of distinguishing between the well-written and the arty, are producing most of it. Gold buys very little of it, but Campbell, who unfortunately is almost as style-deaf as his readers, seems to love it. As a result we have had to suffer through the recent Astounding writings of Chad Oliver—who probably will write a very good story once he learns to keep his voice down—and this Wilson novelette, which deserves incorporation in any writing manual as an example of what not to do. I call particular attention to Wilson’s account of the alien symphony, beginning on page 33. It is probably in imitation of many brief passages in Sturgeon’s writing, where Ted attempts—never successfully, but at least with commendable reticence—to describe the effect of music. But this sample is incredibly overblown, depending mainly on a device called synaesthesia which died with Swinburne,* and showing among other things that the author knows nothing about the music we have at home—let alone being capable of describing an alien symphony. He thinks all music is program-music, both in Chicago and on Kelane. I cite this particular passage because it is Deep Purple in practically pure culture, but the whole story is soggy with such overwriting.


One of the tip-offs to the deep purple writer is his dependence upon metaphor, particularly of the “concrete-is-abstract” kind: “Hands outstretched, she was love. She was first love, last love, all love … She was love … She was an elusive quality of race … She was ache and anguish and doubt, fusing now into anger because she was love.” Obviously this kind of guff has to be done in metaphor because the alternative trope, simile, demands concrete-to-concrete relationship; one cannot say “She was like love” and expect to be taken seriously; one has to say “She was like a dancer” or make some other reference to concrete things. Race, ache, anguish, doubt, love, all these are just counters which can be pushed around in any order without communicating anything of interest. Suppose, for instance, Mr. Wilson had said “She was love and anger and doubt, fusing now into anguish because she was ache”—does it make any difference? Mr. Wilson might go to Shakespeare, who would teach him that the only successful metaphor takes the form abstract-is-concrete—as in “Patience on a monument, smiling at grief”—the exact opposite of the way Mr. Wilson is handling the trope. To be sure, Mr. Wilson’s practice has the sanction of writers like Tennyson (“a sea of peace”), but Tennyson deliberately sought fogginess and imprecision and nobody loves him for it now. It seems particularly inappropriate to embed a science-fiction story in this kind of simple syrup.
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