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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


Repulsive and Unpublishable


In 1969 I was a pallid, malnourished, chronically inhibited British social reject. I had dropped out of college, moved in with a woman who promptly lost interest in our sex life, and developed an omnidirectional festering anger which found an outlet through heavy drinking and dangerous driving.


During that year, however, I visited the United States (see Figure 1) and discovered that life didn’t always have to be grim and miserable. In America there were constitutionally guaranteed liberties, lucrative writing opportunities, sexually adventurous women, and adequate indoor heating. What more could I possibly want?


My epiphany reached its peak when I met Brian Kirby, the editor at Essex House, an obscure imprint in a Los Angeles porno-publishing empire. Kirby had established a subversive line of books such as Philip Jose Farmer’s amazing The Image of the Beast, which mixed hard-core sex and science fiction. (See Figure 2.) With blind bravado, he commissioned me to write for his imprint even though he’d never read anything that I’d written.
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Figure 1. The author arriving at Kennedy Airport in New York City in 1969, age 24, as yet unaware of his impending assignment to write The Gas.
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Figure 2. The Image of the Beast by Philip Jose Farmer was one of the first titles published by Essex House, and now has collectible status.


He gave me a simple mandate: I was to plumb the rankest depths of my psyche, harvest every semen-stained fantasy, and organize the fetid mess as a hard-hitting, angst-driven narrative. This was a singular chance for me to exorcise my British inhibitions. It was also a chance to vent my rage against my British heritage, my girlfriend, my former university, my landlady, my mother, and life in general.


Pornography and Obscenity


It turned out to be not quite so simple. My book caused some trouble during its checkered publishing history, to the extent that it was seized by the British Director of Public Prosecutions and was partially instrumental in putting one of its publishers in a British prison. Before I describe how that happened, I have to digress for a moment to explain some legalities.


Most basically, I hope everyone realizes that pornography and obscenity are not the same thing. Pornographic text and art contain sexual content, often intended to arouse the consumer. This is mostly legal in the UK and the US—unless it is considered likely to “deprave and corrupt,” in which case it may be obscene, and if it is obscene, it is not legal.


This sounds a bit vague, and it is. Courts and legislators have struggled to define the legal difference between pornography and obscenity for more than 150 years.


Before the mid-1800s, there was no legal difference, because no nation in the world had laws to prevent people from viewing anything. But when the excavation of Pompeii confronted Victorians with a profusion of erotic images, a law was considered necessary to protect innocent people (women and children, especially) from the psychological trauma of seeing representations of men with large penises and couples having sex. England led the world with the Obscene Publications Act of 1857, which defined obscenity as any material that was liable “to deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to such immoral influences, and into whose hands a publication of this sort may fall.” This is where the expression “deprave and corrupt” originated in legal statutes.


In the United States, a postal inspector named Anthony Comstock was concerned that sexually explicit materials could undermine the moral standards of decent Christian families. He wanted an American equivalent to the British law, and started a relentless campaign that finally impelled Congress to pass a statute in 1873. It borrowed the phrase “deprave and corrupt,” and after various cases in lower courts, the U. S. Supreme Court adopted this standard in 1896.


A Victimless Crime


Criminal statutes are usually written to punish someone who inflicts harm on somebody else. Various forms of harm can be defined, including physical, financial, emotional, or damage to reputation. But the decency statutes in the UK and the US required no victim at all. The prosecution didn’t have to find a citizen who would stand up and say, “I was depraved and corrupted, and that man did it to me! He should pay the price!”


In fact, so far as I can determine, no one has ever claimed to be depraved or corrupted by anything, even in a civil law suit. You’d think that in 150 years, someone would have sued someone else for damages caused by being corrupted, if such a thing were possible.


In the absence of any victim, the decency laws were totally speculative. They ban any work that might affect a hypothetical person who might be corrupted. Who can possibly decide such a thing? The answer, of course, is a judge, or a jury guided by a judge. Somehow they had to use their imaginations to decide if other people were likely to be depraved and corrupted.


With the law being applied on this basis, how could artists, writers, or publishers know whether they were creating or distributing illegal materials? They couldn’t. Novels by Balzac, Flaubert, James Joyce, and D. H. Lawrence were banned over the years, even though there was no evidence that they had ever corrupted anyone.


This was not a trivial matter. Through the late 1800s and into the twentieth century, publishers of risque material lived in fear of being put in jail. Some actually were jailed, such as a man named Jacob Brussel, who ventured to publish Henry Miller’s novel, Tropic of Cancer in the United States. He was tried in 1940 and sentenced to three years.


The First Amendment


By the 1950s, some publishers were attempting to evade the law by operating out of France, where attitudes were less prudish. Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita was published on this basis by Olympia Press, founded by Maurice Girodias. Of course, authorities in the US and the UK could still prosecute anyone who dared to import the salacious material.


In the UK, no written constitution exists to limit Parliament’s ability to create laws. Thus, the 1857 Obscene Publications Act continued to apply without effective opposition, although it did undergo a couple of revisions. The US, however, is a constitutional republic, and the First Amendment to the Constitution clearly states, “Congress shall make no law … abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press. …”


That seems clear enough, but the Supreme Court evaded it in 1896 by claiming that indecent material was an exception.


Some American publishers in the 1950s, such as Grove Press, mounted a campaign against decency laws by bringing test cases on constitutional grounds. Finally, in 1966, the Supreme Court made a concession. The majority ruled that “liable to deprave and corrupt” really wasn’t quite enough to justify banning a book and jailing the publisher. A work now had to be “patently offensive, appealing to prurient interest, and of no redeeming social value.”


The words “social value” might seem inconsequential, but they opened up a huge loophole, because lawyers for the defense could now argue that almost anything had some value.


American publishers were quick to take advantage of the concept. Novels that had been banned were republished, and by the end of the 1960s, pornography was proliferating wildly. For five or ten years there was the interesting phenomenon of men all over America assisting themselves to reach a sexual climax by reading books.


Anti-Erotic Erotica


In the late 1960s, Brandon House, in California, was a high-volume publisher of paperback pornography. To diversify its list, the company started Essex House as a subsidiary imprint.


When I accepted my commission from Essex House, I knew nothing about the history of obscenity law. I just knew that the definition of obscenity had become more permissive in the United States, allowing a wider range of sexually explicit material. I also knew that British law was less permissive, but that didn’t concern me, as Essex House editions were not distributed in the UK.


I also understood that literary quality was a legal defense—but I saw this as an elitist conceit, enabling pretentious people to enjoy something that they denied to everyone else. I have always loathed pretensions, so I decided from the start that I wouldn’t play that game, and I tried very hard to suppress any hint of literary quality in my work. Perhaps this was foolhardy, but I felt a matter of principle was involved. Anyone should be allowed to read anything, whether it has literary value or not.


I wrote the book during the second half of 1969, in the modest apartment where I lived on Portobello Road (see Figures 3 and 4). This location also did dual duty as design studio and warehousing for New Worlds magazine in the late 1960s.
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Figure 3. The author’s office was on the top floor at this location on Portobello Road. Note the two-tone Vauxhall Cresta parked outside—the only British car ever manufactured with panoramic windshield and tail fins.


[image: image]


Figure 4. The desk where The Gas was written on a manual typewriter..


Alas, by the time I completed the manuscript, Brian Kirby had been fired from Essex House and the imprint was being terminated by Kirby’s boss, a conventional and pedestrian sex-book editor named Larry Shaw. The problem was not that Essex House books were too pornographic. No one was worried about that, anymore. The problem was that the novels were disturbing and weird, while being distributed as if they were generic fuck books. Consequently, they didn’t sell very well.


Imagine a typical consumer of pornography buying a copy of Farmer’s novel The Image of the Beast, hoping for a few pleasant masturbatory sessions. Within a few pages, he finds himself reading a graphic description of a hermaphrodite using a set of sharpened iron dentures to chew off the penis of a screaming man, while The William Tell Overture plays in the background.


This was anti-erotic erotica—a subgenre which Brian Kirby pioneered. It wasn’t going to please readers who were looking for no-frills cheap thrills, so Shaw put an embargo on all the perverse unpublished manuscripts that Kirby had purchased, including mine. In a memo regarding The Gas, he described it as “disgusting, abhorrent, repulsive, and unpublishable.”


Fortunately for me, Kirby was able to sneak my manuscript out of the office when he exited his editorial position. He returned it to me, enabling me to send it to Maurice Girodias, who had now opened a branch of Olympia Press in New York City. Girodias agreed with Shaw that my work was disgusting, abhorrent, repulsive, and so on, but he happened to enjoy that kind of thing, so he published The Gas in 1970 (see Figure 5). It appeared under his Ophelia Press imprint, which he had started for less-literary authors while the venerable Olympia imprint was reserved for the likes of Nabokov. This was fine by me; I was happy to see that my endeavor to eliminate literary value from my book had been a success.
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Figure 5. The Ophelia Press edition of The Gas.


I never met Girodias, but did have dealings with his editors in New York, all of whom seemed to be female and had a weary, defensive manner. I wrote two more books for them, titled The Image Job and The Power and the Pain, but I knew the company was failing when they started paying me their advances in instalments of $250 every month or so.


Another bad sign was the embarrassing matter of author copies. Any publisher generally allows a writer to buy copies of his own book at a fixed discount. Imagine my surprise when my female editor told me over the phone, “We have your books here, and you owe the company $11. But how would you like to pay a bit less? Instead of writing a check to the publisher, just bring me $5 cash.”


Evidently the editors at Olympia Press were now working a scam against their employer. That didn’t seem right, so I decided to have a little fun. I dressed in an old, ripped T-shirt, a pair of stained red pants with holes in them, and a gray overcoat that looked as if it had come from a street person. I had several days of beard, long dirty hair sticking out in all directions, and—the finishing touch—grimy bare feet.


I took the elevator up to the Olympia offices on Park Avenue South. “I’ve come for my author copies,” I told the receptionist.


Within moments, my flustered editor was pressing the books into my hands, refusing any offer of money, and escorting me back to the street as rapidly as possible. “I’m so sorry!” she wailed. “Any time you want more copies, I’ll get them for you. And you don’t need to come to the office! I’ll mail them!”


The US division of Olympia Press went out of business in 1973.


The Risk of Contamination


Many people had advised me not to write pornography under my real name, but I felt it should be nothing to be ashamed of. I also saw little risk that my pornographic novel might contaminate my more serious work by association, because Ophelia Press novels were distributed almost exclusively through specialty pornographic bookstores. Anyone who was offended by what I wrote could hardly pretend that he found it by accident. During the short time in which Girodias’ New York imprints survived, I saw no evidence that their readership and the science-fiction readership overlapped significantly.


In 1979 this situation changed. Savoy Books, in the English city of Manchester, decided they wanted to publish their own edition of The Gas, which they would distribute throughout the entire UK via New English Library.


My initial reflex was to refuse. However, this was followed immediately by an equally powerful reflex of defiance. Did I really imagine that police in the UK would seize my book and throw me in jail? That seemed very far-fetched. So what was I worried about—that people who read my depraved book might suspect that I was depraved, too? Well, yes, actually, I was a bit worried about that, but I didn’t think I should be. I have always believed that lurid sexual fantasies are much more common than most people admit, and it seemed axiomatic to me, and still does, that I should be able to write about any of them. After all, in the immortal words of Robert Crumb: “It’s only ink on paper, folks!”


Therefore, I accepted Savoy’s kind offer. They commissioned a wonderful cover by the great Harry Douthwaite (see Figure 6), and at their request I obtained a sympathetic introduction by Philip Jose Farmer, on the theory that Farmer’s endorsement would legitimize my work and provide some legal defense—although the lack of literary value in my work made me wonder about that.
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Figure 6. The Savoy Books cover by Harry Douthwaite.


Britton and Butterworth


Savoy published my book in 1980 along with Samuel R. Delany’s The Tides of Lust, which was another leftover from Essex House. Delany’s book was plainly packaged, but Douthwaite’s cover for my book was so extreme, New English Library refused to handle it. Undaunted, Savoy sold the book themselves via mail order and through their own bookstores in Manchester. This turned out to be a fateful decision.


Savoy was run by two anarchic radicals named Dave Britton and Michael Butterworth (see Figure 7). Britton was a longtime fan of Michael Moorcock’s writing, and had been influenced by New Worlds magazine. Butterworth shared many of Britton’s literary interests, and had written stories that were published in New Worlds. Their personalities, however, were disparate. Where Britton could be blunt and abrasive in a North Country style, with a “fuck-you” attitude toward anyone in authority, Butterworth was charming, mild-mannered, and soft-spoken. In fact Britton once remarked to me that Butterworth was his ideal business partner, because he seemed so inoffensive and trustworthy. All Britton had to do was keep quiet and let Butterworth do the talking.
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Figure 7. The author (center) with Savoy Books founders David Britton (left) and Michael Butterworth (right) on a street in Manchester in 1983.


I knew Butterworth well, because we had both attended St. Christopher School in Letchworth, Hertfordshire. This was an idealistic, laissez-faire institution run by Quakers who believed in the healthgiving properties of a vegetarian diet. They also believed that if they imposed minimal rules and encouraged “self-government,” students would develop their own sense of individual responsibility. Unfortunately, the reverse seemed to occur: students got the idea that they could do whatever they liked. Both Butterworth and myself were afflicted with this misconception throughout our adult lives, as we experienced bruising encounters with a world that was far less forgiving than the cloistered environment of St. Christopher.


When Britton and Butterworth decided to establish their publishing business, they faced a significant barrier: neither of them had much money. Britton used income from a bookshop that he owned, but when this proved insufficient, he and Butterworth opened additional retail outlets across the North of England specializing in punk youth culture—comics, science fiction and fantasy, cult literature, horror magazines, underground records and bootlegs, drug manuals, and their own Savoy Books publications. Each shop also had a small but busy “restricted” corner selling soft-core pornographic magazines mostly consisting of pictures of naked women.


In the pre-internet media landscape, such magazines enjoyed a nationwide circulation and were in no sense obscene. Still, they offended Manchester’s notorious chief of police, James Anderton, a hardcore moralist who was nationally known for his belief that AIDS was divine retribution for homosexuals. Fortunately for Anderton, even though the United Kingdom’s Obscene Publications Act had been revised slightly in 1959, it still allowed a lot more room for punitive interpretation than the US Supreme Court decision of 1966.


As a self-styled moral crusader, Anderton took advantage of provisions in the act such as the empowerment of police to destroy seized material before any court had judged it to be obscene. He launched a jihad against porno stores, obtaining an incredible 1,010 search warrants for raids across Greater Manchester between 1977 and 1981.


In 1980, Anderton’s men seized my novel and Delany’s and turned them over to the Director of Public Prosecutions, along with a few other Olympia Press titles that Savoy had acquired. Guided by a hostile judge, a jury eventually found Britton guilty of selling printed material that was liable to deprave and corrupt the citizens of Manchester. He was sentenced to 28 days of imprisonment, of which he served 19. (For reasons that were never explained, Butterworth’s case was not brought to court.)


Repeat Offender


At this time I was living in New York City, and couldn’t believe that the British authorities would arrange my extradition to the UK. On the other hand, I had not believed that Dave Britton could be put in prison. So I didn’t know what to think.


Months passed, and no one from the FBI came knocking on my door. Gradually I concluded that in his mission to clean up Manchester, Anderton had targeted Dave Britton personally and exclusively. A mere writer such as myself was of little interest.


Still, the conflict between Savoy Books and the Mancunian police continued long after David Britton had served his prison sentence. He and Butterworth launched their own jihad in revenge against Anderton. Their opening salvo was an appallingly horrible novel about a Nazi in World War II, in which a man with a name similar to Anderton was portrayed as a war criminal. The implication seemed to be that Anderton was really not much different from a Nazi when his moralistic rhetoric was stripped away.


Maybe Britton thought he was legally safe in this provocation, since his novel contained little or no sex. Wrong! Britton was again charged under the Obscene Publications Act, leading to a trial in 1993. He was found guilty, and as a “repeat offender,” he was now sentenced to four months in prison.


Amok


While David Britton was suffering the awful consequences of defying authority, I happened to be visiting the Los Angeles area, where I went in search of a notorious bookshop named Amok. When I found it, in the Silverlake district, I learned that its business model was similar to that of Savoy: In addition to a retail outlet, Amok published a few books and sold many others by mail order.


I mentioned The Gas and its fate in the UK, and suggested that Amok might be interested in importing the British edition. All the stock should have been destroyed after the first judgment against David Britton, but I suspected that a secret stash might still exist. Sure enough, I was able to get 100 copies shipped to Amok. I can’t remember the exact source or the terms under which this was done, but I know I didn’t benefit financially in any way. I just liked the idea of my book coming back from the grave and spawning itself in a more benign environment.


Loompanics


My initiative paid off to a degree that I never expected. One of the 100 copies was bought from Amok by Michael Hoy, the founder and owner of Loompanics Unlimited, a mail-order publisher best known for nonfiction guides on lockpicking, identity theft, manufacture of explosives, and other subversive topics. Hoy described Loompanics as “the lunatic fringe of the libertarian movement,” and had founded the company after he became tired of hearing libertarians complaining about the political status-quo without doing anything about it.


In 1994, he expanded his operation to include fiction. And what could be more appropriate than The Gas? Somehow he found my address and sent me a letter asking if US rights were available.


Indeed, the US rights had reverted to me when Olympia Press went out of business, but Hoy’s interest filled me with even more trepidation than Savoy’s similar inquiry 15 years previously. I was now older, saner, and duller. I no longer drank heavily and drove dangerously—at least, not both at the same time. I was a serious journalist writing serious articles about computer technology for Wired magazine. I was teaching classes in computer graphics at a local college. My novel The Silicon Man had been reviewed in The New York Times and nominated for a Campbell award.


Clearly I would be unwise to jeopardize my new-found respectability by contracting with a notorious merchant of sociopathic agitprop. If I had any sense, I should refuse Hoy’s generous offer to recirculate my bygone adventure in depravity.


However, as a sort-of libertarian, I had been on the Loompanics mailing list for years and had always admired the enterprise. Also, I still felt I should be unashamed of writing sexually explicit fiction.


So it was that I accepted Hoy’s offer. My only request was to let me write a new introduction, putting the book in context. This gave me a self-serving opportunity to explain that The Gas was a relic from my past life, a misogynistic artifact concocted by a disturbed young idiot-savant, a piece of therapy that helped me to recover from years of abuse inflicted by my former girlfriend, my mother, and my miserable British heritage.


My introduction (from which this one is partially derived) emphasized that I had become a reformed character. I didn’t have any more “bad thoughts.” I was kind to animals, and some of my best friends were women.


I also did a rewrite of the book. I didn’t want to remove any offensive material—in fact, I saw a couple of perversions that I had missed, and I added them—but I did want to clean up some stylistic crudities and cliches that I found embarrassing. In other words, I tried to retain the lack of literary value while eliminating the incompetence.


The Loompanics edition was duly published and became the definitive version, so far as I was concerned. This electronic edition uses the same text that was published by Loompanics, plus Philip Jose Farmer’s introduction from the Savoy Books version.


When I received sample copies from Loompanics, I was excited to find that they had been forced to add a plain brown dust jacket (see Figure 8). The cover art, inspired by my text, juxtaposed a multiplicity of gushing genitals in such explicit and graphic detail, the Loompanics distributor had recoiled in horror, just like Savoy’s distributor before them. (See figures 9 and 10.) Only by adding a brown wrapper could Loompanics circumvent the ban.


Michael Hoy seemed a bit apologetic. “We’ve never had to put a wrapper on any of our titles before,” he told me.


I said I was proud and honored by the distinction.
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Figure 8. The plain brown wrapper that Loompanics was compelled to add to their edition of The Gas.
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Figure 9. The front cover illustration of the Loompanics edition, when the brown wrapper was removed.
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Figure 10. Back cover of the Loompanics edition..


Dawn of the Web


The Loompanics edition eventually went out of print, as books do (at least, my books do), and I was relieved to find, once again, that my serious work seemed to have been uncontaminated by my offensive novel. Subscribers to the Loompanics catalogue who had bought The Gas seemed to constitute a very different market from readers of Wired magazine.


At the dawn of the twenty-first century, this happy situation came to an end, as all subcultures became available to each other via the World-Wide Web. Today, not only is almost everything online, but almost anyone can retrieve it. No writer is safe anymore from being embarrassed by his early work.


This has had a tangible impact on my life. For example, I no longer feel I have the option to teach college classes, especially in a rural area of the American heartland where I now reside. It’s too easy to imagine a 17-year-old female student thinking, “I wonder what else Platt used to write,” at which point she finds the answer almost instantly by checking my Wikipedia entry (which Wikipedia will not allow me to delete). A few more mouse clicks, and she has ordered my “forgotten” work from a second-hand book dealer. A week later, the book is being passed around by giggling teenagers. If one of them takes it home and leaves it lying where God-fearing Christian parents may find it, the consequences will be difficult to predict.


I have reconciled myself to this, more or less, but I am not at all reconciled to the new attempts at censorship being pursued by activists who classify pornography as violence against women.


When Rape is Okay


In 1981, self-described feminist Andrea Dworkin published a book in which she analyzed the content of pornography and concluded that it hates and dehumanizes women. In the decades since then, radical feminists have tried various approaches to suppress pornography on this basis.


In Indianapolis, Dworkin and another activist promoted an ordinance that targeted pornography as violating women’s civil rights. The city actually adopted legislation that would give any woman the ability to accuse vendors of X-rated materials of sexual discrimination. The law was challenged, however, and the US Supreme Court eventually determined that it was unconstitutional.


Perhaps this suggests that in the United States, freedom of speech remains protected. Indeed, I tend to think that attempts to suppress sexually explicit material on legal grounds are doomed to fail. I remain concerned, however, because the battle has now expanded from courts of law into the arena of public opinion.


There is no doubt in my mind that many, or perhaps most, university professors would tend to adopt Dworkin’s view of sexually explicit material as discriminatory against women. Likewise, I believe many, or perhaps most, book editors would feel the same way.


Thus moral activists have shifted their ground from legal challenges to a witch hunt. This seems far more pernicious, because if a campaign of intimidation marginalizes work for being politically incorrect, there is no due process—no higher court to which an editorial decision can be appealed.


Moreover, the attacks on heterosexual pornography are themselves discriminatory, because homosexual material remains exempt. Samuel R. Delany’s Tides of Lust, for example, was seized along with my book by the Manchester police. It seems at least as offensive, containing numerous scenes of an enslaved boy enduring forced anal sex, forced coprophagia, and forced urophagia with partners whose festering sores are contaminated with stinking bodily fluids. Delany’s subsequent novel, Hog, contains more of the same.


Yet Delany enjoys literary acceptance, even to the extent that a profile of him in The New Yorker somehow managed to dance around the little problem of his graphic descriptions of the repeated homosexual rape of a child. I believe Delany receives a pass not only because he is nonwhite, but because descriptions of gay rape are never condemned by activists, even when the victim is underage.


Today’s feminists are in some ways worse than prudish judges in the 1800s who felt they could discriminate between books that were likely to deprave and corrupt and books that were not so likely to deprave and corrupt. The law has always made at least some attempt to treat offenders equally; indeed, that is its fundamental basis. Radical feminists feel no such obligation.


The Concept


Lastly, for anyone wondering about the plot and concept of The Gas:-


I had been told by my editor that I could write anything—absolutely anything. Very few writers enjoy such freedom, and I felt I should make the most of it. Therefore, I would not just write a porno novel; I would pour my entire sexual imagination into just one book.


I started by making a list of eligible participants in sex scenes. Hitchhiker, wife, children, priest, landlady, village policeman, college student, animals, machines—the more unlikely or offensive they seemed, the more I wanted to include them. But this led me to the plausibility issue. Under what imaginable circumstances could all these people, creatures, and gadgets have sex together?


Plausibility is a problem in every pornographic novel or video, because the principal characters are always horny and ready to have sex with each other. The bored housewife greets the cable TV installer in a skimpy outfit, and exposes her breasts to him at the first opportunity. The truck driver is hot and hard as soon as the teenage hitchhiker puts her hand between his legs. And so it goes on.


This has always seemed dissatisfyingly unrealistic to me. But in my novel, if I portrayed everyday people as they really are, the sex scenes would take forever to get started. I tried to think of a way to inject some realism without killing the action. Well—how about an aphrodisiac? In fact, an aphrodisiac in gaseous form, wafting across the entire nation! I loved that idea, as it would be a death blow to the British inhibitions that had been such a feature of my own childhood.


As I sketched out the story, I decided to include some scenes in Cambridge, where I had spent an utterly miserable six months before dropping out of Churchill College. The suicide rate in Cambridge used to be the highest in the nation (and maybe it still is). The male students, who outnumbered female students by more than 20 to 1 in the 1960s, always looked devious, frustrated, and deeply repressed to me, like Hitler youth. I couldn’t imagine what nightmarish desires would be manifested if their secret yearnings were released.


Or maybe I could.


Cathy, the hitchhiker who enters the story at the beginning and becomes gradually more deranged throughout, was based loosely on a sweet-natured soul named Christine who later became my girlfriend. I ran off with her to start a new life in the United States. The resemblance between Cathy and Christine is purely physical, and I don’t think she minded. One time, on the phone, she told me, “I’m masturbating while reading your book.” What a strange compliment! Alas, Christine died young of a freakish over-the-counter drug interaction. I miss her still.


Mrs. Dunnell, the landlady in Cambridge, was based on my landlady in Cambridge.


There really was a convent of nuns at the north end of Portobello Road, back then. Not anymore.


The rest of the book was invented as I went along.


I should add that this was never an exercise in wish fulfillment. The story is an exploration of hell. It describes a society that annihilates itself. If the scenario extended for just one more week beyond the supposedly happy ending in the book, I think the only people left alive would be cannibals. If you are looking for a message regarding the need for civilization to control human desires for sex and violence, this is it.


Therefore, it would be a major error to imagine that I liked the idea of participating in the carnage. Just in case this isn’t implicitly clear: I enjoyed writing the book, because it was fun to describe an orgy of slapstick sadomasochism. Comedy is a function of exaggeration, and fiction is a useful tool to rip the lid off human nature and portray whatever comes boiling out.
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