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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.


      




PREFACE 
by Cy Chauvin


JAMES BLISH (UNDER THE NAME WILLIAM Atheling, Jr.) has written two previous volumes of science fiction criticism: The Issue At Hand (1964) and More Issues At Hand (1970). These books are largely devoted to technical criticism of current magazines and books of the time; Blish’s comments were intended primarily for the writer, although readers found his criticism fascinating as well. The essays in this collection, on the other hand, are more generalized and theoretical. The five essays in Part I are thematically linked, and present a mosaic picture of Blish’s view of science fiction, and may help to place it in the general context of art, literature and life. Together, these essays seem to form part of the extended theoretical and historical work that many critics and writers wished Blish would write after More Issues at Hand was published. Some of the other essays reflect Blish’s interests outside of science fiction. “Music of the Absurd,” for example, concerns itself with the excesses of modern, serious concert music. But I think this article makes an interesting contrast to “The Arts in Science Fiction” and “A New Totemism?” The extremes of modern music which Blish describes make this music seem the product of an alien culture, not our own; the very oddity of our own culture contrasts with the blandness and paucity of the art depicted in sf, which Blish criticizes. In “A New Totemism?”, Blish wonders how the encounter with intelligent aliens might affect the future of art, in particular the unconscious assumptions art makes about the nature of humanity; assumptions that even sf about alien cultures makes all the time. Similarly, other essays in this book illuminate each other. So while The Tale That Wags the God was never planned by Blish, I believe it is more than a mere compilation, or posthumous afterthought; I don’t think this is due just to luck, but reflects the consistent nature of Blish’s mind and his consistent critical principles and interests.


He did plan two other collections of criticism: Dead Issues at Hand and The Agent as Patient: Seven Subjects With An Object. The preface to the first begins:




The peculiarly uninviting title of this third Atheling volume rather accurately reflects its contents, I am afraid. For my subject this time is the historians (and, only secondarily, the histories) of science fiction; and my thesis is that most of them are pretty bad, and that the ground they purport to cover will have to be gone over again, unnecessarily and thanklessly. Thus, these should be dead issues, but they are still to hand …





Besides the preface, the book consists of four chapters corresponding to the four types of sf scholar: (1) Moskowitz: Light Without Heat; (2) Zwei Welke Rosen, Entsprungen; (3) Suvin Looks East; (4) Merril: Guesswork and Gush. Suvin* was to emerge as the genuine scholar. The four promised essays all appear to be projected from existing pieces, mostly F&SF reviews. “Zwei Welke Rosen, Entsprungen,” for instance, would have focused on Lois & Stephen Rose’s The Shattered Ring, which Blish reviewed in F&SF in August, 1971. Alas, the expansions and revisions that would have been necessary to make the book publishable were never even begun, and the book only exists as a plan in the Bodleian Library’s collection of Blish papers at Oxford.


The Agent as Patient is much more complete; all the seven essays which were to comprise this book are extant save one (“The Kafka Scandal”), although some revisions Blish apparently intended for at least two of the essays in this volume were never completed. In the book’s introduction he wrote: “Critics clash frequently and noisily, over matters of detail, but it seldom happens that their performance is tested against their subject matter from a reasonable distance.” Blish’s subjects were artists, or artistic fields or genres, and the object of the collection “to winnow out contemporary critical reactions to these subjects, and test these reactions for viability.” Among the subjects examined were James Branch Cabell (“The Long Night of a Virginia Author”), modern music (“Music of the Absurd”) and science fiction (“The Function of Science Fiction”)—all of which are included here. The latter essay, in a magazine appearance, was titled “The Tale That Wags The God,” and I have taken this for the title of the book.


Other essays (“The Science in Science Fiction” and “The Arts in Science Fiction”) were originally given as talks before the Cambridge University SF Society in England, and recorded and later published by Malcolm Edwards. “The Literary Dreamers” first appeared in The Alien Critic in 1973. “Poul Anderson: The Enduring Explosion” was published in the special Anderson issue of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction in 1971, which accounts in part for Blish’s wholly laudatory discussion of this author’s work. “A New Totemism?” and the somewhat tongue-in-cheek “Probapossible Prolegomena to Ideareal History” were both published posthumously in England.


I have also included two items of biographical interest: “A Science Fiction Coming of Age,” which is a largely unpublished piece of autobiography (focusing mostly on Blish’s childhood), and a conversation with Brian Aldiss recorded at a British sf convention in 1973. The latter is the most revealing interview Blish ever made—it reveals the emotion behind the man and his fiction, as well as his intellect.


John Foyster’s introduction was originally published elsewhere, and read by “William Atheling Jr.” while he was still alive and well, and a practicing critic. I know of no one who has better pinpointed Blish’s strengths as a critic, or explained more completely why his criticism is of such value to science fiction. The essay is especially useful if read with a copy of The Issue at Hand alongside for reference.


Blish, along with Damon Knight, was one of the first truly informed critics of sf, but he also wrote for the literary quarterlies (where two of the essays in this book appeared) and filled other roles in science fiction as well. He bridged many of the gaps in sf: between writers in America and England (he was an American transplanted to England); between the new generation of writers and the old (he encouraged such new writers in the 1960’s as Thomas Disch and Joanna Russ, and older ones such as Poul Anderson); between routine commercial fiction and that which attempted to be literature (he wrote the first Star Trek book series and After Such Knowledge); between literature and science (he knew both); and, of course, between writers and critics. I know of no one else in science fiction who was a bridge between so many. This perhaps was his most important achievement.


I hope you enjoy his book.


Cy Chauvin


April, 1984


Detroit, Michigan




INTRODUCTION, by John Foyster


William Atheling, Jr.: A Critic of Science Fiction


THE CRITICAL FUNCTION CONSISTS IN SAYING what you like and why you like it: less often it is a matter of dislike which is involved. No one, however, who has any pretension to critical skill could care to leave it at that, for while it is a relatively simple principle it may be applied in many ways. Furthermore, since many human beings are inclined to pretend that they are so much above their fellows that their judgment is impartial, we also have a class of critics who relate their work to absolute “objective” standards.


In practice a critic does in fact simply state his likes or dislikes: but since, thanks to John W. Campbell, Jr., not all opinions are of equal worth the critic seeks to demonstrate that his opinion is a reasonable one, based on criteria which have wide acceptance. The skill with which critics do this varies greatly. On the one hand, amongst critics of science fiction, we have those who simply assert that such-and-such is a great sf novel because


(i) the critic likes it, and


(ii) he has read a hell of a lot of sf and therefore knows what he is talking about. (The extreme forms of this disease occur when the critic adds that the work in question may be added to the “sf canon.”) On the other hand we have those critics (few though they might be) who attempt to appeal to wider sensibilities. And at the extreme and most remote from our near-sighted canoneer we have William Atheling, Jr.


It would be pleasantly simple if everyone could agree on just what constitutes reasonable grounds for liking a work of art, though it could be a trifle boring. As it happens, it is rather difficult to find much more common ground than my broad assertion above that one has to do more than claim that the work of art is “good.” In Warhoon 25, Robert A. W. Lowndes took a minimal line and suggested that criticism “consists of three elements: reporting, interpretation, and evaluation.” To a certain extent this is true (even though, as I stated above, it is practically minimal), but the following might be noted. Reporting, as Lowndes implicitly defined it, incorporates almost all of what is currently accepted as “criticism” in the sf magazines. For Lowndes suggests that this is just a matter of telling the reader what he will find in the book provided that he “can read with any degree of proficiency.” Since Lowndes admits that this is an area in which almost every critic shows weaknesses on occasions, it is clearly not as simple as it superficially appears. Atheling makes a good fist of this kind of work, particularly, for example, in his discussion of “The Weather Man” (pages 101-103 [115-118] of The Issue at Hand*). This is not to say that this is all there is to that particular review, but it is an excellent piece of “reporting.”


Interpretation and evaluation are closely linked. If the critic’s interpretation is incorrect, then almost certainly his judgment as to whether the work is good or bad will be incorrect. As it happens, Lowndes singled out Atheling’s article on his own Believers’ World for considerable praise, so it is hardly necessary to repeat the exercise. But let me add that the piece following the article on Believers’ World in The Issue at Hand (pages 62-70 [68-79]) seems quite a tour de force on the interpretation side.


In his essay “Literary Criticism and Philosophy” (in The Common Pursuit) F. R. Leavis gave a short formula, but one which is perhaps harder to interpret: “The ideal critic is the ideal reader.” By this Leavis means the reader who fully appreciates what the writer had done, and is able to perceive the relationship which this work holds with the rest of the works of literature. Atheling seems to fulfill these conditions rather well. He has certainly read widely in science fiction; he is not unlettered when considered against the larger realm of general literature. Furthermore he shows himself to be able to appreciate both sides of any piece of science fiction—as science fiction, and as literature. As an example we might take Atheling’s well-known review of Arthur Zirul’s “Final Exam.” As Atheling himself puts it:


To begin on the most elementary level, Mr. Zirul’s prose contains more downright bad grammar …


—an instance of Atheling as schoolteacher or, as he suggests himself, as the editor that Zirul should have had. Then, on page 85 [97], he moves off into slightly higher realms to discuss the approach Zirul has taken in writing this story (“the author is omniscient”), something which few editors and (almost) fewer writers appreciate, at least in science fiction, so that we may suggest without stretching the point too far that here Atheling is acting as rather more than an average sf critic, and that he is endeavouring to take a larger view. And finally Atheling the sf fan reveals to us that Zirul’s plot is really old-hat. I have deliberately chosen this unpromising story to show how Atheling could apply himself to even the meanest story. I don’t suggest that Leavis had this sort of thing in mind when he wrote “Literary Criticism and Philosophy”—merely that, viewed within the sf framework, Atheling seems to meet some of Leavis’ requirements.


At the risk of becoming even more boring, I’m going to see how Atheling measures up to the strictures of yet another critic: Marcel Proust. In a footnote to his essay “In Memory of a Massacre of Churches” (superficially about Ruskin) Proust remarks that the critic’s first task is to make “some … attempt to help the reader feel the impact of an artist’s unique characteristics.” This is one of Atheling’s strengths, though it can so easily be a weakness, a mere pigeonholing of each author which results from overlooking the word “unique.” Even when reviewing Garrett’s parody (pages 74-76 [84-87]) Atheling fastens onto the “unique” characteristics of George O. Smith and Anthony Boucher. This sort of critic is worth ten of the fellow who merely says that “A is like B.” But in his book Atheling goes rather further than this, and says rather careful things about writers like Bester, Budrys, Kornbluth, and Shiras. These are the names which occur to me first, but I am sure the list of careful characterisations is much longer. But Proust asked for something more, and if I can boil down a sentence of over 150 words accurately, he also wanted the critic to investigate the writer’s vision of reality (cave Philip K. Dick?). This is not something which can easily be done in science fiction, where the writer’s vision often stops at 3c a word, but Atheling attempts it, and the subject is, as might almost be predicted blindfold, Robert A. Heinlein. Whether Atheling succeeds in his attempt is another matter, and one upon which I cannot comment: my interest in Heinlein is so slight that it hardly seems worth the effort.


Now Atheling is no Leavisite, and he does not seem to me to be likely to be much of a fan of Proust. Yet it is pleasing to note that his criticism manages to at least be consistent with what these two very different writers thought about the nature of criticism. He is speaking the same language, and in this he is almost alone amongst writers on science fiction.


More important than Atheling’s performance as measured by others is the extent to which he manages to live up to his own standards. Atheling has never been reluctant to say what he is trying to do, and this makes our task much easier. Let us begin at the beginning.




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. (Page 11 [5-6])





When Atheling wrote this (1952), sf criticism was really limited to the writings of Damon Knight: beyond that was chaos, consisting largely, however, of rather unscrupulous puffs.


Since then there have been no new major critics of sf: in a moment of weakness Atheling listed Anthony Boucher (a fair middle-of-the-road reviewer), P. S. Miller (good at cataloguing), Frederik Pohl (???), Lester del Rey (only moderate), and Sturgeon (whose reviews were characterised by little thought and lots of writing). Later enthusiasts might add the names of Alfred Bester and Judith Merril: I blush for them. So, apart from Atheling and Knight, sf seems to be totally lacking in good professional reviewers. Among the amateurs have been some writers of more or less the same class as Knight and Atheling (Arthur J. Cox being the most obvious example), but there has not been this “lot more criticism.” There has been, in fact, a swing away from this towards a deification of sf writers, though no one, to my knowledge, has gone so far as to claim that they are above suspicion. Criticism of J. G. Ballard, for example, has tended towards either of two extremes: that Ballard is great because he is Ballard, and that Ballard is bad because he doesn’t write like the other fellers. Neither of these two arguments, which have consumed vast quantities of paper and time, constitute what Atheling had in mind when he wrote of “more criticism.”


In this early piece, Atheling develops his argument: that science fiction, to advance, must shake off the bonds of being a ghetto literature, and try to establish itself as literature without any modifiers whatsoever. And it is here that Atheling first describes the critic’s functions. It will be noted that they are rather different from the criteria that I have quoted already. First, he writes (page 12 [7]), the critic must bring to the attention of editors and writers reasonable standards to be observed in the writing of sf. Secondly, he must explain to his readers what these standards are.


Atheling makes no grandiose claims for what he is to write: his intent is clearly to try to improve the writing of science fiction by getting down to the wordsmith level. This he does consistently throughout his career, but also attacks the problem at higher levels, as I have indicated above. The technical criticism, Atheling continues, will be essentially destructive, at least at first glance: but its intent is constructive in the long run. In this prediction Atheling was completely correct: he did tend towards destructive technical criticism throughout his career. But on many occasions Atheling was constructive and even interpretative: there is little in his review of Stranger in a Strange Land which is destructive or even anything which would suggest that Atheling was capable of such blasting as Zirul received. The chapter, “A Question of Content,” is entirely constructive, although little has come of it.


Atheling continues by asserting that “every science fiction editor operating today is flying by the seat of his pants” and that this explains the publication of much of the poor sf of the period. But a commercial editor must operate in this way to maximise profits. Campbell’s great success stemmed from his willingness to bend in whichever direction his reader response suggested would increase sales most while at the same time giving the impression of being the most immovable man in science fiction. Atheling’s point may well be true when considered in absolute terms, but a science fiction editor is not hired to publish good fiction; he is hired to publish stories which will sell large numbers of copies of his magazine(s).


This is the one possible flaw in Atheling’s position: that of half-pretending that science fiction is not commercial (or even hack) literature. This is no great fault, for Edmund Wilson had the same trouble when he wrote about detective stories and the writings of H. P. Lovecraft. The sales of both of these forms indicate that Wilson must have missed some inherent enchantment (me too, by the way), and though his criticism remains sound and thoughtful it is not very helpful to fans of Agatha Christie or HPL. Atheling’s attitude is by no means as extreme as Wilson’s and as the prophets of science fiction continue to claim its impending (or now past) maturity it is probable that more and more science fiction stories (and perhaps even, in some remote heaven, science fiction editors) will meet the most exacting standards.


Nevertheless, most, if not all, of Atheling’s criticism is directed towards faults which are as grave in commercial fiction as they are in fiction which claims a little more for itself: that the faults are so common in the fiction that appeared in New Worlds suggests that although Moorcock headed in the right direction he had by no means arrived. Thus, on pages 18-20 [13-16] Atheling is able to list some fairly common faults of science fiction—phony realism and “deep purple”—and still find them around many years later. I suspect that there is more of the former than of the latter in today’s science fiction, probably because it is more difficult to recognise. But there is still a lot of deep purple in Zelazny’s writing, for example, and Atheling’s words have clearly not yet reached all the important ears.


Atheling’s aim, as he has indicated right from the start, was to improve science fiction by working on those best placed to perform the task of really improving it: the editors. This is discussed at some length in the chapter “A Sprig of Editors.” But later in the book (page 76-78 [87-89]) Atheling discusses the editor who regards himself as the perfect judge of writing and who insists on “helping” writers. It is terribly true that there have been many such pests, but as Atheling indicates elsewhere, sf does need strong and demanding editors. This difference between the editor who muddles in affairs that he knows nothing about and the editor who directs a wayward author onto the correct path is something that Atheling never seems to have investigated at length: indeed, to do so would have required more space than Atheling ever had in fanzines. Instead he concentrated on particular instances (Zirul and McLaughlin, and on Crossen/Wolfe). This makes for lighter reading but there’s also a slight laziness about it all.


Atheling’s chapter on negative judgments does reveal his preoccupation with this aspect of his craft. Here his attention is concentrated on it, and yet he still manages to be constructive (as in his provision of information about a good chess story by Carl Gentile, or in his giving Algis Budrys a pat on the back) in an apparent orgy of destruction. Though his intent is harsh, Atheling sees light at the end of the tunnel and cannot help but be softened by it.


A major failing of sf critics in general is the tendency for them to examine the “science” which may or may not be present in any given novel or short story. To some slight extent this is justified if the fault in the science interferes with one’s enjoyment of the story: and it is possible, after all, to enjoy a story in which the science is dubious. Atheling almost puts this point of view (page 116 [133]) when he writes about the unpleasant practice of allowing sf reviewers to review popular scientific works or even more serious books. As Atheling remarks, one goes elsewhere for that kind of review. But he does not extend this argument to those who criticise “science” in novels or short stories. Perhaps he feels that an sf reviewer will react in much the same way as the average reader towards scientific bloopers. I don’t think this is quite the case, and sf critics have fallen on their faces (say, into a bowl of water?) in overextending themselves. Perhaps Atheling had this partly in mind when he wrote of “expertitis” on page 52 [56]. There’s only one really gruesome example of Atheling in this role: his review (page 24 [21]) of a story by Dean Evans. He devotes some five lines to detailing the horrid errors in chemistry and pathology by Evans, though he never gets around to saying just how these hamstring the story. He does go on to make it plain (though only in passing) that these errors are less important than the problems concerned with the writing itself. Further on (page 46 [48]) Atheling has listed himself has having been on the side of “science” (as against “fiction”), but he now indicates that he has changed sides (or rather that the “sides” have merged toward the left): in the same paragraph he makes the following remark, which probably expressed a feeling that he had been harbouring for some time: “Bradbury writes stories, and usually remarkable ones; he is of course a scientific blindworm, but in the face of such artistry, it’s difficult to care.” There is no need for me to underscore the importance of this passage: for Atheling, as for every critic worth his salt, it is writing first, frills afterwards. The advent of Bradbury undoubtedly lowered the relevance of science to science fiction (though it never really mattered) and Atheling here acknowledged a fact which many have not yet become aware of. Science is needed. Yes (see Sturgeon, page 14 [9]*), but it is not all-important and perhaps should not even be considered unless it becomes very obtrusive (in which case it is at fault anyway).


Science was obtrusive in Clement’s Mission of Gravity, and this was made rather worse by the publication of “Whirligig World” in Astounding, which Atheling discusses in the chapter on editors already mentioned. Atheling was then suggesting that Campbell would back science against fiction: this deplorable tendency was observed in action far too often in Campbell’s later years as editor of Analog / Astounding.


Though science per se is not all-important in science fiction it is necessary in the context of Sturgeon’s rule, which Atheling finds a useful scale. His discussion of Kornbluth’s “The Goodly Creatures” is instructive. He demonstrates fairly clearly that a story which science fiction fans may like, even like for its supposed scientific content, may not be science fiction at all. Assuming, that is, that you hold to Sturgeon’s rule. Of course vast quantities of modern science fiction fit into this category but Atheling’s time has always been limited.


Atheling touches lightly on the connections, if any, between art and science fiction. In discussing Stranger in a Strange Land (in which art is conspicuous by its absence) the subject is naturally raised, though not in a way disparaging to Heinlein. Reviewing Miller’s “The Darfsteller” Atheling manages to make some approaches to the subject, but the major statement on the subject remains James Blish’s anthology for Ballantine, New Dreams This Morning. Perhaps Atheling felt that the connection was tenuous and not yet ready for any full exploration: the situation has unfortunately scarcely changed.


The ability to sum up all the flaws in something is a rare quality: Atheling did this for science fiction when he wrote, “Failure to grapple thoroughly with the logical consequences of an idea is one of the most common flaws in science fiction, as it is in all fiction.” Even with that last phrase, which tends to weaken the whole idea, Atheling has succinctly made the point which, though it has remained true enough through all these years (as might be expected of so general a statement), has as yet had little impact on thinking about science fiction. This approach, which applies to science fiction so much more than to other forms of fiction, is of such grave import that it should be blazoned on the walls of all who think they know where sf is at, right up there with the quotations from Chairman Mao. He had something to say on the same subject, naturally, but let’s not range too widely.


Sadly, Atheling’s most important ideas have not borne much fruit. Though he was often brilliant, perceptive, and articulate, as I’ve tried to indicate, he was too often far ahead of his time. His major points have been forgotten in favour of Judith Merril’s asides, the steady drone of P. Schuyler Miller, and the ugly squawks from elsewhere. It is hardly surprising, then, that Atheling’s gift to the future has also fallen by the wayside.


Two of the chapters in The Issue at Hand are not fanzine items: “An Answer of Sorts” has to do with bread-and-butter matters, and “A Question of Content” is rather more important. It is unquestionably Atheling’s magnum opus. While his indictment of the fumbling of sf writers, mentioned just above, is important, it pales into insignificance besides Atheling’s insight into the somewhat plainer problem besetting science fiction: nothing ever happens that is worth worrying about. “Look,” says Atheling, “if we want anyone to take science fiction seriously then we must have authors who are saying something.” Of course we also need the writers to grapple with the logical consequences of the “something,” but unless a novel has some “content” it is not worth considering. Many science fiction novels are overloaded with message: this we have seen too often. But very few actually have something embedded in the story (as opposed to “grafted on”) that is worthwhile. Atheling lists a few: 1984, Player Piano, Limbo, Brave New World, and Star of the Unborn. Would he add any to that list now, many years later? The number still remains small: authors prefer to fake a background by having the action important. Little Billy is the first man to Mars, Jack Barron (isn’t he a tv makeup man anyway?) is a powerful personality in popular entertainment, the harlequin draws the attention of the whole world to himself; now I am Prince, Immortal, discoverer or editor of an sf magazine. Yet they are all empty, these novels; they have no content in the way that Atheling suggested. There is no advance beyond The Skylark of Space in any but the most trivial fashion.


Was Atheling wasting his time, after all? Will science fiction ever become worthy of the kind of criticism he was able to bring to it? Will it ever reach the maturity he urged upon it?


Now read on:


John Foyster





Part I





1. THE FUNCTION OF SCIENCE FICTION


NOT EVERY MAN WOULD HAVE THE DARING to title a story of his own “The Finest Story in the World,” but Rudyard Kipling knew exactly what he was doing. If there is any short story in English which deserves to be called the finest on all counts—for characterisation, for perfection of language and structure, for emotional power and depth of implication, and in many other departments—I would nominate James Joyce’s “The Dead” as the front-runner; but this is not at all what Kipling meant to claim by his title, which I think he would have retained even had he been in a position to know Joyce’s piece and share my assessment of it. He was talking about Story as Tale—the kind of story which is so intensely interesting in itself that it hardly matters how it is told, and the best examples of which have survived many retellings and will survive many more.


It should not be surprising, as C. S. Lewis points out in An Experiment in Criticism, that almost all such stories are fantasies; nor should it be surprising that Kipling’s exemplar of the type is a science fiction story. Many readers and almost all writers in this field know that Kipling was one of the finest of all science fiction writers.


What should be surprising, but unhappily is not, is that this fact about Kipling is unknown to the vast majority of teachers and scholars of English literature—and to the few that do know it, it is a source of embarrassment.


This is a specific example of a general situation. In the nineteenth century, virtually every writer of stature—and many now forgotten—wrote at least one science fiction story. Edgar Allan Poe wrote several; so did Ambrose Bierce, and Fitz-James O’Brien, and Edward Everett Hale, and Jack London, and many others. As an example of such a production from an author unknown now, let me cite The Last American, by J. A. Mitchell, which was published in 1889 by Frederick A. Stokes & Brother, and went through ten editions in the succeeding four years. Additional examples from this period may be found in a volume edited by Sam Moskowitz called Science Fiction by Gaslight.


Jules Verne, in short, was just plain wrong in assuming that he had invented a whole new kind of story. It had been in existence for decades; indeed, it was almost commonplace, and widely accepted. Poe’s life, let it be remembered, was cut short in 1849. By about 1860, the science fiction story was a fully formed and highly visible literary phenomenon in English; Verne was merely the first author working in the form in another language to catch the public eye.


These writers did not call what they did “science fiction,” or think of it as such; the term was not invented until 1929. When H. G. Wells published his early samples of it in the 1890’s—and in the process showed that such pieces could also be works of art—he first called them “fantastic and imaginative romances,” and, later, “science fantasy” (a term which has now been degraded to cover a sub-type in which the science content is minimal, and what little of it is present is mostly wrong). Most of its producers, however, never bothered to give it a label, nor did editors feel the lack; it was considered to be a normal and legitimate interest for any writer and reader of fiction. Indeed, the Utopian romance, such as Butler’s Erewhon and Bellamy’s Looking Backward, was a prominent feature of that literary landscape.


This assumption crossed smoothly into the twentieth century and gave every sign that it was going to continue undisturbed. Guy de Maupassant wrote science fiction; so did Joseph Conrad; so did Lord Dunsany (especially in his five Jorkens books). Science fiction novels, mostly by Carl H. Claudy, appeared regularly in Boys’ Life—which was not an innovation either, but only a continuation of the dime novel tradition established by the Frank Reade series. There was so much of such work by about 1926 that when Amazing Stories, the world’s first science fiction magazine, appeared in that year, it sailed for a considerable time almost entirely upon reprints, including some from German sources.


And it is still possible in 1970 to say that there are few writers of stature, from Robert Graves all the way down to Herman Wouk, who have not published at least one science fiction story, even if one rules out of the definition of “writers of stature” all those who have made their reputations almost entirely inside the field itself (e.g., Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clarke, Robert A. Heinlein).


Yet there has been a significant change in attitude toward such material, which I have exemplified by the ignorance of or embarrassment toward Kipling’s science fiction which is endemic among most teachers and scholars who are not specialists in science fiction. An even more specific example of the new attitude may be found in Graham Greene’s “The End of the Party.” This story is science fiction in an almost chemically pure state—though its subject, telepathy, is still regarded by most scientists as being too unlikely to reward serious study-but Greene goes out of his way, inside the story itself, to reject the label, as though his tale would somehow seem less plausible did he not repudiate the form in which it is cast. The attempt, of course, only calls attention to the fact Greene wanted to sweep under the rug, and in this he is fortunate, for if people interested in pigeon-holes (and there are people with legitimate professional interests in pigeon-holes, such as librarians) cannot call the story science fiction, they will have to call it fantasy, which would be more destructive of its credibility.


Greene is not alone. Consider the case of Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. He has been published in science fiction magazines; he has attended one of the ten-day sessions of the annual Milford (Pennsylvania) Science Fiction Writers’ Conference; he was for a while a member of Science Fiction Writers of America, the field’s sole professional organization; he has testified to his admiration for science fiction, and his attendance at Milford, in one of his novels (God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater, or, Pearls Before Swine); and almost all of his work is science fiction. But both he and his publishers now take the most elaborate public pains to deny and / or ignore these plain facts, as though they were somehow pejorative, like a criminal record.


Another case: When Walter M. Miller, Jr.’s A Canticle for Leibowitz achieved hard-cover publication, his publishers denied on the flap copy that it was science fiction, a tack that was obediently followed by most of its reviewers. (That is to say, by reviewers in the American press, most of whom still will not review a science fiction book unless they are so assured that it is somehow some other kind of thing.) Yet it had been first published, serially, in a science fiction magazine; all of Miller’s prior and subsequent production has been science fiction, and has appeared in those same magazines; and the novel itself won a “Hugo” award (which it deserved) as the best science fiction novel of its year, an award accepted by Mr. Miller with no show of protest.


Still more recently, both Thomas M. Disch and Brian W. Aldiss, science fiction writers virtually since birth and important innovators in the field, have shown preliminary signs of repudiating their crèche at their first success outside it, as though, again, their past work was somehow discreditable. One of America’s most recent major publishers of science fiction will not actually label their books science fiction because they fear the label will limit sales; another tries to have the best of both worlds by describing it coyly as “partly science, partly fiction, and just a little beyond tomorrow’s headlines.”


These examples could be multiplied, but I think the point is clear. Most mainstream reviewers and critics seem happy to follow its lead, which has, indeed, become a sort of critical syndrome. Kingsley Amis has struck it off in an epigram:


“Sf’s no good,” they bellow till we’re deaf.


“But this looks good.”—“Well then, it’s not sf.”


And Theodore Sturgeon has summarized the situation in more usual critical language, though just as tersely:


Never before in literary history has a field been judged so exclusively by its bad examples.


To this, I will add, never before in literary history has so sharp a change in critical attitude taken place without anyone’s taking any notice of it, let alone wondering how it came about.


Yet had anyone thought that question worth asking, the answer would have been immediately to hand. One needs only to look at the dates, and to think, briefly and indeed quite superficially, about the recent history of any kind of genre fiction.


The villain of the story, as any political theoretician could have postulated a priori, is a social invention; in this case, the invention (by the American publishing firm of Street & Smith) of the specialized fiction magazine, that is, the kind of magazine which publishes only love stories, or only detective stories, or only cowboy stories. This invention, as it turned out, was malign; in literature, it is almost a pure obverse of Mussolini’s discovery that the way to raise the birth rate is to fail to supply electricity to housing projects. Every such magazine ghetto—with one highly significant exception—killed off the literary sub-type it attempted to exploit. The first such to die was the love story, which had been rendered superfluous by magazines like True Confessions (though these were not to last much longer). The sports story followed; by 1944 there were pulp magazines so specialized as to publish nothing but stories about a single sport—baseball, mostly, but football, hockey and even basketball also had their monomaniacal journals, as I remember only because I wrote for them, out of financial desperation and in an agony of boredom. The sports story is now utterly dead. The Western or cowboy story was the next victim, followed by the formal detective story. There are hardly any such magazines any more, except for a few detective magazines and a lot of science fiction magazines; indeed, there are no longer any other magazines of specialized fiction, for the penultimate member of the line, the “women’s magazine,” survives today only upon recipes, interior decoration and sex advice, and publishes as little fiction as it can possibly manage.


The significant exception, as noted, is the magazine devoted to science fiction (and marginally, to fantasy), of which there are still quite a number, though they are now threatened by another social invention, the paperback book. These magazines have managed to change with the times, and indeed offer a startling example of adaptation to social invention which brings one back directly to Mussolini’s discovery. During their early history, they thrived side by side with magazines devoted to what the literary historian would call the Gothic tale (though it was quite unlike the product now being marketed under that label, such as the works of Daphne du Maurier): magazines with titles like Weird Tales, Horror Stories and Terror Tales. The once-enormous popularity of ghost stories now seems puzzling until one realizes that they were utterly dependent for their effect upon the uncertainty and shadowiness of all sources of artificial light prior to the general installation of electricity, which did not become universally available in the West, even in the United States, until well after World War I. Once one can dispel a shadow by touching a button, belief in ghosts is doomed, and with it the literature of ghosts. (There is, to be sure, a vigorous modern revival of interest in witchcraft and demonology, but its roots lie in eschatological realms which have almost no bearing upon this argument.) Today, magazine fantasy is chiefly allegorical; the brief Gothic excursion is almost forgotten, although the nerve, as Rosemary’s Baby showed, can still sometimes be touched by invoking much more powerful and essentially irrelevant fears. (For example, Ira Levin’s novel is much closer to the women’s-magazine convention than it is to the Gothic; its two central fears are “Suppose my baby should be born deformed?” and “I think the neighbors don’t like me.” The witchcraft is only a paranoid top-dressing. Fritz Leiber’s Conjure Wife, a much better book and one much more knowledgeable about the essentials of magic, nevertheless is also paranoid at bottom; it exploits the common fear of the ineffective male that women are members not only of a sex, but of a conspiracy.)


For the survival of its specialized magazines, however, science fiction paid a heavy price. An all-fiction periodical—and all one kind of fiction, at that—demands to be filled periodically; if good material is not available, bad must be published. (Television is now suffering the same kind of attrition.) The pulps, furthermore, never did pay well, and the rates for science fiction were particularly low up to about twenty-five years ago; Horace Gold, a veteran of that era and later one of the field’s best editors, once described them as “microscopic fractions of a cent per word, payable upon lawsuit.” As a result, the field became dominated by high-production hacks, so that what was to be found beneath the lurid covers was often quite as bad as the covers suggested it was. (In mitigation, it should also be noted that new writers raised in this school did learn one art which is almost extinct in mainstream fiction today: tight plotting.)


How seriously this segregation has hurt the field may be seen in almost any of the critical excursions into it undertaken by mainstream critics, for it invariably turns out that what they are discussing in such excursions is the pulp era, not modern science fiction. One such article which appeared in The Saturday Review of Literature (before that title was truncated) about a decade ago was even illustrated with magazine covers from the early 1930’s; and an article by the eminent French critic Michel Butor which was published in the Fall, 1967, issue of Partisan Review mentioned not a single living author of science fiction but Ray Bradbury (whose work offers a splendid example of what we now mean by “science fantasy”).


This, however, may be no more than an example of cultural lag, like the familiar one between painting and music. In his significantly titled A Century of Science Fiction, Damon Knight, who is almost the inventor of serious criticism in science fiction, wrote in 1962:


By and large, the hostile critics have fallen silent. When s.f. is mentioned by a respected literary figure today, his comments are likely to be informed and friendly—an unheard-of thing twenty years ago.


At the time, this was really only a hope, for if challenged to cite such friends, the only ones Mr. Knight could have adduced were Kingsley Amis and C. S. Lewis (and the latter was after all virtually an insider, having written three science fiction and eight fantasy novels, and published short stories in one of the U.S. science fiction magazines). But it was an informed hope, for it was based in large part upon another social change which Knight, like all his colleagues, had long known to be absolutely inevitable: the advent of space flight. How great an influence this has had toward making science fiction respectable can be estimated from the fact that of the many millions who watched the first lunar landing on television or heard it on the radio, hardly any could have escaped exposure to two or three interviews with science fiction writers.*


But the reason for the trend back toward respectability goes much deeper than this. Let us recall to mind that, in the teeth of modern critical scorn, science fiction has been popular with readers and writers over a long period—more than a century—during which the very possibility of space flight, atomic energy and other staple subjects of such stories was discounted by almost everyone.†


What explains this popularity, under such handicaps? Knight suggests (in the same preface quoted earlier):




Science fiction is distinguished by its implicit assumption that man can change himself and his environment. This alone sets it apart from all other literary forms. This is the message that came out of the Intellectual Revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and that has survived in no other kind of fiction.





This is a valid and critically useful insight; but were the factor it describes the only one in operation, readers could obtain the message equally well from the accounts of actual space flights and other wonders which they find in newspapers. (And this is in fact now a fairly widespread assumption: All of us in the field have now been asked, “Now that they’ve really landed on the Moon, what do you guys have left to write about?” One writer confronted with this question replied with justifiable irritation, “For Christ’s sake, lady, there hasn’t been a moon landing story published in fifteen years”; but though the question does show the usual ignorance of science fiction, what is more important is that it shows a rather frightening continued ignorance of the boundlessness of the realm opened by the Eagle landing.) Yet sales figures for science fiction last year were at their highest in history.


In addition, therefore, I propose that-in an age which has seen the decline of religion as an important influence on the intellectual and emotional life of Western man-science fiction is the only remaining art form which appeals to the mythopoeic side of the human psyche.


This proposal brings us full circle back to what Kipling meant by a Story. In Fiction and the Unconscious, Simon O. Lesser makes the point formally:




Like some universally negotiable currency, the events of a well-told story may be converted effortlessly, immediately and without discount into the coinage of each reader’s emotional life.





A related argument is proposed by Susanne K. Langer in Philosophy in a New Key, that music calls to our attention a class of conceptual relationships which also includes, and therefore is usefully analogous to, the emotions (a most difficult idea to paraphrase, but luckily not without helpful antecedents, particularly in the work of Kenneth Burke). Later, in Feeling and Form, she proposes more generally that art, like science, is a mental activity whereby we bring certain contents of the world into the realm of objectively valid cognition, and that it is the particular office of art to do this with the world’s emotional content.


In comment on this latter proposal, George Richmond Walker adds:




Even scientific theories are accepted or rejected because of what can only be called an aesthetic preference for clarity, simplicity, elegance and generality. It is the function of the arts to make us widely and deeply aware of our affective experience, to help us to know and understand what we feel.





In support of Walker’s first point, it is useful to remember that the fundamental aesthetic rule by which scientific ideas are judged, which is usually put as “The simplest theory which accounts for all the facts is the preferable one,” was formulated by William of Occam as “One must not multiply entities without reason”; it is a product of the logic of medieval scholasticism and therefore vastly antedates the scientific enterprise per se; it is often called “Occam’s Razor.” The obverse of his second point is that science concentrates on helping us to know and order our sensory and operational experience—the external rather than the affective.


There has always been some overlap between the two. The mathematician Michael Polanyi noted:




The affirmation of a great scientific theory is in part an expression of delight. The theory has an inarticulate component acclaiming its beauty, and this is essential to the belief that the theory is true.





This is not perhaps, very happily put, but the meaning shines through. More colloquially, C. P. Snow has testified that the act of scientific discovery includes an aesthetic satisfaction which seems exactly the same as the satisfaction one gets from writing a poem or novel, or composing a piece of music. I don’t think anyone has succeeded in distinguishing between them.


Most psychiatric theories, the Freudian most markedly, seem to depend for their continued life almost entirely upon their effectiveness as artistic constructs, since none of them makes a good match with sensory and operational experience, and their record of medical effectiveness is no better (and no worse) than that of other forms of faith-healing—and we shall see below that faith is also a question of some importance.


Science fiction at its best serves all three of these avenues to reality, and in this it is unique:


(1) It confronts the theories and data of modern science with the questions of modern philosophy, to create “thought experiments” like that of Einstein’s free-falling elevator which may in themselves advance science. The most striking example of this, of course, is space flight itself, for which science fiction both provided the impetus and prepared the public; but scientists themselves have lately turned to using science fiction to propose thought experiments dealing with the social effects of what they do, as may be seen in the story “The Voice of the Dolphins,” by the late Leo Szilard. Obversely, most such thought experiments posed by today’s philosophers unconsciously fall into science fiction form. Here is an example by George Richmond Walker:




Suppose there were beings on another planet who were organized differently from us, with different sense organs, different brains, and different logic and mathematics. Their views of the universe would necessarily be very different from ours. Would the universe then be what they say it is or what we say it is?





(2) Like all the arts, science fiction adds to our knowledge of reality by formally evoking what Lord Dunsany called “those ghosts whose footsteps across our minds we call emotions.” This is what makes it an art; as Walker says, a true knowledge of understanding of affective experience is the basis of wisdom; it is what distinguishes the civilized man from the savage, the adult from the child, and the sane from the mentally ill. But unlike any other art, science fiction evokes for the non-scientist the basic scientific emotions: The thrill of discovery, the delight in intellectual rigor, and the sense of wonder, even of awe, before the order and complexity of the physical universe.
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