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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.













FOREWORD


BY TOM SNYDER







In SHATTERDAY, Harlan Ellison assured all of us that we share the same fears. That the one thing none of us have to be afraid of is admitting that we are afraid of the scary dreads that lurk inside us all. I have been sitting staring at the keys of this machine since three months ago. Then, Ellison asked if I would write a foreword to this book. A collection of more of his rantings and ravings that I first experienced very late one night on a defunct television program named “Tomorrow.” I liked Ellison then and I like him now. He honored me with his request. He flattered me. I accepted. And for three months I have been staring at the keys on this machine, in stark terror.


For years, I have written for television news programs. I think much of it has been pretty good, but if I set it down right here in front of you, few would remember a word of it. That’s because television news writing disappears rapidly. It comes on, it goes off, and it disappears. It doesn’t lie around gathering shelf dust for years and then one rainy night beckon your curiosity from the book-table. I called Ellison three days ago and confessed to him I didn’t have the foggiest notion of what a foreword to a book was all about. That I was terrified to think whatever words I strung together would be available for the jeering and ridicule of the audience forever. The good pieces I wrote for television would always be a private satisfaction to me. The dumb ones—the really horrid crap I had dashed out with no thought and less preparation—those were gone and forgotten and nobody would ever know of them and thank God for that. But here I was facing a foreword to a Harlan Ellison book.


Ellison has written forty-some books, won every award his peers can give him, has legions of fans around the world who hang on his every word as if they were struck in stone, and he—he who has taken to college lectures and Trekkie conventions so he will never again have to write for television because he hates it so deeply—wants a “television schlep”—as he loves to define us—to write a foreword to his book. For me to write anything in the same book with Harlan Ellison makes about as much sense as having me hit tee shots for Jack Nicklaus. I confessed that to him, and he laughed and said to make believe the whole thing was writing a letter to a friend; simply to have fun.


I think Harlan Ellison has fun. Here’s a little guy who every now and then drops into my life and points out that humans are the craziest people. We go absolutely nuts when New York State offers a winner $22,000,000 (that’s right folks, twenty two million dollars) in a lottery. But New York State doesn’t have the money to fix the highways and keep the bridges from falling down. Ellison has made me aware of things like that—the great contradiction between what we are and what we think we are. I want to believe that most of us have had sufficient of the current diet of news slime: How a Kennedy really died; are Brooke Shields and Michael Jackson more than good friends; is Boy George really a boy; and so on and so on and so on until your brain can’t stand it any longer. Ellison delights in cutting through all the smarm. He fights battles most of us haven’t even thought of, much less cared about. If you know anything of Frances Farmer, you’ll recall how she challenged everything hypocritical about God and Country. The so-called guardians of the public good cut her brain out to rid us all of cynicism and skepticism but it didn’t work. Watching a movie about her reminded me of Harlan Ellison. He fights the wars that aren’t even worth fighting, and delights in our frustration when we finally figure it out. Guys like Harlan know we can’t win ’em all, but we sure-as-shooting better win some, or else the guy who said, “Life’s a bitch, and then you die!”, will wind up being right.




 


The writer in the book follows. Along the way, you’ll hear him say that he wrote much of this a long time ago, and that when he asks you to write him about certain things, he meant for you to write him then, but that he doesn’t want to hear from you now.


He’s just kidding.


—Tom Snyder 29 May 84















INTRODUCTION: Ominous Remarks for Late in the Evening







Both Hemingway and Scott Fitzgerald discovered a peculiar syndrome that affected critics of their work. They learned in the roughest way imaginable that if they were praised as great, fresh talents early on in their careers, that as they approached the middle years of writing they were “reevaluated.” The second guessers and the parvenus who could not, themselves, create the great and fresh stories, made their shaky reputations by means of pronunciamentos that advised those few literati who gave a damn, that les enfants terribles were now too long in the tooth to produce anything worth reading; that they were past it; and in the name of common decency should embarrass themselves no further by packing it in and retiring to the cultivation of Zen flower gardens. So they both croaked, and did the heavy deeds of assassination for their critics. But had they somehow managed to overcome cancer and alcoholism, had they managed to squeak through for another decade, they’d have found themselves lionized. Each would have made it through the shitrain to become le monstre sacré. Grand old men of letters. National treasures. Every last snippet they’d tapped out on yellow second-sheets sold at Sotheby’s for a pasha’s weight in rubies.


They never made it. Not rugged, spike-tough old Ernest, not lighter-than-air Scott. Time and gravity and the nibbling of minnows did them in. And so they don’t know that they are still famous—though seldom read—in the way that talk show guests are famous: you know their names and often their faces, but you can’t quite remember what the hell it is they did to make them “famous.”


The lesson we who work behind the words learn from this is that if your life is as interesting as your work, or even approaches that level of passion, there will be those who are not-quite-good-enough waiting in the tall grass, waiting to compound your fractures when your brittle bones splinter.


Never get too fat, never get too secure. The rat-things are waiting. Just hang in there long enough, like Borges or Howard Fast or Graham Greene or Jean Rhys, and the sheer volume of accumulated years will daunt all but the most vicious (who quickly self destruct when they try to savage the icons).


The fine novelist Walter Tevis, a sweet man who died on August 9, 1984, knew more than his share of pain. Walter once told me, when I was bitching about constantly being pilloried for trying to startle readers into wakefulness with fiery prose, “You can’t attract the attention of the dead.”


I am well in mind of that epigraph as I sit here writing an introduction to a book of occasional pieces, essays, columns done to a monthly or weekly deadline, that passed along to my readers the world I observed at those times. In the words of Irwin Shaw: “He is engaged in the long process of putting his whole life on paper. He is on a journey and he is reporting in: ‘This is where I think I am and this is what this place looks like today.’”


Well in mind of Walter’s consoling observation as I consider a scurrilous bit of business published in a jumped-up comic book called Heavy Metal last October 1983. A vitriolic hate-piece accurately titled “Hatcheting Harlan,” as written by one of the universe’s great prose stylists, Gus Patukas. If the name rings no carillons, don’t go searching through THE READER’S ENCYCLOPEDIA or WEBSTER’S AMERICAN BIOGRAPHIES. Turns out Gus is a kid who lives in Brooklyn; buddy chum of a Heavy Metal editor whose own literary accolades are on the level of sucking fish-heads. They’re into swagger, but not much into writing anything that will outlast the paper it’s printed on.




But the best part of the attack came several issues later, in the letter column of this illustrated irritation dedicated to drawings of women with breasts the size of casaba melons and comic strips in which people get their heads blown open like overripe pomegranates. Rather than admitting that they’d received several hundred outraged letters from readers who thought I might have a few good minutes left in me, they presented a “balanced response” by dummying up a couple of letters saying good for Patukas and ever-vigilant Heavy Metal, for bringing to his knees that fraud Ellison, who never could write for sour owl poop to begin with. One of these letters contained the statement that Ellison is an enemy of the People.




“Liberty is better served by presenting a clear target to one’s opponents than by joining with them in an insincere and useless brotherliness.”


—Benedetto Croce, 1866–1952 Italian philosopher, historian, statesman, and literary critic.





I thought about that one for some time. And then I had to smile. The author of that letter, someone who signed himself “William Charles Rosetta, LA, California” (though no such person—as one with the “Jon Douglas West” you will encounter in these pages—seems to exist in Los Angeles or anywhere else), had miraculously stumbled on a hidden truth.


I am, indeed, an enemy of the people.


Ibsen, who noted that “To live is to war with trolls,” codified the “enemy of the people” in his classic drama about a courageous man who tells the truth about a public menace—the contamination of the town’s famous healing spring waters—which will bring about the community’s economic demise. This honest man, Dr. Thomas Stockmann, plans to shut down the springs to make improvements for the public good. But when “economic realities” dictate otherwise, Stockmann’s brother, Peter, who is the mayor, undercuts his efforts by turning him from a hero in the eyes of his neighbors, into “an enemy of the people.”




“If fifty million people say a foolish thing, it is still a foolish thing.”


—Anatole France





The sixty-one personal essays that make up this book are my proud statement of enmity toward the people. Not just to people like Patukas and “Rosetta” and the pinheads at Heavy Metal whose dreary little lives move them to such ignoble attacks of foaming idiocy against their betters, but enmity toward the censors and the pro-gun lobbyists and the filmmakers who brutalize women in the name of “art” and the smoothyguts politicians who secure their futures with arms manufacturers by stealing money from the schools and the lousy writers who monopolize the spinner racks and their venal publishers who have destroyed the mid-list in search of bestsellers and the bible-thumpers who want prayer in the schools as long as we pray to their God and to the gray little bookkeepers who know their dancing decimal points cheat honest men and women out of their annuities and the garage mechanics who lie and tell you they can’t repair that thingamajig unless you buy a new whatzit for seventy-five bucks and the headless snakes that are the multinational corporations that remove products you like from the supermarkets because cheaper items move more units per capita and the terrorists and the zealots and the true believers and the insensitive and the dull-witted and the self-righteous. All of whom are parts of “the people.”




“I have sworn eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the mind of man.”


—Thomas Jefferson







You’d better believe it, I am an enemy of the people. The people who stand by and do nothing. The ones who don’t want to get involved, and the ones who don’t want to risk a dime of their money; the ones who permit evil to walk unchecked, and the ones who abet the monsters because “If I didn’t do it, someone else would” the ones who beat up their kids because they’re part of the household goods, and the ones whose rapaciousness gives them coin to bully the weak. I am foursquare and forever till the moment I go under…an enemy to the people who lie to you and want to keep you stupid. To those who sell you shitty rock music and drive classical and jazz off the FM dial, to those who tell you wallboard is better than lath and plaster, to those who say bad grammar is okay as long as you understand (however vaguely) what’s being said. To the ginks and the creeps and the trendies and the destroyers of the past, who deny you your future.


I am a yapping dog with mean little teeth. I am as often as wrong as you, as often silly as you, as often co-opted as you, as often sophomoric as you. But I maintain. As do you.


And here, in these sixty-one personal essays that need no introduction because they are, themselves, introductions, I pass along what I saw and wrote about for three years, from August 1980 to January 1983. (With a one-shot relapse in August of 1984.)


They were written with an edge in my voice, and they may make no more profound statement than to assure you that for the duration of this book you are in no other hands than those of an enemy of the people.













 











“Look for a long time at what pleases you…and longer still at what pains you.”


COLETTE







“Common sense is instinct. Enough of it is genius.”


GEORGE BERNARD SHAW







“…the main purpose of criticism…is not to make its readers agree, nice as that is, but to make them, by whatever orthodox or unorthodox methods, think.”


JOHN SIMON, 6 FEBRUARY 84







“By the great might of figures (which is no other thing than wisdom speaking eloquently), the orator may lead his hearers which way he lists, and draw them to what affection he will; he may make them to be angry, to be pleased, to laugh, to weep, and lament; to love, to abhor, and loathe; to hope, to fear, to covet; to be satisfied, to envy, to have pity, and compassion; to marvel, to believe, to repent; and briefly to be moved with any affection that shall serve best for his purpose.”


HENRY PEACHAM, THE GARDEN OF ELOOUENCE 1577


















Interim memo







In this first installment of the column, I solicited letters from readers. This comes solidly under the heading of Yes, of course I’d like an enema with a thermite bomb, Monsieur de Sade. Later, in Installment 7, and every six weeks when the column moved to the Los Angeles Weekly, I would attempt to answer those whose letters were something more than deranged vampire-bat gibbering. You’ll read all that lunacy later. But I drop the notice here, that this is a book, not a periodical, and I truly honestly don’t want any more mail on these columns. Not that I don’t love you all, but the subject matter has been dealt with fully; and Monday morning quarterbacking now that these words have been collected will only chew the meal twice. So, though we’ve decided to let the material stand as it was published (with typos corrected, of course), just forget it when you encounter a solicitation for comment. Let me say it again, just to get through to that one twit out there who never gets the word: Don’t send me letters asking or commenting. I’m dead, the magazines were bombed out of existence, this publisher has gone into the grain and feed business, and you’ll only be wasting your time and money.















INSTALLMENT 1: 25 MARCH 80


PUBLISHED 10 JUNE 80 FUTURE LIFE #20 COVER-DATED AUGUST







Darkness falls early. From the horizon comes the wail of creatures pretending to be human. The red tide has come in, and shapeless things float toward the shore. He stands before the altar of Art, naked and with fists raised, and he vows: I will not be lied to.


Hello. My name is Harlan Ellison and I am a writer. This is a new home for my words and I’m in the process of moving in. Much of my personal furniture has yet to arrive. I’ll be furnishing this space from month to month and though I’m aware some of my taste may not parallel yours, I bring with me several items whose beauty I do not think you will contest. The first is a determination to entertain you.


No matter what comes past my window, no matter what doings and philosophies and people are trapped for comment, I will bring to any discussion of them a resolve to keep your attention. Entropy is fed by boredom; and I am anti-entropy.


The second item already installed is a sense of ethics. I cannot be bought. This magazine has rented my words, but by contract they cannot edit them or change them or try to sway me to say things I would not say of my own volition. Truth is the greater part of these ethics and I will do my best to tell it as I know it. Sometimes I’ll be wrong—I can be fooled as easily as you—but I have no doubt you’ll let me know when that happens.


The third item I bring to this new residence is taste. Some have said I have good taste, high standards, a sense of what is worthy. Others have disagreed. I cannot espouse the taste of others, only my own. But I’m told it is that special view that is required here. I seldom agree with the mass, I despise bad writing, meretricious film-making, appeals to the lowest possible common denominator of cheap titillation, attempts to package snake-oil as a cancer cure, and I reject the notion that you are a vast audience of dumb, gullible children who will endorse even the shabbiest product if it comes heavily advertised.
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And finally, I bring courage and my talent to this new place. They are as integral to what I will do and say here as are the walls and ceiling of this magazine, the print and paper you hold in your hands.


The courage to defy many of you in your pet obsessions; the courage to consider only the work and how it was produced, even when writing about my friends; the courage to take risks with my own self-interest. I make no grand statements about my fearlessness; it’s simply the way I’ve always done things and I have no control over it. Backed, however, by my talent. I will not dissemble: if I didn’t have the ability, you would not now be reading these words. There are many things in this life I cannot do, but there are a few I do very well indeed. One of them is write. I will expend the fullest measure of that talent in your behalf.


It is my intention to write a column each time that will reflect the Real World through a lens of fantasy, that will, I hope, give you a different view of what others try to hype you into accepting uncritically.


That’s okay. Millions are spent every year to get you to attend inferior movies, to believe talentless actors are Laurence Olivier, to sell you cheap goods and to bastardize your taste in food, art, life-style, goals and personal relationships. Those millions go to maintaining the status quo, also known as entropy. I am foursquare for chaos; I am anti-entropy. We will have wonderful arguments.




In the months to come I intend to write pieces on the arcologies of the visionary architect and dreamer Paolo Soleri, on the magnificent new PBS series Cosmos created by Carl Sagan, or the antic sense of humor of fantasy novelist Stephen King.


I know all three of these men, and have shared space and time with them. They may have said something to me they haven’t said to others. I’ll try to pass those new thoughts along to you.


In future columns I will review some films. I have written for television and films for almost twenty years, and much of the amateur nonsense you’re asked to believe prevents you from critically judging what is thrown at you by powerful and monied corporations. My critiques of these films will attempt to go behind the sound and fury of the publicity machines that grind on through the night.


There will be essays on new writers you should pay attention to at risk of your mortal soul, there will be encounters with celebrities and with everyday men and women like yourselves, there will be anecdotes of craziness and danger and even low and high comedy. There will be views of the world around you that will propound the theory that reality and fantasy have flip-flopped; and I will do my best to aggravate you. Not because I am mean of spirit, but simply and directly because nothing should be accepted without considering it fully.


In some ways I’m an Elitist. I do not believe that we are all entitled to our opinions. I do believe that we are all entitled to our informed opinion. George Orwell once wrote that “The great enemy of clear language is insincerity,” and to the end of providing you with clear language that informs and elucidates, I will be sincere, at risk of bringing down your wrath on me.


Because, as an Elitist, I believe that each of you has the spark of nobility and change in you. I believe that it is the remarkable men and women in every age who alter the condition of life for all of us, who move us away from the pit toward the stars. I cannot be convinced that Einstein and Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Galileo and Mary W. Shelley and Ralph Nader and Marie Curie were not better than those around them when they made their contributions to the human race. And I cannot be convinced that among you reading this there are no incipient Einsteins, Stantons, Galileos, Curies and Naders. In each of you, in some way, is the fire that we need to change the course of history. And to stoke that fire I will try to write of things and in ways that will get you aggravated enough to think.


All the while keeping you entertained, because that’s my job, and I’ve contracted to do it the best way I know how.


I’ll expect your help.


When you stumble across something interesting you think you’d like to see discussed in this space, drop a short line to me in care of this magazine. Don’t bother sending letters of praise telling me what a swell guy I am. I toss that kind of stuff in the waste basket. As many of you will think I’m terrific as will think I’m a card-carrying creep. Half of you will be right.


Don’t bother sending crazy letters. You know the kind I mean: Jesus loves you, I took a ride in a flying saucer, JFK was assassinated by aquatic killers from Atlantis, have you read your I Ching today, didn’t we know each other in a previous life, are you the Messiah, Marilyn Monroe is still alive and living in sin with James Dean in Madison, Indiana, will you marry me, are you my long-lost brother, Star Trek is greater than Hamlet, you are a Communist, how many angels can dance on the head of a pin or the head of Ronald Reagan, whichever comes first and is smaller. You know the kind.




From time to time I will pass among you, my people. I go out into the land frequently on lecture engagements, and I expect many of you to query me about whatever column has most recently come before your bright little eyes. Make yourselves known to me, but be polite. I have this cranky manner when rudeness manifests itself.


I’d thought perhaps I’d open my first column with a conversation I had with Ridley Scott, the director of Alien and The Duellists, when he came to visit a few months back; but something he said, about the time being ripe for a John Ford of science fiction films, has stuck in my mind. And I think I’ll go into that theory in depth next time.


Or maybe I’ll conduct the first interview with Marilyn Monroe and James Dean, direct from Madison, Indiana.


And if you conceive of this opening installment of the column as being terribly mild and polite, reassure yourself that it is only misdirection. From here on in, kiddo, the gloves are off. And so are we. Next time we set fire to the Welcome Wagon.















INSTALLMENT 2: 5 MAY 80


PUBLISHED 22 JULY 80 FUTURE LIFE #21 COVER-DATED SEPTEMBER







I despise writing obituaries. Nor had I intended this second outing to be any such thing: I had intended to talk about Ridley Scott and an interesting conversation we had a few months ago.


But George Pal dropped dead on Friday, May 2nd; and in the torrents of sorrow that wash over me at his passing I find myself unaccountably, against my will, clinging to a sharp, black rock of bitterness that prevents me from being swept over the falls and down the cascade of maudlin sentiments certain to present itself.


If you never met George, you are the poorer for it. He was a dear man. Beyond his unquestioned vision and expertise in matters cinematic, he had a genuine love and understanding of fantasy and science fiction at the highest levels. He was kind, he was gentle, he was conscientious; he was a gentleman. A word fallen either into ill-repute or into ridicule: the former because duplicitous thugs like Nixon or David Begelman have hidden behind the term, using it as misdirection while they carried on their criminal activities; the latter because it bespeaks a mien, a sense of personal integrity that doesn’t sit well with an encroaching cultural scene festooned with boobs who pierce their earlobes with safety pins and consider more than one exposure to bathwater every fortnight a social gaffe.


And it is George Pal’s unrequited devotion to gentlemanliness, to personal integrity, that causes the bile of bitterness to rise up in me as I contemplate his death by heart attack at the age of seventy-two.


Because for the last decade and a half, Hollywood let him languish in outer darkness.


That obsidian rock of bitterness will not allow me to weep the fat crocodile tears currently raining on the often-linked worlds of science fiction and motion pictures. Now that he’s gone, it’s warming and succoring to remember dear old George and how much he contributed to the melding of sf and movies. It’s charmingly hypocritical but nonetheless guilt-assuaging to talk about Destination Moon and War of the Worlds and The Time Machine, his box office triumphs, while ignoring the fact that it was seven years between the successful The Power (1967) and the commercially disastrous failure of Doc Savage, Man of Bronze (1974). Seven years during which, in the vernacular, dear sweet old George couldn’t get arrested in this town.


Seven years of hustling, of trying to put together a deal, of taking ideas from studio to studio, trying to “blue-sky” them so he could get development money. Seven years trying to do what he loved to do…make movies.




And six years after the failure of Doc Savage, George was still hustling like a newcomer; having to talk sweetly to the much-vaunted “baby moguls” one-fourth his age and one-millionth his talent; having to eat the corporate rudeness and offhanded treatment; having to make appointments to visit these ex-agents, ex-time salesmen, ex-pr men, ex-vacuum cleaner salesmen who have jumped up into executive status; having to smile when the appointments were broken because something “more important” had come up to turn the executive’s attention, usually to the latest “hot” director or producer; having to smile when not even the executive but the executive’s secretary called to say, “Mr. Mogul will have to cancel his meeting with you next Thursday, Mr. Pal. We’ll call you when another, later date opens up.” Having to smile and bear the thousand insolences of the untalented, the dull and the meretricious: simply because they were the conduits to the development deals.


God, the ugly irony of it! That the one man who should have benefited most from the current boom in science fiction films became the man most excluded. The man who took the risks thirty years before the conservative second-raters began gorging themselves at the troughs was the man they chose to ignore to the point of total dismissal.


How it must have pained him these last fifteen years. How his soul must have cried out—not for victory, or triumph, or great wealth—simply for the chance. For a decently financed opportunity to get in there and create something fantastic with the new technology, to savor, if he chose, the liberality of subject matter, to have at his command the budgets that produced, for twice the money, half what he had done on a shoestring.


And I sit here three days after learning of George’s death, choking on black hatred and rancor at an industry too quick to dismiss its pioneers, too busy to be kind, too self-involved with its little rodent games of power and prize to honor with another chance those who were there before it was trendy. And here I sit with guilt, because I was in a position to help him…and I didn’t go all the way.


I cannot hide from the nasty truth that I am one with those of whom it can be said dealt him “more honoured in the breach than the observance.” There is a coppery taste of self-hate in my mouth as I cling to the black rock.


One with the approximately 140 others who attended the 1976 Nebula Awards banquet of the Science Fiction Writers of America at the Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles, I too stood and cheered, leaped to my feet and applauded as George Pal was given a special plaque by David Gerrold in behalf of the SFWA; a chunk of wood and a chunk of metal to honor George’s achievements in film that predated the birth of the Nebulas. It was easy to stand and cheer, and it seemed to make everything okay.


But it was merely another manifestation of the ways in which we liberalize our responsibilities to those who seek no honors but ask only for the chance to produce, to be allowed to work at their craft. It was eyewash, no matter how sincerely tendered. Because George was still beating the pavement trying to get a project on the wing.


And when he began calling late in July of 1979, asking me to come in on a project to do an updated version of When Worlds Collide, I thought only of the book I was writing, of the film I had just contracted to script, of all the deadlines I’d missed and the scarcity of time in any given day.


But he persisted. He honored me in the highest fashion by wanting to work with me. And finally I said I would try to help him get a deal going. Big man proffering largesse.


He had Universal interested. A young executive named Peter Saphier had expressed interest. I agreed to have a meeting with George and Saphier, but I said it was twenty-eight years since the original film, times and the way we look at films had changed, and to make simply an updated version of the old Wylie-Balmer book would be to stalk once again across terrain already scorched by schlockmeisters like Irwin Allen. I suggested he get a copy of J. T. McIntosh’s excellent 1954 disaster novel, ONE IN THREE HUNDRED, which I felt could be combined to salutary effect with When Worlds Collide to humanize and make more contemporarily relevant, to make more suspenseful, the skeleton plot of the original.


George found an old Ace paperback of the book, read it, and called me to say he thought it was a terrific conception. We had our meeting at Universal’s Black Tower on Friday, August 3rd, 1979. And I pitched the combined concept to Saphier. He seemed interested.




He took the two books and said he’d read them, and then we would meet again. When we left Universal together, George was like a kid again. He was up, he was ebullient, he saw a chance emerging. And I dashed his hopes by saying that I was so tied up with commitments that I wouldn’t be free for perhaps a year. He smiled. Gentleman to the end, he smiled and said, well, we’ll see…maybe you’ll get finished sooner than you think. I smiled back, but I knew it couldn’t be. But I didn’t want to hurt him. But I didn’t want to feel guilty. So I smiled and said, maybe, we’ll see.


On Tuesday, August 28th George and I met Saphier for lunch at Musso & Frank’s Grill in Hollywood. The Universal executive—a better man than I because he was willing to give George the chance—said he would be willing to enter into a step-deal of development. But only if I’d be part of the package.


George looked at me, oh God I’ll never forget that look, and I think in that instant I saw his future in his eyes. And I didn’t say okay I’ll do it. I said I was up to my ass in work and was sinking fast and I didn’t think I’d be free for six months or a year. And the smile held on George’s dear face, but the light died a little.


It never came to be.


We never made the deal.


Universal thought of him as an old man, past his prime, not one of the new wave of hotshot director/producers. He was an ancient stone unfit for splendid new monuments like Jaws II or 1941 or Meteor.


George Pal died on Friday, May 2nd with his integrity intact, with a half dozen projects proposed and none in work.


He called me on the evening of April 28th, four days after the jury in Federal District Court delivered up its judgment in favor of Ben Bova and me to the tune of $337,000—final vindication for me in my four-year battle to prove plagiarism on the part of ABC-TV and Paramount Pictures and a man named Terry Keegan. He called to congratulate me, to tell me how pleased he was that we’d won. His suit against Paramount over The Time Machine ripoff was still dragging on. He called, because he was a friend and a gentleman, to say he was proud of me, that I’d struck a blow for writers everywhere and he held me in esteem.


I didn’t take the call. I was having dinner with friends and my assistant, Marty Clark, took the call. “Be very kind and gentle to him,” I said. “He’s a dear man and a friend.”


But I didn’t speak to him.


And four days later he was dead.


Seventy-two years old, a gentle man with talent to spare right up till the end, who was shunted aside by those who could have cared a little more.


And I cling to this black rock of self-loathing and detestation of the industry in which I serve my time, and I’m not entitled to cry for the loss of George Pal.


But you are. Because you’ve lost more than you know. As they say, usually with as much guilt as I say it, his like will never be seen again.















Interim memo







In this column, I wrote “The going rate for a sixty-minute teleplay these days is $9972 with a raise expected after the upcoming Writers Guild contract negotiations later this year.” That information is four years old. We had a strike, we lost some things and we gained some things; and the going rate is higher as the book is published. Initial compensation (that is, not counting subsequent residuals for reruns) for a sixty-minute teleplay in the categories of drama or comedy, for either network primetime or pay-tv, is $14,318. And they still bust your back and make your life a living hell. One should remember that there are some filthy jobs for which no amount of money can compensate. Not that it’ll put off by even thirty seconds those of you all too willing to fling yourselves under the behemoth wheels of tv writing. (Have you ever noticed how anxious some people are to sell their souls, and would do it if only there were buyers?)
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If this guy was a Director, then I was the reincarnation of Charles Dickens. It was years ago, and he’s probably still feeping around in the television graveyard sucking the marrow out of scripts like some hideous Lovecraftian creation, a nameless horror of the coaxial wasteland, so I won’t name him.


Wouldn’t matter, anyhow. You’d say who?


Which anonymity is probably the most benign justice that could be meted out to a man of such impoverished talent. There were moments, however, when he was allegedly directing a script I’d written, during which I would have appealed to the Revolutionary Council to have his hands or his viewfinder loupe lopped off in the time-honored manner of Islamic justice.


He had raised hell with the producers of the series because I’d written such an exhaustive teleplay: all the camera angles and specific shots detailed for the cinematographer.


But that’s the way I work. Always have, since I got to Hollywood in 1962. Never felt that a scenarist was doing the job properly unless the script was written visually; and that always meant to me the process of visualizing what the camera would see. The process was effectuated by my actually closing my eyes and running the movie in my mind. Then I’d open my eyes and describe in cinematic terminology what I’d seen in the viewing room of my mind.


But the price one commands in this town, whether writer, actor or director, is linked with how much clout one can summon up; and for years now the directors have used the myth of the auteur theory as their most powerful negotiating tool. The theory, for those who have been living in a sensory deprivation tank for the last two decades, is one propagated first by the nouvelle vague French directors, post-1959. Stripped of superfluous rationalizations, the theory says that the director is the author of the film, on the basis of his or her “personal style” brought to bear on the material.


The material, you must understand, is how the original conception, whether novel or short story or original screenplay, is depersonalized in directorial euphemism. Sometimes the dream of the writer is referred to as the “property.” (A writer of my acquaintance once stood up at a seminar where a producer was blithely talking about “properties” and denounced him as a fatuous martinet, advising him that she wrote screenplays and stories and an occasional novel. She did not write “properties.” “Properties,” she snarled, “are empty lots in the San Fernando Valley or condominiums in Malibu! I don’t write those!”)


But pollution of the language, employed in the service of those building clout translatable into percentages of gross profits (what we out here call “points” in a deal), is only one of the meretricious expedients used by directors to assume control of a project, to establish the auteur clout, to put his or her personal stamp on the creation of a writer.


Most of you actually go for that okeydoke.




Like studio executives and producers in Hollywood, you actually believe the credit line preceding the title of a movie that proclaims it A FILM BY PETER BOGDANOVICH or A FILM BY HAL ASHBY. The Writers Guild has been fighting that form of screen credit for years. They are not films by Bogdanovich or Ashby (to select just a pair of obvious miscreants in this respect); they are films directed by Bogdanovich or Ashby. Bogdanovich did not write Paper Moon, Alvin Sargent did, from a novel by Joe David Brown titled ADDIE PRAY. Hal Ashby didn’t write Harold and Maude, Colin Higgins did.


But seldom does an audience remember the actual author of a film—and how many of you can remember the name of the writer of a television segment you enjoyed just last night? That serves the end of reducing the writers’ creative and economic clout in Hollywood; and it always has. Writers, for the most part, are chattel in the film / tv industry. They have no more say over what happens to a script they’ve written than a prisoner in Raiford State has over the license plates he stamps out every day.


While that has traditionally been the invidious nature of the industry, for the last twenty years it has been insufferable for writers who give a damn about what they write. (The hacks, the “creative typists” who fill most of those empty hours of primetime, don’t give a hoot. The going rate for a sixty-minute teleplay these days is $9972.00 with a raise expected after the upcoming Writers Guild contract negotiations later this year. Good or bad, inspired or donkeywork, that’s the rate.)


Insufferable because of the auteur theory and the considerable clout directors now possess. We’re not discussing here those six directors worldwide who are the best, the six whose individual voices—whether you like their films or not—set them apart from all other directors who are merely craftspersons of greater or lesser ability…from, let us say, Spielberg and Walter Hill and Ridley Scott at the pinnacle to, again let us say just as a rule of thumb, Eliot Silverstein, Otto Preminger and Irwin Allen in the pits…but all directors have that clout by implication. The myth has become the reality.


Studio heads who are, for the most part (as Pauline Kael has termed them) businessmen running an art, are the most insecure and superstitious lot one could ever meet. They have no idea whom they can trust because they simply do not understand the creative act, and since they cannot read a script—they have assistants read them and prepare one-paragraph synopses—they fear and distrust writers. Treating writers as equals, listening to their ideas of how a film should be made, is about as salutary an idea to a studio executive as taking a ball peen hammer to every mirror in the house.


But directors are the auteurs, they believe that. And directors can be wonderful salesmen. They come in with all that freighting of auteur myth going for them, and they simply dynamite the producers or execs into believing that they have the vision. That they know just how to revise and reshape and mold and twist and disembowel the script created by a single intellect, to make it a fifty-million grosser.


We’re not talking about the six real directors in the world; we’re talking about guys so lame they cannot direct themselves to the toilet on the sound stage.


Like the guy who was directing that script of mine years ago, who complained about how fully written it was.


So he conned the producers into believing that he was an auteur, this dreary wimp, and he established territorial imperative, and he ignored the shots that might have given the show some vestige of originality, and he restaged most of the shots so they didn’t work, and the segment looked like an outtake from The Terror of Tiny Town.


But here’s the part that convulsed me.




The story took place in 1888, in the American West. I had extrapolated, using the obscure history of the period, and come up with the not-implausible concept: that Jack the Ripper, having ceased his rampage of slaughter against the whores of London’s Spitalfields, had fled the country on an immigrant packet ship and, working his way westward in America, had finally come to the Cherokee Strip where the same conditions of poverty and libertine living that had prevailed in Whitechapel manifested themselves. And his psychopathic nature reasserted itself, and he started killing the prostitutes who filled the nautch houses lining the Cimarron City staging area where thousands waited for the opening of the Strip so they could stake land claims.


So in an early sequence of the script, the Ripper is stalking a woman down the night-shrouded streets of Cimarron City, and I’d written it in ways that would heighten the terror by having it shot strictly in misdirection: in windows, in the eyes of a night owl on a building, in pools of water.


But the auteur gave all that a pass. He shot the usual cliché sequence with closeups on running feet, using an Arriflex, a hand-held camera.


But here’s the part that convulsed me.


Picture it in your skull, if you will: the woman’s feet running down the wooden sidewalks of Cimarron City…fast! A goddamn blur of speeding tootsies. What I’m talkin’ here is mondo speedo, gang! Cut to the feet of a man in tailored black pants, a Gladstone bag dangling from his hand so that it’s in the shot. Slow. Veeeery slow. A stalking, measured pace; the stealthy walk of the mad killer. But slow. Veeeery slow.


And it speeds up. The woman goes faster, faster, faster, running like a bat out of hell. But the Ripper keeps on stalking her slowly, slowly, veeeeery slowly.


And he catches her.


Don’t ask me how. If we could judge by the real world, anyone running as fast as that woman was running would have been not only out of the town, but out of that time-zone before a guy pacing along that slowly could catch her.


But he caught her. Don’t ask me how.


So what is all of this about directors in aid of?


Well, directors are much on my mind these days. Prominently so, since I caught the press screening of The Empire Strikes Back in London on May 19th. I was on a breather in England and France—while the attorneys settled the lawsuit against ABC-TV and Paramount Pictures you’ve read about in Time magazine—and finishing up a new novel; and Craig Miller, who was then with Lucasfilm, set it up for me to see the press screening at the Dominion Theatre in Tottenham Court Road.


(And just to set at ease all you incipient werewolves out there, poised to spring at my jugular, though I still maintain that Star Wars had all the smarts of a matzoh ball, I was more than pleasantly surprised at Empire. In fact, not to put too fine a pernt on it, kids, I thought it was a helluva piece of filmmaking. Enjoyed it enormously. Even said so to Mark Hamill who, if you recall an interview he gave last year, was not terribly happy about my Star Wars remarks. Nice chap, actually. We had a cheery conversation. The war may be over, friends.)


And I don’t think that it was because I saw the film in London, a town I dearly love, that the film impressed me so much. I think it’s a superlative job because of the director, Irvin Kershner. And I don’t think Kersh did a creatively sensitive job of expanding the concept and the content just because he’s the director Warner Bros. is trying to sign to direct my script of Asimov’s I, ROBOT. Would I be that shallow, come on!


To tell the truth, I had nothing but feelings of utter trepidation when I first learned that Kershner wanted in on the I, Robot project.




Back in 1961, when I first paid attention to Kershner’s work, on a film called The Hoodlum Priest, I thought he was a director to watch. Felt that even more strongly after seeing a film he directed in Canada with the late Robert Shaw called The Luck of Ginger Coffey, which was a superb piece of cinema. But as the years passed and Kersh added stinkers like Up the Sandbox, S*P*Y*S*, The Return of a Man Called Horse and the despicable Eyes of Laura Mars to his oeuvre, I came to think of him as a man who had done as much as he could, a man who would never hit the first rank of craftsmen.


Then one director after another balked at the enormity of the project that I, Robot presented. Ridley Scott came to see me and wanted me to do the rewrite on Dune and I said no thank you, but offered him a look at I, Robot and he took it away with him and decided no. I wanted Carroll Ballard—director of The Black Stallion, an astonishing piece of work—but he was off in Italy and Switzerland and, though we talked long distance about it, and he finally saw the script, he said no to it, also.


Then Eddie Lewis, the producer of the film, told me Irv Kershner had read my script and loved it and wanted to direct the film. And I panicked. Oh, God, no, I thought. Not the guy who directed The Eyes of Laura Mars, one of the most evil films of all time. Oh, help!


But Kershner was the only director who wanted me back on the project. Warner Bros. was less than happy with me, for reasons that may well have been valid. Or might not. It’s late in the day and I’m not up to going into all that.


So everybody said, “Kersh wants you back on this film. Go see what he did with The Empire. You’ll be amazed, it’s so good he’s the hottest director in the business.” And I swallowed hard because I’d hated Star Wars and I couldn’t see anyone, not even one of the six I mentioned earlier, doing enough with that sophomoric story to convince me I should be happy about someone potschky’ing with my beloved script, which had taken a year of my life to write. But Eddie Lewis said stop being a schmuck and go see the film, and Craig set it up in London for me, and I came out of the theater with a wide grin on my elfin countenance.


And when Kersh called me and said let’s get together and talk about I, Robot, I was jubilant. And we did, and we did, and last week Variety and The Hollywood Reporter had a page one announcement that Warner Bros. had signed Irvin Kershner for the I, Robot project based on Harlan Ellison’s screenplay and it looks like that might even be a reasonably accurate statement of how things are—even though we all know out here that the “trades” as we call them usually run hype and idle wish-fulfillment.


So I’m thinking about directors these days. I’m thinking about Ridley Scott, who has made two films that knocked me out, and I’m thinking about that hump lame who directed my Jack the Ripper script years ago; and I’m thinking about how the promise I saw in Kersh’s first films has suddenly, after a bleak interregnum, burgeoned anew; and about how I may, after all these dreary years of waiting for my scripts to be done decently, have finally lucked out.


Because Irv Kershner talked to me not as if I was a beanfield peon, a scribbling toady with no stake in the creation of a beautiful thing that would enrich and uplift, a hack who would alter anything just to get the film made. He talked to me like a man who disavows the auteur theory.


Which is why I’m feeling pretty damned good today.


And just by way of closing, I’ll let you have that list of the six directors in the world. I don’t want any arguments about it. Don’t bother writing me saying I left out this one or that one, or how could I include such-and-such whose films you don’t understand. Just take the list and remember I’m never wrong, and shut up.


And they are: Kurosawa, Altman, Coppola, Resnais, Buñuel, Kubrick, and Fellini.


What’s that?


That’s seven, not six?


Well, jeezus, nobody’s perfect!
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It was one of those weeks, gang. Finished the new novel; had a lady visit from England who refused to speak, so after three days of catalepsy I asked her to give Freddie Laker some return business and she went away (Ms. Marty Clark, my adroit and highly efficient Executive Secretary, opined that the Limey Lady was in awe of me and was thus rendered tabula rasa, or more precisely, tace; I have come to an irrevocable decision about that cop-out; for years I’ve heard disingenuous excuses for obdurate silence—shyness, didn’t know the people everyone was discussing, wasn’t familiar with the subject matter, felt uncomfortable in such a large crowd, felt uncomfortable in such a small, intimate crowd, in awe; have heard all those bullshit rationalizations and have come to the irrevocable conclusion that I’m not going to feel sorry for them mutes no more; not going to “try and draw them out,” not going to “try and pull them into the conversation,” not going to feel guilty or even the tiniest responsible for them; it’s their problem and it’s a kind of selfishness and attention seeking even worse than that practiced by those of us commonly referred to politely as “high verbals” or impolitely as “loudmouths” just ain’t gonna slow down or cripple the good time talk with bright friends and snappy strangers to schlep some semi-narcoleptic self-server into a conversation clearly too fast and complex for him / her to dog-paddle through; piss on’m…and the snail they slithered in on); and I got knocked off the I, Robot movie project again. Even before I was rehired. Kershner told Warner Bros. he wouldn’t direct the film without me and they told him okay, take a hike; their words were (and this is an approximation, but veddy veddy close by reliable report), “We’ll close down the studio before we rehire Ellison.”


So when I got the word, I told the producer, Eddie Lewis, and Kershner, go ahead and do it with another writer whom they’ll approve. It doesn’t upset me, oddly enough. I wrote the hell out of that script—took me a year to do it. They tried other writers once before…after I refused to do the nitwit revisions suggested by Warners. Three subsequent passes through the typewriters of three other writers, and each one, by report, was worse than the revision that preceded it. So they came back to me. Noise of 5?5? Jewish writer chortling in glee.


But I got the head of the studio pissed at me; had this alleged “story conference” with him a year or two ago, and discovered in the middle of the meeting that he hadn’t even read the screenplay he was advising me how to rewrite. Called him on it, proved to my satisfaction that all he was doing was spitting up bits and pieces of a synopsis one of his readers had given him; and he fumfuh’ed and harrumph’d and told me what a busy man he was; how he didn’t have time for little pisher problems such as reading the screenplay it had taken another human being a year to write, on a project his corporation was contemplating backing to the tune of forty million dollars; and I responded that not only wasn’t he functioning in any creative capacity but he wasn’t even being fiscally responsible; also suggested he had the intellectual and cranial capacity of an artichoke.


Think I pissed him off.




So this week Kersh and Eddie will have a group of (how shall I put this to avoid the redolence of blacklist?) more or less “acceptable” writers presented to them; and they’ll pick some dreg who’ll change the names in my script and try to think his / her way around the deranged inventiveness in my screenplay; and it’ll be muddled up again; and when they’ve wasted another batch of thousandbuck months they’ll either shitcan the project as being “unworkable” or come back to me once more. If the latter, we can assume a certain sense of utter desperation. That, or a more pleasant concept, the executive in question will have been sent back to the mailroom of the showbiz agency from which he slithered lo these many moons ago.


Ho-hum.


And maybe Asimov’s I, ROBOT will get made; and maybe it won’t. As for me own widdle self, gang, I stand quietly up here on Elitist Mountain watching the clash by night of ignorant armies, as Matthew Arnold phrased it. (If the allusion escapes you, go look up “Dover Beach.”)


All of which brings me around by the side portal to the more-or-less topic of this issue’s screed, which is: my readers.


You see, I’m told that the executive in question isn’t ticked off at me just because I compared his ratiocinating abilities with those of a vegetable. He is even more mightily hacked at letters sent to him by “fans” to whom I appealed at an sf convention several years ago, to write polite letters to Warners suggesting they not make the robots in Asimov’s story-cycle cute little R2D2s. Should have known better.


The letters—carbons of which I’ve seen—frequently began with such encomia as “Dear Asshole” or “Respected Tertiary Syphilis Victim.” And they spiraled down into snotty arrogance and idle threats from that already subterranean level.


One should never ask sf fans to attempt a little Machiavellian manipulation. They have all the subtlety of an acrobat in a polio ward.


Suffice to say, added to my own lack of tact, it suitably bent the executive in question, and his entire staff, so far out of shape that steaming them for a week wouldn’t have put the puff back in their egos.


Bringing me to observations of the pragmatic realities of having a readership like some of you out there. (No, not you, kiddo, and not you, sweetie, you’re okay; this is only intended for the escapees from the chipmunk factory.)


As an artist who (in the words of Dame Margot Fonteyn) doesn’t take himself very seriously but takes the work very very seriously, I spend most of my waking hours writing stories and books and movies that I hope will have some lasting import, work that I slave over and put most of my daily energy into. Posterity stuff, know what I mean? The real goods. The forms I use and the styles I adopt are changing; approach is malleable, it mutates. I seek to produce a variety of textures and velocities, densities and rhythms of movement. I wish to sink no roots but rather to displace air, to create a sense of something abundant and prodigious having passed.


Imagine my consternation when I go out in the world—dressed even as you, I pass among my people, unseen and unheard yet I see and hear and remember—five bucks to the first reader who spots the cinematic source of that line—and meet my readers.


Jeezus, it is to chill the blood.


The word weird ennobles some of you.




Look: I realize a lot of you have problems…it has not escaped my notice that many of you have French Fried your brains sitting in front of the Sony…life is tough, I got that, honest to God I got that…the specter of Reagan and fighting for Dat Ole Debbil Crude in Iran or Kuwait or South Philly rises up in the night to make us whoopee our Hydroxes…few of us will come through the sexual revolution unscarred, if not emotionally then certainly with herpes simplex…your father is going through menopause, your mother did a weekend seminar in est and she’s driving you buggy with psychobabble, your sister wants to be a Clayton chassis dynamometer technician and your brother hangs around the meat rack…the new Heinlein ain’t terrific and the new Bester is an old short story pumped full of air and when the hell is Poul Anderson going to get back on track and is Spinrad becoming a crypto-reactionary and how much more of this obscure twaddle by Ellison can we stomach…I know it’s tough, folks, and we have about as much chance of bolting down our sanity as the ghost of Django Reinhardt trapped at a Billy Idol recording session…but WHY ARE YOU SO GODDAM WEIRD!?!


Honest to Skippy, I’m not saying this to rile you. Believe me, in my squishy little heart of hearts I have nothing but respect and admiration and unquenchable love for every last screwloosed one of you. Even the one who calls from New York three times a day and then hangs up without saying anything. Even the one who sends me drawings in magic marker that I couldn’t tell top from bottom if she didn’t sign them with a signature that dwarfs the art. Even the one who writes me long poems in Esperanto, which I don’t understand, without return postage. Even the one who teaches college in Pennsylvania and spends his off-hours making up the most incredible lies about my private life, based on old vaudeville routines. Even the one who named her firstborn after me. Even the one who found out I’ve been looking for a Dell Book (not a Big Little Book, but a similar species published by Dell in the ’40s titled FLASH GORDON AND THE EMPEROR OF MONGO for about ten years and can’t get my hands on one), who sends me hand-drawn pictures of Flash performing hideous obscenities on Dale Arden. Even the one who sends me religious tracts that assure me I’m going to Hell. Even the one who wants to buy my used Jockey shorts. Even the one who shows up at every autograph party in the Southern California area to ask me why I hate Barbra Streisand’s voice. Even the one who swears I knocked her up last year even though I had the vasectomy five years ago. Even the one with the bird calls; the one with the right blue eye and the left green eye; the one who wants to pay me to let her read tarot cards over me; the one with a voice that could stun a police dog; the one who asks me why I don’t stop the draft registration…the one…the one…the one who…I stagger, I falter, I fall in the traces…


I love you all. May Yog-Sothoth hit me with a bolt of lightning in the pancreas if I’m not strictly wild about the whole slobbering warbling pack of you.


Nonetheless, it is a bit disconcerting to get out there and meet all of you. And when some of you come to visit, unannounced and imprudently, sure I have the doorknobs cauterized. But does that dismay me. Not on your autographed Luke Skywalker hologram. Steadfast, thass me.


But just to make it a little easier for those of us you seem to consider great gurus, here are some tips of etiquette. How to talk to a writer. Things not to say. (I glean these tips after consultation with others of my genus who have begun to twitch prematurely: Frank Herbert, Poul Anderson, Larry Niven, Bob Heinlein, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Ambrose Bierce, George R. R. Martin, Ursula K. Le Guin, Bob Silverberg and Stephen Donaldson. Jack Vance still refuses to speak to me because I voted against Goldwater.)


First Tip: Never say to a writer, “You know, I’ve looked in every bookstore in the state of Washington, and I can’t find one single copy of any title you’ve written. Do you know they’re not distributing your stuff, huh, did you know that?”




Yes, you insensitive lump of yak dung, I know it. And so does every other writer. We are as closely aware of where and how our books sell as you are of how much cash you have in your funny little change-purse. It is a constant anguish with which we suffer. There are something like 500-700 new paperback titles issued every month. Take your average paperback “spinner” rack in, say, a 7-Eleven. It has, what, forty, fifty pockets? Say fifty pockets. That means only fifty titles get full cover display. Anything behind that facing book is a lost book. And so if a writer is lucky s/he will get full-face display in one of those pockets above knee-level where the few remaining members of the reading public can see it…for about seven days. Then comes the new batch of titles, the writer’s book is pushed to the back, and ten days later it’s gone off the rack entirely.


Which means that unless one has written something of classic stature such as THE SECAUCUS NEW JERSEY FAT DOCTORS’ DIET or JACKIE O’S SECRET SEX LIFE or a smash bestseller such as the latest plastic offering from Judith Krantz, Sidney Sheldon, Harold Robbins, Rod McKuen, Richard Brautigan or one of those pseudonymous lady writers with three names who prate endlessly of throbbing bosoms and bold highwaymen, you are in the toilet within two weeks. Even a brick as thick as the fan who tells a writer his / her books can’t be found, should know that this means distribution kills all of us, no matter how well-known or unknown, no matter how talented or inept, no matter how beautifully-packaged or uglified. And we spend several hours each week on the phone to our publishers, demanding information or explanation—why ain’t the books out there?


So don’t do that to us. If you want to indicate your love for what we write, then lie to us: Tell us you were in the B. Dalton or the Waldenbooks flagship store and they had three huge stacks of our current title, right there beside the cash register at point-of-sale, and people were kicking shins to get at the copies before stock ran out.


On the other hand, if you want to annoy us, go ahead and tell us we can’t be found anywhere. However, having been warned, and knowing that you’re doing it to bug us, the shins likely to be kicked are thine own.


Second Tip: Don’t intrude your personal needs or problems into the lives of writers whose work you admire. That means, when you write a letter, don’t babble on for three pages about how you simply adore every word we’ve written and how you’re our biggest fan (my biggest fan weighs four hundred plus pounds; the only thing that beats him is the Goodyear Blimp); don’t waste your time and ours telling us how we’ve changed your life; don’t preamble a simple request with a tearjerking story of how you can’t get an A in your CompLit course if we don’t answer the 77 essay questions you’ve posed in the accompanying questionnaire; don’t ask us to read your stories, novels, screenplays, poems, essays, reviews, interviews or idle ruminations for comment; don’t send us baked goods by fourth class, they’re always maggot-ridden by the time the Snail Mail gets the crap to us; don’t ask us to help you get into publishing, writing, the movies or the plumbing industry; and for god’s sake don’t ask us to reply even though you know we’re up to our tushes in work but any kind of hello how are you will suffice. (If we answered all the dumb mail we get, we’d never be able to write the stories you liked in the first place that made us worthy of your notice).


In short, keep it short and simple, and try to do for yourself all the things you want us to do. Self-reliance will give you regular bowel movements. Most of us have neither the time nor the facilities nor the inclination to save your lives, remove you from the clutches of your rotten parents who do not understand why you spend all your time making models of Darth Vader and Close Encounters motherships, give you summer jobs working in our offices, forward your illiterate manuscripts to agents or publishers who would think we were nuts if we bothered them with amateur efforts, meet you for a cup of coffee or a quick roll in the hay, or sign autographed photos which we’re supposed to provide. And for God’s sake stop asking us where you can buy our books. That’s why the Sentient Universe created bookstores, newsstands, and a reference work called BOOKS IN PRINT.


Third Tip: Brush your teeth.




Oh, come on, now, don’t get all guppy-faced on me. None of the other writers will tell you this; they’re too polite. Most sf writers are destitute, and they don’t want to offend their readers. With me it’s a different matter; I’m loaded, so I can tell you the truth.


And the truth is that some of you who come up to us at conventions, lectures, lunchrooms where we’re trying to eat a nice chopped liver on corn rye w/Dr. Brown’s Cream Soda, autograph parties, etcetera…well, some of you smell like the butcher’s mallet after a hard day bashing in horses’ brains.


I realize it’s bourgeois to suggest that maybe there are a few body odors, such as those produced by dropped-dead bacteria or as a result of eating human flesh, that might be less than salutary. I appreciate your need to remain “natural” by avoiding underarm deodorant, Bounce in your wash, aftershave lotion, Dr. Scholl’s foot fungus powder, Handi-Wipes for your baby bottom and suchlike…natural is naturally best…particularly if you’re eating Pringles, McDonald Toadburgers, Diet Pepsi and chemically-augmented yogurt. Nonetheless, I would be less than candid were I not to confess that when some of you lurch up and stick your gaping pudding-troughs at us, all rotted fangs and green ichor, it fwankwy make me wanna womit.


Fourth Tip: Stop reading our personal lives into our stories. Hate to shock your nervous system, but the Artist is not the Art. Just because Ted Sturgeon once wrote a story about homosexual aliens does not mean he is necessarily gay or alien. Just because Bob Bloch—one of the gentlest men who ever lived—wrote PSYCHO is no touchstone to a perception that he is secretly a deranged mass-murderer.


Just because I write stories filled with senseless violence, incredible brutality, endless debasement of human beings and twisted, diseased, horrific concepts of sexual atrocities does not mean I gave to the March of Dimes last Christmas. On the other hand, it might.


The point is, kiddo chums, we are interpreters of reality; not recorders of same. Journalists do that. We simply take bits and pieces from here and there and reorder them. That means we deal with the basic materials of the human condition, and that which looks interesting to us gets into the stories. Writers are also, as Mario Vargas Llosa has said, exorcists of their own demons. So some of us is in there. But it ain’t one-for-one. Trust me.


And on that uplifting note, I’ll take my leave this time, reassuring you (as I whistle down the walk) that this has been something of a preamble to the column-after-next, which will be my sixth installment. Because, as promised, every sixth column will be responses to as many of the warm, wonderful, intelligent postcards you’ve sent as I can stomach, er, as I have room for.


Just to keep us in touch. Usually, I wouldn’t touch some of you with a leper’s claw. But then, I’m seldom invited back to the same house for dinner, so who’s to say.















Interim memo







In this column I suggested readers write to me for a copy of an Asimov essay on anti-intellectualism and ignorance that had appeared in Newsweek. It was one of my public service gestures in aid of the commonweal. Hundreds of readers wrote me for the piece, and like a good guy I sent them along. The date of expiration has passed on that offer. Also on the Ovaltine Little Orphan Annie Shake-Up Mug. And the End of the World Life-After-Death Placemat and Bidet Set. Don’t write me for none of that there product, folks. (And that goes for the twit who never gets the word. Would one of you please slap him across the back of the head and wake him?) Go look up the proper issue of Newsweek, or go buy one of Isaac’s essay collections that includes that piece. Or ask Jimmy Swaggart or Jerry Falwell for a copy. They’ve got anti-intellectualism and ignorance down pat.
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Every now and then, when I’m confronted with one of the seemingly endless manifestations of obscurantism and institutionalized superstition that pass for “common knowledge” in our ever-increasingly complex world, I grow despondent and find myself thinking unworthy thoughts about the wad that we call the Human Race.


I find myself shrugging and saying (inwardly), well, hell, we’ve had our shot, now let the cockroaches take a whack at it. God knows they’ve been around a lot longer than we have. So what if they haven’t produced the orthopterous version of Hamlet, or invented the aerosol spray; neither did the saurians and they maintained occupancy for 130,000,000 years, give or take a wild weekend. Maybe, like the dolphins, cockroach art and society function on levels non-interpretable by our limited human minds.


The word limited persists in these reflections when I lay out the cards of contemplation and consider how many people believe in irrationalities like alien spaceships that kidnap Georgia rednecks just to tell them Jesus Saves; that fluoridation of city drinking water is a Communist plot to pollute our precious bodily fluids, that skyscrapers “sway” in the wind as much as eight feet, that Shakespeare’s 16th century rival, Anthony Munday, wrote THE BOOKE OF SIR THOMAS MORE rather than The Bard; that great and original art can be created while the artist is doped out of his brain on Quaalude; that Ernest Angley, Oral Roberts, Jimmy Swaggart or any of the other members of television’s God Squad can cure cancer or even a hangnail through Divine Intervention; that jogging for anyone over the age of thirty-five will produce any systemic health benefit except a tragic and painful osteomyelitis; that the actors on the soaps are actually real and living those lives of endless sturm und drang; that Atlantis still exists in a sub-oceanic cul-de-sac waiting to be discovered; that est or Self-Realization or Scientology or any of its whacky clones can do anything more for you than separate you from large sums of money; that Nobel prize-winning physicist William Bradford Shockley’s naive and simplistic (but nonetheless mischievous and racist) theory of dysgenics, “proving” blacks are inferior to whites, is any less wrongheaded and damaging to the human spirit than Anita Bryant’s contention that all Jews are doomed to Hell from birth; or that Marilyn Monroe was murdered as part of the assassination conspiracy that punched JFK’s ticket.


[image: image]
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To this admittedly inadequate catalogue, by no means even the apex of the pinnacle of the tip of the iceberg of fallacious codswallop proffered or swallowed whole hookline&sinkered by a distressingly geocentric human race, can be added to your own freighting of favorite misconceptions and irrationalities. I urge you to make a list of your ten favorites and send them along on a postcard, no letters, postcards only…and I’ll put them together some time soon so we can share each other’s craziness.


What brings all of this to mind right now are two stretches of writing that have come under my gaze, and a snippet of television news footage I caught the other night.


The writings are: first, a splendid book titled ASTROLOGY DISPROVED by Lawrence E. Jerome; and second, two entries by the indefatigably logical Dr. Asimov.




Of the former, I cannot say enough. Jerome is listed as an engineer and science writer who has done extensive research in astrology, but such usually thin credentials don’t bother me one whit as regards this extraordinarily sensible and powerful weapon in the ongoing war against the forces seeking to keep us stupid. Why? Because Jerome is the co-author of the “Objections to Astrology” statement signed by 192 leading scientists whose credentials are unassailable. The statement, included at the end of the volume as an appendix, contains signatures by 19 Nobel Prize winners, among which are those of Sir Francis Crick, Konrad Lorenz, Linus Pauling, Harold C. Urey and Sir Peter Medawar. And the statement says, in part:


“Scientists in a variety of fields have become concerned about the increased acceptance of astrology in many parts of the world. We, the undersigned—astronomers, astrophysicists, and scientists in other fields—wish to caution the public against the unquestioning acceptance of the predictions and advice given privately and publicly by astrologers. Those who wish to believe in astrology should realize that there is no scientific foundation for its tenets.” (The italics are mine.)


I won’t quote the entirety of this wonderful, responsible document, but will merely add this part…


“Why do people believe in astrology? In these uncertain times many long for the comfort of having guidance in making decisions. They would like to believe in a destiny predetermined by astral forces beyond their control. However, we must all face the world, and we must realize that our futures lie in ourselves, and not in the stars.


“One would imagine, in this day of widespread enlightenment and education, that it would be unnecessary to debunk beliefs based on magic and superstition…. This can only contribute to the growth of irrationalism and obscurantism.”


…and having put down these words by scientists far more knowledgeable than I, will urge you to get hold of this book. Knowing the usually slovenly practices of many bookstores, when it comes to ordering a book not presently vying with Judith Krantz or Harold Robbins for a spot on the bestseller lists, it behooves me to advise you that Jerome’s book can be ordered through the publisher: Prometheus Books, 700 E. Amherst Street, Buffalo, New York 14215. It was published in December of 1977, runs 233 wonderful pages, and costs $14.95—which is a chunk of change, I’ll agree, but is one of those books into which you’ll dip again and again, especially to get rid of the twinks, flakes and oddballs who ask you, “What’s your sign?”


(I make a practice of answering that question, at parties or when confronted by people who put themselves instantly beyond any consideration of friendship by the mere asking, of saying, “I’m an orphan. I was left on the steps of a foundling home. I don’t know when my birthday is; so I celebrate it every day of the year.” Or I simply lie and tell them I was born in September or February. Then I let them run those dumb numbers about how they absolutely knew I was a Pisces or a Leo or whatever because of this trait I manifest or that attitude I display. And then when they’re all puffed up like pouter pigeons with their perceptive insight, I knock them in the head with my actual birthdate. Try it sometime. Watch how they back and fill and blame it on you that they made asses of themselves.)




Now you may feel that attacking something as patently ludicrous as astrology is a waste of our time here; but I submit that the undercurrent of belief in the irrational that astrology contributes to our society speaks directly to the scientists’ assertion that such things keep us from facing the pragmatic realities of our complex and demanding lives, that in a time of widespread education, of availability to everyone of the data that tell us how the world really runs, relying on bugaboos like astrology is one more manifestation of our refusal to deal with the materials at hand, to put our fate in the grip of irrational, non-existent forces.


And in so doing, we become powerless. We tend to feel inferior, helpless, manipulated. And we become pawns. We find ourselves hustled into jobs, lifestyles, relationships, situations we despise, which debase or use us. And as Louis Pasteur said, “Chance favors the prepared mind.”


Meaning: there is a lot less roll-of-the-dice in what happens to us than we care to admit. There is a power inside us, having nothing to do with The Force or Zen or God or any of the other names we give to self-determination, that can help us order lives and rule our own destinies. It is called, surprise surprise, intelligence and reasoning.


Look: I know what you’re going through. You’re not alone. They’re all around you, trying to divert your attention, trying to convince you that you can’t make it alone, without their help. If it’s not the clowns on the religious television network haranguing you that you aren’t decent enough or clever enough to get through life nobly on your own without slavish bondage to an ancient bearded myth, it’s some peer-group Mephistopheles telling you ludes or freebasing is just what you need to get your head straight. The lame love to try leading the halt. Misery loves company.


And television and movies—the two most effective handmaidens of institutionalized obeisance to the existing power-structure—don’t give you much help. F’rinstance, consider these two items:


(From the AP wire, out of Detroit, dated 16 December 1977): “A Detroit newspaper thought it had an offer few could reject—$500 if a family agreed to turn off its television set for one month.


“The Detroit Free Press approached 120 families with the offer. And 93 turned it down.


“The paper said it was trying to study ‘television addiction.’


“Only 27 of the families that were approached agreed to exchange their TV viewing for the $500, the paper reported. A typical response came from a Romulus (Mich.) woman, who said: ‘My husband would never do it. He comes home from work and sits down in front of the TV. He gets up twice—once to eat and once to go to bed.’


“The newspaper selected five families that agreed to accept money in exchange for television and sent TV repairmen into their homes on Sept. 19 and 20 to disconnect their sets.


“The paper reported these results:


“Two people started chain-smoking—one going from one to 2 ½ packs a day.


“While some children played together peacefully, others became cranky, bored and begged to have the set turned back on. Most of the fathers said they got to know their children better, men and women alike said they had gone back to reading books for the first time in years, and four families said they were drawn closer by the experience.”


Huddling against the terror of ostracism, no doubt.


(From the Los Angeles Times, datelined 8 January 1978):


“…‘the movie house has become the sacred church’ for the pseudoscientific faiths, said Paul Kurtz, head of the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal.


“The movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind strikes Kurtz as ‘extremely religious,’ involving ‘semigods from outer space.’ Kurtz believes the entertainment media are abetting ‘attacks on rationality’ by presenting various speculations as scientifically possible….


“Finding the terms adequately to cover the range of new beliefs is difficult, Kurtz admits, but he lists three categories:




“1: Space-age religions. By-products of actual ventures into space—UFO-ology, astrology revival, Scientology and the genre pioneered by Erich Von Daniken’s now-almost-universally-debunked book CHARIOTS OF THE GODS.


“2: Psychic phenomena, the interest in claims of ESP, precognition, prophecies, psychokinesis, levitation, out-of-body experiences, Seth-ism, reincarnation, Edgar Cayce-ism, etc.


“3: Occult faiths, including exorcisms, devil cults, neo-Oriental religions and psychological interest in Eastern wisdom.


“Kurtz (a philosophy professor at the State University of New York in Buffalo and editor of The Humanist magazine) said he does not believe that the born-again movement and the pseudoscientific faiths are entirely separate.”


And that was in a time prior to Jim Jones and the Guyana slaughter, a time prior to the power-mad decay of Synanon that turned a once-dynamic force for social improvement into a paranoid nightmare, in a time before the sect calling itself The Church was revealed to be a hype providing rake-off to fund a racquetball factory in mainland China owned by the son of the founder. All examples of following new Messiahs. Born-again, duped again. There’re a million suckers born every year.


Chance favors the prepared mind.


And the world is teeming with sharpers who want your mind as clouded with silly stuff as they can shovel into it, so you can be manipulated more easily. In short, they want you as uneducated as possible.


Which leads me to the two terrific items by Isaac Asimov.


The first is Isaac’s entertaining and exhaustive treatise titled EXTRATERRESTRIAL CIVILIZATIONS (Crown, $10), which is the very latest thinking on the possibility that there’s someone out there. For any but the pimple-brained, this book should, once and for all, shine all the light one ever needs on that fascinating contemplation. I won’t go into any lengthier support and praise of Dr. Asimov’s closely reasoned work, save to suggest you get this one, too, along with ASTROLOGY DISPROVED, as a bulwark against the nuttiness spread by your friends, unscrupulous tricksters, parochial know nothings and perennial adolescents who want to share their fear of living in the world as we perceive it.


The second item from Isaac goes straight to the heart of how dangerous it is in these times to be ignorant of what’s really going on, in politics, in the sciences, in cultural and social changes. He wrote it as one of the regular “My Turn” op-ed columns in Newsweek (21 January 1980).


Every one of you should read this piece. I’ll give you a couple of snippets in a moment, but if you want a photocopy of the entire thing, send a stamped and self-addressed envelope to me, care of Future Life, and mark on the outside in bold print ASIMOV ESSAY. I’ll make sure the editors forward them to me, I’ll reproduce Isaac’s column and fire one back to you free. A public service defying the Forces of Dumbness.


But just to whet your appetite, and to promulgate further the message of this month’s column, here’s one paragraph:


“There is a cult of ignorance in the United States, and there always has been. The strain of anti-intellectualism has been a constant thread winding its way through our political and cultural life, nurtured by the false notion that democracy means that ‘my ignorance is just as good as your knowledge.’”


It’s that old saw that everyone is entitled to his/her opinion. In my own wonderful elitist fashion I’ve never accepted that for a moment. What I will accept is that everyone is entitled to his/her informed opinion.




Chance favors the prepared mind.


Knowledge, education, use of reason, constructive cynicism. Those are what keep us from becoming like the man I saw on the news the other night, the item I mentioned earlier.


We’re having horrendous busing problems here in Los Angeles. All those hypocritical lip-service Liberals who condemned the Deep South for its racism, for keeping the blacks down, for not integrating, are showing themselves to be a solid part of the racist tradition of this country. As long as de po’ nigguhs was over there in Watts and South Central L.A., getting shitty educations (if any at all), everyone out here could be as bold in their speech as they cared to be. But the minute Judge Paul Egley said all them there lily-white urchins had to share schools with darkies…they suddenly went crazy.


And on tv the other night, at a meeting held in one of the San Fernando Valley all-white schools, where a lottery was being held to determine which half of the students would be bused, somebody’s father got up, screaming, ran to the podium and threw the baskets of name-slips all over the floor. He was roundly cheered by the rest of the audience, except for the few rational parents who realized, in a way that commends their nobility to our attention, that the discomforts and problems of busing are one of the prices we as a nation must bravely pay for hundreds of years of enslavement of a large segment of our people.


That man is a racist.


He doesn’t know it.


He can rationalize it any way he chooses—usually on the basis of not wanting to put his kids through any travail—but the core recognition is that he has inherited a racist attitude from the overwhelming weight of American historical practice.


He is uneducated. His mind is unprepared for the tide of history. And he will suffer for it. Worse, he will make his kids suffer, and his community. Multiplied by thousands, he is a living example of the ugliness of the human spirit that prevails when we live with superstition, gossip, myths, corrupt misconceptions about the state of the pragmatic universe.


There’s only one danger attendant on such an attitude, of course. And it is that we as a species will drive ourselves right into oblivion.


But then, the cockroaches probably wouldn’t invent the equivalent of The Love Boat, Laverne & Shirley, or The 700 Club.















Interim memo







Originally, there were to have been sixty entries for columns in this volume, but actually only fifty-nine pieces included. Not too perplexing, the explanation. Installment number six, during the year An Edge In My Voice appeared in Future Life, was a 5000 word essay on the NASA Voyager I flyby of Saturn, 11 November 1980. It was my thought, when assembling this collection, to exclude that entry as it was previously published in my story-and-essay collection STALKING THE NIGHTMARE (Phantasia Press, 1982; Berkley Books, 1984). Rationale: from time to time I’ve heard the distant bitching of a very few of the most picayune collectors of my books, to the effect that I “recycle” stories from book to book. This kvetching usually boiled down to their not understanding that ALONE AGAINST TOMORROW (1971) was intended as a retrospective of work I’d done to that date; the inclusion in DEATHBIRD STORIES (1975) of previously-collected stories was pursuant to the completion of a cycle of works I’d written on the subject of “new gods” but no more than half a dozen other—of the thousand stories I’ve written—were duplicated in a second collection. To mollify the shrikes I’ve made a conscious effort to remove all duplications from reissues of my books. And so, with the exception of DEATHBIRD STORIES as noted above (ALONE AGAINST TOMORROW has now been rendered out-of-print and I do not intend to allow it to be republished), and a 35-year retrospective titled THE ESSENTIAL ELLISON (published in 1987), everything appears only once in my published oeuvre. Yet despite my determination to pursue this once-only policy, after AN EDGE IN MY VOICE went to the publisher I was urged by my editor Kay Reynolds, and others who had read the full manuscript, to replace the Saturn flyby column. I pointed out that the essay had been reprinted in Astronomy magazine in August of 1981, and that it was very much in print in STALKING THE NIGHTMARE, and I felt uneasy about including it here. Don’t be a bigger jerk than nature intended, I was told by Kay and Gil and Ed Bryant and Sarah. But mostly by Kay. Why force anyone who is curious about that excluded column to buy another book? she said. Because I need the money? I suggested coyly. Not nice, they responded, and hit me with heavy ethical objects. And so, braving the displeasure of the few to win the approbation of the many—thus equipping me with the basic attitude for being a politician—I have replaced Installment 6, and you get every last one of the columns in this cycle. (You also get a late-entry bonus, Installment 61; but that’s another story, to be told at the conclusion of this journey.)
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