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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.
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Introduction


Throughout the 1950s and most of the 1960s, science fiction was a critically maligned, backwater category in which authors worked in obscurity. No one wrote about them, and their photographs did not appear on the back covers of their typically garish paperbacks.


In the 1970s, when the readership for science fiction began expanding out of all recognition, a fan named Darrell Schweitzer started publishing interviews with writers in amateur and semiprofessional magazines. I found this fascinating, because I have always felt that I gain an extra level of appreciation for a writer’s work if I know the context in which it was written. Yet I also found Darrell’s interviews frustrating, because he never seemed to ask the questions that I would have asked. Also, he usually grabbed just 15 or 20 minutes with a writer at some public event, and presented the result as a bare Q-and-A, without any commentary or observations.


Because I had written novels myself and had edited science fiction for Avon Books, I knew at least 20 writers personally. They were colorful, quixotic characters, and I felt they deserved better treatment. In fact, I wished someone could write a book about all of them, ideally interviewing them in their home locations. But I had seldom written nonfiction, and wasn’t sure of my abilities in that area.


In 1978, a magazine happened to ask me to interview Isaac Asimov. I found that the task was easier than I had expected. I wrote it up in an informal style, the editor was happy with it, and I started to wonder if I could do a book of profiles after all.


Such a book would have to be comprehensive, to be worthwhile. But would all the key people be willing to participate? I had never met the ones who enjoyed the highest name recognition, such as Frank Herbert or Ray Bradbury.


I submitted a tentative proposal to Berkley Books, using my Asimov profile as a sample. Victoria Schochet, the science-fiction editor, liked the idea and agreed to help me by contacting a couple of bestselling authors who were published by Berkley. She would encouraged them to assist me, and with their names attached to the project, I should have a good chance of attracting all the others I wanted.


I ended up with commitments from 30 people. There were only two holdouts. I couldn’t get Robert A. Heinlein to break his rule about never giving interviews. His wife sent me rather rude little notes, scolding me for even thinking of the idea. I also found that Ursula K. LeGuin was unavailable, for reasons that I never discovered, although some people told me that my gender was a factor. Everyone else was willing.


Victoria gave me a contract for a modest royalty advance, and I set to work.


Volumes I and II


I titled the book Who Writes Science Fiction? but Berkley retitled it Dream Makers, which I thought was much better. (In the UK, Savoy Books published their edition under my original title.)


When the book was published and I saw that it was receiving unusually positive reviews, I quickly delivered a proposal to Berkley for a second volume, taking advantage of that magical window of opportunity when my editor had seen the reviews for the first volume but had not yet received the sales figures. This turned out to be prescient on my part, because Dream Makers didn’t sell many copies.


Brian W. Aldiss had warned me that most readers don’t care who a writer is; they just want the product. I found this hard to believe, but he turned out to be correct. Dream Makers was revered by people who were in the business of writing, editing, reviewing, collecting, and publishing books, but was ignored by most everyday readers. So be it; I was still happy that the book existed.


The timing turned out to be optimal. Almost all of the writers who had shaped the field were still alive, and many of them were in the summer of their careers. Some had even found themselves on The New York Times bestseller list. A few books for which publishers had paid around $2,000 during the 1950s had spawned sequels that now sold for more than 100 times as much. (Yes, two orders of magnitude.)


Unfortunately, as the field made a transition from being a backwater to being part of the mainstream, the long-term implications were not all positive. In 1980, no one could foresee that within another decade, the changes that benefited a few would be catastrophic for many others. Science fiction was never the same again, and when you read the profiles here, some historical context may be helpful.


The Star Wars Effect


In its early decades, science fiction had been primarily a short-story medium molded by magazine editors. In particular, John W. Campbell (at Astounding Science Fiction, later renamed Analog) and H. L. Gold (at Galaxy) exerted a strong stabilizing force and demanded stories that were at least somewhat plausible. These demands were not always satisfied, but there was a shared goal which I would define as rational extrapolation.


By the late 1970s, control over the content of science fiction had mostly shifted to a variety of book editors, many of whom had shallow roots in the field. They weren’t so interested in rational extrapolation, and their workload allowed little time for the type of interactive editing that used to be done by magazine editors.


This transition was finalized by Star Wars.


Personally I regarded the movie as a disappointing melange of second-hand imagery compiled by a facile idiot-savant. It tapped the collective unconscious of science fiction while ignoring the higher brain functions.


Worse, it was anti-science. This became painfully obvious at the climax, when a young protagonist with a winning grin and a mall-rat haircut pushed aside his computerized bomb sight, preferring to “go with the flow of the force.” That is, he spurned technology in favor of delusional wishful thinking. As George Lucas said in a Rolling Stone interview at the time: “I just wanted to forget science … I wanted to make a space fantasy.”


Fair enough, but Star Wars appropriated the iconography of science fiction. It looked like science fiction, and therefore it was seen as science fiction, and eventually it defined science fiction.


This did not go unnoticed in book publishing. Editors Judy-Lynn and Lester del Rey led the way, serving as enablers for George Lucas in the book business by publishing tie-ins that were not just derivative, but were derived from something that was itself derivative. This was a smart long-term investment; by the beginning of 2014, between 400 and 600 Star Wars tie-ins had been published, about half of them by Del Rey Books. The exact number is impossible to determine, as many titles quickly disappeared, while others were bought up and repackaged by other publishers.


The del Reys also pioneered an entire new intellect-impaired category of fiction inspired by the unexpected commercial success of a whimsical Luddite named J. R. R. Tolkien. They broke new ground by launching an imprint solely devoted to fantasy, and populated it with medieval adventures by Terry Brooks and the cheerful nonsense of Piers Anthony’s Xanth novels.


Science fiction traditionally had appealed to a relatively small audience of technophiles. By contrast, Star Wars and heroic fantasy reached out to a much larger audience of people who didn’t understand science and were sometimes even hostile toward it. Since they outnumbered the nerds by at least ten to one, editors who had no special loyalty to science fiction responded accordingly.


The Outcome


The diversion of money to bestsellers, fantasy series, and movie tie-ins had a very serious impact on what was known as the midlist—books that were above the level of formulaic fiction, but lacked mass-audience appeal.


Similarly the “singular” novel (that is, an individual book that stood alone and had no sequels) began to suffer. As publishers generated more titles, and the battle for bookstore shelf space became more intense, the advantages of a trilogy became obvious. A reader who bought the first volume would be likely to buy the second, and the second could help to keep the first in print. By comparison, singular novels began to look like orphans. At one time, everyone had written them—from Robert A. Heinlein to Philip K. Dick. By the 1980s, they were becoming an endangered species.


In this environment, relatively few writers managed to flourish by continuing to do what they had always done. Frederik Pohl and Gregory Benford were notable exceptions. Others tried to survive through adaptation; thus Brian W. Aldiss stopped writing singular novels long enough to create his Helliconia trilogy, Thomas M. Disch conceived The M.D. as the first of a series, Philip José Farmer wrote more Riverworld novels, and Michael Moorcock recapitulated Elric of Melnibone.


Even aging and death could not interfere with this process. When Frank Herbert died, his son perpetuated Dune, and when Arthur C. Clarke became too old or uninterested to embark on a new series, John Baxter was ready to do the heavy lifting.


Writers who were less willing or able to adapt became marginalized as they found their audience shrinking and their advance money diminishing. Harlan Ellison, Norman Spinrad, Algis Budrys, Robert Sheckley, Keith Laumer, Poul Anderson, Alfred Bester, John Brunner, and Fritz Leiber all had a significant presence in the field when I interviewed them for Dream Makers. Twenty years later, those who were still alive were struggling.


As a case study, consider a book such as Michaelmas by Budrys, which was published in paperback a year after Star Wars was released. The book was a genuinely predictive tour-de-force, displaying a breathtaking understanding of the potential of distributed computing power and artificial intelligence. Budrys had high ambition, formidable intelligence, a sensitive understanding of human relationships, and an ethical purpose. These attributes earned his book a flattering review in Newsweek, but its relentless realism was of little interest to readers who wanted laser-sword duels, a beautiful princess, a villain in a silly costume, and space “fighter planes” with wings that somehow worked in a vacuum. Michaelmas was not a big success.


By 1985, a few diehard writers were still honoring the old imperative to extrapolate a future that worked, using technology that made sense. Schismatrix by Bruce Sterling was an example. Complex, challenging, and uncompromising, the book was singularly dense with ideas, but did not enjoy great sales, as it was incomprehensible to the popcorn-multiplex crowd.


After Schismatrix, Sterling dabbled in journalism for a while, shifted into writing techno-thrillers, and became a prognosticator on the lecture circuit.


As for Budrys, he wrote only one more novel during the thirty-one years of his life following Michaelmas.


Selections and Subsets


I have chosen 33 profiles for inclusion in this digital edition of Dream Makers. There were 30 people in the first volume and 28 in the second, making a total of 58. Simple arithmetic shows that I have omitted 25, and you may be wondering why.


My main reason is that I was not entirely satisfied with much of what I wrote. An interview is a delicate process of mutual exploration. Sometimes it succeeds beyond anyone’s expectations, and defines the person in a revelatory way. Other times, the chemistry never happens—especially if someone has developed standard answers to the most obvious questions, or simply doesn’t feel like talking.


The interview process becomes even more challenging when it is compressed into 90 minutes, as is often the case. My conversations with Alice Sheldon (who wrote under the name James Tiptree, Jr., and is profiled at the conclusion of this book) were very unusual, because they stretched over a period of days, including three in-person visits to her house and several phone calls. That happened because Alice had never been interviewed before, and she was determined to do a very thorough job. Most writers want to complete an interview relatively quickly, so that they can resume their everyday tasks.


Jack Vance, Poul Anderson, Andre Norton, Robert Sheckley, Michael Moorcock, Larry Niven—these are all important writers who have made an impact on the field. But I was not happy with the way their interviews turned out (and in the case of Norton, Vance, and Moorcock, they weren’t very happy, either). So, they are not represented here.


Some people were included in the original books because I wanted to stretch the definition of “dream makers.” William Burroughs and Alvin Toffler were examples. For this collection, I decided just to focus on people who are known primarily as science-fiction writers (plus, one editor).


If you want to read some of the profiles that I have left out, the original two books are still available from second-hand sources, and I have listed their contents near the beginning of this edition. You can decide for yourself if you want to track them down.


Some people may object that my choice of writers for this edition represents a horrendous example of gender imbalance. Of the 33 names, 32 are men.


In Dream Makers Volume II I yielded to my editor’s demand for more female writers, but in retrospect I felt this was a mistake. The majority of writers working in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s were white males, and any representation of that period inevitably consists primarily of men.


In addition, over a period of many years I have reached the conclusion that I have my own gender bias. For whatever reason, my favorite science fiction is written by men. I could try to correct this bias by forcing myself to read more books by women—and indeed, that’s exactly what I did when I was working on Dream Makers Volume II, so that I would be properly prepared to interview Joanna Russ, Joan D. Vinge, and others. But as a man, I have trouble enjoying work that seems to be written primarily for women. This in turn means that I have trouble achieving rapport when I interview the writer.


I decided just to accept my own bias, for this edition. It shouldn’t matter much anymore, as gender imbalance favoring men is no longer an issue that needs to be addressed by me or anyone else. It’s no exaggeration to say that women are now a dominant presence, especially as winners of Hugo and Nebula awards.


Turning to the content of the profiles in this edition, it has not been updated in any way. Each profile was a snapshot in time. The only way to create an updated version would have been to rewrite everything from scratch, which was impossible, as most of the writers are no longer alive.


However, I have added my own commentary to most of the profiles, to establish modern context. Some of the sections of commentary are much longer than others, depending on how well I knew the writer.


I have not attempted to include much bibliographical information, because you can find this very easily yourself in the indispensable Science Fiction Encyclopedia online. Also, many writers also have their own Wikipedia pages.


The profiles have been resequenced to make them strictly chronological. I was able to determine this with some confidence because I spoke the date at the beginning of almost every interview tape, and those tapes are still playable, even though they are now more than 35 years old. In the printed editions of Dream Makers, the dates that I included were the dates when I wrote the profiles, not when the recordings were made.


Volume III


Sometimes people have asked me if there may be another volume of Dream Makers to include many important writers who became more significant after 1982. Names such as William Gibson, Greg Bear, Kim Stanley Robinson, Richard Kadrey, Rudy Rucker, Bruce Sterling, Michael Blumlein, and many others come to mind.


Unfortunately, in today’s book business, a project such as Dream Makers Volume III would not be economically viable. I received royalty advances of $6,500 and $12,500 respectively for the original Berkley editions. In 1979 and 1981 dollars, those advances were just sufficient to enable me to visit many people scattered across Britain and the United States. Allowing for inflation, an equivalent advance today would be around $35,000.


The idea of a publisher fronting this much money for Dream Makers Volume III is implausible. Moreover, my expenses would be higher, even allowing for inflation, because I have relocated from New York City to a remote area from which travel is relatively expensive.


The transformation of book publishing has affected me along with everyone else. The Dream Makers books were midlist titles. Therefore, I doubt that any publisher other than a small press would want a similar project, and an advance from such a source might be closer to $1,000 than $35,000.


Kickstarter funding might be a way to do it, but I’ve observed two friends going through the Kickstarter process, and it is definitely not a trivial matter. As I write this, I’m nearing my 72nd birthday, and am reluctant to get involved in projects that will require a major investment of work with limited financial rewards.


So here is my final reason why no one should expect me to write another book of profiles: I’m too old. Someone in their thirties should tackle it. I was 34 when I first started working on the books.


Background


This leads me to my own role in all of this. I wrote six science-fiction novels myself, after the Dream Makers volumes. Among them were Less Than Human, Free Zone, The Silicon Man, and Protektor. Those four books are now published electronically by Orion.


By the time Protektor appeared as a singular novel, I could see that it would be foolish to keep fighting the trends in science-fiction book publishing. Fortuitously, a magazine named Wired was launched in 1993. This allowed me to write about new technologies and business ventures which might facilitate some of the exciting futures that we had once imagined in science fiction. Probably this kind of journalism was what I should have been doing all along.


I became one of the three senior writers at Wired, until the dotcom bubble burst and the magazine acquired an editor whom I didn’t care for. Writing for Wired was no longer fun, so I spent a few years working in the field of cryonics, which was the closest I could get to science fiction in the real world. I managed a team of first responders, and designed and built laboratory equipment.


Today, I write technical books such as Make:Electronics that tell young people and hobbyists how to build electronic circuits.


Looking back, I consider myself fortunate. Even during the seismic upheavals in publishing, I survived as a novelist who refused to repeat himself. Editors were kind to me. After the upheavals, I managed to reinvent myself elsewhere.


My greatest affection is still for the literature that opened my eyes to so many far-fetched possibilities and gave me a lifelong confidence in the power of technology to enrich our lives. Although my tone in some of the profiles here may be sardonic, I have unqualified admiration for the writers who created compelling, exciting, frightening, or provocative scenarios that excited my imagination. I still believe that this was a very valuable and honorable occupation, and I am privileged to have known some of these people as my friends.


Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2017




Isaac Asimov


New York City, June 21, 1978


Of all science-fiction writers, none is more prolific than Isaac Asimov. From science-fiction novels (Foundation, The Caves of Steel) he moved on to science-fact articles (more than 300 for Fantasy and Science Fiction magazine alone) to an endless proliferation of nonfiction books demystifying microcosm and macrocosm for the masses. He has authored exhaustive reference tomes, little pieces in TV Guide, quixotic items such as three volumes of “lecherous limericks,” The Sensuous Dirty Old Man, a new annotated Don Juan, and a 640,000-word autobiography (this work alone is as long as a dozen science fiction novels put together; longer than Nixon’s memoirs).


He is so prolific, in fact, that some reviewers decided his name must be a pseudonym shared by a consortium of authors pooling their collective energies. In truth, there is only one of him, and he works entirely unaided, typing the first and the final draft of each manuscript himself, handling his own mail, answering his own phone. He does it all with a very modest little reference library, a cheap pocket calculator, and a remarkable memory.


He lives in an expensive but characterless New York high-rise—one of those modular towers with little fountains out in front and plastic chandeliers in the lobby. The sprawling penthouse apartment that he shares with his wife Janet is on the thirty-third floor, overlooking Central Park.


There is a comfortable, contemporary living room, but no time for more than a glimpse of it. With vague, awkward gestures (he is not a graceful man) Asimov ushers me quickly down a hallway to a door with his name on a plastic plate beside it, like an M.D.’s office. “In these two rooms is where I work,” he tells me. “Even my wife must knock on this door, to come in. I always do say ‘come in,’ but she has to knock anyway.”


This private Asimov zone is less fulsomely furnished. His writing room is almost primitive. A cheap gray metal desk stands in the middle, facing a blank white wall. There are stacks of neatly labeled metal drawers. Very tidy, very bare. The shades are down over the windows, obscuring what must be a fabulous view of the Manhattan skyline. “I prefer working by artificial light,” he tells me.


In truth, this guide to distant galaxies, this seer of stars and spaceflight, doesn’t like heights, won’t ever fly in airplanes, and generally keeps as close to Planet Earth as possible. It’s no deprivation, because he isn’t interested in travel anyway. “In my mind I have gone all over the universe, which may make it less important for me to make piddling little trips. I did visit England, by ship, in 1974. I did enjoy seeing Stonehenge.” He shrugs. “It looked exactly the way I thought it would look.”


We sit in his “library” (which contains fewer books than the living rooms of most authors I know). He makes himself comfortable in a wrinkled undershirt, as if deliberately wanting to seem unimpressive, uncharismatic. Still he has a conscious Presence, an obvious pleasure in being Isaac Asimov. He’s blunt (“I hate giving interviews,” he says, as I turn on my tape recorder), but in the forgivable manner of a crusty middle-aged eccentric. He makes me feel an intruder in his precisely scheduled working life, but at the same time he obviously likes to be available. In the years before he turned himself into a corporation, his name was openly listed in the phone book. He can even be gregarious in his own way, to the extent that work permits:


“I work every day from the time I wake up to the time I go to sleep—with plenty of interruptions. For biological functions: eating, eliminating, sex.” He counts them off on his fingers. “For social interruptions: well, you have to go out and see your friends.” I comment that he makes it sound less entertaining than staying home typing. “If that’s how it sounds, maybe that’s what I mean. Then there are business interruptions, like business lunches.” He looks at me. “You count as an interruption.”


His social ambivalence and self-imposed work ethic go back a long way. “I had in many ways a deprived childhood … I had to work in my father’s candy store, I didn’t play with the other kids much, I wasn’t accepted by them. But what I chiefly wanted to do was read, anyway. So it didn’t bother me much.”


Perhaps to compensate for the alienation that he never recognized or admitted, the teenage Asimov started a meticulous diary. At first it was purely to keep track of baseball—“A whole series of double-entry bookkeeping devices”—but when he sold his first science-fiction story at age eighteen, the diary—“filled with microscopic writing”—started logging his career instead, still with the same obsessive attention to detail, constituting a private reality where everything was neatly organized and itemized.


His first sale was to John W. Campbell, Jr., editor of Astounding Science Fiction magazine. “I fell under his spell. He filled me with enthusiasm. He made science fiction the most exciting thing in the world. I celebrate my fortieth anniversary of my first sale on June 21.” And now, as we talk, he suddenly realizes: “Oh my goodness!” His voice rises in pitch. He slaps his cheek. “Is today June 21? Oh my goodness! Today is the fortieth anniversary of the first day on which I walked into a science-fiction magazine—Astounding—and met John Campbell! Oh my goodness.” He sits back in his chair, looking stunned. “Oh that’s frightening—I might have—I have only four hours more to remember it in!” (During our whole conversation this was the only time he showed any emotional reaction or loss of equilibrium.) He shakes his head and pulls himself together, with some effort. “Well, anyway, June 21, 1938 was the day I first walked into John Campbell’s office, and this is June 21, 1978. Well, gee.”


Writing mainly for Campbell, he quickly gained a reputation among science-fiction readers. Many early stories were about robots; paradoxically, he admits he knows nothing about engineering, couldn’t fix his own typewriter if it went wrong, and was never good at laboratory work. “I’m strictly an ivory-tower person. I can explain things but I can’t do things.”


His ability to explain things was what finally made him well-known outside of science fiction; but it didn’t happen quickly. “It wasn’t until I was past forty that it was at all clear I was going to be, quote, successful, unquote.” And he says he was never aiming for success anyway. “I was, if anything, less ambitious than my friends. In a way I aimed low. I was perfectly satisfied to write science fiction knowing it would pay very little, that it would be seen by very few people.”


In his recent collection The Bicentennial Man, he wrote: “My only large interest is in writing. Selling is a minor interest, and what happens after that is of almost no interest.” Sitting with him in his library, I quote this to him with some skepticism, but he remains adamant. “I don’t care for instance if a book of mine is sold to the movies,” he says. “I don’t care if a book of mine is advertised or promoted. No, I really don’t care. If my publishers for their own reasons are anxious to enlarge my audience, I won’t stop them. But I’m not sufficiently interested to goad them on to do so. I’m much more interested in writing my next book. As long ago as twenty years my first wife said to me, ‘You can make a living if you just type for half a year, and we can have a vacation for the other half,’ and I said, ‘Sure but during the vacation, just to give myself something to do, do you mind if I continue typing?’ When I was in the hospital with my coronary for sixteen days, my wife brought in my manuscript of my autobiography so that I could edit it in pen and ink while I sat there. As soon as I was finished with that they had to discharge me because it was clear that sitting there with the job done was not going to be good for me.”


I ask him how it feels to be prevented from working. “I suppose partly I feel guilty, because I should be writing. The writing is clicking away in my head and piling up, and unless I get it on paper somehow it’s going to create uncomfortable pressure in my skull.” Not a very clear explanation, from an expert in the biological sciences; and he seems to realize this. “It’s difficult to say; I don’t generally analyze how I feel,” he apologizes.


He’s much more lucid about objective matters. The facts and figures of the future: “My feeling is that the chance of our surviving into the twenty-first century as a working civilization is less than fifty percent but greater than zero. There are several items, each one of which is sufficient to do us in. Number one is the population problem. If we multiply sufficiently, then even if everything else goes right we’re still going to ruin ourselves. Unfortunately it’s difficult to make people see this, but I imagine that the time will come very shortly in which a third child will be outlawed, by prohibitive taxation, or forcible sterilization after the second child. Only two things will prevent this. One: If nonviolent means of reducing the birthrate prevail; in other words, if human beings choose not to have too many children. Two: If the population problem overtakes us so that the world is reduced to chaos and anarchy before we can even try drastic measures.”


Is he generally pessimistic? “I’m pretty optimistic as far as the solving of problems that don’t primarily involve human beings. For instance I believe it’s not going to be very difficult to set up solar power stations in space to supply us with all the energy we need, if we’re going to consider it as a technological problem. But if you say, ‘Do you think we will be able to persuade Congress to supply the money for it?’ And, ‘Do you think we will be able to persuade the people of the world to drop their competitiveness and cooperate on a task which is perhaps too great for any one nation?’ Then you see the problem is perhaps impossible of solution.”


I ask what people should do on a grass-roots level. He sighs. “Oh, join organizations … I can’t participate in a nuts-and-bolts way partly because I don’t have the style, the manner of life for it.” He looks uneasy and, again, I feel his estrangement, his preference for solitude and retreat. “I tend to send money to lots of people who ask me to send money. I belong to almost any population organization that you can name: Zero Population Growth, the Population Institute, National Organization of Non-Parents, and so on. Also I support women’s rights, which I consider essential to our survival, because I think the most logical way to reduce the birthrate is to raise the social status of women.”


He recites all this quickly and precisely, in sentences that are always grammatical and devoid of the hesitations that one hears in most people’s conversation. He must have said it all before, in lectures, in print. It’s probably all in one of his 300-odd books.


Before I leave he insists on showing them to me, each volume neatly numbered and placed in chronological sequence: tangible evidence that you can make a private obsession become a public reality, that you don’t need ambition or avarice so long as you have the willpower to apply your talent unrelentingly enough.


Yet it’s not really a matter of willpower. Asimov’s daily diary may sound like conscious self-surveillance, monitoring his own performance, and he does seem impelled to work by guilt and a sense of obligation; still it would require willpower for him not to work. The work is both his hunger and his feast. He enjoys the occasional diversion—he says he watches TV and his favorite sitcom is “Laverne and Shirley”—but you can tell that ultimately his true delight is retreating to his expensively spartan penthouse workroom, artificially lit at all times, like a basement. There, avoiding interruptions, evading self-analysis, he gets on with the job. He doesn’t have to tell himself to keep at it, any more than he has to tell himself to keep breathing.


Work first, social obligations second, everything else third. This simple, rigid set of priorities is the “mystery ingredient” in Isaac Asimov’s prolific success. For most of us, life is never so simple; our ambitions are mixed, our work lives, love lives, social lives, and fantasy lives compete and conflict, and our priorities fluctuate. Even when we think we know what we really want, we may secretly know that next year we could feel differently. Few can say, this is the most important pursuit in my life, and it always will be.


Asimov has apparently been able to say it about his work since he was a teenager. “I started writing in the 1930s when I was eighteen years old. And deep inside me I’m still eighteen and it’s still 1938.”


Historical Context


Because this was my first interview in the Dream Makers series, I was too inexperienced to know how to encourage a reticent person to talk about himself personally, and I hesitated to venture into sensitive areas. Thus I failed to describe some aspects of Isaac Asimov’s public persona which contrasted oddly with his body of work yet were well known to anyone who had met him at science-fiction conventions or similar events.


Long ago, when I was attending a convention in New York, a party in one of the hotel suites became too noisy and hot, so I walked out into the corridor to continue a conversation with a friend. Several other people made the same decision, and were chatting quietly nearby.


A man came striding purposefully toward us along the corridor. He had a regal air and was wearing a black cape, like Darth Vader without the mask. He grabbed the hand of the first person he came to, showing no awareness that his brusque interruption might be disconcerting. “Hi, I’m Isaac Asimov,” he said. He moved on to the next person, and the next, grabbing each person’s hand and repeating his self-introduction without making eye contact or pausing for a response. We stared after him in stunned silence as he continued into the party suite without a backward glance.


Later, at the same event, I was talking to a female friend when Asimov again introduced himself, this time just to her. She barely had time to say her name when he dragged her toward him and tried to kiss her on the mouth. “What’s the matter?” he asked, as she pulled free. “Do you think I have syphilis?”


This incident was not unusual. Ed Ferman, who used to be the editor and publisher of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, recalls that when he and his then-girlfriend attended their first science-fiction convention, “My father introduced me and my date to Asimov, who, instead of shaking my date’s hand, shook her left breast.”


This brings to mind some text from The Sensuous Dirty Old Man (1971), which Asimov wrote under the pseudonym “Dr. A.”:




Now a lovely girl walks past you with a dress whose neckline is generously loose and under which there is clearly and obviously no bra. What do you do? …


You can emit a melodious whistle or a snort of pleasure. You can stare openly. You can walk over to get a closer view. You can address the girl in friendly fashion.


And how does the girl react? She is pleased that she has created such an obvious stir in a gentleman of such substantial and prosperous appearance. She realizes that you agree with her own opinion of herself and this can’t help but impress her with the excellence of your taste.


Seeing in you a person whom she can respect, she will think, “What a nice, gentlemanly old man,” and will smile at you. From that to a friendly word or two is but a step, and from that to a pat on the cheek or some slight pressure on the upper arm is but another.





Many science-fiction writers are solitary by nature, and tend to become awkward in social situations. I think that this applied to Asimov, and his public behavior and sexist attitude was a form of compensation. Also I think that as a well-known (and generally well-loved) author, he felt he was entitled to his eccentricities. People certainly tolerated him through the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s in a way that would be inconceivable today. When those anecdotes from the past surface from time to time, it’s important to remember the historical context.


After I interviewed him in 1978, Asimov continued living in the same apartment and continued to follow the same relentless work habits. He was producing nonfiction books exclusively, which was easy for him, because he had a truly exceptional eidetic memory. All he had to do was write down what he had already memorized from other reference books, while making it more accessible to a general audience. His Asimov’s Chronology of Science and Discovery (1989) is an astonishing example of his ability to digest, sequence, and integrate a huge quantity of information. Asimov’s Chronology of the World (1981) was equally remarkable, and his Understanding Physics series (in three volumes, all 1966) remains one of the best introductions to the field.


The focus of his work changed around 1980 in response to demands from his editor at Doubleday, who begged him to add more volumes to the Foundation trilogy. Two sequels and two prequels were eventually written. The first sequel, Foundation’s Edge, won a Hugo award in 1983. Two new Elijah Baley / “robot” novels were also published, in 1983 and 1985.


During an informal conversation around this time, Asimov told me that he was unhappy about his return to science fiction because each novel required twice as much writing time as a comparable nonfiction book. I think he was happy, though, about getting into the bestseller list in The New York Times.


He died in New York City in 1992, at the age of 72. Ten years later it was revealed that the myocardial and renal complications which had killed him were a consequence of an HIV infection that had occurred during a previous heart bypass operation.


Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2014




Thomas M. Disch


New York City, March 28, 1979


New York, city of contrasts! Here I am on Fourteenth Street, walking past The New School Graduate Faculty, a clean, modern building. Inside it today there is a fine museum exhibit of surreal landscape photography, but the drapes are permanently drawn across the windows because, out here on the stained sidewalk, just the other side of the plate glass, it’s Filth City, peopled by the usual cast of winos, three-card-monte dealers, shopping-bag ladies festooned in rags and mumbling obscenities, addicts nodding out and falling off fire hydrants. Fourteenth Street, clientele from Puerto Rico, merchandise from Taiwan. And what merchandise! In stores as garish and impermanent as sideshows at a cheap carnival, here are plastic dinner-plates and vases, plastic toys, plastic flowers and fruit, plastic statues of Jesus, plastic furniture, plastic pants and jackets—all in Day-Glo colors, naturally. And outside the stores are dark dudes in pimp-hats and shades, peddling leather belts, pink and orange wigs, and afro-combs … itinerant vendors of kebabs cooked over flaming charcoal in aluminum handcarts … crazy old men selling giant balloons …hustlers of every description. And further on, through the perpetual fanfare of rap music and car horns, past the Banco Popular, is Union Square, under the shadow of the Klein Sign. Klein’s, a semirespectable old department store, was driven out of business by the local traders and has lain empty for years, but its falling-apart facade still looms over the square, confirming the bankrupt status of the area. While in the square itself—over here, brother, here, my man, I got ’em, loose joints, angel dust, hash, coke, THC, smack, acid, speed, Valium, ’ludes, Seconal, Elavil!


Union Square wasn’t always like this. Michael Moorcock once told me that it acquired its name by being the last major battlefield of the American Civil War. Foolishly, I believed him. In truth, there are ties here with the American labor movement: many trade unions are still headquartered in the old, dignified buildings, outside of which stand old, dignified union men, in defensive lunch-hour cliques, glaring at the panhandlers and hustlers toting pint bottles of wine in paper bags and giant twenty-watt ten-band Panasonic stereo boom-boxes blaring hits from radio station WBLS.


Oddly enough I am looking for an address, here, of a writer who is known in the science-fiction field for his civilized, almost elitist, sensibilities. He has moved into an ex-office building that has been converted from commercial to residential status. Union Square is on the edge of Chelsea, which is supposed to be the new Soho, a zone where, theoretically, artists and writers are moving in and fixing up old buildings until, when renovations are complete, advertising execs and gallery owners will “discover” the area and turn it into a rich, fashionable part of town.


Theoretically, but not yet. In the meantime this turn-of-the-century, sixteen-story, ex-office building is one of the brave pioneer outposts. I am admitted by a uniformed guard at the street entrance, and take the elevator to the eleventh floor. Here I emerge in a corridor recently fabricated from unpainted Sheetrock, now defaced with graffiti, but high-class graffiti, messages from the socially-enlightened tenants criticizing the owner of the building for his alleged failure to provide services (“Mr. Ellis Sucks!” “Rent Strike Now!”) and here, I have reached a steel door provisionally painted in grubby latex white, the kind of paint that picks up every fingermark and can’t be washed easily. There’s no bell, so one has to thump the door panels, but this is the place, all right, this is where Thomas M. Disch lives.


Mr. Disch opens the door. He is extremely tall, genial and urbane, very welcoming. He ushers me in, and here, inside, it really is civilized. A thick, new carpet and new couch and drapes and a fine old mahogany rolltop desk—and a view over Union Square, which is so far below that the dope-dealers dwindle to insignificance. It’s charming, and so is Mr. Disch, hospitably offering a wide variety of edible and drinkable refreshments. Not such an imaginative variety as is available from the natives in the square, but he offers them with considerably more graciousness and finesse.


New York, city of contrasts, also is city of high rents, so that even a relatively well-to-do, quite successful writer in his middle years has to resort to unlikely neighborhoods to beat the accommodation problem. But Thomas Disch has traveled so widely and is so adept at living almost anywhere, he makes the outside environment seem immaterial. It is Disch’s nature to make himself at home by sheer willpower, never ill-at-ease or out-of-place, regardless of circumstances. Perhaps it is his tallness, perhaps it is his implacable control and elegant manners; he always seems to be both part of the environment and at the same time distanced from it, as if on a higher plane altogether.


Similarly, in his writing: he has traveled widely, through almost every genre and technique: poetry, science fiction, nonfiction, movie scripts, mysteries, historical romances. And in each field he has made himself at home, never ill-at-ease or out-of-place, writing with the same implacable control and elegant manners.


Take, for example, his ventures into the science-fiction field. He has logged quite a few years in this literary ghetto. Yet he has always remained a visitor rather than a member, part of the environment and at the same time distanced from it, with his own ironic perspective. This has not always gone down too well with the ghetto-dwellers themselves—the long-term science-fiction residents. Some of them have been unhappy about an elegant aesthete like Disch “discovering” their neighborhood and using the cheap accommodation for his own questionable ends.


Disch’s first novel illustrates the point. Science-fiction readers recognized it immediately as an aliens-invade-the-Earth story, in the tradition of H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds and a thousand others. There was only one snag: in all the other novels of this type, Earth wins and the aliens are vanquished. In Disch’s novel (cheerily titled The Genocides), Earth loses and the aliens kill everybody. It almost seemed as if Disch was deliberately making fun of the traditional ways in which stories had always been told in the science-fiction field.


Naturally, he sees it differently. “To me, it was always aesthetically unsatisfying to see some giant juggernaut alien force finally take a quiet pratfall at the end of an alien-invasion novel. It seemed to me to be perfectly natural to say, let’s be honest, the real interest in this kind of story is to see some devastating cataclysm wipe mankind out. There’s a grandeur in that idea that all the other people threw away and trivialized. My point was simply to write a book where you don’t spoil that beauty and pleasure at the end.”


To the science-fiction community, Disch’s ideas about “beauty and pleasure” seemed a bit depressing, and they accused him, and have continued to accuse him, of being a pessimistic author. He responds:


“What sort of criticism is it to say that a writer is pessimistic? One can name any number of admirable writers who indeed were pessimistic and whose writing one cherishes. It’s mindless to offer that as a criticism. Usually all it means is that I am stating a moral position that is uncongenial to the person reading the story. It means that I have a view of existence which raises serious questions that they’re not prepared to discuss; such as the fact that man is mortal, or that love dies. I think the very fact that my imagination goes a greater distance than they’re prepared to travel suggests that the limited view of life is on their part rather than on mine.”


Comments like this lead, in turn, to other criticism—for instance, that Disch is setting himself up as an intellectual.


“Oh, but I’ve always taken it for granted that I’m an intellectual,” he replies ingenuously. “I don’t think of it as being a matter of setting myself up.


“My purpose in writing is never to establish myself as a member of a club. I don’t feel hostile to my audience, indeed I’m fond of it, but to write other than what delights me would be to condescend to my audience, and I think that would be reprehensible. I think any writer who reins in his muse for the sake of some supposed lack of intelligence or sophistication on the part of his readers is … well, that’s deplorable behavior.”


So Disch has consistently written at a level which pleases himself, and has consistently been misunderstood by many science-fiction readers as a result. His novel 334, a gloomy vision of America in the future, was if anything less well-received by such readers than The Genocides, and was condemned as being still more depressing—even nihilistic.


“Well, nihilism is a pejorative that people throw out by way of dismissing an outlook,” he replies. “It was one of [Nixon’s vice-president Spiro] Agnew’s words. Agnew loved it because it means that someone believes in nothing and, of course, we know we don’t approve of people like that. But it also throws up the problem of what do you believe in. God? Is he a living god? Have you seen Him? Do you talk to Him? If someone calls me a nihilist I want the transcripts of his conversations with Jesus, till I’m convinced that we’re not brothers under the skin.”


And about the book 334 itself:


“I think what distressed some people is that it presents a world in which the macroproblems of life, such as death and taxes, are considered to be insoluble, and the welfare system is not seen as some totalitarian monster that must call forth a revolt of the oppressed masses. The radical solution shouldn’t be easier to achieve in fiction than in real life. Almost all science fiction presents worlds in which social reform can be accomplished by the hero of the tale in some symbolic act of rebellion, but that’s not what the world is like, so there’s no reason the future should be like that.”


Is this an argument that all fiction should be relentlessly tied to present-day realities?


“I’m not saying that every writer has to be a realist, but in terms of the ethical sensibility brought to bear in a work of imagination, there has to be some complex moral understanding of the world. In the art that I like, I require irony, for instance, or simply some sense that the writer isn’t telling egregious lies about the lives we lead.”


I reply that it isn’t necessarily a bad thing if readers look for some simplification of the eternal problems of real life, or at least a little escape now and again.


“People who want that are certainly supplied with it often enough. Of course there’s no reason that artistry can’t be brought to bear upon such morally simplistic material, but it remains morally simplistic, and to me it will always be a lesser pleasure than the same artistry brought to bear on morally complex material. The escapist reader wants a book that ends with a triumph of the hero and not with an ambiguous accommodation; I suppose I’m inclined to think that you can’t have it that way. I don’t know people who have moral triumphs in their lives. I just know people who lead more or less good lives.


“A literature that doesn’t try to mirror these realities of human existence, as honestly and as thoroughly and as passionately as it can, is being smaller than life. Who needs it?”


Tom Disch was born in Iowa in 1940 and grew up in Minnesota, first in Minneapolis-St. Paul (“Always my growing-up image of the big city”) and then in a variety of small towns. “I went to a two-room country school for half of fourth grade … finished fourth grade in the next town we moved to in Fairmount, Minnesota, which is in the corn belt ….”


At the age of nine he had already started writing: “I filled up nickel tablets with science-fiction plots derived from one of Isaac Asimov’s robot mystery stories. If we could find those nickel tablets I’m certain that the resemblance would be astonishing. But I think my stories were livelier even then.” He laughs happily.


“I remember a moment in tenth grade in high school, talking to my English teacher—I was always the pet of my English teachers and made them my confidantes—and I envisioned two alternatives. One of them would have kept me in the twin cities on the paths of righteousness and duty (I can’t remember what that would have been, exactly), the other was to come to New York and become an Artist.


“My first job after high school, after taking some kind of test at the state employment center, was with U. S. Steel as a trainee structural steel draftsman. I stuck it out through that summer till I’d saved enough money to come to New York. Then in New York I got the lowest type of clerical jobs.


“I wanted to get into Cooper Union, to the architectural school. My idea was to be Frank Lloyd Wright. Cooper Union did accept me. Even though the tuition was free, I still had to work as well, and in the end I just collapsed from overwork and possibly from lack of real ambition to be an architect. Architects have to study a lot of dull things for a very long time and I probably wasn’t up to it.”


Disch returned to college later, but: “The only purpose I had in mind then, for any degree I might have acquired, would have been to become an academic, and I thought it would be better to be a writer, so as soon as I sold my first story I dropped out of college.”


Supposedly, a major factor that influences people to read a lot of science fiction, and then write it, is a sense of childhood alienation. I ask Disch if he had that experience. He is skeptical:


“All young people are prone to feel alienated, because that’s their situation in life. Very often they haven’t found a career, don’t have a social circle they feel is theirs, and they feel sorry for themselves, accordingly. Certainly it is something real that happens to you, but with luck you work your way out of it and soon your social calendar will be filled and you won’t complain about alienation any more. You’ll get married. Very few married men with children complain about alienation.”


Disch himself seems unusually gregarious, for a writer, and many of his projects have been written in collaboration with various other authors. His first collaborator was John Sladek. “We started writing together in New York in the summer of 1965, just short japes at first, and then two novels. One was a gothic which is best forgotten. The other was Black Alice.” (A mystery/suspense novel.)


“My experience of collaborating with other writers is just mutual delight. One person has a good idea and the other says, that’s great, and then what-if…. When you write in collaboration with a person whose work you admire, miraculously, sections of the book are done for you, it’s like having dreamed that you wrote something, it eliminates all the real work of writing.


“I’ve planned other collaborations. I’ve worked with composers on a small musical and an opera, and I just like the process of it. I would like to write for movies. Other writers complain about the horrors of dealing with directors, but if it’s a director one admires I would think that it would be exciting, and if it’s not a director you admire then you shouldn’t be doing it. It would be difficult to share my own earnest novels; but for comic writing, for instance, I should think it would be so much more exciting to write for Saturday Night Live than just to write humorous pieces for magazines, however great your inspiration.”


The range of people with whom Disch has worked reflects the range of different forms of writing that he is interested in. “Part of my notion of a proper ambition is that one should excel at a wide range of tasks. I want to write opera libretti; I want to write every kind of novel and story. I’ve written a lot of poetry and I will continue to do so. I foresee a pattern of alternating between science-fiction novels, and novels of historical or contemporary-realistic character.”


I ask if he isn’t worried that this will give him too diffuse an image in the minds of publishers, who are generally happier if a writer can be given a single genre label.


“Publishers do feel more comfortable with you if you are, in a sense, at their mercy. They prefer you to be limited as a writer. If you’re a science-fiction writer who begins to write a kind of science fiction that isn’t to the taste of a publisher whom you’ve been working with, they will in effect say, stick to what you know best, go back and write the kind of book that has made you successful. If you are a genre writer, then genre editors can dictate to you the terms of the genre. In the long term they’re asking for the death of the imagination, and a dreary sameness of invention, plots, and characters is the result.”


Since Disch has managed to avoid being typecast in this way, I ask him which matters more to him: success and recognition in the science-fiction field, or outside of it.


“I would suppose that any science-fiction writer would rather be successful in the big world than in the small world. The rewards are greater. Not simply financially, but the rewards of public acclaim. If the approval of your peers means anything, then the approval of more of your peers must mean more. And not all of the palates that you want to tickle, the critics you hope to please, are within the science-fiction field. In fact the big judgment seat is outside of it.”


I ask if Disch’s best-known novel, Camp Concentration, was an attempt to achieve recognition outside of the science-fiction field.


“Camp Concentration was a science-fiction novel, and I think it was probably not strong enough to stand on its own outside the genre. Not as a work of literature. It might have been marketed as a middle-brow suspense novel—some science fiction is smuggled out to the real world in that disguise—but I think the audience outside of science fiction is even more resentful of intellectual showing-off, while within science fiction there’s been a kind of tradition of it. Witness something like Bester’s The Demolished Man, which was in its day proclaimed to be pyrotechnical. Pyrotechnics are part of the science-fiction aesthetic, and that’s what Camp Concentration was aiming at.


“In America the novel didn’t receive very much attention and it became the focus of resentment for some of the fuddy-duddy elements in science fiction to carp about. I never had enough success with the book to make me seem a threat, and I’m not much of a self-promoter, so the book just vanished in the way that some books do. And that’s not entirely a bad thing. The kind of success that generates a lot of attention can be unsettling to the ego, and the people who have that kind of success are often encouraged to repeat it. It would have been a very bad thing if I had bowed to pressure to write another book like Camp Concentration, which was the expectation, to a degree, even in myself. For a while I wanted to write things that were even more full of anguish, and even more serious.”


Camp Concentration is the diary of a character who is locked up and given a drug to heighten his intelligence, an unfortunate side-effect being that the drug induces death within a matter of months. The book thus presented a double challenge to Disch: he had to write the diary of a man who knows he is going to die, and he had to write the diary of a man whose intelligence is steadily increasing to superhuman levels. In a way it was a self-indulgence—a conscious piece of self-analysis—in that Disch himself is aware of his intelligence to the extent that it is something of a fetish.


While he was working on Camp Concentration, he confided to Michael Moorcock (as Moorcock tells it), “I’m writing a book about what everyone wants the most.”


To which Moorcock replied: “Really? Is it about elephants?”


“Elephants? No, it’s about becoming more intelligent.”


“Oh,” said Moorcock. “What I’ve always wanted most is to be an elephant.”


Talking to Tom Disch, I recount this anecdote, if only to check its accuracy. Disch laughs and comments, “Well, I guess Mike Moorcock and I have both realized our secret dreams.”


Historical Context


Tom Disch was not good at making predictions. When I first read his novel 334, which was written in 1972 and described the United States fifty years in the future, I couldn’t understand why he insisted on describing a world in which hope no longer seemed to exist. When I asked him about it at the time, he seemed genuinely puzzled. “But this is the best possible future I can imagine!” he exclaimed.


Recently, when I took another look at 334, I saw the problem clearly. It shows technology empowering the state, but does not recognize that it may also empower the individual. In Tom’s vision, everyday people are powerless, and anyone with high aspirations is punished in some way.


The idea that science can help us to transcend our human limits was central to American science fiction when Tom began his writing career. Likewise, countless science-fiction stories depicted a resourceful individual overcoming entities that were more numerous and more powerful than himself. How perverse, then, that Tom’s first novels constituted a rebuttal to the field in which he chose to write. It was as if he was trying to set people straight, telling the writers who had gone ahead of him that they were completely mistaken in their assumptions.


If Tom were alive today, I would suggest to him that when he wrote 334—or his novel Camp Concentration, which retold the story of Faust—he was looking at the past rather than the future. By the 1960s it should have been abundantly clear that a net positive benefit can be derived from science. In fact, rather than being a fatal flaw, hubris can be a prerequisite for progress.


In my imaginary conversation with Tom, I would tell him that although he rejected the Catholicism of his youth, and mocked religion in much of his writing, he was perpetually afflicted by the absolutist mindset of the church and its visions of an angry deity who spent an inordinate amount of time punishing people.


Unfortunately, even if he were still alive to hear my arguments, I doubt that he would listen to them, because—well, he didn’t listen very well. During the waning days of our long friendship, when my girlfriend and I invited him to dinner, he was quite self-absorbed. After consuming the better part of two bottles of wine in short order, he expounded lyrically about the success of his play, The Cardinal Detoxes, and assured me that it was such a seminal work, it would be performed for decades to come. He described himself as the world’s greatest living writer of blank verse. And then, on a tangent, he told me that I really should read the story “Apt Pupil” by Stephen King.


I pointed out that I had recommended that same story to him several months previously. “But you don’t listen to me,” I said.


“Well, why should I?” he responded. “You aren’t as widely read as I am, you don’t write as well as I do, and you don’t even make as much money as I do. Why should I care about your opinions?”


The next day, I waited for an apologetic phone call. Around 10 pm, when no call had been forthcoming, I called him, and he brushed the whole thing aside. “You have to make allowances,” he said, “for my extreme ego.”


When I first immigrated to New York from England in 1970, Tom had been witty, gregarious, intellectually playful, and generous. He was unfailingly hospitable, introduced me to many people, and helped me to establish myself in the city. When I wrote a couple of poems which I thought were of little value, he tried to persuade me otherwise by quietly placing them in a well-regarded poetry magazine. When he became affiliated with the prestigious PEN club, he saw to it that I was inducted as a member. There were many similar kindnesses.


Perhaps the difficult, bombastic side of Tom became more dominant as the years passed because his successes were never great enough to satisfy him. Any writer who refers to his own “extreme ego” is liable to find the rewards from the publishing industry inadequate.


His Wikipedia entry is quite lengthy, and I suspect that he wrote much of it himself, because only he could have known all of the minutiae. The catalogue of achievements is impressive—yet there are many ventures which never paid off in the long term.


His science-fiction novels were commercial failures, as he once admitted to me; so he stopped writing science fiction. His attempts to write collaborative gothic and historical novels were not successful enough to encourage more of the same. His story “The Brave Little Toaster” was made into a Disney movie, and spawned one sequel, but did not open a path to screenwriting. His text-based computer adventure game did not do well. His two plays did not ultimately lead to a theatrical career. Perhaps the reason he returned to writing poetry throughout his whole professional life was that it was the one field in which he was enduringly successful.


Back in 1970, when we were all young and had big, vague plans, I remember him talking to myself and Norman Spinrad about a novel that he hoped to write. “Sounds like you want to do a bestseller,” Norman remarked.


“Oh, I do,” Tom said. “I want that so much.”


About fifteen years later, his outlook had soured. He arrived unexpectedly at my Greenwich Village apartment in a state of agitation. He was dressed in a suit and tie, having just come from a meeting with a publisher. He had wanted a lot of money for a project, and his demands had not been met.


Tom paced to and fro. He was palpably angry, denouncing the publishing industry, wishing he could somehow—well, set them straight. “I want to—” He groped for words. “I want to—to make them—suck my dick!” He slumped down on the couch, depleted by his own anger.


While I have never shared Tom’s ideas about the inevitability of punishment, or his assumptions about the consequences of hubris, perhaps they seemed valid to him personally. His high ambitions as a writer entailed no small amount of hubris, and indeed he was punished for it, if only by himself.


Frustrated by his own declining value as a novelist, he began writing a public entry on LiveJournal in which he pontificated against the status quo. Most of the entries were pleasant enough, but in one instance he became downright nasty. Upon hearing that Algis Budrys had died, in June, 2008, Tom headed his journal entry, “Ding dong, the witch is dead!” and continued, “what a long wait it’s been … I get to dance on his grave.” Budrys’s great crime had been to write a very negative review of The Genocides, more than forty years previously.


By this time, Tom was tormented by health problems, had lost his lifelong lover, and was having difficulties retaining the lease to his New York apartment. Less than a month later, after most of his possessions in a house he owned in Pennsylvania had been damaged by a flood, he ended his own life with a gunshot.


I had not communicated with Tom since 1998, when he had been terminally offended by my response after I received a copy of his critical book The Dreams Our Stuff is Made Of. While he seemed to feel that this was an important work, summarizing his personal outlook on science fiction, I considered it intemperate and poorly researched. It paid little attention to what anyone else might have to say, and—yes, it was still trying to set people straight.


I didn’t know what to do with it. I don’t keep books that I don’t like, but I don’t throw them away, either. I couldn’t think of anyone else I could give it to. I tried to get the local library to take it, but they refused. In desperation I sent it back, explaining that it wasn’t really my kind of book, and he should give it to someone who would appreciate it, because a book should not be wasted.


I should have known what would happen, and perhaps I did know. This may have been a passive-aggressive moment on my part—an opportunity to show Tom what I thought of his writing, since he had felt so free to tell me about my writing. In any case, he stopped speaking to me—permanently, as it turned out.


Fortunately I did my Dream Makers interview when he and I were still on very good terms. When I showed him the transcript afterward, he was pleased with it. Normally, he said, he was too annoyed to answer people who complained that his fiction was depressing or nihilistic, but perhaps because I was a friend, and he felt that my motives were honorable, he was able to address the complaints seriously. He felt that he had vindicated himself.


Sometime around that time—maybe in 1981—I remember sitting on a bus with him, heading up Sixth Avenue on our way to see a play. We were talking about friendships, and the difficulty of sustaining them. “Really, it’s amazing that anyone stays friendly with anyone,” he said, with a sigh. “But you and I, we’ll always be close.”


Alas, that was another of his predictions which turned out to be wrong. I regret that our paths separated, because regardless of his bombast, he was such an exceptional person. I feel privileged to have known him so well during the 1970s and the 1980s, when he was still full of creative aspirations, before the punishments had become too much to bear.


He took his life on July 4, 2008.


Sometimes I wonder if he had been waiting for Algis Budrys to go first.


Charles Platt, Northern Arizona, 2014




Barry N. Malzberg


April 2, 1979, Teaneck, New Jersey


I have always been drawn to that land of domestic fantasy, American suburbia, where nothing is real. Cruise down Main Street, see the plaster façades molded to look like solid brick, plastic fashioned to resemble wrought iron, plywood treated to look like oak, Formica patterned to look like plywood. Mary Hartman land, where the International House of Pancakes is a bizarre architectural mutation, part Swiss chalet, part prefabricated Transylvanian castle, and the Household Finance Corporation is headquartered in a miniaturized mansion, a kiddieland version of a New England town hall, complete with cute little white columns at the entrance.


Once I dreamed of marrying and moving out of Manhattan and buying a house in the suburbs, where I would be comfortably wealthy and own a large car and become enduringly, dedicatedly depressed. I saw it as entering a kind of simplified stasis, a barbiturate nirvana. For me, it never happened; but for others, blessed with more ambition and initiative, it has all come true. For Barry Malzberg, in particular.


He lives in Teaneck, New Jersey. If you drive out of Manhattan across the George Washington Bridge, proceed for five miles along a drab divided highway, and make a sharp left, you find Teaneck. Streets of well-spaced, solidly built houses, surrounded by trees and overlooking well-sprinkled lawns … housewives driving home from the supermarket with bags of groceries beside them on the front seat … mailboxes, utility poles, kids’ bicycles lying in the driveways … serene, stable, and in a way dignified: no ostentatious wealth here, just a sense that people have done well enough to afford a comfortable family life away from the dirt and noise and traumatic reality of Manhattan.


The house of Barry Malzberg and his family fits right in: a middle-aged two-story building of some integrity, on a quiet block, a Cadillac in the garage, all very middle-American and conventional. Malzberg himself blends less easily with the suburban landscape. “I’m not very happy here,” he says, “but I would be even more unhappy in New York.” As for the local people, they make him feel alienated. They learn he’s a writer and they say, “Oh really? Have you ever sold anything?” He tells them he has published more than thirty novels, and they say, “Oh really? What name do you write under?”


But alienation is nothing new; Malzberg says he has always felt alienated (“It seems to be the common denominator not only of science-fiction writers but of all fiction writers”), and depression, likewise, is another fact of life.


If this sounds too flippant, it is because in the face of too much pain one can only try to make gloomy little jokes. Certainly this is what Barry Malzberg manages to do himself, having experienced an extraordinary career marred by what must have been truly a crushing sequence of disappointment, frustration, and bitterness.


Prior to my visit, Barry N. Malzberg had always refused to give an interview to anyone. Still I found him approachable, and his answers quickly built together into a speech as succinct and cohesive as the rap of an experienced talk-show guest. The transcript speaks so eloquently I present it with a minimum of interjection or explanation:


“I wanted to win the Nobel Prize and be celebrated as the greatest living American writer. And I still do.” (He laughs, self-deprecatingly.) “I had large ambitions, very large, from the beginning. I mapped out a course for myself, a large, ambitious career as an American novelist. My first model was Mailer, and a little bit later Philip Roth, whom I don’t think is a first-rate writer, but had the kind of career that I would like to have had. Brilliant short stories in the right places, National Book Award at the age of twenty-six, major critical recognition well before his thirtieth birthday. That was the career that I mapped out for myself. I failed, utterly.


“I realize, I do judge myself rather harshly. I operated from what F. Scott Fitzgerald called the authority of failure, very early in life, since I was maybe eighteen or nineteen. I never felt I was as good as I needed to be, ever to fulfill my ambitions.


“I had always known that I was going to be a writer. I’ve known it since I acquired the tools of literacy, at age seven. I didn’t want to write for the money; I wanted to write because it was the only way I could deal with, control, and shape my experience. I wrote my first short story in second grade; I went to Syracuse University from fall of 1956 until 1960, spent six months in the army, two-and-a-half years in the New York City Department of Welfare … I won a Schubert Foundation play-writing fellowship, 1964-1965. Once I was in the academic environment, writing, I achieved recognition very easily at that level. I was simply faster and better than anyone else around. But I felt a self-contempt, because it wasn’t hard to be better than anyone around, and the work wasn’t selling anyway. I wrote seven one-act plays, and one full-length play, none of which has ever been produced. I wrote some poetry, some of which was good, none of it ever published. I submitted some to the little magazines, unenthusiastically; it didn’t seem to me, even at that nascent state, that I wanted to be in little magazines. Nobody read them and they didn’t pay, so why bother.


“I became a science-fiction writer because I failed in my attempts to succeed in the literary world. I quit the largest writing fellowship in the country—the Cornelia Award Creative Writing Fellowship—in 1965, because I was being rejected. I was writing literary short stories and drowning in rejections and I just did not want to go any further.


“In October or November of that year I read in Galaxy magazine Norman Kagan’s story Laugh Along with Franz. It was a brilliant, savage piece of science fiction, except it wasn’t science fiction at all, it was a serious, savage work of American fiction by a young American fiction writer. I shook my head as I read it and I cynically said to myself, if this son of a bitch can get away with this kind of stuff in the commercial science-fiction genre then I’ve got a future, because I can do this just as well myself right now, and I can do it a little better in a couple of years, given a little training. If he can get away with this, I can too. And it was at that moment that I knew, viscerally, that I could sell science fiction.


“By sheer chance I had become a ninety-dollar-a-week employee of the Scott Meredith Literary Agency. I became familiar with the commercial markets, studied the science-fiction markets for about a year, and then started to write for them, with a mixture of literary ambition and cold commercial focus, and I was quite successful. I had a terrific run. Between 1968 and 1975 I had, in quantity, an unduplicable career. There have been writers who wrote more, and writers who wrote better, but nobody ever did as much work of ambition in science fiction within such a short period of time. I wrote twenty-five novels and two hundred short stories within those seven years.


“Philip Dick with his forty or fifty novels and his one hundred short stories is ahead of me. Silverberg is ahead of me. But I don’t think that either of those boys squeezed it into seven years. Actually Silverberg and I had parallel careers; it’s close. As for Phil, I admire him more than I admire myself; to be able to do work of that intention and ambition and sustain it from 1954 to 1975 is stunning. He carried it on for two decades.


“In April 1976 I renounced my association with the science-fiction field. Since then I have written a body of work outside of science fiction which by any standards other than those I set myself would probably be sufficient. I have written three commercial suspense novels in collaboration with Bill Pronzini. I’ve written a pseudonymous novel, Lady of a Thousand Sorrows by Lee W. Mason, a roman-à-clef in the first person by a character who was consciously modeled on Jacqueline Kennedy. It was a story that had obsessed me for years. I wrote it at a high level of ambition, it was published as a Playboy Press paperback original, and they literally threw it in the sewer, thank you very much, Playboy Press. And lastly I novelized my novelette Chorale, for Doubleday, who published it to stunning indifference. And then of course I have continued writing short stories: fifteen for Hitchcock’s magazine, three for Ellery Queen, and about twelve science-fiction stories. By the standards I set myself—for instance in 1973 I wrote sixteen novels, thirty short stories, and a poem—my current output is minuscule.


“I found writing therapeutic when I was young. Until perhaps my thirty-first birthday, it was serving short-term purgative needs. It was cathartic, it was controlled, it was expressive. Relatively late in life, around my thirty-fifth birthday, it occurred to me that writing was actually dealing with the most neurotic, deteriorative, defensive aspects of my personality, and at that point I became very unhappy.


“People tend to want to become writers to compensate. We know this. Most people who want to write fiction want to do so to compensate for real or perceived flaws or inadequacies in their real lives. That’s okay except that I began to feel somewhere in mid-life that perhaps compensating as a way of life was kind of a sad thing for an adult.


“Now, writing never makes me happy. Of course many writers say this, and then add, however, that having written is ecstasy. I myself would have said that, as recently as five years ago. But I can’t even say that any more.


“I get nothing out of seeing my books in print. Absolutely nothing. I stack them up on the shelves; I collect them. I’m an obsessive collector of my own work; it’s all I have, these fragments I share against my ruins. I want my own work, and I want it displayed, and that’s probably symbolic of the fact that I am still connected to being a writer, but it’s virtually the last thing. That and the money. I get no satisfaction out of having my work in print.”
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