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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




INTRODUCTION:


Criticism—Who Needs It?


ABOUT A DECADE AGO, I WAS A WITNESS IN A legal action, and it became the opposition lawyer’s duty to try to destroy my credibility as a witness. One of his first approaches was: “In addition to being a writer, you are also a critic, are you not?” I admitted this, but something even more damaging was to come. He next asked, “Both constructive and destructive, isn’t that right?”


I admitted this too, but I shouldn’t have done so, for I’ve since come to realize that there is no such thing as destructive criticism. It is just a cliché people use to signal that their toes have been stepped on.


After all, the whole point of telling a man he is doing something the wrong way is the hope that next time he will do it right. Simply saying that a given book is bad may serve the secondary function of warning the public away from it, if the public trusts the critic. But if you do not go on to say in what way it is bad, your verdict is not destructive criticism, or any other kind of criticism; it is just abuse.


This answers, by implication at least, the question posed by a panel at the Tricon* (1966): Has criticism of science fiction done more harm than good? At least some of the panelists seemed to think that if the critic did not actively love and praise all science fiction, he ought to shut up. This seems to me to be nonsense, though it is a kind of nonsense we hear often in our field.


It is occasioned, usually, by the temporary intrusion into the field of some outside critic—such as the example we saw some years ago in The Saturday Review of Nothing—who assumes that because he is ignorant of the field, he is therefore superior to it. I make no brief whatsoever for this kind of critic, but it is a mistake to judge all criticism by its bad examples.


It is also sometimes assumed—as it was by Horace Gold—that even good close criticism scares away new writers, or sufficiently hurts their feelings to impede their production. This may sometimes happen; I have a strong suspicion that I myself scared away one such, but both for his own good and ours he should have been in some other line of work to begin with—especially if his skin was as tender as all that. As for the undeniably good writer who is put off by close criticism, he is probably simply a temporary victim of a remediable condition, namely, his age, which is self-repairing. At his present stage of development he may not be ready for criticism he will welcome later. Since the kind of criticism I am talking about here is a public act and leaves a record behind, he may be able to profit ten years later by what is said about his work now; in the meantime, he may find it very helpful to read what good critics say about the work of other men, where his own feelings are not so intimately involved.


Obviously, then, I think a good critic in any field is a useful citizen, who is positively obliged to be harsh toward bad work. By a good critic, I mean a man with a good ear, a love for his field at its best, and a broad and detailed knowledge of the techniques of that field.


I agree with C. S. Lewis* that the evaluative critic—the man who pronounces on the absolute merits of the work he is considering—is not very useful to either the writer or the reader, although he may be fun to read after you have made up your own mind about the work in question. Some of the more specialized kinds of critic, such as the moral critic, the Marxist and the Freudian, don’t seem to be around much any more, and in any event they were never either numerous or influential in science fiction. Where such-criticism does flourish, it turns out to be useful and/or illuminating almost exclusively to the writer or reader who shares its basic orientation; if he doesn’t, the work strikes him as irrelevant at best. I myself see very little practical use for the historical critic—the man who detects trends and influences, and places individual works in the settings of their times—except to the reader, who might otherwise miss something of what is going on in a work of art by being unfamiliar with the artistic conventions and preoccupations of the work’s era. In any event this kind of critical work is tricky in the extreme, and we have nobody in science fiction who does it well (though Leland Sapiro seems to be making a good start at it).


The commonest kind of critic—in science fiction or out of it—is the Spingarnian or impressionist critic. This is the man who believes (though perhaps he has not fully formulated it to himself in just this way) that it’s impossible ever to know what the intent of the artist was in writing a given work. As a result, he uses the work before him as a springboard from which to launch a little essay of his own, a new creation which tells you only how he feels about the work, nothing about the work itself. At its best this produces something like “On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth” or “On First Looking Into Chapman’s Homer,” but there are very few good examples of the breed, and it is plain that their virtues depend upon creativity, not upon critical acumen. Ordinarily, they are nothing but bores—the kind of people who tell you that a spy story was “chilling,” or a science-fiction story “mind-wrenching,” and nothing more (except, far too often, a plot summary which spoils the book for you). At its worst, it will discuss, say, the New Wave in science fiction by telling you that it is cold in England and rock-and-roll sounds different there.


The technical critic, on the other hand (not, please, the scientific or technological one), should be able to say with some precision not only that something went wrong—if it did but just how it went wrong. In writing, as in any other art, there is a medium to be worked in, and there are both adroit and clumsy ways to work with it. Grammar is an obvious example of an area in which a man may be either adroit or an idiot. There are other such areas which are exclusive to fiction, as grammar is not. The writer should know the difference between what is adroit and what is clumsy. If he does not, it is the function of the technical critic to show it to him. Ideally, this work would have been done by the editor, but a surprising number of them don’t know how—or perhaps, as Gordon R. Dickson has suggested, they communicate it in private languages which need to be decoded. I would call that a special case of not knowing how, though, for there is a large body of common terms and assumptions in criticism which the editor should be able to use, and the writer to understand.


Such a critic is also useful to the reader. Here his work usually takes the form of explication du texte, or what used to be called The New Criticism, twenty years ago. Such a critic uses special knowledge to unearth and expose some element in the work of art which the ordinary reader probably did not know was there. I found my appreciation of the late Cordwainer Smith much heightened, for example, to be told that he was a student of Chinese; such compounds as “ManHome” and “the Up-and-Out” instantly came into perspective for me as ideograms, where each word is also a picture of several different things in combination (mouth + roof = woman, for example). Similarly, a recent analysis of J. G. Ballard in the Australian Science Fiction Review went a long way toward accounting for the fragmentary nature of his short stories by showing that despite some deceptive differences in casts of characters, the stories all seem to be part of some much larger story or parable, being seen from different points of view. I might have detected that for myself, but the fact of the matter is, I didn’t, and I was grateful to the critic.


This can be useful to the writer, too, by revealing to him underlying themes or preoccupations in his work of which he was not fully aware, and hence enabling him to use them more consciously and hence more effectively if he wishes, or to get away from them if on re-consideration he thinks them becoming obsessive. For examples, see the essay on unconscious symbolism in the second edition of In Search of Wonder, or the discussion of the role of syzygy in the work of Sturgeon in The Issue at Hand.


The notion that such criticism even could do any field harm is a dubious one, and certainly unprovable. Technical critics like Damon Knight are, or should be, invaluable to the writer who is serious about the lifelong task of learning his craft.


And this, I think, answers the question which stands at the head of this Introduction: “Criticism—who needs it?” The answer is, “Everybody.”


As an illustration, let me cite the case of Frank Herbert, who is surely one of the finest writers science fiction has today. Yet despite his gifts, his popularity and his awards, Herbert has a major technical fault which is getting in his way: as he tells an already complicated story, he complicates it further by jumping from one point of view to another like a maddened kangaroo. This particular habit doesn’t in any way detract from the many things Herbert does marvelously well—but it makes his work more difficult of access for the reader, not out of inherent difficulty, but only because the handling is maladroit. Such viewpoint-shifting has no compensating advantages; it does nothing but show one important aspect of fiction that Herbert hasn’t mastered yet.


Maybe it hasn’t even occurred to him as a problem. You might be astonished at how many good writers tackle such problems cold, without realizing that they are not the first people in the world to have confronted them, and sometimes solved them. If the critic can point this out, and summarize the solutions other writers have found, he can save the writer time, and also improve the product for the reader.


The case for the critic, in fact, is nothing more than the case for the teacher of any kind: he saves time. It was put succinctly by Hippocrates about two thousand years ago:


“Art is long, and time is fleeting.”


The preceding remarks were first prepared to introduce a panel at the Tricon (upon which, to the possible indignation of Sam Moskowitz, I appeared as Atheling) and later revised for a round-robin for the Science Fiction Writers of America (by whose permission they re-appear here). They stand here in place of a longer essay on the same subject which I published in Australian Science Fiction Review in 1967; though the substance of the ASFR piece is the same, it was cast as a reply to an If editorial by Frederik Pohl and is thus rather less intelligible as an independent piece.


Most of the essays in this book have similar histories. Like their predecessors in The Issue at Hand (Advent: Publishers, Chicago, 1964), they appeared for the most part in various science-fiction fan magazines, particularly Larry and Noreen Shaw’s Axe, Dick and Pat Lupoff’s Xero, Richard Bergeron’s Warhoon, Peter Weston’s Speculation, and in Science Fiction Times when it was still under the editorship of James V. Taurasi, Sr.; in Fantasy & Science Fiction, a newsstand magazine; and in two professional writers’ journals, Science Fiction Forum (edited by Damon Knight and Lester del Rey) and SF Horizons (edited by Brian Aldiss and Harry Harrison), both now defunct. One was originally a talk given before a fan club at Columbia University; and the opening chapter is drawn from the prefaces to two anthologies of mine, New Dreams This Morning (Ballantine, New York, 1966) and Best S-F Stories of James Blish (Faber and Faber, London, 1965).


As in the preceding Atheling book, the pieces are arranged roughly by order of first appearance, except where subjects in common among them suggested sub-groups; so whatever continuity the book may have depends chiefly upon an attempted faithfulness to first principles, as stated in the opening chapter of the first book and amplified in the opening chapter (and above) of this one. Also as before, the dates of publication of the originals are given, since the conditions that prevailed at the time of writing of any individual essay do not necessarily prevail now. However, some of the pieces have been revised and expanded from their originals almost beyond recognition, and where that has happened, I have tried to give clear and early warning of the fact in the text. Relatively minor revisions and additions, on the other hand, have been placed within square brackets.


This collection differs from the first one in that a higher proportion of the material consists of book reviews, where The Issue at Hand concentrated mainly on magazine science fiction. Addicts of Atheling’s unlovably waspish style (there seem to be some) may also detect here a certain moderation of tone, if not an actual softening of the head. This may well be attributable to academicism (in the French sense), marriage, or some other such process, but insofar as it was conscious, it is the result of a gradual conviction that literary and moral flaws deserve to be sharply separated. In his youth, Atheling had a tendency to tear into a bad story as though the author or editor responsible had killed his father and married his mother. This is unfair. While I still believe that it is desirable to be merciless to a bad story, I am no longer quite so sure that the commission of one represents flaws in the author’s character or horrid secrets in his ancestry. On the other hand, the authors criticized in this volume will probably find Atheling as offensive as ever, and that is intentional, too.


I am indebted to the editors named above for their hospitality, and to my victims (with one bellowingly enraged exception*) for their patience. I wish I could assure the latter group that William Atheling, Jr. has with this volume reached the end of his tether and wound up his affairs, but it looks now as though he is likely to be around as long as I am. In fact, I have here—as in the first Atheling book—converted into Atheling pieces quite a few that were originally signed,


JAMES BLISH


Harpsden (Henley), Oxon.
 1970




I. SCIENCE FICTION AS A MOVEMENT:


A Tattoo for Needles [1965-66]


WRITERS WHO ATTEMPT TO DEFINE SCIENCE FICTION inevitably suffer the fate decreed by Archibald MacLeish (who was caught by it) for poets who follow armies: their bones are subsequently found under old newspapers. I was reminded of the melancholy fact some years ago when I was set to constructing such a definition for the Grolier Encyclopedia. At that time I could do no better than repeat the usual routine of defining the thing by its trappings—the far journey, the future, extrapolation—but I could not help but feel that when I was done, the emperor had no more clothes than before.


Though I can feel in anticipation the rustling over my bones, I am about to attempt it again, for I’ve since come to think that the question is a simpler one—O fatal gambit!—than it is usually made to appear. At least there do seem to me to be certain basic assumptions which stand under inspection, and pass the test by which so many definitions fall: that of remaining applicable to practitioners as apparently incompatible as Ray Bradbury and Hal Clement, yet at the same time clearly excluding the whole category—which everyone feels ought to be excluded, however difficult that proves—of fiction about science, as exemplified by Arrowsmith or the novels of C. P. Snow. If the assumptions are a little bizarre, I will have to plead that so is the subject-matter; but the argument is reasonably straightforward.


Short stories* of any kind are like tattoos: though they are on public display, they come into being to identify the self to the self. The commonest and hence the most stereotyped were undertaken to prove that the subject/object is grown up, with a flourish of brightly colored but non-functional women, guns, cars and other machinery. Another kind attempts to seal an identification with some stronger and more stable entity—Mother, Mamie, Semper Fidelis or Free Enterprise; or make real some pigeon-hole into which the personality is trying to cram itself—Lover, Killer, Mighty Hunter.


The most interesting kinds, however, are those cryptic symbols which the mentally ill inflict upon themselves. Here the vision of the outside world which the story or tattoo tries to make real is almost as private as the psyche which so stigmatizes itself. Only the necessity to adopt some sort of artistic convention, and to limit the message to something less than the whole of the mystery, makes the end-product even partially intelligible—and, to some part of the audience, holds out the hope that the mystery might be solved.


There is at least a little of the private vision in every work of fiction, but it is in fantasy that the distance between the real world—that is, the agreed-upon world, the consensus we call reality—and the private vision becomes marked and disturbing. The science-fiction writer chooses, to symbolize his real world, the trappings of science and technology, and in so far as the reader is unfamiliar with these, so will the story seem outré to him. It is commonplace for outsiders to ask science-fiction writers, “Where do you get those crazy ideas?” and to regard the habitual readers of science fiction also as rather far off the common ground. Yet it is not really the ideas that are “crazy” but the trappings; not the assumptions, but the scenery. Instead of Main Street—in itself only a symbol—we are given Mars, or the future.


The reason for this choice is put succinctly by Brian Aldiss:*


“I am a surrealist at heart; that is, I’m none too sure whether the reality of the world agrees with its appearance. Only in sf, or near sf, can you express this feeling in words.”


Of course, this is not entirely true; neither Kafka nor Beck-ford had any difficulty in expressing the same feeling in quite different trappings, in sporting quite different tattoos. But for any writer who knows how surrealistic are the assumptions of our modern metaphysics, the science-tattoo is not only attractive but compelling.


It is not even essential that the symbols be used correctly, although most conscientious science-fiction writers try to get them right in order to lure the reader into the necessary suspension of disbelief. There is no such place as Ray Bradbury’s Mars—to use the most frequently cited complaint—but his readers have justly brushed the complaint aside, recognizing the feeling as authentic even though the facts are not. This is probably what Mr. Aldiss means by “near-sf,” as it is what I mean by fantasy. The essential difference lies only in how close to the consensus the writer wants his private tattoo to appear.


In this matter of correctness, the reader also has preferences, so that it is rare to find someone who is drawn to a Hal Clement who relishes Mr. Bradbury too, and vice versa. (For more extended caveats on this subject, please see the penultimate chapter of this book.) However, there are other kinds of accuracy than the factual which are important to poetry (Dichtung = any work of art), chief among which is faithfulness to the language of symbol. As precisely this point is pursued at enormous length by Robert Graves in The White Goddess, I will rest content with a bare mention of it here.


The absolutely essential honesty, however, must lie where it has to lie in all fiction: honesty to the assumptions, not to the trappings. This brings us back, inevitably, to the often quoted definition by Theodore Sturgeon:*


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


This is a laudable and workable rule of thumb, it seems to me, as long as the writer is aware that the “science content” is only another form of tattoo design, differing in detail but not in nature from those adopted by the writers of all other kinds of fiction.


Viewed in this light, the writing of science fiction is an activity which cannot usefully be divorced by the critic from the mainstream of fiction writing, or from artistic creation as a whole. It does not even differ from them in being idiosyncratic in its choice of a symbol-system, since every artist must be odd in this respect, choosing from the real world (has anyone seen it lately?) those parts which make the best fit with the universe inside his skull. The science-fiction writer centers his universe-of-discourse in the myths of Twentieth Century metaphysics, as other writers found their intellectual homes and furniture on Olympus or the Mount of Olives.


This feeling of being at home among the apparently wild surmises of modern science is not as rare as it used to be, so that Robert A. Heinlein’s conviction that science fiction is more realistic than most mainstream fiction—as well as being harder to write—now seems a little dated, especially since scientists themselves have taken to competing with fiction writers in the art of virtually irresponsible speculation. Nevertheless, it is not hard to sympathize with Heinlein, who like Aldous Huxley is impatient with readers who have no contact with the religion of their age, and who like C. P. Snow thinks that the humanist who can tell you who Enobarbus is but has never heard of entropy or DNA cannot fairly be said to be living in the present that surrounds him. Prediction is not the first virtue of science fiction—on this, more later—but Heinlein is surely right in saying that any living man who was surprised by the explosion at Hiroshima would probably have been equally surprised by a head-on collision between two trains previously observed to be speeding toward each other on the same track. Most humanists are still stoppering their ears and looking the other way, and hence hardly dare to think that science fiction can be anything more cogent than a Disney fairy tale—amusing now and then, perhaps, but not “real.” This kind of behavior is outright stupid; a kinder word for it does not exist.


Nevertheless, the situation is changing, as it was bound to do once rockets, nuclear weapons, space travel, DNA and anti-matter invaded the newspapers. Another change—probably a consequence of the news—is that much of the popular fiction the public at large devours today, from On the Beach to Seven Days in May, is science fiction which has escaped the onus—still anachronistically with us—of the s-f label. Publishers help (though science-fiction fans cannot be blamed for resenting this kind of help) by ducking the label, as they did with Walter M. Miller, Jr.’s A Canticle for Leibowitz, or falsifying it, for instance by calling John Christopher’s The Possessors a “novel of terror” in order to win reviews by detective story reviewers (Anthony Boucher obliged).


On the whole, I think this kind of low-pressure attention better for the field than was the spurious boom of about fifteen years ago, when Life magazine was making wildly exaggerated estimates of the number of science-fiction readers, and magazines like The Saturday Review were publishing would-be critical articles about science fiction distinguished by nothing but bumptiously complacent ignorance. The process of gradual re-assimilation of science fiction into the mainstream of literature—which was where it started out, with such figures as Wells and Conan Doyle—is bound to be painful for fans who want to claim some special superiority for the genre (as well as for writers who would much prefer not to have the usual standards of criticism applied to what they do), but growing up always has its twinges.


The field will always remain to some extent a separate, self-conscious branch of letters; that change, which began in 1926, is not in my judgment reversible now. But there is another such change of character now in the making. Science fiction is now in the process of emerging from the status of a small category of commercial fiction, and taking on the characteristics of a literary movement.


It is too early to attempt a history of this change, but some already quite familiar events tend to change proportions and relationships when viewed in this light. Primarily, the change is the work of such magazine editors as John W. Campbell, who whatever his side-hobbies has always insisted that stories written for him have something to say and that the characters in them act and talk like flesh-and-blood human beings, and like Horace L. Gold and Anthony Boucher, who demanded stylistic distinction and who flensed away many of the pulp taboos with which the field was encumbered; of anthologists like William Sloane and Fletcher Pratt, who gave some of the best early stories the relative permanence of book format; of critics like Kingsley Amis and Damon Knight, who saw nothing unreasonable in applying the same standards of judgment to science fiction as are customarily applied to any fiction of serious intentions; and of publishers like Ballantine Books and Faber and Faber, who looked for distinguished work and offered it to the public without either apologies or appeals to special cults of readers. (These citations are intended to be representative, not inclusive, but an inclusive list would not be much longer.)


But the main responsibility for the change, as you would expect, must be assigned to that small but potent group of writers to whom science fiction was not just a meal-ticket but an art form, demanding the broadest vision, the deepest insights, and the best craftsmanship of which each man was capable. The roster of such men is gratifyingly long for its age; and although until recently science fiction has been primarily an American phenomenon, it is gratifyingly international, too. Again, an inclusive list would be impossible without the benefit of greater hindsight than time has yet allowed, but any such list would have to cite Algis Budrys and Theodore Sturgeon in the United States, Brian Aldiss and C. S. Lewis* in England, and Gerard Klein in France. Some of the major editors, anthologists and critics have also contributed as writers.
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