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INTRODUCTION TO THE LANGUAGE OF THE NIGHT


by Ken Liu

(2024)

More than any other value, Ursula K. Le Guin stands for liberty.

In her 1977 introduction to The Word for World Is Forest (which is collected in this volume), Le Guin asks the question: Why do artists bother creating art at all? Like all important questions, it’s as relevant today as it was in 1977, in 1907, and in 907 BCE.

In her usual mordant style, Le Guin begins by noting Freud’s theory, which she considers both “funny” and “comforting,” that artists are solely motivated by the desire for “honor, power, riches, fame, and the love of women.” (Like modern AI chatbots, Freud could always be counted on to confidently opine on any topic about which he knew nothing.) Le Guin then turns to someone with rather more authority to speak on the subject, Emily Brontë:


Riches I hold in light esteem

And Love I laugh to scorn

And lust of Fame was but a dream

That vanished with the morn—

And if I pray, the only prayer

That moves my lips for me

Is—“Leave the heart that now I bear

And give me liberty.”



I could stop right here. Brontë’s poem serves as the perfect introduction to this collection of essays (and for that matter, to the entirety of Le Guin’s body of work as critic, poet, novelist, translator, short story writer, and more). You are perfectly justified to skip over the rest of my intro and get to Le Guin’s essays if you wish.

Still here?

There is one good reason to read an introduction to a monumental classic—a book of criticism so influential that it has become a work of art itself, which is to converse with a fellow reader who also admires that classic. In the Daoist framework to which Le Guin subscribed, our understanding grows ever deeper when it is in motion, like a living river, and that requires speaking as well as listening, leading to discourse, communion, gathering (referring to the Indo-European root of “logos”).

When reading, we don’t converse only with the writer, but also with our fellow readers. As much as we in the West have emphasized the sovereignty of the individual, the good life isn’t lived alone, but in flowing conversation—and Le Guin’s conception of liberty is, in particular, not solitary, static, or stable, but communitarian, dynamic, anarchic.

You can see some of this in the way Le Guin has, over the years, conversed with herself in the footnotes to these essays upon the publication of new editions. The Language of the Night is her first collection of criticism, and some of the essays were written decades ago. Over the years, some of the ideas she relied on proved to be false or exaggerated (e.g., the work on Senoi Dream Theory), she changed her mind on a number of issues (e.g., using or refusing to use certain pronouns, and the significance thereof), and some of the things she once said she later preferred to say differently. And so she corrects herself, pushes herself, forgives herself—this is what a living understanding looks like, instead of dead dogma. We should all be so willing to collaborate with our old selves throughout our life journey.

For Le Guin, “the pursuit of art… by artist or audience, is the pursuit of liberty.”I However, this liberty is not mere license to do whatever seizes one’s fancy: frame a can of soup, push a button on Poem-O-Matic, photocopy a photocopy, and scribble your initial on it. Indeed, the sort of pseudo-liberty defined by the “almost limitless freedom of form available to the modern artist” is, for Le Guin, a “trivialization of art.”II And trivialization can be even worse than outright oppression. (Likewise trivial, I would argue, is the also almost limitless freedom of forms of consumption for the modern audience.) The kind of emphasis on “self-expression” that leads to “cover[ing] a cliff with six acres of plastic film” presumes and accepts deep entanglement with the mechanisms of capitalism; requires riches, fame, power, status (if not honor), and maybe even love of a sort; but is ultimately devoid of moral significance. However, when “art is taken seriously by its creators or consumers, that total permissiveness disappears, and the possibility of the truly revolutionary reappears.”III

Le Guin’s emphasis on liberty, serious liberty, demands much of the artist as well as the audience. Throughout her life, she never stopped pushing for the audience to be more discriminating, to not settle for mere recycled “adventures,” to push fantasy and science fiction—long dismissed as puerile make-believe by outsiders and often defiantly defended as such by fans—to fulfill their true potential. Le Guin has no patience or kind words for cowardly audiences who refuse to take responsibility for tolerating bad art. “Within the SF ghetto, many people don’t want their books, or their favorite writers’ books, judged as literature. They want junk, and they bitterly resent aesthetic judgment of it.”IV Similarly, she pushed herself and her fellow artists to work harder, to explore and go beyond the known boundaries, to always do (not merely try) their best. “In art, the best is the standard.”V For an artist, “there are just two ways to go: to push toward the limit of your capacity, or to sit back and emit garbage.”VI She turned Sturgeon’s law, which states that 95 percent of anything is trash, from an ironic acceptance of mediocrity into a rallying cry for renewed artistic commitment: “The Quest for Perfection fails at least 95 percent of the time, but the Search for Garbage never fails.”VII

For Le Guin, aesthetics is ethics. In order for art to be free, it must be moral, a constant revolution.

This insistence on a moral imperative for art pits Le Guin against the dominant ideology of our Western modernity: the sacrosanct “will” of the market. Under this view, the artist is a producer no different from a baker of cakes or digger of ditches, and the audience is no different than any other kind of consumer, free to vote with their money for what gives them the most pleasure. Art—now renamed “Entertainment”—is justified by the degree to which it adds to the GDP. As Le Guin puts it, “[O]ur businessman might allow himself to read a bestseller now and then: not because it is a good book, but because it is a bestseller—it is a success, it has made money.”VIII Since everyone is acting in the most rational manner in this little drama, revealing their entertainment preferences with their dollars, how can the market not be free? Isn’t this the very definition of liberty?

Well, no. When artists depend on the whims of the market for their next meal, for that room of one’s own, for self-respect, Le Guin astutely observes that they are also subjected to a different kind of censorship. Not the overt kind practiced in totalitarian societies where disobedience is met with imprisonment or death; not the kind of book-banning and library-cleansing led by petty demagogues backed by insecure mobs wishing to exert power over marginalized groups; not even the sort of collective censure that has been pejoratively termed “identity politics” or “cancel culture”; but censorship by “the idols of the marketplace:… a form of censorship [that] is unusually fluid and changeable; one should never feel sure one has defined it. Suppressions occur before one is aware of them; they occur behind one’s eyes.”IX

This form of censorship is particularly dangerous to artists in a democracy because it’s invisible and never talked about. It feels simply like the inevitable way things work out. Le Guin speaks of artists like Yevgeny Ivanovich Zamyatin, who risked everything in his ceaseless pursuit of liberty and who ultimately succeeded in escaping the Soviet censors even if his novel We, which Le Guin considered the best single work of science fiction yet written, could not be published in his homeland. His life was a tragedy. In contrast, Le Guin also writes of another artist, unnamed, in our land of the free, who put the great novel that he dreamed of writing on hold because he needed to eat; he wanted to have money; he wanted to be famous—or at least he believed he wanted those things. He wrote books like Deep Armpit and scripts for Hollywood, wrote “for the market,” and then he died, without having published his greatest novel in his homeland, because he never wrote it. His life was a farce. “He accepted, unquestioning, the values of his society. And the price of unquestioning acceptance is silence.”X

When success in art is defined as success in the market, the pursuit of liberty is corrupted by the pursuit of Will this sell? The relentless pressure to be commoditized—rather comically reframed as the drive to be “professional”—pervades every aspect of the contemporary practice of art. Since writers are paid by the word, we boast to each other of our “productivity,” evidenced by the number of words we write each day, as though we are miners digging for ore. We envy those who have gotten big advances or sold a million copies, as though these arbitrary indicia of commerce confer some incontrovertible validation of artistic worth. If movies make more money than books and are consumed by more people, then it necessarily follows that movies are superior as art, and if your work hasn’t been elevated by a screen adaptation, you must be a failure. I have seen writers speak with pride of the “business” of writing as though it is of the same importance or even more important than writing itself. By submitting to the judgment of the market, we debase ourselves into hacks, all the while perversely claiming that selling out is ennobling because we have captured the taste of an equally debased audience.


Genuine newness, genuine originality, is suspect. Unless it’s something familiar rewarmed, or something experimental in form but clearly trivial or cynical in content, it is unsafe. And it must be safe. It mustn’t hurt the consumers. It mustn’t change the consumers. Shock them, épater le bourgeois, certainly, that’s been done for a hundred and fifty years now, that’s the oldest game going. Shock them, jolt them, titillate them, make them writhe and squeal—but do not make them think. If they think, they may not come back to buy the next can of soup.XI



I would add to this that the audience has been taught to not expect much from art. If we say that we want more than giant alien robots shooting lasers at villainous prehistoric sharks while the heroes—all beautiful, all young, all so rich, famous, and powerful—reassure us that the answer to everything is Love, Recycling, and Violence (because it’s the American Way), we’re laughed at for daring to expect Hollywood to be better than it is. Why should we hold such low expectations? Is it not just an excuse for our continuing mediocrity as artists and as an audience? Shame on us.

“To sell” has never been the purpose of art, no more than a price tag has ever been of any use in ascertaining the value of something. More than any other modern critic, Le Guin articulates with conviction and clarity the moral imperative of art as fantasy, as the pursuit of liberty. Drawing on Tolkien, Le Guin affirms fantasy as an “escape” from the oppressive structures of the so-called “Real World”:


Yes, he said, fantasy is escapist, and that is its glory. If a soldier is imprisoned by the enemy, don’t we consider it his duty to escape? The moneylenders, the know-nothings, the authoritarians have us all in prison; if we value the freedom of the mind and soul, if we’re partisans of liberty, then it’s our plain duty to escape, and to take as many people with us as we can.XII



In this act of defiant escape—for the artist and the audience—the Real World is revealed to consist of nothing more than our own mental constructs, walls and shackles fashioned out of anti-imagination (what is money but a collective hallucination, a lie repeated so often it begins to sound like truth?).

(Not coincidentally, fantasy’s power to break us free from the shackles of oppressive reality also demolishes the supposed incompatibility between Art [intentionally capitalized] and “fun.” Those fans who react with defensive rage to Le Guin’s admonishment that they’re tolerating bad science fiction and bad art call her elitist and claim that she wants to drive “fun” out of their beloved genre. But to qualify as an escape, the prisoners must get to somewhere better than their prison, somewhere more desirable, more true, more fun. “[W]e’re escaping a world that consists of Newsweek, Pravda, and the Stock Market Report, and asserting the existence of a primary, vivid world, an intenser reality where joy, tragedy, and morality exist.”XIII The purported dichotomy between “fun” and “Art” is nonsense. “To imply that Art is something heavy and solemn and dull, and Entertainment is modest but jolly and popular, is neo-Victorian idiocy at its worst.”XIV)

How can artists effectuate an entertaining and moral escape, an escape worthy of being called Art? Answers to this question form the backbone of every essay in this volume. An artist who chooses to work in the ancient empire of fantasy, and more specifically science fiction, which is that empire’s newest province, full of untamed metaphors and wild dreams uniquely suited to our cyborg present and posthuman futures, must go beyond the phony, trivial escapes of SF’s pulp past (the “Golden Age” of square-jawed starship captains saving honey-tressed damsels from little green barbarian aliens with slanted eyes, the spirit of which age lives on in our blockbuster films that require us to turn off our brains); must go beyond the equally false (but confident and simple, and therefore attractive) escapes offered by “ideologies,” which Le Guin dismisses as “the reactionary, easy-answer schools of SF, the technocrats, scientologists, ‘libertarians,’ and so on,… [as well as] the chic nihilism affected by many talented American and English writers of my generation”;XV and embrace, instead, the only escape that is mythic, eternal, and real: the journey inside our collective unconscious.


The great fantasies, myths, and tales are indeed like dreams: they speak from the unconscious to the unconscious, in the language of the unconscious—symbol and archetype. Though they use words, they work the way music does: they short-circuit verbal reasoning, and go straight to the thoughts that lie too deep to utter.XVI



This is the language of the night. To speak it requires the artist to go on a harrowing journey toward the interior, where the wordless dreams and voiceless music that have been with us since the caves of Lascaux, since Kakadu and Maros-Pangkep, still reign supreme; where our shared evolutionary history allows us to understand one another without speech; where we step into the dream time of the Athsheans in The Word for World Is Forest; where we recognize that there is one collective Jungian Self shared by all humanity; where we immerse ourselves in the language beneath the language, and the soul finds no partition between imago and ego.

“Human beings all look roughly alike; they also think and feel alike. And they are all part of the universe.”XVII This is the truth to be rediscovered each time we journey inside, the revelation that propels us out of our rational solitude and into communion with all in the time before time, “where we all meet… the source of true community; of felt religion; of art, grace, spontaneity, and love.”XVIII

As Le Guin notes, this “sounds mystical, and it is, but it’s also exact and practical.”XIX This is the source of the power of art. Imprisoned in our skulls, isolated in our quirky cells of semi-rationality, how can any single mind, no matter how capacious, discern a true and beautiful escape route applicable to any other mind? The answer is obvious: we share that boundless interior; there is only one Self. Artists explore that vast terra incognita of our shared inner world, and then try, as Laozi and Zhuangzi both note, to paint that which cannot be caught with pigments, to sing that which cannot be confined by words, to dance down the path—the Dao, the escape hatch—that cannot be walked. “The novelist says in words what cannot be said in words.”XX

Those who would try to do this, the artists, essentially, must have the courage as well as the imagination to seek answers to the hardest questions—about justice, love, mercy, faith, pain, evil, and so on. The answers require poetry.


[I]f you want to enter the House of Poetry, you have to enter it in the flesh, the solid, imperfect, unwieldy body, which has corns and colds and greeds and passions, the body that casts a shadow… [I]f the artist tries to ignore evil, he will never enter into the House of Light.XXI



There it is. The problem of evil. Every attempt at progress leaves behind a shadow. Even in The Word for World Is Forest, where Le Guin’s anger at the American war in Vietnam causes her to come close to writing a moralizing story instead of a moral story (“I knew, because of the compulsive quality of the composition, that it was likely to become a preachment, and I struggled against this”XXII), she manages to recognize the evil within every noble heart, the shadow cast by every act of resistance, the death that darkens the pursuit of liberty. The truth is complicated, paradoxical, dialectical, and slips from too firm a grasp—just like the yin-yang fish.

Compared to the deep answers, those myths and symbols of fantasy, the answers from ideologues are laughably shallow. This is because ideologies, by their nature, refuse to recognize the existence of shadows, of the evil within themselves. At most they come up with some allegory but no myth, which requires facing one’s own darkness. The “easy-answer schools” that Le Guin dismisses dare not go inward; they’ll never be inside the House of Poetry. (“I am a petty-bourgeois anarchist, and an internal emigrée,” says Le Guin, contemptuous of ideological labels. Elsewhere, she calls herself “an unconsistent Taoist and a consistent un-Christian,”XXIII playfully but also seriously. I love these social media–ready bios.)

The slipperiness and irreducible complexity of true myths are why Le Guin despised allegorical and biographical readings of fantasy and science fiction (and of her own work in particular). Allegorical readings (“The girl mechanic is obviously the Virgin Mary, while the leader of the alien robots is a Christ figure, just like Gollum—or was it Frodo?”) have the virtue of CliffsNotes and model standardized test answers: they simplify and crush dreams into neatly labeled boxes in the service of a game of intellectual self-admiration. Just like pinning a butterfly, the practice kills (Le Guin calls allegory “dead equivalence”XXIV). But the symbols of fantasy are living—trails of a dragon beyond mortal ken, echoes of a truth too deep to be heard. The biographical reading, on the other hand, mostly serves to make the critic-reader feel superior, as though they’re Freud confidently telling the story of the author on the couch. Readers who try to map the art to details in the writer’s life are asking all the wrong questions, forgoing all that is eternal, deep, lasting; the author has already placed all that matters of herself, her soul, into the work. (“And then people read them and call up and say, But who are you? tell us about yourself! And we say, But I have. It’s all there, in the book. All that matters.”XXV) These lazy forms of reading, like the fannish defense of bad art, prevent the reader from going deep within themselves, from reaching the interior Self, where the language of the night reigns, where the escape hatch opened by the artist is found.

Le Guin should have the last word. The fantasist, the guide who probes for an escape route into a world that is more real than Reality, must speak in the language of the night in the pursuit of liberty. The “adults” who fear fantasy know that “its truth challenges, even threatens, all that is false, all that is phony, unnecessary, and trivial in the life they have let themselves be forced into living. They are afraid of dragons, because they are afraid of freedom.”XXVI
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PREFACE

by Ursula K. Le Guin

(1989)

The Language of the Night was first published in the United States in 1979. When the idea of a collection of my talks and essays was first proposed, I begged off from the job of getting the stuff sorted out and edited, as I wanted to get on with my fiction, and was too lazy to face the awful tangle in the file folder marked “Non Fic.” Susan Wood, whom I had known when we visited Australia, a generous, brilliant woman and a scholar at the beginning of a notable career, undertook the task. She found directions in the tangle and made a whole out of all the bits and pieces. The book’s shape is hers. I wish with all my heart that she had lived to enjoy its success. I hope—I’m fairly sure—that she’d have approved of the revisions I did for this new edition.

In general, I feel that revising published work is taboo. You took the risk then, you can’t play safe now… And also, what about the readers of the first version—do they have to trot out loyally and buy the recension, or else feel that they’ve been cheated of something? It seems most unfair to them. All the same, I have in this case broken my taboo. The changes I wanted to make were not aesthetic improvements, but had a moral and intellectual urgency to me. I excuse them to myself by saying that since this is the only British appearance of the book it has no Old English Readers to be unfair to.

The changes in the text are rare, mostly omissions of a word or sentence or corrections of my own or a typesetter’s errors. The principal revision involves the so-called “generic pronoun” he. It has been changed, following context, euphony, or whim, to they, she, one, I, you, or we. This is, of course, a political change (just as the substitution of he for they as the “correct” written form of the singular generic pronoun—see the OED—was a political act). Having resistingly, reluctantly, but finally admitted that he means he, no more, no less, I can’t let it stand in these essays, because it misleads. When I wrote in the early seventies about “the artist who works from the center of his own being,” I did not intend to refer to male artists only, still less to imply that artists are, or should be, male; but that is what the words say and imply. The existence of women artists is not (in the grammarians’ cute phrase) “embraced” by the male pronoun; it is (in the non-cute Argentinean usage) “disappeared” by it. I was in fact disappearing myself in my own writing—just like a woman. Well, no more of that.

In making these pronoun changes, especially if I was replacing he with I, we, or you, I found that they often led me to take what I said in a more engaged way, to be wary of glibness, to be certain that I or we or you might really do or think what he could so easily be said to do or to think, since he wasn’t really there at all…

The essay that confronts the whole matter directly is the one about my novel The Left Hand of Darkness, called “Is Gender Necessary?” This 1976 piece has been quoted from a good deal, often to my intense embarrassment. Within a few years I came to disagree completely with some of the things I said in it, but there they were in print, and all I could do was writhe in deserved misery as the feminists told me off and the masculinists patted my head. Clearly it would have been unethical to rewrite the 1976 text, to disappear it; so it appears here, complete, but with remarks and annotations and self-recriminations from later years. I do hope I don’t have to do this again in the nineties.

Elsewhere in preparing the text for this edition I have added notes at the foot of the page, commenting, enlarging, updating, grumbling, or clarifying.

The response to the American editions of the book has come largely from people interested in the process of writing because they write, or want to write, or teach writing, or want to know how artists’ minds work. And it has always had readers among people capable of taking science fiction seriously as an interesting variety of modern fiction.

When I read the last paragraphs of the book, the end of a talk at the World Science Fiction Convention in Melbourne in 1975, I feel a bit sad. At that time I thought there was a real chance that the genrification/devaluation of science fiction and fantasy by critics and academics and its self-ghettoizing by publishers and many writers was giving way to a sane recognition of science fiction as literature, with all the privileges and obligations thereto pertaining. I was perhaps more hopeful than wise. In the thirteen years since, some very fine works of English literature have been published as science fiction; several gallant risk-takers, including Doris Lessing and Margaret Atwood, have published and identified new novels as science fiction; the study and teaching of the field in schools and universities has increased its scope and refined its methods. But that is all. The Canoneers of Literature still refuse to admit that genrification is a political tactic and that the type of fiction they distinguish as serious, mainstream, literary, etc., is itself a genre without inherent superiority to any other. Reviews of imaginative literature in most journals are still segregated into a column or section of “Sci Fi”; real criticism of any popular literature is almost entirely segregated into specialist journals, not the prestigious ones. And within the science fiction community of conventions, conferences, journals, and reviews, while the crossover novelists have been mostly ignored, possibly through xenophobia, many successful writers have been content to stay within the safe parameters of the predictable, substituting cyberjargon for engineering jargon and sexual athletes for virtuous heroes, but taking no risks and going nowhere we haven’t all been before. That the reactionary mood of the Reagan-Thatcher years should be reflected in the reality-sensitive imagery of science fiction isn’t surprising, and the reflection is mutual—as in the name and nature of SDI, “Star Wars,” an undertaking which is, as they say, pure science fiction.

Competition for big advances, the bestseller mentality, a kind of degraded professionalism, the reduction of book to product or commodity, the replacement of editors by PR teams, has demoralized many writers in the past decade, and science fiction writers seem particularly vulnerable. Now that it’s possible to “be a success,” that is, to make real money, as a science fiction writer, there’s a temptation to make success the criterion of excellence—and so to regard quality, literary excellence, as something foreign and possibly subversive. I used to be told by people who knew nothing about science fiction that I didn’t write science fiction, because what I wrote had literary merit; nowadays I am told by people in science fiction that I have repudiated science fiction—partly because I don’t (I never did) write only science fiction, but also, apparently, because what I write has, or strives for, literary merit. This is tiresome. I am afraid that such accusations of apostasy, and the failure of much of the science fiction community to recognize innovative writing within its own confines or such great cognate movements as the magical realists of South America, reveal a failure of self-respect—an assumption that science fiction has only commercial value and is artistically a dead end. I disagree passionately.

Also passionately, I dislike the misogyny—a kind of cozy misogyny—which often accompanies this self-denigration of science fiction. Doris Lessing, Margaret Atwood, Carolyn See, Patricia Geary, and many others including myself, who have been crossing over into or settling down in or coming in and out of science fiction freely and easily—we don’t just happen to be women. Our refusal to accept rules we don’t make and boundaries that make no sense to us is a direct expression of our being women writers in the ninth decade of the twentieth century. We aren’t “writing like men” anymore, if we ever did, and therefore are used to the fact that a good many male supremacists, both men and women, will not understand what we’re doing, and that some of them will resent and denounce our refusal to play games we have no interest in winning by rules we never agreed to. One such game is the Old Boys’ Club game, including the SF Old Boys’ Club. That another is the Literature Game, played by academics and critics, and that its rules include the Canon of Literature (no science fiction, no fantasy, and no women authors except two or three dead virgins)—this doesn’t seem to occur to these vigilantes; they’re too busy shooting at their own feet. It’s too bad. Their defensiveness can only delay the recognition and celebration of science fiction as one of the central fictional modes of our century.

May 1989
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INTRODUCTION

by Susan Wood

(1979)


Those who refuse to listen to dragons are probably doomed to spend their lives acting out the nightmares of politicians. We like to think we live in daylight, but half the world is always dark; and fantasy, like poetry, speaks the language of the night.



This warning, a reminder of the need for balance, comes from a poet, a fantasy writer, and a creator of dragons: Ursula K. Le Guin. In a brief article, “Fantasy, Like Poetry, Speaks the Language of the Night,” published in World (the magazine supplement of the San Francisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle, November 21, 1976), Le Guin discusses “the particular process of fantasy” which she calls “translation.” We dream, she points out, in nonverbal images, which can be translated into word-symbols and “understood” by the conscious mind. She continues:


In much the same way, though with the universality proper to art, written fantasy translates into verbal images and coherent narrative forms the intuitions and perceptions of the unconscious mind—body language, dreamstuff, primary process thinking. This idiom, for all its intense privacy, is one we all seem to share, whether we speak English or Urdu, whether we’re five or eighty-five. The witch, the dragon, the hero; the night journey, the helpful animal, the hidden treasure… we all know them, we recognize them (because, if Jung is right, they represent profound and essential modes of thought). Modern fantasy attempts to translate them into modern words.



The essays reprinted here are also translations, explanations of dreams. In them Ursula Le Guin, one of the best contemporary science fiction and fantasy writers, discusses and analyzes her craft. In so doing, she clarifies what fantasy, and its modern offshoot science fiction, are and can be. These essays are critical in the most creative sense. They work from practical experience to formulate theories; they use those theories to suggest the potential that individual works, and the genre as a whole, can reach. They are “critical” in the sense of making judgments when writers ignore the possibilities open to them in favor of easy formulas. Watching Le Guin as critic fairly but firmly dissecting Le Guin as writer is a particularly valuable experience for anyone who cares about writing well.

We tend, in North America at least, to think of the artist and the critic as separate and perhaps mutually hostile people. Science fiction, however, here and in Europe, has a tradition of writer-critics concerned with the whys and hows of their particular mode of telling the truth. As Le Guin says in her autobiographical essay “A Citizen of Mondath,” writing science fiction and fantasy has been for her “a matter of keeping on pushing out toward the limits—my own, and those of the medium” in a field which, by its lack of definitions and standards, offers the most challenging freedom of all: the freedom to set one’s own boundaries.

This border country on the frontiers of the best work possible, which Le Guin points toward in essays like “Do-It-Yourself Cosmology,” is a territory she shares with such contemporary writer-critics as Brian Aldiss, the late James Blish, Joanna Russ, Samuel R. Delany, Alexei and Cory Panshin, Damon Knight, George Turner, A. J. Budrys, and Stanislaw Lem, among many others. They have, of course, widely different views of and approaches to the limits of science fiction. In essays like “American SF and The Other” and “Is Gender Necessary?” Le Guin shares with Russ a concern with breaking down the social and sexual stereotypes common to all formula fiction. She shares with Lem, in particular, a concern with the political and ethical aspects of art, expressed most directly here in “The Stalin in the Soul” and evident in such articles and reviews for Science-Fiction Studies as her contribution to the debate on “Change, SF and Marxism” in issue 2 (Fall 1973) and her review entitled “European SF: Rottensteiner’s Anthology, the Strugatskys, and Lem” in issue 3 (Spring 1974). Indeed, Le Guin has been particularly active in calling the attention of the North American science fiction community to the works and ideas of Eastern European writers.

Le Guin does not, however, write fiction or criticism from any particular political viewpoint. In “A Response to the Le Guin Issue” in Science-Fiction Studies 8 (March 1976) she comments: “I do not like to see the word ‘liberal’ used as a smear-word. That’s mere newspeak. If people must call names, I cheerfully accept Lenin’s anathemata as suitable: I am a petty-bourgeois anarchist, and an internal emigrée.” (In Science-Fiction Studies 6, July 1975, commenting on David Ketterer’s New Worlds for Old, she describes herself as “an unconsistent Taoist and a consistent un-Christian” who rejects the Apocalypse.) Le Guin admires such Soviet writers as Zamyatin, Lem, and the Strugatskys as writers who work within “the open universe” and speak for the essential freedom of the individual mind. Thus in “European SF…” she praises Lem’s The Invincible because, while it presents a “terrifyingly open universe” not comprehensible to human beings, it does so in such a way that “the human scale is not destroyed—it is not even shaken. For no matter whether we understand the how, the why, or even the what, we have to act, and our acts retain, in the very depths of the abyss, their unalterable moral value. The center of gravity of Lem’s books is ethics.” This is Le Guin’s highest praise; and it establishes the central values of her fiction, and her criticism.

Science fiction, then, like all art, deals with important human concerns, and should be taken seriously. Uniting the writer-critics is a general view of the creative process as one which can, and should, explain itself: a view of reading, writing, and thinking about literature as complementary and supremely enjoyable activities.

Le Guin’s background, as she explains in “A Citizen of Mondath,” introduced her to a wide variety of cultures: those her parents, anthropologist A. L. Kroeber and author Theodora Kroeber, studied and wrote about; and those she encountered in the “saurian ooze” of SF and pulp magazines, in myths and legends and in her own imagination. Her own academic training was in the study of literature, specifically the formalized world of French and Italian Renaissance literature. Science-Fiction Studies 7 (November 1975) is a special Le Guin issue, containing several critical articles analyzing her work, and her own essay “American SF and the Other.” The following issue (March 1976) contains Le Guin’s own response to the critics in which she comments, tongue in cheek, on their failure to reap the harvest of “this rich field of inquiry, the Le Guin theses”—and then goes on to discuss those critical essays not written in her “language,” those which are preoccupied with ideas and intellectual concepts. These essays, she writes,


gave me the impression that I have written about nothing but ideas, and I was enormously impressed with myself. By God! Did I really think all that?—The answer is, No. I didn’t. I did think some of it. The rest of it I felt, or guessed, or stole, or faked, or intuited; in any case achieved, not deliberately and not through use of the frontal lobes, but through humbler and obscurer means, involving (among others) imagery, metaphors, characters, landscapes, the sound of English words, the restrictions of English syntax, the rests and rhythms of narrative paragraphs… At times ideas alone are discussed, as if the books existed through and for their ideas; and this involves a process of translation with which I am a bit uncomfortable. Somehow the point has been lost in translation. It’s as if one should discuss the ideas expressed by St. Paul’s Cathedral without ever observing what the walls are built of or how the dome is supported. But it wasn’t Wren’s ideas that kept that dome standing through the bombings of 1940. It was the way he used the stone he built with. This is the artist’s, the artisan’s view; it is a meaner, humbler view than the philosopher’s or ideologue’s. But all the same, what makes a novel a novel is something nonintellectual, though not simple; something visceral, not cerebral… ; something that rises from touch not thought, from sounds, rests, rhythms… It involves ideas, of course, and ideas issue from it, the splendid affirmation of the dome rises above the terror and the rubble and the smoke… but all the thinking in the world won’t hold that dome up. Theory is not enough. There must be stones.

You see what I mean about my language. I can’t even think one stupid platitude without dragging in a mess of images and metaphors, domes, stones, rubble. What is Christopher Wren doing here? This lamentable concreteness of the mental processes is supposed, by some, to be a feminine trait. If so, all artists are women. And/or vice versa.



The key word here, as in “The Language of the Night,” is “translation.” Le Guin as critic attempts to make an intuitive process comprehensible in intellectual terms, to translate a dream into word-symbols. In doing so, she draws on her own practice, exploring and describing fantasy worlds. In the 1960s and 1970s, she published a notable body of SF and fantasy fiction. She received awards: four Hugo Awards of the World Science Fiction Convention, three Nebula Awards from the Science Fiction Writers of America, the Jupiter Award, the 1969 Boston Globe–Horn Book Award, a Newbery Honor Book citation for The Tombs of Atuan, and the National Book Award for The Farthest Shore. (Her acceptance speech is reprinted in this collection.) While pleased by this recognition, she has retained her senses of humor and of perspective (which are much the same thing), as is evident in an interview conducted by Jonathan Ward, published in Algol 24 (Summer 1975):


Ward: Which would you rather have, a National Book Award or a Hugo?

Le Guin: Oh, a Nobel, of course.

Ward: They don’t give Nobel Prize awards in fantasy.

Le Guin: Maybe I can do something for peace.



With recognition have come requests: please discuss your work. Le Guin emphasizes the futility of asking writers to analyze their creative processes in an early essay, “The View In,” published in the Australian fanzine Scythrop 22 (April 1971), edited by John Bangsund. It begins:


People in my line of work are forever being asked three questions: What name do you write under? Where do you get your ideas? Why do you write science fiction?

To the first I answer, What name do you beat your wife under? To the second, Out of my head. That is, I would make these answers if I didn’t always remember them several hours later. To the third I have never had a satisfactory answer even several hours later. I shall attempt now to produce an unsatisfactory answer…

I write science fiction because that is what publishers call my books. Left to myself, I should call them novels.



As the 1978 introduction to the first hardcover edition of Planet of Exile reveals, Le Guin still has no pat answers to questions like “Where do you get your ideas?” Yet such questions seem to interest her as much as they do her readers. Since 1971, she has written a number of essays about her craft and her art, essays that complement her writing of fiction. Several, notably “Dreams Must Explain Themselves,” draw upon and analyze her experiences in discovering fictional worlds. The “Le Guin on Le Guin” group are retrospective self-criticisms, candidly discussing early work. Many essays here began as talks on SF, fantasy, and writing; for example, the piece I have entitled “Talking about Writing” is a previously unpublished speech from 1976/77. Even those which did not begin as speeches are informal and immediate. Le Guin seems, even on this page, to be sitting with an unlit pipe in a circle of new writers at a workshop, or on a panel at a science fiction convention, having a conversation with other people who care about good writing. This immediacy draws you into well-developed and passionate arguments, exploring and testing ideas: the importance of ethical values in art, the place of fantasy as an art in society, the necessity that readers demand the best from their favorite authors.

The essays reprinted here are arranged thematically rather than chronologically. They overlap and complement each other, reexamining and developing certain key ideas. These include the view of fantasy and science fiction as different branches of the same form of writing, as is clear in “A Citizen of Mondath,” the introduction of the 1977 edition of Rocannon’s World, and especially the National Book Award acceptance speech, which speaks of both genres as offering new “metaphors for the human condition.” Fantasy and SF provide Le Guin with a distancing technique, as she discusses in “A Citizen of Mondath” and other essays, notably “Is Gender Necessary?”—a way of providing new perspectives on everyday human situations. This distancing is clearly related to the view of fantasy and SF as “translations” of an intuitive process, of an interior journey, into words; the writer finds within herself patterns and archetypes common and meaningful to humanity as a whole. (It is interesting to note here how many of Le Guin’s novels and stories, from Rocannon’s World through The Left Hand of Darkness and A Wizard of Earthsea to The Dispossessed, are structured as physical journeys, often circular or spiral journeys, which lead to self-knowledge.)

Another central idea is that expressed in “Why Are Americans Afraid of Dragons?” and the essays that follow it: the necessity for the internal exploration, provided by fantasy, to produce a whole, integrated human being. Two important aspects of this journey are the acceptance of the subconscious and the collective unconscious (as discussed in “Dreams Must Explain Themselves”); and the acceptance and discipline of the imagination. If the imagination is suppressed, Le Guin writes in “Dragons,” humans will mature physically, but will remain at worst “eggplants” and at best stunted and unhappy people afraid of anything “childish” or “untrue.” If the imagination is nurtured, however, each person can become a truly mature adult: “not a dead child, but a child who survived.”

A third major idea is that underlying all the essays, but expressed most clearly in “Escape Routes,” “The Stalin in the Soul,” and “The Stone Ax and the Muskoxen”: a concern with the ethics and aesthetics of art. Indeed, these are inseparable. As Le Guin says in “From Elfland to Poughkeepsie”: “In art, the best is the standard.” As Tolkien comments in his essay “On Fairy-Stories,” the word spell “means both a story told, and a formula of power over living men.” A wizard of Earthsea, if he casts a true spell, possesses such power; his whole study is to use it rightly or not at all, and to understand “the Balance and the Pattern which the true wizard knows and serves.” The Earthsea trilogy, like The Lathe of Heaven and Le Guin’s more overtly “political” novels like The Dispossessed and The Eye of the Heron, is a profoundly moral work. As Le Guin points out in “Dreams Must Explain Themselves,” in one sense her tale of wizards is “about art, the creative experience, the creative process.” The function of art, as she discusses it in her essays and practices it in fiction and poetry, is to find the truth, and express it as clearly and beautifully as possible.

Le Guin also demonstrates that true art is more than concepts, symbols, stones, or any of its parts. These essays express powerful ideas; and their impact is increased by Le Guin’s skill in casting word-spells. The essays are direct, clear, and free from unnecessary jargon. More: they sometimes—often—flash into beauty, so that the cadences of the language and the aptness of the images work with the idea to make a statement unforgettable. In “From Elfland to Poughkeepsie” Le Guin comments: “Style is how you as a writer see and speak. It is how you see: your vision, your understanding of the world, your voice.” As writer and critic, she has helped to emphasize the importance of style in science fiction. The voice in this book of essays, like the voice in the novels and poems, is that of an artist who uses her tool, language, with skill and with delight.

Assembling this collection, I have shared in that delight. As editor, I would like to thank several people for help, encouragement, and ideas: Jim Bittner, Terry Carr, Eli Cohen, Ryszard Dubanski, David Hartwell of Berkley Publishing Corporation (whose idea this was in the first place), Virginia Kidd, Elizabeth A. Lynn—and especially Ursula Le Guin, for her patience and cooperation.

—Susan Wood

University of British Columbia
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