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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


James Blish (1921-1975) was a US science fiction writer who spent his last years in England, leaving his archive to the Bodleian Library. Trained in biology, deeply learned in the work of Ezra Pound and James Joyce, fascinated by modern physics and medieval theology, he wrote for the pulps. His best-known series, Cities in Flight (also an SF Masterwork) derives its millennial historical schema from Oswald Spengler’s monumental, once-influential The Decline of the West, and first appeared in Astounding and Analog. An agnostic, Blish created one of SF’s most sympathetic and subtle clerics: the hero of this book.

Father Ramon Ruiz-Sanchez is a Jesuit, and the biologist of a four-man team exploring Lithia, an extrasolar planet with intelligent alien inhabitants whose nature poses an agonising spiritual and intellectual problem for the priest. He has no problem with the fact that aliens exist – the Church was debating the plurality of worlds long before Galileo, and has more answers to that question than there are angels on a pinpoint. Nor does it trouble him that the Lithians’ life-cycle visibly recapitulates their probable evolution. In this future, the Church has come up with an answer to the creation-evolution controversy that might have saved us a lot of trouble if it really had been adopted. The argument has precedents, but was put most forcefully by the 19th-Century English naturalist Philip Henry Gosse, in a desperate attempt to reconcile his knowledge of biology and geology with his reverence for the words of the Bible. It goes like this:

If the world was created recently from nothing, in perfect but otherwise recognizable form – as Genesis seems to suggest -- it must have had, at its moment of creation, evidence of a past that never happened.  Adam, created as a man, was never a child. The Garden of Eden must have had soil, and soil is formed by rocks eroding and plants rotting. The trees (arguably) had annual growth rings. The fruit of some of them, certainly, was already ripe. The rivers surely had silt, and ran in courses that would have seemed to have been carved by the flowing water. Coal, chalk, and oil are only the most obvious of the many mineral deposits that imply their own complex history, including the past existence of plants and animals. The relentless logic of this ‘creation of apparent age’ leads to the conclusion that the Earth was created with a geological record – including fossils – already in place.

No. Ruiz-Sanchez’s problem is that the Lithians are too good. They follow a moral code identical to that of Christianity, and they follow it flawlessly. They know nothing of money, nationality, government, or crime. They seem as innocent of sin as Adam and Eve were before the Fall. Yet they have no notion of God. They entertain no supernatural beliefs of any kind, and suffer no pangs of conscience. And that, to Ruiz-Sanchez, means they’re too good to be true.

Too damned good, in fact. If they were unfallen creatures, they would enjoy full knowledge and love of the Creator. If they were fallen, like us, they could not have perfect moral goodness, and like us they would know it. The only explanation Ruiz-Sanchez can think of is that Lithia was created by Satan as an existence proof that goodness is possible without God, in order to lead Man yet farther astray. But to believe that the Devil can create the smallest particle of matter, let alone an entire planet, is itself a heresy. Whichever horn of the dilemma he chooses, Ruiz-Sanchez’s soul is in eternal peril.

To many readers, and to the Jesuit xenobiologist’s godless colleagues, all this may seem like pointless hair-splitting – rather like the strange puzzle with which Ruiz-Sanchez has occupied his scant leisure, of finding his way through an apparently intractable moral maze (a diabolical parody of the knotty exercises in casuistry given to trainee Jesuits) embedded in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. All the more so as this arcane theological argument is the priest’s contribution to the rather more pressing debate about whether or not Lithia should be opened or embargoed to human influence. One of the team, the aptly named Cleaver, proposes that Lithia’s resources and inhabitants should be exploited for the greater good of humanity by mining its abundant lithium and tritium to stock the UN’s peacekeeping arsenal of H-bombs.

Yet the possibility of reading the same evidence in diametrically opposed ways is exactly what the subtle casuist has overlooked. It is crucial to solving Ruiz-Sanchez’s dilemma, and to the book’s explosive resolution. It’s also, I’ll suggest, central to understanding the significance of the book itself, and to one meaning – hidden in plain sight – of its sometimes slighted second half.

The second part shifts us bodily from Lithia to Manhattan, whose inhabitants live mostly in deep underground shelters under the rule of the New York Target Area Authority. This delightful polity, and the thousand others like it around the world that the Shelter Race has left most of the planet’s population trapped in, is itself permanently under the sway of the nuclear-armed UN, which has risen above its now fragmented member states. Ruiz-Sanchez is summoned to Rome, still above ground, to be tried for heresy. Instead of the expected inquisition, he is granted a special audience with the Pope. He is given stern admonition, the overlooked solution to his theological dilemma – and a militant commission. The arguments, like the spaces, open out. The sense of compression and enclosure is sustained to the end. When we step outside at last, it’s into vacuum. Ruiz-Sanchez remains inside, under pressure, and in our minds. 

In his Foreword, Blish asserts that ‘This is not a novel about Catholicism’, and affirms his own agnosticism. He later grouped the book with his historical novel about the medieval cleric and scientific pioneer Roger Bacon, Doctor Mirabilis, and with the two-part fantasy novel published as Black Easter and The Day After Judgement, into a trilogy titled After Such Knowledge. Reading all these – and even this one alone – and noting their saturation with scholastic theology might tempt the reader to think Blish was being disingenuous. 

That temptation should be resisted. It’s striking that his many other works are cross-bedded with allusions to his personal fascinations – physics, chemistry, biochemistry, Spengler, Joyce, Pound, Cabell – and are, as it were, hyper-linked by sly name-drops of characters and schema from his often incompatible future histories, as well as of real scientists. (I can’t be the only reader who as a teenager vaguely assumed that Bethe, Dirac, Nernst, Blackett and other physicists whose names repeatedly crop up in Blish’s sprawling corpus were as fictitious as Haertel.) But it’s hard to recall any reference to religion even as a social institution in any of them, let alone to identify a devout protagonist – or antagonist, for that matter. There are cultists at the beginning of Cities in Flight, and a militant prophet towards the end, but that’s about it.

The informed interest in theology that Blish displays in this book and the others he retrospectively linked it to is evidence not, I suspect, of any spiritual yearning on his part but of his respect for any vast and coherent body of thought, in this case one that engrossed the West’s best minds for a millennium, and one that – intentionally and otherwise – has served to link the likewise impressive edifice of ancient philosophy with that of modern science.

That the book is structured around ambiguity is plain from beginning to end. We always have the choice between a natural and a supernatural explanation of what’s going on. We’re reminded often enough of the importance of careful and attentive reading, and of how the same words can be read in opposing ways. Taking his own word that Blish had no belief in the religion his text takes so seriously opens the possibility of applying this not just within but to the book itself. 

We can begin by reminding ourselves that the Lithians are presented as wholly admirable and entirely peaceful. These ‘tall noble reasoning creatures’ have done the human explorers no harm, and shown Ruiz-Sanchez nothing but kindness. He himself is horrified at the suggestion that they should be exploited, and his affection for them and delight in the planet’s intriguing ecosystems is obvious. Yet – with whatever reluctance – he comes intellectually to hate them and to will their destruction. Their very innocence is their deepest threat to his belief, his self-image, his being. 

Ruiz-Sanchez himself points out that Jesuits have been in the van of many an imperial expedition: in Paraguay, in China, in North America. It was not the cruelties of these societies that most disquieted the early missionaries. Rather it was their virtues, the same features as were to excite the admiration of many in Europe: the communal property and individual dignity of the American Indians, the godless but exacting ethics and wondrous artefacts of Confucian China. Lithia is recognizably an idealized combination of these. The point-by-point identity of the Lithian code to Christian morality which so disturbs Ruiz-Sanchez is paralleled by the shock of Catholic missionaries encountering scholars and scriptures, bells and incense, hymns and chants, abbots and abbesses, monks and nuns in Buddhist Asia.

When Cleaver urges that the Lithians, who have no money and no notion of material incentive, be made to accept money and wage-labour by force, Ruiz-Sanchez has to agree with the geologist Michelis that this would be slavery. In that moment he recognises that he is touching on ‘a very sore point’ – the modern Church’s acceptance of lending money at interest, which in earlier times it had damned as the mortal sin of usury. And he recalls the lines that had long ago brought this sore point home to him: lines not from Scripture or theology but from poetry. 

An earlier passage on the economics of life in the Shelter State alludes to the radical economist Thorstein Veblen, one of several non-Marxist critics of capitalism (including such diverse figures as the progressive Democratic congressman Jerry Voorhis, the libertarian economist and social reformer Henry George, and the fascist poet Ezra Pound) with whose work Blish was acquainted to varying degrees. A strong connection between exploitation at home and imperialism abroad is a commonplace of radical critiques of capitalism.

The political economy of Earth, where capital as well as labour are literally held down by the heavy concrete lid of the Shelter State, with both sides frantic for some new outlet, seems an altogether plausible engine for the otherwise unexplained relentless interstellar expansion that has been enabled by the Haertel Drive and implemented by the UN.

If we read carefully the words, and watch closely the actions we’re actually shown in the text (as distinct from those inferred from the reported actions of others), of the displaced Lithian who Ruiz-Sanchez sees as a demonic entity, and whose influence comes to shatter the Shelter State’s stability, we see nothing but a peaceful advocacy of individual freedom and disengagement from a system of exploitation and oppression. What seems so sinister to Ruiz-Sanchez can be read in an entirely different light, in which it is his own actions and reactions that appear diabolical. 

Whether Blish intended that is an intriguing speculation, but in a sense irrelevant. Interpretation, as always, is for the reader to decide. That many interpretations are possible is both the lesson and the abiding fascination of this SF classic.


Ken MacLeod






      
FOREWORD

THIS novel is not about Catholicism, but since its hero is a Catholic theologian it inevitably contains certain sticking points for those who subscribe to the doctrines of the Roman and to a lesser extent the Anglican churches. Readers who have no doctrinal preconceptions should not find these points even noticeable, let alone troublesome.

It was my assumption that the Roman Catholic Church of a century beyond our time will have undergone changes of custom and of doctrine, some minor and some major. The publication of this novel in America showed that Catholics were quite willing to allow me my Diet of Basra, my revival of the elegant argument from the navel to the geological record, and my jettisoning of the tonsure; but on two points they would not allow me to depart from what one may find in the Catholic Encyclopedia of 1945. (No scientist thus far has protested my jettisoning of special relativity in the year 2050.) These were:

(1) My assumption that by 2050 the rite of exorcism will be so thoroughly buried in the medieval past that even the Church will teach it to its priests only perfunctorily—so perfunctorily that even a Jesuit might overlook it in a situation which in any event hardly suggests that exorcism would be even minimally appropriate. Yet even today non-Catholics generally do not believe that exorcism survives in the Church; it seems even more primitive and outré than habits and tonsures, which were frozen into Church usage at about the same time, i.e. the thirteenth century. In that period, too, it was commonplace to ring blessed bells to dispel thunderstorms; that has not survived; I think it reasonable to assume that exorcism will be, officially, only a vestige by 2050.

(2) My assumption that by 2050 a lay person who knows how may administer Extreme Unction, as today he may adminster Baptism. Of course, this is not true today, and I can perhaps be excused my impatience with critics who thought me so lazy as to think it was. These amateur theologians forget that in the beginning none of the Sacraments could be administered by anyone but a priest, and that the fact that priests still have reserved Extreme Unction is the result of a bitterly fought holding action which lasted many centuries. The battle to reserve Baptism similarly was lost almost immediately, as was inevitable in an age where the population was small, subject to plagues and other catastrophes about which exactly nothing could be done, and so had to hold every soul precious at the moment of birth. Today, and (I greatly fear) tomorrow, our jammed neo-Malthusian world with its unselective wingless faceless angel of death who may reach us all in twenty minutes from the other side of the planet, confronts us with the probability of deaths in such great masses that no population of priests could minister to all the victims; and since I give the Church credit (against all appearances, sometimes) for being basically a merciful institution, I have assumed that by 2050 Extreme Unction will no longer be reserved.

Anyone, of course, is at liberty to find my reasoning at fault, but I hope they will not quote 1945 doctrine to me as if it were sufficient in itself for 2050.

A number of people who wrote to me felt that my hero’s conclusion as to the nature of Lithia was far from inevitable; but I was gratified to receive also several letters from theologians who knew the present Church position on the problem of the ‘plurality of worlds’, as most of my correspondents obviously did not. (As usual, the Church as an institution, is far ahead of most of its communicants.) Rather than justify my hero’s irruption of Manichaeism in any words but his own, I will quote Mr. Gerald Heard, who has summarized the position best of all (as one would expect of so gifted a writer trained as a theologian):

If there are many planets inhabited by sentient creatures, as most astronomers (including Jesuits), now suspect, then each one of such planets (solar or non-solar) must fall into one of three categories:

‘(a) Inhabited by sentient creatures, but without souls; so to be treated with compassion but extra-evangelically.

‘(b) Inhabited by sentient creatures with fallen souls, through an original but not inevitable ancestral sin; so to be evangelized with urgent missionary charity.

‘(c) Inhabited by sentient soul-endowed creatures that have not fallen, who therefore

‘(1) inhabit an unfallen, sinless paradisal world;

‘(2) who therefore we must contact not to propagandize, but in order that we may learn from them the conditions (about which we can only speculate) of creatures living in perpetual grace, endowed with all the virtues in perfection, and both immortal and in complete happiness for always possessed of and with the knowledge of God.’

The reader will observe with Ruiz-Sanchez, I think, that the Lithians fit none of these categories; hence all that follows.

The author, I should like to add, is an agnostic with no position at all in these matters. It was my intention to write about a man, not a body of doctrine.

JAMES BLISH

‘Arrowhead’,

Milford, Pennsylvania

1958
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