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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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FOREWORD

FOR MANY YEARS, scientists have been seeking to understand the secret of life. As is often the case in the sciences, they began their search with a definition—but it is hard to define something you don’t understand, and a good definition of life has proven to be a highly elusive goal.

Eventually, however, most biologists agreed that nothing could be said to be alive unless it showed all of a list of twelve characteristics. (Later the list was expanded to twenty.) For instance, it must be able to reproduce itself. It must grow by taking in materials unlike itself, and changing them into the materials it needs—not by addition from outside, the way a crystal grows in a solution. It must mutate, or show changes in form or other qualities that thereafter breed true. It must be irritable—by which they didn’t mean that all living things are bad-tempered, but simply that they show reactions to any prods they get from the world around them.

Decades of careful observation seemed to prove, too, that only one kind of substance fitted all of these conditions: protoplasm, the enormously complex material of which all living cells are made, whether the cells belong to a begonia, a worm or a man. Thus the list got a new proviso, implied rather than stated directly: All life is protoplasmic.

Then came the discovery of the filterable viruses, and this whole beautiful structure came down in ruins.

The viruses are particles so small that only a few of them can be seen with the ordinary laboratory microscope.  Most of them have to be photographed at great magnification with the electron microscope; were you to magnify a housefly as much, it would be more than a mile long. They are extremely important to man, because they cause a good many stubborn diseases, including measles, mumps, poliomyelitis, influenza and the common cold. They also attack animals and plants.

They are not protoplasmic. Many of them are made of chemicals also found in protoplasmic cells, but all of them are a great deal simpler than protoplasm itself. Some of them seem to be made of only a single chemical compound; protoplasm contains thousands.

They do not reproduce themselves. Instead, they enter a living cell and force the cell to manufacture new viruses. All by itself, a virus cannot produce offspring.

They do not take in nourishment, and most of them never grow. They stay as they are when the living cell first turns them out. The exceptions are certain viruses which are simple chemical compounds, like the one which attacks the tobacco plant; these can be produced in the laboratory in crystal form, just like rock salt or rock candy, and the crystals can be made large enough to be seen with the naked eye. No other form of life grows like that, and it seems that the “individual” tobacco mosaic virus, if we can realistically imagine that one exists, must be one single molecule of the chemical involved.

Nevertheless, viruses do meet some of the other definitions of life. They do mutate—which is why new and different vaccines must be produced for almost every epidemic of flu. In fact, they seem to mutate faster than most other organisms. And they are certainly sensitive to their environment: they respond to the presence of a living cell by attacking it and taking control of it, and furthermore they do it selectively—the flu virus never attacks tobacco-plant cells, and tobacco mosaic never attacks potatoes.

One eminent scientist puts it that the virus lives a borrowed life—borrowed from the cell it invades. But there is no doubt that it is alive, however badly it fits the old definitions in some ways.

Obviously the old definitions had somehow missed the point, and a new one had to be found. The new definition finally emerged from a most unexpected source: the science of thermodynamics, the study of the behavior of energy.

One of the basic laws of thermodynamics says that whenever one form of energy is changed into another—for instance, when the mechanical motion of a water wheel is changed by a dynamo into electricity—a tiny fraction of the total energy is permanently lost. This effect is called entropy, and it seems to be one of the most basic and fundamental properties of the universe, from the atom to the star.

But it does not appear to apply to life. Though the living cell obviously loses a little energy in each individual energy transaction which goes on within it, somehow the total organism does not; in fact, it actually manages to gain a little energy. At the moment of death this ability is lost.

Life, then, is negative entropy … entropy running backwards.

This deceptively simple explanation holds just as true for a virus as it does for a protoplasmic creature such as man. We know of no good reason why still other kinds of structures could not behave in the same way. If they did, no matter how bizarre and unlikely they seemed to us, we would be forced to admit that they were alive—just as alive as we are.

Which brings us to Jack Loftus and his peculiar friend Hesperus.

JAMES BLISH

“Arrowhead”

Milford, Pennsylvania

1961

OEBPS/images/9780575104167.jpg
%’EWAY

JAM S
BLISH

THE STAR
DWELLERS

THE HUGO AWARD-WINNING
AUTHOR OF CITIES IN FLIGHT
AND A CASE OF CONSCIENCE





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





