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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:

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.
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