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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: Reflections Of An Opinion-Monger

I’VE BEEN A PROFESSIONAL SCIENCE FICTION WRITER for something more than fifty-five years now, and I’ve been writing about science fiction for even longer than that, starting back around 1950 when I was a mere teenage fan, much given to making dogmatic statements about sf stories and writers in the amateur magazines (“fanzines”) of the day. Back then, any sf aficionado who happened to own a typewriter felt empowered to cut loose with uninhibited blasts of opinion on all matters having to do with their favorite kind of reading matter, just as vast hordes of bloggers do today. A few of those fanzines, particularly in their earliest days, were elegantly printed from hand-set type; but most were crudely produced items reproduced by such methods, largely obsolete today, as mimeography, hektography, and dittography. I know. I published one of them myself, an effusion called Spaceship, between 1949 and 1955, abandoning it only when I moved over from the pontificating side of things to the productive side and became a professional science fiction writer.

But I didn’t stop expressing opinions about my chosen field. I started getting paid for them, is all.

A bibliography of my published work shows that I was doing book reviews for three of the science fiction magazines (Infinity, Science Fiction Adventures, and Science Fiction Stories) as far back as 1958. I continued doing reviews, on and off, for this magazine and that, for a decade or so, but by then so many of my colleagues were also my close friends that I began to feel diffident about criticizing their work in public, and I stopped doing reviews. I did, however, write more formal essays on the genre, some of them as introductions to the many anthologies I was editing in the 1960s and 1970s, or as prefaces to collections of my own stories, and others as essays on specific themes, such as 1969’s “Characterization in Science Fiction” or 1971’s “Science Fiction in an Age of Revolution.” These were sporadic efforts, a piece every year or so; but in 1978 I began to write a regular column of opinion for one of the magazines, and, with scarcely an intermission, I have continued to do so for more than thirty years so far.

This is the second collection of the essays I’ve done in those thirty-plus years. The first, Reflections and Refractions, was published in 1997 by Underwood Books, and its 425 pages included most — not all — of my magazine pieces written between 1973 and 1996.This new volume picks up the thread from there and collects much of my 1996-2010 work (and one from 1995).

Many of the essays collected in this book, and in its predecessor, are personal ones. I don’t just mean that they represent my own opinions — that should go without saying — but that a good many of them deal with my own books and stories, with my own life, with my own experience of being a science fiction writer. That should cause no surprise, and I offer no apologies. I was a teenager when I set out to become a professional science fiction writer, and I am well along in my seventies as I write this now, which means that pretty much the entirety of what by now has been quite a long life has seen me deeply enmeshed in the art and craft of science fiction. It has been my life’s work in the way that the art of medicine is a doctor’s life work or the art of architecture is an architect’s life work. Willie Mays would not talk about baseball, I suspect, without mentioning some of the important games he took part in during his playing career. It’s equally impossible for me to talk about science fiction without illustrating some of my arguments by referring to my own experience as a writer. Hence you will find that this book of opinionated comment is very Silverberg-oriented. If you see that as a monument to mad egotism, well, put the book back on the shelf and go no further. If you see it as a quasi-autobiographical series of statements about science fiction by someone who has loved it and tried to serve it well for the past six decades — so far — then I think you will find much to interest you here.

The magazine that put me in the business of regular public opinion-mongering was called Galileo, which was pretty much a shoestring operation, published out of Boston by a bunch of people whose main excuse for publishing it was that they were passionate about science fiction, and edited by the ambitious and determined Charles C. Ryan.

I suppose you would have to call Galileo a semi-pro operation, considering its irregular publishing schedule, its not-quite-ready-for-prime-time format, and its basically subscriptions-only distribution scheme. But so far as its editorial content went it was as professional as any sf magazine of its era. Looking through my file of Galileo, I see its contents page studded with such names as Connie Willis, Joan D. Vinge, John Kessel, Alan Dean Foster, and Lewis Shiner, each them writers in the early years of careers that soon would shine with high accomplishment. Veterans like Brian Aldiss, Harlan Ellison, Marion Zimmer Bradley, and Jack Williamson had stories in it too; and there were non-fiction pieces by the likes of Carl Sagan, Arthur C. Clarke, Hal Clement, and Frederik Pohl. All in all, it seemed to me a fine place for me to set up shop in as a pontificator.

I very much wanted to do some pontificating, too. After a quarter of a century as a professional science fiction writer, I had wandered into a time of personal and creative crisis that had led me, late in 1974, to retire from writing fiction “forever.” A great deal of my motivation for walking away from my career had to do with the changing nature of science fiction publishing in the United States in the mid-1970s. The exciting revolution of concepts and literary technique that had acquired the label of “the New Wave” had failed in a big way; the ambitious work of the writers who were considered to be part of the New Wave was swiftly going out of print, and what was coming in was the first surge of Star Trek novelizations. Tolkien imitations, juvenile space adventure books, and other highly commercial stuff that I had no interest in writing or reading. I felt crowded out by all the junk; and, having also hit a period of mental burnout after years of high-level productivity; I was too tired to fight back against the overwhelming trend toward more juvenile sf. So I simply picked up my marbles and walked away, intending my disappearance from the field to be permanent.

When Charlie Ryan approached me about doing a regular column three and a half years later, I was still deep in my irrevocable and permanent retirement, but I had begun to feel as though I were living a weirdly posthumous existence. It was apparent to my friends, if not yet to me, that I was growing increasingly troubled and confused by my extended period of self-imposed silence. Although I had had plenty of offers to write my kind of science fiction on quite generous terms, I wasn’t yet ready to get back into the business of writing fiction again; but I wanted to write something, if only to re-establish my connection with the field of fiction that had been the center of my imaginative experience since my boyhood. The truth was that I missed science fiction and my role in shaping it. I could no longer bear to be invisible, after so many years at the center of things. So I accepted Galileo’s invitation to do a regular commentary piece gladly and eagerly, and with some relief.

And what sort of things was I writing about, thirty years ago in those old Galileo columns?

In the first one of all I noted that science fiction writers, long a notably underpaid crew, were suddenly getting huge advances from book publishers and many were now able, for the first time, to make their livings as full-time writers, something that only a handful of us had been able to manage when I broke in in the 1950s. “I am not, repeat not, in any way objecting to the sudden prosperity that has engulfed nearly all science fiction writers,” I said. “But I do feel some qualms about the ease with which young writers can make themselves self-supporting these days. I know that beyond doubt that I was injured as a writer by having things too easy in my twenties….Maybe the best science fiction really is written by part-time writers.”

Well, time has taken care of that problem. Most new sf writers now get very modest sums indeed for their work, and very few are able to set up shop as full-time pros. Even a lot of veterans are returning to their day jobs. We no longer have to worry, most of us, about the agony of excessive prosperity.

I had more to say on the same subject in the second column. In the third, I talked about the packaging and marketing of sf books as it applied to my own long novel Lord Valentine’s Castle, which was soon about to appear. (My four-year retirement from writing fiction had ended and I was definitely back in harness with the bit between my teeth.) “Of course we’re not going to market the book as science fiction,” my editor had told me. “We’ll handle it as a straight mainstream novel.” It was a noble attempt to break me out of the science fiction ghetto, which had been so constricting for us all. But I did point out to him that the novel takes place on a planet umpteen light-years from here and some fifteen thousand years in the future, which made mainstream handling a bit questionable, and in the end they marketed it as science fiction and did reasonably well that way. Today sf remains what they call “category fiction” — that is, ghetto stuff— and the advent of computerized bookselling makes it most improbable that that will ever change.

In the fourth column I noted the death of the New Wave, that school of highly experimental, even avant-garde sf, that had its little era between 1966 and 1972 or thereabouts. I expressed no regrets for the excesses of the New Wave, but suggested that it had at least succeeded in boosting the general literary level of sf beyond the old pulp standards, and the effects of that would probably be permanent. By and large, I think I was right.

Column four went on to examine the New Wave’s rejection of old-fashioned notions of plot in favor of stylistic experimentation: “We stand at the threshold of the 1980s; we have survived a time of revolution; we have, I hope, integrated our divergent excesses into something more harmonious; now let us produce a science fiction that avoids both elitism and subliteracy, fiction that holds readers so that they stand spellbound as we tell our tales, and cannot choose but hear.” Did we? I surely hope so.

And in the fifth Galileo column I grumbled about the spelling errors in some recently published books and cited the legal phrase, Falsus in uno, falsus in omnibus — “False in one thing, false in everything.” If a writer doesn’t know how to spell, can we trust him to know anything else? And if a publisher doesn’t bother to correct the writer’s spelling errors, how much attention is the publisher paying to other aspects of his book, like inconsistencies of plot? I still feel that it’s a writer’s job to get everything right, from the spelling of words to the name of the capital of Albania. But here we are, decades later, and — well, I don’t want to get started on the current state of knowledge of such things as spelling and grammar, let alone geography.

Galileo closed up shop with its sixteenth issue, dated January, 1980, which contained the sixth of my columns, dealing with science fiction conventions and the interactions there between readers and writers. Scarcely had it been laid to rest but I had an offer from Elinor Mavor, then the editor of the venerable Amazing Stories, to move my column to her magazine. Which indeed I did, beginning with the May, 1981 Amazing; and there it remained for thirteen years, through a change of publisher, three changes of editor, one change in the column’s name (from “Opinion” to “Reflections”), and a total transformation of the magazine’s format. Issue after issue, Silverberg spouting off on this topic or that for something like a hundred columns.

Then Amazing too went under, and, caught without a podium for my orations and accustomed after sixteen years to holding forth. I quickly accepted Gardner Dozois’ invitation in the spring of 1994 to transfer the site of my column to Asimov’s Science Fiction, and there I have remained, even after Gardner retired as editor and his place was taken by Sheila Williams. It is my hope that both the magazine and I enjoy enough longevity to allow me to equal Isaac’s record for long-term column production. I have had a column in each issue since the one dated July, 1994, except for one at a time when I was struggling to finish a novel that was running greatly overdue, and my wife Karen stepped in and wrote that month’s essay on my behalf. (Not as a ghost-writer, mind you. She got her own byline.) The bulk of this second collection of my essays is made up of those Asimov’s columns, interspersed with some occasional pieces written as introductions for various books.

In the foreword to Reflections and Refractions I had this to say about the essays in that book, and much of it is equally relevant to this volume:

“They cover a span of thirty years or so of my life. The tone of my essay-writing has changed, somewhat, during my five-decade evolution from wiseacre brat to somber and weary eminence grise.

But certain positions remain consistent.

“From start to finish, for example, these essays are grounded in my belief that the world we inhabit and the universe that contains it are intensely interesting places full of wonders and miracles, and that one way we can bring ourselves closer to an appreciation, if not an understanding, of those wonders and miracles is through reading science fiction. There is also — consistently — the recognition that not all science fiction is equally valuable for that purpose, that in fact a lot of it is woeful junk; and I can be seen, again and again, expressing the same kind of displeasure with mediocre, cynical, or debased science fiction that I was voicing when I sounded off at [Amazing Stories editor] Howard Browne in 1952.

“Which is not to say that I haven’t written plenty of stories myself over those forty years that fail to live up to my own lofty standards of execution, some because my skills have not been equal to my vision, and some because circumstances (like the need to pay the rent) led me to knock out some quick piece of formula prose instead of taking the time to turn out another award-winning classic. I am as human as the next guy, after all.

“But my own literary sins, and they are numerous, haven’t kept me from crying out in the public square against those who, for the sake of a dollar or two, would transform science fiction into something less than it can be. I know how the finest sf can pry open the walls of the universe for an intelligent and inquisitive reader, for it has done that for me since I was ten or eleven years old, and it angers me to see writers and editors and publishers refusing even to make the attempt. In my own best fiction I have tried to achieve for other readers what H.G. Wells and Jules Verne and Robert A. Heinlein and Isaac Asimov and Jack Vance and A.E. van Vogt and Theodore Sturgeon and fifty other wonderful writers achieved for me ever since the time I first stumbled, wide-eyed and awe-struck, into the world of science fiction. And in many of the essays in this book I try, perhaps with the same naive idealism that I aimed at poor Howard Browne in 1952, to advocate the creation of more science fiction of that high kind and to urge the spurning of the drab simple-minded stuff that leads us away from the real exaltation that an intense encounter with the fabric of space and time can provide.

“There are also some essays here examining the foibles and oddities of the present-day world. I have to confess that even the best of science fiction writers have no more access to the secret recesses of space and time than you do; the sources of their fiction lie in part in their own souls, in part in the reading and studying that they do, and in part in their observation of the world around them. I do plenty of observing, and plenty of rueful shaking of my head; and because I am a man of profound common sense (or, as some might say, a man of increasingly crotchety prejudices) I deplore a lot of what I see. Since I have a thousand words a month at my disposal in which to express my thoughts, I often tell my readers about those deplorable things, perhaps with some hope of winning allies in my lifelong crusade against idiocy and irrationality, or — perhaps — just to get some things off my chest.

“My basic attitude in these essays, I suppose, can be called libertarian/conservative, though a lot of people nowadays who call themselves libertarians or conservatives often say things that appall me. (I am not such a doctrinaire libertarian that I favor the abolition of government inspection of food products or an end to government regulation of the manufacturers of medicines; I am not such a doctrinaire conservative that I look kindly on governmental attempts to legislate personal morality, or favor mandatory religious instruction in state schools. And so forth.)

“Very likely you will find me advocating a number of positions with which you disagree. It would surprise me if you didn’t. If we all held the same set of beliefs on everything, the world would be a dreary thing indeed, and so would this book. Grant me, as a minimum, that in all my thinking I am trying to grope my way toward sane answers to crazy problems, and if I come to conclusions that you don’t share, it’s not because I’m a black-hearted villain or an eager oppressor of the unfortunate but because — having spent a lot of my life imagining myself living a million light-years from Earth or a million chronological years from the present day — I’ve come to feel that a lot of what goes on all around me in the actual world I inhabit doesn’t make a lot of sense, and, because I have the privilege of saying so in print, I do say so, with the small and faint hope that I am thereby nudging the world a little closer to rationality.

“And, finally, there are some pieces in here that deal with my long career as a science fiction writer: editors I have dealt with, writers I have known, events in my writing life, commentary on my own books and stories. Whatever else the life of a professional writer can sometimes be — exhausting, frustrating, bewildering, even frightening — it is rarely dull; and it has been my great good luck to spend nearly half of this rapidly expiring twentieth century right in the midst of that strange and wonderful literary microcosm called science fiction publishing. I’ve known almost everyone involved in it, and experienced just about everything that an sf writer can experience, and I have a lot of tales to tell about those experiences, some of which — just a few — I tell here. It’s as close to a formal autobiography as I’ll ever write, I suspect.

“I offer these reminiscences and self-referential essays without apology, not only because I enjoyed writing them but also because I think you’ll them of interest. (Modesty is not a trait widely found among writers. The successful ones are those who are convinced, at least while they’re actually at work, that what they’re writing, whatever it may be, is inherently interesting to other people and will find an immediate, eager, happy audience. Without that conviction, I imagine it would be very hard for writers to push themselves all the way from the first page of a story to the last.)

“So, then. Herewith a bunch of essays on science fiction, science, and various other matters, written by someone who has very gradually grown old and gray dreaming about far galaxies and other dimensions and somehow still keeps at it, writing stories about people and places who never existed. Being a professional science fiction writer is, I have to admit, a very peculiar way to have spent your whole adult life. But so be it; that is the choice I made, unhesitatingly, a long time ago; and here are some of the thoughts that have occurred to me along the way.”

For this second volume of collected essays I am grateful to Luis Ortiz of Nonstop Press, who made it possible to exist; to Gardner Dozois and Sheila Williams, who gave me the space in their magazine to sound off, month after month; to Barry Malzberg, over many decades a valuable correspondent with whom I can test my opinions, and to Tony Adams, for dedicated bibliographical research that made it ever so much easier for me to compile a mass of unrelated short pieces into a coherent book; and, above all, to my wife Karen, who not only listened to the early versions of many of these columns as I talked them out around the house, but who suggested the themes for a number of them.

— Robert Silverberg
Oakland, California
March, 2010


ONE

Science Fiction In General


The Great Tradition

THE DISTINGUISHED MODERN RUSSIAN POET JOSEPH BRODSKY once remarked that he wrote to please his predecessors, not his contemporaries. It’s an illuminating comment — Brodsky was not only a great poet but also a brilliant thinker, two things that don’t automatically go together — and it set me wondering about my own attitudes and practices as a writer.

He wrote to please his predecessors. I wonder which poets he meant by that. Brodsky was born in Russia in 1940. He was a man of outspoken views, which brought him a prison term (1964-65) for “social parasitism.” He remained troublesome to the Soviet government, though, and was forced into exile in 1972, settling in the United States. There he attained worldwide fame as a poet and a critic, writing his essays in English and his poems in Russian, which he then translated into English. His work brought him the Nobel Prize for Poetry in 1987 and many a lesser award. In 1991 President Bush named him poet laureate of the United States. He was only 55 when he died in 1996.

I have no doubt that Alexander Pushkin was one of the poets to whom Joseph Brodsky inwardly offered his work for approval: all Russian poets work in the shadow of Pushkin. Among the modern Russians whom he would have regarded as watching and judging his poetry would certainly have been Anna Akhmatova and Osip Mandelstam, and, I would guess, Boris Pasternak. But the multicultural Brodsky would surely not have limited his list of revered predecessors to Russian poets alone: he declared Frost, Hardy, and Auden to be among his favorites, and I suspect that when he wrote he looked also toward the whole of the great poetic tradition from Homer and Virgil and Horace onward: Dante, Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Keats, Byron, Yeats, Eliot, and on and on. And humbly saw himself as a successor in that glorious line.

What, you may ask, does all this have to do with science fiction, and the science fiction of R. Silverberg in particular?

I’ve been writing the stuff for more than forty-five years, now. That’s by no means the longest career in modern science fiction; among writers currently active, I can point to such folk as Poul Anderson, Frederik Pohl, Frank M. Robinson, Gordon R. Dickson, Jack Vance, and five or six others who began publishing five or ten years before I did — a list topped by Jack Williamson, whose first stories appeared seven years before I was born. Still, a forty-five-year career makes me a distinctly senior figure in a field in which most of the current top writers are less than fifty years old. It’s a long enough time to make me ask the big question of myself. Have I, with all of my vast output of stories and novels, been adding anything significant to the great tradition of modern science fiction, or have I simply been taking up a lot of space in print?

(The quick answer, lest you think I’m pleading for your approval here, is, yes, I think my work in its totality has been worth the trees that died for it.) But I arrive at that bit of self-approval in a Brodskyesque fashion, by looking backward at the writers who shaped my imagination and assessing, as well as I can, my place among them.

Science fiction has changed a great deal since I broke in as a new writer in 1954. Back then it was a magazine-based field. Paperback publishing in the United States was just getting under way, and scarcely any hardcover publishers would touch anything so odd and esoteric as sf. For those who loved to read or write it, everything was centered in three important monthly magazines: Astounding Science Fiction (now Analog), Galaxy, and Fantasy & Science Fiction. It was in those magazines where things happened first, although the work of a privileged few writers (Heinlein, Asimov, Bradbury) did eventually find its way into book form a year or two after its magazine appearance.

The editors of those magazines — John W Campbell, Horace L. Gold, and Anthony Boucher, respectively — were powerful personalities who had significant and distinct ideas about what constituted a good science fiction story. The leading writers of the day — Theodore Sturgeon, Henry Kuttner, Isaac Asimov, James Blish, Alfred Bester, Clifford Simak, Frederik Pohl, Cyril Kornbluth, Arthur C. Clarke, Poul Anderson, Philip K. Dick, Robert Sheckley, Philip José Farmer, etc. — wrote short stories, novelets, and occasional novels for Campbell, Gold, and Boucher, and what they couldn’t place with them went to the secondary (and lower-paying) magazines, edited by such people as Robert Lowndes, Larry Shaw, Howard Browne, Samuel Mines, and Sam Merwin, Jr. Those men also had firm ideas about the nature of what they wanted to publish, and the combination of strong editorial personalities and a dazzling constellation of first-rate writers working in the field all at once had a mighty impact on me as a teenage would-be science fiction writer. My tastes as a reader and my whole approach as a writer were formed by the great science fiction magazines of that bygone period.

Today just a few science fiction magazines still survive, and, however excellent their product may be, their impact on the overall publishing scene is not great. The heart of the sf action is in book publishing, primarily paperbacks, although a good many hardcover science fiction books appear every year. As a result we have a changed paradigm of excellence in science fiction. In the old days, the standard of excellence was set by Messrs. Campbell, Gold, and Boucher and to a certain degree by some of the lesser editors. The stories that they bought and published month after month represented, ipso facto, the ideal form of science fiction, the sort of thing that any young writer should aspire to create.

Today, though, where everything is dominated by sales figures, editors tend to be self-effacing figures and the size of a writer’s sales determines the value of his work. The writer who proves to have potent popular appeal becomes a defining case: book publishers will seek the work of such a writer with avidity, and will urge other writers to write “in the tradition of” X or Y or Z, even if the work of X and Y and Z is crude subliterate junk. Thus the writer who manages somehow to sell fifty or sixty thousand copies of his last novel in hardcover format, or half a million paperbacks, becomes an 800-pound gorilla who reshapes the field in his own image. Style, character, plot, ingenuity of concept — these are all secondary to the dollar return.

I was raised in a different tradition. I was fighting for a place on the contents pages of magazines full of stories by the likes of Sturgeon, Blish, Bradbury, Clarke, Anderson, and Bester. I couldn’t hope to match their level of attainment — not at nineteen, I couldn’t! — but I knew that I had damned well better try. Which meant mastering the techniques by which stories are constructed, and then applying those techniques to the special kind of ideation that is science fiction.

One of my masters was James Blish, the precise, waspish, and formidable author of a multitude of brilliant stories now largely forgotten today. “We know,” Blish wrote in a 1952 essay that had enormous effect on me, “that there is a huge body of available technique in fiction writing, and that the competence of a writer — entirely aside from the degree of his talent — is determined by how much of this body he can use. (Talent is measured in some part by how much he adds to it.)” Elsewhere in the same piece he observed, “Technical competence in story-telling is of course not the sole factor which turns a piece of fiction into a work of art. Freshness of idea, acuity of observation, depth of emotional penetration are all crucial; and there are other such factors. But technical competence is the one completely indispensable ingredient; the use of an old idea, for instance, is seldom fatal in itself, but clumsy craftsmanship invariably is.”

This sounds a little quaint, in the era of gigantic, clumsily written novels linked into infinitely long series, each volume of which sells more copies than all of Jim Blish’s books together. Modern-day commodified publishing has put an entirely new spin on things for the science fiction writer: acuity of observation, depth of emotional penetration, freshness of idea, and all those other things dear to the best sf writers of Blish’s generation are often seen now as impediments to a book’s success, and the writer who is most avidly courted by the publishers is the one who has found the most efficacious way of reaching great hordes of readers who are looking, evidently, for the prose equivalent of television.

Which doesn’t mean that good writing is extinct in science fiction — as the work of Kim Stanley Robinson, Joe Haldeman, Walter Jon Williams, Ursula K. Le Guin, Nancy Kress, and James Patrick Kelly, to name just the first half dozen that come into my mind out of a long list of outstanding modern writers, amply demonstrates. But then there are all those awful books with the glitzy covers that get the big sales, and sell and sell and sell, and jostle the more classical kind of science fiction out of print. Those are the books the editors really crave; they merely tolerate the other kind.

I don’t begrudge the writers of those books, many of whom are good friends of mine, their whopping sales figures. They have the great skill of knowing how to give the public what the public wants, and they are rewarded accordingly, and so be it. I applaud their immense commercial success. I just don’t have to read their books myself.

No, I’m back there in the era of Campbell, Gold, and Boucher most of the time. Those are the editors I’m still trying to please, and I still want the admiration of my colleagues of that period, too. When I set out to write a book or a story, I do, of course, want it to reach a wide and enthusiastic audience, and I’m only too well aware that most of the people who wrote for and read Galaxy and Astounding and F&SF in 1953 aren’t around any more. My work depends on the approbation of today’s readership.

But in my own mind, the plaudits I want are those of the writers who fed my imagination when I was in my teens. Like Brodsky looking over his shoulder at Pushkin and Frost and Yeats, I write even now for Blish and Bester and Pohl, for Ted Sturgeon and Henry Kuttner, even for H.G. Wells. I like to regard myself as one of the last survivors of that group, upholding the great tradition they created. And so I’m engaged in a constant dialog with the past — forever seeking to prove to myself that I’m worthy of moving in the company of my idols of half a century ago.

Asimov’s Science Fiction, December, 1999


The Final Voyage of Odysseus

“THE ETERNAL SILENCE OF THESE INFINITE SPACES TERRIFIES ME,” Blaise Pascal noted in his Pensées, that extraordinary jumble of philosophical jottings that the seventeenth-century French philosopher set down toward the close of his life. The startling phrase leaps up suddenly at the reader just a few lines below the equally famous passage in which Pascal declares, “A human being is only a reed, the weakest in nature, but he is a thinking reed. To crush him, the whole universe does not have to arm itself. A mist, a drop of water, is enough to kill him. But if the universe were to crush the reed, the man would be nobler than his killer, since he knows that he is dying, and that the universe has the advantage over him. The universe knows nothing about him.” And then, a sudden, jarring leap to the next level of response, as powerful as it is unexpected, that stunning line:

The eternal silence of these infinite spaces terrifies me.

I’ve been thinking about those infinite spaces, and their terrifying eternal silences, quite a bit since the death last year of Poul Anderson. Poul was the poet of the spaceways. More than anyone else in modern science fiction, he made us feel the immensity of space, the darkness of it, the silence, and, yes, the terror of which Pascal spoke three and a half centuries ago. From such early works as The Snows of Ganymede and No World of Their Own on through Tau Zero and “Call Me Joe” to the most recent of his innumerable novels and stories, he showed us the strangeness and awesomeness of the universe in a way that was at once exhilarating and sobering.

The danger is, in science fiction, that we get too chummy with the universe. We reduce it in our stories to something that is quickly comprehensible and readily traversible, and allow our spacefarers to pop back and forth through its billions of light-years and its myriad of galaxies with the same sort of ease with which I might travel from San Francisco to Chicago tomorrow in the course of a single afternoon. It’s a convenient way of storytelling, yes. But its big fault is that it allows everything to get much too easy. I remember myself as a boy of fifteen, who had already read more science fiction than was good for him, aiming a flashlight into the blackness of a summer night in Massachusetts and thinking that the beam of my little light must inevitably travel on and on forever, reaching outward into the galaxy at a rate of 186,000 miles per second until it came to Betelgeuse or Rigel or Aldebaran. Well, no: the atmosphere of Earth was in the way, and that flashlight beam probably managed no more than the first few hundred yards of the journey to the stars. But at that moment I saw no reason why I could not send messages to the peoples of the far galaxies with it. I knew what a light-year was; I knew how far away those galaxies are. Yet I had come away from my extensive reading of science fiction, somehow, with a sense not of the hugeness of the universe but of its ready accessibility. And so I innocently tried to send semaphore signals to the natives of Procyon XIX with my two-dollar tin flashlight.

Even our best writers are guilty of making the cosmos seem an excessively cozy place. Consider Isaac Asimov’s famous Foundation series, in which the inhabitants of the twenty-five million inhabited worlds of the Galactic Empire zip merrily about from planet to planet, going from Trantor to Siwenna to Terminus ever so much more easily than a citizen of Rome could have gone from Naples to Alexandria. The Foundation novels are charming and delightful books, and science fiction readers will cherish them to the end of time, but their great flaw is that they reduce interstellar travel to the level of a trip on the New York subway system. (Isaac didn’t like to fly, and rarely went very far from New York City.) Frank Herbert’s Dune books, though set in a very different sort of stellar empire, nevertheless have the same inescapable flaw. All galactic-empire stories do. They are inherently reductive in nature. They turn whole clusters of stars into downscaled metaphors that make them seem to be nothing more than aggregations of counties and towns, and they make the gigantic dark emptinesses between the galaxies seem like the grassy patches of scruffy wasteland that separate the suburbs of one medium-sized city from the suburbs of the next.

That is, I suppose, the only way such books can be written. Without easy faster-than-light travel that carries with it no great relativistic consequences there can be no galactic-empire novels; but once you let those nifty warp-speed spacedrives into the story, the true wonder and terror that comes from contemplating the hugeness of the cosmos must inevitably leak away. Poul Anderson, of course, wrote as many faster-than-light tales as anybody. But he did, more often than not, see space travel as something qualitatively different from a commuter jaunt, and there are passages in his best books in which his characters, confronting the universe in all its grandeur, are humbled by that grandeur and communicate that humility to us.

One great character of literature who never let humility stand in his way, and yet who surely stared outward into the unfathomable universe with the same mixture of awe and hungry fascination that Poul Anderson showed us so often, was Odysseus, King of Ithaca. He was the prototypical explorer, burning with the need to look upon the mysteries that lie beyond the horizon.

Homer’s immortal epic poem traces Odysseus’s ten-year-long journey homeward from the Trojan War, taking him from island to island around the Mediterranean in a way that demonstrates that the insatiably curious Odysseus was not in as much of a hurry to get home as many of us, under the same circumstances, would have been. He wanted to see and experience everything that lay in his path, and did. (SF writers have been rewriting The Odyssey ever since. Fletcher Pratt did it fifty years ago in a fine novella called “The Wanderer’s Return”; Philip José Farmer’s The Green Odyssey appeared a few years later; and more recently we have had, among many others, the Star Trek: Voyager series.)

Odysseus made one last voyage after his return from Troy. Homer doesn’t tell us about it, but Dante does, in the twenty-sixth canto of The Inferno, and it’s a wonderful story, which I’m sure Poul Anderson must have known. It shows Odysseus (“Ulysses,” Dante calls him, using the Latin form) as a perfect Andersonian voyager, awed but in no way cowed by the unattainability of the unconquered worlds that lie before him.

It is a story that Dante apparently invented, since there seems to be no Greek or Roman antecedent for it. Dante, recounting his journey through Hell, is deep in the Eighth Circle now, among the “Fraudulent Counselors,” those who had injured others through trickery. Cunning Odysseus has been sent to Hell for devising the Trojan horse, by which Troy finally was conquered. To Dante the shade of Odysseus tells a tale, not the familiar one of his journey home to Ithaca, but of what happened afterward, when, driven by “the restless itch to rove,” he felt impelled to leave his beloved wife and his aged father and his son and set forth once more, “on the deep and open sea, with a single ship and that little band of comrades who even then had not deserted me.”

Off they go on a final Odyssey, westward into the Mediterranean, with Africa on their left and the coast of Spain on their right, until they find themselves staring at the open sea, the uncharted Atlantic. “Brothers,” Odysseus says, “you who have passed through a hundred thousand perils to reach this place, do not deny yourself this last exploit. Here lies a chance to learn for yourself what lies in this unknown world on the far side of the sun, where no people dwell.” He tells his men that they had not been born to live in brutish ignorance, but for the pursuit of knowledge and excellence: and so they put their shoulders to their oars and eagerly go forward into the unplumbed ocean that stands before them.

The path Odysseus takes goes toward the southwest. On and on they go, presumably toward the place we now know as Brazil. Soon they pass the Equator; the familiar northern stars slip below the horizon, and they sail beneath the unfamiliar constellations of the other hemisphere. At last a mountain looms before them in the sea, “dark in the distance,” says Odysseus, “and so lofty and so steep, I had never seen its like before.” It is, Dante will explain to us much later in his great poem, the mountain of Purgatory; but Odysseus has no knowledge of that. He and his crew rejoice at the sight of land, and head vigorously toward it. But then a fierce storm comes toward them out of the newly discovered shore, and the voyagers’ ship is caught by whirlwinds and spun three times around. The fourth spin is the fatal one: the stern rises, the prow sinks, and the sea closes over Odysseus and his men, for Odysseus must not reach Purgatory, but is destined to burn forever among his fellow tricksters in Hell’s Eighth Circle.

The failure of Odysseus’s final voyage is not important. What matters is that he made it: that he stood by the Pillars of Hercules, looking westward into the great ocean that no one before him had dared to enter, and, putting aside all terror and awe, urged his companions forward for the sake of the pursuit of knowledge and excellence.

A great dark ocean lies all about our world. Blaise Pascal looked up into it and shivered with primordial terror. I looked up into it once and aimed my flashlight at the inhabitants of the stars. Again and again Poul Anderson reminded us that venturing into that black void would be something quite different from taking the 9:15 train from Penn Station to Connecticut, something frightening and humbling, but that some of us — some — would attempt that voyage even so.

Asimov’s Science Fiction, February, 2002
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