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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

Even before it starts, Rogue Moon (1960) tells you what it’s about: death. ‘As I am now, so shall you be’, says the New England gravestone motto. But the universality of death is just the starting point for the two extraordinary thought-experiments the novel embodies.

Algis Budrys (1931–2008) didn’t publish much SF. Aside from this book, his most notable novels are Who? (1958), a Cold War thriller, and Michaelmas (1977), a prescient imagining of the information age we’re all now living in. He seems very deliberately to have chosen to write only when he had a subject that he was sure would become a good story.

Budrys originally wanted to call this book ‘The Death Machine’, and it’s certainly true that Rogue Moon is a misleading title. The moon exists in this story only as a venue for a mysterious alien artefact, which seems to do nothing but kill explorers in arbitrary but consistent ways. The artefact is, then, a challenge. It’s something that can be figured out on an ultimately rational basis – if at a huge cost in lives. We’re introduced first to Dr Edward Hawks, who’s leading the effort to explore the artefact. This is being done by a kind of matter transmitter. A volunteer enters Hawks’ apparatus on Earth, and a duplicate is created on the moon. When the latter is killed by the artefact, the former survives and remembers.

So Rogue Moon’s first thought-experiment is about death. As shown in the novel’s first scene, Budrys suggests that the psychological effect of death – even when separated from the physical effect – is enough to render the sanest person catatonic. So Hawks goes and looks for someone who won’t be affected in this way. He finds Al Barker, a sportsman and daredevil who does indeed seem able to withstand this trauma, not just once but many times.

The second thought-experiment is about identity. The duplicate created by Hawks’ machine is almost but not quite the same as the original. This raises many questions of how selfhood is created through memory. The emotional core of the book, it seems to me, is to do with this rather than with the artefact. It’s the conversation that makes up Chapter Eight. Here Hawks muses about subjectivity – about how experience is always embodied in an individual’s perception of the world. He tries to reconcile two opposing ideas. On the one hand, death is universal: ‘The stars are burning their substance. The planets are moving more slowly on their axe … Bit by bit, over the countless billions of years, it’s slowly happening. It’s all running down. Someday, it’ll stop.’ On the other hand, ‘But our minds … There’s the precious thing; there’s the phenomenon that has nothing to do with time and space except to use them – to describe to itself the lives our bodies live in the physical Universe.’

So you could argue that the universe itself is the death machine, with the alien artefact just a particular kind of special case. Some day, in some way, the universe will kill everyone. It may be possible to figure out some of the rules by which it works, but that doesn’t stop the eventual outcome. What has to be balanced against that is the chance that one might be held in someone else’s memory, however subjective and transitory that is.

As Budrys said to Charles Platt in interviews for Platt’s book Dream Makers (1980):

I think that all forms of fiction and art are actually survival mechanisms. Far from being frills and decorations on the face of some kind of practical world, they are just about the most practical thing there is. They consist of a series of affirmations or denials of conventional reality, and of tests of various facets of reality. Science fiction has unique capabilities in that respect. I can talk seriously in science fiction about otherwise-unattainable aspects of very important situations. When I wrote Rogue Moon I was able to talk about love vs death in a way that conventional fiction cannot handle; the whole thing is fuelled by a situation in which a man can … experience death repeatedly, and can talk about the essential nature of the immortality that love confers, which is that immortality rests in the memory of the beloved.

As this quotation suggests, Budrys points readers towards the relationship that grows between Hawks and Elizabeth Cummings, right through to the last line of the novel. You might well think that Hawks is amoral or worse, that he’s sacrificed a sense of ethics to achieve his narrow scientific goals. You also have to admit that he’s motivated by the same things that motivate many of us. To last, to be remembered in spite of death – who wouldn’t want that? I’d have to agree with Budrys: it’s difficult to imagine any other form than science fiction being able to ask these questions in this kind of way. But the fact that Rogue Moon is so skilful and at times terrifying is down to no one but Budrys. Deservedly, it’s the book he’s remembered for.

Graham Sleight


Halt, Passenger!

As you are now, so once was I.

As I am now, so shall you be,

Prepare for Death, and follow me.

– New England gravestone motto
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'A masterpiece .. shows thata

sglence fiction novel can be a fully
realised work of art”

JAMES BUIsH
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