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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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The “Investment Counsellor”: Budrys as Critic

Catherine L. McClenahan

Let’s start in the obvious place, with the source. Here’s the man on himself, as he was in the 1960s and as he is now:


The idea has been to serve primarily as an investment counsellor. (Galaxy, June, ’67)

I just feel things in my bones and then make up reasons, as I suspect we all do. (The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Nov., ’82)

The ground rules under which I do my reviews and critical essays [are in their entirety:]

Criticism is not subject to the democratic process. (F&SF, Nov. ’81)

I tend to use my fangs. (Speaking at the World Science Fiction Convention, Chicago, Sept., 1982)



Even allowing for literary license, there are some in academe who may take offense at what they read as the egotism and “nonliterary” values in such remarks. They would be wrong. But to see why, we need to delve into the difficulties opened by the second half of my title. What is a critic? What is a reviewer? Which is Budrys?

In typically lucid fashion, Anthony Boucher noted a difference between critics and reviewers in his introduction to one of the first books of SF criticism, Damon Knight’s In Search of Wonder. Reviewing, Boucher said, was a “lesser art” than criticism, the reason being that the purpose of reviewers is to express their reactions in such a way that we know whether we want to read the work reviewed. The purpose of critics, however, Boucher went on to say, is to show the work’s “place, not for the reader of the moment but for the cultivated mind, viewing the entire art within which this work forms a segment.”

But Boucher promptly allowed for the collapse of that dividing wall with the flat assertion that Knight is a critic—the evidence, of course, being the collection of reviews that form In Search of Wonder.

Algis Budrys also is a critic who has worked primarily in the form of reviews (beginning regular columns first in Galaxy in 1965, and then for F&SF and the Chicago Sun-Times). But he also writes critical essays for scholarly journals or volumes, and is not just a critic but one of the best SF has produced, not only matching but extending the work of honored predecessors such as Knight and James Blish.

The reviewer/critic distinction is perfectly sensible in practical terms—but so is its erasure. After all, a reviewer can make us want to read something precisely by showing us why it has a significance in the development of the art. This is a common Budrys practice, in fact.

Budrys also often teaches us how our conception of both roles can be too narrow. For whether we’re deciding to buy a book or studying the shape of the art, if we forget the “mutually interesting fact” that “the making and distributing of books [is] a business” (2/66),* then our perceptions in either case can be easily skewed. (And so he himself suggests, in the very ingenuousness of his later June, 1967, declaration as quoted at the beginning of this preface.)

The same sort of purposeful straightfacedness appears in the second of my opening quotations, hinting that Budrys has long known another reason why the reviewer/critic distinction can be drawn too strongly. Notice that it has two important parts, the third phrase going with each of the other two.

Part (1): “I just feel things in my bones … as I suspect we all do.” There is a certain amount of gently ironic modesty here, of course: what we “feel” as competent readers, reviewers or critics is a matter of mind and of conscious standards as well as of emotions; a matter of talent, training, and experience.

So a critic’s response, like a reader’s, like a reviewer’s, always is and must be personal. Unfortunately, there are still readers, writers and scholars who find it hard to accept that statement, or its implications.

For instance, at the 1983 annual Conference of the Science Fiction Research Association, SF literary pioneer Judith Merril celebrated the fact that she didn’t know what the “absolute” standards are by which we’re “supposed to” view any piece of literature. She knew, she said, only what she liked and didn’t like. Now although the standard literature curriculum would suggest otherwise, and although debates about the nature and function of criticism still make academics flourish their pens like sabers, the fact remains that most of us would admit that no literary absolutes exist. As Boucher in 1956 also pointed out in his In Search of Wonder introduction, “… both reviewing and criticism are matters of opinion. There is no ultimate absolute Esthetic Truth….” There are only the reader and the work, each testing, each revealing something about the other.

Part (2) in Budrys’ statement is: “… and then make up reasons, as I suspect we all do.” This isn’t a revelation of The Critic as Con Man, desperately rationalizing a thoughtless response. Bringing talent and experience into play means being able first to examine and then to articulate your own responses. Good critics don’t need to make us agree with all their conclusions, only to respect and find interest in their reasoning. Whether they point out things we wouldn’t know or haven’t seen in a work, or drive us to think about why we don’t agree, their responses have helpfully affected ours. The act of criticism isn’t democratic—but it invites a similar act from us; so becomes democratic as we complete our share of the bargain.

Budrys’ criticism does these things almost all the time (nobody’s perfect). That is why a strong-minded and highly opinionated person such as me today opens the latest issue of F&SF to the Budrys review column before anything else, and why this present collection and the back issues on my shelf often give more help than academic studies do.

Thus, to be specific, here are the kinds of talent, the standards and levels of reasoning that characterize this particular person’s work. Lots of us may be capable of some of these things. The combination, let me stress, is rare:

First, and basic, is the capacity to be moved and delighted by the fiction itself—whether it’s Delany’s The Einstein Intersection (10/67), Raymond’s Flash Gordon (8/68) or the Coover novel which is the only one Budrys ever described as “terrifying” (4/70). Equally necessary is a conscious, detailed knowledge of literary technique; there’s scarcely a Budrys piece that doesn’t enhance our awareness and appreciation of such things, often in unexpected ways. (Try, for example, the review that explains why Fritz Leiber’s The Big Time is not a novel but a play: 10/67.)

But really good SF criticism has special requirements. SF, after all, is a relatively new form of literature, one that is particularly American at crucial stages of its development and that has a very specific history outside what we find in American lit. texts. And until very recently, reliable accounts of that history were not there for the picking on the nearest library or bookstore shelf. Yet if the critic’s purpose is to help us see where a work fits in the history of its art, that knowledge is essential. One of Budrys’ greatest contributions as a critic has been the mini-treatises on the nature and history of SF that appear in column after column: for example, on “the New Thing”—British SF and its influence here—(10/67, 11/68, 12/66); Soviet SF (9/68); the fate of the “sense of wonder” (8/67); Fandom and its influence (9/69, 3/70); “Best of” anthologizing practices (2/69); the “Time Police” story (5/70); the SF horror story (2/71); or the importance to the field of Sherred’s “E for Effort” (6/70). Other noteworthy review essays here range over small presses of the 1950s (10/65), publishing as a business (2/66), and vanity presses (10/68). These dovetail legitimately with Budrys’ historio-critical work in such lengthier free-standing essays as “Nonliterary Influences on Science Fiction”,* which, more than any other critical studies, have taught us about who has written, bought, published, distributed and read SF—the sociology, politics and economics of the field.

For academic readers, such work has an importance that’s hard to explain to others. But scholarship has trends like everything else, and there’s a whole generation of us who were trained by and large to ignore such things. For those who’ve lived to repent and try to atone for such sins of omission, Budrys’ historical essay, “Paradise Charted,” (TriQuarterly #49) is a gem. But this new collection of the reviews is a whole treasure trove, one that I hope will be added-to.

To cite just one embarrassing example from my own experience with the need for Budrys’ kind of criticism: in 1983, while choosing new texts for a revised SF course, I reread and turned a too-fast thumbs down on Fritz Leiber’s “Coming Attraction.” Powerful but too sexist, I thought; that issue will be complicated enough with other readings. Only later did I read the TriQuarterly essay and encounter the argument that Leiber’s 1950 short story had ended “Modern Science Fiction as the leading subgenre,” with a protagonist “set up to appear as the typical [Modern Science Fiction heroic] prototype, who by its end is a gulled fool in tearful flight” This is important, Budrys goes on, because


What Leiber proposed was that the Swarthmore girl might have a hidden side, and thus that there might be serious vacancies in the sophistication of the Golden Age, and thus that Golden Ages might be founded on vacancies of perception…. It certainly opened doors.



Speaking of opened doors, the story is in the syllabus now. And this sort of experience has become common; there are dozens of authors or books I wouldn’t have looked for until a Budrys review. For if the knowledge on which Budrys “makes up” his reasons is one cause for interest and respect, it is the persona portrayed in a critic’s work that motivates real trust. We all know that anyone can manipulate facts or logic; the other essential aspect of compelling our attention is what rhetoricians call ethos; the writer’s implied character—his ethics, if you like.

In that regard, does Budrys really tend to use his fangs?

An undeniable incisiveness does run through Budrys’ work—for instance, “As a class these stories end where the writers Silverberg was reading as a fan would have begun them” (re “a book you should not buy,” To Worlds Beyond, 12/65). Orin “If you are wondering how it is possible to write more and more about less and less, Farmer can show you how to pile it higher and higher” (re “Riders of The Purple Wage,” 4/68). Or, re how Frank Herbert might have saved Dune as a logically told story of Messianism if Paul Atreides’ child hadn’t been killed offstage and if the tragedy weren’t largely ignored by Paul (that is, by Herbert): “… it seems to me that you cannot be so busy saving a world that you cannot hear an infant shriek” (4/66). Yet the snap of such statements is seldom the whole story. Characteristically, in each of these instances, the force of the bite is countered with a perception and appreciation of what the author did well, usefully intended, or should not be solely blamed for, or by Budrys’ acknowledgement that other tastes and opinions exist. Such fairness and balance tend to make us willing to listen even when we disagree.

Other frequent features also signal those traits. One is the ready willingness to say “I was wrong”—about Keith Laumer (8/68) or James White (8/66), for example—and to reevaluate a writer with each new work, as in the contrast between the review of Stand on Zanzibar (5/69) and John Brunner’s earlier The Squares of the City (6/66) and Quicksand (6/68). Another is a straightforwardness that runs from his ironic ingenuousness to blatant honesty. When he began the column, he says, “I wasn’t as idealistic” (7/69); blurbs are a marketing device, he notes, “and I can’t understand what makes Ace so indignant to me when I merely point it out. Can you?” (2/70). There is the openness about his early hopes and heroes (“the sure, certain knowledge” when he was younger “that some day I’d grow up to be like the engineers in the ASF stories,” 7/69), as well as the unabashed reviews of his own work (4/67, 2/68, 7/69).

Since none of us is perfect, some readers at this point may be calling attention to their own counterexamples. The more recent denunciation of academic scholarship (F&SF, Jan. ’83) might be pointed-at. One could object, for instance, to the unconvincing logic of absolute generalizations (“The scholarship of speculative fiction is of some value to speculative fiction scholars because it allows them to take in each other’s washing; in all other respects it is, taken in the whole, utterly worthless”), the justification of possible error by “I at least have company,” or the only partially relevant analogy he draws between scientific research and literary criticism. The fangs were prominent in this case. Still, if not in the review then at the 1983 SFRA Conference, the usual balancing factors were expressed. A guest there, Budrys acknowledged that he was not familiar with a wide range of scholarship and that he may have exaggerated for effect, cheerfully admitting: “I may be wrong, and I may be stupid and naive, but I’m indefatigable.” Despite the problems with that particular review, the debates it has stirred, which include essays by and on Budrys in various media, will be useful to readers in and out of academe.

The last important signature of Budrys’ criticism is his skill at combining all these other standards into that endangered form of grace and power, the essay. Almost any of his review columns is an example, since from the start most of them are unified around some point taken from a variety of larger contexts. But three in particular show the range of the mind and form:

At one microscopic end is the incisive, instructive and ironic blend of two anthology reviews with another topic—blurbs and their effects—tracing the thinking of a man at a bookstand as he decides whether or not to buy the books he has just picked up (8–9/70).

At a macroscopic remove is the essay “On the world as SF” (9/69). Opening with that day’s news capsule, the essay begins to consider “all the aspects of the future we simply did not see coming,” first in a review of All Our Yesterdays, by Harry Warner, Jr. Budrys comments on SF’s unique creation—the pocket universe of Fandom and its “systematized frame of reference” that enables the sharing of a “dramatic interior life”; he thinks about how that frame nurtured a belief “that the more efficient machines would lead to better men and that the larger cities would lead to reasonable folk.”

But Fandom reminds Budrys of society itself, also capable of missing a point. As an example, he inserts an earlier unprinted “review”: the factual story of his journey from Washington, D.C., to Chicago: the things this science fiction writer saw and heard, the people he met and their reactions, on April 4, 1968, (the date, in that astounding year, of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, assassination and the ensuing riots. Budrys makes part of his point by not reminding his 1969 reader of exactly what had precipitated the bizarre events he describes).

What strikes Budrys about his oddly muffled experience is how unlike the movies and novels of World War III it was—and why those fictions are nevertheless so popular. How we want “flash fiction” because “we want to escape from the incomprehensible here-and-now into a simplified world where an Avenger sets things right with one blow …”; how so much of SF is not about “the intrinsic things of science fiction … but the intrinsics of less than perfect humanity” and “the powerlessness of the individual.” How, finally, “Good art has to do with life realized” but (the point so many of us have missed) how “life has changed fundamentally, and science fictionally … as of April 4, 1968.”

You should pair that one, I think, with the Nov, ’69 column about where SF might go in reaching for good art in a world that now is SF. This one reprints a Mike Royko Chicago Daily News column about the memories of “a very old man,” a man whose mother knew Mary Todd Lincoln, as he watches the moon-landing Apollo rocket take off. The point vis-a-vis science fiction is that while “the technological experience can have emotional content” for both the old man and us, the problem is that now “there is no new emotional charge” to be had from technological SF except by naive readers. Anyone can now write a “tech fiction” story because we live in the tech world SF promised, and because the SF promises are still on all our book racks. So Joe Poyer’s North Cape becomes an example of an increasingly common “tech fiction that isn’t,” that lacks not only emotional charge but logic. As a “paralogical” counterexample, the column offers Zelazny’s Creatures of Light and Darkness, even though it’s “a book that will probably baffle and infuriate as many people as the Poyer does.” But if nothing else, Budrys concludes, it’s at least a symptom “of the vitality in a new way of going”: not New Wave or antiscience fiction or Null-Technological fiction, but “believable and exciting writing about technological effects” by writers like Zelazny and Delany.

In any field of art, it’s rare to encounter a fine artist who is also a fine critic; who not only enlarges the possibilities of the form but also shows us new ways to see and respond to them. Even so, given the nature and history of American SF, this double talent has almost been a necessity, like the need for the reviewer who could also fill the critic’s purpose. For if SF has its own history and modes of operation, it is also a still-growing and changing form, an art in progress. The critic starts with an overview, a sense of the whole where the single piece fits. The critic who is also a reviewer works right down there among the changes as they happen, needing the extra skills of judgment and imagination to keep reenvisioning the sense of the whole for us mortals who can’t wait 100 years for hindsight.

Moreover, as Budrys notes in his TriQuarterly essay, an art form can’t really be judged by its highest and lowest examples.


The endurance of an art form rests rather on what can be done with it by persons of creativity, intelligence and intuition at expectable levels: What quality of work can be found from how many steady practitioners who dismay rarely, astonish occasionally, and the rest of the time can be seen perseveringly increasing the scope and raising the average, (p. 58)



Who else sees and finds these things for us but the reviewer/critic? And who is more likely to see clearly than the critic whose own fiction has steadily increased the depth and range of the art?

For readers who know the strengths of Budrys’ fiction—like the unique vision, balance, control of form; the wit and power and elegance of language; the versatility of point of view (with all that it can imply of imaginative understanding)—the reappearance of those strengths in his criticism may seem only logical. But if his critical combination of talents is rare, its match with the fictional set is still more so.

Budrys as critic? An “investment counsellor,” yes. An advisor who interprets how we do spend, and sometimes might better spend, our money, time, thought and emotions on this commercial art. Whose work brings high yields from quarters we might not have known to consider.

For helping us to do business with him, Frederik Pohl, Martin Harry Greenberg and Southern Illinois University Press deserve our thanks.


Frederik Pohl on The Budrys Columns

I became editor of Galaxy Magazine in 1960. From founding editor Horace Gold I inherited, among other things, a column of book reviews written by his brother under the not very opaque pseudonym of Floyd C. Gale.

Floyd Gold was a bright, genial and well informed man. Actually he did quite a good job of noting the science fiction books being published each month. But he was obedient to the strictures imposed by Horace Gold. Basically, those came down to “Don’t make anybody mad.”

The trouble with a column that isn’t allowed to make anybody mad is that it isn’t likely to make anybody glad to read it, either. I suspected that Floyd’s book reviews were just about the least-read feature in the magazine. To test my theory, I dropped the column for one issue, without comment. I watched the reader mail to see if anyone noticed. No one did. So I took thought on what to do next.

The usual first question would have been whether it was a good idea to run a book-review column at all. The primary purpose of such columns in most media is to attract book advertising. Galaxy hadn’t been very successful with this ploy, and I had no confidence it ever would. That question wasn’t relevant, however. I loved books. I was a writer myself, and knew that writers wanted feedback. Whether the readers really demanded it or not, whether or not it ever attracted advertising, I wanted a book-review column.

But I wanted one that the readers could also read with pleasure, if such a thing were at all possible. This meant that the person who did the column should be both a good writer and a perceptive critic—able to feel excitement, in delight or fury, and to communicate it. Whom should I choose?

I was sure the person shouldn’t be me. A year or two earlier, Horace had allowed me to write the reviews for Galaxy’s companion magazine, If. The resulting sorrows had made me wary. You might reasonably expect that if you slam a writer’s book, no matter how justified you are the writer will not think kindly of you. And you would be right; I strained at least one friendship per month. What I hadn’t expected was that some of the most scorching letters I got were from writers whose books I had in fact praised, but apparently not in the right way.

That’s one of the hazards of the trade. Writers who are good care about what they write. This means they also care what other people say about it, sometimes very deeply indeed. Every time a critic goes to bat, he risks hitting a sensitive spot and producing an explosion.*

But that’s just one risk. In my case, the hazards doubled because I was also the editor. Editors chance the same sort of strain. I concluded that I could weather either storm, but not both simultaneously. So, with some reluctance I crossed my own name off the list and looked elsewhere.

I didn’t have to look far. Right down the block lived this Lithuanian kid nicknamed “A. J.” who had demonstrated a lovely grace in the use of language and a keen interest in literary analysis. I offered him the job; he took it; the rest is history. It’s a couple of decades too late to be worrying about it…but I wonder, I truly wonder, if I did him any favor.

My friend Marvin Minsky is a computer genius; a pioneer in the study of artificial intelligence. (A.J., like many another writer, has interviewed him for science articles.) Marvin is cozened constantly by high-tech corporations to leave academia and earn the big bucks in commerce. Nevertheless, he stays on at M.I.T. His reasons are moral. “It is a sin,” he says, “for anyone capable of doing basic research to do anything else with his life.”

I think he’s right, and in fact I have similar feelings about literature. Critics, academics and editors all do useful things—somebody has to do them. But these are the support echelons of literature. The actual creation of novels is where the front-line troops go.

Most writers who become critics stop being writers. I have a theory as to why this is so. I offer it; I don’t guarantee it’s the last word. It goes like this: We all start with a certain creative faculty and a certain critical one. As we learn our trades, both faculties become keener. If they proceed at more or less the same rate, all is fine. If the creative faculty develops faster than the critical, no real harm is done. But if the critical facility out-races the creative, the writer cannot set a line on paper without seeing all the ways in which it is wrong. There’s a name for this syndrome. It’s called “writer’s block,” and it has carried off some of the best of us.

So, although I consider Algis Budrys among the most astute and admirable of critics, it seems to me we have all paid a high price for his contributions in this form. I fear that each of these review columns has cost us a short story, this collection has cost us a novel, and A. J.’s entire career as a critic has robbed us of a lot of distinguished works by a very fine writer of science fiction. So value these columns, gentle reader. They’ve cost us a lot.

I wondered sometimes, too, if I’d done myself any favor, because A.J. had certain traits not wholly compatible with meeting deadlines for a monthly magazine. For one thing, his clock ran two weeks slow. Other writers I could fool, because if I told them a piece had to be in by a certain date, absolutely, they had no way of knowing how much slippage I had allowed for. I couldn’t fool A. J., because he’d worked in Galaxy. And he knew the production schedule because we were using a printing plant he’d recommended. He knew to the minute when the last despairing moment came, and it was a point of honor with him not to get the column in one millisecond earlier. So it was always a scramble to get his column manuscript in and copy-edited, type-set and proofread in time. Editors don’t like that.

For another thing, he had a lot to say about the books he reviewed. So his column kept creeping longer and longer each month. I tried pleading with him. He nodded and agreed, and kept right on. I tried bribing him. I offered him twice as much money to make the column half as long, but he was immune to venality.

In the long run, A. J. won all the arguments, because he had done what I had asked him to do. He had written a column that contributed to the improvement of the breed, and, in fact, many readers also turned to it first in the magazine. I couldn’t argue with success.

A generation later, I’m glad I lost the arguments. The reviews are still here, they still make sense—and, what do you know, they’re still graceful and enjoyable to read.

—Frederik Pohl,
New York, 1984


Forward

Algis Budrys

A book should be good. A bird should fly.

Writers of imperfect, tousled books should be made aware that standards of breeding and grooming exist. I strive to fulfill that function.

Would-be writers peering in should be made aware of the same thing. In addition, they are then reasonably entitled to a practicable amount of technical and theoretical forth-putting, intended to hasten the day of their excellence. I claim to act within that compass as well.

Most important, readers who take reading seriously deserve a reassurance that persons within the community of authors are indeed concerned with the quality of the reading experience. And as long as we’re in conversation at all, the reader and I ought to take our occasional opportunities to ponder what makes books happen the way they do; the editorial, production and marketing factors that determine what shall appear on the shelf for sale.

It’s not necessary for my standards to be universally impeccable, thank God. It’s only necessary for me to growl beneath the windows of slipshod people. If they don’t like my standards, let them go find others. But let them go.

I do this for speculative fiction in the SF media, where some others have indulged in shameless boosterism, and where it’s sometimes impolitic to do what I do. This takes no courage or stroke of invention on my part; I’m only doing what’s traditional in the milieu of latter 20th-century newsstand-borne speculative fiction.

The tradition was begun by Damon Knight in late 1950, as editor of the short-lived Worlds Beyond magazine. There the first professionally published Knight book reviews appeared. While they were not the earliest objectively intended work of that sort in our field, his were the first to consistently display coloration by the precepts set forth above, and to display it in newsstand SF media. That is, he was sharply criticizing the writers at one of the major points of contact between those writers and their audience, not in some specialized journal accessible only to diligent searchers. This was a phenomenon scarce in any literature; it was unprecedented in the pulps. Their parameters of artistic and intellectual freedom were rigidly confining, and newsstand SF ostensibly shared them.

When for unrelated and shortsighted reasons his publisher killed the magazine, Damon took to the road, a fugitive prophet, and for the next five years published his scourgings, flayings and occasional encouragements in whichever of the newsstand media would have him at the time. These included publications like Science Fiction Adventures and Dynamic Science Fiction, in whose ragged pages his clean reasonings shone uncorrupted. By way of such stations hither and yon, he rounded-off his critical career ultimately as book review editor of newsstand SF’s most consistently literate publication, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction.

He published his last column to date in the September, 1960, issue of F&SF. Over that span of eleven years, he had made it unnecessary for any successor to improve upon his model. A 1956 book of his collected column-writings and extended criticisms, In Search of Wonder, immediately won the only Hugo Award ever voted by the SF community to a book of criticism. It and its second edition (which you will find reviewed in this volume) are still the classic works.

Only one figure stands beside Knight on this proscenium. That is his friend and colleague, the late James Blish. Writing as William Atheling, Jr., the broadly cultured, sharply spoken Blish had for years been criticizing the content of the professional magazines issue by issue, in the SF community’s most respected amateur publications. (These writings appeared, in due course, as The Issue at Hand and More Issues at Hand, both reviewed here.)

Blish and Knight together were then founders, with editor-critic Judith Merril, of the annual Milford Science Fiction Writers’ Conference, a successful mid-1950s attempt to alter the creative and situational perceptions of speculative fiction writers.

It’s not clear whether Knight, Blish and Merril ever made of their colleagues whatever it was they might have wished in the heart of their hearts. I doubt their hopes were so specific or their optimism that high. Neither is it clear whether they acted out of their own spontaneous invention or because they were among the first to feel the stirrings of an inevitable wind of change. But Milford did shake up the community, and that community did take on a new shape, breaking forever out of the worst small-town mind sets of the pulp milieu, fortunately retaining a saving tendency to resort to horse-sense when all else fails. Thus, the spirit typified by Knight’s expressions forever transformed American speculative fiction and, by extension, the role played by speculative fiction in all the world’s literatures.

Now, whether that was something good to do, and whether it was done right; whether it was done thoroughly enough…that sort of question seems to me the same kind of question as What’s the proper mission of book-reviewing and similar debating-points which are inexhaustible because they have no core.

I do it because it strikes within me the pleasurable feeling I get whenever I am doing a good thing of whatever sort. I got to doing it because I went to the first Milford conference, participated in the ferment, and then volunteered to help staff Science Fiction Forum, a resulting publication of criticism founded by Knight and by Lester del Rey and operated with the help of Jim Blish and myself. Forum soon alienated everyone; it survives today as the far paler house-organ of The Science Fiction Writers of America, which Knight founded and in which Frederik Pohl later served as president.

For how I came to do the Galaxy Bookshelf, see Fred’s introduction to this volume. My situation was that I was the former editorial director of an early incarnation of Playboy Press and ex-owner, with Frank M. Robinson, of the late Commander Publications, Inc.; not quite yet an executive for the late Theodore R. Sills, Inc.; specialists in publicizing food products—in whose offices, late at night, many of the earlier columns and the concluding two installments of a novel were sometimes hastily written. The impression Fred gives of a continuing push-pull between us once the die was cast is dead-accurate. We grumbled and tussled our way down the years, and if you read between the lines in the text, you will hear echoes of all that. It was a relationship fraught with the best kind of domesticity, and I missed him when he left the magazine. Fortunately, over the years we have continued our dialogue, as has happened too with Damon and myself. I cannot convey how much I miss Jim, nor transmit the full flavor of my complex undertaking with Judy’s mind and way.

In the text here, I’ll occasionally interject comment and amplification, although, for the most part I’m content to let the work impress upon you not only whatever expository conclusions it proffers but whatever nuances it conveys about a time and a set of circumstances that will not come again.

It was, still in 1965, a time when we were not that far removed from the idea that SF was, after all, a very limited sort of literature with sharply confined potentials. We were still pervaded by a secret fear that we were none of us really all that good or that considerable. We were very quick to fall for “insightful” devices and expressions bravely borrowed from the general literature of the 1930s. We were very quick to deny we were doing any such thing.

In the reviews gathered here, you will find little mention of work concerned with an attempt to make art of what was native to us. Many of us scorned the name of art, having confused that strong and shattering thing with the wan primpings of artiness. Many of us, myself included, had no clear picture of what we were evolving as we left the reassuring confines of the pulp rules farther and farther behind.

We had not, during the span of these writings, fully developed the current usage of the term “SF” to mean “speculative fiction,” and we had not yet worked out the clarifying proposition that science fiction and fantasy were equal branches of it. (For that matter, these are not universally embraced usages still.) In the text here, I have gone through the lower-case appearances of sf and changed them all to SF, for consistency of meaning with the use I now make in my column for F&SF. For the record, at the time Judith Merril was the only person habitually using “SF” to mean something very much like what those of us who use it now mean. We do not, you understand, any of us among ourselves use “sci-fi,” a term sapiently invented by Forrest J (no period) Ackerman, uncrowned executive secretary of the Science Fiction Chamber of Commerce, as a handy tag to offer the uninitiated, and taken to mean only science fiction.

That’s the only piece of outright rewriting done for this book, and even that one was undertaken hesitantly. I think this should be, as much as possible, a book of record, and I made that change only because even then, when I said “sf” and even sometimes when I said “science fiction,” I didn’t mean to restrict my remarks only to the literature of belief in the efficacy of science.

I have made other—very slight—changes. With almost no exceptions, I had no choice; this book had to be put together from Xeroxes of the printed columns, and the printed columns were stochastically incoherent in some places. The incoherences imposed on some by use of words like “stochastic” I am content to live with, the world being amply provided with dictionaries and other instruments of education, but stochasm operated rampantly on Galaxy magazine’s text-matter, losing punctuation, altering words, dropping whole clauses from time to time, occasionally reducing everyone’s prose to a bad sketch of what the writer had intended.

There was a reason for this. Galaxy was set in type and printed, during most of my tenure, at the semirural printing plant I had suggested because it was cheap—a prime consideration in the magazine’s marginal economic situation—and reliable as to shipping dates, a crucial matter in getting payments to the publisher from the national distributor.

That plant was equipped with machinery better suited to the salvage yard; prodigies of reconstruction were performed every day by its equipment supervisor. Expedients of genius were routinely invented by its typesetting shop foreman, whose crew consisted of moonlighting office clerk-typists, working a few hours each evening at the earliest sorts of jackleg add-on keyboard that allowed untrained operators to use Linotypes approximately. The resulting printing plates were (ineffectively) hardened at the automotive re-chroming shop down the street, which accounts for the high percentage of broken initial letters, to say nothing of the blurry type. The one trained proofreader in the plant was supplemented by willing English teachers; I believe this eventually drove her to depart. I preserve my unstinted admiration for most concerned, and I have only myself to blame.

At any rate, there is no way now to read those columns and be invariably sure of what I originally wrote. It was all first-draft text—with the exception of the Dangerous Visions review, which Fred sent back the first time—and all the carbons are long lost. Nor would they help, since the top copies were hand-corrected extensively and the corrections were not copied.

Such is the nature of the writer’s ego that I can actually remember the worst garbles—that is, I remember the stab of dismay I felt when first casting eyes upon each of them—and I’ve usually been able to reconstruct the intended text. I think. Late in the game, The Guinn Company sold Galaxy to Universal Publishing and Distributing, and Universal soon changed printers; somewhere in there, I presume, the original manuscripts were sent off to someplace where they make cereal boxes out of reclaimed paper.

These amendations consist of a few words here and there, granted I perceive them as crucial words. There are some other words I would like to take back, since they impair any image of invariably effective intellect, but you will recognize those when you see them. And there is one class of words that makes me cringe. I would appreciate it if, in encountering the words “he,” “Man,” etc, when applied in generalizations, you would mentally substitute “he or she,” “person,” or “Humankind,” as seems appropriate. I wrote before there was any great awareness that certain then-entrenched conventions of the language were in fact emblematic of a major intellectual error. I confess to the porcine insignia; I leave it to you how far I was prey to the error.

I wrote until I could write no more; some reasons are given in the last column. Additional reasons had to do with my series of changes of occupation in the PR business; by then I had left accounts such as a division of the American Bar Association, a railroad, a yarn-spinning-machinery controls manufactury, Colt Industries, and spot jobs for the Chicago Park District, the U.S. Navy and Allied Van Lines, to supervise the product publicity for a very busy truck-maker. Those concerns were taking me from sand-dune races in Michigan to twilight Grand Marnier on the west portico of the Newporter Inn to snapped Pitman arms in the middle of the night in Missouri and thence to the Bridgehampton track on Long Island, in one case all in ten days. I smelled of burned rubber, hot oil and jet airplanes. All my perspectives were framed as eight-by-ten glossy photos.

Nor was I heartened by things like Universal’s failing to send payment. If you could see the checks paid for book reviewing, you would understand it’s hardly ever done for money, but I am quick to take umbrage when a corporation dawdles in that particular; any corporation is richer than I am. At any rate, for one reason or another I thought I was all written-out as a reviewer, and it was several years before Ed Ferman of F&SF persuaded me otherwise.

Still, it was a sinking sensation, the first month I didn’t have to think of a reason for fudging the deadline. I was already missing Fred; now I missed Judy-Lynn Benjamin, the assistant editor who would in time be Judy-Lynn del Rey, energizer of Del Rey Books; I missed Associate Publisher Bernie Williams; I missed Ejler Jakobsson, who had succeeded Fred and who I do not think ever grasped what SF is but who offers proof that God makes gentlefolk.

Galaxy was, in the early 1950s and the latter 1960s, the best SF magazine in the world. It died, and no one even knows where it’s buried. Ad astra per carborundum.
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