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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

Dr. Paul M. A. Linebarger (1913-1966) was one of the most unusual people ever to have written science fiction. He was born in China, where his father was an adviser to Sun-Yat Sen; he published on both Chinese government and psychological warfare; he served in the US Intelligence Corps in World War II; and he started publishing SF, under the name Cordwainer Smith, in 1950.

Almost all of his stories fitted into a future history called The Instrumentality of Mankind which, very roughly, he worked through chronologically as his career went on. (So ‘Scanners Live in Vain’, that first 1950 story, comes early in the history; the major section left unfinished at his death, was a sequence to be called ‘Lords of the Afternoon’ from the end of the timeline.) This book, originally published in 1975 as The Best of Cordwainer Smith, collects about half of his short fiction. The selection was made by J. J. Pierce, a long-time advocate of Smith’s work who also supplied the timeline and story introductions here. In addition to the remaining Cordwainer Smith stories, there is also a novel, Norstrilia (1975) that fits into the later part of the Instrumentality story.

The first reaction to reading any Smith story is very often the ineradicable strangeness of the world that’s described. So much is taken for granted that the contemporary reader can’t possibly understand. In ‘Scanners Live in Vain’, for instance, it’s clear that Martel and other such ‘scanners’ have been physically altered to withstand the rigours of space travel. But the exact nature of those alterations isn’t explained, certainly in the science-based language that had predominated in SF up to that point. Instead, we’re shown the effects on Martel, his wife, and his fellow scanners. You can guess from context what, for instance, ‘cranching’ is, but you will never entirely know.

Sometimes, the strangeness can be partly explained as a private joke or reference, such as the cats in ‘The Game of Rat and Dragon’, named after Linebarger’s own. Sometimes, the stories make more sense when you understand them as retelling of old myths – Pierce mentions the Dante parallels in ‘A Planet Named Shayol’ or the Joan of Arc references in ‘The Dead Lady of Clown Town’. And the Old Strong Religion that crops up periodically makes most sense as an analogue of Linebarger’s own Christian faith. But it’d be a mistake to read the whole enormous enterprise of the Instrumentality stories as simple allegory. Linebarger enjoys using his sources, but he also makes fun of them, ironises them, makes them look peculiar and unfamiliar. The result is a universe with an absolutely singular feel.

No one since has really tried to use science fiction in quite the same way as Smith, or to achieve such estranging weirdness across an entire future history. Occasionally, one will come across a work that feels a little like Smith in the radicalness of its speculations. Greg Bear’s Nebula-Award winning novella ‘Hardfought’ (1983) is one such work, with its dense vision of far-future humanity encountering aliens. Some of James Tiptree Jr’s aliens, in stories like ‘Love is the Plan, the Plan is Death’ (1973). The same is true of Greg Egan’s works like Schild’s Ladder (2002), when they depict versions of humanity’s far future. But each of these writers in the end have their stories make sense in ways that Smith never quite does. He was interested in things other than the kind of explanations that SF tends to provide. He was, for instance, extraordinarily attentive to the sound and rhythm of words, so that his stories are full of sentences that need to be read aloud. (Picking one almost at random: ‘Corrupt, wise, weary old Earth fought with masked weapons’.) For all the distance between the Instrumentality world and ours, he’s a strongly moral writer. And perhaps more than anything else, he sought to create stories that felt like modern myths; and he succeeded.

Graham Sleight,

August 2009
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