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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.

      



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Foreword

Editor’s Note

Cargo

Shottle Bop

Yesterday Was Monday

Brat

The Anonymous

Two sidecars.

Microcosmic God

The Haunt

Completely Automatic

Poker Face

Nightmare Island

The Purple Light

Artnan Process

Biddiver

The Golden Egg

Two Percent Inspiration

The Jumper

Story Notes

Microcosmic God

Website

Also by Theodore Sturgeon

About the Author

Copyright




Foreword

THEODORE STURGEON
by Samuel R. Delany

SOMETIME IN THE early fifties when I was ten or eleven, in a fat anthology of science fiction tales I read my first Theodore Sturgeon story—“Thunder and Roses.”

Understand, I was a bright and profoundly unimaginative child. Much of what passes for intelligence in children is a stark deafness to metaphor coupled with a pigheaded literal-mindedness.

Roses didn’t have much to do with thunder, so it was kind of a silly title. The story was largely about a singer named Starr Anthim, who mostly wasn’t there and, when she was, sang a kind of anthem, which only made you think about the word itself, its sounds, and the way it kept fitting in with other words, instead of what was happening. And what was happening? Well, the tale was full of ordinary guys doing ordinary things like shaving and taking showers, all of which, for some reason, seemed disturbingly more vivid than I would have thought anyone could make such commonplace actions seem in a story, because it described the feel of warm water down the back of your neck between your shoulder blades and what it felt like, after the shower, when your clean foot landed on the bathroom tile half in and out of a puddle and a crinkled toothpaste tube lay on the glass shelf under the mirror. And the only other thing about it was that the world was coming to an end and everyone felt as powerless as a ten-year-old boy to stop it. And when I finished, I was crying …

It couldn’t have been very good, because that wasn’t what stories—especially science fiction stories—were supposed to do …

By the time I was twenty-one, Theodore Sturgeon was my favorite fiction writer of any genre, literary or paraliterary. And for all my lack of imagination at ten, Sturgeon’s tales had taught me, as much as or more than those of any other writer, the incredible range of effects words could whip up, sharp and electric, in the human psyche.

Twenty-three years later, I met Sturgeon—in 1975. One afternoon while I was signing books at the Science Fiction Shop (then on Hudson Street in New York City), someone at the front desk called back, “Hey, there’s a phone call for you, Chip,” and, when I got there and lifted the receiver to my ear, for the first time I heard that tenor voice with a quality like the middle register of an A-flat clarinet and a pacing I want to call a drawl—only “drawl” connotes region and class, while what I heard over the phone that afternoon was much more a considered and personal rhythm, overlaid on a speech with such geographical variety lingering under its L’s and R’s and over the length of its O’s and U’s, that its articulate U.S. ordinariness put to shame the whole notion of “Midwestern Standard.”

“Chip Delany …? This is Ted Sturgeon …” He’d called to thank me for a passage I’d written in a novel, set some four thousand years in the future, in which a young poet speaks about a wonderful Twentieth Century writer.

The passage reads: “There was one ancient science fiction writer, Theodore Sturgeon, who would break me up every time I read him. He seemed to have seen every flash of light on a window, every leaf shadow on a screen door that I had ever seen; done everything I had ever done, from playing the guitar to laying over for a couple of weeks on a boat in Aransas Pass, Texas. And he was supposedly writing fiction, and that four thousand years ago. Then you learn that lots of other people find the same things in the same writer, who have done none of the things you’ve done and seen none of the things you’ve seen. That’s a rare sort of writer …” (Empire Star, p. 83).

Sturgeon’s comment to me about it? “That somebody might be reading something I’ve written forty—much less four thousand—years from now, that’s the sort of thing a writer like me is afraid even to let himself think about.” But he seemed very pleased that I had thought about it. And the fact is, if I had a single vote as to which SF writer from the decades of Sturgeon’s finest productions would be read in the centuries to come, that vote would have to go to Sturgeon.

A few weeks after the signing, during a Lunacon SF convention, as I was walking through the hotel lobby, whose decor vacillated between scarlet and orange, Wina Sturgeon—Ted’s diminutive then-companion—took my arm and said, “Chip, Ted would like to actually meet you. Why don’t you come up for a few minutes? The kids are all there, of course. But if you don’t mind …?” and gave me a room number and left.

Minutes later, I took the elevator up, turned down the hall, knocked on the wood beside the painted metal laundry bin that hung outside, and inside heard kids laughing.

Someone said, “Come in.” Then someone opened the lock.

Yes, the room was filled with Sturgeon children: Robin, Tandy, Noël, Timothy, Andros … and Wina and a couple of other friends.

Sturgeon sat on the bed, back against the headboard, wearing some handmade embroidered pants—maybe sandals, I don’t remember. A medium-height man and deeply tanned, he was on the upper side of middle-age, with gray hair grizzled on a thin chest. The only picture I’d ever seen of him was the portrait in the Ed Emsh fantasia that formed the cover for the special Sturgeon issue of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction for September, 1962. What I saw, there in the hotel room, was that face, with its beard and fine bones—described in one or another article I’d read as “Puckish” or “pixie-ish.” But it was that face aged a decade. Sturgeon gave out a measured calm that glimmered through the confusion of the children’s questions and visitors’ comments, very natural and very winning. An impossible situation for conversation?

Not at all.

It was a pleasant and friendly evening, with lots of mutual good feeling; but all saying it makes me want to do is take the cliché “pleasant and friendly” and figure out some way to retrieve the meanings that have worn off the words from overuse: because what pleased that evening started like a warmth behind the knees and rose through the body till it reached the shoulders, letting loose—now at a bemused chuckle from Ted, now with someone’s conversation about some situation two thousand miles way, now with a sterner word to a child and a hug to the same child a moment later—all the tensions that comprise what Freud called “unpleasure” (that includes those states where we do not feel good without actually being in pain), so that the expectation and nervousness and awe I’d brought with me could settle finally into the simpler and more intense feeling of friendliness. (Indeed, if, in vivid visual descriptions of the natural and social world, Sturgeon is surpassed—now and again just barely—by Nabokov or Gass—no other writer describes so accurately what it feels like to have a feeling—how feelings sit in or move through the body, tangling in its muscles, playing its nerves, wriggling under the skin or jarring its sensitive tissues.) A pleasant, friendly evening.

Sadly, it seemed a long time before I saw Ted again.

Our acquaintanceship—and I know Ted would have let me call it a friendship—was limited to the last decade of his life, during which I met him perhaps five times. Once he showed me the silver Q he wore on a chain around his neck—with the arrow through it. His personal emblem, it stood for, “Ask the next question”—his motto. I have two brief, warm letters from him, in answer to two of mine. Once I spent an afternoon with him while he recorded some of his stories at a midtown recording studio. Twice we made plans to get together, sit down and really talk—even going so far, the last time I saw him in Vancouver in June of ’84, as to fix a summer date.

But somehow summer came and went. So did winter.

Then Ted was dead.

If I may strain a metaphor: Language is a sky we all live under. It’s a total surround, both to thought and to action. “Poetry makes nothing happen,” Auden wrote of Yeats. But once in a while, by luck or by skill, in poetry or in prose, a writer puts words together so that, if they don’t make things happen, they make us see and sense things happening. The range of Sturgeon’s work is an immense and astonishing galaxy of such dazzling and precise lights shining out against the twilight of ordinary rhetoric.

Theodore Sturgeon was the single most important science fiction writer during the years of his major output—the forties, fifties, and sixties. He was by no means the best known. He was popular—from time to time, greatly so—but he never had the crossover appeal of a Robert Heinlein, Arthur Clarke, or Isaac Asimov. But the “crossover” machinery that took up the first two of these was film: Heinlein in 1950, with Destination Moon, and Clarke in 1968 with 2001: A Space Odyssey. And Asimov’s popular science books and official textbooks had far more to do with establishing him as a household name than did his science fiction—which, not counting reprints, comprises only some thirty-five titles out of his more than 300 volumes. But though on occasion More Than Human came close to reaching the sound stages, no film based on a Sturgeon story ever got done.

In no way am I suggesting that he displaces the other indubitable artists of our field … Stanley Weinbaum, Alfred Bester, Philip Dick, or Cordwainer Smith. But if we can read Sturgeon, read him deeply, carefully, and with the nuance and insight his texts invite, then we can read any of these others; and our readings will be enriched by what we learn of science fictional language possibilities from Sturgeon.

This is not, however, a commutative proposition. For if we do not read Sturgeon, our readings of all these others will be deeply, and possibly irrevocably, impoverished: What our greatest SF artist—Sturgeon—does for the broader range of our art is takes what in other writers becomes dead convention or trope and, within a shared historical context, infuses it with life and demonstrates its vital use.

II

Sturgeon’s theme was love. At least one of his methods was to physicalize the emotions and move them through the body, describing their weight and resistance, their frictions and trajectories. He articulated the ripplings in the tapestry of day that enwraps us all—articulated it with an economy and accuracy that again and again impinges on his reader with electric insistence. He loved the physical world of weather and scents, and, especially, machines—glittering in the sun, glimpsed through a laboratory window, rising blackly to block the stars, or rusting behind an old garage. He loved the commonsensical demands of the body—and, as well, had vast patience with the intricate excuses the mind raises against them.

More than half a dozen years ago, I first wrote:


Right now there is a yawning fourfold need in Sturgeon scholarship. First, we must have a reasonably and responsibly edited edition of Theodore Sturgeon’s near 150 stories (more than a hundred of which are superb) as well as his half-dozen-plus novels.

Second, someone must undertake a major, scholarly biography of Sturgeon.

Third, efforts must be marshaled to preserve his letters, ephemera, and other writerly remains.

Fourth, we must establish a Sturgeon Society and Sturgeon Newsletter to distribute information and inform those scholars and readers of Sturgeon of what is going on in Sturgeon studies.



The book you hold now, the second volume in a projected ten volume set of Sturgeon’s complete short fiction, reflects on all four of those exhortations.

Spearheaded by Paul Williams and Noël Sturgeon (the fifth of Sturgeon’s children and the Trustee of his literary estate), The Sturgeon Project is an incipient Sturgeon Society. No regular newsletter exists yet. But I know that will be coming. And anyone who has looked at the first volume of these tales (The Ultimate Egoist [1994]) will be aware of how much the story notes for this series already depend on the letters: the whole set will certainly have to be at the center of any future biographical study.

Sturgeon was a superb artist: we’ve seen that from his writing from the forties and fifties. But with the first volume of his earliest work now available, we can see, with the rediscovered stories and letters from his late adolescence, an artist who, in his commitment to his work and in his perseverance, has much about him of the hero.

Robert Heinlein may be responsible for more technical innovations, more rhetorical figures that have been absorbed into the particular practice of science fiction writing; his influence is certainly greater. But if this is so, it is at an extremely high cost, both ethically and aesthetically. (I use the terms in the same sense that allowed the young Ludwig Wittgenstein to jot in his notebook, on the 24th of July, 1916, almost two years before Sturgeon was born, “Ethics and aesthetics are one and the same”—the very sense, I presume, that allowed the young Georg Lukacs to write, only a year before that, in his Theory of the Novel, that fiction is “the only art form in which the artist’s ethical position is the aesthetic problem.”) And if Alfred Bester’s The Stars My Destination (1956) is regarded by many as the single greatest SF novel and therefore minimally outshines Sturgeon’s More Than Human (1953), it is because Bester’s book is a novel, whereas Sturgeon’s is three connected novellas, two of which are superb and the third of which is merely fascinating.

To talk about science fiction with any sophistication, however, especially to talk about that science fiction which flowered in the forties and fifties, we must locate coequal forms. One, near-future science fiction, posits a familiar landscape, familiar social patterns, and familiar social surfaces. Into it the author intrudes one or a limited number of marvels. The game is to explore the resultant alterations in behavior. The other form, far-future science fiction, begins the game with a landscape where behavior patterns, social texture, and societal workings are already highly altered. Here, as the text proceeds, the game is to recognize which patterns of behavior—or, in the more sophisticated versions of this form, which abstracts of these behavior patterns—remain constant despite material reorganization. In this form of science fiction the question is: What is the human aspect of the structure of behavior—no matter how much the behavioral content or the context alters?

The newcomer to science fiction (often a young newcomer to science as well) is usually more at home with the near-future sort. The long-time reader, especially one at home with the technical underpinnings that support the multiple distortions of landscape in the far-future variety, often finds the second type the greater intellectual challenge.

When near-future science fictions fails, we usually dismiss the failure as “a gimmick story.” When far-future science fiction fails, we usually call its degenerate form “space opera.” But if we accept the division and acknowledge the fine and faulty examples on both sides, then we can go on to say that Sturgeon is the master of near-future science fiction (whereas The Stars My Destination is considered by many to be the pinnacle of the far-future variety).

Sturgeon was born February 26th, 1918, and grew up first on Staten Island, then in Philadelphia with his mother, his stepfather, and his older brother Peter. An adolescent career as a gymnast was ended by a bout of rheumatic fever. By and large to get away from a fraught relationship with his stepfather, Sturgeon, while still a teenager, entered the merchant marine. But his burning desire was to be a writer. His first fiction sale that we know about (for five dollars—on publication) was a short-short story called “Heavy Insurance” that appeared in the McClure Newspaper Syndicate, in The Milwaukee Journal, July 16th, 1938, when he was twenty. His story “A God in a Garden,” written the following spring, marks Sturgeon’s first sale to John W. Campbell, the great science fiction (and fantasy) editor, for whom Sturgeon was to become one of the prime members in his stable of writers during the later thirties and all through the forties. A contemporary fantasy, “A God in a Garden” appeared in the October Unknown—that extraordinary journal which, over the five years of its life, all but created the genre of contemporary urban fantasy. Sturgeon’s first science fiction story, also sold to Campbell, was “Ether Breather.” It appeared in Astounding Science Fiction, September 1939.

The Sturgeon oeuvre is magnanimous and expansive. If its verbal texture almost everywhere approaches the exquisite, its edges positively sprawl. The core of that work has been, to date, his four science fiction novels: The Dreaming Jewels, More Than Human, Venus Plus X, and The Cosmic Rape. And clearly on the SF border territory is his 1960 novella (published as a separate volume), Some of Your Blood. He also wrote an historical spoof, I, Libertine (1956) under the pseudonym of Frederick R. Ewing, a novel the tale of whose creation, at the inspiration of WOR-AM disc jockey Jean Shepherd, is a small fifties period comedy in itself. There is an Ellery Queen mystery that he ghosted, as well as some other film and TV novelizations to his credit. (The King and Four Queens [1956]; Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea [1960]. His final novel, Godbody, originally written at the end of the sixties for a publisher of erotica who eventually went out of business, only appeared posthumously in 1986 and is somewhere between fantasy, science fiction and erotic mysticism. At various times and in various circles, More Than Human—really a concatenation of three interconnected long stories—has been considered the greatest science fiction novel (certainly of the near-future variety) ever written, in spite of the weakness of its ending. But Sturgeon at his strongest is finally revealed—again and again—in the torrent of wonderful stories, which Paul Williams, in this series, has organized and annotated so brilliantly.

With the current project, the number both of the ordinary and the extraordinary tales has only risen. As far back as the special 1962 special issue of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction devoted to Sturgeon’s work, Judith Merril wrote: “[a] quality of voice makes the most unevenly composed Sturgeon story compellingly readable.” But it is astonishing to find that voice clear and recognizable in the very first handful of short-short stories he sold McClure as a twenty-year-old, who (after his first sale) had just broken away from the merchant marine.

One of the great paradoxes to me has always been that the general flaws one finds in commercial fiction are invariably in the line of plot and structure: The progression of incident in the vast majority of paraliterary fictions is simply and wholly unbelievable. Having done or felt A, it is simply unbelievable that character X would proceed to do B or C. What makes this paradoxical is simply that the explicitly stated esthetic of the writers of these stories is one that holds up craft over art, that says that surface is of a wholly secondary importance as to craft—which, by this esthetic is wholly a matter of a well-structured, well-motivated plot. If craft—specifically the structuring of believable fictions—can be learned, why can so few commercial writers learn it? Equally paradoxical is the fact that without exception, every truly memorable commercial writer, from Chandler and Hammett to Bradbury and Vance, Cordwainer Smith and Alfred Bester and—yes—Sturgeon is memorable because of a specific writerly surface that is so easily called “style.”

These paradoxes have produced their share of critical embarrassments.

III

In the 1970s, for example, in the pages of Science Fiction Studies, Polish writer Stanislaw Lem attacked Sturgeon’s story “Maturity,” one of the most respected stories in the greater Anglo-American science fiction community. During the late forties, this story greatly excited the SF community of both readers and writers. It was much talked about and several times anthologized, quickly gaining a reputation as a “science fiction classic.” Lem proceeded to point out the story’s very real structural weaknesses. On the strength of those weaknesses, Lem proceeded to dismiss the story, Sturgeon, and the critical community that had held the story to be of value. Though Lem purposely skirted the story’s good points, the flaws he picked out were—again—certainly there. But what Lem seemed wholly unaware of was the underlying cause of the excitement around the story in the first place. And that is: Sturgeon rewrote it.

SF stories had of course been rewritten before. Editors had often asked for changes, and even the sort of rewriting Sturgeon did is suggested in the memoirs of Isaac Asimov and others from the fine old days. All the same, in 1947 a draft of “Maturity” was published in Astounding. Sturgeon was not satisfied with it. (Presumably it wasn’t mature enough …?) The story was reworked, and a new draft (mainly the ending differs) was published in an anthology. News of the whole process became generally known throughout that small and volatile group of writers, editors and fannish readers that composed the SF community (a tenth the size, in the late forties, of what it is today.) And the interest suddenly sparked. People wanted to see what an SF story rewritten by someone among them already acknowledged as a master wordsmith looked like.

To understand why they were so intrigued, however, we have to have some understanding of science fiction as a commercial writing field in the decade after the Second World War. We have to remember that the current respectability of science fiction is less than twenty-five years old. Many writers whose careers extend back before that period—among them many of our best—can still be heard to boast: “Me? No, I never rewrite. It all comes out first draft.” Visitors from the world of mundane fiction, where the paradigms for fictive labor are the legendary travails of Joyce and Flaubert, tend to frown here. They believe these writers (though too frequently the writers who assert these first draft miracles are, to put it politely, overstating things); what bewilders mundane visitors (from a world where a boastful writer is much more likely to talk about how much work went into the text) is the underlying assumption to the boast. They miss the subtext that gives the boast its meaning. As one graduate English student once whispered to me a decade ago at a Science Fiction Writers of America party, where a number of our most eminent practitioners were deep in a round of I-work-less-on-my-best-stories-than-thou: “What enterprise do these men [the writers in question were all men] think they are involved in that not revising is something to brag about?”

The answer is not so difficult, however, as the graduate student might think.

Science Fiction is a highly affective mode of writing. Our audience gasps, applauds, rises stunned from its seats, falls back limp with hanging jaw—so that the writerly stance of the virtuoso is a valid one for us. The SF writer leaps up, momentarily casts a silhouette against the stars, effects a few breathtaking turns and recoveries, then lightly sets down, bows, and saunters off; and the little postperformance gesture—“See, it was nothing”—is, of course, just the final part of the performance.

Now there are literary writers—Nabokov, Borges—who are as pyrotechnic in their local effects as, well, Sturgeon—or, to cite another underrated star in our galaxy, Alfred Bester. But although they make our hearts leap as high in our breasts or our breath catch as sharply in our throats, all by a mere dazzle of words, we tend to express our appreciation of those effects by knowing smiles rather than by, as SF readers so often do, falling all over the floor.

We have all seen the SF reader at an SF convention, two o’clock in the morning, run shrieking from a hotel room, paperback waving, to halt, staggering, among the fans around the ice machine, gasping and panting: “Read that! Just read that paragraph there! I mean, isn’t that amazing!” This is a very intense reaction.

For the SF writer to take on the public image of either a Borges (the rare work, produced over a vast period of time under the no doubt exquisitely painful pressure of a doubly distilled aesthetic sensibility and not a little political oppression) or a Nabokov (the rich novel written out on innumerable index cards, each individually and endlessly revised, interminably sorted over and, no doubt, cross-indexed, so that the text is finally the result of an unimaginable and eyestraining amount of sheer work) would seem, in light of such intense reader reaction, unseemly. The writer of literary fiction is traditionally the writer ignored or misunderstood. (Borges’s work must wait twenty or twenty-five years for the world recognition we now consider its due; Nabokov becomes famous only through the fluke best-sellerdom of his tenth or so novel, because the public mistakenly considers it obscene.) Somehow it is meet for literary writers (or whoever proselytizes for them) to stress the pain and labor necessary to bring these writers’ valuable works to the world. But that meetness is still proscribed by the career models of Joyce and Flaubert, both writers whose works were tried in court, the one waiting too long for recognition, the other too quickly forgotten.

SF writers and other practitioners of the paraliterary, within their circumscribed world, get all the recognition they can use and then some. And although recognition is not money, within the paraliterary world of SF writers, editors, and convention goers, those writers who do not start to establish reasonable reputations in their twenties are usually those who do not start writing till their thirties. With a background of such volatile appreciation, to downplay the pain and labor that goes into the work is simply a kind of good manners. The readers are quite impressed enough with the texts already. And though they clamor endlessly to ask, “Where do you get your ideas?” (a question I have never heard any SF writer worth her or his salt seriously try to answer), the question, “How do you put these ideas together?” (which, with a little thought and analysis, is sometimes answerable) is much rarer. I believe an SF reader asking, “Where do you get your ideas?” is simply the audience asking to be reassured that the hat is really empty and the rabbit really gone. But by and large in science fiction, the readers appreciate the trick enough to realize just how much (different for each of us) might be lost if the writer were to reveal how it was done. By comparison, the literary writer is continually in the position of having to say to a rather listless audience, “Well, you may not think much of the trick, but if you could only see what its mechanics are you’d appreciate it a lot more.” And whether the mechanics to be explicated are the subtle recomplications of the textual surface itself, or a catalogue of the rigors, triumphs, traditions, or even personal tragedies that underlie the artist’s personal training, the template is the same. Thus, what looks like befuddled vulgarity from the perspective of the literary world appears as a laudable aesthetic reticence from the perspective of the paraliterary landscape—the world of science fiction. But although this is the synchronic situation that contours such behavior from within the field, there is a diachronic (that is, historical) pressure as well from without, working toward the same end.

Literary fiction rises out of (or, more accurately, has since the early 19th century successfully appropriated) what Professor Stanley E. Fish calls “The Aesthetic of the Good Physician”: literary fiction is good for you; its goal is a greater understanding of the world and of the passions, which understanding will make you a better person. If you are educated well enough, or lucky enough already to possess the proper temperament, the whole process may even give pleasure … although more serious readers are chary of holding out even this much enticement. And with reason. Satisfaction, yes—but pleasure …? In the last few years at least two perfectly intelligent persons have told me, with a polemical glitter in their eye, “I never read for pleasure.” One was an Oxford graduate specializing in Italian literature of the Resorgiamento. The other was the chairman of the comparative literature department for an upstate New York university. On the one hand, I can say that this sentence, as it concerns these two readers and as most SF readers would interpret it, is simply untrue. I have seen the first of these folk laugh aloud over one 17th-century lyric and be struck to wet-eyed muteness by another; the second, twenty-five minutes after he made the statement, was (as we shared the comparative privacy of Buffalo’s Albright-Knox cafeteria) in tongue-tied rapture over an ironic trope in the third chapter of Bouvard et Pecuchet. On the other hand, their point on not reading for pleasure is polemical. I understand it, and I agree with its polemical intent. To have read and responded to the written word at a depth great enough to experience satisfaction/pleasure/rapture is to have worked. And if you are a writer, teacher, or critic, that work had best be done with a certain degree of conscientiousness, if not self-consciousness. Pleasure in reading is not innate. It is a learned response, as reading itself (i.e., all the conventions that contour pleasure in a text, from the meanings of individual words to the significance of larger fictive figures) is learned.

Fans—whether they are science fiction fans or opera fans—are people who, through education or exposure, have simply been able to establish the good working habits without really trying necessary to respond to the work. But unless fans keep up that work by fairly rigorous application, their enthusiasm falls away. They are able to enjoy less and less varied kinds of writing within their desired precincts; and finally none at all. And this atrophy of response is what the reader who reads “only for pleasure”—the reader who says, “I will make no conscious effort over any work aside from what my temperament and my education to date have rendered spontaneous”—always risks, always falls victim to. In this sense a reader must read for the work rather than for the pleasure, if pleasure is to be a rich and continuing experience in reading. The reader is rather like a dancer: s/he must be as committed to the practice session as s/he is to the performance to produce specular delights in either—a delight that even so laborious a reader as the author of S/Z, Roland Barthes, finally consents to call The Pleasure of the Text.

Now, as we have said, science fiction fans risk the same falling away if they do not work at their reading as do any other fans. But, because of the social matrix around science fiction (of which its extensive fandom, myriad fanzines, and hundred-odd yearly SF conventions are only the most conspicuous emblems), there is a much greater social pressure on SF fans to do the work than there is on most readers of literary fiction. (Outside the university, where is the pressure …?) From science fiction’s initial self-presentation as an “intellectual” entertainment, to the various fictive conventions that must be learned for the reader to make any headway with the texts, to organized fandom, and finally to the rather flamboyant image most readers have of the delights to be achieved, everything allows us to take it on faith that in science fiction the work, to a surprising extent, is done by a large number of science fiction readers. Thus, in discussions of the field set within its borders, we are not so constrained to polemicize for that work by decrying the pleasure as are either our reader of 17th-century Italian or our Comp. Lit. chairman.

The larger point of all this is, of course, that science fiction does not grow out of “The Aesthetic of the Good Physician.” It grows out of quite a different aesthetic, an aesthetic we could easily call Faustian—or even that of the Evil Charlatan.

It grows out of the dime novel, the pulp tradition, the borderline pornography of violence and romance. It grows out of a tradition that, for most of its history, was not only considered to be Not Good for You, but for much of its existence was considered to be downright deleterious. The Platonic ideal was—and still is—the dominant model by which art is judged, especially art for the young: Art is supposed to supply models for correct behavior. Thus, by definition, anything with too great an element of fantasy, anything that distorts the world, any text with any sort of larger-than-life romanticism, tends to be considered dangerous. This was especially true during the hardship years of the Great Depression, when brilliant men like Sturgeon’s stepfather, William Dicky Sturgeon (whom Sturgeon and his older brother Peter called Argyll), master of half a dozen languages and a crack mathematician, were working well below their capacity at various elementary and high school teaching jobs, simply to hold a family together. It was a time when the good child was the silent child, the scared child, the child wholly intimidated by authority—the child who would do what he was told and could not possibly get into any sort of trouble. Sturgeon learned about this aesthetic at the hands of his stepfather, brutally and painfully. He describes the event in an autobiographical essay he wrote for a therapist, Jim Hayes, in 1965.


It was about this time that I discovered science fiction; a kid at school sold me a back number (1933 Astounding) for a nickel, my lunch money. I was always so unwary! I brought it home naked and open, and Argyll pounced on it as I came in the door. “Not in my house!” he said, and scooped it off my schoolbooks and took it straight into the kitchen and put it in the garbage and put the cover on. “That’s what we do with garbage,” and he sat back down at his desk and my mother at the end of it and their drink (Argyll, 36).



At the same time, Argyll was reading to his stepson from such volumes as “The Cloister and the Hearth, The White Company, Anthony Adverse, Vanity Fair, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Homer, Aristophanes, Byron (Childe Harold), The Hound of Heaven, War and Peace, Crime and Punishment, Dead Souls, God knows what all” (Argyll, 29). And young Sturgeon “got most of it.”

But Sturgeon also continued to read the forbidden pulp stories. He sought for a way to collect the magazines, and he expended a good deal of ingenuity figuring out a way to read them—in his desk drawer, while he was doing his homework, the sides waxed with a candle to keep them from squeaking—and to store them: Finding a trap door in the roof of his closet, young Sturgeon (he describes himself then as “twelve or fourteen”) placed his magazines, two deep, between the attic beams—starting five beams away. He even went so far as to replace the dust on the beams after he had crawled across them, and did everything else to cover up the traces.

Two weeks later, however:


I breezed home from school full of innocence and anticipation, and Argyll looked up briefly and said, “There’s a mess in your room I want you to clean up.” It didn’t even sound like a storm warning. He could say that about what a sharpened pencil might leave behind it.

The room was almost square, three windows opposite the door, Pete’s bed and desk against the left wall, mine against the right. All the rest, open space, but not now. It was covered somewhat more than ankle deep by a drift of small pieces of newsprint, all almost exactly square, few bigger than four postage stamps. Showing here and there was a scrap of glossy polychrome from the covers. … This must have taken him hours to do, and it was hard to think of him in a rage doing it because so few of the little bits were crumpled. Hours and hours, rip, rip, rip.

It is hard to recapture my feelings at the moment. I went ahead and cleaned it all up and put it outside; I was mostly aware of this cold clutch in the solar plexus which is a compound of anger and fear (one never knew when one of his punishments was over, or if any specific one was designed to be complete in itself or part of a sequence). …

I do feel, however, that this episode had a great deal to do with my becoming a science fiction writer, and should be taken into account when evaluating the special interest that field has had for me (Argyll, 38).



But like many parents of the time who forbade their children to read “such trash,” Argyll no doubt thought he was protecting his stepson from the pernicious influence of an evil antiart. But the larger point (in terms of writers like Sturgeon, who, through such firsthand encounters, knew this aesthetic to function at a strength that, say, someone like myself—whose childhood fell on the other side of the Second World War, in a time of greater affluence and general relaxation of moral rigidities—never had to deal with. When my parents walked in on me as an eight-year-old and found me reading a Batman comic, sometime in 1946, my father was, indeed, appalled. But my mother’s response was: “But at least he’s reading something …!” And so comics—and later science fiction—were allowed in the house with only comparatively minimal policing) is the effect of this aesthetic on the self-presentation of commercial SF writers at the time:

If I am doing something good for you that you must work hard to benefit from (the Good Physician Aesthetic speaking), then it is reasonable for me—or someone else, if I am too modest—to stress the work I have had to do, if only to urge you to do your part.

If, however, I am doing something bad for you—and, what’s more, you have already worked hard to get hold of it (and in the early pulp years this meant not only the clandestinely purchased magazines, the parental disapproval, and—on my side of the War—the flashlight under the covers, the secret stash in the crawl space, but also reading all those texts, learning one’s way around in a confusing and ill-set jargon, and learning to respond to a procession of conventions that were just forming and often in flux; so that whenever one of them was called up by no matter what distant or however fragmented metonymy, you knew what that convention meant, the way you know a word’s meaning (rather than the way you know how to exegete a law or define a word—or explain a literary convention], in short, it meant work, a kind of work not so different in its basic form from that required of a scholar to become comfortable with the work of another century) then I have none of the privileges of the Good Physician. If I can get a consensus that, while what I am doing is bad for you, it’s not all that bad (and, besides, I just tossed it off without much thought), then there is a possibility I may be judged a more or less forgivable scamp. If, however, not only is what I am doing bad for you, but it also becomes known that I worked on it, calculated its every effect, indulged dreams of glory over its possible success and sweated in agony over its possible failure, planned it endlessly and revised it incessantly, and, finally exhausted, let it go from me, sick over where it falls short of perfection and grimly smug over where it approaches it, then I am no longer a scamp.

I am a criminal.

This is the historical reason SF writers must play down the work that goes into their texts. Along with the synchronic reasons outlined above it, this is the historical background—far stronger in the thirties than it was in 1947 (and all but vanished today—though there is always the possibility for a resurgence), the date of “Maturity”—against which Sturgeon actually revised a story, revised it because of his own dissatisfaction with some Lukacsian ethical/aesthetic interface. This was the virtuoso stance suddenly cast aside. This was Faust admitting that the formula for his potion was really more complicated than the artificial sweeteners and fruit colorings listed in small print at the bottom of the label. This was not a commercial writer’s acquiescence to some editorial exhortation to tone this down for propriety’s sake or beef that up for excitement’s. It was the acrobat, after the trick had been performed for all practical purposes successfully, as much a virtuoso as ever (it had been published, had it not?), suddenly shaking his head, going back into the ring, and doing it again—not for some effect of the performance, but out of commitment to what was being performed.

The effect—on a good deal of the audience—was stunning.

The temptation was, no doubt, to see this as simply an importation of “mainstream” behavior into science fiction. That some of Sturgeon’s contemporaries saw it as such and thought it inappropriate no doubt added energy to the dialogue—which is why we can recall it today. Nevertheless, meanings are matters of context and metonymy: Faust, no matter the caduceus he wave aloft nor the bedside manner he assume, is not the Good Physician. And the whole occurrence was not caduceus-waving—it was real (that is, it was something the field had to deal with); it was perceived as authentic. What it did was to clear an area in that conceptual space that is science fiction (the texture of particular moments in that space expressed in—and as—particular SF texts) in which such commitment could now be recognized to exist and could continue to exist, if not with a terribly sophisticated critical vocabulary for talking about it then at least with a vocabulary of actions, situations, and responses through which it could be thought about dramatically. Such a clearing and defining reorganized the structure of a conceptual space in such a way that the structure recomplicates and expands through that space until the mental space of construction for the actual text (and thus the texture of the text) is changed.

A personal example, if it will help: My basic working method has been (at least up until the time of word processors) not extraordinary for an SF author making a living by writing. I instituted it with my first SF novel and, with minor variations, it remains my working method today: I write a longhand draft; from this I make a rough typescript, specifying, expanding, toothbrushing out redundancies, excising unnecessary adjectives and phrases, clarifying parallels as I go. From this I make a polished typescript, in which I can catch any missed details as well as do any doctoring necessary on those details thrown out of sync between the first and second layers. In my personal vocabulary this tri-layered process is my “first draft.” Anything beyond this is “revision.” And should that revision run over a sentence or two, it goes through the same tri-layered process. It is a highly utilitarian method: it makes for prose that stays in print. (Word processors have simply expanded the tri-layered process into a tenor-more layered one.) Also, it acknowledges that the cleverest of us is extremely fallible, that a story is a very complex engine, and that in the best of them far too much is going on for even the author to keep all parts spinning in the air at any one time.

Why not allow a minimum of three?

This relates to Sturgeon in two ways. First, I probably would not have wanted to write science fiction if Sturgeon’s work had not affected me the way it did. Second, I probably would not have hit on my working method—and certainly not hit on it for my first book—if the “Maturity” episode had not been part of our field’s history, so that as a 19-year-old, twelve years after the fact, I could still be aware of its excitement, its energy, its message: science fiction can be revised, can command commitment, can strive for a stylistic clarity, concision, and invention beyond that of mere journalism. For science fiction to mature, this awareness had to grow out of science fiction’s own space. It couldn’t be imported—for the conceptual space of science fiction is finally far closer in organization to the performance space of the circus (with its extraordinary vertical as well as horizontal organization recalling science fiction’s spaceships and alien worlds; with its audience surround and its oddly fuzzy distinction between backstage and performance area recalling SF writers’ relation to their vociferous and ever-present fans; and the circus was the first art to insist openly that more must go on in the performance space than can possibly be seen at once) than it is to the staid divisions of the theater (backstage, stage, and audience), which, since Shakespeare, has constrained our view of “Literature.” For it is precisely in the circus space that the virtuoso gesture is held out to tempt novices to trip over themselves in the rush to achieve it; whereupon they become victims of a derision far sharper and crueler than that which greets the clowns, who first lured them from their seats and into the ring with their parodic versions of all the splendor passing and twirling, roaring and soaring.

Looking back on the “Maturity” episode, two other general points might be made. First, this clearing of the conceptual space for this commitment could only have happened with a writer of the reputation Sturgeon had already garnered within the field by 1947. Second, given this late ’40s setting, it could probably only have occurred around a story as profoundly safe as “Maturity”: Any signs of daring or protest in the text itself would have immediately slanted the general interpretation of the supposed motivation for that subsequent revision away from one of pure ethical/aesthetic commitment. For we are talking of mythology now—not an actual writer with actual paper in an actual typewriter. But these myths, frustrating as they are for the man or woman at their core, have their formal importance. And “Maturity” is about as well-mannered a tale, by the conventions of ordinary ’50s fiction, as someone is likely to find in the Sturgeon oeuvre; and the later version is slightly more well-mannered than the former. Anyone acquainted with the context, if not the text itself, should have been able to predict this. Certainly they should not have been, as Lem was, surprised by it. For that matter, all great writers have been concerned with good manners as their times define them. But to seek Sturgeon’s greatness in a tale achieving notice in such circumstances and then to declare oneself put out at not finding it, as, in effect, Lem does, seems almost willfully obtuse. The careful analysis of a public success, however small that public, is always instructive. But by the same token—accepting public opinion as an essential given of someone’s analytic insight, because public opinions are myths, and myths, as Cassirer and others have noted, are invariably conservative “if only through the committee nature of their composition”—the worst one can say of Lem is that, coming from a country with no pulp tradition of its own, he had no feel for the context and simply ignored or misread the contextual signs. The best one can say is that, well, giants will wrangle.

IV

But it is often the Sturgeon stories that gained notice, if not notoriety, in their day that seem now on the thin side. “The World Well Lost,” for example, which despite its powerful picture of homophobia brushes rather pastel fingers over the subject of male homosexuality itself, was for a while frequently mentioned as an example of science fiction’s growing “liberality” in matters sexual, along with Philip José Farmer’s “The Lovers.” Today the Farmer tale seems, at best, intriguingly troglodytic, and the Sturgeon only a step from rank conservatism—although it certainly made my eyes water when I first read it at fifteen. Another Sturgeon story much discussed in the few years after its publication was “Affair with a Green Monkey”: however artful its opening, today we have to admit that its whole thrust is toward a rather trivial one-liner. A contemporary reader, finding the excited references to it that litter the fanzines and magazine letter columns of its day, is likely to ask: What was all the fuss? The only way to understand the fuss is, again, to reconstruct the surrounding situation, i.e., a social moment in which not only were the actions involved in these stories considered a sin, a sickness, and a crime by law, but the words themselves were forbidden to print. We can take an example from Sturgeon’s science fiction novella, “To Marry Medusa” (1958—which Sturgeon later expanded into his briefest science fiction novel, The Cosmic Rape [1958]): “‘… an’ him runnin’ out an’ stickin’ his head back in an’ callin’ me a—’ Sanctimoniously, Al would not sully his lips with the word. And the rye-and-ginger by the door would be nodding wisely and saying, ‘Man shouldn’t mention a feller’s mother, whatever,’” or, later on, from the novel’s Chapter 12, “‘… Pop. Hey, Pop! Carol’s sayin’ summon a bish.’ And Tony would say, ‘Don’t say that, Carol,’ whereupon the lights of the oncoming vehicle would be upon him and in dedicated attention he would slit his eyes, set his jaw, and say precisely what Carol was trying to repeat.” In light of today’s realistic novel and film dialogue, readers tend to see these now as coy gestures toward a vanished piety. But what such passages actually are is ironic commentary on their epoch’s very real and absolutely enforced (by law and threat of imprisonment) printing conventions—conventions that would not begin to relax till nearly a decade after the tales carrying such lines had been first published. Here we are again left with two points to make: first, verbal tropes such as the one-liner of “Affair with a Green Monkey” or the pastel touch in “The World Well Lost” are what that decade substituted for sex (of whatever persuasion) in print, while piously insisting that the clear discomfort these substitutions caused was precisely what was being avoided by eliding the sex itself.

We cannot be surprised if Sturgeon, the writer most sensitive to those years, was also, in the work of this period, very much of those years himself. But we should also note that when, for example in his Western story “Scars,” Sturgeon dealt with some of the same material both “Affair With a Green Monkey” and “The World Well Lost” had focused on (i.e., men’s dubiousness about masculine sexual expectations), he did so with much less heavy hands, to produce one of his strongest and most compassionate stories by today’s standards.

But it is not in Sturgeon’s well-mannered stories (be they conservatively or shockingly well-mannered) that today’s reader is likely to find what is most interesting, most stimulating, most impressive, most obsessive, and most simply and awesomely beautiful in Sturgeon. The ten-year delay in finding a publisher for one of Sturgeon’s earliest written stories (then the thousand-dollar first prize from Argosy magazine—a story by Graham Greene took second place—the vindication, the reputation: the story is “Bianca’s Hands” [in The Ultimate Egoist, Volume I of The Complete Stories]) does not speak of well-mannered fiction as the times defined—although the story is beautifully wrought, and any nineteen-year-old (Sturgeon was nineteen when he wrote it) could be justly proud of it. “Die, Maestro, Die!” with its guitarist’s amputated fingers (a passing obsession for Sturgeon? Compare this with the extraordinary self-mutilation scene involving the guitar-playing protagonist from The Dreaming Jewels [1950]) is not a polite tale at all. And while this second volume of stories contains a goodly number of Sturgeon stories that were particularly popular in their day (“Microcosmic God,” “Shottle Bop,” and “Poker Face” are all tales that came in for special praise when they first appeared—as did “Killdozer!”, the story that will open the subsequent Volume III), the delight of this volume is that it contains so many stories that today’s reader is bound to find even richer and more rewarding. Nor are “The Sex Opposite,” “It Wasn’t Syzygy,” “The Other Celia,” “Bright Segment,” “A Way of Thinking,” or “Mr. Costello, Hero” well-mannered stories by anybody’s standards. And these are the tales in which a modern reader begins to encounter the unsurpassed, the incomparable, the magnificent Sturgeon.

The long-time Sturgeon reader has no doubt been patiently waiting through all this historical retrieval with a question. We ask it now: What are we to do with Sturgeon’s frequently quoted assertion, “All my work is about love”? Well, I take the assertion seriously—but in the manner that I take seriously the innumerable strategies devised over the centuries by innumerable artists to reach into the centers of their own creativity. Such a statement may well represent Sturgeon’s own key to working. But there is no necessity for it to be my key into the work. Where do I go for such a key? Where I go for the key into any other writer’s work: to the text—and, because in science fiction there is such lively reader response, to the readers … with a large margin for caution, translation, and evaluation.

Some six years before Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (1961) supplied the term grok to the counterculture for a brief currency, Sturgeon’s SF novel More Than Human gave a word to a circle of young readers (which included me) meant to combine aspects of blending and meshing: blesh. Perhaps it was simply because of my age, but grok—especially after someone (James Blish?) noted that its meaning was practically identical to the then-current meaning (it changes yearly) of the jazz term dig—somehow never entered my vocabulary.

Blesh did.

I still have to stop myself, now and then, from writing it down in the flow of the most formal nonfiction. And forty-five years after the publication of the novel in which it first appeared, a few friends of mine still use the term in conversation.

But I think this sound-image, bleshing, this order of communitas always on the verge of communion, expresses an inchoate need in the American psyche; as well, it relates to a gallery of images that recur through Sturgeon’s texts. And the other single word—the biological image that the Sturgeon reader (and apparently for a while Sturgeon as well) most easily groups that gallery of images around as a metaphorical center—is, of course, the word denied in the title of one tale, explained in the text of another, and referred to in passing in any number of others: “syzygy.”

Sturgeon himself describes it for one-celled organisms in “It Wasn’t Syzygy”: “Two of these organisms let their nuclei flow together for a time. Then they separate and go their ways again. It isn’t a reproductive process at all. It’s merely a way in which each may gain a part of the other.” For biological accuracy, we can add that the cell walls merge and that cytoplasm as well as nucleoplasm, exchanges. After they separate, both cells quickly undergo fission twice (resulting in eight organisms). Although syzygy is not a reproductive process, besides allowing genetic mixing it triggers reproduction through two generations.

Looking at the range and power of this communion as it is presented again and again throughout Sturgeon’s work, certainly I see love as one of its most important forms. Yet what has always struck me vis-á-vis Sturgeon’s assertion is how much larger than love—love in any form I can recognize it—this communion is always turning out to be. It is almost always moving toward the larger-than-life, the cosmic, the mystical. In a number of places in Sturgeon’s work—More Than Human, The Cosmic Rape—it comes to be one with evolution itself.

Dealing with such an awesome communion, Sturgeon might well want to keep himself oriented toward love. It would be rather heady, if not horrifying, to explore that communion without such a fixed point to home on—though a few times Sturgeon has given us a portrait of this communion with the orientation toward hate (“Die, Maestro, Die!” and “Mr. Costello, Hero”), and these are among his most powerful stories. Certainly the relationships presented in “Bianca’s Hands” and “Bright Segment” begin as love; but although neither ever loses the name, both, by the end of their respective tales, have developed into something far more terrifying. Yet the intensity of effect, finally, allies that dark version to the brighter one of such tales as, say, “The (Widget), the (Wadget), and Boff’ or “Make Room for Me.”

Artists outgrow their terminology (not to mention their metaphors), and Sturgeon would soon leave syzygy behind—first as a word, then as a concept. But for the reader, the image of merging cells, fused in some imponderable union, closer than sex, with many aspects of sex about it but ultimately a replacement for sex among the essentially asexual, is a microstructure rich enough to begin organizing around it readings of the larger and more varied communions Sturgeon presents in one form or another in almost every tale.

Sturgeon wanted a world that worked differently from the one we live in; and that difference was that it had a place for love and logic both. What seemed to bolster him and give him personal patience and also artistic perseverance was his apprehension of the interconnectedness of all life’s varied and variegated aspects.

For all the brilliance of its accomplishment, Sturgeon’s career was by no means smooth or easy. He had three marriages (the second was annulled), two more long-term relationships, and seven children. Financially, there were times when he approached the level of middle class comfort, but not many. And his writing was broken by several extended periods when he could not write at all—even so much as a letter. Such periods were financially disastrous and deeply painful to the man—even as they troubled his readers. Because Sturgeon was as popular as he was, at the merest mention of a story or book idea from him, editors would rush into print with an announcement of a book or a story forthcoming, that finally would never appear. (The long, late tale “When You Care, When You Love” was trumpeted as the first section of a novel—never finished. And a tale called “Tandy’s Story” that appeared in Galaxy in 1961 was supposed to be one of a series, one named for each of his children—never completed.)

There’s a story that Sturgeon has told about himself and that others have repeated.

In the early fifties, during the midst of one of Sturgeon’s several blocked periods, Galaxy editor Horace L. Gold finally broke through it. Sturgeon had explained to Gold that he was worrying so much about the terrifying oppression and fear emanating from Senator Joseph McCarthy, who was investigating “un-American” activity and destroying lives and reputations left and right in the process, Sturgeon couldn’t bring himself to write a story that was simple entertainment. Unless it was something that told the world exactly how he felt about this evil madman, Sturgeon asked, how could he write anything. But a good story, he knew, couldn’t simply be a sermon or a political Jeremiad.

Gold thought a moment, then responded: “You write me a story about a man who goes to meet his wife at a bus station to surprise her and who sees her come through the gate smiling at another man—and every Galaxy reader in the country will know exactly how you feel about that Washington demagogue.”

The story with which Sturgeon responded, the story that ended his blocked period, was “Mr. Costello, Hero”—a beautifully indirect, yet scapularly astute, examination into the workings of “political” evil. But what Gold had perceived was, of course, precisely the interconnectedness (the communion) I referred to—the historically sensitive web on which the finest art plays its times in order to sound the richest music.

Sturgeon told the tale as a lesson on how to end writer’s block.

But what he was too modest to say, and what I’m happy to be able to add, is that, for all its truth, I doubt there are very many writers to whom Gold would have given this advice.

Myself, I can only think of one.

And that is certainly one reason why, to us, today, Sturgeon is of such pristine and gemlike value.

Samuel R. Delany
New York, 1995
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