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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 TO THE FIRST EDITION

THERE ARE FEW more misused words than criticism.

In one false sense, it’s used to mean restrictedly adverse (what authors call destructive) criticism, as if a favorable (constructive) evaluation could not be the result of critical analysis.

And in another misprision, it’s used to mean reviewing.

Reviewing is a lesser art, with a more immediate functional purpose. The reviewer’s objective is to express his reactions to a work in such a way that the readers of a given periodical will know whether or not they want to read it. The critic attempts to measure the work by more lasting and more nearly absolute standards, to determine its place, not for the reader of the moment, but for the cultivated mind viewing the entire art of which this work forms a segment.

All of the rest of us—Henry Bott,* Groff Conklin, August Derleth, Floyd C. Gale, Villiers Gerson, H. H. Holmes, J. Francis McComas, P. Schuyler Miller, Hans Stefan Santesson—are primarily reviewers; damon knight, in most of his published assessments of science fiction and particularly in those gathered here, is a critic.

Professional criticism is extremely rare in the science fiction field. God knows criticism of science fiction has been more than plentiful outside our orbit; but the critical contributions of self-appointed scholars and intellectuals have been marked by equal portions of distaste for science fiction and complete ignorance of it. (It’s worth noting that one of America’s most esteemed journals of opinion recently asked Ward Moore to contribute a critique of science fiction—then canceled the assignment when an outline showed that the piece would be both informed and favorable.)

Within science fiction, criticism—and frequently of a high order—has appeared almost solely in amateur publications; indeed the wealth of material, critical, bibliographical and biographical, that has appeared in fanzines, from Fantasy Commentator to Inside, is such that a university library with a complete fanzine file would be the Mecca of Ph.D. candidates in the twenty-first century.

But damon knight* has introduced criticism into professional magazines—partly because he is equipped with the background and intellect to do so (but then so are most of the reviewers mentioned above), and largely because his magazine outlets, if not always the most affluent or the most widely circulated, have given him free rein and virtually unlimited space.

Most of us have free rein to the extent of being allowed to say precisely what we think (though at least one of my reviewing colleagues has been subject to arbitrary editorial revision of his expressed opinions), but we’re very tightly restricted in the matter of space, so that we are forced to present a persuasive (we hope) statement rather than a closely reasoned analysis.

With all due respect to E. E. Smith, Ph.D., who has expended a good deal of serious research in statistically tabulating the percentage of verdicts in which various reviewers and critics are “right” or “wrong,” both reviewing and criticism are matters of opinion. There is no ultimate, absolute Esthetic Truth; and if you attempt to judge the rightness or wrongness of others, you simply set yourself up as a reviewer of reviewers, a critic of critics, and just as fallible as any of them.

Nevertheless, you tend to rate a man according to the extent to which his opinions agree with yours; but knight, by virtue of the analytical, essayistic treatment made possible by his freedom in space, has an all but unique quality: You can disagree completely on the book in question, and still admire (and even to some extent agree with) the critique.

Personally I find myself agreeing with knight to an embarrassingly suspicious degree.** But when I do sharply disagree, I always recognize that knight has read the same book (some reviewers seem to have read a wholly different collection of words printed and bound under the same title) … and that a rereading might possibly convert me to his viewpoint. A striking example is Curme Gray’s Murder in Millennium VI, which originally struck me, in 1952, as one of the most unprintable abortions I had ever read. The knight critique in this volume not only brought the entire book vividly back, after four years, to a mind which thought it had mercifully forgotten the whole thing; it also persuaded me that the novel does indeed possess one rare virtue which I had completely overlooked, and I now find myself tempted to go back and reread the book with knight’s analysis in mind.

Successively or simultaneously, damon knight has been a science fiction fan, even an actifan (the uninitiated will have no trouble with that fannish word if they’ll simply pronounce it aloud), an editor, a critic and a creative writer.

Science fiction readers are used to the phenomenon of the writer-editor; in this field, unlike most others, almost every successful editor is or has been a successful writer. But the writer-critic is more controversial, if by no means uncommon. The question of whether an arbiter should also be a creator is, as I’ve written elsewhere,* a tough one: “Either way, the victim of an unfavorable review can make what seems a legitimate complaint. If the reviewer is not a writer, what does he know about the field? He’s probably soured and frustrated because he can’t sell, and takes out his spite on those who do. If he is a writer, he’s jealous of competition, he can understand only his own kind of story, and who’s he to talk anyway—look at his own stuff!”

In knight’s case, at least, the writer-critic duality seems to work out admirably. There’s plentiful evidence in this volume that he loves competition and that he understands intimately many types of stories not remotely related to his own work. And if you “look at his own stuff,” you can only be dazed and delighted by such virtually perfect short stories as “To Serve Man” (Galaxy, November, 1950) and “Not With a Bang” (F&SF, Winter-Spring, 1950) and such an imperfect but brilliantly stimulating novel as Hell’s Pavement (Lion, 1955).

(Pavement, incidentally, is knight’s only previous book. The present volume marks an unprecedented event: the publication of a science fiction author’s collected critiques before his collected short stories. The latter collection is long overdue—publishers please note!)

And the practice of the critical profession has developed in knight-the-writer an unusual and valuable quality of self-criticism. He is able, as is almost no other professional writer of fiction, to stand apart from his completed work and look at it objectively. While an editor is still brooding over what suggestions to make for salvaging a flawed but potentially fine knight story, he’ll receive an unsuggested rewrite which solves all the problems.

Knight can be so dazzlingly individual as either critic or writer (he didn’t do badly as an editor either; possibly the most tragic instance of stupidity in the whole misbegotten science fiction “boom” was the almost contraceptive killing off of Worlds Beyond) that writers and readers alike have been highly curious as to what he is like as a person.

The science fiction universe teems with flamboyant outsize extroverts; surely a man who, in print, manages to stand out as a personality in such company must be something spectacular in the flesh.

So came the Thirteenth World Science Fiction Convention in Cleveland in 1955 (that happiest, warmest, most delightful of Conventions!), and damon knight, who had been out of direct contact with fandom since before his rise to professional prominence, decided to attend.

The fans at the convention got ready to bug their eyes; the professionals checked the condition of their body armor. (I don’t know why knight has such an undeserved reputation as a hostile critic; this volume contains far more praise than attack, and if the debunking of Austin Hall is as devastating a hatchet job as I’ve read, the section on Heinlein is a sheer love letter.)

And damon knight appeared … and suddenly one understood the reason for those minuscule initials. One could not possibly write, with conventional capitalization, “And Damon Knight appeared”; it would be overstating the facts.

A batch of editors and writers staged for the Convention a satiric skit on the past, present and future of science fiction—written, memorized, rehearsed, costumed, lighted and presented in something under 24 hours. And while we were writing it, there I was in a room with three men who could out-talk me. This is not a common event, even in science fiction circles; but Fritz Leiber has trained Shakespearean articulation and projection, Randall Garrett has an improbable and even indecent amount of the Effervescence of Youth, and Sam Moskowitz has a voice which is obviously the Creator’s working model for the Last Trump.

I know when I’m licked. I stretched out on a bed and settled down to the pleasant task of contemplating fellow-collaborators Mildred Clingerman and Judith Merril, while creative contention thundered around me.

And off in a corner of the hotel room, damon knight found a typewriter, set it up on a desk, found paper and carbon, and wrote the skit.

All of the rest of us had starring parts and chewed them down to the last scrap of hamfat; knight did not appear in it.

I should like to know damon knight well; I hope in time I shall do so (and possibly even discover the existence of Damon Knight). But meanwhile I think of him as the man at the typewriter, quietly getting something done while the rest of us make a great foofaraw about it.

This book is, I think, another example of knight’s getting something done.

What kind of book is it? Well, it’s easier to start off by defining a few things which it is not.

It is not an earnest endeavor to reach the ultimate implications of science fiction as a form and its place in our culture; if you want that, see Reginald Bretnor’s Modern Science Fiction: Its Meaning and Its Future (Coward-McCann, 1953).

It is not, except inadvertently, a compendium of useful how-to notes for the writer of science fiction; see L. Sprague de Camp’s Science Fiction Handbook (Hermitage, 1953).

It is not a gently persuasive lure for the reader who knows nothing of science fiction; see Basil Davenport’s Inquiry Into Science Fiction (Longmans, Green, 1955).

It is not even, to be strictly accurate, quite a book, any more than loosely assembled series of shorts and novelets, as knight points out, are really novels.

It is a collection of critical notes and essays managing to cover, among them, most of the principal trends and individual authors of modern science fiction—in book form, I should add, since the magazines are considered only indirectly as sources of book material.

It is addressed—though the wit and clarity of the writing should make it readable to anyone—specifically to the regular reader of science fiction … a marked advantage in that the writer of critiques for the general literary public must spend much of his time in uncomfortable defensive or evangelistic postures. (And too, among ourselves one can attack faults in science fiction without being misinterpreted as attacking the genre itself.)

And (this is the “getting something done”) it provides conclusive proof that, to quote knight’s introductory credo, “science fiction is a field of literature worth taking seriously, and that ordinary critical standards can be meaningfully applied to it.”

Some of us have been going around, aggressively or piteously, arguing that look, science fiction is a part of literature. Others have disregarded the problem; and most astoundingly, John W. Campbell, Jr.—who of all people should know better—has recently* asserted flatly that science fiction is not literature and cannot be assessed by normal literary standards or critical values.

Meanwhile damon knight has simply gone ahead, taken science fiction seriously as a field of literature, applied ordinary critical standards, and made the result meaningful.

It’s as easy as that if you settle down to your typewriter in a corner away from the foofaraw.

ANTHONY BOUCHER

Berkeley, California


AUTHOR’S NOTE

To the First Edition:

THIS BOOK CONSISTS mainly of critical pieces written from 1952 to the present. I owe very grateful thanks to people like Jim Blish who said there ought to be a book, as well as to editors Lester del Rey and Robert W. Lowndes, who between them gave me my start in this field, and to Earl Kemp and Sidney Coleman for many invaluable suggestions.

These short essays make up an informal record of the period that will be known to science fiction historians as the Boom of 1950–1955. It was a period that produced some of the best science fiction ever to appear in hard covers, along with a fascinating flood of the worst science fiction ever conceived by the mind of man. Bad and good, I’ve taken it all for what enjoyment or moral could be squeezed out of it. The flood has now receded, but if science fiction runs true to its cyclical pattern, there’ll be another about 1960. And, I trust, I’ll be on hand with the same net and gun.

To the Second Edition:

THE FLOOD CAME, but I was not there. I resigned as F&SF’s book reviewer in 1960 because the then editor, now my agent and a good friend, declined to publish one of my reviews as written. (The review in question appears here for the first time, on p. 104.) Afterward I had a couple of invitations to review s.f. books for magazines, but there seemed to be good reasons why, having stopped, I should not start again.

This new edition contains a few things written especially for it, along with the reviews I wrote between 1956 and 1960, and a mass of material that was omitted from the first edition for one reason or another. I have taken the opportunity to try to correct the typographical errors, dropped lines and other blemishes of the original edition. I have corrected some errors of my own (such as writing “Isaac” when I meant “Jacob”) and have made some minor revisions for style. With one or two exceptions, I’ve made no effort to update the book; topical references, like the one about L. Ron Hubbard’s disappearance into the Middle West, remain as written.

DAMON KNIGHT

Milford, Pennsylvania


1.

CRITICS

THIS CREDO APPEARED in my first review column for Lester del Rey’s Science Fiction Adventures (November, 1952); I have stuck to it ever since, and I think it introduces this book as well as the column.

Some readers (not to mention writers, editors and publishers) may be unpleasantly surprised by the pugnacious tone of the reviews that follow. I won’t apologize—not very often, anyhow—but I will explain. As a critic, I operate under certain basic assumptions, all eccentric, to wit:

1. That the term “science fiction” is a misnomer, that trying to get two enthusiasts to agree on a definition of it leads only to bloody knuckles; that better labels have been devised (Heinlein’s suggestion, “speculative fiction,” is the best, I think), but that we’re stuck with this one; and that it will do us no particular harm if we remember that, like “The Saturday Evening Post,” it means what we point to when we say it.

2. That a publisher’s jacket blurb and a book review are two different things, and should be composed accordingly.

3. That science fiction is a field of literature worth taking seriously, and that ordinary critical standards can be meaningfully applied to it: e.g., originality, sincerity, style, construction, logic, coherence, sanity, garden-variety grammar.

4. That a bad book hurts science fiction more than ten bad notices.

The publishers disclaim all responsibility; angry readers please apply to me.

Nowadays, we like to think, everybody loves science-fantasy, from Artie Shaw to Clifton Fadiman; but occasionally we are reminded that not all the world’s respectable literary parlors are yet open to us. Such a reminder is Arthur Koestler’s short essay, “The Boredom of Fantasy,” in the August, 1953 issue of Harper’s Bazaar.

After a burst of good-humored laughter at the expense of one of A. E. van Vogt’s wilder novels (the hero of which Koestler identifies as “Robert Headrock”), Koestler admits that he is partially addicted to the stuff himself, deals briefly and penetratingly with the history of the field, and then gets down to his major point: He likes it, but it isn’t art.


… Swift’s Gulliver, Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four are great works of literature because in them the oddities of alien worlds serve merely as a background or pretext for a social message. In other words, they are literature precisely to the extent to which they are not science fiction, to which they are works of disciplined imagination and not of unlimited fantasy.



This criticism is less than we might have expected from one of the most brilliant of all living novelists. All that Koestler says here is inarguably true, and perfectly irrelevant.

“A similar rule holds for the detective story,” he goes on. Just so; and for the historical story, the realistic story, the story of protest, the story of ideas, the story of manners, the story of adventure; in short, for all fiction. Science-fantasy is a form: what matters is what you put into it.

Again: “This is why the historical novel is practically dead today. The life of an Egyptian civil servant under the Eighteenth Dynasty, or even of a soldier in Cromwell’s army, is only imaginable to us in a dim outline; we are unable to identify ourselves with the strange figure moving in a strange world.” Koestler should have added, “unless the writer has genius”; in science-fantasy as elsewhere, this is not a true statement of a limitation but only of an obstacle. We have not been to Mars; neither have we been to Elsinore, nor to ancient Rome, nor, most of us, to a Russian prison, to a penthouse, to a sweatshop, to a DP camp.

This obstacle was brilliantly surmounted in Koestler’s own first novel, The Gladiators; and what is Darkness at Noon but a masterful exercise in speculative imagination?

If science-fantasy has to date failed to produce much great literature, don’t blame the writers who have worked in the field; blame those who, out of snobbery, haven’t.

This question of the respectability of science fiction has vexed a lot of the people who read it. Thousands, I suppose, have torn off the covers of science fiction magazines before taking them home, and many must have felt guiltily doubtful about the contents even then. Science fiction has long had, still has a dubious aura: we read it for a certain special kind of satisfaction, but we are frequently aware that according to ordinary standards of taste we ought not to like it.

Dozens of scholarly articles have been written to demonstrate the special nature of science fiction (“the genre”) and why it really is (or isn’t) a scare literature for adolescents. Most of these have been produced by people with only a superficial acquaintance with the field, but even knowledgeable critics often add to the confusion.

To see what may be at the bottom of all this argument, suppose we try asking two questions:

1. What is reputable fiction?

2. What is special about science fiction?

Reputable fiction—meaning fiction that the critics and the librarians like—has many distinguishing characteristics, but two of them appear to be central: It is fiction laid against familiar backgrounds (familiar, at least, to readers of reputable fiction—as far as the reader’s personal experience goes, a Dakota wheat farm may be as exotic as the moons of Mars); and it tries to deal honestly with the tragic and poetic theme of love-and-death.

The disreputable forms, the Western, science fiction, sports story and so on are defined by their backgrounds; but please note that this is a convention. You could define all of fiction in this way, piecemeal—“New York stories,” “Dakota wheat farm stories” and so on, but it isn’t convenient or necessary to do so. What really distinguishes the disreputable forms is their reduction of love and death to perfunctory gestures, formalized almost like ideographs. (The villain falls over a cliff; the heroine falls into the hero’s arms; neither event takes more than a paragraph.)

Detective fiction, a half-reputable form, owes its half-acceptance to its partial honesty with death. The popular forms, the slick short story, TV serial and so on, suppress both love and death (substituting “romance” and “menace”); that’s why they are popular.

Now, what is special about science fiction?

It might be more appropriate to ask what is special about “mainstream” fiction. The latter is restricted to a small number of conventional times-and-places. Science fiction includes all these, and all others that a writer of our time-and-place can imagine.

Science fiction is speculative; but so is every work of fiction, to some degree; historical and exotic fiction particularly so.

These are convenient standards, and it’s inevitable that librarians and critics will use them—but there must have been a time when stories about India or Alaska or the South Seas were “outlandish,” “weird,” “unbelievable,” “unheard-of” and so on. Such stories have gained mass acceptance simply by being around long enough to become familiar; and we may expect that science fiction will do the same.

What we get from science fiction—what keeps us reading it, in spite of our doubts and occasional disgust—is not different from the thing that makes mainstream stories rewarding, but only expressed differently. We live on a minute island of known things. Our undiminished wonder at the mystery which surrounds us is what makes us human. In science fiction we can approach that mystery, not in small, everyday symbols, but in the big ones of space and time.

That’s all—or nearly all.

Science fiction is already moving out of the realm of disreputable forms, just as the Western is, and just as, to a considerable degree, the detective story is moving upward from its half-reputable status. It can’t, I’m afraid, ever become a popular form—it won’t stand the suppression. But it can be wholly respectable, and in such stories as C. L. Moore’s “No Woman Born” (Astounding, Dec., 1944), Philip José Farmer’s “The Lovers” (Startling, Aug., 1952) and many more, it’s already well on the way.

The librarians are already on our side; give the critics time.

Literate and informed criticism of our field is rare, as you know; even in the s.f. magazines, book reviews are mostly of the “shopping guide” type, written by men who, in James Blish’s phrase, “like everything, but not very much.” In the organs of respectable criticism, we are used to reading awe-inspiring blurts of ignorance from people like Phil Stong, who once innocently revealed that he thought a light-year was equivalent to 186,000 “plain years.”

This volume, therefore, is a unique treasure: The Science Fiction Novel, Imagination and Social Criticism. Here are three brilliant and searching essays by Robert A. Heinlein, Robert Bloch and the late C. M. Kornbluth (plus one dud, by Alfred Bester), and an equally brilliant introduction by Basil Davenport.

Heinlein’s contribution is especially valuable, first, because he happens to have written so many of the pivotal works in the field since 1939; second, because he has a seldom-displayed but highly developed critical talent.

For the first time, in this book, he gives the sources of such stories as “Waldo” and “Blowups Happen”—both frequently cited as examples of prophecy in s.f.—and shows why they were no more prophetic than “for a man to look out a train window, see that another train is coming head-on toward his own on the same track—and predict a train wreck.”

He pays a graceful tribute to Edmond Hamilton, whose imaginary spacesuits in a 1931 story influenced Heinlein’s in 1939—which in turn influenced the real ones he and L. Sprague de Camp helped develop during the war. And he asks, “… is it surprising that the present day space suit (or high-altitude pressure suit, if you prefer) now used by the U.S. Air Force strongly resembles in appearance and behavior the space suit visualized by Edmond Hamilton in 1931?”

In the dispute over the best definition of s.f., Heinlein casts his ballot for Reginald Bretnor’s (paraphrased): “(Fiction) in which the author shows awareness of the nature and importance of the human activity known as the scientific method, shows equal awareness of the great body of human knowledge already collected through that activity, and takes into account in his stories the effects and possible future effects on human beings of scientific method and scientific fact.”

This definition is perhaps at once a little too broad and too limited (it includes Arrowsmith, but excludes stories which most informed readers would simply call bad science fiction): but it does have the great virtue of defining good science fiction, and of showing that much of the magazines’ current contents is not s.f. at all, but “pseudo-scientific fantasy.”

Kornbluth’s main point, or at least the one which gives his paper its title, is that science fiction is ineffective as social criticism. Within the narrow terms he chose, the point is made; s.f. has produced no novel which has visibly and inarguably changed the ways of the world, as did Don Quixote and Uncle Tom’s Cabin. (But I wonder if Kornbluth didn’t get a negative result merely because he was looking in the wrong place. Heinlein mentions an electronic device he thought up for a 1939 magazine serial; a classmate who read the story was intrigued and put the idea into development; the final version was in use all through World War II.)

The remainder of the paper is given over to Kornbluth’s first and only try at the tricky, fascinating field of symbological criticism. He warned us he would make mistakes, and I think there is no doubt that he made some: for instance, his calling Swift’s Houyhnhnms symbols of primitive virtue is pretty clearly an error (tipped off by his remarking in the next breath that “It is curious that Swift’s symbol for primitive virtue should be the horse”). He was mistaken, too, in supposing that there is anything unusual in the womb-image as the symbol of dread and horror; see Erich Neumann’s monumental work, The Great Mother. But his interpretations of Orwell’s “Room 101” in 1984, the unspeakable Eich of Dr. E. E. Smith’s Lensman series, and other matters, are nothing short of spectacular.

Alfred Bester’s breezy, rambling monologue is disappointing to me as some of his stories are, and the fact that one throws light on the other does not seem to help matters much. My admiration for Bester as an artist is all but unbounded (and goes back almost twenty-five years, to a story he has probably forgotten himself: “The Unseen Blushers”*). But even in his best, most dazzlingly pyrotechnic work, his carelessness with scientific fact sometimes bothers me; and to hear him say, as he does here, that the essential ingredient in a story is charm, or “personality,” and that the science in it is unimportant—even though it perfectly and logically accounts for The Stars My Destination—only intensifies the irritation.

When Bester suggests that people don’t turn to science fiction for information, of course he’s right: but people don’t turn to s.f. for misinformation, either.

Robert Bloch, a loyal s.f. fan for many years, begins by describing his childhood, when “stories about Bug-Eyed Monsters were read by bug-eyed boys.”

He notes in passing, very perceptively, that most science fiction is symbolic rather than realistic. For the adolescent rebelling against his elders, “There’s a vicarious thrill in breaking the law, even if it’s the law of gravity.”

But he wonders what has happened to the uncompromising social rebelliousness of thirty years ago, when novelists dared to suggest that our Way of Life was not in all details sacrosanct: and he shows, in a devastating attack, that s.f., supposedly the last stronghold of independent thought, actually has been repeating the same safe old ideas for years. Part of the list follows (condensed): “1. A TOTALITARIAN STATE. 2. The UNDERGROUND. 3. FORCIBLE PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC TECHNIQUES. 4. The assumption that SCIENCE WILL GO ALONG WITH THE GAG and obediently wash brains for Capital, Labor, the Military, the Clergy or whatever …” (This one, incidentally, seems to me to be no assumption but a well-documented fact.)

The full list runs to nine points, all deadly accurate. It may be true, as Bloch intimates, that if better stuff is not being written, it’s because the readers don’t want it; but it can hardly do any harm to wake writers up occasionally with such a well-directed battery of pins in the rump.

I’ve said hardly anything about Basil Davenport’s introduction, because it is itself a critical summary, competing with this one (and, I’m afraid, superior in every way). But I can’t do better than to quote his closing lines, as the publisher’s jacket blurb does:

“This book has given me the pleasure, all too rare since my college days, of being a book that I could argue with. No one can agree with all these papers, since they do not agree with each other; but where you disagree you will find yourself wanting to say exactly how far and why. That is my idea of a really stimulating and enjoyable book.”

I now turn to a less authoritative but equally stimulating book: New Maps of Hell, by Kingsley Amis.

Amis, the lionized author of Lucky Jim and other satirical novels, is a young English lecturer who in 1959 took part in the Christian Gauss Seminars in Criticism at Princeton, and had the temerity to take for his subject, not the early English poets, but science fiction. This book is based on the lectures.

“… whatever my shortcomings, I am not that peculiarly irritating kind of person, the intellectual who takes a slumming holiday in order to ‘place’ some ‘phenomenon’ of ‘popular culture’; one recalls with aversion those attempts to ‘place’ jazz by academic musicians who thought Duke Ellington’s band was a kind of minstrel troupe.”

Jazz and s.f., for Amis, have a good deal in common. “Both emerged as self-contained entities some time in the second or third decade of the century, and both, far more precisely, underwent rapid internal change around 1940 … Both of these fields, again, have thrown up a large number of interesting and competent figures without producing anybody of first-rate importance; both have arrived at a state of anxious and largely naive self-consciousness …”

He notes that s.f., like jazz, has an indefinable and incommunicable special interest—you either dig it or don’t—and goes on to try his hand at two definitions of the field, of which the second is of interest: s.f. “presents with verisimilitude the human effects of spectacular changes in our environment, changes either deliberately willed or involuntarily suffered.”

His tone is self-deprecatingly, and rather self-consciously, ironic; nevertheless, his observations are impressively documented and shrewd. Inevitably, he slips now and then, as when he swallows Richard Matheson’s puerilities, in I Am Legend, as plausible scientific rationalizations of the vampire story (and writes “aerophobic” for “anaerobic”); or when he states flatly, “What will certainly not do is any notion of turning out a science-fiction love story.”*

What particularly fascinates me about the book, however, is its vivid demonstration of how much any critic is at the mercy of his own bias. To Amis, although he perceives and respects other values, the main thing about science fiction is its satiric quality. This shows conspicuously in his assessment of s.f. writers: he calls Fred Pohl “The most consistently able writer science fiction, in the modern sense, has yet produced.”** At the other end of the scale, he deprecates H. G. Wells’ work as being not “a daring imaginative statement” but “a concretization.” By this ugly word, Amis means the quality which to me is the supreme achievement not only of the story in question, but of all notable fantasy writing: the quality which gives a story life, makes it a thing-in-itself, rather than a shadow or projection of anything else.

Amis’ hunger for satire in s.f. is unsatisfied even by Orwell’s savage and bitter 1984, “which instead of being the remote nightmare it is could have been the savage short-range admonitory satire on political forces that Orwell had it in him to write and that nobody since has even looked like writing.”

Presumably what Amis likes most about Gulliver’s Travels is its mockery of the people and institutions of Swift’s day, rather than the story for its own sake. From my own bias over to this is such a leap that I get a strictly science-fictional jolt out of sharing Amis’ viewpoint.

But certainly his bias is as good as mine; so is the bias of the technically-minded critic who wants more wiring diagrams, or the socially-minded critic who wants more lectures. If there is anything reassuring in all this, it is that s.f. is more fruitful and various than we generally (in our biased impatience) realize; it contains all the things Amis praises, as well as all the things for which he professes to look in vain: short-range satire, sexual inventiveness, anti-interplanetary-colonialism propaganda, and a lot more, all except a tithe of it crud, according to Sturgeon’s Rule; yet what are we all but God’s sparrows?
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