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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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Do stories Tell Themselves?

IT’S OVER FIFTEEN YEARS SINCE I LAST WROTE AN introduction to a story collection of mine (Slow Birds, Gollancz 1985), and in it I said that for me it is strangeness that brings a story to life and makes it real and believable. Not familiarity, but strangeness. In a sense familiarity is a filter which stops us from seeing the true wonder and singularity of the world, for habitually we perceive only a little part of reality. “Human kind” according to T.S. Eliot in Four Quartets, “cannot bear very much reality.”

I was fascinated by the adverse reaction of one leading American film critic to the Steven Spielberg film A. J. Artificial Intelligence, for which I wrote the Screen Story during nine months with Stanley Kubrick some years ago. Evidently this movie could not by definition be good because machines of our own creation simply cannot be conscious entities in the way that human beings are. (Only God can make a tree? Or a soul?)

Arguably the opposite is truer. Machines which have access to their own “mental” processes and which can rewrite their own programming, causing themselves or their successors to evolve in complexity, perhaps surpassing our ability to understand them, may in future be the true higher intelligences on Earth compared with whom us human beings are more like robots of flesh and blood—governed by our genes, our sensory input constantly filtered so that we can focus upon what is necessary, unable to analyse our own thought processes, our very sense of “self” perhaps an illusion.

Back in 1985 the neurosurgeon Benjamin Libet performed some surprising experiments, proving that our brain prepares to carry out an action before we take a conscious decision to act. An event is already occurring before “I” chose to begin it. Conscious awareness lags behind what happens—but we do not realise this because the brain puts events in order after the event occurs, so that “I” feel that I intentionally did so-and-so, although tests prove otherwise.

Even while awake you aren’t continuously conscious. You drive your car along a familiar route and suddenly wonder if you have already passed a certain place or not. Consciousness is full of gaps—of which you are unaware because those gaps do not register.

You walk into a room wallpapered with roses. Your eyes only see things in detail which are in front of you, so actually you only see a few roses in any resolution, yet you do not experience all the others as vague shapes—the brain fills in for you what is missing, just as it wallpapers the blank space that ought to correspond to the blind spot in your eyes.

Recently I was sitting in a park when two magpies landed on the grass ahead of me, one to the left and one to the right. They began to walk apart. By continuing to look straight ahead midway between the magpies, I was able to see both birds vanish even though the scene apparently remained complete and full. All that was visible now was grass (although of course I was not even seeing all that grass; my brain was filling in). When I shifted my head slightly the magpies returned.

Such matters are intimately bound up with the business of writing stories.

That is because what sustains our sense of a continuous self is to a large extent language, and narrative. (Daniel Dennett’s Consciousness Explained is a must-read on this subject.) People continuously talk to themselves. Children often do so aloud. Adults usually do so without making noises (although I have been overheard chatting to myself).

A human being cannot easily or ordinarily maintain uninterrupted attention on a single problem for more than, say, half a minute—yet regularly we work at tasks that occupy much more time. To do so, we need to describe to ourselves what is going on so that we commit it to memory. Otherwise, the immediate contents of the stream of consciousness are lost very quickly.

An idea occurs to you. Something distracts you. What was that brilliant idea you had a moment ago? How hard it is to recapture! You need to grab hold of a chain of associations and recreate the exact frame of mind you were in when the idea occurred, then the idea can emerge again. But often it is gone forever.

This is because evolution did not design human memory to be super-reliable, fast random-access memory as that of an Artificial Intelligence would be. So you need tricks to enhance your memory, and telling yourself what is going on is one of these tricks.

In a very real sense we do not even choose the words we use. On the contrary the words choose themselves (as Wittgenstein was well aware: the Proposition speaks through the mouth of the person). Inside our brain no switchboard operator sits coordinating what goes on. Instead, many sub-systems act in unison. Consequently a whole range of words is forever competing to be publicly expressed, both when you talk to other people and when you talk to yourself. Language isn’t something we constructed but something which came into being, and which we in turn became, creating and recreating ourselves through words. Being able to say things is the basis of our beliefs about who and what we are. We produce our “selves” in language. Each of us is a sort of fictional character in the narrative which we tell ourselves constantly.

In order to keep track of our bodily and mental circumstances we practise incessant story-telling and story-checking, some of it factual and some of it wholly fictional. “If she says this, I will say that.” “I ought to have said that—in fact lets rerun the conversation differently with me coming out of it better than I really did!” This goes on all the time. You tell a story to yourself and to other people about who you are so as to protect and control and define yourself.

Fundamentally our human consciousness is not the source of tales—it is the product of tales. Therefore the telling of tales, including the creation of fiction, science fiction and fantasy, isn’t something secondary to our lives. It is no mere entertainment compared with the serious business of real life. It’s fundamental to our whole existence and to our knowledge of the world.

This is very comforting for a writer to know! When I write stories, as the words compete for expression, I am doing something integral to our mental existence. And I try to expand the range of that existence by removing perceptual filters of normality so that the world can be seen in a new light—as different from what we assumed. Or perhaps I substitute alternative filters, of what if?

Maybe this is all a bit serious to introduce a collection of stories. For me, stories ought to be playful even when they are about totally serious themes; and of course stories are adventures too. A story is a game, grim or merry as it may be, or a paradoxical mixture of both. If stories are not fun to write—even if at the same time the narrative might be fairly harrowing—then why write them? Creation should be a joyful activity, not an agonising one. And also an uncertain and exploratory activity, uncertain as tomorrow is, for I rarely know when I start a story where it will take me to or how on Earth it will turn out. The words compete for utterance and the story evolves itself.

The question perhaps remains: will Artificial Intelligences feel a need to tell stories? And what might their stories be?

Ian Watson 
Moreton Pinkney, England 
1st August 2001
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