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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

Reading is immersion. To voyage through a world imagined by another, taking in the imagery, ideas and subtleties of another mind—this is a saturation we seek in fiction particularly.

We envy birds their artful flight, and animals their seemingly blissful unawareness of our vexing problems. People seem happiest when they act seamlessly, without thinking—“going with the flow.” We comprehend our selves through the pulse of immediate event, caught up. “We are the music, while the music lasts,” as T.S. Eliot put it.

Every author faces the ancient storyteller’s challenge: to fashion words that conjure up in the listener’s mind pictures, sensations, a whole temporary universe for a mind at play. To catch the reader up in a drama enacted on a strictly interior stage.

Tale spinning relies on a rudimentary telepathy. The author has pictures in his head, walks through scenes, overhears talk … and must select the right detail to convey this. Not the whole room, but that stuffed brown leather chair in the corner, dominating the gloomy study while seeming to be out of the way. Not the character’s total appearance, but the essence that a glance can give: lifted eyebrow, overgrown moustache, lidded eyes. Not the dull patter of real, loose conversation, but revealing fragments.

Writing uses simple tools available to all. Everybody can tell a joke, or relate the events of their day. But to fully engage readers takes considerable length, as Homer knew when he recited the great rhythms of the Odyssey to crowds that came back for more night after night.

So: the novella. Standing between the quick energies and images of the snapshot short story, and the mammoth sweep that novels can muster, the novella has particular graces and structures the others cannot match. Usually taken as narratives between about 15,000 and 40,000 words, they allow ample room for development of a single large-scale idea. Faulkner’s “The Bear,” Hemingway’s “The Old Man and the Sea,” Thomas Mann’s “Death in Venice,” James M. Cain’s “The Postman Always Rings Twice,” Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan Illych,” Nathanael West’s “Miss Lonelyhearts”—these have a power of ample concentration that few works manage at any length.

For fiction that really studies ideas, the novella is uniquely useful. One can explore science fictional notions in detail, without using complex plot/counterplot strategies with a broad cast of characters or fully invoking a background world. Yet novellas can immerse the reader in worlds that short stories cannot, and this is their major source of power in fantastic and speculative fiction. Novellas can show ideas worked out in full; worlds sensed and cultures unfolded.

Each of the novellas in this volume came to me a special kind of revelation.

“To the Storming Gulf” comes from my boyhood. I grew up in southern Alabama, around Fairhope—a utopian community founded in the 19th century by farmers and tradesmen following the ideas of the social thinker, Henry George. I grew up in a Huck Finn world of fields, forests and rivers, small towns as oases.

In the 1980s, as plans for missile defenses and the last push against the Soviet Union rolled on, I started thinking of a story about nuclear war. Though my father was a career Army officer, and I trained in the reserves, I knew little of combat. But I did know my relatives. I wondered how war would affect ordinary people, the laborers, townspeople and farmers I had grown up among. (After the attack of September 11, 2001, this story becomes ever more distant. But the reaction of common folk to worldwide conflict, particularly in the confusing mismatch of scales, is an enduring theme.)

The South lost the great formative war of our history, so a tale of war’s price seemed well set there. History rings through Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, and I am well aware that many Southern cultural strains are as strong now as ever. The South has considerable experience with losing a war, and enduring afterward.

So “Gulf” echoes my nostalgic view of that culture, seen through the adopted lens of a specific Faulkner novella: “As I Lay Dying.” I structured the multiple points of view, the balance and pace after Faulkner’s, as a commentary on that great novella. (It, too, has a fantastic element; the corpse gets a say.)

The story is filled with the names of my relatives, their habits and sayings. The old woman near the end is a faithful picture of my grandmother, particularly her spoken cadences. In some ways this story is closest to my heart.

“Of Space/Time and the River” is utterly different—a take on a place I had never been before. In the early 1980s I spent several weeks sailing up the Nile, pulling ashore to see the many ancient sites. I kept a diary, and months after the trip found that it kept echoing in my dreams. I woke up one day with the entire novella plot in my head, modeled on my diary entries. Seldom does the subconscious do so much of the heavy lifting for me.

The story isn’t a plausible future scenario, of course. Like many of my shorter works, it is about the strangeness that lurks at the very edges of our current vision. The culture of ancient Egypt was so very different, that to be immersed in it gradually is a trip down a winding river.

The story also resonates with some reading I was doing at the time, Julian Jaymes’ rather curious “The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind.” Jaymes proposed that until very recently, perhaps 5000 years ago, we did not separate ourselves consciously from the world. We experienced our ancient gods directly, interpreting our internal voices as external ones. The idea can’t be checked now, of course, but … what if it was right? Then much of ancient history must be rewritten, for it might indeed be a tale of vast movements carried out by people who did not much reflect on themselves, in our modern way. What would that be like? My protagonist finds out …

I wrote “Matter’s End” from another journey, three weeks in India. The exotic feel of the place, announced in the opening lines, was a charming venture into a culture that seemed on the surface approachable. The longer I stayed, and when I returned, the veneer left by the British Raj peeled away more and more, revealing an ancient way of seeing the world vastly different than I had imagined. The underpinnings of religious faith in that subcontinent speak of our lives as unending cycle, each turn of the reincarnation engine a small move against a landscape of time that stretches back endlessly. Soul outlasting mere mass …

At the same time, I went to India for scientific conferences and collaborations. Two ideas blended: the vast sweep of eons, and the finite lifetime of matter itself. The lifetime of the proton was a hot topic, and there is such an experiment to measure it as I depict in the story, still running in 2001. No one, not even it the advanced Western experiments, has yet found the proton’s lifetime, but its mortality is not doubted by the theorists. My hero’s immersion in India, and the Western ideas of the universe’s constraints, blended in my mind to make for the novella. It concludes with a sense of the entire world wrapping itself around us, fresh and strange.

Since my first novel, “Deeper Than the Darkness” (later rewritten as “The Stars in Shroud”), I have used images of being enveloped, trapped or surrounded, usually as elements of horror. This I find odd, because I have no claustrophobia. Certainly “In Alien Flesh” renders its penetration of the alien as cause for mingled awe and terror, but “Immersion” shows my truer take on the idea.

Few can have failed to wonder how other animals view the world. We don’t know, and we cannot. The mental state of animals is endlessly interesting, but fundamentally unknowable. Thomas Nagel’s famous essay, “What is it Like to Be a Bat?” asks how one can fathom another mind, and what knowing might mean. Empathy is as close as we get, so far. Certainly our pets experience emotions, and science shows us how bats see, or houseflies. But how do they process the information?

I wondered how much our view of the world differs from that of our nearest relatives, the chimps—and this story came forth. I would gladly take such a journey into the mind of a chimp, if it were possible. Someday it may be, because the next half-century of research will probably give us ample means of “reading” what goes on in brains and how that shapes the minds that inhabit them. I think we mistreat chimps, and knowledge of how they see their world would bring an end to that. But the story is written to bring a sense of wonder to the subject, for it is so very difficult to escape the confines of our bodies and their evolutionary history.

Immersion in another world is a singular charm of fantastic fiction. I hope these four novellas bring some feeling of how fictional universes can get an author caught up, making storytelling a joy uniquely its own.

—Gregory Benford

October 2001
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