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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

from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Kate Wilhelm (1928–) is the working name of US author Katie Gertrude Meredith Wilhelm Knight, married to Damon Knight until his death in 2002; beyond her writing, she was long influential, as co-director from 1963 with her husband of the Milford Science Fiction Writers’ Conference, which he founded in 1958; and in its offshoot, the Clarion Science Fiction Writers’ Workshop, with which she was associated from 1968. She edited one of the anthologies of stories from the latter, Clarion SF (anth 1977); and in the nonfiction Storyteller: Writing Lessons and More from 27 Years of the Clarion Writers’ Workshop (2005) she argued in favour of the hothouse intensity of the experience, and the prescriptive simplicities she enforces upon beginning authors of short fiction.

From the first, however, Wilhelm was best known for her own writing, and by the 1980s was a ranking figure in the field, though her first work would eventually be seen as atypical, and by the 1990s she was concentrating on crime fiction, sometimes with fantasy elements incorporated. She started publishing sf in October 1956 with ‘The Pint-Sized Genie’ for Fantastic, and continued for some time with the relatively straightforward GENRE SF stories of the sort to be found in her first book, The Mile-Long Spaceship (1963); it was not until 1967 that she began to release the atmospheric, character- and landscape-driven mature stories which seem likely to remain her finest work, beginning with ‘Baby You Were Great’ (1967), and which have made her career an object lesson in the costs and benefits of the market: for it has seemed clear from as early as 1970 that Wilhelm is most happy at the commercially unpopular novella length, and only intermittently happy as a novelist. Her strategy for many years was to publish her most powerful work – longer stories and novellas brought together in book form as ‘speculative fiction’ – while at the same time producing intermittently capable and variously ambitious full-length novels.

Wilhelm's shorter fictions have been assembled in The Downstairs Room and Other Speculative Fiction (1968), which includes the NEBULA-winning ‘The Planners’; Abyss: Two Novellas (1971); The Infinity Box: A Collection of Speculative Fiction (1975) (see below), the title story of which – also republished as The Infinity Box – is a darkly complex depiction of a Near-Future USA as refracted through the slow destruction of the conscience of a man

gifted with a Psi Power; Somerset Dreams and Other Fictions (1978); Listen, Listen (1981); Children of the Wind: Five Novellas (1989), which includes the Nebula-winning The Girl who Fell into the Sky; State of Grace (1991) and And the Angels Sing (1992), which includes ‘Forever Yours, Anna’, also a Nebula-winner; although she has published at least twenty stories since 1992, she has released no further collections. Time and again, in the strongest of these tales, the narrative will begin within the mundane but shaky domesticity of a sometimes glaringly dysfunctional family, and move suddenly to an sf or fantasy perspective from which, chillingly, the fragility of our social worlds can be discerned. At this point, at the point of maximum realization, her best stories generally close in a Slingshot Ending, usually ominous.

With novels this pattern has not been followed; her early novels were in fact modestly traditional in form and subject. After More Bitter than Death (1963), a mystery, her first sf tale was The Clone (1965) with Theodore L. Thomas, one of the rare sf books to use clones in the strict biological sense, through the description of a formidable, voracious and ever-growing blob, and a competent demonstration of her workmanlike capacity to cope with genre content. The Killer Thing (1967), set almost uniquely for Wilhelm on another planet, also shows some facility in telling conventional sf tales. Her first tentative attempts at deepening her range by attempting to investigate character within novel-length plots, The Nevermore Affair (1966) and Let the Fire Fall (1969), fail in the first through over-explication, and in the second through an uneasiness of diction, so that the Near-Future religious revival at its heart is depicted with a diffuse sarcastic loquacity. This sense of drift – this sense that her novels continue past the point at which her interest in further unpacking of material has begun to flag – is avoided in some instances, though not in Margaret and I (1971) or City of Cain (1974). But Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang – which won Hugo and Jupiter Awards for Best Novel – successfully translates her interest in clones (this time in the sf sense of ‘people-copies’) to a Ruined Earth venue in the Appalachians, where an isolated community of clones has been formed to weather the interregnum until civilization can spread again, but develops in its own, perilously narrow fashion; significantly, the book is made up of three novella-length sequences, each superb.

After The Clewiston Test (1976), which deals with similar insecurities (see below), Fault Lines (1977), not sf, uses a displaced and edgy diction to present a woman's broken remembrances, the fault lines of the title representing her own life, her future, her unhappy marriages, the earthquake that traps her, and a powerful sense that civilization itself is cracking at the seams. These two novels stand out from the rest. More normally, even Wilhelm's later tales of the fantastic – like A Sense of Shadow (1981), Welcome, Chaos (1983) (but see below) and Huysman's Pets (1986) – can sometimes

dissipate powerful beginnings in generic toings and froings. Her Leidl and Meiklejohn sequence of sf/horror/fantasy detective tales – beginning with The Hamlet Trap (1987) and ending with A Flush of Shadows: Five Short Novels Featuring Constance Leidl and Charlie Meiklejohn (1995) – seem in their compulsive genre-switching almost to parody this tendency to become digressive after the first 100 pages or so; but Crazy Time (1988), a late singleton, more successfully embraces the insecurity of the novel form as Wilhelm conceives it, and the ricochets of the plot aptly mirror the discourse it embodies upon the nature of institutionalized definitions of sanity and insanity. Most successfully of all, Death Qualified: A Mystery of Chaos (1991) – which initiates the mostly non-fantastic Barbara Holloway sequence ending with Cold Case (2008) – combines detection and sf in a long, sustained, morally complex tale whose central story-telling hook – solving a murder in order to free the innocent protagonist of suspicion – leads smoothly into an sf denouement involving chaos theory, new perceptions and a hint of Superman. It is the longest of her novels, yet the one which most resembles her successful short fiction. Kate Wilhelm was inducted into the Science Fiction Hall Of Fame in 2003; in 2009 she won a Solstice Award for her impact on speculative fiction.



The Clewiston Test (1976) is the first novel presented here, and is perhaps her most shapely full-length tale. The internal disarray felt by the female protagonist, an experimental biologist researching potentially dangerous drugs, is adroitly balanced against a portrayer of America in general, where moral convictions can dissipate under the stress of time and ambition. As Doctor Clewiston's marriage disintegrates, so do the convictions underpinning her work, for the world of science – in which Wilhelm has always been interested – cannot be divorced from the lives it affects, a truism rarely brought to bear with such sharpness, even though her tongue is kind

The Infinity Box: A Collection of Speculative Fiction (1975) is the second title presented here; the title story is a darkly complex depiction of a Near-Future America as refracted through the slow destruction of the conscience of a man gifted with a Psi Power. Among several other strong tales, the most distinguished may be ‘April Fools’ Day Forever’, where a woman told she has lost her children in childbirth discovers that the unfeelingness that surrounds her has a reason: the village where she has moved is inhabited by immortals, who do not welcome intrusions of the human condition.

Welcome Chaos (1983), the final tale presented here, builds on the specific intuition – earlier expressed in Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang (1976) and Fault Lines (1977) – that the world and individual lives both exhibit essential fractures. Like ‘April Fools’ Day Forever’, the plot subjects an already fragile world – and a disturbed woman in retreat from her experiences of

sexual discrimination – to the manipulations of a secret cadre of immortals. Wilhelm never seems angry (not exactly), but her supple, savvy tales tell us, in a very calm voice, that we need to pay attention to the issues she evokes. We need to pay attention if we want to do right by ourselves, and for our children.



For a more detailed version of the above, see Kate Wilhelm's author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/wilhelm_kate



Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.
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