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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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Introductions


Quiero presentarle a un amigo mio.—BERLTZ,

Spanish for Travellers



I

Reader, I would like to present Michael Bishop. Michael hails from Pine Mountain, Georgia, which is exactly one and a half inches, or 70.5 statute miles, from the star designating Atlanta as the capital of Georgia in my Rand McNally. Michael says in a note to his editor, Jim Turner, that Pine Mountain has “a certain affinity” with Barclay in “One Winter in Eden,” with Kudzu Valley in “The Yukio Mishima Cultural Association of Kudzu Valley, Georgia,” and with Caracal in “Saving Face.” So, though I’ve never been to Pine Mountain and almost wasn’t able to find it on the map, I feel I know the place pretty well through those stories.

Just as I feel, though we’ve never met, that I know Michael pretty well. Not so well, though, that I’d venture to introduce him to you as “Mike.” To me he is Michael Bishop, both names, just as they appear on the spines and title pages of his books.

They are fine books, and this collection, One Winter in Eden, has some claim to being the finest of them all (depending, really, on your own sense of how a story collection weighs in the balance against a novel), and Michael Bishop is a fine writer.

Having said which, what more can an introducer do? Choice bits of gossip are always welcome, no doubt, but I’m without that resource. To entice you toward the stories by giving précis of their plots or cross-indexing their themes would be a disservice to both writer and reader, since all such enticements wreak havoc with the primal pleasure of hearing a story told, the pleasure of being surprised.

So please, Reader, proceed directly to the stories ahead and read no more of this Introduction, which I now declare to be an Afterword. I will mark your place here with a Roman numeral by way of bookmark.

II

The purpose of an Introduction (even one pretending to be an Afterword) from the introducer’s point of view is to start up a conversation. While that is not literally possible with a book, still a collection of stories is more likely than a novel to show the variability of a writer’s mind and the provisional character of his propositions; more likely, therefore, to approximate that mosaic of impressions that can be summoned by the naming of an absent friend. Seeing the same idea shift around from story to story is a bit like having had a chance to say to the writer, “Yes, I suppose in a case like that, things would work out as you say. But suppose, instead …” And the writer supposes.

Take, for instance, the idea of patriotism, an idea that means a lot to Bishop and which he’s determined to make mean a lot to us. Bishop, a self-described Air Force brat, grew up in a military milieu and has a saner, humaner, more complicated view of soldiers and soldiering than those who’ve come to the subject either by way of the gauntlet of induction or who see it through the polarized lens of an ideology (whether its bumper sticker be PEACE NOW or SEMPER FIDELIS). Reading Bishop’s account of the cold-war army in Turkey and Guam is like finding oneself sitting down to dinner with someone who used to date Billie Jean King or who was living in Beirut when the Israelis started shelling. There is the same sense of sharing privileged information, of learning the human dimension of a news report; the same possibility of assessing from one’s companion’s tone of voice and other conversational cues just how good a judge of character he is and (therefore) how far his report may be taken as gospel.

Patriotism is a subject likely to spark debate at any very heterogeneous dinner table, since one man’s John Brown is another’s quisling. Patriotism implies a conflict between patria and se, between an obedience owed to constituted authority and self-advantage or private conviction. Writers characteristically have taken the side of John Brown, since authorship (to paraphrase Dr. Johnson) is the last refuge of heretics and infidels. Bishop, however, is not a knee-jerk nonconformist. He can see the nobility (and the comedy) of the last Japanese soldier to continue fighting World War II (“Patriots”), the hubris (and the glory) of a pilot in the ’50s who commandeers a U-2 plane for his own supranational prophetic purpose (“Cold War Orphans”).

Because for Bishop the jury is still out on most of the Big Issues that loom behind our daily news, he is able to create dramas that do not have foregone conclusions, stories that are in their essence surprising—not by virtue of some twist of “poetic justice” (a tribunal often no more equitable than a lynch mob), but because Bishop knows in his bones that life is a game more nearly resembling dice than chess.

Consider, in that light, “The Quickening,” a story set in a world (ours, now) that has just been given a good shake, whereupon each man, woman, and child alive has awakened in new habitats. The hero, lately of Lynchburg, Virginia, finds himself in Seville, Spain, among a random sampling of panicking humanity. From this premise (on the face of it so impossible, yet such a good metaphor for the new global village in the first throes of culture shock) Bishop evolves a modern Robinsonade in which every man is his own desert island. The image that concludes the story is quite as memorably outrageous as its inspired premise. Bishop seems to be suggesting that nothing less than the systematic dismantling of Civilization-As-We-Knew-It can create the conditions necessary for the radical freedom that his sense of justice demands.

“Do you mean to sit there and suggest,” I asked Bishop at the imaginary dinner party that this Introduction has been leading up to, “that the world would be closer to solving its problems if we … dynamited the Vatican!”

“No, no, no,” he said with a smile in which there was still a wee small yes peeking out, “that’s not what I meant at all. Dismantled, possibly—but not dynamited.”

He then proceeded to tell another story, “The Yukio Mishima Cultural Association of Kudzu Valley, Georgia,” that was very much to the point, for the YMCA members of that story make the same confusion that I was making above between fiction and real life.

“What if,” Bishop began, “people in a little town in Georgia like this one, Pine Mountain, were all to start reading Yukio Mishima—”

“Why would they do that?”

“Never mind. I’ll get to that later. Suppose, what’s more, that the folks in this town—we’ll call it Kudzu Valley—decided to take Mishima’s novels as seriously as the author did himself.”

“What a good idea,” I agreed between bites of smother-fried squirrel, a delicacy of the Pine Mountain region. “Let them read Serious Literature for a change, instead of Silhouette Romances, or science fiction, or—”

III

I had said the forbidden word, and at once the whole dinner table disappeared, shrinking to a spot of white correction fluid. I was back in the imaginary drawing room where we began, once more under the necessity of introducing Michael Bishop—and this time it was necessary that I insist on the fact that Michael writes science fiction.

People invariably react to that fact differently than to learning one is a writer plain and simple. The reaction may take the form of “Oh, really? My grandchildren loved E. T.” or “No kidding. I’m into collecting beer cans myself.” Instead of the wan piety encountered by those introduced as Poet or Novelist, there is an assumption that writing sf is like singing folk songs, more of a scam than a career, a way of being paid for doing something other enthusiasts do for free.

This assumption has its positive side. Sf writers aren’t as likely as Serious Writers to forget that they’re part of the entertainment industry. They are not under the same onus ever to improve upon their last performance. The audience is always hungry for more, and if its hunger is often gluttonous and indiscriminate, surely it is better to encourage writers to be productive than otherwise. The danger is that one will adjust one’s art to the audience’s appetite, becoming a hack (or a short-order cook), but if that temptation can be resisted, the results can be right up there in the four-star category.

I trust, Reader, that you know all this already, and that you would agree, besides, that there are certain portions of reality that only become visible under the ultraviolet glow of the science-fictional imagination, and that this is the reason (despite the above chip-on-the-shoulder broodings) that writers as good as Michael Bishop—and others we could mention—persist in writing science fiction.

“All that may be so in general,” I can imagine Michael Bishop objecting, “but most of the stories in this book really can’t be said to be sf.”

And he’s right. With two, possibly three exceptions, none of the stories in One Winter in Eden would be considered sf, were one to encounter them within a non-sf context—in a quarterly, say, or in the New Yorker. If the “s” in sf is to signify “science” (and not that all-accommodating term, “speculative”), then it would be hard to construe such a story as “The Quickening” as sf (despite its having won a Nebula Award from the Science Fiction Writers of America), since there is not even a token effort to rationalize its premise of an instantaneously scrambled world population. Yet the space the story inhabits is more science fictional than surrealist, since all its subsequent events proceed logically from its initiating megametaphor; a writer like Hawkes or Barthelme operating from the same premise would provide a surfeit of impossibilities from a principled disdain for narrative realism.

There is a genre that would accommodate a goodly proportion of the stories collected here, but it is an academic rather than a publisher’s label: Southern Gothic. Southern Gothic is incontestably the strongest regional literature America has produced; one might even say the only one. That is, if regionalism is to do more than describe a certain bounded set of landscapes and local types, or to document an existing folkloric tradition; if it is, besides, to stake out a special way of thinking, its own characteristic taste and aroma. In the best specimens of Southern Gothic there is a delicate, unsteady balance between, in Poe’s phrase, the grotesque and the arabesque, between the truths of ribaldry and the tall tale and the countervailing truths of lyric and prophetic vision. The latest grand master of the tradition, Flannery O’Connor, is honored twice over in One Winter in Eden. In “Saving Face” Bishop exercises one of the minor prerogatives of sf and hypothesizes a movie based on O’Connor’s “Good Country People,” while in another tale, “Within the Walls of Tyre,” he updates that same story of a Salesman and a Farmer’s Daughter from its rustic setting to a present-day shopping mall.

Finally, of course, all labels are irrelevant. The basic accolade any ambitious writer aspires to is to have it said that he’s transcended whatever category, genre, or pigeonhole he’s been placed in. Such praise is a kind of badge of marksmanship. Bishop has long since earned that badge, and his wings as well.

Now you’ll have to excuse me. There’s someone else at the door. Help yourself to more of the smother-fried squirrel. Oh, and yes, do have Michael tell you about the grither.

I left then, but the hypothetical Reader, taking my suggestion, turned to Michael and asked, “The grither? What’s a grither?”

“A grither is a creature,” Michael began (quoting his own story, “Seasons of Belief”), “who lives in the wreck of an ancient packet ship in the ice floes of the Arctic Circle. There is only one grither in the entire world, and each time he hears his name spoken aloud by any member of the human population, he sets off to find that impertinent person and make sure that he never says his name again. He has very, very good ears, the grither does, and he cannot tolerate being the object of anyone’s gossip.”

“But if what you say is so,” the Reader noted with alarm, “then the grither is already. …”

“Mm-hm,” said Michael. “He is.”

THOMAS M. DISCH
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