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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 “SUCH GUILELESS BEAUTY IN DEBRIS”: THE MORAL UNIVERSE OF MICHAEL BISHOP

To drive off the spleen, regulate the circulation, and keep himself from succumbing to despair, Ishmael takes ship on the Pequod. The rest of us settle for more prosaic possibilities. Whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in our souls, we yell at our children, break dishes, drink vodka, watch professional football, go into politics, or join support groups. Sometimes we write fiction. And if the spleen of the moment boasts a proper Melvillean mixture of ire and melancholy, the resulting story or novel might be a very fine work indeed.

Can there be art without spite? Many painters, composers, and writers would answer no. Accepting his National Book Award in 1952, novelist James Jones lamented the flight from irony and skepticism that marked so many artists’ responses to the hyper-patriotism of the war years. “The only thing wrong with literature in our time is that it lacks malice, envy, and hate,” said Jones. “This fear of rascality in our writers is unwillingly turning them into moralists.”

A quarter century later, another National Book Award winner, novelist-philosopher Walker Percy, weighed in with a similar brief on behalf of bile. Conducting a self-interview in a 1977 issue of Esquire, Percy called fiction writing “a very obscure activity in which there is usually a considerable element of malice. Like frogging.” (Frogging, he explained, is “raising a charley horse on somebody’s arm by a skillful blow with a knuckle in exactly the right spot.”) Later in the piece, Percy argued that the knack for writing fiction entails theological, demonic, and sexual components: “One is aware, on the one hand, of a heightened capacity for both malice and joy and, occasionally and with luck, for being able to see things afresh …”

We turn now to the case of my friend and colleague Michael Bishop, whose fiction exhibits a decided dearth of rascality, a remarkable absence of malice, and absolutely no inclination toward frogging. To be sure, there is darkness in the novellas that follow, not to mention physical pain, psychological torment, wry humor, and impassioned outrage over human stupidity, but the ruling ethos is a generosity of spirit that belies the formulations of our two National Book Award winners. So where does that leave us? If Jones and Percy are right, it would seem that Bishop’s qualified optimism and essential sunniness – not by accident is the hero of the lead-off novella, “Blue Kansas Sky,” named Sonny – are fundamentally at odds with the higher varieties of literary ambition.

At this juncture, a remarkable little book by novelist John Gardner comes to our aid. The central thesis of On Moral Fiction is that the best writers function not as malice-meisters but as bearers of universal values. In the first chapter, Gardner makes his classical bias explicit:


The traditional view is that true art is moral: it seeks to improve life, not debase it. It seeks to hold off, at least for a while, the twilight of the gods and us … That art which tends toward destruction, the art of nihilists, cynics, and merdistes, is not properly art at all. Art is essentially serious and beneficial, a game played against chaos and death, against entropy. It is a tragic game, for those who have the wit to take it seriously, because our side must lose; a comic game – or so a troll might say – because only a clown with sawdust brains would take our side and eagerly join it.



As his argument deepens, Gardner further antagonizes the merdistes:


Great art celebrates life’s potential, offering a vision unmistakably and unsentimentally rooted in love. “Love” is of course another of those embarrassing words, perhaps a word even more embarrassing than “morality,” but it’s a word no aesthetician ought carelessly to drop from his vocabulary. Misused as it may be by pornographers and the makers of greeting cards, it has, nonetheless, a firm, hard-edged sense that names the single quality without which true art cannot exist.



At the risk of embarrassing Michael Bishop, I must declare that I, for one, cannot read passages like these without thinking of his oeuvre: not just the collection before us, but also such thematically rich novels as No Enemy but Time, Ancient of Days, Unicorn Mountain, and Brittle Innings, as well as the stories gathered in Blooded on Arachne, One Winter in Eden, Close Encounters with the Deity, and At the City Limits of Fate. While On Moral Fiction is not a wholly persuasive treatise (in the second half, Gardner goes off the deep end, equating serious novelists to divinely inspired priests), I shall always be grateful to its author for placing the literature of affirmation on a par with the pessimistic calisthenics of Samuel Beckett and Kurt Vonnegut. In Gardner’s view, the maker of authentic “moral fiction” is an entirely different creature from James Jones’s creepy “moralist.” And Blue Kansas Sky tacitly makes the case for this distinction as powerfully as any book I know.

If all of this sounds a bit high-minded, I should hasten to add that Gardner’s aesthetic readily embraces the sort of “category fiction” with which Michael Bishop’s name is usually associated. In the final chapter of On Moral Fiction, Gardner celebrates “the intelligent and sensitive writer” who has learned how to bend genre conventions to his purpose: “As John le Carré, Isaac Asimov, Peter Beagle, Curtis Harnak, and many others have shown, one need not be a fool or a compromiser to write a mystery story, a sci-fi or fantasy, or a book about growing up in Iowa.” If the four novellas that comprise Blue Kansas Sky didn’t deliver the reliable delights of speculative literature – if they didn’t offer uncanny encounters and canny extrapolations – I wouldn’t be discussing them right now, mainly because Bishop wouldn’t have written them in the first place.

Beyond its sophisticated picture of social interactions aboard an interstellar wheelship, “Cri de Coeur” gives us a hard-science space adventure replete with stunning vistas and heuristic mishaps. Counterpointing its subtle anthropological ruminations, “Death and Designation Among the Asadi” (a Nebula Award finalist) offers up aliens so deliciously incomprehensible that they linger in the mind long after the plot details have dropped away. To accomplish the critique of racial oppression that drives “Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana” (also a Nebula finalist), Bishop deploys an astonishing amalgam of magic realism and quantum mechanics. Even the fundamentally mainstream “Blue Kansas Sky” is shot through with a sense of the fantastical – to the young Sonny Peacock, the world feels more numinous than Newtonian – and it’s even possible to regard its various rainbow and tornado images as soliciting a return to Oz.

How does Bishop accomplish this feat? How does he create viscerally pleasurable works that nevertheless participate fully in the universe of “moral fiction” while simultaneously eschewing the pamphleteering impulse? The answer, it seems to me, lies in what Percy calls the “cognitive” or “diagnostic” dimension of fiction writing. In each of the works before us, Bishop takes hold of the same two interconnected themes – the same two grand ideas – and addresses them with all the intellectual honesty he can muster. As Percy puts it in his Harper’s essay called “The Diagnostic Novel,” “the serious novelist is quite as much concerned with discovering reality as a serious physicist.” It is Bishop’s relentless urge toward discovery, his insatiable appetite for surprise, his insistence on wrestling his thematic obsessions to the ground, that enables him to avoid the sentimentality and moralism that Gardner, Jones, and Percy – and Herman Melville – would all agree is the enemy of art.

Early in “Cri de Coeur,” Dr. Abel Gwiazda, the geologist-poet who narrates the story, has yet another unpleasant encounter with Kazimierz Mikol, the space ark’s sour fuel-systems specialist. The principal object of Mikol’s hostility is Abel Gwiazda’s son, Dean, afflicted with Down’s syndrome. When Abel expresses pride that Dean has made a compelling intellectual connection between the shape of a geode and the ship’s fuel spokes, Mikol asks, sarcastically, “Do you think that on that basis I should declare the kid a genius?” To which Abel replies, “Human would do. Just human.”

Human would do. In that stark plea for cognitive enlightenment lies the first of the two themes that animate these novellas, a plea that we might call – to borrow the title of Jürgen Habermas’s most recent book – “The inclusion of the other.” For Mikol rejects Dean not only as an individual (at one point he dismisses him as a “hairless baboon”), but also as the avatar of all Down’s-syndrome individuals. “I dislike mongoloids,” he tells Abel. “In my view, an entirely rational prejudice.”

In Abel’s eyes, meanwhile, not only is Dean fully human, his soul partakes of a palpable brightness. “Cri de Coeur” vibrates with images of luminosity, beginning with the wonderful opening line, “Why, once, did moths singe the tapestries of their wings in candle flames?” While Dean is in utero, his extra chromosome a matter of public record, Abel speaks of his desire to “call Dean’s pent-up spirit from the dark.” After Dean is born, Abel marvels at the child’s belief that everyone loves him: “In a universe of swallowing dark, and despite the eclipse of his reason at conception, he scatters a property so similar to light that it dims my vision.” Observing Dean trying to manipulate his cybernetic doppelganger inside a virtual-reality chamber, Abel composes a poem that begins:


A starchild in a VidPed cage

Unwraps himself, with deadpan glee.

Such fragile tissues disengage,

Such guileless beauty in debris.



Just when all this rhapsodizing threatens to become a bit much, Bishop reminds us that there is more to raising a child, especially a Down’s-syndrome child, than the mutual exchange of unconditional love. In one especially memorable moment, Dean’s habitual wailing carries his father past the snapping point: “‘Damn you, you little defective! Shut up!’” Even after Dean grows quiet, Abel’s anger remains: “Repeatedly, I shoved him in the chest with my knuckles, herding him toward the exit.”

Racism is the most obvious way that human beings violate the ideal of inclusion, and each novella in this collection addresses the issue at some level. The preadolescent Sonny of “Blue Kansas Sky” studies the Kansas-Nebraska act and the abolitionist movement in school. The pathetic Mikol of “Cri de Coeur” calls Abel, who is Tanzanian, a “selfish Sambo.” The extermination of the African pygmies hovers like a malignant ghost over the events in “Death and Designation Among the Asadi.” But Bishop’s richest meditation on racial injustice is “Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana,” in which Gerrit Myburgh, a smug Afrikaner, becomes an unwilling witness to the murderous policies that have polluted his country for so many generations.

At the climax of this meticulously researched novella, Bishop piquantly inverts the light imagery that suffuses “Cri de Coeur.” Newly aware that the luminous white city of Pretoria is infested with oppressors, Myburgh comes to regard all its streetlamps, incandescent bulbs, and blazing automobile chrome as negative innovations. These things belong to a universe “contaminated by light.” Pretoria’s complacent glow has prevented Myburgh from perceiving the excluded others, “the shadow-matter armies bivouacked in their shameful invisibility out there beyond the electric bonfires …”

With “Death and Designation Among the Asadi,” Bishop expands the ideal of inclusiveness into the extraterrestrial realm. Throughout his investigation of the cryptic Asadi who inhabit the planet BoskVeld, the cultural xenologist Egan Chaney is a man at war with himself. By defining the BoskVeld aborigines as “an alien people,” wholly commensurate with Homo sapiens, Chaney hopes to achieve an oblique expiation for what his own people did to the pygmies. Yet Chaney’s efforts to bring his subjects into the fellowship of the intelligent are continually thwarted by the Asadi themselves – by their antisocialness, their troublesome diet, their seeming lack of language, their bedeviling prismatic eyes, and, most especially, their bestial familiars (who turn out to be far stranger than you are likely to imagine). Early in the novella, Bishop offers a “dialogue” between Chaney’s two psyches, an exchange that climaxes when one of the selves declares, “I hate the Asadi … They curdle my essence with their very alienness.” That this outburst comes from Chaney’s “soul” half, not from his presumably colder and less compassionate “self” half, is a measure of Bishop’s refusal to strain thematic complexity through the comforting filter of dualistic reason.

In “Blue Kansas Sky,” Bishop explores the social and moral ambiguities entailed in our attempts to include those “others” commonly termed “ex-convicts.” A coming-of-age story set largely in the 1950s, “Blue Kansas Sky” frequently echoes Huckleberry Finn and To Kill a Mockingbird, and, as with those earlier works, the child-hero apprehends certain ethical imperatives that elude the grown-ups around him. Entering the story as a brutal and unattractive figure, Sonny Peacock’s Uncle Rory repels the local citizens, who see him as just another unsavory exemplar of convicted criminals everywhere. It is only Sonny who accepts Rory from the first, not because children possess an innate moral superiority – Bishop will have none of such mawkishness – but because, like Dean Gwiazda, Sonny is heir to a kind of unfocused curiosity, a “guileless beauty,” largely unavailable to the adult world.

Let me add parenthetically that I regard “Blue Kansas Sky” as one of Bishop’s finest achievements, and I’m pleased that he decided to make it the flagship of this collection. Keyed to the primary colors – the blue of the sky, the yellow of the ballcaps Rory’s mother naively sends her imprisoned son, the red of the blood-ties that bind the characters in reluctant constellations – the novella is a tour de force of tension, tone, and tongue:

“Potatochips fell around him, petallike in their beauty.”

“These tall flowers, with their brown clockfaces and their lionlike manes, did not lend themselves to comfortable bicycle transport …”

“… Neil and Pike angled off in different directions, the wind howling after them, shrapnel storms of snow glittering and whirling all about the cottonwood-studded pasture.”

“Chili, as everyone called the captain, struck Sonny as an okay guy, but his orange suit made him look less like an airman than a swashbuckling clown.”

The second time I read “Blue Kansas Sky,” the last line made me cry.

Complementing Bishop’s insights into “the inclusion of the other” is an allied theme that we might call “the redemption of the outsider.” Each novella in this collection gives us at least one important character who finds himself, either through conscious intent or metaphysical accident, standing outside a normal human frame of reference. This dislocation finally has an instructive effect – sometimes on the outsider, sometimes on his fellows – though the lesson is never simplistic, and its full implications remain mysterious.

The outsider in “Blue Kansas Sky” is the ex-con Rory Peacock, who upon his return to Van Luna takes up residence in the town dump. Having banished himself to this bizarre and unsavory landscape, Rory can finally reflect on his life, and he gradually enlists the understanding and even the admiration of the Van Lunans, effecting various reconciliations we would never have thought possible at the beginning. While “Blue Kansas Sky” remains Sonny’s story throughout, the parallel narrative serves Bishop well, permitting him to mirror the child-hero’s maturation in Rory’s progressive domestication of the odiferous wasteland.

“Cri de Coeur” features an outsider far less sympathetic than Rory Peacock. Exiled by his bigotry, Abel’s nemesis, Kazimierz Mikol, rejoins the human community aboard the wheelship only after his aunt’s death forces him to reevaluate his past. While the exact mechanism remains obscure, Mikol’s redemption evidently occurs once he connects his instinctive hatred for the handicapped Dean with his beloved sister’s own sort of neurological pathology.

“Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana” presents a searing literalization of the situation described by Ralph Ellison in the memorable opening lines of his first novel: “I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids – and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me.” In Bishop’s novella, however, it is a white man, the Afrikaner banker Myburgh, who suffers from invisibility (as the plot would have it, he is temporarily translated into subatomic shadow matter), so that, for the first time in his life, he truly sees the blacks with whom he grudgingly shares a nation. Written during a period when the fall of apartheid was by no means a foregone conclusion, “Mordecai Thubana” avoids any easy implication that Myburgh will now spend the rest of his life championing racial harmony. But he is still a man transformed.

For Egan Chaney, the xenologist-hero of “Death and Designation Among the Asadi,” detachment comes with the job. I suspect that, in naming the protagonist as he did, Bishop intended to evoke silent film actor Lon Chaney, whose brilliant portrayals of the deformed and the misbegotten made him a hero to outsiders everywhere. In his mad attempt to comprehend the denizens of the BoskVeld rain forest, Egan acquires an “invisibility” almost as literal as Gerrit Myburgh’s, for it so happens that Asadi cultural norms permit him to assume the role of pariah, “psychological outcast”: no matter what Egan does, the natives will be obliged to ignore him. The more vigorously the xenologist pursues his ideals, however, the more unrealizable they become, and I’m not giving away anything vital – indeed, the fact is announced on the dust jacket of Transfigurations, the full-length novel Bishop eventually spun from “Death and Designation” – when I reveal that Egan ultimately finds the Asadis’ irreducible otherness more attractive than “normal” human community.

Egan’s epiphany not only provides the novella with its marvelous conclusion, it furnishes an appropriate coda to my appreciation of the present collection. “I belong among the Asadi,” Egan writes to his colleagues shortly before returning to the rain forest, “not as an outcast and not as a chieftain – but as one of the milling throng … I’m one of them. I feel for them.”

A former outsider, equivocally redeemed. An alienated empiricist, now connected to the other. Moral fiction.

Egan’s message continues: “… I’m a great slow moth. A tiger moth. And the flame I choose to pursue and die in is the same flame that slowly consumes every one of the Asadi.”

A flame-drawn moth – the exact sort of creature, you will recall, that singes its wings at the beginning of “Cri de Coeur.” Such strange affirmation. Such oblique optimism. Such guileless beauty in debris. Human will do. Enjoy.

James Morrow
March 2000
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