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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.

      



Contents

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1. First Meeting

Chapter 2. The Making of Sirius

Chapter 3. Infancy

Chapter 4. Youth

Chapter 5. Sheep-Dog Apprentice

Chapter 6. Birth-Pangs of a Personality

Chapter 7. Wolf Sirius

Chapter 8. Sirius at Cambridge

Chapter 9. Sirius and Religion

Chapter 10. Experiences in London

Chapter 11. Man as Tyrant

Chapter 12. Farmer Sirius

Chapter 13. The Effects of War

Chapter 14. Tan-Y-Voel

Chapter 15. Strange Triangle

Chapter 16. Plaxy Conscripted

Chapter 17. Outlaw

Website

Also By Olaf Stapledon

Dedication

About the Author

Copyright




INTRODUCTION

Olaf Stapledon (1886–1950) is best known for works of vast cosmic scale. Last and First Men (1930) and Star Maker (1937) are perhaps the definitive works in this tradition, even many years later. They take the detached ‘scientific romance’ viewpoint of H. G. Wells’ novels and apply it to even greater spans of time than Wells dreamed of. Sirius (1944) seems, like Stapledon’s Odd John (1935), a much more intimate story. But it embodies, I think, the same humane values that run through the rest of Stapledon’s life and work.

Stapledon spent his early years in Port Said, Egypt. He took a history degree at Balliol College, Oxford, and as a conscientious objector served as an ambulance-driver in the First World War. After the war, he completed a PhD in philosophy at the University of Liverpool, where he later became a lecturer. Out of this work came his first book, A Modern Theory of Ethics (1929) and then fiction, beginning with Last and First Men. It and all of Stapledon’s major works of fiction use the same structuring device. All are told in the first person, narrated by a character who stands outside but observes the central events of the story. So we as readers are in a similar position: observers, but from the distance of cool reflection.

In the case of Sirius, the narrator’s initial way into the story is through his connection with his mysterious former lover Plaxy. Soon enough, he’s introduced to her scientist father Thomas Trelone, and to the book’s central character, the dog Sirius. The book’s premise is explained quickly enough: Trelone has managed to imbue Sirius with an extraordinary level of intelligence, so that he can communicate and understand the world around him at least as well as humans. The book is an account of Sirius’ life, and through it, a kind of thought experiment. How would such a creature experience our world? What would it value? And how would the world treat it?

In another great SF animal fable, John Crowley’s Beasts (1976), the interaction between humans and augmented animals is shadowed by one of the book’s epigraphs, Wittgenstein’s saying that ‘If a lion could talk, we would not understand him’. Stapledon, as a great believer in rationality, depicts some aspects of canine nature as ones that can be overcome. For instance, in Chapter III, there’s discussion of how Sirius overcomes his ‘natural’ aversion to music. At the same time, though, rationality opens up clearer and less reassuring perspectives. Later on in his education, Sirius asks Trelone ‘Why did you make only one of me? It’s going to be lonely being me.’

This becomes the dominant theme of the book: how Sirius, in all his uniqueness, is treated by the world. It has to be remembered that this book was written and published in the midst of the Second World War. The human destructiveness that Sirius is so often oppressed by would have been vivid and concrete to its readers. In contrast to that stands the image of the idyllic Welsh hills where we first encounter Sirius, and which at least initially seem a safe refuge. Rationality in an irrational world is always likely to give way to pessimism. One needs only to look at the chapter titles, such as ‘Man as Tyrant’ or ‘Outlaw’, to see the consequences in the story.

Because he so often narrates his stories from a certain distance, Stapledon is sometimes seen as a writer uninterested in the emotional side of experience. This idea is reinforced by the constant emphasis in his books on the intellectual process of finding out about the world – a process that Sirius himself spends much of his time on. But it seems to me that Sirius is the novel that shows definitively how limiting this view of Stapledon is. It’s a book invested with enormous emotional power and, even more than usual with Stapledon, care and precision in its imagery and pacing. The lone dog pacing the hills, or the calls of animals in the night: these are all motifs that echo back and forth in this most human of his books.

Graham Sleight


1

First Meeting

Plaxy and I had been lovers; rather uneasy lovers, for she would never speak freely about her past, and sometimes she withdrew into a cloud of reserve and despond. But often we were very happy together, and I believed that our happiness was striking deeper roots.

Then came her mother’s last illness, and Plaxy vanished. Once or twice I received a letter from her, giving no address, but suggesting that I might reply to her ‘care of the Post Office’ in a village in North Wales, sometimes one, sometimes another. In temper these letters ranged from a perfunctory amiability to genuine longing to have me again. They contained mysterious references to ‘a strange duty,’ which, she said, was connected with her father’s work. The great physiologist, I knew, had been engaged on very sensational experiments on the brains of the higher mammals. He had produced some marvellously intelligent sheep-dogs, and at the time of his death it was said that he was concerned with even more ambitious research. One of the colder of Plaxy’s letters spoke of an ‘unexpectedly sweet reward’ in connection with her new duty, but in a more passionate one she cried out against ‘this exacting, fascinating, dehumanizing life.’ Sometimes she seemed to be in a state of conflict and torture about something which she must not explain. One of these letters was so distraught that I feared for her sanity. I determined therefore to devote my approaching leave to walking in North Wales in the hope of finding her.

I spent ten days wandering from pub to pub in the region indicated by the addresses, asking everywhere if a Miss Trelone was known in the neighbourhood. At last, in Llan Ffestiniog, I heard of her. There was a young lady of that name living in a shepherd’s cottage on the fringe of the moor somewhere above Trawsfynydd. The local shopkeeper who gave me this information said with an air of mystery, ‘She is a strange young lady, indeed. She has friends, and I am one of them; but she has enemies.’

Following his directions, I walked for some miles along the winding Trawsfynydd road and then turned to the left up a lane. After another mile or so, right on the edge of the open moor, I came upon a minute cottage built of rough slabs of shale, and surrounded by a little garden and stunted trees. The door was shut, but smoke rose from a chimney. I knocked. The door remained shut. Peering through a window, I saw a typical cottage kitchen, but on the table was a pile of books. I sat down on a rickety seat in the garden and noted the neat rows of cabbages and peas. Away to my right, across the deep Cynfal gorge, was Ffestiniog, a pack of slate-grey elephants following their leader, the unsteepled church, down a spur of hill towards the valley. Behind and above stood the Moelwyn range.

I was smoking my second cigarette when I heard Plaxy’s voice in the distance. It was her voice that had first attracted me to her. Sitting in a café I had been enthralled by that sensitive human sound coming from some unknown person behind me. And now once more I heard but did not see her. For a moment I listened with delight to her speech, which, as I had often said, was like the cool sparkling talk of small waves on the pebbly shore of a tarn on a hot day.

I rose to meet her, but something strange arrested me. Interspersed with Plaxy’s remarks was no other human voice but a quite different sound, articulate but inhuman. Just before she came round the corner of the house she said, ‘But, my dear, don’t dwell on your handlessness so! You have triumphed over it superbly.’ There followed a strange trickle of speech from her companion; then through the gate into the garden came Plaxy and a large dog.

She halted, her eyes wide with surprise, and (I hoped) with joy; but her brows soon puckered. Laying a hand on the dog’s head, she stood silent for a moment. I had time to observe that a change had come over her. She was wearing rather muddy corduroy trousers and a blue shirt. The same grey eyes, the same ample but decisive mouth, which had recently seemed to me to belie her character, the same shock of auburn, faintly carroty hair. But instead of a rather pale face, a ruddy brown one, and a complete absence of make-up. No lip-stick, even. The appearance of rude health was oddly contradicted by a darkness under the eyes and a tautness round the mouth. Strange how much one can notice in a couple of seconds, when one is in love!

Her hand deserted the dog’s head, and was stretched out to me in welcome. ‘Oh well,’ she said smiling, ‘since you have nosed us out, we had better take you into our confidence.’ There was some embarrassment in her tone, but also perhaps a ring of relief. ‘Hadn’t we, Sirius,’ she added, looking down at the great dog.

Then for the first time I took note of this remarkable creature. He was certainly no ordinary dog. In the main he was an Alsatian, perhaps with a dash of Great Dane or Mastiff, for he was a huge beast. His general build was wolf-like, but he was slimmer than a wolf, because of his height. His coat, though the hair was short, was superbly thick and silky, particularly round the neck, where it was a close turbulent ruff. Its silkiness missed effeminacy by a hint of stubborn harshness. Silk wire, Plaxy once called it. On back and crown it was black, but on flanks and legs and the under surface of his body it paled to an austere greyish fawn. There were also two large patches of fawn above the eyes, giving his face a strangely mask-like look, or the appearance of a Greek statue with blank-eyed helmet pushed back from the face. What distinguished Sirius from all other dogs was his huge cranium. It was not, as a matter of fact, quite as large as one would have expected in a creature of human intelligence, since, as I shall explain later, Trelone’s technique not only increased the brain’s bulk but also produced a refinement of the nerve fibres themselves. Nevertheless, Sirius’ head was far loftier than any normal dog’s. His high brow combined with the silkiness of his coat to give him a look of the famous Border Collie, the outstanding type of sheep-dog. I learned later that this brilliant race had, indeed, contributed to his make-up. But his cranium was far bigger than the Border Collie’s. The dome reached almost up to the tips of his large, pointed Alsatian ears. To hold up this weight of head, the muscles of his neck and shoulders were strongly developed. At the moment of our encounter he was positively leonine, because the hair was bristling along his spine. Suspicion of me had brushed it up the wrong way. His grey eyes might have been wolf’s eyes, had not the pupils been round like any dog’s, not slits like the wolf’s. Altogether he was certainly a formidable beast, lean and sinewy as a creature of the jungle.

Without taking his gaze off me, he opened his mouth, displaying sierras of ivory, and made a queer noise, ending with an upward inflection like a question. Plaxy replied, ‘Yes, it’s Robert. He’s true as steel, remember.’ She smiled at me deprecatingly, and added, ‘And he may be useful.’

Sirius politely waved his amply feathered tail, but kept his cold eyes fixed on mine.

Another awkward pause settled upon us, till Plaxy said, ‘We have been working on the sheep out on the moor all day. We missed our dinner and I’m hungry as hell. Come in and I’ll make tea for us all.’ She added as we entered the little flagged kitchen, ‘Sirius will understand everything you say. You won’t be able to understand him at first, but I shall, and I’ll interpret.’

While Plaxy prepared a meal, passing in and out of the little larder, I sat talking to her. Sirius squatted opposite me, eyeing me with obvious anxiety. Seeing him, she said with a certain sharpness fading into gentleness, ‘Sirius! I tell you he’s all right. Don’t be so suspicious!’ The dog rose, saying something in his strange lingo, and went out into the garden. ‘He’s gone to fetch some firewood,’ she said; then in a lowered voice, ‘Oh, Robert, it’s good to see you, though I didn’t want you to find me.’ I rose to take her in my arms, but she whispered emphatically, ‘No, no, not now.’ Sirius returned with a log between his jaws. With a sidelong glance at the two of us, and a perceptible drooping of the tail, he put the log on the fire and went out again. ‘Why not now?’ I cried, and she whispered, ‘Because of Sirius. Oh, you’ll understand soon.’ After a pause she added, ‘Robert, you mustn’t expect me to be wholly yours ever, not fully and single-heartedly yours. I’m too much involved in – in this work of my father’s.’ I expostulated, and seized her. ‘Nice human Robert,’ she sighed, putting her head on my shoulder. But immediately she broke away, and said with emphasis, ‘No, I didn’t say that. It was just the female human animal that said it. What I say is, I can’t play the game you want me to play, not wholeheartedly.’

Then she called through the open door, ‘Sirius, tea!’ He replied with a bark, then strode in, carefully not looking at me.

She put a bowl of tea for him on a little table-cloth on the floor, remarking, ‘He has two meals generally, dinner at noon and supper in the evening. But to-day is different.’ Then she put down a large crust of bread, a hunk of cheese, and a saucer with a little lump of jam. ‘Will that keep you going?’ she asked. A grunt signified approval.

Plaxy and I sat at the table to eat our bread and rationed butter and war-time cake. She set about telling me the history of Sirius. Sometimes I put in an occasional question, or Sirius interrupted with his queer speech of whimper and growl.

The matter of this and many other conversations about the past I shall set down in the following chapters. Meanwhile I must say this. Without the actual presence of Sirius I should not have believed the story; but his interruptions, though canine and unintelligible, expressed human intelligence by their modulation, and stimulated intelligible answers from Plaxy. Obviously he was following the conversation, commenting and watching my reaction. And so it was not with incredulity, though of course with amazement, that I learned of the origin and career of Sirius. I listened at first with grave anxiety, so deeply involved was Plaxy. I began to understand why it was that our love had always been uneasy, and why when her mother died she did not come back to me. I began to debate with myself the best way of freeing her from this ‘inhuman bondage’. But as the conversation proceeded I could not but recognize that this strange relationship of girl and dog was fundamentally beautiful, in a way sacred. (That was the word I used to myself.) Thus my problem became far more difficult.

At one point, when Plaxy had been saying that she often longed to see me again, Sirius made a more sustained little speech. And in the middle of it he went over to her, put his fore-paws on the arm of her chair, and with great gentleness and delicacy kissed her cheek. She took the caress demurely, not shrinking away, as human beings generally do when dogs try to kiss them. But the healthy glow of her face deepened, and there was moisture in her eyes as she stroked the shaggy softness under his neck, and said to me, while still looking at him, ‘I am to tell you, Robert, that Sirius and Plaxy grew up together like the thumb and forefinger of a hand, that he loves me in the way that only dogs can love, and much more now that I have come to him, but that I must not feel bound to stay with him, because by now he can fend for himself. Whatever happens to him ever, I – how did you say it, Sirius, you foolish dear?’ He put in a quick sentence, and she continued, ‘Oh, yes, I am the scent that he will follow always, hunting for God.’

She turned her face towards me with a smile that I shall not forget. Nor shall I forget the bewildering effect of the dog’s earnest and almost formal little declaration. Later I was to realize that a rather stilted diction was very characteristic of him, in moments of deep feeling.

Then Sirius made another remark with a sly look and a tremor of the tail. She turned back to him laughing, and softly smacked his face. ‘Beast,’ she said, ‘I shall not tell Robert that.’

When Sirius kissed her I was startled into a sudden spasm of jealousy. (A man jealous of a dog!) But Plaxy’s translation of his little speech roused more generous feelings. I now began to make plans by which Plaxy and I together might give Sirius a permanent home and help him to fulfil his destiny, whatever that might be. But, as I shall tell, a different fate lay in store for us.

During that strange meal Plaxy told me that, as I had guessed, Sirius was her father’s crowning achievement, that he had been brought up as a member of the Trelone family, that he was now helping to run a sheep farm, that she herself was keeping house for him, and also working on the farm, compensating for his lack of hands.

After tea I helped her to wash up, while Sirius hovered about, jealous, I think, of my handiness. When we had finished, she said they must go over to the farm to complete a job of work before dark. I decided to walk back to Ffestiniog, collect my baggage and return by the evening train to Trawsfynedd, where I could find accommodation in the local pub. I noticed Sirius’ tail droop as I said this. It drooped still further when I announced that I proposed to spend a week in the neighbourhood in the hope of seeing more of Plaxy. She said, ‘I shall be busy, but there are the evenings.’

Before I left she handed over a collection of documents for me to take away and read at leisure. There were scientific papers by her father, including his journal of Sirius’ growth and education. These documents, together with a diary of her own and brief fragmentary records by Sirius himself, all of which I was given at a much later date, form the main ‘sources’ of the following narrative; these, and many long talks with Plaxy, and with Sirius when I had learnt to understand his speech.

I propose to use my imagination freely to fill out with detail many incidents about which my sources afford only the barest outline. After all, though a civil servant (until the Air Force absorbed me) I am also a novelist; and I am convinced that with imagination and self-criticism one can often penetrate into the essential spirit of events even when the data are superficial. I shall, therefore, tell the amazing story of Sirius in my own way.
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