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Introduction

Basically, science-fiction is an effort to predict the future on the basis of known facts, culled largely from present-day science laboratories. Within that broad field – and it is exceedingly broad, indeed, far more so, in fact, than even modern science-fiction readers fully realize – there are many species, types, and families of story material. The dividing up of the field of science-fiction into classes and groups is a task literary dissectors are only starting on. I’m not an expert in that field – my division is purely the rule-of-thumb method of the story-teller, not the analytical method of the critic.

To me, there are three broad types – the gadget story, the concept story, and the character story. In those broad groups, there will of course be more or less cross-over between types, but those classifications serve to help an author get started building. In this volume, the gadget story and the concept story predominate. Elimination is perhaps the nearest to the pure-gadget story, but it is a study of the effect of a device upon the human character of the inventor; the unstated proposition being that the one and only way for the discoverers to attain their goal is to ignore – to destroy and forget – their invention. Which is, of course, the one thing that they, as human scientists, couldn’t possibly do. To a large extent too, Frictional Losses is a gadget story, as is Blindness. But in Blindness there is much more cross-over with the character-type story than there is in Frictional Losses.

The other stories in the book are concept-stories. Where Elimination starts, for instance, with the author’s consideration of ‘What if a man invented a time-viewer which—’ and proceeds from the interaction of the gadget and the man, Twilight – and its sequel, Night – originated with the concept of men who had forgotten their greatness, lonely and puzzled and unimportant in the immense majesty of the past accomplishments of their race. It is almost purely an effort to put across to the reader the mood and the feeling of that concept. It predicts no particular scientific advance, nor does it study a character as an individual – it’s simply an effort to share a conception, a pure feeling. It’s an effort to do, with words, what certain melodies and songs can do in evoking pure emotions. ‘Stardust’ or ‘Memories’ do it for some; ‘Finlandia’ has the same emotion-stirring power on a different order, for others. Twilight was the first Don A. Stuart story, and it was done in an effort to determine three things: 1. Could it be done in science-fiction? 2. Could I do it? 3. Would it be liked and accepted if I did?

Incidentally, Twilight had a unique record; it was submitted to and immediately bounced by every science-fiction and fantasy magazine in the business when it was first written. Only after Astounding had changed hands and been re-issued by Street & Smith was the story accepted and published. Usually editors do a fair job of guessing their reader’s reactions; that time they did miss, because despite the fact that it was entirely different from any science-fiction that had appeared before, it was immediately liked. It led to the development of the Don A. Stuart stories, and thus to the modern Astounding.

Who Goes There? is a quite different mood-concept story. In a sense, the Alien of Who Goes There? could be considered a gadget – a non-mechanical gadget. But the emphasis of the story is on putting over to the reader a feeling of the inescapable tension and fear brooding in the Antarctic camp. If Twilight’s mood is in the direction of ‘Stardust,’ Who Goes There? heads off toward ‘Night On Bald Mountain.’ Yet they have the fundamental similarity that each is an effort to provoke a certain special mood-reaction in the reader.

One of the real problems of the science-fiction author is to select the method of application of a gadget idea; a basically good idea can, many times, give you more trouble in working out a story than a weak idea. The weak idea has to have a strong story to get anywhere at all; the strong idea may tempt the author into using it as a crutch to carry a weak story.

The story Blindness, as a matter of fact, was such a problem – the real idea of the story being the one finally used as the snapper. Although the yarn was developed through 95% of its length as a straight character story so far as its telling goes, its inception was, nevertheless, that of a gadget story. In mulling over the basic idea of the wonderful heat-to-electric power alloy, stories ranging from domes on the burning hot deserts of Mercury to how to build an atomic engine with the alloy as the energy-converter were considered, tried, and died dismally on my hands. Frictional Losses was another one that I couldn’t get anywhere with; I tried at least fifteen different plots all of which went incredibly flat about Page 25.

But that’s the fun of science-fiction writing; the plotting is as nearly 100% uninhibited as anything imaginable. If the idea doesn’t fit in with conditions of Earth, you’re free to invent a planet where it will fit – so long as you don’t defy some obvious law of Nature. A planet with an atmosphere of hydrogen and chlorine lit by a blue-white star, for instance, isn’t simply another fantastic world somewhere in space – it’s a non-existent nightmare. Hydrogen and chlorine combine explosively when illuminated by blue and blue-violet light; that atmosphere couldn’t possibly exist.

But don’t pull any boners of that nature – and you can set up a world to play with as you like. You can consider any social structure you like, carried to any extreme you need, to bring out your points. One thing, and one thing only, is properly demanded of the story, once its reasonable premise is set forth: the story must be self-consistent from there on. Then, science-fiction is the freest, least formularized of any literary medium. In this field, the reader can never be sure just how the author may wind up – and because the author feels that freedom, he can let the story have its head, let it develop in any direction that the logic of the developing situations may dictate. Many times a story actually winds up entirely different from the idea with which the author started. And, very rarely, an author can simply start a story, and let it work its own way out to a conclusion!

I tried that trick many times – but once and only once did it work out into a satisfactory yarn for me. And that one time I had one definite, basic plan in mind. You see, in science-fiction, the ordinary detective story is impossible; it can’t be fair to the reader because of the very freedom of science-fiction that allows the author to invent new devices, even new cultural patterns, during the course of the story. To an extent that few detective story readers realize, the modern murder mystery is bound by a very rigid code. At one time, the murder ‘by an unidentifiable South American jungle poison he had picked up somewhere in his wanderings’ was considered legitimate; today, even that small amount of freedom isn’t permitted. Now in science-fiction, the murder in the locked room may have been committed by entering the room via time-machine before it was locked, or after the corpse was found, and time-travelling back to the fatal hour. Or the murderer may have invented invisibility, or a fourth-dimensional snickersnee that can reach into a three-dimensional room and do its dirty work.

Nevertheless, a mystery story can be written for science-fiction. Logically, to be fair, the conclusions should be drawn from the material supplied in the first parts of the story. So Dead Knowledge was written as a mystery story. It was, in full truth, a mystery to me when I wrote the first three-quarters!

But no matter what the type – science-fiction is fun!

JOHN W. CAMPBELL

New York, N.Y.

2 February, 1948
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