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Preface

If poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world, science-fiction writers are its court jesters. We are Wise Fools who can leap, caper, utter prophecies, and scratch ourselves in public. We can play with Big Ideas because the garish motley of our pulp origins makes us seem harmless.

And SF writers have every opportunity to kick up our heels – we have influence without responsibility. Very few feel obliged to take us seriously, yet our ideas permeate the culture, bubbling along invisibly, like background radiation.

Yet the sad truth of the matter is that SF has not been much fun of late. All forms of pop culture go through doldrums; they catch cold when society sneezes. If SF in the late Seventies was confused, self-involved, and stale, it was scarcely a cause for wonder.

But William Gibson is one of our best harbingers of better things to come.

His brief career has already established him as a definitive Eighties writer. His amazing first novel, Neuromancer, which swept the field’s awards in 1985, showed Gibson’s unparalleled ability to pinpoint social nerves. The effect was galvanic, helping to wake the genre from its dogmatic slumbers. Roused from its hibernation, SF is lurching from its cave into the bright sunlight of the modern zeitgeist. And we are lean and hungry and not in the best of tempers. From now on things are going to be different.


The collection you hold now contains all of Gibson’s shorter work to date. It’s a rare chance to see the astonishingly rapid development of a major writer.

The tack he intended to take was already visible in his first published story, ‘Fragments of a Hologram Rose,’ from 1977. The Gibson trademarks are already present: a complex synthesis of modern pop culture, high tech, and advanced literary technique.

Gibson’s second story, ‘The Gernsback Continuum,’ shows him consciously drawing a bead on the shambling figure of the SF tradition. It’s a devastating refutation of ‘scientifiction’ in its guise as narrow technolatry. We see here a writer who knows his roots and is gearing up for a radical reformation.

Gibson hit his stride with the Sprawl series: ‘Johnny Mnemonic,’ ‘New Rose Hotel,’ and the incredible ‘Burning Chrome.’ The appearance of these stories in Omni magazine showed a level of imaginative concentration that effectively upped the ante for the entire genre. These densely packed, baroque stories repay several readings for their hard-edged, gloomy passion and intensely realised detail.

The triumph of these pieces was their brilliant, self-consistent evocation of a credible future. It is hard to overestimate the difficulty of this effort, which is one that many SF writers have been ducking for years. This intellectual failing accounts for the ominous proliferation of postapocalypse stories, sword-and-sorcery fantasies, and those everpresent space operas in which galactic empires slip conveniently back into barbarism. All these subgenres are products of the writers’ urgent necessity to avoid tangling with a realistic future.

But in the Sprawl stories we see a future that is recognisably and painstakingly drawn from the modern condition. It is multifaceted, sophisticated, global in its view. It derives from a new set of starting points: not from the shopworn

formula of robots, spaceships, and the modern miracle of atomic energy, but from cybernetics, biotech, and the communications web – to name a few.

Gibson’s extrapolative techniques are those of classic hard SF, but his demonstration of them is pure New Wave. Rather than the usual passionless techies and rock-ribbed Competent Men of hard SF, his characters are a pirate’s crew of losers, hustlers, spin-offs, castoffs, and lunatics. We see his future from the belly up, as it is lived, not merely as dry speculation.

Gibson puts an end to that fertile Gernsbackian archetype, Ralph 124C41+, a white-bread technocrat in his ivory tower, who showers the blessings of superscience upon the hoi polloi. In Gibson’s work we find ourselves in the streets and alleys, in a realm of sweaty, white-knuckled survival, where high tech is a constant subliminal hum, ‘like a deranged experiment in social Darwinism, designed by a bored researcher who kept one thumb permanently on the fast-forward button.’

Big Science in this world is not a source of quaint Mr Wizard marvels, but an omnipresent, all-permeating, definitive force. It is a sheet of mutating radiation pouring through a crowd, a jam-packed Global Bus roaring wildly up an exponential slope.

These stories paint an instantly recognisable portrait of the modern predicament. Gibson’s extrapolations show, with exaggerated clarity, the hidden bulk of an iceberg of social change. This iceberg now glides with sinister majesty across the surface of the late twentieth century, but its proportions are vast and dark.

Many SF authors, faced with this lurking monster, have flung up their hands and predicted shipwreck. Though no one could accuse Gibson of Pollyannaism, he has avoided this easy out. This is another distinguishing mark of the emergent new school of Eighties SF: its boredom with the Apocalypse.

Gibson wastes very little time shaking his finger or wringing his hands. He keeps his eyes unflinchingly open and, as Algis Budrys has pointed out, he is not afraid of hard work. These are signal virtues.

Another sign shows Gibson as part of a growing new consensus in SF: the ease with which he collaborates with other writers. Three such collaborations grace this collection. ‘The Belonging Kind’ is a rare treat, a dark fantasy bubbling over with lunatic surrealism. ‘Red Star, Winter Orbit’ is another near-future piece with a lovingly detailed, authentic background; with the global, multicultural point of view typical of Eighties SF. ‘Dogfight’ is a savagely effective and brutally twisted piece of work, with Gibson’s classic one-two combination of lowlife and high tech.

In Gibson we hear the sound of a decade that has finally found its own voice. He is not a table-pounding revolutionary, but a practical, hands-on retrofitter. He is opening the stale corridors of the genre to the fresh air of new data: Eighties culture, with its strange, growing integration of technology and fashion. He has a fondness for the odder and more inventive byways of mainstream lit: Le Carré, Robert Stone, Pynchon, William Burroughs, Jayne Anne Phillips. And he is a devotee of what J. G. Ballard has perceptively called ‘invisible literature’: that permeating flow of scientific reports, government documents, and specialised advertising that shapes our culture below the level of recognition.

SF has survived a long winter on its stored body fat. Gibson, along with a broad wave of inventive, ambitious new writers, has prodded the genre awake and sent it out on recce for a fresh diet. And it’s bound to do us all a power of good.

Bruce Sterling
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