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    Three Pieces on Science Fiction Theatre
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    [We are delighted to present these three essays from the Performing Science Fiction web site, which is administered by NYRSF’s drama editor, Jen Gunnels.—the eds.]


    Mac Rogers


    “Actually, we’ve already made first contact. . . .”
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      Not that theater doesn't deal in big decisions, but... an alien invasion? Really?


      —Elisabeth Vincentelli, “Science fiction, triple feature,” The New York Post, June 28, 2012 <bit.ly/XchDby>

    


    Here’s my thing: It’s not that this sentence popped up in a review of Sovereign, the third installment of my science fiction trilogy for the stage... it’s that it took until the third part for a single reviewer to express incredulity at the idea of a play about an extraterrestrial takeover of the Earth. All three parts of The Honeycomb Trilogy were reviewed by several critics apiece when my company presented them over the first 7 months of this 2012. We had almost 40 reviews <www.gideonth.com/reviews/> over the course of three plays, many from what they call “mainstream” publications—some good, some bad, some middling—but we only had one review that questioned, and even then only briefly, whether an alien invasion was an appropriate subject for a play.


    Let’s talk about audience: I’ll admit that a few folks expressed some gentle amusement when I told them what the Trilogy was about, but most didn’t. When I talked to people after performances or in the days after they saw one of the shows, the pattern was the same: whether they liked or disliked it, nobody for a second acted as if theater should not include stories about giant insects taking over the world. Everyone just assessed it as a play like any other. My previous foray into sf playwriting, Universal Robots, had the legitimacy imprimatur of starting its life as an adaptation of Karel Čapek’s classic R.U.R. But The Honeycomb Trilogy had no respectable uncle to lean on: it was a full-on, bug-eyed aliens epic for live theater, and no one had any problem taking it seriously.


    You can see this blossoming of stage sf happening all over. In my particular neck of the New York City indie theater woods, it was the Vampire Cowboys Theater Company that broke this ground. Their shows, nearly all written by Qui Nguyen and directed by Robert Ross Parker, contained zombies, ninjas, aliens, superheroes, sentient robots, and inter-dimensional beings, all brought to the stage with an intricate craftsmanship and care that made them indelible. Vampire Cowboy shows are often comic, but I wouldn’t call them parody; Nguyen and Parker always create a consistent internal logic to their universes and demand that we care about their characters and take them for who they are, living or undead.


    There’s a sense among many of my colleagues that Vampire Cowboys emboldened us. We wanted to tell these sorts of stories but had some sense that we weren’t “allowed.” The idea of great theater to which a lot of American students are exposed early on is actually kind of a narrow vein: your basic O’Neill, Miller, Williams, Mamet. I got Churchill and Kushner and Jean Claude van Itallie later, but only after the big respectable pillars had made their initial mark on me. There was Shakespeare in there too, of course, but I remember being taught to think of Hamlet’s father and the ghost of Banquo and Ariel as metaphors or projections or whatever, not as actual frikkin’ supernatural beings I was supposed to invest in. The message that comes across is that great plays are basically realistic, sad stories of thwarted dreamers/Everymen feebly struggling against the economic and societal structures holding them down—and no robots allowed. I don’t deny the greatness of these playwrights, but they only represent a sliver of what’s possible in theater. Among a lot of folks I know, Qui and Parker’s success said to us, “Go ahead, throw a robot in there. No one’s gonna laugh at you. Not if you do it right.”


    The point I’m making is this: we don’t need to be embarrassed anymore. We don’t need to be sheepish about this. A huge number of the theater artists and theater critics working now grew up in a culture permeated by genre and speculative fiction stories, and many of us understand that the repurposing of popular genre motifs for the stage doesn’t have to mean Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark. Nobody pointed and laughed at August Schulenberg’s superb AI-enhanced humans thriller DEINDE; NYTheatre called it “one of the smartest, sharpest, and most important new plays of the theatre season.” Nobody mocked Edward Einhorn’s stage adaptation of Ursula Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven; Theater Mania praised its “admirable simplicity” and “enchantment.” Indeed, the Mad One’sbrilliant Samuel and Alasdair: A History of the Robot War became a full-on (and much-deserved) critical darling earlier this year despite one of the pulpiest titles imaginable.


    And I’m only citing reviews really as a snapshot of a more widely emerging consensus throughout the theater community: science fiction theater isn’t fighting to be born, to be recognized. We’re already here. We’re already doing this. This is already a tradition. Sure, it’ll be a while before a lot of bigger theaters will be programming science fiction, but believe me, they’re going to catch up with us. I think they have to if they want to tell stories about who we are now. As sometime sf novelist Karen Joy Fowler told io9.com a of couple years ago, “I truly believe that science fiction is realism now and literary realism is a nostalgic literature about a place where we once lived, but no longer do” <io9.com/5285084/4-authors-we-wish-would-return-to-science-fiction?skyline=true&s=x>.


    Our seat is very much at the table. I think we’ve reached a stage where we can set aside fighting for legitimacy and simply do our work: Tell our stories, hone our techniques, and share our information. We’ll all get to see each other at work; we’ll know how many more of us are out there, bringing these stories to life on stage all over the world. We’re here now. We’re “allowed.” [image: *]

    


    Mac Rogers lives in Brooklyn and is the author ofThe Honeycomb Trilogy.

  


  
    How Do I Get the Bad Taste out of my Brain?


    Jen Gunnels
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    A Rant in Response to Ralph Willingham’s Science Fiction and the Theatre


    Where to even begin? I was really excited to see Science Fiction and the Theatre by Ralph Willingham, and then I read it. To say that I was mildly appalled and disappointed would be a severe understatement. Granted, this book was published in 1994 at the height of big musicals and, more tellingly, on the tail of theatre’s attempts in the late ’80s to be seen as a scholarly discipline on equal, if apologetic, footing with literature. Unfortunately, even taking these elements into account, it perpetuates a series of misunderstandings about both the theatre (though it was in fact written by a theatre scholar) and science fiction.


    The roots of this “anti-dramatic” or “anti-theatrical” bias trace back to the turn of the twentieth century and the separation of textual study from the practice of performance. We have, among others, Plato and T. S. Eliot to thank for the whole mess. Now, they are not wholly responsible. We can also thank Puritan distrust of theatre and the nineteenth century’s melodramatic stage offerings that stressed emotional over intellectual content in performances for a lack of intellectual respect. It’s all tangled and messy and complicated—as anything dealing with performance is—and laid out all quite nicely in The Antitheatrical Prejudice (1985) by Jonas Barish. In a nutshell, theatre, dealing in gesture and representation, is just not to be trusted since there’s a lack of the concrete and a reliance on interpretation (gasp!) which is organic and variable. It’s just not rigorous and has too many plastic factors involved to be a truly legitimate intellectual study. I mean, those artists over there are mucking around with the text, for Godot’s sake.


    There have been inroads changing this perception over the decades, particularly in performance studies and most recently with the influx of research in cognitive studies and neuroscience. People like Tobin Nelhaus and Bruce McConachie are reexamining elements of performance and theatre history with these tools and creating new methodologies.


    That isn’t to say that Willingham hasn’t made an honest and good attempt at a theatrical history of sf on the stage. His overviews of the various decades are relatively accurate given the monumental task of hunting down obscure and often unperformed (thus undocumented) material. He has undertaken a much needed and underappreciated task as a historian. I have a deep appreciation for the bibliography of plays that he complied. I sincerely doubt that I would have the patience to do the job.


    With little existing material on the subject, however, it’s disturbing to have this book as the near sole representative of scholarship and criticism on the subject. Specifically, it furthers stereotypes concerning both performance and science fiction as larger wholes. To thoroughly cover all that is wrong in this text would be impossible and possibly result in an aneurysm for me.


    But a few of the more outrageous and absurd assertions need to be shared:


    
      In this chapter, which outlines the history of science fiction drama, we shall see that two principal factors have kept the genre in the background of dramaturgy: the theatre’s persistently frivolous treatment of science, and the inability of science fiction theatre to develop the cult following that has been the lifeblood of science fiction prose. (10)

    


    Frankly, this statement insults theatre practitioners and sf readers and scholars alike. Intimating that theatre constantly treats science as something silly contains the implication that we theatre folk just can’t get our pretty little heads around the concepts. Material that is specifically “science” doesn’t always make good theatre, but the scientists behind it do. Breaking the Code (1986) certainly predates this text’s publication and is anything but a frivolous treatment of Alan Turing’s involvement in breaking the German Enigma code and the resultant foundation of computational science. Later plays such as Copenhagen (2000), about physicists Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg, continue that tradition. Nor do I think that sf prose’s readership constitutes a “cult,” at least not since the 1970s at the latest and certainly not today.


    
      Despite these signs that science fiction is welcome on today’s stage, the most reliable gauge of what has actually been accomplished is still the original scripted play. (33)

    


    Again, the literary bias puts its obnoxious snout in the air. First of all, plays achieve full realization in performance. The all important “holy” script is but one small and highly malleable element of the production. Second, it’s extremely difficult to get a play published even by a publishing house specializing in drama such as Samuel French. I’ve looked into trying to create an anthology of new sf plays that have been produced in the last four years, and I cannot find a publisher interested in taking it. There’s a bias in that it’s not a traditional piece of literature, nor will it likely become a money maker even as a textbook for scholars and students in the field.


    A more reliable gauge for anything theatrical is production. Did it get produced? What was the critical reception? What was the audience reception? Let’s finally dispense with the ridiculous notion that the written text is everything. Theatre is not literature, nor should it be. It is an entirely different medium, predating the novel by several millennia, and as playwright Mac Rogers has said, “It’s more than earned your respect.”


    
      In summary, most of the existing science fiction scripts seem superficial in comparison with the achievements of the genre’s narratives. They lack the imaginative depth, complexity of plot, variety of characters and action and, most important, the universally humanistic concerns that characterize great science fiction. (34)

    


    Wait. What? Seriously? Isn’t the usual argument that sf is crap in these particulars as far as literature is concerned? Untrue, yes, but hasn’t that been the accusation of critics pointing at genre? There is great sf out there; I’ve read it and read of it. By the same token, there’s great sf theatre out there as well as an astonishing amount of utter drek. Given the offerings at the time of this book’s publication, there was scant sf theatre, but Willingham’s examples of Čapek’s R.U.R. (1922), Shaw’s Back to Methuselah (1922), Overmeyer’s On the Verge (1987), and Shepherd’s Tooth of the Crime (1972) belie his own argument. In any given medium or genre, there are a handful of truly remarkable works.


    
      Science fiction is a particularly ripe source of comic material. Because the genre’s literature has so few basic premises, they have become worn and clichéd with excessive use.... A comic approach can eliminate the staging problems that tend to crop up in science fiction. (102)

    


    WTF? No. Just no. Believe it or not, he also suggests that the solution to sf theatre is also to make it a musical. (At that point, I actually threw the book on the floor and stomped on it, screaming obscenities.) The issues are not that sf looks “fake” on stage or that it’s cliché. There have been amazing productions of lyric sensitivity, such as those plays by Mac Rogers and August Schulenburg. It’s a problem with both narrative and dramaturgy and always has been. Embracing the comedy can create wonderful, amusing productions. However, once again there is a basic contradiction. If the genre is so much more deep and profound than can be expressed by silly, shallow drama, then how is that possible if the genre is so “worn and clichéd”?


    As a result of focusing solely on the “sacred” script, Willingham ignores innovative production design as a contributing element of science fiction for any performance. This pretty much eliminates reexaminations of canonical material with an sf lens. Redd Tale Theatre Company’s use of sf narrative frames for a reexamination of classic dramatic works, such as their riveting Macbeth influenced by Doctor Who or their brilliant melding of Medea and The X Files, would not qualify as sf theatre. According to any postmodern examination of performance, they do and rightly so.


    Willingham has also failed to see a paradox in his argument. He states that sf theatre isn’t commercially successful, thus the lack of it. The dangerous implication is that theatre is only successful if it’s commercially viable. Here is where I usually make an argument against Broadway. Commercial Broadway theatre and its relatives in regional theatres in the U.S. represent a very, very, small percentage of professional theatre. Some of the best material is found off-off Broadway in the tiny experimental theatres in New York City. But even this isn’t fair since I would never consider New York to be the center of innovative theatrical productions, as this would ignore smaller theatres in this country and ignore Europe altogether. I’ll return to that in a moment.


    In terms of sf in the past (and people should feel free to correct me here) the more commercially successful, the more denigrated sf is because that means it’s “popular.” This has changed over the years and is not necessarily true of current sf in the U.S. and certainly doesn’t reflect the sf tradition in other countries. Willingham omits even an acknowledgement that the sf tradition is vastly different overseas—one not grounded in the much-denigrated pulp tradition—nor does he acknowledge a very different model for performance in Europe. European sf and theatre have their own history and models—ones bearing little relation to those in the U.S. They simply cannot be lumped together.


    Other smaller issues with the text concern his cursory knowledge of sf drama and literature. For example, he states that Čapek’s R.U.R. was the first piece of sf to concern itself with mankind’s overreliance on machines (17) makes me think that he didn’t understand what Čapek actually wrote. The robots of the play were organic creations much more akin to what we might consider clones; they weren’t machines. While R.U.R. premiered in 1922, E. M. Forester wrote “The Machine Stops” in 1909, and it directly concerns the ramifications of humanity’s over-reliance on actual machines. While I am the first to admit to the impossibility of having read everything (which does not include David Hartwell’s or John Clute’s knowledge of the genre), there is a surprising lack here of any actual understanding of how the genre works or what it contains. This is but one example of the passing and often incorrect mentions of sf literature in the text.


    The mistakes made in the text are in the sweeping conceptual framework concerning theatre and sf literature alike and in the mistaken attempt to create a production manifesto for the construction of sf theatre. The model used is based too much in anti-theatrical bias and an apologetic approach that places theatre firmly beneath literature. Theatre is not some bastard off shoot of literature, nor is it a second-class art form that needs to apologize for its continued existence—nor is it better and above literature. It is simply different, with different needs, construction, and sensibilities.


    Theatre has not, has never been, nor will be literature. Nor should it. What is needed is a more current examination of the explosion of truly exceptional sf theatre both here in the U.S. and abroad, an examination that better represents current theatrical practices and narrative construction as well as an examination of how sf narratives operate and have developed. But that is another discussion entirely.


    Gah! I need a tequila shot for my intellect just to get that taste out of there. [image: *]

    


    Jen Gunnels’s brain cells live despite (or perhaps because of) the tequila.

  


  
    The Play’s the Thing


    August Schulenberg
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  So, this piece is supposed to be about the “practical issues involved in writing and staging science fiction.” This might seem neither an odd question to ask nor a difficult one to answer. After all, the theatre where I am a creative partner, Flux Theatre Ensemble, has frequently staged plays that might fall under a generous definition of science fiction—six out of our fourteen plays. As a playwright, I’ve written seven full-length plays that might fit comfortably into the genre.


  Yet we have not considered ourselves a science fiction theatre company or deliberately set out to stage science fiction plays. I have never thought, “I’m going to write a science fiction play now.” How can I answer a question about the practical issues of staging and writing sf theatre when our relationship to the genre is so unconscious that we just call it theatre? Are the practical issues of sf theatre really just the practical issue of theatre dressed in speculative drag?


  Yes and no, and the difference grows out of the media through which we tell our stories. Theatre is both a literal and symbolic act: that human body is really there but pretends to be something else. This places theatre somewhere between the literal magic of film and the symbolic power of a book. The medium of theatre is the human body and the imaginative acts it asks of its audience.


  This realization is a simple one, and yet when you possess it fully (as you only sometimes do), it cannot but help but shake you (or at least it does me). The medium of theatre is the human body. What a thrilling, daunting thing. We are such stuff as these dreams are made on, and that means the realm of sf theatre is linked to film and literature but made of fundamentally different stuff.


  Our expectations must, therefore, be different. The need for strong storytelling unites book, film, and play; it is the differing materials of the story where things get interesting. A science fiction book is entirely ours to imagine; so much of the joy comes from making our mind’s eye a camera leaping from the interior of our protagonist to the whole of the cosmos and back again in the blink of a sentence. An sf film, on the other hand, is quite the opposite. The camera and the editors do all that work for us; our imaginations have no room within the frame because they’re simply not needed. The joy then comes from imagining the world outside the frame, and this may be why sf films are so powerful at generating fan fiction and costumed world building; the entry point for our imaginations comes outside of the story.


  With theatre, then, it is with the human body that our imaginations find their primary point of engagement. SF theatre that tries to conjure the imaginative act of a book or the detailed tell of a film will fail: that is not where its fundamental strength lies. Great sf theatre lives in the power of a real human body reacting in real time to the imaginative pressures of speculative fiction.


  Take, for example, Mac Rogers’s The Honeycomb Trilogy. One of the great thrills in each of these three plays is watching an alien mind inhabit a human body. I think of Jason Howard’s magnificent struggle to be human in Advance Man, the surprise of human pleasures shared between Jason and Cotton Wright in Blast Radius, Erin Jerazol’s all-too-human grief in Sovereign. These are moments that could work in a book or film but mean something different when we imagine an alien life in the real body before us.


  With Flux’s production of DEINDE, the same principle held true. We tried to evoke a feeling of the future without getting bogged down in future-ish gadgets and costumes. We depended on the audience to color in those lines because the focus needed to be on the human experience: how looping into DEINDE changed, little by little, every single aspect of that experience until the characters were, for better and worse, an entirely different thing. Mac’s violence with Bobby and connection to Jenni mean something different when you are in the same room with them, watching real bodies undergo imagined transformations.


  When sf plays attempt to equal the imaginative act of a novel or the detailed literalness of a film, they may find a way (I like to believe there are no limits to what stories theatre can tell), but they will lead the audience away from the visceral heart of what theatre does. Begin with the human body in real time: how will your story change what that body means? Then let every staging choice emerge from that, and you will have a truly powerful sf play on your hands. Or, as we call it in Flux, a play. [image: *]

  


  August Schulenberg lives in Astoria, New York and is the artistic director for Flux Theatre Ensemble.


  
    200 Significant Science Fiction Books by Women, 1984–2001


    David G. Hartwell
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    For a separate project, I was asked to assemble a list of major books of science fiction written by women over the period 1984 to 2001. I restricted myself to works of science fiction (which eliminates certain works valued by the sf audience but published out of genre or specifically as horror or as fantasy), and novels and single author collections only, not anthologies. This list includes most of the nominees and winners of the major awards during the period but is not limited to them, nor does it include every last one. Every book here appeared on some “best of the year” or award nomination list. [image: *]


    1984


    Chanur’s Venture, C. J. Cherryh


    Divine Endurance, Gwyneth Jones


    Extra(Ordinary) People, Joanna Russ


    The Game Beyond, Melissa Scott


    Native Tongue, Suzette Haden Elgin


    Voyager in Night, C. J. Cherryh


    World’s End, Joan D. Vinge


    1985


    Always Coming Home, Ursula K. Le Guin


    The Best of . . ., Marion Zimmer Bradley


    Brightness Falls from the Air, James Tiptree, Jr.


    Cuckoo’s Egg, C. J. Cherryh


    Fire Watch, Connie Willis


    Infinity’s Web, Sheila Finch


    The Kif Strike Back, C. J. Cherryh


    Phoenix in the Ashes, Joan D. Vinge


    Trinity and Other Stories, Nancy Kress


    1986


    Artificial Things, Karen Joy Fowler


    Chanur’s Homecoming, C. J. Cherryh


    A Door into Ocean, Joan Slonczewski


    Dreams of Dark and Light, Tanith Lee


    Escape Plans, Gwyneth Jones


    The Journal of Nicholas the American, Leigh Kennedy


    Tales of the Quintana Roo, James Tiptree, Jr.


    Venus of Dreams, Pamela Sargent


    Visible Light, C. J. Cherryh


    The Warrior’s Apprentice, Lois McMaster Bujold


    1987


    After Long Silence, Sherri S. Tepper


    Becoming Alien, Rebecca Ore


    The Best of . . ., Pamela Sargent


    Buffalo Gals and Other Animal Presences, Ursula K. Le Guin


    Chance and Other Gestures of the Hand of Fate, Nancy Springer


    Dawn, Octavia Butler


    In Conquest Born, C. S. Friedman


    A Mask for the General, Lisa Goldstein


    Mindplayers, Pat Cadigan


    Night’s Sorceries, Tanith Lee


    1988


    Adulthood Rites, Octavia Butler


    An Alien Light, Nancy Kress


    Busy About the Tree of Life, Pamela Zoline


    (US title: The Heat Death of the Universe)


    Catspaw, Joan D. Vinge


    Crown of Stars, James Tiptree, Jr.


    Cyteen, C. J. Cherryh


    Falling Free, Lois McMaster Bujold


    The Healer’s War, Elizabeth Ann Scarborough


    The Hidden Side Of The Moon, Joanna Russ


    Hellspark, Janet Kagan


    Kairos, Gwyneth Jones


    Sheepfarmer’s Daughter, Elizabeth Moon


    The Silent City, Élisabeth Vonarburg


    1989


    Being Alien, Rebecca Ore


    Borders of Infinity, Lois McMaster Bujold


    Children of the Wind, Kate Wilhelm


    The City, Not Long After, Pat Murphy


    Falcon, Emma Bull


    Grass, Sherri S. Tepper


    Heritage of Flight, Susan M Schwartz


    Imago, Octavia Butler


    Patterns, Pat Cadigan


    Rimrunners, C. J. Cherryh


    1990


    Arachne, Lisa Mason


    Brain Rose, Nancy Kress


    Her Smoke Rose Up Forever, James Tiptree, Jr.


    Lunar Activity, Elizabeth Moon


    Points of Departure, Pat Murphy


    Polar City Blues, Katherine Kerr


    Raising the Stones, Sherri S. Tepper


    The Silver Kiss, Annette Curtis Klause


    The Start of the End of It All and Other Stories, Carol Emshwiller


    The Vor Game, Lois McMaster Bujold


    Winterlong, Elizabeth Hand


    1991


    Bone Dance, Emma Bull


    Heavy Time, C. J. Cherryh


    Mirabile, Janet Kagan


    Reef Song, Carol Severance


    Sarah Canary, Karen Joy Fowler


    Synners, Pat Cadigan


    The Ragged World, Judith Moffett


    White Queen, Gwyneth Jones


    A Woman Of The Iron People, Eleanor Arnason


    1992


    Æstival Tide, Elizabeth Hand


    And the Angels Sing, Kate Wilhelm


    China Mountain Zhang, Maureen McHugh


    The Doomsday Book, Connie Willis


    Hellburner, C. J. Cherryh


    Home by the Sea, Pat Cadigan


    In the Mother’s Land, Élisabeth Vonarburg


    Jaran, Kate Elliott


    Lost Futures, Lisa Tuttle


    Unwillingly to Earth, Pauline Ashwell


    1993


    Alien Bootlegger and Other Stories, Rebecca Ore


    The Aliens of Earth, Nancy Kress


    Ammonite, Nicola Griffith


    Beggars in Spain, Nancy Kress


    Brother Termite, Patricia Anthony


    Chimera, Mary Rosenblum


    Crash Course, Wihelmina Baird


    The Chronicles of Pern: First Fall, Anne McCaffrey


    Dirty Work, Pat Cadigan


    The Drylands, Mary Rosenblum


    Icarus Descending, Elizabeth Hand


    Impossible Things, Connie Willis


    Mutagenesis, Helen Collins


    Rainbow Man, M. J. Engh


    Ring of Swords, Eleanor Arnason


    Virtual Girl, Amy Thomson


    1994


    Alien Influences, Kristine Kathryn Rusch


    Beggars & Choosers, Nancy Kress


    A Fisherman of the Inland Sea, Ursula K. Le Guin


    Foreigner, C. J. Cherryh


    The Furies, Suzy McKee Charnas


    The Girl Who Heard Dragons, Anne McCaffrey


    Larque on the Wing, Nancy Springer


    Mirror Dance, Lois McMaster Bujold


    North Wind, Gwyneth Jones


    Parable of the Sower, Octavia Butler


    Queen City Jazz, Kathleen Ann Goonan


    Summer of Love, Lisa Mason


    Trouble and Her Friends, Melissa Scott


    1995


    Bloodchild and Other Stories, Octavia Butler


    The Color of Distance, Amy Thomson


    Four Ways to Forgiveness, Ursula K. Le Guin


    Gaia’s Toys, Rebecca Ore


    Invader, C. J. Cherryh


    Legacies, Alison Sinclair


    Little Sisters of the Apocalypse, Kit Reed


    Other Nature, Stephanie Smith


    Primary Inversion, Catherine Asaro


    Reluctant Voyagers, Élisabeth Vonarburg


    Rider at the Gate, C. J. Cherryh


    Shadow Man, Melissa Scott


    Slow River, Nicola Griffith


    1996


    Beggars Ride, Nancy Kress


    The Bones of Time, Kathleen Ann Goonan


    Cetaganda, Lois McMaster Bujold


    City of Diamond, Jane Emerson (pseud of Doris Egan)


    Dreamweaver’s Dilemma, Lois McMaster Bujold


    Inheritor, C. J. Cherryh


    Looking for the Mahdi, N. Lee Wood


    Mainline, Deborah Christian


    Memory, Lois McMaster Bujold


    Night Sky Mine, Melissa Scott


    Reclamation, Sarah Zettel


    Remnant Population, Elizabeth Moon


    Synthesis and Other Virtual Realities, Mary Rosenblum


    Unlocking the Air and Other Stories, Ursula K. Le Guin


    Whiteout, Sage Walker


    1997


    The Arbitrary Placement of Walls, Martha Soukup


    The Dazzle of Day, Molly Gloss


    Deception Well, Linda Nagata


    An Exchange of Hostages, Susan R. Matthews


    Fool’s War, Sarah Zettel


    Glimmering, Elizabeth Hand


    The Last Hawk, Catherine Asaro


    Mississippi Blues, Kathleen Ann Goonan


    Mother Grimm, Catherine Wells


    Once a Hero, Elizabeth Moon


    Opalite Moon, Denise Vitola


    1998


    Beaker’s Dozen, Nancy Kress


    Beholder’s Eye, Julie Czerneda


    Black Glass, Karen Joy Fowler


    The Children Star, Joan Slonczewski


    Flesh and Gold, Phyllis Gotlieb


    Halfway Human, Carolyn Ives Gilman


    In the Garden of Iden, Kage Baker


    Last Summer At Mars Hill, Elizabeth Hand


    Mission Child, Maureen McHugh


    Parable of the Talents, Octavia Butler


    Playing God, Sarah Zettel


    The Shapes of Their Hearts, Melissa Scott


    To Say Nothing of The Dog, Connie Willis


    Vast, Linda Nagata


    1999


    The Annunciate, Severna Park


    A Civil Campaign, Lois McMaster Bujold


    Code Of Conduct, Kristine Smith


    The Conqueror’s Child, Suzy McKee Charnas


    Precursor, C. J. Cherryh


    Promised Land, Pat Cadigan


    Silver Screen, Justina Robson


    Sky Coyote, Kage Baker


    Through Alien Eyes, Amy Thomson


    2000


    Crescent City Rhapsody, Kathleen Ann Goonan


    The Fresco, Sherri S. Tepper


    Midnight Robber, Nalo Hopkinson


    Murphy’s Gambit, Syne Mitchell


    Probability Moon, Nancy Kress


    The Quantum Rose, Catherine Asaro


    Sea as Mirror, Tess Williams


    Sister Emily’s Lightship and Other Stories, Jane Yolen


    The Telling, Ursula K. Le Guin


    2001


    Alien Taste, Wen Spencer


    Bold as Love, Gwyneth Jones


    Defender, C. J. Cherryh


    Dervish Is Digital, Pat Cadigan


    The Ghost Sister, Liz Williams


    In the Company of Others, Julie Czerneda


    Limit of Vision, Linda Nagata


    Nekropolis, Maureen McHugh


    A Paradigm of Earth, Candas Jane Dorsey


    Passage, Connie Willis


    Probability Sun, Nancy Kress

  


  
    At the Sign of the Fanlight Window; or, H.P. Lovecraft, Bibliopole


    Henry Wessells
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    A critical fiction, for S.T. Joshi on the occasion of his visit to New York, 3 October 2012.


    Typed Letter, signed. One page, on verso of a proof illustration. Undated, but: New York, 1925.
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    Transcribed:


    2 Clarkash-Ton


    3,4,5 It is all Cook’s fault. He descended from the mountains to the throne of Mammon


    6 a fortnight ago, & dragged yr obdt sarvant to Kennerley’s sale of the Americana


    7 library of a Phila. fossil. We bought everything we wnated & I have pass’d the


    8 interval in an ecstasy of typing. Cook will print 300 copies of the first catalogue


    9,10 of The Fanlight Window (ah, Providence !) & we send to a list of dealers and


    11 Colleges (you shall have one, too). Cook has made a cut of a title page to adorn


    12 back cover (this typed on proof). I have put in the Family Mather at a steep


    13 price ; together with a small list of the supernatural, all firsts, with my notes :


    14-16 Walpole’s Otranto, The Monk (a beauty, had for nothing), all of Brockden Brown,


    17,18 & the original Melmoth, a signed first of Chambers’ King. With a dusting of


    19,20 Hawthorne, Melville (now properly esteem’d in the Academy) and that


    21,22 Barbarian Whitman (the big and little Leaves). Overcoming my natural


    23 repugnance for the tripewriter,


    I remain,


    H.P. Lovecraft, Bibliopole


    Notes


    1) Illustration: see note 11


    2) Clarkash-Ton: Clark Ashton Smith (1893-1961), California artist, poet, and frequent HPL correspondent. In 1933, HPL wrote approximately 250 words about Smith’s chapbook, The Double Shadow, in the message area of a postcard to Smith (now in the Bancroft Library).


    3) all Cook’s fault: W. Paul Cook (1880-1948), Lovecraft’s friend and correspondent, and the printer of Supernatural Horror in Literature (SHL) in the first number of The Recluse, 1927. Cook also printed The Shunned House, 1928, in 300 copies. Cook also wrote and printed the fine essay In Memoriam Howard Phillips Lovecraft, 1942.


    4) mountains: Vermont


    5) throne of Mammon: New York City


    6) Kennerly: Mitchell Kennerley, publisher and president of Anderson Galleries, New York auctioneers, see Bruccoli, The Fortunes of Mitchell Kennerley, Bookman (1986).


    7) Phila. fossil: I have before me the sales catalogue of the library of the late Beverly Chew (of Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia), Anderson Galleries, 8–9 December 1924 & 5–6–7 January 1925. I am playing a little with the dates and contents of the library: the Chew library was chiefly English literature, but a suitable collection of Americana could have come on the block in this period.


    8) Cook will print: see note 3. In 1926, Cook prepared offprints of Lovecraft’s essay “The Materialist of Today,” from an issue of Driftwind.


    9) Fanlight Window: see bookplate of HPL, designed in 1927 by Wilfred B. Talman.


    10) (ah, Providence!): While living in New York, Lovecraft longed for his native city.


    11) cut of a title page: block for printing the illustration of the American cannibals on the title page of Johann von Staden’s Warrhafftige Historia, 1557?, Church 105. See also HPL story, “The Picture in the House.”


    12) Family Mather: Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana, London, 1702. LL 598 identifies the Phillips-Lovecraft family copy of the original London edition (“an inheritance”), the only one of considerable value in the antiquarian book market.


    13) a small list of the supernatural: one can infer the contents of the notes from Supernatural Horror in Literature. For the longest time, I kept thinking I would write excerpts from The Fanlight Window: Catalogue One as the critical fiction; then I grasped that to write the note sent to CAS on the occasion might have the same effect.


    14) Walpole’s Otranto: Horace Walpole. The Castle of Otranto, a Gothic Story. Translated by William Marshal, Gent., from the Original Italian of Onuphrio Muralto. 1769.


    15) The Monk: Matthew Gregory Lewis. The Monk: A Romance... In Three Volumes. London, 1796.


    16) all of Brockden Brown: Charles Brockden Brown (1771–1810), American novelist and man of letters, whose work is, from the first, fantastical. Wieland; or, The Transformation. An American Tale. New York, 1798; Ormond; or, The Secret Witness. New York, 1799; Arthur Mervyn; or, Memoirs of the Year 1793. 2 vols., Philadelphia, 1799–1800; Edgar Huntly; or Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker, 3 vols., Philadelphia, 1799.


    17) the original Melmoth: Charles Maturin. Melmoth the Wanderer. 4 vols., Edinburgh, 1820–21.


    18) Chambers’ King: Robert W. Chambers (1865–1933). The King in Yellow. Chicago, 1895. I have advanced HPL’s discovery of Chambers to 1925.


    19) Hawthorne: The House of the Seven Gables. Boston, 1851: “New England’s greatest contribution to weird literature,” SHL.


    20) Melville (now properly esteem’d in the Academy): the 1920s saw the establishment of Melville’s literary reputation, formerly in near total eclipse.


    20) Barbarian Whitman: HPL mocked Whitman’s “barbaric yawp” but knew his work; the diary records a visit to a Whitman exhibit at the New York Public Library, CE 5:171.


    21) big and little Leaves: the 1855 and 1856 editions of Leaves of Grass.


    22) tripewriter: an expression I borrow from “Selectra Six-Ten” (1970) by Avram Davidson, whose Letter of Explanation to his editor about the story “The Last Wizard” was, like these notes, longer than the story itself. [image: *]
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    American Science Fiction: Nine Classic Novels of the 1950s, edited by Gary K. Wolfe


    New York: Library of America, 2012; $70.00 hc;


    1750 pages in two volumes


    reviewed by Arthur D. Hlavaty
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    The word venerable has two meanings: in the original sense it denotes the ability to inspire a feeling somewhere between admiration and worship, but it is also used to mean old, as if mere age brought worthiness. This process of automatic veneration is now overtaking the allegedly trashy amusements of my youth. In music, it had already happened; in fact, the sounds I grew up with and still love are several decades before the oxymoronic Classic Rock. Television and comics have likewise gained venerability, and the Buck Rogers stuff is joining them.


    The Library of America was created to be that very canon from whose barrel the power comes. It began with the traditional Greats (Mark Twain, Henry James), the minority writers who were belatedly and deservedly added (Frederick Douglass, Edith Wharton), and of course some of the work that brings Required Reading into disrepute (James Fenimore Cooper). The series grew, approached the present (Saul Bellow, Philip Roth), and then, in defiance of the wishes of its late founding father Edmund Wilson, expanded to the less reputable neighborhoods. When the literary Brahmins do outreach to the labeled categories, they start out with mysteries, and Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler were soon welcomed aboard. After a collection of H. P. Lovecraft’s work achieved popularity, the series turned to science fiction, with Philip K. Dick and Kurt Vonnegut, failed and successful crossover artists respectively.


    Now the Library has published a two-volume anthology of nine of the best science fiction novels of the 1950s, and they have done an excellent job of it. It has been remarked that “historical importance” can be a euphemism for works that have no other kind, works that we read only for the foretaste of books built upon them that are worth reading for their own sake. I would maintain, however, that this selection brings us works that are enjoyable on their own as well as pointing the way to much of what we enjoy in contemporary sf.


    Since the proverbial age of wonder is twelve, I can be expected to consider the ’50s the golden age, but I will now propose an argument intended to convince others.


    Science fiction as that which is called “science fiction” (Norman Spinrad’s recursive definition) was created by Hugo Gernsback in 1926. Within a few years, audiences were growing blasé about sf as education (characters lecturing each other about how nifty it is to live in the future) and sf as spectacle (chases and crashes on a galactic scale). When John W. Campbell Jr. took over the editorship of Astounding, he suggested the next step, a view of sf as the mainstream writing of the future: sf should be as well written as the Saturday Evening Post. He found a cohort of writers to meet his specifications, and the field prospered.


    For all Campbell accomplished, his influence was limited by his technological orientation and by a contrarianism that would harden into crankery. More qualities were needed, and while most of the magazines made no advances on Gernsback and Campbell, two new publications brought new approaches: The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction emphasized the mainstream values of prose and character, and Galaxy saw the field as an opportunity for social, as well as scientific and technical, speculation.


    Many critics have noted that science fiction purports to be about the future but is really about the present. One can point to any number of works where vaulting speculation in some areas combines with unquestioning acceptance of supposed eternal verities (sexual and domestic arrangements are two obvious examples) that will have been obsolete long before the date in which the work is set. The ’50s could be seen as the time when science fiction began doing it on purpose, with conscious satires of matters such as McCarthyism and segregation that more mimetic writers dared not utter in uncoded form.


    The field was in many respects slightly braver than the mainstream and in some ways less. Science fiction tended to include at least one person of color per book, not too wincingly described even by today’s standards, and I fear that it was thus ahead of the curve. Sex, on the other hand, was even more in its infancy in sf, with copulation occurring in between paragraphs or chapters, indicated by the proverbial row of asterisks or a swift change of scene after a suggestive remark. (That would soon change.)


    There is a sense in which science fiction works have grown like giant chicken hearts. The magazines were made for shorter works (with occasional serializations). Then came book publishing, and the serials were joined by fix-ups of shorter works set in a common background and eventually short novels actually written as books. (Ace would bind two of them of together.) The books then grew longer (John Brunner’s Stand on Zanzibar in 1968 was a milestone) and led to trilogies, series, braided meganovels, and franchises. In the ’50s, 160 pages seemed like a good length for a book, and the writers learned to write within that boundary.


    At the end of the decade, there was a first step to respectability. Invited in 1959 to discourse at Princeton on a literary topic of his choice, Kingsley Amis delivered a series of lectures introducing his august audience to science fiction. (It would be published the following year as New Maps of Hell.) It was a balanced and judicious look; the lurid covers were scorned, the all-too-obvious Freudian subtexts of the worst work were brought out, and such follies as the translation machine were mocked, but there was also the recognition that the best of it offered “a peculiar interest, related to but different from ordinary literary interest,” and Amis praised and elucidated some of the best examples with particular note of sf’s unique capacity for social relevance and satire. It could be argued that Amis was an ambiguous figure in transition out of academe to professional writing and considered a troublemaker and iconoclast, perhaps beyond the facts. (One of his characters said, “Filthy Mozart,” and the author was reported to have uttered the phrase in propria persona.) Still, the wall was breached.


    The Space Merchants by Frederik Pohl and C. M. Kornbluth is very much what Amis is talking about. Indeed, he begins the first lecture with a quote from it, along with a better-known one from The War of the Worlds, as examples of the “peculiar interest.” The example is a futuristic office briefing that is not too heavy-handedly briefing the reader.


    One can see why Amis selected this, as it is excellent of its kind. In 150 pages, it includes imaginative speculation and satire, a dramatic plot, a love story, and a Hero Who Learns Better. It deals with one of the pressing issues of the time, what Vance Packard called The Hidden Persuaders, a diabolical plot by the Mad Men of Mad Ave to brainwash the American people into buying whatever was advertised by means of the irresistible techniques of Freudian science. (It now appears that the whole thing gave Freudian science an empirical test and it failed, but we didn’t know that then.) The book often gets cited as an example of the predictive powers of sf. Ubiquitous advertising: check. Overpopulation: check. World run by multinational corporations: check. Interplanetary exploration: well, you can’t have everything.


    It also appeared in and helped define two of the main sf institutions of the decade. Serialized in three issues of Galaxy, it then became the twenty-first Ballantine Book, published simultaneously as a 35¢ paperback and a more prestigious $1.50 hardcover with a front-matter and back-cover note assuring the reader that it was “an original novel—not a reprint.”


    Kornbluth, alas, did not have long to live. In World War II, he had contracted an ailment with the remarkably evocative name of essential malignant hypertension. He was never really healthy thereafter, and in 1958 he died of a heart attack after shoveling the snow out of his driveway. He had written three further sf novels with Pohl and three by himself. He is probably best known for “The Marching Morons,” a cynical tale that tender-minded readers consider essentially malignant; but a more thorough look at his work, such as “Gomez,” shows the basic love of humanity that helps produce the best cynics.


    Pohl, on the other hand, has flourished. Having contributed much fiction to Galaxy, he became its editor late in the ’50s, and in the ’70s he moved on to Bantam Books, where Dhalgren and The Female Man, among others, were published as Frederik Pohl Selections. He has kept writing fiction; Gateway (1977) won the Hugo and led off the highly successful Heechee series. He is now in his nineties; he had a new novel, All the Lives He Led, published in 2011, and at the time of this writing, he was blogging about a science fiction convention he had just attended.


    Teachers have told me that when they include Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human in a science fiction course, the reaction tends to be distributed bimodally: “Why can’t it all be like that?” and “This is what I read sf to get away from.”


    One can tell from the first sentence of the book that Sturgeon was doing something different. Most ’50s sf writers prided themselves on the transparency of their writing; i.e., it did not obstruct our view of the Good Stuff. As Molière might put it, they wrote prose because the only alternative was poetry. Sturgeon, however, begins his story with “The idiot lived in a black and gray world, punctuated by the white lightning of hunger and the flickering of fear.” He kept doing things like that, and it worked significantly more often than not.


    The form, however, was less controversial than the content. Unprecedentedly in the field, More Than Human was a book about feelings and relationships. It introduced the concept of Homo gestalt, a small group of seemingly deficient people who come together to be much more than the sum of their parts. It takes a harrowing journey to get them there. Sturgeon looked unflinchingly at the cruelty and madness at the heart of many American families and towns, and he described it unsparingly; his characters suffer and sometimes are driven to inflict pain and even death. At the end, though, they turn out to be a literal example of the often euphemistic phrase “differently abled,” having psi powers that they can coordinate when they team up. They dream up antigravity, but that’s not what the story is about; the Gestalt is the point. In the next decade, More Than Human would become a popular text among those seeking alternative family arrangements.


    Even the book’s construction was unusual: Sturgeon wrote the middle story (“Baby Is Three”) and placed it in Galaxy. Then, when Ballantine asked him for a novel, he added a beginning and an end. Sturgeon kept asking questions others were unwilling to. In 1953, he wrote a story called “The World Well Lost.” Today its treatment of the then-taboo issue of homosexuality seems condescending, but then it may have been actually scary. Sturgeon reported that one editor not only rejected it but warned all his colleagues to do likewise.


    Sturgeon’s stories, many of them brilliant, have been collected in thirteen substantial volumes, but he is widely thought of as not having written enough, perhaps because he never wrote the Big Novel he was thought capable of. His remarkable stylistic tour de force Godbody was published posthumously, perhaps because he never figured out how to end it well.


    The ’50s were a time when we all lived under the shadow of the Bomb, and sf and other fiction reflected the fear. Alexei and Cory Panshin say that science fiction, having predicted the Bomb, went into a tailspin and did not recover for years. There is something to be said for that, as there was at that point a plausible possibility that there would be no future, or at least not the kind science fiction had been dreaming of.


    There had of course been speculations about that sort of thing even before the Bomb, notably Stephen Vincent Benét’s “By the Waters of Babylon,” and the possibilities included tales of resignation, never-say-die rebirth, and of course satire. Leigh Brackett wrote The Long Tomorrow, in which America has been devastated and the survivors have turned in revulsion from science and cities and other parts of civilization, bringing back a version of the technophobic faith of the Amish. Of course the old ways have not been entirely suppressed, and our protagonist sets out on a quest....


    It is a good tale, well told, but I have to admit that for some readers, including me, this sort of thing is just technically science fiction. It feels like the past, albeit a past we have moved forward to, and if I want to read about the past, I will read about the real past. The Collapse is, however, a continually important trope in the field. It has flourished in England, where it mirrors the fall of Empire and, as Jo Walton has suggested, can appeal to racist and other unpleasant forms of nostalgia. In any event, it is where John Wyndham and J. G. Ballard meet. Here in the States, it has been utilized by writers as diverse as Stephen King, Cormac McCarthy, and Jerry Pournelle, and the addition of zombies can make it even more fun for those so inclined.


    The Long Tomorrow was an exemplar of that new (to sf) novelistic life-form that emerged full-formed between hard covers (Doubleday) without prior magazine publication. Leigh Brackett was an established figure in the field by the time of the book, known for the space-operatic tales of Eric John Stark. She was also (or primarily) successful as a screenwriter; in perhaps an unprecedented meeting of subcultures, she had collaborated with William Faulkner on the screenplay of Raymond Chandler’s The Big Sleep. She went on to contribute to The Empire Strikes Back. Many believe that she is responsible for most of the good parts of that film and perhaps even of the whole Star Wars series.


    Richard Matheson’s The Shrinking Man did not fall under the rubric of “that which is called ‘science fiction.’” At that time, “horror” was not a marketing category, and the cover on the first edition called it “the most powerful tale of horror you will ever read.” It looked no less respectable than most of the paperback fiction of that time. (This was when Signet prospered by making William Faulkner books look like Erskine Caldwell books.)


    Like so many protagonists in ’50s scary stuff, Scott Carey runs afoul of Evil Radiation, made worse by accidental exposure to insecticide. Unfortunately, he winds up with the size, rather than the abilities, of a spider. In fact, that scary cover shows him battling a spider of approximately equal dimensions, and it would appear to be a very good thing that he is armed with a pin.


    It was not published as science fiction, but it thought like science fiction. The spider size is merely a stage in a gradual process of continuing diminishment, and in true sf fashion, Matheson explores the complexities of each new size. We see no end to the decrease, but rather than expecting to disappear, Carey has a science-fictional vision of the wonders of the microcosm he is about to enter.


    The Shrinking Man is often discussed as an allegory of the horrors of suburban domesticity. It has been made into a movie twice, in 1957 as The Incredible Shrinking Man, when it was seen as demonstrating the symbolic emasculation of being forced into the domestic role, and in 1981 as The Incredible Shrinking Woman, after we had begun to notice that women have to live like that all the time.


    The Shrinking Man first appeared in Gold Medal Books, a paperback original line best known as John D. MacDonald’s publisher. Matheson has always ranged among the genres, with successful science fiction, horror, and supernatural romance, as well as less known mysteries, war novels, and westerns. He has been extremely successful in getting his work into other media. Indeed, I Am Legend, his effort to give a scientific rationale to the vampire legend, beat The Shrinking Man’s record by being filmed three times, and he is also known for the films Somewhere in Time and Hell House and more than a dozen episodes of The Twilight Zone, including most famously “Nightmare at 20,000 Feet.”


    I had remembered Robert A. Heinlein’s Double Star with pleasure. Rereading it for this review, I liked it even more. It is not of course the sort of thing the Library of America was originally intended to enshrine, but it is excellent at what it sets out to do.


    Lorenzo Smythe, an actor who is good but not as good as he thinks he is, is the Heinlein protagonist par excellence: witty, competent, opinionated but able to back up his opinions, with a few flaws whose repair will constitute a significant plot element. The tale is set in a Solar System in which other planets have been found to be inhabited, and the book’s main issue is dealing with a Martian race that is biologically and culturally different from the Terrans but unquestionably sentient. (A subtext that occasionally becomes overt is that the barbarous forerunners of the human spacefarers despised one another on the trivial basis of pigmentation.) Required to impersonate a political leader, Smythe grows into his role and learns to serve something bigger than his ego. The plot is cleverly constructed, the characters are well defined, and Smythe is a most enjoyable narrator.


    Double Star was published in hardcover by Doubleday in 1956 and reprinted in paperback the next year by Signet. It won Heinlein the first of his four Best Novel Hugo awards. By this time, Heinlein was already referred to as the Dean of Science Fiction and not just by his publisher. He had pioneered the techniques of slipping exposition into description and dialogue that made Astounding a quantum leap above its predecessors. He had designed and executed a major Future History. He was in the midst of the series of “juveniles” (which would now be called YAs) that recruited a generation of readers.


    Many consider Double Star the peak of Heinlein’s career; it is probably his most uncontroversially praised work. Thereafter, there was more debate: Stranger in a Strange Land, Starship Troopers, and The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress appealed to widely differing audiences, though the author insisted they represented a single consistent worldview. Later works convinced many that whom the Gods would destroy, they first allow to write what they really want to. Still, Heinlein remains a towering presence in the field.


    Alfred Bester begins The Stars My Destination in the way one must never begin a science fiction novel: with a lecture on the book’s main Nifty New Thing, a form of teleportation called jaunting. He gets away with it (as least with me) partly because his unnamed omniscient narrator is as much fun to listen to as Lorenzo Smythe. The whole book is like that: a tightrope walk over many pitfalls with the author simultaneously racing and pirouetting and never completely falling off. Randall Jarrell famously remarked that a novel is a lengthy work of fiction that has something wrong with it, but Bester abuses the privilege.


    To wit: It is no secret that substantial elements of the book are lifted from The Count of Monte Cristo. (Defenders might say that Bester owes no more to Alexandre Dumas than Shakespeare did to Raphael Holinshed.) Gully Foyle, the protagonist, is intended to be a monster of revenge, but he goes beyond that. In one confrontation, the reader may infer that a rape has occurred between paragraphs. The world he lives in and many of the people he meets are as nasty as he is, and one plot element is the quest for something beyond ordinary torture. There are scientific botches; Damon Knight cruelly mocked the character who can somehow see all but the visible wavelengths. One could go and on.


    And yet there is so much to like along the way. In an early story, Bester had a character recommend a strategy of “dazzlement and enchantment,” and it has become almost mandatory for critics to cite that phrase as a description of Bester’s writing approach. Here he dazzles and enchants over and over again. There is the strange and charming tribe of Scientific People. On a smaller scale, there is a delightful exchange of ritualistic insults when two characters discover that they are descended from rivals in ancient China. (“With all courtesy I shave your ill-formed eyebrows.” “Most respectfully I singe your snaggle teeth.”) There are a few enjoyable pages of typographic tricks invoking synesthesia, but not too many. The wild ride concludes with a giant ambiguity that could be either the greatest empowerment dream ever or the horrific prelude to a tale that can consist only of the words “Everything blew up.”


    The Stars My Destination was also serialized in Galaxy, then published in paperback by Signet. Bester had already written The Demolished Man, a comparable work of flawed brilliance. Around that time he also produced a dozen or so remarkable short stories such as “5,217,009” and “The Men Who Murdered Mohammed.” In the ’60s he went off to the greener pastures of mainstream magazines as editor of Holiday. He returned in the ’70s, old, sick, and almost blind, and failed to add much to the luster of his early works.


    Just as science fiction is frequently used for thought experiments in science, so imagined alien worlds can offer alternatives that shed light on religious issues. James Blish, though an unbeliever, was fascinated by questions of Catholic theology. In A Case of Conscience, he put a Jesuit on a spaceship to face new evidence on one vexed question: Suppose we encounter a world on which there appears to be no Original Sin. Could that mean the doctrine is false? Could it apply only to Terran humanity but not to others? Could it be... Satan?


    A Case of Conscience started out as a novella of that name intended as part of one of the first efforts at a shared-world anthology, set on the planet Lithia. When that book failed, he placed the story in If magazine. He added a concluding episode, set on Earth, and the book was published by Ballantine. He later treated the book as part of a “thematic trilogy” on moral issues about the quest for knowledge, along with Doctor Mirabilis, a historical novel about Roger Bacon, and a diptych comprising Black Easter and The Day after Judgment, in which Satan is summoned.


    Blish was a complex figure in the field. A Joycean scholar (one plot element in A Case of Conscience deals with Finnegans Wake), he joined Damon Knight to create a body of criticism that would treat science fiction as neither above nor beneath the methods by which mimetic fiction can be judged, and he was unsparing in his treatment of works that failed by his standards. Yet he is perhaps best known for his work in the déclassé area of media novelization. In his case, it might be called short-storyization, as he turned the episodes of Star Trek: The Original Series into twelve volumes of stories that were pretty much direct transcriptions of the shows. He also wrote an original Star Trek novel, Spock Must Die!, which is more highly regarded among appreciators of the subsubgenre. Along with A Case of Conscience, he is remembered for the inventive Cities in Flight quartet.


    Who? by Algis Budrys, dealt with one of the major issues of the ’50s: the division of the world into American and Soviet blocs. That was a particularly important issue to Budrys, whose father was an official in the Lithuanian government-in-exile. The book has more lasting importance because of the philosophical questions it raises about personal identity.


    Lucas Martino, an American scientist, is involved in a horrific accident and falls into Russian hands. They return him, or say they have done so, but what they return is a man in an ovoid metal mask that covers his entire head. There obviously is someone inside, but no one can be sure if it is Martino. The character of Martino and the question of how much of a human being can be replaced were well done, but time has not been kind to the book. There is no Soviet bloc anymore, and Martino’s identity could now be instantly determined from DNA evidence.


    Who? was published as a paperback original in 1958 by Pyramid. It was reprinted several times in America and the United Kingdom, and at least twice it had an arresting cover: the man in the mask sitting down, smoking a cigarette, with wisps of smoke drifting out through the interstices in the mask. It could be seen as iconic of all too much science fiction: the gleaming metal future with the stupidity of the present seeping out through the holes.


    Budrys also wrote Rogue Moon, an even more fascinating philosophical look at identity, this time via matter transmission, and the underappreciated Michaelmas and Hard Landing. He further contributed to the field with a series of thoughtful reviews in Galaxy and later The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. The latter are now being brought back into print by Dave Langford’s Ansible Editions.


    Fritz Leiber’s The Big Time was one of the first major looks at the concept of time travel and its use in the creation of alternate worlds. Paradoxically enough, this tale of influencing all times and spaces obeys the classical dramatic unities, taking place in a single room over the course of a few hours. (Some believe that Leiber, who came from a theatrical background, originally conceived the book as a stage play.)


    The Spiders and the Snakes, two powerful forces about which we know little besides that they oppose each other, conscript humans from all times and places (thus giving the author a chance to create an elegant variety of voices) for the Change War, and the soldiers meet in The Place (outside ordinary time and space) for Rest & Recreation. (The sexual nature of some of the recreation is more openly hinted at than was common at the time. Cf. Miss Kitty’s house in the contemporaneous Gunsmoke.) They discuss the issues, and then someone sets up a time bomb... .


    The Big Time was serialized in two parts in Galaxy in 1958, and it won the Hugo for best novel of that year. It was then reprinted as an Ace Double with a small collection of Leiber stories (also set in the Change War) on the flip side. The cover of The Big Time is particularly bizarre even by ’50s paperback sf standards. A curious-looking woman in a two-piece bathing suit with an unsheathed ax swinging from the waist is wielding an apparent Heathkit device that emits visible waves, which in turn cause a satyr and two more traditionally humanoid men to collapse.


    Leiber is perhaps best remembered for his Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser tales, landmarks of sword & sorcery, but he also gave us a great variety of graceful and eloquent tales covering such areas as science vs. religion (Gather, Darkness), future publishing (The Silver Eggheads), and academe (Conjure Wife).


    A selection of this sort, being finite, inspires arguments about inclusion and exclusion. I could quibble about some of those included, but I see no disasters. Presumably, Philip K. Dick and Kurt Vonnegut were left out because they have their own Library of America books. Fahrenheit 451 would be a natural, but I conjecture that Ray Bradbury is likewise about to get his own book. In fact, I’m surprised that he doesn’t have one already. He was considered a credit to his genre in the ’50s, and his work from then is still appreciated. Robert Sheckley had not yet reached his prime as a novelist. (I am pleased to note, however, that his delightful short fiction has gained another form of mainstream acceptance. The book-publishing arm of the other New York Review has issued Store of the Worlds, a collection of 26 of his stories. I recommend it to anyone who does not yet have a Sheckley collection.) The elephant in the room (or not in the room) is Isaac Asimov, and I would recommend The Caves of Steel. It is important for its almost unprecedented successful combination of science fiction and formal mystery; it is still fun to read and I wish they’d found room for it.


    If this set were nothing more than the nine novels in clean, well-edited editions on archivally acceptable paper at a reasonable price, it would be a good deal, but there’s more. The Library of America prides itself on its scholarly apparatus. They chose Gary K. Wolfe, who is best known for keeping us all up to date on the new science fiction books in his Locus columns, and is also a regular at the International Conference on the Fantastic in the Arts and the author of Evaporating Genres and other excellent critical works. He has handled the job with thoroughness and aplomb.


    For instance: The last time Alfred Bester was revived (by Vintage Books), readers noticed that The Stars My Destination’s famous phrase, “Vorga, I kill you filthy!” was replaced by the plonking “Vorga, I kill you deadly!” Here we learn that a British publisher had made that change, along with others (including an effort to reduce Americanisms) and the phrase was picked up by Vintage. The original text was, of course, restored here, and in general textual emendations are carefully made and noted.


    The set also offers biographical essays on the authors and publication history of the novels as well as an extensive Notes section explaining obscure references from Adlai E. Stevenson to Gadzooks! and reprinting supplementary material such as the three chapters Galaxy editor H. L. Gold had Pohl and Kornbluth tack on to the end of The Space Merchants when he had more pages to fill, Blish’s explanation of relevant Catholic dogma and how he expected it to change (his one failed prophecy was that the rite of exorcism would be all but forgotten), and introductions to later editions of the books by Matheson and Leiber.


    The Library of America has added further value outside the books. I direct your attention to the web site, which includes a gallery of covers for the books and the magazines from which they came, reprinted essays on the science fiction of the time by Robert Silverberg and Barry Malzberg, and appreciations of each of the books written by such intellectual descendants as Connie Willis, Neil Gaiman, and Kit Reed.


    I thoroughly enjoyed this particular example of the Serious Literary World dragging science fiction out of the gutter. [image: *]

    


    Arthur D. Hlavaty lives in Yonkers, New York.
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    The human heart is roughly the size of a fist. I learned this years ago when I was a pre-med major. (Yes, frightening, I know. Be thankful I failed calculus.) I was reminded again of this in a scene from Adam Szymkowicz’s Hearts Like Fists at the Secret Theatre in December. This homage to the pulp tradition of costumed vigilantes was a hilarious ensemble piece which combined aspects of Batman with elements from a noir comedy of manners. The end result was humorous, innovative, and, at times, beautifully introspective—centered on the opening and closing of both hearts and fists.


    The play’s crime fighters did not have super powers and so the fantastic element in some respects was missing, but the effects, which I describe later, do place it within the tradition of vigilante comic heroes as well as recalling the fantastic elements of Hong Kong cinema. In many respects, Szymkowicz grounds the material in the handling of both characters and theme. The female crime fighters are costumed but not overly sexualized—these are women who will mete out pain, not fill out ridiculous, impractical costumes. (They wear very sensible ass-kicking boots. I approve.) But the ridiculousness of the artificial heart and a kitchen surgery definitely gave the material a fantastic and farcical edge.


    The action opens on Dr. X (August Schulenburg) as he attempts to evade capture. He delivers a rambling monologue, revealing his insanity through sudden jumps in thoughts and constant remembering and forgetting of his past. He has been rejected by a woman (“her face was like a plate”) who left him. As a result, Dr. X has gone insane, pushed over the edge by thwarted love. Because he cannot have love, no one will, and he’s been killing lovers all over the city by injecting them with a poison that stops the heart.


    The Crime Fighters—Sally (Aja Houston), Nina (Becky Byers), and Jazmin (Rachel Hip-Flores)—have been searching for Dr. X to put a stop to his serial killing. Crime fighters when duty calls, the three women work as nurses in the city hospital where they and a fellow Nurse (Susan Louise O’Connor) moon over handsome heart surgeon Peter (Chinaza Uche). The Nurse is especially smitten but lacks the courage to tell Peter of her feelings, and over and over, her attempts to do so are thwarted by circumstance.


    During an attempted murder, Dr. X is confronted by another heroine, Lisa (Marnie Schulenburg), who nearly beats him but is herself wounded as he gets away. She goes to the hospital to have her heart checked, and she and Peter have an immediate connection, much to the dismay of the Nurse. Lisa asks Peter out and reveals that she is irresistible to others and eventually breaks their hearts. Peter has the opposite problem and is working on an artificial heart to replace his own weak and broken one. Lisa takes a moment to go to the ladies’ room at the restaurant where she meets the Crime Fighters, who have been tracking her as a sole survivor of one of Dr. X’s attacks. They want her to join them, but Lisa turns them down, thinking that it would hurt her new relationship with Peter. When she returns to their table, Peter has gone, too afraid to have a relationship.


    For the first time in her life, Lisa has been the rejectee in a relationship, and she’s unfamiliar with the horrible sensations. She finds herself left without a sense of purpose. She decides to join the Crime Fighters and their hunt for Dr. X. While on patrol with Nina, she learns that Nina has an obsessive infatuation with Dr. X—one that may compromise her teammates and their vow to bring him to justice.


    Lisa, however, won’t take no for an answer and goes to Peter, baring her feelings for him just as the Nurse has gotten the courage to ask him out. They sweep past her, giddily caught up in their renewed relationship, and Nurse is left to seek consolation in doughnuts. The relationship, however, is strained by her secret identity as a Crime Fighter and his obsession with his artificial heart. As they sleep, Dr. X attempts to make them his next pair of victims, but Lisa awakens and calls the Crime Fighters. They defeat Dr. X, but before they can take him in, he injects himself with poison. Peter leaps in and saves him through field surgery, giving him an artificial heart and saving Dr. X to face justice.


    While in the hospital under guard, the Nurse enters, and we learn that she is the woman with “a face like a plate” who left him. He still loves her, but she rejects him yet again. When Nina takes her guard shift, Dr. X takes advantage of her infatuation with him and escapes, hiding in the hospital’s infrastructure. Meanwhile, Peter still insists on undergoing surgery to replace his own heart with an extra artificial heart that he developed, but before the surgery, Dr. X emerges from the ceiling and kidnaps him and performs the heart transplant that Peter has been wanting.


    When Peter awakens after a successful surgery and sees Dr. X, he shouts for a nurse, and Nina enters. She and Dr. X recognize one another, and this time she attacks him without hesitation. The other Crime Fighters, including Lisa, are drawn to the fight, but their only hope is the Nurse. She’s the one person who can stop Dr. X. After a truly spectacular final fight, Dr. X is captured and imprisoned in a mental ward, and Peter and Lisa reunite and commit to trying to build a relationship. The play ends with Dr. X in a straightjacket shouting at them all from prison:


    
      Remember how you looked at me that first time? The patient had died. Everyone will die. Until you come back to me, everyone will die. No one should have to feel like this. Why don’t you love me? Why? Why?!!! It’s nothing but suffering. Everyone should share it. No one should be happy. You hear me?!!! You hear me?!!!!!!

    


    Once again I am in awe of Flux’s ability to pull together some of the best acting talents, creating a brilliant, tight ensemble. No one gave a throw-away performance (as can happen in some pieces), and the interplay between Crime Fighters Aja Houston, Rachel Hip-Flores, and Becky Byers created a quirky yet serious group of strong women. Marnie Schulenburg and Chinaza Uche, as Lisa and Peter, provided a solid center for the deeper aspects of Szymkowicz’s script by merging the humor with an engaging vulnerability.


    There were, however, a few standouts—one being August Schulenburg as Dr. X. I’m used to writing about Schulenburg as an artistic director and playwright, but I had not seen him on stage. For once, I am at a loss for words. Schulenburg made Dr. X pitiable, creepy, hilarious, and well,... insane. I have to say my favorite moment, one which illustrated Schulenburg’s attention to detail, involved a “re-creation” of a crime. As the Crime Fighters stepped through the events at a crime scene, it was re-enacted for the audience. Dr. X stood at the window, syringe in hand, watching the lovers sleeping inside. Schulenburg kissed the syringe, licked it, then drew it down his body with an over-the-top sensuality, ending in a truly hilarious pelvic wiggle. It was deliciously sick—exactly what one would expect of Dr. X, yet something not every actor would uncover and portray.


    Of course, I have to admit a fondness for the insanity that is Becky Byers (Dog Act, The Honeycomb Trilogy) on stage. Her portrayal of Nina, tough yet delightfully girly in her flouncy miniskirt, remained a subtle, engaging presence until she melded it with Schulenburg’s own special brand of over the top. The scene between the two finally giving in to a moment of debauchery in the hospital room was genius. Ratcheting the reactions between one another, the two managed to create the most entertaining (and delightfully wrong) love scene I’ve ever witnessed. Having their moment alone in the hospital room where Dr. X has been handcuffed to the bed after his capture and heart transplant, Nina gives in to her baser desires for the villain. Schulenburg and Byers trade off lines and physical proximity slowly, humorously, and edgily probing the characters’ desires—a little coyness here, a little BDSM there—until Dr. X handcuffs her to the bed and escapes.


    Another standout performance came from Susan Louise O’Connor as the Nurse. O’Connor was brilliantly geeky and unsure, playing to the comedy inherent in the scene but never going too far unless necessary, as with the “Doughnut Intervention” (never get between a thwarted woman and her Krispy Kremes) after her rejection by Peter, and the rather spectacular jump-kick to take out former lover Dr. X. While her portrayal of the Nurse’s bizarre relationship to Dr. X and her comic infatuation with Peter certainly created well-deserved laughter, she did give the impression of a strong yet vulnerable woman who just couldn’t seem to catch a break.


    Scenic designer Will Lowry kept the black box space simple with only a dark lattice of pipes and connectors overlaid with windows hung at the rear of the stage as a general backdrop. A few windows contained black and white photos of lovers lying together, Dr. X, and the Crime Fighters. Lowry innovatively painted the floor with abstracted building perspectives giving the impression of simultaneously looking up and down within a comic book interpretation of a cityscape. The set pieces denoting scene changes were likewise simple—a doorframe (apartments/hospital), a wheeled metal table (exam table/bed). All of this moved quickly and seamlessly, which kept the flow of action moving.


    Stephanie Levin’s costume designs had a lovely ad-hoc quality that one might associate with self-made crime fighters, but these still coordinated with the overall feel of the production design: simple, pulpy, graphic. The superhero attire—part glamazon and part retro comics—was easily concealed with the simple nurse uniform of their alter-egos. The uncomplicated look of both set and costumes allowed the acting and script to stay in the forefront where it belonged.


    Director Kelly O’Donnell and fight choreographer Adam Swiderski do several things right in Hearts Like Fists. First and foremost, with such talented actors, O’Donnell maintains a light touch, shepherding what I would imagine—given the actors involved—was an exercise in controlled mayhem. She and her cast did what I always appreciate on stage: they pushed character representation as far as possible within the bounds of Szymkowicz’s exceedingly insightful and amusing script. Swiderski, too, added a level of knock-down, drag-out, hand-to-hand combat.


    What I appreciated as the best innovation was the use of what the program listed as “ensemble.” These two actor/crewmembers (Jennifer Somers Kipley and Chester Poon) were the special effects. In the tradition of bunraku stage techniques, the two dressed in black and assisted in making the costume and scene changes. However, rather than allowing them to disappear, they stepped in and out of the action, always present and noted but never a complete distraction. They filled in as stage extras, and in their campy cat burglar attire they added a certain panache to quick scene and costume changes, catching or tossing clothing as necessary. But, and here’s the part that delighted me and got my attention, they made Swiderski’s fight sequences amazing by adding the necessary pulp flair to the fights.


    Swiderski’s choreography progressed beautifully in real time with kicks and punches exchanged, but at certain key points in the fight, the actors would switch in to slow motion, exaggerating the delivery of and reactions to the punches and making them delightfully comic bookish. As if that weren’t enough, he added a level of Hong Kong action film wire-work to the fights. The trusty ensemble members would come out and assist the fight participants with dance lifts. The use of the lifts with the slow motion affectation gave the fabulous impression of ridiculously high and long kicks and spin kicks. At one point in the action, Dr. X throws two syringes in the hopes of killing both Lisa and Peter. Schulenburg’s slow wind up and throw was augmented as Kipley and Poon emerge from behind him, each taking a syringe and gracefully moving them toward the lovers who also slowly duck backwards, at which point the actions returns to speed. I can only say that the entire idea was sheer brilliance and an innovative, successful approach to representing conventions of the genre.


    Aspects and manifestations of love as well as defenses against it find reference in the actions of the characters. The Crime Fighters, Peter, and Lisa all look to their careers as substitutes for love and protection against broken hearts. Rather than risk themselves in this respect, they pour themselves into what they do in order to give themselves purpose. Their fists/hearts are figuratively closed to fight against a sense of pain and loss. Dr. X embodies the more extreme end of the loss, yet as his one night stand with the Nurse illustrates, his “occupation” closes him off to any other possible relationships. He only wants her, and at least part of his loss derives from holding her too closely:


    
      DOCTOR X: I’m going to hold you forever. Forever.


      NURSE: You’re hurting me.


      DOCTOR X: Shhh. Shhh.


      NURSE: Ow.


      DOCTOR X: You’ll learn to like it. I save people’s lives with these hands. These arms. You’ll learn to enjoy whatever they do.


      NURSE: Oh. Ow. Oh.


      DOCTOR X: I learned when I was young, if you want to keep something hold it tight and never let it go because if you don’t keep your things close, someone will come and take them away. I won’t let that happen to you now that I’ve found you.

    


    His inability to keep an open hand and heart leads him to insanity because of his rejection. He loves the Nurse more than she loves him—for her, it’s a one night stand. Yet as painful as this is to him, he behaves the same way when Nina reveals her feelings for him. This time someone else cares more for him than he does for them. There is a continual shifting reciprocity between the actions of the characters, and it’s only when they learn how to open both heart and hands that they can move forward.


    Granted, realistic personal relationships are not the fodder for the average comic book hero. The most notable exception would be Alan Moore’s Watchmen. Its exploration of heroes and their interpersonal relationships, particularly the triangle involving Dr. Manhattan, Silk Spectre, and Nite Owl, is the obvious precursor to Hearts Like Fists, focusing on the human beings behind the masks. On the other hand, Batman, in particular Arkham Asylum, gave us the psychological grounding for a supervillain’s criminal pathology. Utilizing these traditions, Szymkowicz has created a distinctly fun and yet very insightful examination of love and violence (albeit of the comic book variety) without becoming maudlin, overly metaphorical, or leaning too much on his artistic predecessors.


    Our hearts are like our fists in another respect; we fight against having relationships, leaving relationships, and letting others go when it’s time. Thankfully, we don’t all turn into Dr. X, nor do we decide to become costumed vigilantes in an effort to repurpose ourselves and find meaning for our lives. That doesn’t mean, however, that it isn’t messy, complicated, and damn hard to figure out what to do or what to risk and when. Lisa has it right when she tells Peter, “We have to balance the joy now with the possibility of sorrow later.” No guarantees. But it’s really hard to prevent a fall or pull yourself back up when all you can make is a fist. [image: *]

    


    Jen Gunnels lives in continuing reciprocity of theatrical delights.
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      The Crime Fighters: Nina (Becky Byers), Sally (Aja Houston), Nurse (Susan Louise O’Connor)
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      Jazmin (Rachael Hip-Flores), Sally (Aja Houston) & Nina (Becky Byers), striking a pose. Photos by Isaiah Tanenbaum.

    


    
      [image: ]

      Sally (Aja Houston), Nurse (Susan Louise O’Connor) & Peter (Chinaza Uche)
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      Nina in mortal combat with Dr. X (August Schulenburg)
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        Lisa (Marnie Schulenburg) & Nina (Becky Byers)
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    As part of their Classic Fiction line, Naxos AudioBooks presents several title of interest to fans of speculative fiction including Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues under the Sea, Oscar Wilde’s “The Canterville Ghost,” Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, H. G. Wells’s The Invisible Man, and even Mervyn Peake’s Gormenghast trilogy. Of the genre, two selections may serve as barometers of the range and character of these productions. The first is an unabridged version of H. P. Lovecraft’s classic story of science and horror, At The Mountains of Madness, while the second is the posthumous collection by Bram Stoker, Dracula’s Guest and Other Stories.


    Lovecraft’s long tale of an expedition to Antarctica and the alien horrors discovered there is read by William Roberts, an American actor born and raised in Oregon and California. While normally I would not concern myself with a person’s origin, in this case it is relevant. In his reading, Roberts projects an accent that to my ear makes him sound British, rather than of New England origin, creating something of a minor distraction—the narrator of the tale is definitely a Massachusetts native. Despite this, Roberts does an excellent job with the pacing of Lovecraft’s tale and is careful not to allow the various events to affect his reading. After all, the story is being told a significant amount of time after the original events by a scientist who is striving to convince his peers of something fantastic and terrifying that should be avoided. Thus, any deviation into hysterics or madness would be detrimental to his case. In this, Roberts and his producers should be given credit, for it would have been easy to take an entirely different route rather than preserving the more formal, well-controlled, almost passionless presentation of Lovecraft’s text.


    The tale is a first-person narrative and thus lends itself well to the spoken word; indeed one can almost imagine the stodgy old Professor William Dyer desperately relating his story to some equally dour and doubting colleague. The recording is a simple reading with each of the twelve chapters announced by Roberts without music or any other type of audible notation, but once again this is very fitting to the story at hand.


    In contrast to Roberts, Rupert Degas is a British actor who has a long history of doing voice work for video games and animation. Degas’s performance is more animated and emotional than Roberts’s, for he provides all of the speaking characters with their own distinct voices and mannerisms. This in itself is most impressive, for while the majority of Stoker’s characters are British, there are also Germans, a Texan, and a number of denizens of Paris of varying classes, all with appropriate accents. However, unlike the production of At The Mountains of Madness, the Stoker adaptation comprises the title work and eight shorter pieces, and without any music or other transitional note, it is sometimes difficult to immediately grasp that one story has ended and another has begun.


    While Stoker is best known for Dracula, this collection of shorter pieces is relatively obscure. The longest piece, “Dracula’s Guest,” has been identified as an excised first chapter of the novel. In it, an unnamed Englishman on his way to Transylvania stops, against all advice, to explore an abandoned town near Munich. He experiences a series of improbable and supernatural events that culminate in his rescue by a detachment of soldiers dispatched for the sole purpose of saving him. That the soldiers have been sent following a communiqué from Dracula is only ominous given the events of the novel; on its own the tale is little more than a tease and somewhat unsatisfying.


    The remaining eight stories, however, are more than satisfying. Many, particularly “The Squaw” and “The Burial of the Rats,” are effective at building suspense and terror without the use of any supernatural elements, instead utilizing a genuine and palpable fear of feral cats and hordes of hungry rats. Rats also play a significant role, albeit a supernatural one, in “The Judge’s House,” which, while firmly rooted in the tradition of tales dealing with the vengeful spirits of evil men, is in places very similar to Lovecraft’s better known “The Rats in the Walls.” It would not surprise me if Lovecraft’s work had been influenced by this particular piece.


    Despite some shortcomings that may be entirely a matter of personal taste, Naxos has produced superior works in a manner that complements the source material. Those interested in alternative presentations of classic works should be highly satisfied with these versions. [image: *]

    


    Peter Rawlik lives in Royal Palm Beach, Florida.
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    Dan Abnett is the best military science fiction author working today.


    If that’s a contentious statement, it’s meant to be. Abnett (who came up through working in comics for 2000 AD, Marvel, and DC) has a massive oeuvre, but most of it is either comics or tie-in fiction written for Games Workshop’s publishing arm, Black Library. While he’s penned two original releases (Triumff and Embedded, available from Angry Robot) and a fair number of books set in the Warhammer Fantasy universe, the majority have been set in the universe of Warhammer 40k, a miniatures game that started out as essentially Warhammer Fantasy transplanted into space. The setting has drawn quite a bit of derision over the years due to featuring space elves, space orks, and even (until a mid-’90s retcon) space dwarves.


    Time, attention, and the curatorship of editors and authors like Abnett, however, have turned the Warhammer 40k universe into a setting rich in dramatic potential. The repressive Imperium of Man marries the Catholic church of the Dark Ages with Stalinist Russia, where vast armies of conscripts are pressed into service for xenophobic wars while the Holy Inquisition desperately tries to keep a lid on heresy, lest daemon cultists corrupt entire worlds with the vile power of the Warp. Melodramatic? Absolutely—this is a setting whose tagline is “In the Grim Darkness of the 41st Millennium, there is only war.” But 40k is also hugely influential—Blizzard’s Starcraft franchise owes a huge debt to 40k (the Zerg are basically Tyrannids, while the Protoss are very similar to the Eldar), and many prominent game designers and commentators (including Jay Wilson, the lead designer of Diablo 3, and Jerry “Tycho” Holkins of the webcomic Penny Arcade) are enthusiastic fans. Even the Immer in China Miéville’s Embassytown, while not as demon-haunted as 40k’s Warp, requires navigational beacons (like 40k’s Astronomican) and spawns monsters and weirdness in the exact same fashion.


    While divers hands have helped shape the 40k universe over the years, Abnett is surely one of the most influential. Not only have his depictions of the Imperial Guard and Inquisition shaped all that followed, but in the case of the Eisenhorn trilogy, which focuses on Gregor Eisenhorn, an inquisitor of the Ordo Xenos, they’ve outlasted the game and miniatures they were written to promote (the Inquisitor skirmish game). Furthermore, Abnett was one of the first authors to delve extensively into civilian life in the Imperium (in Necropolis and the Eisenhorn trilogy) as well as to describe life and imperial society at the peak of the Imperium’s influence (in Horus Rising).


    All of this is to say that Abnett’s work isn’t narrowly focused on military concerns but regularly encompasses social, personal, religious, and technological context in a manner parallel to Lois McMaster Bujold. The Space Marines of the Iron Snakes chapter have rites of passage and rituals of homecoming appropriate to a Hellenistic warrior society; a planet about to be visited by a Titan Legion has a run on toys modeled on the gigantic war engines; the vast cathedrals raised to glorify the God-Emperor of Mankind have their own internal weather systems and speakers so loud they cause pain at close range. Like the best of his fellow tie-in authors (Karen Traviss springs to mind), Abnett has taken a franchise that could easily come off as silly and filled in its lacunae with sufficient invention that something as inherently ridiculous as a daemon-possessed starship bellowing its name over communications channels can give his readers chills.


    It’s a shame, then, that Abnett’s very best work often comes late in a series or otherwise relies on readers knowing more than the text contains. Only in Death is my favorite haunted house story, hands down, as well as a brilliant account of an infantry siege, and it’s the eleventh in the Gaunt’s Ghosts series. Titanicus mostly stands alone, but a certain amount of familiarity with 40k lore is required to really appreciate its ending. Even Pariah, Abnett’s latest, and the first book in a new trilogy, has a moment that doesn’t have its full impact unless you’ve read Legion—a book in a completely different series, set over 100 centuries before.


    That said, in terms of its accessibility and overall quality, Pariah is probably one of the best entry points into Abnett’s oeuvre (especially for readers who don’t perk up at the thought of multichapter, pitched battles). Its protagonist and narrator, Alisabeth Bequin, is an orphan and a student in a school for covert agents of the Inquisition—the Maze Undue—buried in the depths of Queen Mab, a decaying, violent, Dickensian city that is being smothered by the weight of its own history. Alisabeth and all the other students at the Maze Undue are pariahs, or psychic nulls—psionically gifted children whose power is to nullify the power of other psykers (and to weaken daemons and the influence of the Warp) in an area around them. Pariahs also produce an instinctive revulsion in everyone they meet, however, so Alisabeth and her fellow pupils wear bracelets that allow them to suppress their gifts with a flick of a switch and pass as ordinary—a vital ability for students who are dispatched to infiltrate noble houses, artists’ collectives, and the like.


    Narrated by Alisabeth, Pariah follows her from her upbringing and training at the Maze Undue to a point when events conspire to shake the foundations of her world. An attack on the Maze Undue sends Alisabeth into the streets of Queen Mab, forcing her to don one old cover identity after another as she attempts to determine what is going on and why everyone from merchants to the Ecclesiarchy to the Holy Inquisition seems to regard her and the other students of the Maze Undue as either enemies or prizes to be captured. By the end of the book, Alisabeth has learned that the Maze Undue was not what it seemed and that the Holy Inquisition is divided, with a rogue Inquisitor (Eisenhorn) being pursued by one whose last deployment destroyed a world (Ravenor). She has also learned that there are many other forces in play, including at least two groups of Traitor Marines, several noble and merchant houses, and mysterious individuals known as the Nine and the King in Yellow. The book ends on a reversal with Alisabeth passionately defending Eisenhorn to Ravenor, only to be rescued from his custody in a manner that reveals many of Ravenor’s claims about Eisenhorn to be true.


    As my mentions of Eisenhorn-as-character and Eisenhorn-as-Trilogy may have suggested, Pariah builds on two previous trilogies (which focused on Eisenhorn and Ravenor, respectively). Unlike Only in Death, however, which really does require knowledge of most of the Gaunt’s Ghosts books preceding it, Pariah functions quite effectively on its own, due to Alisabeth not being privy to the events of those previous series. There are certainly revelations which those familiar with the Eisenhorn and Ravenor books will anticipate, but this book should work whether or not you see those twists coming. Abnett manages some magnificent sleight of hand, too, to the point where I completely missed one major revelation related to 40k’s extensive lore until it was rubbed in my face. And for all that the three-word reference to Legion will be opaque to most readers, it gave me a chill when I read it because it was so dense with implication.


    One is often hesitant to recommend the first book in an unfinished trilogy to readers, because however excellent it might be, there is no assurance that those that follow will match its quality or wrap up the series in a satisfactory manner.


    But in light of the excellence of Pariah (and his latest Horus Heresy novel, Know No Fear), it seems clear that Abnett has regained the mastery of the suspense and military sf forms he’d attained before being diagnosed with epilepsy at the end of 2009/start of 2010.


    And in case I haven’t made it explicit enough already, most of Abnett’s other books are very good too. Titanicus, Double Eagle, and Brothers of the Snake all stand alone and display Abnett’s talents to advantage, while the Gaunt’s Ghosts and Eisenhorn/Ravenor series start off a tad rough but build to some very impressive heights. Abnett’s Horus Heresy books are also very impressive, particularly Horus Rising, which sets the stage, and Know No Fear, which contains the immortal line “It starts raining main battle tanks,” but unfortunately the other installments don’t live up to the standard he sets. As for his original work, Embedded leverages Abnett’s expertise with military sf, but the big reveal at the end isn’t, whereas Triumff tries too hard to be funny.


    Make no mistake: while Pariah is a tie-in, it is one that ennobles the form, which combines the suspense of a thriller with a world that is three parts Vance, two parts Dickens, one part Lovecraft, and one part Anthony Price. This is a very good book—no qualifiers, not “for a tie-in,” just very good, full stop—and well worth the attention of spy enthusiasts and connoisseurs of science fantasy tales. [image: *]

    


    Alec Austin lives in Berkeley, California.
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    San Francisco: Tachyon Publications, 2012; $14.95 tpb; 288 pages


    reviewed by Joe Milicia
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    One of the pleasures of reading through Patricia McKillip’s latest short story collection is discovering how many kinds of fantasy she practices: classic High (wizards and princesses), Victorian fairies-at-the-bottom-of-my-garden (sinister ones here), a not-quite-fractured fairy tale, dream narrative, and one or two unclassifiable. Plus three of the sixteen pieces in Wonders of the Invisible World are science fiction, including one set on a planet painted in rather Orientalist colors and another—well, I’m sorry to say that even the act of labeling it sf is to commit quite a considerable spoiler. As a character in one of the stories remarks, “This is not at all what I expected the unexpected to be like” (102).


    No doubt some of these stories have been shaped to some extent by the theme of the anthology in which they first appeared. (This is not to say that McKillip, like any writer, might not have a story sitting around that feels custom-made for the editor’s guideline.) For example, “A Gift To Be Simple,” in which a Shaker-like (i.e., sexually abstinent) community seeks a way to continue their tribe, comes from a 1999 sf anthology about alternative reproductive methods, Not of Woman Born. The most blatantly connected to its original publication is “Oak Hill,” from The Essential Bordertown, the fourth anthology in Terri Windling’s series about an urban noir realm, somewhere between the mundane world and Elfland, where elves are punk bikers and gang bangers. Not having read the series, I can’t say how much “Oak Hill” owes to the mythos and atmosphere created by a large team of authors over the course of more than a decade, but it certainly reads like a McKillip story, beginning with its childishly naïve teenage protagonist who tells strangers in diners, “I’m going to learn magic” (“which always made people fidget, forget to ask questions, find something interesting in the stuffed deer head, or the clock across the room” [100]). To be sure, the story is more phantasmagorical than many in Wonders of the Invisible World in the sense that it unfolds in unpredictable, dreamlike ways, or to put it differently, slips in and out of more levels of “reality” than the two (usually both fantasy realms) typical of McKillip’s writing.


    “The Twelve Dancing Princesses” has a different sort of restriction in that it was written for A Wolf at the Door, and Other Retold Fairy Tales (note the subtitle). Compared to the more radical reimaginings of several other pieces in that anthology, McKillip’s version of the Brothers Grimm tale seems on a first reading to be a pretty straightforward retelling. But a quick glance at the original in standard translation reveals how cleverly McKillip has adapted it. She starts her story not with the king’s preposterous offer—find out where my daughters go dancing every night and win my kingdom (or die if you fail)—but, for more dramatic urgency and stress on character, with the soldier who hears of the offer and takes the chance. Unlike the old soldier in Grimm, McKillip’s warrior has youth, a personality—cheerful and generous—and a name, Val: “a good name for a soldier,” winks the crone who gives him the invisibility cloak and the equally valuable tip of not accepting a beverage from the princesses (who by the way are here named after flowers). For a touch of horror and suspense, the princes of the underground realm who dance nightly with the young ladies are more or less zombies who are planning to keep them in the underworld on the third night, which happens to be Val’s deadline. And being young, he doesn’t choose the oldest daughter as in Grimm but beams in delight over his “choice of flowers from A to M” (230). There is certainly no deep probing of the psychosexual undercurrents of the original fairy tale, only a pleasant adaptation for contemporary young readers. But her version does have a fascination with the “different world, strange and frightening and comical,” that she found in Fritz Kredel’s illustrations for Grimms’ Fairytales when she was a child. According to her afterword, she also tells that she chose this particular fairy tale because “it has elements that stirred my imagination: an unlikely hero, twelve troublesome princesses instead of one; a subterranean world, which might be the place where dreams begin, or maybe where they end” (Wolf 166).


    That balance of strange and frightening and comical—and I’d add “homey” to convey the feeling of domestic comfort within the fairy-tale worlds of many McKillip stories—is typical of this author’s works, though the balance is often tilted in one direction or another, rather like the way that people were imagined to be dominated by one of the Four Humors or Temperaments in ancient medicine or Renaissance drama. In McKilip’s case, these are the Strange, the Frightening, the Everyday, and the Comical. The Strange—i.e., the eerie or weird—is omnipresent in Wonders of the Invisible World, but horror (the Frightening) is very seldom to the fore, perhaps because many of the stories were written for a young adult audience. The two stories with a Victorian setting and fairy-tale elements conjure up comparisons with some of A. S. Byatt’s stories, but McKillip rarely ventures into such terrifying depths. An air of the Everyday or Domestic—folks going about their business—is pretty common in these stories, even or especially in worlds where witches and wizards are typical denizens. As for the Comical, it’s so strong in some stories that its absence in others makes them stand out all the more: I’m thinking of the darkly atmospheric “The Fortune-Teller” and the eerily beautiful “Xmas Cruise,” which involves the labyrinthine decks of a cruise ship in Antarctic waters, a honeymoon couple, and their perhaps dangerous attraction to another couple.


    Comedy dominates in “Naming Day,” which is about a young student at the Oglesby School of Thaumaturgy who takes such courses as Prestidigitation, Legendary Creatures, and the Uses and Misuses of Elements. If I hadn’t examined Wizards: Magical Tales (2008), the anthology where it originally appeared, I would have thought it was written for a collection of homages to Harry Potter. But there were schools for wizards long before Hogwarts, and the success of “Naming Day” is almost entirely dependent not on parody or homage but on a very clever—not to say cute—denouement.


    The novella, “Knights of the Well” (by far the longest story in the anthology), also leans toward comedy, both in its inclusion of droll situations (the dunking of the dignified knights of the title) and in its boy-gets-girl (i.e., Knight-gets-Minister-of-Water) plot. This is indeed a watery story, playful in its portrayal of a fantasy land where a mage is tasked with negotiating peace with the water sprites of the realm, aquatic colors are everywhere, and even the heroine is seen in aquatic terms: the knight is struck by the “sudden flash of green, the color of river moss, under her heavy, hooded eyelids and pale brows” (138). There is a particularly remarkable and lengthy description of an enormous, baroque fountain built for the ritual of honoring the water sprites.


    “Out of the Woods” is another of the more playful stories but only partly because one of its main characters is a “possibly dotty” young scholar preoccupied with becoming a “great mage” while missing all the magical happenings around him. There is narrative playfulness, too, as the reader is led into thinking the story is structured upon the contrast between the mundane concerns of the scholar’s housekeeper (sore at heart because of her negligent husband and worn out by endless cleaning chores) and the clumsy efforts of the scholar to cast spells (leading to sausages in the rafters, for example). But it becomes clear that the housekeeper is the true visionary, and if this blatant irony—that the scholar’s gray eyes “seemed to look at her, through her, and beyond her, all at the same time” (26) but are blind to what she sees—seems all too obvious in summary, the execution is deft and surprisingly poetic, taking the domestic story more in the direction of the Strange. Typical is a passage that begins with the ordinary change of seasons but soon drifts toward the uncanny:


    
      The squashes grew fat as the garden withered around them. The air smelled of rain and sweet wood smoke. Now and then the sky turned blue; fish jumped into sunlight; the world cast a glance back at the season it had left. On one of those rare days, Leta spread the washing on the bushes to dry [and turned her attention to the] great, gnarled stump [of an oak shattered by lightning]. It stood dreaming in the sunlight, revealing nothing of its secrets. Just big enough, she thought, to draw a man inside it, if one had fallen asleep against it. In spring, living shoots would rise like his dreams out of the trunk, crown it with leaves, this still-living heart big enough to hide a sleeping mage . . ..” (37; ellipses in the original)

    


    The ending, involving a boat, a young woman with “hair the color of the dying leaves,” and a distant city, is superbly, seemingly effortlessly realized.


    Even more beautifully realized is the ending of “Byndley,” one of the most haunting of the tales in the collection. When “Byndley” first appeared in Firebirds (2003), McKillip wrote a brief afterword that seemed to downplay the story’s seriousness: “I was trying to write a novel one day and ‘Byndley’ came out instead. Some stories are like that. You think you’re hatching a dragon and what you get is a butterfly.” Her Author’s Note adds some very conventional comments about “fairyland”: “one of those things, like mermaids and dragons, that doesn’t really exist, but that everyone knows about anyway.... Perhaps it’s just a glimpse of our deepest wishes and greatest fears, the farthest boundaries of our imaginations” (Firebirds 198). But the story itself, while certainly about deep wishes, is not terrifying but rather dizzying: its sense of reality vs. appearance is as hard to pin down as the Brigadoon-like town of the title, and its narrative constantly fluctuates between pursuit and flight. The final sentence, for reasons it would be a shame to explain here, is breathtaking, perhaps one of the best moments of the entire collection.


    By now it must be evident that not only “Byndley” and “Oak Hill” but most of the stories in Wonders of the Invisible World are borderland tales where characters slip from one realm into yet another—most often from one fantasy world into a more fantastic one. Virtually all the stories center upon physical transformation, shape-shifting, stepping over an invisible line into another world. “Hunter’s Moon” has an apparently contemporary, mundane setting (where hunting rifles and pizza are to be found) but also some forest denizens who may be other than human. The same can be said of “Jack O’Lantern,” except that the woodsy setting is Pre-Raphaelite Victorian. “Undine” is a tall tale about a water sprite who expects to snare a mortal man and leave him to his fate when she tires of him, but she ends up being stuck on land with an environmental activist: the agent of transformation is the one transformed


    “The Kelpie,” which portrays yet another conjunction of mundane and fantasy realms, is one of the oddest stories in the collection—partly for how long it takes for the supernatural to raise its horsey head (quite a while, for this is technically a novelette) but also for its late-Victorian community of young artists who appear utterly preoccupied with posing for each other’s historical/mythological canvases. Not just the professional models but practically everyone in the story is eager to throw a little drapery over the shoulder to pose for canvases with titles like Last Soldier Standing Watch on Hadrian’s Wall. The absurdly fact-packed opening sentence catches some of the drollery of the setting and the tone: “Ned met Emma Slade at her brother Adrian’s new lodgings, the night Bram Wilding brought the monkey and it set fire to the veils in which Euphemia Bunce was posing for Adrian’s painting” (39). But I found the story of interest not so much for the intrusion of a fantasy realm upon these less than eminent Victorians as for McKillip’s portrayal of another kind of transformation within the mundane world: the budding feminism within the circle of artists. The heroine of “Jack O’Lantern” yearns for her father to allow her a proper education, but she is living in an earlier, more entrenchedly patriarchal Victorian realm than in “The Kelpie.” Here we are introduced to a collective of women artists and to a heroine who exclaims at one point to her love interest, “If I can’t fight for myself and my art, then what kind of an artist can I be? Only what you will permit me to be” (69). (His lot in life, he begins to realize, is to be “never the hero, always the squire, the spear-bearer” [84].)


    Another tale of transformations, though on a more cosmic terrain, is the brief “The Old Woman and the Storm”—perhaps the most unclassifiable story in the collection. It reads like some mythic origins story with touches that hint at Norse or Native American or Biblical analogues (for the last, a protagonist named Arram who thinks about “First Names”) as well as cave painting, prehistoric humans. The story might have been called “How the Rainbow Came to Be,” but within the larger narrative, Arram tells mythic stories to calm the destructive anger of the Old Woman, and there are shifts in levels of reality that align “The Old Woman and the Storm” with “Byndley” in particular. One could imagine the story as an animated short with constant morphing: a wall painting becoming a woman, a sunny day rapidly turning to egg-sized hail, a rock conversing with a butterfly.


    On the other hand, the title story—and be warned, here the spoilers begin with anything beyond mere quotation of the (brilliant) first sentence, “I am the angel sent to Cotton Mather” —seems intended to reduce encounters with magical worlds to an accountable single level of mundane, if future, reality. This story, we gradually realize, is rather whimsical science fiction in which a researcher, trying to understand the Puritan imagination (or actually imagination at all in a world where most people let computers construct alternate realms for them), uses time travel to send a colleague back to Mather’s day to impersonate an angel. As the colleague, Nici, explains:


    
      The ring of diamonds in my halo contained controls for light, for holograms like my wings, a map disc, a local-history disc in case I got totally bewildered by events, and a recorder disc that had caught the sudden stammer in Mather’s last word. He had asked for an angel; he got an angel. I wished he would quit staring at my feet [which are bare and the floorboards cold] and throw another log on the fire. (15)

    


    The only fantasy in Nici’s world appears to be in the VR games played by children, though the story does leave open the question as to whether the images conjured up by one such game might be merely devised by the computer within its parameters or truly formed by the child’s—or Nici’s—imagination; but the story, unusually for McKillip, ends with more of a sense of imprisonment than of worlds opening up.


    For a conclusion to Wonders of the Invisible World we are offered a reprint of the Guest of Honor speech McKillip gave to the 2004 WisCon. It’s a welcome supplement to the stories, though in its personal history it offers little of the Strange (except perhaps for marrying for the first time at 53), even less of the Frightening (a cesspool backing up into a bathtub, a scary drive through the Rockies), but a good deal of the Domestic (weddings, cesspools) and quite a lot of the Comic. The latter is manifested—as it is in several of the stories—mainly in her teasing indirection in narrative: in answer to the question “What inspires you to write?” she proposes money (leading to an elaborately detailed story of how The Book of Atrix paid for the new cesspool for her Catskills home), “a steady accumulation of detail” (284; her very lengthy commute by car, train and subway from the Catskills to Manhattan to take a music course, providing story patterns for Song for the Basilisk), and a looming deadline (occasioning a yet more digressive story of getting married and moving back to Oregon, which forced her to write Alphabet of Thorn in record time). More directly relevant to the stories, her description of her commute to Julliard and especially the return journey has the same feeling of strangeness as the constant transformations of her fantasy:


    
      out of the enormous, intense hothouse of civilization until the roads became narrow and solitary, mountains hid the river and the city lights, and I reached the strange point in my drive home where I felt that I had somehow traveled so far that I had left the real world, real time behind. I had passed into the realm of Sleepy Hollow, the Otherworld. (285)

    


    It appears that in McKillip’s world, as in her stories, the Strange seeps into the Domestic quite effortlessly. [image: *]

    


    Joe Milicia lives in Sheboygan, Wisconsin.
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    The Stellar Guild Series, edited by Mike Resnick and published by small press Phoenix Pick under its Arc Manor imprint, represents an interesting new concept: each book in the series consists of a novella by a major author along with an associated work by a selected younger author. Earlier books in the series have included a science fiction novella by Kevin J. Anderson with a sequel by Steven Savile, a fantasy novella by Mercedes Lackey with a prequel by Cody Martin, and a fantasy novella by Harry Turtledove with a sequel by daughter Rachel Turtledove. When the Blue Shift Comes by Robert Silverberg and Alvaro Zinos-Amaro is the fourth in the series.


    In this case, the volume features a novella-length science fiction piece written by Silverberg in 1987, entitled “The Song of Last Things,” that is completed by Zinos-Amaro in “The Last Mandala Sweeps,” to form a short novel, When the Blue Shift Comes. The two parts are punctuated by a non-fiction piece by Silverberg explaining the history of his unfinished work and the selection of Zinos-Amaro to complete it.


    Silverberg’s tale is set in a far–distant future where near-immortal mankind is thinly spread across thousands of star systems throughout our galaxy and neighboring galaxies as well. Hanosz Prime, the somewhat bored hereditary ruler of his planet, hears of the possible pending destruction of Old Earth by a mysterious space anomaly that may grow to threaten all of mankind. Upon hearing stories of Old Earth from a traveler who recently visited there, he decides to abdicate his throne and embark on the long journey to seek out the immortal Kaivilda, whom the traveler describes to Prime as both beautiful and welcoming to visitors. Moreover, Prime becomes convinced that he himself might be the key to saving Old Earth and all of mankind. He is welcomed when he arrives by Kaivilda and her father, Sinon Kreidge, in their secluded palace. Prime learns that the aloof immortals of Earth are split in their reactions to their impending doom and receives additional evidence that he may be the key to stopping it. While the viewpoint character for the narrative is almost solely Hanosz Prime, there is also an apparently omniscient narrator with a distinctively different voice who steps up occasionally to comment wryly on the story.


    After reading Silverberg’s story, it is easy to see why it has remained unfinished and unpublished all these decades (except for one portion, “Hanosz Prime Goes to Old Earth,” published in 2006 in Asimov’s). Silverberg has introduced more questions than answers in the narrative, and it is difficult to see where the story might be headed. What is the mysterious super-black-hole-like anomaly in space that appears to be growing exponentially and may threaten the entire universe? What could explain the portents that lead Prime to believe that he may be the key to stopping it? And most perplexing of all, who is the mysterious, unidentified narrator who breaks in to provide wry commentary?


    As an additional challenge, Silverberg’s story, although written in the 1980s, has an even more antiquated feel, with its vision more characteristic of classic sf of the 1950s and 1960s, the period when he was cutting his teeth as a young author. The story’s vision of ethereal immortal inhabitants in a far-flung extra-galactic society is very characteristic of that optimistic era (based on the assumption that advancing technology will lead to rampant increase in personal wealth and power for all and no need for teeming minions), and the clever narrator feels like an experimental technique right out of the 1960s New Wave. (These futures became far less common after the stunning late-1960s visions of overpopulated dystopias such as John Brunner’s Stand on Zanzibar and Harry Harrison’s Make Room! Make Room!) Completing this novel for modern readers represented a major challenge for the veteran Silverberg and even more so for a new writer.


    I was therefore surprised to find that Alvaro Zinos-Amaro did an excellent job of finding answers to all of these puzzling questions, creating a conclusion to the novel that in retrospect feels not only right but the only way the story could proceed to its logical conclusion. He also matches Silverberg’s quirky narrative technique and style so well that much of the text (especially early on) reads like a pastiche of Silverberg’s piece.


    While Zinos-Amaro’s finish is both clever and resourceful, however, I don’t think that what results is a superior science fiction novel. When the Blue Shift Comes as a whole feels both dated and contrived. It is hard to get fully engaged in the narrative and forget that this is an interesting experiment to see whether or not the novel could be completed with all its anomalies explained.


    In the end, When the Blue Shift Comes is like reading the results of a writers’ workshop exercise: very interesting to those of us immersed in the field of science fiction writing, but not really a satisfactory work of sf. [image: *]

    


    D. Douglas Fratz lives in Gaithersburg, Maryland.

  


  
    Three Imaginaria of Forgiveness and Transformation
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    In Honor of Samuel R. Delany on the Completion of His Seventieth Circumambulation of the Sun


    4.1.12


    Should I include Chip’s recipe for lentil stew, which I’ve now made three times in as many weeks and which is utterly incredible? Or share the amazing imaginarium he’s invented for forgiving people and oneself and for seeing all that happens in the best light? Should I talk about how I would not be alive today if not for him? What more appropriate gift can I give than to share some of the thoughts he has recently shared with me in the context of one of the greatest friendships I could ever hope to have in this life?


    7.6.11


    If you don’t get at least half your day’s work done by ten in the morning, you won’t get the other half done during the rest of the day.


    
      —Sara Ophelia Fitzgerald Boyd (Chip’s grandmother)

    


    8.1.11


    Chip told me this story in conversation; the following reconstruction of what he said is much compressed and does not do justice to the richness of the spoken original.


    
      When I first met Bernard Kay, one of my mentors, I was 17, and he was 42. He had just taken a job working on a series of translations, for a boss who was hell on wheels. Her way of criticizing his work was incredibly rude and patronizing and painful to Bernie. What he ended up doing was, every time this happened, he would get up and take a walk around the block, and fantasize in detail that she had given him her criticism in the nicest possible way, and when he was done he firmly decided, in his head and heart, that that in fact was how she had offered him her criticism—in a manner that was friendly and sympathetic and encouraging and minutely helpful, and then he would go back to work and everything was fine. What he found was that by practicing this every time someone was mean or bullying or rude to him, he prevented himself from internalizing their meanness and generally it made for improved relations with most such people. And that’s what I’ve tried to do, myself, ever since, and it’s worked wonderfully well for me too! Really, it makes for genuinely Christian behavior, because you’ve taught yourself how to turn the other cheek in a way that can really work for you!

    


    12.8.11


    I was experiencing a dark night of the soul, one that revisits me far too often, and Chip and I had an intense phone conversation about it. Afterwards I wrote a long letter to him, in which among other things I said,


    
      In my overwhelming frustration with where I am in my life right now, I can’t figure out who or what to blame other than myself! So I guess I lay all the things I don’t like about my life and myself at my own doorstep—and I think I do that because I dislike the idea of blaming others, or blaming circumstances, or blaming anything or anyone at all! Yet I’m okay with blaming myself, duh, what’s up with that? Maybe “blame” is the problem—I shouldn’t blame myself either!

    


    A few hours later Chip sent me the following reply:


    
      Dear Ron—

    


    
      All the answers are in your own response. Yes, stop blaming, period. It isn’t productive. Finding who or what is to blame is like finding origins. There’s never just one origin, one single cause. Finding things to blame is an endless process that distracts you from finding places to intervene—and there is only ever one place to intervene, and that is now. Blame is always a matter of finding something in the past that is responsible that is, by definition, also untouchable.


      Anything you want to change, you change it by doing something now. Maybe you can only do tiny little things—but that’s how you start doing larger and more significant things. You want to do more work on Little, Big? Do more work on it now. You need to take a rest? Take one so you can do more work on it, when... not back then or in the future, but right at this now, which is not the now we were talking about up two lines above. And so on.


      You are an amazing man. You can do whatever you want. Write things down, so you don’t forget. Now is always changing. It’s always new. So you can always do something new with it.


      Much love and big hugs—


      —Chip [image: *]

    

    


    Ron Drummond lives in Albany. Samuel R. Delany lives in New York City.

  


  
    An Exchange


    Michael Swanwick and Tom Purdom
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    From: Michael Swanwick


    To: Tom Purdom


    Date: October 30, 2012


    Tom:


    They’re on to us! The latest NYRSF has a photo of us, labeled “Michael Swanwick & Tom Purdom make a flower.” How did they find out? How did they get a camera to function when we were employing our powers?


    Most importantly, what should we do? I’m thinking of erasing everybody involved with the magazine from human history, just to be safe.


    Michael


    From: Tom Purdom


    To: Michael Swanwick


    Date: October 30, 2012


    I went to the NYRSF site but I didn’t see any pictures. Have you already acted?


    Tom


    From: Michael Swanwick


    To: Tom Purdom


    Date: October 30, 2012


    A PDF of the issue is attached. The picture is on page 23.


    I am always careful not to kill anybody or to undo any significant portions of history without your explicit permission. I would never challenge your authority, Tom. But this is serious. Given NYRSF’s subscription rate, dozens of people must have seen that picture already.


    Michael


    From: Tom Purdom


    To: Michael Swanwick


    Date: October 30, 2012


    Another picture in which I look sinister and there’s a younger, even more sinister villain in the foreground.


    What evil will this blossom bring upon the world?


    Tom


    From: Michael Swanwick


    To: Tom Purdom


    Date: October 30, 2012


    Okay, evil is good. Evil I can work with.


    You want it in the form of a plague or something more insidious?


    Michael


    From: Tom Purdom


    To: Michael Swanwick


    Date: October 30, 2012


    How about a storm that catches millions by surprise and destroys the core of modern civilization because it turns out to be just as bad as the news media said it would be?


    Tom


    From: Michael Swanwick


    To: Tom Purdom


    Date: October 30, 2012


    You’re on! I’ll plant it as a tropical storm in the Caribbean six days ago and bring it ashore at Atlantic City in a couple of hours.


    Michael


    p.s. My thanks. You know how much I enjoy doing something flashy.


    From: Tom Purdom


    To: Michael Swanwick


    Date: October 30, 2012


    You see why I lurk in the background in these pictures, pondering the suggestions I will offer.


    Tom


    From: Michael Swanwick


    To: Tom Purdom


    Date: October 30, 2012


    We Rule From The Shadows. Shanti.


    Michael [image: *]
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    Harriet McDougal and the Tor Books staff, launch party for Robert Jordan’s A Memory of Light, January 2013
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    Tom Doherty, Bob Gleason, and Harriet McDougal
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    The Cake of Time, from the A Memory of Light launch party

  


  
    Call for Papers: Science Fiction: The Interdisciplinary Genre
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    Featuring Robert J. Sawyer;


    McMaster University, September 13–15, 2013


    On the occasion of Robert J. Sawyer’s donation of his archive to Mills Memorial Library, the Faculty of Humanities at McMaster University is hosting an international conference entitled “Science Fiction: The Interdisciplinary Genre,” a meeting of academics, writers, professionals, amateurs, and fans, focusing on Canadian Science Fiction in general and Sawyer’s work in particular.


    While the core of the event will be academic papers, we will also feature authors, editors, booksellers, librarians, commentators, and, of course, readers. Special guests are Robert J. Sawyer (author), John Robert Colombo (specialist of Canadian literature), Julie E. Czerneda (author), David G. Hartwell (editor, Tor), Élisabeth Vonarburg (author), Robert Charles Wilson (author), and Chris Szego of Bakka Phoenix Books.


    The multimodal or interdisciplinary approach to the creation, reception, and study of the sf genre has been a salient characteristic from Hugo Gernsback’s initial conceiving of the term “scientifiction” in 1926. Later, literary theorists such as Darko Suvin insisted on the particular knowledge, competency, and frame of mind required in order to decipher the genre’s figurative meaning: sf, according to Suvin,


    
      is an educational literature... irreversibly shaped by the pathos of preaching the good word of human curiosity, fear, and hope.... It demands from the author and reader, teacher and critic, not merely specialized, quantified positivistic knowledge (scientia) but a social imagination whose quality of wisdom (sapienta) testifies to the maturity of his critical and creative thought. (40)

    


    Indeed, Sawyer’s work has garnered the attention of both the literary and scientific communities for its technical accuracy presented through speculative imagination, appealing to both the rational imperative and the sense of wonder inherent in the union of science and fiction. While Sawyer’s stated mandate is foremost to “intrigue,” and not strictly to “educate,” he insists that “[r]esearch is the heart and soul of modern SF writing; scientists are handing us gigantic ideas and mind-boggling stuff” on which to base stories. Through rigorous research initiatives, Sawyer has cultivated and contributed valuably to knowledge in various fields and his expertise is highly sought-after in both popular culture and official circles. For example, he explains that when he was writing “Frameshift, I thought I didn’t know enough genetics, so I dived in to learn all about it... and ended up on Rivera Live on CNBC talking about the Human Genome Project and advising Canada’s Federal Department of Justice about it.” Sawyer’s work and that of other thinkers and writers, past, present, and future, have the power, “with words, [to] reach across time, even after death, to influence people.” Human knowledge thus becomes increasingly accessible thanks to the various media through which it is approached and transmitted. Diverse perspectives on knowledge serve to shed new light on traditional thinking and sf clearly represents radically different perspectives:


    
      Multidisciplinary studies are the future: one of the reasons I write so much about the burgeoning science of consciousness... is that it is so multidisciplinary: neuroscientists, cognitive scientists, AI researchers, anesthesiologists, quantum physicists, philosophers, and even some of us lowly science-fiction writers have made important contributions.

    


    It is in the spirit of an interdisciplinarity approach to science, fiction and science fiction that we invite thinkers of varying descriptions to propose talks aimed at enriching the discussion. While the conference is focused on Canadian sf and especially the literary work of Robert J. Sawyer, papers may address the broader issues at stake, notably the scientific and ethical ramifications at the core of the fictional intrigues: machines matching human capabilities (or the singularity), synthetic biology, etc. We would also welcome panel proposals should you feel inclined to organize your talk and those of willing collaborators under a single topic.


    The principle language of the event will be English, though we would like to explore the possibility of running certain panels in French, according to the needs of presenters and interest of other participants. Please indicate if you are a native speaker of French or sufficiently fluent and whether or not you would prefer to give your talk in French or if you are in a position to attend talks and panel discussions in French.


    Please send proposals (of 300 words max.) by March 31st, 2013 to both C. Annette Grisé <grisec@mcmaster.ca> and Nicholas Serruys <serruys@mcmaster.ca>.


    We will also endeavor to publish a volume of selected articles, ideally within the year following the event. [image: *]
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      Patrick Nielsen Hayden, Pete Lutjens & David G. Hartwell at Tor Books
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      Kevin J. Maroney & Ellen Datlow chez Nielsen Hayden
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      Stacy Hill, Alex Cameron, Loren Brantley & Audrey Steuerwald at Tor Books
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      Ellen Datlow, Shawna McCarthy, and PNH chez Nielsen Hayden, New Year’s Day
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      The Tor Books holiday party, December 2012

    

  


  
    Screed (letters of comment)


    Darrell Schweitzer, Philadelphia


    I very much enjoyed Graham Andrews’s article on Poe and Corman, but I am disappointed to see him perpetuating a misconception that keeps cropping up: that the film The Haunted Palace is “a faithful rendition of the Lovecraft novella,” i.e., “The Case of Charles Dexter Ward.” This can only stem from not having read the Lovecraft original recently enough. The Lovecraft story is about a naïve young chap who gets involved in occult antiquarianism right out of high school and resurrects his long-dead sorcerer ancestor Joseph Curwen from his “essential saltes.” It so happens that Curwen, who was noted as preternaturally youthful in his own time (eighteenth century) before he was killed by a lynch mob, is a dead ringer for Ward. Young Charlie keeps his eldritch house guest a secret for a time, while the two of them work together on occult researches. Curwen (who needs blood and is sort of a vampire in his resurrected state) seeks to resume some horrendous agenda left over from the 1770s. Soon, judging him too “squeamish” to be of further use, Curwen murders Ward and walls up the corpse in the young man’s bedroom. Curwen gets in touch with two of his former colleagues who are still alive. They resume their nastiness, which involves the invocation of Yog-Sothoth. People begin to notice that “Charles Ward” is behaving strangely, speaks in an archaic fashion, and seems ignorant of commonplace details of modern life. He is placed in a madhouse. Meanwhile, Dr. Willett, the kindly family physician who is the protagonist of this story, discovers the body of the real Ward, figures out what is going on, confronts the person he now knows to be the resurrected Curwen in his cell, and destroys him by magic in a spectacular dissolution scene.


    That doesn’t sound much like the Corman film, does it? The key difference is that Corman’s film is about possession. A considerably more mature Charles Dexter Ward (Vincent Price) is possessed by the spirit of his ancestor. The film ends with Ward very much alive but with the clear implication that the evil spirit of Joseph Curwen has gotten the upper hand. It’s thematically significant that the Lovecraft story is about a chemical (or alchemical) resurrection and impersonation, not spirit possession. While Lovecraft was willing to write about mind-transferrence through time in “The Shadow Out of Time,” he was too much of a materialist to accept the idea of “spirit” or “soul” at all. In Lovecraft, the only possible afterlife came from reanimated grave dust.


    Very likely, the change was made in the Corman film because possession is a lot easier (and cheaper) to film. The actual plot of the Lovecraft story was more or less followed in the second film version, The Resurrected (1992) although that film makes profound errors in other areas, notably by turning Dr. Willett into a Sam Spade clone and Charles Ward into a rather nasty, yuppie chemist. No one has yet made a faithful version of “The Case of Charles Dexter Ward.” Certainly Corman didn’t, whatever merits The Haunted Palace may have.[image: *]

  


  
    Ends of Eras
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    A pair of landmark events in the fantasy field have been drawing my attention back to themselves over the last month, so I thought I’d write about them here.


    Lynn Willis died a week ago as I write this, midway through January. His is not a name well-enough known in the prose f&sf field, or even in his home field of hobby gaming, but he was a major figure behind the scenes. He started off in the 1970s as a wargame designer for Metagaming Concepts. Metagaming, though small and short-lived, had a disproportionate influence on the field, with a number of innovative games in inventive formats. Willis’s games there—Godsfire and the mini-games Holy War and Olympia—didn’t have the splash of Steve Jackson’s Ogre or The Fantasy Trip, but they were all clever and memorable.


    Willis then published Lord of the Middle Sea for Chaosium, almost certainly the first wargame to revolve around anthropogenic climate change—though it was caused by nuclear war rather than carbon dioxide poisoning. The game itself was good, but the map, of a United States reduced to ridges and archipelagos by melting icecaps, left a horrified footprint on my mid-teenage brain. (You can see it at the BoardgameGeek, <www.boardgamegeek.com/image/227135/lords-of-the-middle-sea>). It’s an entire future summed up in a single image.


    After that, Willis worked almost exclusively for Chaosium for the next 20 years. He took their first great roleplaying game, Runequest, and streamlined the mechanics into a game called Basic Role-Playing. The BRP system was less of a standalone game than framework around which more complex games could be built. In 1982, Chaosium released a pack of settings for BRP called Worlds of Wonder; the superhero game in the pack, Superworld, was well-received enough to be spun off into separate publication, its most famous players were the Santa Fe sf writers community, whose campaign became the basis of the Wild Cards shared universe. Willis also worked on the RPG adaptations of Larry Niven’s Ringworld and Robert Aspirin’s Thieves’ World, as well as contributing to many of the early Runequest projects.


    But Willis’s most lasting contribution was the Call of Cthulhu RPG. Sandy Peterson built this monumental game with Willis around the BRP framework, and Willis then supervised the vast body of Cthulhu spinoffs—dozens of adventures, sourcebooks, and supplemental materials. As noted in issue 291, Lisa Padol is working on an essay about the history of Cthulhu gaming, so I will defer to her expertise. But I’ll add this.


    Among the “supplemental materials” for the game was the Cthulhu Library, a long-running series of collections of prose books on Lovecraftian themes—mostly fiction by Lovecraft and his circle (e.g., the “mythos fiction” of Howard and Bloch), his admirers and imitators, and his influences (e.g., Chambers and Dunsany), but also nonfiction either about the stories or about Lovecraft’s background and interests. In a recent episode of the “Ken and Robin Talk about Stuff” podcast (specifically, <www.kenandrobintalkaboutstuff.com/index.php/episode-17-a-gorgeous-work-of-rosicrucian-monomania/>), Ken Hite and Robin Laws pointed to the CoC game as probably the single most important element of the revival of interest in Lovecraft over the last 30 years. Not the only element, to be sure; there was a slow revival of interest in Lovecraft in many media: S. T. Joshi’s tireless efforts to restore and spotlight HPL’s work; low- and medium-budget films based more or less closely on his works (Reanimator, In the Mouth of Madness); Joyce Carol Oates’s imprimatur, helping usher him into the canon, culminating in the Library of America volume.


    All that said, to paraphrase Robin Laws, thanks to Chaosium, “the Cthulhu anthology” has become a viable publishing model. In 1980, Lovecraft was known as an important writer within the horror field, and somewhat less well-known in the broader fantasy field; by 2000, HPL had become a cultural touchstone. And Willis’s game, and books, were in there, early and big.


    As a personal note, Willis was an editor on my late brother Tim’s The Book of Dyzan, a collection of Theosophical documents published as part of the Cthulhu library. I don’t believe I ever met Willis myself; he was not a frequent attendee of conventions, even in the early days of Chaosium (when I was attending Gencon, then and now the backbone convention of the RPG community), but his death leaves a hole in my life.


    Unless you’re one of those people who skip straight to the editorial, you probably noticed that we have several photos this issue from Tor Books’s celebration of the publication of A Memory of Light, the final novel in Robert Jordan’s astonishingly successful fantasy series The Wheel of Time.


    Tor Books have been exceptionally kind to NYRSF over the years, as a constant advertiser (see the ad on page 2) and host, allowing us the use of their conference room for our weekly magazine meetings for 15 years now. Everyone at Tor has always been unfailingly friendly and helpful to us. As such, it has made me, as an individual, happy to watch them bring this vast project to a graceful end. Hard not to get swept up in the celebration.


    I myself have never read The Wheel of Time, not through any particular fault of its own—by the time it began in 1990, I had already reached the point where I was not starting any fantasy series until they were completed. (I’ve bent or broken that rule occasionally, but I’m generally pretty happy with it.) I have many friends for whom this is a cause for celebration (including a married couple I know who, literally, started dating because they were both Jordan fans). I can’t do a better job of describing the place this work has in the field than Guy Gavriel Kay did in his 2007 World Fantasy Convention toastmaster speech, so I would recommend going and reading that: <www.brightweavings.com/ggkswords/wfc2007.htm>.


    So, two major stories ended. We cannot step into the same genre twice. But still it flows. [image: *]


    —Kevin J. Maroney and the editors
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