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I must be talking to my friends
Welcome to the 40th anniversary edition of SF Commentary. Not that it is the 40th; more like the
41-and-a-halfth. I’ll keep calling it the ‘40th’ because almost everything in it was in the files by January
2009, the true month of the anniversary. Only the editorials, Harry Buerkett’s contributions about
Bob Tucker and a few of the letters of comment are recent.

The 40th anniversary edition comes in three bits: SFCs 80, 81 and 82. Welcome to Part 1.
Damien Broderick suggested that I produce an SF Commentary 80 filled entirely by contributors

who were featured in No 1, January 1969. One slight problem: only Damien and I are still alive from
the people who contributed to that issue. We lost John Foyster in 2003, and George Turner in 1997.
Even Stephen Campbell was not there at the very beginning. He came on board, as cover artist and
chief assistant collator, only with No 4 (mid 1969).

I was teaching (not very well) at Ararat Technical School in 1969 when I met Stephen Campbell,
then a schoolboy attending the other secondary school in town. As he relates in his Guest Editorial,
I shoved some Philip K. Dick and Cordwainer Smith books in his hands, and the damage was done.
He was also excited by the idea of fanzines, helped me duplicate the early issues, and joined ANZAPA
(Australian and New Zealand Amateur Publishing Association) for a few mailings. He already wanted
to be an artist, and that ambition remains. He attended Syncon 1, Sydney, New Year 1970. In early
1970 he and his family moved elsewhere in Victoria. I quit teaching at the end of 1970, and moved
back to Melbourne. When Stephen turned up to visit me at my parents’ place in East Preston, he had
quit school and turned into a wandering rover. We’ve kept in contact over the years, and now he is
living in the Victorian coastal town of Warrnambool, quite near David Russell, another great friend of
the magazine. Steve is still being an artist and still hoping for that great breakthrough. He does not
own a computer, so every now and again he sends me wise and stimulating letters about whatever
is currently itching his mind. One of those letters seemed an ideal item for a Guest Editorial.

I did not so much meet Damien Broderick for the first time at the Melbourne SF Conference,
Easter 1968 (my first convention) as witness his visitation. One day of the convention was spent in
rural surroundings up at Boronia, in the lower reaches of the Dandenong Ranges. At the beginning
of the authors’ panel (reprinted in SF Commentary 3, transcribed by Tony Thomas, who is still with
us), Damien swept down the central aisle, all long hair and beard, accompanied by people who seemed
to be his disciples from Monash University, spoke his piece at the panel, then swept out again at the

end, not to be seen again until
the Easter 1969 Melbourne SF
Convention. In the meantime I
had published, thanks to amaz-
ing efforts of Lee Harding, Leigh
Edmonds, John Foyster and John
Bangsund, SF Commentary 1. In
1968, I had had few people to
talk to during the convention.
Easter 1969, everybody wanted
to say hello. To my amazement,
no less a figure than Damien
Broderick summoned me over for
a natter. In the years since,
Damien has travelled much fur-
ther than I have — producing
many well-known Australian
novels and short stories and criti-
cal books; acquiring a doctorate;
and moving to San Antonio,
Texas — but he’s maintained an
interest in SF Commentary.

Stephen Campbell (l.) and Bruce Gillespie (r.), 17 February 2010.
(Photo: Elaine Cochrane.)
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What has been the greatest change over the years since 1969, apart from my disappearing hairline
and expandng waistline? Not just the change from typewriter-and-duplicator production methods to
computer typesetting and offset printing. Not just the influence of the Internet, a channel that has
rediscovered friends long thought missing and delivered to me the vast plenitude of material available
for this issue. No, the major change has been inside my head, typified by the long-running editorial
column heading ‘I Must Be Talking to My Friends’. As Damien himself once said, what I wanted to
publish originally was more like SF Criterion than SF Commentary. What became obvious by the early
seventies is that I really wanted to do was gather all my friends in one magazine. My friends knew
me and each other because of their mutual interest in science fiction literature. Many of us have met
because of our interest in one author: Philip K. Dick.

Hence the shape of what has become Part 1 of the 40th Anniversary Edition. A major section of SF
Commentary 1 was the first of my essays about Philip K. Dick. I had written two of them in 1967 and
had sent them to John Bangsund’s Australian SF Review. Little did I know that ASFR was about to go
into decline. My essays did not appear there. At the beginning of 1969, when for the first time I had
an income that would support fanzine publishing, I launched SFC, where the essays appeared. This
led to one of the great days of my life. I felt as if I were floating down the main street of Ararat as I
carried a letter I had just received from Philip Dick, complimenting the essays and offering to send
me his most recent three novels. In 1975, I gathered my essays and later SFC material about Dick
into the volume Philip K. Dick: Electric Shepherd, which eventually sold out.

In 2005, when the fans of Australia, America and Britain paid for my trip to the West Coast of
America (the Bring Bruce Bayside Fund, a highlight of my life), I felt honoured that the committee of
Potlatch should ask me to speak about their Book of Honour for that year, Philip Dick’s A Scanner
Darkly. You can find on p. 16 as much of the proceedings from that convention as I’ve been able to
gather.

Recently a young school teacher from Western Australia, Guy Salvidge, sent me an article about
his own discovery of the works of Philip K. Dick. Guy, born within months of Dick’s death, discovered
the books in his teens and was moved to write a 24,000-word essay about them. It should appear in
SFC 82.

The most recent issue of SF Commentary (No 79) celebrated the life and work of Arthur Wilson
(Bob) Tucker. Fortunately it reached him before his death, as you will discover in this issue’s special
section on Tucker, centred on Harry Buerkett’s recent essay about Tucker’s novel Ice and Iron.

The shape of the issue has been much influenced by the passion and generosity of those friends who
have kept the magazine going all these years: the letter writers. About half of all the people who
received SFCs 78 and 79 responded in some way or another, and enough of those responses were
interesting that the letter column (including more than 100 ‘We Also Heard From...’ items) takes up
much of this issue.

The appearance of the magazine is today most influenced by the support of long-time cover artist
Ditmar (Dick Jenssen) and the advice of my printer, Copy Place of Melbourne.

And none of it would be possible without the support of my wife Elaine Cochrane.
In the last decade, Steam Engine Time has taken up much of my time. Paul Kincaid and

Maureen Kincaid Speller and I dreamed up this new international magazine over dinner after the
Hugo Awards Ceremony at Aussiecon 3, 1999. Paul and Maureen later found that fanzine publishing
was not really the direction they wanted to take, although Paul did a superb job of editing and designing
the first three issues. SET continued because Janine Stinson from Michigan came on board as
co-editor. Steam Engine Time specialises in long essays about SF and fantasy, whereas SFC has
always run a lot of shorter reviews. A vast crop of these will appear in SFC 82 (the 40th Anniversary
Issue, Part 3). I also have some very fine long essays on file. After that? Steam Engine Time Nos 13
and 14 are already full and ready to roll. SFC will also continue, in much shorter bursts. All contributions
— letters of comment, items of artwork, articles, reviews, traded fanzines and subscriptions — are
welcome.

I wish I could say ‘Onward for the next forty years of SFC’ in print form. Ever-increasing postal
rates make it more and more difficult to keep publishing a real fanzine. Thanks to Bill Burns at
http://efanzines.com, I and many other fanzine editors should be able to keep going by publishing
files on the internet. I will keep going as long as I can keep talking to my friends.

— Bruce Gillespie, 9 July 2010
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Guest editorial 1:

Stephen Campbell

Has the treasure been stolen?
Thank you for the fanzines you send me, Bruce. They are
always devoured with interest, and loved for their tactile
value. As usual, the covers are amazing productions by
Dick Jenssen. In earlier days I did not suspect that the
mimeographed papers that offered stimulation and
excitement would evolve into these sophisticated pro-
ductions that still offer the same illumination based on
communication between friends and like-minded
people. The exchange of ideas generated by science
fiction writing have opened my mind to how much and
how many care for science fiction, which I see as a
literature whose ideas have had massive social effect.

In Steam Engine Time 12 I was brought to a stop by the
words in your article ‘The Treasure Hunt: Books About
SF’ promising an endless vista of possibilities! This
exploded something in my mind, which was still absorb-
ing previous articles that I had just been reading. Bear
with me, please, as it might take some time to unravel my
revelation and put it into cogent words.

The sharing of your earliest ‘treasures’, and your
discovery of science fiction as one of them, reminded me
that it was you who first placed into my eager thirteen-
year-old hands a paperback copy of The Zap Gun by Philip
K. Dick, accompanied by words something like ‘You
might be interested in reading this’. As a youth of endless
curiosity about stories from the world (I had read a
curious book by a man called Shakespeare but I could
not understand anything about it until I read it to myself
out loud when my older sister told me it was dialogue for
a play) I accepted this book from you, even though the
title seemed a little silly to my pretentious youthful
perceptions.

This book — this science fiction, a term I had never
heard before, and later heard adults around me dismiss-
ing and holding in lower regard than even comic books
— elevated my sense of wonder and exhilarated my
consciousness even more than reading mythologies and
fairy tales because it could convey a world beyond my
world of ideas for the sake of themselves, and this was a
concept that, to borrow your words, promised an endless
vista of possibilities.

As you might remember, I borrowed more Philip K.
Dick books from you, and after reading these continued
to borrow whatever SF you would lend me — Alfred
Bester, Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, Cordwainer
Smith etc — and continued to look for books and read
whatever authors’ names you gave me, and entered

science fiction fandom to meet other people who were
turned on by the sheer wonder of this written universe
of speculation without end. I watched the landing on the
moon live in the school hall and understood that it was
reality, and saw the film 2001: A Space Odyssey and realised
that it was a fiction greater than reality, like any good
science fiction.

Concepts of control over time and space in the Doctor
Who television series fascinated me, the family Robinson
Lost In Space entertained me, and the allegories of Ameri-
can ideals of economic imperialism delivered to the
universe from the Star Ship Enterprise worried me, but
science fiction as a fountain of ideas still succoured my
sense of wonder. 

I remember the arrival of the New Wave of science
fiction writing as it presented itself through magazines
and novels. I can recall my teenage enthusiasm for inno-
vation in any of the arts, but I also felt at the time that
my sense of wonder that occurred when I read SF that
was written conventionally but encompassed amazing
ideas was starting to be replaced by writing that had
become amazing but whose thought was now conven-
tional, a bit like an abstract painting depicting a mun-
dane musical instrument, where the technique inspires
more interest than the subject being explored.

Brian Aldiss’s Barefoot in the Head showed a Europe
that was tripping off its head on LSD introduced into
everybody’s diet via bombs in the air, and this book spoke
to me of some veracity of the times. Gross inspection of
the minutiae of human society had led to ‘deconstruc-
tionism’, where every word of our language was consid-
ered not to mean what it does, rather like a
hallucinogenic bomb landing in the air of our rational
thoughts. Linguistic methods we use to inspect and
describe our own reality were becoming sterilised by that
reality so that it could no longer be inspected.

That has left us with the culture of ‘genre’, which by
its very nature does not offer us anything new in the way
of impressions, merely echoes of the new impressions
when we read a book with ideas that have become
genrefied. A single science fiction novel could cover a
hundred ideas (later to become genres in themselves)
merely as a background to a greater idea (which could
not be a genre). To me science fiction is about all ideas,
and not just one idea that gives an impression that needs
to be refilled, in the way that nostalgia is a return to a
feeling.
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The feeling I have when reading Cordwainer Smith
over and over has never diminished, probably because
of the straightforward lightness and humour he uses to
describe a very strange and terrifying place. No
techo-trope or genre-grit comes near it.

So maybe we are all tripping and didn’t notice,
because we have so many specific distractions laced with

so many specific superlatives to occupy our attention.
Too old to wonder and too young to know.

The endless vistas of possibilities has become an end-
less avenue of ghettos subjugated by the endless greed
of economics. For me, the treasure has been stolen.

— Stephen Campbell, 17 March 2010

Damien Broderick appeared in SF Commentary 1, January 1969, with an essay about Kurt Vonnegut
Jr. For the fortieth anniversary edition, Australia’s senior science fiction writer, currently living in San
Antonio, Texas, contributes an essay originally published in The Cambridge Companion to Science
Fiction.

Damien Broderick is a Senior Fellow of the Department of English and Cultural Studies in the
University of Melbourne, Australia, and holds a PhD in literary studies from Deakin University. His
critical/theoretical books include The Architecture of Babel: Discourses of Literature and Science
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1994), Reading by Starlight: Postmodern Science Fiction
(London: Routledge, 1995), and Transrealist Fiction: Writing in the Slipstream of Science (Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2000). He has published many novels, including 1981 Campbell Memorial
Award runner-up The Dreaming Dragons; a recent success is Transcension (New York: Tor, 2002).
An American website on his work is at http://www.thespike.addr.com.

Guest editorial 2

Damien Broderick

New Wave and backwash: 1960–1980
First published: Edward James & Farah Mendlesohn, The
Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press; 2003; Chapter 3, pp. 48–63).

The 1960s — like the turn of the twentieth century, and
the apocalyptic, futuristic millennial years 2000 and 2001
— carried a special freight of nervous expectation.
Atomic weapons ringed the world, and people daily
suppressed their anticipation of radioactive doom from
the skies. That terror had been manifest, in disguised
form, in earlier sf tales and movies of monsters, horrific
transformation and alien invasion. By late 1962, the
world actually faced just such a science fictional threat
— the Cuban missile crisis — and saw it narrowly averted.
Two images epitomise this turbulent, paradoxical era:
the brief, grainy film frames of President Kennedy’s
assassination in November 1963, and the equally indis-
tinct television coverage, live from the Moon, of Neil
Armstrong’s first step into the lunar dust on 20 July 1969.
These were beamed about the planet via a medium,
television, that just 40 years earlier had been, in the

Damien Broderick, who now lives in San Antonio, Texas
(photo: Jennifer Bryce).
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contemptuous phrase journalists love, ‘mere science fic-
tion’.

After the generally straitlaced, vapid fifties, and de-
spite repressed dread, the sixties would be a metaphor
and icon for psychic unbuttoning (which Marxist guru
Herbert Marcuse decried as ‘repressive desublimation’,
diverting insurrectionist rage into self-indulgence).
Obsessed with style, teens and 20s reached first for
simple raunchy pleasure in popular music and other
entertainment media — to the distress of an older gen-
eration — and then for complexity and engagement.
The growing moral crisis of the Vietnam War was not
resolved until American defeat and withdrawal from
southeast Asia in the early 1970s; partisans in the conflict
would find literary expression, in part, through upheav-
als in the way science fiction was written, published and
read. In this article, the emphasis will be almost entirely
on sf from the West — Britain, the USA, Australia and
other Anglophone outposts. Significant work was being
done in the USSR and its satellites — by Stanislaw Lem
in Poland, especially, and by Russians such as the Stru-
gatsky Brothers — but despite efforts to translate and
publish the best work, it had little effect on sf’s main
trajectory until more recent decades.

While it is not absurd to view history as a succession
of ten-year tableaux, alternative perspectives are equally
valid. A human generation is roughly 25 years long, birth
to parenthood. Certain punctuations leave their genera-
tional mark on a whole culture, especially disruptive
warfare or atrocious natural catastrophe. In the West, the
two global wars created just such markers. By 1918 and
1945, many young men in their prime were dead;
millions more had been separated from home for years.
The routine cycle of marriage and childbirth was dis-
rupted. Both wars were followed by a baby boom, par-
ticularly the second, which coincided with a period of
feverish technical growth and new abundance.

One might expect the children of those epochs to
make their cultural mark en bloc, in their late teens or
early 20s. So it proved with the emerging field of science
fiction in the 1940s, although military service disturbed
the expected pattern somewhat, delaying the full flower-
ing of Golden Age sf for several years. A raft of the most
brilliant Western sf writers of that period were born
around 1920, from Frederik Pohl (1919), Isaac Asimov
(1920) and James Blish (1921) to Judith Merril (1923).
Roughly a generation later, we find another loose clus-
ter: John Clute, Thomas M. Disch, Norman Spinrad
(1940), C. J. Cherryh, John Crowley, Samuel R. Delany
(1942), Joe Haldeman, Ian Watson (1943), Michael
Bishop, Ed Bryant, M. John Harrison, George Zebrowski
(1945). Some of these war years’ prodigies would blos-
som in their teens — Delany’s first novel was published
when he was 19; others, like Haldeman, would be de-
layed by a new war.

Perhaps this generational claim is falsified by a repre-
sentative scattering of equally brilliant, consequential
names from between the wars: Carol Emshwiller (1921),
Brian Aldiss (1925), Philip K. Dick (1928), Ursula K. Le
Guin (1929), J. G. Ballard (1930), Gene Wolfe (1931),
John Brunner and Harlan Ellison (1934), Robert Silver-
berg (1935), Joanna Russ, John Sladek, Roger Zelazny
(1937), Michael Moorcock (1939). Still, few of these

important figures came to true literary fruition until the
early or mid 1960s ... perhaps because the Zeitgeist, as it
were, had not yet condensed into a favourable configu-
ration able to bring their interests and technical skills to
an appropriate convergence. It’s plain, even so, that in
some important ways the emerging concerns and tech-
niques of Dick and Zelazny have far more in common
with those of Delany than they do with the narrative tools
of Robert Heinlein (1907), A. E. Van Vogt (1912),
Arthur C. Clarke (1917) or that golden wunderkind Isaac
Asimov.

This new postwar generation had great expectations,
and chafed under them. Education, especially to univer-
sity level, increased many-fold, with a post-Sputnik scare
boost for the sciences and engineering but also seeing
vastly increased places throughout the West for humani-
ties students. Paperback books filled every back pocket;
early, beatniks declaimed rough, angry and sensual
poetry, and later, The Doors broke on through to the
other side. So if politically it seemed in some ways the
dreariest of times, it was also hopeful, striving, experi-
mental. A high point of kinetic sf modernism in the
1950s, the vibrantly knowing science fiction prose of
Alfred Bester (and other savvy, literary writers such as
Theodore Sturgeon and Cordwainer Smith) was one
goal for emulation by the smart kids who went through
college in the late fifties and early sixties, wolfing down
John Webster, Arthur Rimbaud, James Joyce and Jack
Kerouac alongside their astronomy or physics classes.
Ambitious in ways unknown to most meat-and-potatoes
sf readers, they thrilled the innocent with vivid language,
bold imagery and a profoundly sceptical analysis of the
world even as they unsettled an old guard who found
these modernist experiments a betrayal of everything sf’s
established rules.

The emergent movement, a reaction against genre
exhaustion but never quite formalised and often repudi-
ated by its major exemplars, came to be known as the
New Wave, adapting French’s cinema’s Nouvelle vague.
Auteurs such as Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut
broke with narrative tradition at the start of the sixties,
dazzling or puzzling viewers with tapestries of jump cuts,
meanderings, all-but-plotless immersion in image.
Christopher Priest appropriated the term for an sf al-
most equally disruptive, existentially fraught and for-
mally daring, that evolved around the British sf magazine
New Worlds in the mid to late 1960s.

Alfred Bester had provided a kind of advance imprima-
tur. In February 1961, as fiction reviewer for the most
literary of sf venues, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science
Fiction, he boiled over in a scornful denunciation of his
peers. ‘The average quality of writing in the field today
is extraordinarily low.’ He meant not stylistic compe-
tence — ‘it’s astonishing how well amateurs and profes-
sionals alike can handle words’ — but thought, theme
and drama. ‘Many practicing science fiction authors
reveal themselves in their works as very small people,
disinterested [sic] in reality, inexperienced in life, inca-
pable of relating science fiction to human beings, and
withdrawing from the complexities of living into their
make-believe worlds ... silly, childish people who have
taken refuge in science fiction where they can establish
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their own arbitrary rules about reality to suit their own
inadequacy’ (Bester, [1961] 2000, 400, 403).

It is undeniable that by the early sixties much sf had
become complacent, recycling with minor modification
a small number of tropes and ideas. The previous
decade’s sf had suffered in microcosm just the sort of
preposterous, trashy pseudo-ideas that would blossom as
the ‘Age of Aquarius’ and go on to form the basis of an
ever-expanding retreat from Enlightenment science and
values, what would become known as the New Age move-
ment — eerily, a feature of the end of the twentieth
century predicted and deplored in Robert Heinlein’s
Future History as ‘the Crazy Years’.

Most of these loony tunes — Dianetics, the allegedly
psionic Hieronymus Machine that worked even better if
you took out the resistors and left only the circuit dia-
gram, even a sophistical advocacy of slaveholding — were
warbled by John W. Campbell, Jr., usually regarded as
Golden Age sf’s founding father and fearless proponent
of science and gung-ho technology in an era of renewed
superstition. During 1960, his famous and influential
magazine, Astounding, changed its name to the less ludi-
crous Analog, in a bid for respectability and lucrative
advertising, but his irascible editorials pressed on with
the promotion of strange ideas, deliberately against the
liberal grain. His magazine slowly lost popularity among
the young even as its bizarre quirks foreshadowed the
flight from reason that would go hand in hand, among
hippies and housewives alike, with chemical self-medica-
tion in the quest for existential meaning and transcen-
dence in a cruel world where, as even Time magazine
noted in a famous cover story of 1965, God was dead.

Alexei and Cory Panshin (1989) have argued that the
driving impulse of Golden Age sf was a ‘quest for tran-
scendence’. That quest did not falter in the sixties; if
anything, it intensified. By the seventies, its febrile flush
was fading, and a kind of rapprochement emerged
between the New Wave’s radical stylistics, and those
arduously won techniques of the ‘lived-in future’ that
Heinlein and others had devised, if not yet quite per-
fected. Perhaps surprisingly, the earliest index of this
continuing hunger for transcendence was Heinlein’s
own award-winning Stranger in a Strange Land (1961),
which by the sixties’ end was a best-selling cult novel on
campus and beyond, as was J. R. R. Tolkien’s trilogy Lord
of the Rings (1954–56; in one volume, 1968), the canoni-
cal twentieth-century fantasy, yet one developed with the
rigour of an alien-populated science fiction landscape.
In mid decade, Frank Herbert’s Analog serials Dune World
and The Prophet of Dune (1963–65) appeared in revised
book form as Dune (1965), perhaps the most famous of
all sf novels (if we leave aside forerunners Mary Shelley,
Verne, Wells, Huxley and Orwell). It manipulated
superbly that longing Bester had mocked so ferociously:
an adolescent craving for imaginary worlds in which
heroes triumph by a preternatural blend of bravery,
genius and psi, helped along in this case by a secret
psychedelic drug, melange. The deep irony of Dune’s
popular triumph, and that of its many sequels, is Her-
bert’s own declared intention to undermine exactly that
besotted identification with the van Vogtian superman-
hero. It is in this crux, as much as in the stylistic advances

and excesses of the New Wave, that the sixties made its
mark on sf, and sf made its even greater mark on the
world.

Critic John Clute, in an essay with the deliciously
absurd New Wave title ‘Scholia, Seasoned with Crabs,
Blish Is’ (1973), diagnosed James Blish’s central sf texts
as Menippean satires, a borrowing from Northrop Frye’s
Anatomy of Criticism (1957). Third century BC philoso-
pher Menippus, on this reading, prefigured a kind of
seriocomic idea-centred fiction quite unlike the charac-
ter-focused novel perfected in the nineteenth century
and taken by literary scholars of the mid twentieth cen-
tury (and by many even today) as almost the only allow-
able version. Heinlein’s Stranger is a clear candidate. Its
characters are stylised, not naturalistic, acting as mouth-
pieces for systems of ideas paraded and rather jerkily
dramatised. In this case, the ideas advanced included
‘free love’ — still rather shocking in the early sixties —
a sort of relativist ‘Thou-art-God’ religiosity, and scornful
hostility to such established doctrines as democracy.
Young Valentine Michael Smith had been raised in iso-
lation by aliens and hence with altered access to reality
(in accordance with the now unfashionable linguistic
theory of Benjamin Lee Whorf) due to unique Martian
semantics, now a redemptive gift to humanity. The
novel’s cast were at once collective (sharing a ‘Nest’,
bonded near telepathically and given miraculous powers
by the inscrutable Martian language), authoritarian
(happily serving under their whimsical ‘Boss’, Jubal Har-
shaw, one of the great figures of sf and surely a skewed
portrait of Heinlein), yet libertarian: an unstable com-
pound. Efforts by stoned hippies to put those ideals into
practice came predictably unstuck — as the novel’s para-
digms, primitive Christianity and Mormonism, had
done. Unfortunately, none of them could think in
Martian. Still, the wistful fantasy filled a void left by the
death of God, if only for a giddy semester.

Presumably Heinlein did not really believe that
changing your linguistic habits could give you miracu-
lous powers, although more than one of his stories used
this trope. By contrast, it seems clear that Frank Herbert
did intend his ornate, baffling sequence about the
Atreides supermen and women of the year 10,000 to
induct readers into a sort of advanced consciousness.
L. Ron Hubbard, a Golden Age hackmeister, had made
just that claim in his self-help cult Dianetics (enthusias-
tically supported by Campbell and van Vogt during the
fifties). Happily, Herbert did not seek followers; like a
Sufi or Zen master, he wished to prod his readers toward
an enlightenment of their own, a moment of satori or
insight that would free them from mechanical adher-
ence to routine, habit and the dull complacency of the
previous decade. Regrettably, his technique served bet-
ter as a hypnotic. Hundreds of thousands of readers,
probably millions, revelled in the glorious adventures of
Paul Muad’Dib, embattled heir to the desert planet
Arrakis or Dune. The books overflowed: female Jesuits,
the Bene Gesserit, with their centuries-long eugenics
breeding program, the mysterious Arab-like Fremen,
blue-eyed from the drug melange and driven by visions
and artful myth, the great savage worms like sand whales,
Mentat supermen with enhanced minds able to think as
fast as the forbidden computers, galactic intrigue and
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warfare ... It remains a heady blend, if rather clunkily
wrought, and carried the main vector of Golden Age sf
toward a kind of apotheosis.

Except that Herbert had hidden a hand-grenade in
his wish fulfilment — so artfully that it blew up in his
editor’s face. Declining the sequel, Dune Messiah, Camp-
bell complained with forthright coarseness:

The reactions of science-fictioneers ... over the last
few decades has [sic] persistently and explicitly been
that they want heroes — not anti-heroes. They want
stories of strong men who exert themselves, inspire
others, and make a monkey’s uncle out of malign
fates! (cited O’Reilly, 188)

Slyly, Herbert had meant exactly to subvert that facile
template, and his secret instinct resonated with the writ-
ers of the emerging New Wave if not with older sf fans.
‘What better way to destroy a civilisation, society or a race
than to set people into the wild oscillations which follow
their turning over their judgment and decision-making
faculties to a superhero?’ (O’Reilly, 5). That was nearly
a full generation, of course, after several self-declared
supermen and their viciously subhuman regimes were
toppled in Europe at the cost of millions of lives. It was
a lesson that sf never quite learned until New Wave
writers began to peel open the ideological myth of
supreme scientific competence and galactic manifest
destiny. The first begetter of this heretical tradition, or
at least most prominent, is often held to be J. G. Ballard,
whose uprooted childhood in wartime Shanghai,
brought to a close by the distant science fictional flash
of a nuclear weapon bursting over Japan, would be
filmed by Stephen Spielberg in 1987 as the movie Empire
of the Sun.

J. G. Ballard was launched in an unlikely venue: the
venerable, dull pages of John Carnell’s New Worlds and
Science Fantasy, which against the odds were also respon-
sible for Brian W. Aldiss, John Brunner and several other
brilliant autodidact harbingers of the revolution. Strictly,
these few slick British innovators were fifties’ writers, but
each came into his own (or very, very rarely, her own)
during the ferment of the sixties’ New Wave. With his
achingly dry surrealist wit, clarified prose and devotion
to recurrent ‘properties’ (empty swimming pools, dam-
aged astronauts, catastrophic and numinous land-
scapes), Ballard was from the outset a goad to
traditionalists. By that very token, he was a gift to the
quirky US anthologist Judith Merril, whose Year’s Best SF
series featured his work, together with an increasingly
agitated propaganda for new ways of writing something
she dubbed ‘speculative fiction’ — new ways that were
generally, in the larger literary world, rather old. Along-
side unnerving tales by Aldiss, Ballard and Cordwainer
Smith, Merril paraded pieces by Borges, Romain Gary,
dos Passos, Lawrence Durrell, plus the usual literate-to-
brilliant sf suspects: Asimov, Bradbury, Clarke, Zenna
Henderson, Algis Budrys. In 1960, impeccably, she
selected Daniel Keyes’ superb ‘Flowers for Algernon’, a
gentle emergent superman story with a bittersweet twist;
today, it seems scarcely sf at all, more like Norman
Mailer’s account of the Apollo Moon landing. By 1965

Merril had Thomas M. Disch’s bleak, absurdist ‘Descend-
ing’, the louche poetry of Roger Zelazny’s ‘A Rose for
Ecclesiastes’ and Ballard’s paradigmatic ‘The Terminal
Beach’:

In the field office he came across a series of large
charts of mutated chromosomes. He rolled them up
and took them back to his bunker. The abstract
patterns were meaningless, but during his recovery
he amused himself by devising suitable titles for them
... Thus embroidered, the charts took on many layers
of cryptic association. (Merril, 10th Annual SF, 259)

As, indeed, did Ballard’s ever stranger body of work.
When New Worlds expired under Carnell in 1964 of
terminal blandness, a youthful Michael Moorcock tore
in to its rescue, changing the magazine utterly as its
backlog cleared. Now, with Ballard as house patron saint,
under the sign of William Burroughs, the New Wave
began to roll relentlessly toward science fiction’s crusted
shores. Donald Wollheim found Norman Spinrad’s
gonzo novel Bug Jack Barron, serialised in New Worlds, a
‘depraved, cynical, utterly repulsive and thoroughly de-
generate parody of what was once a real SF theme’ (cited
Harrison, 1971, 170). Still, the undeniable detritus car-
ried along with the New Wave was not necessarily wel-
come even to devoted surfers. (A usefully analytical,
admirably waspish study of New Wave and New Worlds,
emphasising Moorcock’s role, is Colin Greenland’s The
Entropy Exhibition, drawn from his PhD thesis.) Half the
names on New World’s contents pages are now forgotten
— Langdon Jones, Michael Butterworth, Roger Dean —
and some were pseudonymous (‘Joyce Churchill’ hid M.
John Harrison, a fine artist who grew disenchanted with
sf’s mode). That is also true, of course, of many regular
writers for Analog, Galaxy and other US magazines —
Christopher Anvil, William E. Cochrane, Jack Wodhams.
What is striking in retrospect is how enduring, even so,
the impact of the major New Wave writers has been, the
longevity of its biggest names: Ballard (who largely aban-
doned sf before his recent death), Aldiss, Moorcock
himself, and sojourning Americans during the swinging
sixties: brilliant funny, caustic John Sladek (who died in
2000), Pamela Zoline, Samuel R. Delany, Thomas Disch
(who died in 2008) and Norman Spinrad. The work of
Robert Silverberg, formerly a prodigious writing
machine, deepened markedly in a New Wave direction
after 1967, winning him a special Campbell Memorial
award in 1973 ‘for excellence in writing’. Still, another
important writer–critic, disenchanted by the hype,
declared the Wave washed-up by the decade’s close
(Blish, 1970, 146).

Its brief moment is displayed in raucous glory in several
anthologies: Merril’s proselytising England Swings SF
(1968; in Britain, The Space-Time Journal), Harlan
Ellison’s immensely ambitious fusion of New Wave and
American can-do, Dangerous Visions (1967), Spinrad’s
The New Tomorrows (1971), and Damon Knight’s impor-
tant long-running not-quite-New Wave series of original
anthologies, Orbit (1966 and later), showcasing such
offbeat and consequential talents as R. A. Lafferty, Gene
Wolfe, Joanna Russ, Kate Wilhelm and Gardner Dozois.
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The mood of bewildered antagonism from the old guard
is caught perfectly in Isaac Asimov’s bitter remark, cited
by Ace Book’s editor Donald Wollheim on the jacket of
Merril’s showcase: ‘I hope that when the New Wave has
deposited its froth, the vast and solid shore of science
fiction will appear once more.’ Wollheim had already
taken care to distance himself, to comic effect. On the
back jacket, in bold red capitals, he shouted:

THIS MAY BE THE MOST IMPORTANT SF BOOK
OF THE YEAR

and underneath, in black and a smaller font:

(or it may be the least. You must judge for yourself!)

By 1968, however, Wollheim had proved himself an
editor of some courage, if little discrimination, publish-
ing amid a constant drizzle of mediocre consumer prod-
uct several exceptional novels at the margins of the New
Wave: Delany’s romantic, flushed The Jewels of Aptor
(1962), Babel-17 and Empire Star (1966), and The Einstein
Intersection (1967). Ursula K. Le Guin’s first Hainish
novels (Rocannon’s World, 1964; Planet of Exile, 1966; City
of Illusion, 1967) appeared under the dubious Ace im-
print. Le Guin’s triumph at the cusp of the seventies as
the thoughtful, elegant anthropologist of sf and fantasy,
begun with A Wizard of Earthsea (1968), was established
with The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) under a revitalising
Ace Special imprint by New Wave-sympathetic editor
Terry Carr, and confirmed by The Dispossessed: An Ambigu-
ous Utopia (1974).

An error readily made when considering these several
trajectories is to suppose that one literary movement
follows another in a parable of progress, dinosaurs giving
way to eager young mammals — or, in an allegory of
regression, gains accumulated arduously are lost to the
onrush of barbarians. Neither image is valid. In part, this
is because writers, publishers and readers are always
somewhat out of step. By the time a ‘fashion’ is visible,
built from the latest work available to readers, a year or
more has passed since those texts were created and sold.
Unless a movement is geographically concentrated — as
the London New Wave scene largely was — mutual influ-
ence straggles.

Even more importantly in a marginal mode like sf,
read most enthusiastically by the penniless young, genre
history is piled up indiscriminately in libraries and
secondhand book stores. Near the start of the 1960s,
fresh inductees to the sf mythos could read the latest
coolly ironic Ballard whack at bourgeois prejudice or
Zelazny MA-trained gutter poetry — ‘where the sun is a
tarnished penny, the wind is a whip, where two moons
play at hot-rod games, and a hell of sand gives you the
incendiary itches...’ (‘A Rose for Ecclesiastes’, 1963) —
then turn at once to a paperback of ‘Doc’ Smith’s tone-
deaf Lensmen series from the Golden Age and earlier,
meanwhile soaking up scads of Asimov, Heinlein, annual
‘Year’s Best’ gatherings, and comic book adventures. We
must apply Stephen Jay Gould’s evolutionary insight: in
every era, most species are simple life forms, fitted almost
from the outset to a range of environments and tremen-

dously persistent. So the classics of sf, at least until fairly
recently, have always remained alive in the humus.
Certainly that was so in the 1960s and 1970s, when the
backlists of many publishers formed a reliable backstop
to their annual income.

Nor is the distinction between New Wave and Old as
simple as pessimism versus triumphalism. Several sets of
coordinates overlap, to some extent by accident. It is true
that much of the ‘experimental’ sf of the 1960s took a
gloomy cast, while the continuing mainstream of com-
mercial sf was distinctly upbeat, constructing a universe
in which technological salvation comes through virtuous
human efforts. Was that distinction necessarily echoed in
the contrast between a disruptive textuality seeking to
enact its ideas in richly modernist symbol and vocabu-
lary, versus traditional sf’s adherence to a ‘clear window-
pane’ theory of writing?

It is more likely that stylistic differences derived from
the filiations (and education) of its writers. Even if the
science of classic sf was often laughable or wholly in-
vented, it did borrow something structurally important
from the lab: scientific papers, after all, are meant to rid
themselves of any taint of the subjective, uttering their
reports in a disembodied, timeless Voice of Reason (even
as those findings are acknowledged to be fallible, provi-
sional, awaiting challenge). New Wave writers — and
those signing up as established middle-aged veterans,
like Philip José Farmer — took, as their model, narratives
drenched in artful subjectivity, even when, as in Ballard’s
remote constructs, personality seemed wilfully denied.
From the outset, it was impossible to mistake Ballard’s
dry voice and curious obsessions: ‘Later Powers often
thought of Whitby, and the strange grooves the biologist
had cut, apparently at random, all over the floor of the
empty swimming pool.’ (‘The Voices of Time’, 1960, in
Ballard 1965). Or in his pungent, non-linear ‘condensed
novels’: ‘Narcissistic. Many things preoccupied him dur-
ing this time in the sun: the plasticity of forms, the image
maze, the catatonic plateau, the need to re-score the
C.N.S., pre-uterine claims, the absurd — i.e., the phe-
nomenology of the universe ...’ (‘You and Me and the
Continuum’, 1966).

At the same time, the brilliantly iconoclastic Philip K.
Dick forged a powerful new vision from sf’s generic trash,
which he dubbed ‘kipple’. Dick was no less driven than
his more routine peers by commercial urgencies, but
something wonderful happened when his hilariously
demented tales ran out of control inside the awful covers
of pulp paperbacks. Australian critic Bruce Gillespie has
posed the central quandary, not just of Dick’s oeuvre but
for sf as a maturing yet weirdly shocking paraliterature:
‘how can a writer of pulpy, even careless, prose and
melodramatic situations write books that also retain the
power to move the reader, no matter how many times
the works are re-read?’ Part of his answer is that Dick
repeatedly takes us on an ‘abrupt journey from a false
reality to a real reality ...’ or, in the extreme case, ‘a roller
coaster ride down and down, leaving behind ordinary
reality and falling into a totally paranoid alternate reality.
By the book’s end, there is nothing trustworthy left in
the world’ (Gillespie, 2001).

Just that existential vertigo is arguably the key to New
Wave textuality, sometimes masked as an obsession with
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entropy, the tendency of all organised matter and energy
to degrade toward meaningless noise and inanition.
Certainly that is how many traditionalists viewed their
rivals, and who could blame them when faced with an
exultantly transgressive cut-up collage from Thomas M.
Disch’s Camp Concentration, serialised in New Worlds in
1967:

The Parable of the Sun and the Moon

The king arrives unaccompanied and enters the
parenchyma ... The dew Pia watering it, dissolving
layers of trodden gold. He gives it to the toadstools.
Everything comes in. He divests himself of his skin. It
is written: I am the Lord Saturn. The epithesis of sin.
Saturn takes it and careens (Hoa). All things are Hoa.
He, when once it has been given Him, illapses into
prepared matter. O how fall’n. (Squab, upon a rock.)
(Disch, 1969, 102)

This delirious passage runs on for pages at a pivotal
point in Disch’s superbly crafted evocation of a sancti-
monious genius growing much smarter, and bleakly
insightful, under the baleful influence of a genetically
engineered syphilis virus. It left conventional sf readers
cold or outraged, even as Samuel R. Delany found it ‘far
and away the exemplar’ of Disch’s work, and by extension
of the gathering New Wave project (Delany 1978a, 181).
So Disch was entirely ignored by voters for the Hugo
Award (hundreds of self-selected fans at the annual
World SF convention) and even the Nebula (chosen by
other sf writers). He would achieve no recognition until
1980, by which time his interests had moved elsewhere,
to the genre’s loss.

Still, such awards did recognise works of talent as well
as less interesting candidates: Nebulas (started in 1965)
went in the sixties to Herbert’s Hugo-winning Dune,
Keyes’ Flowers for Algernon, Delany’s Babel-17 and The
Einstein Intersection, only to offer the 1968 prize to Alexei
Panshin’s competent but not extraordinary Rite of Passage
rather than Delany’s bravura Nova and Keith Roberts’
Pavane, now credited as the finest of all ‘alternate histo-
ries’. Hugos were won by Walter M. Miller, Jr’s A Canticle
for Leibowitz (1960, but parts published in the 1950s), a
mordant cycle tracking the recovery, after nuclear war,
of technical knowledge guarded by monastic ‘book-
leggers’, by Heinlein’s Stranger and New Wave-
influenced Lord of Light (Zelazny’s mythopoeic rework-
ing in 1967 of Hindu and Buddhist imagery), as well as
by Clifford Simak’s sentimental, pedestrian Way Station
(1963) rather than another nominee, Kurt Vonnegut,
Jr’s exquisite and funny Cat’s Cradle. In a different
medium, though, both old and new combined dazzingly
in Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 movie from an Arthur C.
Clarke script, 2001: A Space Odyssey and Kubrick’s 1971 A
Clockwork Orange, both Hugo winners. It seemed for a
moment as if sf might be about to come in from the cold.

Everyone agrees that it is inappropriate to judge a book
by its cover, although for most of sf’s commercial exist-
ence it has been shudderingly difficult to do anything
else. Might we more reliably judge a book by its title? The
shift from the lurid action-adventure 1950s to more

polished, sensitive 1960s’ sf might be gauged by consid-
ering some gauche short story and book titles from the
earlier decade: ‘Lord of a Thousand Suns’ (1951), ‘Sar-
gasso of Lost Starships’ (1952), ‘Captive of the Centauri-
aness’ (1952), War of the Wing-Men (1958), The Enemy Stars
(1959).

Contrast those with several measured titles by Poul
Anderson, who in 1997 would be selected a Grand Mas-
ter of the SFWA: ‘Deus Ex Machina’, ‘World of No Stars’,
‘The Road to Jupiter’, The Man Who Counts, and a grace-
ful, elegiac borrowing from Rudyard Kipling, We Have
Fed Our Sea. These titles are more typical of a later
generation, one senses, shaped by the revolution of the
mid 1960s. The odd reality, though, is that the second
set of titles is just Anderson’s original choice for these
sombre, haunting tales brutally retitled by editors who
figured they knew how to titillate 1950s’ patrons. Surely
those editors were wrong, since customers for ‘Captive
of the Centaurianess’ were not dissatisfied by Anderson’s
lyrical if sometimes thumping prose. One apparent tran-
sition from the fifties to the sixties and seventies, then,
is more illusory than real, a tactic of crass marketing
adjusted to a somewhat less barbarous news-stand
ambience.

In the 1960s, popular taste — as registered in the
Hugo awards for shorter fiction — favoured a kind of
excessive or hysterical posturing, mostly marked in sev-
eral Harlan Ellison titles (matched by the overwrought
contents): ‘“Repent, Harlequin!” Said the Ticktockman’
(1965) through to ‘Adrift Just Off the Islets of Langer-
hans: Latitude 30 54’ N, Longitude 77 00’ 13" W’ (1975).
Such titles reveal the market’s mood as plainly as ‘Sar-
gasso of Lost Starships’. In a fit of verbal thrift, Ellison
won a 1978 Hugo with ‘Jeffty is Five’. Things were calm-
ing down.

After the flash and filigree of the sixties, the next decade
can seem rather docile, even disappointing. It is widely
regarded as an interval of integration and bruised armi-
stice. David Hartwell, scholar and important sf editor (he
bought both Herbert’s Dune and, 15 years on, Gene
Wolfe’s incomparable Book of the New Sun and its succes-
sors), declared: ‘There was much less that was new and
colourful in science fiction in the 1970s and early 1980s,
given the enormous amount published, than in any
previous decade ... a time of consolidation and wide
public acceptance’ (Hartwell, 1984, 182). At the end of
the seventies, in the first edition of his magisterial Ency-
clopedia of Science Fiction, Peter Nicholls ran the two pre-
ceding decades together, noting an on-going and
complex generic cross-fertilisation. ‘The apparently
limitless diversity opening up is an excellent sign of a
genre reaching such health and maturity that paradoxi-
cally it is ceasing to be one’ (Nicholls, 1979, 287).

This bursting open of a previously secluded or mock-
ingly marginalised narrative form happened on the larg-
est possible scale in 1977. Two prodigiously successful
movies were released: Star Wars and Close Encounters of the
Third Kind, vigorous and even numinous (if equally set
at child’s-eye level), unabashedly revived and exploited
the sense of wonder known until then mostly to the few
hundred thousand devotees of print sf — and the many
who watched bad monster movies and clumsy early epi-
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sodes of Star Trek, which premiered in 1966. In part this
success was enabled by technical advances that finally
came close to matching the immense spectacle of space
travel, physical transformation and sheer luminosity of
metaphor that had always worked at a dreamlike level in
classic sf. That impulse has not yet faltered, carrying
sf/fantasy (of a rather reduced, simplified kind) to the
point where it accounted for most of the highest-grossing
films of the last two and a half decades.

Meanwhile, though, the generic hybrids of Old Wave
and New, enriched by techniques drawn from modernist
general fiction, myth, art and movies rose to broad
popularity among sf readers. As with most scientific
experiments, it was granted that many had failed (one
might say that their hypotheses had been falsified), yet
they led toward genuine improvement. Ursula K. Le
Guin’s stately, beautifully rendered and felt fiction had
little in common with the thumping adventure tales that
characterised early commercial sf, but neither did many
polished routine tales. As in the greater world, political
issues continued to bubble and deepen: feminism, re-
newed in the mid 1960s, found utopian and critical
expression in sf, from sex-role reversals and other simple
adaptations of standard patriarchal commonplaces
through to the authentically subversive novels and
stories of Joanna Russ (especially her technically daz-
zling The Female Man, 1975). It is arguable that Anne
McCaffrey’s endless Pern sequence, begun with 1968
Hugo winner ‘Weyr Search’, resembles Herbert’s Dune
setting, remaking fairy tales into ecological planetary
romances. Otherwise unremarkable women writers such
as McCaffrey, Joan Vinge and Marion Zimmer Bradley,
Brian Atteby has commented, become more interesting
if you ask of their work such questions as ‘what is a female
hero?’

At the same time, gay writers such as Samuel R.
Delany, who was also black and hence doubly alienated
from the established order, used sf to confound preju-
dice and illuminate otherness — something sf had
prided itself on doing since the 1950s, yet had rarely
managed to achieve. Delany’s most ambitious novel of
the period, Dhalgren (1975), became a million-selling
success, but not, by and large, among sf readers. His
Triton (1976) was even less congenial, featuring a bitterly
misogynistic man whose lack of insight into his woes
within a diversified utopia are only worsened after a total
sex change.

Adjustments to fresh possibilities are found on many
of the Hugo, Nebula and Campbell Memorial Award
ballots of the 1970s. Few remained untouched by a
drenching from the New Wave, by then ebbed.
Brunner’s Stand on Zanzibar (1968), technically adven-
turous in borrowing formal devices from Dos Passos, was
a kind of New Wave hybrid, and had been sampled in
New Worlds. Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness, search-
ingly testing the nature of gender, won both Hugo and
Nebula, but the following year so did Larry Niven’s far
less subtle Ringworld, in some ways a direct descendent
of Heinlein and Pohl in the 1950s, yet marked, arguably,
by Hemingway’s minimalism. Hemingway’s influence
could be seen five years later in Joe Haldeman’s The
Forever War, also a dual winner, which interrogated
Heinlein’s contentious Starship Troopers from the basis of

Haldeman’s own brutal experience of the Vietnam War.
Yet old-timers were not absent either: Arthur C. Clarke
won Hugos for both Rendezvous with Rama (1973) and
The Fountains of Paradise (1979), each an exemplar of just
what his old friend Asimov had hoped to find after the
foam settled. So too, in its way, was Asimov’s own The Gods
Themselves (1972), Hugo and Nebula winner; his uneasy
blend of satirical naturalism — portraying the practice
of real science — with a truly alien (and even sexy)
universe adjacent to our own was applauded more in
affectionate tribute than for its true merits. (In 1974,
Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow was nominated for
a Nebula, but had to settle for a National Book Award.)

The same drift toward convergence can be seen in
several awarded novels at the end of the seventies: Kate
Wilhelm’s Where Late the Sweet Birds Sang (1976; Hugo),
a cautionary tale of global pollution and human clones
when those ideas were still new, Pohl’s Gateway (1977;
Hugo, Nebula, Campbell), told with sidebars and diva-
gation, Vonda McIntyre’s feminist wish-fulfilment
Dreamsnake (1979; Hugo and Nebula), and Gregory Ben-
ford’s masterful Timescape (1980; Campbell), probably
the best sf novel combining plausible science and poli-
tics, wrapped around a fascinating idea: causality disrup-
tion via signal to the past.

None of these prize-winners was as radical in form as
their New Wave antecedents, although the superb, cryp-
tic fiction of Gene Wolfe, trialled during the 1970s in
Damon Knight’s anthology series Orbit and elsewhere,
finally blossomed into full maturity at the very cusp of
the 1980s with the opening volume of his Book of the New
Sun. Inevitably, even insiderly popular taste missed some
of the most profound or innovatory works of the period:
Disch’s On Wings of Song (1979) caught a Campbell
Memorial Award but was otherwise scanted, as had Barry
N. Malzberg’s dyspeptic Beyond Apollo (1972), scandal-
ously. Lucid, enamelled and — let’s not forget — very
enjoyable essays in world-building, now apparently for-
gotten, include M. A. Foster’s The Warriors of Dawn
(1975), which introduced the mutant Ler, and the saga
of their coming, The Gameplayers of Zan (1977). An in-
creasingly detailed and delicious transhuman solar sys-
tem — Heinlein as wrought by a post-New Wave hand —
was introduced by John Varley in 1974. Jack Vance’s
Demon Princes sequence (1964–81) was quirky, ironic
space opera sprinkled with mock-authoritative foot-
notes. Ian Watson’s impressive debut, The Embedding
(1973), was runner-up for a Campbell; the mandarin
density of its mix of Chomskyan linguistics, radical poli-
tics and alien invasion made it one of the finest novels of
the decade. Another runner-up was John Crowley’s En-
gine Summer (1979); disregarded by fans, Crowley was
fated, with Wolfe, to be one of the enduring talents in
the new, enlarged hybrid form that was now science
fiction.

Theorised criticism of science fiction from the academy,
previously almost unknown, opened the sixties with spec-
tacular ructions over British novelist Kingsley Amis’s
laid-back Princeton University lectures on sf, New Maps
of Hell (1960), and closed the seventies with Professor
Darko Suvin’s formidably formalist and Marxist Metamor-
phoses of Science Fiction (1979), and a batch of other studies
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variously intelligible or obscure. None, of course,
reached the paradoxical contortions and laborious faux-
Francophone discourse familiar in subsequent decades,
except perhaps Suvin’s own, Fredric Jameson’s (whose
Marxist-structuralist essays provided dense, darkly illumi-
nating insight into Dick, Le Guin and others), Delany’s
critical collection The Jewel-Hinged Jaw (1977), and his
intensively close reading, influenced by Roland Barthes’
proto-deconstruction, of a Disch story, The American Shore
(1978b). Positioned midway was Robert Scholes
(coining a term dead at birth, ‘structural fabulation’), a
structuralist sliding relentlessly toward semiotics and
deconstruction. With Eric Rabkin, he combined essays
and exemplary stories in Science Fiction: History, Science,
Vision (1977).

At the farthest extreme from these academics were
several sadly lame works of advocacy by speakers for the
Old Wave, especially editors Lester del Rey (The World of
Science Fiction, 1979) and Donald Wollheim (The Universe
Makers, 1971). M. John Harrison’s wickedly accurate
dissection tells how vile and misjudged Wollheim’s
efforts seemed at the start of the seventies: ‘Its awful
prose style, rising like thick fog from the depths of its
author’s private grammar, permits only brief, tantalising
glimpses of subject matter and intent’ (Harrison, 1973,
236). Wollheim stood firmly against the dismal entropic
embrace of the New Wave, with its artsy nay-saying and
repudiation of mankind’s glorious galactic destiny. It was
hard to reconcile with his early support for Delany, Le
Guin, Zelazny and even Merril.

Academic journals began to appear — Foundation in
the UK (1972–) and the US Science-Fiction Studies (1973–);
argument over the New Wave flourished in the major
ephemeral US fanzines, especially Dick Geis’s Science
Fiction Review and Frank Lunney’s Beabohema. Perhaps as
importantly, shrewd essays in fanzines from the rest of
the world began to puncture sf’s complacency, by
Australians John Foyster and Bruce Gillespie on Aldiss,
Ballard, Blish, Dick, Cordwainer Smith; German Franz
Rottensteiner on Heinlein and Stanislaw Lem (until
then unknown beyond Poland); Lem on Dick, much of
this translated initially for Australian fanzines such as SF
Commentary.

One way to understand the long, slow eddies of those
two decades, and the two generations they represented
— one fading (but due for a startling resurgence in the
1980s, as Asimov, Clarke, Heinlein, Herbert, and Pohl
reached toward belated bestsellerdom), the other grow-
ing into comfortable dominance — is to adapt Professor
Scholes’ simplified analysis of literary theory in his Tex-
tual Power (1985). He detects three primary ingredients
in every encounter with texts: reading, interpretation
and criticism. Strictly, none of these has priority over the
others, but in a sense we can see them as a rising
sequence of proficiency.

Reading is pushing a key into a lock. Meaning is stored
inside a story’s sentences, with agreed codes and proce-
dures for unpacking it. Writer and reader are assumed
to share access to those codes. In reality, texts are always
gappy; we miss some things, and read in our own conjec-
tures, a step one can call interpretation. ‘We may read a
parable for the story but we must interpret it for the
meaning’ (Scholes, 1985, 22). Beyond interpretation, no

text speaks with a clear, pure voice deflecting every
misunderstanding: so the final step, criticism, must chal-
lenge in-built assumptions buried inside text and reader
alike — ideological, political, ethnic or gender biases
inscribed subtly within the shape of the sentences and
the story they tell, and lurking within our own prejudices
in unpacking the literary experience.

A theorist might summarise these three moments of
reading as positivist or empirical (accepting what is given),
epistemological (questioning how we know), and ontological
(interrogating what is, or is assumed to be). These can
serve as a useful window into major forms of literary
endeavour of the last couple of centuries: naturalist
realism, modernist symbolism and postmodernist decon-
struction. This last is not as user-unfriendly as it sounds
— it is embodied radiantly in all those reeling reality-
disruptions of Philip K. Dick’s novels and stories that
form the core of several highly popular movies (includ-
ing some, like 1998’s Pleasantville, that fail to acknow-
ledge his influence, now pervasive). (A somewhat similar
model is Joanna Russ’s naïve, realist, and parodic or post-
realistic (Russ, 1972).)

On this three-phase analysis, it is arguable that sf
before the 1960s was predominantly readerly: however
gaudy or galactic its venue, you accepted what was on the
page as if seeing it through clear glass. With the New
Wave, sf convulsed belatedly into the crisis of modernism
that half a century earlier had shaken mainstream high
art, opening its texts to a radically writerly invitation to
endless reinterpretation. Beyond the end of the seven-
ties, the prescient spirit of Phil Dick invited a new gen-
eration of sf innovators toward a postmodern gesture:
deep ontological doubt, a profound questioning of every
reality claim.

Obviously this does not apply to most science fiction
of the eighties, nineties and later. The seductive rise of
mass-media ‘sci fi’ has torn sf away from its elaborated
specialist roots, carelessly discarded its long, tormented
history. Science fiction and its consumers now start again
from scratch, again and again. For the best sf, though,
accepted or consensus versions of reality have become
the landscape, the postulate, to explore or explode with
corrosive and hilarious doubt. Without the frenzy and
exhilaration of the New Wave experimenters, this aper-
ture might not have opened, and without the diligent
consolidation of the subsequent decade it might have
remained where Philip Dick’s penny-a-word genius
found it: eating dog food at the foot of the rich man’s
table.

Suggestions for further reading

The indispensable source for basic information and in-
cisive commentary is Clute, John, and Peter Nicholls, The
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, 2nd edition (London:
Orbit, 1993). See especially the useful and sometimes
pungent entries on CRITICAL AND HISTORICAL
WORKS ABOUT SF, HISTORY OF SF, NEW WAVE, and
on various relevant authors. Other useful compendia
include Barron, Neil, Anatomy of Wonder: An Historical
Survey and Critical Guide to the Best of Science Fiction (New
York: Bowker, fourth edition 1995) and such landmarks
as Hall, Hal W., Science Fiction and Fantasy Reference Index,
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1978-1985 (Englewood, CO: Libraries Unlimited), and
Guillemette, Aurel, The Best in Science Fiction: Winners and
Nominees for the Major Awards in Science Fiction (Aldershot,
Hants, England: Scolar Press, 1993).

On-line sources are even more convenient, although
perhaps less reliable. See, for example,
http://www.dpsinfo.com/awardweb/. Copious infor-
mation is held at Dr Jonathan vos Post’s
http://www.magicdragon.com/UltimateSF/, which
provides Timelines by decade, listing many prominent
books and stories, plus the major prize winners. The
Science Fiction and Fantasy Research Database com-
piled by Hal W. Hall is http://library.tamu.edu/cush-
ing/sffrd/default.asp. Other readily accessible sites
record all the Hugo, Nebula, Campbell Memorial, Jupi-
ter, Ditmar and other Awards to date. An interesting
recent essay by a participant in the New Wave is ‘Science
Fiction and the Beats: American Literary Transcenden-
talism’, by Norman Spinrad: http://ourworld.com-
puserve.com/homepages/normanspinrad/beats.htm

Important or useful anthologies of
primary texts, and texts cited in the
essay:

Aldiss, Brian W. and Harry Harrison, Decade: the 1960s
(London: Pan, 1977).

Ballard, James, The Four-Dimensional Nightmare ((1963)
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965).

—— The Terminal Beach ((1964) Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1966).

—— ‘You, Me and the Continuum’, in The Atrocity
Exhibition ([1969] London: Panther, 1972).

Disch, Thomas M., Camp Concentration (London:
Panther, 1969).

Ellison, Harlan, Dangerous Visions (New York: Doubleday,
1967).

—— Again, Dangerous Visions (New York: Doubleday,
1972).

Merril, Judith, The Year’s Best S-F (New York: Dell,
especially from the Fifth Annual Edition of 1960).

—— England Swings SF (New York: Doubleday, 1968
Moorcock, Michael, New Worlds: An Anthology (London:

Fontana, 1983; this includes a complete content
listing of all issues of New Worlds magazine back to Vol.
1, No. 1, 1946, as well as a sampling of New Wave
fiction and criticism from 1965-75).

Spinrad, Norman, The New Tomorrows (New York:
Belmont, 1971).

Suvin, Darko, Other Worlds, Other Seas (New York:
Random House, 1970).

Critical texts include:

Aldiss, Brian W. with David Wingrove, Trillion Year Spree:
The History of Science Fiction (London: Gollancz, 1986).

Bester, Alfred, ‘A Diatribe Against Science Fiction’
(F&SF, May 1961), in Redemolished compiled by
Richard Raucci (New York: ibooks, 2000).

Blish, James (writing as ‘William Atheling, Jr.’), ‘Making
Waves’, in More Issues at Hand (Chicago: Advent:

Publishers, 1970).
Broderick, Damien, Reading by Starlight: Postmodern

Science Fiction (London: Routledge, 1995).
Clute, John, ‘Scholia, Seasoned with Crabs, Blish Is’

([1973], in Moorcock, above, 1983). 
Delany, Samuel R., The Jewel-Hinged Jaw: Notes on the

Language of Science Fiction ((1977) Berkely Windhover,
1978a).

—— The American Shore: Meditations of a Tale of Science
Fiction by Thomas M. Disch — Angouleme
(Elizabethtown, NY: Dragon Press, 1978b).

Lester del Rey, The World of Science Fiction: 1926–1976. The
History of a Subculture (New York and London:
Garland Publishing, Inc, 1980).

Gillespie, Bruce, interviewed by Frank Bertrand, ‘My Life
and Philip K. Dick’ (http://www.philipkdick.com,
2001).

Greenland, Colin, The Entropy Exhibition: Michael
Moorcock and the British ‘New Wave’ in Science Fiction
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983).

Harrison, M. John, ‘A Literature of Comfort’, in New
Worlds Quartlerly 1 (London: Sphere Books, 1971).

—— ‘To the Stars and Beyond on the Fabulous
Anti-Syntax Drive’, in New Worlds Quartlerly 5
(London: Sphere Books, 1973).

Hartwell, David G., Age of Wonders: Exploring the World of
Science Fiction (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1984).

James, Edward, Science Fiction in the Twentieth Century
(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1994).

Lem, Stanislaw, Microworlds: Writings on Science Fiction and
Fantasy, ed. Franz Rottensteiner (London: Secker &
Warburg, 1985).

Mullen, R. D., and Darko Suvin, Science Fiction Studies
(New York: Gregg Press, 1976). 

Nicholls, Peter, The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (1st
edition, London: Granada, 1979).

O’Reilly, Timothy, Frank Herbert (New York: Frederick
Ungar, 1981).

Pringle, David, Alien Planet: J. G. Ballard’s
Four-Dimensional Nightmare (San Bernardino, CA:
Borgo Press, 1979). 

—— Science Fiction: the 100 Best Novels (New York: Carroll
& Graf, 1985).

Panshin, Alexei and Cory, The World Beyond the Hill:
Science Fiction and the Quest for Transcendence (Los
Angeles: Jeremy Tarcher, Inc, 1989).
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(College English, 33:1, October, 1971.
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of the Future (Indiana: Notre Dame, 1975).

—— Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of
English (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985).

—— and Eric Rabkin, Science Fiction: History, Science,
Vision (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).

Shippey, Tom, J. R. R. Tolkien: Author of the Century
(Boston: Houghton Miflin, 2001).
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and History of a Literary Genre (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1979).
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