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GOGOTAMABUDAPESTAMISTICISM REVEALED

Actually that's Jjust one of the many organizations I have
at one time or another thought of forming. Others include
The Invisible Whistling Bunyips Association and ISIS
(pronounced iz-iz), the International Steam Intellect
Society (patron: Thomas Love Peacock). But I never seem
to have the energy to recruit members for my groups, so

they remain, as it were, dismembered.

Now I've gone to the length of publishing (in association
with Tony Thomas) and distributing a proposal to form an
Australian Science Fiction Society. This proposal is to

be a major topic of discussion at the lielbourne S Conference
this Baster, and already I have had a nunber of opinions on
the subject. John Foyster has even published his own list

of questions and comments, which I hope everyone interested
in the matter will obtain and peruse.

One recurrent comment is that there already exists such a
Society. I disagree. G. Stone's organization is called
the iAustralian SI' Association; it used to be called 7
Society, but he can't have both titles. IFurthcrmore, I am
a member of Graham's Association and would be very happy to
see it performing such functions as holding conventions and
all the other things that a national fan organization should
do. But for such a thing to happen would require a radical
transformation on G. Stone's part. He despises everything
fannish, and exercises such autocratic control over his
Association that any attempt on thc part of its members to
hold an election or to conduct any other activity than
compiling bibliographies would be laughable.

ias far as G. Stome is concerned, we fans are "on the wrong
wavelength®". Are we really? Are our activities and
enthusiasms all that silly or undignified or juvenile?
Graham produces the Journal of the ASFA. It looks and reads
like a fanzine. It's a helpful little publication, and quite
serious in intent, but it still looks and reads like a
fanzine. One of its helpful features is = continuing
bibliography of Australian sf, and a digest of news from
here there and everywhere of interest to the serious local
student of Australian sf. Yet in the two years of its
existence, A4SFR has not been mentioned once in its pages!
One would not suspect for a moment from Graham's Journal
that an amateur magazine has been producsd in Australia and
seriously referred to as "the internaiional arena for
serious discussion of science fiction'.

To many people overseas ASPFR has bccome the voice of
Australian fandom. DBut, as Leigh Edmonds rightly points

out in ETHERLINE II, that voice is not wholly representative.
Because we have set high standards we have had to reject

a lot of local contributions, and far from discouraging the
contributors, they have started their own fanzines - so many
of them, in fact, I've lost count.

Jith so many voices now being raised - new fanzines, new
local organizations in Sydney, Brisbane and (CONTINULD p.30)
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AN AESTHETIC THEORY OF SCIENCE FICTION

FRANZ ROTTENSTEINER
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The more criticism of sf I read the more I wasgs dissatisfied with tech-
nical criticism. I felt that it was too limited. One reason for this fee-
ling may be that in fiction technique is comparatively less important than
in some other fields, especially in painting and architecture. In these
arts a long study of technique is required, so much that often a painter
who has only technical skill may be mistaken for a good artist. But any -
one with a sure grasp of his mother tongue can write fiction.

Then I encountered John Baxter's A HORNBOOK FOR CRITICS in NIEKXAS 9.
He stated that the greatest deficiency in sf criticism was its lack of con-
sistent standards. One could answer him with Andre Gide that firm stan-
dards are only wanted by those who do not want to develop a literary taste
of their own; and even if we do not share this extreme opinion we surely
must recognize that there is no convenient yardstick that may safely be
applied to any work - criticism is an art, not a science.

Baxter claimed that true criticism is aesthetic and philosophical,
but not technical; and he thought that he had found a standard for science
fiction, namely, how well has the writer captured the spirit of science
(not so much science itself)? Although technical criticism, too, is aes-
thetical - it is a normative aesthetics - I feel that Baxter's standard is
one step advanced; but it is still too limited. For him sf is based on
the belief that science is something beautiful. Perhaps so. But I fail
to see the bridge (or ladder, to quote John Foyster) leading from sf to
mainstream fiction which Baxter so hopefully foresaw at the end of his
essay. Other literature doesn't share this purported belief of sf so ex-
clusively. And, good sf as Blish's BRIDGE and Clarke's PRELUDE TO SPACE
are, they certainly are not literature.

Baxter took Knight to task for writing of Kornbluth's WITH THESE
HANDS, THE ALTAR AT MIDNIGHT and THE GOODLY CREATURES, "I think these
three stories explore a dangerous dead end in science fiction; but I am
unable to wish they had not been written." (IN SEARCH OF WONDER, p.149)

Baxter thinks that no good critic should ever have to admit that his
intellectual standards and his emotional opinion do not agree. Regret-
tably, Baxter has neglected to show the application of his standard to
C.M. Kornbluth. I think that by using Baxter's standard, three possible
ways are open for appraising THE ALTAR AT MIDNIGHT, which is "about the
gulf between generations, and the lure of destructive, well-paid occupat-
ions, and the guilt of scientists and similar things" (Damon Knight):

(a) you conclude that this story is merely a diszuised mainstream story

and not sf at all, the standard therefore not applicable; (b) you use the
standard and find that in the story science is not something beautiful,

but something terrible, the story therefore bad sf; or (c) you may feel
that there is not only an optimistic beauty of science, the "voir pour pre-
voir® of positivism, but also a terrible beauty of science, just as there
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is Tennyson's "terrible beauty of war® or "l'horrifiquement beau” of Alf-
red Jarry. But perhaps Baxter never meant to stretch his term "beauty of
science" so far, and perhaps this interpretation would make his standard

meaningless.

Solution (b) simply would pain me. If we feel as Arthur Jean Cox
does that sf is sub-literature, we are often in a position to say: “This
is goed st but it isn't literature, ‘but to say the reverse, "This is good
literature but bad sf"™ would suggest that sf is a genre quite apart from
other kinds of literature and to be measured by some standard alien to lit-
erature.

There is one further objection to Baxter. Vie may accept that we feel
that rocketry is something beautiful when we read PRELUDE TO SPACE. But
when we read about an alien society why should we then feel, even if only
in an analysis, that the science of society, sociology, is something beaut-
iful? When we read Dostoevsky, to quote another example, we do not feel
that psychology is a wonderful thing: that would be perverse. i'hy then
should we feel differently about psychological or sociological sf?

If Baxter had only said that science can be a thing of beauty! There
are so many things that we find beautiful under certain conditions, so why
not science, too? But I cannot see a reason for limiting our appreciation
of beauty to one kind of beauty only - or even predominantly. Indeed, it
is characteristic of art that it succeeds in showing us things as beauti-
ful that we would otherwise find objectionable. I need remind you only of
the paintings of Bosch, the naturalistic novels of Zola; of morally despic-
able characters such as Falstaff, whom we nevertheless find aesthetically
pleasing (whereas Hugh Farnham, to quote my favourite example, is merely
despicable). It is this quality, as Arthur Jean Cox has remarked, that
permits art to deal with questions that would otherwise destroy us.

‘What we need is, I feel, a general aesthetic standard that includes a
standard for sf as a sub-standard - as a special case of a much wider
field.

Aesthetics is now g chaos, a battlefield of quarrelling opinions; but
I think that I have found a standard especially suited to sf, in a geneti-
cal and biological theory of aesthetics., I'll first explain it and then
show its application to some writers, and append a few remarks on the cata-
clysmic novel and characterization in sf; where possible I will try to use
examples that have been discussed by other writers.

Our starting point is Friedrich Schiller, who used the analogy of
playing to explain aesthetic pleasure. When we are playing we derive our
joy from the very act of playing, not from some purpose that is to be
achieved by our acts. Playing gives us pleasure for the mere reason that
it is an enjoyable occupation. That Jjoy derived from the exertion of our
physical and psychical powers is only a special case of a more general bio-
logical and psychological law.

All organs and functions that have been developed in man in the
course of time have, in a certain sense, to be exercised. Objectively,
this exercise is a need, i.e. a condition for the functioning and develop-
ment of the human organism. Organs and functions which have no possibility
of being exercised are likely to regress. This need is, like many others,
reflected in our consciousness, and in this manner a number of subjectively
felt needs arise which we shall call functional neceds.




Now every need is, at the time when it is felt, a feeling of displeas-
ure, and it is connected with certain conceptions that drive us to act; we
have those conceptions until the feeling of discomfort has abated.

Much the same applies to aesthetic pleasure. We may consider aesthet-
ic pleasure as a sort of functional pleasure, i.e. a joy deriving from the
exercise of several psychical functions. Therefore this pleasure is, as
Kant was the first to remark, a disinterested joy without any influence on
our desire to possess something; and for the same reason it is closely
related to playing, but not identical with it, for in the former higher
forms of psychical functions are touched that are rarely ever exercised
when we are playing.

The aesthetic functional need is characterized by the fact that it is
initiated by the act of contemplation. As contemplation we do not only
consider the act of looking at things and listening to them, but also the
conditions of our mind when we are reading works of literature. In contem-
plation different functions of our self are activated. Not only are our
senses engaged in a way that we feel to be joyful, but also our fancy, our
thinking and feeling are being stimulated. All these functions remain
related to their object and by this our functional pleasure receives its
direction and its colour.

Even simple colours and combinations of colours, notes and rhythmic-
ally arranged sounds induce elementary aesthetic feelings in us: we exper-
ience a sensual functional need. In painting, in architecture, in sculp-
ture and music, this plays a great role, but not so much in literaturc,
because the vividness of certain kinds of literature is not caused by our
senses but by our imagination, so we can forget this kind of pleasure in
what follows.

(An exception to this is the kind of nonsense-poem excmplified by
Christian llorgens tern's THE GREAT LALUA:

Kroklokwafzi? Semememi !

Seiokrontro - prafriplo:

Bifzi, bafzi, hulalemi:

quasti basti bo...

Lalu lalu lalu lalu la' - and so on.

In such poems the impact depends upon the rhythm and the youthful playing
with sounds. In the example quoted it helps if you speak German.)

Our aesthetic pleasure is much richer if the object which we consider
engages pleasantly not only our senses but also our imagination and our
thinking. The more the objects and processes stimulate our memory and the
working of our fancy, the richer our aesthetic pleasure will be, and the
less likely is it to be dulled - quite contrary to our sensual functional
pleasure. Especially in works of pleasure we note this intellectual funct-
ional need., Difficult lines of thought touch us only then as being pleasu-
rable, when we have succeeded in understanding the author's intention, in
reproducing it in ourselves and in developing it further. As long as that
is not the case our intellectual functional need remains inhibited and
there is no aesthetic effect.

Similar to this intellectual functional need is the pleasure which we
derive from the workings of our own fancy that are excited in us by a
vivid description of objects and characters. When we read Homer, for
instance, his characters Achilles, Agamemnon, Ulysses and so on appear
lively in our minds. We will call the pleasure we take in the spiritual



reproduction of figures created by the artist our imaginative functional
pleasure.

What we have considered so far, the sensual, intellectual and imagin-
ative functional needs, have shown us only the beginnings of aesthetic
pleasure, the outworks of art, as it were. We perceive the inner being of
pleasure in the beautiful in art and nature only when we remember that fee-
ling too is one of the basic functions of our consciousness. We actually
feel a need to get emotionally excited, and the stimulation of this need
is pleasurable in the highest degree. We will call this need our emotional
functional need.

As a result of the central nature of all feeling, the emotional funct-
ional need has more far-reaching effects on the life of the mind than the
sensual or intellectual functional pleasure.

This is a theory of aesthetics that lends itself easily to an interp-
retation and evaluation of sf: we are able to assess its role in relation
to literature, and why and to what extent sf is sub-literature. The pleas-
ure sf gives is in almost all cases rudimentary: genuine emotion is exclud-
ed; our centre of aesthetic satisfaction is either not stimulated at all
or is not wholly satisfied.

And this, the emotional functional need, is the crucial criterion to
distinguish literature from sub-literature: a piece of fiction may be
excellently written, intellectually and imaginatively o3RIl ELE el Fehalel Hfehra b L
be sub-literature.

We see also that sf is a limited form in other respects: its theoreti-
cal content is restricted to science or the spirit of science or speculative
thinking - call it what you will -~ whereas great literature admits of any
possible content (at least theoretically) and doesn't exclude in practice
wide realms of human experience. Science fiction, while being in its best
ecxamples on a higher intellectual and imaginative plane than the comparable
mystery novel, is sub-literature for precisely the same reasons: that it
deals with the emotions, if at all, in only a formularized way. (The best
example of this is Theodore Sturgeon, whose conception of love is pure
schmaltz.) If we accept this, we see that literature covers a much wider
field of thinking and feeling than Heinlein's mechanical distinction of
"fiction of the past, present and future” would suggest.

I think that the intellectual functional need is the central interest
of sf, with the imaginative qualities being of more importance only in its
better examples. In fantasy, the reverse is true, because there the theo-
retical interest is in most cases of a tried and common nature. SF fans
stress the importance of "ideas" for sf; these are often understood in a
non-literary sense (cf. Leland Sapiro's TECHNIQUE AS CREATION in INSIDE no.

s

This stressing of theoretical content we see most clearly in what I
like to call the "great bad books™ of science fiction: THE WORLD OF NULL-A,
STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND, FARNHAM'S FREEHOID, THE SEEDLING STARS and so
on. They are controversial books, they provide, as the fans say, food for
thought - but they are not "bark and steel for the mind*“. They, or rather
the problems stated in them, interest us intellectually, but finally they
are unsuccessful, for we are unable to follow the thoughts of the authors;
we disagree with them. But it would seem that the average sf fan is con-
tent merely to be stimulated and doesn't ask of an author that he really
does make sense. Typical seems to be Buz Busby's statemert in SPECULATION,

6



January 1967: "At the very least, writers, try to fake a plausible-sound-
ing excuse when you goof..." This is to encourage cheating. If an author
depends for his effect upon a deception (clever or not so clever), and if
this deception is essential to the story, then the story is worthless as
soon as you recognize the deception, and the effect is one of aesthetic
displeasure.

It is obvious that fans prefer stories with a strong theoretical int-
erest to others that are aesthetically more perfect but lack their theoret-
ical interest.

If we accept that the theoretical interest is the heart of sf, then
Isaac Asimov is the sf purist and ANALOG the sf magazine. Asimov has a
tremendous interest in theory, a boundless enthusiasm for science, but he
sadly lacks imaginative abilities. Neither his robots nor his people nor
his settings are in any way memorable. He is best at the description of
gigantic cities. Only a few of his stories show imaginative qualities as
well, and they are his best: DREAMING IS A PRIVATE THING, NIGHTFALL and
THE MARTIAN WAY.

The slightest possible kind of this "intellectual®™ or "theoretical" sf
is Hal Clement's FIREPROOF (ASF, March 1949), which revolves around the
idea that in free fall an open flame cannot burn. That is something best
said in a line in a technical article or in a newspaper; for a story it is
pretty weak. But there are pcople who find this kind of triviality ingeni-
ous, witness Arthur C. Clarke's account of the story. (Although he didn't
remember the thing well enough to recall the author's name: he attributed
&t do; Harl Vineent . )

There are other "ideas™ which are not so slight, for example specul -
ation about the nature of time, the fate of humanity and so on, and one may
judge this kind of story solely by the importance you attribute to the sub-
ject matter and by how many blunders the author has managed to commit.
Complex ideas are, of course, more valuable than simple ones. But sf wri-
ters are like Jack Vance's sorcerers - their minds can encompass only a few
spells at a time - and what an author knows in one story he often forgets
in the nex®s and -4f the writer 'is also "a -cr¥tiec ) the dis- Yiable Yo Forget his
critical knowledge when he is writing fiction.

The trouble with these "thinking man's stories™ is often that they are
written by people who cannot be said to be thinking - and therefore cannot
be said to be writing (since in a work of art, form and content are identi-
cal). It is impossible to find one real thinker among ANALOG's whole bunch
of hacks.,

Of more importance is that sf which also shows imaginative qualities.
James Blish's BRIDGE is a good story because it is imaginative; so are
Aldiss's SHARDS and the HOTHOUSE series. And should I value the latter
less because cobwebs reaching to the moon are manifestly impossible? I
like the imagination of the concecpt; what does it matter that the theoreti-
cal content of this series is not science? Paul Scheerbart made fun of
science in his cosmic fantasies, and yet he is the greatest German humour-
ist of the 20th Century, and by far the best German sf author.

It boils down to this: I do not care whether a story is fantasy, sf,
"mainstream” (a word I hesitate to use, since I am sure thzt most sf fans
and authors mean by that term not what I would consider to be literature,
but some popular trash), or whatever. C(Classification is a worthless game
when one is concerned with critical appraisal. I know sf when I read g



and that is sufficient. And I have wmy own private definition of sf, which
is somewhat cynical, I fear: when I read a story right to the end that I
would normally throw away after a few pages, or not touch at all, then it
surely has to be sf. I really see no reason why I should bother with a
"mainstream” story of no more quality than the average sf story.

Iy choices for sf writers with both strong theoretical and imaginative
interests would be Philip Jose Farmer and James Blish. Parmer is the bet-
ter of the two. Blish is both a very good and an exasperatingly bad writer.
Sometimes he has been called "one of the few thinkers of sf", and at first
glance he gives that impression, but actually his imagination is powerful
and his theorizing often pretty weak. He has given us a dagzzling display
of various gimmicks: Okies, spindizzies, pantropy, antimortalica and so on,
but hardly any of this can be called thinking. By and large he has failed
to give these devices a larger meaning, to put them to some use that is
rmeaningful for our human existence. When it comes to that Blish is not
much better than most other sf writers. THE SEEDLING STARS, about which I
have written elsewhere at some length, is his most startling failure, and
there are other, perhaps even more obvious, blunders. In the several-
times anthologized THE BOX, for instance, an enemy of the USA who possesses
a new secret force-screen, impenetrable by any matter or energy, puts this
defence against atomic weapons to the asinine use of suffocating an Ameri-
can city. In effect an ideal weapon of defence is suddenly turned into a
rather weak weapon of attack, and our American hero is thereby enabled to
develop counter-measures. This story displays an astonishing ignorance of
strategy; it is as if the Japanese had tested Pearl Harbour on some smaller
American targzt. The surprise of the story is that surprise means nothing
to James Blish.

In THE MAN IN THE ATTIC, because some use has to be made of pantropy,
he thinks it necessary to adapt human beings toalife in trees - on a per-
fectly Earth-type planet.

The weak spots of ZARTHMAN COIE HOME are equally obvious. His Okies
arc an imaginative concept: a floating or flying city appeals to our imagi-
nation; but intellectually they seem far less impressive. Damon Knight
has already pointed out that the Okies do not need to turn to inhabited
planets to get their petroleum; but what he has failed to see is that the
planets do not need the Okie workers either. The city of New York is a
city of oil-prospectors, searching and drilling for o0il on the planets
where they are called to work. But it isn't that you just drive a hole in
the ground and out comes 0il forever - oilfields have a habit of becoming
depleted; so the search for new sources has to go on continually. The
planets simply couldn't wait until another Okie happened to come along.

If 2 planet has an industry developed enough to need masses of petroleum,
its inhabitants will have developed techniques to get them. The only sens-
ible course would have been, as Blish suggests in his novel, to turn the
kies into traders and teachers. The Okies are migratory workers just for
the saxe of a dubious historical parallel. That is not really satisfying.
What is interesting about the book is its imaginative scope: the flying
cities, the wandering planet He, the rift in the galaxy and so on. Those
things are the strength of an otherwise conventional adventure yarn.

We may say then that good sf satisfies us intellectually and imagin-
atively. If it also satisfies us emotionally it may claim to be some kind
of literature. But I feel that in most cases not even those stories that
are said to deal with human emotions are really gripping.

But if we accept that the emotions are the central part of aesthetic



pleasure, it is easy to explain the things that puzzled Knight in A YARD-
STICK FOR SCIENCE FICTION (FUTURE SF, June 1958) and troubled Baxter: "If
the scientific error, or lapse in logic, serves a purpose - if it's an ess-
ential part of the story, like the breathable air on Bradbury's Mars - and
if what somes out at the other end is art - okay. If it's an unnecessary
error Oor carelessness - nix."

e can say now: if an author, who lacks both imaginative and emotional
qualities (the usual run of sf authors), that is to say one who is already
a very minor writer, also makes lapses and errors in what aesthetic pleas-
ure he has left us - intellectual content of a very superficial sort - then
surely we find any scientific error annoying. But if an author, say Brad-
bury, who touches upon something meaningful,; upon something really moving
(however slight when compared to a really great writer such as Tolstoy,
Pushkin, Woolf, Schnitzler or Ibsen), then the mere factual content of a
story loses its importance and may trouble only some zealous sf fan who is
able to detect some factual inaccuracy. A writer who has nothing to offer
save some facts stands or falls by the soundness of his facts - just like
the author of a work of popular science - but when a Bradbury makes a mis-
take we hardly notice it. When an author chooses to introduce into his
story some other theoretical content than science, we are perhaps justified
in denying that he has written sf - which is not an aesthetic judgement -
but if he introduces science in such a manner that it matters, then we must
insist that his science be correct.

Ve can also build up a hierarchy of sf, according to its importance.
At the bottom we have the "intellectual®™ gimmick story: if it is successful
it is not much of an achievement, if bad, not much of a disappointment.
But there arc kinds of sf in which the authors fail even when they succeed
in what they set out to do - because they have set their sights too low.
I think that especially all stories dealing in some way with a '"real®
future, or the nature of man, must touch upon something really meaningful.
An author who, for instance, treats the artificial introduction of mutants
merely as a biological problem is a bad writer: the purely technical side
is the least interesting part of the problem; such a new process would also
involve political, historical, religious, moral problems and so on. Such
a story would be disappointing in a way that a gadget story, of which you
do not expect much in the first place, could never be. A simple solution
may be sufficient for a simple problem; complex problems rarcly have simple
solutions. This is why most of the so-called "sociological™ or historical
s¥ is crap. Gimmicked-up history is unreadable.

I'11 now append a few words on the cataclysmic novel and character-
ization in sf.

The cataclysmic novel seems to be very popular with editors and read-
ers outside of our field, whereas fans do not care much for it. It is easy
to see why. The theoretical content of the form is not very important and
above all not very different from one novel of the kind to the next;
whether the catastrophe is caused by too much water, too little water, ice,
storms, plants, intelligent beasts, the death of grass or what you will,
doesn't make much difference: it is essentially the same situation. And
the imaginative qualities of the process of destruction are hardly suffic-
ient to carry the book. The cataclysmic novel is foremost a story of
people and therefore, potentially at least, literature. t either shows us
the reactions of human beings in an extreme situation, or it shows us
nothing at all. (And, in passing, let me remark that I think the literary
instincts of the British writers are right when they concentrate upon this
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form.) I do not feel that it is important literature (in most cases it
shows only a few basic reactions); paradoxical as it may sound, the end of
the world, which is after all a very unlikely event, is not so important
as the death of a single individual, or the fate of a woman who happens to
be unfaithful to her husband.

There are two notable exceptions from the usual run of end-of -the-
world novels: Blish's A CLASIH OF CY!'BALS (or THE TRIUMPH OF TIME) and Bal-
lard's novels. Blish treats the end of the universe as a purely theoreti-
cal exercise and therefore manages to be very boring and unimaginative.

Ballard's novels (with the exception of THE WIND T'ROM NOWHZRE) are
imaginative triumphs. His characters are hardly better than those of other
sf writers, but his landscapes are unsurpassed. Buz Busby, writing in the
issue of SPECULATION already quoted, criticized the new school of sf wri-
ting for "throwing impossible phenomena at the characters... for Emotional
Effect.” I think that this is a deep misunderstanding, at least as far as
Ballard is concerned. He is all intellect and imagination. And is he the
"least intelligent®™ of the new writers, as Budrys has said, because he has
decided to use his intellect only to renounce intellcct? Then Leibniz
would be the most intelligent philosopher and Schopenhauer the least.
Ballard's landscapecs ‘'seem to be drained of all emotional associations®
(to use his owvn words about the surrealists). I feel that Ballard is wri-
ting some highly imaginative form of a minor kind of literature. One is
in no wat moved by his characters. It is mood-writing and, to my mind,
mood—-writing is primarily imaginative. Ballard may not like it, but in a
very special sense he and Lovecraft arc similar: the one is concerned with
man's relationship to time, the other with man's relationship to some eld-
ritch horror. You may feel that Ballard is a very good writer, and Love-
craft a very bad, but you are neither frightened by the atmosphere of
Lovecraft'!s stories nor moved by the destiny fate has in store for Bal-
lard's characters.

Ballard's characterization is not very good. That is something
equally true of all sf, so much so that people such as Bruce Montgomery
and P. Schuyler Miller have assumed that you can either have a detailed
background or chsracter, but not both - a sort of Heisenberg's principle.

This is not original with them, of course. Here is a similar senti-
ment from David Hume (from OF SIMPLICITY AND REFINEMENT IN WRITING):

"When the affections are moved, there is no place for the
imagination. The mind of man being naturally limited, it is
impossible that all its faculties can operate at once; and
the more any one predominates, the less room is there for the
others to exert their vigour."

And with the minds of sf authors usually being small rooms, it is under-
standable that they are more often than not lacking in all respects.

In VECTOR, Dave Busby quoted (in A QUESTION OF CHARACTERISATION) one
person as giving science fiction's "lack, on every level of the whole
field, of any credible characterisation®” as its most serious fault. Among
the characters of sf offered by Dave Busby as well-characterized were Pr.
Ramon Ruiz-Sanchez of A CASE OF CONSCIENCE, Mayor Amalfi of the Oldie
series, Bester's protagonists of THE STARS MY DESTTwAT®ION and THE DEMOTL -
ISHED MAN, and even Grosvenor of THE VOYAGE OF THE SPACE BEAGLE. I'l1l
offer a few myself that are in the same class: Kirth Gersen of THE STAR
KING and its sequels, Hassan of THIS I#MORTAL, and perhaps even Hugh Farn-
ham of FARNHANM'S FREEHOLD.
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Busby was at a loss to explain why they should stick out as characters
when they are really, as he well recognized, not characters. Why should
Grosvenor, who is a mathematical pattern, be regarded as a character?
Surely because he "feels right™ in the novel, and another man would be con-
sidered an intrusion. I think that the characterization in sf is Descart-
ian: a "clara et distincta perceptio®” of the figures in a story is =211 that
readers and critics alike want. Harry Warner Jr. writes in RIVERSIDE QUAR-
TERLY no.8 that Heinlein "had no difficulty in differentiating® among the
male characters in FARNHAM'S FREEHOLD, obviously approvingly. Damon Knight
never examines the psychological credibility of a sf character: he merely
tests whether he behaves according to the way his author has defined, how-
ever improbable. ~ One reason for this is perhaps that once you begin search-
ing for psychological depth, you give up reading and criticizing sf - in
desperation.

Those characters who stick out are memorable solely for their intel-
lectual and perhaps imaginative qualities. It interests us to see a man
without feelings in action; a remorseless but disin terested killer; an
abstract person enfolded in an abstract problem. But we do not really care
for them, nor feel for them. The most interesting thing about Kirth Gersen
is not what is happening to him nor what he is doing, but what the author
will do with him after he has killed his five demon princes. Any reader
not sharing our special interests will find Grosvenor, Gersen et al. terr-
ibly dull people. Each has some outstanding quality, is excessively charac-
terized in some way, and this is commonly mistaken for convincing character-
ization. Science fiction is a reactionary genre, in more ways than one: in
its harking back to sociological patterns of the past, for example, and in
its characterization. Reactionary, I would say, is the dramatic supposit-
ion of so much sf that princes, leaders of the stute, leading scientists
and so on are more dramatically interesting than the "common man' - or even
that they are the only interesting people in existence. Reactionary is the
concentration upon the "leader"., A sf fan will never understand that Sir
Walter Scott is a more modern writer than Robert Heinlein.

And what the fans fail to see is that their beloved not-common men are
so very common and unexceptional in every way save one - an ability to read
minds, teleport, predict the future, make "right” decisions, and so on.

And how could it be otherwise when the reader wants to "identify® with the
hero? He can only identify with someone who is so much like himself, dif-
ferentiated only by something which he would like to have. And what they
all lack is greatness: most especially those who talk Campbell editorials
at an unsuspecting reader.

I think that the new writers are performing a valuable service for sf
if only by tearing down the old conventions to make room for the innovations
that will come later. 3ome of them succeed even in being emotionally grip-
ping, most notably Roger Zelazny. But there is still a long way to go,
although you would think Zelazny was the most impprtant wri¢er now living
when you read some of the reviews. Zelazny's characters are in most cases
less articulate than Homer's peasants and warriors.

Hell Tanner of DAMNATION ALLEY (GALAXY, October 1967) is fairly typi-
cal. A man tells him with some justification: "You have killed men and
raped women. You once gouged out a man's eyes, just for fun. You've been
indicted twice for pushing dope and three times as a pimp. You're a drunk
and za degenerate and I don't think you've had a bath since you were born.
You and your hoodlums terrorized decent people when they were trying to
pull their lives together after the war. You stole from them and you
assaulted them, and you extorted money and the necessaries of 1life with the
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threat of physical violence."™ That's Hell Tanner, whose social theory
boils down to the sentence that nobody has done anything for him. In love
he isn't more articulate: "Let's make it."

In short, he's the perfect troglodyte. In the story there is muclh
violence and much casual killing, but finally it arrives awkwardly at a
humanist solution. It is a good story, for Zelazny can write, and he man-
ages to say something; he says it~ is basically irrational: life is some-
thing that you cannot quite grasp, but only live; a sort of Nietzschean
philosophy. It is also a true story, for there is so much senseless brut-
ality in the world, and it seems to be increasing. But still there is a
curious dichotomy in modern life, which is a life of the city. On the one
hand this irrationality and welling-up of the sub-human; on the other hand
a tendency to greater refinement. .odern man is able to express finer
shades of meaning and to feel more differentiated emotions than was poss-
ible in an earlier age. And this, the complexity, responsibility and sen-
sitivity that also is modern reality, and likely to become more so, is
sadly lacking in sf. Zelaznyg's characters have all the elementary force
of an earthquake - and all of its subtlety.

The ideal sf, I think, would be a synthesis of Wittgenstein, Norbert
Wiiener, and Arthur Schnitzler; a merging of Rudolf Carnap, Kafka, Virginia
Woolf and Frank Wedekind. Ludwig Wittgenstein ends his TRACTATUS LOGICO-
PHILOSOPHICUS -~

"And about which you cannot speak, you must be silent®

~ after he has written that by the answering of all questions that can be
asked (i.e. by all scientific questions) the problems of our lives would
not even have been touched upon. Por a writer of fiction, such a mystical
silence is impossible: hec must seek, if he really wants to call himself a
st writer, for a synthesis of science and life. The results achieved so
far have been poor. Usually mysticism - something that can never be the
content of a scientific sentence - is treated as if it were scientific
data, thereby degrading science and robbing mysticism of all the power it
has as mysticism (e.g. STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND).

But I do not think that sf will be forever unable to achieve this
synthesis: an inseparable unity of intellect, imagination and feeling,
which is the necessary condition of finding Schlegel's "continuum of
reflection" that is the mark of a really great piece of literature; that
enables us to interprct it in ever new ways, to continually find new
meanings in it. SF, as it is now, doesn't fulfil this condition, for as
soon as such men as Heinlein's competent simpletons, those oversized boy
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