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FATHER OF SCIENCE-FICTION

rm

By Sam liartincz

Poe has often been referred to by literary critics as the "Father of the
Detective Storye" But such is not his only claim to fame, A statement that is
equally true, but probably not so 17ell recognized is that Poe is also the sire
of the modern~day science-fiction story.

Of course, nowadays, in the back-wash of the atom bomb, all kinds and
classes of fiction are being published in the guise of science~fiction, rang-
ing from incredibly détailed and authenticated technical masterpieces to the
thinly disguised "horsc opera in space,” Undoubtedly, thc bulk of the science-
fiction today is of the "wulp" quality, although many of the 'slicks' have lowered
tineir standerds ... ond eycbrous ... to admit#this once despised literary form,
Lany of the more skillfully produced stories of today will probably be of a last-
ing naturc, until outstripped by reality itselfl It is certainly no accident
that many of the top scicnce~fiction authors and magazi ne editors are brilliant
scholars with scientific degrees., lany of these turn to science-fiction as a
regencrating sideline, to provide a fefreshing change of pace from the more
rigorous dcmands of their chosen profcssions,

As for readers, practically any survey will show them to be scientists,
students, and othcrs ranking high in imegination end creativity., In addition
to providing "escape” from everyday problcms and worrics, these flights of fancy
provide mental stimulation along new and often challenging lincs, lMany of the
extravagant themes of yesterday have degeneratcd to the commonplace facts of
todays ''hether or not science-fiction has actually aided in the development. of
the wonders it so glowingly describes is perhaps arguable, but therc is little
question but that ma y great scicntists were attracted to the will-o-wisp of

scicnce by school-day perusals of such carly thrillers,
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Before evaluating the influence of Poe on the ficld of scicnce-fiction,
perhaps it is in order narrow down the ficld by describing exactly what is mcant
by the term, and thus avoid possiblc misunderstanding. Actually, there are two
looscly linked, widcly divergent forms that arc often confused by the non-
aficionado, Onc is the supernatural fantasy story, and tie other the cold-facts
pscudo-scientific yarne And, if one listens to the cries of fans in letter-
columns, fanzines, and convention bull-scssions, never the twain shall mect!

The modern science-fiction story undoubtedly evolved oub of the old
horror stories, told before a flickering fire in the dead of night, about ghosts
and monsters, and things too terrible to describee In the days beforc television,
radio, movies, and comic books, this was how the younger generation got its
mental stimulation, and exercised its imegination, Today, the true fan ignores
such tales as infantile and out~of-date, and protests loudly at the slightest
hint of the supcrnatural or unexplainable.

Today, thc true science-fiction story is built around one dominant theme
or ideca, The author cvolves an unmproven theory, cmbellishes it with realistic
detail to make it appear plausible, and ciplores évery possible implied ramifi-
cation, Assuming the basic thecory to be true, what is the inferred effect on
humanity, as represecnted by t.i¢ characters of the story? How docs human nature
recact in a complectely foreign environment?

The resulting products crc indeed awe-inspiring in their scope and variety.
But, although imagination is given frecsb  reign, therc is always maintained the
strictest adherence to the lawvs of cause and cffect, UWoc betide the author who
commits the slightest technical crror, or who cxhibits the least bit of illogical
recasoning, Iis rcaders will descend on him likc vultures and, as any scicncee
fiction editor can attest, scicnce-fiction fans arc avid lettor wxriters.

The science fiction story p obobly displays a greoaber diversity of plot
and sctting than any other type of popular adventure fiction, It may take place
in the past or in the futuree...in space or on snother planct. The surroundings
may be a jumble of chromium and glasswarc in a laboratory, or the story may occur
on the barren rcaches of o lifcless astcroide The plot may revolve around on
advanced technolog ical or sociological nroblem, or it may simply concern the
old, universal problems of love, lifc, war add dcath, transposed to a new sctting.
Alwcys, howover, the author must adhcre to the unwritten law of the genre. He

must adhere to rigid scicntific principles. Ho fact, however trivial, may be left
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uncxplained to the recader, cven though the cxplanation may be morc fantastic
than the itom itsclf, The rcader demands plausibility cbove 211 clsc in his
scicnece=fiction story.

This is a far cry indececd from thc fantasy story, woven around the
uncxplained and the implausible, No attempt is madc to lot the rcader under-
stand the mecaning of what is happcning, for this would destroy the ‘‘chorm” of the
story, Thc purposc here is not to arousc o thirst far knowledge, or wonder at
the complexity of Haturc...thesc storics arc primarily designed to evoke stark
terror, and man's instinctivc fear of the unknowm helps to achicve this cffcct,
Thus, old lcgends @ d superstitions, bascd upon ignorance, are commonly the basic
theme for this type of story. Spirits of the dead (today's commoncst form of
supcrstition) arc the most popular theme, closcly followed by monsters, zombies,
dcmon s, angels, clcementals, ond similar non~mundenc beings., Crceaturcs of the
darkness such as witches, vompires, ghouls, vercuolves, ctce arc currcntly
cnjoy ing a ficld day with the youngor goncrations But, swmarizing all this,
the basic clcment of the fantasy story is fear, ond as such, it carries an
cmotional appcal to the recader, in contrast to the intellcectucl appeal of the
scicnce-fiction story in vhich the supcrnaturel is strictly cxorciscde

It is impossiblc to trace back to the origin of tic supcrnatural story,
It gocs back, in onc form or a other, far beyond the carlicst written records,
Early rcligions and lcgends, handed down from gencration to gencration, might
cven be included in this category. lHan could obscrve the awe-inspiring forces
of Naturc at work about him, end the strongcr lcaders invented storics of cxe
planation with which to rcassurc the wecker members of the tribe, Such talces,
carcfully prescrved md collected, became the nucleus ebout which the religious
belicfs of mankind crystallized, But always, such storics appcaled to the
imagination, and required faith rather than proof,

Poc, in his cerly youth, was strongly attractcd to thc "horror" typc of
supcrnatural tale, undoubtedly becausc of the flights of fancy it cvoked in his
unusually imaginative brain, Thesc werc cnjoying a surge of popularity ot the
time, and many magazines werc featuring the so-called #Gothic toles, One of
the foremost cxponents of this class of fiction was the Blackwood liagazine, a
British publication in which many of our grcabest fantesy classic made thcir
first appcarancc. Such, then, was the literary cnvironment vhen Poc arrived

upon the scencs
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During his school days, wc find Poc avidly spinning ghostly yarns for his
schoolmates, iis carly stories 211 show a ficrce, imaginative supcrnatural thcmce
In them, he reveals a certain, immaturc fascination for the weird and grucsomes
After leaving school, Poe became bitter and melancholy, two characteristics that
are strongly rcflccted in the biting irony of his tales, as well as the gencral

tone of mournfulncss, death and decay., During this timc, he felt cstranged from
the world and, rctreating into a protcctive mentel shell, he compensated by giving
frce play to his fertile imagination,

However, he could not completcly retreat from the world, Sordid cconomic
necessity required that he carn cnough to make living expenscs.e.cespecially since
his foster father, John Allen, hed cut him off, ihile still in school, Poe had
become imbued with an ambition to become a groat writor, and he stuck grimly to
this goal, in spite of many hardships and obstacles, Journalistic work carned
him a living wage, but he clung to his drcam of some doy being a recognized and
rcspected writer,

Poc vas kecnly analytical, ond in his sclf-training in t.c short story
ficld, he made a careful study of the form, as it cxisted a2t that time, He closcly
observed thc various tochniques cmployed by published writers, and skilifully
imitated themy trying to put his own writing on a2 paying basis, In onc of his
letters to T, ¥, “hite (April 30, 1835) he described the necessary qualitics of
the popular story in demand ot the time 2Seeees”the ludicrous heightencd into the
grotesque, the fearful colored into the horrible, the witty cxaggerated into the
burlesque, and the singular heightened into the strange ad the mysticale®

As a rcsult, his carly works arc lurid,, and often intentionally shocking
to the rcader, his vhole purposc being onc of cffccte To Poc, the usc of the
supernatural was the most dpamatic method of achicving this cnd, Such storics
as "Berenice,™ and "Facts in the Casc of 1, Valdemar,! show Poc's conscious
cfforts toward scnsationalism,

Poc was not zbove poking fun at somc of thesc more or less mechanical
nethods of production, In his story, "How To Writc a Blackwood Article,” he
skillfully satirizes thc horror story, pointing out thc littlc literary tricks
which should bc cmployed to produce the desircd cffecte In it he saySeesees

"Scnsations arc the great things after all, Should you cver be drowned
or hung, bec surc and make a notc of your scnsations .e.e thcey will be vorth to
you ten guineas a shect, If ybu wish to writc forcefully, pay minute attention

to scnsationse”
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With tonguc in check, Poc lists the other requirciicnts of a succossful

scnsation” story, as follows:

1, Writc illegibly, Vhen o manuscript can be read, it is not worth
rcading,

2o Get yoursclf into such a Scrapc as no one ever got into beforc,

3e Choosc thec proper tone or manncr of presentation, such as:

e The tone didactic

be The tonc enthusiastic

ce The tone natural

(These he docs not recormend, as being too cormonplace)

de The tone laconic or curt. It consists of short scntences,
bricf phrases, and ncver a paragraph, ‘

ce The tone clevated, diffusive, and interjectional, This is
best when the writer is in too grcat o hurry to think,

fe The tone nmetaphysical, Usc lots of big words and insteod of
explaining, give footnoto rcferences,

ge The tone transcendentel, Hint overything, asscrt nothing,
scec into the naturc of affoirs a grcat deal farther than
anyonc clsc,

h, The tone hetcrogencous, This is simply 2 judicious mixturc
of all thc rest,

Le Fill wp your story aftor it is finishcd, This consists of the addi-
tion of unrclated focts or similes, piquant cxpressions ond quotations,
preferably in o forcign laonguage, These give the s ory an air of
crudition and afford cvidcnce of cxtensive general roading,

Poc concludes this delightful satirc with a horrible cxample cntitled,
MA Predicament,” in which the prinecipal cheracter sticks her head through a
holc in the face of a huge stecple clock, from the inside, and is trappcd by the
descending minute hond, She describes in great detail the scnsations she undore
8 ocs as her head is slowly cut offe Carrying thc tale ad absurdiun, Poc cven
relates her actions md feelings following the bcheading, all in the first
pCTsone
While it is cvidont thot Poc did a great deal of 'bread ond butterd
writing, as many of his lcsscr works revecl, his later writings show o decided
departurc from the norm in the "horror" ficld, Following his acquaintance
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with Wirt in 1829, Poc begen formuloting his theory of unity in thich both imagine-
ation and rcason werc necessary to producc a ucll-balanced story. He belicved that
fancy alonc wos insufficicnt, and thet foct wes on csscnticl ingredient in the
ucll-rounded talce He accordingly begen cxpleining his fantasy in terms of
scicntific facts, thus laying thc groundwork for our modern-day science-fiction,

in vhich cverything must hove an cxplanation, and nothing con be lcft to megic or
to supernctural meons,

Scicnece was a subject of profound intcrest to Poc from carlicst school
days, and hc rcad wvidely in many scicntific ficlds, He hed a liking for astronoay
from his boyhood days, vhen hc studicd the heavens with his tclescopc. His rcading
of ancicont philosophy had given hin the idea of unity as an clementary principle
of the universce From "Thc Christian Philosopher? by Thomos Dick, he derived a
conccption of Naturc as = systom of constitucnt parts, niccly adjusted to cach
othcre From Coleridge, he derived the theoory of centrifugel and ccntripetel
forccs in the universe, Irom such varicd sourccs, Poc later combined and
interpreted o great mass of scicntific detail to cvolve an cleborate detailed
conccpt of the naturc, origin, and ultimate fotc of the universcs

Another bronch ol learning thot oxcrted o strong influcncc on Poc wes
that od medicine, Onc @ spects, from the graphic anatomical descriptions he
somctimes crploys, that he derived a morbid delight in disscction room horrors
at school, in addition to cxtcnsive roading on b ¢ subjccte The subjects of
madness and discasc arc oftcn-rccurring themes in his fiction, and deseriptions
of strange phcnomecna associated with verious illncsscs arc given, in terms of
nedicnl focts of the doy,

As an cxomple, the subject of catolepsy, with its accormenying donger of
burial while yct alive, appcars in many of Poc's storics. It is not knowm for surc
whether Poc was subject to this discase or not, although in #The Premature Burial"
hc g ives 2 vivid first pcerson account of a nightmorc cxperience in which o sup-
poscd cntonbrient proves to be merely the restraint of o small berth on board shipe
This samc theme forms the basis for other of his storics, such as 'Berenice! and
“Fall of the Housc of Usher,'

Other medical subjcects in vhich he showed cn intercst in his storices wcere

the usc of mesmerism, ond galvenic currents. thesc werc popular topics in Poc's
day, ond naturally aroused o great deal of intcreste Poc conjecturcd on the pos-

sibility of bridging t.c gop between lifc and death, and he picturcs, in "A lesmeri:


disea.se

Revelation such a contact teking place, the dying pationt spcaking efter death
and revealing scercts of the universc othcrwisc hidden from mon. #The Facts in
the Casc of i, Valdemar! is o similarly plotted story, writton from a morc scnsa-
tional ond less philosophicel vicupoint. In a somevhat lighter vein, Poc satirizes
the medicel profcssion,with their desscctions and revivifications, in the storics
"Loss of Brcath' and "Somc ords iith a lumy, i

Other contemporary scicntific scnsations arc rcflected in Poc's writing,
usuclly in highly imaginative scttings. However, cspecially in his later storics,
there moy be scen 2 meticulous attention to techmicol detoil that adds considerable
verisimilitude to his writing, “The Balloon Hoax," an account of an ineginary
balloon crossing of thc Atlantic Ocean, first ampcarcd in the Now York Sun and
crcated quitc a scnsation, until later admitted to be a hoax, In this article,

Poc deseribed at great longth the cquipment and construction of the balloon, as
well as details of the trip., The whole thing was so cleverly donec, thc public

accopted it as the truth without question, It is intcresting to notc that the

time of the crossing in Poc's story cxactly coincided with the actual tinc reo-

quircd by the dirigiblec balloon R-3L on its trip across thc Atlantic in 1919,

Going a step farther, Poc wrotc enother balloon ascension story cntitled,
1The Unparallcled Adventurcs of Onc Hans Pfazll.” This voyaege wes sorewhot more
ambitious, taking placc from the carth to the moon, In spitc of its obvious
cbsurdity, in thc light of today's knovledge, the story reveols o carcful roasoning
out of thc technical probloms and difficultics such o trip would cnteil, as well as
uncxpected phenoricna cncountered along the waye. Poc's theory of rarificd atmose
phere pervading tlic universe is unique, ond quite plausibly prescnteds  The whole
story stands as an cxcellent picce of scicnce-fiction, cspecially considering the
foct it was written over a century agoe

"Arthur Gordon Pym, ' Poc's only attempt at a novel, is another strikingly
vivid piccc of writing . "hile it is rather prosaic in its carly stagecs, it cnds
up in truc scicnce-fiction style as the hero is borne toward a uystcrious cataract
into which the occan is pouring at the South Polc,

Conjccturcs as to the form of civilization in the futurc arc a corron
theme in the scicnce-fiction of today, and Poc was no cxcoption, In his story,
"licllonta Touta,™ he picturcs conditions as he imagines them to be, a thousand
years in the future., In this talc, the charactors show radically diffcerent trends

of thought and social beclicfs. They cxhibit great scorn for the primitive days of
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the past, and drewv crroncous conclusions regording o barbaric civilization from
the fovw surviving relics still in cxistencce.

A riverse tiist is given this samc theme in "The Thousand ond Sccond Tale
of Schcherazade.” In this case, the contemporary scicentific wonders of the doy
arc rccounted by the beoutiful princess in the cncicnt sctting of the Arabien
Nights, ‘The ceoliph, licroun Alraschid, finds thesc facts so unbelicveble he
rcpents of having sparcd her life aid has hor cxccuted forthwith,

Thus we find that Poc!s interest in scicnce .. his theory that inogination
rmst be balanced by reason ... provided a new path for the classic fantasy talc,
end in so doing, cstoblished a new literary form thot would later be token up by
such wwiters as Julcs Verne and H, G. .'clls, and finally cvolve into its modern
form with rulecs and conventions as stringent as thosc of tho dotective story,

Jules Verne is often thought of as the forerunncr of imeginative scicnece
fiction, but hc wos antedated by Poc, ond undoubicdly was influcnced by his writ-
ings. Pou's story, "Three Sundeys In o .cck,” provided t ¢ denoument in Vernets
"Around The Vorld in Zighty Doys.® "Un Dremc Dans Les Airo,” nad "Cing Scrcines
cii Balloon" rescmble Poc's '"Bolloon ioox® in treatient ond deteil, if not in plot.
Verne's story "Doctor Ox" copezrs to be a combination of Poc's “The Devil in the
Bclfry! and “"Eiros and Chaormion, ™

Jules Verne cctunlly mmote 2 sequel to Poc's novel firthur Gorden Pym"
which wes cntitled "Le Sphinx Des Gleccos." It is & continuation of Poc's story,
howcver Verne is more reelistic and omits £l) suggestion of supernoitural clenints
from the story. The groet white figure sighted by Pym is cxploined auny as o
negnetic mountain in the form of a sphins,

Thus, from these early writings of Qoc, has sprung the vast and diversificd
ficld knoim os sclence~fiction, Out of the corlicr gothic teles of blood-chilling
horror, hc cvolved the tale of imcgination documented vwith scicentific data. Instcad
of storics of purc imogination,, hc produccd a blend of uxtrome and fanciful cvents
which werce showm to conform to recognized sciontific laws, or at lcest, reasonably
logical scicntific hypothcescse

It is toc bad Poc conmot roturn to sample the curront scicnccefiction markcet.
Here he would find his carcfully deviloped formula: imcginction, unbridled and free,
cmbrocing o1l time, space, ond things; end reason, cold and precisc, logically back-
ing up the story cvery step of t ¢ oy, 4And the result....thc paradox of modern

fiction,..e«thec unbelicveble story made belicvablc!
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