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The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction

Science fiction is at the intersection of numerous fields. It is a literature which
draws on popular culture, and which engages in speculation about science,
history and all types of social relations. This volume brings together essays
by scholars and practitioners of science fiction, which look at the genre from
these different angles. After an introduction to the nature of science fiction,
historical chapters trace science fiction from Thomas More to the present day,
including a chapter on film and television. The second section introduces four
important critical approaches to science fiction drawing their theoretical inspi-
ration from Marxism, postmodernism, feminism and queer theory. The final
and largest section of the book looks at various themes and sub-genres of
science fiction. A number of well-known science fiction writers contribute to
this volume, including Gwyneth Jones, Ken Macl.eod, Brian Stableford, Andy
Duncan, James Gunn, Joan Slonczewski and Damien Broderick.
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FOREWORD

We met in a bedroom of the Royal York Hotel in Toronto in 1971, at the
first meeting of the Science Fiction Research Association. There had been an
earlier, organizing meeting in New York; it is remembered, in part, for the
blackboard exhortation by Dena Brown (then married to Charles Brown,
who not long before had started publishing Locus, still the main news and
reviews magazine of the science fiction field): ‘Let’s take science fiction out of
the classroom and put it back in the gutter where it belongs.’ In those days,
some fans considered the embrace of academia next to the kiss of death.

That was where we were, in Toronto, caught between our pulp traditions,
our love for Edgar Rice Burroughs and A. Merritt and E. E. ‘Doc’ Smith, and
the realization that science fiction was capable of greater sophistication and
that it was worthy of study, of scholarship, even of being taught to students.
We had already seen evidence that it could be literature in the pages of The
Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, of Galaxy, even of Astounding;
Kurt Vonnegut Jr was showing that science fiction could break out of the
backwaters of general expectations into the eddies of the mainstream, even
into best-seller lists, and earn critical acclaim as well, even if it meant taking
the label off the books.

The writer and editor Judith Merril was there in Toronto; and the critic
Leslie Fiedler, a symbol of the new academic acceptance of science fiction;
and Gerald Jonas, who was working on an article for New Yorker, had
published a science-fiction story himself and later would become the science-
fiction book-review editor of the New York Times. Robert Scholes showed
up at a later meeting, I think. He was another academic convert who would
present a series of insightful lectures three years later at Notre Dame (and
get them published under the title of Structural Fabulation, just as Kingsley
Amis had broken the critical ice in a series of lectures at Princeton a decade
earlier, published as New Maps of Hell).

I do not remember who else was in the hotel room in Toronto, but Phil
Klass was there. He had been one of those authors, writing as William Tenn,
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Foreword

who had revealed science fiction’s potential; he had given up writing to teach
English at Penn State University. I remember Phil’s presentation in Toronto
when he compared his encounter with science fiction with his first glimpse of
the model of the solar system at the Hayden Planetarium, the same experience
of knee-trembling epiphany of scope. But most of all I remember standing
with Phil in front of a window looking out upon the Royal York Hotel
grounds and Phil saying, “We should come up with a canon before someone
else does.’

That was where science fiction was back in 1971, filled with hope and an-
ticipation but lacking almost all the tools of scholarship, the reference works,
the indexes, the histories, the encyclopedias, the studies and the canon. The
present volume, with its list of distinguished international scholars and pub-
lished by a university press whose parent institution goes back to the Middle
Ages, is a symbol of how far science-fiction scholarship has come in thirty
years.

Where did it come from?

It all started in the pulp magazines invented in 1896 by Frank A. Munsey.
Mostly filled with adventure stories in a variety of locales and periods,
they became more specialized beginning in 1915 with the introduction of
Detective Story Monthly and then Western Story Magazine in 1919 and
Love Stories in 1921. Hugo Gernsback, an immigrant from Luxembourg,
had been publishing popular-science magazines with science fiction stories
in them. In 1926 he mustered his resources (and his courage) and founded
Amazing Stories. Soon competitors began to appear, fans and new writers
were attracted and a genre was born,

Science-fiction stories and science-fiction writers had been around before,
but what they wrote was not quite sciénce fiction and it was not even called
science fiction (Gernsback gave it, in 1929, the name that would stick):
Verne’s adventure novels were called ‘voyages extraordinaires’ and Wells’s
stories and novels were ‘scientific romances’. Although some critics have
claimed that the direction in which Gernsback moved the new category
was a blind alley and that it would have been better existing as a kind
of mainstream variant, it is difficult to imagine how science fiction would
otherwise have developed its sense of identity, a body of informed readers,
shared assumptions that sometimes rigidified into conventions and a dialogue
among writers, editors and readers that carried science fiction onward and
upward.

Of course that is what the critics have attacked: the sense of identity
that led to inwardness, insularity, ghetto-ism, fandom, conventions, self-
congratulatory awards and all the other paraphernalia. Better, they say, the
freedom, the lack of cohesion, the individual artistry of the mainstream.
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Foreword

Rightly or wrongly, the Gernsback tradition, modified by a succession of
influential magazine editors beginning with John W. Campbell at Astound-
ing/Analog and passing through Tony Boucher and J. Francis McComas of
Fantasy and Science Fiction, Horace Gold and later Frederik Pohl of Galaxy
and Michael Moorcock of New Worlds, shaped the way science fiction de-
veloped. That is what we deal with today, even when the mainstream seems
to have broadened to accept the fanciful, and writers who have emerged
from the Gernsback tradition seem to be free to venture where they will.

What may be significant, but has been largely overlooked, is that virtually
all of the pulp magazines have disappeared except the science-fiction maga-
zines. My conclusion from this (influenced, no doubt, by my early recogni-
tion that the science-fiction magazines were different from the other pulps)
is that science fiction only seemed to be a part of the pulp-magazine tradi-
tion. Rather than emerging from the adventure pulps, science fiction was an
outgrowth of the popular-science movement. Even today, Analog carries the
designation: ‘Science Fiction and Fact’. While the other category pulp mag-
azines were supplanted by television, science fiction continues (diminished
in circulation but surviving), even in the face of burgeoning science-fiction
programming in film and on television.

The teaching of science fiction was started by fans. Sam Moskowitz taught
evening classes at the City College of New York in 1953 and r954. Mark
Hillegas taught the first regularly scheduled course at Colgate University
(New York State), in 1962, followed by Jack Williamson at Eastern New
Mexico University and Tom Clareson at the College of Wooster (Ohio). From
there courses proliferated, not only in English departments but in physics,
chemistry, sociology, anthropology, history and others. Such courses are both
less adventurous and better organized today.

Scholarship was another extraordinary journey. A single academic study,
by Philip Babcock Gove, was published in 1941, followed in the postwar
period by J. O. Bailey’s Pilgrims Through Space and Time and Marjorie
Hope Nicolson’s Voyages to the Moon. But most of the tools of scholarship,
like the postwar publication of science fiction in books, was provided by
amateurs, by dedicated fans, some of them ascending to scholarly objectivity,
such as Donald H. Tuck, Donald B. Day, the New England Science Fiction
Association, Everett F. Bleiler and Sam Moskowitz. _

Academic journals were created, first by fans in academic positions, then
by more traditional scholars; Tom Clareson created Extrapolation in 1959,
and Foundation began in Britain in 1972 and Science-Fiction Studies in 1973.
All have moved around and changed editors from time to time, but they man-
age to persist and serve slightly different communities. Academic conferences
on science fiction, that began with a section at MLA in the late 1950s, grew
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into the Science Fiction Research Association’s annual meeting, the Eaton
Conference at the University of California, Riverside and the International
Conference on the Fantastic in the Arts, now in Fort Lauderdale; more spe-
cialized conferences now are held frequently throughout the year, and in re-
cent years there have been important conferences in Britain, France, Greece
and elsewhere.

Just as the mainstream publishers took over the task of publishing from
the fans, academic scholars began to assume their traditional roles in the
field, bringing to the study greater rigour, better focus and more resources.
But even the scholarly field, inside and outside the academy, remains mo-
tivated more by a love for the field itself than occurs in other disciplines.
Some science-fiction academic publishing houses have come and gone, in-
cluding Advent (a fan publishing enterprise), Starmont House and Borgo
Press. Greenwood Press and McFarland are still active in the field, and a
number of university presses have been receptive to science-fiction texts, in-
cluding Oxford University Press, one of the pioneers, beginning in the 1960s
with Bruce Franklin’s Future Perfect, 1. F. Clarke’s Voices Prophesying War
and Mark Hillegas’s The Future as Nighmare, a series of single-author stud-
ies in the 1980s, and continuing with Edward James’s Science Fiction in the
Twentieth Century in 1994. Today both Wesleyan and Liverpool University
Presses maintain specialist science-fiction series, and Cambridge University
Press has commissioned this book.

Now we enter a new period marked by general acceptance of science fiction
as a respectable area of scholarship, widespread popularity of science fiction
in film (the top ten best-grossing films of all time are mostly science fiction or
fantasy) and the approximately two thousand books of science fiction and
fantasy published each year (many-of them, to be sure, and often the most
popular, media tie-ins). But we now have most of the basic critical tools we
need. John Clute and Peter Nicholls have produced substantial encyclope-
dias; Hal Hall, indexes to reviews; William Contento, indexes to collections
and anthologies; and substantial contributions also from Marshall Tymn,
and Mike Ashley in Great Britain. And the scholars are gathering.

James Gunn
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