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Chapter 1
"Looki ng Backward": The Adventure Mde

Early in his bibliographical survey of modern American science
fiction (hereafter, generally, SF), Krishnamoorthy describes one
of the "rudimentary functions of science fiction" as follows
What the science fiction writer does with the novum
decides the nature of his work. He may simply use it for
painting marvels and horrors--to make the reader gape in
amazement or tremble in fear. This is often styled the
evocation of a "sense of wonder"; the works that do only
this come under the rubric "Gee-Whiz SF". (1983: 2-3)
This thesis will exam ne the sources of this "sense of wonder" in
SF. 't will demonstrate that the sense of wonder is and always
has been a crucial part of adventure fiction in general, not just
SF. Further, we will also seek to show that significant instances
of adventure fiction in al 1 genres, including SF, "go beyond" the

creation of this sense of wonder: that is, one can claim no very

special significance or achievement for a piece of fiction unless

it clearly transcends this sense of wonder. However, di fferent
genres have different ways of going beyond. Our focus will be on
the metamorphoses of adventure fiction in SF, its characteristic

ways of evoking a sense of wonder, and the recurrent patterns of
meani ng-making in some significant SF that take the texts beyond
any simple definition of the sense of wonder.

Discussions of the sense of wonder in SF are hard to come
by, even though references to the phrase occur often. For inst-

ance, "wonder" figures in Science Wonder Stories. the magazine

t hat Hugd Gernsback began publishing way back in 1929; and the

phrase, surely, is implied In the adjective in Gernsback's Amaz-
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ing Stories (1926-29), which was the predecessor to his Sci ence

Wonder Stor ies. In fact, as far as implication s concerned,

certainly many of the i_mnedi ate sources of the sense of wonder
that we will be discussing in this thesis are evident from the
titles of the numerous (short-lived) SF magazines of the Thirties
and Forties. When the genre's great editor, John Campbell, t ook

over the editorship of Astounding Stories in 1937,

the new editor was confronted by new competition. A
prom sing and colourful Marvel Science Stories appeared
on the stands in 1938, to be followed by Startling Stor-
ies, Dynamic Science Stories, and Science Fiction. Fant-
astic Adventures arrived as a stable mate to Amazing, at
t hat time owned by the Ziff-Davis chain--then Planet
Stories, pursued by two magazines edited by a teenage
Frederik Pohl, Astonishing Stories, and Super Science
Stories. Future Fi cti on, Comet Stories, Cosmic Stories,
and Stirring Science Stories pop up around the same
time. (Aldiss 1986: 216)

"Wonder" is associated with SF not only in the titles of the

magazi nes that have so definitively moulded its identity, and in

such anthol ogies as Robert Silverberg's Worlds of Wonder (1987),

but also in such pioneering critical exercises as Damon Knight's

In_Search of Wonder (1956; enlarged ed., 1967). However, though
Knight's title takes "wonder"™ as the object of its quest, the
book is primarily a collection of acerbic evaluations of the SF
writers of his time: as Williamson says, "Exposing ‘chucklehea-
ds', and ‘cosmic jerrybuilders’', dissecting 'half-bad' writers,
[ Knight] brought a sharp mnd and a new sense of value into the

field"™ (1974: 315).

I ndeed, even in an otherwise thorough bibliographic survey
such as Krishnamoorthy's, we find no reference to where, if any-
wher e, the phrase, "sense of wonder" comes from nor even who

uses it: he merely says that the purpose of a certain kind of
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naive SF "is often styled the evocation of a ‘sense of wonder "' "
Per haps it is al 1 too easy to not bother any further with the
phrase once it is used disparagingly to describe "Gee-Whiz SF".
But the sense of wonder, as we shall see in the course of this
chapter and the next, has a vastly greater scope than Krishna-
moorthy grants it, and its resonances are various and surprising
Therefore this study.

One critic who does mention "this elusive quality" is Ben
Bova. In an argument for SF as a "modern mythol ogy", Bova adduces
the vast scale of objects and events:

When a Larry Niven hero detours his spaceship so that he
can take a look at the complex beauty of the double star

Beta Lyrae, when James Blish creates a detailed and
marvel |l ous world of intelligent creatures of m croscopic
size whose world is a tiny pond, when A.E. van Vogt's
time traveller swings across the aeons to trigger t he
creation of the universe--the sense of wonder i nspired

in the reader is twofold. First is the sheer stupendous
audacity of the writer in attempting to <create such
exciting settings, and getting away with it! But at a
deeper, per haps unconscious, level is the thrill of
realizing that the human mnd can reach this far, can
encompass such ideas, can both produce and appreciate
such beauty. (1974: 13)

However, the sources of wonder that Bova identifies are far from
limted to SF. They are to be found el sewhere too. Witers such
as Isaac Asimov (in his vast output of non-fiction), and the
popul ar hi storians of science and society, Ya. Perelman (1962),
Jacob Bronowski (1973), Daniel Boorstin (1976), and Stephen Jay
Gould (1991), for instance, are pronpted by the second of Bova's
sources - for a sense of wonder: "that the human mnd can reach
this far, can enconpass such ideas, can both produce and appreci-
ate such beauty". And, there is at least a third source for t he

sense of wonder in Bova's examples, which is the realization of



"Looking Backward”: The Adventure Mde 4

scales of phenomena and existence: both the very large and the
very small invariably perspectivize our famliar scale of exi st -
ence, the daily world we inhabit, what physicists call "m ddle-
order reality": this effect of "scales"™ routinely |ends power to
many a nmyth in various cultures, and finds literary expression in
forms li ke the Medieval Romance in Europe, Swift's novel Gulli-

ver's Travels, and "fairie" stories and "Jack and the Beanstal k" -

like narratives. The ¢gense of the contingency of our exi stence,
the sense of how easily things m ght have been otherwise, is a
power f ul motive that may make us re-view our own lives afresh.
Such a sense of the contingency of our here-and-now informs, in
letter and spirit, the work of popularizers of science like Lewis
Thomas (197A), and Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan (1992), for exanmple,
and makes them regard even the mpst "mundane" phenomena around us
with an al nost endl ess sense of wonder, for what these phenomena
imply about our existence. Al 1 these writers and works, then, not

only create a vivid sense of wonder, but they do so to reflect on

our lives: they do not merely say, "Look! How Wonderful!"; ra-
t her, they persuade one to ponder, "Look! This is Wbnderful be-
cause. . . ., » That they manage repeatedly to go to the "because"
through the sense of wonder, never abandoning that "first, fine,
carel ess rapture" (to borrow Browning's phrase), is the singular
achi evement of these writers. Significant SF too "goes beyond”

the creation of a sense of wonder, as our discussions in the next

chapter will show.

A rather nore detailed exam nation of the sense of wonder in

SF occurs in Gary Wl fe's discussions of the opposition of t he
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known and the unknown (1977: 94-116). After commenting on the
lack of discussion of the sense of wonder that we noted above

Wbl fe quotes a part of Ben Bova's reference to the phrase (altho-
ugh he wrongly attributes it to Reginald Bretnor in whose book
Bova's article appears). Wl fe then quotes Sam Lundwall 's passing
mention of the phrasé as well (1971: 24), describing that too as
unhel pful. "Other writers on this subjectn, Wl fe declares, “are
hardly more revealing" (115, n. 3). He then goes on to exam ne
"certain recurring structures in science-fiction narratives"”

(95), concluding that

the known exists in opposition to the unknown, with a
barrier of some sort separating them The  barrier is
crossed, and the unknown becomes the known. But t he

crossing of the barrier reveals new problems, and this
sets the stage for a further opposition of known and
unknown. This barrier is crossed, yet another opposition
is set up, and so on. (114)
The sense of wonder, Wl fe says, "grows in part out of the tens-
ion generated by awareness of this opposition, and the i mages of

the sense of wonder are those which nost strongly reinforce this

tension, i mmges that stand at the barrier"” (114). These images
are what he has earlier called "icons", "almost ritualistic imag-
es", such as "the spaceship, the creature, and the city" (95).

In speaking of the origins of the sense of wonder in the
crossing of a barrier from the known into the unknown, Wol f e

refers to a narrative device that is surely not the property of

SF alone. Indeed, the opposition Wolfe describes is perhaps the

characteristic narrative device that story-tellers in both liter-
ate and pre- or sub-literate societies have used throughout human
menory to create a sense of adventure. The act of exploration

whi ch is essentially the attempt to bring an unknown into the
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ambit of the known, or in confrontation with it, is inextricably
associated with the creation of a sense of adventure.

In the course of our brief survey of the history of advent -
ure writing (primarily adventure f_icti on), we will return to the
idea of exploration repeatedly, and see the variety of purposes
for which this device has been used. The strange, faraway | ands
of which travellers tell (real, part-real/part-fictitious, or
totally fictitious--indeed, the entire spectrum of "word-worlds"

familiar to us from say, colonizers' fictions from various peri-

ods of world history) have been one obvious, recurrent motif in
evoking a sense of wonder. The journey along which strange, mar -
vellous things are seen or encountered, and "wondrous events
passing strange" occur, has been a perennial source in fiction

and fact for evoking a sense of wonder--0Odysseus’, and Mar co
Polo's travels, for instance. The creation of the strange sett-
ing, thus, has had a large part in the art and craft of evoking a
sense of adventure, a sense of wonder. This is as true of an SF

novel as it is of The Odyssey.

However, the moment of surprise, the encounter with the
unexpected, may not necessarily involve a "going away" to a stra-
nge I and. Various alternatives include the encounter with the
unfamliar in one's own life and world: which may range from the
wonder of seeing a blade of grass push its way through the cobbl -
ed streets of the mighty city of London, the "™ultimate" synmbol of

civilization, (in Defoe's Journal of the Plague Year [1722a]), to

the sense of wonder at a l|life transformed by a mystical experi -

ence (in Robertson Davies' Fifth Business [1970]). The encounter
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with the unfamiliar which transforms our perception of the famil-
iar world is often alternatively imaged, instead, as an invasion
by the unfamiliar into the famliar world--the staple device of
the Gothic, of contemporary horror fiction and film, and much
alien-invasion and "BEMw» (Bug-Eyed Monster) SF. Yet another vari-
ation on the encounter with the unfamliar is that such an en-
counter may not involve physical exploration at all: the shaman
battles monsters of the mind, and Victor Frankenstein's “dark

labours"™ are dangerous intellectual explorations. The sense of

wonder of the Frankensteinian kind, which we will invoke often in
this thesis, is captured even in Hamlet's well-known speech,
"There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, [/ Than are
dreamt of in your philosophy™ (l.v.166).

Whet her in the case of The Odyssey, in which the eponymous

hero survives vast forces of nature and supernature that t hwart

his return to Ithaca, or in the horror film The Exorcist (1973),

where the famliar world of a teenager is rendered terrifyingly
strange, or in the amoral pacts of know edge that Faust makes
with the Devil, the sense of wonder is inextricably linked with

the sense of danger: awe m xed with terror. This Burkean varia-

tion on the Sublime we will encounter repeatedly both in our
survey of adventure fiction and in our discussions of SF, thus
enlarging the scope of wonder beyond a naive, wi de-eyed innoc-
ence. As. we shall see, often It is a certain quality in this
admi xture of awe and terror that lifts a text beyond what Krish-

namoorthy calls the "Gee-Whiz".
As the foregoing makes clear, no account of the sense of

wonder in SF may be complete, nor would we clearly see what it
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means to say that significant SF "goes beyond" the sense of won-
der (as the title of our study claims), unless we examne in some
detail the shapes which the creation of this sense of wonder has
taken in adventure writing in general. Further, SF's genre-spec-
ific contribution to an enriched understanding of the sense of
wonder t hat life and literature evoke can emerge only from an
assessment of how various genres of the adventure mode go beyond
the creation of a sense of wonder. For here we encounter a hist-
oricity, an artistic and technical umbilical 1link, a progression
or devel opment, in SF that too have found no genuine scholarly
analysis in SF-criticism.

In fact, considering the obviousness and extensiveness of
Science Fiction's debts to the adventure mode, it is sur -
prising indeed that so little has been made of the Iinks bet ween
them This lack of attention on the part of writers and critics
of SF seems even more remarkable when one considers the energy
they have expended in trying to define and justify SF. |ndeed, as

the following section shows, Parrinder is right in describing the

definitions of SF as constituting a "small, parasitic sub-genre
in themselves"! (1980: 2). For these reasons, our survey of att-
empts at defining SF is followed by a brief literary history of

the mshapeg® that the adventure mode has taken in various genres
from the gpic, through the medieval Romance and the Gothic, to
the various genres of the modern novel, especially SF. The third

section of this chapter will then attempt a thematic discussion
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of the adventure node so as to exam ne various aspects  of the
creation of the sense of adventure. W examne the creation of
setting, a prime source for the sense of wonder t hat adventure
writing evokes; the creation of character, especially the crea-
tion of the figure of the hero, which gives narrative focus to
the adventure; and the relation of both character and theme to
narrative setting and our own real-life setting as an i ndi cation
of the "significance" of the adventure.

From its very beginnings SF has been wondering what manner
of "word-beast” it is. In the preface to the 1818 edition of Fra-
nkenstein (a preface reportedly written by her husband Percy
Shel l ey), Mary Shelley, perhaps the genre's earliest self-consci-

ous practitioner, speaks of the "the event on which this fiction

is founded ... as not of impossible occurrence." Distinguishing
her tale from tales "merely weaving a series of supernatural
terrors," she states that the
event on which the interest of the story depends ... was
recommended by the novelty of the situations whi ch it
devel ops, and however impossible as a physical fact,

affords a point of view to the imagination for the de-
lineating of human passions nmore comprehensive and com
mandi ng than any which the ordinary relations of exi st -
ing events can yield. (7; enphases added)

More than a century later, H.G. Wells, in the Preface to the 1933

edition of his Collected Romances, describes the combination of

fant asy, specul ation and realism he is striving towards in his
SF:
In all this type of story the living interest lies in
their [ sic] non-fantastic elements and not in the
invention itself.... The thing that makes such i magi na-

tions interesting is their translation into commonpl ace
terms and a rigid exclusion of other marvels from the
story. Then it becomes human.... As_ soon_as the magic
trick has been done the whole business of t he fant asy
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writer is to keep everything else human and real. Touch-
es of prosaic detail are imperative and a rigorous adhe-
rence to the hypothesis. Any extra fantasy outside the

cardinal assumption immediately gives a touch of irres-
ponsible silliness to the invention. So soon as the
hypothesis is launched the whole interest becomes the
interest of looking at human feelings and human ways,
from the new angle that has been acquired. (Quoted in

Parrinder 1980: 11-12; emphases added)

As we shall see in the definitions that follow, Wel |'s has
not only indicated the distinction between the mere "Gee-whiz"
response and a genuine, serious sense of wonder, but also antic-
i pated many of the approaches that later critics have taken. In

his superb study of SF, Trillion Year Spree (1986), Aldiss says,

"as with all arts, science fiction is [now] more concerned than
ever before with its own nature"™ (28). |If, however, the comments
of Shelley and Wells are any indication, SF has been from its
earliest days self-consciously distinguishing itself from other
genres (and of course, acknowledging kinships with them also) in
content, narrative technique, reader-response, and significance.

And while Shelley highlights the "event" on which the story is

based, Wells contextualizes the "invention" (although he does
call it "the cardinal assumption") both in its technical di men-
sion and its technical impact. Thus, even in their brief ef forts

at definition, they have been quite elaborate. And while neither

explicitly speaks of the adventure mode, it is implicit in Shell-

ey's "novelty of the situations™ which develop, and markedly

explicit in both Frankenstein and all of Wells' SF novels in the

narrative itself, as we shall see in our discussion in the next
chapter.
Of ten, definitions of SF have tended to be based on its

"science" content, and definers have interpreted this term va-
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riously. Hugo Gernsback (to whose magazi nes we owe the populariz-
ation of the term SF) defined "scientifiction™ as "a charmng ro-
mance intermngled with scientific fact and prophetic vision"
(quoted in Scholes and Rabkin 1977: 37). 1In his early study Pilg-

rims through Space and Time, J.O Bailey described SF as "a narr-

ative of an imaginary invention or discovery in the natural sci -
ences and consequent adventures and experiences"™ (1947: 10; emph-
asis added). In speaking of SF as an "intermingled"” romance

Gernsback is also no doubt inplicitly acknowledging SF's debt to

the adventure mode, while Bailey does speak of SF as an adventure

narrative, if only as a feature of secondary importance. Kingsley
Am s, who himself is in comparison a mainstream novelist, in his
influential |Ilectures on SF (Princeton, 1958) said that SF treats

"a situation that could not arise in the world we know, but which
is hypothesised on innovation in science, technology, pseudo-sci-
ence, pseudo-technology, whet her human or extraterrestrial in
origin" (1960: 18). Anong these "SF-as-extrapolation™ definit-
ions, perhaps the most extreme one comes from the SF writer Rob-
ert Heinlein: SF is "realistic speculation about possible future
events, based on adequate knowl edge of the real world, past and
present, and thorough understanding of the nature and signific-
ance of the scientific method" (1959: 22). This is a definition
that ignores SF's debts to genres such as the Romance entirely, a
debt that abundantly manifests in Heinlein's own SF. The view of
SF as extrapolation that Am s and Heinlein advance continues to
find favour, as for instance, in Gee's review of the Spielberg

film Jurassic Park (1983) in which he says "all good science
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fiction ... takes established science and pushes it Jjust a little

further than reality currently allows*' (681; emphasis added). Any
reader familiar with SF will readily acknowl edge that the bulk of
at least "popular"™ SF clearly fantasizes well beyond this reason-
able-sounding constraint.

Ot her definitions have interpreted the scientific-techno-
| ogical content of SF more |oosely. For Bretnor, SF is “"rational
specul ation regarding the human experience of science and its
resul tant technologies™ (1974: 150). The SF writer Sturgeon too

| ays stress on human beings when he describes a good SF narrative

as a "story about human beings with human problens and human
solutions which wouldn't have happened at all without its science
content” (quoted in Krishnamoorthy 1983: 9). The writer, t eacher

and critic James Gunn says that SF deals with "effects of change

on people in the real world as it can be projected into past,
future or distant places. It often concerns itself with scientif-
ic or technological change, involves matters whose inportance is
greater than individual or community; often civilization itself

is in danger" (1977: 1). Sturgeon's stress on the human aspect of
SF, and even more importantly, Gunn's comment on the civiliza-
tional scale of SF, are features we shall encounter repeatedly in
the SF we examine in the next chapter. Edmund Crispin sees SF as
presupposing "a technolgy, or an effect of technology, or a dis-
turbance in the natural order such as humanity, upto the time of
writing, ﬂhas not in actual fact experienced" (1955: 7). A later
definition he offered described SF as an "Origin of Species Fict-

ion", since it is "about us as we have been shaped by our genes-

is, bi ol ogy, environment and behaviour"; he reiterates that SF
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"is not really about the Martians, or Morl ocks, or m racul ously

intelligent machines.... It is about us, here. now" (1963: 865 ;

emphasis added). Crispin's view is one we shall have occasion to
return to several times during the course of our discussion of SF
novels in the next chapter, especially when we discuss post-cata-
strophe SF. Aldiss defines SF as the "search for a definition of
manki nd and his status in the universe which wll stand in our
advanced but confused state of know edge (science), and is char-

acteristical ly cast in the Gothic or post-Gothic mode™ (1886: 25,

emphases added). Quite apart from SF's explicit connection with
the Gothic, in describing the characteristic activity of SF as a
"search", Aldiss invokes SF's kinship with the Romance, or roman-

tic quest narratives.
Comprehensive definitions such as those offered by Gunn,
Crispin and Aldiss have often tempted definers to place SF in an

extravagantly hierarchical relation to other genres. Thus Canp-

bel I, the famous magazine-SF editor, says that since SF "deals
with all places in the universe and all times in eternity, so the
[rest of the] literature of here-and-now is, truly, but a subset
of science fiction" (quoted by Schm dt 1977: 28-9). 1In his theory
of literary modes, Northrop Frye describes SF more modestly as "a
mode of romance with a strong inherent tendency to myth" (1957:

49). The anthol ogi st Moskowitz, however, heads in another parall-
el direction when he describes SF as "a branch of fantasy which
eases the "willing suspension of disbelief" ... by utilizing an
at mosphere of scientific credibility for its imaginative specul a-

tion in physical science, space, time, social science and philo-
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sophy" (1963: 11). Silverberg concurs, describing SF as a "subset
of fantasy™ which "works with that which is or seenms possible but
not yet a reality ... and tries to give unrealities the feel of
reality o E coaxing from the reader a ‘willing suspension of
di sbelief" (1987: xiii). Kagarlitski and Schmer! also view SF as
a variant of fantasy (1971: 29-52; 1971: 105-111). Both Todorov
(1975: 56-57), and Rabkin (1976: 119) see SF as parts of "super -
genres™--the "marvellous" in Todorov's typology, and a certain
space or stretch on a continuum of the fantastic in Rabkin’'s
scheme. Brooke-Rose, finding both Todorov's and Rabkin's accounts
too simplistic, draws on a wealth of narratological theory to
tabul ate the simlarities between realistic fiction and SF in
terms of narrative tropes (1983). While narratological ly nuanced

with many fine distinctions made between narrative strategies,
Brooke- Rose's analysis does not account at all for the history of

SF in the adventure mode.

However, Bruce Franklin (1978: 3) and Samuel Delany (1971:
140; but see also Delany's other insightful SF criticism [cited
in our bibliographyl, as well as Tatsumi [1986], and Dery
[19931) eschew discussion of root and branches altogether and
consi der SF as bearing a different relation to “"reality" t han
other genres of fiction such as mundane fiction, historical fict-
i on, and fantasy. These two critics, thus, invalidate a thesis
such as the one Little advances that SF is "merely an industrial-
i zed fairy-land where i mpossible machines take the place of an
equally impossible magic. The wizard is given a lab coat and
called a scientist" (1980: 78). Among other critics who follow

t he line taken by Delany and Franklin are Dieter Pet zol d, who
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classifies four different ways in which the "secondary worl ds" of
"fantasmatiqr texts relate to reality (1986). Extending his earl-
ier argument, Rabkin (1979) identifies the "metalinguistic"™ asp-
ects of SF that distinguish it from a related genre such as fant-

asy. Drawi ng upon the work of the Russian Formalists of the early

twentieth century, Darko Suvin offers a structural-functional
definition of SF as "the literature of cognitive estrangement"”
(1979: 3-48), whi ch he then develops in several articles and

books (for instance, 1984 and 1988). However, as Parrinder right-
ly points out, Suvin's definition is not so much descriptive as
"a highly normative one which asserts that SF has the presenta-
tion of a ‘distancing’ vision, |l|eading to social criticism, as
its essential (but usually unfulfilled) prom se or purpose" (Par-
rinder 1980: 74). Using Suvin, Delany, and the work structuralist
critic, Jonathan Culler (1975), Kathleen Spencer (1983) discusses
briefly some characteristic narrative strategies of SF that set
it apart from related genres. Discussing the different relations
SF and fantasy bear to the idea of "conceivability" (i.e., plaus-
ibility), Manlove defines fantasy as "a fiction evoking wonder"

(1975: 1). However, this description applies equally well, i f

differently, to SF, as we shall argue in the next two chapters.

Indeed, the relation of the worlds of fantasy (and by exten-
si on, al | fiction including SF) to "reality"--"one of the few
wor ds which mean nothing without quotes"” as Nabokov aptly says
(1956: 314)--has occupied many, many critics. Since a discussion
of that will take us far afield from the task at hand which is to

adumbrate definitions of SF, here we will only direct the inter-
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ested reader to the overview of the "definitions, genres, import"
of the "literary fantastic" in Cornwell (1988) .

As even this brief account of definitions and discussions of
SF indicates, much discussion is available in the secondary lit-
erature on the genre about the content, context, techniques and
"agendas" of SF. However, very little explicit attention has been
paid to the pervasive mode of SF; that is, the apparent shape of
the story or narrative in the bulk of SF, adventure, seems to
find no genuine acknowledgement in the discussion. Even where
more-than-passing mention of adventure in SF hag been made, as in
Asimov (1971), a very l|limted sense of the idea of adventure  Thas
been explored. Asinov divides SF into three categories dependi ng
on how it treats an invention such as the automobile. Beverly

Friend summari ses the three kinds of SF as follows:

A gadget SF story would concentrate on the car and its
wor ki ngs, climaxing with the new invention puttering
down the street. Adventure SF would present the inventor
with a beautiful daughter, expressly so that she m ght
be ki dnapped and ultimately rescued via judicious use of

the new invention. Social SF would [ook beyond the in-
vention itself to its ramifications ... traffic jams,
hi ghway death tolls, possibly even pollution. (1977

140, emphases added)
Clearly, even Asimov seems to interpret adventure in a simple-
m nded manner here.
In general, of course, adventure as a category of literary
anal ysi s has tended to be ignored or treated mainly in passing

reference, or else, relegated to domains categorized as paralit-

erature, subli terature, or juvenile literature. In anthol ogi es
with such titles as Boys' Adventure Stories, it has been relegat-
ed to a domain altogether outside serious discussion of literary

genre or techni que, subject or audience. As Martin Green has
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argued in his superb study of the intimate <connections bet ween

adventure writing and imperialist projects, this lack of atten-

tion has worked to the detriment of creation of serious litera-
ture itself (or os serious reading of implicit i deol ogi cal and
ot her burdens in works of I|iterature):

I nsof ar as serious writers have turned away from the
adventure tale, and its subject matter, the frontier and
the empire, they have turned away from an essential part
of modern history. 1 think that turning away has weaken-
ed the character of their seriousness. (1979: 347, n.
11)

Perhaps the main reason for this sustained lack of attention has

to do with the ready or unthinking identification of the idea of

"adventure™ merely with physical action and sensation. For i nst -
ance, Hi nckl ey and Hi nckley (1989) distinguish novels of adven-
ture from those of "suspense" and "drama" in the following fash-

ion in their guide to American bestsellers:
A story of exciting exploits, typically of a physical
nature and out-of-doors. While the characters may be

pl aced in high-risk positions, the emphasis is on the
action more than the suspense. (140)

But the omipresent elements of adventure, those thematic and
narrative features of a text that evoke a sense of adventure, are
hardly confined to merely physical action and sensation: explora-
tion, the creation of a setting, narrative suspense, the encount-
er with an Unknown, conflict between a hero and a villain, and
the more or less satisfactory presentation of the conflict bet w-
een what they stand for, the besting, the initiation of the hero,
hi s growth," and the challenge given tq him to show |eadership
gualities, for instance

Thus, characterizations of adventure based on physical ac-
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tion and sensation, while generally true as far as they go, are
quite clearly i nadequate responses to the adventure mode. For
even a cursory glance at examples of adventure writing wll show
many instances in which the sense of adventure does not lie (on-
ly, or at times at all) in physical action, or in the [literal

"chill running down one's spine".

The omi presence of the elements of adventure in | onger

narrative literature is striking. This will be evident from even
the brief history of adventure writing that follows. Quite apart
from the sheer range of genres that employ this node (from the
epic to spy novels), the variety of the ends which elements of
adventure have been expected to achieve is vast indeed. These
ends range from the construction of a heroic ideal in the epic
and medi eval Romances (different in many ways yet simlar in the
obvi ous elements of adventure such as encounters with monstrosit-
ies and | andscapes of difficulty), through savage Swiftian sat-
ire, to intrepid explorations of the tenebrous psyche that many

masters of the modern novel have undertaken. Considering the uses

to which adventure has been put and the range of genres it has
radically affected, it is incorrect to see all adventure narrat-
ives merely as action-packed thrillers which serve to keep unple-
asant and pressing questions of nodern existence at bay. | ndeed,

this whiff of "escapism' seems to hang in the air always in crit-
ical and canonical assessments of adventure fiction. It is inmpor-
tant for us to notice the escape function of adventure in gener-
al , because the charge of escapism is quite regularly | evel | ed
against SF as wel1l.

Further, it is not just genres of fiction that adventure
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permeates; travel writing, as we will see, is as indebted to the
adventure mode as any genre of fiction, and in turn has moul ded
adventure fiction decisively. This much can be deduced from the
propensity of adventure fiction of many Kkinds to exploit t he
experience of a journey to provide the presence of, and encount-
ers with, the unfamliar, the unknown, the strange. Narrative
devices of the adventure mode may easily be found even in genres
as di stant from adventure writing as the popul ar science essay
and the autobiography. It is this use of themes and narrative
devi ces associated with excitement and adventure in a wide vari-
ety of domai ns other than fiction, that forces us to speak of

adventure not as a genre but as a mode.

Mai ntaining a working distinction between genre and mode
al | ows us to defer questions of defining science fiction and
urges us to examne its existence as genre and node instead. That
the issue of defining SF (as opposed to describing it) needs to
be deferred (if not altogether by-passed) is evident from our
foregoing summary of definitions of SF at the beginning of this
chapter. As WIlson (1990), in his wide-ranging study of the them-
atics of "play" in Western literature, has insightfully and per-

suasi vely argued, discussions of definitions of genres are neces-

sarily inconclusive since literary categories such as Gothic, or
post moder n, denote at one and the same time a kind of writing
t hat emerged at a particular historical period, as well as a

| oosely identifiable set of themes and narrative techniques which
may in fact be found in various periods of |literary history: thus

the Odyssey is full of the supernatural while yet not a Gothic,
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and Sterne's Tristram Shandy is quite thoroughly self-reflexive

wi t hout bei ng post-modern. Thus, geneal ogies of SF prepared by
various authorities have inculded the Sumerian epic Gilgamesh,

Homer's The Iliad and The 0Odyssey, and Plato's Repub] ic. Such a

problem with literary categories, of course, is only part of t he
reason why SF has been ascribed such ancestries. At | east as
i mportant a reason is the attempt to give respectability to what
has often been regarded by canon-makers not only as a subliterat-
ure, but one that is fit only for adol escent m nds. Apologists of
SF therefore tend to make correspondingly forceful (if also ex-
travagant) claims for the genre's 'hoary' ancestry: witness Alex
Ei senstein and Lester del Rey's ascriptions of the |Icarus |egend,

and Gilgamesh, respectively as SF (Aldiss 1986: 446, n.3, 4).1

One way around debates about origins of SF and various foun-
dati onal ist myths ("In the Beginning was the "), as well as
guestions about what is to be included as SF and what excluded,
is to maintain a working distinction between dgenre and mode.
While genre signifies a kind of writing associated with a hist-
orical period, mode denotes a set of themes and narrative techn-
i ques, in some sense "always already" available to the author.
Thus, since adventure writing is to be found in a wide variety of
genres and an overwhelmng famly-tree that arches over vast
historical time, it my be called a mode. Simlarly, as the ele-
ments of the Gothic are employed in an increasingly large number
of genres, fr;)m Edgar Allan Poe's poetry to Robin Cook's medical
thrillers, the Gothic too tends "mode-wards". And in so far as a

great deal of modern SF creates technological Utopias (or dystop-

i as), a pre-modern example such as More’s Utopia (1516) my be
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retrospectively labelled science fictional. Hence too, scientific
and technological advances are often described in the popular
press as ushering in "science fictional scenarios". Fancifully,

one m ght describe genre as nomnal since it denotes an entity,
and mode adjectival since it describes properties. Further, bord-

erline cases such as Shelley's Frankenstei n (1818) may with equal

|l egiti mcy be described as Gothic SF, or science fictional Gothic
(anong other possible descriptions) depending upon the require-
ments of the argument.

Mul tiple descriptions such as those of Frankenstei n are

possible firstly because SF is a retrospectively created category
(like so many others). That is, the term had its origins in the
pulp fiction of the twenties of this century. Only thereafter
have attempts at definition sought to bring sonme nineteenth-cent-
ury texts into a category that did not exist at the tinme of t he
writing of those texts. Indeed, Ketterer (1979) adduces just this

reason for not calling Erankenstein SF (cited in Aldiss 1986:

51). Other critics (e.g., Schulz [1987]) have persuasively argued
t hat t here is an important discontinuity in genric traditions
bet ween the Utopian writing of the latter half of the nineteenth
century and the American pulp SF of the first two decades of this
century--a discontinuity in theme and readership that needs to be
kept in mnd as one seeks to subsume both kinds of writing wunder
the rubric SF.

A second reason why Frankenstei p may be described variously

lies in the ways genres are constituted and legitimted. Today SF
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is a wel l-organized genre with its own forums of magazines and
journals; both publishing houses and academi c presses have series
of and on SF. It has its own annual genre conventions and systems
of awards (see Killheffer [1991] for a recent overview of the
publishing industry's involvement in SF) as well as fan-clubs and
other "cult" phenomena. The amount of secondary material availab-
| e, already vast, is increasing rapidly. An SF text is thus in
some sense over-determined as SF immediately upon first appear -
ance. It acquires the SF label and that is reaffirmed by the

several institutions mentioned above. Now, Frankenstei n comes

from a period when none of these institutions exerted themselves
in the interest of SF, and even if re-issued under an SF imprint
it still occupies only an ambiguously science fictional niche.

That even Huxley's Brave New World (1932) and Orwell's 1984

(1949) remain only ambiguously science fiction is perhaps the
more surprising fact, given that these two novels have for | ong
been among the most well-known SF novels where non-SF readers are
concerned. That is, the fact that Huxley and Orwell published in
the mainstream (and not under an SF imprint) meant t hat their

books were seen as conti nuati ons of other genric traditions such

as utopian/dystopian writing, or political fiction, thus rein-
forcing our point that equally valid multiple genric descriptions
of a work are possible, as well as the important observation that
the modality of a work allows for such multiple descriptions.
Mar ket forces' such as the publishing industry's fiats on what
counts as SF and what does not are crucial determinants of how
even wri ters view their work: a fact evident in the desire of

authors |like Vonnegut (1962; also see Klinkowitz and Somer 1973),
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and recently, Delany and Sladek (see Disch [1992]) to break out
of the "™science fiction ghetto". Even more instructive of t he
way s in which genre identity is contingent upon socio-political

factors is the occasional attempt by a publishing house to market

a text originally published as SF, afresh in the minstream
Schol es narrates the strange fate that befell Daniel Keyes' "Flo-
wers for Algernon"” (1959) as it was shorn of its extra-textual

generic markers, one by one, as it journeyed from SF to mainstr-
eam to film Scholes reports that the story

was made into a movie and given, of course, a new title

CHARLY (with the R childishly reversed).... M paperback
copy ... has a scene from the film on the cover, with
the word CHARLY prom nently displayed, and a bundle of
"rave" guot ati ons from reviewers on the back cover.
Nowhere on the cover of this book does the expression
"science fiction" appear. Even the Hugo award (which is
at |l east as reliable an indicator of quality as, say,
the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction) goes unmentioned. |nside
in very fine print, the ultra-snoopy purchaser may find
in the back pages some words about the author, whi ch

indicate that this work first appeared as a "magazine
story" (but the name of the magazine is suppressed) and
that it won a Hugo award as the "best science novelette"
in 1960. Even there, the cautious editors have managed
to avoid the stigmatizing expression. Flowers for Alger-
non has gone straight, folks; it has passed the [ine
around the SF ghetto, and to rem nd us of its sordid
history would be downright impolite. And it m ght chase
away a ot of potential customers who "hate science
fiction". (1975: 55)

Thi s di scussion of the distinctions between genre and mode
began with the observation of the vast number of genres which
empl oyed the adventure mode. After drawing some of the |ineaments
of the adventure nmode and its presence in various genres, we will
| ook nore cfosely at the ways in which adventure is enployed in a
single genre, science fiction. Such an exercise, we hope, wi |l

allow us, firstly, to see how adventure informs different SF
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texts to different degrees and to different ends, and secondly,
how these intersections of adventure and SF modify our notions of

both adventure and SF as such.

| ndeed, it is one of the aims of this thesis--for gener al
reasons as well as for a better understanding of SF--to try and
recover adventure as a literary term and modal category from its

wi despread underestimation, even disparagement. We hope to do
this by adumbrating the range of ways in which it informs texts,
even though the focus of the present argument will be on SF tex-
ts. It is proposed to attempt this recovery by exam ning the ways
in which SF texts enploy such elements of the adventure mode as
the figure of the hero (as distinct from merely the "main char-
acter"), the journey to the strange land, the creation of an
unknown setting, and the growth or initiation narrative of a
"representative" character, even as these texts engage with con-
temporary reality. We hope that such an exercise will demonstrate
the degree to which SF both participates in the traditions of
adventure writing and predictably and characteristically nmodifies
those traditions.

In preparation for the attenmpt to achieve the above aim

this introductory chapter will wundertake an overview of adventure
writing. A thorough-going history of adventure writing, incident-
ally, still remins to be written. However, two book-length stud-

ies which focus on aspects of adventure writing my be mentioned.

Paul Zweig's The Adventurers (1974) is a fascinating, if somewhat

idiosyncratic, discussion of a variety of adventurers, among them
Odysseus, Robi nson Crusoe, and Don Juan. As Martin Green says,

Zweig finds that "adventurers always flee women, and reinvent
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themselves as men, in order to find wholly male pleasures; (Zwe-
ig] cites Achilles and Patroclus, Quixote and Panza, as pattern
examples™ (Green 1979: 346, n. 11). Zweig's account, while quite
illum nating on such "adventurers™ as Odysseus, |eaves out a much
of the socio-cultural matrices of adventure writing. Perhaps the
best available account of those aspects of adventure writing is

Martin Green's Dreams of Adventure, Deeds of Empire (1979) whi ch

argues elegantly and persuasively that

the adventure tales that formed the |Iight reading of
Englishmen for two hundred years and more after Robinson
Crusoe were, in fact, the energizing myth of English
i mperialism They were, collectively, the story England
told itself as it went to sleep at night; and, in the
form of its dreams, they charged England's will with the
energy to go out into the world and explore, conquer,

and rule. (3)
In collocating adventure and empire Green intelligently delimits
the scope of his discussions of adventure. For all that, his
study of adventure writing is a wide-ranging one WwWith implica-
tions as far afield as cultural studies and pedagogy, indicating
no doubt, the magnitude of the task ahead for the critic who
undertakes a full-fledged history of the adventure mode.

The following brief history of adventure writing, on the
ot her hand, owes much to Satyasree's discussion of the writings
of Richard Jefferies (1988) as to these other works of criticism
After outlining its historical development, we shall discuss the
adventure mode in terms of some of its characteristic themes and
narrative devices, for instance the crucial thematic opposition
of the Known versus the Unknown. This discussion will prefigure
the wvariations that SF characteristically "plays" on the al most

stock themes and narrative techniques of adventure fiction. In
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the second chapter, subsequently, we will exam ne the elements of
adventure which SF in particular employs, and the purposes for

which it enploys them

Adventure: a Background

The literary associations of adventure, which reflect the bewild-
ering yet quotidian real-life phenomenon of adventures which
peopl e encounter, my be adumbrated by going to the word's orig-
inal as wel 1l as cumulatively acquired meani ngs. The word "advent -
ure" comes from the Latin roots "ad" and "venire", whi ch lite-
rally mean "to come at" or "to chance upon" something. The word
as we know it in English is formed by the conmbination of t he
prefix "ad" with the word "venture", which means experience at-a-
vent ure, that is to say an experience or undertaking involving
chance or happenstance, and which includes a measure of risk or
danger. Thus, unexpectedness--and as we shall see, in some self-
conscious adventures, even an expected unexpectedness--also be-
comes one of the essential elements of the idea of adventure.
This unexpectedness is wusually experienced by the character-part-
icipant-narrator-commentator, who offers (or offer) an organi zing

focus for the adventure.

| f we |ook at the geneal ogy of adventure, certain crucial
and basic facts emerge. Any event in real life can be regarded as

an adventure if it is made up of a combination of the following
factors: a possibility of undergoing a significantly, mar kedl y

new experience (quite frequently, indeed, such an experience
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arises from a journey); naturally, a character-participant who
encounters the experience; chance or unpredictable happenings
more or |ess beyond the control of the character; and the unusual
or hei ghtened effects, on the character, of the happenings as
experienced by sonme real person. In real life, agai n, anyt hi ng

that someone thinks of as an adventure is an adventure, accompan-

i ed, no doubt, by such biochem cal indicators as an upsurge in
adrenl ai ne level in the blood, vasodilation of the superficial
blood-vessels, etc, and of course the heart that beat s har der,
the sweat that breaks out on a body, the thrill of excitement or

fear experienced. The sensational effects that adventure fiction
"typically"™ <creates are, after all, based on very real patterns
of experi ence.

I'n l[iterature, in contrast to real life, the creator of

fictitious adventures has to create, and make the reader f eel

the character’'s sense of adventure; a literary adventure does not
come into existence, does not simply happen, as does a real-life
adventure but has to be brought into existence. |In a very import-

ant sense, consequently, a literary adventure is a somewhat para-

doxical <creation of the unexpected. For it is knowi ng, deliber
2

at e, predictive. Adventure narratives, then, chiefly comprise
all the strange and exciting things that may happen to their
characters, whet her or not the telling chooses to emphasize the
happeni ngs (the action) or the character's reaction to them (the
psychological effect). Predom nance of  such out-of-the-ordinary
occurrences and the protagonist’s involvement with and reaction
to them form the basic framework of the genuine adventure narrat-

ive, whet her or not it deals with other overt themes or wor ks
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towards fulfilment of hidden or not-so-covert programmes, for
instance, to excite the reader, or to "reform'" him Martin Green

offers a prelimmnary definition of adventure which serves to dis-

tinguish, for the purposes of his study, "between the romances
and the adventures ... : wusing romances for the Scott and Scott-
type books, adventure for Defoe and his affiliates" (1979: 24).
"In general", Green says,

adventure seems to mean a series of events, partly but
not wholly accidental, in settings remote from the dom
estic and probably from the civilized (at least in the
psychological sense of remote), which constitute a chal-
lenge to the central character. |In meeting this challen-
ge, he/she performs a series of exploits which make
him her a hero, eminent in virtues such as courage,
fortitude, cunning, strength, |eadership, and persisten-
ce. (23)

In the |ight of these pared-down definitions, the advent of

adventure fiction cannot be seen as having occurred in the work

of avowed, self-conscious and highly successful latter-day writ-
ers like R. L. Stevenson, but in the earliest human attempts at
story-telling. Clearly, no story will grip its audience unless it

i mparts to them to some degree a sense of the unexpected (again,
often, an expectedly unexpected event), of suspense regarding the
novelty of the action or of the reaction. For an account of an
event to become a story, therefore, the event has always had to
contain within itself, or be "given™ in narration, a sense of
anticipation. If the event which is recounted contains a sense of
adventure, its audience will be gripped by the matter itself

such is thé‘expectation, quite frankly fulfilled for vast reader-
ships, of the formula adventure narrative, one that relies on the

standard list of sensational features alone for its impact. One
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finds recurring use of this facility in all literatures of al)
ages. On the other hand, it is always possible to colour, height-
en or intensify the sense of adventure by the manner and method
of narration, even when the events are not obvi ously chancy or
peril ous. This brings us to the "artist", or the craftsman of
hei ght ened effects of adventure, and the craft he practises

The subject matter of the early artist of adventure, t he
itinerant singer or the shaman who recounted or re-enacted folk
tales, myths and |egends, was the apotheosis of ordinary types of
exciting encounter in the extraordinary adventures of extraordin-
ary yet conventional heroes (in the case of the shamans, them
selves). These heroes fought with gigantic, even monstrous natur-
al or supernatural forces of evil, confusion, and tyranny or
pursued goals nearly or quite beyond human ability, barely within

the realm of our imagination, even: therefore the wi de-eyed and

open-mout hed response to such narratives in juvenile listeners
and in all other types of unschooled (i.e., wunspoilt, un-cynical)
audi ences. It does not take much, thus, to see how the "sense of
wonder " with which we began our discussion forms part of t he
response to al 1 adventure in some sense. |In passing we nay note
that in the presentation of all stock adventures in conventional

forms, which are invariably performing arts, a great deal of very
el aborate preparation is needed on the part of the narrator-act-
or. And this preparation reflects both culture-specific and high-
ly developed and various crafts. For i nstance, the Kat hakal

dance-drama-adventures of Kerala or their counterparts in Thai-
land or Indonesia enploy highly elaborate costume, make up, masks

and accessories, muscial accompani ment and dance techniques ela-



"Looki ng Backward": The Adventure Mbdde 30

borated and kept alive for centuries by hi ghly dedicated and
di sciplined troupes and schools of performers. The consequences
of ignoring such contemporary perform ng adventure arts and their
anci ent ancestry would be disastrous for any genuine effort to
under st and this perennial and clearly universal aspect of human
life, the narration of adventure. That the occurrence of such
performance, whether by select and specialized people, or parti -
cipatory, is found in all cultures need not be elaborately proven
once we recognhize its range from Cossack dances to Amerindian

pre-enactments of hunts, from medieval Biblical dramas to African

or sout h- east Asi an dance dramas, and their progeny in nmodern
"folk™ forms such as the popular film with its i nvincible hero
and the rewards he receives while enthralling audiences all over
the world. This much is clear from all of them that they are

different variations on the same theme, the struggle of humani ty
agai nst forces beyond their normal powers to withstand or under -

stand.

Interestingly, and significantly, at |east one contemporary
account of the creative writer is thoroughly rem niscent of t he
shamans' explorations. Susan Sontag, in an essay on the extremes
of experience that avant-garde writing explores, describes one of
the tasks art has performed as "making forays into and taking up
positions on the frontiers of consciousness (often very dangerous
to the artist as a person) and reporting back what's there". It
is because of. this task which the artist performs, she says, that
"within the last century art conceived as an autonomous activity

has come to be invested with an uprecedented stature--the nearest
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thing to a sacramental human activity acknowl edged by secul ar

society™ (1967: 92). Sontag’s account of the artist's task, of

course, draws heavily on the terms with which adventure writing
is conventionally associated: forays, frontiers, and dangers. As
we shall see in the next chapter, SF is often involved in the
portrayal of just such forays into dangerous physical, mor al ,

emotional and intellectual territory. Beginning in the dim (pre-)

hi story of shamanistic narratives, then, the adventure tale has
undergone transformations through the epic, ballad, Romance, t he
conte and the (short) story; its transformations have continued

in the novel from its very beginnings. (This is a process nmost

clearly evinced by western literature in the early devel opment of
t he form and emulated in recent times by non-Wstern literatur-
es) .

As a wel l-developed, consolidated and "heroic" literary

tradition, the epic may be analyzed for its use of the adventure
mode and as the first major recognizable literary form to do so
We nmust, however, not forget the 1ong, increment al, stratified
history of arche- or proto-adventure narratives from which al 1
epics are eventually composed. The subject matter of the epic,
generally great themes such as the rise and fall of an entire
civilization, is explored by means of the adventures of the hero
t hat at least in part include encounters in some supra-human
realm of experience. Aeneas, Odysseus, or Rama become elevated
representatives of their cultures, even mediating between it and
the gods. Their adventures lend unity to the large scope of t he
epic action. |In the hands of the epic story-teller, the advent-

ures  of the hero become occasions for exam ni ng (and perhaps
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reaffirmng) the established values of that civilization. The

adventure represented in the epics occurs, if not in, then within
sight of a higher realm which is inhabited by gods and other
superhuman or elevated figures. The epic hero himself is, or at
times rises to become a half-human, half-divine personage whose
adventures are either caused, or their progress complicated or
furthered, by the gods (precursors of later devices of Chance).

Thus, whi le an audience may recognize the humanity as wel 1l as

representative role or value of the epic hero, they may not read-

ily identify with him since the distancing arises partly from
superhuman adventures. Indeed, traditional modes of adventure
narration everywhere rely on sympathy rather than on identity

with the characters, and exploit the distance thus established
for creating for themselves a sacred status and niche in the
culture. However, the hero's actions and reactions severly and
seriously test, and affirm and reaffirm the ethical framework of
the audience's culture; indeed, the hero's tasks are at times
specifical ly wundertaken on their behalf, as the Pandavas and

Krishna do in the Mahabharata. While the recurring, universal or

culture-transcending aspects of these narratives make for the
hold that these tales have on human imagination, their dissimlar
details confirm the endless possibilities of the adventure mode
itself.

The scale of theme and action is perhaps the most striking
simlarity beiween the epic and SF. In fact, as we saw at the
beginning of this chapter, Ben Bova and others have argued for SF

as a "modern mythology" largely on the basis of the sense of
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wonder evoked by the sheer scale of action, while Sontag as we

saw argues for the same idea in more general terms. The scale of

the wepic as a crucial feature of its aesthetic power as well as
social, even communal has, of course, 1long been known: "Longinus"
bases his theory of the Sublime on precisely this aspect. As

Atkins explains in his commentary, "Longinus" believed that

grandeur in literature appeals irresistably to man...
mankind is drawn to what is vast or great or beautiful
in Nature, to the great waters of the Nile ... to the
lightning flash of heaven or the fierce fires of Et -
na. . .. the world-embracing stride of the steeds of Hera
the cosmic nature of the upheaval occasioned by the
battle of the gods, the transcendent image of Posei don
under whose footsteps mountains and forests tremble, or
again the divine heroism of Ajax praying for [light, not
safety, in the darkness of defeat. (Atkins 1934: 238,
240)

While "Longinus" cites examples, as do many modern critics
from Western culture, he does so partly from ignorance of parall-
els in other cultures, and partly from a desire to understand and
explain his own culture. Parallel [lists can easily be made and
the same point asserted by examination of instances from other

cultures as well. Entire worlds under threat and the future of

entire civilizations hanging in balance are common SF themes, as
indeed, are epic battles fought with weapons and shields of un-
i magi nable power: irresistible force meeting immovable object.

Wells' The War of the Worlds (1898) is thus a typically explicit

SF title. Again, as in the epic, the heroes in SF too undertake
their stupendous tasks on behalf of entire civilizations. And
here too, the .action often takes place within sight of a "higher
real m'; often the battles humanity fights in SF are, unknown to
it, part of a larger conflict, involving civilizations far in

advance of humanity, between the Devas and Asuras, S0 to speak:
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E. E. Smth's "Lensman™ series (Tri planetary [19483 for example)

is a pioneering instance of this elevation practised by SF.

It is well worth stating here, again in relation to the
sympathetic distancing of audience from narrative action, with
regard to the majority of epic and non-epic adventure narratives
in the long history of this mode, that in the main such narrativ-
es tend to be "descriptive™ in method (not "dramatic", although
the specified or generalized narrator switches these methods

according to desired effect, and in any case the "descriptive" is

often "dramatic" in an affective, if not technical, sense). They
concern adventures in the (usually distant, al ready | egendary)
past. They are in this important sense historical documents,

whatever their authenticity vis-a-vis established or establishab-
le historical facts, just as they are themselves important hist-
orical documents because of their incremental and cumul ative
origin. This preoccupation with real or presumed or even repeat-
edly and consciously embroidered contents of wearlier or by-gone
times will be a significant point of contrast when we <come to
discuss all futuristic fiction, including much SF. The later
history of the adventure narrative also appears to be a gradual
descent or movement away from elevated, and venerable narrative
conventions suited to distant matter and large cultural scope of
epic or epic-like narratives, till it ultimately forsakes that
domain and ventures into immediate reality with that pal pably
soci al narrat{ve form the novel. (The, classic exploration of
this "descent” is, of course, Frye's (19571 analysis of literary

forms by the relation that their heroes bear to the world around
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them )

In the epic the adventure is at a higher or superhuman pla-
ne, while in the next dominant form of adventure literature, the
medi eval Romance, in terms of the abilities of the hero and his
adversaries, we find that the adventure may be said to operate at
a slightly lower (i.e., more mundane, though still highly styliz-
ed) plane. Heroes of medieval Romance, such as the Knights of the

Round Table (in the tales of Gawain or Roland for instance, or in

Mal ory's Morte d'Arthur), in contrast to Odysseus, courted or
went abroad assertively. They were questors, or agents, in search
of adventure, accomplishment, recognition and glory: similar
motives drive many a later "adventurer", both in fiction and

life, as we shall see. Themes of |ove, honour and religious (Chr-
istian) duty predom nate in this form as primary motive forces of
the ventures presented to us, combining with the quest, initia-
tion and testing of the hero. Also, unlike the "cosmc" goals of
many epics, Romances have clearly limted or at Ieast specifical-
ly defined and culture-specific social goals such as those of
wi nning favour of the sovereign, or providing protection to inn-
ocent people, or rescuing damsels in distress. The theme and

content  of Romances being thus more worldly than those of an

epic, and supernatural in a more "magical" sense than a divine
sense, in the course of the adventure in a Romance, the structure
and hierarchy of social, moral and spiritual values is more cle-

arly evident and it is represented much more obviously by the

Romance hero. The testing of Sir Gawain by the Green Knight not
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only suggests the high value placed in principle on veracity,

honour, and strict moral conduct within both specific and general

ethical compacts in that society, but it also reveals the inner,
spiritual weaknesses (and, to believe the Gawain poet's ironic
treat ment, even Dbankruptcy) of that society. Incidentally at

| east, therefore, we must see in the more sophisticated medieval
Romance an ancestor of the later more overtly social-concern

form, the novel.

Al though the shift from the epic to the Romance illustrates
the changing context of adventure in a changing world (for inst-
ance, the new values, the new technology, the new social order,
etc., reflected in it), adventure as such still remains elevated

in it, now occupying the middle ground between mundane and super-
natural worl ds. The actual task of bringing adventure to hear
upon the immediate social reality--that is to say, in a recogniz-
able or realistic treatment of realistic circumstance and rela-
tionships--was |eft to the novel. This development, it will be
seen, hardly abandons the adventure mode, but merely secularizes,
rationalizes it more, and this change is in tune with the changes
in intel lectual-technological -political changes which are chara-
cteristic of the three major European movements towards modern-
ity--the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the Industrial re-
volution. The task devolved on the novel through early picaresque
narratives. The palpably, deliberately poor, and often parodic
imtation of a heroic character in picaresque narratives, who is
on the margins of society-far from "repfesenting" it--is motiv-
ated either by human necessities of food and shelter or crimna

tendencies or, even delusion, and is involved in several reason-
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ably independent episodic adventures. However, as Sieber points
out, these "European rogues", at the end of the narrative, far
from remaining "hunted fugitives or social outcasts, had improved
their situation considerably. Wiether country-gentlemen, prosper-
ous planters or pilgrim hermts, they had advanced beyond the
level of mere survival" (1977: 55). Wether or not the narratives
reveal conscious satirical intentions, in the course of the hero-
es' travails, however, they lay bare the corruption, ruthlessness
and pointlessness of (usually) outdated customs and moral con-
ventions mainly observed in their breach in their contemporary

society. The satirical purposes of Don Quixote (1616), and those

English descendants of the picaresque, Moll Flanders (1722), Jo-

seph  Andrews (1742), and Roderick Random (1748) are quite evid-

ent .

Such is the resilience of the adventure mode that apart from

using the picaresque model for the by then conventional satirical

purposes, Defoe in Robinson Crusoe (1719), Swift in Gulliver’'s

Travels (1726), and Fielding in Joseph Andrews (1742) and Tom

Jones  (1749) created new types of adventure heroes going beyond
the aristocratic or psuedo-aristocratic types. These earliest
fictional explorations of the modern period explore, as their
protagonists’ motives, a dissatisfaction with their mi ddl e-cl ass
or | ower-class iives, and a wanderlust. Through his eponymous
Picaresque heroes Fielding, for instance, exposed the foibles and
vanities of the human race, represented by their contemporary
Society, episode after episode accumulating in the process into

composite "comic epics in prose". Fielding even presented a frank
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mani festo  of a prose-epic used for moral purposes. I ndeed, S0
rich was the adventure mode in its reincarnation, that the same
century also produced in English an outer-fringe adventure class-

ic in Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy, (1759-1767)

Defoe's Robinson Crusoe was an entirely different kind of
hero. Robinson Crusoe is not just everyman, he is a modern every
man, for he belongs to a recognizably new social class altogeth-
er, the "middle" station in life, thus simultaneously moving away
from the privileged conventional model of the hero and giving
rise to a new and just as privileged "modern" hero, the middle-
class adventure protagonist. That the type proliferated need not
be specifically asserted because it is so obvious from the hist-
ory of the novel in the last three hundred years or so. Crusoe
apprehends the world in the "best" traditions of the Enlighten-
ment in which the world is treated confidently as measur abl e,
comprehensible and manipul able. Combined with this Enlightenment
intellect is a British pragmatism a new pattern of soci al -econ-
omy held up as ideal. The island itself is technologically virg-
in. However, Crusoe brings with himself a large number of skills

and primary artefacts or tools which he then exercises to demon-

strate how a use may be found for everything on the island. Wth
these skills and this attitude he sets out to master the i sland
He fashions implements and weapons, captures and domesticates

goats, begins agriculture, devises a calendar, and builds a sto'
ckade--in short marking time and space around him in character”
istically English-human fashion and pragmatic-adventurous ways
which eventually lead to another recurrent adventure (and SF)

pattern, the creation of a colonized land. As Green argues
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what Crusoe does on his island is primarily to ~create
value.... The ship is a wreck; it is no longer any use;
the island is a desert; it has never been of any use.
But Crusoe, swimming out to the wreck, and paddling back
with loads of planks, ropes, nails, carpenters’ tool s,
sews the two together and creates something new out of
the two of them creates a property. (1979: 76)

While there is a supernatural element in Robinson Crusoe, it

is so comically opportunistic as to amount to parody of tradi-
tionally elevated supernatural (epic, Romance) presences. In
consequence, then, Crusoe is the ancestor of SF heroes in more

than one sense. For he is technological man, Homo faber. \Wile

"crafting™ the island is one way in which he overcomes the non-
technological strangeness ("primitiveness"™, which was until re-
cently accepted as life's condi{ion in Romance narratives) of the
island, meticulously recording all that happens to him is anoth-

er. By giving a form to his fears--a narrative "habitation and a

name" in his journal--he renders them understandable (at least to
himself). Unlike Romances, therefore, which chiefly described
| andscapes etc., as locations of adventure, Robi nson's records

constitute a thus far unanticipated Inventory-type of descrip-
tion. W shall encounter this property, or method of dealing with
the |andscape of difficulty, in a great deal of SF also. Robinson
Crusoe converts unthinkable, paralysing fears into problems for
which solutions exist and can be found, again in a parody of epic
or Romance heroes undertaking a venture at hap-hazard and al most
succeeds in pverturning an essentially adventurous experience
into a problem-solution type of external, superficial and explo-

itative experience.

For al | that, Robinson Crusoe retains a terrific tension




"LookingBackward": The Adventure Mbde 40

between technological smugness and supernatural as well as munda-

ne fear and doubt: witness Crusoe's fear of God, the unknown,
danger and death all of which the episodes of the novel illustr-
ate most dramatically. Crusoe's terror of the unknown, as we
shall see, is an important adventure experience which finds its
maj or expression in Gothic fiction at the end of the century

while in this novel itself it is Ilimted to a few brushes with

death-by-drowning and the "footprint in the sand" experience of
an alien world. However, for Crusoe, the explicit adventure of
survival and stay on the island are a peculiarly narrow realiza-
tion of the "rational™ history of Europe--in the Ilight of the
phenomenally subtle analyses of human situations which the form
achieved subsequently, Crusoe's encounters are somewhat easily
reducible to a series of problem-solving exercises. Each "surpri-
sing adventure" of Crusoe that the sub-title of the novel promis-

es results in his domesticating the island a little more.

Both the problem-solving and the utilitarian aspects  of
Crusoe's attitudes to the island, the exercise of what the phil-
osopher Charles Taylor calls "instrumental reason" (1992), wer e
to find far more explicit expression in the technological SF that
began a century-and-a-half later with Jules Verne and continues
into the 1 ate-twentieth century. Thus, given the thematic tra-
jectory a great deal of SF has taken, it is entirely appropriate
t hat Defoe thought of those tracts of land in which no human
being could bereen as "desolate". We will have more to say on
parallel aspects of SF's world-making in the next chapter

For al | the "strange surprizing adventures"” t hat Crusoe

undergoes, his survival in solitude, as Zweig persuasively argues
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"is one of eighteenth century's staunchest defenses of man's
soci al nature" (1974: 120). Wat begins as an outward-bound ad-

venture with the protagonist stripped to his bare civilizational

bones ends in the praise of social and domestic life. In a per-
verse way, Crusoe l|earns the wisdom in his father's counsel t hat
"the upper station of 1low life, which he had found by long ex-
perience was the best state in the world, [ was] the most suited

to human happiness™ (Robinson Crusoe, 9). Thus, Zweig describes

Robinson as an "unadventurous hero" in spite of Defoe's narrative
being full of the elements of which most other adventure fiction
is made. Defoe's "unadventurous hero" finds an echo in Voltaire's
Candide (1759) who too, after stumbling from disaster to disaster
(all the while repeating Dr. Pangloss' [i.e., Spinoza's] absurd
comment that this is the best of all possible worlds) finally
settles down to enthusiastically cultivating his garden, grateful
for the walls which protect him from a sea of troubles

But of course, Candi de, in its exposure of human cruelty and
irrationality, has much more in common with Swift's Gulliver’s
Travels (1726). Gulliver, to begin with, seems very Crusoe-Ilike
a solid man from the middle station in life, rational, curious.
He is a surgeon using a simlarly straight-forward prose; and,
like Crusoe, as prone not only to shipwrecks but also to the
tendency to measure and quantify things. Moreover, in a way that
is important for our historicization of SF, he is prone also to
the delusion fﬁat the world may be "read" as an English "text"
But the resemblance ends there. The book's full-blown misanthropy

emerges only in the fourth voyage of the adventure but it has
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been prepared for by the preceding three. The pomp and politics
of the Lilliputians, whose size makes mockery of these human
institutions; the large perspective of the Brobdingnagians in
which human ways seem petty; and the Laputans' entanglement in an
absurd speculative universe, all (ought to) prepare the reader
for Gulliver's encounter with the Houyhnhnms--horses endowed with

reason who have a clean, simple society--and the Yahoos--beasts

in human shape, in whose filthy ways Gulliver is reluctantly
forced to recognize human vice. 1In its approval of the noble
horses, of course, Swift subscribes to the Enlightenment ideals

of rationality although his conclusions about human perfectibil-
ity are drastically pessimstic ones. Interestingly, Aldiss
(1986: 84) argues that it is Gulliver who subscribes to the uto-
pia of the horses, not Swift: their "limted vocabularies and
[imted imaginations™ could only have been portrayed to warn us
about the dangers of a utopia of Reason, Aldiss argues, a theme
much beloved of SF writers this century as we shall see in the
next chapter. We must see in any case in all these early adven-
ture novels a very drastic modernization of the traditional gene-
ric possibilities of the adventure mode. The |owering of the tone
and reference to other realms is not mere domestication of adven-
ture. It is the birth of an entire new age of adventure writing

wi t hout which SF could hardly have been born.

The actual title of what has come to be known as "Gulliver's

Travels" is Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World: in

Four Parts. The title thus makes an explicit announcement that it
is as a travelogue that we must expect adventure, an important

narrative device which will recur in our discussions both in this
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chapter and the next. As for the purposes or objectives behind
Swift's accounts of travels, we might do well to remember t hat
this kind of weave was very much part of an age that saw what

Brinton in his introduction to the Age of Reason Reader (1956)

calls "bastard anthropology--deliberate use of invented Chinese

Persi ans, Red | ndi ans, South Sea |I|slanders to attack Western
institutions and ways of life..." (8). These deployments of the
tropes of adventure (from travelogue and anthropology) provide
indication of the fresh possibilities of the mode. The parallel
of the device of travel to a strange land notwithstanding, the

stronger similarity between Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver's Trav-

els is the assessment of the power of human technological ration-

ality to counter mundane adventurous reality. One can argue

therefore, that this descent to earth from the loftier or rarer
realms of epic and Romance was a necessary rite of passage before
fiction could pass into the otherwise elevated realms of SF. The
conclusions the two novels arrive at, however, are radically

di fferent ones. Briefly, while Defoe's novel celebrates the En-

lightenment, Swift can only detail its failure--the vast amount
of pettiness and irrationality that is still man's |lot.
Science Fiction often uses its two most "spectacular" icons

the Alien and the Robot, precisely for the purposes for whi ch
Enlightenment writers used "invented" people; we shall encounter
many instances of this in the next chapter. The device of travel
to a strangedland, the domi nant device of the novels of Defoe
and, more prominently, Swift, is one which SF writers have mined

extensively, as indeed is the assessment of human technological



"Looking Backward™": The  Adventure Mbde 44

rationality. Further, travel, of course, is the «classic device
for setting up the oppositions of the Known and the Unknown that
so much adventure fiction explores, as our next section in this
chapter indicates.

The walls behind which Crusoe and Candide barricaded them
selves serve (or at least strive) to keep out the vicissitudes of
life: the adventure of |life proves entirely unpalatable to both,
albeit for different reasons. But the chaos without turns out to
be paralleled by a chaos within. And as the century wanes, the
walls that the self has erected against the evil outside become
prison walls. Candide's garden goes to seed and Crusoe's stockade
is in ruins. In what we have been suggesting as the route of
adventure fiction from the outer and universal, through the glob-

al and mundane, to the inner realms of adventure, the Gothic is

born. It is entirely appropriate that Walpole’s The Cast ile of
Otranto (1764), usually regarded as inaugurating the genre of
Gothic fiction, should have emerged, not from the "dry light of
reason", but from a dream And, what is more, this nightmare vis-

ion receives aesthetic sanction as well from Edmund Burke in his
adaptation of the classical notion of the sublime. Such assimila-
tion of new and apparently "popular" genres into critically wval-
idated realms of creativity is rare. Surely we know that lack of
just this kind of assimlation has given rise to SF's often rath-
er self-gratulatory reflexivity

We saw in our discussion of the epic that "Longinus" had
described the immensities of the natural world--the oceans, vol -
canoes, mountains, and stars--as a source of the sublime. To this

idea of the grandeur and violence of nature, in his The Sublime
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and the Beautiful (1756), Edmund Burke added a new emphasis on

terror:
What ever is fitted in any sort to excite the i dea of
pain, and danger ... or is conversant about terrible
objects, or operates in a manner anal ogous to terror, is
a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of
the strongest emotion which the mnd is capable of feel-
ing. (39)
Burke speaks of "delightful horror, which is the nost genui ne
effect and truest test of the sublime" (quoted in Aldiss 1986:
33). According to Burke, the sublime, with pain as its basis,
inspires awe and terror and disturbs the emotions--a sense of the
sublime that de Sade's Justine (1797) strove to achieve. Bur ke
contrasted t he sublime--associated with obscurity, dar kness,
solitude, vastness and power--with the beautiful, which was asso-
ciated with smoothness, delicacy, smallness, |light, and absence
of suspense and terror. The "new" sense of wonder that SF evokes
primarily through the "science" in it partakes of both the subl-

ime and the beautiful as we shall try to demonstrate in the next

chapter.

The Gothic no doubt built on elements found in genres of
earlier periods--from Odysseus' and other epic heroes' visits to
Hades, through the "tragedies of blood" that flourished in | ate
El i zabet han and Jacobean drama, to "the wound" of "man's first

disobedience" in Paradi se Lost (1667). Yet the particular achi-

evement of the Gothic lies in bringing together in a fresh re-
shaping of the form of the novel many of the strands or t endenc-
ies of the adventure mode.

The Gothic "tales of the macabre, fantastic, and supernatur-

al, wusually set amd haunted castles, graveyards, ruins, and wld
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picturesque | andscapes” (Oxford Compani on, 405) marked the begin-

ning of widespread use of an "inwardness" in adventure writing.
1t was an inwardness that had surely found expression earlier in
more conventional genres, say in Bunyan's Pilgrim s _Progress
(1684) where the external |andscape stands, allegorically, for
the | andscape of the mnd; it was an inwardness also to be found
in the Shakespearean tragedies where the setting was used, and
atmosphere created, to effect and reflect, in character and read-
er, psychopathological states. In the twentieth-century, SF's
intersections with fantasy explore this inwardness, using the
classic devices of adventure writing like the journey into the
Unknown and the consequently surreal setting, in the works of

such diverse writers as David Lindsay (1920, J.G Bal | ard

(1966), and Gene Wl fe (1980). Indeed, Gothic fiction made wide-

spread use of setting for this purpose--the very castle in The
Castle of Otranto becomes a character, a nmoral agency, decl aring
its will through portents, apparitions and prophecies.

The Gothic Castle of Otranto_is, if anything, anti-Enlight-

enment in theme and treatment. See, for instance, Phelps’ cata-
| ogue of the "main ingredients" of a Gothic narrative:

vari ous supernatural manifestations; a mysterious crime,

usually of an illicit or incestuous nature; a villain
who in many cases has pledged hinself to diabolical
powers; persecuted maidens or fatal, Medusa-like women;
charnel-houses, tonmbs and graveyards; and nature itself
conspir.ing to produce effects of gloony terror. (1982:
110-111)

For the nmost part, explanations for events in the novel do not

turn out to be ™natural,"™ "scientific," or "commonsensical",

unlike the "rational" tenor of the age from which it emer ges
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(although in Anne Radcliffe's The Mysteries of Udolpho [1794],

the "supernatural™ threats to Emly St. Aubert's Ilife, honour and
fortune do turn out at the end to be the wvillainous Montoni's
machinations). In its explorations of those shadows that the
clear l'ight of reason does not illum nate, the Gothic as often
casts light on the shadows caused by a warped reason. The figure

of evil in the Gothic transgresses the moral order of the uni-

verse. In the Castle of Otranto, the transgressor is Prince Man-

fred, the tyrant of Otranto. He wishes to marry his dead son's
betrothed, I sabella. And he seems to carry out his purposes in
mysterious ways. In later Gothic, as in much Gothic and non- Goth-

ic SF, the transgressor would often take or revive the form of
the magician or alchemi st who dabbles in know edge forbidden to
or hidden from humankind. One literary archetype is of course
Faust. And Faust, from a period in history when science and myst-
ery cohabited in the learning of the "philosophers™, has a liter-
ary descendant in the figure of the evil, irresponsible Scientist
of much pulp and some serious SF, a theme and figure we will

encounter in the next chapter.

Thus just as the Gothic |ooked backwards, in using elements
of theme and technique from preceding forms, it also |ooked for-
ward in that it has provided grist for narrative mlls for over

two centuries now. However, before we come to the pulp SF of

early twentieth <century, we have a whole century of proto- SF,

non-SF, and indeed often, non-fiction as well, to account for,
for its varied treatment of the adventure mode--treatment t hat
contributes greatly to the origin and development  of SF. One

intersection of the Enlightenment project and the Gothic is Mary
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Shelley’'s_Frankenstein, O the Modern Prometheus (1818) which we

will look at in some detail in the next chapter. Shelley's Frank-
enstein is of course not the only transformation the Gothic un-
der went , nor indeed the only course it took. The Gothic throve
all through the nineteenth century in various guises. For all the
condemmation it received from such high-priests of Romanticism as
Col eri dge, the Romantics themselves used elements of the Gothic
extensively and effectively. Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient
Mariner" (1798) and "Christabel™ (1816) are only two instances of

such a debt, just as James Hogg's Confessions (1824) show that

Frankenstein was not by any means the only Romantic Gothic ad-

venture narrative.

The poetry of the Romantics was one home the Gothic found.
I ndeed Victorian poetry too, in poems such as Browning's "Childe
Roland to the Dark Tower Came" (1855), wused the Gothic adventure

possibilities extensively. While Jane Austen parodied the Gothic

novel in Northanger Abbey (1818), as did other authors of t he
age, many of the major nineteenth-century writers on both sides
of the Atlantic as el sewhere (Poe, Emly Bronte, Hawthorne, Mel -

ville, Dickens, and Dostoyevsky) made creative use of the combin-
ation of Gothic and adventure elements in both their prose and

poetic narratives. Bronte's Wuthering Hei ghts (1847) shows a

highly original handling of Romantic and Gothic as well as nmor e
obvi ous adventure elements inherited from |esser works, extending
the direction ofn psychological and ethical exploration. Regi onal
traditions of the supernatural, such as the Scottish, produced

haunting Gothic tales (for instance, from Hogg and Stevenson at
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either end of the century).
Across the Atlantic Poe and Hawthorne wrote Gothic tal es

each of them definitely and substantially extending the adventure

mode in their major works. Dickens used the Gothic often in his
portrayal of people and places. Bulwer-Lytton in Zanoni (1842)
and Corelli in The Sorrows of Satan (1895) wvigorously continued

the "straight™ Gothic. And as the century closed, those fin-de-
siecle obsessions with decay and degeneration in Stevenson (The

Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde [1886]), WIlde (The Pic-

ture of Dorian Gray [1890]), and Stoker (Dracula [1897]) wer e

again saturated with the Gothic. Conrad's exploration of the
"heart or darkness" (1902) formed one continuity of the Gothic
into this century's characteristic preoccupation with the possi-
bility of venturing into that dark continent within ourselves,
concretized by outward, physical adventure. Clearly, in mainstr-
eam fiction, this too was a productive advance as witnessed by

the novels, say, of Graham Greene (The Burnt-Out Case [1961]).

Even other forms showed the possibilities of use of Got hic and
ot her kinds of adventure writing (e.g., T.S. Eliot's The \Waste

Land [1922] and Christopher Fry's The Lady's not for Burning

[1949], as in Yeats' wuse of the uncanny past of Ireland in his
plays).

Conrad and Kafka's use of the Gothic to explore the dark in-
scapes of the modern mnd was an early instance of the <creative
refinement of the varieties of the Gothic that were to flourish

in the twentieth century, prominently the modern tales of the



"Looking Backward": The Adventure Mdde 50

supernatural. The primary intent of these later tales is a nore
physi cal, sensationalizing one, a devalued achievement of t he
Burkean sublime with nost of its metaphysical baggage renoved.

The very definitely adventurous Gothic-occult tales of Wilkie
Collins and Conan Doyle constitute its precursors: a particularly

curious pair of ancestors these two, given that they were instru-

ment al in the fashioning ¢f the Detective novel as well--that
adventurous and "rationaln® genre par excellence. | ndeed, Conan
Doyl e's sustained interest in the occult and supernatural (see

J.D. Carr's biography [1949], for instance) was such that his The

Maracot Deep (1929) begins as a rational, scientific exploration,

and then slides unexpectedly into an allegorical, super nat ur al

encount er with the "Lord of the Dark Face". The pattern of Doy -

le's novel is comparable to that in Collins' The Moonstone

(1868), where a mystery is solved, but "the totality of the des-
ign ... remains beyond any one crimnal's power of executing or
any one detective's power of unraveling"” (Hughes 1980: 164).
Collins’' Moonstone is a landmark of the "Sensation Novel"
t hat flourished especially in the 1860s in England, a genre of
mel odramati c adventure writing that fornms yet another l'ink in
SF's geneal ogy. Emerging from the Gothic of Ann Radcliffe, and
"Monk" Lewi s, and taking much from the Newgate novels of Bul wer-
Lytton, and Harry Ainsworth (not to mention the criminal-biogra-
phy novels of the early eighteenth century)--literature of t he
gal l ows and pr_risons whi ch flourished during the 1830s and 1840s--
the sensation novels of Charles Reade, M E. Braddon, Ms. Henry
Wod and W Ilkie Collins were such a success that a reviewer for

Fraser's Magazi ne bemoaned:
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a book without a murder, a divorce, a seduction, or a
bi gamy, is not apparently considered worth either writ-
ing or reading; and a mystery and a secret are the chief
qualifications of the modern novel. (quoted in Hughes
1980: 4-5)
In Collins' novels, however, may be found not just the sen-
sat i onal ef fect but also the ancestor of the modern whodunit

adventure. As Hughes says,

It is sufficiently ironic to find this tidy, conpl acent
literary product as the only direct descendant of a
genre that attempted to deal with the grotesque and the

irrational in a modern framework. The Ilink between t he
two visions, between the sensation novel and the detect-
ive thriller, is Wilkie Collins himself and The Moon-

stone in particular. (162-3)
Col lins' device of a detective who solves a crime by invoking
pl ausi ble human agencies and entirely comprehensible causes,
nmoves the tale out of the realm of the supernatural, if not en-
tirely, then at least significantly. This penchant for the rat-
ional and the scientific, married to the occult or pseudo-occult
was already seen in the writings of Poe. Charles Reade too was
obsessed with what he called the "science of sciences, statistic”
(quoted in Hughes 1980: 74). Hughes characterizes the narrative

techni que of the sensation novel aptly:

The narrative technique combines a melodramatic tendency

to abstraction with the precise detail of detective
fiction, an unlimted use of suspense and coincidence
with an almost scientific concern for accuracy and au-
thenticity.... The chosen territory of t he sensation
novelists lies somewhere between the possible and t he

i mprobable, ideally at their point of intersection. (16)

Thi s is a description that fits much modern fiction of t he
supernatural as well. Stephen King and Peter Straub's The Talis-
man (1984) with its amal gam of horror, fantasy and parall el uni -

verses is one recent bestselling example of the evolutionary
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process within the adventure mode, and it obviously rem nds us of

a variety of factors and devices in use in twentieth-century SF

as well. King and Straub's use of the idea of parallel universes,
for instance, is an interesting (if terrifying) blending of t he
fantastic with the science fictional. But, of course, the genres

of the supernatural and SF share nmuch more than the occasional
injection of a science fictional idea into tales of the supernat-
ural . As we shall see in the next chapter, in the creation of a
strange, sometimes bizarre setting, the depiction of threat from
incomprehensible forces, the creation of outl andish narrative
suspense, for instance, SF’'s overlaps with the Gothic are consid-

erable.

Stephen King's injection of a science fictional idea into
what is primarily a Gothic-horror-fantasy story has a history

going back to Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1818). While the thene

of the creature turning against its creator--Frankenstein's thenme
at its most general description--is certainly not new, Shelley's
achi evement is the embedding of the theme in a narrative replete
with information from the then emerging disciplines of physics,
chem stry and biology as Vasbinder (1984) shows. Thus Frankenst -
ein played upon one of humankind's oldest themes in a startlingly
contemporary as well as <(historically) anticipatory way. For
Shelley embedded her science in a narrative that owed much to the
Got hi ¢, whil e her overarching frame was that of adventure, bot h
physical and intellectual. Another major |andmark in the kind of
interpenetration of genres that we are here attempting to bring
out, was the work of Edgar Allan Poe, for in his work came toge-

t her in addition the historical-descriptive adventure (wi tness
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Sir Walter Scott's preceding fiction) and the ratiocinative tone

which anticipates an essential aspect of especially twentieth-

century SF.

The Gothic |egacy played a major part in Poe's writings. In
his "tales of mystery", secular bodies of organized knowledge--
code-breaking in "The Gold Bug" (1843), for instance--sit in
bizarre juxtaposition with occult evil. Thus, whereas Conan Doyle

wrote tales in which detection and the supernatural were mutually
exclusive, Poe had some half-a-century earlier combined them into
an amalgam that has endured as a formula in our own contemporary
horror fiction and film (A somewhat |ower level but comparable
blend of the supernatural or putative supernatural and the ratio-
cinative became the hallmark of WIlkie Collins' fiction after
Poe.) In his essay "From Poe to Valery" (1948), T.S. Eliot descr-
ibes Poe's preoccupation with "wonders of nature and of mechanics
and  of the supernatural, cryptograms and cyphers. puzzles and
| abyrinths, mechanical chess players and wild flights of specul a-
tion" as the "preoccupation of a pre-adolescent mentality" (quot-
ed in Disch 1992). But Poe's pathological obsession with themes
of death, decay, sadism, and necrophilia, an obsession that the
Goncouft brothers vividly described as "something monomaniacal"

(cited in Aldiss 1986: 54), are inextricably woven into the tales

of "cryptograms and cyphers, puzzles and labyrinths" that El i ot
di sparages. Further, these tales of a "rationality gone mad"
provided inspiration, among others, for the met aphysi cal SHE @i
writers |like Borges over a century |later; his epistemological

adventures, which we shall encounter in the next chapter, owe
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much to Poe.

In any case, "cryptograms and cyphers, puzzles and labyr”~
inths™ have an ancient history in myth and legend, folklore and
ritual as also in literature that was meant to evoke what Bur k€
| at er called "sublime" effects in audiences. However, a strong
association does exist in the modern period of these activitie$
with children's pastimes. Indeed, it was as children's literature
t hat one of nineteenth century's most sophisticated adventure
exercises in l|anguage and logic was conceived, and so it has come
down to us. The 1logi co-lingui stic puzzles in Lewis Carroll's AlZ

ice's Adventures in Wonderland (1865) brought their readers up

repeatedly against hitherto unexam ned assumptions about their

everyday reality, while the "adventures" of the title entertained

them endlessly with surprise after surprise. [Its numerous ludic
allusions to contemporary mathematics and logic both in theory
and in mundane practice are but one of its achievements. (Gard-

ner's magnificently annotated edition of the text [1975] makes
4

many of these connections clear.) Indeed, besides being in this

sense "scientific™, Alice in Wonderland also plays games with the
Gothic conventions of distortion and fear of the grotesque, al |
of which have found secure places in the devel opment of subse-
quent SF.

Whi | e, in America, in his short stories Poe combined the

Gothic with the "scientific"™, in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886)

Stevenson continued that strain in England albeit with a far more

explicit rooral purpose, wusing a device that Henry James disparag-
ingly described as "that business of the powders", but in fact

most effectively and modernly harking back to traditional advent-
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ure genres such as allegory. Jekyll and Hyde used a science fict-

ional device only in a mnor way to explore the aridity and hypo-

crisy of Victorian |life. Stevenson's tale is one of detection
t oo, the detection of Jekyll/Hyde's identity and motivation.
| ndeed, Stevenson exemplifies at both obvious and subtle | evel s

the preoccupation of the adventure node with notive as cause and
difficult encounter as consequence. W will examne in (greater
detail the novel's conmplex structure of oppositions and narrative
points-of-view in the next chapter. As in much SF, Jekyll's not-
ive for his experiments is a quest, in this case, the Utopian
quest for a purely good human being whose "evil self" has been

(here, only half) exorcised as a separate self

The problem of the several selves that seem to constitute
humans, and the difficulty of keeping them apart (even telling
them apa:t) are themes that preoccupied H G Wells in his Tinme

Machi ne (1895) and The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896), a8 they have

preoccupied ancient and modern thinking in psychology. 1In these
magni fi cent adventures Wells uses science fictional devices much

nmore extensively than Stevenson did, combining them especially

in The |Island of Dr. Moreau, with the Gothic, and critiquing his
contenporary world throughout his fast-paced narratives. These
tales of Wells, one set on a remote Pacific island, and the other
in the remote future, we will look at later in greater detail for
their use of the adventure mode, because they are also definitely
early classicsuof SF adventure

Commenting on the present through a tale set elsewhere was,

we saw, Swift's strategy, itself already a late, but i mensely
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advanced expl oration of the potential of u-topia, in a long line
of Utopian, journey, dream or fantasy narratives in the European
tradition. Elsewhen was another matter. Commenting on the present
through a tale set elsewhen was not only Wells' literary strat-
egy, but had been done in another, though rather unrelated, fash-
ion by Scott and others in the genre of historical fiction. The

fashioning of intricate historical other-worlds is another of the

adventure modes’ maj or contributions to SF. However, Scott's
worlds were far more richly realized as was the historical fict-
ion of other writers |like Meadows Taylor in his Romances set in

India and Stevenson in his Romances of the Scottish Highlands.

Curiously, and productively, a comparably detailed future deline-

ated in that same period is Richard Jefferies' Af ter London
(1885). Curiously, and yet productively because its post-cata-
strophe world is a medieval one with humankind struggling to
reverse its slide into a totally non-technological, non- Enl i ght -
enment barbarism which is a theme that recurs emphatically in

twentieth-century SF. The world Jefferies creates is significant

not j ust in itself, but also as a detail ed, compl ex thematic
anticipation of much later SF. W shall exam ne this debt of SF
also in some detail in the next chapter.

Anot her vision of the future, another tale of the el sewhen,

from the same era, is Edward Bellamy's Looking Backward (1888). A

story short on action (and hence not adventure fiction in the
purely conventionally understood sense of the term), Look i ng
Backwar d is set in the world of the year 2000, and is an insti-

tutionally detailed story, depicting a world governed by metaph-

ors from the "machine age", and populated with early prototypes
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of Auden’s "The Unknown Citizen", though Bellamy's vision cannot
be considered in the same way altogether negati ve. As  Tichi
(1987) insightfully observes, Bellamy's novel is saturated with
met aphors of engineering. |Indeed, Tichi goes further, concl udi ng

after exam ning Hem ngway's writings that "the dom nant techno-
logy does define or redefine the human role in relation to nat-
ure. [ Hem ngway] is full of nostalgia for a preindustrial ‘na-
tural' environment but his sentences are irrevocably of anot her,
a gear-and-girder, world" (229). As in nost Utopias before and
after, Bellanmy's novel provides a detailed "blueprint” for possi-
bl e, even desirable, social organization and not merely an intel-
l ectuallized ideal society. In this sense, while all Ut opi as

provide an i_ntel lectual adventure, the excitement of working out

to its fullest an alternate social reality, particularly in terms
of the new econom ¢ key notion of "distribution" of resources,
can be called Bellamy's achievement. The frankly technocratic
basis of Bellanmy's alternate social reality makes him progenitor
to (or one of the earliest examples of) a Iline of ut opi an- SF
writers who place faith in what Raymond W Illiams calls "the will-

ed transformation™ and "the technological transformation"--in

which a new kind of life is achieved by "human effort", and "te-
chnical discovery" respectively (1985: 197). 1In the case of Look-
ing Backward, however, the novel's prefatory portrayal of | at e-

ni neteenth century America with its conceit of society as a sta-
gecoach is much nore effective as a criti‘que of stratified capit-
alist American society of Bellamy's day than the solutions t hat

his America of the future finds. Its shortcom ngs notwithstand-
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ing, in Bellamy's _Looking Backward we can see emphatic beginnings

of one half of SF's Utopian preoccupation with the future (i.e.,
the search for an ideal society), although the tale set in the

future was a device used as long ago as 1644 as I.F. Clarke docu-

ments in his comprehensive bibliographic compilation, Tale of the
Future (1978).

But the poeti cs of the genre of futuristic fiction was prov-
ided more than half-a-century before either Jefferies or Bel [ amy
wrote their novels. As Paul Alkon (1987) reports,

In 1834, Felix Bodin’'s Le Roman de 1'avenir provided the
first literary criticism of works set in future time as

well as the first--and arguably still the best--poetics
of the genre. (22)

That Al kon does not exaggerate in describing Bodin's poetics as
"arguably still the best" is evident from the following passage

f rom Bodin.

For the moment the question is to know whether, after
the grotesque and audacious fantasies of Rabelais, the
amusing and satiric inventions of Cyrano and Swift, and
the sparkling philosophical novels of Voltaire, it would
be possible to find something new and at the same time
analogous; something that would be neither a too licen-
tious fantasy, nor of a purely critical intent, nor of
that philosophical spirit which is an obstacle to inter-
est and illusion by always substituting ideas for peo-

ple, and by subordinating both action and characters to
the thesis which it argues; something at once fantastic

novelistic, philosophic, and a little critical; a book
where an imagination brilliant, rich and wandering can
range at ease; and, finally, a book amusing without
beirg futile. 1 believe such a book would be possible;
but | am still perfectly convinced that it is not yet
written. (Translated and cited by Alkon [1987. 261)

This extraordinarily prescient description may perhaps give us an
idea of the traditions of prose narratives out of which modern
adventure fiction, and specifically, SF, have emerged

Wth Captain Marrayat, WIlkie Collins, Di ckens, Charles
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Kingsley, Lewis Carroll, Surtees and Thackeray as the English
practitioners of valuable social criticism in the guise of ad-
venture fiction, with the parallel of Washington lrving, Poe,
Cooper, Hawt horne, Melville and Mark Twain in America, the mid-
and late-nineteenth century was ripe for the confirmation of the
seriousness of the adventure mode vis-a-vis the realistic mode

It is from the period, which commenced in the former half of the

nineteenth century in England and America, that the work of "cl -
assic" adventure writers |ike Stevenson, Wells, Kipling, Jeffer-
ies and Conrad emerges. Indeed, it is also against this backgro-

und that Stevenson takes issue with Wells on the Romance-Realism
debate arguing in his "A Gossip on Romance" (1882) against a
wearying realism, and for the "significant simplicity" of the
adventure story and the fairy tale (see Allott 1965 for the ex-
change between Stevenson and Wells); and a year |later, Stevenson
observed presciently that realism was as much a matter of t echn-
i que as the narrative strategies of any other genre (1883a)

This plea about the significant simplicity of the adventure
tale is a bit disingenuous since Stevenson's stories were often
anything but simple, as, for instance, our discussion of Dr.

Jekyll and Mr. Hyde hopes to demonstrate. In nearly all of his

later work, influenced among others by Dostoyevsky, Stevenson
used the adventure mode for very serious purposes indeed in his
explorations of the dark corners of the human psyche. What Stev-
enson was reacting to when he spoke of "significant simplicity"
was the heavy moralizing of Victorian fiction on the one hand

for example in the adventures written by Marryat, with revealing

titles like Peter Simple (1834) and M. M dshipman_ Easy (1836)
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and the realism which was then veering towards naturalism, or as
an end in itself. Such a back-and-forth or see-sawing tussle
between moralizing and apparently non-commital writing character-
izes twentieth-century SF also. In fact, moralizing adventure
especially written for young readers was so plentiful then that

in Treasure Island (1883b) Stevenson rebelled, writing a "clean,

open-air adventure™ unencumbered with "lessons" to |learn. Kings-
l ey, Stevenson (notwithstanding his protests to the contrary),
Carroll, Jefferies and Kipling, all wused juvenile adventure to
reflect on adult society. Mark Twain was doing the transatlantic
equivalent, for instance with the adventures of that white-trash
orphan, Huckl eberry Finn (and adding his own bit to "time-warp"
narratives of other child-characters).

The nineteenth-century thus saw many notable genres of ad-
venture fiction emerge: beginning our survey of this period with

the remarkable Enlightenment-Gothic of Frankenstein, we  have

briefly traced variations of the Gothic that throve on both sides
of the Atlantic, mutating into crime and mystery fiction (Poe

Collins), tales of the occult and the supernatural (Hawt horne

W lde, Stoker), and the "inner-Gothic" of (Stevenson, Conr ad.
Poe's dark obsessions, we saw, were combined with a passion for
puzzles that critics have associated with an adol escent ment al -
ity. This, we saw, was a _cultural association that was reinforced
by the kinds of adventures that Lews Carroll had Alice experi -
ence. The rise of children's fiction (as opposed to thinly or
hardly disguised moral fable), which was primarily adventure

fiction, was another striking feature of the last century's lit-
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erary history, and occured on both sides of the Atlantic (Marr-
yat, Twain). Such fiction often made sophisticated use of hist -
ory, as in Stevenson's writings, whose historical fiction, compr-
ising what was written for children and adults, owed muc h to
Scott, Stevenson's pioneering predecessor in the genre of histor-
ical fiction. As in the Utopian adventures of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, Scott's historical fiction effectively
criticized his contemporary reality even as he told tales set in
medi eval England. Historical fiction, with its tremendous action
and vividly active settings, continued themes and narrative tech"
niques that had evolved through the epic, the Romance, the picar-
esque, and the eighteenth-century picaresque as well as Gothic

novel. This was a continuity also evident in the colonial fiction

of the nineteenth-century, in the intrepid traveller's tales of
adventures in strange lands. Haggard's tales set in "darkest
Africa" and Meadows Taylor's tales of the "dangerous Deccan",

were two such products. Conrad and Kipling, on the other hand,
used these by then thoroughly famliar settings to give far mor e
intense and nuanced portrayals of the "Orient", while in fact
conducting critical examination of the Europeans

These multifarious manifestations of adventure writing, both
naive and sophisticated, preceded and anticipated the further
proliferation of genres of adventure writing in the twentieth
century, extending and perfecting ever-new and necessary technig-
ues or craft: westerns, whodunits, spy fiction, war novels, etc.,
and also SF. Mm{le the diversity of adventure fiction in the |ast
century is striking, it is in the twentieth century that "advent-

ure as a noun is constantly modified: thus we have fiction and
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non-fiction described as one or another kind of adventure: intel-
| ectual, scientific, moral, spiritual, and sexual. In so far as
any of these employ the adventure mode they must overlap in theme
and technique with much that has been described so far in this
section.

It is to these recurrent themes and narrative techniques of
adventure writing that we now turn in order to consolidate our
findings regarding adventure writing and prepare the ground for
the wvariations and innovations on these themes and narrative
techniques that we will encounter in SF,

Overcomi ng or surviving a threatening "Other" is one of the
most common themes of adventure fiction. Allegorical or symbolic
literature portrays this overcom ng as the result of a conflict
between Good and Evil, with the conventional triumph of Good
confirmng the values which that civilization lives by. In much
unreflective adventure fiction, and a good deal of SF is no ex-
ception, such a conflict is portrayed by just the same but by now

hackneyed means, for in these instances, this conflict is often

treated in crude, wunresonant |anguage (unlike, say in Spenser's
al legory [1590]), while the sheer repetition of the conflict
between Good and Evil invariably leads to the theme becoming
overworked. However, a great bulk of adventure writing portrays
an Evil that threatens, not so much the Good as the Innocent. The
Hero who destfoys the Evil, then, acts on behalf of an entire

defensel ess civilization: in Gothic Romances, the young hero who
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destroys the evil necromancer makes the world safe for all mai d-
ens whose virtue is threatened, just as Nick Carter destroys
Communist villains to make the world safe for "democracy". I'n
these [atter instances of adventure fiction, the hero in fact
possesses many of the skills of the Ungodly, indeed, he (or some-
times, she) need not even be a paragon of virtue (witness the
cynical "heroes" of much contemporary hard-boiled crime fiction
or heroines if you like, as in the Modesty Blaise sequence of
novels); it is enough that s/he is on the side of the angels, S0
to speak. In this limted sense, Odysseus and James Bond--both

wily and swift--belong to the same class of heroes, as does many
a space-operatic SF-hero. But of course the hero may not be pitt-
ed against either a personal or a societal foe, but rather an en-
Vi ronment. "Real-life" as well as non-fiction adventure writings
often depict the adventurer up against a natural barrier--a moun-
tain, sea or desert. And adventure fiction often has hero(es)
traversing a "jlandscape of difficulty" (Mary Shelley's Franken-
stein [1818], Stevenson's Ki dnapped [1886], or MaclLean's Guns of
Navarone [1957]). SF, too, is full of scenes of humans battling a
hostile world, with the inhabitants of that world being only one
among the numerous hostile elements. As we shall see in the next
chapter, SF has a significant and nearly species-specific varia-
tion on this traditional theme of the hostile world: the hostile
world that our hero battles is very often of humanity's making.
These skiulful survivors may or may not reflect on their own
lives and times, but the adventure's portrayal of the many evils
that beset humanity is often a powerful critique of the writer's

society (we can clearly see the ancestor of this pattern in Rob-
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inson Crusoe and Gulliver's Travels): the satirical bite of many

picaresque novels is a case in point. On the other hand, narrat -
ives which portray protagonists who have been changed by their
adventures thereby highlight the "significance"™ of the adventure:
Gulliver and Huck Finn are two examples. The fact that these two
learn from their experience sets them apart from ™"superheroes™
(Odysseus, Superman) who already possess powers and knowl edge and
therefore leave the learning to their audiences; it confirms them
as "everyman" figures, partaking of the fallibility and the pot-
ential for growth or improvement of common humanity. Much signi-
ficant SF, as we shall see, dwells on these themes of human fal-
libility and potential (Stapledon's and Clarke's SF, for inst-
ance). Moreover, especially in the stories of adolescent protago-
nists, the adventures function as a kind of "rites of passage",
from which the young heroes emerge as adults whose wunderstanding
of themselves and their world is more complete and secure, and in
which they can now take their rightful place (King Arthur and
Kipling's Kim [19011, for example). This again is a very common
theme in SF, a great deal of which has adolescent or even grown-
up protagonists who actually grow further in the course of the

adventures.

For all his "everyman" qualities, however, the hero of ad-
venture fiction usually possesses or develops the skills required
to survive and' overcome some particular threat, whether to him
self or to his society, in very specific Worlds. Odysseus clearly
possesses these skills, and although he is a reluctant adventurer

who merely wants to get back home but is thwarted from doing so



"LookingBackward": The Adventure Mode 65

by forces both supernatural and mundane, he copes very well in
strange and dangerous situations. Simlarly, Robinson Crusoe,
shipwrecked and alone, comes to his island with a variety of
survival skills already in place, although, in Crusoe's case, it
does take the crisis of a shipwreck, as well as a great deal of
usually forgotten adventure apprenticeship early in the novel

for his handyman skills to become survival skills. A crisis cata-
lyzing an everyman figure into a hero is a common adventure fict-

ion theme (in Desmond Bagley's The Tightrope Hen [1973], for

example), and in so far as the hero acts on behalf of a society,
adventure fiction is full of instances of the emergence of a
| eader in times of crisis (e.g., John Buchan's unlikely retired

shopowner hero in Huntingtower [1922]). Much post-catastrophe and

dystopian SF also depicts the emergence of a hero during times of

civilizational crises (Jefferies’ Felix Aquila in After London

[1885], or Wyndham's David in The Chrysalids [1955] are exampl-

es). Some extraordinary SF, iike Herbert's Dune (1965), al so

exam nes the drastic price civi 1ization pays for its heroes.

The formulaic nature of a great deal of adventure fiction

ensures that the outcome of the crises that the hero faces is
pretty much certain: the hero will triumph. 1In this sense, the
outcome of crises is unsurprising, or expected. In the epics this
predictability serves to emphasize the worth of the moral and
et hical values a society valorizes via the  hero; indeed, the

interpolationé of episodes and the interpretative baggage around
the epic have been occasions for questioning, debating, and re-

negotiating the morals and ethics of contemporary society. In

genric adventure writing too (Gothic, Westerns, SF), the crises
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and their resolutions both betray the anxieties, and offer the
hope (in unrewarding instances, 1lulling hope) of allaying those
anxieties. Thus, whether explicitly or not, the crisis and its
resolution in adventure writing reflect the times. As Alok Bhalla
(1990, 1991) persuasively demonstrates, the Gothic is saturated
with the social history of the period of its composition--indiv-
idual and communal anxieties of identity and purpose haunt novel

after novel. It is limting, therefore, to read the Gothic solely
as symbolic or metaphorical expressions of pathological psycho-
sexuality, and not also as literary-historical records of ot her -
wise unavailable reality. This argument extends to all adventure
fiction, and we shall encounter many instances of the "now-and-

here™ in the "nowhere" worlds of SF

While the crisis is often precipitated by a protagonist who
deliberately seeks adventure (and we shall come to the figure of
the adventurer--as opposed to a character that happens to be
engul fed by adventure--presently), adventure fiction often portr-
ays a crisis that arises in a humdrum everyday world. Of course
this world to which adventure "comes" may be humdrum and everyday
only to its inhabitants, not necessarily so to the readers: to

most of the boys who read Stevenson's Treasure Island, the sett-

ing of the pub to which Long John Silver comes is exotic and
dangerous; it is "home" (and therefore familiar) only to the
protagonist Jim Hawkins. But a great deal of modern supernatural
fiction, such-as the novels of Stephen King, begins with a much
more Widely shared idea of a "normal " (non-exotic) locale--a

white, middle-class, American neighbourhood (presented, of cour-
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se, mainly for white, middle-class, American readers); the terror
of the supernatural that invades the lives of these "ordinary
peoplqr is then so much more effective. H.G. Wells, we shall see,
is a master at portraying the ordinary quotidian existence which
is then transformed by aliens ranging from invisible men to Mart-
ians, a technique that forms the cornerstone of Darko Suvin's
theoretical discussions of SF (1979), which 1 believe is a most

useful starting point for a thorough examination of the genre.

The hero, then, must prove himself in the face of a potenti-
ally threatening Unknown. He may have prepared all his life for
just such a crisis, whether knowingly (Modesty Bl aise), or un-
knowi ngly (Robinson Crusoe); or he may be a not-especially-gifted
figure caught in a crisis during which his unsuspected survival
skills and resourcefulness then surface (as in the Bagley novel
mentioned above). 1In the latter case, especially, the crisis is
usually the sort that overtakes a humdrum, -everyday world: saving
someone (or oneself) from near-death, etc.--the very stuff of
journalism There are, of course, "crisis-prone" areas such as an
operation theatre (Cook's Coma [1977]), a crime-ridden "inner

city" (Price's The_Wanderers [1974]), or a pub in a port (Steven-

son's Treasure Island [1883b]). But ingenious writers like Arthur
Hailey have meticulously charted the development of a crisis in
all sorts of institutions not normally credited with being ad-
venturous locales: hotels (1965), airports (1968), the automobile
industry (1971), etc. And other masters of the art of intensific-
ation or highlighting of affective powefs of narration like Pope
(1714), Sheridan (1777), WIlde (1895) and Wodehouse (1925) have

long given us crises in drawing rooms, storms in a teacup. Thus
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to return to a point made at the beginning of our hi stori cal
survey of adventure writing, any event can acquire the proportion
of a crisis depending on how it is portrayed, and any resolution
can be shown to be one of heroic adventure, if only to parody
heroic conventi ons.

Stated thus, the overl aps between fiction and reportage
become clear: adventure fiction clearly becomes a subset of ad-
venture writing. That fiction and reportage are cognates becomes

clear also as one thinks of the sources for themes and narrative

techni ques of a variety of writers of adventure fiction: Bal z-
ac's, Charles Reade's, and Zola's "scientific naturalism', and a
whol e host of twentieth-century writers from Hem ngway, t hrough
Capote and Mailer's "faction", to much of the best-selling fict-
ion of this century, such as Tom Wl fe's novels. Wlfe merits
singling out because his fiction (e.g., The Bonfire of the Vanit-
ies C1990) exploits verisim litudinal detail for satirical pur -
poses, unlike the function which descriptive detail wusually serv-

es in most best-selling fiction of validating the authenticity of

the setting, providing "local colour". As a genre that relies a
great deal wupon scientific and technological verisimlitude, and
not infrequently also "local colour", SF overlaps extensively
with such other genres as scientific papers, and nore inportant-

ly, popular science reportage, and social and technol ogical fore-
casting-such overlaps that we will examne in the next chapter.
Thus, it is not surprising at all to find considerable simlarity
in theme and treatnment between newsmagazi ne reports of air crash-

es, nucl ear - pl ant | eaks, and drug-running, and fictionalized
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versions of those in adventure fiction, including SF (see, for
instance, the blurb of William Clark's Cataclysm (19851, a novel
of the near-future geo-politics that claims to be "up-to-the-
minute"). For all these prose genres use the same narrative tech-
niques of starting with either an everyday or exotic "locale",
the creation of suspense, a crisis, and fast-paced action of one
or a few "characters™ ("not their real names", the newsmagazines
significantly declare), and a resolution of the crisis with some
"innocent victims" and the "shaken survivors" for whom "life will
never be quite the same again". Indeed, the strong narrative bias
of news-reporting compromi ses its claims to objectivity and tr-
uth, even in as reputed a newsmagazine as Time, as Gibson (1974)

incisively shows.

The shared concerns of adventure fiction and non-fictional
adventure writing become even sharper as one considers such genr-
es as travel writing and tales of exploration. Literary voyages
of adventure, of course, go far back--to the Odyssey, at | east,
in Western literature. Whether informed with a technological
awareness or not, the voyage, as we saw earlier, was a classic
device to take one away from one's society only to bring one back
face-to-face with it more forcefully. Didactic adventures [like
the constructions of Utopias and the portrayals of dystopias used
this technique often: this was More's device in Utopia (1516),

Voltaire's in Candide (1759), and Swift's in Gulliver's Travels

(1726). Bulwer-Lytton’s The Comi ng Race (1871) has its protagon-

i st stumble down a coal mne to the land of the Vril-ya, whi | e
Butler's hero crosses a mountain range to enter a machine-free

utopia in Erewhon (1872). Less "sudden" shifts of locale, but as
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effective a device of dislocation, were those experienced by
Fielding's picaros, Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones, who undergo
various adventures which teach them (and the reader) the ways of
the world. The bildungsroman--the novel of the education of t he
protagoni st--was as popular during the nineteenth century as in
the preceding century. In America, Mark Twain's Huck Finn travels
down the M ssissippi and finds out a great deal about human na-
ture. Ishmael learns of Ilove and humanity am dst the often terri-
fying adventures aboard the "Pegquod" that little island of human-
ity presided over by the "monomaniacal Ahab” in Melville's Moby-
Dick (1851). The Victorian novel--the work of Dickens, Thackeray,
George Eliot, for instance--is full of young protagonists wunder-
going adventures in unfamliar settings. To reiterate our poi nt
about the relativity of the unfamliar, it is instructive to note

that Pip (in Dickens' Great Expectations [1860-1]) passes through

sever al "environments" which are psychologically speaking fully
as strange as the locations of Jim Hawkins' travels in Steven-

son's Treasure Island (1883b).

Science Fiction, of course, uses the device of the |journey

extensively. But SF's most characteristic variation on the jour-
ney motif is time-travel: a displacement along the temporal axis,
rat her than the spatial axis. Wells' pi oneering Time Machine
(1895), which we will discuss in some detail in the next chapter,

had two maj or fﬁredecessors, both American: Mark Twain's A__Conn-.

ecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court (1889) and Bellany's Look-

ing __Backward (1888). The latter had the quasi-scientific device

of a hypnotic trance to send its protagonist to sleep to awake
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into a utopian future of which he could proclaim |ike Miranda in

The Tempest, "How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world / That

has such people in it™ (V.i.183). Morris' News from Nowhere

(1891), written in part as a response to Bellamy, had its prot-
agonist simply fall asleep to awake into a non-technological, but
equally "beauteous™ communi st yet harking-backward, rural wutopia.
Twain's book had nothing more than a blow on the head to send its
nineteenth century protagonist thirteen centuries back in time.

The simplicity of Twain's device is all the more striking since

the rest of the novel consists of Twain's "practical" protagonist
seeking to make sixth-century Britain into nineteenth-century
America, both socially and technologically. The novel ends with
its hero back in the nineteenth century having slept through the

thirteen centuries in a hypnotic trance. Some sixty years before

Bellamy and Twain, |Irving's Rip van Wnkle too had slept through
twenty years but the agency there was a mildly supernatural one.
Witing in the 1820s, Irving set his tale of "time travel™ some

forty years earlier, with Rip waking up soon after American Inde-
pendence. By juxtaposing the worlds before and after Rip's slumb-
er, Irving drives home the point of the mixed blessings of the
vast changes a space of two decades had witnessed. Once again,
the trip back in time serves to bring Rip and Irving's contempo-

rary readers face to face with their times.

Thus, journey and exploration, whether in space or in time,
form the very cornerstones of adventure:'indeed, on the face of
it adventure may well be synonymous with journey if it were not
for the fact that the experience of adventure may result not from

the journey per se but instead from an accompanying exploration
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of the psyche. The frequency with which the device of the Journey
is used my be gauged from a study such as P.B. Gove's The | ma-

ginary Voyage in Prose Fiction (1941), which provides a check

list of "215 I maginary Voyages from 1700 to 1800". Given the
inti mte, i nevitable connection between the explorer in reality
and the hero of adventure fiction (indeed, the word "adventurer"
covers both), it is entirely appropriate that the Antarctic ex-
pl orer Ranul ph Fiennes was short-listed to star as James Bond in
Hol | ywood (Birnbaum 1993: 36).

Both Fiennes and Bond court adventure and danger. Like Capt-
ain Kirk and his crew in Star_ Trek, Fiennes and Bond "boldly go
where no man has gone before". This desire to "go beyond"--as

evident in titles like Time Machine (H G Wells), as in The Last

Frontier (Alistair MacLean), and The Farthest Shore (Ursula Le-

Guin)--is a crucial source of the sense of adventure. This desire
is wusually imged in a "going out", leaving the famliar "home
and hearth"; it exploits the deeply ingrained (perhaps even hi o-
logically ingrained) opposition of the safe Home versus the Un-

known (and therefore, prima facie) threatening Outside. The no-
tion of the threatening Outside is of course a vastly varied one:
one working woman's routine commuting by the city bus service,
ra”y be another sheltered, m ddle-class woman's ni ght mar e. That
ig, the working woman's idea of Home or Known includes the «city
and its bus services. It is this "safe" life that adventurers
like the Norwegi an explorer Kagge repudi'ate as they risk their
life and sanity: because "excitement has disappeared from our

lives, which are secure--too secure" (Birnbaum 1993: 35).
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Seeking excitement is, however, but one of many possi bl e
notives to "go beyond". Frequently wedded to the desire for ex-
citement is one for know edge: to go beyond what one knows (or

what one's society knows) in order to possess the hitherto Un-
known. The Grand European Tour that "finished off" young and
weal thy English men and women is a case in point. As the Austral-
ian poet A.D. Hope says sardonically of the policy of a "Conti-
nent al Summer Graduate School" for young | adies: "Bri ef | ove-
affairs with nice Italian boys / May well repay the trouble and
expense / Since nothing broadens 1like experience" ("A Letter from
Rome", 1986: 67). This pursuit of know edge is itself almst a
sub-species of the pursuit of treasure.

More serious motives drive other adventurers into uncharted
territories. Shamans, we saw, enter strange "mindscapes" to batt-

le monsters on behalf of their peoples, and the artist in nodern

times has often been imged as a shamanistic transgressor: a

free-lance explorer of spiritual dangers" whose
principal means of fascinating is to advance one step
further in the dialectic of outrage. He seeks to nmake
his work repul sive, obscure, inaccessible; in short, to
give what is, or seenms to be, not wanted. But however
fierce my be the outrages the artist perpetrates upon
his audience, his credentials and spiritual aut hority

ultimtely depend on the audience's sense (whether some-
thing known or inferred) of the outrages he commts upon
hi msel f. The exemplary modern artist is a broker in

madness. (Sontag 1967: 92)
However, many cultures in many times have acknow edged that
"Great wits are sure to madness near allied, / And thin parti-

tions do their bounds divide" (Dryden, _Absalom and Achitophel,

1.156). It is not twentieth-century Western society alone that

believes that the
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di scourse one mi ght call the poetry of transgression is
also knowl edge. He who transgresses not only breaks a
rul e. He goes somewhere that others are not; and he
knows something that others don't know. (Sontag 1967:
116)

Apar t from the shamanism in many ancient societies, both Sufism
and the Bhakti movement, for instance, are inmbued with a sensi-
bility that equates madness and wi sdom

Be that as it may, while the artist is one form which the
figure of the transgressor-adventurer has taken, the scientist is
another. The quintessential modern scientist-transgressor is, of
course, Mary Shelley's Victor Frankenstein. Except that it is, in

the context of contemporary ethos, an "unholy" quest to create

life that he has wundertaken, his |abours are in every detail
those of the Romantic genius, obsessed and solitary, wor ki ng
ni ght and day on his "creation" (a particularly apt noun, that) .
The figure of the artist and scientist have coal esced here. The
unholy quest itself has a history in nyth, |egend, and folktale
as does the practice of "black arts": Merlin, Faust and Franken-
stein all belong to the sanme tradition. Twentieth-century SF, as

we shall see later, engages with the theme of know edge as trans-
gression in a mjor way, admttedly, often reducing the theme to
a stereotypical «cliche of the mad-scientist, but i nfrequently
al so exploring the implications of such transgressions with star-
tling, thought-provoking vividness and freshness.

As is evident from the foregoing discussion of expl oration
and transgress}on, a great deal of significant adventure fiction
deals with an exploration that is not merely physical, but al so
psychi cal or intellectual (with differences of emphases between

the latter two). Shamanistic "mindscapes", we saw, figured anong
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the earliest manifestations of the adventure mode while medieva

allegories, Romances, and the Pastoral were to be later [landmarks
in this "internalization®" of the setting of adventure. A conside-
rable amount of modern adventure fiction such as Conrad's and
Kaf ka's, we saw, invites us to read its settings and action as
psychological and symbolic, giving rise to situations in which,
once again, entire civilizations may be criticized via the new
myt hol ogi es embedded in the characters' reading of their "place".

In Conrad's Heart of Darkness (1902), as in Robert Pirsig's phil-

osophi cal adventure Zen and the Art of Mot orcycle Maintenance

(1974), the outward journey is both parallel to and a metaphor
for an inner exploration. The best of SF also achieves similar
double power.

In these genres, and the texts with which we have attempted

to identify them the emphasis is not necessarily on such aspects

as characterization (Conrad's Kurtz is very complexly drawn and
yet the Congo basin, or by symbolic extension the area of "dark-
ness™ at the "heart" of Western civilization, still occupies the
centre of the stage of the conflict). In much formulaic adventure
fiction too, the emphasis is often elsewhere. As Sontag insight-
fully points out:

The only sure truth about characters in prose fiction is

that they are, in Henry James' phrase, "a compositional
resource". The presence of human figures in literary art
can serve many purposes. Dramatic tension or three-dim
ensionality in the rendering of personal and social

relations is often not a writer's aim in which case it
doesn't help to insist on that as a generic standard.
Exploring ideas is as authentic an aim of prose fiction

al though by the standards of novelistic realism this aim
severely limts the presentation of lifelike persons

The constructing or imaging of something inanimate, or
of a portion of the world of nature, is also a wvalid
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enterprise, and entails an appropriate rescaling of the
human figure. (The form of the pastoral involves both
these aims: the depiction of ideas and of nature. Per -
sons are used only to the extent that they constitute a
certain kind of landscape, which is partly a stylization

of "real" nature and partly a neo-Platonic |andscape of
ideas. ) (1967: 90)

It is true that sel f-asserted claims to special concerns (SF
as a literature of ideas", for instance) have led SF writers
occasionally to declare that SF need not be governed by standards
of value that might obtain in mainstream writing. Much signifi-
cant SF, on the other hand, as we hope to show in our discussions
in the next chapter, emerges as valuable no matter what standards
of worth we wish to apply. And we can clearly maintain with con-
siderable justice that the value with which it or its readership
invests SF derives in great measure from its participation in the
long and continuous history of the development of adventure. It
remains now to see in which ways SF both aligns itself with or

relies upon, and separates itself from the age-old adventure

mode.,



Chapter 11

Met anor phoses of Adventure Fiction

In the course of the historical and thematic survey of the |ast
chapter we identified a variety of themes and narrative devices
t hat are characteristic of adventure writing: themes such as
her oi sm exploration of a new world, a critique of society; and
narrative devices such as the creation of the hero and language
suitable to his exploits, the journey, the creation of anot her
wor | d, and presentation of conflict. Further, the history of
adventure writing sketched in the |last chapter ended with the
suggesti on that we m ght do well to see Science Fiction as the
i ntroduction of a modern mutation of adventure writing. Thi s
chapter, therefore, will exam ne SF's metamorphoses of character-
istic adventure themes and narrative technique.s. Each of the
texts that we have chosen for discussion "plays" some character-
istic (SF) variations on the adventure mode; each text is a uni-
que composition in a well-known (genric) raga. | nevitably, we
will be able to focus on only a few SF texts and cite some others
in passing. Lest our selection of texts be deemed random perhaps
it is best to say here that because our interest is in the meta-

morphoses of adventure writing in SF, we do not discuss the fol-

lowing texts chronologically, although, for reasons expl ained

bel ow, we do begin with the works of Jules Verne, one of the
early practitioners in the field. The texts we have chosen for
di scussion have this in common that all of them engage in signi-
ficant ways with the adventure mode. They are otherwise rat her

di sparate texts, from different periods of SF history, with the-
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raatic concerns of that reflect various aspects of the social
reality of the times they emerge from W hope by the end of this
chapter to place SF firmly in the history of adventure writing.
In considering SF's many appropriations and modifications of
the adventure mode, it would be apposite to begin with that most
striking of SF's features, the science fiction setting. For, as

Krishnamoorthy rightly points out,

The nost striking feature of science fiction is its
presentation of a dif ferent setting or situation. The
science fiction story usually takes place in the future,
or in a present which has been in some way altered by a
new factor into a different present, or in a past sim-
larly altered. It may depict a different world, or our
own world that has suffered a change through addition of
a new circumstance or the removal of an existing one

Some science fiction writers portray an alternate world
t hat has taken a turn different from our own at some
significant period of history (a Jonbar Hinge) and has
evolved differently; others present parallel worlds or
universes where the laws of nature applicable to our

universe are reversed or radically altered, still others
Introduce para-dimensions reaching beyond the three
spati al di mensions ... and the thre& tenporal ones. ..
(1983: 2)

This fairly exhaustive list of possible settings may give some
i ndication of the variety of metamorphoses the adventure mode can
undergo in SF just in terms of setting

In beginning our discussion of the metamorphoses of advent-
ure fiction by examning the SF setting, we can hardly do better
than to start with the novels of Jules Verne. Verne's works are
an excellent place to start our discussion of the SF setting
because not only do they show a clear debt to such predecessors
as the Ronanée and travel writing, but in them many of SF's char-
acteristic variations on the adventure mode~-the "metamorphoses"

of our title--may be clearly discerned. Further, from the very
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begi nnings of the genre's publishing history, Verne's works have
had the confirmed status of "science fiction", certainly fulfill-
ing Hugo Gernsback's editorial policy stated in the first number

of his Science Wonder Stories (July 1829):

It is the policy of Science Wnder Stories to publish
only such stories that have their basis in scientific
laws as we know them or in the logical deduction of new
laws from what we know. (Cited in Parrinder 1980: 13)

As Aldiss points out (1986: 204), three years earlier, Amazi ng

Stor ies, which too had been launched by Gernsback, had featured
in its first issue a reprint of a story by Verne. Moreover, many
of Verne's themes find their way into later SF as well; in fact,

as we shall see, he provides a point of departure for a great
deal of subsequent SF. Verne's works are thus crucial evidence in
the "self-conscious™ history of the genre.

Begi nning with Five Weeks in a Balloon (1863), Verne went on

to write as many as sixty-four novels which are collectively

called Les Voyages extraordinaires: a title in itself suggestive

of adventure, gi ven our discussion in the last chapter of the
device of the voyage, as well as the experience of novelty. And
voyages there are aplenty in Verne: characters take off in air-
ships, travel by land to the poles, to underwater abysses, to the
earth's interior; and, hydrosphere, lithosphere and atmosphere
visited, they go to the moon, and jump on and off comets! Duri ng
all of which the reader 1is lectured, virtually non-stop, on ever-
ything from astronomy to =zoology with an occasional, now- debunk-
ed, "ology"'from "Pluto's Republic" such as phrenology.1 Verne's
i nterest In voyages of adventure and discovery was such that he

also wrote a popular history of exploration--thus confirmng our
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choice of his works as starting point-- from Phoenician times to

the mid-nineteenth century: La Découverte de la terre (1878-80).

Hs works were enormously popular during his lifetime both at
home and abroad, and in spite of pedestrian translations, not to
mention crude adaptations into comc-strip and film, several have
been in print in English ever since. W will consider here Iasp-

ects of the creation of the setting of only two of the most en-

during novels from Verne's vast output: Journey to the Centre of

the Earth (1864) and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea
(1870).

As their titles indicate, the main fictional device in-these
novels is a journey. And although one is an adventure in the
lithosphere and the other in the hydrosphere, there are many
simlarities between them Both novels begin with a common sci-
ence fictional device--indeed, a common adventure fiction device-
~the desire to solve a puzzle. (See Pierce [1983] for an account
of convergences in theme and technique between SF, fantasy and
nystery fiction. |Indeed, Todorov [1973] argues that generic iden-
tity itself, i.e., how one decides which genre a text belongs to,
depends on the terms of resolution of the puzzle in the story.)

In Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea the desire to discover

the identity of the unknown beast that terrorizes international
wat erways fuels M. Arronax's joining the group aboard the "™Abra-
ham Lincoln™. The beast, as it turns out, is the submarine capt-

ained by the mysterious Nemo (whose intentions and past then

become the next puzzle). In Journey to the Centre of the Earth,
Pr of essor Li denbrock's discovery of the parchment (a classic

adventure device) that seems to give directions for a journey to
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the earth's interior is incentive enough for him to undertake the
trip, both in order to see whether such a journey is indeed poss-
i bl e, as well as to steal n march over his fellow scientists.

Thus are individual characters' motives woven into action by both
2

ki nds of narratives.

In both novels, the motives to undertake the journey have a
long generic history, just as they have the conventional function
of quite drastically reducing the size and conplexity of t he
"society" directly examned by the narrative--not an unusual
feature of adventure fiction as opposed to social fiction: t he
micro-society may be found typically in certain kind of mur der

mystery and in ship's tales (whether sea-going ships as in Con-

rad's Nigger of the "Narcissus" [18971, or spaceships as in Tom
Godwi n's "The Cold Equations" [1954]). The venture of Arronax and
his conrades is cognate to that of the dragon-slaying hero of
nyth and | egend (although Arronax can hardly be described as
"heroic"!), while the parchment which sets off Lidenbrock on his
adventures is an obvious variation on the map which, when rightly
deci phered, | eads the conventional hero to the treasure. The
treasure-hunt, in turn, is a sub-type of the general quest patt -
ern of adventure (cf. the medieval Holy Grail Romance; the novels
of Rider Haggard).

These patterns of adventure, of course, have been ceaseless-
ly mned in SF ever since Verne. For instance, a remarkable re-

working of the Christian myth of the Quest for the Holy Grail is

Sanuel Del any's Nova (1968). Delany's reworking, however, is

thoroughly science fictional, indeed space operatic. Nova, i nci -
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dental ly, exploits several other stock conventions of adventure
such as the story of a deadly feud between the scions of t wo
(interstellar, industrial) enpires, and such cultural anachron-
isms as a Gypsy who reads the Tarot pack, a scholar who wi shes to

compose an artistic piece in an "ancient" medium called the na-

vel .. .. At stake in the feud is nothing less than the choice
humankind nust make between an arid but secure future, and a
tur bul ent, i nsecur e, but possibly creative future. Unli ke the

Verne novel s under discussion, the adventures of Delany’s charac-
ters are far from episodic. Every event is carefully patterned,
fitting snugly into the general narrative framework and resonat-

ing at the many levels at which the novel operates.

In contrast, in both these novels of Verne, as in nost of
his fiction, once the characters get well started on their Journ-
eys--for instance, Arronax, his servant Conseil, and Ned aboard

the "Nautilus" In Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea; Li den-

brock, his nephew Axel, and Hans in Journey to the Centre of t he

Ear th--the narration becomes nore or |less episodic, each episode
exploring a facet of their strange setting. Moreover, in both
novel s, between episodes of action, there are long "lectures"--by

Lidenbrock in Journey to the Centre of the Earth, and Arronax and

Nero in Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea--on the many "olo-

gies" (as Axel calls them) that describe their environment.
Lectures on the environment are, of course, typify another
maj or ancestor of SF, Utopian adventure. Utopia is another genre
that creates a detailed setting. In a utopia, however, it is
usually the social setting that receives attention, not the phys-_

fcal setting. This difference is accounted for in the very diffe-
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rant purposes Utopian setting is put to when conpared to such
adventures as Verne’s. The setting in Utopias, consisting largely
of descriptions of social arrangements, is constantly contrasted
(sometinmes satirically, as in dystopias) with the author’'s con-
tenporary reality; even when there are striking physical descrip-
tions, such as those of the Lilliputans or the giants on Brob-

dingnag in Swift's GQulliver's Travels, the point of the descrip-

tion is elsewhere. The setting in Utopias constructs a counter-
fact ual world to denmonstrate explicitly what is wong wth the
author's worl d.

Finally, after a climactic adventure, during which the prot-
agoni sts become unconscious in both Verne-novels, the trios em
erge into the everyday world unable to explain their safe arriv-
al : Arronax says, "What passed during that night--how the boat
escaped from the eddies of the maelstrom--how Ned Land, Conseil,
and nyself ever came out of the gulf, | cannot tell* (287). The
striking thing about this inability is that it occurs in these
two novels which are otherwise full of explanations. However, in

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, the narrative, in sone

sense, prepares us for the inability of Arronax and his conpan-
ions to account in any detail for their escape from the "Nauti-
lus™. This preparation consists in the breakdown of what may be
called the "cognitive mode™ of the novel. The entire raison d'et-
re of Nenmp's wanderings is to weak destruction, especially on
that one vessel which was perhaps responsible for the death of
his famly (we, like Arronax, renmain unsure if that was indeed

s0). Havi ng achieved this, the journey loses its meaning. The
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destruction of the vessel markes the "destruction® of the tale as
well. The first narratorial signs of the "unravelling" of the
tale are that Arronax no longer |ooks out of the porthole, as he
was ceasel essly wont to do, observing, classifying new species of

marine life to wite his definitive study of the undersea world.

There are no nore taxonomic passages —paragraphs, i ndeed whole
chapt er s, descri bi ng, conparing, classifying marine flora and
f auna.

Next to go is Arronax's habitual spatio-tenporal precision--
for the first time he speaks of not knowi ng exactly what date it
is, or how many days have passed, and not being able to specify
longitude and latitude or the direction of the ship's notion: the
submarine's longitude and latitude, so carefully charted through-
out the novel, and so neticulously marked on captain Nenp's plan-
i sphere, are no longer available. For all Arronax knows, t hey
could be going around in circles. And indeed, caught in a mel-
strom off the coast of Norway, going round in circles is exactly
what they do. Nemp remains confined to his quarters, the port-
holes to the sea outside remain shuttered, and the position of
the "Nautilus" remains unknown--all the "scientific" or rational
and practical nodes of understanding the submarine's position,
its environment, and its inhabitants becone unavailable to char-
acter and reader alike. W are scarcely surprised then when Arro-
nax reports that he does not know just how he managed to escape
from the "Nautilus"™. For a witer long disparaged as producing
boys’ advent"ure fiction (and the lurid covers and blurbs of the
poorly translated Masterpiece edition of his works that are w de-

ly available do not help matters any), Verne's novel shows a
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surprisingly conplex patterning of form and content.

Thue, Twenty Thousand Leaques Under the Sea is, for the roost

part, a travel adventure relating the excitenment of exploration
of an unknown domain and the discoveries consequent to the expl o-
ration and dangers attendant on the exploration. Mst obviously,
the undersea setting provides an "undersea-scape®™ of difficulty:
storns on the surface, high pressure under water, and of course,
"sea monsters" |ike sharks and octopuses. Neither storms (or
other upheavals) nor nonsters are new in literature and history
of adventure: w tness Odysseus' survival after a storm that sma-
shes his ship to smthereens; and the persistence of the Loch
Ness nonster in our own days. Captain Neno hinself treats Prof-
essor Arronax to a history of the reputation of the Red Sea:

The Greek and Latin historians do not speak favourably
of it, and Strabo says it is very dangerous during the
Et esi an w nds, and in the rainy season. The Arabi an
Edri si portrays it under the nane of the Qulf of Colz-
oum, and relates that vessels perished there in great
nunbers on the sandbanks, and that no one would risk
sailing in the night. It is, he pretends, a sea subject
to fearful hurricanes, strewn with inhospitable islands,
and ‘*which offers nothing good either on its surface or
in its depths.' Such, too, is the opinion of Arrian,
Agat harci des, and Artemidorus. (15B)

But of course navigating such a sea was an obviously daunt-
ing prospect only for the ancients. As Nenb suggests, we need a
history from another perspective in the present context:

That which is no |onger dangerous for a nodern vessel,
well rigged, strongly built, and master of its own cour-
se, thanks to obedient steam offered all sorts of per-
ils to the ships of the ancients. Picture to vyourself
those first navigators venturing in ships made of planks
sewn With the cords of the palmtree, saturated with the
grease of the sea-dog, and covered with powdered resin!
They had not even instrunments wherewith to take their
beari ngs, and they went by guess anongst currents of
whi ch they scarcely knew anything. Under such conditions
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shi pwrecks were, and nust have been, numerous. But in
our time, steamers running between Suez and the South
Seas have nothing more to fear from the fury of this

gu!f, in spite of contrary trade-wi nds. The captain and
passengers do not prepare for their departure by offer-
ing propitiatory sacrifices: and, on their return, t hey
no |onger go ornamented with wreaths and gilt fillets to

thank the gods in the neighbouring temple. (159)
This vast di fference between the experiences of this site of

advent ure of the ancients and the moderns has arisen because of

al | manner of technological progress the moderns have achieved.
It is technological progress that makes possible the traversing
of the Red Sea with impunity. Indeed, that epitome of technol ogy,

the "Nautilus™, makes even undersea travel possible (before 1itg
time). Professor Arronax's adventure, then, is one whose techno-
| ogi cal basis and bias are strongly reiterated. (Notice the | ack

of such emphasis in The Song of Roland or Treasure |sland.)

At least as marvellous as the submarine world is the submar-~
ine itself. Before their adventures aboard the "Nautilus™ begin,
when the "Nautilus" is still believed to be a living creature--a
poi gnantly anticipatory conversion of the scaly and fire-breath~
ing monster into this techno-"monster"™ of the deep--Arronax dedu-
ces the kind of physical structure it nust have to withstand
stupendous pressure:

At 32 feet beneath the surface of the sea you would

undergo a pressure of 97,500 I|bs.; at 320 feet, ten
times that pressure; at 3200 feet, a hundred times that
pressure; lastly, at 32,000 feet, a thousand tinmes that
pressure would be 97,500,000 Ibs. . . . If some vertebr-
ate, several hundred yards long, and large in propor~-
tion, can maintain itself in such depths--of whose sur-
face is represented by mil'ions of square inches, t hat
is by tens of mllions of pounds, we nust estimate the

pressure they undergo. Consider, then, what must be the
resi stance of their bony structure, and the strength of
their organisation to withstand such pressure! (19)

Given a "technical" introduction such as this, it is only appro-
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priate that experiences &tcard the "Nautilus"™ be as much advent-
ures of know edge as phycical adventures.

And indeed Verne's worlds are in tune wth contenporary
science, and constitute unm stakable SF environnments because they
are saturated with description that draws substantially and prim
arily upon information that was then energing, for instance,
about the earth and the solar system in the fields of physics,
chem stry, geol ogy, astronony, geography, oceanography, bi ol ogy,

l'inguistics, and anthropology. Thus Journey to the Centre of the

Earth is saturated with geological information; Twenty Thousand

Leagues Under the Sea is filled with biol ogical, oceanographical
and geographical information. The extensive use of physical and
natural science taxonom es and theories serves many functions in

the two novels.

Firstly, it serves as an effective substitute for the super-
nat ur al or fantastically "exotic" furniture of earlier tales of
strange lands. W say effective because Verne populates his un-
dersea world, for instance, with not only unfamliar flora and
fauna, but Arronax and his apprentice Conseil’s Latin and G eek
taxonomic nonencl ature of plants and animals make the world
doubly unfamliar. The litany of termi nology replaces the magic
chants and runes of earlier fiction. In his perhaps pedestrian
way Verne has paved the way for the enphatically rational tone of
much |ater SF. The information Verne is draw ng upon derives from
t he Tauthoritative" banks of contenporary scientific know edge.
It dow not conprise just "traveller's tales": i ndeed Arronax

warns his conpanions, "you know what to think of legends in the



Metarorphosesof Adventi~ ? <“iction 88

matter of natural history”™ (256). This dz2precation of | egends,
however, does not nean that Verne's narrators do not often quote
|l egends and myths approvingly. W have already seen Nemo's acc-
ount of the Red Sea. Nor does the deprecation of myths and |e-
gends nean that Verne's narrators consider nodern (nineteenth
century) "scientific™ know edge indisputable or perfect. | ndeed,
as Nemp says of his contemporaries,

In that respect noderns are not nore advanced than the

ancients. It required nany ages to find out the nechani -
cal power of steam Wwo knows if, in another hundred
years, we may not see a second "Nautilus"™? Progress is

slow, M Arronax. (158)
The point about the inperfection of current know edge brings
us to the next function served by the scientific information In

the novels. In the novels with professorial characters, such as

Journey to the Centre of the Earth and Twenty Thousand Leagues

Under the Sea, a great deal of the fictionally "new"™ information

that the characters acquire during the course of their journey is
constantly juxtaposed with and seen as an extension of what s

already known. Professor Lidenbrock and Axel in Journey to the

Centre of the Earth find the "whole history of the Carboniferous

era" inscribed on the subterranean walls, and their progress in
the vast underground cavern is a kind of spatialization of the
evolutionary history of the planet: "Quantified tine translated
into quantified space," as Suvin puts it (1979: 149). Contenpor-
ary authorities are often invoked as in Nemp's "I agree with the
| earned Maury" (89), and Arronax's "| recognised the nine species
that D Orbigny classed for the Pacific" (92). In other words, the
adventures of the novels generate fictional information which

then is shown actively engaging with actual scientific, taxononic
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information. The narrators and characters thus do nct just use
scientific knowledge, they generate it as well, and actively
intervene in debates of the times, for the first time creating a
new sort of excitement, a Species of intellectual adventure which
is today used mainly by popularizers of science.

Now, this new aura or attitude does not merely decorate
these tales; scientific disputes are not all that these voyages
(seen to) resolve: as often as not, hi st ori cal and | egendary

puzzl es are also solved. In Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea

the "Nautilus®™ visits the scene of many shipwecks which did "in
fact"™ occur but whose exact |ocations were unknown, thereby con-
firmng historical records of these shipwecks and legends of
their sites at the same tine. On such occasions, Captain Neno
treats the narrator, Professor Arronax, to a brief history of the
circumstances of each shipweck, circumstances no doubt some of
Verne's readers were aware of, thus meking the account of the

fictitious Journey of the "Nautilus"™ participate in historical

events and exploration intended to bring about resolution of
puzzles. (Inour day and age, the Bermuda Triangle seems to sever
a simlar function.) Simlarly, the "Nautilus™ simultaneously
"confirms"™ the |legend of Atlantis even as it refutes several
other | egends; and Axel's journey to the centre of the earth
confirns the legend of a race of humans who have made those dep-
ths their home. The voyages of adventure thus contribute to the

conpl etion of the archives of science, history and |egend
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Nor Is this the only kind of intervention in history Un.

these novels of Verne make. As Huet (1989) Insightfully argues.

like many of Verne’s novels, Twenty Thousand Leagues Under _ the
Sea begins with an appeal to public memory: "The year 1866 was
signalized by a remarkable incident, a mysterious and inexplic-
able phenomenon, which doubtless no one has yet forgotten** (1).
Such an appeal, of course, is yet another way the events of the
novel have inserted themselves into a historical archive from the
earliest roots of this genre, as we well know from Daniel Defoe's
habi t ual practice of journalistic verisimilitude. Further, both
in the case of employing a theory of the hollow earth, and in
choosing "Nautilus™ as the name for his submarine, Verne obtains
a certain kind of verisimilitude. As Asimov points out (1981:
206-211), the hollow earth theory was given wide currency (again-
st current scientific opinion) by John Cleves Symmes in 1818 and
was still popular in 1864 when Verne wrote his book; "Nautflus”
was a successful prototype submarine built by an American engin-
eer some seventy years before Verne's novel, and in giving his
submarine that name, Verne self-consciously claimed a continuity

of Nemo's creation with earlier prototypes.

In invoking the name of a prototype submarine, Verne was
also claimng technological verisimilitude (in addition to other
kinds, such as realistic fiction also strives for), a feature of
his fictions that he took much pride in. For all the variety of
settings that Verne used, he was a rather careful extrapolator,
al ways staying close to what was thought to be possible in__his
time (the phrase needs emphasis because |ike any other fiction,

SF also "ages" or "dates" in this way as in thematic or social
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specificity). Thus, although he ventured far on, into, and around
the wearth, he took pride in the fact that both his nmeans of tr-
ansportation and the adventures his characters had were techno-
logically possible ones. Hence his disparagenment of witers who
ventured "too far". 'In Verne’s opinion, HG Wells was one such:
I make use of physics. He invents.l go to the nobon in a
cannon-ball, discharged from a cannon. Here there is no
invention. He goes to Mars in an airship, which he con-
structs of a material which does away with the Jlaw of
gravitation.... But show ne this metal. Let him produce
it. (Cted in Parrinder 1980: 7)
In retrospect, of course, it is Verne's cannon-ball that seems
ridiculous. Further, for al! his "use of physics"™, Verne hinself
took as many liberties with what was even then known to be true

as did any nmere "inventor": the theory of a hollow earth that

Verne uses in Journey to the Centre of the Earth, for all its

popul arity, had been proven to be untrue by 1800, given the dens-
ity of the earth; similarly, the project of changing the earth's
axi s--by neans of explosives, to melt the polar caps and thereby

gain access to vast mineral wealth--that Verne's protagonists

undertake in Purchase of the North Pole 1889), wuld result, as
Verne was no doubt aware, in the destruction of coast al cities
all around the world. As Schol es and Rabkin say: "Verne's work

really supports the claim that nuch science fiction displays a
heartily unscientific exuberance for apparently scientific adven-
ture" (1977: 19?)..inaeed, as we see in Verne's Mysterious |sland
(1872), such exuberance also betrays a «cynical, couldn't-care-
less exploitaiiveness in thinking about other people and resour-
ces elsewhere. We shall return to such other aspects of Verne's

"unscientific exuberance" | ater.



Met anor phoses of Adventure Fiction 92

Yet another continuity evident in the choice of the name
"Nautilus™ 1is In the ancient Greek neaning of the word; "naut-
ilus" 1s Greek for sailor, and evokes all the |egends of heroi c
adventure of that sea-faring race. Further, the choice of a cla-
ssical name for Nemo's submarine is in keeping with the Latin and
Geek taxonomes that abound in this novel. In itself this |ast
idea may not seem inpressive. But recall, on the one one hand,
the runic value of nonmenclature referred to earlier. And on the
other hand the alnost unfailing use of names for things, process-
es and people(s) with which SF regularly seeks to establish the
veracity-in-strangeness of its new worlds.

In the <creation of setting, then, the uses of history in
this novel are manifold and conplex. The details of the plot, a:s
we have seen, claim verisimilitude by appealing to a fictive
public-memory. Throughout the novel there is an attenpt to descr-
ibe this extraordinary, fictitious journey as a continuation of
other great, historical voyages and genres of voyage-narratives
along this route. Again and again Verne explicitly contrasts the
t echnol ogi cal possibilities of his times with the "imperfect"”
know edge that according to him characterizes earlier eras. De-
tailed anecdotes of the circunmstances of historical shi pwr ecks
provide authenticity of setting to the novel's adventures. And
nore than once, Nemp's asides on the histories of oppressed peop-
les remnd us of the strong undercurrents that fuel the captain's
travels around the globe, nanely, to fight for the political
freedom of enslaved peoples everywhere (wi thout, alas, any salu-

brious effect on Verne's own psyche). The adventures of Arronax
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and his companions thus intervene in history by adding their
adventures to the archives; they open those archives to specific
technological conparison and coment, and reorgani ze those arch-
ives by dcciding on the veracity or otherwi se of specific histor-

ical events. Indeed, as we l|learn from The Mysterious Island., the

very raison d'etre of the "Nautilus" is to intervene in world
hi story. It is true that Verne did not make nuch of this thene,
but that Nemo should be obsessed with the fate of oppressed peop-
les at all, and that, further, he should turn out to be an Indian
prince in exile is nore than enough evidence to discredit asser-
tions that Verne's novels participate i‘n some simple way in the
inmperialist project in which so nmuch adventure witing is often
inplicated in (we have already nentioned Martin Green's neticul-
ous study [19791 on the subject; see also Edward Said's Culture &

Imperial ism [1993] for one assessnment of nuch of the nineteenth-

century adventure witing that we nmentioned in the last chapter
as feeding into and emerging out of the West's inperialist pro-
jects). As we shall see, in the matter of wunreflective advent-
ures, Verne has not set an exanple for subsequent SF. Mich of the
signi ficant later SF that we will encounter in this chapter is
explicitly anti-imperialist, and seeks to provide alternative
"future-histories™ for humankind by rejecting or Modifying the

destructive patterns of human history.

Conmpl ex engagenents with the past, of course, are the staple
of such genres of adventure witing as historical fiction, ex-
cel l ent exanples being Scott's portrayal of nedieval England, and
Mary Renault's re-creation of Ancient G eece (see Lascelles

C1980]; and Karthika [1992]). R L. Stevenson, a witer of "pure"
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adventure, also enployed Scottish and English legend and history
in complex ways in both his fiction nmeant for boys, such as The

Black _Arrow and Kidnapped. as well as his serious adult fiction

such as Weir of Hermiston, as Faurot (1965) and Hart (19878) have

shown.

SF*s mmjor innovation in adventure fiction's theme of en-
gagemrent with the past was, of course, tinme-travel, perhaps the
one "geography™ or dinension unexplored by Verne. Ever since

Wlls* Time Traveller, SF has mned the possibilities of this

narrative device. Indeed, the device has been used so often that
John Varley, in his novel of time-travel Millenfum (1983), heads

practically every chapter of the novel with the title of a tine-
travel story, thereby acknow edging his debt to his predecessors
in the field!

Wells* Time-Traveller, of course, goes into the future, not
the past, even though he does speculate with his guests on the
infinite possibilities of travel into the past. SF witers after
Wlls have often had their characters travel into the past for a

variety of purposes. David Lowenthal in his nagnificent, W de-

ranging study on the uses of the past, The Past is a Forei gn

Country (1985), sunmarizes the purposes thus:
Five reasons for going or |ooking back doninate tine-
travel literature: explaining the past, searching for a
gol den age, enjoying the exotic, reaping the rewards of
temporal displacenent and foreknowledge, and refashion-
ing U[presentl] |Ilife by changing the past. (22)

e exanple of each kind nust suffice here: In "Dead Past"

(1957a) | saac Asimov has a character invent a "chronoscope" to

di sprove the slander that the Carthaginians inmmoplated children as
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sacrificial victims; Philip José Farmer’sz time-travellers find a
paradi si acal 15000 B.C.--"damned few humans, and an abundance of
wild life;... this is the way a world should be" (1975: 79, 137);
Alfred Bester's chaisauters find that *"through the vistas of the
years every age but our own seens glanmorous"” (1958: 147-8); Mark
Twai n's Connecticut Yankee wakes up in medieval England and says
that he expects to "boss the whole country inside of three non-
ths; for 1 judged | would have the start of the best-educated man
in the kingdom by a natter of thirteen hundred years" (1889: 63-
A); and CGerard Klein's "tine engineers™ modify the past or the
future, "to assure the power, nmenaced by tinme, of the Federation

whi ch had decided to abolish chance" (1967: 8). Thus, very diff-

erent purposes fuel the adventures of these time-travellers.

Even w thout the device of time-travel, an ol der text suah

as Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea., as we have

seen, has a very conplex relationship with the past. Furt her,
given the sheer weight of scientific information which 1is both
substantially as well as technically significant, confirmation
and disconfirmation are processes that lend "prestige" of credi-
bility to the discourses of history, pseudo-history, and |egend.
This is evident in the fact that both Arronax's discovery of
Atlantis and Alex's discovery of the subterranean race cone at
the end of a series of scientific "discoveries™ during the course
of their respective adventures. The qualifying quotation marks
are necessary since the scientific information in these novels of
Verne has on the one hand a conplex relation with the other dis-
courses of history and nmyth, and on the other, Verne's "science"”

seeks to intervene in, and is of a piece with, the nineteenth
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century's scientific projects.

The deluge of scientific information that characterizes the
setting of Verne's adventures, and is in fact a species-specific
character of SF, then, serves many functions. One function, which
we have only so far hinted at, 1is that it nmakes the strange terr-
itory known by the magic of namng it and by the incantation of
"names" and description of processes, objects and phenonena:

The division containing the zoophytes presented the nost
curious specinmens of the two groups of polypi and ech-
inodermes. In the first group, the tubipores, were gor-
gones arranged like a fan, soft sponges of Syria, i ses
of the Mdluccas, pennatules, an admrable virgularia of
the Norwegi an seas, variegated umbellulairae, alcyonar-
iae, a whole series of madrepores.... O the echinoderm-
es, remarkable for their coating of spines, asterl, sea-
stars, pant acri nae, comatules, asterophons, echi ni
hol ot huri , etc. represented individually a conplete
collection of this group. (54-5)

To name is also in a nmeasure to conprehend the thing naned
(at least for the good professor, if not necessarily for the
reader!) and as the etynology of the verb "comprehend™ suggests,
it is also to "have a grasp of"™, to be able to control, the thing
named. This ancient belief has roots in Western nyth ("And Adas
gave nanes to all cattle, and to the fow of the air, and to
every beast of the field" [Genesis 2:20]), and folktale (the
story of Rumpelstiltskin, for instance), as well as non-Western
cultures (the Anmerican Indian "Brave", with his "secret™ name and
his T™public™ nanme is an exanple; as is the H ndu practice of

giving a secret nanme at a boy's "thread cerenony").

SF, like fantasy, characteristically evokes the power of
nani ng. Ursula Le GQuin uses the belief in her superb fantasy,

Wzard of Earthsea (1968), the first book in her renmarkable Ear-
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thsea Trilogy (1979). The wi zard-hero, Ged, must discover the
nane of the evil entity from another dimension that he has let
loose to be able to command it to return whence it cane. The

brutally dom nated wonmen in Suzette Haden Elgin's Native Tongye

(1984) literally bring into existence objects and experiences by
giving names to them "A word for a perception that had never had
a word of its own before"™ (158). Indeed, the power of names {s
the ultimate power in Arthur C. Clarke's "The Nine Billion Nanes
of God"™ (1953b) where the purpose of all Creation is to say all
the nanmes of the Creator; that done, the universe ceases to ex-
ist! Stanislaw Letn, in his Solaris (1961), gently nocks the human
conceit of mastery by naming. He parodies it by having his prot-
agoni st, Kelvin, plough through the literature on a discipline of
study which Lem names "Solaristics™--the body of scientific and
mysti cal knowl edge that has grown around the nysterious planet
Solaris--in an attenmpt to understand the planet. The failure of
"Solaristics™ is the failure of our anthroponmorphic cognitive
frames: a point Lem makes in many of his witings. And in the
failure of the ™"magical™ power of naming, Lem's witings show one
way in which significant SF goes beyond the evocation of a nom
entary sense of wonder: the unknowable illuminates the linits of
our inperial cognitive anbitions, and thereby, the limts of our
humanity.

The professorial heroes in Verne too harbour dreans of total
under st andi ng. Bot h Lidenbrock and Arronax want to consolidate
all that is known about the lithosphere and hydrosphere, and
resolve all controversy and wite a definitive study of the natt-

er. Having travelled seventeen of the twenty thousand | eagues,
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Arronax claims, "I had now the power to wite the true book of
tne sea"™ (255), Py which he neans a rational or scientific and
not a revelatory truth. Occasieonally, however, their seemng
cognitive-technological mastery over their environment is shown
to be illusory, as in the battle the "Nautilus"™ wages =g=inst the
giant cuttle-fish--a fabled ‘sea-monster’. In a sense, we suspect
the power lessness of technology to deal with the nonster in the

very manner Arronax describes the cuttle-fish

Before ny eyes was a horrible monster, worthy to figure
in the legends of the marvellous. It was an inmmense
cuttle-fish, being eight yards long.... Its eight arms,
or rather feet, fixed to its head, that have given the
name of cephalopod to these animals, were twice as long
as its body, and were twisted like the furies’ hair. One
could see the 250 air-holes on the inner side of the
tentacles.... |Its spindle-like body fornmed a fleshy mass
that m ght weigh 4000 to 5000 |bs.; the varying col our
changing with great rapidity, according to the irritat-
ion of the aninmal, passed successively from livid grey

to reddish brown.... Yet, what nonsters these poulps
are! what vitality the Creator has given theni what
vigour in their novements! and they possess three hea-
rts! Chance had brought us in presence of this cuttle-
fish, and | did not wish to lose the opportunity of
carefully studying this specimen of cephal opods. | over-

cane the horror that inspired nme; and, taking a pencil,
began to draw it. (258-59)

Here, the experimentalist’s clinical eye fails (and quails,
too) before the sheer scale of the creature, and although Arronax -
tries time and again to regain his "scientific®™ conposure (quant-
ifying the air-holes), he slips into wuncharacteristic exclanm-
tions, comically conbining his pre-scientific wonder--"what
nonsters these poul ps are!"--with scientific wonder--"and they
possess three, hearts!"”. After that cognitive failure, the entire-
ly "pre-scientific™ battle with the nonster, with harpoons and

hat chets, comes as no surprise.‘ The encounter of the ™"Nautilus"™
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with hostile Papuans, on the other hand, is entirely a technol og-
ical one. Again, we have an inkling of the kind of clash that is
sbout to take place in Arronax's confident statement of European
superiority. Arronax waits for "real hostile demonstrations"”
before reacting, for, as he says, "Between Europeans and savages,
it is proper for the Europeans to parry sharply, not to attack"”
(115). Once they are attacked, Nemo repulses them by the simple
expedient of electrifying the railing of the "Nautilus"™. Thus
technol ogy, and Europe, triunph.

In the century and a quarter of SF that has followed Verne,
hi -tech weaponry (therefore, hi-tech warfare) is one of the nost
famliar shapes of technological manifestations of human scienti-
fic ability, not to nmention nan's power-lust. Robert Heinlein's
"technical™ accounts are one trajectory which weapon-description
in SF has taken:

*|  used,” Thorby stated, *a Mark XI X one-stage target-
seeker, make by Bethlem-Antares and arnmed with a 20
megat on plutonium warhead. | launched a tinmed shot on
closing to beaming range on a collision-curve predict-
fon.” (1957: 183)

E.E. Smith's novels, saturated with adjectives and adverbs,
take another route as their |anguage strains to describe the
destructive power of the ™Super-Shipgn;

Then in that tube of vacuum was waged a spectacul ar duel
of ultra-weapons--weapons inpotent in air, but deadly in
enpty space. Beans, rays, and rods of Titanic power
snote crackingly against ultra-screens equally capable.
Tine after time each contestant ran the gamut of the
spectrum wth his every available ultra-feroe, only to
find all channels closed. For mnutes the terrible stru-
ggle went on....

" The macro-beanms! Prodigious streaners of bl uish-
green flame which tore savagely through course after
course of Nevian screen! Mlevolent fangs, driven wth

such power and velocity that they were biting into the
very walls of the enemy vessel before the Anphibians
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knew that their defensive shells of force had been punc-
tured! (1948: 204)

Battles on the scale that Smith describes are a staple of
the epics of many cultures (indeed, ™"épic battles™ is a standard
epithet in the blurb of many a war-novel), another l|ate Manifest-
ation of adventure witing. Quite apart from the scale of action,

the Mahabharata, for instance, also features weapons of "magicalnw

powers of destruction--the astras--and the epic gives each of
these a special nane and specific powers. Smith's "ultra-weapons®
thus have a long history in adventure writing.

SF has long been enanopured of weapons of nast destruction--
"Technoporn™, as Arthur Clarke (1989) described such SF, because
it lusts after "gleam ng weapons and beautiful explosions™. How
ever, as we shall see later in the chapter, running parallel to
this fascination for and celebration of the destructive power of
human technol ogy, SF has also had a continuous "doonmsday" tradi-
tion of apocalyptic visions (in the careful, nuanced sense in
which David Ketterer [1974] adunmbrates this difficult concept)
foretelling the course of hunman events if this destructive cele-
bration continues. A great deal of SF reinforces this danger by
setting the story in a vividly described post-catastrophe world
Post - cat astrophe SF describes many futures of a humanity |urching
"here and here", like the butterfly in Robert Graves’ poem " by
guess [/ And God and hope and hopel essness” ("Flying Crooked").
But of course, Graves®’ butterfly is valued for this ability-it
has "a just sense of how not to fly"--whereas one nay inmgine
that survivors after a catastrophe hardly have a choice in the

directions their lives will take. |In contrast, much post-cat a-
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strophe SF snnws that humanity has just such a choice of futures:

as the protagonist in Carl Sagan's Contact (1986) says, "W had

been given a glinpse ... and then were left to save ourselves. |If
we could* (125). That humanity will squander such an opportunity
to make a fresh start, is also a possibility explored in sone SF

that we will be looking at in this chapter. Wth hunan nature
unchanged, a rebuilding of civilization will result in the same
sggressive demonstrations of technol ogical prowess. The mlitar-
istic visions of E.E. Smith and Heinlein will not be denied. And
Verne’s SF, with its "exciting"™ adventures bespeaking the power
of science and technol ogy, has contributed much in setting SF on
the road to"'E.E. Smth and Heinlein. The odd encounter with octo-
puses notwithstanding, Verne's fictions are paeans to hunman prow
€ess.

Thus, the- physical adventure in Twenty Thousand _Leagues

Under _the Sea derives nuch of its excitenent from an interweaving

of the ancient and the mpdern: fabled sea nonsters and electric-

ity. And, for the most part, the latter triunphs over the former.

However , Verne’s achievenent lies In a redescription, of tradi-
tional settings of adventure such as the sea, in scientific-tech-
nol ogi cal terns. The human-scientific-techneclogical encounter

with the environment, thus, both defamiliarises a familiar world
and at the sanme time provides new opportunities for adventure.
And, as we have seen, the project of knowing the world blends
indistinguishably into one of Battering the world, albeit occa-
sional ly with indifferent success. For the most part, however,
the question "what is that?" is inextricably entwined wth the

guestion "what good is knowing what that is?" In Twenty Thousand
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tre Sea this utilitarian cast to know edge is disc-

Leagues_Under_ 8
erned nmost clesrly--and an ecologically sensitized |ate-twent-
ieth-century sensibility might add, discerned most wunpalatably
(if the pun may be pardoned)--in the food Nemo provides to Arron-
ax and his companions.

For instance, when Arronax wonders aloud how they are able

to have meat at the bottom of the sea, Nemo replies:

This, which you believe to be neat, Professor, is noth-
ing else than fillet of turtle. Here are also some dol-
phin's livers, which you take to be ragout of pork. My
cook is a clever fellow, who excels in dressing these
various products of the ocean. Taste all these dishes
Here is a preserve of holothuria, which a Malay would

declare to be unrivalled in the world; here is a cream,
of which the mlk has been furnished by the cetacea, and
the sugar by the great fucus of the North Sea; and |ast-

ly, permt nme to offer you some preserve of anemones,
which is equal to that of the mpst delicious fruits.
(50)

This first meal sets the culinary tone of their voyage. Every
meal is a banquet and is proof of the fertility of both the sea

and the human imagination. Still, in Twenty Thousand Leagues

Under the Sea no more than what is needed for a gourmet’s neal is

taken from the sea. Not so in Verne's The Msterious Island

(1874).

The Mysterious lIsland is the story of the transformation of

an uninhabited Pacific island by the "engineer™ Cyrus Harding and
his conpani ons who are stranded there. It is "mysterious"™ because
at numerous crucial (even dangerous) Moments they are helped out
by an unknown person. Nemo turns out to be the benign "mystery

man". For the most part, however, Harding and his men require
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little help. Indeec &8s "practical™ men, their ability to make
their island livable is enough to merit even Nemo's admiration,
and he hinself is the new Robinson Crusoe of the fiction of t he
technological age--lone inventor and fabricator par excellence.
Robi nson Crusoe, we saw in the last chapter, set the tone

for one kind of encounter with the world around. Robinson's atti-

tude towards Lhe world as a place ful! of usable things is echoed
even more strongly in the Verne novel. Robinson's justification,
at least, was based on survival: with little nore than his mech-
ani cal ingenuity and "remembered"™, rudinmentary technol ogy, he

devi sed means of surviving in a harsh environment outside civil-
ization (which, by defintion, is the repository of all knowl edge
and craft that humanity has acquired). His conforts were few Not
so with Cyrus Harding and his compani ons. Extravagance in exploi-
tation of resources is the tone of their existence--if Robi nson
is literally a manufacturer, Harding is a near-God in his capac-
ity to solve any technological problem with a predictably con-
descending tone of speech with which his wise hostiles full of
knowl edge and competence are delivered. Such all powerful "tech-
nol ogi cal " characters are also encountered in subsequent SF--a
feature only to be expected in a genre which in its formative
magazi nes celebrated, both in its fiction and non-fiction, the
figure of the (boy-)engineer. Harding and his conmpanions exploit
the island for all it is worth, taking at any one tine much nore
than they need. This extravagance is evident nost of all in their
sl aughter of .the fow on the island. Every neal is a feast. Evi -
dently, conservation of any sort, or concern of any kind for the

resources in their world, figures nowhere even in the "enlighten-
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ed engineer" Cyrus Harcing'e thoughts about this environnment in
which they find themselves. This Tcouldn’t-care-lessness™ S
serious not just in itself, but also because for a long time, the
island is the "world" of these people: their behaviour, t her e-
fore, has global implications by extension and extrapolation. As
Hardi ng says, "Everything, ny friends, everything can serve us in
the condition in which we are. Do not forget that, | beg of you"
(130). As we shall see, a good deal of |later SF exam nes what man
has "made" of his world. (And for the nost part, it is the male
whose crafting is described, a fact entirely in keeping with the
tradition of alnost exclusively nmale heroes in adventure fiction

a fact also that recent, self-conscious fenminist Utopias, such as

Joanna Russ' "femnl e" world, Whileaway--in her novel The Female

tﬁﬁ [ 1975]1-~-sensitize us to.) In this we find the pioneering
Verne quite wunconcerned or even amporal. This difference is a
major evolutionary one in the history of SF. Indeed, the island s
pl eni t ude, which Verne®s characters ruthlessly exploit, merits
the descriptive term "overplus" in Harding’s repeated reference
to it--an abundance that, they believe, absolves them of any

obligation to restrain thensel ves.

By the time they are through with playing Gd on that i s-
land, Harding and his conpani ons have remade the islahd in civil-
ization's inmage. However, their inage is a fanciful, wunrealistio
one, which |eaves the island at the end of their |abours as vir-
ginal ly undespoiled and pastoral as they had found it. The novel
is full of "realistic" detail about the technol ogical possibilit-

ies inherent in everything they find on the 1island—descriptions
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of raw materials, processes src¢ artifacts abound. However, her e
we find no conparable realism in describing the price the i_sland
pays to provide for its inhabitants every civilized anenity; in a
similar manner, in his Purchase of the North Pole (1889), Verne

had his amateur scientists tilt the earth’s axis to get at the
vast mneral wealth at the poles, and "consequences be damned"”
(Schol es and Rabkin 1977: 197).

Verne’s attitude is a modern, Western one (i.e., post-Renai-
ssance, post-Enlightenment) that acconpani ed consi derabl e scient-
ific and technological increase in human capability which in turn
made it relatively easy to treat the world around as available
for the taking and presunptuous modification. Distress about such
an attitude is by no neans a late twentieth century one alone:
"In Victorian Britain ... pride in material progress mingled with
dismay at its brutal, ugly, and nmaterialist consequences" (Lowen-
thal: xxi). W have already alluded to the savage criticism of
the wutilitarian outlook that Carlyle and Dickens | aunched. The
attitude is also evident in Thomas Love Peacock's sardonic char-
acterization of nodern (nineteenth century) civilization in his

last novel, Gyl1l Gange (1861), as "your steamnursed, steam

borne, steamkilled / And gas-enlightened race" (quoted in Aldiss
1986: 93). And sone thirty years before Verne, Janes Fenimore
Cooper had raged against the white man's rape of the American
wi | derness. To Cooper, the destruction of the forests, its wild-
life and the native human population were all aspects of the sane
callous and wungiving attitude of seeing the land as sonething
fromwhich all that can be, is to be taken. With no end in sight

to this rape of the land by the "civilized” whites, nearly 150
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yeatrs AfR; iranieally frem within 'he #New Warild", Cooper wrote a

Uopia, The Crater (1848). That the utopia ends in failure s
perhaps adequate comment on Cooper's thoughts about the irrevere-
ibility of the damage already caused, about the human propensity
to negl ect husbandry, care of the environnment.

Cooper’s book in fact shows another difference between Utop-
ian (technological) adventure and non-utopian technological ad-
venture--despite even heavy presence of technol ogy, Cooper’s
narrative firmly focusses on the nature of human society, whil e
Verne rarely achieves any sense of human society in his novels.
Subsequent SF has often divided itself into distinct halves along
this difference, so that a serious SF work like Walter Mller's A

Canticle for Leibowitz (1959) actually underplays the usual "sen-

sational™ elenents of post-catastrophe SF such as a devastated
| andscape filled with Wells®' Morlock-like savage and canni bali st-
ic mutants. Instead, it , wutilizes the available narrative to
provoke readers to examine the nature of human existence in its
envi ronnent . A simlar exphasis is found in other non-frivolous

SF works: for instance, John Wyndham’s The Chrygalids (1955).

Such a refusal to use the nore "formulaiec" el eaents of its
subject matter and technique constitutes perhaps one character-

istic of "serious" adventure fiction in any genre. Jack Sohae-

fer's classic Western, Shane (1949), although flawed and full of
missed opportunities, is significant because it does not Bilk the

customary gunfight for all that it is worth; instead the nove
saves this trite genric feature for one explosive exchange at the

very end; for the npost part, in its portrayal of the relationship
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between the gunfighter Shane and the boy-narrator, the novel
reflects upon the nystique of the gunfighter; two recent West-

erns-~one a book and the other a film~--go well beyond Schaefer's

attenpt: Larry McMurtry's Anything for Billy (1988) is a satir-
ical-tragic reworking of the life of the notorious gunslinger

Billy the Kid, and Clint Eastwood’s recent film The Unforgiven

(1993), systematically denystifies the heroismof the frontier to
expose its physical and moral squalor. Similarly, John Le Carre's
super-spy Smiley, short, bald and middle-aged, is very far from
lan Flem ng's Janmes Bond; and Le Carre's, or Len Deighton's shad-
owy world of spying with all its anmbiguities and ambivalences, of
moral choices confronting representative as opposed to unique and
el evated heroes, is a very different world from the bl ack-and-
white and, essentially, socially unconcerned world of Nick Carter
thrillers. However, it is by no neans the case that serious SF
always avoids T"sensational" elenents of the genre. From Mry

Shelley's thoroughly gothic Frankenstein (1818) through Alfred

Bester's space operatic Ti ger! Tiger! (1955), to John Brunner’s

thoroughly technological The Shockwave Rider (1975), SF has, in

fact, successfully used well-worn genre elenents also to exam ne
human dil emmas. Indeed, at its best, serious SF, 1ike any serious
genre fiction, while refusing to tread some well-worn paths,
creatively exploits famliar genre elements to illunminate hither-

to unexpl ored paths, which the genre can now take.5

As grim a warning as Cooper's about the consequences of
living the ﬁay we do, as spoilers, cane from Richard Jefferies.
In his essays as in his fiction, he was sharply critical of tech-

nol ogi cal change because of the devastation that seened to follow
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in its wake: one of his diary entries (quotedin John Fowles’

introduction to After London (18851} notes the state of some

twenty London parishes which had no provision for sewage. How-

ever, his criticismby no neans inplies that he was in favour of

some anti-technological rural utopia (like Butler's Erewhon
(18721, Far frow it; Jefferies was acutely aware of the hard-
ships of rural Iife in nineteenth-century England as, to cite

just one exanple, his Toilers of the Field (1892) anmply docune-

nt!. This awareness did not prevent him from detailing the envir-
onnent al degradation of his town, Swi ndon, following the 1intro-
duction of the Railways. H's nost powerful description of envir-
onnental pollution, enphatically representing moral and spiritual

degradation of the human race, however, is to be encountered in

his novel After London. There he portrays an England of the fut-

ure, deprived of all Enlightenment and ni neteenth-century advanc-
es in technology, thrown back upon & feudal medievalismafter an
envi ronnent al di saster whose reminder and remmant is a ghastly,
chemcally polluted lake, *the very essence of corruption" (206)
at the place where London once was. The protagonist, Felix Aqui-
ta, is not a typical adventure/SF overachiever; Jefferies enphas-
izes this fact by contrasting Felix with his flanmboyant, achi ev-
ing brother. Felix, a msfit anong the now feudal nobility, driv-
en by a desire to recover the glory-that-once-was, enters the
dead (and deadly) city of London:
The - deserted and utterly extinct city of London was
under his feet. He had penetrated into the mdst of that
dreadful place, of which he had heard many a tradition;
how the earth was poison, the water poison, the air

poi son, the very light of heaven, falling through such
an atnmosphere, poison. There was said to be places where
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the earth was on fire and belched fc¢:»th sul phurous fum
es, supposed to be from the comtuetion of the enornous
stores of strange and unknown chemiceais collected by the
wonder ful people of thcse times. Upon the surfage of the
water there was a greenish-yellow o0il, to touch which
was death to any creature; it was the very essence of
corruption. (206)

Into this Hades (for clearly, the phrase "wonderful people"
is drastically undercut by repeatedly <calling this unearthly
reminder of their habitat "poison™) Jefferies' (Odysseus enters
and returns to tell the tale. Hys feat inspires awe anong warring
tribes and he begins the process of building a senblance of a
civilization once nore. But the polluted |ake constantly haunts
this Ut opian scheme of rebuilding in the manner of ™the wonderful
people of those timegzw, The narrator of the tale, himself from
Felix's society, describes the hunman exacerbation of the natural
disaster that has destroyed civilization-as-Jefferies'-readers-
knew-it. OF the Thames, we are told, "the river had become part-
ially choked from the cloacae of the ancient city which poured
into it through enornous subterranean aqueducts and drains" (36).
The resultant swanp is described very vividly, enough to send a
chill down the spine of any urbanite a century later. The essent-
ial condeinnation of man* s manner of living is beyond question in
this novel:

There exhales from this oozy mass so fatal a vapour that
no animal can endure it. The black water bears a green-
ish-brown floating scum which for ever bubbles up from
the putrid nud of the bottom Wen the wind collects the
m asma, and, as it were, presses it together, it becones
visible as a low cloud which hangs over the place...

There are no fishes, neither can eels exist in the nud,
nor- even newts. It is dead.... Al the rottenness of a
t housand years of many hundred millions of human beings
is there festering under the stagnant water, which has
sunk down into and penetrated the earth, and floated wup

to the surface the contents of the buried cloacae. (37-
38)
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Indeed, Wwhile we need not set up SF as "prophetic™ as sone
critics do, the expensive and urgent scheme of the last couple of
decades to "clean ugp™ the Thanmes gives a disturbingly realistic
habitation to what Jefferies imaginatively naned. The man- made
wastel and was to become a staple of SF setting; and in this sense
an exam nation of humanity’s responsibility for its won condition

has marked a good deal of later SF. A city conparably ravaged by

plague had prefigured in Daniel Defoe's Journal of the Plague
Year (1722a) and a world devastated by plague by Mary Shelley in

her The Last Man (1826), her inmediate context being the rapidly

spreadi ng plague then raging across Europe. Wile neither can be
called SF on any count, certainly the scale of the affliction--in
the Christian tradition, reaching back to the Flood in the Book
of Genesis (6-9), and the plagues in Revelation (9:3-20)--becane
a faniliar part of SF. Indeed, so often does SF become a "litera-
ture of last things" (to use the subtitle of Uagar*s study
[198213), that James Gunn could incorporate this feature in his
definition of SF as a "branch of literature ... [that] usual |y
i nvol ves matters whose inportance is greater than the individual

or the community; often civilization itself is in danger” (19771t
1). These "termnal visions" (the title of Wagar's study) of SF
provide Ketterer the evidence to speak of "'the space opera’ of

E. E *Doc® Smith and Milton's Paradise Lost in the same breath"

(1974: 332). FromDefoe to the late twentieth-century SF, the
implicit global or universal dimensions of "spoiling"™ human beha-
viour presented to us in fictionalized experiences can hardly be

i gnor ed.
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Like the man-made wasteland, the SF tale set in the far
future, in whose dim past a catastrophe had occurred, has al so
remained a recurrent notif in SF from Jefferies® time. Huxl ey' s
dimly remembered Nine Days* War in his Brave New Wrld (1932) is

an instance. James Kahn's Wrld Enough. And Time (1880), is an-

ot her such SF novel. Its story set in a world of zany inhabit-
ants--centaurs and vampires--presents a fantasy adventure with a
strong science fictional element in that it invokes genetic en-
gineering (in the taleworld, a virtually nmystical branch of know-
| edge), and "Gene Wars™ to account for the creatures of the tale-
world's present. Gene Wl fe*s erudite series, The "Book of t he

New Sun* (beginning with The Shadow of the Torturer (19801),

again set in "centuries of futurity**, and translated into English
from a "tongue that has not yet achieved existence” (WlIlfe 1980:
261), also mentions ancient catastrophes.

Only fifteen years after Verne's blithe unconcern for t he

envi r onment (in The Mysterious lIsland) cane Jefferies* stark

depiction of nan- made ecol ogical degradation. In the century
since Verne and Jefferies, an Earth wounded by human viol ence has
become a fam liar SF setting. Further, as human ability to des-
troy has increased, SF writers have depicted nore spectacul ar
catastrophes and post-catastrophe worlds. Indeed, in a recent
specul ation on the definitive traits of humanity, Jared Dianond
specifically identifies genocide and environmental depredation
(1990). The brooding, deadly lake in Jefferies becomes a violent,

pyr ot echni cal sky in a more recent SF novel, Roger Zel azny's
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Only fifteen years after Verne's blithe unconcern for t he

envi ronment (in The Mysterioug Island) came Jefferies’ stark
depiction of man- made ecol ogi cal degradation. In the century
since Verne and Jefferies, an Earth wounded by human viol ence has
become a familiar SF setting. Further, as human ability to des-
troy has increased, SF writers have depicted nmore spectacul ar
catastrophes and post-catastrophe worlds. Indeed, in a recent
speculation on the definitive traits of humanity, Jared Diamond
specifically identifies genocide and environmental depredati on

(1990). The brooding, deadly lake in Jefferies becomes a violent,

pyr ot echni cal sky in a more recent SF novel, Roger Zelazny's
genre-SF novel Damnation Al ley (1969). Since this novel is also a
rollicking adventure, it is worth taking a close look at it.

Unlike After London, here, the hero is a very reluctant and

unpl easant agent of salvation to begin with. Tanner, the 25-year-
old protagonist of Damnation Alley is an ex-"Angel": he once |led
a bike-gang in the "nation" of California and has a long crim nal
record. His first name, appropriately, is Hell. He is offered a
pardon if he agrees to deliver a cargo of plague anti-serum from
California to Boston, where a plague is raging. The oatch is that
this is a post-nuclear-holocaust America, with air travel inmposs-
ible due to violent storms; only surface transport is avail able,
taking one across nuclear-ravaged America. Wth his pardon in his
pocket Tanner sets out in a heavily armoured vehicle, with two
other vehicles behind him to make sure he does not just skip.
This novel is an ironic reversal of the triumphant and rom
anticized westward passage of the inhabitants of the once "New"

world. The stoury altlernale:. between the suiting and encounters of
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Tanner's odyassaw eastwards and scenes from a dying Boston. The
action, like its prose vehicle, is spare and brutal. The two
armoured cars accompanying Tanner are destroyed by the time the
convoy is a third of the way through the journey: one is destroy-
ed by bombardnment of rocks in a storm while the other disappears
in a hellish post-nuclear-disaster tornado. Such tornadoes turn
out to be the explanation for the ™garbage" that keeps falling
from the sky. The sky in fact receives sone of the nost spect-
acul ar descriptions in the novel: its colours range across the
spectrum with violent storms wracking it all the time. The qual -
ity of the descriptions gives us some indication of Zelazny's
power and his concern:
By the time they reached Los Angeles, the blue aurora
filled half the sky, and it was tinged with pink and
shot through with smoky, yellow streaks t hat reached
like spider legs into the south. The roar was a deafen-
i ng, physical thing that beat upon their eardrums and
caused their skin to tingle. As they left the car and
crossed the parking lot, heading toward the big, pillar-
ed building with the frieze across its forehead, t hey
had to shout at one another in order to be heard. (7)
Notice the appropriate conmbination of a weird description
and the mundane action of crossing the parking lot in the sane
par agraph. Such descriptions of the setting of the action, from
Jefferies to Zelazny, have made SF a repository to rival medieva
Pur gat ori os. In accomplished (and at least in this regard seri-
ous) SF, these descriptions possess the power to caution alt of
us who believe we must watch our "progressive™ steps. The Dbeauty
of the followi ng description, for instance, only enhances the

gruesomeness of the human condition

The sun rose up like molten silver to his right, and a
third of the sky grew amber and was laced with fine
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lines liiie cobwebs. The desert was topaz beneath it, and
the brown curtain of dust that hung continuously at  his
back, pierced only by the eight shafts of the other

ears’ fights, took on a pinkish tone as the sun grew a
bright red corona and the shadows fled into the west. He
dimmed his lights as he passed an orange cactus shaped

like a toadstool and perhaps fifty feet in diameter.
Gi ant bats fled south, and far ahead he saw a wide

.waterfall descending from the heavens. It was gone by
the time he reached the danp sand of that place, but a
dead shark lay to his left, and there was seaweed, sea-

weed, seaweed, fishes, driftwood all about. (30)
Here is a scale of nature to inspire awe--cacti fifty feet

in diameter, and giant bats--and a scale of incongruity in nature

to Instill fear--waterfall descending from the sky, and a dead
shark in the desert: truly an exanple of the Burkean sublime. And
yet, how does our hero react to these? He merely dims his [lights
as he passes an orange cactus fifty feet in diameter! The sky
certainly does not inspire the kind of fear and awe in this prot-

agonist, that the |lake does in After London. And this difference

need not surprise us for we have already encountered the mundane"
ness of the action accompanying the first description of the sky

in Damnation Alley. Tanner's matter-of-fact attitude to this

envi ronment owes much to the tradition of the hard-boil ed, man-
of-the-world hero of much genre writing such as detective and spy

or war fiction, and the Western. But the sky in Damnation Al ley

is not just a spectacular element of this grim post-catastrophe
world. Clear skies are one of the abiding hopes of the surviving
humani ty. Tanner's girlfriend asks him wistfully if he has ever
seen a cloud; the twelve-year old Jerry at one of Tanner's stop-
overs says he wants to be a pilot when he is older--an ordinary
boy's desire keven trite, in our age), but poignant in this con-

text. Further, the sky is the centrepiece of the extended narra-
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torial monol ogue towards the enc of the novel

As Tanner traverses whet were once called Nevada, Kansas,
I ndi ana, etc., he finds the devastated |andscape populated by
monstrously mutated shrub, cacti, spiders and bats. However, he
meets no nmutated humans. This is really surprising given the
genric conventions of post-catastrophe SF. Moreover, surprisingly
little time is spent dwelling on the horrors that he does encoun-
ter. We will return to these "genrically familiar™ elements |a-
ter. For now, it is enough to note that they retard Tanner's (and
the narrative's) progress but little, and we are not allowed to
forget the humanitarian m ssion on which this "Hellish" hero has
embarked.

A large part of the novel dwells on Tanner himself. The
novel opens with him speculating on the possibility of organizing
and heading another gang, and his regretfully abandoning the
fdea--all this while evading parole. Captured and offered the
deal, he accepts, but only because he has no real choice. It is
clear that he undertakes the Damation Alley run for the pardon
alone--he couldn't ~care less what happened to Boston. On the
jour ney, his partner Greg keeps on trying to figure Tanner out,
to little avail. He cannot make sense of someone Who recognizes
no social obligations whatsoever: "I sometimes wonder how people
like you happen", he says (40). The laconic Tanner is not of such
help in analysing his own notives. But the reader is more fortu-
nate becaue this novel does work at several levels and self-ass-
essment by reveal ed irony is used very effectively by the author.

The tough, cynical hero-image, so commn in American genre

fiction--a hero of the Philip Marlowe school that Raymond Chandl -
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er excelled in (see, for instance, Chandler's The Long__Goodbye
(18531)-~-is carefully adhered to in Tanner's portrayal. A roan who
al ways knows the winning game in town, he plays it to the hilt,
even as he expresses contenpt for it. At their refuelling stop at
Sal t Lake City, Tanner is at his phoney best with the -equally

phoney President:

I have a small ranch now and only a few servants, and I
spend most of my time listening to classical nmusic and
readi ng philosophy. Sometimes | write poetry. When |
heard about this thing, though, | knew that | owed it to
humanity and to the nation of California to volunteer.
After all, they've been pretty good to nme. (59)

The President | eaves, inpressed, and | aughing ocontemptously,

Tanner tells Greg about his own value system

He wants everything to be nice. So 1 told himnice thi-

ngs, and he believed them ... Dumb bastard actually
bel i eved somebody'’d volunteer for this!... See how he
sucked up to me after | talked to him about humanity? |

hate guys like that. They're all phonies". (60-1)

And, in the tradition of the rogues and crimnals in advent-
ure fiction (even picaresque in this case) who are essentially
good humans within, Tanner soon shows his angelic side, as, of
cour se, one genrically expects him to. At the stopover at Salt
Lake City, he is alone for a few mnutes and becones reflective:

He mi ssed his love, the one-eyed beacon of his life, his
hog, with her four-speed Harley Davidson transm ssion

and stock clutch, two big H-D carburetors, and her t hr-
obbi ng, shuddering, exploding power between his thighs,

bars in his hands and hellsmell of burned rubber and
exhaust fumes peppering his nose around the snoke of his
cigar. Gone. Forever. |Inpounded and sold to pay fines
and costs. The way of all steel. (68)

This reflectiveness leads himto tell Greg a little later:

|I'"ve been thinking.... Those folks in Boston ... Maybe
it is worth it. | don't know. They never did anything
for me. But hell, | Ilike action, and I|'d hate to see the

whole world get dead.... It's just that | don't like the
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i dea of everything being like the Altley here--all burned

out and screwed up and full of crap. (76)
At this semi-articulate reflection, an amused Greg says, "| never
suspected you contained such philosophic depths" (76). Of course
he does, but by no means as "given™ as in merely conventional
narrative. Al 1 of Tanner's enounters with human beings are signi-
ficant, they exploit the conventions of the hard-boiled hero, and
of parodic variations in the context of an SF scenario of urgen-
cy. A rather effective narrative results. For instance, at their
next stopover, he meets twelve-year-old Jerry Potter. To him he
reveal s how he wanted to mind the Big Machine that ran the world.
Me had, he tells Jerry, taken literally a comparison his school-
teacher had made of the world to a big machine and had for |ong
dreawed of hiwmwel T Hl; Lhe wole* wmindere of the machine.

These unexpected aspects of Tanner's character notwithstand-
ing, our T™Angel™ does not become one. He delivers his <cargo to
Boston, and the spring after, when a statue of our hero is un-
veiled, obscene remarks are discovered etched on the pedestal and
Hell  Tanner is found to have disappeared, leaving a trail of
stolen cars. But before this prank confirms him as a |ovable
villain, he has. suffered. And it is not just a change of heart
that Tanner has suffered, though that too. Having loved and |ost,
he is distinctly much more than merely "biologically human" as
the administrator Denton describes him The girl he <comes to
love, Corny--"short for Cornelia"--in the space of three days was
with a bike gang, much like Tanner's own, which he decimates. He
pi cks her up from the carnage because she is "a chick". She thr-

ows in her lot with him As she says (unwittingly describing her
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"function™ in the narrative)

since she sees herself

anot her bi ke gang kills her

t aph: " Her name was Corneli

where she came from or what

Tanner's girl and | |ove her™

touching. And that is how he

The changes in Tanner

famliar pattern of the hero

better human being at

Angel ' s
hero. As

marks the redenption of

vul ner abl e when his

also as a

and Tanner

the end of
transformation is more than the

in serious Romance,
a civilization.

"girl"™ dies a violent
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, "I got nothing else to do" (153),

"chick"™. A couple of days later,

buries her with this epi-

a and | don't know how old she was

her |ast name was but she was Hell

(174). Ungrammatical, but tough and

stays.

al ong the way are, of course, t he

who grows emotionally and beconmes a

his odyssey. But thit Hell’s

reformati on of an anti-

here the redempti on of the hero

Tanner is nmopst human and

deat h. Significantly,

this depiction of the violence human beings do to each other is
also the point at which the novel, so to speak, changes gears. A
narratori al monol ogue follows. The very beginning of the mono-
logue marks it off from the rest of the novel:
Setting without plot or characters. Put a frame around
it i f you would, and call it what you would, i f you
woul d: Chaos, Creation, Nightmare of the Periodic Table
or (fill in your ownl. (174)

Then comes a sentence two pages long, a veritable deluge, on
the violence done to Nature: the human breach of a holy pact
between the elements—the "Nightmare of the Periodic Table" men-
tioned above. An excerpt:

R if you're there to see, and may you never, how the
sky takes up within itself the land and the water, sepa-
rated since the days of creation, turns them to plasm

droppi ng rains, of stone, wood, the dead of the
sea and the land, nmasonry, metal, sand, fire, gl ass,
coral, and water sometimes, too, as it disciplines the
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earth and the seas which perhaps abused it too nmuch, too
| ong, by bringing forth those who respected no pacts
bet ween the basic elenents, who snudged the heavens with
a mllion pollutants and fear, filling the bottle above
the air with the radioactivity of five hundred prena-
turely detonated warheads, aborted by a radiation |[evel
already raised to the point where it broke them apart
with spontaneous chain reactions, troubling its still
bl ue on those three days when the pacts were broken...
(175-76)

At the end of that narathon sentence, the narrator says, "It
is this, nore than anything else in the entire world, that de-
mands regard. A setting, nothing nore--no plot, no characters"
(177). However, by this explicit statement of what "demands re-
gard', Hell Tanner's odyssey and transformation do not lost their
nmeani ng. Quite the contrary, in its spectacular descriptions of
the setting, and the depiction of Tanner's transformation, the
novel's SF-adventure narrative beconmes the vehicle and occasion
for a nuch larger statenment on the late-twentieth century, indus-
trialized, mlitarized West. In that one tirade of words, Damn-

ation Al ley is transformed froma tale of hard-boiled adventures

of a couldn’t-care-less hero into an ecol ogical fabl e, because
the story <contained the substance of this statement from the
start. At opposite ends of descriptiveness (Jefferies’ lush "WId
Engl and" opening, and Zelazny's blighted ‘earth), they are essen-
tially SF works of special significance.

In the century since Richard Jefferies, we said, SF witers
have given many spectacul ar descriptions of the breaking of the
"holy pacts" between humans and their environnent. Harlan Elli-
son's short story "Bleeding Stones" echoes Zelazny, but in a very
different tone:

Al cheny high above the crowds.
Over one hundred years of the Industrial Revolu-
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tion had spewed chem cal magic into the air. The aero-
sols known as smog. Coal and petroleum fractions con-
taining sulfur, their conbustion producing sulfur di ox-
i de, oxidized by atnmospheric oxygen to form sulfur tri-
oxide, hydrated Py water vapor in the air to sufuric

acid. Al chemi cal magic that weathers limestone.... The
magic of wultraviolet radiation, photochemical reactions,
photochem cal snog: it magically cracks rubber. Unsatu-
rated hydrocarbons, ozone, nitrogen dioxide, formalde-
hyde, acetone. Magic. Carbon monoxi de, carci nogenic
hydrocarbons.... Carbon particles, metallic dusts, sili-
cates, fluorides, resins, tars, pollen, fungi, solid

oxi des, aromatics, even the smells of magic. (194)
Ellison's excoriation of technological devastation is as savage

as Zelazny's. However, his sardonic wonder--"it magically cracks

rubber”--is particularly good, playing, as it does, upon the
wi de- eyed "gosh-wow" of socially naive SF like Verne's Tht Wys-

terious Island, simultaneously revealing to us the devel opment SF

has undergone since the very pal pably naive early narratives. It
reveals in unmistakable ternms the particularity, even self-parod-
ic specificity, of setting in late SF. Further, Ellison's litany
of pollutants, |ike Zelazny's "masonry, metal, sand, fire, glass,
coral, and watezn (176), is an ironic version of the lists of
exotica that SF writers are particularly fond of. These lists
have their genric origins in listings characteristic of epics as
well as in the descriptions by travel writings that tell of str-
ange |ands and people. Arronax’s taxonomic lists of the flora and

fauna of the undersea in Verne's Twenty Thougand Leagues Under

the Sea are one instance we have adduced, and indeed an adventure
in any sub-genre is inconceivable without formulaic or integrated
specificity of setting.

Even without their Greek and Latin names, the visual potent-
ial of Verne's submarine life is striking, as is evident in the

Walt Disney film version (1954) of the novel. Indeed, SF film has
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yfte2a relied on the more "spectecular"™ aspects of the texts*
settings, sometimes able to suggest a great deal even when some
fairly primtive special effects are used, as in Andrei Tar kov-
sky's Solaris (1971), but nore often, allowing the exotio to be
an end in itself, as in George Lucas's slick Star Wars (1977). SF
novel s, of course, offer plenty of instances of both kinds of
uses of setting, as significant site for struggle or as nere
visual-tactile-auditory "furniture™ of a place. Stanislaw Leo's
Solaris is an example of a significant use of a spectacular sett-
ing (as, indeed, are many of the novels we discuss below in this

chapter), while the crowded bar-room in Star Wars, a triunph of

rubber-masks and body-suits, figures in many a racy SF adventures

The barroom was swirling with crosscurrents. Vanpires,
Satyrs, Humans, Harpies, Furies, Devils, Gargoyles, and
m xed breeds of every genotype drank, gamed, and con-
spired from floor to loft. (Kahn, World Enough and Time

£1980: 227])

Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea starts out aa

a technological adventure, its lineaments clear from its very
begi nning, and describes an undersea adventure very successfully,

weavi ng the science and technology in surprisingly conmplex ways

into the debates of the day. If it fails, it does so because of
its naive conception of human experience in general. Zel azny,
however, does quite different things, and in less space, with

genuine narrative economy--this is a point worth making, that as
with other sub-genres of adventure fiction, in SF too the conqu-
est of settjng by econom cal and essential integration into the
narrative fabric marks the nore significant and provocative wor-

ks. Formul a adventures in SF, in contrast, also suffer from the
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setting's imetility to interact with character and conflict, with
conploe ity o f rotivationand aspiration, where they do not weaken
from having nothing new to say about human experience.

While the |andscape in Zelazny’s novel is no less strange

than Verne's waterscape, Damnation Alley does not undertake an

exhaustive description of the setting in the vocabul ary of sci -
ence. Thi s is because of the .different genric sub-traditions
within which Verne and Zelazny wrote. Verne partakes very consc-
iously of fictional travel writing. That makes his novel [|ean one
way--the setting described with geographical verisimilitude, not
infrequently as seen by an observer rather than by an involved
and interested participant. He is at the same time exploring the
possibilites of a scientific vocabulary, and various technol og-
ies. A scientific vocabulary allows Verne to not only describe a
new setting (the undersea), but also to describe anew already
familiar settings such as the surface of the sea; Verne's techno-
|l ogies and terminology also allow himto fill his tale of travel
with apparently "new"™ adventures which serve only discursive or
di gressive functions--again whether they are apparently "famil-

iar™ encounters with "monsters" or "natives™, or the truly wond-

rous exploration of the workings of the "Nautilus", and life
aboard and around it in the till-then unfamliar element. Zel a-
zny's Hell Tanner, being no M. Arronax, describes the world arou-
nd as a non-specialist would, |eading the reader not so much into

di stant wonder as int felt experience:

Bats as big as this kitchen--some of then even bigg-
er.... Gila Monsters. Big, Technicolor I|izards—the size
of a barn. Dust Devils--big circling winds that sucked
up one car. Fire-topped Mountains. Real big thorn bushes
that we had to burn.... Drove over pl aces where the
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grecund was !ike g:ass. Drove along where the ground was

shaki ng. Drove a-ound big craters, al | radi oacti ve.
(124)
Tanner’s description shows that the rhetorical quality of an

accomplished SF narrative does not really derive from technical
or jargon-bound description. In this the devel opment of SF para-
Ilels the growth of other cousins in the adventure family such as
Hi st ori cal fiction or Detective fiction, since the description
matters because of who the character is and why he is where he
is. Coming from Tanner, the description nmay even sound ©poetic,
but certainly not scientific. To the genre reader, famliar with
post-catastrophe SF, this makes perfectly good sense. While Verne
was i naugurating a particular di scursive blend~--of fictiona

travel writing in a scientific and technological vocabulary for
practically triumphant or celebratory early SF--in 1969, Zel azny
is witing a post-catastrophe novel well after other |andmarks in

the genre such as Walter Miller’s A Canticle for Leibowitz

(1859), and John Wyndham’s The Chrysalids (1955), not to nmention

Al dous Huxley's Ape and Essence (1848), or the nore popular @Qn

the Beach (1957) by Nevil Shute, some of which we will discuss

presently. Many of the elements of post-catastrophe SF are alrea-

dy well known to Zelazny's readers of 1969. This is another ex-
pl anation for the very little time Zelazny needs to spend in
introducing to wus the inhabitants of Tanner's world, why his

adventure can commence in media res; hence a passing reference to

the giant Gila Monster on page twenty-five is all that is requir-
ed to cue the reader to the mutant denizens of this world. Hence

too the surprise with which one notices the absence of any human

mutants: one almost expects to encounter the "Deviations"™ and
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nObscenities™ of Wyndham’'s Chrysslids “or the sanme reason, Zela-
zny's genre reader is hardly surpriscd by tha announcement of the
mad botanist, Kanis, "I'm not a scientist™ (101). As he explains

to Tanner who asks him what happened

War, that's all.... The survivors visited the remaining
uni versities that I knew of and killed the remaining
professors--English, sociology, physics, it didn't matt-

er what they taught--because the professors had obvious-
ly been responsible, because they had been professors.

(103-4)

Sl aughtering and torturing of {intellectuals is of course
tragically only too famliar in the barbarism perpetrated by the
State in our century, whether they are the Purges in Nazi Ger -
many, Communist Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, or Bangl adesh.
Wiile a great deal of mainstream fiction has addressed this theme

(Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago [1973-75] being one prom -

nent instance), the bizarrely systematic threat of purging has

actually called up the allegorical Animal Farm (1945). SF readers

have encountered the theme, for instance, in Walter Mller's A

Canticle for Leibowitz (1959), which we will discuss later in the

chapter :

So it was that, after the Deluge, the Fallout, the pla-
gues, the madness, the confusion of tongues, the rage,
there began the bloodletting of the Simplification, when
remnants of mankind had torn other remants linb from
limb, Killing rulers, scientists, |eaders, technicians,
teachers, and whatever persons the |eaders of the sadd-
ened nobs said deserved death for having helped to nake
the Earth what it had become. Nothing had been so hate-
ful in the sight of these mobs as the man of | earni ng,
at first because they had served the princes, but t hen
| at er because they refused to join in the bloodletting
and. tried to oppose the nobs, calling the crowds "blood-
thirsty simpletons". (67)

There are, then, numerous genric coordinates in Damnation

Al_ley. allowing Zelazny to write a crisp, quick-moving adventure
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novel, with mnimmtinme spent in filling in the bacxground. This
possibility of effective narrative economy exists bscause of the
readers* famliarity wth the conventions of the sub-genre of
post - cat astrophe SF.

Quite apart from the famliarity with which readers of SF

orient thenselves within a text such as Damnation Al ley, there is

a cultural aspect to our famliarity with post-nucl ear-catastro-
phe scenarios in at |east one society which is a mjor producer
of SF. Seven years before Zelazny wote his novel, Herman Kahn
had coined that notorious "realpolitik"™ phrase, "thinking about

the unthinkable"--the subtitle of his _On Thermonugleartyar

(1962), thus making the possibility of nuclear war and survival
thereafter part of the American public discursive space. Kahn's
work energed out of studies undertaken by his "Think Tank", t he
Hudson Institute and comm ssioned by the American nmlitary esta-
blishment to paint post-nuclear-war "scenarios®™. This thematic
over lap between fiction and fact--SF and futurology--became con-
gruence in the next decade in the Ofice for Technology Assess-
ment's report on the effects of a limited nuclear conflict on the

econony and the surviving population, The Effects of Nuclear Wr

(1978), which included as part of the report Nan Randall's acc-
ount of post-holocaust life in Charlottesville, Virginia (cited
in Andrew Ross [19911). As Ross rightly observes,

In the late seventies, such a conmission (conbining
eilitary T™scenario™ with an SF alternate world) was a
sinmple piece of genre hackwork, after decades of near-
future fiction in love with post-apocalyptic scenarios
where survivors either start again ex_nihile. or else
reconstruct communitarian |ife under conditions of tech-
nol ogi cal de-evolution.... The fact that the nmilitary
chose to conmi ssion such a work was official recognition
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of SF's proven capacity to produce survival 1st handbooks
that fed into famliar North American value systems cf
self-reliance, pioneering, and pragmatic savoir faire.
(1991: 142)
Needl ess to say, actual continuing reporting on nuclear testing,
accidents at power plants, occasional mlitary disasters, filnms,
vi sual SF experience (e.g., nuclear fall-out shelter signs at
even small town G eyhound bus depots), and pictorial accounts in
illustrated magazi nes, etc., were only some of the genres of
public comunication involved in the nuclear disaster imaging and
imagining in the United States. Oher countries at |east shadow
boxed in this regard (e.g., the NATO allies of the U.S.). Wth so

muich interpenetration of genres, it is reasonable to expect that

nost of the readership of Zelazny's Dammation Alley, Wwhether

regul ar genre-readers or not, would be far nore thoroughly "tra-
ined™ into "reading™ the text than the readership of nmany other

genr es.

This econony of reading is an aspect of what Thonmas Roberts
calls "thick reading" in his wi de-ranging and insightful st udy
(1990) of what he terns "Junk Fiction". "Thiok reading™ is that
act or process of intertextuality in reading work;; nf a genre in
which thenes and narrative devices of a given text evoke similar
thenes and narrative devices from other predecessors within the
genre. VWhile adventure writing does not exclusively promote "thi-
ckeni ng" devices of writing-reading (e.g., see John @Glsworthy's

The Forsyte Saga (1922), which is thick reading naterial wthout

being adventure in our sense), certainly heroes of accomplishment
narratives often give rise to either sequences of tales around

the sane character, or a dynasty of characters in related texts.

rm
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This kind of reading Is only to be expected, for instance, In
novel s which trace successively the adventures of the sane set of
characters, as do, for exanple, adventures from Morte d’Arthur
and Shakespeare's history plays, through the Sherlock Hol nmes
saga, to Peter 0'Donnell’s "Mdesty Blaise™ novels (1966 and
1976, for instance). Shared thenmes and narrative techniques are
also to be expected in texts linked in other ways as well, for
instance, in the no less than eighteen ways in whioh SF texts my
refer to each other, which Gary Westfahl lists in his hilarious
"Bestiary of Replication** (ranging alphabetically from "biquel"
to "weakquel"; a "Modesty Bl ai se" novel would be a "chroniquel™--
"one work in a theoretically endl ess series of adventures involv-

ing the sanme characters or situations™ [Westfahl 1991: 181).

The evocations of earlier SF in Damation A ley are at t he

levels of word ("muties™ for nutants), event (killing profess-
ors), and expectations (radioactivity and social chaos) which are
fulfilled; and human nutants (an expectation which is thwarted).
Into this genrically enbedded (or "thick**) novel Zelazny Intro-
duces the theme of the human violation of the pact between the
el ement s. This thene introduces unexpected resonances into an
otherwise straightforward SF-post-catastrophe "odyssey" (as the
blurb claims). Hell Tanner's adventure is also an adventure to-
wards the possibility that life on the planet mght again be
livable: as Corny says of the sky, "Then we nmight be able to see
it the way it used to |ook--blue all the tine, and with clouds**

(151). But the "hoped-for posterity®™ is still sone way away, for

~!
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rafter such knowledge™ Nature does nct forgive easily. As the
Narrator tells us at the end of the novel, "the heavens still
throw garbage™ (193).

VWhile the actual specific disaster in After Londop had rem

ained unspecified, the chemically polluted lake did provide un-
m st akabl e evidence of the environmental catastrophe that must
have befallen the England of the narrative (and presumably the

whole worl d). Dammation Alley, on the other hand, describes quite

explicitly the environmental consequences of war. The pursuit of
profit and unquestioned "progress"™ w thout regard for the price
the environment pays in the one case, and the pursuit of power
without regard for the consequences on the planet, in the other,
both lead to disaster, which then forns the backdrop for quest or

missfon in such novels.

Harry Harrison's Deathworld (1960) addresses a third recipe
for disaster, nanely, an active hostility towards the environ-
ment. From the point of view of the human inhabitants of the
pl anet Pyrrus, of course, it is the environnment that is hostile;
and they are fighting a losing battle against the flora and fauna
of Pyrrus. When the ganbler-hero Jason din At first conmes to
Pyrrus, he has tc undergo training in a series of survival chamb-
ers which are sinmulacra of the outside world. He learns that all
flora and fauna on Pyrrus are deadly to humans; that their el a-
borate arnoury to kill is not used for killing each other, only
the Honbp sapiens; and that, constantly, ever deadlier species
keep coming-at the Pyrrans. This seens so illogical to him that
he decides to find out why this str&nge hostility should exist,

and what night have started it. This, then, is & curious but
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unmistakable case of a hero who seeks adventure with not so much
an ethical as a constructive motivation

He finds that the human part of Pyrrus consists of just one
city--a large part of which is in ruins--which protects itself
from the Outside by a Perimeter (capital *0* and *P'). Jason
discovers the log that the captain of the ship of the origina
settlers had maintained. This proves his surmse that the popul-
ation of Pyrrus is indeed dwindling and, more importantly, that
at one tine the flora and fauna of Pyrrus had lived in harmony
with the original human settlers.

A little later he finds out that in fact there is another
tribe of humans whom the Pyrrans derogatorily call "grubbers™ and
who safely live Outside; they farm and exchange their produce for
| ow- | evel technology from the city-dwellers. Jason illicitly
| eaves the city, meets the |eader of the ™grubbers™ who tells him
that they are a group that split off early from the main body of
the original settlers. The Pyrrans do not know this, having re-
fused to refer to historical records, for they deem historical
records of no use in their daily battle for survival. (lyn fact,
Jason also recovers the original settlers’ log from a ‘tpunk in
the "store-room™ of the library, where all "non-technical » books
are kept, predictably almost all ruined by rats.) Jason finds the
"grubbers” living in harmony with the life on the planet. He
discovers that Pyrran life-fornms are psi-sensitive, i.e., tele-
pathic in some measure, and therefore their hostility is a res-
ponse to felt human antipathy. Al the pieces of the Pyrran puzz-

le are now with Jason. But it takes a massive earthquake to make
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the pieces fall together. Fleeing from the earthquake, Jason
notices that in the face of a natural disaster, all life is unit-
ed. Even animals which prey on each other flee together. Thi s
observation gives Jason the solution to both his problems: how
the city Pyrrans--"junkmen" to the "grubbers"--might live in
harmony with their environment, and how they could live in peace
with the rural Pyrrans, if they wi shed.

He brings the two kinds of Pyrrans together by having the
"grubbers"™ engineer an attack on the city. Finally, having the

ear of the two warring parties, he explains to the city Pyrrans

how they are responsible for the hostility of all Ilife on Pyrrus:
Pyrran life 1[is]l] telepathic.... At one tine ... t hey
cooperated in wiping out the last survivors of the non-
psi strains. Cooperation is the key word here. Because
while they still conpeted against each other under norm-
al conditions, they worked together agai nst anyt hi ng
t hat threatened them as a whole.... [And] they treat
you all as another natural disaster! (148-49)

When the first settlers, in panic, shot creatures fleeing froa a

forest fire (Jason finds this out too from the log), "they class-
ified themselves as a natural disaster” in the "minds"™ of t hose
creatures (149). As Jason tells the city Pyrrans: "You city peop-
l e, their descendants, are heirs to this heritage of hatred. ..

How can you possibly win against ihe biological reserves of a
pl anet that can re-create itself each tinme to meet any new att-
ack?" (149). He tells the _rural Pyrrans that they were not att-
acked by the Pyrran creatures because they ™don’t identify them-

selves as a natural disaster":

Animals <can live on the slopes of a dormant volcano,
fighting and dying in natural competition. But they'11
flee together when the volcano erupts. That eruption is
what makes the mountain a natural disaster. |In the case

of human beings, it is their thoughts that identify them
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ag liie form or disaster. Mountain or vol cano. In the
city werseryone radiates suspicion and death. They enjoy
killing. thinking about killing, and planning for kill -
i ng. This is natural selection too, you realize. These
are the survival traits that work best in the city.

OQutside the city, aen think differently. |If they are
threatened individually, they fight, as will any other
creature. Under more general survi val t hreats, t hey
cooperate completely with the rules for wuniversal survi-
val that the city people break. (150)

This little neo-Darwinian parable has a thematic ancestor In
Olaf Stapledon's Star Maker (1937), which we will discuss in some
detail a little later. In Star Maker, the narrator visits several
bi ol ogically disparate species, all approximately at the |evel of

evolution of Homo sapiens, and finds in all of them a tendency to

achitv ales<hne boagle o v com] ot exeivi lizationwithout aconcom-
itant evolution in what he calls the "spirit"™. This backwardness
results in an inability to resolve differences non-violently. And
as the narrator joins telepathically with other alien minds--also

on some such quest--he begins to see in species after species of

sentient life the futility and self-destructiveness of conflict,

t hat all victories are pyrrhic, and that harmony is absolutely

necessary is if a civilization is to evolve at all. Jason din Alt
6

tries to get the same message across to the Pyrrans

Harrison achieves this thematic aim in Deathworld by giving
a new twist to an old adventure narrative device of a | andscape
of difficulty which the hero nust traverse: the Siren-ridden sea

of the Odyssey, the deadly jungle in the "Tarzan™ novels of E. R

Burroughs (Tarzan of the Apes [1814]), the cliff in Alistair

MacLean’s Guns of Navarone (1957), or the icy wastes Genly A

crosses in Ursula Le Guin’s Left Hand of Darkness (1969). In Dea-

thworld., as in the novels above, characters require what we may
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characterize the Crusoe factor: axtraordinary skills and a | arge
dose of luck; in short, they nead to be "heroes" to survive their
passage through hostile environment, a qualification Deathworld
announces in naming its hero "Jason". However, in Harrison's
novel, the characters themselves are responsible for creating the
hostility in their environment: beginning with the earliest sett-
lers, the Pyrrans and the life on the planet are caught in a
mutually-reinforcing feedback | oop. Recognizing this as their
predicanent is the first necessary step to ending their "heritage
of hatred". Harrison clearly adds a social sense, a perspicacity

to the m xture of qualities in his protagonist.

Thus, unli ke the setting in the other novels mentioned ab-
ove—a setting which is not of their own making and which the
characters have to survive, overcome or conquer--"deathworld" is
the world the Pyrrans nust "unmake". What they need to overcome
is not their environment, but themselves: to accept the aggress-
ion within themselves as responsible for the hostility they find
all around them But understanding that this is so is one thing
trying to believe as harm ess what one has all along regarded as
deadly is quite another. Jason din Alt's solution of fitting out
an expeditionary force of Pyrrans to "go into the business of
opening up new worlds" (156), neatly avoids the disbelief the
Pyrrans m ght experience if as a comunity they were asked to
change; he also avoids disbelief that a sudden change of heart
might induce ¥in the skeptical reader. At the same time, the solu-
tion provides Harrison with the ideal Jjustification for writing
further "chroniquels"™: and sure enough, two chroniquels did emer-

ge. Mor eover, the 1963 Penguin edition of Deathwerld (which we
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refer to throughout here) btecomes Deathwnrld 1--"Also by Harry
Harrison"--on the page opposite the title page in the 1973 Sphere

edition of the sequel Deathworld 3 (1969).

The blatant, gluttonous view of the environment at “"over-

plus"™ in Verne's Twenty Thousand lLeagues Under the Sea and The

Mysterious Island presupposed as total an alienation between

human beings and their environment as the city-Pyrrans' "gladia-
torial™ view of theaselves and their world as antagonists. Capt -
ain Nenb and Cyrus Harding's highly instrumental view of science
and technol ogy, as sonmething to be used on tht environment aro-
und—an "Us"™ changing irreversibly and exploiting ruthlessly an
Qutside "It"--is shared totally by the city-Pyrrans. The differ-
ence is that Verne wote with a conplete absence of reflection
about the consequences of the human rape of the "overplus" of
Nature, while Harrison's novel is permeated with the wunderstand-
ing of the necessity for human harnmony with humanity itself and
with its environment. Between Verne and Harrison is an increasing
self-awareness in people and a long tradition of SF exploring
various possibilities of identity and difference between an "us",
a "thent, and an "it". As we saw in our historical sketch of
adventure fiction in the last chapter, encounter with an alien

species or culture is an oft-employed narrative device, in texts

and genres as varied as Swift's Qlliver's Travels and Le Carré’'s
Smiley's People. to address thenmes of identity and difference. W
wll discuss a little later sone significant instances of SF that

depict the "alien" to raise questions of identity and difference.

The intellectual project of Verne's Iwenty Thousand lLeagues
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Under the Sea is one of insisting upon the human ability ~a "car-

ve out™ its environment with its various "ologies". The physical
anal ogue of that project is Cyrus Harding's "remaking" of the

island by anporal exploitation of the "overplus™ in The Msterious

Island,. The medievalism of Jefferies' After London, especially
the first section of the book, "WId England", shows, so to sp-
eak, the island returning to its earlier state after the race of
CQyrus Hardings are alnost all long gone. This return to "the way
things were at the beginning" is a recurrent nmotif in SF, as in
adventure fiction. Towards the end of our discussion of Jeffer-

ies' After London, we nentioned that adventure witers have |ong

shown the world regressing to an earlier state after sone cata-
st rophe.

SF's particular variation on the thene of the world return-
ing to its past lies in the ascription of responsibility for the
catastrophe to human action and attitude. Daniel Defoe and Mary
Shelley's linmted plagues, thus, beconme an unstoppable, incurable

global virus in George Stewart's Earth Abides (1950). The prot-

agoni st , | sherwood Williams ("modelled on an Anmerind |egend,
Ish", as Aldiss says [1986: 467, n.301), up in the nountains,
survives, as do a handful of human beings here and there. And, in
one of the |owest keyed SF adventures, the novel traces the eff-
orts of these remnants of the species to survive and consolidate
their existence, and in & narratorial intertext interspersed
through its progress, the gradual slipping of the world to a
prinmeval or -as-it-was stage "in the beginning":

A fence was a fact, and a fence was also a synbol. Bet -

ween the herds and the crops, the fence stood as a fact,
but between the rye and the oats, it was only a symbol,
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for the rye and the oats did not mingie of themselves.
Because of the fence the land was cut into chunks and
bl ocks. The pasture changed to the ploughed land sharply
at the fence.... Once the fences are broken both in fact
and in symbol, then there are no more bl ocks and chunks
of land and sharp changes, but all is hazy and wavy, and
fades from one into the other, as it was in the beginn-
ing. (75)

The "™hazy and wavy" |andscape is reflected in changing human
perceptions of space:

But boundaries fade even faster than fences. | magi nary
lines need mo rust to efface them Then there will be no
quick shifts, and adjustments, and perhaps it will be
easier on the mind. They will say [when locating a pl-
ace] as in the beginning: “About where the oak start to

get thin, and the pines take over.' They will say; 'Over
across there--can't tell exactly--in the foothills where
it gets drier and you start seeing sage-brush.' (226)

And perception of time changes too, not just time as measur-
ed with reference to one or more characters’ individual |[|ives but
on another scale altogether:

Thus from the very beginning it came about t hat t hey
called each year not so often by its number as by a name
based on something that happened during that time. (142)
As in the matter of global civilizational changes, tinme scales in

SF too are often vast. The most m nd-stretching exanples continue

to be Stapledon’s SF. His Last and First Men (1930) has five

diagrams of tinme scales, the first ranging from "2000 years ago
to 2000 years hence", while fhe fifth ranges from "1012 years ago
to 5 x 1012 years hence"! The three diagrams in between are each
"one hundred times the preceding scale" and, as he modestly dis-
claims, "doubtless extremely inaccurate"” (249) in the events they

tell and foretell.

Stewart's Earth Abides does not seek to engage with such

vast time scales, indeed it is wunusual in hardly stretching tinme

except in vague notions of a future, reestablished human race.

o
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However, I'ts portrayal of an earth gradually returning te its
"begi nni ngs” does deal with a time scale larger than the usual
nan-SF tales of adventure, which take place o a far briefer span

of time. The "hazy and wavy" |andscapes and the assim lation of

time into the scheme of human events are followed in Earth Abides

by a blurring of boundaries between humanity and the world it
shares with all Creation. The now ancient 1Ish, half-divine patri-
arch of The Tribe he has fathered, speculates on the attitude of
the young men (his great-grandsons) towards the mountain-lion

they have Just encountered:

the men had lost that old dom nance and the arrogance
with which they had once viewed the ani mls, and were
now acting mre or l|less as equals with them He felt
that this was too bad, and yet the young nen were going
al ong Just as unconcerned as ever, cracking their little
j okes and not feeling that they had been at all humli-
ated by having to detour the liom, any nore than if they
had had to detour around a fallen tree-trunk or a ruined
buil ding. (358)

But even as humanity beconmes a part of the world it inhabits, the
narrator sees a cyclical destiny:
In the distant years after these first years, the tribes
will grow more numerous and come together, and cross-
fertilize in body and in m nd. Then, doubtless, blindly
and of no one's planning, will come new civilizations
and the new wars. (350).
Soon after the catastrophe, Ish browses through the Bible, and
finds that most of its teachings have been rendered irrel evant
The exception is Ecclesiastes (from ch. 1, verse 4 of which the
novel takes its title), which Ish reads through "marvelling at
the <clear-eyed, naturalistic acceptance of the universe” (110).

In the intertext quoted above, the narrator too echoes just such

an acceptance of an eternal recurrence.
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Both Stewart and Jefferies would agree with Peter Redgrove's
comment that now "there is no continuum between ourselves and
nature” (Roberts 1987: 5), though neither even attempts contempl -
ation of the venture of re-establishing the conti nuum They mourn
the loss of that continuity in the present age, that "the pacts"”
are "broken" (Zelazny 1969: 176). But in the breaking of t he
covenant between humanity and nature, they fclso see the possibil-
ity of the (re-)establishment of a new harmony. | ndeed, their
novel s, like a great deal of the post-catastrophic, apocal yptic
SF that followed, took for its subject "the great romantic quest"
t hat Redgrove speaks of, "that a continuum between nature and
mankind should be proved" (Roberts 1987: 5). This quest is per-
haps part of what Aldiss nmeans when he describes SF as "the sea-
rch for a definition of mankind and his status in the universe"
(Al diss 1986: 25).

However, in order that a "new harmony" cone about, the old
must yield. And this yielding, as we have seen in Jefferies and
Stewart, consists in the planet healing itself by reclaimng its
own from what humans have carved and taken from it. The adventur-
ous process of reclaimng has messages of its own to offer, quite
apart from offering a setting, a |andscape of'difficulty for t he
"survival adventures" of characters hanging on as "Earth's civil-
ization is going to hell in a bucket®™ (Aldiss 1986: 387). John

Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids (1951) is at once an evocative

and power ful expl oration of the moral significance of such a

breakdown of- boundaries and a genuine adventure story also.
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| ndeed, much |like Stewart's in Earth Abides, one of Wyndh-
am's recurrent motifs it the breakdown of boundaries, which cre-
ates (as in other adventures, but here on a much more unsettling,
gl obal scale) the situation of "novelty"™ that gives rise to the
action of the narrative. The questions these novels raise are,
however, far different from any asked iii+ mundane or non- SF ad-

ventures. In The Day of the Trifflds (1951), as in hit Chrysalids

(1955), di stinctions between human and non-human, the <civilized
and the wild, order and chaos are no |longer sustainable in the

face of the catastrophe. The Day of the Triffids opens with its

narrator-protagonist, WIIliam Masen, waking up on the last day of
his stay at a hospital where he had gone for an eye-operation.
Masen wakes up to find that everyone has gone blind. The cause,
he specul ates, nmust be a much-publicised meteorite-shower that
everyone who could had watched. Masen is in hospital to be treat-
ed for the deadly sting of a triffid: a nmobile, carnivorous,
econom cally valuable plant, the result of a genetic m sadventure

behind the Iron Curtain.

Wth most of humanity blind, a virtually total collapse of
soci al order follows. As Masen says to a man who is working by
candl elight, "this is the future as well as the past" (171). This
post-catastrophe devolution (or collapse in both senses of t he
word) 1is, of course, one we have encountered from Jefferies’ Aft-
er London onwards. The future as the past is also an understand-
ably immediate theme to a survivor of the barbarism of the recent
World War--the novel was first serialised in Collier’'s soon after
Wrld War |l and appeared in hard-cover in England in 1951 and

thus belongs to a pretty creditable early crop of catastrophe- SF
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which immediately followed the War to end all wars (what a con-
ceitt y-~and whol esale blindness is a most effective metaphor for
Europe's state of mnd during the War. UynZham Shows how mankind
diabolically prepared very nearly to destroy itself and yet how
unprepared it was to deal with catastrophe when it did come. It
is only towards the end of his narrative that Masen speculates
that the blinding of humanity was probably caused, not by the
comet-shower as everybody had all along thought, but by the wmal-
functioning of one of the military satellites orbiting the earth
with a cargo of deadly chemcals. (This anticipation--one hopes
not a prophecy--is not so much untanny as sobering, and yet three
decades later Reaganomics in fact did shamelessly indulge in
creation of the "Star Wars" scenario.) But the helplessness of a
blind humanity is evident right from the start, as is its genesis
in man®s own folly.

A blind humanity soon reverts to barbarism and/or dies.
Where starvation and disease do not do the job, triffids do. They
attack humans, kill them and feed on the carcasses. Tht univers-
ity community that Masen finally joins has the best chance of
survival against triffids, other tribes, and savagery since it
conserves skills and knowl edge and seeks a future which does not
have place in it for the m stakes of the past. But, of course, as

Masen says of posterity,

Once they've beaten the triffids and pulled themselves
out of this mess they'll have plenty of scope for making
brand-new m stakes of their very own. (248; enphasis
added)

As we have seen already, consideration of skills of survival

and growth are de rigeur requirements of a survival adventure.
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Quite interestingly, in Stewart's Earth Abides, the hero consci-

ously as well as urcensciously rejects such a repository of ski -
Ils. He settles down and creates a tribe to regencrate human
society after the catastrophe. He returns to his native wunivers-
ity town, is a research scholar hinself, and feels very poignant-

ly the responsibility resting on his shoulders to get humanity on

the road to regeneration. And yet, finally, he settles for j ust
one craft, just one artefact, and that too as a synbol of t he

capability of human beings to recreate a civilization. The bows
and arrows that his grandsons make and use are allowed to remain
the only symbol he sees of hope. What a terrific adventure it is,
even in the imagination, to have to decide such questions for the

whole race to come, when one cannot even guess at what advantages

my lie along "the road not taken"!

In The Day_of the Triffids, anmong the nmost obvious m stakes

of the past that the university community needs to rectify and
avoid are, of course, the triffids. The triffids stand for nmany
things. They are grotesques, initially inspiring interest (for
their economic value and their motility), then disgust (on their
being found to be carnivores), and finally fear (when they turn
on humans). They are, in the tradition of Frankenstein's Monster,
creations of human genius that then turn on their creators. Cult-
ivated for short-term gain, they eventually become an evolution-
ary threat to humankind. To a blind humanity they pose the great-
est danger. To the few sighted persons, they pake al 1 outdoors
unsafe. The triffids are an exanple of another feature of tradi -

tional adventure fiction creatively metamorphosed by SF--in place
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of the "monsters™ of fantasy are mow used monstrosities of scien-
tific imagination. As in other adventure fiction, their use can
be glib and facile, without deeper significance in purely sensa-
tional SF as well. But, indeed, that contrast between the safe

indoors and the threatening outdoors is one of the recurrent

motifs  of Wyndham®’s book, and in their i mpact or provocative
value it is as significant as anything encountered in adventure
fiction.

In the hospital where Masen wakes up, every other room but
hit seems to have dead people in it. However, this "dead"™ hospit-
al is preferable to the inexplicable cries and strange noises
comng from the street outside. When he discovers the chaos in
the street, taking on the city becomes an even tore daunting
(though necessary) proposition. But even with disease and death,
the <city is still a source of water and food (if only tenporar-
ily); the countryside offers no such assurance. Fi nally, t he
"safe" Earth, threatened by numerous artificial satellites orbit-
ing around it, carrying all manner of death in them 1is only a
metonym for one's own "safe" country threatened by "foreigners",

a threat that makes the satellites necessary in the first pl ace

While in Deathworld, as we saw, a cast of mnd had converted an
envi ronment into a hostility, here the hostile environment s

indeed a human creation. The question of our own responsibility
is, thus, a most crucial question in all SF, even though it Bay
not appear with such provocative force in all novels.

Thus,  not only does the blindness foreground oppositions
between indoors and outdoors at the level of the house, street

city and country; the blindness in fact turns out to be a conseq-
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uence of other |larger oppositions which define & person merely as
threatened by m"others™. The result: blindnces due to blindness

Vision (or absence of vision) is a metaphor in other contexts in
the novel too. There is a contrast between the shortsightedness
of staying to help the sightless, and the farsightedness of star-
ting a healthy, viable community. At the end of the book occurs
also the contrast between those who seek, shortsightedly, to re-
create a feudal Britain, and tho6e who see the folly of repeating
old mistakes. But the break with the past that is requirtd so
that the survivors can begin anew, is not to be a clean one at
all. 1t is six years before Masen can |eave Shirning Farm And in
the meanwhile he must see the last of his pre-catastrophe world
crumble.

For the new order to become possible, the old order must
yield. And between the old and the new nust exist a period when
the distinctions that made the old order possible break down.
Thus, Stewart writing in 1950, and Wyndham witing in 1951 echo
each other and Jefferies. This blurring of boundaries in Wnd-
ham's novel is effectively captured in the triffid. 1t is a plant
that moves. It is a vegetable that eats meat. A plant that res-
ponds to its environment much faster than any plant has any busi-
ness to. And finally, it is a plant that is actively lethal to
humans. The advent of the triffid and the catastrophe thereafter
signal other breakdowns as well. For a while, the environment
indoors offers protection against the outdoors--in the cities
agai nst theqrioting outside, and in the country against the leth-

al triffids. But with plague striking, there is not much to choo-
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se between death outdoors and death indoors. Soon, With civiliza-
tion having broken down, the city can no longer retein its {iden-
tity apart from the country; the country reclaims the city, ef f-
ectively pointing out the tenuousness of humanity's control over
its environment.

In Jefferies’ After London, and Stewart's Earth Abides too,

the city yields to the country. The sense of human activity as
sonehow "unnatural™, and the eagerness of the earth to reclaim
her own, runs through these three novels (as well as some of the
other novels we will encounter below). This attitude is, in one
sense, in marked contrast to the view of the environment as in-

finitely usable that comes to us through Defoe's Robinson Crusoe

(and the numerous progeny of that novel of marooning that depict-
ed the predicament of Crusoce-figures as a challenge only to human
ingenuity, not to human existence itself) and Verne's Msterious
Island. This view derives ultimately from Enlightenment assump-
tions of the enormous, transformative powers of the human intell-
ect. However, nature triumphing over the artefacts of human reas-
on was a particularly familiar theme in that genre of the anti-
Enlightenment, the Gothic. And the ruins of classical Rome etched
by the eighfeenth century architect Piranesi have proved immense-
ly suggestive to intellects as varied as Walpole in England and
Beckford in Venice in the eighteenth century, Coleridge and De
Quincey among the English Romantics, Gautier and Hugo in ninet-
eenth century France, and Aldous Huxley in the twentieth century.
Huxl ey |ikened Piranesi to Kafka; to him Piranesi spoke of "ob-
scure and terrible states of spiritual confusion and acedia™

(cited in Oxford Companion. 768). Ruins, thus, at "man-made"
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sites of adventure, are a physical and mcral pref i gurement of the
devastated | andscapes of post-nuclear-catastrophe fiction. o
course, other pre-modern or contenporary "landscapes of difficul-
ty" such as mountains and forests, continue to be extensively
used in contenporary adventure fiction, including SF such as
Mchael Critchton’s Congo, a tale of high-tech exploration of
central Africa. Inportantly, these fictions carry on the ™"maroon-
ing" scenario in a new way--they invert the pattern in that their
humanity is besieged by a hostile or a natural environnent that
hems them in. They are inprisoned by their own creations. Caliban
rules Prospero’s island.

In The Day of the Triffids. with civilization fallen, old

codes of conduct, old nores, no longer apply. Indeed, the commun-
ity which eventually settles on the Isle of Wght consciously
seeks to avoid re-creating the past (conpare Ish's decision to
reject all books, all tenptation to inpart to the new generation
the "library" of past civilizational strategies and tactics); it
accepts the necessity for action that would have been terned
thieving some tine ago and behaviour that would have been inmmoral
by earlier standards (in its decision to pronote polygany, for
i nstance). The new nust energe froma flux, we understand. Mor e

importantly, such a scenario also succeeds in making a nost per-

suasive historical argunent as well, regarding norality, that it
is at |least fundamentally (if not essentially) determined by

world-view, which is itself cont