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Introduction

This book brings together most of the important non-fiction
prose of Clark Ashton Smith. With the recent publication of his
SFLECTED POEMS, the various new editions of his short stories,
and festschriften such as the recent IN MEMORIAM, the SELEC-
TED ESSAYS AND CRITICISM makes available most of the
writings that Smith intended be made public. There remains, of
course, Smith’s personal letters, his notebooks, and various
incomplete or unpublished manuscripts. but these items more
properly belong in a study of Smith as a personality. It is through
his published works that Smith, like any artist, exerted the most
influence in his chosen field of writing.

The guiding principle behind the selection of these essays
was quite simple: each piece included was designed as some
sort of public statement, or was presented as a public statement
with Smith’s approval. This means that the SELECTED ESSAYS
AND CRITICISM includes not only the formal, eloquent essays
and book reviews that Smith wrote for the various fan magazines,
but also a series of long published letters, actually self-contained
essays, that Smith sent to various commercial magazines, such
as Wonder Stories and Amazing Stories. At times these letters
were part of a longer debate being conducted in the letters
columns, and when Smith’s letters fit into such larger contexts,
I have attempted to sketch in the background in the Appendix.
I have also included a series of rather short excerpts from
Smith’s letters which were printed in various magazines and
therefore got wide circulation. For some of these essays which
originated as published letters, it has been necessary to devise
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suitable titles; titles not of Smith’s own hand, therefore. appear
in parentheses.

Unlike his close friend and correspondent H. P. Lovecraft,
Clark Ashton Smith did not write many essays on topics of
general interest; he did not seem to be very interested in the
art of the essay as such. Most of his writings in this volume
stem from quite specific occasions, and reflect ideas Smith felt
most passionately about. The essays range in time from 1927,
when Smith was a young poet of thirty, to 1953, when he was a
respected writer and artist of sixty. The essays thus reflect
Smith’s entire life, though the most interesting of them date from
the 1930s, which, not coincidentally, was Smith’s greatest period
of productivity of short fiction. The subject matter includes
homages to literary influences. Some literary influences, like
George Sterling and H. P. Lovecraft, Smith knew as personal
friends; indeed, the two essays on Sterling are two of the longest
pieces included, and the three different tributes to Lovecraft
attest to the effect Lovecraft’s death in 1937 had on Smith.
Other literary influences are simply writers whom Smith read and
studied; these include the British scholar and writer of ghost
stories, M. R. James; Ambrose Bierce, and Edgar Allan Poe
(‘‘Atmosphere in Weird Fiction’’); William Hope Hodgson; and
Donald Wandrei. The subject matter also includes personal state-
ments about Smith’s life and career, and several cogent comments
about some of his more important individual tales. One subject
rather conspicuous by its absence is a discussion of poetry
itself; Smith thought of himself primarily as a poet, and turned
to short-story writing only as an expediency. Yet, aside from
his tribute to Sterling’s poetry, and his review of a book of
poems by Marianne Moore, there is little here about Smith’s first
love. Perhaps he felt his verse was sufficient testimony for
itself.

By far the most frequent topic in these essays is Smith’s own
theories about weird fiction and speculative fiction in general.
In the early 1930s Smith, in a sudden creative spurt, composed
over half his corpus of short stories, and published a good many
of them in magazines at that time; it is not unusual, therefore,
to see him also turning with interest to critical justification for
his work during that time. These critical statements are of interest
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to any student of imaginative literature, in that they provide one
of the most cogent and well-informed aesthetics evolved and
articulated by any major writer of speculative fiction. Smith was
a poet and well-versed in literature; as such, he was more able
than many of his peers to fit his craft into a larger perspective.
For instance, Smith was able to see that the demands for ‘‘real-
ism’’ in his genre were contradictory to the basic spirit of
fantasy; he stubbornly asserted the validity of the romantic
tradition at a time when this tradition was much in disfavor with
the mainstream of literary thought. If ‘‘realism’’ was part of
“high culture,”’ then Smith wanted no part of ‘‘high culture.”
Also Smith repeatedly insisted upon the all-important distinction
between realism as a literary school and simple writing pro-
ficiency; much of the criticism of science fiction and fantasy,
he suggests, would be eliminated if the writers and editors
would simply write better, not write in a different mode.

We know today that history has vindicated Smith’s stubborn
refusal to acknowledge realism as the ultimate development of
literature; for today the cycle has come full circle again, and
the romantic tradition, represented by the increasing popularity
of fantasy and science fiction, as well as a strong fabulist and
neo-romantic tradition in mainstream writers, dominates the
literary scene again. Smith’s defense in itself is important, but
he offers a coherent and extremely valid system of aesthetics
within this tradition. For the best exemplification of this system,
we have Smith’s collected body of stories; for Smith’s own
account of what he was trying to do, we have these present
essays. Seldom do we find any serious discrepancy between
intention and accomplishment.

To some this collection may appear to be a rather ragged
assortment of bits and pieces, of marginalia and uneven docu-
ments. However, the collection comprises one of the few articu-
late critical testimonies we possess from a major writer of
science fiction and fantasy of the 1930s and 1940s. Few at that
time took science fiction or fantasy seriously enough to inter-
view its creators or even treat them as serious artists, and
Smith’s explanations of his craft survive only through letter
pages of magazines and the graces of the fan magazine movement
(and no student of imaginative literature can fail to feel grateful
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for what the fanzines did do with such limited resources. But
even if we possessed lengthy autobiographies of every major
science fiction writer of the time, Smith’s essays would still be
of interest today; his growing popularity with new generations
of readers, and the increasing recognition he is receiving around
the world as a master of fantasy, justifies the issuance of ihis
collection).

Charles K. Wolfe
Middle Tennessee State University
Murfreesboro, Tennessee

March 1972
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George Sterling -
An Appreciation

Among the various literary fervors and enthusiasms of my
early youth, there are two that have not faded as such things
most often fade, but still retain in these latter years a modicum
of their ‘‘fringing flames of marvel.’”” Unique, and never to be
forgotten, was the thrill with which, at the age of thirteen, I
discovered for myself the poems of Poe in a grammar-school
library; and, despite the objurgations of the librarian, who con-
sidered Poe ‘‘unwholesome,’’ carried the priceless volume home
to revel for enchanted days in its undreamt-of melodies. Here,
indeed, was ‘‘balm in Gilead,’”’ here was a ‘‘kind nepenthe.’’
Likewise memorable, and touched with more than the glamour of
childhood dreams, was my first reading, two years later, of ‘‘A
Wine of Wizardry,”’ in the pages of the old Cosmopolitan. The
poem, with its necromantic music, and splendours as of sunset
on jewels and cathedral windows, was veritably all that its title
implied; and—to pile marvel upon enchantment—there was the
knowledge that it had been written in my own time, by someone
who lived little more than a hundred miles away. In the ruck of
magazine verse it was a fire-opal of the Titans in a potato-bin;
and, after finding it, I ransacked all available contemporary
periodicals, for verse by George Sterling, to be rewarded, not too
frequently, with some marmoreal sonnet or ‘‘molten golden”’
lyric. I am sure that I more than agreed, at the time, with the
dictum of Ambrose Bierce, who placed ‘‘A Wine of Wizardry’’
with the best work of Keats, Poe and Coleridge; and I still hold,
in the teeth of our new Didactic School, the protagonists of the
““human’’ and the ‘‘vital,”” that Bierce’s judgment will be the
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ultimate one regarding this poem, as well as Sterling’s work in
general. Bierce, whose own fine qualities as a poet are men-
tioned with singular infrequency, was an almost infallible critic.

Several years later—when I was eighteen, to be precise—a few
of my own verses were submitted to Sterling for criticism, through
the offices of a mutual friend; and his favorable verdict led to a
correspondence, and, later, an invitation to visit him in Carmel,
where I spent a most idle and most happy month. I like to remem-
ber him, pounding abalones on a boulder in the back yard, or
mixing pineapple punch (for which I was allowed to purvey the
mint from a nearby meadow), or paying a round of matutinal visits
among assorted friends. When I think of him as he was then,
Charles Warren Stoddard’s fine poem comes to mind. I take
pleasure in quoting the lines:

To George Sterling

““The Angel Israfel, whose heart-strings are a lute, and who
has the sweetest voice of all God’s creatures.’’

Spirit of fire and dew,
Embodied anew.

Vital and virile thy blood-
Thy body a flagon of wine
Almost divine:

Thou art a faun o’ the wood,

A sprite o’ the flood,

Not of the world understood.

Voice that is heard from afar,

Voice of the soul of a star.

From thy cloud in the azure above

'Tis thy song that awakeneth love-
Love that invites and awe that retards—
Blessed art thou among bards!

My astral is there where thou art,
Soul of my soul, heart of my heart!

Thou in whose sight I am mute,
In whose song I rejoice;
And even as echo fain would I voice
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GEORGE STERLING —AN APPRECIATION 5

With timbrel and tabor and flute,
With viol and lute,

Something of worth in thy praise—
Delight of my days-

But may not for lack of skill-
For the deed take the will:

Unworthy, ill done, incomplete,
This scroll at thy feet.

Always to me, as to others, he was a very gentle and faithful
friend, and the kindest of mentors. Perhaps we did not always
agree in matters of literary taste; but it is good to remember that
our occasional arguments or differences of opinion were never in
the least acrimonious. Indeed, how could they have been?—one
might quarrel with others, but never with him: which, perhaps, is
not the poorest tribute that I can pay to George Sterling. . . . But
words are doubly inadequate, when one tries to speak of such a
friend; and the best must abide in silence.

Turning today the pages of his many volumes, I, like others
who knew him, find it difficult to read them in a mood of dispas-
sionate or abstract criticism. But I am not sure that poetry should
ever be read or criticized in a perfectly dispassionate mood. A
poem is not a philosophic or scientific thesis, or a problem in
Euclid, and the essential ‘‘magic’’ is more than likely to elude
one who approaches it, as too many do, in a spirit of cold-
blooded logic. After all, poetry is properly understood only by
those who love it.

Sterling, I remember, considered ‘‘The Testimony of the Suns”’
his greatest poem. Bierce said of it, that, ‘‘written in French
and published in Paris, it would have stirred the very stones of
the street.’’ In this poem, there are lines that evoke the silence
of infinitude, verses in which one hears the crash of gliding
planets, verses that are clarion—calls in the immemorial war of
suns and systems, and others that are like the cadences of some
sidereal requiem, chanted by the seraphim over a world that is
‘‘stone and night.”” One may quote from any page:

How dread thy reign, O Silence, there!
A little, and the deeps are dumb—
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Lo, thine eternal feet are come
Where trod the thunders of Altair!”

Crave ye a truce, O suns supreme?
What Order shall ye deign to hark,
Enormous shuttles of the dark,

That weave the everlasting dream?”’

In the same volume with ‘‘The Testimony of the Suns’’ is a
blank verse poem, ‘‘Music,” in which the muse Terpsichore was
hymned as never before or since:

Her voice we have a little, but her face
Is not of our imagining nor time.

Also, there is the gorgeous lyric ‘‘To Imagination,’ and many
chryselephantine sonnets, among which ‘‘Reincarnation,’’ ‘‘War,”’
and ‘‘The Haunting’’ are perhaps the most perfect.

As 1 have already hinted, I feel a peculiar partiality for ‘‘A
Wine of Wizardry,”’ the most colorful, exotic, and, in places,
macabre, of Sterling’s poems. (This, however, is not tantamount
to saying that I consider it necessarily his most important
achievement.) Few things in literature are more serviceable as
a test for determining whether people feel the verbal magic of
poetry—or whether they merely comprehend and admire the thought,
or philosophic content. It is not a poem for the literal-minded,
for those lovers of the essential prose of existence who edit and
read our ‘‘Saturday Reviews’’ and ‘‘Literary Digests.’’ In one of
the very last letters that he wrote me, Sterling said that no one
took the poem seriously any more, ‘‘excepting cranks and mental
hermits.”’ It is not ‘‘vital’’ poetry, he said, as ‘‘vital’’ is used
by our self-elected high-brows (which probably, means that it is
lacking in ‘‘sex-kick,’’ or throws no light on the labor problem
and the increase of moronism). ] was unable to agree with him,
Personally, I find it impossible to take the ‘‘vital’’ school with
any degree of seriousness, and see it only as a phase of materi-
alism and didacticism. The proponents of the utile and the
informative should stick to prose—which, to be frank, is all that
they achieve, as a rule. Before leaving ‘A Wine of Wizardry,”’
I wish, for my own pleasure, to quote a favorite passage:
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Within, lurk orbs that graven monsters clasp;
Red-embered rubies smoulder in the gloom,
Betrayed by lamps that nurse a sullen flame,
And livid roots writhe in the marble’s grasp,
As moaning airs invoke the conquered rust
Of lordly helms made equal in the dust.
Without, where baleful cypresses make rich
The bleeding sun’s phantasmagoric gules,
Are fungus-tapers of the twilight witch,
Seen by the bat above unfathomed pools,
And tiger-lilies known to silent ghouls,
Whose king hath digged a sombre carcanet
And necklaces with fevered opals set.

No, ‘‘A Wine of Wizardry” is not ‘‘vital verse.”’ Thank God
for that, as Benjamin de Casseres would say.

Notable, also, in Sterling’s second volume, is the lovely
““Tasso to Leonora’’ and ‘‘A Dream of Fear.”’ His third volume,
‘‘A House of Orchids,”’ is compact of poetry; and, if I were to
name my favorites, it would be equivalent to quoting almost the
entire index. However, the dramatic poem, ‘‘Lilith,”’ is, I believe,
the production by which he will be most widely known. One must
go back to Swinburne and Shelley to find its equal as a lyric
drama.The tragedy and poetry of life are in this strange allegory,
and the hero, Tancred, is the mystic analogue of all men. Here,
in the conception of Lilith, the eternal and ineluctable Tempt-
ress, Sterling verges upon that incommensurable poet, Charles
Baudelaire. In scene after scene, one hears the fugue of good
and evil, of pleasure and pain, set to chords that are almost
Wagnerian. Upon the sordid reality of our fate there falls, time
after time, a light that seems to pass through lucent and irides-
cent gems; and vibrant echoes and reverberant voices cry in
smitten music from the profound of environing mystery.

One might go on, to praise and quote indefinitely; but, in a
sense, all that I can write or could write seems futile, now that
Sterling is ‘‘one with that multitude to whom the eternal Night
hath said ‘I am.’ >’ Anyway, his was not, as Flecker’s,

The song of a man who was dead
Ere any had heard of his song.
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From the beginning, he had the appreciation and worship of
poetry lovers, if not of the crowd or of the critical moguls and
pontiffs.

Of his death—a great bereavement to me, as to other friends—
I feel that there is really little that need be said. I know that he
must have had motives that he felt to be ample and sufficient,
and this is enough for me. I am totally incapable of understanding
the smug criticism that I have read or heard on occasion. To me,
the popular attitude concerning suicide is merely one more proof
of the degeneracy and pusillanimity of the modern world: in a
more enlightened age, felo-de-se will be honored again, as it
was among the ancients.

In one of Bierce’s books is a trenchant article entitled , ‘““The
Right to Take One’s Self Off.”’ Here is the final paragraph:

Why do we honor the valiant soldier, sailor, fireman? For obedi-
ence to duty? Not at all, that alone—without the peril—seldom
elicits remark, never evokes enthusiasm. It is because he faced
without flinching the risk of that supreme disaster—or what we
feel to be such—death. But look you: the soldier braves the
danger of death; the suicide braves death itself! The leader of
the forlorn hope may not be struck. The sailor who voluntarily
goes down with his ship may be picked up or cast ashore. It is
not certain that the wall will topple until the fireman shall have
descended with his precious burden. But the suicide—his is the
foeman that never missed a mark, his the sea that gives nothing
back; the wall that he mounts bears no man's weight. And his,
at the end of it all, is the dishonored grave where the wild ass
of public opinion

Stamps o’er his head
But cannot break his sleep.

THlE OVERLAND MONTHLY, March 1927*.

*Also see ‘‘Appendix,’’ p. 79.




(Where Fantasy Meets

Science Fiction)

I have purchased many of the issues of your magazine, and
have read everything in them, including the letter columns, with
great interest. I have particularly enjoyed certain stories, such
as ““The Forgotten Planet,”” ‘‘The Jovian Jest,”’ and ‘‘The
Planet of Dread,”’ in which genuine imaginative quality was
combined with good writing. Many other tales, not so well writ-
ten, I have enjoyed for their fantasy, their suggestive ideas.

In following ‘“The Reader’s Corner’’ I have noted the objec-
tion to so-called ‘‘impossible’’ stories, voiced by some of your
readers. Stories thus classified, one would infer, are tales deal-
ing with the marvelous and the mysterious in which the author
has not attempted to give a naturalistic or scientific explanation
of his wonders and mysteries. In other words, he has not rendered
them in terms of the test-tube. He has admitted the inexplicable,
the ‘‘supernatural.’’

Personally, I enjoy stories of this type, as well as those that
are written with the purely scientific anproach. I suspect that
those who condemn them are suffering from a rather amusing—and
pathetic—sort of unconscious hypocricy. I think that people who
read your magazine, as well as Science Fiction magazines in
general, are people with the ingrained human love of wonder and
mystery; but some of them are afraid to accept and enjoy any-
thing—even a fairy tale—that is not couched in the diction of
modern materialistic science,with a show of concern for verified
credibilities. Probably, in most cases, they would like and
praise the very stories that they condemn if the writer had used
a different terminology, and had offered explanations that were
even superficially logical according to known laws.

9




10 PLANETS AND DIMENSIONS

Please do not think that I am decrying. or even criticizing,
Science Fiction. I consider it a highly important and significant
branch of present-day writing, and have hopes of contributing to
it myself. I am merely advocating an attitude of mind and imagi-
nation. For those who think that the ‘‘impossible’’ requires
justification—] would suggest that the only impossible thing is
to define and de-limit the impossible. In an infinite, eternal
universe, there is nothing imaginable—or unimaginable—which
might not happen, might not be true, somewhere or sometime.
Science has discovered, and will continue to discover, an enor-
mous amount of relative data; but there will always remain an
illimitable residue of the undiscovered and the unknown. And
the field for imaginative fiction, both scientific and non-scien-
tific, is, it seems to me, wholly inexhaustible.

ASTOUNDING STORIES, July, 1931.




Beyond the

Singing Flame

To introduce this story, the marvelous sequel to ‘“The City
of the Singing Flame,’”’ we can do no better than to quote in full
Mr. Smith’s letter to us.

In ““‘Beyond the Singing Flame,’’ I have found it advisable to
maintain the same suggestive vagueness that characterized the
other story; though I have explained many things that were left
obscure in the other. The description of the Inner Dimension is
a daring flight; and I seem almost to have set myself the impos-
sible task which Dante attempted in his account of Paradise.
Granting that human beings could survive the process of revibra-
tion in the Flame, I think that the new-sense-faculties and
powers developed by Hastane, Angarth and Ebbonly are quite
logical and possible. Most writers of trans-dimensional tales do
not seem to postulate any change of this nature; but it is really
quite obvious that there might be something of the kind, since
the laws and conditions of existence would be totally different
in the new realm.

1 hope that ‘“The City of the Singing Flame’’ was well-
received by your readers. It has brought me several highly lauda-
tory letters from strangers, together with requests for a sequel.

WONDER STORIES, November 1931*.
*Also see ‘‘Appendix,”’ p. 79.
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(*On Garbage-

Mongering”)

I should like to say a few words anent one or two points
which P. Schuyler Miller raises in his interesting letter in the
June Wonder Stories.

Personally, I cannot see that science fiction is, as he puts
it, is ‘“‘unfortunately limited’’ in its range of expression. At
least, I do not think that a type of literature so avowedly imagi-
native would benefit materially by invading, as so much modern
fiction has done, the field of clinical analysis and sex-physi-
ology. That sort of thing has been done ad infinitum and ad
nauseum by non-imaginative writers, such as are favored by the
professional ‘‘intelligentsia’ of our sex-demented republic; and
one of the most refreshing things about science fiction, and fan-
tastic fiction in general, is the avoidance of such triteness.

To me, the best, if not the only function of imaginative
writing, is to lead the human imagination outward, to take it into
the vast external cosmos, and away from all that introversion
and introspection, that morbidly exaggerated prying into one’s
own vitals—and the vitals of others—which Robinson Jeffers has
so aptly symbolized as ‘“‘incest.’” What we need is less ‘‘human
interest,’”’ in the narrow sense of the term—not more. Physio-
logical—and even psychological analysis—can be largely left to
the writers of scientific monographs on such themes. Fiction,
as | see it, is not the place for that sort of grubbing.

Certainly I do not think that H. G. Wells, in the tedious
analytic novels of his later phase, would be a good model for an
imaginative writer. Wells, in his earlier years, wrote some mar-
velous fantasies. But afterwards, he was more and more seduced

12




‘‘ON GARBAGE-MONGERING”’ 13

into sociology, psychoanalysis, etc., etc., till his stories became
a truly awful example of everything that fiction should not be.
No doubt, they are excellent treatises, but as tales they are
simply unreadable.

What science fiction chiefly needs, I should say, is a rigorous
raising of literary standards, an insistence on good English as
opposed to the jargon of magazine hackwriting. Form and finish
are all too often lacking in stories otherwise excellent.

As to gaining the recognition of the ‘‘highbrows’’—well, I
hope that science fiction will never gain it, if the winning of
this guerdon must involve an emulation of the squalors and
tediosities, the highbrow pornography and general garbage-
mongering of the current school of realistic novelists.

Re the celebrated strictures of one Mr. Schwartz, it appears
to me that they hardly need refuting, since they are patently
ridiculous. ‘‘Slack-mouthed’’ youths and mental subnormals in
general are not likely to be interested in either science or
imagination, such as is purveyed by Wonder Stories and other
magazines of the same type.

WONDEI(¢ STORIES, “The Reader Speaks,”” August 1932, p. 281*.

*Also see ‘‘Appendix,’” p. 80.
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| Fantasy and

Human Experience)

I should like to point out a few considerations which, appar-
ently, have been overlooked by Mr. Julian Gray in his thoughtful
and well-written criticism of science fiction in the letter columns
of the June Amazing Stories.

To begin with, it seems to me that his definition of literature
as being exclusively a study of human reactions and character-
development is rather narrow and limited. Literature can be, and
does, many things; and one of its most glorious prerogatives is
the exercise of imagination on things that lie beyond human
experience—the adventuring of fantasy into the awful, sublime
and infinite cosmos outside the human aquarium. In this genre,
of which science fiction is one branch, the main interest lies in
other elements than mere character-reaction and development,
such as would properly be emphasized in a tale of ordinary
events and conditions.

Of course, science-fiction can, has been, and will be written
with a close attention to verisimilitude in such matters. But for
the initiate in this type of fiction, and highly imaginative and
fantastic fiction in general, the real thrill comes from the de-
scription of the ultrahuman events, forces and scenes, which
properly dwarf the terrene actors to comparative insignificance.
For many people—probably more than Mr. Gray realizes—imagi-
native stories offer a welcome and salutary release from the
somewhat oppressive tyranny of the homocentric, and help to
correct the deeply introverted, ingrowing values that are fostered
by present-day ‘‘humanism’’ and realistic literature with its
unhealthy materialism and earth-bound trend. Science fiction, at

14
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its best, is akin to sublime and exalted poetry, in its evocation
of tremendous, non-anthropomorphic imageries. To demand in
such tales the intensive earthly observation of a Hardy is idle
and beside the point; and one who approaches them from this
angle will miss the true value and beauty.

It seems to me, too, that Mr. Gray makes a pretty sweeping
statement in his remarks about science fiction authors. Doubtless
there are hacks in this branch of writing, as in all others; but,
on the other hand, there are sincere imaginative artists. One
only has to name A. Merritt (at least in his earlier work, such as
the original novelette version of ‘‘The Moon Pool’’), Stanton
Coblentz, who has written some gorgeous fantastic satires, John
Taine, a master of authentic science, and H. P. Lovecraft, whose
““The Color Out of Space’’ goes infinitely beyond anything of H.
G. Wells in its sheer imaginative scope and creation of atmos-
phere. To say that science fiction writers are ‘‘men of doubtful
education and still more doubtful intelligence’’ because they
prefer imaginative happenings, cosmic forces, atmosphere, etc.,
to psychological analysis, is an utterly pointless and senseless
statement. But, since there is a fixed gulf, wider and deeper
than Erebus, between imaginative people and those who lack
imagination, it is no doubt equally senseless to argue this
question.

Certainly, however, one must admit that there is vast room for
improvement in the general body of science-fiction. This improve-
ment, it seems to me, could lie in the direction of more skilful
and finished writing, the exclusion of the trite and overworked,
and the elimination of many stories which, on close analysis,
are revealed as mere gangster tales or ordinary adventure stories
with a futuristic or ultra-planetary setting. A few editorial meas-
ures of this sort would go far to remove the reproach which can
justly be brought against science-fiction magazines. As a well-
wisher, a reader—and also a writer of this genre—I sincerely hope
that such an improvement will in time be brought about.

There is one other matter that I should like to touch upon. Mr.
Gray’s preliminary remarks about the general development of
literature. To judge from these, one would think that the world’s
literature is marked off in perfectly distinct, geological strata!
and that all the former, more primitive layers are now hermetically
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sealed beneath a deep and solid stratum of realism. This, how-
ever, is not the case. Romanticism, both in novels and short
magazine stories, is still the most popular and widely read genre;
and as for the supernatural, which Mr. Gray puts at the Archean
bottom—well, even that despised branch of literary endeavor is
having its innings, both with writers and readers. Apart from
folk-lore, the literature of the supernatural is almost a modern
invention anyway; and some of the best work in that genre is
being done at the present time. Realism, even though it is the
only form favored by the alleged ‘‘quality magazines’’ and the
self-appointed critical pontiffs, certainly doesn’t have the field
to itself. And I think one can safely predict that it never will.
The intolerable conditions of modern life and mechanistic civili-
zation, will, one thinks, be more and more conducive to the
development of a literature of imaginative ‘‘escape.’’

There is still another angle which occurs to me, apropos of
Mr. Gray’s letter. After all, why shouldn’t literature, or at least
one literary genre, emphasize what he calls the ‘‘inhuman,”’
which, more properly, is the non-human or extra-human? Isn’t it
only the damnable, preposterous and pernicious egomania of the
race, which refuses to admit anything but man’s own feelings,
desires, aims and actions as worthy of consideration?

This egomania, alas! is manifested in other ways than through
literature, and lies at the bottom of that ruthless aggrandization,
that maltreatment of weaker life-forms, that presumptuous med-
dling with the delicate balance of planetary forces, which may
sweep our present-day civilization into the limbo of the dino-
saurs. I fear that many super-scientific tales, which depict a
world-wide catastrophe as the result of human meddling with
nature, may prove to be all too prophetic. Any type of writing that
would serve even in the smallest degree as a brake on the madly
careening wheels of this racial egomania, is, it seems to me,
more than praiseworthy from a moral standpoint if from none
other.

lark (Hahton Smith

Auburn, California

P. S. On re-reading Mr. Gray’s letter, I find that I have forgot-
ten to mention the matter ¢f H. G. Wells, which he brings up.
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Doubtless it is the particular trend of Wells’ mental development
that has led him, in later years, to abandon the writing of science
fiction for that of sociological novels. Wells, when he wrote the
marvelous ‘‘Time Machine,”’ ‘‘The War of the Worlds,’’ and other
fine fantasies, had in him much of the artist, perhaps a little of
the poet. These, however, have been progressively smothered
and drowned out by the growth of the pedagogue, the utilitarian
“‘humanist.”’

As to Aldous Huxley, I have not read his ‘‘Brave New World,”’
which, I should judge from reviews, is marked by the same con-
genital pornography as Huxley’s ordinary novels. Satire, of
course, is a well-recognized function of much science fiction,
and perhaps some of it has been a little too subtle for Mr. Gray’s
apprehension. He seems to have missed Stanton Coblentz, of
whom I have already spoken. If I cared to, I could name others
in whom the satire is even more subtle and implicit.

If Mr. Gray should find my language somewhat violently
polemical in places, he must realize that [ have merely availed
myself of that parliamentary privilege which he, in his own letter,
has already avowedly pre-empted.

In conclusion, let me recommend to Mr. Gray, and to others
who are similarly minded, the perusal of imaginative fiction for
what it really is rather than for what it isn’t. Also, he should
realize that there are intelligent (and not necessarily immature)
people who have the courage to dissent from the limited and
grossly materialistic definition of literature which he has laid
down, and who, moreover, are not overawed by the burden of
present-day authority.

AMAZING STORIES, “‘Discussions,” October 1932, pp.670-71*.

*Also see ‘‘Appendix,’’ p. 81.




(The Tale of

Macrocosmic Horror)

I have read with much interest the fine letter from A. Lewis
in the “Cauldron.”’

Mr. Lewis, in laying down rules for the development of the
weird tale, has presented a viewpoint which will no doubt seem
impregnable to the average intelligent person, in whom exclu-
sively humanistic values of thought have been inculcated.

At the same time, however, I should like to indicate certain
weaknesses and limitations which I see in this viewpoint,
especially in regard to the tale of macrocosmic horror and
fantasy. This type of story, because of its very character and
purpose, should not, it seems to me, be bound strictly by ‘‘the
practical requisites of literature in general.’’ In a tale of the
highest imaginative horror, the main object is the creation of a
supernatural, extra-human atmosphere; the real actors are the
terrible arcanic forces, the esoteric cosmic malignities; and the
element of human character, if one is to achieve the highest,
most objective artistry, is properly somewhat subordinated in a
tale of ordinary and natural happenings. One is depicting things,
powers and conditions that are beyond humanity; therefore,
artistically speaking, the main accent is on these things, powers
and conditions.

A sense of the superhuman is to be conveyed; therefore one
does not want the human—at least, not to an extent that would
impair and detract from the proper focus of interest. For this
reason, I fear that the weird tale, if written mainly as psycho-
logical analysis, would tend to forfeit some of its highest and
rarest values. Modern literature has become so thoroughly
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subjective, so introverted in its tendencies, so preoccupied
with the anthropocentric, that it seems desirable for one genre,
at least, to maintain what one might call a centrifugal impetus,
to make ‘‘a gesture toward the infinite’’ rather than toward the
human intestines.

This is not saying that Weird Fiction would not gain by
more verisimilitude in the presentation of its terrene actors. But
their reactions can be indicated more succinctly, with more
stress on events, outward forces and atmosphere, than in fiction
dealing with the natural and the normal.

For instance, let us take some concrete examples from modern
Weird Fiction. In authors such as Algernon Blackwood and
Walter de la Mare, it seems to me that the accent is primarily on
human character. But in their work (at least, in any of it that I
have read) one fails to find the highest imaginative horror, the
overwhelming sweep of black, gulf-arisen wings, such as is
conveyed in the best tales of Ambrose Bierce, Poe and H. P.
Lovecraft, where human character is treated more briefly and
subversively.

STRANGE TALES, January 1933*.

*Also see ‘‘Appendix,’’ p. 82.
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(Realism

and Fantasy)

Mr. Miller’s very able and urbane letter in the December issue
makes me feel that my own recent letter on the problem of real-
ism versus fantasy might be supplemented and qualified by a
few remarks.

First of all, it should not be inferred that I have the least
desire to prescribe limits for the development of science fiction
or any form of fiction. On the contrary, I believe that all pos-
sibilities should be sounded and explored. When I decried realism
in my letter, I was inveighing mainly against what I see as the
limiting and sterilizing influence of a too slavish, uninspired
literalism in modern writing. It did not, and does not, seem to
me that science fiction would benefit by the adopting of such
fetters—or, to vary the image, a clipping of the eagle’s wings to
a conformity with those of the barnyard fowl. Such literalism, as
in the case of Zola, is the most quickly outmoded of literary
forms. On the other hand, I do not think that the genuine, imagi-
native realism of Hardy, including an ever-present apprehension
of the cosmic mysteries and fatalities that environ life, will
ever be outmoded.

Also, in my letter, as Mr. Miller implies, I was considering
ultimate artistic values, and not the question of expediency.
Undoubtedly the realistic wave is entering science fiction, and
the trend will have to work itself out. Like all other trends, it
has both good and evil possibilities. I have merely tried to warn
against the evil ones. The best possibilities lie in the correla-
tion of observed data about life and human problems with inspired
speculation as to the unknown forces of cosmic cause and effect
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that undoubtedly surround and play upon life. The evil lies in a
meaningless Dreiserism, an inartistic heaping of superficial
facts or alleged facts, which, after all, through our perceptual
limitations, may be erroneous, or, at least, too incomplete to
permit the safe drawing of dogmatic inference.

Tomorrow, the accepted theories of science and human psy-
chology may be superceded by a brand-new lot; and it is partly
because of this shifting, unstable ground on which the thing
called realism stands, that I regard pure, frank fantasy as a more
valid and lasting art-expression of the human mind.

In one sense, fantasy of one kind or another is about all that
is possible for us, handicapped as we are by a partial and lop-
sided sense-equipment, and occupying a highly precarious
position amid infinities and eternities whose concerns are
perhaps wholly alien to our welfare or comprehension. Any true
realism, it seems to me, must include a facing of this position,
and not a treatment of life as if it were an air-tight compartment
shut off from the unknown cosmos, and complete and independent
in itself.

Mr. Miller’s definition of the three main stages in literary
evolution is well-drawn, I think. It may interest him, and others,
to know that my own final preference for fantasy was reached
through a varied course of reading that followed pretty much the
outlines he has indicated. I began with children’s fairy tales,
went on through Haggard, Kipling, Balzac, Flaubert, France,
etc. But through it all I have kept a profound admiration for Poe.
My present enthusiasms include Blackwood, Lovecraft, John
Taine, Machen, etc.—and, of course, Dunsany. I have also suc-
cumbed to the pervasive charm of Merritt.

To go back to the matter of realism, as an expedient for the
furthering of science fiction, I must admit that I will not quarrel
with Mr. Miller’s viewpoint. And most assuredly I will not fling
any stones or bouquets of asparagus at fellow-scribes who can
win the attention of the main-guard of criticism. More power to
them, if they can. I reserve the right to join the fray myself.

I am going to make a suggestion, which is, that the treatment
of human ‘‘realities’’ through imaginative satire could well play
an extensive part, as a corollary of this development. Perhaps,
just as the present time, it would be more valuable than stuff
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done in the Hemingway vein. It could conceivably reach, I am
sure, a large and receptive audience. We are badly in need of a
new Swift, who could write the Gulliver’s Travels of current
folly, corruption, dullness and madness. Stanton Coblentz has
done some fine things of this type; but there are vast, unsounded
possibilities.

I feel like a Time Traveler, after reading Mr. Miller’s quite
flattering classification of my own work as being ahead of the
age! Howbeit, perhaps I am merely one of those unfortunate and
perverse individuals who are constitutionally ‘‘agin the Govern-
ment.”’ When fantasy is acclaimed by Irving Babbitt, and is
published regularly in Harpers and The American Mercury, 1 may
take refuge in the writing of case-histories! That is to say, if I
have not emigrated to the Abbey of The Theleme or gone to
Mohammed’s paradise in the meanwhile. Literature is a grand
old merry-go-round; and like the serpent of eternity, it always
has its tail in its mouth. Also, as Mr. Miller hints, there may
be some additional hoops in the ringsnake.

My apologies for pied metaphors; also for the Einsteinian
liberties I have taken with Mr. Miller’s curve.

WONDER STORIES, February 1933*.

*Also see ‘‘Appendix,’’ p. 83.




(The Validity of
Weird Stories)

A letter from Clark Ashton Smith contains an interesting
thumbnail essay on the validity of weird stories, which we are
passing on to you. Mr. Smith’s comments are valuable, as he is
one of the great masters of the weird tale—a classification which
includes H. P. Lovecraft, Algernon Blackwood, Arthur Machen,
and one or two others.

Mr. Smith writes: “‘It seems to me that the real validity and
value of weird, imaginative literature has never been sufficiently
affirmed. In these days, when the burden of critical so-called
authority is cast almost wholly on the side of the so-called
‘realism,’ it might be especially pertinent to point out one or
two considerations. Weird, fantastic writing, by its emphasis of
the environing cosmic wonder and mystery of things, may actually
be truer to the spirit of life than the work which merely concerns
itself with literalities, as most modern fiction does. Only a
dullard, it seems to me, would despise and decry fantasy on the
oft-alleged score of superficiality or remoteness. If anything is
superficial, it is the grossly external and factitious realism of
the modernists, who, abnegating the one gift that raises man
above the other animals, can see nothing but the bare physical
facts of existence. Whether or not one believes in the ‘super-
natural,’ it seems to me that the infinite eery mystery that presses
upon us is an ineluctable thing that can not be dissipated by
test-tubes or Freudian analysis. Also, in spite of those who
would limit literature to psychographs and genre studies, it will
always afford a fascinating and inexhaustible field for the human
imagination.”’

WEIRD TALES, February 1933.
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Horror, Fantasy,

and Science

THE BOILING POINT

Only the hottest of controversies will be printed in this
column—radical arguments that will bring your blood to ‘“The
Boiling Point.”” We start this department off by presenting one
of the most blasphemous articles it has been our pleasure to
read. [t is by Forrest J. Ackerman, and he calls it

A Quarrel with Clark Ashton Smith

No doubt this will be the commencement of a lively discus-
sion between the readers. It is the editor’s intention to print the
most interesting arguments on both sides of the case. I have
this to say: it seems to me that Wonder Stories is going far
afield when it takes such a horror story as Mr. Smith’s ‘‘Dweller
in Martian Depths’’ and, because it is laid on the Red Planet,
prints it in a magazine of scientific fiction. Frankly, I could
not find one redeeming feature about the story. Of course, every-
thing doesn’t have to have a moral. The thrilling scientifilm,
““King Kong,”’ for instance, has no moral to it—except, perhaps,
to be careful of Fay Wray, if you are a great prehistoric ape—but
it has a point at least: to interest. And ‘‘Dweller in Martian
Depths’ didn’t interest me. I don’t know, maybe it did others.
But it disappoinied me very greatly to find it in a scientifiction
publication. In Weird Tales, all right. I don’t like that type of
story, I wouldn’t read it there. I fail to find anything worth-while
in an endless procession of ethereal lites, phantastic visions,
ultra-mundane life, exotic paradises, airy vegetation, whispering
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flutes, ghastly plants, and dirge-like horrors. May the ink dry
up in the pen from which they flow! Or, at least, Mr. Smith,
direct those tales elsewhere—NOT to a stf publication, because
I do like your science fiction like ‘‘Master of the Asteroid”’
and ‘‘Flight into Super Time.” But ‘‘stuff’’ like ‘‘The Light
from Beyond” . . .

Well, let’s hear from someone in favor.

Make ‘“The Boiling Point’’ boil, you indignant fans. Don’t
let this guy Ackerman get away with it. Your replies will be
published in this department. We would especially appreciate
a reply from Mr. Smith himself in defense of his stories.

THE FANTASY FAN, ‘““The Boiling Point,”’ September, 1933.

THE BOILING POINT

You will remember the terrific outburst Forrest J. Ackerman
made upon Clark Ashton Smith’s stories and weird tales in
general in last month’s column. Shortly after the issue went to
press, we received the following postscript to his article which
he requested to have printed at the beginning of this month’s
column.

I could as well pick on John Taine—a favorite author, mind
you—for ‘“The Time Machine’’ in Wonder Stories, another story
considered doubtful science fiction. My only interest is to keep
stf. in the stf. publications, and let fantasies and weird tales
appear in the magazines featuring that type.

It is to be hoped that Mr. Smith will discover many of his
admirers thru the writings of readers caring to present argu-
ments.

It is only fair that Mr. Smith himself should have the first
blow against Mr. Ackerman’s argument, in defense of his own
stories. He calls (it)

Horror, Fantasy, and Science

Mr. Ackerman’s fervent and ebullient denunciation of my
stories, followed by Editor Hornig’s invitation to join the melee,
is not to be resisted.

I infer that Forrest J. Ackerman considers horror, weirdness
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and unearthliness beyond the bounds of science or science
fiction. Since horror and weirdness are integral parts of life (as
is well known to those who have delved beneath the surface)
and since, in all likelihood, the major portion of the universe is
quite unearthly, I fail to understand the process of logic or syl-
logism by which he has arrived at this truly amazing proscription.

Let me recommend to Mr. Ackerman, and to others like him,
a more scientifically open and receptive attitude of imagination.
If Mr. Ackerman were transported to some alien world, I fear that
he would find the reality far more incredible, bizarre, grotesque,
fantastic, horrific. and impossible than any of my stories.

In regard to ‘“The Light From Beyond,’ I cannot see that this
tale is any more fantastic and unreal than others dealing with
unknown dimensions or planes of hyper-space. Physical entry
into such planes is impossible, but form an alluring theme for
fictional speculation.

It is curious that Mr. Ackerman should profess to like ‘“‘Flight
Into Super Time,’’ a story which is wilder, if anything, than the
ones he has denounced. I might also add that it was written as a
satire on time-travelling, and should not have been read too
seriously.

Of course, it is Forrest Ackerman’s privilege to dislike my
stories, and to express his dislike whenever he chooses. I have
merely tried to point out that he is in error when he condemns
them as being inherently unsuitable for a scientifiction magazine.

At this point editor Charles Hornig printed part of a letter
from H. P. Lovecraft in which Lovecraft defended CAS, saving

that ““Dweller in Martian Depths’’ was “‘reallv splendid, except
for the cheap ending on which the Editor of Wonder Stories
insisted.”

THE FANTASY FAN, ‘“The Boiling Point,”’ October, 1933.

Lovecraft also urote in the November, 1933 issue of FAN-
TASY FAN (“The Boiling Point”’), bitterly denouncing Forrest
J. Ackerman. In the December 1933 and again in the January
1934 issues Ackerman responded, directing his attack not so
much at CAS but rather Lovecraft. Both Lovecraft’s and Acker-
man’s letters contained rather personal attacks on each other.
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In his January, 1934 letter, however, Ackerman did go so far as
to say that since Weird Tales occasionally published science
fiction, perhaps Wonder Stories should be allowed to publish
weird tales. Also in December, 1933, was a letter from Donald
Alexander in which he attacked CAS and Lovecraft for “‘de-
scending to personalities’’ and concluded that ‘‘Smith, in my
opinion, is a poor writer. His stories are all like the ravings of
some fearfully diseased mind.”’

In the January 1934 issue Lovecraft again answered Acker-
man by reminding him that his original attack on ‘‘Dweller in
Martian Depths’’ was not based on whether or not the story was
suitable for a science fiction magazine, but rather was an attack
on the story itself.

Editor Hornig at this point decided the debate had gone far
enough and was perhaps threatening to get out of hand; he
served notice that the issue would be dropped after the February
issue of FANTASY FAN. In that February issue, CAS—who had
remained out of the most acrimonious part of the debate—pub-
lished a letter concerning Donald Alexander’s charges.

Donald Alexander’s letter caused me to reread carefully my
own answer to Forrest Ackerman’s epistolary critique. Since my
one concern was to meet Mr. Ackerman’s arguments on their own
ground, I am puzzled by the assertion of Mr. Alexander that I
made a fool of myself by descending to personalities. Offhand,
I should have said that my letter was about as free of that sort
of thing as it could conceivably have been. Perhaps there were
a few mildly ironic touches;but certainly nothing of an insidious
nature was implied or even intended. I do not think that any good
purpose is ever served by abusive personalities. If my letter was
derogatively personal, I really wonder how Mr. Alexander’s should
be classified.

Ggamﬁ (ahtan Smd“

In the same issue was a brief note from August Derleth say-
ing he was ‘‘squarely on Smith’s side.”” The debate concluded
with this note from Editor Charles Hornig:

We stated last month that the Smith-Ackerman debate would
end in this issue—and so it has. Many of our readers have started
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to get bored with it—and more than that, some ill-feeling has
been aroused.*

*THE FANTASY FAN is attempting to bind the lovers of science
and weird fiction tighter together with friendship, and not to
separate them thru dislike of each other’s ideas. However, to
take the place of ‘‘The Boiling Point’’ we are starting a new
department next month entitled ‘‘Your Views.’' This will not
contain any debates, but the opinions of you, the readers, on
various subjects we will nominate.

THE FANTASY FAN, November 1933—February 1934.**

**For further information about the debate, see ‘‘Appendix.”’
p. 83.




(On the
Forbidden Books)

‘“Necronomicon,’’ ‘‘Book of Eibon,”’ etc., I am sorry to say,
are all fictitious. Lovecraft invented the first, I the second.
Howard, I believe, fathered the German work on the Nameless
Cults. It is really too bad that they don’t exist as objective,
bonafide compilations of the elder and darker Lore! I have been
trying to remedy this, in some small measure, by cooking up a
whole chapter of Eibon. It is still unfinished, and I am <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>