





Art and Speculative Fiction

A Speech” by Baird Searles

When I was asked to speak here, I pulled Art and Speculative Fic-
tion out of the air as a dual subject, both of which I feel strongly
about, and the intérconnection of the two is something that has always
baffled me. One thing I will not do, however, is offer a definition of
either. One of the things that convinces me that science fiction is
closer to art than it thinks is that its boundaries have never been de-
fined. However for the purposes of this talk, I am going to include
fantasy as an aspect of the field. As for a definition of art, everyone
has one and they're all different. I will venture the hint, though,
that art is not the object done, but how and in what spirit it is done.
So much for the tedious definition, or non-definition, of terms. I'm
going to cover two general themes under our main topic: what has been
done, and what's going to be done, in the arts, that ties in with sci-
ence fiction and fantasy.

As to what has been done, I'm just going to call to your attention
various works in the various fields that I think would be of interest to
the fan of speculative fiction (I use that term in the broadest sense,
and I'll go into that later). I think the thing that attracted me to
science fiction in the first place is what attracted me to the arts --
that thing called a sense of wonder; making out of the stuff of ordinary
life something special and glamorous and magical, if you will, and it
has always baffled me that so many people that read sci-fi and, to a
lesser degree, fantasy, have not gone off in the same direction. To
those of you that have, forgive me; I'll probably be covering some ocb-
vious and familiar ground today.

Before I get?épecific, I'd 1like to go off again into some general
terminology which might explain why 1I'11 be talking about the things
that I've chosen., Surrealism, for instance, in a very broad sense, is
fantasy. The most famous example, Dali's The Persistence of Memory
(the painting with the limp watches), is certainly a fantastic landscape
-- you might blink if you ran across it in the Jersey Meadows -- but it
has no logic. Or I should say the logic of it is the symbolism that the
artist chose to give it. For me, true fantasy has to have an interior
logic which generally implies some sort of narrative or time factor of
continuity. Keeping our same example, I'm sure Aldiss or Ballard could
write a story around this painting that would give it some sort of in-
trinsic logic. Maybe what it boils down to is that the work in question

has to have at least a surface of reality -- I must, at least momentar-
ily, be fooled into believing it. That's why I find very little paint-
ing or sculpture fantasy -- though much of it is fantastic. Only if it

is depicting something to which I can apply prior knowledge to fill in a

*Presented at the Eastern Science Fiction Association meeting on Sunday
afternoon, April 7, 1968, in Newark, New Jersey.






are in their own ways, simply stylizations of various modes of reality.

To touch very briefly on sculpture, aside from depictions of myth-
ological subjects, some exciting things have been happening just lately.
Ballard's singing sculptures of Vermillion Sands have had their equiv-
alents in the galleries. The Bachet brothers and Harry Bertoia have
made great sounding clusters of metal that are very exciting to hear and
to look at. Of the ultimate sculptural art, that of architecture,
there's not much to say, since it is limited in its imaginative use by
its necessary functionality. But those of you that visited Expo will
know that there are some places for architecture to play, such as a
World's Fair. Habitat was an example of speculative architecture, not
very liveable, I think, and not all that extreme, but still an intrigu-
ing concept. Much more daring, to my mind, was the U. S, Pavilion with
the extraordinary idea of a building within a dome, and it suggested
what most of the writers had not thought of in fiction: that the rooms
in a building within a dome need not all be inside rooms. Outside liv-
ing is equally practicable, though not quite so private, and much more
space can be utilized in that way.

Plowing on through the muses, we run square into music, which pre-
sents problems. The ultimate non-literary art, it can only suggest with
tone poems and the like, worlds of fantasy. Certain examples are the
Symphonie Fantastique of Berlioz, with a cracking good witch's Sabbath,
and the Chasseur Maudit of Franck, a musical description of the Wild
Hunt of Odin through the skies. Opera, of course, is literary, if one
can grace it with that term; narrative might be better. While the oper-
atic stage abounds with fantasies, from Gluck's Orpheus and Euridice on
down to Britten's .Midsummer Night's Dream, the usual staging for opera
is enough to kill any sense of wonder that might be aroused by the prim-
itive plots. As you may guess, I generally dislike the field. There
are three operas, however, that I do like: all fairly modern, all fan-
tasies with music fhat works for it, and all to be avoided on stage, and
all short, a necessity so far as I'm concerned. Britten has set Henry
James classic ghost story Turn of the Screw to fine menacing creepy
music; there's a lovely delicate setting by Stravinsky of the Anderson
story of the night%pgale; and Ravel has set a mad little tale by Colette
called The Child and the Sorcerers, in which furniture and animals are
sentient. The latter would be perfect for an animated film.

I must mention the Swedish opera, Aniara, by Karl-Birger Blomdahl,
which is really hard core science fiction. It has some of the idiocies
that creep in whenever a writer not steeped in science fiction tries to
handle it; but there are also some surprisingly sophisticated concepts;
the main plot being devoted to the crew and passengers of a spaceship,
deflected from their Martian destination into an endless voyage away
from the sun. One major character is an artificial entity called the
Mima, and there's some really striking use of electronic music.

To move on from my unfavoritest art to my favoritist, the dance has
always been devoted to the fantastic. Dancers have always seemed to me
like perfectly programmed androids, moving in a not quite human manner
through space. Far from being a haven for dear white skirted 1ladies
with nonsensical wings on their backs, dance in the past fifty years has
had its share of sex and violence, the near-classic Petrouchka tells of
a puppet with vague longings for a soul; again the word android comes to
mind. The Cage is straight out of de Camp's Rogue Queen. A society of
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the equation with Disney images is frequent. There's a thought for the
week!

As for radio and TV, strictly as media -- well, after Home, the sf
play on Channel 13 recently, I can hold out a bit of hope, but TV, as
ever, will follow, not lead, the other media.

Radio, being home ground for me, is something I have some faith in.
I have some influence in three of the most liberal stations and, feeling
as I do, that radio can best convey imaginative drama with help from
the listener's mind's eye, I shall continue to do as much programming in
that area as we can physically produce.

Having touched on all the other arts, I have left that of writing
to the end because it ties in with the second theme I wanted to bring
up. What's happening now in the arts and what will happen is very much
concerned with speculative fiction, and I think it's about time that the
field braced itself and accepted the fact that it is an art and not a
science. Though even that division is breaking down, as many others are.
For instance, that between fantasy and science fiction. I know that
many people were upset by the last Nebula awards, but it's got to be
faced that the term speculative fiction is sweeping up everything. In a
sense, all fiction is speculative, of course, and sparked by asking what
if. What if there were a small boy named Oliver Twist from a London
workhouse who fell in with a master thief named Fagin? What if a San
Francisco girl with wealthy parents decided to marry a negro? I think
the field in which we read concerns itself with the larger ifs, those of
environment and natural law. The classic horror fantasies are really
science fiction: Frankenstein, of course, and Dracula and the werewolf
things are simply about new forms of disease with theological overtones.
The Lord of the Rings 1is speculation on historical and anthropological
grounds.® The division between fantasy and science fiction has always
been arbitrary to a degree; with this generation's concern for and ex-
plorations of the jnnerspace of the mind, the division is gone.

Speculative fiction is one of the arts; it needs artistry. Until
lately, it has been looked upon as pulp fiction; as commercial writing
done for money rather than a craft practised for the love of it, which
is a basic requisi%e of artistry. Much of that is true. The science
was good; the concepts were exciting to those with the vision to com-
prehend them; but the artistry was woefully lacking. But even this hack
work was a part of the environment of that day, as were pop films. Sci-
ence fiction was as much a fact of 1life as Humphrey Bogart. All the
artists of the avant-garde that I know personally are at least passingly
familiar with speculative fiction. Some more than passing. The con-
cepts; the excitement, have entered into their lives. Artists have be-
come technicians; the light shows, the films, the electronic sculptures
and environments, and machines making music. Science has become art; a
rocket launching and a schematic diagram have become aesthetic experi-
ences. The barriers there are breaking down; the concept of pure sci-
ence, in the Analog sense, is becoming as old fashioned as the bustle or
V for Victory pins. Science fiction, as a concept, was the first at-
tempt to combine art and science. It 1is now in danger of becoming the
most backward and narrow segment of the arts. So many writers, editors,
and fans have a strange kind of attitude -- This is not the future we
foresaw; we want no part of it. How dare all these outsiders speculate
along with us. We are going to hold on to our old fashioned futures.
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REPORT

BY PHILIP JOSE FARMER

The Rio airport is hot, sticky, and noisy. We're standing in line,
waiting to board, the plane for New York, wondering if this evening, a
nightmare (though comic at times), will ever end. Brazilians crowd a-
round Jonathan Harris, the Mr. Smith of Lost in Space, to worship and to
get his autograph. Behind the worshippers are Bester, Clarke, Ellison,
Farmer, Harrison, Moskowitz, and Van Vogt, none of whom are recognized.
So people do knot themselves around the lead character in a silly-ass
space opera. This 1is mnatural, I tell myself. One picture worth ten
thousand words.

Harris is a friendly likeable person, we find out later, and I wish
him continuing good fortune. Moreover, I wonder what would happen if sf
were as big as TV and we were the ones being surrounded? I find it in-
conceivable that the majority of the population would ever dig "good"
sf. If they did, then you'd have a different kind of human being. In
fact, mankind's history would have been slightly different. I don't say
it would have been for the better. It would have been different.

What does this have to do with my impressions of the trip to Rio as
a guest of the International Film Festival?*

Everything. If I must write a travelog, I'll write one of the mind.

Finally, we poard the Argentinean Airlines plane. It takes a hell
of a long time getting off the ground, as if it were overloaded. I have
a fantasy that the plane never does manage to get into the air. It keeps
on going. The lights of Rio have wheeled away. We're in darkness tun-
neled out by the_.plane's lights. We keep going and at last the pilot
comes out of his rumbness (which, it turns out, is not internally gener-
ated). The plane stops. After a while, we get out. The ground is wet
and grassy. The time for sunrise comes. No sun. Sentients riding an-
imals glowing with biological light appear, and we know we're in another
world.

But the plane does take off. Harry passes me his quart of Scotch.
The stewardess brings drinks. I think of what Ziva Sheckley said when
we were on a trip to the Corcovado, on top of which is the Stoned Christ
of Rio, and we had stopped at a restaurant hanging out over a cliff.
Ziva is from New York City and everything Midwest is funny anyway. But
she rings the changes on my middle name, speaking of Bob José Bloch and
Bob José Sheckley and Brian José Aldiss and J. José Ballard, who were
with us. There was more of that later on, but now I see that Ziva spoke
true even in her joking. I've always had the feeling that sf people are
a community with a peculiar simpatico, that, in one sense I am merged
with the others and they with me. Their middle names are José, even
when they don't come up to my ideals and even when they have a deep an-

*Second International Film Festival, Rio de Janeiro, March 23-31, 1969
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These terms are not accurate and have too many carryovers from long
usage.

In-with-ness?
That's good enough for the time being.

I won't know what it really means until after digging down, layer
after layer, until I get +to the core, break through into my personal
Pellucidar. Down there may be nothing or something vast and slimy or a
fire bed of crushed protons.

In-with-ness.

What it m€ans is writing that has little reliance on latitude or
longitude, on chronometers or barometers, photographs and tape record-
ings, histories and newspapers, or word of mouth. In short, it's a
writing which won't be concerned with accuracy about the so-called ob-
jective world. It won't rely on indications from instruments or instru-
ment-interpreters. In-with-ness will interpret the world as it sees and
remembers it. In-with-ness is a system of logic, an internal logic, just
as a language does not conform to the rules of classical or symbolic
logic but has its own peculiar logic. Thus, English has its system and
Iroquois its own and Maori its own. Each works within its own enclosed
rules and yet each can be translated with more or less exactness into
the other.

There is some foreshadowing, a tentativeness, a nuclear cell in the
yolk, in this report on the Rio trip. For instance, my statement that
the Rio beer bottles are 24 oz. bottles. I don't know that this is ob-
jectively valid, instrument-true. It seemed to me that it was. Thus I
report it.

I don't know if the Sugar Loaf was east, west, or south of Rio. It
seemed to me that. it was east, but the next time I think of it, it may
be south. It will be south, according to my internal compass.

I don't know that I'm reporting Van's speech correctly. Or as he
would report it. A copy of it lies in a nearby desk; I can refer to it.
But I prefer to rgport the impression of the speech, its conversion into
the system of my logic.

But in-with-ness is not subjectivism. Subjectivism is too occupied
with personal imagery. The reader does not understand the references
because he is not the writer. In-with-ness is concerned with the inner
latitude and longitude but is also concerned with communication. Its
goal is communication. It interprets. There may be something lost in
the interpretation but better a loss than impenetrability.

In-with-ness will not experiment with style in that sense that
Joyce and Burroughs did. The English will be straight enough (most of
the time), but the difference is in the translation. Joyce and Burroughs
and Ballard, for instance, are also translators, but the first two are
experimenters in style, as if they were trying to create new languages.
Ballard uses the conventional language in conventional syntax, but he
seems to be trying to speak Iroquois with an English vocabulary.

Joyce is like bits of wreckage floating up from the bottom of the
mind-dark sea. Burroughs is fluid and shifting and nonsequential, like
bits of a horror film spliced at random. Ballard is a somnambulist
carving images out of a quartz landscape. (Concluded on Page 14)
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