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THE GRAND OLD MASTER 

by
Thomas 3. Gardner, Ph. D.

The growth of science fiction as a literature has developed 
scores of new writers. Tire majority of the names in the .roster of. 
science fiction writers have only one or two stories to their credit. 
Sometimes a writer catches on and he becomes a professional. Duking 
the past ten ye^rsu^ new kind of writer has developed. He is^ tech
nically trained -man/ or at least with a firm foundation of science, 
and he'writesi'as. a sideline to his regulaY profession. Such writers 
as John "W.; Qamob'ell.,. Jr., Robert a. Heinlein, Isaac nsimovp 3. 3. 
Smith, Plxf D.,. A. ■ 3...van Vogt, etc., are names to . con j urc. with in the 
field of science fiction. However one should not forget that there 
are many professional writers who make their living by writing science 
fiction. Such famous names as Eando Binder, Henry Mutt nor and Ray 
p.u mm in gs are only three of the remarkable people who have contributed 
to ©^literature;; Of all the professional writers in the field of 
fanrlsy and scionec., fiction none have been criticized as .much, both 
pro 'and con, as Ray Cummings, The Grand Old Master.

.A great many- fans reared upon an exclusive diet; of. ASTOUNDING 
or iMASINCf .STORIES will immediately have strokes when. Cumming’s name; 
is mentioned as The Grand Old Master. However, they should not for
get the qualities that go to make up such a title. Onf is the abil-’ 
ity towithstand the ravages of time. Cummings has been writing for 
over ttrcnty-fivo yors. His better novels arc colicctors’s items,' 
and when reprinted still sell well. A discussion of several will 
follow, h tc rek second quality of writing is.whether or not a piece 
of work .appeals to c few people or many people. -For example, the - 
bcst\y/pf'k of Cummings.-appecis to the intelligent f-ns, but it also 
appeals to the general public. This was ascertained by talking with 
peopre who were not fens who had road Cummings1 novels, and most im
portant of 11, ■ trying, out some, of Cummings1 novels on pcciplc not 
indoctrinatei with sditncc-fiction. Three sets were selected.■ One 
was thbest novels of Cummings, a second, the poorest stories J and 
the third a. mixture of both. The best novels were all praise d, the 
poor stories were neye'r finished dub to their sc men ass, and the mixed 
series raised a howl on the poor material, end they asked me if I had 
ny more'of th good stuff. That is the best test one can make.

an important point in any writer is appeal as a human-being in 
hie oh rekrs. Fpr example,' Cumming^ do s hot write . bout supermen, 
or supar-dup.cr heroes.who with on; hand and a ray gun lick whole con-, 
iingt.nts of’th-_ foe. In re 1 life that docs not happen very often, 
ana when it. do . s ticrens usually no surviving hero as has been borne 
out many times, in the past two World Wars. Cummings’ -.hero.os-arc 
simple, ordin- ry people like you and mo. They muddle through, .make 
mist-kes end survive by. r. series of fortuitious circumstances just as 
we do0 ..Consequently they mirror ourselves. His stories laid in the 
future are really Saturday Evening Post type of stories with common
place hie ract .rs. To .fins rccrcd on mutants, super-men, etc., they 
arc tarn.: stuff; but they should not be r. ad with that viewpoint. They 
arc intcns ...ly huiif n and .human in action. The women -re seldom amaz
ons. but like the girl you merry, a little dumb at >Ijiws', brilliant 
-at others, <nd cll-in-all m. king the some little successes end-mis
takes th. t -11 "omen- do0 great deal of obsorv.tionwl-psychology 
is found in all .the cstori's. For example, Jetta of-the Lowlandis, 
■'cc.d C1-. yton \*.stounding'X, is th., story of a girl wishing for life but
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living in the hinterla nds of the world ,ani-what happened. bo orrng lire 
to her. It is the story of countless thousands of girls in the Unit
ed otates, Canada and Australia, and every thinly, settled country, in 
the world-. It is'human and . intense ih its apped to normal living .[/ 
laid in a- future' age. The weakness of a "future Hitler, Tarraho the 
Conqueror, and his' struggle for power being -slowly overcome by the. . 
human qualities he. despised is strongly depicted. .Some rate this.as.. 
Cummingsivgreatest story, but • in my humble opinion his trilogy of ..mat
ter, spa-ne and time') narnnly, "The Giil in the Golden Atom" (complete), 
"The Tire. BlaneiPt, and "The Man 7Zho Mastered Time” arc his outstanding 
stori os. .? If these books were published in one volume they would un
doubtedly sell well.1 ’• The- people in these .stories have an appeal that 
ling 'rs after. most * stori tS: fare f orgottpn* ■ 'rThc Shadow Girl”, "The 
jxilo of Time”, dnd "The .Brigands of thed^oon”- are three more- stories 
till .-ill- oc r.nadiib • red because they treat of adventure, romance and 
life with a cr'i ti cal ’ Pye * .The sequel to "The: Brigands of the Moon” 
"Wendi,.. eg invader ” , is not quite as good' as. the first novel. "The 
Man on the- Meteor";, -and "Around the Universe" have some czcclient 
writing in- them. One could go oh and on, but lit us.mention only, the 
Tubby Sc ri. sfr The. .Tubby scries befort 1925 are clever, after that 
repetitious o ". .. -h ft.' - ■?? e ...

How one should mention .a failing in-the writing’of Cummings* in 
1915 there was a custom to speak'in glowing,huwsive phrases that bore 
us today, for example, it was usually the custom-to intorject.phrases 
such as? "green littleworldl" "Brave ladt" hC Oura geo us" mother, and 
chi Id I", in the bo dy off paragraphs, and at frequent intervals* Cum- 
mings developed th&tcstyle.;andhov<h gotldver it. It burns many fans 
up. . Hew.ycr^ his best novels have" a mihiblupt.-of-ithis. tag and his 
poorest pottboil^ in gobs I It is interesting' tot observe
that Cummiii^s’wes-> not: always consistcntioi.-ppr example in "The Piro 
Plan t” he. .sfirt-fd .out .op: type of dynastic rule’ Jand; civilization on 
Mercury,. but in three, later novels, "Tama, the Prine, ss of.Mercury", 
etc., an entirely .different dynasty is depicted .although the. wing'd- 
girl typ: was--r.tain„d.' " ■' h

Cumming'S is.;given credit for or.sting the size-changing, f ormula. 
Unror ouncetcly?hi worked it to death* ticor s of st'orius1 and. novels 
us it; and, outside, 'of the first, "Th. Girl from-'the Golden', a tom", 
and pirgapsuche or two others they becom: very bortSOm u. ■ /

A'lsh hi is unable, to pictur e a full-scale culture, but only seg- 
m? nts. of it* Gummings' cannot fight a war but inly skirmishes,, hnd 
tTist battles cannot handle his meh and ships in large 
qUantiti 'S* . lor .example the scope of the present war is entirely 
outbid of'his.:abfli.ty to ’describe. .-Thus on his wo rid-canvass's ar? 
>- inted pictur ijS; of,k fr w men in bri. f battl e with one.-or., a. very few 
battles d.terr'mihf^ It is rather amusing 'in; regard to his con
cept of weapons. Pbr*"example, savages with stonhknives attack and 
papturs a modern arsenal, and immedit t cly'begin .tQ. p.SG modern, com- 

* plex -wba^of si :
. I-Lts warships ;ilso untrue to rcclity. Time after

time trccdip.tc.jicQ of two or throe miles; rapid • guns cut loose 
and the invaders" u'Sng r^y beams always catch the shell in'h'ull flight 
'nd d: stray,'.-it. .Slow,a shell takes about two seconds to tr< vol two 
miles., and not oy^r^our seconds, yet the invaders sec the 'flash of 
the gun?rawing e ’hi'ff'bw ray, bucking the- inertia; of--m tter in getting 

. '.th: wch^nuinto c.tion, and actually pick the shell up in- flight* 
, Try this: som.:tim_ .- Take a five coll flashlight;, -ind^hav friend 

tneuw..t^nhis b. lls. at you at night from : bout twenty-five' yi rds away6 
: if you can cat Oli‘-th'.; . slow?, moylng^ ball in the borm. ^-Most of the 

time you fail to even touch it* ka-isc'' tht..vr.lp..cl^^ three or five
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thousand feet s.cond, and imagine it age-, in $ Modern explosives ore 
superior to Cummings1 rays in most eases, but he has them lose nearly

‘. i'll thotimc.^ pTaint' tru-L, Hr. Cummings.
;;/ritcrs-oome and writers go, but Gummings-has such a smooth style 

whenever he really tries that it is a shame- he does not try more of
ten.; if,“ X : were-Cummings I would never write another size-changing 
story, ,nor'one--about. v/inged girls, but would; concentrate, upon stories 
of the great, cities of the next century-with their* intrigues, and 
realize the' factors of sociology, changing, economics, and his wonder- 
full insight into simple people to turnout Wpllsinn sagas of tomor- 

'• rowfor us today. They would be good sellers aqdvnjakc rfar more money 
t, than the poor re-hash that has come-out • as inovellottos .and; short

' -s-torios ' within the last ton years. Thorc» hfo-many borderline stories 
such as ”i Now pound World.", "The Soa'ifirl", ;cfc,, which arc very in-

■-foresting .if not read too close together. Some 'day, some smart pub
lisher will put out about twenty novels of -C.ummings' and mate himself 
some, money. Bic better stories will bo appreciated more as time goes 
on. ■

Now you young.r fans, bog-,, .borrow., or go to the public library 
and ryad the 'best novels of Cummings,’ and forget the shorts you have 
read in Pla mt, etc.- Read the few' published in the Strbd’t and Smi th 

- astounding, s- few in the old argosy. Then you will get a better ap- 
pr-ecia-tion of -tho Grand Old Master. His'name will live as long as 
Western 0’fviLiz.Cti.on lives.
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